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Abstract 
 

This study is built on the findings from the researcher’s master thesis on Asian mental health issues.  

It investigates the issues of the Burmese community, which is characterised by high disruption and 

fragmentation.  The three Burmese concepts, namely, apegan (social isolation), oaksukwede 

(internal fragmentation) and thwesenyinyut (social solidarity), were explored with participatory 

action research methodologies.  An intervention using music was devised and implemented to 

explore the processes associated with the intervention.   

This inquiry was precipitated by significant mental health concerns and lack of strength-based 

research in Asian ethnic minority groups from refugee backgrounds.  These smaller refugee 

communities from Burma, Sri Lanka and Indonesia are vulnerable, because they are more 

susceptible to settlement difficulties than those with a critical mass.  Refugees from smaller ethnic 

groups do not have as much access to their own community support networks and are therefore 

subject to a higher degree of isolation (Ho, Au, Bedford, & Cooper, 2003).  The like-ethnic 

community can provide emotional support by reinforcing one’s sense of identity and self-worth, by 

providing opportunities for friendship, and by mitigating feelings of isolation (Beiser, 1988).  The lack 

of sizeable Burmese community (just about 500 people or 0.02% of the total population in New 

Zealand) has put Burmese in a disadvantaged position during the critical, initial period of 

resettlement (Statistics New Zealand, 2002).      

For those smaller ethnic groups, this research proposes a mental health promotion approach using 

music as a key strategy.  A participatory action research group was formed with the three Burmese 

concepts in mind.  The study aims to bring Burmese community members together in music-based 

activities where they can research, increase control over their own issues and improve their current 

situation.   

This research aims at the re-establishment of informal social support networks and thwesenyinyut or 

social solidarity whereby the community might address its needs, thus realising the needs for 

increased levels of mental health and well-being.   

This research adopts social constructionist and participatory world views.  The investigation involves 

participatory action research methodologies, informed by social constructionist approaches.  The 

field work was conducted with members of marginalised communities (predominantly Burmese 

migrants and refugees) participating in music-based group activities.  Interviews, participant 

observation and the participatory action research group meetings were used as information sources.  

Analysis was informed by constructivist grounded theory. 

The findings show that the musically-driven approach appears to engage the Burmese community 

and facilitate social connections among participants such as giving culture, participation in group 

activities, cooperativeness and contribution to the welfare of the group.   

While this study is not in a position to prove the mental health outcomes, the research findings have 

important implications for community development and mental health promotion practice in 

smaller ethnic communities from refugee backgrounds.       
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Chapter one: Introduction 
 

This thesis investigates settlement issues of marginalised ethnic communities from refugee 

backgrounds resident in New Zealand.  These smaller communities from refugee backgrounds are 

more susceptible to settlement difficulties than those with a critical mass.  They do not have as 

much access to their own community support networks and are therefore subject to a higher degree 

of isolation.  

The main component of the investigation is carried out in the Auckland region.  The central question 

addressed by the research is: What are the ways by which apegan (social isolation) and oaksukwede 

(the internal fragmentation) of Burmese migrants and refugees can be influenced through their 

involvement in music-based social activities.  The specific method under scrutiny is participatory 

action research.   

The central question is attempted to answer by exploring lived experience of apegan and 

oaksukwede in relation to Burmese communities participating in a musically-driven initiative.  A 

participatory action research approach in tandem with participant observation is taken to 

investigating those acculturative issues comprised primarily of Burmese refugees.  A number of 

interviews were conducted with the members of the participatory action research group.  

Participant observations of the daily lives of Burmese communities allowed the researcher to bring a 

broader range of cultural information.  Qualitative information from interview transcripts, 

participant observation field notes and consensus statements from participatory action research 

group discussions were analysed and the findings discussed.       

Background 
There is much empirical, epidemiological research into refugee health but to a great extent this 

focuses on the negative side of mental health (deficits-based) and overlooks ethnic minority groups.  

There has also been qualitative research into Asian and refugee health, and again this research 

focusing on the negative side of mental health.  Empowerment research or strengths-based research 

focused on resilience; coping and enhancing protective factors of mental wellbeing were scarce, 

particularly next to the amount of deficit oriented research.  Researchers seemed to be reticent to 

do implementation research, and only a few papers were written for solutions targeting ethnic 

minority communities to solve their own issues.  This study is aiming to fill this gap of research on 

Burmese communities in exile (one of the smallest communities in New Zealand).  This research 

does not just stop at an inquiry about the issues but also moves a step further, and explores possible 

actions, particularly in favour of a musically-driven mental health promotion approach based on 

Burmese concepts.         

Migrants and refugees have been identified as vulnerable populations (Derose, Escarce, & Lurie, 

2007).  Due to being an ethnic minority group in living in New Zealand with the smallest community 

size (Statistics New Zealand, 2002), the Burmese community is vulnerable for marginalisation and 



7 

social isolation.  Smaller communities from refugee backgrounds such as Burmese, have added 

difficulties in the resettlement process and less access to their own ethnic community social support 

systems.   

Burma is characterised by internal struggles and civil wars against its own ethnic minorities.  There 

are about 600,000 to one million refugees and internally displaced persons due to government 

offensives against ethnic insurgent groups near borders (Petersen, Worm, Olsen, Ussing, & Hartling, 

2000).  Since 1988 pro-democracy uprising, one million Burmese have fled to neighbouring 

countries, predominantly Thailand.  Before resettling in New Zealand under the Refugee Quota 

Programme, the Burmese refugees had lived in the refugee camps scattered along the Thai-Burma 

border. 

The majority of the Burmese in New Zealand came as quota refugees who lost everything and were 

pushed out of their homeland for fear of persecution (forced migration and involuntary immigrants).  

When they lived in Thailand refugee camps they lived in hiding and were subject to arrest, physical 

harm, detention and repeated threats from the Thai government of deportation and relocations.  

Little information is available on the physical and psychosocial sequelae of trauma and exile among 

the Burmese refugees who are now living in New Zealand.  The majority of Burmese refugees did not 

manage to escape with intact family groups and often belong to ‘unattached’ family type such as 

single, widowed, divorced and forcibly separated.   

When they resettled in New Zealand they were faced with new challenges such as learning a new 

language and finding a job.  Official language ability and employment status of immigrants are often 

indicators of settlement and integration into host society (Hyndman & Walton-Roberts, 1999).  The 

Burmese refugees in New Zealand do not score well on these indicators and find hard to resettle 

successfully (Statistics New Zealand, 2007).   

In addition to these disadvantages, being a Burmese is a cultural barrier to integrate into the 

mainstream because Burmese have different political, cultural, religious and socioeconomic systems 

compared to other migrants, refugees and the host society (Lu Du Daw Amar, personal 

communication, February 7th, 2005).  Burma has been practising the self-imposed isolation since 

1962, therefore many Burmese are less exposed to Westernisation than many other Asian peoples 

(Thant Myint-U, 2006).   Their cultural beliefs and practices contrast sharply with the host country 

norms, because New Zealand is a Western nation.     

As further emigration from Burma is usually discouraged by the Burmese government, the Burmese 

in New Zealand are prevented from developing the extensive internal social support systems that 

characterise other major ethnic groups.  Way (1985), a Burmese psychiatrist in Australia, indicates 

that the Burmese in foreign countries are vulnerable to culture shock, which can be linked to the 

acute loneliness suffered by the Burmese whose home environment is characterised by a highly 

cohesive family support system.  Their loneliness is exacerbated by the internal fragmentation within 

Burmese community groups in New Zealand due to ethnic, political and religious divisions, hence, 

they have lost their community critical mass.   

Until recently, their wellbeing issues have received very little public and professional attention.  

Health and social services targeted at Burmese refugee communities are scarce.  Burmese are 

supposed to have various barriers to access these services such as language and cultural barriers.  
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Plans and policies that address the needs of the refugees from small ethnic communities have not 

been in place.  Health promotion initiatives are rare and almost none are taken with the Burmese 

community.  As the Burmese are ‘non-traditional immigrants’ to New Zealand they usually live out of 

the radar of those health and social services which are supposed to help migrants and refugees from 

small ethnic communities.  The Burmese migrants and refugees are, in fact, New Zealand citizens 

and their equitable access to health and social services must be ensured.   

This research examines these factors in relation to the experience of a small ethnic community, in 

particular Burmese refugees who have settled in New Zealand.  Based on interviews, participant 

observation and participatory action research conducted with migrant and refugee newcomers from 

Burma, the researcher presents his findings, but also uses the community engagement processes as 

a basis to raise possibilities of community-led endeavours to promote their mental wellbeing.  The 

researcher argues that social powers of music can be used to bring fragmented Burmese community 

members together for re-establishing their strong ethnic community in New Zealand.          

Current knowledge 
Various scholars report on the mental health issues of the Burmese in exile.  Allden et al. (1996) 

based on the survey research of 104 political dissidents in Thailand registered with United Nations 

High Commissioner as persons of concern reported that the Burmese in exile experienced a mean of 

thirty trauma events during the four time periods combined: 3 events before 1988 pro-democracy 

uprising, 6 during it, 14 while in flight and 7 in Bangkok during the year prior to the interviews in the 

study.  These trauma events were found mostly in unmarried, highly educated and immediately after 

1988 student pro-democracy uprising (Allden et al., 1996).  Top trauma events were forced 

separation from family members, and threat of deportation and torture.  Fifty-four per cent rated 

their health as poor.  Thirty-eight per cent had a depressive symptom score above 1.75 and higher 

among women (contrasts sharply with prevalence of 5% in a community survey of adolescents and 

of 3% to 6% in community studies of adults of all ages in the United States).  Perhaps the most 

pertinent comparison is with 11% prevalence of elevated depressive symptoms reported by Sack et 

al. (1994) in a community sample of 209 Khmer adolescents who resettled in the United States after 

surviving the Pol Pot regime in Cambodia (Sack et al., 1994).  Therefore, the Burmese refugees had 

three times higher depressive symptoms than the Khmer.  Twenty-three per cent had post-traumatic 

stress disorder; higher among women (18% in Sack et al.’s findings).  Past experience of trauma was 

associated with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  Ninety-one per cent reported having no one 

to confide in or lean on for support in Thailand.  Eighty-two per cent reported that they had no 

contact with families or peers in Burma in the past month and 64% reported no such contact in the 

past year.  Forty-five per cent rated their quality of life as "very miserable or miserable”, and only 8% 

rated it as "pleasant or very pleasant".  The sample in Allden’s study is comparable to the Burmese in 

New Zealand who fled their country for political reasons.  Taylor (1979) points out that poor 

personal health perception, as found in the above study, is associated with increased risks of future 

medical problems (Taylor, 1979). 

The most recent survey research done by Cardozo et al. in 2004 based on a systematic random 

sample of 495 Burmese Karenni refugees in exile from 317 households residing in Mae Hong Son, 

Thailand, found that 27% of respondents described the quality of life as miserable or very miserable; 

60% as neither pleasant nor unpleasant (Cardozo, Talley, Burton, & Crawford, 2004).  Ninety-four 
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per cent of respondents were unemployed or had no regular income.  Self-reporting of prior illness 

as diagnosed by a medic or doctor showed 60% had general illness and 11% had mental illness. 

In both studies described above, common themes were loneliness, social isolation, depression, lack 

of communal trust and poor overall health.  The sample population groups in the above studies were 

comparable to the Burmese now living in New Zealand, because the majority (71%) of the Burmese 

living in New Zealand were coming from the same population groups living in Thai-Burma border 

refugee camps before they came to New Zealand.  

A few New Zealand studies done on the quota refugees (New Zealand accepts 750 quota refugees 

annually) and asylum seekers indicate that psychological illness is a significant problem in 38.4% of 

all asylum seekers screened and 14% of all quota refugees screened (Hobbs, Moor, Wansbrough, & 

Calder, 2002; Ma & Saunders, 2009; McLeod & Reeve, 2005).  Tony Cooper – Operations Manager of 

Refugee as Survivors New Zealand (RASNZ) which provides mental health services to quota refugees 

and asylum seekers in Auckland – reports (T. Cooper, personal communication, July 7th, 2010) that 

out of the 750 quota refugees coming through the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, 

approximately 35-40% receives mental health counselling support from RASNZ.  Within this group, 

approximately 5 – 10% receives psychiatric support for mental health conditions at the severe end of 

the continuum.  He indicates that the prevalence for asylum seekers is similar. 

The second body of supporting evidence also came from the personal experience in Taiwan.  

Taiwan's largest Burmese-Chinese community lives in Chung Ho, Taipei, Hwa Shin Street (now a 

tourist spot is created around the street to learn the Burmese culture), where Burmese-Chinese go 

to eat familiar foods, and chat in the "old country's" language (Lax, 2003).  The researcher formed a 

music group when he arrived in Taiwan in 1986.  The group met frequently to share local knowledge.  

The group members helped each other to cope with migration-related stress (unemployment, 

cultural and language barriers) in Taiwan; for example, searching jobs together and going to the job 

interviews together.  In the weekends, the group members danced and sang Burmese songs 

together.  The group had about twenty members meeting on a regular basis.  A number of Korean 

migrants and the locals also joined the music group.  A sense of community, a sense of belonging 

and community spirit were very strong in the group.  The ‘glue’ between the group members was 

music.  The migration-related stress of those involved was relieved by the social support networks 

provided by the music group.  The researcher learned that music could create a community and had 

social powers, but got no chance to investigate its effects scientifically.  The music group in Taiwan 

was the precursor of today’s music band of New Zealand formed in this study. 

It is important to know more about ethnic minorities, because a considerable amount of the New 

Zealand research on Asian migrants published since 1990 has focused mainly on Chinese, Koreans 

and Indians, and for Asian refugees these studies have been focused mainly on Cambodian refugees 

(Ho, et al., 2003).  Studies on smaller communities such as Burmese have tended to be overlooked.  

One of the reasons for lack of research on Burmese would be the scarcity of Burmese researchers.    

With mental health promotion, a lot can be done on the mental health issues of the Burmese 

community.  Steps to promote their mental health should begin with the attempt to reach Burmese 

communities.  The lack of research into mental health issues of Burmese has left health professionals 

at a loss on how to promote mental health or even how to ‘engage’ Burmese communities.  

Furthermore, healthcare professionals usually lack cultural competency and struggle to 
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communicate with their clients due to cultural and language barriers on both sides (Lim & Walker, 

2006).  As a result, no research and action has been taken to address mental health needs of 

Burmese communities.  Timely delivery of mental health promotion to Burmese populations helps to 

avoid the need for later, yet costly, therapeutic intervention.  This research aims to fill the gaps of 

lack of research and practice in the Burmese community.  

How to reach and engage those communities at the margin?  Music can be an option to reach and 

engage Burmese communities.  Music, often noted as a universal language, could be an innovative 

vehicle to reach Burmese communities and facilitate active participation in a culturally-appropriate 

way.  Music reverberates, permeates, and transcends boundaries and walls.  It calls to others, 

attracts, gathers and connects people together.  It creates community through “the ripple effect” 

(Pavlicevic & Ansdell, 2004).  DeNora calls this “the social powers of music” (DeNora, 2000).  This 

social power serves as a resource in daily life and it may be understood to have ‘social powers’ in 

relation to human social being.  Mental health is also defined as a resource in everyday life (World 

Health Organisation, 2005).  In this sense, music offers an attractive adjunct to mental health 

promotion because of their philosophical match to each other.  Music can be used as a pathway to 

social connection.   

Developing trust and bargaining skills to interact effectively with ethnic minority communities is 

indeed very difficult and time consuming for researchers who are accustomed to leading and 

controlling the process of scientific inquiry (Green, O'Neill, Westphal, & Morisky, 1996).  

Participatory Action Research (PAR)’s dual goal nature of improving the community participating in 

the research and at the same time generating academic knowledge could be a suitable research 

strategy for mental health promotion researchers and Burmese communities because of its 

ideological and theoretical fit (Green et al., 1995; Kock, 2003).  Music, mental health promotion and 

PAR can be combined to work synergistically for engaging Burmese communities and improving their 

mental health.  The combined powers of these three elements would help make the research 

questions more relevant to the community, the methods more acceptable, and the results more 

meaningful to them.  The capacity building of the communities at the margins could be stimulated 

from within with the powers of these three elements.   

Hyndman and Walton-Roberts (1999) used a collaborative research approach with veteran Burmese 

(who arrived in Canada for a long time) to study integration problems of Burmese refugees in 

Vancouver, Canada (Hyndman & Walton-Roberts, 1999).  However, as stated before, there is no 

current focus on mental health promotion of Burmese communities in New Zealand primarily due to 

the scarcity of fluent Burmese speakers who are also trained in mental health promotion.  This 

project attempts to use the properties of this researcher who is a native Burmese speaker and 

trained in mental health promotion.  How does this researcher begin to build the social connections 

required for mental wellbeing when a community is so comprehensively disempowered? 

It is vital that Burmese community members who are most disadvantaged and disempowered are 

closely involved in planning, delivering and evaluating this project.  This project intends to respect 

the cultural values of its participants and their local knowledge.  This will give opportunity for 

participants to become fully informed and to develop best practice approaches to the project 

through full participation and continuous improvement, which are based on the principles of 

Participatory Action Research (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005).   
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The community mental health promotion, which is musically-driven and combined with PAR 

methodologies, potentially has some benefits as a method of bringing people together to create a 

communicative space for communicative actions (Habermas, 1987).  In particular, the potential of 

music to engage with Burmese communities at the peripheries can be explored in this study.  The 

implementation of this approach will move the mental health promotion field towards fully 

achieving the definition of mental health: a state of wellbeing in which the individual realises his or 

her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and 

is able to make a contribution to his or her community (World Health Organisation, 2004).  It is 

hoped that Burmese communities would benefit directly from this research and that perhaps such 

benefits might include increased control over barriers which affect their mental health and 

wellbeing.  Thus community mental health promotion as a ground-up process of engagement seems 

to have potential for social change.   

In summary, mental health of Burmese communities is a concern and needs immediate actions.  One 

of the immediate actions could be engagement with the Burmese community.  Immediate actions 

from all sectors were preferred, but without the certainty of this, this small-scale project was 

introduced, and its usefulness discussed.   

The Burmese in New Zealand 
Burmese migrants and refugees carry with them more than just suitcases.  They bring 

epidemiological profiles, past experience with western medicine and most importantly, cultural 

beliefs and practices, which contrast sharply with host country norms.  Cultural competency is 

important for all healthcare professionals including mental health promoters.  Lo and Fung (2003) 

define cultural competence as an ability to perform and obtain positive outcomes in cross-cultural 

encounters (Lo & Fung, 2003).  To cover adequately what Burma is and who Burmese people are 

would require another paper.  However, this section covers those topics that are important for 

engagement with Burmese communities.   

The Burmese arrived in New Zealand in different ways.  Some Burmese came directly from Burma, 

and the others from another country.  Most refugees came to New Zealand from Thai refugee camps.   

Anglo-Burmese were the first Burmese who came to New Zealand between 1960 and 1970.  With a 

long history of British colonial rule, the Anglo-Burmese (bo kabya) community appeared as a distinct 

community in Burma from 1826 to 1948 when Burma gained its independence from Britain (Aung, 

1967; Thant Myint-U, 2006).  After the 1962 military coup, English, the principal medium of 

instructions in universities, was banned and the Anglo-Burman Social Club in Rangoon was 

requisitioned.  During this time many Anglo-Burmese left for Australia and New Zealand with small 

numbers going to Canada and United States of America.  These Anglo-Burmese came to New 

Zealand as the first Burmese settlers in the early 1960s, whereas Burmese refugees arrived in 2000 

from Thai-Burma refugee camps under Quota Refugees Programme (New Zealand Immigration 

Service, 2003).  Some Burmese first went to other countries such as Fiji and then migrated to New 

Zealand as skilled migrants.  These migrants are usually called “Passport People” in the Burmese 

community.      

Statistics New Zealand is a good source of information for researchers and conducts five-yearly 

censuses on population and dwellings for the whole country.  The last census was done in 2006.  Due 
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to the lack of reports written on Burmese, the researcher requested a customised report on 

Burmese from Statistics New Zealand, Immigration Department and other organisations, for a fee.  

The researcher then analysed the information by gender, age, employment, religion, and 

immigration status.  The findings were presented below to inform the readers.  

Demographics of Burmese people 

 

  New Zealand 

Gender Number Percentage 

Male 360 49% 

Female 369 51% 

Total 729 100% 

Age Group Number Percentage 

0-14 174 24% 

15-24 117 16% 

25-34 120 16% 

35-44 123 17% 

45-54 87 12% 

55-64 63 9% 

65 years and over 45 6% 

Total 729 100% 

Labour Force Status (for those 
aged 15 years or more)  

Number Percentage 

Employed 309 56% 

Unemployed 27 5% 

Not in Labour Force 219 39% 

Total 555 100% 

Religion Number  Percentage  

Buddhist 384 53% 

Christian 231 32% 

No Religion 45 6% 

Islam/Muslim 36 5% 

Not Elsewhere Included 33 5% 

Total 729 100% 

Immigration status Number  Percentage  

Quota refugees 372 71% 

Skilled migrants 153 29% 

Total in Auckland 525 100% 
Figure 1: Demographics of Burmese in New Zealand 

Source: Statistics New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 2007) 

From the above figures, the Burmese population is quite young; more than 70% are under 45 years.  

Over 70% are represented by quota refugees.  The Burmese Buddhists represent the majority of the 

population and are followed by the Burmese Christians.     

  



13 

Employment status of the Burmese 

 

 

Figure 2: Employment status of Burmese 

Source: Statistics New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 2007) 

Nearly a half of Burmese over fifteen years old were unemployed (5% for the unemployed plus 39% 

for not in the labour force, which totalled 44%) whereas the national average was at 35% and for 

New Zealand Europeans it was 32% although the Burmese qualification figures were comparable to 

the national average (see figure 3).  Another possibility of higher unemployment figures for Burmese 

is that their qualifications and skills may not be recognised in New Zealand.  From this figure, those 

Burmese groups proximity to the labour market was so weak that the prospect of future 

employment could not be expected according to the basic economic theory (Statistics New Zealand, 

2007).   

 

 

Figure 3: Qualification status of Burmese 

Source: Statistics New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 2007) 

 

The Burmese refugees in New Zealand 

Burma is located in South-eastern Asia between Bangladesh and Thailand.  Burma lies between the 

Tropic of Cancer and the Equator.  The country lies in the monsoon region of Asia and its coastal 

region receives over five thousand millimetres of rain annually, which is an ideal condition for 

growing rice and exporting it to neighbouring countries.  That is why Burma was once the richest 

country in Asia (the rice bowl of Asia).   

According to July 2005 estimates, the population figure is around 43 million.  No trustworthy 

nationwide census has been taken in Burma since 1931.  The World Bank reported that in 2008 the 

Burmese life expectancy at birth was 61.5 years, but for New Zealanders it was 80 years; that is a 

difference of about twenty years (The Wold Bank, 2010).  The Burmese infant mortality rate per 

Labour Force Status (for those 

aged 15 years or more) 

Burmese Percentage New Zealand Percentage European Percentage

Employed 309                 56% 2,115,000       65% 1,608,400          68%

Unemployed 27                   5% 82,000            3% 42,600               2%

Not in Labour Force 219                 39% 1,037,000       32% 718,800             30%

Total 555                 100% 3,234,000       100% 2,369,800          100%

Highest Qualification (for those 

aged 15 years or more) 

Burmese Percentage New Zealand Percentage

No Qual i fication 87                   16% 708,432          22%

School  Qual i fication 165                 30% 1,235,196       39%

Vocational  Qual i fication 81                   15% 268,362          8%

Bachelor Degree 105                 19% 315,846          10%

Higher Degree 57                   10% 131,928          4%

Not Elsewhere Included 60                   11% 500,604          16%

Total 555                 100% 3,160,368       100%
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1,000 live births was 76.6 in 2000, but for New Zealanders it was 6.1 (13 times higher than New 

Zealand).   

Burma is ethnically diverse.  Its population is composed of 135 distinct ethnic groups with their own 

dialect, beliefs and customs, and having different histories of persecution and flight in Burma; for 

example, Karen, Chin, Mon, Shan and Rohingya Muslims take refuge in neighbouring countries such 

as Thailand and Bangladesh (Thant Myint-U, 2001, 2006).  Major ethnic groups are Burman 68%, 

Shan 9%, Karen 7%, Rakhine 4%, Chinese 3%, Indian 2%, Mon 2%, other 5%.  Eighty-nine per cent of 

the population are Buddhist with the rest being Christians (4%), Muslims (4%), animists (1%) and 

other (2%).     

It was during the period 1853-1873 that King Mindon came to power in Mandalay.  He was the first 

Burmese sovereign to bring the country more in line with the West.  He sent young men to study in 

Europe, reformed his Government structure, and made first steps towards industrialisation.  

Burmese missions went to Europe in search of allies and aid to build up a strong modern nation, but 

it was too late.  Burma fell under British rule in three wars: in 1824, 1852 and 1885 (Aung, 1967).  

The British, having taken half the country, proceeded to take the whole in keeping with the doctrine 

that half measures in colonial ventures were dangerous.  On January 1st, 1886 Burma ceased to exist 

as an independent kingdom.  King Thibaw and his Queen, Supyalat, were forced to leave the country 

and relocated in India (The year 2010 marks the hundredth anniversary of the construction of the 

Thibaw Palace at Ratnagiri, 225 kilometres from Mumbai).  After that, Burma was annexed as a 

province of British India.   

Burma gained independence from the British rule in 1948 when a democratic form of government 

was established till 1962.  The democratic government was overthrown by a military coup in 1962, 

and ‘The Burmese Way to Socialism’ was practised by the new government till 1988 when pro-

democracy uprising overthrew the socialist government due to widespread poverty in the country.  

The uprising was crushed by the military and thousands of student supporters have fled to the Thai-

Burma border to escape arrest (Thant Myint-U, 2006).  In 2004, Thailand sheltered about 118,000 

Burmese refugees including Karen who fled to escape the civil war between Karen rebels and 

Burmese troops (Thant Myint-U, 2006).   

Burma is characterised by internal struggles and civil wars.  Civil wars began in 1948 as a Karen war 

of independence (Sussman, 2005).  The cause of such civil wars between the central government 

and minority ethnic groups was known to be a deviation from the Panglong agreement in the 

constitution which was signed between General Aung San and the leaders of the ethnic minorities in 

February 1947, in order to gain independence from Britain.  The agreement states that ethnic 

minority groups have the right to secession 10 years after the signing of the agreement, but the 

agreement has never been honoured.  There are about 600,000 to one million refugees and 

internally displaced persons due to government offensives against ethnic insurgent groups near 

borders, and most are Karen, Karenni, Shan and Mon ethnic groups (Thant Myint-U, 2006).   

New Zealand Refugee Quota Programme is one of the main reasons for those Burmese refugees to 

come to New Zealand.  New Zealand Refugee Law (RefNZ) (2003) reports that New Zealand accepts 

up to 750 United Nations mandated refugees each year as a signatory to the 1951 United Nations 

Convention and the 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (New Zealand Refugee Law - 

RefNZ, 2003).  Refugees are selected by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
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(UNHCR) and submitted for resettlement in New Zealand.  Refugees accepted by New Zealand under 

the Refugee Quota Programme have the status of New Zealand residents and may apply for 

citizenship after three years (New Zealand Refugee Law - RefNZ, 2003).   

Thai refugee camps 

Most Burmese refugees living in New Zealand came from the group of Burmese refugees living in 

Thailand.  Since the 1988 pro-democracy uprising one million Burmese have fled to neighbouring 

countries, predominantly Thailand.  Over 140,000 refugees are accommodated in nine camps 

scattered along the Thai-Burma border.  Assistance is provided by non-governmental organisations 

(NGO), the Royal Thai Government and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR).  The Commonwealth of Australia (2006) reports that Burmese refugees and NGO have 

expressed concerns over the following issues: basic health needs, violence against women, lack of 

income and food security (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006).  The table showing the basic 

information about these nine refugee camps in Thailand is included in the appendix 8. 

Burmese refugees in Thailand are in constant fear of deportation which affects their mental 

wellbeing (Allden, et al., 1996).  The international community is requested to advocate for stopping 

arrest and deportation of Burmese refugees from Thailand until proper mechanisms are in place to 

ensure that no individuals having a credible fear of persecution are returned involuntarily (Caouette 

& Pack, 2002).  Caouette and Park (2002) ask the international community whether there is a ‘home’ 

to which those Burmese refugees can return safely.  A safe place is urgently needed for them, 

because nearly 40% are suffering from depression and nearly 25% from post-traumatic stress 

disorders (PTSD) (Allden, et al., 1996).     

Religion, culture and music 

Although Burma was under British colonial rule for about 120 years (1824 – 1948 under British with 

a three-year gap under Japanese from 1942 to 1945) the Burmese culture was less vulnerable to the 

Western thoughts than that of many other Asians such as Japanese, Koreans and Taiwanese.  Mi Mi 

Khaing (1946) explained that this resistance arose from religious identity, national awareness and 

the absence of well-defined distinction of social rank based upon income, occupation and gender 

(Khaing, 1962).   

The resistance to westernisation is affected severely and cannot be maintained in practice especially 

when Burmese are in the foreign land and the resident Burmese community in the host country is 

small.  They are exposed to the Western civilisation and thoughts on day-to-day basis.  They suffer 

from a distinct form of culture shock and psychological consequences.  Some Burmese are shaped by 

the Western lifestyles, and hence, the traditional ill-defined social rank is severely eroded (Fielding, 

1899).  New Zealand foods, New Zealand education and ideology seeped in gradually.  The typical 

Burmese community has been changed by the external forces and as a consequence the traditional 

characteristics are now less strong than before.  This culture shock could eventually lead to social 

isolation and marginalisation of Burmese communities in foreign countries.  They were more 

isolated than other ethnic groups (Way, 1985). 

Jesse (1946) describes Burma as the country of pagodas (Jesse, 1946).  Even in the jungle, pious 

pagodas point to heaven, and the sounds of a bell struck in honour of the Buddha, float across the 

water.  A Burmese’s ideas of the world are dominated by their religion (Fielding, 1899).  Burmese 

favour the middle path or Majhima Patipada and avoid two extremes of self-mortification.  Burmese 
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believe that their future happiness depends upon their behaviour in the present life.  This point is 

important for mental health promotion.   

Fielding (1899), based on the participant observation and interviews with the Burmese in the post-

war periods of late 1890s), reports that the main religion of the Burmese, Buddhism, says to them 

that considering their own soul, and the soul, is the main thing.  The aim of every human being 

should be happiness.  These are the fundamental parts of their belief.  They learn these from their 

birth.  They look at the world from this angle.  When they grow older their religion says to them that 

happiness is only to be found by renouncing all of their properties, and ownership and greed.  

Happiness is the aim they seek.  The concept of work, power and money is not for more wealth and 

fame but the means by which they will arrive at the leisure to teach their own soul.   

Music is the fundamental part of Burmese culture (Fielding, 1899; Lu Du Daw Amar, 1964).  Music is 

used to bring villagers to the feast.  Music is sung and played by ordinary villagers.  A typical 

Burmese pwe (festival) consists of foods, drinks and music.  Music is very informal and incorporated 

in their daily lives.  It is a common scene in Burma to see a boy humming a song when he walks 

down the street.  Music is not seen as a formal set-up for elites.  Music and arts are for people; not 

for elites (Lu Du Daw Amar, 1964).  A formal Burmese orchestra can only be found in important 

occasions like diplomatic ceremonies.  A Burmese cowboy will play a flute and sing when he looks 

after a herd of cows.  A Burmese mother will sing a lullaby when she cuddles up her baby to sleep.  A 

Burmese youth will sing in groups when they cook to offer foods to the monastery.  Generally, 

Burmese love live music.  Thus, a live music band was formed in this study to regroup these Burmese 

communities living with high level of disruption and fragmentation.   

Summary 
The Burmese community in New Zealand is vulnerable for marginalisation and social isolation due to 

the lack of the critical mass of the community in the host country and cultural differences from the 

mainstream society.  The majority of them are refugees who fled the country for fear of persecution.  

The majority of Burmese refugees who could not manage to escape with intact family groups arrived 

in New Zealand as unattached families.  The Burmese community is diverse in terms of ethnic 

groups, religion and political belief.  The Burmese refugees do not score well in socioeconomic 

indicators such as employment and official language ability.  In addition to these settlement 

difficulties, the Burmese community is faced with internal fragmentation based on ethnic, political 

and religious divisions.  This vulnerable situation can lead to health and social consequences.  

Although their wellbeing is a concern, there is no current focus on strengths-based research on 

them.  This implementation research is introduced to fill this gap, and its usefulness discussed.      

Focus of the inquiry 
The inquiry seeks to explore the ways by which apegan (social isolation) and oaksukwede (the 

internal fragmentation) of Burmese migrants and refugees can be influenced through their 

involvement in music-based activities.  The inquiry aims to investigate how the social use of music 

has facilitated understanding of apegan (social isolation) and oaksukwede (the internal 

fragmentation) in Burmese community members.  The inquiry continues to explore how a musically-

driven approach can foster thwesenyinyut (social solidarity) in the fragmented community and to 

assess the challenges and strengths of adopting music as a means of bringing thwesenyinyut.   
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Structure of the thesis 
The thesis proceeds with an introduction to the key issues faced by the Burmese community in New 

Zealand and the reason for carrying out this study.  Chapter two lays out the current knowledge and 

development around the research topic.  The previous study on Burmese communities from the 

researcher’s Master’s Degree is included at the end of the chapter two.   

Chapter three lays out the meta-theory base for the research, which involves description of social 

constructionist epistemology, participatory action research methodology and researcher as 

instrument.   

Chapter four lays out the methods used in the inquiry which involves the description of recruiting 

participants, an overview of the research process, information sources and a range of information 

collection methods.  The description of the PAR cycles is given in that chapter. 

Chapter five marks the beginning of the empirical part of the inquiry.  Chapter five describes the 

lived experience of apegan (1st Burmese concept) followed by the chapter six which explains the 

lived experience of oaksukwede (2nd Burmese concept).  Chapter seven lays out the description of 

thwesenyinyut (3rd Burmese concept) and is followed by details of the music band.  Chapter eight will 

describe four community engagement processes.   

Chapter nine draws together the main thesis arguments as these relate to the overarching research 

question.  It provides a summary of the whole research process and suggests how to improve and 

expand in future research.   
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Chapter two: Literature review 
 

In this chapter, I will present the understanding of current thinking and research with regard to 

Burmese migrants and refugees, three Burmese social constructs, acculturation and intergroup 

relations literature, mental health promotion and social powers of music.  Then there will be a 

discussion in each section that describes how these ideas are related to this research topic, and the 

gaps in the current knowledge.  The chapter will be concluded with the previous study on Burmese 

communities from the researcher’s Master’s Degree and the research question of this study.  

Burmese social constructs 
Three Burmese social constructs which shape up the Burmese community will be described in this 

section.  They are called apegan, oaksukwede and thwesenyinyut in the official Burmese language or 

the majority Burman’s language.  Although these constructs appeared during conducting interviews 

and the analyses of the information on Burmese communities, and working with the results from the 

researcher’s master’s thesis, these important Burmese constructs were introduced here first to 

shape up the whole literature review.  Maguire (1987) says that making a decision to try 

participatory research is doing things backwards (Maguire, 1987).  Standard research textbooks 

advise social scientists to first identify a research problem and then select an appropriate method.  

Instead, participatory action researchers have an approach in search of a problem.     

Apegan or social isolation 

Apegan cannot be translated literally to English, but it is approximately similar to social isolation.  

Apegan in Burmese culture is the result of either social suppression by the dominant culture or 

dominant groups in the intergroup relations.  Apegan can give rise to extreme loneliness.  This 

apegan concept is important to understand the situation faced by the Burmese communities in New 

Zealand.  The New Zealand Burmese community is the smallest ethnic group in New Zealand (only 

500 or so) (Statistics New Zealand, 2002).  Therefore, they are more isolated than other ethnic 

minorities and have difficulties to build their own ethnic group’s support system.  They are usually 

invisible or ‘out of radar’ from migrant and refugee organisations which are expected to provide 

support, because they are considered as ‘non-traditional immigrants’ (Hyndman & Walton-Roberts, 

1999, 2000).  Research, funding and help for them are scarce.  For example, two recent Asian health 

conferences held in New Zealand did not report anything about Burmese communities (Centre for 

Asian health research and evaluation, 2004, 2006). 

Oaksukwede or internal fragmentation 

Oaksukwede can be approximately translated into ‘internal fragmentation’ in English.  It means that 

members of the communities are not able to work together in harmony and therefore, social 

cohesion is lost in the community. It is depicted in Burmese culture as a broken bundle of firewood.  

It affects the successful building of the country and communities.  This construct reflects the real-

world situation of Burmese in which the internal fragmentation of ethnic communities is found in 

their home country and overseas.  Ethnic reconciliation is urgently needed (Thant Myint-U, 2006).         

Thwesenyinyut or social solidarity 

Thwesenyinyut is the counter mechanism for apegan and oaksukwede in Burmese culture.  This 

concept is entrenched in Burmese culture and taught formally and informally in Burmese schools 
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and homes with a metaphor of an intact bundle of firewood.  A piece of firewood can be broken 

apart easily (oaksukwede) but not in the bundle state of those (thwesenyinyut).  The similar concept 

can be found in Asian cultures where firewood is replaced with arrows in Mongolian (de Rachewiltz, 

2003) and chopsticks in Chinese culture.  ‘Thwe’ means blood, ‘senyinyut’ means unity and loyalty; 

overall means solidarity.   

Thwesenyinyut is based on collective self-determination of individuals making informed decisions 

and unified action to achieve goals, while paying mutual respect to each other.  Here, the concept is 

based on these constructs: collective, self-determination, informed decision making, unified action 

and mutual respect.  Thwesenyinyut also means collective ownership of the journey, sailing in the 

same boat, forming blood-brothers (live and die together) and maintaining eternal loyalty to reach 

the target.  This concept was used to unite Burmese in many instances.  For example, the Thirty 

Comrades was formed to gain independence from Britain (they drank their blood together to 

achieve eternal loyalty) and proved this concept successful in Burmese history (Smith, 1999).   

Social isolation and health 
Health and wellbeing of Burmese migrants and refugees are affected by their social isolation in 

foreign lands.  The Burmese migrants and refugees are faced with loneliness, lack of self-esteem and 

confidence due to insufficient English language ability, separation from family members and friends 

(disruption of social support structures in the foreign land), lack of decent housing, unemployment 

and lack of own community support (Allden, et al., 1996; Cardozo, et al., 2004; Way, 1985).     

Apegan or social isolation, loneliness and lack of communal trust were found in international 

Burmese-specific literature.  Way (1985), a Burmese psychiatrist working with Burmese communities 

in Sydney, reported that acute loneliness suffered in foreign lands could be linked to psychiatric 

problems in Burmese communities, which were usually characterised by highly cohesive close-knit 

family support systems in their home country (Way, 1985).  He also reported from a number of case 

studies that there was a Burmese form of schizophrenia and a distinctive form of culture shock from 

acute loneliness.  This loneliness was exacerbated by the extremely limited set of supportive 

resources available to Burmese in foreign lands.  He indicated that the Burmese Friendship 

Association, a community organisation in Sydney, could be one means of contact and could offer 

some help and support to alleviate loneliness, but he pointed out that, in general, the Burmese were 

more isolated than other migrants, segregated from the new society and exiled from the old.  

Psychological consequences from acute loneliness and related health consequences were found in 

other Burmese-specific literature.  One of them was Allden et al. (1996).   

Allden et al. (1996) did an epidemiological survey of 104 Burmese dissidents in Thailand (Allden, et 

al., 1996).  This sample was highly comparable to the Burmese populations residing in New Zealand.  

They found that 40% had depressive symptoms and 54% had poor health.  Thirty-eight per cent had 

depressive symptom scores above 1.75 and higher among women (contrasts sharply with prevalence 

of 5% in a community survey of adolescents and of 3% to 6% in community studies of adults of all 

ages in the United States).  Perhaps the most pertinent comparison is with 11% prevalence of 

elevated depressive symptoms reported by Sack et al. (1994) in a community sample of 209 Khmer 

adolescents who resettled in the United States after surviving the Pol Pot regime in Cambodia (Sack, 

et al., 1994).  Therefore, the Burmese had three times higher in depressive symptoms than the 

Khmer.  Twenty-three per cent had post-traumatic stress disorder; higher among women (18% in 
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Sack et al.’s findings), 91% reported having no one to confide in or lean on for support in Thailand, 

and 82% reported no contact with families or peers in Burma in the past month, and 64% reported 

no such contact in the past year.  Forty-five per cent rated their quality of life as "very miserable or 

miserable”, and only 8% rated it as "pleasant or very pleasant".  Poor personal health perception is 

associated with increased risks of future medical problems (Taylor, 1979).  However, it was a cross-

sectional survey with a small sample using ‘snowball’ sampling strategy, and dependent on the 

reliability of the participants’ responses.  Age structure of the participants did not represent the 

whole Burmese refugee populations in this context.  Under-sampling of extremely depressed, the 

very old and very young, and the fearful might exist.  Over-reporting of traumatic experiences and 

underreporting of symptoms are possible.  Allden et al. (1996) recommended that peer support, 

informal social support networks and social connectedness could ameliorate their mental health 

impact of cumulative trauma.      

Hyndman (2000), a Canadian researcher reporting from interviews and case studies of Burmese 

refugees in Vancouver, indicated that stress, worries, loneliness, unemployment, financial difficulties 

and language difficulties were found in Burmese communities (Hyndman & Walton-Roberts, 2000).  

It was noted that veteran Burmese (who arrived earlier in Canada) were a good source of social 

support in terms of helping newcomers with information and social, emotional and instrumental 

assistance.  She also suggests that music is the most obvious medium for mixing of cultures and 

facilitating integration for newly arrived Burmese refugees.  Cardozo et al. (2004) and Petersen 

(1998, 2000) also found similar phenomena in Burmese refugees (Cardozo, et al., 2004; Petersen, 

Lykke, Hougen, & Mannstaedt, 1998; Petersen, et al., 2000).   

The most recent study on Burmese refugees was Cardozo et al. (2004).  In their study, a systematic 

random sample was used with stratification for the three refugee camps.  495 people aged 15 years 

or older from 317 households participated.  They constructed a questionnaire that included 

demographic characteristics, culture-specific symptoms of mental illness, the Hopkins Symptoms 

Checklist-25, the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire, and selected questions from the SF-36 Health 

Survey.  They found that 27% of respondents described the quality of life as miserable or very 

miserable; 60% as neither pleasant nor unpleasant.  Ninety-four per cent of respondents were 

unemployed or had no regular income.  Self-reporting of prior illness as diagnosed by a medic or 

doctor showed 60% had general illness and 11% mental illness.  Culture-specific symptoms such as 

‘‘numbness’’ (51%), ‘‘thinking too much’’ (42%), or feeling ‘‘hot under the skin’’ (26%) were 

common.  Fifty-nine per cent of respondents reported talking to family or friends to feel better if 

they were feeling unhappy.  Other coping mechanisms reported were sleeping (19%), thinking about 

their homeland (14%), visiting the clinic (5%), singing or playing music (2%), and drinking rice wine 

(1%).  However, it is, again, a cross-sectional study that can only suggest a cause-effect relation.  

Intervention study on Burmese migrants and refugees is urgently needed to improve the evidence.  

Prospective longitudinal studies are also needed to show whether social functioning and mental 

health outcomes improve as refugee policies change. 

Pedersen (2002) who analysed health and social wellbeing impact of wars, ethnic conflict and 

political violence indicates that working with refugees is a complex task.  The epidemiological 

instruments and the clinical tools for diagnosis developed in Western medical settings are unreliable 

when applied to people from a different culture and language who, in addition, have been exposed 

to traumatic experiences like atrocities of war (Pedersen, 2002).  These tools may have little 
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relevance to the culturally constructed categories and local idioms of distress.  Despite the growing 

number of armed conflicts and wars throughout the world, little attention has been paid to the local 

patterns of distress, collective suffering and social cohesion.  Pedersen argues that it is crucially 

important to not only focus on lived experience of the victims of wars and the meaning of the illness 

experience, but also to understand and act on the social and political determinants of health and 

human suffering, while staying aware of a given perspective and of the great cultural diversity of 

individual and collective coping responses.   

In summary, social isolation of the Burmese communities in exile had profound effects on their 

mental health and wellbeing.  This situation can be related to their acculturation attitudes.   

Acculturation attitudes and social isolation 
Social isolation of new immigrants can happen in acculturative processes.  Acculturation is the 

process that entails contact between two cultural groups, which results in numerous cultural 

changes in both parties (Redfield, Linton, & Herskovits, 1936).  Therefore, acculturation is a process 

involving two or more groups, with consequences for both.  However, Berry (2001) indicated that 

the contact experiences have much greater impact on the non-dominant group and its members 

such as immigrants and indigenous peoples, and for this reason much of acculturation research has 

focused on the non-dominant groups (Berry, 2001).  Recent research on acculturation has come to 

focus on both sides and their mutual changes.  Members of cultures in contact experience various 

psychological changes.  These changes occurring at individual levels are termed as psychological 

acculturation (Graves, 1967).      

Berry (2001) explains acculturation attitudes from the migrant’s point of view.  Assimilation happens 

if they do not wish to maintain their culture and seek daily interaction with other cultures; 

separation is defined if they wish to maintain their culture and avoid interaction with others; 

integration is the one when the immigrants wish to participate as members of the larger society 

while maintaining some degree of their own culture; and finally marginalisation happens when the 

immigrants have little interest in both cultural maintenance (e.g. enforced cultural loss) and having 

relations with others (e.g. often for reasons of exclusion or discrimination).  From this model, it is 

noted that marginalisation can give rise to social isolation.  In the case of Burmese in New Zealand, a 

question arises from Berry’s acculturation model: Is there any discrimination against Burmese or 

Asians in New Zealand?  This area will be explored in detail later in this section.    

Berry (2001) also explains acculturative attitudes from the dominant group’s point of view.  

Segregation is a form of separation demanded and enforced by the dominant group.  Exclusion is the 

marginalization imposed by the dominant group.  Integration by the dominant group can be termed 

as multiculturalism or cultural diversity which represents the strategy of mutual accommodation.  

Integration strategy can only be successful for immigrants when the host society practises 

multiculturalism explicitly (Berry, 2001).  It seems that education of the host society on the practice 

of multiculturalism is therefore necessary.     

Berry (2001) did not answer the question of “How to educate or advocate the host society for this?”  

However, he hinted that this was necessarily a mutual process based on the assumption that the 

immigrants had the freedom to choose those options of intercultural relations.  He warned that 

integration could only happen when the receiving society was open and inclusive in its orientation 
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toward cultural diversity.  For immigrants, this warning may mean that they need to adopt the basic 

values of the receiving society, and at the same time the receiving society must be prepared to 

adapt its national institutions such as health and education to better meet the needs of all groups 

now living together in the larger plural society.   

The mutual process stated above is a process of mutual accommodation between the newcomers 

and the host nationals for achieving successful integration.  Successful integration of migrants and 

refugees is a key objective for policy makers, researchers, service providers, and migrants and 

refugees themselves.  Berry (2001) has made a case for integration as the most positive individual 

and group acculturation strategy, and for multiculturalism as the most positive public policy based 

on empirical findings.  This “integration-multiculturalism” combination can help to avoid intergroup 

conflict and acculturative stress.  Berry (2001) points out that the alternatives such as assimilation, 

segregation and marginalisation appear to have no support either in the research literature or 

indeed in real life.  What constitutes successful integration?  Recently, Ager and Strang (2008) have 

presented a conceptual framework on successful integration based on the documentary and 

conceptual analyses and interviews, and secondary analysis of cross-sectional survey data in the 

United Kingdom context (Ager & Strang, 2008).   

The successful integration can be conceptualised with the “markers and means” of integration.  

According to Ager and Strang (2008), there are four core public outcomes of successful integration: 

achievements and access across the sectors of employment, housing, education and health.  Out of 

these four public outcomes, education and employment are closely related.  Education gives 

necessary skills and competence for future employment.  Housing has two different meanings: 

merely a ‘house’ (a place to stay) and a ‘home’ (a place to live with a sense of safety, security and 

stability).  What refugees and migrants really need in a new society is a home; not merely a house.  

Health is an important resource for active engagement in a new society.  Mainstream health services 

can be reformed to ensure reliable access for refugees.  Language difficulties and a lack of 

information about available services may prevent some from taking up services or lead to 

inappropriate use of services; for example, Accident and Emergency facilities for routine healh 

problems.  These four public outcomes indicate key aspects of integrating into a new society.  The 

authors propose that it is appropriate to include these public outcomes in an operational definition 

of ‘successful integration’ and to encourage programmes working in these areas.  The limitation on 

this proposal is the wide variation in employment, housing status, home environment, educational 

experience and achievement, and healthcare access and health status across the settled population.  

The questions of what are the standards and expectations of the society which provide a basis for 

integration, and of what is a shared understanding of integration and how it may be measured are 

left unanswered in their paper.            

However, Ager and Strang (2008) pointed out that refugees needed certain facilitators to achieve 

these four public outcomes.  These facilitators were identified as discrete domains with respect to 

which actions could serve to facilitate or constrain local integration.  These facilitators were official 

language abilities of the refugees, both refugees’ knowledge of national and local procedures and 

non-refugees’ knowledge of circumstances and culture of refugees, and safety (refugees felt more at 

‘home’ if their localities are peaceful) and stability (new arrivals did not cause any unrest in the 

community).  Social connections within and between groups in the community provide a ‘connective 

tissue’ between these facilitators and the public outcomes mentioned above.  The conceptual 
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framework proposed by Ager and Strang (2008) reinforces the notion that processes supporting the 

maintenance of ethnic identity in no way logically limit wider integration to society.  For Burmese 

refugees in New Zealand, this point highlights the importance of building a strong and highly positive 

ethnic identity (intra-community solidarity) for facilitating their wider integration to the mainstream 

society (extra-community participation).  Although Ager and Strang (2008) propose ten discrete 

domains of successful integration, the interdependence of these can be clearly seen.  For example, 

refugees are still placed in a range of cities and small towns (the domain of the housing policy) 

where they may feel culturally and linguistically isolated (Apegan) and find it difficult to build their 

intra-community solidarity (thwesenyinyut – the domain of the social connections within groups) 

although the New Zealand’s pepper-potting settlement policies have been diminished since 1980s 

(Gallienne, 1991).  Therefore, the interdependence of these core integration domains is of real 

importance for the policy and practice.  Every policy and practice can have a social impact. 

The integration process can be impacted by some forces of social exclusion such as discrimination.  

Needless discrimination based on race, nationality and skin colour can affect successful integration 

of migrants into the society.  Although not specific to Burmese, Asians in New Zealand are seemed to 

be marginalised due to needless discrimination which is usually based on skin colour, ethnic group or 

physical appearance.  New Zealand Human Rights Commission expresses its concern on the evidence 

of continued discrimination against Asians both in the General Social Survey and in a UMR Research 

annual survey of public perceptions of discrimination (Human Rights Commission, 2010).  

Respondents were asked which groups of people they thought were generally most discriminated 

against in New Zealand today.  Two-thirds of the respondents (64%) nominated Asians at the top of 

the list.  Respondents were given a list of fourteen demographic groups and asked to rate the level 

of discrimination for each, using a four-point scale from “a great deal” of discrimination to “none at 

all”.  Seventy-five per cent of respondents believed Asians experienced “a great deal”.  Statistics 

New Zealand published the results of the first New Zealand General Social Survey (NZGCS), which 

took place from April 2008 to March 2009 and was included in the Human Rights Commission report.  

This survey also confirmed that Asians were the groups most discriminated against.  The most 

common reasons given for discrimination were nationality, race, ethnic group and skin colour.   

NZGCS is a national survey conducted in 2008 on a random sample of population and dwellings using 

a multistage sample design.  It includes eight thousand individuals aged 15 years or over.  The 

information is collected using computer assisted personal interviews of an average forty-five 

minutes in duration. However, NZGCS did not include people usually resident in institutions or in 

other non-private dwellings such as boarding houses, hotels, motels and hostels, and people living 

on off-shore islands.  New Zealand usual residents living in remote areas and temporarily overseas or 

staying elsewhere who do not return within the survey period were excluded.  The annual UMR 

Research telephone survey was conducted in 2009 with 750 randomly selected individuals aged 18 

years and over.  Although these surveys tell the precise descriptions from mass populations they 

may not reflect the true feelings of the respondents or their subsequent actions.  Surveys can also 

seem superficial when compared with field research (Bowling, 2002; Graziano & Raulin, 2009; 

Trochim, 2000).  Although these surveys have limitations the findings on discrimination appear to be 

significant for the Asian communities.      

The phenomenon of discrimination is an interesting subject for researchers.  The findings from 

Nesdale and Mak (2003)’s survey of 510 immigrants in Australia (Nesdale & Mak, 2003) explained 
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that discrimination was mainly on group-based rather than on individuals.  This type of group-based 

phenomenon of needless discrimination on Asians can affect the social wellbeing of Asian 

communities in New Zealand; therefore, discrimination by the receiving society towards migrants 

cannot be underestimated.   

Abbot (1988) reported that New Zealand society was less pluralistic than many of the other 

developed countries and most institutions in New Zealand were derived from and oriented towards 

the economic, social and spiritual ideals and practices of the white Anglo-Saxon (Abbott, 1988).  Liev 

(1989), based on New Zealand-wide survey and interviews, pointed out that the status of an 

immigrant in New Zealand depends on conformity with New Zealand ideals that put pressure on 

immigrants to conform (Liev, 1989).  This enforced conformity or a melting pot/pressure cooker 

attitude by the dominant group is based on psychological factors such as prejudice and security 

(perception of threat from new immigrants).   

The underlying cause is rooted in a general “zero-sum” view of life.  This view can give rise to an 

increased sense of competition for limited resources such as perceived tax costs to the resident 

population and perceived losses of employment opportunities for those already in the workforce.  It 

is this zero-sum view of life that underpins anti-immigrant attitudes (Berry, 2001).  Other factors 

might play a role to strengthen this view of life.  One of the factors is security, which means that only 

when people are secure in their own cultural identity they are able to accept those who differ from 

them (Government of Canada, 1971).  Therefore, security is a prerequisite for tolerance of diversity 

and there are intimate links between being accepted by others and accepting others.  Research on 

studying mutual or reciprocal attitudes between Asian immigrants and New Zealanders is urgently 

required.  One of the solutions to this problem is, as Berry (2001) suggested, an adoption of 

multicultural ideology by the host society which involves a widespread acceptance of cultural 

diversity and low levels of prejudice and discrimination, positive mutual attitudes among ethno-

cultural groups (no specific intergroup hatreds) and a sense of attachment from the immigrant group 

to the larger society.   

Separation and segregation from the society can cause marginalization of communities.  In the case 

of Burmese, a sense of community identity and pride is defined by collective histories of their nation 

and culture.  Their community pride is affected by the shared visceral trauma and shamefulness of 

refugee problems in the international communities.  Burma was blamed for forced relocation of 

ethnic minorities’ villages, the internally-displaced, poverty and prostitution, and ‘worst of the 

worst’ human rights violations records (Freedom House, 2010).  Burma is usually portrayed in the 

media as the worst human rights violator, as the poorest country, as the country with the worst 

healthcare, as the country of the highest infant mortality rate and associated with heroine and 

amphetamine production.  These collective histories and stories of Burma can give rise to a 

collective sense of inferiority in Burmese communities.  Those affected might stay away from the 

community (isolating themselves) to avoid criticisms on their country and people (Lu Du Daw Amar, 

personal communication, April 17th, 2006).  Research looking at the effect of the status of the 

country on its people’s mental wellbeing is urgently needed.  Dr. Tint Way, a psychiatrist from 

Sydney, has observed marginalisation of Burmese communities in Australia.     

Way (1985) noticed that Burmese migrants were more socially isolated than other migrants, 

segregated from the new society and exiled from the old (Way, 1985).  It can be said that the 
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Burmese communities are communities at the margins in the host country.  Apegan situation of 

Burmese seems to be hit hard by a second blow, internal fragmentation within Burmese 

communities or oaksukwede.         

Oaksukwede can be traced back to the history of Burma.  The history of Burma is full of internal 

struggles and civil wars.  Burma’s civil war has been nearly sixty years fighting with its own ethnic 

minorities.  Affected Burmese ethnic groups (Karen, Mon, Chin and Shan) left Burma for 

neighbouring countries.  The victims of the war-torn ethnic communities are usually faced with 

extreme loneliness, no one to confide, lack of communal trust, mutual suspicion, racial divide, racist 

practice and disruption of traditional social ties in their communities (Martín-Baró, 1989).  The 

implications of these wars in the collective health status and wellbeing of affected populations at 

home or in exile go beyond the loss of life and destruction of physical infrastructure such as the 

devastation of the social and cultural fabric, the people’s history and life trajectories, their identity 

and value systems which are in many ways vital for their survival are under threat to disappear 

(Pedersen, 2002).  The instilled terror, fear and social polarisation lead to significant changes in the 

lifestyle of civilian populations such as powerlessness and erosion of social cohesion (oaksukwede) 

that are difficult to measure and attribute significance in terms of life expectancy or resulting 

morbidity and burden of illness.  Literature on erosion of social cohesion in war-torn Burmese 

refugee communities is scarce.        

Dr. Jeanie Lingam, a consultant psychiatrist from Sydney, reported from her experience with the 

Burmese community in Australia that due to the well-established and sophisticated use of spies by 

the Burmese military government, some refugees speak of losing trust in the older generations and 

view with suspicion anybody in a position of authority (Lingam, 2001).  This includes doctors and 

other health professionals, social and welfare workers, interpreters and even other Burmese 

community workers and elders.  This level of fear appears to prevent many from attending health 

checks and, in general, from receiving the assistance they require.  She also mentioned that mistrust 

and mutual suspicion were found in Burmese refugees in Sydney.  Her observations clearly showed 

that erosion of social cohesion in Burmese communities in exile is significant.    

Sydney Burmese communities and New Zealand Burmese communities are comparable in terms of 

their community composition but not in numbers (11,070 Burmese in Australia and about 500 in NZ 

according to 2001 census).  There were two groups: veteran Burmese and newly arrived refugees.  

Veteran Burmese were those Anglo-Burmese who migrated to Australia and New Zealand around 

1960s.  They were offspring of European-Burmese marriages during the British colonial period in 

Burma and had good command of English.  Veteran Burmese were educated middle-class and found 

little difficulty in settling into life in Australia and New Zealand.  Newly arrived refugees were poorly 

educated, had little or no English, and found it very difficult to settle.  These refugees left Burma to 

escape social and political injustices instituted by the Burmese military government.  These refugees 

made up 70% in New Zealand Burmese communities (New Zealand Immigration Service, 2004).  

Many refugees were still very actively involved in political movement both in Australia and New 

Zealand.  There was a stigma and inferiority complex attached to the status of being refugees.  These 

factors created an intergroup tension between veteran Burmese and refugees.  This phenomenon 

can be called, in a Burmese terms, as oaksukwede or internal fragmentation.         
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In the context of lack of specific literature on erosion of social cohesion in Burmese communities, 

generic literature on social cohesion will be discussed in the following sections.          

Social determinants of health  
From the studies explained above, it could be concluded that the environment the Burmese in exile 

lived in affected their wellbeing.  To understand Apegan (social isolation) and oaksukwede (internal 

fragmentation), the environment the Burmese in exile live in should be focused on, rather than on 

the individual-level risk factors.  Lack of social support networks is one of these environmental 

factors or social forces.  The effect of social forces such as apegan was noted in the above literature 

discussed earlier as salient in determining psychological wellbeing of the Burmese in exile.  These 

environmental factors or social determinants of health (SDOH) include social support networks, life 

skills, early life, education, employment and social isolation.  Social determinants of health are the 

specific mechanisms by which members of different socioeconomic groups come to experience 

varying degrees of health and illness.  The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines health as a 

state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or 

infirmity (The representatives of 61 States, 1946).  This definition was entered into force on 7th April 

1948 and has not been amended since then.  WHO has created a Commission on Social 

Determinants of Health and its report Closing the Gap in a Generation: Health Equity through Action 

on the Social Determinants of Health summarises the current state of knowledge.  The report is 

based on a considerable amount of research ranging from cross-sectional to prospective methods 

following thousands of people over decades (Commission on Social Determinants of Health, 2008).  

One of these prospective studies is a series of Whitehall studies.   

The Whitehall I study examined 18,000 British male civil servants aged 20 to 64, and the Whitehall II 

study examined the health of 10,308 civil servants aged 35 – 55, of whom two-thirds were men and 

one-third women (Marmot, Ryff, Bumpass, Shipleya, & Marks, 1997; Marmot et al., 1991).  Both 

studies were longitudinal studies.  The Whitehall II was a prospective study of British Civil Service 

and analysed the data from clinical examinations and self-report questionnaires.  The study found a 

strong association between grade levels of civil servant employment and mortality rates from a 

range of causes.  Men in the lowest grade had a mortality rate three times higher than that of men 

in the highest grade.  The Whitehall II revealed a steep inverse association between social class, as 

assessed by grade of employment, and mortality from a wide range of diseases.  Subjects of 

Whitehall II in the lowest employment grades were more likely to have many of the established risk 

factors of coronary heart disease: a propensity to smoke, lower height-to-weight ratio, less leisure 

time, and higher blood pressure.  The lower employment grades were at greater risk for a heart 

attack.  Therefore, these studies demonstrated the effect of social factors on health.      

SDOH are important for both physical and psychological health.  The effects of the type of 

employment on mental health were found among manual workers in Spain (Artazcoz, Benach, 

Borrell, & CortÃ¨s, 2005).  This study examined the impact of flexible employment on mental health.  

The study design was a cross-sectional health survey and multiple logistic regression models 

separated for sex and social class.  The salaried workers of the 2002 Catalonian health survey with 

no longstanding limiting illness aged 16 – 64 (1,474 men and 998 women) were interviewed.  The 

study found that manual workers with no contractual arrangements were associated with poor 

mental health status.  However, the study did not capture the situation of precariousness associated 

with flexible employment.   
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Social support and good social relations make an important contribution to health.  Social support 

gives people the emotional and practical resources to cope with everyday stress.  Belonging to a 

social network of communication and mutual obligation makes people feel cared for, loved, 

esteemed and valued.  Social cohesion, defined as the quality of social relationships and the 

existence of trust, mutual obligations and respect in communities, helps to protect people and their 

health.  A prospective study of social networks in relation to total mortality and cardiovascular 

disease in men in the USA was done by Kawachi et al.  This was a four year follow up study of 32,624 

United States male health professionals aged 42 to 77 years.  The study involved a mailed 

questionnaire on heart disease and cancer risk factors, medical history and diet with follow up 

questionnaires (1986 – 1996) (Kawachi et al., 1996).  The study found that social networks were 

associated with lower total mortality by reducing deaths from cardiovascular disease and 

accidents/suicides.  Strong social networks were associated with reduced incidence of stroke and 

might assist in prolonging the survival of men with established coronary heart disease.   However, 

some of the disease specific findings were based on limited duration of follow up research with 

smaller numbers of cases.                

Mental health promotion (MHP) 
Mental health promotion, since its strength-based and ecological perspectives on health, has great 

potential to improve the wellbeing of migrants and refugees (World Health Organisation, 1986).  

Social epidemiology and critical social theory converge in arguing that structural inequalities are the 

most important determinants of population health (Pedersen, 2002).  Public health and health 

promotion since its inception stressed social and ecological determinants of health and provided a 

specific model for linking the context of ecological, economic, political, social and cultural 

dimensions in which communities, families and individuals live with the differential distribution of 

health outcomes both at the individual and collective levels.  The Ottawa Charter for Health 

Promotion is one of the examples of this approach (World Health Organisation, 1986).  However, 

most community based studies, particularly epidemiological surveys, still produce probabilistic 

relationships between variables, such as wars and refugee health outcomes, while bracketing many 

elements that are part of the macroscopic context and thus marginalising the subjective experience 

and distress of Burmese refugees and migrants.          

MHP is a new development which brings health promotion principles and actions into the mental 

health sector (J. Raeburn, personal communication, March 2, 2007).  MHP attracts a great deal of 

attention with the upsurge of interest in community mental health with the release of the recent 

World Health Organisation (WHO) report in which depression is identified as heading the list of the 

ten leading causes of DALYs (the disability adjusted life year lost) (Mathers & Loncar, 2005; Murray & 

Lopez, 1996).  The literature on MHP has become increasingly confused as the number of 

investigators has increased.  The main source of confusion is a proliferation of definitions of MHP 

that has proved difficult to reconcile.  Contemporary analyses of MHP treat it either as a multi-

dimensional phenomenon or as a construct with multiple indicators (Williams, McCreanor, & Barnes, 

2003).  However, this contemporary approach to MHP does not address the problem of integrating 

the individual and group levels at which MHP has been defined.  The definitional confusion in MHP 

literature is symptomatic of the complexity involved in reciprocally linked individual and group level 

phenomena.  Confusion also comes from the different concepts of mental illness prevention and 

mental health promotion.         
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In September 1998, the inaugural issue of the International Journal of Mental Health Promotion was 

introduced to the health promotion area and a community-centred approach of mental health 

promotion was presented.  MHP draws on the concept of self-determination and mutual respect 

(Joubert & Raeburn, 1998).  MHP is defined as the process of enhancing the capacity of individuals 

and communities to take control over their lives and improve their mental health (World Health 

Organisation, 2005).  Joubert and Raeburn (1988) propose that MHP can use strategies that foster 

supportive environments while showing respect for culture, equity, social justice and personal 

dignity, and empowerment as its philosophical base (Joubert & Raeburn, 1998).  MHP actions can 

include strengthening communities, building healthy public policy, developing personal skills, 

creating supportive environment and reorienting resources from curative to preventive measures.  

These MHP actions are similar to the action streams of health promotion (World Health 

Organisation, 1986).   

The resourcefulness and resourcing concept highlights the importance of supportive environments 

for mental wellbeing.  The concept explains that MHP respects people for what they are and 

assumes that they already have the intrinsic capacity or power to cope with (resilience or 

resourcefulness) and enjoy life, even if this is not evident at a given moment and that, in the context 

of a supportive and appropriately resourced environment (resourcing), they are the best judges of 

how to realise that power for themselves (Joubert & Raeburn, 1998).  Community empowerment 

and community capacity building in a supportive environment are the pivotal concepts of MHP.  

MHP aims to bring mutual respect between divided Burmese groups as well as between Burmese 

communities and the mainstream society by paying mutual tolerance for differences and by 

celebrating diversity.  Burmese can also utilise the concept of MHP to strengthen their own 

communities with capacity building processes and intersectoral collaboration.  These processes can 

eventually foster Burmese community identity and facilitate successful integration and settlement.    

Mental health promotion and preventing mental illness 
Mental health promotion and prevention of mental illness are different concepts.  Louise Rowling, 

who has extensive experiences of school-based mental health promotion (MHP), explains that 

conceptualising MHP is very challenging (Rowling, Martin, & Walker, 2002).  The challenge starts 

from the term ‘mental illness’ which was substituted by ‘mental health’, in 1960s by professionals, to 

destigmatise the field.  A widely held conceptualisation of mental health and mental illness is the 

dichotomous mental health/mental illness continuum.  This continuum has its implication that a 

person cannot be at two points on a continuum at once, nor moving from a point in different 

directions at the same time (Tudor, 1996).  The use of two continua has filled this conceptual gap 

(Canadian Mental Health Association, 1992).  MHP can apply to all points in these continua and 

people with mental ill health are also included in the MHP activities.  However, most scholars agree 

that less well developed is MHP which strengthens the capacities of individuals and communities as 

a buffer against stress and life transitions.  It is the area of MHP this research is trying to explore and 

its usefulness discussed.   

To date, Rowling (2002) claims, research in the mental health field has focused mainly on risk factors 

such as bullying and truancy in young people.  The majority of studies produced as an evidential base 

for mental health are problem-focused (Rowling, 2002).  Rowling (2002) indicates that while there 

has been some attention to protective factors optimal mental health has been defined in terms of 

low scores on problem scales.  Therefore, there is a mismatch between health promotion principles 



29 

of increasing protective factors and the current concept of MHP.  This mismatch can be 

demonstrated by examining the seminal report in the United States of America (Mrazek & Haggerty, 

1994).  This report is widely cited as a framework that helps locate MHP in the mental health field, 

and endorses the risk reduction model as the best theoretical model to guide preventive 

interventions. The report reviewed 39 prevention programmes tested by randomised trials and 

concluded that there was strong evidence that preventive interventions could lead to a reduction of 

risk factors and enhancement of protective factors associated with the first onset of substance 

abuse and mental health problems.  They recommend that the most fruitful approach for preventive 

interventions may be to use a risk reduction model that includes the enhancement of protective 

factors and to aim at clusters or constellations of risk or protective factors.  From this point, the goal 

of preventive interventions becomes the risk reduction rather than the prevention of disorders per 

se.     

Rowling (2002) points out that there are two problems with this report.  The authors of the reports 

do not focus on MHP.  The principles of health promotion are not acknowledged such as “MHP is 

offered to individuals”.  The authors fail to recognise that prevention of a mental disorder does not 

equate with MHP.  It is criticised by Macdonald (1999) who states what promotion might prevent, 

but not the other way round (Macdonald, 1999).  It appears that scholars cannot agree on what is 

MHP and what is not.  It is clear that some scholars fail to fully grasp the ecological dimension of 

health promotion. 

Rowling (2002) warns that traditional work labelled as MHP has focused on an individual’s 

knowledge, attitudes, beliefs and skills.  This focus fails to address origins or root causes of ill health 

such as structural and social determinants.  Rowling suggests that MHP cannot focus solely on the 

individual but the individual in the context of their community of support.  Adopting this concept of 

health promotion locates MHP within a holistic definition of health, not merely an absence of 

disease or infirmity (World Health Organisation, 2005).  Therefore, MHP is an integral part of overall 

health and thus, is universal and relevant to all.   

However, Barry (2001) points out that while MHP and the prevention of mental disorders are clearly 

overlapping, these two areas are informed by different sets of principles and conceptual frameworks 

(Barry, 2001).  She conceptualises that MHP focuses on positive mental health and its main aim is 

the building of strengths, competencies and resources.  In contrast, prevention concerns itself 

primarily with specific disorders and aims to reduce the incidence, prevalence and seriousness of 

targeted problems such as morbidity, mortality and risk behaviour outcomes.  She says that in 

practice, there is much common ground between the two areas: particularly with regard to primary 

prevention  aiming at reducing the incidence of mental disorders of all types in a community 

(Caplan, 1964) and MHP programmes.         

In this sense, MHP signals a shift from an individual-centred, disorder-focused approach to one 

embracing an emphasis on psychological strengths and resilience.  The goal becomes enhancing 

potential of individuals, families, communities and the society as a whole rather than focusing on 

reducing disorders.  This concept echoes the basic thrust of health promotion: involves the 

population as a whole in the context of their everyday life, rather than focusing on people at risk for 

specific diseases (World Health Organisation, 1985).  The assumption here is that, when an individual 

becomes more capable and competent, their psychological wellbeing improves.  Therefore, mental 
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health is reconceptualised in positive rather than in negative terms such as disorders and failures.  

MHP programmes adopting the above concept are concerned primarily with building strengths and 

competencies and feelings of efficacy in diverse life areas (Weissberg, Caplan, & Harwood, 1991; 

Williams, et al., 2003).  In New Zealand, based on this concept, the Ministry of Health published a 

policy document called “Building on Strengths” in 2002 (Ministry of Health, 2002).  This document 

made clear where MHP should move forward and in which direction.  

Recently, a lifespan approach to mental health promotion was raised by many researchers.  Cowen 

(1991) argues for a comprehensive lifespan approach to the promotion of wellness: competence, 

resilience, social system modification and empowerment (Cowen, 1991).  In developing this 

perspective, community psychology gives an ecological perspective that stresses the 

interdependence of the individual, the family, community and society.  This perspective takes into 

account social support and social power of the community. In this context, empowerment as a multi-

level construct plays a key role, particularly at the level of organisations and community.  

Empowerment in this sense is a social action process through which individuals, communities and 

organisations gain mastery over their lives in the context of changing their social and political 

environment to improve equity and quality of life (Rappaport, 1985).  It echoes the definition of 

MHP: the process of enhancing the capacity of individuals and communities to take control over 

their lives and improve their mental health (World Health Organisation, 2005).  In this doctoral 

study, the researcher adopted this ecological perspective and wellbeing approach to promote 

mental wellbeing of Burmese refugees.                        

In summary, MHP and the prevention of mental disorders came from different concepts.  The 

prevention of mental disorders came from the risk reduction model which emphasised on the 

reduction of specific risk factors in individuals whereas MHP came from competence enhancement 

and empowerment.  Embracing empowerment philosophy of mental health sets these two apart 

from each other.  Empowerment or competence enhancement requires that the attention be 

focused away from an exclusive concern with individual factors to consider the interface between 

the individual and wider community and social forces.  Therefore, MHP aims to deal with poverty, 

economic and social disadvantage, social injustice and discrimination as key determinants of mental 

health.  This doctoral research is based on this competence enhancement model of MHP to deal 

with the issues faced by the Burmese migrants and refugees who are living in apegan or at the 

margins of the society.       

Migration is stressful 
This section will discuss how stressful the acculturative process is and how it affects health.  

Migration itself is stressful, because migrants have to learn a new language, find a new employment 

and reestablish a new social network (Beiser, 2005; Beiser, Johnson, & Turner, 1993; Neuner, 

Schauer, Klaschik, Karunakara, & Elbert, 2004).  So, what is stress?   

Stress is the condition that results when person-environment transactions lead the individual to 

perceive a discrepancy – whether real or not – between the demands of a situation and the 

resources of the person’s biological, psychological, or social systems (Sarafino, 1997).  If the 

demands of the situation are greater than the person’s resources, the mental wellbeing of that 

person will be at stake.  The demands are usually huge for migrants and refugees such as to speak a 
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new language, to find a new job, to rebuild a new network, and to re-qualify their un-recognised 

academic achievements.  

Sarafino (1997) explains that there are two appraisal processes when we encounter a potentially 

stressful event: primary and secondary appraisal.  Primary appraisal happens when we first try to 

assess the meaning of the situation for our wellbeing.  Secondary appraisal is our ongoing 

assessment of the resources available for coping.  What factors lead to stressful appraisal?  Sarafino 

(1997) explains that it depends on two factors – those that relate to the person (intellectual, 

motivational and personal characteristics) and those that relate to the situation (Cohen & Lazarus, 

1983; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  Shapiro et al. (1999) who analysed psychosocial adaptation 

differences in three generations of Vietnamese immigrants in the United States found that current 

adjustment factors are significantly more important in determining mental health outcomes than 

pre-migratory stressors (Pernice & Brook, 1994; Shapiro et al., 1999).  Therefore, those factors 

related to the current situation, especially strong demands from the external environment such as 

life transitions (e.g. moving to a new country) should be focused on in any health promotion 

approach, because those factors can directly affect mental wellbeing.  

The first major research into stress reaction was Hans Selye of Montreal.  Selye did a series of 

research on stress in relation to health (Selye, 1956, 1976, 1985; Seyle, 1974).  Selye described a 

series of physiological reactions to stress called the “general adaptation syndrome (GAS)”, which 

occurs when stress is long-lasting.  GAS comprises of a series of body reactions.  When the body gets 

the message of a perceived stress, the body is mobilised to defend against the stressor.  This stage is 

called “alarm reaction”.  This stage is followed by the “stage of resistance” where the body tries to 

defend against and adapt to the stressor because the arousal remains high.  When the body realises 

that the resources are limited the body’s ability to resist may collapse.  This is the “stage of 

exhaustion”.  At this point, the wellbeing is affected severely.     

Selye (1985) says that prolonged physiological arousal produced by repeated stress is costly.  It 

weakens the immune system and depletes the body’s energy reserves.  He warns that if the stress 

continues, disease and damage to internal organs are likely, and death may occur.  How does it 

happen?  There are two routes.  The first route is a direct route which results from the changes 

stress produces in the body’s physiology (cardiovascular, endocrine and immune systems).  The 

second is an indirect route, which affects health through the person’s behaviour (e.g. Type A 

behaviour) (Sarafino, 1998).  Luckily, we have some modifiers of stress which positively change the 

impact of stressors on individuals.  Those modifiers are social support, a sense of personal control, 

hardy personality, and Type B behaviour patterns.  In particular, social support is found to be an 

important modifier.  It will be explained next.  

Lee et al (1996), based on the investigation of the effects of quantitative, structural, and functional 

aspects of social relationships on the level of depressive symptoms among  Korean elderly 

immigrants in the United States, showed that social support in the form of emotional support was 

found to moderate the harmful effect of life stress on the mental health of Korean elderly (Lee, 

Crittenden, & Yu, 1996).  Berkman & Syme (1979) conducted a prospective study of more than four 

thousand and seven hundred (4,700) men and women between 30 and 69 years of age, and found 

that having social support benefited people’s health (Berkman & Syme, 1979).  They discovered that 

the higher the number of contacts with friends and relatives the lower the percentage of people 
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who died within nine years.  The negative effect on health from lack of social support was more 

dramatic in the older age group between 60 and 69.     

The attempt to deal with stress directly is called “coping”.  Coping is the process by which people try 

to manage the perceived discrepancy between the demands and resources they appraise in a 

stressful situation (Sarafino, 1998).  Mainly, there are two approaches: problem-focused coping (e.g. 

practical problem-solving) and emotion-focused coping (e.g. escape-avoidance).  The negative form 

of emotion-focused approach is of particular interest for this research because it can give rise to 

mental disorders.  For example, it was shown by Noh & Kaspar (2003), based on cross-sectional data 

derived from personal interviews with Korean immigrants residing in Toronto, that passive, emotion-

focused coping has debilitating mental health effects such as depression (Noh & Kaspar, 2003).  

In Asians, emotion-focused coping appears to be a common strategy, so the implications for health 

care and research are huge.  To understand the contextual nature of coping we need to know the 

cultural influences on stress.  This area was explored using contextual analysis in Vietnamese 

immigrants to Canada by Donnelly (2002).  The author said that an individual’s conceptualisation of 

health, illness, fate, and acceptable dealing with life events shape coping responses and outcomes 

(Donnelly, 2002).  An attitude towards those values has helped the Vietnamese to view changes in 

life, illness, and sometimes even death not as a source of stress, but as part of the Buddha’s 

teaching: “to be born, grow old, fall ill and die”.  The author says that in Western societies, a 

tendency exists to view problem-focused coping as a more effective strategy.  On the other hand, an 

immigrant who uses emotion-focused coping such as “distancing” to deal with the stress of culture 

shock may be deemed to be using a maladaptive way.  But if the context is taken into account, this 

way of coping could be considered more adaptive.  The comparative powerlessness of refugees in 

many situations makes them to choose ‘passive avoidance’ rather than ‘confrontation’ because they 

view confrontation is a dangerous response to aggression (Beiser, 2005).  Donnelly (2002) indicates 

that if health care professionals are committed to deliver culturally appropriate and acceptable 

holistic health care, we must view the individual’s life and ways of relating to the world within the 

larger framework of their society.   

Apegan in the Burmese migrants and refugees could be the result of “distancing”, which was 

adopted as an inevitable coping strategy in the Burmese communities that lack sufficient resources 

to cope with acculturative stressors.  In this context, having sizeable resident Burmese community, 

having resettled with family members and longer length of time since arrival in the host country, 

appear to be significant independent contributions to ameliorate depression.  The importance of 

having sizeable resident communities points to the critical mass theory which says that immigrants 

who settle in areas in which there is an established like-ethnic community have a mental health 

advantage over immigrants deprived of such community (Beiser, 2005).    

Family types and mental health problems are closely related.  Beiser (1988), in a survey of 1,348 

adult refugees in Vancouver and 350 Southeast Asian refugees settled in nearby rural areas, found 

that the high-risk group for depression was the ‘unattached’ (single, widowed, divorced or forcibly 

separated) and the non-Chinese, because they had little social support (Beiser, 1988).  In Beiser’s 

study, Vancouver’s large Chinese community created an advantage for the ethnic Chinese refugees.  

The like-ethnic community provides emotional support by reinforcing one’s sense of identity and 

self-worth, by providing opportunities for friendship, and by mitigating feelings of isolation.  
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Therefore, it seems that ethnic enclaves do not compromise integration; rather, they help form a 

critical mass for social support and empowerment among ‘usually powerless’ immigrants and 

refugees in the critical period of resettlement.  This point should be taken into consideration in the 

formulation of any resettlement policy.   

The lack of sizeable Burmese community (just about 500 people or 0.02% of the total population in 

New Zealand) has put the Burmese in a disadvantage position during the critical, initial period of 

resettlement (Statistics New Zealand, 2002).  The Burmese community is deprived of essential 

resources for successful coping such as a sizeable resident community in the host country, like-

ethnic community support, familiar cultural surroundings (Buddhist temples and monks) and 

opportunities for friendship.  New Zealand is a Christian country, but the majority of Burmese are 

Buddhists.  The Burmese culture is also very different from the host country.  The majority of 

Burmese in New Zealand (71% of total Burmese in New Zealand) are quota refugees.  As usual, most 

refugees are unattached individuals and separated from their families and friends.  The lack of 

sizeable resident community has significant implications on the lives of migrants and refugees.  They 

are vulnerable for psychological and social consequences.   

When migrants and refugees came to a new country they lost their previously held esteemed roles 

such as well builders, monastery volunteers and the heads of the local community.  When they lost 

these meaningful social roles in New Zealand, meaningful daily activities were lost.  Opportunities to 

take up new social roles were scarce for Burmese because of unemployment and lack of familiar 

social, cultural and religious structures.  Absence of these social and professional roles affect the 

sense of competence and self-esteem, found in a longitudinal study of 1,529 Ahtari population in 

Finland, aged 60 years or over (Kivela, 1994).  Heller (1993) explains that the various social and 

professional roles are intimately related to the sense of identity (Heller, 1993).  Therefore, the 

Burmese who lost these previous social and professional roles in the new country are potentially 

losing their sense of identity and are, therefore, vulnerable.   

Different research paradigms investigating immigrant health in the past century seem to be 

inadequate to explain why immigrants and refugees are vulnerable (Beiser, 2005).  Beiser’s 

argument is based on findings from credible epidemiological research on immigrants.  Identifying a 

category of people as vulnerable implies that they suffer a disproportionate burden of illness, lower 

than average life expectancy or compromised quality of life.  Beiser (2005) describes three 

paradigms in the immigrant research.  Firstly, the sick immigrant paradigm says that it is the least 

healthy and well-adjusted people who choose to emigrate from their home countries of origin.  

Secondly, the healthy immigrant paradigm says that immigrants are the cream of the world’s crop 

because of rigorous selection policies, and thirdly, the convergence paradigm says that because 

immigrants are exposed to the health risks encountered by resident populations, their good health 

declines to the more mediocre host national’s average.  Beiser (2005) pointed out that these three 

paradigms could not explain fully why immigrants were vulnerable due to the unexpected and 

sometimes contradictory results of research in this complex immigrant health area.  However, the 

resettlement stress paradigm has provided some explanations of why the average health of new 

immigrants does not always deteriorate to equal that of the receiving society; it can get worse.  This 

phenomenon is called ‘immigrant overshoot’ and demonstrated in the areas of cancer, tuberculosis, 

cardiovascular disorders, obesity, neonatal and perinatal mortality, and mental illness (Beiser, 2005).   
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Beiser (2005) proposes an interaction model to guide future research in this area, and explain 

vulnerability in immigrants and refugees permanently resettled in their receiving countries.  This 

interaction model takes into account both predisposition and socio-environmental factors such as 

immigrant characteristics, pre- and post-migration stressors, and strategies adopted by individuals, 

their families, communities and the larger society to cope with the immigration and resettlement 

experience.  This interaction model is also expected to take into account health status differences by 

country of origin, entry class (immigrants or refugees), previous exposure to illness, prior experience 

with the Western health care system, levels of acculturation and of cultural retention, and previous 

health habits, each of which can affect their health.  Beiser (2005) also demands the conduct of 

research to be adhered to the principles of non-biased observation and honest reporting.  This 

model appears to be comprehensive and provide the best explanatory framework for extant findings 

and, the best guide for future research.  However, research, policy and practice need to be strongly 

linked in multiple sectors of society to implement this interaction model, and tremendous amount of 

time, effort and resources may be necessary to fulfil its requirements.  For example, longitudinal 

studies of immigrants in host countries, although expensive and time-consuming, should be carried 

out to provide an important insight on the process of resettlement; and on the shifting salience of 

risk and protective factors over time.   

Beiser (2005) indicates that although resettlement countries can do nothing to alter the past that 

immigrants and refugees bring with them, they can do a great deal to make resettlement as effective 

and painless as possible such as recognition of foreign credentials for securing employment, 

facilitating access to services, increasing levels of hospitality, removal of discrimination and 

strengthening their critical mass.  Marginal socio-economic and ethnocultural status such as 

unemployment, poverty, poor housing, poor diet and lack of access to services (especially screening 

and prevention) seems to affect immigrants and refugees more powerfully.  These socio-

environmental factors appear not only to trigger the likelihood of exposure to risk factors but also to 

compromise their well-being.  This doctoral research attempts to re-establish social support, one of 

these socio-economic determinants of mental health and well-being, in the Burmese refugee 

community.       

In summary, migration is stressful.  Prolonged stress from adaptation in a new country can have 

profound effects on health.  Social support seems to be the potent modifier of stress.  However, 

Burmese migrants and refugees are faced with lack of like-ethnic community support and lack of 

opportunities for making new friendships due to lack of sizeable resident community.  The Burmese 

culture is also in many ways very different from the mainstream.  The Burmese are not surrounded 

by familiar cultural surroundings.  Therefore, opportunities are scarce for Burmese to take up 

unfamiliar social roles in a new country to make their daily lives meaningful.  The majority of the 

Burmese are from the refugee background with unattached family types.  They are vulnerable for 

depression and other psychosocial consequences.  Timely actions to address their adaptation stress 

are urgently needed.   

Community approach to ameliorate social isolation 
According to the empirical research discussed earlier, apegan or social isolation is a potent 

contributor to ill health.  Labonte (1990) suggests that the first objective of empowerment at 

community level should try to overcome isolation by providing opportunities for individuals to come 

together in groups.  This process creates social interactions and networks, and reduces social 
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isolation (Labonte, 1990).  Therefore, apegan of the Burmese community could be reduced by 

creating a communicative space for communicative actions (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005).   

Labonte (1990) also points out that during community development some communities might start 

with conflict resolution or problem solving rather than community building.  Conflict resolution 

allows participants an opportunity to experience the development of a group identity through the 

sometimes painful process of conflict resolution.  The effective conflict resolution within the groups 

is said to be a form of community empowerment (Labonte, 1990).  This concept suits the current 

oaksukwede or internal fragmentation of Burmese communities.  Before moving towards 

thwesenyinyut, the Burmese community needs to prioritise for the elimination of oaksukwede.  An 

effective resolution of oaksukwede, as Labonte points out, if materialised, it can be said that the 

Burmese community is being empowered.      

Chiu (2006) discusses about the importance of strong ethnic groups and their social networks (Chiu, 

2006).  He mentions that creating these strong ethnic groups and the healing web nature of their 

interconnected social networks was basically the philosophical basis for mental health promotion.  

He argues that allocating a mental health promoter to each migrant may not be practical due to 

resource constraint.  The alternative would be by setting up a societal environment to foster, 

cultivate, encourage and value positive characteristics such as hardiness and highly positive ethnic 

identity, through the migrant’s own community with positive promotional activities.  Targeted, 

accessible, culturally and individually appropriate social networks will hold each migrant in the safety 

net to enable each to develop and flourish.  He also suggests that the real substance of mental 

health promotion can take an approach to affirm each individual migrant’s contribution to their own 

ethnic group and to the whole society; no matter how small, it is valued.  He points out the 

importance of the development of mutually respected social support networks among own ethnic 

groups (the concept of social solidarity between ethnic groups) as well as in the wider communities 

(integration).  Those healing webs created from social solidarity and integration will facilitate 

migrants’ adaptation to cultural change and are also considered to be the most important resource 

for wellbeing and living (Berkman & Syme, 1979).   

Many researchers approach acculturative stress in the context of cultural differences, social isolation 

and the antidote of those two: social support.  Here we need to look at the stress associated with 

radical cultural transition in Burmese communities.  Weissman  and Furnham (1987) discuss about 

this radical cultural transition.  This transition involves a  stress  reaction  where  salient  

physiological  and  physical rewards  are  generally  uncertain,  difficult  to  control  or predict; and 

thus,  a  sojourner  remains  anxious,  confused,  and  sometimes  apathetic  or  angry until  he  or  

she  has  had  time  to  develop  a  new  set  of  assumptions  that help  him  or  her  to  understand  

and  predict  the  social  behavior  of  the  local natives (Weissman & Furnham, 1987).   

The stress from radical cultural transition can be reduced by providing social support to migrants and 

refugees.  Social support contributes to the reduction of uncertainty, which enhances the perception 

of gaining personal control in one’s life experience (Adelman, 1988).  In addition to decreasing 

uncertainty, social support functions to enhance perceived mastery over the environment.  

Perceived mastery in turn reduces the stress from cultural transition and enhances adjustment 

process.  The lack of social support gives rise to mental fatigue in the stress process and help-

seeking.  The result can be social isolation in the end from the lack of available help providers, the 
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high uncertainty in knowing which people are appropriate sources for help, or inability to predict 

reactions of potential help providers.  Veteran migrants who arrived earlier in the host country than 

the migrants can provide very effective social support in a form of sharing their experiences and a 

source of social comparison for establishing more realistic expectations of the new culture.   

This kind of social support provided by veteran migrants and its effectiveness were reported in a 

research with Burmese refugees in Canada.   Social support provided by veteran Burmese migrants 

in Vancouver was phenomenal in a form of assistance in interpreting, translation, job search and 

emotional support (Hyndman & Walton-Roberts, 1999).   

Adelman (1988) explains the functions of social support networks in detail.  Social support networks 

in a form of membership groups can also provide skills to communicate with host nationals, 

reaffirmation of home values and reduction of homesickness, and ventilation (venting emotions) 

(Adelman, 1988).  Simply knowing “one is not alone” or “someone cares” can reduce feelings of self-

victimization and isolation.  However, Adelman (1988) warns that although those compatriot 

networks are essential in alleviating initial stress, reliance on those cul-de-sacs may create a 

“fortress effect” by insulating migrants from cultural change.  Therefore, for successful integration, 

“relational ties” with host nationals are important.  Burmese migrants and refugees who are now 

living only in their community networks in apegan should come out of their own silos to engage with 

natural caregivers or the community members and the mainstream society for achieving successful 

integration.   

Social support should be provided within the function of social networks.  This concept is discussed 

in Israel (1985) (Israel, 1985).  She suggests that solving community problems should emphasise on 

increasing the number of meaningful relationships between the natural helper and individuals within 

the network (size) and between network members themselves (density).  The function of social 

networks would need to be situation specific; for example, providing meals for someone recently 

home from the hospital.  The natural helper or the natural caregiver should increase reciprocity 

within the network of the individual needing help.  This reciprocity might include immediate 

reciprocity for distant relationships and deferred reciprocity for closer relationships.   

Israel (1985) also discusses about the focus of the community level intervention and social network 

characteristics such as reciprocity, affective, cognitive and instrumental support, maintenance of 

social identity, and access to new social contacts.  The focus of the community-level intervention can 

take on strengthening social networks by enhancing a community’s capacity to achieve its goals such 

as empowerment (gaining control over decision making), community competence (joining in 

cooperative problem-solving strategies), and reducing stressors or issues identified by the 

community itself.  Based on these goals the community will be persuaded to mobilise its political and 

economic resources to achieve desired social changes.  The strength of a community’s capacity to 

organize and alleviate certain local issues is health promoting in itself, because the community has 

gained necessary resources or reached already the state of resilience (resourcefulness/resourcing) to 

cope with the demands from the environment they live in (Joubert & Raeburn, 1998).  This concept 

is parallel with the competence enhancement model of mental health promotion as discussed 

earlier (Barry, 2001).   

Israel (1985) suggests that the community level intervention should draw on the strengths of opinion 

leaders to delineate the size, density and capacity of the community networks.  Strong ties (within 
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the networks) and weak ties (across the networks) are important dimension in community 

development approach to enhancing social networks.  In doing so, professionals should work as 

facilitators by not controlling the project completely, by working willingly with the timetable of the 

community, by working collaboratively with lay people in the community, by accepting consensus 

decision making and by acknowledging different values.  This point of acknowledging differences or 

paying respect to different cultures is aligned with the principles of mental health promotion 

discussed earlier.     

Israel (1985) recommends PAR methodologies for the community-level intervention.  She has 

extensive experience conducting community-based participatory research (CBPR) in collaboration 

with partners in diverse ethnic communities.  She is the Principal Investigator of the Detroit 

Community-Academic Urban Research Center.  The Center involves multiple funded research and 

intervention projects aimed at increasing knowledge and addressing factors associated with health 

disparities and quality of life in Detroit, Michigan.  She is involved in several of these CBPR efforts 

focusing on the social, physical and environmental determinants of health and building capacity for 

ethnic communities, and engaging in policy change aimed at eliminating health disparities.  Drawing 

from her extensive experience, she suggests that the PAR-mediated community level intervention 

should aim to facilitate a social change with the involvement of local community members in local 

community settings.  This local community involvement can foster participation from planning to 

evaluation of the community-led projects.  Commitments from both the professional and the local 

community can build mutual trust and close collaboration between the researcher and the 

researched.  Community participation is enhanced by acknowledging local knowledge and using 

flexible research tools such as storytelling, drama, music and songs.  Due to mutual trust and 

participation from both sides, PAR can enhance long-term programme acceptance.   

Israel (1985) places some caveats about the negative aspects of the social network approach: well-

intentioned help may be perceived as too demanding, the potential of undermining the strengths of 

naturally occurring social networks due to professional intervention, shifting a focus from addressing 

root causes to providing services.  These community network approaches may not be adequate for 

some social problems such as toxic waste (a global problem).  Although her paper sheds the light on 

alleviating social isolation by adopting social network approach at the community level, the 

weakness of the paper is the lack of discussion on how to enter a hard-to-reach community for 

participation and how to initiate a PAR as a community level intervention.   

In summary, apegan or social isolation is a potent contributor to ill health.  The community actions 

to ameliorate social isolation should start with creating opportunities for affected individuals to 

come together in groups.  This step requires a communicative space for the community to gather.  

The community sometimes needs to start its action with conflict resolution rather than community 

building before moving towards community development and empowerment. In this sense, the 

Burmese community members should prioritise to solve oaksukwede or internal fragmentation 

before they rebuild a strong and united ethnic community or thwesenyinyut (social solidarity) in the 

host country.  Thwesenyinyut may be able to provide a strong social support system for the Burmese 

as a protective factor against radical cultural transition.      
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Social solidarity 
This section will discuss how thwesenyinyut or social solidarity is important for Burmese to reduce 

oaksukwede by drawing on historical events.  This will be followed by a discussion of the potential of 

social solidarity to enhance ethnic identity in migrant communities.  Lastly, the section will be 

concluded with the discussion on how social solidarity can facilitate collective acculturation 

strategies to overcome apegan.       

Thwesenyinyut means having social solidarity at individual and group levels.  This concept is evident 

in Burmese cultural histories: the forming of Thirty Comrades and the Panglong agreement.  Social 

solidarity is symbolized with an intact bundle of firewood in Burmese culture.       

The Thirty Comrades constituted the precursor of the modern Burmese Army to fight for 

independence from Britain in 1941.  On December 26, 1941, in a house in Bangkok, the Thirty 

Comrades had their blood drawn from their arms in syringes, then poured into a silver bowl from 

which each of them drank as in time-honoured Burmese military tradition pledging "eternal loyalty" 

and solidarity among themselves and to the cause of Burmese independence (Aung, 1967).  In 1948, 

Burma gained independence from Britain.   

The Panglong agreement was reached between the Burmese and the other Burmese ethnic minority 

groups to accept full autonomy in internal administration for the Frontier Areas of Kachin, Shan and 

Chin peoples.  The agreement was signed on 12th February, 1947.  The day was celebrated as Union 

Day in Burma (Aung, 1967; Thant Myint-U, 2006).  Under the British Colonial Government, Burma 

was divided into Upper Burma, Lower Burma and Frontier Areas; and these three divisions were 

ruled separately.  The Panglong Agreement was the historic agreement to overcome this ethnic 

division through thwesenyinyut.  The map of the modern Burma was formed by this Agreement.  As 

such, the Panglong Agreement and the Thirty Comrades story are the symbols of social solidarity or 

thwesenyinyut in the Burmese history. 

Thwesenyinyut is a potential counter mechanism for both apegan and oaksukwede in 
Burmese communities. It can help form strong social networks in foreign lands.  When your 
group is strong, you are protected from outside forces.  The bundle of the firewood is now 
intact.  The strength of a person is never enough in such situation where our people are too 
few in foreign countries.  We need a group action.  To do so, we need to be able to set aside 
our differences and working on our similarities to achieve mutual benefits.  Look at what our 
ancestors have done in the past in Panglong.  In short, it is love.  (Lu Du Daw Amar, Burmese 
Cultural Advisor) 

   

Ibn Khaldun, a forerunner of social scientific disciplines, describes social solidarity as the 

fundamental bond of human society and the basic force of history (Alatas, 2006).  Social solidarity 

emphasises on unity, group consciousness and social cohesion in a context of tribalism and clanism 

and in modern nationalism.  Ibn Khaldun’s solidarity can be compared to Émile Durkheim’s 

mechanical solidarity which comes from homogeneity of individuals connected through their similar 

work, educational and religious training (Gellner, 1975).  Durkheim says that in simpler societies, 

solidarity is usually based on kinship ties of familiar networks. In modern societies, solidarity takes 

the form of organic solidarity which comes from the interdependence of work and the 
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complementarities between people (Durkheim, 1997, pp. 39,60,108).  Durkheim conceptualises 

social solidarity as social cohesion based upon the dependence individuals have on each other.  

Although Ibn Khaldun and Émile Durkheim treated social solidarity at the societal level, as in 

Burmese culture, many contemporary researchers propose that social cohesion should be 

conceptualised as a group level phenomenon.  Parsons (1951) argues that it involves the concept of 

the loyalty of the individual person to a collectivity of which he or she is a member (Parsons, 1951).  

This collectivity may be treated as an object of attachment and not its members as individuals.  Hogg 

(1992) argues that attachments to a group cannot be reduced to interpersonal attachments.  His 

argument is based on evidence that persons may identify with social categories that are “minimal 

groups” without any interpersonal relationships among their members (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & 

Flament, 1971).   

Early research on social cohesion also indicates this group level phenomenon.  Social cohesion is 

conceptualised as group-level variables that affect individual’s membership attitudes and 

behaviours.  These in turn serve as intervening mechanisms to attain social cohesion in a group.  

Festinger (1950) has treated the density of interpersonal relations in a group as a group-level 

measure of social cohesion.  Similarly, Lott (1961) emphasises the number and strength of mutual 

positive attitudes among the members of a group.  Social cohesion is, hence, viewed as a group 

property.  These group level characteristics of social cohesion cannot be reduced to the individual 

ones.  Cohesive groups are ones which have high positive levels of individual membership attitudes 

and behaviours such as consensus decision making and acceptance of social pressure towards 

uniformity in the group.   

Other researchers in this field focus on individual contributions to social cohesion.  Friedkin (2004) 

argues that individual-level indicators of cohesion influence group-level conditions.  Friedkin (2004)’s 

argument is based on the extensive analysis of social cohesion literature (Friedkin, 2004).  Although 

different theorists attribute somewhat different conceptual properties to the term, most agree that 

social cohesion refers to the degree to which the members of a group desire to remain in the group 

(Back, 1951; Festinger, 1950).  Thus, members of a highly cohesive group, in contrast to one with a 

low cohesion, are more concerned with their membership and therefore more strongly motivated to 

contribute to the group’s welfare, to advance its objectives, and to participate in its activities 

(Cartwright, 1968).  These authors suggested an aggregate measure of social cohesion based on 

membership variables such as membership turnover, absenteeism and the proportion of members 

participating in group activities.  Therefore, a cohesive community can be a group level as well as an 

individual level phenomenon.     

Although the considerable body of sociological work has dealt with social network bases of social 

cohesion (Cartwright, 1968; Lott & Lott, 1965), Hogg (1992) hypothesised social cohesion from the 

group identity point of view.  Hogg (1992) argued that social cohesion is the product of identification 

with a particular group by its members (Hogg, 1992).  These members do not want to be part of 

other groups.  This ingroup identification triggers a deindividuated state where group members 

reference their attitudes and behaviours to the prototypical norms that are most characteristic of 

the ingroup and uncharacteristic of the outgroup.  Hogg (1992) argued that these ingroup prototypes 

are self-enhancing relative to outgroups whose members are usually characterised by negative 

stereotypes.  Self-enhancement is seen as a fundamental human response to situations in which 
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members identify themselves as ‘belonging’ to particular groups and not to others.  Therefore, 

thwesenyinyut or social solidarity can be achieved when Burmese community members are able to 

develop this self-enhancement from a sense of belonging to their ethnic group; for example, by 

developing a highly positive and strong ethnic identity.   

This strong and highly positive ethnic identity can enable migrant communities to increase control 

over ‘radical cultural transition’ in the alien host culture.  Nesdale and Mak (2003)’s study, based on 

the survey of 510 adult migrant participants from Hong Kong, Bosnia, Sri Lanka, Vietnam and New 

Zealand, found that the main predictors of ethnic identification (migrants’ identification with their 

culture of origin) were the degree of cultural distance, extent of friendships with the host nationals, 

the degree to which the migrants were involved with their ethnic communities and their ability to 

speak the host country’s official language (Nesdale & Mak, 2003).  Ethnic identity was reported to be 

the primary determinant of ethnic self-esteem.  The authors also reported that increasing cultural 

distance in people from Hong Kong, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam (New Zealanders in the study revealed 

most acceptance by Australians) encouraged immigrants to remain ‘psychologically located’ within 

their ethnic groups rather than exposing themselves to the people, ideas and behaviours of the 

wider community. Staying with familiar original culture appeared more comforting and less stressful 

than confronting and adapting to the alien host culture.  This knowledge on the cultural distance 

factor is consistent with earlier findings in immigrant research.  The greater the cultural distance the 

less the acceptance from the dominant cultural majority is (Ho, Niles, Penney, & Thomas, 1994).  

Therefore, a strong ethnic identity and highly cohesive community (or thwesenyinyut) are important 

for Burmese to cope with a radical cultural transition, because the Burmese culture is in many ways 

very different from the mainstream New Zealand culture and the Burmese in New Zealand do not 

have a critical mass to lean on for like-community support.   

Immigrant groups who have more cultural distance than other immigrant groups might prefer 

collective acculturative strategies.  This area is studied by Lalonde and Cameron (1993) from Canada 

(Lalonde & Cameron, 1993).   In their study, questionnaires were administered to immigrants from 

four ethnic groups, two of which (blacks from the Caribbean, and Chinese) were considered to be 

relatively more “stigmatized” within the Canadian context than the other two (Greeks and Italians).  

In addition, they utilised a cross-generational methodology that provided comparisons between 

first-generation immigrants (n = 116), and their adult children (n = 133).  In their study, the results 

were interpreted using an intergroup approach to immigrant acculturation.  They hypothesized and 

found that the more “stigmatized” immigrants (Caribbean blacks and Chinese) perceived themselves 

to be at greater social disadvantage and were more supportive of a collective integration orientation 

as their acculturation strategy than less stigmatized immigrants (Greeks and Italians).  Parents were 

more likely to endorse a collective acculturation orientation and exhibited a stronger ethnic 

identification than their children.  Burmese refugees usually have a strong sense of stigma around 

their immigration status (Allden, et al., 1996; Cardozo, et al., 2004).  In this sense, Burmese refugees 

might benefit from having a strong ethnic identification and a collective acculturation orientation 

strategy for coping with the radical cultural transition in the host country.     

When rejection by the dominant cultural groups increases immigrants might turn increasingly and 

collectively towards their ethnic group and, accordingly, their identification with it might increase.  

This might contribute to “ethnic ghettos” or “ethnic enclaves”, which can eventually compromise the 

strategy of integration into the larger society (Adelman, 1988).  Therefore, a balance is needed 
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between ethnic identification and successful integration into the larger society during the 

resettlement process of Burmese refugees, because they are physically (hair and skin colour) and 

culturally more stigmatised compared with many other migrant New Zealanders.   

Acculturation is not easy even for communities with similar cultures to the host country.  Nesdale 

and Mak (2003) reported from their survey on immigrants in four major Australian cities (Sydney, 

Canberra, Brisbane and Gold Coast) that an immigrant group’s early confrontation with a new 

culture could have a significant impact on immigrant’s psychological health even for groups with 

cultures which were relatively similar to the new host culture (Nesdale & Mak, 2003).  In their study, 

Bosnians displayed the most psychological problems although the culture of Bosnians was similar to 

that of the mainstream Australians.  It should be noted that the members of the Bosnian group were 

refugees who had recently escaped the trauma of a civil war in their home country.  This is similar 

for Burmese whose members are mostly from refugee backgrounds.  The impact on their 

psychological health would be more significant because the cultural distance between Burmese and 

mainstream New Zealanders is bigger than that between Bosnians and Australians.  However, little 

policy is directed to ensuring that refugees from smaller ethnic communities stay healthy.      

Lack of social cohesion can affect health.  The features of social cohesion such as trust between 

community members, reciprocity and group membership are conducive to health, reported by 

Kawachi et al. based on a four year follow up study of United States male health professionals as 

stated in earlier sections (Kawachi, et al., 1996).  These collective or group level features of social 

cohesion cannot be reducible to the attributes of individuals living in it.  Epidemiological studies of 

social connections have found that individuals who lack social connections have two to three times 

the risk of dying from all causes compared with well-connected individuals (Berkman & Syme, 1979; 

Kawachi, et al., 1996).  However, in these findings it was not clear whether social connections were 

conceptualized at an individual level or at an ecological concept.  If social cohesion is conceptualized 

as an ecological concept, the features of social cohesion at community level may determine political 

participation and decision making that are more egalitarian and health promoting (Kawachi & 

Kennedy, 1997).   

Based on the group level concept of social cohesion, Kawachi et al. (1999) investigated the 

relationship between social solidarity at a group level and self-ratings of health.  Self-rated health 

(excellent, very good, good, fair or poor) was assessed among 167, 259 individuals in thirty-nine 

American states, with adjustment for individual household income, health behaviours and other 

covariates (Kawachi, Kennedy, & Glass, 1999).  A contextual effect of social indicators on risk of self-

rated poor health was found in their study.  Fair or poor health was associated with living in areas 

with the lowest levels of social trust, reciprocity and group membership.  As this study had 

attempted to link the group level effects of social connections to individual health there was a risk of 

ecological fallacy (correlations at the group level may not apply to individual risks).       

This finding emphasises how socially isolated individuals are likely to be at increased risk for poor 

health outcomes because of their limited access to resources such as instrumental aid, information 

and emotional support.  In this sense, small ethnic communities in New Zealand have a high risk of 

poor health.  Without the critical mass and strong ethnic identities, the collective integration 

strategies to cope with radical cultural transition in the host culture appear very unlikely for these 

small ethnic communities.      
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In summary, social solidarity is important in Burmese culture to overcome social isolation and ethnic 

fragmentation.  It can be conceptualized at a group level and is a resource for developing a strong 

ethnic identity.  Cohesive communities with strong ethnic identity can take up collective 

acculturation strategies to cope with radical cultural transition in the host culture.  Thwesenyinyut or 

social solidarity has a potential to reduce oaksukwede and apegan in Burmese communities, 

because cohesive communities can provide a strong ethnic identity, social support and collective 

acculturation strategies.  However, since Burmese communities are characterized by high disruption 

and fragmentation, a mechanism or a device is needed to foster an opportunity for building their 

social solidarity.  Music could play an important role to bring these fragmented people together for 

social solidarity and integration into the wider society.  

The power of music 
Although music has been extensively researched and used as a tool to relieve stress, depression and 

anxiety and to treat certain diseases in therapeutic paradigm for centuries (Bittman et al., 2005; 

Bittman et al., 2001; Bittman, Bruhn, Stevens, Westengard, & Umbach, 2003; Bittman, Dickson, & 

Coddington, 2009; Bittman et al., 2004; Cook, 1981; Yates & Williams, 1996), only a few studies have 

been conducted on the social potential of music.  However, there are some signs on the landscape 

that these are changing.   

Recently Pavlicevic and Ansdell (2004) reported that the social dimension of music was utilised in 

community music therapy (Pavlicevic & Ansdell, 2004).  They argue that music making in community 

music therapy is an engaged social and cultural practice and a natural agent of health promotion in 

terms of enabling music therapy clients to increase control over their own issues and enhancing 

communication and personal esteem through a strong musical identity, formulated by Ansdell, 

Pavlicevic, Procter and Verney in 2002.  They formulated a whole new discourse of community music 

therapy (CMT) as a gradually evolving practice towards an approach that is sensitive to cultures and 

contexts, and speaks more of acts of solidarity (thwesenyinyut) and social change.   

As Brynjulf Stige comments music therapy grows out of, and interacts with, culture and society.  

Music therapy is different in different places and at different times, not just because science moves 

forward, but because therapy is embedded in culture (Stige, forthcoming).  This concept of 

relationships between cultural politics and music therapy can be found in the Scandinavian tradition.   

Even Rudd (1998) mentored an anthropological and cultural perspective on music and healing 

wherein music therapy understands itself as part of a cultural movement, and not only as a 

treatment profession (Rudd, 1998).  He explains that music can be used as a tool for building 

identities and as a means to empower and install agency by building the client’s developmental skills 

to increase their personal sense of agency.  CMT talks about how to humanise communities and is 

concerned with health promotion and mutual caring.  That is how music therapy takes part in 

reclaiming some of the original functions of music in our culture.  Community music therapists have 

a common belief in music making as a means of working with people.  CMT’s concept is using music 

as a tool for encouraging participation, networking, opening doors, and empowerment through a 

strong musical identity (Rudd, 1998).  This concept can be borrowed to improve ethnic identity and 

the social solidarity through music in the Burmese community.            
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The social dimension of arts, yet not specific to music, is studied in Europe.  Matarasso (1997) has 

stirred a debate on this subject among scholars (Matarasso, 1997; Matarasso, 2003; Merli, 2002).  

The original findings from Matarasso’s research, which was based on case studies and 

questionnaires, interviews, formal and informal discussion groups and participant observation in 

multiple sites, were impact on self-confidence, social cohesion, community empowerment and self-

determination, happiness and overall wellbeing.   

In a similar vein, Mattern (2001), based on a case study of community development via arts in 

California, found that arts participation had improved community image and community pride by 

having a space to express concerns and to resolve issues.  In this sense, community development 

and community arts participation were combined and repositioned theoretically and politically as a 

philosophy of community cultural development.  The practice of community cultural development 

works creatively with communities on their own ground and issues through cultural practice.  It 

intends to move beyond a ‘soft’ marginalised realm to a more credible, central location within the 

larger cultural discourse (McKinnon, 1998).  Artists and cultural workers can be seen as change 

agents in this context.  Through this arts participation, marginalised communities can see themselves 

connected and acting in the wider world.   

Arts participation can be seen as a process of building shared cultural values and social cohesion, 

especially for disadvantaged groups.  However, arts projects should be implemented carefully.  

Division of arts projects along class and ethnic lines can make arts act as a ‘social wedge’ – dividing 

the groups – rather than a ‘social bridge’ (social cohesion) (Mattern, 2001).  Before building any 

community, participation from the community members or involvement in community life must 

come first.  Barraket and Kaiser (2007) from their evaluation of the mental health and wellbeing 

impact of community-based festivals recommend that arts participation is a relatively inexpensive 

way of providing opportunities for people to meet, to enjoy live music and to be involved in 

community life (Barraket, 2005)(Barraket & Kaiser, 2007).  Arts projects may not reach the most 

vulnerable communities, but arts projects certainly create a relatively high ‘baseline involvement’ of 

the disadvantaged areas.  Although this recommendation is given to any art rather than music, it is 

obvious that arts can create community, social cohesion and social inclusion for the communities at 

the margins.  In this sense, music can be a useful tool to bring Burmese migrant and refugee 

communities at the margins.   

Music is also described as a communication medium for solidarity in Buddhist religious literature.  

Yun (2005) explains that music has been used for meditation and promotion of Buddhist teachings 

(Yun, 2005).  The development of Buddhist music started in India during the time of the Maurya 

Dynasty (317 – 180 B.C.E), powerful King Asoka spared no effort to preserve Buddhism and spread 

its teachings.  This time period witnessed progress in Buddhist music such as inclusion of copper 

gongs, drums, flutes and harps in Buddhist ceremonial music.  When Buddhist spread to Tibet, the 

Tibetan tradition of Buddhism encouraged the use of song and dance in certain ceremonies.  The 

concept here is that music is able to convey communication of moods and feelings to each other.  If 

someone plays a certain kind of tune, we could easily understand exactly what mood that person is 

trying to convey, said Venerable Master Taixu.  He delivers a message for the world that, for society 

to achieve some degree of integration it is essential to be able to communicate and understand each 

other’s moods and feelings and, as a result, establish a sense of unity.  Music can be used in many 

ways as a communication medium for dialogue, understanding and social interactions which are 
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expected to foster solidarity.  This point is a philosophical fit for the current situation of the Burmese 

community members in New Zealand who are suffering from apegan and oaksukwede, and need 

some kind of dialogue to understand each other and build thwesenyinyut.       

Music can be a powerful device to bring fragmented and socially isolated Burmese communities 

together in New Zealand because music is part of Burmese community life (Lu Du Daw Amar, 1989).  

Music is included in Burmese community events, festivals, religious rituals and cultural practice.  

Generally Burmese love music (the researcher was informed that almost every Burmese in New 

Zealand sang ethnic songs via their karaoke machines to relieve their homesickness) and they are 

willing to participate in musical performances (the respondents reported this willingness in the 

needs assessment done in the beginning of this research).  This concept can be used as a vehicle to 

reach Burmese communities who are considered as hard-to-reach communities for research.  

Rakhine Akka, Meebonpwe, Kayin Done Yane, Shan O See and Shwe Yo Akka are typical Burmese 

ethnic music and dance forms of communal lives (Lu Du Daw Amar, 1964, 1989).  The aim of 

Burmese community music is to promote ethnic solidarity (thwesenyinyut) and happiness.  Music 

can be used as a social glue or social bridge only if music is deployed to be accessible to all 

participants (Mattern, 2001).  Music must be deployed as a form of the everyday life of the 

communities; otherwise there will be a mismatch between the music used in the project and the 

lives of the participants.  So, the potential for irrelevance will be high.     

Music making in the context of social and community lives is a century-old practice, but this type of 

music making for gathering and recreation seems to be fading away in modern societies, and 

communty music making itself appears to be a separate ‘expert’ activity.  This is when it is seen that 

art became detached from the rest of life and therefore, became meaningful to only a few (Horne, 

1988).  In the next section, music in the context of everyday life will be explored.   

DeNora’s paper Music in everyday life explores social dimension of music in a great extent (DeNora, 

2000) based on in-depth interviews with women of different age groups in metropolitan areas and 

small towns in the United States of America and United Kingdom, and four ethnographies of music 

‘in action’ within specific settings such as aerobic exercise classes, karaoke evenings, and music 

therapy sessions, unobtrusive observation of music in the retail sector, and interviews with 

personnel in these settings.   

DeNora explains how social powers of music can serve as a resource of social agency, formulation of 

life, how its powers come to be harnessed for and converted into action, and how this process can 

help to illuminate the understanding of social agency.  Music is used and deployed in daily life in 

relation to agency’s configuration serving to highlight that music is much more than a decorative art; 

that it is a powerful medium of social order.  In this sense, music has more than entertainment 

value.  Music making is a fundamental part of human culture and biology.  DeNora argues that music 

has organisational properties (will be discussed later).  Music may serve as a resource in everyday 

life (similar to the property of mental wellbeing) and it may be understood to have social powers in 

relation to human social being.  Music’s “powers” vacillate; within some contexts and for some 

people; music is a ‘neutral’ medium.   

Music use in traditional societies is deeply embedded in temporal and ritual custom and in 

communal practice, and so in the Burmese culture.  DeNora (2000) says that the implication is that 

musical experience is impoverished in modern cultures due to bureaucratic and rational modes of 
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ordering, which separates individual from society, subject from object, and culture from agency 

based on orderly conduct of rules, knowledge, skills and sanctions.  Music in western societies is 

considered as “high art”, an object upon which to reflect.  This ideology shows the opposite of the 

purpose of music.  Music was originally designed to be heard within social contexts and for everyday 

life: ways of feeling, moving, and thinking and keeping us ‘awake’.  In modern customs and practice, 

music tends to be separated and not integral; for example, Westerners are inclined to go to a 

concert occasionally, but music is not incorporated in their everyday life (in contrast to the 

difference between Christians and Muslims).   

DeNora (2000) points out that Europeans merely listen to music.  In Africa, people make music as an 

integral element of social life.  Africans sing certain songs as a regular part of her tasks and chores, 

even culinary operations, and make use of different rhythms for different things.  This type of music 

in everyday life is similar in the Burmese culture (Lu Du Daw Amar, 1964).  Europeans do not seem to 

be aware of the powers of music, and do not respect its social and psychological force.  An 

interviewee from Nigeria in DeNora’s report points out that people in Nigeria have a richer and more 

overt understanding of music’s powers, and knowledge of how to harness those powers.  By 

contrast, as DeNora indicates, in Britain people are considerably less reflexive about music as a 

‘force’ in social life.  This social force can be revived and used in promoting mental wellbeing of 

Burmese communities in exile as a culturally appropriate tool.  Music is present in every corner of 

human life.  It can be woven into tapestry of social life through the informal singing of songs, the pop 

concerts, the car radio, whistling and humming, amateur music and the playing of records.   

Music provides a way of modelling future action and interaction, ‘setting the scene’ by exemplifying 

action styles and ways of happening.  Music has organisational properties.  Music is seen to be 

organised, so too can people and institutions be organised.  In this sense, DeNora points out that 

music may serve as a resource for utopian imagination and can be used strategically to presage new 

worlds.  Its temporal dimension, its non-verbal and non-depictive medium, and its physical presence 

all enhance its ability to work at non-cognitive or subconscious levels.  Here, she gives an example 

from an aerobics class as music configures, reconfigures and transconfigures subjects, their mode of 

consciousness and their embodied capacities.   

Music cannot reliably move all listeners.  But for particular listeners, it may serve as triggers or 

latches that draw recipients into the process of entrainment and hence into particular modes of 

agency, explains DeNora (2000).  Music has the capacity to be socially powerful as a resource for 

agency, because we can imagine and feel the close-knit texture of dissonant polyphony, wide-open 

spaces of fifths and fourths, or the depressed character of the minor triad.  This process is used in 

music therapy to alter physiological and emotional states, and bodily awareness.  Music is employed 

deliberately to reformulate embodied agency.   

In summary, music is a social thing as well as a cultural thing.  The power of music has multiple 

dimensions such as therapeutic, social, physical and psychological dimensions.  Music is a neutral 

medium for communication and social integration.  The social power of music can be used as a 

device to bring diverse people together and organise them in ways conducive to communication and 

dialogue, particularly community reconciliation for fragmented Burmese ethnic communities in New 

Zealand.   
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A previous study on Burmese communities 
The researcher had conducted a preliminary study during his Master of Public Health course on the 

needs of the Burmese community in Auckland.  The purpose of the study was to find out the 

expressed needs and priorities of the Burmese community.  The process included two focus groups 

to collect information.  There were two primary goals: to reveal important themes from their 

expressed needs and their degree of emphasis, and to compare those themes across different 

groups (the migrant and the refugee groups).   

Justification for focus groups 

Focus groups (FG) were justified because face-to-face approach in a group context was considered 

more responsive to the Burmese culture than questionnaire approach. FG can facilitate a rich 

understanding of the phenomena around complex community issues.  Social interactions among 

group members around these issues can be observed.  The dialogue that takes place among 

participants from similar backgrounds may have more relevant and less formal than that between an 

interviewer and an interviewee.  The within-group homogeneity facilitates self-disclosure and the 

elaboration of experiences and perspectives that may be less readily available to the researcher in 

one-on-one interviews.   

Group interactions prompt participants to elaborate more abstract models of the phenomenon of 

interest, providing researchers with access to consensual models (Hughes & DuMont, 1993).  Focus 

groups do not discriminate against people who cannot read and write (Kitzinger, 1995), which is the 

case in the Burmese refugee community.  A focus group has a distinct narrative structure which 

facilitates the identification of cultural knowledge, so it is suitable for cross-cultural research and 

working with ethnic minorities (Kitzinger, 1995).  Focus groups may be suitable to encourage 

participation from those who are reluctant to be interviewed on their own (Kitzinger, 1995).    

Recruiting participants 

The researcher talked to the community leaders who wanted to explore the Burmese community 

issues in early April, 2005.  The community leaders suggested that the skilled migrant group and the 

quota refugee group should be separately interviewed.   

Participants were chosen by invitation based on their experience and knowledge of the community.  

The selection criteria were: above 18 years old and having more than two years of experience 

working with Burmese communities.  People who were actively involved with the community on 

daily basis were preferred.  Two focus groups (a migrant group and a refugee group) were formed 

with six participants in each group.  Group assignments were based on the immigration status 

because of their similar backgrounds and pre-existing acquaintance (Kitzinger, 1995).  The 

characteristics of the groups are presented in the appendix 7. 

Methods 

The sessions were held in an accessible place and took two hours each.  Refreshment was provided.  

Opportunities were given to the participants for private comments after each session.   

A structured discussion guide was used to obtain information on a particular aspect of the topic.  The 

researcher took the role of the moderator to balance between the needs of participants to ‘have 

their say’ against the need to stay focused.  The discussion topics were as follows: 
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 What is your dream community? 

 What are the barriers to achieve this dream community? 

 What are the main actions to be taken to improve the current situation? 

Analysis 

Preparation 

Field notes were taken and typed by the researcher at the end of the sessions.  FG sessions were 

tape recorded and transcribed.  Nonverbal behaviour was recorded which provided additional 

information regarding emphasis, agreement, disagreement, confusion and boredom.   

Field notes and transcripts were processed in the electronic word processor (Microsoft Word) to 

create a final document to analyse.  The final document contained group identification code, 

questions asked in the focus groups, and participants’ responses to each question with nonverbal 

behaviour notes typed in parenthesis following the remarks.  The pseudonyms of the speakers were 

recorded after the comments.  The final word-processed document was formatted in a way to be 

able to import into Microsoft Excel spreadsheet programme.  The built-in pivot table function of 

Excel was used to summarise the results.   

Analytic process 

All notes and transcripts were read by the researcher and coded in the style of a social constructivist 

branch of grounded theory approach to the analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 

1998).  The details of this analytic method were described in the method chapter.   

Results 

A dream community 

Several respondents stated that their dream community was the one where every community 

member could join and get together regularly.  The dream community had to be apolitical and non-

religious.  The community had to be inclusive regardless of any personal characteristics of its 

members such as age, gender, disability, race, religion, political belief, immigration status and 

qualification.  Community members should also be willing to help their fellows in times of needs.  It 

had to be safe for families and children.  Its main characteristics should consist of thwesenyinyut and 

equality.    It had to be free from alcohol, smoking, violence, discrimination and hostility.  A focus 

group discussion was included below to demonstrate this theme.   

RAN: My dream community is the one that can represent the community as a whole.  No 
politics, no gossip.  We are all equal.   

MAV: Buddhists, Christians, Muslims, and whoever, all can join.  R [Burmese refugees] can 
join.  Passport people [Burmese skilled migrants] can join as well. 

TAN: That’s right.  My grandfather got a stroke last year.  He was lonely.  He wanted to see 
his countrymen on a regular basis.  Old people like my grandpa should be a part of the 
community.   

SHAN: Political groups rely on those big days you know.  What I want is we can meet each 
other on a regular basis.  We can help each other.  We can eat together.  We can drink 
together.  I mean we can have thwesenyinyut.  [SHOWING RIGHT TIGHT FIST]  
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RAN: We can’t just stay in our own community and with our people only.  We need to know 
what’s happening out there.  For example, there is a meeting about accessibility issues of 
disabled people in the local council.  It would be so good if we’re there to tell them what 
would affect us.   

SHAN: We must be proactive.  I know these local bodies will never invite us, because they 
don’t know we are here.  What I want to see is our community has ties with other 
communities.  (FG2M) 

Several respondents mentioned that their dream community was the one which had cooperative 

partnerships with other communities and organisations.  It was involved in decision making 

processes of the mainstream society that affect the lives of its members.   

Barriers to achieve dream community 

The respondents mentioned that apegan (social isolation) and oaksukwede (internal fragmentation) 

were the barriers to achieve their dream community.   

Apegan 

Apegan is an interface which lies between the Burmese community and the outside world.  It is a 

state in which the Burmese migrants and refugees find themselves socially isolated.  Most 

respondents perceived that they were living at the margin of the society due to language and 

cultural barriers.    

AYE: We [Burmese community is] are small.  Nobody knows.  Our people are living in 
apegan.     

CHI: Yes, we have no voice at all in those community meetings.  Can’t help because our 
English is not good enough.  We need to do it [solve the problem+ ourselves, but we don’t 
have resources.  Somebody should lead us.    

SWE: I agree DIY [do it yourself].  But, we still need a leader to guide us.  We need to start 
from scratch.   

CHI: I went to a lot of places.  Wow! Chinese and Indians are everywhere.  The majority 
really rules.  Have you even seen any Burmese dance or heard any Burmese song?  We’re 
already out [of the society].    

AYE: My father, you see, cannot make any friends.  He was forced to lock up himself.  He is 
always waiting for us to take him out.  He is now saying sort of hallucination.  I think it is 
because he is too lonely.     

MIN: Because most of our people are unemployed and on benefits.  Most are refugees.  Our 
English is not good.  A lot of people can’t drive.  It’s a house arrest in your own house.  We 
need resources in the beginning and outside help to get out of this situation.  (FG1R) 

As they stated, apegan was the result of multiple interacting factors such as official language ability, 

unemployment, and lack of sizeable community and being refugees.  The Burmese community needs 

a leader to guide through their community building process.   They need resources and external 

assistance to improve their current situation.   
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Oaksukwede 

Oaksukwede is an intra-community phenomenon and interface between own Burmese ethnic 

groups.  Oaksukwede is an internal fragmentation of the Burmese community members into much 

smaller groups because of divisions along religion, ethnicity, immigration status and leadership.   

CHI: We don’t have thwesenyinyut you know.  We have so many little small groups 
everywhere.  They don’t talk to each other.  This monk doesn’t talk to that monk.  Very 
frustrating.  

ALI: I know.  Religion divides them.  Political activities [against current Burmese military 
government] divide them.  They form a group, then break up again.  They form another 
group and another group all the time.  I think their leaders can’t work out.  Mon will say, 
“Don’t trust Burmese”.  Refugees will say, “Don’t trust passport people *skilled migrants+”.  
At the end, no one can be trusted.  

BRY: The order comes from the leaders not to talk to another group.  Don’t go to that event 
because it is organised by another group.  A person whom they don’t like comes in, the 
members of that group leaves.  What’s that? 

MAV: That’s why, we *the community+ become really small.  We’re divided into pieces.       

AYE: Oaksukwede must be solved first.  This is our issue.  Nothing to do with others.  Then 
half the battle done.  We need thwesenyinyut [social solidarity] for all political groups, ethnic 
groups and religious groups, and their leaders.  (FG1R)  

As they stated, oaksukwede is the internal issue and makes this already-small community smaller.  

Several respondents suggested that oaksukwede should be solved first.  Many respondents 

mentioned that oaksukwede in the community happened because of divisions along ethnicity, 

religion and political belief.   

Thwesenyinyut 

The respondents suggested thwesenyinyut as the main action to improve the current apegan and 

oaksukwede of the community.  It is a collective action should be carried out by the community as a 

whole.   

AYE: Thwesenyinyut is tachat kote nachat pyat [the stroke of a knife that can do two cuts at 
the same time] for both apegan and oaksukwede.  I would say, it’s the main one.  If we are 
thwesenyinyut, then we will be obliged to look after our sisters and brothers and also our 
fellows.  Hey, there will be no apegan or oaksukwede. 

SWE: True.  The current situation is something like Nwa Kwe Kyar Kite [Cows from the 
broken group fall prey easily to tigers].  Tie up again this fragmented bundle of firewood.   

AYE: We have doctors, physicians, engineers, teachers, lecturers and carpenters and so on.  
We can help, say, searching jobs, teaching English and guiding job interviews.  If we have 
thwesenyinyut, all problems can be solved within our community.   

MIN: We must be as one like Panglong [Panglong Agreement].  (FG1R) 

As the respondents stated, thwesenyinyut was a common antidote to apegan and oaksukwede.  If 

thwesenyinyut was achieved, resources could be drawn from the community itself and the current 

vulnerable situation would improve.     
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Summary 
The findings point to the fact that the Burmese community is vulnerable because the community 

lacks a critical mass or a sizeable resident community to support their needs.  Their needs are 

different from other communities for many reasons.  The majority of the community members are 

refugees who have many disadvantages such as unemployment and lack of English.  Their culture is 

distinct and very different from the host culture.  In addition to these disadvantages, the Burmese 

community is facing with internal fragmentation.  It is extremely hard to build a strong ethnic 

community with current resources.  Without having social solidarity, to build strong ethnic identity 

and social support for coping with acculturative stress is impossible.  Therefore, they are at high risk 

of poor health.  As many respondents stated, they need a leader and external resources to start their 

community building process.  Without these resources and guidance it would be very difficult to 

improve their current vulnerable situation.       

Research question 
As seen in this literature review, research on Burmese migrants and refugees in New Zealand context 

is limited and focuses only on identifying issues, but has been much more reticent in investigating 

ways of addressing them.  This research will attempt to fill this gap by asking the following research 

question:  

What are the ways by which apegan (social isolation) and oaksukwede (the internal fragmentation) 

of Burmese migrants and refugees can be influenced through their involvement in music-based social 

activities?  

The objectives of the research are as follows: 

1. To investigate how apegan (social isolation) and oaksukwede (the internal fragmentation) 

affect the daily lives of Burmese community members  

2. To inquire how a musically-driven community approach contributes to thwesenyinyut (social 

solidarity)  

3. To assess the challenges and strengths of adopting music and PAR as a means of bringing 

social solidarity 

 
The central question will be attempted to answer by capacity building processes of Burmese 

community members participating in music-based activities with a PAR approach.  The methodology 

and the methods to answer the central question will be discussed in the next chapter.   
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Chapter three: Methodology 

Introduction 
This chapter explains and justifies the methodology used to undertake the investigation.  The first 

section describes world views to the inquiry and the reasons for the choice.  The second section 

discusses the issues of research integrity.  The third section describes the role of the researcher in 

the study, the choice of methods and ethical considerations.   

Meta-theory basis of this research 

Social constructionism  

In this research, the nature of the inquiry is a social phenomenon and the basis of knowledge is 

corresponding to the social reality which is continuously constructed, and negotiated (Gergen, 

2001).  The individuals under study are conditioned by their environment.  Social constructionism, 

which falls under the interpretive paradigm, is designed to deal with social reality which is 

embedded in the web of social relationships, institutions, shared beliefs, cultures, and meanings 

existing in a group of people (Gergen, 1999).  Social reality is viewed and interpreted by the 

individual according to the ideological positions one possesses.  Knowledge is personally experienced 

rather than acquired from or imposed from outside.  Reality is seen as multi-layered and complex; 

and a single phenomenon can have multiple interpretations. The level of understanding of a 

phenomenon is to probe into the various unexplored dimensions of a phenomenon rather than 

establishing specific relationship among the components, as it happens in the case of positivism.  

While positivists speak of proof, social constructionists speak of interpretations.  The central tenet is 

that there is no absolute truth about society, only partial knowledge can be claimed and negotiated 

according to context and this negotiated knowledge is organised as discourses.  Discourse or 

language is a range of activities in which we express and realise a certain way of being in the world.  

Participants and their knowledge are constituted through discourse.  Ontologically, social 

constructionism is a relativist rather than a realist approach to knowledge.  Realities are multiple, 

local and specific in nature.  These realities are dependent on individuals’ constructions.  

Epistemologically, the knower and the known are interactively linked so that findings are literally 

created as the research proceeds.     

Participatory world view 

This study also draws on the participatory world view.  The ontology of this world view is 

participative reality which means that mind and body are not separated and the reality is not ‘out 

there’ to observe; rather, ‘reality’ is co-constructed.  The participatory world view provides extended 

epistemology  as the knowledge is the one co-created by our minds and the world (co-generative 

knowledge) (Heron & Reason, 1997).  The knower participates in the known through practical 

knowing and co-creating participatory knowledge.  Knowledge is value-laden and influences 

interpretations.  Its epistemology emphasises practical knowing and action for social change.  The 

methodology of the participatory world view has different approaches such as participatory action 

research (PAR), co-operative Inquiry and action inquiry (Reason, 1994).   

The method of this world view is a co-generative inquiry engaging the researcher and the researched 

as equal partners (Heron, 1996; Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988).  We know the world through our 

interactions and our relationships with others; this interpretive form of knowing is the basis for the 
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participatory world view.  The inquiry assumes that research participants have the right to 

participate fully in the research which is grounded in local knowledge.  The participatory world view 

answers the axiological question (what is intrinsically worthwhile?) in terms of human flourishing, 

conceived as an end in itself, where such flourishing is construed as an enabling balance within and 

between people of hierarchy, cooperation, and autonomy (Heron & Reason, 1997).     

The participatory world view focuses on social justice and rejects assumptions that research is 

objective and value neutral by critiquing positivism provided by critical theory.  Critical theorists 

including Habermas (1972) suggest that knowledge can take many forms and that no form of 

knowledge exists outside of the social, political and economic contexts within which it is generated 

(Habermas, 1972).  He argues that positivism falsely represented human social action.  Social facts 

do not exist ‘out there’ in the objective world but are themselves a product of socially and 

historically mediated human consciousness.  He suggests that the role of the observer in the 

constitution of social reality should be taken into account and the historical and social conditions 

affecting the representation of social ideas should be considered.  In other words, social reality does 

not exist objectively and independently of those whose action and labour actually produces it.  The 

episteme is that the mutual understanding is generated through social interactions.  

Truly-experimental research achieves generalisability by limiting its focus very severely to a few 

variables, but that is not the world that people and organisations actually exist in.  For example, a 

purchase laboratory approaches this ideal.  Participants are given money or credit to purchase 

products in a simulated store or an artificial environment.  Researchers modify one variable at a 

time; for example, price and packaging; to determine what effects sales volume.  This ability to 

manipulate individual variables in no way resembles the complex range of interactions that actually 

determine spending.   

Replicability of the results and responsiveness to the real world situation are hard to achieve at the 

same time.  Conventional research sacrifices responsiveness in the interests of achieving 

replicability; so, this sacrifice makes conventional research unsuitable as a change technique in the 

real world settings.  Participatory Action Research (PAR) values responsiveness over replicability, 

because otherwise it is very difficult to achieve action as part of research.  PAR practitioners like 

Fals-Borda, a Colombian sociologist, point out this responsiveness to the social context for achieving 

community action (Fals-Borda, 1987).  PAR considers the situation as it is, and not a small portion of 

the situation.  Responsiveness and timely action drive to choose flexible methodology which can be 

quantitative or qualitative or whatever it suits the local social contexts.  The intention is to produce 

social change.   

Participatory Action Research (PAR) 
The methodology that formed the substantial part of the inquiry was PAR.  PAR is defined as a 

collaborative process in which the researcher works with community members to identify an area of 

concern to that community, generate knowledge about the issue, and plan and carry out actions for 

addressing the issue in some substantive way (Brydon-Miller, 1997, p. 661).   

Theoretically, PAR practitioners draw on Marxism (Oquist, 1978), feminism (Maguire, 1987) and 

critical theory (Habermas, 1972).  A main protagonist of the critical theory was Jurgen Habermas, 

who working alongside other in the Frankfurt School in Germany, developed an approach to 
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investigation and action in the social sciences.  He described the historical forces that restricted 

human freedom and exposed the ideological justification of those forces.  In his Theory of 

Communicative Action, Habermas described communicative action as a kind in which people 

consciously and deliberately aim to reach intersubjective agreement as a basis for mutual 

understanding so as to reach an unforced consensus about what to do in the particular practical 

situation in which they find themselves (Habermas, 1987).     

Habermas’s theories of communicative action and the public sphere have influenced many PAR 

practitioners.  Habermas has expressed optimism about the possibility of the revival of the public 

sphere (Habermas, 1962 Trans 1989).  He discerns a hope for the future where the representative 

democracy-reliant nation-state is replaced by a deliberative democracy-reliant political organism 

based on the equal rights and obligations of citizens.  In such direct democracy-driven system, the 

activist public sphere is needed for debates on matters of public importance as well as the 

mechanism for that discussion to affect the decision-making process.  His theories of communicative 

action and the public sphere have shaped the theory and practice of PAR.  Habermas’s notion of the 

public sphere has extended the theory and practice of action research and shown more clearly how 

PAR differs from other forms of social inquiry, and integrated more clearly its political and 

methodological intentions (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005).       

Habermas postulated three types of interest (technical, practical and emancipating interests) that 

generate three types of knowledge: analytical, historical and critical knowledge.  Technical interest 

concerns control of the physical environment, which generates empirical and analytical knowledge.  

Practical interest focuses on understanding the meaning of situation, which generates hermeneutic 

and historical knowledge.  Emancipating interest concerns the provision for growth and 

advancement that generate “critical knowledge”.  Critical knowledge is concerned with exposing 

conditions of constraints and domination.  Critical theorists suggest two kinds of research 

methodologies, namely, ideology critique and action research to gain critical knowledge. 

In order to produce critical knowledge, PAR practitioners focus on working with groups that have 

been economically or politically marginalised, for example, ethnic minorities and migrants.  By doing 

so, PAR seeks to address the root causes of inequality while at the same time finding locally specific 

solutions to the affected community.  PAR is an iterative process beginning with community dialogue 

(reflect), plan and take actions, observe those actions, and from there, back to dialogue.  This 

action/reflection cycle allows participants to learn from their action and to translate that learning 

into ever more sophisticated and effective form of social action.  In reality, the process might not be 

as neat as this spiral of self-contained cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting.  The stages 

overlap and initial plans quickly become obsolete in the light of learning from experience.  The 

process is fluid, open and responsive.  The criterion of success is not whether participants have 

followed the steps faithfully but rather whether they have a strong and authentic sense of 

development and evolution in their practices, their understanding of their practices, and the 

situation in which they practice (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). 

PAR has a double objective.  One aim is to produce knowledge and action directly useful to a group 

of people.  The second aim is to empower people through the process of constructing and using 

their own knowledge.  This is the meaning of consciousness raising or conscientisation, a term 
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popularised by Paulo Freire (1970) for a process of self-awareness through self-inquiry and reflection 

(Freire, 1970).     

PAR offers an opportunity to create forums in which people can join one another as co-participants 

in the struggle to remake the practices in which they interact.  PAR creates forums in which 

rationality and democracy can be pursued together without an artificial separation hostile to both.  

Habermas describes this process as the process of opening communicative space (Habermas, 1996).  

This communicative space produces two particular and simultaneous effects.  First, it builds social 

solidarity between the people who open their understandings to one another in this kind of 

communication. Second, it underwrites the understandings and decisions that people reach with 

legitimacy.  Therefore, in this research, PAR can contribute to the opening of this communicative 

space for building social connections and hopefully, social solidarity of fragmented Burmese 

communities who feel alienated from society and even from the political processes of their world.       

PAR is a social process of collaborative learning realised by groups of people who join together in 

changing the practices through which they interact in a shared social world.  PAR involves 

investigation of actual practices and not abstract practices (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005).  It involves 

learning about the real world situation of particular people in particular places.  Kemmis and 

McTaggart (2005) indicate that PAR fruits are supposed to be the real changes in what people do; 

how people interact with the world; what people mean and what they value, and how people 

understand and interpret their world.  PAR aims to help people recover and release them from 

unjust social structures that limit their self-determination.  PAR aims to help people think critically 

about their experience of exclusion, inclusion, differences and relationships with others.          

For Colombian peasants, PAR-generated social action means construction of people’s power to 

articulate and systematise knowledge, which comes both from their own and from outside, for the 

advancement of their society and the defence of their own class and group interests.  In PAR 

projects, this combination of power and knowledge seek to enable oppressed groups to acquire 

sufficient transformative leverage for emancipation.  Fals-Borda (born in 1925 – died in 2008) 

evaluated the results of Latin America’s PAR projects in practice rather than abstract reasoning (Fals-

Borda, 1987).  One of the most important results was production and diffusion of new knowledge.  

This knowledge was the sum of experiential and theoretical knowledge.  This knowledge was 

returned to the community for authorising its use such as publication or dissemination.  This 

systematic devolution of knowledge is similar to the principle of ‘from the masses to the masses’.  

This principle recognises the capacity of the masses to systematise the knowledge discovered; that 

is, to participate fully in the entire process with their own organic intellectuals from the beginning to 

the end (Mao, 1964).   Fals-Borda concluded that advancement and transformation of oppressed 

peoples can be made possible in several applied fields such as adult education and socio-economic 

advancement.  He hoped that PAR would contribute to help build a better world for everybody with 

justice and peace.     

In the early 1970s, researchers in Tanzania, Colombia and India began to recognise and discuss the 

ability of ordinary people to take part in the process of knowledge generation.  For many PAR 

researchers, the work of Brazilian educator and activist Freire has been particularly influential in 

providing ethical foundation and practical examples.  His notion of conscientisation, the process of 

critical awareness of the social, political and economic forces, justifies the work of PAR researchers 
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(Freire, 2000).  His method involves using the rich and nuanced knowledge already extant in 

communities as the source of his pedagogy.  Researchers establish relationships with community 

members as equal partners or co-researchers in the research process.  Therefore, people come 

together to identify issues that concern them, when they gather information and interpret what 

they have learned, then take actions based on this knowledge, and reflect on this action to assess its 

effect and to determine next steps they are pursuing.  The knowledge gained from co-learning 

processes is what Habermas would call critical knowledge, a form of knowledge that supports the 

emancipatory interests of human beings (Habermas, 1972).  The goal of PAR is to generate that kind 

of knowledge.           

PAR uses a variety of methods including quantitative and qualitative approaches to generate 

knowledge about important social issues.  These methods are adapted to use in community settings.  

The statistical analyses and computer modelling are replaced with methods that are affordable and 

suitable for community settings such as story-telling and music (Brydon-Miller, 1997).     

PAR is consistent with social constructionism and empowerment nature of this study.  It employs 

strategies that parallel with mental health promotion in terms of theoretical and methodological 

foundation.  It seeks to create knowledge by involving the researched as researchers in social 

analysis and action.  The goal is to bring about a more just society through transformative social 

change.  Integral values are equality, participatory democracy, caring and inclusiveness, and respect.  

PAR attempts to break down the distinction between the researcher and the researched by 

participation of the people in the process of knowledge production.  PAR envisages the researcher’s 

role as a facilitator of the process and an enabler, rather than a professional knowledge extractor or 

an outsider.   

PAR is a suitable methodology because it includes processes of critical reflection to assist people in 

understanding the interrelations and power dynamics of social structures.  This reflection or critical 

knowledge is followed by phases of practice such as learning new skills or taking action on a 

particular issue.  In addition to this way of capacity building, it allows changes to be measured over 

time (longitudinal studies) and involves participants in measuring these changes.  It handles directly 

with power relations within the research process with emphasis on participatory decision makings.  

Therefore, the research process itself is empowering.  PAR methodology accommodates 

responsiveness to changing social world and flexibility of research design as the participants’ actions 

progress in the real world social situations.  This is consistent with social constructionists’ emphasis 

on ‘fidelity to subject matter’ (Gergen & Gergen, 2007).       

Critique of PAR 
The limitations of the PAR method will be discussed in this section for justification of this approach.  

Three threats of PAR and power issues are the main areas in this discussion.   

Three threats 

Kock (2003) discusses about three threats to research success in action research: the 

uncontrollability threat, the contingency threat and the subjectivity threat (Kock, 2003). 

The uncontrollability threat means that the degree of the researcher’s control over the environment 

and his or her research participants is always incomplete, and sometimes change happens in ways 

that are completely unexpected.  Involvement of the community decreases the researcher’s control 
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over the research process and increases potential loss of consistency and integrity. PAR research 

projects usually take a longer time and need more commitments from the researcher and the 

participants than traditional research.   

PAR results are contextual.  Guba and Lincoln (1985) point out that the harder the studies try to find 

an explanation which fits a specific situation, the more likely it is to differ from the one that suits a 

different situation (Guba & Lincoln, 1985).  Kock (2003) names this situation as the contingency 

threat.  The contingency threat is used as synonymous with difficulties to generalise research 

findings.  Highly contingent findings carry little external validity.   

PAR should not be evaluated against traditional measures such as validity and generalisability.  Use 

of traditional measures of scientific methods to judge PAR is also inappropriate.  Reason and Rowan 

(1981) point out that If an action research employs control groups like in randomised control trials, it 

can no longer be called action research (Reason & Rowan, 1981).  The researcher can pursue global 

relevance at all costs, even at the expense of denying opportunities for local change and 

advancement of the communities.  But, In most PAR, the researchers sacrifice methodological 

consistency and integrity  in exchange for immediate gain in face validity – whether the evidence 

they collect makes sense to them or not (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005).  PAR, like other qualitative 

research, seeks an ecological and contextual validity (Kirk & Miller, 1986).  Methodological 

sophistication is secondary to timely generation of evidence that can be used and developed in real-

time process of transformation. 

Kock (2003) also warns about subjectivity threat.  This threat emerges from the deep involvement of 

the researchers with the participants which may hinder good research by introducing personal bias 

and reconfirming pre-existing prejudices.  In PAR action phases, the co-researchers become their 

own participants (co-participants), that is, using their own experience to explore the inquiry focus.  

The co-researchers might fall foul of their own uncritical subjectivity and uncritical intersubjectivity; 

that is, they may be influenced by their own negatively patterned and routinized ways of thinking, 

feeling, perceiving, acting, and relating with each other.  This could risk reinforcing unsubstantiated 

bias or perhaps even generating distorted accounts of the inquiry focus (Heron, 1996).  A range of 

special procedures are required to fine-tune discrimination in perceiving, in acting, in remembering, 

and in bracketing off and reframing key concepts.  Heron (1996) says that human beings rely mostly 

on experiential learning for acquisition of knowledge, but that those experiences accompanied by 

emotion, for example, anger and fear, are remembered more vividly than other experiences.  

Emotional competence, the ability to effectively manage anxiety stirred up by the inquiry process, is 

one of the skills to be developed in the inquiry process (Heron, 1996).  The skills required for PAR 

take time to acquire.  We are naturally prone to imposing our own habitual and uncritical 

classifications and conceptual constructs on the contents of our perceptions.  The PAR researcher 

proceeds carefully in developing ways to avoid these pitfalls.   

Heron (1996) warns that there can be a practical crisis in which co-participants become fully 

immersed in and engaged with their action and experience.  They may develop a degree of openness 

to what is going on, so free of preconceptions that they see it in a new way.  They may deepen into 

the experience so that superficial understandings are elaborated and developed.  Or their 

experience may lead them away from the original ideas into new fields, unpredicted action and 

creative insights.  It is also possible that they may get so involved in what they are doing that they 
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lose the awareness that they are part of an inquiry group: there may be a practical crisis, they may 

become enthralled, or they may simply forget.  It is this deep experiential engagement, which 

informs any practical skills or new understandings which grow out of the inquiry that makes PAR 

inquiry so very different from conventional research.  Heron (1996) suggests that repeating cycles of 

inquiry between reflection and action is required to enhance the credibility of findings.   

Power issues 

PAR projects with their focus on people in social contexts have, as a natural consequence, a focus on 

power.  The power issues have two dimensions: firstly, the power issues between the PAR 

participants and disempowering structures, and secondly, the power issues between the researcher 

and the researched.   

Wallerstein (2000) reported that interviewees who were community leaders and coalition members 

involved in the participatory approaches of Healthy Communities projects in New Mexico  expressed 

fear in challenging the power structures within their communities and their coalitions (Wallerstein, 

2000).  This view is consistent with the one discussed by Freire (Freire, 2000) and Kemmis and 

McTaggart (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005).  They acknowledge that the oppressors want to maintain 

the status quo and see the social movement of PAR projects as threats to their dominance. 

Habermasian theory of knowledge argues that both empirical-analytic research and interpretive 

research do not have an explicit politics and, because of that, unintentionally create a hierarchical 

relationship between researcher and researched (Habermas, 1972).  It can be argued that PAR can 

become a power-play of academics over other workers.  It is essential for empowering practitioners 

to clearly see themselves not in a superior position to the community, but as a co-learner and a 

promoter of a cohesive community. This point of power relationships is discussed extensively in a 

critique of PAR based on several PAR projects around the world including South-Asian non-

governmental organisations (NGO) called “Participation: The new tyranny?” edited by Cooke and 

Kothari (Cooke & Kothari, 2001).    

PAR projects themselves have the potential of precipitating the tyranny of decision making and 

control.  While the degree of participation can be smaller or larger, power and decision making 

remains with the implementing agency.  This finding is based on the observations of Kribhco Indo-

British Farming Project in India (Moose, 2001).  Moose (2001) commented on four aspects of tyranny 

in PAR processes.  It is argued that rather than empowering people, participatory approaches in 

many instances are used merely as a legitimising device that serves to represent external interests as 

local needs, and dominant interests as community concerns.  In this perspective, as Kothari (2001) 

warns, participation can actually aggravate people’s situation by disempowering them to challenge 

the prevailing hierarchies and inequalities in society (Kothari, 2001).  Kothari (2001) also warns that 

‘too participatory’ approach that accepts local knowledge as some kind of objective truth without 

considering how this knowledge can be a product of local unequal power relations is in danger of 

reifying these inequalities, and thus leading to an increased risk of a tyranny of the group.  This 

power imbalance between the researcher and the researched serves as a caveat to future PAR 

practitioners.   
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Credibility 
Reflexivity in the research process can enhance the credibility of qualitative research.  Qualitative 

research acknowledges the researcher’s personal biases, cultural perspectives and assumptions, 

which are embedded in the interpretation of textual materials being collected; but the subjective 

nature of these biases and assumptions is not seen as arbitrary or unimportant, rather they are 

considered as a necessary part of the process and vital to the way in which information is accessed 

(Gadamer, 1976).  Gadamer (1976) argues that correctly interpreting a text means uncovering the 

original intention of the author who writes it.  He says that people have a historically effected 

consciousness, and that they are embedded in the particular history and culture that shape them.  

Gadamer’s hermeneutics emphasises the embeddedness of language in understanding our world 

and stresses the importance of tradition, background and history in our ways of understanding 

(Gadamer, 2004).  Gadamer believes that understanding comes from interpretation embedded in 

our linguistic and cultural tradition, which contributes to our inherent prejudices.  He points out how 

in understanding each other we cannot shed our past experiences, and that these experiences 

actually enhance our understanding.  The cultural history of the researcher can bring another layer 

of knowledge to the understanding of the language.      

Social constructionism adopted in this research goes beyond a traditional procedure of member-

check to enhance research integrity.  Constructionists believe that their investigations are a 

transaction between the researcher and the researched which co-creates findings.  The dialogue 

between the researcher and the researched leads to a consensus construction that is more informed 

and sophisticated than any of the predecessor constructions (Gergen & Gergen, 2007).  Findings co-

created by researcher and researched go beyond member-only views, and thus cannot be made 

credible by trying to appeal to member-only views.  When two people agree on social reality, then 

reality is changed by the shift from a unilateral to a bilateral perspective.         

In making sense of meaning in the analysis, Schleiermacher’s “hermeneutic circle” becomes a useful 

concept since it addresses the ways where two people in conversation, or reading a text, mutually 

transform each other’s idea through ongoing interactions (Palmer, 1969).  Gergen (2001) uses the 

metaphor of “the dance” to describe the ever changing and continuous movement of partners, their 

relatedness and their reasoning in social exchange (Gergen, 2001).  There is an internal dialogue in 

the circle where the researcher continually uses metaphors, explanatory principle and prior 

knowledge to understand interview texts.   Geertz (1983) stresses that we can know another’s 

thought through our own words and mind (Geertz, 1983).  He describes an intellectual movement, a 

conceptual rhythm, a continuous dialectic between the local details and the global structures.  Thus, 

interpreting a text involves a fusion of horizons where the scholar finds the way that the text’s 

history articulates with his or her own background (Weinsheimer, 1985).  Understanding of a text as 

a whole is achieved by reference to the individual parts and understanding of each individual part by 

reference to the whole, thereby referencing to each other constitutes a circle.  The researcher’s own 

historical and cultural values, in fact, provide contextual meaning which leads to a reliable and valid 

qualitative research (Gadamer, 2004).    

The systematic analysis of qualitative information, a three-step coding process (open, axial and 

selective coding) which ensures consistency in coding and foster information analysis, can enhance 

research integrity (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  This study has used a social constructivist branch of 

grounded theory approach to information analysis.  This study has also carried out the multiple 
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iterations of PAR cycles which allow for collecting cumulative research information about specific 

units of analysis in different contexts and thus strengthening research findings.  The researcher’s 

historical and cultural aspects were drawn to access and interpret the participants’ world views in 

the analysis of textual materials.        

Researcher as instrument 
The constructionist approach adopted in the current inquiry requires me to locate myself in the 

research process.  My field notes, my observation, impressions and analyses were influenced by my 

subject positions, as were the various co-constructed views and narratives assembled alongside the 

co-researchers.  My multiple identities and roles as a Burmese migrant and also an active member of 

the Auckland Burmese community, my status as differently-abled (commonly called “disabled”), my 

roles as a researcher, a medical doctor, a musician, an interpreter and a band leader; all these 

identities, to name a few, and the broad range of associated experiences were significant with 

regard to their impact on the research process.   

Power issues are particularly important in community-based research where researcher-researched 

interaction is intense.  Insertion of oneself as researcher into the text may silence participants’ 

voices.  For example, my historical and cultural knowledge about my own community might impose 

critical subjectivity in the analysis.  This may further marginalise the already-marginalised Burmese 

people with whom I have contact.  I took care in considering how my multiple roles may have 

impacted on the research and the quality of information presented.  I locate myself within the 

research as one source of information, recording my observations, feelings, experiences and 

conclusions reflexively throughout the research, taking care not to silence the voices of my co-

participants.     

The task of researching one’s own community is not an easy undertaking.  I am close to what is 

happening and it is difficult to test my own taken-for-granted views about my community.  To do so 

is to risk unsettling my current beliefs, values, and my relationship to established understandings of 

history.  

I can be an insider, an outsider or both; or even a trouble maker according to my affiliations to one 

of the associations or rival groups in this community.  A Burmese researcher is perceived as a friend 

to some groups and an enemy to others.  My positionality became a double-edged sword which 

might severely affect community engagement, particularly if I am affiliated with a rival group.  I have 

no choice but to reduce non-participation or exclusion by making various attempts to gain support 

from every corner of the community.  I personally approached all groups and their leaders for 

participation.  Music facilitated in this approach, because music in Burmese communities is seen as 

neutral, harmless, non-religious and apolitical.   

Affiliation with the University of Auckland also helps in the area of building trust and acceptance, 

because universities are seen as playing an important and constructive role in Burmese history.  Our 

national hero Aung San was the president as well as an executive committee member of the 

Rangoon University Students’ Union (RUSU) during the struggle for independence from Britain (Aung 

San Suu Kyi, 1991).   

These qualities of my multiple identities and roles, I hoped, would ease the internal fragmentation 

and be seen as a reconciliation approach to social solidarity.  I believed this study would provide all 
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participants with a neutral platform that is based on the social power of music for a reconciliatory 

opportunity and to enable them to voice their views.  My heartfelt hope was that music would bring 

my fellow Burmese community members together at a common interest of making music.   

One of the principles of mental health promotion acknowledges the dignity of every citizen and the 

fostering of mutual respect (World Health Organisation, 2005).  In the current research, I sought for 

mental health promotion and PAR approaches to facilitate positive gains such as learning new skills, 

improved understanding of surrounding social structures, the formation of new friendships and the 

rebuilding of new social networks, and representation of community members in decision-making 

processes.  Through participation in this research, I wanted to improve the level to which my fellow 

Burmese would gain mutual respect in New Zealand society regardless of their country of origin, 

ethnicity, skin colour, language, disability, religion and political belief, and most importantly, the 

freedom of speech in their lives.          

As an active member of the Burmese community, I also have a shared interest in knowing my 

community and its concerns.  I am aware of the potential for ‘bias by commission’ which can lead to 

distortions in my interpretation.  I was, therefore, primarily focused on what their concept of 

Burmese was and how they lived their lives as Burmese in a country so foreign to them.  Participant 

observation during the study brought insights into social roles, values, cultural beliefs, coping, 

community issues and integration difficulties.  I recorded those activities in an unobtrusive manner.  

As an insider, I gained access to sensitive information that needed to remain confidential.  This bias 

could lead to selective reporting.  Respect of participants’ safety and privacy were part of my 

research ethics; therefore, in this respect, I reminded myself to refrain from bias by commission and 

omission as much as possible.      

Justification of the research methodology 
This study seeks to improve understanding of how cultural values and historical aspects of Burmese 

communities interact with internal fragmentation and social isolation in their daily lives.  To gain a 

deep understanding of these social phenomena would require a lived immersion in the contexts 

over a long period of time.  The techniques of social constructionism provide some access into the 

key elements of their different world views.  This study focuses on the social context in which 

Burmese migrants live, which requires it to avoid seeing research occurring in a vacuum.  The 

research processes adopted here aim to increase community capacity in terms of identifying, 

facilitating and creating social spaces in which previously silent and isolated community members, 

who are also outsiders in various settings, gain understanding, voice and influence over decisions 

that affect their lives.  Therefore, this study is essentially a liberationist inquiry what Fals-Borda and 

Freire would say as emancipatory research (Fals-Borda, 1987; Freire, 2000).  This entails a 

commitment to seeking both alternative truths through reflection on people’s diverse experiences 

and to fostering consensus decision makings to improve their current situation.   

The conventional positivist-empiricist approach is not appropriate for the goals of this study.  The 

nature of the phenomenon to be investigated in this study involves social processes which mean the 

human mind is always involved.  The basis of knowledge corresponds to the social reality, which is 

co-constructed in the interactive nexus between the human mind and the world.  The relationship of 

an individual with the environment is conditioned by the environment in which one lives, and the 

environment is at least partially created within one’s world view.   
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Front-end research participation is created for the participants in participatory action research.  It 

aims to honour negotiated knowledge among participants.  The world views of social 

constructionism and the participatory engagement of PAR provide a subjectivist approach to 

studying social phenomenon and give importance to research methods focusing on qualitative 

analysis such as interviews, participant observations and co-constructed interpretations.  This study 

also needs responsiveness in its methodology to handle the complex social situations in which the 

participants are living.  Reflexivity (including oneself in what is being studied) might be of help to 

access information in this study (Habermas, 1972).   

These objectives mentioned above are epistemologically consistent with the social constructionism 

and participatory approaches.  While I still acknowledged the weaknesses of the qualitative 

approaches my stance has required me to step out of a positivist-empiricist world and embrace the 

more interaction-oriented approach to knowledge that characterises social constructionism and 

participatory methods.   

Ethical considerations 
Ethical considerations within research, focus particularly on power relations.  While the researcher’s 

power is partial within researcher-participant relations, she or he occupies a more powerful position 

by virtue of the centrality of their role in framing the research question and interpreting the findings.  

Participatory, feminist and constructionist theorists have all contributed to the growing body of 

research ethics (Guba & Lincoln, 1993; Olesen, 2000).   Guba and Lincoln (1993) write about the 

particular ethical risks of the sometimes intensive and intimate contact with participants that can 

result in misunderstandings or violations of trust and the difficulties of maintaining anonymity and 

confidentiality within a methodology which relies heavily on language and direct quotes (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1993).  Olesen (2000) notes that collaborative and power sharing arrangements of 

participatory research pose ethical concerns with ‘voice’ and ‘account’ as researchers and 

participants negotiate modes of information gathering and analysis as well as representation.  

The nature of inquiry involves real people in their everyday contexts and the information is context 

laden elucidating the participants’ identities, cultures and subject positions.  To circumvent 

anonymity, some identifying information has been left out of the thesis such as newspaper articles 

about the research, newsletters, mass media coverage, videos and photographs.  Although 

potentially rich in elucidatory capacity, some quotes of participants have also had to be omitted.  

These assessments have caused difficulties for the researcher as the potential value of analysis with 

respect to explanation conflicted with the anonymity of participants.   

There was another ethical issue, because children under eighteen were actively involved in the band.  

The researcher was advised by the university ethics committee that the project could go ahead as 

long as the information was not collected from the children.  As stated earlier, I have omitted 

sensitive information that needs to remain confidential.     

I discussed above ethical issues with my supervisors and they advised that recruiting procedure 

should be very clear at the outset.  We laid out the interview schedule (in its preliminary version) 

and the recruiting procedure, compliant to the university’s best practice standard, and the Privacy 

Act 1993.  Eagles et al (2001) in “Law in Business and Government in New Zealand” explain that at 

the core of the Privacy Act are twelve information privacy principles governing the collection, use 
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and disclosure of personal information (Eagles et al., 2001).  We submitted our “ethics approval 

application” to the University of Auckland Human Subjects Ethics Committee in March 2005.  Final 

ethics approval was granted in July 2005.   
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Chapter four: Methods 
 

This chapter will discuss creating a supporting structure for research, information sources and their 

information collection, analysis and the steps involved in the PAR cycles.        

Supporting structure 
The three Burmese community leaders who were interested in Burmese community issues organised 

a series of community meetings in April, 2005.  These meetings were held in Ruapotaka Marae (a 

meeting place in Maori language), Glen Innes, located in Auckland, in which the majority of Burmese 

refugees lived.  The purpose was to discuss whether the community members were willing to form a 

music band for improving current situations in the Burmese community.  The researcher raised the 

idea of forming a music band three weeks before the meetings.  About sixty people attended these 

community meetings. The researcher explained thoroughly about his idea and current situations of 

the Burmese community in the meetings.  After a series of discussion sessions, the attendees agreed 

with the idea of forming a community music band.          

Band members were recruited from the Burmese community by snowball sampling.  The band 

provided a ground to recruit PAR participants for forming a PAR group and to try out proposed 

solutions in the action phases of the PAR cycles.  The band functioned as a platform for community 

gathering, social connections, learning musical skills and organising community events.  It was a 

backbone for the whole research process.   

Forty-five community members were recruited to the band from the community meetings held.  Out 

of these 45 band members, twenty-seven participants took part in the research (excluding myself) as 

formal research participants.  ‘Formal research participants’ refers to having read the information 

sheet and signed the consent forms.  Some joined later through word-of-mouth. Two band members 

had permanent disabilities, but they were involved actively in the band activities.  The band 

consisted of fairly equal male and female ratio; age ranged from three to eighty; and 72% were from 

the refugee background.  A regular band practice has been happening in the Pakuranga Intermediate 

School from 2 – 4 p.m. every Sunday since 8th May 2005.  The Pakuranga Intermediate School is 

located in the southern part of Auckland.  Efforts were made to overcome barriers, such as 

transport, costs and language, to foster inclusiveness.  The composition of the band compared to the 

Burmese in New Zealand is provided in a table format and can be found in the appendix 1.  The 

details of the music band were described in the chapter seven.    

To form a PAR group, the researcher put out a call to all band members in weekly band practices to 

join an inquiry on Burmese communities with the participatory action research approach.  The topic 

area was set broadly but refined during the PAR process.  Six band members came forward to be 

part of the PAR group.  In this way, a PAR group was formed with these six Burmese community 

members (3 males and 3 females; age ranged from 20 to 65; and 1:2 migrant-refugee ratio) 

excluding the researcher.  Four members were from the refugee background and did not have any 

formal education. They came to New Zealand as quota refugees.  The other two migrants had formal 

tertiary education.  All of them were members of the band having read and signed consent forms on 

the basis of fully voluntary and well-informed agreement.  They were interviewed at the beginning 

and at the end of the two-year project period.  They participated in weekly PAR sessions throughout 
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the project period.  They are PAR group members as well as interviewees.  The composition of the 

PAR group is provided in the appendix 2.   

Three sources of information 
The study analysed three sources of information collected from in-depth interviews, participant 

observation and PAR sessions.   

 Six in-depth interviews with the PAR group members in the beginning of the research to 

explore lived experiences of the Burmese community regarding apegan and oaksukwede, 

and at the end of the research for evaluation purposes.  These interviews were audiotaped.  

The transcription of the interview materials and analyses were carried out by the researcher.    

 The second source of the information was participant observation in which the researcher 

was immersed in aspects relating to the band and the community.  The researcher studied 

the meaning of behaviour, language and interactions.  The researcher compiled narrative 

description of what happened and learned about the study population and the settings. 

 The third source of information was information collected from the PAR cycles.  The 

information included consensus statements of the PAR group, field notes of the researcher’s 

observation of group activities and meeting procedures, and own interpretation and 

conclusion of these activities.  These notes served as further sources of data.  This inquiry 

consisted of the community issue that the PAR group identified to improve.  Research on 

these issues formed the basis of the PAR activities.  This level of investigation emphasised 

participatory methods (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988).  Participants became researchers 

themselves identifying the issue to be investigated, type of research questions to be asked 

and information collection methods to be selected.  They participated in the analysis of the 

information collected and presented their findings to the communities.  Group evaluation of 

planning and actions took place in the reflection phase of the PAR cycles.  In this PAR inquiry, 

the researcher’s role was more of a resource in supporting members to identify and 

research the issues they wished to take actions on.  This also meant transferring research 

skills to the members.   

The other sources of information were the mass media reports about the band.  These reports were 

on World Wide Web, national radio, newspapers, newsletters, Television New Zealand (TVNZ) and 

conference videos.  Due to the need to keep the identities of the participants anonymous, this 

information was not included in the thesis.     

1. In-depth interviews 
The information collected from the in-depth interviews was qualitative in nature.  One week before 

formal commencement of the research, participant Information sheet and consent form were given 

to six PAR group members (2 migrants and 4 refugees) and explained the contents.  The group was 

given opportunities to ask questions before the next group meeting.  The group members signed 

consent forms at the next meeting after again being given the opportunity to ask questions.  

Interviews were held in the researcher’s residence and lasted about two hours each.  Follow-up 

interviews were done with the same interviewees after the two-year period for evaluation purposes.  

The interviews with two migrants with fluent English were carried out in English.  The interviews 

with the remaining four participants from refugee backgrounds were conducted mainly with 

Burmese, but the researcher, who is fluent in Burmese and English, translated interview materials 
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back to English at the time of transcription.  There was a potential of losing some meanings during 

this translation process, because some corresponding English words were not found.   

Semi-structured questionnaires were used to explore the lived experiences of apegan and 

oaksukwede in the beginning of the research, and at the end of the research for inquiring how the 

music band contributed to thwesenyinyut.   

The set of questions asked in the beginning of the project composed of five topic areas with their 

relevant prompts: important life events, culture and values, life in New Zealand, community issues 

and issues around leadership in the community.  Final evaluation interview schedule included six 

topic areas with their relevant prompts: milestones of the project, experiences of participating in the 

project, and learning and changes noted in the project, the vision for the community and the final 

comments.  Both interview schedules are provided in the appendix 3 and 4.   

All individual interviews were audiotaped and transcribed.  Non-verbal behaviour notes were also 

transcribed such as head nodding in agreement.  All interview transcriptions were shown to the 

participants for confirmation and comment.  Some parts of the transcriptions needed to be 

explained in Burmese.  Due to the time constraints of the participants with English as their second 

language it was not feasible to sit down and go through page by page, the researcher summarised 

main themes from these and submitted to the group for comment and discussion in the group 

sessions.  The alterations were generally slight.  A word processor, a database programme and a 

spreadsheet programme were used to further organise the information.   

Analysis of interview transcripts 

The concept of ‘self as instrument’ had been unfamiliar at the beginning, for the researcher who 

came from medical science backgrounds, but up to the point of analysis the researcher started to 

feel it as an exciting and compatible vision.   

Transcription generated large amounts of texts and took five to six hours to transcribe a one-hour 

interview.  The central point of analysis was to reduce the amount of texts based on the purpose of 

the research questions (Krueger & Casey, 2008).  All notes and transcripts were read by the 

researcher and coded in the style of a social constructivist branch of grounded theory approach to 

the analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).   

The researcher listened to the tapes and read the transcripts in their entirety multiple times to 

conceptualise the meaning line by line.  The aim was to get a sense of the information as a whole 

before breaking into parts in the later stages of analysis.  The unit of analysis was a string of words 

capturing information about an incident, which could be a phrase, an action or a sentence.   

During familiarising and rereading of the transcripts multiple times, particular words or phrases were 

used consistently by the interviewees, so those phrases were highlighted as an issue of importance 

or a theme; e.g. being a small community (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984).  These themes were marked with 

a series of codes.  This marked the stage of ‘open coding’ which involved analysing the interview 

materials to extract a set of common themes and their properties.  During this stage, the researcher 

labelled the text of each interview to detect common themes of everyday life, and examined these 

common themes in relation to the context, meaning and circumstances of living in the alien host 

culture.   
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The researcher went back and forth while comparing these themes, constantly modifying their codes 

and making sense of the emerging social construct (e.g. apegan) which underpinned what they were 

saying.  While the researcher read the text line by line, the researcher was primarily concerned with 

the understanding of the concept under discussion.  The researcher was more interested on ‘what 

was going on’ than on the words used to describe the incidents.  By concentrating on coding and 

explaining what was going on, the researcher was able to start writing theoretical memos in parallel 

with the coding process.  These memos were theorising write-ups of ideas about the emerging 

concepts and their relationships.  The codes with similar content were grouped into similar 

concepts; e.g. loneliness and social isolation.   

This initial analysis guided further and more focused analyses, leading to further conceptualisation of 

the interview transcripts and refinement of the coding schemes.  As part of the analysis, similarities 

and differences about the compiled codes were clustered together to create tentative core 

concepts, which would form the basis for explanation of the social phenomenon under study.  

Important concepts and their relationships about the problem and how it was being resolved were 

compared as the coding progressed (axial coding).   

As codes and memos accumulated, the researcher started to perceive relationships between them; 

for example, loneliness and the lack of sizeable resident community in the host country.  This stage 

constituted ‘theoretical coding’, which conceptualised the interrelation of substantive codes and 

helped generate explanations of the concept.  The researcher consciously avoided over-focusing on 

one possible explanation.   

The emergence of a concept, in this study social isolation, marked the beginning of ‘selective 

coding’.  By doing so, the researcher was able to concentrate on one of the several basic social 

processes that were present in the materials.  The emerging thematic framework and the original 

research question guided the researcher where to focus on (Pope & Mays, 1999).  As a result, new 

concepts appeared.  Some concepts found earlier needed to be modified to explain a phenomenon.  

After having found the tentative core constructs and concepts which could explain the behaviour of 

the participants in resolving their main concern, the researcher went back and forth to check the 

core constructs and concepts with the interview materials, and how fit they were with the interview 

materials.  The delimitation of the analysis to those significant constructs and concepts contributed 

to framing plausible relationships among sets of core concepts and understanding the main concerns 

of the participants (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).   

The researcher then stopped coding where new themes and concepts were less common.  At this 

point, he was able to account for the main concern of the research and further theoretical sampling 

(An information collection process which involves selecting an appropriate site, obtaining access to 

the case, getting consent from the participants and contacting them) failed to add significant value 

to the study.     

The important constructs and concepts with their explanation recorded in the memos were ready to 

be analysed further in the final interpretation in which all constructs and concepts from in-depth 

interviews, participant observation and consensus statements from the PAR sessions were 

combined.    
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2. Participant observation (PO) 
The purpose of this approach was to gain a close familiarity with a community and their practices 

through an intensive involvement in their natural environment over an extended period of time.  In 

this way, the participant observation allowed the researcher to bring a broader range of cultural 

information.  This cultural information added another layer of understanding to the study. 

The product of this approach was detailed description; especially non-verbal information about 

people in the context of their everyday life previously unknown to the researcher that was crucial for 

interpretation of information collected by other methods.  PO was found to be an integral role to 

understand the breadth and complexities of Burmese community issues and experiences in the 

foreign land.  PO also provided whom to recruit and how best to recruit the participants.  It has 

provided triangulation for the in-depth interviews and other information sources, and for witnessing 

the phenomenon of human interactions (Limb & Dwyer, 2001; Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, 

& Namey, 2005).  

Weaknesses of PO were the requirement of a longer period to collect information and pre-existing 

cultural awareness.  PO relied on the researcher’s memory to write field notes and required 

conscious effort at accuracy.  The researcher had tried to minimise the gap between observation and 

note-taking to reduce the chances of forgetting details.  Ethical considerations were a concern.  In 

this study, the researcher openly mentioned about his identity and the intent of the study before 

entering the field.      

PO was done by the researcher on an individual basis in this study.  The objective was to gather 

information in the least obtrusive and most efficient manner possible.  PO was carried out in the 

music band practices, Buddhist monasteries, community events and sports.  The type of PO was 

mainly unstructured in a two-year period between 2005 and 2007.  The mode of the PO was 

switched between observing and participating in the community activity.  The focus was observing 

behaviours and interactions, conversations, appearance, gestures, personal space, human traffic and 

people who stood out.   

The information of the participant observation was recorded at the time of the observation or 

immediately afterwards.  Ten significant events were recorded on paper and transferred into the 

word processor of the computer.  The researcher focused on four key elements in note-taking: 

setting, systems, people and their behaviour (Spradley, 1980).  Each of these had a number of sub-

elements such as space, actors, level of formality and time.  A number of protocols, such as removal 

of shoes at the monastery, were also documented. A sample of the expanded field notes is included 

in the appendix 5.     

Analysis of participant observation information 

The key information in PO was field notes, memos and analytical notes written by the researcher.  

Perhaps more than in any other method, writing up participant observation was consonant with 

analysis, because it involved a long process of summarising, reflecting and theorising.  From that 

stage, the researcher had to make sense of what was found from the field notes.   

Field notes, key memos and analytical notes were transferred into the word processor following the 

activity.  Those notes included maps of the observation sites, accounts of events, how people 

behaved and reacted, what was said in conversation, where people were positioned in relationship 
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to one another, their comings and goings, and their physical gestures.  The researcher’s subjective 

responses and other details were added to make the participant observation experience complete.  

Following each PO event, these notes were expanded into rich description.  Finally, questions for 

follow-up observation were identified and final comments were reviewed as part of iterative nature 

of qualitative research.      

At the end of the two-year project period, all richly described participant observation notes were 

coded and analysed using the style of a social constructivist branch of grounded theory approach 

described earlier.  The researcher went backwards and forwards between the information and 

emerging constructs and concepts until gradually the story of the social phenomenon unfolded.  

Related concepts were grouped together for final interpretation stage in which all constructs and 

concepts from the three information sources (in-depth interviews, participant observation and 

consensus statements from the PAR sessions) were combined.   

3. Consensus statements from the PAR cycles 
This section will describe how PAR cycles and sessions were carried out, and how consensus 

statements were formed in the PAR cycles. 

Six members of the PAR group (excluding the researcher) served as research leaders but no one had 

knowledge of formal research processes.  Therefore, the researcher took the role of research 

facilitator for the first few sessions, but training on the facilitation of PAR sessions was provided to 

other PAR members.  English was the second language for all of them.  The group was responsible 

for working with all band members to turn their felt needs into identifiable issues for collective 

investigation.  The PAR group and the band members created and maintained authentic and mutual 

relationships by having on-going examinations of actions and research content. 

The PAR group met every Sunday from April 2005 to May 2007.  The main language used in the 

meetings was Burmese.  There were three PAR cycles.  Each PAR cycle had a sequence of reflection, 

planning, acting and observing (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988).  All PAR cycles followed the same 

process.  The goal of these cycles was making sense of the social realities of the group members.   

a. Reflect or initial analysis 

The first cycle started with the reflection phase where the group raised their concerns, and then 

prioritised actions.  The PAR group members reviewed these concerns with the following questions 

to guide their thinking for the planning phase: 

 What is the main issue in the community? 

 How frequently does this problem occur? 

 How many people are affected? 

 How severe is the effect? 

 How important do group members perceive the problem to be? 

 How important is the problem seen by the Burmese community? 

 What do we already know about the problem? 

 What do we want to know about the problem? 

 Is the problem “solvable”? 

 Are there negative impacts? 

 What resources are available to solve the problem? 
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The next step involved the process of defining a problem statement which needed to be approved 
by each co-researcher.  After the consensus was reached, the problem statement appeared as “the 
Burmese community is small and weak in terms of social support”.  In the next planning phase, the 
co-researchers will work out a research plan and an action plan to thoroughly understand the 
problem.    
 

b. Plan 

This phase involved finding ways to get answers for the questions asked in the first reflection phase.  

The main activity in this phase was developing an action plan and a research plan.   

The action plan included action steps, person responsible, resource required, potential barriers, 

collaborators and date completed.  The research plan included plans to gain community support for 

the research, defining research questions, choosing information collection and analysis method, 

methods of recording actions and experiences, stimulating dialogue and raising awareness about the 

issues in the community.  This phase also involved identifying possible sources of additional 

information about the problem, and involving stakeholders to improve understandings of the 

problematic situation.   

The group agreed on the first research topic: everyday experience of being a Burmese in the 

community and the wider world.  The information collection method was active involvement in the 

band and the community.  The method of recording actions and experiences was keeping personal 

diaries, which were presented for group analysis in the next reflection phase of the second cycle.   

The group also set up a system for participation and democratic decision making.  The group 

members defined their relationships as reciprocal co-learners and agreed to be equal partners in the 

research process starting from formulating research questions to the ownership of the knowledge 

produced.  The group agreed to use the “Fist-to-Five” consensus voting method (Rindone, 1996) 

after considering many options including the nominal group technique (Potter, Gordon, & Hamer, 

2004).  The Fist-to-Five method was found to be simple and quick.  It suited the composition of the 

group and did not need high-level expertise.  The group used it from prioritising issues and 

interpreting information to making decisions on every step of the research process.  The only 

drawback of the method, the group observed, was ‘getting used to it’.  The activity is described in 

the appendix 6. 

The group focused not only on the process of collective decision-making and collaboration, but also 

on the development of research proficiency among co-researchers.  The group chose weekly band 

practices as a principal place to take agreed actions and research.  The group members presented 

their research plan to all band members for comments to encourage participation in the research.  

The planning phase was concluded with the scheduling of regular meetings to brainstorm and 

discuss progress, emerging issues and challenges, and reflect their actions.   

c. Act 

The action happened when the plan was put into place and hoped for improvement to the social 

situation.  The group members researched on their own experiences of being a Burmese; therefore, 

they became co-participants as well as co-researchers.  As part of the action, the group members 

built various skills including communication and diplomatic skills.  They identified questions for 

interviews and role-played interviews to test the questions.  Their actions were modified accordingly 
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as the process went.  For example, one of the co-researchers noticed that person X did not come to 

the weekly band practice for two weeks.  As a rule, that person’s membership would be terminated 

on the third occasion if there was no sound reason for absenteeism.  When the group investigated 

further, the group found that transport was an issue, which could be a root cause for social isolation.  

After this finding, the group paid more attention to the transport as a priority to explore and 

improve it by organising a car pooling from Glen Innes where the majority of the band members 

came from.        

d. Observe 

The act and observe phases occurred simultaneously.  The observe phase was the research 

component of the PAR cycle where the group recorded their actions independently as personal 

diaries, memories and stories.  They also recorded their skill improvement in the conduct of the PAR.  

Their actions and level of success were brought back to the group sessions to reflect and analyse 

collectively.  This phase was followed by the reflection phase of the second cycle or the analysis 

phase of the PAR.   

The analysis phase of the PAR 

This phase was the participatory information analysis (Cahill, 2007) or making sense of social 

realities.  The analysis of the group findings happened in the reflection phases of the second and the 

third PAR cycles.   

The group members brought their personal diaries and radical memories (the memory of the 

experience recorded at the very point of information generation) of their experiences to the PAR 

discussion sessions as their main information sources (Heron, 1996).  The group acknowledged all 

sorts of information and presentation formats including cultural and ethnic elements such as story-

telling, songs, music, arts and folk memories.  The group placed emphasis on the critical insights of 

the co-researchers.  They shared their experiences by drawing pictures and diagrams on the 

whiteboard and explained verbally.  This process of constructing a visual representation was in itself 

an analytic act (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995).  The group members collated the individual findings on 

the whiteboard, and sorted them into categories with relevant headings based on the properties of 

their contents; then looked at patterns of relationship among them.  This stage constituted the 

interpretation of the findings.  At the end of the analysis, the group members collectively reviewed 

their findings and gave explanation to the conclusions made.  In this way, the participatory 

information analysis process created opportunities for co-learning by which the group members 

were able to more accurately define their concerns; then planned a change in practice to improve 

the current social situation.   

The final product of this participatory analysis was a series of consensus statements which were 

coded and analysed using the style of a social constructivist branch of grounded theory approach 

described earlier and fed into the final interpretation of the three information sources (in-depth 

interviews, participant observation and consensus statements of the PAR analysis).   

Final Interpretation 
At the end of the analyses of individual information sources (in-depth interviews, participant 

observation and the consensus statements of the PAR sessions), the constructs and concepts from 

each analysis were further analysed in their entirety for final interpretation.   
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In this stage, constant comparison between key points and their quotes was carried out, and linked 

with constructs and concepts to explain a resultant phenomenon or theory.  Negative or deviant 

cases (the concepts which seem to contradict the theory) were checked to test the interpretation.  

In the next step, theoretical memos were sorted to put fractured information back together.  Sorting 

these memos generated the core social constructs, concepts and their explanation.  After sorting, 

write-ups of the concepts followed.  The different concepts were now related to each other and the 

core constructs.  The concepts could now be described with words, tables and figures.  The constant 

comparison during the analytic process ensured the reflexivity and internal consistency of the 

interpretation.  In this study, the significant interrelated social constructs identified were apegan, 

oaksukwede and thwesenyinyut.   

The next step was to build a valid argument for choosing these constructs.  This was done by 

following the social constructionist approach of ‘weaving in’ the extant literature to theoretical 

exposition.  By referring back to the literature, the researcher was able to make inferences.  Once 

the constructs had been collected and the literature had been studied, the researcher was ready to 

formulate a story line. 

Credibility of the results was checked by using participant observation, peer debriefing (presenting 

analyses and conceptual abstraction to other experts to explore inquirer biases, to clarify meanings 

and the basis for interpretation) and member checks (presenting analyses to informants for their 

confirmation or revision) (Guba & Lincoln, 1985).  In addition, a Burmese cultural advisor’s input was 

taken to check the inferences made in the report.       

The results were presented as social constructs and their definitions, and representative quotes in 

the next three chapters.  Some of the direct quotes were altered for the purposes of inserting 

missing words to clarify the meaning.  Missing words inserted were encased in square brackets [ ], 

and an indented single spaced text was used for direct quotes.   

From a more personal point of view, the researcher was intellectually stimulated by the participants’ 

positive attitude towards the research, such as invitation to the community events, birthday parties 

and New Year Thingyan festivals, which gave the researcher access to richer information. This 

positive feeling helped to counteract the heavy demands of this participatory action research. 
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Chapter five: Lived experience of apegan  
 

This chapter marks the beginning of the results and discussions.  Chapter five will describe the lived 

experience of apegan (1st Burmese construct) followed by the chapter six which explains the lived 

experience of oaksukwede (2nd Burmese construct).  Chapter seven will describe thwesenyinyut (3rd 

Burmese construct) and is followed by details of the music band.  Chapter eight will describe four 

community engagement processes.   

In this chapter, the lived experience of apegan reported by the participants will be explained.  The 

chapter draws primarily on consensus themes of PAR sessions and interviews. The normal body text 

represents the analysis of the researcher, and indented paragraphs for direct quotes and different 

type faces for PAR notes and participant observation.       

Apegan is a Burmese construct which cannot be literally translated to an English word, but can be 

translated approximately as a state of social isolation or a marginalised individual or community. The 

researcher found that this approximation was not perfect in the sense that it did not reflect exactly 

what the participants conceptualised in different contexts.  The consensus theme from the PAR 

sessions indicates that Apegan is a sense of social isolation or being marginalised perceived by the 

Burmese in their everyday life.  It is the result of multiple interacting factors in the life of Burmese 

communities. The participants attributed apegan to cultural issues, the lack of the sizeable resident 

Burmese community compared to other major Asian communities, shame of being a refugee and a 

Burmese.   

Cultural differences and the language barrier 
A common notion for apegan expressed by both the participants in the interviews and the PAR 

members was the result of cultural differences and the language barrier between the Burmese and 

the host society.  The cultural differences and the language barrier can give rise to anxiety, fear, 

embarrassment and misunderstanding on both sides.  The participants reported that, for them, 

social distancing to avoid ‘losing face’ or losing personal dignity leads to apegan.  The cultural 

difference and the language barrier were experienced even on the day of arrival.  A PAR member 

explained:   

My mother pushed my father on the wheelchair when they arrived in Auckland.  An airport 
duty officer took a turn from my mother.  My mother was moved by the kindness of the 
officer.  So, my mother took her 5 US dollars from her blouse and gave it to the officer as 
“tea expense”.  The officer declined to take it and the money was moving back and forth 
between them.  She didn’t understand what the officer said.  My mother gave up.  She 
wasn’t happy.  She thought that donating a small amount of money to a kind person is a 
merit in Buddhism.  I explained to her that giving money for any help is bribing in New 
Zealand.  She has not made any social contact with the local since then.  One day, I was 
away.  My neighbour offered to mow our lawn; because it was too long and untidy.  My wife 
said it was OK.  After mowing the lawn, my wife gave twenty dollars to that neighbour.  He 
declined and said something.  My wife didn’t understand.  It might be the same situation like 
my mother’s airport event.  My wife thought that she was collecting merits.  Since then, our 
neighbour didn’t talk to us and we were also embarrassed to talk to our neighbour.  
(Thanjao, PAR Member)   
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Thanjao’s mother was a newcomer to New Zealand.  Almost all of Burmese migrants and refugees in 

this study entered New Zealand through the Auckland International Airport.  She might notice from 

the plane video shown to all passengers before landing that New Zealand was tough in the airport 

border control.  Many of them reported that it was a big stress for them.  One respondent noted: 

It’s scary.  On the plane video screen, they showed dogs to smell foods.  It looked like a very 
strict country.  I think New Zealand is stricter than Burma.  I saw some were charged fines 
for bringing foods.  That video created fear among us and made us to think that New 
Zealanders were unfriendly.  This fear was different from the fear from political persecution 
in Burma.  (Thi, Band Member) 

As Thi said, it was highly possible that Thanjao’s mother developed anxiety and fear about a new 

environment when she landed in the airport.  She was not sure what would happen to her and her 

husband in the real situation when they actually landed.  Her disabled husband was on the 

wheelchair waiting for her to push through the gate.  She noticed that one of the airport staff 

members was giving a helping hand by pushing her husband’s wheelchair.  This friendly situation 

might be totally different from what she thought at the first place.  She would like to acknowledge 

this kindness by giving a tea expense or ‘tips’ to the officer according to her customary practice of 

making merits.  The officer declined her offer according to the New Zealand culture.  Therefore, the 

money was moving between hands back and forth.  However, she did not have enough time to 

develop a new set of assumptions that helped her to understand and predict the social behaviour of 

the local natives.  As Thanjao said, “She gave up.”  This unsuccessful social encounter can make her 

anxious, confused and apathetic or angry with herself.  As Adelman (1988) explains, the ambiguity 

and confusion associated with interpreting people’s actions in a new culture may leave the person 

without a cognitive schema for seeing a recognisable response pattern and therefore, individuals 

may internalise the attribution like “I must have done something wrong”, which can result in feeling 

of helplessness (Adelman, 1988).  This helplessness leads to confusion for her: whether giving tips is 

considered as bribing in New Zealand.  Thanjao’s mother decided to stay away from the locals.  She 

later mentioned her opinion in the follow-up interview: 

You know, that officer didn’t take it.  I thought the money was too small for him.  I should 
have given more.  But, I could only afford five dollars.  It’s already very big money for us.  I 
had no one to ask and clarify what was going on.  They [New Zealanders] are good but very 
different from us.  I am scared to talk to them now.  I don’t understand what they are 
talking.  I feel more comfortable with my people *Burmese+.  (Thanjao’s mother)      

In the above situation, she could not get any feedback from fellow Burmese and her husband at the 

airport, because all of them arrived in New Zealand on the same day in the same flight without any 

New Zealand experience.  As Adelman explains in the theoretical treatment of coping with 

uncertainty (Adelman, 1988), internalised attributions are more likely to occur when the individual 

has no consensual information like a feedback from comparable others.  For her, this experience 

appeared stressful when she was unable to assign a meaningful cause-and-effect relationship or 

impose a cognitive order to the situation.  Her negative attribution and stereotypes about host 

nationals could lead to prejudice and social distancing, and therefore, could give rise to apegan.  This 

mechanism of apegan can also help understand the situation of Thanjao’s wife and his family.  

Thanjao’s wife like his mother tried to acknowledge the help by giving money to the neighbour.  The 

same result turned out as in Thanjao’s mother’s story. The neighbour did not take his wife’s offer.  

The language barrier was seemed to be significant to understand the local culture as Thanjao’s wife 
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did not understand what the neighbour said to her.  Since then, Thanjao’s family stayed away from 

the neighbour to avoid further embarrassment from lack of understanding the local culture and 

language.  The combined forces of cultural difference and the language barrier put Thanjao’s family 

in apagan.   

According to the follow-up interviews with the band members and PAR sessions, apegan from the 

cultural difference and the language barrier was significant.  The summary notes from one of the 

PAR sessions indicated:   

Apegan happens in most Burmese families due to the cultural difference between Burmese and the 
locals.  PAR respondents reported their apegan stories about the cultural difference.  Burmese are 
afraid to communicate with the locals because they are not sure what will happen to them if they 
cannot follow exactly what they are expected from the local culture and if they cannot understand 
English.  Language barrier plays an important part in apegan.  Burmese people like to speak their 
own language and find places to meet their own people, because they do not have enough English 
to communicate with the locals.  They move away from the mainstream and end up staying at the 
margin of the society. (PAR1)    

Thanjao’s mother and wife did not understand English and had difficulties to understand the local 

culture and people.  Thanjao’s mother indicated that she was comfortable in communicating and 

staying with her own Burmese people. The reason seems to be the opportunity to use Burmese 

language and the lack of major cultural difference between them.    

It’s different Saya.  You can compare us with British migrants.  They don’t feel that much 
different.  The system here is the same as their home country.  The language [English] is the 
same as well.  Here we have Christmas holidays.  They have Christmas there too.  We 
*Burmese+ don’t have Thingyan here.  We don’t see Buddhist temples but churches.  The 
system, the language and the culture are so different for us.  Our culture is not 
acknowledged here.  We are in apegan. (Swe, PAR Member)  

As Swe said, the cultural differences between the Burmese and the locals are significant and 

effectively put Burmese in apegan.  The Burmese cultural norms, the Burmese language and the 

religion of the majority Burmese (Buddhism) are different from the locals.  Swe noticed these 

oppressing structures around him.  He got insight into these structures and gained critical knowledge 

by exploring the apegan of the Burmese.  He noted that the language barrier added upon this 

vulnerable situation further.  It can be said that the cultural difference and the language barrier act 

synergistically on apegan.  Therefore, apegan is the result of the cultural difference and the 

language barrier not obtainable by any of these factors independently.  However, a respondent 

noted differently as below:       

No English means no friend and no education here Saya.  How will you know the local 
culture without understanding their language? (Aye, PAR Member) 

I was so angry with myself.  I went to the Post Office to get my registered letter.  I came back 
without getting it because I didn’t understand what they explained.  My daughter yelled at 
me for having no English.  It’s *the letter+ from Burma.  It’s important to us. I usually did this 
kind of thing *withdrawing the registered post+ back home, but I couldn’t do it here. (Win, 
Band Member)     
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As noted above, language skills are important to be able to communicate with the mainstream local 

people.  English is the main communication medium to learn the local culture and advance in 

education.  Without the language skill, as Aye said, the social horizon seems to be narrow.  It can be 

said that apegan is inevitable in people who do not have the official language skill.  If Thanjao’s 

mother and his wife had good command of English, then, apegan for both would be quite different.  

Apegan would be mild or moderate in terms of severity, or there would be no apegan at all.  They 

could be able to understand what the airport officer and the neighbour said to them.  Confirmation 

of their assumptions can be reached instantly by asking the people around them, and ambiguity 

could be clarified.  Their negative attribution and stereotyping about the host nationals might not 

happen.  They might be able to socialise with the locals.  Therefore, the lack of the official language 

skill is the single most important factor towards apegan.  It can facilitate learning and understanding 

local cultures, and breaking down the cultural and language barriers between the Burmese and the 

locals.  However, some respondents did not agree with this mechanism.  They firmly believed that 

the cultural difference was more important and harder to modify than the language.  A PAR member 

points out: 

You can learn English like my children.  I’m not saying for elderly people.  But my children 
still find it hard to integrate with local Kiwis even though they can speak English like Kiwis 
you know.  They can’t mix *with Kiwis+ because they are Burmese.  They will still be crows, 
not peacocks.  Burmese have different ways of doing things, different beliefs, ideas and 
customs.  You can’t change it overnight. You can’t hide it.  It’s visible. (Moe, PAR Member) 

Burmese are taught not to take up foreign culture or pretending to be like a peacock.  Burmese 

primary school textbooks metaphorically use a crow trying to pretend and behave like a peacock.  It 

leaves its own friends and families behind to join a peacock group.  At the end, the crow realises that 

it can never become a peacock and cries. It loses all peacock feathers worn on its body.  The crow is 

welcomed by its friends.  Moe gave this example to portray the story of his children who could speak 

and behave like Kiwis but they were still Burmese.  The cultural difference set them apart from the 

local Kiwis.  It is noted that the cultural difference is more important than the language skill to 

produce apegan, and it is harder to modify or change within a short timeframe. This concept is 

confirmed by another PAR member.  

You eat like Kiwis, you sing like Kiwis, you speak like Kiwis but you are still Burmese.  You 
need a temple and a monk.  No way to drop your culture.  It’s there forever. (Thi, PAR 
Member) 

The respondents conceptualised that culture was a collective consciousness of ideas, belief, 

knowledge, values and experiences that guide everyday behaviour and attitudes.  These shared 

characteristics are considered to be central to the identity of Burmese people who feel a sense of 

belonging to this Burmese culture in foreign lands.  This concept is fairly comparable with what 

Berger and Berger (1981) define as culture is an institution of a society that shapes a community, 

and has its own externality, objectivity, coerciveness, moral authority and historicity (Berger & 

Berger, 1981).  As Thi said, there is no way to set aside Burmese culture and it will stay forever with 

the Burmese wherever they go and live in foreign countries.   

You will never see a pagoda like Shwedagon.  You will never see yechansin [water station] 
here.  You will never have Thingyan *Burmese New Year+ holidays here.  It’s quite simple as 
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that.  You will never see Burmese cultural structures.  That’s why; we are living in apegan. 
(Kai, PAR Member)  

However, foreign countries do not provide Burmese cultural settings such as pagodas and Buddhist 

temples which are so important for the Burmese community lives.  The Burmese in New Zealand are 

living in apegan because of the lack of familiar cultural surroundings.  This situation can be 

compared with the British migrants as stated above.  The British migrants can enjoy familiar cultural 

settings around them such as churches.  They can speak English, the New Zealand official language.  

Therefore, apegan for them is less likely.  A respondent added: 

I have been here for almost ten years.  I have never seen any Burmese cultural performance 
in many social functions and cultural shows.  Recently, Asian Health Conferences were held 
in the University of Auckland.  They included Korean drumming and Indian sitar 
performances, but not Burmese music and dance.  I also went to the Auckland International 
Cultural Festival.  There was no Burmese item.  The majority [ethnic groups like Chinese, 
Koreans and Indians+ rules you know.  That’s apegan for Burmese.  (Kai, PAR Member)                     

As Kai said, the Chinese ethnic group is 181 times, the Indian ethnic group 108 times and Koreans 33 

times bigger than the Burmese in New Zealand according to the 2001 census (Statistics New Zealand, 

2002).  It is very rare to see Burmese cultural performances in New Zealand.  As a result of this size, 

it appears to be that the organisers usually overlook smaller ethnic groups and rarely give a space for 

them to express their culture.  As Ho et al. noted in their extensive literature review, smaller ethnic 

groups like Burmese often experienced added difficulties in the resettlement process, as they did 

not have as much access to their own community support networks and are therefore subject to 

higher degree of social isolation (Ho, et al., 2003).  Loneliness is a common complaint in various 

studies with the Burmese communities and most of the Burmese develop clinically significant 

depression (Allden, et al., 1996; Cardozo, et al., 2004; Hyndman & Walton-Roberts, 1999; Way, 

1985).  This shows that apegan can affect physical and mental wellbeing of the Burmese.   

Many PAR members proposed various solutions to apegan.  The consensus theme is providing 

cultural diversity programmes for both the migrant and the host populations and language 

assistance.  These assistance programmes should be provided before the situation is getting worse.  

A PAR member with a wealth of experience in migrant issues mentioned: 

Waitemata District Health Board is taking the lead with cultural diversity programme in the 
health sector.  We should welcome this.  More resources should be put into practical English 
courses and interpreting services targeting smaller ethnic groups.  Capacity building and 
various strength-building projects should be implemented in smaller ethnic groups including 
Burmese.  It’s important because the depression state is too late to treat.  I heard many 
times already.  My people are saying they feel lonely and depressed, and hopeless.  We also 
need to persuade event organisers to include Burmese programmes.  This can only be done 
with thwesenyinyut because no one can do it but a thousand can.  (Kai, PAR Member)     

Waitemata District Health Board is located in Auckland, New Zealand, and it provides interpreting 

services for Asian health consumers.  Now it takes the lead to introduce cultural diversity 

programmes for health professionals.  The course of the programme is designed as various modules 

and can be taken through its website.  If Thanjao’s mother could clarify the behaviour of the airport 

officer with a local Burmese interpreter the situation would turn out differently.  If this kind of event 

happened in a health care consultation process a misdiagnosis would be made on the migrant 
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patient.  Qualified interpreters should be available for all necessary situations which involve cross-

cultural encounters.  Kai also advised the community to be united or thwesenyinyut for better 

resettlement experience.  As other respondents, Kai noted that apegan was serious in the Burmese 

communities and it was not the time to procrastinate suitable interventions like capacity building 

projects.   

One day, I got tummy ache and was sent to the Centre’s clinic *Mangere Refugee 
Resettlement Centre].  The doctor gave me a box of tablets.  She explained something but 
did not convince me.  I didn’t take them.  I was again seen for the headache by the same 
doctor and gave me several different tablets.  The doctor did not understand my problem 
even though I told them that my period wasn’t normal.  Next time, I refused to go to the 
clinic.  I have been suffering blurred vision since then. (Nan, PAR Member)        

The Burmese principles of healthcare and treatment are different from the Western medicine and 

hence, the New Zealand healthcare system is reported as a barrier for the Burmese to seek help 

from the formal healthcare institutions and this situation leads to apegan.  Most women in the study 

reported that New Zealand healthcare system did not acknowledge their Burmese pathophysiology 

and rationality that links cause and effect in women’s health.   

In this case, the Western biomedical healthcare system did not take into account of the patient’s 

cultural beliefs.  Therefore, the treatment plan was not successful.  Under-utilisation of the Western 

healthcare system in ethnic minorities has been documented widely in the literature.  Ma (1999) 

reports that language, culture and different concepts of illness are the most commonly found 

barriers in Asians (Ma, 1999).   

Skidmore (2002) explains in length about Burmese concepts of menstruation (Skidmore, 2002).  The 

Burmese concept of women’s health is centred at menstrual blood flow.  Blood is not conceptualised 

as circulating around the body with the heart acting as a pump.  Rather, blood must flow strongly 

and regularly through the women’s body much as a river through a canyon without becoming 

blocked by debris.  Irregular and scanty menstruation indicates that blood is not flowing.  The blood 

can solidify as a hard ball inside the body and move upwards first in the stomach and then to the 

brain.  Blurred vision, as Nan mentioned, means that the women’s illness has reached a serious stage 

and can cause madness, shock and death.  The main remedy is diet manipulation; not tablets.  It was 

obvious that Nan was frustrated with the treatment given to her and she did not want to seek any 

help from the mainstream healthcare services.  The condition could become serious and the 

resultant delayed treatment could affect her life.  The Burmese women like Nan were effectively put 

into apegan due to the healthcare structures and institutions with different concepts of health and 

illness. 

In summary, the opinions from the respondents indicated that the cultural difference and the 

language barrier contributed to apegan.  The cultural difference and the language barrier may act 

either synergistically or independently to produce apegan.  The lack of the official language skill is 

the single most important factor towards apegan and takes a higher priority than the cultural 

difference but it is argued that the cultural difference is more permanent.  Burmese lack familiar 

cultural surroundings and live in apegan.  Apegan can affect the wellbeing of the Burmese 

community, and suggests that interventions should take account of thwesenyinyut as a potential 

solution. 
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Food  
A number of respondents reported that food was part of their cultural lives and acted as a cultural 

barrier in integrating into the mainstream local culture.  Burmese foods and preparations are distinct 

and can give rise to apegan.  Most respondents reported that Burmese foods were different in 

various ways from the local foods; especially ingredients and preparation.   

Our foods are way different from their [Kiwi] foods.  We use fish sauce and curry powder; 
and a lot of Burmese herbs.  Aroma and colour are so different that I feel their foods lack 
attraction.  Our foods are hot and bright.  Their foods are pale and cold; and not good for 
health.  (Win, Band Member) 

They reported that the habit of eating Burmese foods could lead to apegan.  They discovered 

different food preparation as soon as they arrived in Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre (MRRC) 

where they spent their first six weeks of the resettlement.  They reported that New Zealand food 

was not palatable to them.  One respondent told his story as: 

In the morning, we were given cold milk and yogurt.  Cold milk gave me stomach-ache and 
diarrhoea, because my stomach was not able to cope with the sudden change of diet like 
cold foods in the cold weather.  I couldn’t eat.  I wanted to buy some Burmese hot foods like 
Monhinga [Fish soup noodles usually taken for breakfast] but I had no idea how to.  I would 
not complain because kitchen staff members were often not friendly, and gave me an 
impression that Pacific Peoples were rough and rude.  In response to that, I smiled and 
silently withdrew from making contact with them.  (John, PAR Member)           

There are three components in the above scenario.  Firstly, John was given cold foods in the cold 

weather of New Zealand.  John became sick.  He wanted to have hot foods in the cold weather.  

Foods are the essential part of Burmese health beliefs.  According to the Burmese health beliefs, 

cold foods consumed in the cold weather is not a suitable diet (Aung Naing, 2005).  Hot foods should 

be consumed in the cold weather to maintain optimal health.     

PAR members collectively reconstructed a typical menu of the Centre in a PAR session and explained 

about the food provided in the Centre.  It appeared that food provided in the Centre was not 

suitable for Burmese. 

Breakfast usually contains toast, butter, marmalade, baked beans.  Lunch: Lamb, rice, tinned fish; 
and Dinner: Beef or Lamb, boiled rice, chips or potatoes.  Food was provided by the contractor who 
had no experience of catering in Asian foods.  Rice was not cooked the way Burmese used to.  The 
poor food quality led to a roaring trade in instant noodles.  Children had fun putting their slices of 
bread on the conveyor for making toast.  Queuing became part of their new life.  They learned that 
skipping a queue was not socially acceptable.  (PAR1) 

Aung Naing (2005) explains that Burmese conceptualise health differently.  They think that health is 

a harmony among the body, mind, and soul and the universe.  The universe conceptualised by 

Burmese encompasses everyday life, socioeconomic conditions and spiritual circumstances.  They 

think that mental wellbeing should take priority, because physical wellbeing can only be achieved 

with the presence of mental wellbeing.  They say “Sait-Pyo-Ma-Ko-Nu”, which means if you are 

happy, you will be healthy too.  They believe in four elements interacting within the body to produce 

optimal health or an internal balance.  These four elements are Patawi (earth), Tayzaw (fire), Arbor 

(water) and Wayaw (air).  They think that health can be modified by manipulating these four 



79 

elements in the body.  This manipulation is targeted at the four elements to produce the right 

mixture or balance of “hot” and “cold” states.  This health belief is similar to other Asians such as 

Vietnamese who traditionally believe that disease is caused by an imbalance of the humoral forces 

of “yin” and “yang”.  When ill, Asians commonly use Chinese herbal medicine and a set of indigenous 

folk practices in an effort to restore the balance.  Similarly, illnesses are seen by Burmese as either 

hot or cold, and the treatment should be with opposite medicine or food.  Changes in diet are often 

used to treat illnesses.  Depending on the illness, incremental adjustment of six Burmese tastes 

(sweet, sour, hot, cold, salty and bitter) is indicated.  Some diseases are thought to be caused by a 

bad wind or Wayaw in Burmese and may be treated by coin rubbing or “scraping out the wind”.  

Western medicine, considered by Burmese as too strong or “hot” (Tayzaw), may be seen as 

upsetting to one’s internal balance.  Some illness may be caused by ghosts.  Tolerance of physical 

pain and acceptance of illness as part of one’s destiny characterise some Buddhists, and a fatalistic 

attitude towards illness may cause a patient to delay seeking Western medical care (Jenkins, Le, 

McPhee, Stewart, & Ha, 1996).  Burmese usually prefer to visit Chinese medical doctors, 

acupuncturists, fortune tellers, sorcerers and Buddhist monks.  Burmese may also wear A-song, 

which can be anything, around the neck for all ages and Kamei at the waist for children to ward off 

disease.  Burmese emphasise on the importance of water in maintaining health and encourage 

intake of sufficient water (Ye Athet Tamanet Htamin Athet Konayet – which means people can never 

survive without drinking water for a day but they can survive without eating rice for seven days).    

Burmese health beliefs are similar to those of other Asians but their roots of belief are not the same.  

Therefore, their health beliefs cannot be over-generalised.  Although Asians come from the same 

general geographic area and may share some elements, they differ differently from one another in 

history, culture, religion and language (Jenkins, et al., 1996).  For example, the Vietnamese culture 

and health beliefs have Sinitic roots whereas those of Laos and Cambodia derive from India.  

Vietnamese Buddhists follow the Mahayana tradition while Laotian, Cambodians and Burmese 

follow the Theravada tradition.   

Most Burmese like John noticed the difference in food preparations as strangeness to them and took 

as oppressing structures right from the beginning of their New Zealand journey.  Many respondents 

reported that the eating habit and foods of the locals were strange in terms of their health belief.   

Secondly, He noticed that New Zealand had not only Europeans but also other ethnicities like Pacific 

Peoples.  From his experience with the kitchen staff, John adopted a stereotyped view of Pacific 

Peoples, and eventual social distancing.   

Thirdly, he did not file a complaint to the Centre that he could not eat the foods because of his 

engrained mistrust in any person in a position of authority as observed by Lingam in Australia 

(Lingam, 2001).  Those combined effects from the above scenario can lead to apegan.  On the other 

hand, children coped very well and enjoyed making toast.  Both children and adults learned queuing 

as an acceptable social practice in their new country.       

Brown rice reminded me about poverty in Burma.  My sponsor was so kind and gave us a 
bag of brown rice but I felt discriminated. (Diana, Band Member)  

Cultural competency is important for both sides: migrants themselves as well as the host society.  In 

one instance, there was a misunderstanding when a caring refugee sponsor supplied brown rice or 
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unpolished rice to a Burmese family as it has more vitamins and minerals than the polished 

counterpart.  Brown rice is perceived by the Burmese as the rice for prisoners and animals.  For 

Burmese, foods are integral part of every social setting.  Kiwi foods like corn flakes and cold milk in 

the morning are not palatable to many Burmese.   

Burmese foods are sometimes a problem in the work place.  Smell from our foods can 
damage social relationships.  I like fish and sea foods.  I lived near water.  Fish cooked with 
the fish sauce and peanut oil produces a mouth-watering aroma.  But, I was asked by my 
colleagues to eat somewhere else because of the smell.  After this experience, I talked to my 
mother not to give me Burmese foods for my lunch.  I stick with sandwich. (Thanjao, PAR 
Member) 

Despite proximity to China, Burmese foods are influenced by Indian food preparation styles with 

local ethnic flavour.  Although Burmese foods have a strong smell and colourful dressing, and are hot 

and spicy; they are very delicious.  The smell that is supposed to annoy many Kiwis comes from the 

fish sauce used in every Burmese dish.  The Burmese eating habits and their food culture make them 

distinct from the locals.  This distinction sometimes leads to apegan; especially at work.  This 

phenomenon is explained by the following extract.   

I can’t take Burmese foods to my work because our foods are not socially acceptable. 
(White, PAR Member)  

The loss of environmental mastery 
The respondents reported that they felt stressed and lived in apegan because of the loss of 

environmental mastery in a new country.  However, with social support in the form of social 

feedback, emotional and instrumental assistance, they regained the environmental mastery and the 

intensity of apegan was reduced.    

It is very difficult.  It is very difficult when you go out and find that you are not able to talk to 
others.  When you go to the GP [General Practice] or go for shopping and you are stuck how 
to communicate.  Life became harder when we lost the support from our sponsors.  We 
were on our own.  My parents didn’t work.  When I needed to go to the interview on that 
day I was supposed to take three buses.  I didn’t know how to do that.  So, I sat down and 
cried. (Japu, Band Member)    

Regardless of where they resettle, Burmese refugees like Japu face daunting series of tasks related 

to negotiating their new environment successfully.  For many, this includes learning a new language, 

in order to access education and employment opportunities.  It may also involve developing new 

work skills that correspond to the types of employment available in New Zealand.  Unfamiliar 

sociocultural values and practices are likely to be encountered in a new country and, on the other 

hand, traditional values and practices from the homeland may be discouraged or misunderstood by 

members of the host culture.  Basic setting-specific skills such as negotiating the local bus or train 

system may mean the difference between staying home or being able to take advantage of local 

services and employment opportunities.   

From the example above, Japu is facing with the language and transport barriers in New Zealand.  

Japu cannot get any support from the sponsor and is apparently isolated from the other community 

members to help guide how to catch the bus to the interview venue.  At the end of desperation, 

Japu broke down and cried as an emotional discharge.  Burmese people who cannot negotiate the 
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local services lose opportunities to advance their lives in the host country.  They will inevitably live in 

apegan or will be effectively imprisoned in the family’s homes.  Apegan is a serious situation, 

because it is imposed by the oppressing structures on the new migrants.  They cannot enjoy quality 

of life in a new country as much as the host nationals.   

In the case of Japu, the social roles were changed or reversed between the parents and the children.  

Japu had to take the role of the bread earner because her parents could not work in New Zealand for 

some reasons.  At the same time, her usual extended family was reduced to a more nucleated one in 

New Zealand.  There was no one assisting Japu for job interviews.  In Burma, job interviews were 

taken seriously as a family matter and handled collectively.  People like Japu were supported by the 

highly cohesive social support system of families and friends.  Japu talked of losing this social 

support system in addition to the loss of environmental mastery.  In other words, migration-related 

stress was aggravated by the extremely limited social support resources available to them in New 

Zealand.  Her perceived mastery and control over the situation was compromised.  Lack of available 

options, of a plan of action, of knowledge for anticipating how to cope with daily life events 

disempowered her severely.  She talked of losing independent resourcefulness and self-esteem 

because she did not have sufficient information for understanding a situation (lack of English) or for 

effectively evaluating alternatives in decision making.  She broke down from the loss of cognitive and 

behavioural control.  Apegan reached the point of physical and psychological disorientation.   

A number of respondents told similar stories like Japu.  A PAR discussion stressed the importance of 

social support.  Social support in a form of social feedback, instrumental and emotional assistance 

can make a huge difference to overcome the loss of environmental mastery.  A respondent told her 

story in a PAR session about the importance of social support in an unfamiliar environment.   

That day was my operation day.  I was so nervous.  My English is bad.  I wanted to cry.  When 
I arrived at the Auckland Hospital I saw our band leader.  How did he know I would be here?  
May be, he worked here.  It was very early; about 6 a.m.  He came to see me at the 
reception.  Then he arranged everything like registration.  He took me to the waiting room 
next to the [operating] theatre.  He interpreted everything for me to understand what was 
going to happen.  I felt safe.  My worries about my operation all disappeared.  He told me 
that my worries would disappear if I learned what to do in the hospital.  Next time, I am not 
afraid to go alone.  (May, Band Member)    

May’s situation was quite different from the Japu’s one.  May’s operation happened after the band 

was founded but Japu’s interview took place before the founding of the band.  The band leader 

heard about May’s operation from other band members and he went to the Auckland Hospital to 

help May.  Social support in the form of social feedback that reassures May undergoing cross-

cultural adjustment that these are temporary and pervasive reactions to a new environment can 

help restore cognitive and behavioural control.  Such social support can serve to restore a sense of 

control over the situation by reconstructing the stressful experience as a learning transition, 

decreasing temporal uncertainty, and providing normative information that can rebuild self-esteem 

and aid in taking instrumental action in coping with the new environment.  However, Adelman 

(1988) warns that threshold levels for tolerating ambiguity and coping strategies for restoring 

perceived control are subject to cultural variation (Adelman, 1988).  As Burmese came from 

contextual cultures in contrast to individualistic cultures (Allden, et al., 1996), the lack of the 
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resident’s community social support system may mean detriment to the life of Burmese newcomers 

like Japu and leave them in apegan.       

A very efficient transport system is the most important thing for integration in all age groups and it is 
almost a half the battle done.  It seems that nobody cares about public transport in Auckland.  For 
those who are not familiar with motor vehicles and buses, usually Burmese refugees who came from 
rural Burma suffer.  This is the best example of oppressing structures.  Refugees can be successfully 
assisted in learning to effectively negotiate their environment in the context of a social relationship 
in a familiar ethnic community organisation where they can learn how to catch the bus and how to 
handle job interviews. (PAR3)            

Most respondents suggested that efficient public transport would help in the integration process 

during their resettlement.  Efficient transport has a potential to facilitate community gathering and 

social support provided by own ethnic community members.  The resultant social networks were 

required for migrants to regain environmental mastery in the foreign land.    

Intergenerational conflict 
It is a cultural conflict between the old and young generations of migrants when the young 

generations take up the host culture and lifestyle, especially in the time when the children of the 

migrants start dating with the host nationals.  Both generations talked of inferiority to the host 

culture.  A PAR member raised this issue as:    

My daughter distanced herself from us when she got a Kiwi boyfriend.  She looked 
embarrassed to be seen with us.  When we walked together as a family, she would go ahead 
of us to indicate that she was not a part of our family.  She rarely confided in us about 
anything in her life.  (Win, PAR Member) 

All PAR group members stated that they experienced intergenerational cultural conflict at home.  

They felt insecurity because of the adoption of what they saw as alien cultural values by younger 

members of their own families.  Their children, during the process of growing up in New Zealand, 

began to distance themselves from their parents due to the discomfited situation they were placed 

in.  Both parents and children developed feelings of inferiority and hopelessness.  Parents found 

themselves in delicate situations when they were not able to adequately fulfil their children’s 

emotional needs.  Children, on the other hand, were ashamed of parents who were not fluent in 

English, did not want to be publicly seen with their parents and tried to identify more with their 

White peers.   

Many respondents discussed about the intergenerational conflict and reached the consensus that 

the situation was serious and led to apegan on both sides.  A PAR note depicts this situation as: 

Children need to belong to the mainstream to be successful.  The young generation see 
westernisation as the way to success.  They regard their own practices and culture as inferior to that 
of their hosts because of the education they receive in the school.  While attempting to copy their 
host neighbours they neglect their own ethnic culture and practices.  After a few years of 
assimilation, those children were undoubtedly Kiwis in terms of their values and cultural practice.  
They speak only English, listen to Western music, socialise with their Kiwi friends.  Some youth chose 
Kiwis as their boyfriends and girlfriends.  They neglect their family and they do not care about their 
ethnic origins.  They have fallen in between both cultures: unable to mix well with their own ethnic 
group or the mainstream.  They have become marginalised from both from the mainstream and 
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from the Burmese community.  Their parents are effectively marginalised and isolated during the 
same process.  (PAR3) 

From the above PAR note, a community breakdown between children and their parents seems to be 

a likely cause.  Hwang (2007) describes this situation as acculturative family distancing (AFD) or 

breakdown in communication between parents and children (Hwang, 2007).  AFD can result in family 

dysfunction, disintegration and dissolution.  Children have typically greater exposure to the host 

culture through schooling and interactions with peers and they acculturate faster than their parents.  

Those children gain quicker knowledge of New Zealand slang and jokes that their parents are not 

familiar with.  At the same time, they gradually lose their native tongue.  Loss of common language 

sets family members against each other and increases the chances of misinterpretation, and 

decreases family solidarity, cohesion and bonding.  At the end, there is a breakdown of verbal and 

non-verbal communication between parents and their children, and resulting in apegan.  In Burmese 

culture like other South Asians, non-verbal communication like proxemics (interpersonal space), 

kinesics (body language) and paralanguage (vocal cues) are as important as verbal ones (Lu Du Daw 

Amar, 1989).  Children are unable to interpret those non-verbal cues from their parents, and a 

resultant communication breakdown separates them apart.  Both groups are eventually faced with 

apegan.    

The PAR group members reported that their children learned European tradition and thoughts at 

school and considered European culture as superior to the Burmese culture.  A PAR note tells this 

story: 

New Zealand Eurocentric education created feelings of inferiority about other cultures and 
languages.  As a consequence, Burmese language and being Burmese become symbolic of 
backwardness, and the child in the above example comes to define her parents, and everything they 
stand for, as in some way inferior. (PAR3)  

Many respondents indicated that apegan on both sides happened due to unmet parental unrealistic 

expectations, especially on academic achievement.  During teenage years, family relationships can 

become explosive because dating practices are discouraged in Burmese culture.  PAR notes were 

included below to show this phenomenon.   

Rebellious responses from the young generation towards their parents were usually seen in Burmese 
families due to their parents’ high expectation on prosperity and upward social movement.  
Burmese parents almost always push their children to be high academic achievers, because 
education is considered as the only mechanism towards prosperity.  (PAR2) 

The Burmese parents face with difficulties to advance their lives.  Barriers such as English language 
proficiency, underemployment and unemployment make them lose their pre-migration hope to fulfil 
their New Zealand dream, but hopeful for their children to achieve this dream by educating them to 
get well-paid professional jobs.  The source of life success had changed from the parents to their 
children, and parents’ belief in education as the key mechanism for upward mobility in social and 
economic status.  (PAR1) 

Both parents and children are divided and driven to live in apagan with little communication 
between them.  Apegan is intensified over time in the New Zealand; especially when teenage girls 
take too much freedom in dating with the local boys.  (PAR3)     
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As Way (1985) noted, such practice of prodding and goading can lead to rebellion and disastrous 

emotional consequences and sometimes leads to a Burmese style of psychosis observed in an 

Australian Burmese migrant family (Way, 1985).  According to Way, an Australian psychiatrist, a 

nineteen years old Burmese university female student migrated to Australia and was immediately 

subjected to the pressures of learning English and passing her university degree.  Her stressful 

situation was further exacerbated by an on-going conflict with her father concerning her rapid 

‘Australianisation’ and in particular, her involvement with Australian boys.  Many New Zealand 

Burmese families reported similar situations.  They reported that apagen on both sides was a usual 

result from the intergenerational conflict.    

This emphasis on education and unrealistic expectations was also found in Indian migrants of the 

United States of America.  Bhattacharya and Schoppelrey (2004) found that the main source of 

stress in migrant children was a sense of failure when they could not fulfil parental unrealistic 

expectations.  Their parents’ American dream of prosperity was based on educational advancement.  

Education was regarded as the key mechanism for upward mobility in social and economic status 

(Bhattacharya & Schoppelrey, 2004).   

A number of respondents reported that assimilation style of acculturation could lead to apagen in 

the community members. 

They [Burmese teenagers] speak English only.  They listen to English songs only.  They don’t 
care about Burmese culture and our people, and our community.  They feel ashamed to 
wear Burmese costumes even in cultural events happening here.  They behave too much like 
Kiwis.  They don’t mix with our people.  Their friends are all Kiwis.  What happened then?  
We don’t talk to them.  They are not our people.  They are crow-peacocks [crows pretending 
to be peacocks].  They are useless to our community.  They abandon their parents, 
grandparents and everyone.  (Swe, PAR Member) [Said angrily] 

From the above stories, assimilation to the host culture at the individual, family, group and 

community levels had encountered resistance, friction, and rejection.  This type of acculturation led 

to cultural gaps between individuals and eventual apegan both in young community members who 

adopted the host culture fully and in those community members who still maintained their own 

Burmese culture.  Burmese parents and grandparents live in separation from their fully-assimilated 

children, and also distance themselves from the host community because of their limited language 

and cultural adaptation.  The respondents reported that people who were older, less educated, had 

lower socio- economic status, or shorter duration of stay in New Zealand were more susceptible to 

apegan.   

In summary, apegan can result from the intergenerational cultural conflict between Burmese 

parents and their children.  Assimilation can give rise to apegan in Burmese community members.        

Discrimination 
All respondents reported that they perceived discrimination which was unforeseen and unexpected 

in an egalitarian, civilised society like New Zealand.  At workplaces, discriminatory behaviour 

surfaced in unanticipated ways and located Burmese in a precarious and insecure situation.  A 

number of participants reported that they did not know how to react to circumstances that affected 

their very existence in the host society.  The affected Burmese adopted tolerance and social 

distancing, and the end result was apegan.  The followings are a few of their comments. 
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I work in a checkout counter of a supermarket.  White [European] customers ask me to 
check my calculation twice.  They do not seem to trust my calculation the first time.  This 
happens to me all the time.  It is humiliating and frustrating. (Nan, PAR Member) 

As Nan, many respondents reported similar situations in their workplace.  Their perception of 

discrimination was very strong and affected their daily lives.   

My family packed jellies in a New Zealand-owned tea company which was the most famous 
in the country.  One day, our boss said that the contract for our family would be terminated, 
because the other employees protested that the contract should be placed only for the 
locals.  We cried.  My wife and I both were medical graduates but for survival in New 
Zealand, we packed jellies.  Now both of us are unemployed. (Thanjao, PAR Member) 
[emotional]     

When Thanjao mentioned this event, he looked very emotional.  Burmese migrants and refugees are 

actually New Zealanders.  They should have similar rights and opportunities as other New 

Zealanders.  Thanjao and his family were made redundant and they did not complain to any 

authority.  The reason may be a language barrier and lack of environmental mastery in the foreign 

land.   

I filed a complaint to my boss because I was bullied by my White colleagues in my work.  But 
there was no action taken.  My boss is a Kiwi as well.  That’s why.  (John, Band Member) 

Not many Burmese like John will complain to the authority.  As John said, the complaint might not 

be taken seriously and the situation might not change at all.  Many respondents stated that these 

disconcerting situations would continue to exist for years on end without much change in sight.  

Many new Burmese are simply not given the initial jobs to subsist in their new country.  A good 

number takes several years to find jobs even though they are highly qualified.      

The above situation echoes the findings from the recently available Human Rights Commission 

Report 2009.  The report does not state specifically on Burmese but should be looked at as a general 

situation in New Zealand.  The report says that data on racial discrimination are a cause for concern 

(Human Rights Commission, 2010).  There was a significant increase in the number of race-related 

complaints to the Human Rights Commission.  Statistics New Zealand first General Social Survey 

(GSS) indicated ten per cent of New Zealanders experienced some form of discrimination; among 

these, racial discrimination was the most common.  Continued discrimination against Asian New 

Zealanders was evidenced both in the GSS and in a survey of public perception of discrimination (The 

questions asked were “Who do you believe is the most discriminated against? “Who do you believe 

suffers a great deal or some discrimination?), where Asians scored the highest.  The most common 

reasons given for discrimination were nationality, race, ethnic group or skin colour.   

These discriminatory situations continue to influence Burmese in almost every aspect of their lives, 

more so in employment.  A discussion from the PAR sessions explains:  

Burmese, who have to enter the labour force for survival in the host society, face unnecessary 
discrimination when their academic qualifications are devalued.  These occupational barriers are 
termed as lacking “New Zealand experience”.  Graduates in the Arts and Sciences undergo a 
devaluation of their credentials and prior work experiences in New Zealand.  Upgrading or re-
registration process is a requirement regardless of the field of specialisation.  Burmese physicians 
and surgeons find it almost impossible to gain admission into internship positions.  (PAR1)   
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This misuse of human capital, a human rights violation, is an acute form of discrimination which can 

cause severe distress in Burmese newcomers.  Perceived discrimination is positively associated with 

immigrant status and depression in 3,012 Mexican-origin interview respondents of 18 to 59 years of 

age in California (Finch, Kolody, & Vega, 2000).  The perceived racial discrimination has been 

identified with depression and psychological distress (Williams, Spencer, & Jackson, 1999).  Despite 

the tremendous amount of expertise they brought with them from their country of origin, many 

were not given the same respect compared to their White counterparts.  University students from 

the band also reported that they experienced unnecessary discrimination from White teachers due 

to mainstream insensitivity, exclusionism, aloofness and insufficient guidance.  A community leader 

commented on the situation: 

We think that our poor language is a factor for our jobless problems.  I asked around in the 
community.  My people told me, quite unanimously, you know.  The problem is that we are 
Burmese.  We are not Europeans.  We came from Burma.  That’s the problem.  We are stuck 
in apegan because we cannot go back and change our country of origin and ethnicity.  We 
really lost the war.  (Sein, PAR Member)      

In summary, the Burmese migrants experience unnecessary discrimination in New Zealand; 

especially in employment and education sectors.  They are driven out of social and economic 

participation and living in apegan.  The situation is supposed to continue for years without any 

prospect of positive change.      

Lack of sizeable community 
I have difficulties doing my meditation in the home because of desperation and my recent 
stroke.  I have no one to talk with.  I am lonely.  My son and grandchildren went to their 
work and schools.  Even when they come back they are in front of the computer.  I cry when 
I am alone in my house.  No one helps me and visits me.  I feel I am under house arrest.  I 
miss my home. (Tay, 77, Band Member) 

A number of respondents reported that lack of sizeable community is a major contributing factor 

towards social isolation of the Burmese community at local, regional and national levels.  Ho et al. 

(2003), based on the extensive literature review of New Zealand and international papers published 

since 1980, brought up the importance of the community size in the process of settlement and 

integration.  The Burmese community is one of the smallest ethnic groups in New Zealand (Statistics 

New Zealand, 2002).  The Burmese community size is a crucial factor responsible for a higher degree 

of social isolation than other major Asian ethnic groups due to lack of resources and own ethnic 

community support during settlement.   

Apegan is the result of the rupture of social ties when Burmese came to New Zealand.  The Burmese 

community in their home country is characterised by highly cohesive family and community support 

system (Thant Myint-U, 2006; Way, 1985).  Friends and other family members are left behind or go 

into exile elsewhere when Burmese refugees came to New Zealand.  Those refugees who previously 

enjoyed regular social contact before coming to New Zealand subsequently find their days devoid of 

social interaction.  Apegan can lead to psychological consequences.  Self-reported loneliness and 

social isolation were significantly related to depressive symptoms (Allden, et al., 1996).  Social 

isolation was a powerful predictor of depressive symptomatology and seemed to exacerbate 

symptoms of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder in refugees (Allden, et al., 1996; Cardozo, et al., 2004).  

These findings showed that the effects of social isolation and loneliness were linked to a variety of 
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adverse psychological and physical outcomes such as depression and emotional distress.  Prevention 

is better than cure.  Immediate interventions are needed before the epidemic of psychiatric 

problems in the Burmese community.   

All respondents made comments on their current mental health status in PAR sessions.  Their 

comments indicated that they were depressed or emotionally distressed.  They reported that the 

acculturative stress affected their family relationships and resulted in increasing tensions and 

conflicts within their homes.  The following respondents narrated their experiences candidly. 

Just the whole resettlement is depressing and a huge culture shock.  Missing my family was 
another thing.  I felt homesick.  We did not see our people here.  And, I couldn’t sleep 
because I did not hear any bell-ring from the monastery.  (Tin, Band Member) 

I felt homesick and missed the life back home.  My neighbours are Maori and Pacific 
Peoples.  I feel insecure and unsafe.  To see our people, you need to travel by car.  We can’t 
participate in any organisation here and socialise with locals because the culture is different.  
I feel depressed.  (Keith, Band Member) 

The initial phase of arrival may be a critical time during which to help link refugees to resources that 

can facilitate the development of new social networks, which can increase the availability of social 

support while reducing the experience of isolation.  A PAR discussion touched on this issue.   

This is the critical period when refugees depart from Mangere [Refugee Centre].  Without 
connecting them to the resident veteran Burmese these refugees are likely to be confined to their 
homes.  They face with many barriers such as transport, language and culture.  The prospect of 
social and economic participation for the Burmese refugees without assistance from the resident 
Burmese community is very low.  The problem is that the resident community is too small.  Most of 
them live in apegan.  Widows and older people suffer apegan quite seriously.  (PAR2)   

Turning to the familiar original culture is more comforting and less stressful than confronting and 

adapting to the alien host culture during the initial phase, reported by the 510 adult participants 

from Hong Kong, Bosnia, Sri Lanka, New Zealand and Vietnam (Nesdale & Mak, 2003).  For Burmese, 

the size of the resident community is extremely small compared to other major ethnic groups.  

Therefore, the lack of resident community support makes apegan worse.  

Beiser (1988), in a survey of 1,348 adult refugees in Vancouver and 350 Southeast Asian refugees 

settled in nearby rural areas, found that the high-risk group for depression was the ‘unattached’ 

(single, widowed, divorced or forcibly separated) and the non-Chinese, because they had little social 

support (Beiser, 1988).  In Beiser’s study, Vancouver’s large Chinese community created an 

advantage for the ethnic Chinese refugees.  The like-ethnic community provides emotional support 

by reinforcing one’s sense of identity and self-worth, by providing opportunities for friendship, and 

by mitigating feelings of isolation.  The lack of sizeable Burmese community (about 500 people or 

0.02% of the total population) in New Zealand put the Burmese in a disadvantage position during the 

critical, initial period of resettlement (Statistics New Zealand, 2002).   

Elderly refugees like Tay (in the first quote in this section), who have lost a spouse (unattached 

migrants) are at particular high risk of becoming apegan in New Zealand.  Even when they are living 

with their grandchildren and grown children, the children are often away during the day and their 

elderly parents and grandparents may find extreme isolation with little social contact for extended 
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period of time. They may watch the television but they do not understand what is shown in the 

television because of their limited English.  There is no wonder that Tay talked of his situation like 

under house arrest.  His disability may make him more isolated than his counterparts.  The 

technology like the computer separates grandparents from their grandchildren (digital divide).  

Grandchildren may be more interested in playing computer games and chatting at the social 

networking sites, rather than socialising with their parents and grandparents.  Therefore, it seems 

that older people, less educated, disabled, lower socioeconomic status and shorter stay in New 

Zealand are more prone to apegan.   

Tay’s example shows that the size of the resident Burmese community is very significant to refugee 

wellbeing during the early stage of resettlement.  With language problems, resettlement of refugees 

in areas isolated from their own people (Tay did not live in Glen Innes where most Burmese refugees 

were placed by the government) leads to loneliness and homesickness.  The following PAR note will 

shed the light on the situation.     

Homesickness is natural and it is human for all of us to be homesick, however, it might be so tragic if 
you have no chance to go back to your homeland or if you are old, if you are lonely or if you have no 
family with you in a foreign country.  (PAR3)  

Most refugees could not go back to Burma for the fear of persecution.  Their homesickness had 

apparently no chance to be healed.  Other factors like an old age, language barriers and lack of 

accompanying family members in the foreign land made apegan worse.  Many senior respondents 

reported that their situation in New Zealand looked like a house arrest.  A following quote explains:   

We lived in a prison without a wall.  But, we are not able to go anywhere.  We are in a free 
country but we find ourselves almost all of the time confining to a house although we have 
the keys.  We can see outside world through the television that we are not able to 
understand.  We rarely see our people.  We hope we will have more Burmese in New 
Zealand.  (Yin, 80, Band Member) 

The smaller size of the community means there is no sizeable resident community in place.  

Therefore, Burmese cannot turn to an ethnic community for support and are bereft of familiar 

symbols or community to provide guidance.  Burmese might take longer to rebuild their social 

networks than well-established ethnic communities like Chinese and Indians, because of the lack of 

opportunities for friendship.  Since Burmese refugees have very limited resources to acquire goods 

and services at their will, they perceive themselves to have greater resettling difficulties than other 

communities.  The Burmese refugees have to rely on the generosity of their community members 

and the non-governmental organisations (NGO) for basic necessities such as beds, tables, clothes 

and toys.  Lack of a sizeable resident community may mean lack of instrumental, social and 

emotional support as well as lack of representation in the district, regional and national community 

decision making processes that affect their wellbeing.                       

A PAR session discussed about apegan from different angles.  The consensus was that the size of the 

resident community played an important part in apegan.  An extract is included here. 

It is possible that apegan may be due to differences in individual characteristics rather than as the 
reflection of the size of the community and its potential social support.  For example, some Burmese 
came to New Zealand better equipped to settle in any situation.  Similarly, Burmese who managed 
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to escape with intact family groups coped very well by virtue of a level of personal resourcefulness 
not attained by others who left Burma as individuals.  However, out of all possible factors towards 
apegan, the lack of sizeable resident community is the most important factor because of its huge 
potential for social support.  (PAR2) 

The lack of sizeable resident community can give rise to psychiatric problems in new migrants.  Mui 

(1996) reported from the interview data of 407 elderly Asian immigrants aged 65 and older that for 

new migrants, depression can result from the lack of useful coping resources, especially the lack of 

sizeable resident community in the host country (Mui, 1996).    

However, efforts to help Burmese refugees in the form of better resettlement measures could 

prevent further deterioration of their situation such as definitive rise of physical, mental and social 

problems.  The support of like-ethnic community assumes crucial importance during early phases of 

resettlement.  New Zealand government resettlement policy, like its Canadian counterpart, 

concentrated on distributing refugees across the country in numbers proportional to the populations 

of the provinces (the pepper-potting approach to enforce assimilation) (Beiser, 1988; Beiser, Turner, 

& Ganesan, 1989; Gallienne, 1991; Liev, 1995).  Since no attention was paid to refugee ethnicity, the 

small number of immigrating Burmese became widely dispersed, and hence, apegan and 

oaksukwede could happen.   

Absence of meaningful social roles         
Many respondents reported that inability to take up meaningful social roles during resettlement was 

a driving force towards apegan.  Absence of meaningful social roles in the post-migration period 

affected their self-esteem and pride.  The following extract will represent this theme. 

I worked in paddy fields and polished rice.  I had gone to the monastery school and I played 
Chin-lone [a Burmese game played with a cane ball] in the evening with my friends.  When I 
didn’t work, I used to get up early in the morning to cook vegetable curry for our monks.  It 
happened usually before big religious festivals.  Now I have nothing to do.  Very depressing 
Saya.  (Moe, PAR Member) 

As Moe said, meaningful daily activities were lost in the foreign land.  Opportunities to take up new 

social roles were scarce because of unemployment and lack of familiar social, cultural and religious 

structures.  Another PAR member stressed this point.   

I was very active.  I used to go with my friends and families to visit our relatives in another 
town with our boat.  I used to play soccer.  I used to go to the pagoda almost every evening.  
I used to have get-together with our extended families.  I used to fill water stations in my 
village.  I built the temple.  I was a volunteer for digging wells for our town.  I can’t do 
anything here.  I have been jobless for years.  (Zaw, PAR Member)   

Heller (1993) explains that the various social and professional roles are intimately related to the 

sense of identity (Heller, 1993).  Absence of those roles affect the sense of competence and self-

esteem found in a longitudinal study of 1,529 Ahtari population in Finland, aged 60 years or over 

(Kivela, 1994).  The Burmese refugees and migrants went through similar situation in New Zealand.  

When Burmese came to New Zealand, they left behind many of the social and occupational roles 

they previously played, and from which they derived a sense of purpose, meaning and structure. 

Unemployment and lack of resident community organisations in the Burmese community impacted 

this vulnerable situation.  They did not have many opportunities to take up meaningful roles in their 
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new country.  Unnecessary discrimination in the job sector may be the worst contributor because 

the employment, as the respondents pointed out, means more than a piece of work to do in their 

daily lives.  It brings social horizon to their lives.  Apegan resulted from this absence of meaningful 

social and professional roles in their everyday lives.  Apegan has an enormous impact on their sense 

of identity and pride, and eventually affects their mental wellbeing. 

I am in my seventies.  My wife passed away a few years ago.  I live alone.  I don’t have 
anything to do.  I have no transport to go to the temple.  I got stroke last year.  I’m not 
happy.  I feel depressed.  No one can help.  (Tay, Band Member)      

Until now, the impact of social roles on refugee mental health has not received much attention.  

Only a few studies have been done.  One of these studies was done on elderly Americans (Heller, 

1993).  The respondents like Tay reported that as people approach their senior years they face the 

increased likelihood of multiple changes in some of the most fundamental roles they have occupied 

during their adult lives.  Retiring age and migration force the abandonment of occupational roles, 

while the death of a spouse imposes transition from the role of marital partner to that of widow or 

widower.  Studies of the impact of such ‘role loss’ on the mental health of older people have found 

increased risk for depression (Silverman, 1988) and lowered self-esteem (Kivela, 1994).   

From the above quotes, it is obvious that Moe and Zaw have lost their personally esteemed roles 

and they feel that they are useless in New Zealand.  This loss of social roles is likely to have had a 

profound effect on their mental wellbeing.  Ryff and Singer (1998) have conceptualised this loss of 

roles as a loss of meaning, which they regard as etiologically linked to suboptimal psychological and 

psychophysiological functioning.  Lavik et al. (1996) also found that unemployment and a lack of 

participation in educational activities were positively related to levels of anxiety, depression and 

aggressive behaviour in their multinational sample of 231 refugees seeking assistance in a mental 

health clinic in Oslo (Lavik, Hauff, Solberg, & Skrondal, 1996).  The researchers concluded that the 

lack of meaningful daily activity associated with unemployment and not being in school was having a 

significant adverse effect on the mental health of refugees.  A lack of meaningful daily activities was 

also a highly significant predictor of depression among Bosnian refugees (Miller, 1999).  These 

studies explain the impact of the loss of meaningful daily activities and esteemed social roles.  Many 

Burmese refugees whose skills are probably not useful in the New Zealand context and whose 

qualifications are devalued would feel useless and marginalised.  As a result, they could live in 

apegan.   

We are expected to take financial responsibility of our families.  Wives are for looking after 
our children at home.  This is our culture.  When we are unemployed for a long time our 
pride erodes.  We are mad.  My situation got worse because my wife got a job last month.  
She became a bread earner.  I feel distressed.  It is a shame.  (Thanjao, PAR Member) 

For men, who in Burmese societies are expected and how themselves expect to provide for the 

financial wellbeing of their families, extended period of unemployment, which is very common in 

New Zealand Burmese communities, represents the loss of the role of provider and can be highly 

distressing.  Paradoxically, well-intentioned aid programmes that provide on-going financial and 

material assistance may unwittingly promote a sense of dependence and further erode the 

capacities of refugees to identify and assume employment-related roles that might help them regain 

a sense of competence and self-sufficiency.  The following quote will explain this theme. 
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Our people are too dependent and lazier than in Burma.  They found it easy to get a 
translator and income support, so they did not work hard enough to gain language ability or 
to get a job.  The social welfare system should stop paying them, and then they will learn 
English and find a job.  This message is coming from the bottom of my heart. (Byatwi, PAR 
Member) 

Possibilities for participation in established social and religious organisations to take up other social 

roles as substitutes are quite low in the context of the smaller resident Burmese community size.  

Those Burmese people would move to the periphery of the mainstream society in New Zealand.   

We don’t have many cultural structures here.  Not like Chinese.  They have plenty of those 
things [cultural structures].  They have their own newspaper, television stations and so on.  
For us, these are scarce; absolutely none.  Our community is very small.  Most of our people 
are 109/110 [jobless].  Most of us have nothing to do.  We need to create religious and 
cultural institutions for our people, so they can do something.  [Kai, PAR Member] 

Their departure into New Zealand creates a pervasive disruption of established roles and related 

activities.  They often find themselves without access to the various social relationships and 

economic structures that gave shape and meaning to their daily lives prior to resettlement.  In 

addition, separation from friends and family members and cultural structures can also have a 

significant impact on the availability of previously valued social roles.  Social roles are not limited to 

the domain of work.  Burmese people occupy a wide range of personally meaningful roles such as 

friend, sibling, grandparent, temple supporters, community well digger, etc. and all of which may be 

lost or fundamentally altered as a result of resettlement.  Linking people to cultural organisations 

and social settings that provide opportunities for meaningful role acquisition in any domain is likely 

to be psychologically beneficial but in the case of Burmese, their lack of English, cultural barriers, 

being Buddhists, lack of transport and lack of useful skills to fill those positions affect their 

meaningful participation in the society.  For example, there is absolutely no opportunity to speak 

Burmese in most social and religious organisations in New Zealand where mainstream English 

speaking groups or Mandarin speaking groups dominate. 

In summary, the loss of valued social and occupational roles represents a significant source of on-

going stress for Burmese people in New Zealand.  In the climate of the lack of the resident 

community, community-based projects that provide opportunities for the re-articulation of 

traditional social roles as well as the identification and development of previously unfamiliar but 

culturally-appropriate roles may hold great potential for helping Burmese refugees create more 

meaningful lives in their new environment.   

The perceived shamefulness from being a refugee and a Burmese 
It’s hard to explain to people who are not Burmese and who are not refugees.  But, it’s to do 
with being different from the majority.  It is like when a disabled person doesn’t want to be 
asked about his disability; no matter how benign it is. (Norman, PAR Member) 

Shame from being a refugee as well as a Burmese affects integration and participation in the 

mainstream society.  Having a refugee status hinders the process of social participation.  Burmese 

refugees do not want to be asked about their refugee background in any social situation.  They 

regard their refugee background as a shameful thing, hence, a social stigma.  The shame attached to 

being a refugee and a Burmese was often felt strongly.   
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Are you… a refugee as well?  I was asked several times like that.  Very shameful, you know.  I 
stay away from the people including Burmese because of that. (Nan, PAR Member).    

As Nan, migrant Burmese hardly associate with their fellow Burmese to avoid being labelled as 

refugees (more than 70% of Burmese were from refugee background in New Zealand).  They are 

segregated from their own community.    

Those people want to ask you like where you are from and those sorts of things to ask your 
background. I went to a shop and the shop owner didn’t talk about the business but he 
asked me where I was from.  I wasn’t happy to answer his question.  Just give me what I buy.  
I felt that he didn’t need to ask my country of origin.  I understood, I looked so different to 
them.  I felt so embarrassed whether I should answer his question or not.  I went away 
without answering his question.  It happens all the time whenever I meet with the locals.  
Please don’t ask me where I’m from.  Please.  I am a world citizen.  I’m from this planet.  
That’s it. (Thanjao, PAR Member) 

Burmese want to deny their nationality and background when people ask their country of origin.  

Even when people do not pay any particular attention to their country of origin, the Burmese 

migrants and refugees still feel embarrassed on the ground that at one point they will be asked 

those background-investigating questions that they do not want to answer.  This phenomenon of 

shamefulness associated with the label of refugee is demonstrated in Kumsa’s work “No! I’m not a 

refugee!” based on the findings from conversations, story-telling, individual and group reflections 

among Oromo refugees in Toronto (Kumsa, 2006).     

Burmese refugees exist in geographic and historic contexts.  There is a quadruple set of contexts for 
Burmese refugees: the context of their own history and traditional culture, the context of the culture 
in which they now find themselves and the special contexts of being a refugee and being a Burmese.  
The shame results from those contexts.  It creates two strategies for avoiding this shame: staying 
away from the mainstream New Zealand society and fellow Burmese migrants.  (PAR3)  

From the above PAR note, the Burmese take up the strategy of social distancing from the 

mainstream as well as their own people.  Being a refugee is an extra burden for the Burmese coming 

from the refugee background.  The following quotes will tell this story.   

I told my neighbour that I came from Singapore.  I’m a crow but I just pretend to be a 
peacock.  Then they are quiet.  I want to pretend that I’m not from Burma and I’m not a 
Burmese.  I stay away from my neighbours and social functions including my people and 
Thingyan [Burmese New Year].  (Jason, Band Member) 

The findings from Nesdale and Mak (2003)’s survey of 510 immigrants in Australia (Nesdale & Mak, 

2003) explain that discrimination was mainly on group-based rather than individuals.  Burmese 

perceive that being a Burmese was a shame.  They want to separate themselves from other Burmese 

not to share this shame.  They do not want to be part of the Burmese group.  Therefore, they do not 

go to Thingyan, the most important cultural function for the Burmese.  They tend to take the 

strategy of social distancing to avoid group-based discrimination.  The Burmese became isolated and 

moved towards the margins of the society gradually.   

Poverty is another factor for shamefulness from being a refugee.   
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Saya, we had a patch of land to grow tea.  We built a house on this small patch of land.  
After harvesting, we had some extra money.  We celebrated with our cultural dance and 
songs.  When we exiled to Thailand, we lost everything.  The [refugee] camp was awful.  No 
sanitation at all.  Here *in New Zealand+, we don’t have any land to grow crops.  Rent is high.  
We need to save some money from our benefits [social security payment] and send it to the 
remaining family members in Thailand.  We found so hard to survive.  We are poor.  (Swe, 
PAR Member) 

While it is true that many of the world’s refugees come from materially impoverished countries the 

conditions in refugee camps are almost always worse and when they resettled in industrialised 

countries a lack of financial resources such as loss of land for building homes and growing crops, and 

a variety of barriers to employment often lead to an existence at or below the poverty level, with 

income barely sufficient to meet basic living expenses (Beiser, et al., 1993; Beiser, et al., 1989; 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 2004).  According to the customary 

practice, Burmese in foreign lands are expected to send their earnings back to the family members 

and friends in Burma.  Most Burmese refugees reported that they found it hard to make ends meet 

every month.   

For many Burmese refugees, the experience of poverty is coloured by a previous history of self-

sufficiency, access to land or other forms of employment and subsistence and home ownership.  The 

respondents reported that these Burmese refugees were suddenly confronted with the 

overcrowded and extremely basic conditions of refugee camps and with the recurrent prospect of 

eviction from small, crowded state houses due to a lack of income for rent in New Zealand.  The 

basic survival issues may take on considerable salience and for those refugees, a powerful sense of 

loss and inferiority ensues feelings of being discriminated by people around them who are well-off.  

The Burmese participants from refugee backgrounds reported that they felt humiliated just by 

defining them as refugees.       

They [Burmese migrants] are well-off than us.  They take all top posts in the community.  
They call us refugees.  It’s not nice at all.  Because we *refugees+ are poor they looked down 
on us.  (Shwe, Band Member)           

As Shwe said, the Burmese refugees notice that their fellow Burmese migrants are better off, more 

capable, more successful and more attractive, more intelligent and more socially superior.  This 

social gradient between Burmese refugees and migrants involves a source of anxiety and fear among 

Burmese refugees.  Apegan is the result from this social gradient.   

The apegan does not stop coming from being refugees but also from being Burmese.  A PAR note 

explains below. 

The Burmese community (both migrants and refugees) notices that they are less successful, less 
capable and less known to the society than other major ethnic communities. The social gradient 
between the larger ethnic communities and the Burmese community drives the Burmese community 
as a whole into apegan.  The Burmese community holds anxiety and fear in co-existing with other 
major communities on daily basis.  (PAR2) 

The Burmese community as a whole feels that they are disrespected because their country is poorer; 

and this painful feeling causes shame and apegan.   
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Otherwise, they will ask this and that about Burma.  I was afraid that they might know about 
Burma.  As you know, news about Burma was circulated mostly from the negative 
perspective like refugee problems and human rights violation and so on.  Who can be proud 
of their own country in this kind of situation?  We want to hear our country is good.  Our 
people are good.  Now we totally lose our faces here.  Then we hide.  (Jason, Band Member) 

The mass media plays a significant role in exposing the plight of Burmese refugees to the world, in 

the hope that an awareness of these people’s problems would spur protection and assistance.  

However, this media coverage proves to be a double-edged sword in that it labels and stigmatises 

inadvertently those who had lived through these traumatic experiences.   

The respondents noted that Burmese did care about the negative image of their country perceived 

by the host country.  When they discovered the bad news about their country in the host country’s 

mass media, they felt that they lost face or were embarrassed.  This embarrassment could lead to 

extreme isolation and loneliness.  Therefore, not only being a refugee but also being a Burmese is a 

barrier to integrate into New Zealand society.  Negative things about Burma covered in the media 

affect their community pride and mental wellbeing.  Most respondents reported that a sense of 

community identity and pride is defined by collective histories of their nation and culture.  Their 

community pride is affected by the shared visceral trauma and shamefulness of refugee problems in 

the international communities.  Burma was blamed for forced relocation of ethnic minorities’ 

villages, for the internally-displaced, for widespread poverty and prostitution, and for the ‘worst of 

the worst’ human rights violations records (Freedom House, 2010)(Petersen, et al., 1998; Petersen, 

et al., 2000).  Burma is usually mentioned in the media as the worst human rights violator, as the 

poorest country, as the country with the worst healthcare, as the country of the highest infant 

mortality rate and as the country associated with heroine and amphetamine production.  The 

respondents reported that these collective histories and stories of Burma give rise to collective sense 

of inferiority.  Therefore, the Burmese isolate themselves to avoid the locals who might hear about 

the news of their country.  Apegan of the Burmese seems to be hit hard by the double blows of 

being a Burmese and being a refugee which can never be reversed. 

Kiwis think we are poor and lonely.  They perceive; saying we refugees living down the 
street.  Most of us don’t want to tell that we are Burmese because we feel so inferior.  
(Thanjao, PAR Member) 

The Burmese found it hard to adapt to life in New Zealand because of the received image in the 

mainstream society.  A Burmese refugee in her twenties also explained as below. 

They [New Zealanders] perceived us as problems such as poor health, having tuberculosis, 
lack of resources and English, loneliness and lack of friends.  They think we are the people 
who need help from them.  Mass media always show we are a homogenous group of people 
who are weak, malnourished, dirty and traumatised, probably being raped, living in huts or 
in the refugee camps and eating smelly foods.  I blamed my parents for being refugees. 
(Nan, PAR Member)   

This received image and problem in the wider society impedes the integration of the Burmese 

community into the mainstream.  Lack of integration and apegan hinders the development of 

Burmese community-esteem and confidence.  As a result, Burmese join their community members 

as far as they can to form close ties within their own community only, rather than forming weak ties 

in the wider society.  The Burmese community, hence, becomes an ‘ethnic ghetto’ as Adelman 
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presumably does describe in the cross-cultural adjustment paper (Adelman, 1988).  The weak ties 

forming outside of their communities are rare.  As Thanjao mentioned, the Burmese looked very 

different from Europeans and their neighbours who identified them as “the refugee family living 

down the street”.  Some Burmese might be normal migrants, but all Burmese were considered as 

refugees by their neighbours.  This stereotyping is acting as an obstacle for the Burmese to 

participate in the wider community and intensifying their sense of shame.  Shame is interpreted in 

Burmese culture as losing face or losing personal dignity.  A number of respondents reported that 

the perceived shamefulness gave them apegan in a foreign land.  The meaning of the perceived 

shamefulness was thoroughly explored in a PAR session.  The perceived shamefulness affects their 

self-esteem and social wellbeing.   

The perceived shamefulness means to Burmese as having low esteem, feeling foolish, stupid and 
ridiculous, and inadequate, defective, incompetent, awkward, exposed, vulnerable, insecure and 
helpless.  The perceived shamefulness is a social emotion that affects their social wellbeing by 
isolating themselves from the society.  (PAR2) 

It is reasonably clear that voluntary or self-imposed social exclusion happens in the Burmese 

community because of the perceived shamefulness from being a refugee and a Burmese.     

Summary 
In this chapter, how Burmese migrants and refugees in New Zealand facing with the apegan were 

discussed in the context of the cultural difference between New Zealand and Burmese communities. 

The respondents reported that cultural differences were significant in terms of language, foods, 

healthcare systems and the lack of familiar cultural surroundings.  When the younger generation 

took up the host culture as a form of assimilation strategy in the acculturative process the 

intergenerational cultural conflict occurred in most Burmese homes.  Thus, the older generations 

were neglected.  As the traditional Burmese culture was abandoned by the younger generation, the 

Burmese language and ‘being a Burmese' became symbolic of backwardness, and the younger 

generation came to define their parents, and everything related to Burmese, as in some way inferior.  

For Burmese, the acculturative process was further complicated by other forces such as the lack of 

sizeable resident community and social support which could provide social feedback and information 

to rebuild mastery and control over the new environment.  The smaller Burmese community size 

compared to other major Asian communities may mean scarcity of opportunities for friendship and 

employment, and for taking up previously unfamiliar social roles to mitigate social isolation and to 

make their days meaningful.  Rediscovering Burmese identity and self-worth in the foreign land was 

seemed to be highly impossible without the larger community size and social support.  Apegan of 

the Burmese was further fuelled by the shame attached to the status of being refugees and Burmese 

that they could never reverse.  With the language and cultural barriers, the Burmese community was 

left out in many social functions and cultural settings.  Opportunities to participate socially, 

economically and politically were scarce.  Apegan affects the social and mental wellbeing of the 

Burmese community.  Since its potential impact on their overall health apegan needs immediate 

intervention.  The internal fragmentation of the Burmese community was seemed to make this 

already-small community even smaller.  This will be explained in the next chapter.  
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Chapter six: Lived experience of oaksukwede     
 

Oaksukwede is a Burmese construct that means, approximately, a state of internal fragmentation 

among various Burmese community groups based on religion, political activities and leadership.  

Unlike apegan which is the result of interacting forces mostly coming from the outside of the 

community, oaksukwede is the group phenomenon happening within the community.  The 

translation into English is not perfect in terms of the actual meaning of oaksukwede in the Burmese 

cultural context.  A Burmese Cultural Advisor explains: 

Oaksukwede means lack of harmony among group members.  They think this group cannot 
deliver any benefits for them.  They don’t want to be a part of this group due to 
inappropriate group characteristics and practices in the group, or the lack of good 
leadership.  They don’t feel proud of this group.  The group is not serving their interests.  
Oaksukwede can happen at the individual level as well as at the group level or both.  
Impossibility to do any collection action characterises oaksukwede.  It is more of a group 
phenomenon than the individual one.  It doesn’t necessarily mean internal fragmentation in 
English.  (Amar, Burmese Cultural Advisor)    

Community conflicts and fractionalisation are common features in New Zealand Burmese 

communities.  Oaksukwede based on religion means that the Burmese community is divided along 

the religious belief: Burmese Buddhists and Burmese Christians.  In terms of political activities, the 

Burmese communities are further divided between those who want to continue or get involved in 

their political activities against the current Burmese military government and those who do not want 

to do so.  The leadership struggle is another contributing factor for oaksukwede in the Burmese 

communities and involves a divide between refugees and normal migrants.  This section is the 

hardest part for the researcher to report because of the nature of the topic which can potentially 

expose an ugly part of his own community.  These three themes will be discussed in the next few 

sections.   

Religious division 
This theme means that the Burmese community is divided or oaksukwede by religious belief, mainly, 

the Burmese Buddhists and the Burmese Christians.  This theme is first noticed in the band founding 

process.  The Chairman of the band was a Buddhist monk who accepted to chair the band in one of 

the community meetings.  The researcher found that it was hard to recruit Burmese Christians living 

in North Shore.  The Chairman expressed his feeling around this issue in one of the interviews: 

They [Christians] don’t want to come to the band, Saya.  I suspect because of me.  I want to 
resign.  (The Chairman of the band)   

This religious division is found widely in the community; even in the same family.  One of the 

respondents explains:   

We were Karen Buddhists.  My sister converted to Christian to please her Kiwi sponsors.  
Now she got a car to drive from her sponsor even though she wasn’t eligible to get a driver’s 
licence because of her young age.  But the gift [the car] was too attractive for her.  The rest 
of our extended family, twenty of them, is Buddhists.  There is a tension of unspoken nature.  
A division started in the same family because of this religious belief.  (Ceet, Band Member) 
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When Burmese Buddhists came to New Zealand, like Ceet’s sister and Nan, they were faced with the 

dominant religion.  Ceet’s sister found it irresistible and converted to Christians.  This conversion 

creates a division among the extended family.   

I went to the church every Sunday with my Kiwi sponsors.  I had no parents and siblings 
here.  My sponsors are my Kiwi parents.  When I arrived home I worshiped my parents and 
Buddha in my room to forgive me for attending the church.  I am a Buddhist by birth.  (Nan, 
PAR Member)  

Nan is a devout Buddhist and tries very hard to preserve her religious belief but at the same time as 

a Burmese, she is reluctant to say “No” to her Christian sponsors.  So, she goes to the church every 

Sunday.  This situation may put her in a very difficult position to choose either accepting Christianity 

peacefully or maintaining her Buddhism.  Emotional consequences can happen if she still resists and 

rebels against the will of her kind sponsors.  The forces of religious beliefs can undoubtedly cause 

divisions among Burmese families and communities.   

In another instance, the respondents attribute this religious division to the British colonisation.    

Saya, our country was colonised by this way.  Merchants first, followed by Christian 
missionaries, and then by military.  It was three “M” Saya.  Under the British rule, Burmese 
Buddhists were systematically excluded almost entirely from military and civil service.  Then-
Burma was dominated by Indians, Anglo-Burmese Christians and British.  Burmese think that 
Christianity is a characteristic of colonialism and marginalising Burmese Buddhists.  Because 
of this historical reason of colonisation and the Christian dominance, our community has 
been divided.  (Tony, Band Member) 

The respondents reported that a religious division is one of the factors for internal fragmentation of 

Burmese communities in New Zealand.  The Burmese community in New Zealand can be divided into 

two groups based on their religious belief: the Burmese Buddhists and the Burmese Christians.  The 

tension between Burmese Christians and Burmese Buddhists is closely related to the Burmese 

history under the British colonial rule.  The religious division among Burmese ethnic groups can be 

traced back to that colonial period when the very first Anglican Church arrived in Burma in 1825.  

Burmese Christians usually credit Christianity in Burma to Adoniram Judson, an American Baptist 

missionary, although Christianity has been rooted in Burma since 1800s (World Council of Churches, 

2006).  The World Council of Churches reported that an Anglican Church was established by British 

Army in 1825 (sixty years before Burma fell under British completely in 1885).  After gaining 

independence from Britain, in 1966, all missionaries were expelled by the Burmese military 

government to remove the footprints of colonisation.  Most Christians are from the Hill People such 

as Chin, Karen, Kachin, Lisu and Lahu, who represent four per cent of Burmese population (Thant 

Myint-U, 2006).  A PAR discussion explains the delicate nature of the current political situation in 

Burma: 

The Burmese Christian refugees whose villages were destroyed or relocated forcibly by the Burmese 
military government could be linked to the religious cause.  Because of the different philosophy, 
teachings, thinking and fundamental beliefs, differences between Burmese Buddhists and Christians 
are palpable and they do not trust each other.  This religious division is seen in the New Zealand 
Burmese community.  (PAR1)   
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From the above quotes, the respondents attributed the British colonial rule and missionaries as well 

as the dominant religion in New Zealand as contributors of the religious division in the Burmese 

communities.  The Christianity reminded the Burmese community about the sequence of British 

colonisation and how the Burmese living in the remote mountainous regions (also called Hill People) 

became Christians under the British rule.   

Our country was ruled separately: Upper Burma, Lower Burma and Mountainous regions by 
the British.  Their divide and rule policy has divided our people since then.  Another element 
in their rule was promoting Christianity in the mountainous areas where our poor people 
live.  This ‘divide and rule’ effect is still seen in New Zealand Burmese communities.  (Yin, 
PAR Member) 

Many respondents pointed out that the Burmese Christians enjoyed familiar cultural surroundings, 

and favour even in the process of applying refugee status from the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).   

Basically, we used religion to regroup our people.  Most of them are Buddhist refugees.  To 
say that we are Burmese, we need a temple and a monk in the community.  In the temple, 
we can practise our tradition.  We can rediscover our cultural identity.  We are not as lucky 
as Chin and Karen Christians.  They have Kiwi Christian sponsors and plenty of churches to 
go. (Moe, PAR Member)  

Another group of Chin came last year and all were Christians.  Being Christians means you 
have a high chance of getting UNHCR approval easily.  Instead of becoming bigger and 
stronger community we were heading towards splitting within ourselves by the influx of 
these Burmese Christians.  (Adam, PAR Member) 

From the above extracts, the cultural settings in New Zealand are more favourable to the Burmese 

Christians.  The Burmese Buddhists have to build their own Buddhist temple from scratch, because 

of the unavailability of Buddhist temples in New Zealand, whereas for the Burmese Christians, they 

can readily go to the nearest church.  Burmese Christians in New Zealand enjoy readily available 

Christian facilities and cultural settings.  This situation has effectively created a racial tension 

between Burmese Christians and Burmese Buddhists, and inequalities.  As Adam pointed out, many 

Burmese declared as Christians to be selected for resettlement during the registration process in the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).  When they arrived in New Zealand, some 

Burmese were persuaded to convert by their Christian sponsors.  The following figure shows the 

religious composition of Burmese in New Zealand which is significantly different from the one back 

in Burma.      

Religion Number  Percentage  

Buddhist 384 53% 

Christian 231 32% 

No Religion 45 6% 

Islam/Muslim 36 5% 

Not Elsewhere Included 33 5% 

Total 729 100% 

Source: 2006 census (Statistics New Zealand) 
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Buddhists only represented 53% of the New Zealand Burmese population whereas in Burma 90% 

were Buddhists and only 4% were Christians.  In Australia, Burmese Christians represented the 

majority at 37% whereas Burmese Buddhists 23% (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006).  These figures 

created a religion-based ethnic tension, because the composition of a Burmese community was 

quite different from their native land.  This tension became stronger when Burmese Buddhists tried 

to search for their cultural identity in a Christian country like New Zealand.   

The religious division is a serious division in the Burmese community and probably entrenched for 

many decades.  It seems to be that this division poses a big challenge for anyone who tries to modify 

or mend it and bring thwesenyinyut (solidarity) to the community.   

Political division 
The respondents reported that the Burmese community in New Zealand was divided or oaksukwede 

along their political belief.  There are two major groups: the group wanting to continue or get 

involved in opposition political movements to the current Burmese military government and the 

other wanting to stop and resettle here peacefully.  A few extracts are included below.   

We have two groups here.  Group A is the one wanting to get involved or continue its 
existing opposition political movements against the government.  Group B is the one 
wanting to stop, because they feel it [their previous political movement] is enough for them.  
Having married, raising their children and concentration on meditation become their main 
interests.  They want to give up their political struggle at least for now.  (Swe, PAR Member) 

These opposition political activities were mostly carried out by the Burmese refugees with the 

support of some veteran Burmese who arrived in New Zealand for many years and were interested 

in political opposition to the current Burmese military government.  They regrouped their 

proponents based on their political belief, and effectively divided the Burmese communities.  

I just want to settle here.  Because of this politics, I became a refugee.  It damaged my life.  
Now I don’t associate with them *people who are still doing politics+.  (Kong, Band Member)     

This political division became severe when individuals started giving up their previous political 

movements and talked of restarting a new life in New Zealand. 

Some group members were supporting their comrades in Burma with the money and resources 
collected from New Zealand.  These political activities in New Zealand created fear in those Burmese 
whose relatives and families were still inside Burma.  They complained that any evidence of 
involvement in these political activities in New Zealand would surely affect their families back home 
and their hope of return to Burma.  Because of this fear, our community and our country are 
divided.  (PAR1)  

A PAR discussion looked more into their current political movements which could cause fear in the 

group whose relatives and families still living in Burma might have repercussions from the 

government.  This fear further created a tension between those two groups.      

As Swe said, the group which wanted to give up political movements consisted of those Burmese 

migrants and refugees who were frustrated with wars and politics, and gave up their hope for 

political change in Burma and decided to start a new life in New Zealand.  They did not want to get 
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involved with the first group, and stayed away from those who did politics.  From the quotes above, 

it is clear that the political belief can create a division in the community.   

This political division seems to be the sequel of the well-known ‘8888’ uprising in Burma (Thant 

Myint-U, 2006).  Many students paid their lives during the pro-democracy struggles and fled to 

Thailand as refugees.  Some have been imprisoned since then.  Many lives were shattered.  After 

getting resettlement allocation to New Zealand, the group was separated into the above two 

subgroups: political and apolitical.  This political division is a serious fragmentation even in the same 

family.  The prospect of reconciliation between these two groups is slim.  They have their different 

stories to tell.  The following extract will shed the light on this issue.                

As you know, our fear of political persecution was engrained already in our bones, and 
deepened down to DNA and genes.  Some were really afraid to hear even just talking about 
politics.  My mum is so afraid to hear any politics about Burma.  She stays away from those 
people who do politics.  She told me if I did politics don’t come and see her.  Some were 
persuaded back to politics.  Gradually, the Burmese community was divided in New Zealand 
based on this political activity.  It’s hard to reconcile.  (Thanjao, PAR Member)   

There is a popular saying in the Burmese community that the fear from political persecution is 

seated inside Burmese’ genes.  Many respondents were afraid to talk about politics in Burma and 

associate with those people who did politics.  This is a serious division in the Burmese community.      

Burmese people were suspicious about being spied by their fellows.  They had heard about 
the reach of transnational military spies used by the Burmese government.  If their activities 
were recorded and reported back to Burma, their lives would be gone.  They were so 
worried about the safety of their families back home.  Because of that, some Burmese didn’t 
go to any community functions and activities.  They stayed as if they were non-Burmese.  
They didn’t want to associate with any Burmese.  (Japu, Band Member)     

Burmese are divided due to fear and suspicion from being spied for the current Burmese military 

government.  Some community members never get involved in any community function because of 

this fear.  The respondents reported that any information of political movement in New Zealand can 

have severe consequences to the family members in Burma.  From this phenomenon, apegan and 

oaksukwede are the outcomes.    

Leadership division 
This theme means that because of the leadership clashes between various community groups the 

Burmese community is divided or oaksukwede.  These leadership clashes happen because they 

attempt to influence the community or expand their awza (influence).         

Saya, different groups were formed based on their previous political alliance back in Burma.  
Every group had its own kinship system and a leader.  Sometimes, arguments between the 
leaders and the followers broke out.  Some quit the group and set up another group.  They 
took some members from the original group.  New groups were formed to serve different 
interests.  (Moe, PAR Member)  

As Moe commented, political subdivisions in the community were formed with different leaderships.  

The clashes between these leaders created another set of subgroups.  This small community was 

pulled apart and fragmented further in the foreign soil.  The critical mass needed to make an ethnic 

community was lost.  The leadership clashes could become serious like this.    
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Two Burmese groups fought in Auckland District Court.  It was essentially a political 
leadership clash.  The fire started from the school.  One group wanted to continue their 
political activities against the current military government; and the second one had lost the 
hope of victory in Burma and decided to settle here happily and start a new life.  It looked 
like the roosters living in the same house fighting each other.  Soon after that, Burmese 
groups were more fragmented.  The community as a whole became even smaller. (Swe, 
Band Member)  

The behaviour of the Burmese leaders was described by Spiro (1977, 1996) that political processes at 

the village level consist in jockeying for influence (awza) and prestige (gon) (Spiro, 1977, 1996).  

Influence is achieved by leadership over a group in which the relationship between leader and 

follower is a patron-client relationship.  The event in the Auckland District Court was a good example 

of trying to save his or her influence over the group.  From this lesson, it should be learnt that the 

attempt to influence could have severe consequences for the community.  The result was further 

divisions in the already-small community and Burmese found it hard to re-establish a united ethnic 

community and identity.     

Thingyan division 
This theme means that the Burmese community is divided due to the internal power struggle to 

dominate Thingyan Festival (Burmese New Year).  Thingyan is the most important cultural festival in 

the Burmese community and the most important event to show the influence or awza of his or her 

leadership.  The attempt to show influence results in a serious oaksukwede in the community.  There 

are two major Thingyan groups: the Refugee Thingyan and the Passport (skilled migrants) Thingyan.  

To Burmese, two Thingyan groups indicate the lack of solidarity or oaksukwede.      

In the beginning, both sides were very good to each other.  But, after a few years, a crack 
between two groups set in.  They both noticed their differences rather than worked on 
similarities.  Now we have Refugee Thingyan [Burmese New Year festival] and Passport 
Thingyan.  Refugee Thingyan was held mostly in Glen Innes and Passport Thingyan in 
Freemans Bay.  I heard that we will have another Thingyan – Mon Thingyan.  It’s a shame.  
You know it means oaksukwede, Saya.  They [Thais] have only one Thingyan even though 
they have a bigger community.  (Tea, Band Member)   

Thingyan or Water Festival is the festival for all to enjoy.  It is shared by Burmese, Lao, Cambodians 

and Thais.  It is originated in Brahmanism.  It usually happens around mid-April or the Burmese 

month of Tagu.  It is celebrated over a period of five days culminating in the New Year.  The dates of 

the Thingyan festival are calculated according to the traditional Burmese lunar calendar, and do not 

correspond to or are not related to Roman calendar.  But, it falls around Easter.  The festival is 

observed as the most important public holidays and school holidays throughout Burma.  Water-

throwing onto one another is a distinguishing feature of the festival to wash away the dirt or wrong-

doings of the previous year.  By the nightfall of the Akyo nei or Thingyan Eve, the real fun begins with 

music, song and dance for merrymaking in anticipation of the Water Festival.  Floats will roam the 

streets with a Burmese orchestra on-board and stop at the mandate or stage to exchange songs 

specially written for the festival.  These songs are called thangyat similar to a type of modern 

Western music “Rap”.  Thangyat is the Thingyan classics to make fun of whatever is wrong in the 

country.  It is a time for ventilation  or releasing stress (Adelman, 1988) and simmering discontent.  

Therefore, Thingyan can be considered as a nation-wide community action embedded in the festival 
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to provide social support in a way of “being listened to” and to facilitate expressing emotion and 

releasing stress through the thangyat music.   

It’s a competition, and jealousy.  Saya, I want to see only one Thingyan in our community. I 
mean one Thingyan but multiple days.  That’s fine.  At least, there is no loser.  (Su, Band 
Member) 

The community leaders in New Zealand did not work cooperatively on this important cultural event 

and considered Thingyan as a space to compete.  A group took its followers away from another 

Thingyan group, so this practice effectively reduced the crowd.  For Burmese, an event held without 

a sizeable crowd meant a defeat or shame.  The respondents reported that this kind of competition 

was unnecessary and severely damaged the community reputation among other Thingyan festivals 

held in Lao, Thais and Cambodian communities.         

Passport people [Burmese migrants] always look down on us [Burmese refugees].  They are 
not friendly to us and they think we are poor and low class, so I don’t like them.  That’s why 
we don’t mix together.  {Kong, Band Member)  

Burmese refugees felt that they were humiliated and disrespected by fellow Burmese migrants in 

many social interactions.  The rage from the Burmese refugees toward their fellow Burmese 

migrants could cause internal fragmentation. This fragmentation was reflected even in the New Year 

period.  Based on the quotes above, it seems that Thingyan is divided along the mode of entry into 

New Zealand: the group who came as quota refugees and the other group who came as skilled 

migrants.  As stated before, the perceived social gradient between Burmese refugees and migrants 

gives rise to a source of anxiety and fear among Burmese refugees.  They feel that they are 

disrespected and humiliated in many social occasions.  Both the hatred towards the fellow Burmese 

migrants for their discriminatory attitudes splits the whole Burmese communities; even in Thingyan 

or the Burmese New Year which is celebrated to wash the remnant dirt of the previous year with 

water (Khin Myo Chit & Paw Oo Thet, 2002).  Having multiple Thingyan in a very small community 

was a shame because the split in the community was visible to others because Thingyan was held 

not only in the Burmese but also in Lao, Thai and Cambodians.  They wished that there was only one 

Thingyan in the community but could be held on multiple consecutive days to accommodate 

different groups.  A PAR group investigated this situation and reported back to the group as: 

Negotiations were attempted but failed.   There is no compromise between the refugee and the 
migrant groups.  The result was Oaksukwede.  (PAR3)           

The respondents pointed to the leadership clashes between the refugee group and the migrant 

group for having multiple Thingyan.  The following quote from one of the respondents will shed the 

light on the issue. 

A leader of a group was very happy when he heard the news about “Burmese refugees were 
coming”.  We were motivated by the fact that our community would be stronger and bigger 
than before.  We went to Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre to see our fellows.  Then 
we had many more gatherings and provide support for newcomers.  Most of us became 
interpreters for them.  The leadership challenge broke out in many meetings between the 
refugee group and the migrant group.  Political issue is one of the problems.  The leader of 
that group was really frustrated at the end.  He didn’t realise that there were many 
differences between migrants and refugees.  In short, the original group was broken up.  
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Many smaller groups were formed with their own leadership.  The original dream of 
becoming a stronger community didn’t come true. (Ko, Band Member)   

From the quote above, the migrant group leader did not realise what happened to the life of the 

Burmese refugees before coming to New Zealand.  He might still think that his fellow Burmese 

refugees will think and behave like other Burmese.  But in reality, after living in exile for many years 

in the Thai-Burma border, the belief and the behaviour of the Burmese refugees were quite different 

from the migrant group.  There were huge differences in philosophy, life events, migration histories, 

and suffering between the migrants and the refugees.  The situation was further complicated by the 

political issue and the suspicion of being spied for the Burmese military government.  Many 

community members retreated into their homes and never come to the community for a common 

cause, to avoid any friction further.  The outcome was undeniably oaksukwede.     

Lack of a dream leader 
This theme comes up several times in the band and means that lack of good leaders in the 

community is one of reasons for oaksukwede.  Their dream leader is the one who can reconcile 

divided groups, dares to sacrifice and stand by the group in times of struggles.  The Burmese expect 

their dream leader has the properties of kindness, forgiving and empowering.    

We want a kind of leader who is not person-centred and dares to sacrifice.  Current leaders 
want to control too much. (Zaw, Band Member)  

The leader should be having Nayaka Gon such as kindness, affiliation, responsibility, care, 
sharing and positive criticism.  (Moe, PAR Member) 

Nayaka Gon or the properties of a good leader is explained in the following PAR note.  A series of 

PAR discussions investigated the expectations from the Burmese community leaders.  The extract 

from the discussions is included below.   

In the Burmese social context, leadership implies a social contract that is reciprocal and not person-
centred.  The concept of leadership from the Burmese perspective means a mother-child 
relationship and having six properties (Nayaka Gon): kindness, affiliation, responsibility, care, sharing 
and positive criticism.  As a superior, the leader has a duty to look after and guide his or her 
subordinates.  In case of emergency, the leader will stand by his or her subordinates and take 
responsibility, and sometimes, he or she might sacrifice his or her life.  These sacrifices were 
commonly seen in Burmese histories.   (PAR2) 

From the above discussions, it can be suggested that the style of the leadership is one of the 

concerns for internal fragmentation of the Burmese community.  The person-centred leadership can 

give rise to tensions in the Burmese community.  The person-centred leadership is not accepted in 

the Burmese community because it is not the leadership style they expect.  The Burmese tradition 

expects that the leader must have six properties as stated above: kindness, sympathy, charity, 

support, evaluation and positive criticism.  Burmese social networks and friendship were usually 

formed around their leaders.  The system of kinship and loyalty to the leader are the hallmarks of 

the Burmese community.   

If a leader is not up to these expected qualities revolt from the subordinates will follow and the 
leader is forced to step down.  But, Burmese rarely confront differences.  The leader’s opinions are 
always considered the best and when there is a conflict of interest or an argument, Burmese try to 
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seek a compromise.  When a compromise is not reached, one of the parties will retreat quietly and 
will cease to associate with the other group.  The break-away group might form a new group to 
serve its own interest.  Those fragmented groups cannot represent the community as a whole; 
rather, they represent the fragmented front.  The end result is a weak and fragmented community 
or oaksukwede.  (PAR3) 

Lack of good leadership can break up the community into pieces.  These fragmented and smaller 

groups are a concern because they could not represent the community as a whole.  Therefore, the 

Burmese community with oaksukwede loses their critical mass to be a strong ethnic group.    

Some new leaders were attacked because they were too innovative and not following the 
tradition. New leaders were out of sight now.  They were defeated by the old ones because 
they became too popular.  Friends become enemies easily if you want to be a leader in the 
Burmese community.  (Moe, PAR Member) 

The innovative leadership different from the tradition is not accepted.  If there is a new innovative 

leader appearing in the community and becoming popular, and he or she is seemed to destabilise 

the existing power balance of incumbent leaders, a major conflict of interest between leaders 

happens.  This new innovative, popular leader will be discredited by the incumbent leaders and their 

followers, by all means.  Friends become enemies.  As a result, the community becomes more 

fragmented.  All respondents realised that the fragmented front could not represent the community 

as a whole and oaksukwede is a serious and complex community issue.      

Lack of communal trust      
All respondents noted that one of the factors for leadership clashes and oaksukwede was lack of 

communal trust among Burmese community members.  One of the respondents expressed as below. 

We *Burmese refugees+ don’t trust anyone from their group *Burmese migrants+.  They 
might be spies for [Burmese] army and report back.  My family over there will be 
interrogated.  You’ll never know.  I didn’t go to any Thingyan since I arrived in New Zealand 
nine years ago. (Swe, Band Member, a political dissident)                    

As Swe, many respondents reported that lack of communal trust can lead to apegan and 

oaksukwede in Burmese communities.  For most Burmese students who fled to Thailand for fear of 

political persecution, it may be the first time in their lives that they have left their homes.  They 

suffered from extreme life situations such as forced separation from family members, threat of 

deportation and torture in Thailand.  It was reported that some refugees had clinically significant 

depression (Allden, et al., 1996).  It is possible that they bring these mental health problems with 

them to New Zealand.  Loneliness, post-traumatic stress disorder and depression were common 

psychological problems in refugee and asylum seeker communities in New Zealand (Hobbs, et al., 

2002).  These problems were similar to the findings from a survey of 104 Burmese political dissidents 

in Thailand (Allden, et al., 1996).  Extreme life situations, loneliness and lack of social support could 

compromise communal trust due to insecurity.  This situation is further complicated by a potential 

threat by the Burmese government to remaining family members inside Burma.  Burmese political 

dissidents reported that they had no one to confide in New Zealand.  Many respondents from the 

refugee background reported that the feeling of “no one to confide” or lack of communal trust was 

still significant even when they were already in New Zealand and away from the threats of 

deportation and arrest by the Thai and the Burmese governments.   
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This lack of communal trust leads to eventual segregation from the host society and exiled from the 

old.  The respondents mentioned in PAR sessions: 

The epidemic of mistrust among various Burmese groups was very common.  As a result, the 
Burmese community became smaller and smaller.  Burmese found it very difficult to build a strong 
ethnic identity by regrouping in New Zealand because of the communal mistrust.  Loneliness and 
perceived depression became worse when the amount of interaction with the host community is 
low.  A majority of Burmese have found their New Zealand experiences the source of significant 
distress.   This distress is mainly due to separation from own people and being segregated from the 
mainstream.  The end result of the above situations has put the whole Burmese community at 
apegan or extreme social isolation which affects older people, women and orphans most.   They 
need prompt actions to improve their current situation.  (PAR3)    

In summary, the communal mistrust derives from extreme life situations, loneliness and lack of 

social support the refugees face in the Thai-Burma border refugee camps.  The threat of arrest by 

the Burmese government and deportation from the Thai government makes their psychological 

wellbeing worse and some are reported to be suffering from depression and post-traumatic stress 

disorder.  The Burmese refugees are segregated from the host society and exiled from the old.   

Protecting reputation 
This theme means that protecting reputation is paramount in small ethnic communities like 

Burmese, because fame and fall can happen overnight.  All respondents reported that negative 

gossip could cause oaksukwede.  The people who heard the negative gossip about them pulled out 

of the community and the solidarity of the Burmese community was jeopardised.   

The temple is a place to gossip.  Not only women, men also gossip.  Negative gossip from the 
temple spread very quickly like BBC [British Broadcasting Corporation].  Some gossip really 
damage people’s reputation and their community life.  I feel stressed when I am in the 
temple.  Somebody might be talking about my bad things.  I rarely go there now because of 
the stress from negative gossips. (Yi, PAR Member)   

Many respondents reported that negative gossip in the community is rampant and uncontrollable.  

Gossiping involves not only women but also men.  The main place of gossiping is in the Buddhist 

temple.  It seems that negative gossip spreads faster than the good ones; especially in this small 

community.  People like Yi did not want to go to the temple in fear of hearing negative gossip which 

could potentially damage her reputation.  It can be said that the peaceful community life can be 

ruined by negative gossip.  Those who are affected by negative gossip disappear from the 

community and suffer from apegan and oaksukwede in the rest of their lives.    

Remember, all of us [SmoothStream band members] performed cultural dances and 
Burmese songs on the day of inauguration in January, 2006.  I forgot to tell you.  We had two 
monks before.  One monk went back to Burma already.  He could not stand the way he was 
managed.  The Temple Management over-managed that monk.  One day, I went to the 
temple.  People told me that Pone Pone [monk] was gone.  I heard some negative gossip of 
that monk.  Even monks are not spared.  This thing can only happen in our community.  The 
community was divided after this event.  Beware of negative gossip.  (May, PAR Member) 

In the above example, negative gossip affected even Venerable Buddhist monks.  Some community 

members who were not satisfied with this situation broke away from the Burmese community.  

Some members never came back to the community and effectively made the community even 
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smaller.  Many respondents were frustrated with negative gossip and thought that this habit was 

very hard to change.  Therefore, oaksukwede happened in the community.     

A Burmese Buddhist community can never be complete without a temple and its monks.  The 
Burmese Buddhists started building a temple from scratch.  When they tried to build a temple in 
Auckland they faced with extremely scarce resources and strict formal procedures like resource 
consent.  They followed Ma Be Da’s principle by drawing resources from the Burmese Buddhist 
community and persevered (Zaw Gyi, 1960).  Eventually, the temple was inaugurated on 8th January 
2006.  The temple became the cultural centre of the Burmese Buddhist community.  The monks 
became their spiritual leader.  (PAR1) 

From the above note, Buddhist monks are spiritual leaders of the community.  A Burmese Cultural 

Advisor explains about the spiritual and civilian worlds in one of personal communication. 

In Burmese culture, the entire Burmese community is governed by two distinct worlds: the 
spiritual world and civic life.  The monk is the spiritual leader.  He obeys the law of Buddhism 
and holds a rank according to his monkhood seniority.  The head monk looks after his monks 
and the temple.  They live on alms and donations.  In return, the monks provide spiritual 
service to the followers.  The monks do not own the temple but they are the caretakers or 
leaders of the temple.  Lay people and the temple management sometimes over-manage or 
micro-manage the monks by limiting or restricting social involvement of the monks such as 
concerns over the use of pocket money by the monks.  A friction between the monks and 
the civilians, thus, breaks out.  Civilians in the temple management can be leaders but they 
are expected to respect the monk and not to cross the distinct line between the spiritual and 
civic boundaries.  The Buddhist leadership and the civilian leadership are exclusive.  (Lu Du 
Daw Amar, personal communication, April 17, 2006)   

As Horner (1997) points out, civilian leaders are seen as members of a community, but not the 

leaders of the spiritual world (Horner, 1997).  From the above example, it was learnt that the civilian 

and spiritual leaderships are mutually exclusive in the Burmese community.  One of the monks from 

the New Lynn temple went back to Burma because of the friction between the civilian and the 

Buddhist leaderships.  The followers of the monk who were not satisfied with the civilian 

management went away from the temple.  The Burmese community was, therefore, further 

fragmented, and oaksukwede became severe.   

Unity was expected when we finished building the temple.  I married my wife whom I met in 
the temple.  It is our cultural centre.  Information sharing, business deal and all sorts are 
going on here.  But at the end, the community was more fragmented.  Some never come 
back to the community.  During building this temple, new leaders appeared.  New 
arguments appeared.  Many cooks spoil the broth.  Monks were involved in the power 
struggle of community leaders.  The idea of regrouping based on religion did not turn out to 
be a good one.  (Swe, PAR Member) 

In summary, the temple was used to be the place for handling resettlement issues.  It also became a 

place for exchange of news and information about their home country.  The temple was used for 

building social networks, business contacts and community events such as weddings.  The temple 

was considered as a good place to find soul mates.  Some married with the ones whom they met in 

the temple. However, the negative side of going to the temple was the potential of getting involved 

in gossiping and hearing discrediting gossip.  This negative gossip spread quicker than the positive 

ones.  The negative gossip not only damages the reputation of the people but also impacts severely 
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their community lives.  Affected people never came back to the community again.  They were 

socially isolated and marginalised from their already-small community; hence, the impact on their 

community life and social wellbeing is supposed to be great.  The purpose of building the community 

stronger by building the temple was not fully achieved.  Apegan and oaksukwede became worse.   

Summary   
The already-small New Zealand Burmese community was further divided by oaksukwede or the 

internal fragmentation among various Burmese community groups.  The respondents reported that 

oaksukwede was based on religion, desire to continue opposition political movements in New 

Zealand, and the leadership clashes between the migrant and the refugee groups.  Their dream 

leader is the one who dares to sacrifice, is kind and caring.  Some community members including 

monks pulled out of the community due to the lack of protection of their reputation by the fellow 

community members. The community was further divided by the lack of communal trust.  Thus, the 

Burmese community was vulnerable because of apegan and oaksukwede.  The two factors along 

with their root causes are complex and seem to affect the community social and mental wellbeing.  

Here, I included the quote from John McKnight below. 

“Isolation from community life is the worst disability.”  

(John McKnight, 1990, Professor, Northwestern University)  

 

The PAR group investigated how to improve the current situation in the Burmese community.  

Thwesenyinyut was turned out to be a common antidote to apegan and oaksukwede.  This will be 

discussed next.   
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Chapter seven: Thwesenyinyut        
 

In this chapter, thwesenyinyut or solidarity, the common antidote to apegan and oaksukwede, will 

be discussed.  The discussion was mostly drawn from the participant observation and interviews. 

The properties of thwesenyinyut  
Thwesenyinyut is a Burmese construct and cannot be translated accurately in English.  It 

approximately means ‘solidarity’ among community members.  This concept is engrained in Burmese 

cultural history and known to almost every Burmese, because it has been taught in all primary 

schools and regarded as the principle of national solidarity in modern Burmese history.  It is 

metaphorically described as a bundle of firewood.  A single piece of firewood can be broken apart 

easily (because the bundle is fragmented or falling apart or oaksukwede) but not the bundle of those 

(because now the bundle is intact or unified or thwesenyinyut).  The similar concept can be found in 

Asian cultures where firewood is replaced with arrows in Mongolian culture (de Rachewiltz, 2003) 

and chopsticks in Chinese culture.  ‘Thwe’ means blood, ‘senyinyut’ means unity and loyalty; overall 

means blood-brothers or solidarity.   

Here, the concept is based on these properties: collective, self-determination, informed decision 

making, unified action and mutual respect.  Thwesenyinyut is a group level phenomenon such as 

collective ownership of the journey and sharing equal fate or ‘sailing in the same boat’, forming 

blood-brothers and maintaining eternal loyalty amongst members to reach the target.  

Thwesenyinyut also emphasises tolerance on differences of religion, political belief and social status.  

It seems that with these properties, thwesenyinyut has a potential to reduce apegan and 

oaksukwede.   

The relationships with apegan and oaksukwede 
This section will discuss how thwesenyinyut can influence apegan and oaksukwede by drawing from 

the comments of the respondents.   

If we had thwesenyinyut we wouldn’t have any apegan and oaksukwede.  We can create a 
cultural space for our people.  We can help each other.  We can learn English together.  
People who are good at English can assist in times of language difficulties.  My dream is 
thwesenyinyut like Panglong [Agreement] and Yebawthonegyait [Thirty Comrades].  Without 
thwesenyinyut, we cannot regroup our people together to deal with apegan and 
oaksukwede; especially in foreign land. (Yin, PAR Member)              

The common theme reported from the respondents is thwesenyinyut as a solution to apegan and 

oaksukwede.  Like Yin, they gave two examples; the Panglong Agreement and Yebawthonegyait or 

Thirty Comrades from Burmese history.  To Burmese, giving the examples of the Panglong and Thirty 

Comrades means serious and the situation needs utmost attention.  Any other example cannot be 

considered as important or great as these two.  Now, the respondents like Yin indicated that 

thwesenyinyut can be a culturally appropriate solution to improve apegan and oaksukwede in New 

Zealand Burmese communities. 

With thwesenyinyut, our country won’t be suffering today’s problems like apegan in the 
international communities and oaksukwede internally.  Now we’re talking very loudly about 
the second Panglong for national reconciliation.  It’s quite similar to what is happening here 
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[in New Zealand].  Thwesenyinyut is the only way to go.  It’s our culture.  It’s our value.  We 
have been striving for this since 1885 [the year when Burma fell under British].  (Yin, PAR 
Member)  

Yin compared the situation of New Zealand Burmese community with the one in Burma.  Most 

respondents also came up with the same conclusion.  With thwesenyinyut, apegan and oaksukwede 

will never happen in Burmese communities internally or in overseas.  Thwesenyinyut is urgently 

needed for ethnic reconciliation inside Burma and overseas such as in New Zealand Burmese 

communities.  It can be concluded that thwesenyinyut is an important universal concept to reduce 

apegan and oaksukwede in the Burmese communities.    

However, the respondents warned that thwesenyinyut was not an easy task.  It could involve a 

whole range of activities from community mobilisation to educational processes and take a very long 

time.  A few quotes below will explain: 

Saya, it is not easy.  I am impressed that our group is interested to find out a way to improve 
our community situation.  But I am thinking…is it too late?  Some factors like political 
division are hard to heal.  They’ve gone too far in different directions.  We can’t bring them 
back.  Anyway, we can try with thwesenyinyut.  (Swe, PAR Member) [Saying sadly] 

Thwesenyinyut should start from creating a space for our people to come along.  Start doing 
a small thing together; then big thing.  If they see any success from that trust will develop.  A 
half of the battle will be done. (Moe, PAR Member) [Saying enthusiastically] 

From the above quotes, the idea of bringing back thwesenyinyut was welcomed by the community.  

However, they were concerned that the timing for reconciliation might be too late because the 

divisions among the community members had been in place for a long time.  Despite the fact that 

the timing was a problem, most respondents did not want to give up and try their best to improve 

the current situation of apegan and oaksukwede.  The community spirit or the precursor of 

thwesenyinyut was starting to shape up even in the beginning of this investigation on thwesenyinyut.  

They wanted to try a small community project where everybody can join.  If this pilot project was 

successful; then by building on this success, a bigger project could be implemented.  If many success 

stories can be presented to the community the long-lost communal trust will be regained.  

Thwesenyinyut was achieved at that point of regaining communal trust indicated by collective 

actions to reach common goals.  However, a respondent was cynical about the idea to improve the 

current apegan and oaksukwede because she did not trust her own community.  A following quote 

will explain. 

Please don’t try to mend these wounds.  Now they are too big to heal.  I don’t trust those 
*Burmese+ people.  They will say ‘Yes’ but actually ‘No’.  You go first; then you look back; no 
one following you.  You are doing for them.  Your help will not be acknowledged; rather they 
will find out your weak point and stab your back.  You are finished.  You must go.  Nothing 
will change in the community.  Don’t help them.  (Win, PAR Member) *Talking very seriously+    

It was noted that lack of communal trust could hinder any intervention to improve the current 

situation in the Burmese community.  These issues were complex and delicate, and becoming more 

so during this planning stage.   

We can’t sit and cry simply like that.  Our people are suffering from apegan.  It affects our 
face [pride] and wellbeing.  Go and see other communities. They are way better off.  You will 
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see what I mean.  We should try something to help out.  Don’t listen to those who are 
talking negatives.  It’s quite sensible to build thwesenyinyut.  It’s a merit making process.  
(Yin, PAR Member) [Enthusiastically]   

Most respondents like Yin agreed on the idea of thwesenyinyut and believed that they could make a 

difference in the community. Although they noted that discouraging opinions could hinder any effort 

for improvement, they encouraged the community to build thwesenyinyut in this particular moment, 

as stated above, of frustration over having multiple Thingyan in a small community.  In many ways, 

as they reported, the Burmese community is more disadvantaged than other major communities in 

terms of size, wealth and capacity.  They talked of this situation can give rise to feeling of inferiority 

and lack of community pride.  This perceived inferiority is supposed to be affecting their community 

wellbeing.  According to Yin, this concept is more concerned with the community level than the 

individual phenomenon. Effort to achieve it is also aligned with the Buddhist philosophy of merit 

making for the public good.   

Actually I don’t know how to regroup our people.  I’ve seen regrouping with religion, and 
politics.  They’re not that successful.  We knew that oaksukwede remained the same.  We 
need some tools to bring our people.  This tool must be culturally acceptable and everyone 
can participate.  (Win, PAR Member) 

Like Win, many respondents suggested that they needed a tool which was suitable for Burmese.  

This tool would not be religion or politics based, otherwise it would fail to do the job.     

My dream is, Saya, I want to see my community is strong and united, even though we are 
small.  We need quality, not quantity; like a very tight, really tight [showing her tight fist] 
intact bundle of firewood; not like scattered pieces.  That’s the problem *scattered pieces or 
lack of solidarity] in Burmese communities as well as in Burma.  Music is good.  When they 
hear it is a music project they will come along.  It’s neutral and fun, and risk free *political 
risk of fear from arrest].  Try it.  (Sandar, PAR Member)  

Passion of forming a united community was strong.  Thwesenyinyut concept (a bundle of firewood) 

was mentioned in several examples.  Music was believed to be a suitable vehicle to bring Burmese 

people together.  The idea of using music was confirmed by the following quote.     

You can do music all the time.  I mean it is not seasonal.  It’s not opportunistic.  It’s a regular 
activity.  So, we can meet our people and help our people more frequently than before.  
Apegan will be reduced.  I think more thwesenyinyut can be created.  (Nge, PAR Member)      

At this stage, nobody actually knew how to mobilise the fragmented community.  The researcher 

suggested to the community to try music as a vehicle to bring all walks of life.  The respondents 

spoke of the previous failure of regrouping with religion and politics.  They wanted to try out a new 

tool which could bring their people together along the process regardless of religion and political 

belief, ethnicity and other dividing forces.  They believed that music could be culturally-appropriate 

and neutral.  During the process, they could meet their people frequently and therefore, effectively 

reduce apegan.  More social interactions could be created because musical activities could take 

place throughout the year.   

In Burmese culture, there are only a limited number of important religious ceremonies held in the 

year.  These ceremonies and events are scarce in New Zealand Burmese communities because of the 

lack of capacity.  This lack of capacity could be solved by forming a music group.  A music group can 
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meet every week for practice with a few resources throughout the year.  Community members do 

not need to wear expensive dresses and jewelleries to these practice sessions.  Therefore, musical 

activities can be arranged with fewer resources compared to other formal activities.  For the 

Burmese, music means risk-free or freedom from fear of arrest.  Opposition political movements to 

the current Burmese military government can induce fear of arrest, deportation or threat to the 

family and friends back home.  There is a huge price to pay for these political activities even in 

foreign lands.              

According to Friedkin (2004), participation in group activities can bring cooperativeness and 

contribution to the welfare of the group, which in turn creates susceptibility to inter-personal 

influence on members to remain in the group (Friedkin, 2004).  Participating members will develop a 

strong sense of identification with the group.  The sum of positive inter-personal ties, a bundle of 

firewood as Sandar says, can exert social pressure towards uniformity or attraction to the group.  

The resultant positive interpersonal attachment is the group solidarity or thwesenyinyut.  A 

musically-driven group activity can be seen as an intervening process toward the outcome of social 

solidarity.  Like the authors, Festinger (1950) and Friedkin (2004), the respondents pointed out that 

commitments in group activities, forming a common goal, absenteeism and membership turnover 

can indicate the degree of group solidarity.  The degree of solidarity or thwesenyinyut is more 

related to the quality (tightness of the bundle) such as social support (help as Nge said above) than 

the quantity (many, but loose, scattered relationships).              

The respondents and the community at large unanimously agreed to form a community music band 

based on thwesenyinyut principles.  Their dream was big.  The process of this intervention will be 

explained in the next section.   

Musically-driven approach 
This section will describe the challenges of the musically-driven thwesenyinyut approach and how a 

community music band was formed out of these challenges.   

The process of promoting musically-driven thwesenyinyut was full of challenges.  As Waartenberg 

(1990) says, building solidarity with warring communities presents its own particular set of 

challenges in relation to ethnic minority groups mobilising their collective energy (Waartenberg, 

1990).  Burmese communities are relatively small compared to other major ethnic groups in New 

Zealand, and are made up of distinct ethnic and cultural factions and histories; and therefore, 

facilitating the building of thwesenyinyut (social solidarity) in this small community which lacks 

resources and energy poses many challenges for the participants involved in this process.   

The perception of these communities about each other was influenced by ethnic stereotypes 

(Weedon, 1987).  Thus members of different ethnic communities often fail to ‘see’ each other 

independently of differences.  While, in their daily lives, these ethnic groups co-existed separately, 

their mutual engagement in community action often brought to the fore differences and conflict 

that had previously been latent.  This was the case within Burmese communities.  However, these 

Burmese communities started thinking about respect, equal participation, tolerance and solidarity 

when they became involved in the music band.  They started finding their distinct identity to cope 

with their new environment.  A community leader warned that regrouping based on religious 

activities can be a failure. 
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During the process of building this temple, new leaders emerged, it’s good though; but 
conflicts became common.  At first, we sincerely expected that our religion would bring 
thwesenyinyut [solidarity]. But, when you actually did it, then you hit the wall.  You’ve 
divided your own community. Divisions also happen with politics.  More divisions with 
politics, I would say.  (Julie, PAR Member) 

As stated before, the Burmese had to build their own Buddhist temple in New Lynn, a suburb in 

Auckland, because there was no existing cultural structure like temples and monks for them.  The 

purpose was to regroup fellow countrymen based on religious belief.  During building the temple, 

some Burmese Buddhists broke away from their own Buddhist group due to the leadership conflict 

deriving from the internal power struggle to dominate the process (awza).  As Julie noted, using 

religion to reunite the Burmese community was not a good idea because religion could be a double-

edged sword which could give rise to cohesion (social bridge) as well as division (social wedge).  As 

discussed earlier, regrouping based on political movements also faced with divisions among 

community members.   

Several respondents in the interviews realised that the old ways of regrouping based on political 

activities and religion had caused oaksukwede and involved serious risks such as fear of arrest from 

doing opposition political movements.  Those regrouping approaches, as they witnessed, had caused 

apegan and oaksukwede.  The respondents agreed that thwesenyinyut was a need to prevent 

further deterioration in apegan and oaksukwede.  These respondents agreed on a new approach 

which could incorporate as many groups as possible as well as marginalised community members 

who had been left out in most groups.  This new way of regrouping had to be built on the principle 

of Thwesenyinyut to ensure inclusiveness and social solidarity.   

At this stage, the researcher introduced his idea of using social potential of music to the community.  

After a series of community meetings held in Ruapotaka Marae, Glen Innes, located in South 

Auckland, the community unanimously agreed on forming a music band as the most suitable 

approach.  Music is seen in Burmese culture as a neutral element regardless of their religious and 

political beliefs, ethnic groups, disability, educational background, and the immigration status 

(refugees or migrants).  The music was believed to bring back the long lost Thwesenyinyut 

component to the Burmese community.  Almost every Burmese had seen group singing and 

performing music to show social solidarity in times of struggle against the colonial rule in the past.  

The attendants of the above community meetings agreed that music was a powerful vehicle as well 

as catalyst to achieve thwesenyinyut.  This intersubjective agreement, mutual understanding and 

unforced consensus about a musically-driven thwesenyinyut approach led to the formation of a 

Burmese community music band in New Zealand.         

 

SmoothStream Band 
This section will describe the role of the music band in details to provide comprehensive 

documentation of the implementation that can add value to the existing knowledge base of 

community-led mental health promotion (World Health Organisation, 2005).  This musically-driven 

approach was chosen as a pilot project to put into action what might work to bring communities at 

the margin to the mainstream.  In this case, this approach was also aimed to overcome religious and 

political divisions in the community with social powers of music.  This intervention involved a 
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considerable amount of work such as weekly band practices, developing musical skills for the band 

members to reach acceptable performance quality, infrastructure development for long-term 

implementation, and cooperative partnerships with other communities and participation in 

community-wide events.  The process involved two years of commitment from the researcher and 

the community members.       

Forming the band 

As stated earlier, the idea of forming a music band came from the researcher.  Forming a community 

band requires an agreement from the community leaders and the community-wide acceptance.  The 

researcher was invited to a series of community meetings to present his idea.  These meetings 

happened in Ruapotaka Marae situated in Glen Innes, a suburb of Auckland where most Burmese 

lived.  Glen Innes is one of the low income and large state housing areas with many migrants and 

refugees.   A participant observation note will explain the details below.    

It was the first community meeting held in Ruapotaka Marae [Marae is a meeting place in Maori 

language] on 22nd April, 2005 at 1730 hours.  About sixty people attended the meeting.  The 

researcher talked about a plan to form a Burmese band.  A Buddhist monk and community leaders 

were present in the meeting.  Children with their parents represented the majority of the crowd.   The 

researcher and his family members played a couple of songs in the meeting to show how a music 

band would look like.  Some in the crowd sang along with the music.  The community leaders sought 

the opinions from the audience about the idea of forming a band.  They asked the community to 

decide.  The attendees unanimously voted to form a band in the community.  The researcher talked 

of the rules for being a band member.  Everybody who was interested in music could join the band.  

Opportunities were given to ask questions.  The meeting closed at 1900 hours.  (PO220405) 

As seen in the above note, the attendants of the meeting expressed their acceptance of forming a 

music band.  However, forming a community music band still required a community-wide support.  It 

was noted that there was no opposition from the attendants.  The results would be different if 

approaches other than music were used.  The information about forming a Burmese community 

band was spread across the Auckland region.  The community leaders advised that a second 

community meeting was required to accept enrolment. The participant observation note about the 

subsequent community meeting will explain the details.  

It was the second community meeting in the same venue on 29th April 2005 at 1730 hours.  About 

sixty-five people attended the meeting.  The Buddhist monk and other community leaders were 

present in the meeting.  The Buddhist monk donated a new guitar to the band.  The researcher 

donated three new guitars.  A gentleman volunteered to be a treasurer.  Twenty-three children joined 

the band.  The researcher volunteered to be a band leader.  A community leader said that he would 

find a place for band practise because the Marae was not a good place for a music band to practise 

because of noise issue.  The researcher brought the donation of eighty dollars from his academic 

supervisors.  When these donations and in-kind support were announced the attendants welcome 

these with smiles and applause.  The meeting was closed with Burmese music and songs at about 

1930 hours.  (PO290405) 

The second community meeting went smoothly.  The attendants looked happy in the meeting.  

Although the band was formed with the indication of the support from the attendants, nobody had 

an experience of organising a music group in the community.  This newly formed band only had four 
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guitars, thirty band members, eighty dollars and a dream of becoming a good musician.  The 

enrolees did not have any formal music training in the past.  The researcher was concerned with this, 

because teaching music to them from the beginning would involve considerable work.  The 

researcher had no options but agreed to teach them.  He became a music teacher from the very 

beginning.  Teaching thirty people at the same time was a physical and mental burden for the 

researcher.  In the second year, the researcher’s disabled legs became so weak that he needed to 

take six months of intensive physiotherapy.  

The number of enrolees to learn music grew within a very short time.  The members of the 

community who lived in North Shore City (35 kilometres from Glen Innes where the information 

session was held) also wanted to participate in the band.  The band’s policy was based on 

inclusiveness.  It did not exclude anyone on any ground.  Everyone who wanted to be part of the 

Burmese band was allowed to join the band.  Forty-five band members joined the band in May 2005, 

and the ratio between males and females was fairly equal.  The youngest was a toddler and the 

oldest was in his eighties.  People from refugee backgrounds represented the majority.  Ninety per 

cent were Burmese Buddhists followed by Burmese Christians (10%).  Here, the “Burmese” was used 

in national sense.  The Burmese Muslims and people from other religions did not participate during 

the first two-year period.  The respondents reported that there was an issue for the Burmese 

Christians living in the North Shore City for not joining the band.  They pointed out that the band was 

chaired by the Buddhist monk, so the Burmese Christians were reluctant to join.      

Most band members played musical instruments in weekly practice and performances.  Some 

participated in singing, dancing and participating in administration.  About four people with 

disabilities were involved in the band including the researcher.  Musical activities appeared to be 

disabled-friendly.     

Venue hire and the noise issue 

New Zealand has noise control measures in the residential area.  Finding a suitable practice venue to 

accommodate forty-five people was not an easy task when the noise from the band practice was 

taken into account.   

I talked to the manager of a facility in Ellerslie [for hiring a hall].  But, the manager declined, 
because they were concerned about the noise level the band would be producing.  Find 
another place.  (Nai, PAR Member)   

From this point, the Burmese were mindful of obstructive issues.  They learned the new 

environment in which they lived in.  They took note of New Zealand’s noise level control in 

residential areas.  They also noticed that band practice usually happened in schools, studios and 

other remote areas but not in the residential area in New Zealand.  The researcher talked to the 

Pakuranga Intermediate School which was close to Glen Innes where most Burmese lived.      

An approach to Pakuranga Intermediate School proved to be helpful.  With the support from the 
school, the hall hire contract was signed on the same day at a charge of $15.00 per session.  With 
the venue secured, the Band’s opening day was scheduled for Mother’s Day (8th May 2005) to be 
held in the school hall.  Invitations would be distributed within the wider community.  
‘SmoothStream’ was chosen as the band name because the meaning of smoothly streaming into 
New Zealand host society sounded great and sensible.  Regular band practices on every Sunday 
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would take place.  The band collectively decided to follow Ma Beda’s principle of perseverance.  
(PAR1) 

Burmese symbolise their lonely struggle with Ma Beda’s life that is known to nearly every Burmese, 

and hope that one day they will overcome all obstacles.  Water hyacinth (Eichornia crassipes) is 

called ‘Beda’ in Burmese.  It grows in the deltaic creeks and streams in Burma.  The poet Saya Zaw 

Gyi metaphorically uses the word ‘Ma Beda’ meaning ‘Miss Beda’, in the whole series of his poems.  

He effectively compares the lovely hyacinth to a girl.   Saya Zaw Gyi had written a long series of 

poems about Beda, actually representing her as a tough girl struggling in the world (Zaw Gyi, 1960).  

One of the ending of the poems reads “Still wearing the flower”, where in the rapid flowing stream, 

she met a few hundred ducks (read “men”), after successfully resisted their attack and the rough 

weather and rough stream, she claimed that she was still wearing her flower (Burmese girls wear 

flowers on their heads)!  Although she was alone in this struggle she fought single-handedly all the 

attacks, and hence, she had still managed to continue wearing the flower on her head.  The poem 

had given strength to many Burmese facing the difficulties in life.  The band looked like ‘Ma Beda at 

the beginning of story’.  The respondents in the interviews reported that they could not reach the 

stage of “still wearing the flowers” without thwesenyinyut.  So they planned to learn music seriously 

without taking any break.     

The opening ceremony    

The band members collectively agreed on the date of the opening ceremony.  A sound system for 

the event was hired from another community band.  Responsibilities were shared among the 

community members to play different roles to organise the event.  The plan was foods and drinks 

interspersed with music and speech.  The difference between the band event and other community 

events and meetings was a musical component.  Live music and singing had taken a centre stage in 

the Burmese community since then.  The band founding document would be read to the community 

members at the ceremony.  All community members were invited verbally (Burmese culture).   A 

following participant observation note will explain in details.   

The Opening Ceremony for the band was held on Mother’s Day, 8th May 2005, Sunday, in Pakuranga 

Intermediate School.  The ceremony started at 2 p.m.  The venerable monk from New Lynn Temple 

delivered an opening speech about the band. Two top host national guitarists attended the ceremony 

and taught basic lessons to the community members. The band founding document was read to the 

community to give feedback.  Burmese foods, drinks and music were provided.  About fifty people 

from the Burmese community and ten people from the host community attended.  Musical 

instruments for the day were provided by the Blue Star and the Eastern Stars Concert bands.  A 

member from the other community offered to sponsor a hall hire for a month.  (PO080505)   

Cooperative partnerships with other communities and music bands happened right from the start.  

Friendships and social networks were formed within the community as well as with the host national 

community members.  The band members developed music skills from this day.  The band members 

took note of the financial difficulty on the opening day because the treasurer announced that the 

band practice could only continue for another four weeks.  After the announcement, the donations 

from the various community members were received.  A member from the host community offered 

in-kind support to pay for the hall hire.     
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The community members who attended the ceremony seemed to develop awareness of the 

strengths and weaknesses of the band, because they asked questions around the future plan, 

financial situation, transport, language use in the band and recruitment of band members.  They 

were aware of the size of the community which was smaller compared to other major ethnic 

communities.  When they saw the performances from the professional guitarists on this day they 

became clear about their status in the music world.  They realised that they were just music lovers 

and needed to try very hard to reach the beginners’ level.   

First concert 

The band received an invitation to perform at one of the birthday parties.  It would be held in July, 

2005, which was only eight weeks away.  The band did not have any repertoire for the event.  The 

band members were struggling to achieve the ‘F’ chord sounding right on their guitars.  However, 

this very first concert was accepted to motivate the whole band to learn diligently and speedily 

within eight weeks.   

We need to struggle like Ma Beda.  You see, everybody is excited for their first concert.  
Saya, please teach us to cope with this one [concert].  (Chi, Band Member)          

The band practised three songs as the repertoire: From Rosita to Ma Hnin Cee (a Burmese popular 

song describing a girl changing her English name Rosita to a Burmese name Ma Hnin Cee or a rose), I 

Have a Dream by ABBA (specifically chosen to strengthen their spirit) and Happy Birthday in English, 

Mandarin and Burmese languages (as a preparation for the possible Chinese community concert in 

future).  The band was ready to perform just a few hours away from the concert.   

The band left the practice venue at 1:30 pm after loading all musical instruments and the sound 

system.  All band members turned up to the event.  They dressed up in white shirts and black 

trousers.  It was a paid engagement.  On the way to the performance venue, they sent text messages 

to each other so as not to get lost.  However, the drumsticks were lost on the way to the venue.  

(PO310705) 

The band members have been wearing white shirts and black trousers since this event.  This 

combination became their uniforms.  Uniforms meant more than just uniforms to them.  Every band 

members chose to wear uniforms because uniforms meant the message of group identity and social 

solidarity or thwesenyinyut.  Most respondents in the band reported that they were proud to wear 

uniforms.  Some band members borrowed black trousers from other community members not to be 

left out in expressing social solidarity.  Some white shirts were modified to fit their bodies just a few 

minutes before the event.  Many band members did not own a white shirt and black trousers.  The 

band members became aware of their economic hardship for participating in community festivals 

and events.  This hardship was reflected in the census data as higher unemployment rate in the 

Burmese community compared to other ethnic groups.   

From the above observation note, they looked very anxious (frequent text messaging and the loss of 

the drum sticks).  They paid serious attention to the event by making full attendance.  They sent text 

messages to remind each other.  The loss of drumsticks showed how much they were anxious for the 

event.  The drumsticks were recovered only in the middle of the performance.    

The band members organised to set up the musical instruments and sound systems at the venue 

which was quite a small space for a band.  The band started the performance on time at 2 pm.  An 
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“Electric Guitar Licence” was awarded to four outstanding guitarists who could make F chord sound 

just right.  The band performed six songs; more than what they rehearsed.  Those additional three 

songs requested by the audience were made up and improvised on the spot.  The band received a 

huge ovation from the audience.  The three-language version Happy Birthday was a hit.  (PO310705) 

On that day, the Chairman of the band (the resident monk from the New Lynn Temple) handed over 

a brand new Roland keyboard – worth over a thousand dollars (NZ$1,400) – to the band members 

just before the start of the concert.  The band received one hundred and fifty dollars (NZ$150) for 

the performance.  The payment had made the band ‘sort of professionals’ performing for a paid 

engagement.  The band members reported that they were proud of themselves.  The video 

recording was made with the help from a band member.  The band sold these videos at $5 each as a 

fundraising activity.  The band reached a consensus decision made with the Fist-to-Five method to 

buy a high quality power board with that payment.  The consensus decision making has been the 

standard practice since then.  A community member rewarded a prize of thirty dollars (NZ$30) at the 

party too.  The performance was well received and the band members just had to keep on playing 

because of tremendous audience involvement and dancing.  The researcher interviewed all 

participants and they reported that they were happy with their achievements.  This concert was 

reported in the Nova journal of the Auckland District Health Board community news (Tat-Marian, 

2005).   

Legal entity 

In the first six months, the band worked on laying organisational infrastructure and creating 

resources.  Musical skills were built.  Funding was secured from different sources.  In-kind support 

played an important part.   On 1st September, 2005, an innovative award of NZ$10,000 was received 

from a Charitable Trust called “JR McKenzie Trust”.  The award was paid through the University of 

Auckland, so the withholding tax was deducted from the award.  The band only received about 

NZ$6,000.  This was the second learning experience of the unsupportive systems and structures for 

the Burmese community.  The band could not accept the award directly because the band was not a 

legal entity.  The band members tried to understand the taxation and laws in New Zealand.  

Therefore, the band invited an official from the Inland Revenue Department to talk about taxation in 

New Zealand.  The band responded this presentation with full attendance.  The former supervisor of 

this doctoral project advised setting the band up as a legal entity to expand its capacity.  The 

supervisor helped in completing the documentation required to become a Charitable Trust.  The 

application was lodged to the Company Office in late 2006.   

It was the second anniversary of the band.  The ceremony was held in the Pakuranga Intermediate 

School on 6th May, 2007.  The researcher announced to the band that the band was now a registered 

Charitable Trust.  The band received tax exemption status from the Inland Revenue Department.  

Donation to the band was tax refundable.  (PO060507)     

Infrastructure development for the Burmese community was achieved with this legal status.  This 

legal structure will place the community in a position of comparable status with other community 

organisations.  The band members regarded this legal status as ‘emancipation’ from the obstructive 

and isolating structures to continue their own long-term mental health promotion.  This legal 

structure will lay the foundation for the whole Burmese community.  The collective sense of wealth 

and control over resources was intended in the following quote from a PAR member.    
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The band and its assets must be owned by the community as a whole.  No single individual 
or a group should own it.  (Nai, PAR Member)  

Infrastructure 

Infrastructure development was an on-going process.  The band had to start everything from 

scratch.  This process involved workforce development, training, communication, acquiring 

resources, securing funding, reporting, and transport.   

In the area of workforce development, the band recruited band members, music tutors and 

administrators, accountants and auditors, and band support personnel.  Training of musicians from 

the novice to the semi-professional level took considerable energy and time from the researcher.  

The communication section development involved setting up a website, emails and online social 

networking facilities.  Weekly newsletters were circulated within the community and beyond.  

Annual reports were presented to the community and funding agencies.  Internal and external 

auditing of accounts was conducted with qualified Chartered Accountants.  Financial accounts were 

made public by submitting annual returns to the Charities Commission which governs all registered 

charitable trusts.       

A comprehensive database was created from the very beginning for reporting purposes.  It stored 

the information about the band such as performances, funding received, assets owned and 

demographics of the band members.        

Glen Innes Shopping Centre 

The SmoothStream Band was approached by the Glen Innes Shopping Centre management to 

perform for a community Christmas event held at the Centre.  The purpose of the event was to 

attract more shoppers in the Christmas period.  This performance gave unforgettable lessons to all 

band members and the Burmese community as a whole.   

“Stop singing.  Stop singing.  Just play the tunes please.  Otherwise, we need to stop you.”  
(The Centre Manager) 

The researcher was told by the Centre Manager to stop singing of the band members during the 

performance.  The Centre Manager added that the band members’ English accent was not 

acceptable for the public performance of the Christian traditional songs.  The researcher notified the 

band members about the complaint.  They looked upset and their faces were turned red.  They 

continued playing the tunes till the end to show their professionalism.  The band was offered a 

hundred dollars for the performance, but the band members collectively decided not to take it.  This 

act of declining monetary offer was the strong indicator of thwesenyinyut in Burmese culture.     

The band accepted this invitation to perform for two reasons: firstly, to make friends with 

mainstream Glen Innes communities in which the Burmese lived; and secondly, to gain stage 

experience.  The Burmese community learned many lessons from this experience.   

Our English is not good enough Saya.  That’s why, failed.  We need to try hard.  (Chi, Band 
Member) 

The Burmese people found it very hard to pronounce some English words ending with ‘ch’, ‘k’, ‘sk’ 

and ‘sc’.  The band has been working on correct pronunciation of English words since then.  They all 

accepted that English was important to survive in New Zealand.  Their notion about the language 
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and cultural barriers was reinforced by this event.  They talked to their children to learn English 

systematically.  They used this slogan, “All of us should learn a foreign language” and promoted 

English in the band.  They worked on easy English songs like “Yellow Submarine” by the Beatles to 

improve their English.   

Another lesson learned was the quality of their performance.  The quality was acceptable to the 

Burmese community standard but not for the mainstream members who were familiar with the 

performance quality of professional bands.   

The band has a dilemma between Recreational Music Making (RMM) and Serious Music Making 
(SMM).  Some band members want to see the band as a professional band (a serious music making 
approach for exemplary performances), but some as a community band which is inclusive (music 
making for recreational purposes).  (PAR2)    

As stated before, Recreational Music Making does not concentrate on exemplary performance but a 

serious music making approach does (Bittman, et al., 2004).  Giving more weights on the quality of 

music means the band needs more resources and time to train every single band member to be a 

professional musician.  As a common sense, this type of training might need at least ten years for 

this band to reach a quality standard such as the Grade 8 level of Associated Board of the Royal 

Schools of Music (ABRSM).  

The band started promoting formal music training with private tutors at home and with volunteer 

tutors from the School of Music, the University of Auckland.  Intensive music training was 

incorporated in the band practice in the form of joint rehearsals with professional bands such as 

AKSamba and Infinite Flying Kick.  The band members reported that they felt stressed instead of 

having fun and happiness because of this intensive training in this mental health promotion project.  

However, the band had no options to choose because of the expectations from the mainstream 

society which was based on European tradition of making perfect music.  As DeNora (2000) 

mentions in her analysis of the style of music making in European countries, Western music has been 

encumbered with paraphernalia of ‘high art’; good music has become, and has been designed as, an 

object upon which to reflect, an object for rapt contemplation (DeNora, 2000).  This ideology has 

also been projected backward on music that was originally designed to be heard within social 

contexts.   

The mainstream New Zealand communities like the Centre Manager of Glen Innes Shopping Centre 

did not understand the history of this Burmese band (for the purpose of promoting mental health 

and reducing apegan).  The band members and the PAR members found that the mainstream 

society could not accept or forgive any quality of music other than professional ones.  This 

experience effectively created, as the respondents reported in the interviews, a sense of collective 

inferiority in the Burmese community.   

Saya, we will come back here one day with better quality.  Now I feel so ashamed.  (Aye, PAR 
Member)                  

Participation 

Social and political participation from the Burmese community was rarely seen in New Zealand.  Ho 

et al. (2003) noticed that ethnic minority groups like Burmese and Sri Lankans were subject to higher 

degrees of social isolation (Ho, et al., 2003).  There was a concern in the Burmese community that 
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the community was not given any opportunity to express its opinions on issues that affected their 

wellbeing, because the Burmese community was not represented in many local decision making 

processes.  The band looked at this issue seriously. 

Saya, you will never see any Burmese in these community and local council meetings.  You 
will never see any Burmese community performance in those cultural festivals.  (Nai, PAR 
Member) 

The band started planning on how to get a performance slot in the commonest cultural festivals in 

New Zealand such as the yearly event of Auckland International Cultural Festival.  The Burmese 

community learned about the isolating social and political structures in these festivals and 

community events.  The Burmese community band members tried to find suitable approaches (in 

this case, their music) to participate in one of these festivals.  The following participant observation 

note will illustrate their attempt.     

Rakhine dance [an ethnic Burmese group dance] was performed in Auckland International Cultural 

Festival 2007.  Burmese songs were performed in International Asian Health and Wellbeing 

Conference, International Day for Disabled People, Manukau Christmas Tree Lighting Ceremony, Thai 

Songkran Festival, Cambodian Year End Party, Taiwan Cultural Festival, Eastern Stars Concert Band 

Year End Concert and Race Relations Day Concert.  Twenty-one performances were reported during 

the two-year period. A half of them were paid engagement.  (PO060507)    

The awareness of the existence of the Burmese community in the broader mainstream society was 

raised in these community events, because the mainstream community members had a chance to 

see Burmese cultural performances and songs.  The Burmese Band became a regular performer of 

the above festivals and events.  Their musical and performance skills were improved.  Their 

professionalism was set at a higher standard.  A band member asked the whole band one day in 

2007, two years after founding the band: 

Are we good enough to go back to Glen Innes Shopping Centre?  (Ray, Band Member)  

The answers from several band members were positive.  Only a few members were reluctant to 

perform in Glen Innes again because of the past traumatic experience.     

As the Burmese community band was known to the wider local networks, the band was invited to 

attend the meetings of local government and non-government organisations on behalf of the 

Burmese community.  The Burmese community had gained a chance to express its concern in these 

meetings and decision making processes.  It can also be the result of the media coverage on the 

band such as New Zealand National Television, local newspapers and New Zealand websites (Asia 

Downunder, 2007; MacDonald, 2007; Ratcliffe, 2007; The Department of Internal Affairs, 2007).     

The band was represented in Settlement Support New Zealand, Auckland Regional Migrant Services, 

Manukau City Council Disability Steering Group, Asian Health Advisory Group and South Auckland 

Family Violence Networks, Mental Health Workforce Development, and Refugee Networks.  

(PO300407) 

Summary 

A community band was formed for the Burmese community to get together around a common 

interest of music.  The band was fully functional after a year.  The Burmese from diverse 
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backgrounds were engaged in the process of understanding issues in their daily lives.  By performing 

music in the wider communities, the Burmese became critically aware of the obstructing and 

isolating social and political forces around them, and they tried to overcome these forces by 

developing social, political and musical skills.  The legal entity and the basic infrastructure were 

achieved within two years.  The Burmese songs, dance and music were heard in many cultural 

events and festivals in New Zealand.  The existence of the Burmese community was known to the 

mainstream.  Their voices were heard in decision making processes of local government and non-

government organisations.  The Burmese were no longer at the margin of the society because of the 

extent of involvement in the host society.   

The band (a musically-driven mental health promotion approach with participatory action research 

methodologies) has helped bring fragmented Burmese people together (reduction of oaksukwede) 

and helped connect to the broader community (reduction of apegan).  Despite the hopelessness in 

the beginning, the band was still wearing the flowers at the end like Ma Beda.   

In the next chapter, three community engagement processes were chosen to highlight the genuine 

participation of the community members in the participatory action research processes.  

  



122 

Chapter eight: Engagement 
 

It was difficult to evaluate how the process of this musically-driven approach worked, because the 

PAR cycles and the music band processes were complex and happening in real time and with real 

people.  However, three community engagement processes were chosen to monitor how this 

musically-driven approach influenced apegan and oaksukwede, and how it was consistent with the 

signs of thwesenyinyut.  These processes were chosen because they were the milestones in the 

entire project.   

First, the project aimed to bring fragmented Burmese people together by forming a community 

music band.  Second, the community was engaged in music-based activities and acted collectively to 

overcome financial difficulties.  The resultant enhanced helping abilities and giving culture was 

assumed to be the signs of reducing oaksukwede and fostering thwesenyinyut.  Lastly, the chapter 

will be concluded with how Burmese people engaged in giving support to the band which had 

fostered internal social solidarity within the Burmese community (thwesenyinyut) and external social 

connections with Thai communities (reducing apegan) from participating in Thai Songkran Festival.      

The information was mainly drawn from the participant observation and presented as the 

paragraphs with italics.  Quotes were presented in the format of indented single spaced texts.  The 

consensus statements from the PAR sessions were presented in the boxed paragraphs.    

1. Bringing people together 

Background 

The Burmese community was fragmented along political, religious and leadership divisions.  The 

researcher suggested to the Burmese community to try out a musically-driven approach to bring the 

fragmented community together.  The social potential of music was introduced to the community as 

a form of a community music band.   

Engagement 

A series of community meetings was conducted to consult the Burmese community.  As the majority 

of the community agreed with the idea of using music to regroup fragmented community members 

a community music band was formed in May, 2005.  The following participant observation note 

explains the engagement process.      

The community members in the meetings were anxious to see a band in the community.  People from 

different backgrounds and different age groups voluntarily participated in the band.  Twenty-seven 

community members enrolled in the band after the second community meeting.  A gentleman in his 

sixties offered to be a treasurer.  A Buddhist monk accepted the request to chair the band.  They 

participated in all group activities and projects every Sunday.  Geographically, they came from 

different parts of the Auckland region.  Regarding religion, the majority were Burmese Buddhists, 

followed by Burmese Christians as the second largest group.  Regarding opposition political 

movements, they were affiliated with different political factions.  Regarding immigration status, both 

refugees and migrants were involved actively in the band.  Their education level started from the 

‘ability to read’ to the doctorate level.  The group had a fairly equal male and female ratio.  Some 

members had permanent disabilities.  Some were intellectually handicapped.  Regardless of these 
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characteristics, they served the band as volunteers.  They came to the band every week.  Some 

brought food and drinks to share.  They talked to host national music tutors.  They practised with the 

host nationals from different professional bands.  They extended their friendships to these host 

nationals and other locals.  They went out to the wider community and performed music in various 

festivals.  Most band members have been staying with the band since its inception.  (PO300407)       

Comments 

Music brings divided people together; even for the same family members.  A respondent in his 

eighties explained in one of the interviews:   

There was a tension between my elder and younger daughters’ families.  The tension is from 
I would say, thinking about themselves.  There was a disagreement on who would take care 
of me.  I’m in my late eighties.  Now they talked about music.  They used the music room 
facility here together.  They sing together.  They dance together.  Music can unite people 
together even in the same family.  This is my observation. This is the change I noticed from 
joining the band.  I come to the band every week so my loneliness was gone.  (Pru, Band 
Member)   

Pru was commenting on the changes in the relationships of his daughters after getting involved in 

the band.  In Burmese culture, people rarely disclose negative things about their family.  In this case, 

Pru expressed a negative thing (social distance between the daughters) and the improvement.  

Apparently, there was no catalyst to start a dialogue between the daughters.  After involving in the 

music band, Pru experienced that the tension was decreasing.  Social distance between two 

daughters became narrowed and a social bridge was formed.  They started talking to each other.  

Pru noticed that the tension was thawing between the daughters.  Music had united people even in 

the same family.  The music room became a space to meet each other and enjoy long-lost 

relationships and, most importantly, family cohesion.  As Pru commented, by involving in the music 

band biological sisters had rediscovered the ‘closeness’ between them by singing and dancing 

together.  Music was attributed in this instance as a “social bridge” even for the same family 

members. Music was found to be a good topic to discuss for community members. 

When we meet, instead of talking about political situations about Burma, we talk about 
music.  It rarely leads to arguments.  Not like politics.  Not like religion.  These things make 
more enemies.  Music is a safe topic and full of fun.  (Win, Band Member) 

The Burmese community members including Pru’s daughters chose the topic of music as a starting 

point.  Music involves social processes and is part of rebuilding relationships in the Burmese culture 

(Lu Du Daw Amar, 1964).  Choosing wrong topics may mean instant failure in communication among 

families and friends.  Burmese consider music as a neutral medium for communication. The 

communication through music represents joy and rarely leads to arguments and tension.  The topic 

of music seemed to be socially acceptable to both sides.  The communicating parties tend to remain 

in the course of dialogue.   

I didn’t talk to him for ages because of politics.  We are Mon.  Now we start talking to each 
other in the band because we play the same instrument.  He said to me the other day, he 
would show me how to use the sound system.  I missed the training class for it.  (Hong, Band 
Member) 
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As Pru and Hong, many respondents reported that families and friends were reconnected through 

music.  The analysis of the composition of the band showed that most band members enrolled as a 

family group.  They learned different instruments and made music together in the band as well as at 

home.   

Senior members like Pru talked of the reduction of their loneliness by coming to the band practice 

every week.  Families who once suffered from the religious division redeveloped social connections 

through music.  The following quote will shed the light on the situation: 

You see, the father is playing bass, the sons are playing guitars, and the daughter is playing 
piano, and the wife is on the drums.  The whole family is making music together.  They were 
surrounded by other community musicians.  Music becomes a common task the whole 
family can join and do together.  Look at another family.  In that family, the mother is playing 
guitar, the daughter is dancing, another daughter is singing and their son is playing guitar as 
well.  They had a lot of problems before.  Now they were united.  They’ve got some fun.  
(Yin, PAR Member)               

Band members and PAR members were recruited on voluntary basis only.  There was no appeal or 

recruitment campaign.  Most members joined the band after the information sessions held in the 

community. A band member explained the experience:   

My brother went to the Marae and said that the community was forming a music band.  
Everybody could join.  No fees.  I always dream you know, playing drums on stage.  So, I 
joined.  I talked to my friends to join also.  (Aye, PAR Member) 

Most band members came to the band through word-of-mouth, the main communication medium 

in the Burmese community.  As stated before, to know how well the band was doing, some statistics 

were collected in the band for operational purposes.  Those statistics were mostly secondary and 

acted as minor source of information.  The band collected the information about the composition of 

the band and found that people from different backgrounds and different disabilities (a poliomyelitis 

victim, a stroke sufferer and women with permanent physical disabilities) were involved in the band 

(See the appendix 1).  Social connections were flourished among them.     

I was left out in my family all the time whenever they go out because I had polio when I was 
four and couldn’t walk properly.  Now I can do most activities in the band.  I come here 
every week.  I go to every band meeting.  I play bass.  I sing.  My horizon was widened.  Now 
I have a lot of friends.  You see, our webmaster and newsletter editor was a wheel-chair 
person.  All are here.  Our monk is here.  Our people are here.  (Tayton, Band Member) 

I was told he was mentally handicapped but last Sunday, he sang and shed tears.  The song 
was about homesick.  (Chi, Band Member)  

Musical activities were found to be disability-friendly and created equal opportunities or 

inclusiveness for disabled people whether they were physically or intellectually handicapped.  If the 

project was based on other activities rather than music such as soccer, dancing, climbing, 

mountaineering, skiing or cooking, some groups would be discriminated or excluded for their 

participation.  For example, sports would likely to exclude the physically handicapped.  However, 

people with disabilities were able to participate in all musical activities such as the band leader (a 

permanently disabled person).  Another set of information showed the geographical source and 

ethnicity of the band members.    
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The band members were found to be diverse in terms of geographical locations.  Glen Innes group 

represented the majority (58%) because they lived very close to the practice venue (within 5 

kilometres of travel).  Glen Innes is located in one of the low socioeconomic areas of the Auckland 

region and is the place where most Burmese refugees live in.  The venue for the band practice was 

purposely chosen to be close to Glen Innes for maximum participation.  However, transport could be 

a barrier for those who lived in North Shore City (25 kilometres from the practice venue).  The 

members from North Shore represented only 18%.  Carpooling was introduced later in the project to 

overcome the transport barrier.  

Regarding ethnicity, Karen represented 44%, Burmese 29%, Rakhine 13% and other ethnicities 12%.  

The researcher noticed that Kachin and Chin were missing in the band.  Chin ethnic groups 

occasionally came to the band for joint practice, but they were not permanent band members.  The 

respondents reported that they were mostly Christians and might not be willing to join the band 

because the Chairman of the band was a Buddhist monk.  The monk put a request to resign from the 

chairman post to pave the way for full participation from all ethnicities.  However, the band 

members agreed to have their monk as Chairman.  The monk stayed as the Chairman to the end of 

the project.   

The Burmese were willing to get involved in the band, because music was politically risk-free.  Their 

participation was enhanced by the family-friendly rules such as smoke free, violence free, and 

alcohol and drug free.  The data were qualified by the following comments. 

I didn’t participate in any social organisation, because all those were religion or politics-
based.  Saya, you do a hundred per cent music; and here we have strict rules like no 
smoking, no alcohol.  That’s why, I am here.  What I see is people are coming along; from 
different groups when they hear that this is a music band.  That group comes from North 
Shore.  It’s too far away to come here for them.  This group comes from Glen Innes.  Some 
[come] from Epsom.  Some [come] from Mt. Roskill.  Some [come] from Bucklands Beach.  In 
this band, you see refugees, [as well as] migrants and intellectually and physically 
handicapped.  All of them.  Now we are a big family.  My friend didn’t go back to Sky City [for 
gambling] any more.  She is here.  Music has replaced the habit of gambling.  We learn how 
to play instruments and how to organise sound systems to spend these weekends.  We work 
on the upcoming concert.  Music is real glue binding us together.  Let’s have the afternoon 
tea with our tutors.  (Pru, Band Member) 

The musically-driven approach seemed to be a good tool to foster social solidarity.  As the 

respondents reported, close ties were formed within a very short time and they expected that the 

community could re-establish their informal social support networks in a few years.  The extent of 

bringing people through music went beyond their own communities.  Local musicians were drawn 

into the Burmese band.  A band member commented: 

We have music tutors from School of Music, University of Auckland.  A couple of local bands 
like AKSamba and Infinite Flying Kick practice with us.  We made quite a few new friends out 
there.  They came here for doing workshops and joint practice.  We performed with their 
bands in many occasions.  We have regular contact with them.  New Zealand Society for 
Music Therapists was also involved in the band.  All people are helping us.  (Thi, Band 
Member)   
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It could be said that the project contributed to the making of weak ties – non-intimate relationships 

– in the wider local communities (Adelman, 1988).  Those weak ties can act as a unique source of 

informal social support, because those social support providers will remain forever on the fringe of 

one’s social network.   

When my house was burgled, the very first one coming along was my mechanics who usually 
fixed my car.  He guided me along how to call and file a police complaint, fill the form and 
contact the insurance company.  (Swe, PAR Member) 

Those providers often live in close proximity and can aid in the everyday, immediate, physical and 

emotional needs such as assisting in house repairs, providing information about where to shop, and 

offering advice on dealing with childcare and so forth.  Those weak ties extend a variety of assistance 

to newcomers, often beyond occupational and social roles, and are very valuable for Burmese 

refugees whose personal networks were disrupted by their resettlement in a new country.  In 

addition, those weak ties can provide a unique source of information about the local Kiwi culture 

and referrals to available community services.  These relationships are extremely functional without 

developing into usual close ties, but their social support can be deeply felt by the recipient.  The 

development of the weak ties demonstrated that apegan or social isolation of the band members 

was positively affected.     

Musical activities are important for making friends and unwinding a week-long stress, and give a 
sense of belonging.  (PAR3) 

Some respondents mentioned that the band practice on the weekends was good for releasing stress.  

Music also gives them meaningful activities in their lives. 

I came every week from North Shore.  Here I play drums.  I sing as well.  Have a cup of tea 
with my friends.  Talk, talk and talk.  And busy with the band stuff and having some fun.  
That makes me healthy.  No band practice means I will be sleeping and lonely at home.  (Tay, 
Band Member)   

Many respondents pointed out that the band practice was a space to meet, gather and have some 

fun.  Musical activities became their meaningful regular activities in their lives.  Their lives became 

meaningful.   

Music is a special skill to learn.  And it’s a better way to unwind and spend some great time 
together after a week full of responsibilities.  Music is a little thing which makes our life 
better.  We got a pat on the back, a few words of kindness and a sense of belonging.  All of 
us are happy.  (Bry, Band Member)      

Opportunities to learn musical skills reinforced their willingness to remain in the band.  The 

information from participant observation indicated that the turnover rate was very low in the band.  

The researcher was able to interview the same PAR group members both in the beginning and in the 

end of the project.  Most PAR members have been involved actively since the founding of the band.  

Most core band members who made up the important sections of the band were still with the band 

for many years.  Absenteeism was rare.  Proportion of people participating in the group activities 

was high.  A sense of belonging and social connections in the band seemed to be flourishing.  Low 

turnover rate and absenteeism meant that the majority of the band was willing to remain in the 

group.  As Friedkin (2004) points out, the willingness to remain in the group is a sign of social 
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solidarity and cooperativeness.  Therefore, the musically-driven approach was found to be a 

facilitating process towards social cohesion at a group-level.  This group-level social cohesion was 

the phenomenon of social solidarity or thwesenyinyut in Burmese culture.  The band members 

commented:      

Mondays are planning days for the next Sunday practice.  We’ve got daily practice at home.  
You see, Tay is practising his song and memorising it to perform with Eastern Stars Concert 
Band.  Now we have various section leaders like keyboard leader, guitar leader, event 
organiser, Website Master and newsletter editor and so on.  These new roles appeared 
because of the band.  I am proud to be part of this band.  (Wai, Band Member) 

As they said, the band members, especially older people, got meaningful daily activities such as 

practising a song and memorising lyrics for the upcoming concert.  As discussed earlier, these 

meaningful daily activities and new social roles in foreign lands are important for the lives of 

refugees and migrants, because these activities and roles can reduce apegan (Heller, 1993; Kivela, 

1994).  Most respondents reported that they were proud to be part of the band.   

Saya, without you, we wouldn’t have started this sort of thing.  Now our band is doing good 
things.  We have strict rules.  We see our weaknesses and strengths.  We learned a lot about 
New Zealand.  We teach our band members to become good citizens.  We’re proud to be 
part of this band.  I have been here for two years.  I will come next week, next next week and 
many next weeks.  (Kong, Band Member) [SMILING] 

This clearly indicated the attachments to the group.  As Hogg (1992) argued, this phenomenon 

cannot be reduced to the individual level or interpersonal attachments (Hogg, 1992).  This is 

consistent with the sign of thwesenyinyut or social solidarity.       

Reflection 

The musically-driven approach appears to engage fragmented Burmese people together from 

different backgrounds.  Families and friends are reconnected.  New intra-community and extra-

community social relationships are formed, and old ones are revitalised.  These are consistent with 

the signs of the reduction of apegan and oaksukwede and improvement of thwesenyinyut.  These 

relationships have provided a sense of belonging and cooperativeness that make them remain in the 

band for many years (the year 2010 marks the fifth year anniversary of the founding of the band).   

The PAR approach has given the participants many opportunities to see the world around them.  

They came to understand isolating and obstructing structures such as language, cultural and social 

barriers.  These isolating structures can be sources of constraint as well as sources of possibility on 

change (Habermas, 1987).  The PAR group members, along with their Burmese community members 

and friends, have started investigating their current social practices, their understanding of these 

practices and the situations in which they live and work.   

The band project has given them ideas about how it may be possible to transform their current 

apegan and oaksukwede situation they are producing and reproducing through their current ways of 

working.  If their current practices are the product of one particular set of intentions, conditions and 

circumstances, other or transformed practices can be produced and reproduced under other or 

transformed intentions, conditions and circumstances.  These other or transformed intentions, 

conditions and circumstances were becoming possible by reconstructing their social world with their 

communicative actions with other community members. 
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These isolating structures highlighted their deficiencies such as a lack of resources compared to 

other major ethnic groups.  However, by building on their strengths (resourcefulness) in a supportive 

environment (with the researcher’s initiation and appropriate resourcing), their intrinsic capacity or 

resilience appeared to become evident and they had started appropriate actions to overcome those 

barriers.  Signs of these actions were seen in the band to change their current situation such as 

forming a community music band, learning New Zealand taxation, laws and regulations on noise 

control, and the host culture and language.   

The participants were involved voluntarily to take actions on what was to be done with their fellows 

who felt the same concerns of apegan and oaksukwede.  They spoke of particular relations between 

subjects, ideas (discourses) and things in the real world.  The topics, themes and circumstances of 

their communicative actions will ever be changing by being engaged together in the search for 

intersubjective agreement, mutual understanding and unforced consensus about what to do.  These 

are the signs of increasing control over the world (Joubert & Raeburn, 1998).  During this endeavour, 

they might find halting steps on a path and limited achievements towards an unattainable complete 

agreement, complete understanding and perfect consensus about what to do; but for now, all they 

had was the conversation.  These limits and interruptions, in the researcher’s view, were not fatal; 

they were just gaps to be explored in other discussions – the opening for new conversation (opening 

a communicative space).  The participants had to move on along the long process of reaching deep 

intersubjective understanding and mutual agreement to reach their ultimate goals.  Now the 

musically-driven approach had opened a communicative space between the participants and 

between the participants and the wider world to aim for creating circumstances in which people 

could search together collaboratively for more comprehensible, true, authentic, and morally right 

and appropriate ways of understanding and acting in the world (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005).  As 

Habermas points out, opening a space for communicative action can produce two particular and 

simultaneous effects: firstly, it can build social solidarity or thwesenyinyut between the people who 

open their understandings to one another; and secondly, it can underwrite the understandings and 

decisions that people reach with legitimacy (Habermas, 1987).  These effects were apparently 

coming to the Burmese community.                  

During this endeavour of reaching their ultimate goals, they had identified themselves with the band 

and developed a group identity which could foster collective acculturation strategies to cope with 

their settlement and integration barriers (Nesdale & Mak, 2003).  Musical activities have provided 

meaningful daily activities and new social roles which have a potential to reduce apegan.  From the 

social aspect of music, as DeNora (2000) indicates, music appears to be possessing social powers of 

bringing diverse people together (DeNora, 2000).  The social potential of music in terms of breaking 

religious, cultural and ethnic boundaries, and calling to others was happening in the band.  It has put 

the fractured community back together (Pavlicevic & Ansdell, 2004).  The results would be different 

if approaches other than music were used.   
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2. Giving 

Background 

The band was faced with financial crisis just after founding the band.  Without financial and in-kind 

support, it was highly possible that the band would disappear in a few weeks.  This financial stress 

was strongly felt in the band.   

Engagement 

The researcher announced this financial situation in one of the band practices.  In response to this, 

many band members offered to help with monetary terms as well as in-kind support after the end of 

the practice (within two hours).  No sale of raffle tickets or appeal was needed to overcome this 

financial difficulty.     

They talked of the potential of losing this band.  They mentioned loudly that the band was a place 

where everyone could join and gather.  They suggested their fellows to help this band survive.  

Donations were received from the community members of different socioeconomic status.  Most of 

them were not band members.  Most donors were unemployed.  They mentioned that this 

community band was the Burmese community’s pride.  It would lift the image and reputation of the 

community.  The community was frustrated with the negative image perceived by the host 

community due to the problems happening in their country.  Having a decent community band 

means a positive image can be built for the community.  A decent sound system in the community 

means their capacity to hold an event as good as the one held by other major communities.  They 

took pride when they were well received by the host community in cultural events and festivals.  By 

participating in the band and performing in the mainstream community events, the band members 

did not feel excluded anymore.  They have reached out to the mainstream.  This indicated the 

situation of fading apegan   (PO120605) 

Comments 

This band kicked off with eighty dollars.  They knew that the band will be gone in two weeks 
without their support.  This poverty in the community band created a sense of a common 
enemy to fight.  This time, their common enemy is not British.  What happened?  Within a 
very short time, donations from various community members were flowing in like a stream.  
Our people are poor but they give.  Two thousand dollars were received within two hours.  
This was phenomenal.  This was huge in terms of our small community.  It was for the band, 
not for religious or political purpose.  It was enough to buy a decent sound system.  Our 
monk donated a guitar.  Another one donated three guitars.  Another one donated a brand 
new keyboard just before our very first concert.  A power board and extension cords and so 
on.  When they see people are donating to the band other people follow suit.  We are small 
but we feel strong, because we are together as one.  Size doesn’t matter in this case.  (Sam, 
Band Member)  

Sam described a contagious nature of giving culture.  The concept was that this potential financial 

crisis in the band had created a common goal for the community.  To reach this common goal, the 

Burmese drew resources from their own community.  By doing so, they feel strong.  Quality of the 

community (social solidarity) was considered more important than the quantity of the community 

members or the size of the community. In another instance, a PAR member commented:  

They donate because they still want to see this band in the community.  The band is their 
face [pride].  They want to show it to the people.  The band took them to participate in all 
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those festivals; so, they are not apegan anymore.  The band is a common ground to grow.  
They want to be together as one.  (Nai, PAR Member) 

The Burmese respondents commented that altruism had flourished after founding the band.  The 

donations given by the community members to save the band from potential economic disaster 

were sizable although the unemployment and ‘not in the labour force’ were relatively high in the 

Burmese community (Statistics New Zealand, 2007).  It indicated that the community had cared 

more about a collective cause than an individual one (contextual cultures that value collective 

support) (Adelman, 1988).  Without any appeal or fundraising campaign, two thousand dollars were 

received purely on voluntary basis within a short time.  As Sam noted, the financial difficulty of the 

band was their common enemy to fight for.  To win against this common enemy, the Burmese 

community was united around a common goal of overcoming this difficulty.   

As Sam mentioned, many respondents noticed the pattern of donation.  The first donor was 

followed by the second donor and then the third, and so on.  This chain of donors or the ‘contagious’ 

pattern of donation demonstrated that subsequent donors were susceptible to the interpersonal 

influence of first donors.  The researcher’s own participant observation confirmed this pattern.  This 

susceptibility has driven the willingness to participate in the group activity of supporting this 

community band.  It clearly showed cooperativeness and contributions to the welfare of the 

community.  As Friedkin (2004) noted, this behavioural uniformity or attitudinal consensus further 

exerted interpersonal influence to form positive interpersonal attachments, cooperativeness and 

contribution to the welfare of the group (Friedkin, 2004).  As Lu Du Daw Amar advises, in Burmese 

culture, these positive interpersonal attachments, cooperativeness and contribution to the welfare 

of the group mean thwesenyinyut (Lu Du Daw Amar, personal communication, May 8, 2005).                     

These donations created collective wealth and ownership.  Collective wealth means to the Burmese 

as the degree to which the community as a whole has control over potential resources.  The 

wealthier a community, the stronger it is (Bartle, 2008).  This collective wealth is created by altruism.  

Altruism is a proportion of, and the degree to which, individuals are ready to sacrifice direct personal 

benefit for the benefits of the community as a whole in terms of humility, generosity, mutual 

support, loyalty, camaraderie and brotherhood (Bartle, 2008).  When a community develops more 

altruism it develops more capacity whereas when individuals are greedy and selfish at the 

community’s expense, the community is weakened.  This giving culture for collective wealth and 

ownership is usually found in the building of Yechansin or water stations for the community in 

Burmese culture (Fielding, 1899).  Caring more about collective wealth pointed to the intrinsic 

strength of the community.  

According to the customary practice, most Burmese make donations for a religious cause.  In this 

case, the music band was not a religious organisation.  As Nai commented, the band was considered 

in the community as a common ground to grow.  Everybody regardless of political or religious 

affiliation could join it.  The band was a space for being together as one.  Because of this 

togetherness and solidarity, like Sam, the Burmese indicated that they got strength even though 

their community was small.  As stated before, the quality (solidarity) of the community prevailed; 

not the quantity (the size of their community).  They worked in unison.  They perceived the band as 

a place for community reconciliation.  A band member confirmed:    
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Even singing a song together means we are in a state of thwesenyinyut [social solidarity].  
When they see their people are united they feel good, because we have been separated for 
so long.  That’s why; they want to support the band.  That’s why they donate huge money 
out of their pockets.  (Swe, PAR Member) 

‘Giving’ to the band indicates giving a support to an organisational structure where community 

members can flourish.  This support also means giving a support to thwesenyinyut and to reduce 

oaksukwede.   

Donations to the community band were signs of social solidarity.  (PAR3) 

 

Reflection 

With the donations from various community members, the band had survived the potential failure 

from the economic disaster.  The band practice could resume regularly and keep this communicative 

space for the Burmese.  This particular event demonstrated that the community members were able 

to work in harmony to achieve their common goal.  In this sense, the band looked like “Ma Beda 

Pahn Pan Lyet Pe” or “we were still wearing the flowers after various struggles” (Zaw Gyi, 1960).  

Signs of reduction in apegan and oaksukwede were seen such as improving social connections in the 

band and the wider society, taking collaborative actions on a common goal, reconnecting 

relationships between families and friends, and having regular meaningful activities in the band 

practice and taking up new and unfamiliar social roles as musicians in the community, and 

collectively reclaiming their ‘face’ or dignity and community pride in many mainstream community 

events and concerts.  Their involvement in the band appears to help reduce their detachment from 

the community life and the wider society. 

The contagious pattern of ‘giving culture’ can be Burmese-specific for the following reasons.  For 

Burmese, this community music band was one of the rare community structures and collective 

actions in the community, and this kind of action did not happen frequently in this small community.  

The participants were worried about losing their band, and hence, provided their support.  If this 

band was the second or third community band formed in the community, the level of support would 

be different.  According to the customary practice, Burmese generally value collective support and 

actions (contextual culture).  The community is the one that matters most to them and takes priority 

over individuals.  As many respondents expressed, the support provided to the band was similar to 

that for building Yechansin all over the country (Fielding, 1899).  The support provided was aimed for 

collective wealth and ownership.  If this band was formed in communities other than Burmese, the 

amount of donations and the level of support would be different.  This support constituted the 

collective actions of the Burmese community.  The resultant community wealth and ownership was 

the sign of developing community capacity (Bartle, 2008).   

The timing of forming the band was another contributing factor for receiving donations.  The band 

was formed in such a time when the Burmese community was attempting to redefine themselves in 

a new land.  The Burmese were struggling to redefine their psychological state, their social identity, 

their sentiment towards their country and their future.  Their ethnic identity often means more to 

individuals away from home.  Forming this band seemed to be the very first step in the community 

reconstruction process.  This could lead to unexpected and problematic outcomes in defining oneself 
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in relation to others.  While acknowledging these potential problems the Burmese community had 

formed this band for the benefits of the community as a whole.  For the communities with refugee 

backgrounds, forming various self-help organisations like this played an important role in shaping up 

their ethnic identity.  This band appeared to reinforce their community spirit and social solidarity 

(Berryman, Hajaj, & Ly, 1998).    

 

3. Thai Songkran Festival April 9, 2006 

Background 

This community engagement was chosen to demonstrate how the band members and the 

community as a whole achieved a common goal of reclaiming their ethnic identity which was almost 

lost by being refugees in Thailand and hiding from the Thai authority.  The band was working hard to 

achieve this goal.  The date for this event was 9th April, 2006.  If it was successful, this event would 

represent the reclaiming of Burmese ethnic identity and pride in Thai community.  The story started 

from the opinion of a band member in May 2005.           

Saya, we want to go [to perform music] to Thai Thingyan.  It is usually held in Mt. Albert 
Memorial Hall in Auckland.  Our Prime Minister Helen Clark was there last year.  They [Thais] 
always think we are poor and incapable.  If we can do it well, I will be so proud.  (Chi, Band 
Member)   

Engagement 

Three participant observation field notes taken at different times were presented in this section. 

The band members started a research on Thai Songkran Festival as soon as they received the opinion 

in May 2005.  They asked around in the band to find out who had been there before.  They compiled 

a knowledge base with facts on everything they needed to know and prepare for the event.  The 

knowledge base consisted of the resources needed, transport arrangement, required musical skills 

and a selection of suitable songs for Thai communities, and a practice schedule.  Everybody in the 

band was working on this project.  They listed the top three essentials for this project: thwesenyinyut, 

thwesenyinyut and thwesenyinyut.  They wrote “No one could achieve it in isolation, but with an 

organised effort and courage” and drew a picture of a bundle of firewood on the whiteboard.  

(PO080605) 

This project motivated the community to take pride in ethnic ‘Burmese’.  Champions from the 

community appeared to take the lead.  The momentum of the Thai Songkran project drew many 

Burmese community members outside of the band.  The band members formulated a project 

charter and a timeline.  The date of the performance “9th April, 2006” was written on the band’s 

whiteboard.  They learned multiple skills to achieve their goals: organisational skill, time 

management skill, resourcing skill, musical skill and most importantly, community mobilisation.  

They took note of the importance of collective social solidarity (thwesenyinyut) by drawing a bundle 

of firewood on the whiteboard. Until now (three months after the birth of the project), the entry 

point to the Thai community had not been established.  Many band members wanted to give up at 

this point.         
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There was no progress until August.  Things were changed suddenly in August 2005.  There was a 

break-through in the project.  It was from a band member who recalled that he had a Thai national 

friend working in the Interpreting and Translation Service.  He reported that he contacted her at the 

beginning of August 2005 about the plan to participate in the Thai New Year festival in 2006.  

Fortunately, she was the treasurer for the Thai New Year Celebration Committee.  She agreed with 

the idea of Burmese participation in the event, and advised him to contact her again in March 2006 

when the Thai New Year Celebration Committee was due to finalise its programme for the day.  He 

contacted her again in March, 2006 and met with the stage manager at his Thai Restaurant to get a 

good slot in the programme.  He took some band members to the meeting with the stage manager 

and dined together in his Thai restaurant.  This was an Asian way of starting relationship or 

expressing goodwill.  Information updates about the concert was circulated in the band’s newsletter.  

Everybody in the band was talking again and again about the upcoming concert date.  (PO210805) 

After three months of social networking, the possible entry point to the Thai community appeared.  

A Thai interpreter who was also the treasurer of the Thai Songkran Committee offered to help for 

the inclusion of a Burmese programme this year.  There was a huge applause when this offer from 

the Thai community was announced in the band practice.  The respondents expressed that social 

networks outside of the Burmese community or weak ties were important for them.  The 

performance date was confirmed as 9th April, 2006.  Now band members were in the mood of 

hopefulness and working with a concert spirit.      

All band members were busy with practising their own parts.  Singers were memorising the song 

lyrics.  Musicians were busy with polishing their skills. It was 9th April 2006.  They looked tense when 

they were ready to go to the concert hall.  The Master of Ceremony announced that the next 

programme was a live band performance from the Burmese community to give a musical gift to the 

Thai community.  The stage manager came to take our band members from the special seats 

allocated in the VIP area of the auditorium.  The whole concert was stopped for a while to do a sound 

check.  The SmoothStream Burmese Band is the only live band in the concert.  The curtains rolled up 

gradually.   All band members were seen under different colours of the spotlights.  Heavy rains 

outside drove a huge crowd to the performance.  The academic supervisor of this doctoral project 

was seen in the crowd.  Two Thai songs drew a tremendous support from the audience.  Their 

applause had no sign of stopping.  When the band members came back from the stage, the Thai 

Consulate General shook their hands and spoke a few words to each member.  (PO090406)    

Comments 

One of the PAR consensus statements was chosen to explain how the band paid a high priority to 

this issue.   

To reclaim our community pride the band will go ahead with the idea of performing in the Thai 
Songkran festival.  (PAR2) 

Burma and Thailand have special connections and relations.  Historically, the first tension between 

Thailand and Burma happened when Thailand became under the Burmese King Hsinbyushin’s 

jurisdiction in 1767 (Aung, 1967).  Tai (Thai), Mon (an ethnic group of Burma), and Shan (another 

ethnic group of Burma) were geographically, ethnically and linguistically related.  Shan of Burma was 

called “Shan Gyi” or Shan Major and Thai was called “Shan Lay” or Shan Minor.  Only with the help of 

the Qing Dynasty of China, Thailand came out of Burmese control in late 1770s.  At the turn of the 
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20th century, Burma’s refugee problems created the second tension in the relationship between 

Burma and Thailand.  Two million Burmese are living in Thailand; and this amount of population flow 

reflects one of the largest migration flows in Southeast Asia.  The majority of people leaving Burma 

are fleeing political persecution, fear and human rights abuses (Caouette & Pack, 2002).  The 

respondents reported that most Burmese talked of losing ‘face’, because now, millions of Burmese 

were under the control of the Royal Thai Government and living under threats of deportation and 

arrest.  Because of these histories and relationships, the Burmese like Chi wanted to perform in Thai 

Songkran Festival as an opportunity to reclaim their ethnic identity and dignity.  To the Burmese 

community, this issue was serious in terms of community pride.  As stated before, the community 

identity and pride of a Burmese was defined by collective histories of their country and people.  

Staying and hiding as refuges in Thailand meant that their face (dignity) was totally lost.  To recover 

this lost dignity, the band has decided to stand strongly behind the plan to participate in Thai 

Songkran Festival.     

Thai Songkran Festival is equivalent to the Burmese Thingyan.  It is held in one of the weekends in 

April to obey the New Zealand calendar.  In this sense, Thais have taken an integration strategy of 

acculturation to fit in with the New Zealand culture, even though their Buddhist calendar is 

superseded by the dominant Western calendar.  This festival is usually held in Mt. Albert Memorial 

Hall located in the heart of the Auckland City.  It is a major public event and draws many nationals.  

The respondents reported that the New Zealand Prime Minister and Thai Consulate General were 

usual guests to the festival.     

The question for the Burmese community was to find an entry point to the Thai community.  The 

band members mobilised the community to work on this project and brainstorm a possible entry 

point by drawing a familiar firewood picture on the whiteboard to have a dramatic impact.  The 

picture of the bundle of the firewood was a signal for thwesenyinyut.  A respondent reported some 

possible obstacles to perform in the Thai festival.   

Entering Thai communities is not that easy.  Thais always look down on us, because we lived 
in Thailand as refugees and worked illegally.  I’m afraid to say I am a refugee.  They might 
not welcome us.  (Swe, PAR Member) 

Are we good enough to perform in Songkran?  We need a music camp 24/7.  (Bry, PAR 
Member) 

Making an entry to the Thai community was not easy for the Burmese, because they did not have 

many social connections outside of the community.  The respondents reported that although most 

band members were supportive of the project, some were sceptical about the possibility.  They 

mentioned that Thais usually looked down on them for living in their country as refugees and for 

working illegally.  Those Burmese refugees had lived in Thailand under constant fear of deportation 

and arrest from the Thai government (Allden, et al., 1996; Cardozo, et al., 2004); therefore, Thais 

were seen as unfriendly to Burmese.  Another factor of scepticism on the project came from 

perceived collective inferiority.  Some members expressed that they would feel embarrassed if Thai 

people discovered their immigration status as refugees.  Another obstacle for the project was the 

band’s performance standard or quality.  For this kind of special concert, the musical skill and quality 

of the band had to be acceptable to the public, because aesthetic aspect was important in 

community music scenes (Pavlicevic & Ansdell, 2004; Stige, 1998).   
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Their actions from the participant observations clearly demonstrated that the band members were 

able to work in harmony to reach their goals.  Signs of social solidarity to the group were clearly seen 

from their actions.  Many respondents reported that they were proud of their achievements.  After 

the concert, Chi, the instigator of this mission explained:  

We showed them [Thais] that “Yes, we can”.  We can do it.  We were Burmese, but we could 
sing their Thongchai’s songs.  The Thai Consulate General shook my hand and gave his card.  
He said to all of us to come back next year.  I feel really good Saya.  I’m a Burmese refugee.  
But now I feel good.  (Chi, Band Member)     

A refugee who lived in one of the Thai-Burma border refugee camps for many years said in another 

instance: 

Performing in Thai community was a success for us.  Now we could reach other 
communities.  We hoped that they could see our sincerity, friendliness and goodwill.  We 
were proud to be Burmese again in Thai communities, because some of our fellows never 
mentioned that they were Burmese in Thailand.  This was a real community pride for us.  
(Maa, Band Member)     

This comment demonstrated that the Burmese and their band were well received by the Thai 

community.  This music band approach has indicated friendly relationships and social connections 

between two communities.  The social power of music is promising in this aspect.    

Singing Sabai Sabai and Linkafun so well in the concert made me so proud.  Saya, Thais think 
that we cannot do any good thing.  Now we showed them how well we could do.  Our music 
was too good for them [smiling].  (Aye, PAR Member)    

Selection of the right songs in the host language for the event can be a part of their achievements, 

because singing in Thai language has facilitated the acceptance by the host community and its 

culture.  Sabai Sabai (Relax Relax) was sung by a famous Thai singer, Thongchai McIntyre, who sold 

twenty million albums and was known by almost every Thai.  The second song Linkafun was also a 

hit not only in Thailand but also in other Asian countries.  Singing these songs meant that the band 

was willing to engage Thai communities.   

Our community is small but now most people know who we are.  They didn’t want to accept 
us [to include Burmese items] in the beginning.  Our songs and cultural dance are now 
accepted slowly and slowly in the mainstream, because we perform in International Cultural 
Festival every year.  We met a lot of communities there.  We want to be like those big 
communities.  We want to do what they do.  To do so, we need to be united.  Anyway, we 
are not shy anymore.  We are everywhere.  I’m not afraid to say that I’m a Burmese.  Yes, 
I’m a Burmese.  I came from Burma.  (Bry, PAR Member)   

Like Bry and Chi, the respondents mentioned that they were confident to speak about their 

nationality and immigration status.  As they said, their sense of pride and community esteem was 

restored after performing with the band successfully in the mainstream communities.  Their pride 

may be related to the quality of their performance and their improved confidence.  They developed 

aspirations to succeed like other major communities.  They took note of social solidarity as a 

prerequisite to succeed.    
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Working on these music projects for different communities and performing in other communities 

opened up opportunities to learn other cultures and develop racial tolerance.  Cultural competence 

and racial tolerance could facilitate integration (Berry, 1990).  Social isolation or apegan of the 

Burmese community could be reduced by reaching out to the other communities and the 

mainstream society.   

Thai Songkran festival performance provided opportunities for the community to work together.  
Participation in this project collectively, cooperativeness among community members and 
contribution to the welfare of the whole community were signs of social solidarity.  (PAR3) 

Reflection 

This section will explain how one way of increasing internal social solidarity (thwesenyinyut) or 

reducing oaksukwede in the community is fostering possibilities of external social connections and 

social solidarity in the broader society (integration).   

Performing in the Thai Songkran Festival was the very first time for the band as well as the whole 

Burmese community reaching out to another community.  The respondents talked of achieving a 

sense of community pride, community identity and esteem after their successful performance.  They 

talked of their increased level of confidence to perform in other communities.  Burmese songs have 

been heard in many community festivals in New Zealand since then.    

There were two things evident from this project.  Firstly, working on this project appeared to bring 

fragmented Burmese community members together (reduction of oaksukwede), which was the 

intra-community issue, and also enhance their social connections with the broader communities, in 

this case, Thai communities (reduction of apegan), which was the extra-community issue.  One way 

of increasing internal social solidarity has fostered the possibilities of external social solidarity.  The 

one-way process transforms itself into a two-way process or brings mutual benefits for the migrant 

community as well as the host society.  This musically-driven approach seemed to be able to handle 

both issues at the same time.  These signs were consistent with successful integration (Berry, 1997).   

Secondly, the Burmese community developed aspirations to succeed like other major communities 

in terms of scale, wealth and capacity.  This experience highlighted the deficiencies of the Burmese 

community as well as its strengths.  They were aware of their small community size, shortage of 

resources and skills, and limited social networks.  Support providers (in this case, Thai community 

members), who have undergone similar difficulties in New Zealand, can assist this newly arrived 

Burmese community in breaking down the tasks into manageable units, establishing more realistic 

expectations of the new culture, and in providing a source of social comparison.  Simply knowing 

that “one is not alone” can reduce negative feelings during the resettlement process (Adelman, 

1988).  Veteran migrants (Thai community members) in sharing their experience can begin to shift 

the disadvantaged Burmese refugees’ perceptions from self-defeat to self-management.  

Development of these newly formed social connections with Thai communities can reduce prejudice 

and social distancing (apegan).  The Burmese community came to understand that they could not 

cope with resettlement issues without social solidarity within the community as well as in New 

Zealand mainstream society.  This knowledge can help reduce segregation from the new society and 

separation from the old. 
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These supportive social networks can function to increase the skills of the recipient migrant 

community to achieve desirable outcomes.  Orientation programmes should be developed for 

fostering social support.  As Kim (1977) found, the communicative competence of migrants and 

refugees is closely aligned with the development of interpersonal relationships with host nationals 

(Kim, 1977).  Such contact is important for the Burmese for enhancing cognitive understanding 

about new linguistic systems, facilitating acquisition of motivational and attitudinal orientation that 

is compatible with that of the host culture, and developing a new behavioural repertoire that is 

sensitive to host norms and acceptable to own Burmese communities (integration).  These acquired 

skills, competencies and social networks can enhance control over their own lives (self-

determination).    

The project had provided many opportunities to learn these skills from each other such as time 

management, organisational skills, communication skill, helping abilities and tolerance for 

differences.  The Burmese community had discovered how Thai communities could manage such a 

big concert with multi-communities involvement.  The experience from this concert might have 

opened the eyes of the Burmese community to see the world – how other communities were doing 

in the areas of capacity building processes and tolerance to achieve mutual goals (social solidarity), 

which could be compared with own community situation (social comparison).  The lessons learned 

from doing this project appeared to have more positive impact than they would have thought 

before.     

Summary  
These three community engagement studies have demonstrated that social connections are 

happening within the community and beyond.  The musically-driven approach has appeared to open 

a communicative space between Burmese people (Habermas, 1987).  As Habermas points out, 

opening a space for communicative action can produce two particular and simultaneous effects.  

First, it can build social solidarity or thwesenyinyut between the people who open their 

understandings to one another.  Second, it can underwrite the understandings and decisions that 

people reach with legitimacy.  In a foreign country, where the Burmese feel alienated from public 

decisions and even from the political processes of the local communities, legitimacy is hard won.  As 

Habermas argues, that legitimacy is guaranteed only through communicative action: when people 

are free to choose authentically for themselves individually and in the context of mutual 

participation to decide for their own destinies.  Gaining control over own destinies is exactly what 

the mental health promotion is all about.    

The capacity building processes of the musically-driven approach appear to work towards resilience 

or resourcefulness of the participants (their intrinsic capacity or power to cope) in the context of a 

supportive environment (resourcing).  Discussions with the participants in this study indicated that 

they were talking of impacts on their lives from involvement in the band and, in large part, their 

understanding of the needs of Burmese people had been extended, and they had a clear 

conceptualisation of social and political processes that stood in the way of achieving social solidarity.  

The Burmese who were actively involved in the project found positive gains from social connections, 

the group dynamics of working together and learning co-operatively, and from making the most of a 

social occasion despite their modest expectation.  They had shown signs of collective decision 

makings and unified actions to achieve goals while paying mutual respect to each other.  These signs 

of social solidarity can give rise to a strong ethnic identity and pride, which can in turn foster 
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collective integration orientation and social support to cope with a radical cultural transition in the 

host country (Hogg, 1992; Nesdale & Mak, 2003).     
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Chapter nine: Conclusion 
 

Until recently, the wellbeing issues of ethnic minority groups have received very little public and 

professional attention in New Zealand.  Previous research done on this subject overlooked ethnic 

minority groups and had not introduced any specific solution to improve the present situation faced 

by Burmese refugees, one of the smallest ethnic minority groups.  On the other hand, the Burmese 

community has its own specific issues and needs a culturally-appropriate and culturally-responsive 

approach to overcome barriers and to foster successful integration into the mainstream.  The 

Burmese are more socially isolated than other migrants, segregated from the new society and exiled 

from the old.  They were situated at the margins of society and invisible to social services.  This study 

has attempted to fill the gap of lack of empowerment and solution-based research on Burmese 

communities in exile.   

The Burmese respondents reported that cultural differences, intergenerational conflict, perceived 

discrimination, lack of sizeable resident community, loss of personally esteemed roles and perceived 

shamefulness of being a Burmese and a refugee gave rise to apegan or social isolation in a new 

country.  In addition to apegan, they faced with oaksukwede or internal fragmentation which further 

worsened their apegan.  The respondents reported that religion and continuing political opposition 

to the current Burmese government were the factors contributing to oaksukwede.  The anxiety and 

fear among the Burmese refugees based on the social gradient between them and their migrant 

counterpart were the significant sources of oaksukwede.  Leadership clashes between Burmese 

refugees and migrants, lack of communal trust and lack of maintaining each other’s reputation had 

deepened the situation of oaksukwede.   

This research did not just stop at an inquiry about the issues but also moved a step further and 

explored possible actions, particularly a musically-driven thwesenyinyut approach.  The social power 

of music which breaks down barriers and boundaries was utilised to drive the main actions.  

Thwesenyinyut is a Burmese concept and can be approximately translated into social solidarity.  This 

study has adopted a Burmese way of promoting mental health through thwesenyinyut principles.  

Using ethnic-specific concepts like apegan, oaksukwede and thwesenyinyut are important to finding 

a common ground to understand among marginalised ethnic communities.  The community can be 

built from within through mutual understanding and engagement.   

A Burmese community music band was formed using PAR methodologies to create a communicative 

space where the Burmese migrants and refugees could come together to carry out communicative 

actions, and by making music in the mainstream society they perceived that they became part of the 

society.   

The Burmese people from diverse backgrounds were engaged in group activities and appeared to be 

able to work in harmony on what was comprehensible to them.  Enhanced giving culture, 

participation in group activities, cooperativeness, collective decision makings and contribution to the 

welfare of the group were reported by the participants.  The intrinsic capacity of the participants 

(resilience or resourcefulness) emerges in the context of a supportive and appropriately resourced 

environment of the musically-driven approach.  Resilience in supportive environments is the central 

concept of mental health promotion (Joubert & Raeburn, 1998).   
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As this study concentrates on the process of engagement, it is not in a position to prove the 

effectiveness of the musically-driven approach on mental health outcomes.  However, the level of 

engagement indicates that this musically-driven mental health promotion approach is a promising 

strategy.      

Strengths of the study 
A qualitative research approach informed by social constructionism and participatory world views in 

an inductive form of knowledge development, was seen as appropriate for the research goals.   

Social constructionism allows ethnic-specific constructs to emerge from the culture and provides an 

understandable way for Burmese to reflect on the process.  Without this world view, European 

tradition of inquiry processes will find cultural incompatibilities with Asian participants.      

The inquiry informed by social constructionism is also enhanced by PAR methodologies of 

acknowledging local knowledge as equal to professional knowledge.  By using PAR principles, the 

researcher was able to invite participants to research ‘with him’ rather than ‘be researched upon’.    

Since research on mental health issues of ethnic minority groups was a terra incognita PAR 

methodologies may be valuable tools in facilitating co-learning processes between the academic 

researcher and community members, and their participatory action and research to happen at the 

same time.   

Moreover, in this study, the social potential of music appears to engage the community at the 

margins and facilitate an entry into the Burmese community.  Music appears to be a valuable tool to 

provide a social bridge, and a common interest binding fragmented community members together.   

Using ethnic-specific constructs (apegan, oaksukwede and thwesenyinyut) to engage marginalised 

Burmese communities was found to be helpful in exploring and promoting their mental health.  The 

intra-community and extra-community social connections flourished in these engagement processes 

had fostered thwesenyinyut or social solidarity within the community and beyond.  Social solidarity 

can provide social support, which is assumed to be the important resource for positive mental health 

(World Health Organisation, 2005).  As Laverack and Wallerstein (2001) point out, the potential of 

community empowerment is gradually maximised as people progress from individual to collective 

action along the community empowerment continuum (Laverack & Wallerstein, 2001, p. 182).  

These ethnic-specific constructs have enabled the participants to maximise their potential and to 

progress from individual action to collective social and political change.           

Weaknesses of the study 
Although the findings are promising, this study reflects a small scale and an early stage of the 

Burmese community development.  As Weininger (2005) asserts, the social dynamic in itself is not 

enough to achieve social change; rather, there must be a considerable amount of work to overcome 

the social and political challenges that stand in the way of an improved world (Weininger, 2005, p. 

114).  Much of this work requires the visible mobilisation of a group to act on behalf of others 

similarly oppressed.  The combined impact of the Burmese community’s collective actions and the 

publicising of this study in New Zealand mass media may just have been the symbolic events that 

might lead to improvements in refugee and migrant services.  Regardless of how small the 

community is, it appears that positive social change can occur.  The practice of extending social 
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change into the wider community, however, is much harder to achieve and requires a considerable 

amount of time, in addition to the investment of various resources.  As Raeburn (1992) says, a real 

social change with a political dimension needs a long term implementation of a community initiative; 

and it usually takes over seven years (Raeburn, 1992).  Due to the strict timeline requirement of a 

doctoral research and resource constraints, the implementation of such a long-term is found to be 

impossible.   

This study was not able to involve the whole Burmese community due to time and resource 

constraints, nor look at the issues of other ethnic minority groups which might need more attention.      

Due to its emphasis on how the intervention works, this study was not in a position to prove the 

effectiveness of the approach on mental wellbeing of the participants and suggested further 

outcome-based research on this area.   

The ideals of PAR such as the origin of the primary question and the community ownership of the 

knowledge were suggested, but not achieved fully in this study.  This topic will be explained in the 

next section. 

PAR in practice 
PAR is, as stated before, a systematic inquiry with the collaboration of those affected by the issue for 

purposes of education and taking action or social change.  The researcher has adopted the principles 

of PAR as a way to facilitate social engagement of Burmese community members who are 

fragmented internally and externally and posing various challenges and urgency for an intervention.  

This section denotes the reflection of the researcher on the whole PAR process.   

As Green et al. advised, PAR principles were used in each aspect of the project (Green, et al., 1995).  

The community of interest was clearly defined in this study as the Burmese migrants and refugees in 

the Auckland region sharing the same concerns and cultural histories.  As Raeburn says, the 

community is not locality-based but spread into a place united by a community of interest (Raeburn, 

1992).  The participants had lived experiences of, or were concerned with, apegan and oaksukwede.  

All band members were given opportunities to participate in the research process by calling openly 

in the band to join the PAR group.  Six band members were part of the PAR group and attended 

weekly PAR sessions.   

The co-learning process between the researcher and the PAR members was facilitated and 

supported; especially the transfer of the research skill from the researcher to the community.  One 

of the PAR group members was involved in the interviewing process and tape recording of the 

interviews for the New Zealand Society for Music Therapy (NZSMT), which was one of the funding 

agencies of the band.  The PAR group members were trained in facilitation of the PAR sessions and 

opportunities were given to take a facilitator role.  The PAR group members were encouraged to 

learn how to reach ‘unforced consensus’ (Habermas, 1987) by using the fist-to-five method of 

consensus voting.  Group feedback were collected and reconfirmed at the end of the documentation 

of PAR sessions.  These skills leave the community with the knowledge and tools that the community 

can use in the future that will not leave the community dependent on the researcher.   

This research has attempted to use local knowledge in planning, implementation and evaluation.  

For the researcher, the process allowed for learning about the local knowledge.  The PAR process 
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also allowed for flexibility in research methods, because quantitative, statistical methods were 

replaced with visual presentation of issues, storytelling, singing and dancing to honour ethnic and 

cultural appropriateness.  The researcher has attempted to ensure the voices of the target group by 

giving opportunities for analysis, interpretation, and verification of conclusions, and dissemination of 

results. 

This study also gave attention to those who had been underrepresented in the past or did not 

participate in any community organisation.  To break the barriers of participation, the programme 

was designed to be disabled-friendly (even the permanently disabled researcher could participate in 

the programme), family-friendly, gender-friendly, age-friendly and absolutely free of charge (no cost 

barrier) for every participant. 

Research skills expected in PAR from the community members were not achieved fully.  This 

expectation was found hard to implement, because the demands for regular participation in the 

community project and research activities were found to be too demanding for participating 

community members who had other family commitments.  Respondents reported that research 

skills had no practical relevance for their daily lives. 

From this study, it is clear that a long timeframe is required for establishing trust in the community 

and developing research skills to conduct a research competently by the community without any 

input from the academic researcher (the comprehensive community-driven intervention).  Literature 

says that PAR is both educational and political, and that both forms of work go hand in hand (Fals-

Borda, 1987; McTaggart, 1994), but nothing should be more or less.  However, in short-term projects 

like doctoral theses, the knowledge transfer is limited in terms of the degree of willingness of 

community members to take over research tasks, especially write-ups of the report to meet the 

strict doctoral thesis requirements.  Regarding emancipation, nobody liberates anybody else, and 

nobody liberates themselves all alone, but people liberate themselves in fellowship with each other 

(Freire, 1970).  Therefore, there is a need for individual and collective consciousness to emerge.  

These expectations on forming fellowship with each other and collective consciousness in PAR could 

take many years to establish; probably seven or eight years (Raeburn, 1992).     

The reason behind a long timeframe is the idea that the capacity cannot be built (social engineering), 

but the community can be stimulated to develop itself (Bartle, 2008).  Social change must come from 

the community itself.  However, doctoral thesis PAR projects cannot meet this ‘long timeframe’ 

criterion fully, let alone a real political involvement of Burmese ethnic communities in New Zealand.  

To do his best, the researcher had devoted extensive time and effort (the researcher was doing it for 

free) to stimulate the Burmese community for two years.  This short-term project risks disappointing 

the community aspirations of those engaged genuinely in the band.   

According to Freire’s conscientisation, empowerment entails helping the community develop critical 

and collective consciousness.  Once this conscientisation happens the community is in a position to 

challenge the authority, and the community thereby gains more control in its lives.  But in practice, 

the researcher cannot expect his participants to reach even the stage of making positive criticism of 

the ‘oppressing’ social and political structures around them.   

Freire’s concept of ‘conscientisation’ also invites criticisms (Freire, 1970).  Freire endeavours that the 

individual should learn systematically to fight for the end of ‘oppression’ and has a historical need to 
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fight against the status quo.  From this study, it is suggested that the oppressed might find limiting 

situations in practice to fight or express their concerns even though they are knowledgeable about 

the oppressed structures.  For the oppressed, the problem lies with the resources available to 

overcome the status quo rather than the situation in which the oppressed are not critical about the 

oppressing structures, and they must be educated.  Moreover, PAR may only yield constructive 

criticism of the status quo rather than a real change or the ending of oppression expected in the 

original Freire’s proposal. 

The origin of the primary question is also questionable.  Ideally, the primary question must come 

from the community itself.  But in practice, it comes from the university researcher.  It is essentially 

disempowering.  Although a successful PAR needs consistent and continuous academic support and 

direction from the researcher, opportunities to discuss about the topic of the inquiry or the 

modification of it must be given to the group members at the outset.  In other words, the 

community’s agenda must take precedence even if it is a single issue agenda.  As McTaggart points 

out, the onus is on the researcher to convey the necessity for the community to move beyond single 

issues to develop critical consciousness of the ‘big picture’ of the social world (McTaggart, 1994).  

Future research can pay more emphasis on this point.   

The community ownership of knowledge should be acknowledged in PAR.  Israel (2000), who carries 

out large-scale community-based participatory research (CBPR) projects in Detroit, warns that 

researchers are obliged to disseminate findings and knowledge gained to all partners involved, and 

in language that is understandable and respectful (Israel, 2000).  This process needs researchers to 

consult with participants prior to submission of any materials for publication, acknowledging the 

contribution of participants, and developing co-authored publications.  However, in practice, this 

community ownership principle does not work in a complete sense, because community members 

often have their own family commitments and are not usually interested in the research and 

publication such as evaluation and documentation.   

There is a level of participation problem between well-meaning and well-positioned academics and 

the relatively powerless community participants.  As Pretty (1995) explains, self-mobilisation stage 

of participation needs the community to participate fully by taking its own initiative independently 

of the external researchers and institutions to change its social situation (Pretty, 1995).  From this 

study’s experience, one of the ways to foster this type of full participation may be establishing ‘trust’ 

in the community.  The researcher’s long-term commitment to the community is also required for 

facilitating full community participation incrementally from manipulative and passive participation 

to self-mobilisation.  Then, the community can make contact with external institutions for resources 

and technical advice, but the community still retains the control over how resources and knowledge 

are used.  This stage of full participation seems to be achievable only when the government and 

non-governmental organisations support the community-led endeavours and adopt enabling 

frameworks. Achievement of full participation and community control is what the mental health 

promotion is meant to be.   

Music in practice 
This section will reflect on the challenges and benefits of implementing a music project in the 

Burmese community in New Zealand based on the researcher’s experience. 
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It was not easy to implement a community music project despite the fact that music appeared to 

bring the Burmese community together in this study.  Musical instruments were expensive and the 

cost of owning musical instruments to play in a band was found to be a huge barrier for participation 

(cost barrier).   

The majority of band members came to New Zealand under the Quota Refugee programme.  They 

had been previously exposed to guns, violence and civil wars but not formal music training.  Most of 

them had not received any formal education.  When they came to New Zealand, they were living on 

the New Zealand social security system because of unemployment.  The cost to own a musical 

instrument or to go to a music class was an obvious barrier.  Parents were unable to spend hundreds 

of dollars on musical instruments and music lessons for their children while endeavouring to make 

ends meet for the family every week (the barrier of general poverty).  Because of the profound level 

of poverty in Burma, none of them had ever had a chance to learn music.  Therefore, free music 

lessons and free use of musical instruments were created for all band members.  Various community 

members contributed financial assistance to buy musical instruments for the project.  This financial 

assistance has reduced the cost barrier to a minimum.  But, this situation created the most difficult 

problem for the researcher because he needed to train and get those music novices up to speed.      

A music band is not complete without the skills to make music.  The skill barrier is paramount in the 

project.  Developing musical skills was found to be hard for the Burmese who did not have any 

foundation.  If we founded a professional band, we would have excluded many participants who 

were beginners, and there was a risk for social exclusion.  The Middle Way of the Buddhist 

philosophy was consulted by making a balance between quality and recreation.   

Quality has been maintained to achieve aesthetics and exemplary performance expected from the 

New Zealand public.  Quality music helps the band to get accepted in public performances.  

Recreational music making (RMM) is also emphasised to make this band welcome people with all 

levels of musical skill and to maximise participation from the Burmese community.  Almost all of the 

band members were novices and formal music training was unprecedented in their lives.  There was 

a history behind the lack of formal music training in the Burmese community.   

Burma is usually associated with political repression, the lack of freedom and a continuing economic 

crisis (Jagan, 2002).  Ordinary Burmese do not usually have any opportunity to learn music.  A 

Rangoon-based music producer recalled that after the military staged a coup in 1962, the regime 

prohibited all export and import licenses (C. Khin, personal communication, June 10, 2006).  

Burmese music producers and families could not import musical instruments, recording equipment, 

long-play discs or even music magazines.  The Burmese music industry suffered economically as well 

as technologically (Zin, 2002).  Demand for formal music training is huge in Burmese communities.  

Therefore, one of the success factors for recruiting participants to this project could be said as 

‘opening up an opportunity to learn music’.  However, musical skill alone cannot make a good 

musician.  Good musicians need to master many skills.  The professionalism in the musician is not 

only to play well, but it is also: to have respect for the rehearsals, to be a versatile musician in the 

various musical styles, to pay attention to the show and to the audience, to have a good look and a 

good social address on the stage during the show, to have an excellent sight-reading ability; but 

above all, to interpret the score with style and musical taste.  The right mix of those makes the 

professional musician.      
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The majority of the band members expressed that they wanted to become good musicians.  The 

band members were thus required to learn music systematically, and to be patient and persevered 

to overcome the deep learning curve.  The learning curve for the Burmese was found to be deeper 

than expected.  The provision of one-to-one and group lessons on music theory, sound system 

training, microphone use, techniques on playing musical instruments and singing lessons was 

arranged every week.  Music tutors from the School of Music (University of Auckland), and 

professional bands were invited to teach various musical skills.  Without these training courses, the 

band would have fallen over in a very short time.   

To make this learning process enjoyable and easier, the project was carefully set up as a ‘big family’ 

with cooperative learning style and mentoring.  The band was organised in such a way to avoid a 

‘pressure cooker’ or stressful situation of regular music tuitions where the teacher and the student 

experienced a great deal of stress to achieve artistic or aesthetic outcomes or exemplary public 

performance (serious music making).  This Middle Way philosophy was explained repeatedly from 

the very beginning of the project to demystify the intention of the project.  It was really hard to keep 

the two elements of the programme together: the industry standard quality music and the stress-

free community music making.  The band members appeared to be confident after involving in the 

band for a year.  They were more united under the goal of making quality music.   

A conclusion can be made that Burmese people who are from Christian backgrounds have enough 

exposure to Western music but this is not the case for people from Buddhist backgrounds.  Burmese 

Christians have an advantage in the Western music, because this type of music is included in church 

services.  However, in this project, the majority of the band members were Buddhists.  The Burmese 

Buddhists do not have regular exposure to the Western music like their Christian counterparts 

(religious barrier).  However, they do have a regular exposure to karaoke.  Most of them sing 

karaoke regularly at home.  But their karaoke skills do not help in playing musical instruments and 

creating live music.   

Teaching music to the band members was demanding.  Most members did not even know how to 

hold a guitar when they joined the band.  The project appeared to give them an opportunity, the 

first ever in their life, to view an electric guitar at close quarters.  This situation was true to all 

instruments and appliances used in the band.   

In summary, implementing a music project was not an easy task.  It was full of challenges on 

breaking the cost, skill, religious and poverty barriers.  Being able to maintain the band till its fifth 

anniversary (the year of 2010 marks the fifth anniversary of the founding of the band) indicated that 

these barriers could be overcome with organised efforts of all band members and the community.      

Future research 
As this study is not in a position to prove the effectiveness of the musically-driven approach on 

mental wellbeing, future research can be carried out in many different ways to improve this inquiry 

by modifying four variables: target community (e.g. the Burmese or other refugee communities), the 

scale of the study (e.g. a longer term and larger scale involvement nationally and internationally), 

the methodology (e.g. quantitative and qualitative methods or both) and the approach (e.g. music, 

sports, performing arts, drama and so on). 
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A follow-up research on the Burmese community is needed to see any further changes in their 

situation and the impact on their mental wellbeing.  This can be carried out using the same 

musically-driven approach with qualitative methods in the same Burmese community.  If resources 

permit, the study can be designed as a controlled comparison outcome study comparing the mental 

health outcomes of Burmese communities with other ethnic minority groups from refugee 

backgrounds in New Zealand such as refugees from Bhutan, Afghanistan, Iraq and Democratic 

Republic of Congo.  The comparison can be extended to their counterparts living in their home 

countries (e.g. the Burmese in New Zealand with the Burmese in Burma), or in other countries; e.g. 

Burmese in Canada or Australia (national and international perspectives).  These further studies are 

suggested to carry out in a larger scale (with a greater sample size) and a longer term 

implementation.   

Regarding PAR, future studies can be aligned more with the ideals of PAR such as community 

ownership (knowledge and publication rights) and comprehensive community-led endeavours 

(without any input from the academic or professional).   

Regarding approaches, other types of music could be tried.  Community singing rather than 

performing live music might be an option for other ethnic minorities.      

Future research could investigate social and mental health benefits of sports, for example, soccer, 

and alternative forms of performing arts such as dance, opera and drama.  These alternative forms 

of performing arts and sports may be as effective as music, but may not be appropriate for certain 

age groups, communities, and people with disabilities.  Caveats to these performing arts and sports 

are that they need experienced professionals as resident leaders and require appropriate venues.   

Policy implications 

Resettlement policies 

This doctoral research on Burmese refugees demonstrates that the mental health issues of smaller 

ethnic community groups from refugee backgrounds are significant and need more public and 

professional attention nationally and internationally, because smaller communities face different 

issues than the larger migrant groups.  This research points to the situation where smaller 

communities from refugee backgrounds do not have as much access to their own community 

support networks and resources and are, therefore, subject to a higher degree of isolation (apegan).  

Resettlement strategies for these smaller ethnic communities based on their needs would facilitate 

their successful integration in the host countries.  More research is needed in these smaller 

communities from refugee backgrounds, and practical solutions should be provided in timely 

manner.   

Organisations working on behalf of receiving countries such as immigration departments, city 

councils, Ministry of Social Development and the Office of Ethnic Affairs can be involved to enable 

these smaller ethnic communities to develop their community capacity building processes (enabling 

approach to creating a critical mass) and to increase control over their own well-being before 

facilitating towards their integration.  This “critical-mass-first approach” is important, because 

resettlement policies of these receiving countries tend to be designed as “integration-first approach” 

and usually ignore the reality in which smaller ethnic communities are greatly disempowered.   
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The review of dispersion or placing refugees in different cities and towns is strongly suggested for 

the wellbeing of these smaller ethnic communities from refugee backgrounds.  At the time of writing 

this section, Dr. Martin Reeve, a screening physician, of the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre 

in New Zealand has kindly provided information about the placement of Burmese refugees by city.  

Seven hundred and sixteen Burmese refugees were placed in Auckland, 364 in Nelson, 150 in 

Porirua, 124 in Wellington, 118 in Palmerston North, 71 in Lower Hutt, 35 in Hamilton, and 25 in 

other cities; which totalled 1,603; depending on the state housing availability during the period 

between 11 September 2000 and 22 September 2011 (M. Reeve, personal communication, October 

20, 2011).   According to the above figures, these Burmese refugee families are, therefore, subject to 

a higher degree of social isolation.  This researcher’s recommended approach of “critical-mass-first 

followed by integration” will not prevail.  This placement policy has implications on human rights 

issues regarding freedom of movement, social isolation and mental health of newcomers.  Like-

ethnic community support has the health advantage, particularly during the early years of 

resettlement (Beiser, 2005).  The Housing New Zealand and the New Zealand Immigration Service 

could work together and review their policies to take into account the importance of forming a 

critical mass of these smaller ethnic communities from Burma, Sri Lanka, Middle East, Latin America 

and Indonesia.  Future research should look at an association between dispersion and compromised 

mental health.             

If future resettlement policy were to take into account the importance of the minor ethnic 

communities and their supportive potential of self-help groups, the successful adaptation might be 

better achieved.  The immigration policy of family reunification for refugees is important not only on 

humanitarian grounds but also as a way of reducing social isolation, particularly in Burmese who 

emphasise the community and the family so strongly.  Apegan and oaksukwede can be reduced with 

better targeted immigration and settlement policies of the host country.   

Information 

In this doctoral research, information on the Burmese community was not readily available from the 

Statistics New Zealand, the New Zealand Immigration Service and District Health Boards.  The lack of 

information in these smaller ethnic communities has left health professionals and policy makers at a 

loss as to how to formulate research, policy and practice to promote health or even how to ‘engage’ 

these communities.  It is crucial that comprehensive information at individual levels (not at the 

aggregate level), such as their ethnicity, health and mental health status, their hospital visit data, 

community profile, family size, entry class (migrant or refugee or asylum seeker) and the category 

assigned by the Immigration Service (for example, family protection), country of origin and 

departure, and predisposition and other relevant information is kept at local, regional and national 

levels, and updated regularly.  The Statistics New Zealand, and the Ministry of Health and the New 

Zealand Health Information Services, and the New Zealand Police, the Inland Revenue Department, 

the New Zealand Immigration Service, and the Ministry of Education could consider regional 

cooperation to design data marts and data warehouses to keep and disseminate refugee and 

migrant related information in a form of single source of truth.  Organisations working on this type 

of data warehouses could consider who produces this set of information; who holds this 

information; who maintains and interprets such information.  A strong community input can be 

taken in the interpretation process.  This type of comprehensive information will pave the way to 

future research on these smaller ethnic communities.   
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Transport 

This doctoral research demonstrates that lack of transport is a major issue for participating in the 

community life.  Many respondents mentioned that lack of efficient public transport, the cost of 

using it and the barriers for using it such as language difficulties and the lack of environmental 

mastery compromise their participation in the society.  Expansion of public transport and its 

integration among ferry boats, trains and buses, and most importantly, making it cheaper to use, can 

be considered to improve transport.  Such changes will help improve social isolation in smaller 

ethnic communities from refugee backgrounds.   

Transport policy makers should be mindful of ever increasing petrol prices.  Cheaper, yet leaving less 

carbon footprint, alternatives such as bicycles and scooters must be promoted and made safe.  

These ethnic minority groups from refugee backgrounds are more likely to use this alternative way 

of transport.  However, safety on the road for them is a great concern because the risk of being 

involved in a fatal crash is twenty times higher for a motorcyclist than for a car driver over the same 

distance travelled, and nearly two-thirds of all motorcycle injury accidents occur on urban restricted 

speed roads (Ministry of Transport, 2010).  Bicycle and scooter lanes or dedicated cycle tracks can be 

considered for separating them physically from other road-users to reduce road-traffic accidents.  

Mass Rapid Transit or MRT systems seem to be safe and efficient in urban areas.  Safe and efficient 

transport will facilitate participation in community life and thus improve social solidarity and reduce 

social isolation.  The Ministry of Transport can take the lead and work with local governments in 

reducing system barriers to transport for smaller ethnic communities from refugee backgrounds.  

Improvement in the indicators of successful integration such as employment and participation in 

community life can be expected by making these changes.    

Health equity 

The achievement of health equity has influenced national and global health policies for decades 

(World Health Organisation, 2005).  Health equity is defined as providing all people with the same 

opportunity and enabling factors to have the same level of health and access to health care services 

according to their need, not their ability to pay (World Health Organisation, 1998).  Major difficulties 

and challenges faced in the practice of achieving “Health for All” has led to a recognition of the role 

of community groups to improve health equity (Natham, Rotem, & Ritchie, 2002).   Strengthening 

the capacity of these community groups for advocating health equity is important in terms of health 

promotion action streams, for example, strengthening community actions (World Health 

Organisation, 1986).  Their success in health promotion is closely related to their capacities and 

conditions.  There needs to be investment by national governments, international organisations and 

community groups themselves if health equity is to be advocated.  Community groups like this 

SmoothStream Band can play a crucial role by taking away the burden of work on achieving “Health 

for All” and its advocacy from the shoulders of their governments since governments; for example, 

European governments; are busy with other priorities such as financial crises and government debts.  

The intrinsic capacities of these community groups are people with different skills (resourcefulness), 

whether they are volunteers or paid members.  Appropriate resourcing (a commitment of funds, 

provision of training and other resources) will promote the capabilities of these community groups 

to the level of health promoting communities.  This enabling approach, if adopted by the 

governments and international organisations, will move the concept of mental health promotion 

(resourcefulness/resourcing) into a state of concrete actions.  Future research could look at 
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appropriate models of training and capacity building for these community groups; especially ethnic 

minority groups from refugee backgrounds.   

Recommendations 

The researcher would like immediate policy change and action to take place but, without the 

certainty of this, he would like to suggest what steps are absolutely necessary to improve the 

present situation in ethnic minority groups from refugee backgrounds as a foundation to moving 

forward from here.   

First and foremost: local government and community leaders should engage in a dialogue to form an 

“action group” based on the PAR platform, as soon as possible.  This group requires representation 

of the community and key stakeholders such as governmental and non-governmental agencies, 

cultural groups, religious groups and professionals who are respected in the communities and who 

have community development experience.  The essential component of this group should be 

sustainable commitment to a long-term project, because there is much to be done for promoting 

their mental wellbeing and integration.  The main task should be focused on the critical-mass-first 

strategies.  Building the capacities of smaller ethnic communities from refugee backgrounds will 

need a much longer timeframe and intersectoral engagement.      

Second: gaps in public health and mental health services must be filled with appropriate measures.  

Public health and mental health professionals should be trained in cultural competency courses to 

overcome cultural and language barriers between them and their clients.  Mental health and social 

services should offer comprehensive social support and the promotion of mental health through 

enhancing resilience in smaller ethnic communities from refugee backgrounds.  

Third: successful integration of smaller ethnic communities needs the practice of multiculturalism in 

the host nation.  It took the Chinese (the biggest Asian community in New Zealand) more than 130 

years to move from being a different and marginalised group “Chinese in New Zealand” to progress 

into settlers and citizens “Chinese New Zealanders” (Ip, 2003, p. 213).  Education of the host society 

on the practice of multiculturalism is therefore necessary.  Keeping these smaller ethnic 

communities healthy is just, humane and consistent with New Zealand’s national interest.       

To do that, we need participation not only from refugee communities, but also from all sectors of 

society to achieve our ultimate goal, which is the wellbeing of all New Zealanders.  But, this is, the 

researcher suggests, a national responsibility.  We cannot have a mental health promotion specialist 

in each and every home of migrants and refugees, but this research can be a voice in the ear of all 

New Zealanders, and the conscience sitting on their shoulders.  Every New Zealander, with the 

knowledge from this research, can take responsibility for reducing the stress of newcomers.  It is 

hoped that the results of a series of smaller initiatives like this research will exert an upward 

pressure on whole sectors and governments, and surely bring major changes in policy of allocating 

scarce resources to smaller ethnic communities that are usually overlooked otherwise.  And start, for 

once, to think about their mental well-being.       
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Appendix 1: Band members and the Burmese in New Zealand 
 

  Band members New Zealand Burmese 

Gender Number Percentage Number Percentage 

Male 20 44% 360 49% 

Female 25 56% 369 51% 

Total 45 100% 729 100% 

Age Group Number Percentage Number Percentage 

0-14 8 18% 174 24% 

15-24 10 22% 117 16% 

25-34 8 18% 120 16% 

35-44 6 13% 123 17% 

45-54 6 13% 87 12% 

55-64 3 7% 63 9% 

65 years and over 4 9% 45 6% 

Total 45 100% 729 100% 

Labour Force Status (for those aged 15 
years or more)  

Number Percentage Number Percentage 

Employed 15 45% 309 56% 

Unemployed 18 55% 27 5% 

Not in Labour Force 0 0% 219 39% 

Total 33 100% 555 100% 

Religion Number Percentage Number Percentage 

Buddhist 40 89% 384 53% 

Christian 5 11% 231 32% 

No Religion 0 0% 45 6% 

Islam/Muslim 0 0% 36 5% 

Not Elsewhere Included 0 0% 33 5% 

Total 45 100% 729 100% 

Immigration status Number Percentage Number Percentage 

Quota refugees 28 72% 372 71% 

Skilled migrants 11 28% 153 29% 

Total in Auckland 39 100% 525 100% 

Geography Number Percentage Number Percentage 

Glen Innes 26 58% 0 0% 

North Shore 8 18% 0 0% 

Central Auckland 5 11% 0 0% 

Other 6 13% 0 0% 

Total 45 100% 0 0% 

 

Figure 4: Band members and the Burmese in New Zealand 

Source: The SmoothStream Band database and Statistics New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 2007)  
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Appendix 2: The in-depth interview participants 
 

Category Subcategory N % 

Source of the participants From the band 6 100% 

  From the community 0 0% 

Total   6 100% 

Gender Male 3 50% 

  Female 3 50% 

Total   6 100% 

Age <40 4 67% 

  40+ 2 33% 

Total   6 100% 

Highest level of education attained Secondary 4 67% 

  Tertiary 2 33% 

Total   6 100% 

Experience with Burmese in NZ and/or 
overseas 

5 years + 6 100% 

Total   6 100% 

Experience with Burmese in Thai refugee 
camps 

Yes 4 67% 

  No 2 33% 

Total   6 100% 

Employment status Employed 2 33% 

  Unemployed 4 67% 

Total   6 100% 

Years in NZ <5 years 4 67% 

  5 years + 2 33% 

Total   6 100% 

Religion Buddhist 4 67% 

  Christian 1 17% 

Total   6 100% 

Mode of entry to NZ Migrant 2 33% 

  Refugee 4 67% 

Total   6 100% 

Actively involved with the community Yes 6 100% 

Total   6 100% 

 

Figure 5: PAR group members or interviewees  
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Appendix 3: The initial interview schedule  
 

Topic Question 

Important life events Where were you born and where did you grow up? 

 Can you tell me about your family? 

 What was your life like in Burma both good and bad things? 

 What are the important changes that you have gone through? 

  

Culture and values What are your most important cultural beliefs? 

 What belief that strengthens you? 

 Are there any beliefs or ways of doing things in Burmese culture that are difficult to 
continue in New Zealand? 

  

Life in New Zealand When did you come to New Zealand? 

 Why did you come to New Zealand? 

 How did you feel about coming? 

 What dreams did you have for your future when you came here? 

 How is life different in this country? 

 What have been the main difficulties for you in coming to this country, and how have 
you tried to solve these? 

 What are the main struggles in your life today?   

 How have these changed or stayed the same since you first arrived here? 

 How does being a Burmese help or prevent you making your life here? 

 What are your hopes for yourself and your family in the future? 

  

Community What are the main issues for Burmese in settling in New Zealand? 

 How would you describe the Burmese community? 

 What are your experiences of working with Burmese? 

 What are the difficulties to organise a community event? 

 What are the barriers did community members face when they tried to solve the 
issues? 

 How many groups in the community and what are the differences regarding ethnicity, 
religion or other types of cultural identity? 

 Which people within the group or the community have the most social status and 
power, and why? 

 What does the community need to walk forward in New Zealand? 

 What are your hopes for the community? 

  

Leadership How ideas about leadership in the community have impacted on their activities and 
relationships? 

 Get in the ways of acting for social change? 

 Are helpful to the community? 
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Appendix 4: Final interview schedule  
This set of questions was asked at the end of the project for the evaluation purpose.   

Topic Question 

Milestones What were the milestones for you and the community in the project? 

 Can you tell me about your experiences of these? 

  

Participation Had the band members been provided with opportunities to participate in the 
research project? 

 Did the research topic come from the community? 

 Had efforts been made to overcome barriers to participate? 

 What were the obstacles of participating in the project? 

 Was the researcher's commitment to the project discussed? 

 What was your understanding of the commitment you and other participants made 
to the project? 

 What kept you coming to the group? 

  

Learning What were the things of the group that gave you strength? 

 Were there things of the group that took away your strength? 

 Can you tell me about any learning you had in the project? 

 Did the project allow you to make connections with others? 

 Did the project provide you with the skills that you could use in other parts of your 
life? 

  

Changes Did you notice any changes in your relationships with others because of the project? 

 What were the things that came out of the project for you? 

 What changes did you notice in the band during the project? 

 What processes appeared to contribute to this? 

 If there were ethnic and identity differences within the group how did this affect the 
relationships with each other and development of the project?  Can you tell me about 
a particular example? 

 How did the abilities to take action change as a result of interaction with each other? 

 How did the changes in ways of being in the world and relationships with others in 
the community? 

 What were the things enabling or blocking those changes? 

 What made it possible to work across those differences? 

 Did the project give you and the other community members any benefits? 

  

Future Do you have any vision of how you would like life to be for your community? 

  

Comments Are there any lessons that you have learnt that you think would be helpful for other 
people to know about? 

 Any other comments? 
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Appendix 5: A sample of expanded field notes 
 

Field note no. PO030405 

Site Freemans Bay Community Hall, Auckland 

Date and time 16 April 2005; 0900 – 1300 hours 

Event Burmese New Year 

Description 
 
 
 

When we arrived at about 0830 hours, we noticed the size of the hall which was fairly 
large (expecting a big turn-out); and located in Freemans Bay.  The location of the 
venue was not an area where the most Burmese resided.  We went first to see the 
organiser of the event (the name omitted).  He was washing the dishes.  He introduced 
us to the other Burmese community members.  We put our musical instruments onto 
the stage.  Four Burmese dressed in Burmese costumes helped to arrange the 
instruments on stage.  We were told that we could only use the half of the stage to 
accommodate other dancers.  There were a number of community members gathered 
around watching our visit.  The sound system for the event was provided by the 
community hall.  There was no input to connect our musical instruments.  No one 
understood the sound system and came to help us how to connect our instruments... 
About ten people who were cooking in the kitchen.  One female around 60 years old 
ordered how to do things in the kitchen.  She was one of the community leaders 
confirmed by informal conversation with other community members.  She spoke 
English in a good Kiwi accent.  She was a Burmese migrant.         
 
Children were gathered around our drum kit and one of them asked how to play drum.  
All those children wore old clothes.  They talked to me politely and friendly.  Our live 
music programme was scheduled to perform at about lunch time.  We picked up the 
sound of the band with the microphones used for announcement...A group of children 
watched our performance with great attention.  A group of Burmese danced with our 
songs.  All attendees were happy.       
 

Items of Burmese traditional Thangyat, Burmese music karaoke and dances were 

performed in the event.  About a hundred people attended the event.  Most of the 
attendees were Burmese ethnic groups.       
 
We were told that this event was organised by Burmese migrants and called “Passport 

Thingyan” (The New Year Festival held by migrants, not by refugee communities), 

attended mostly by Burmese migrants.  Another New Year Festival held by refugee 

communities (“Refugee Thingyan”) was held on the same day in Glen Innes, Auckland; 

25 kilometres away from this event. 
 
Summary 
Burmese wore their traditional costumes in the New Year festival. 
There were two Thingyan festivals: Passport or migrants’ Thingyan and refugees’ 

Thingyan.   

Attendance from the refugee communities was seen in the migrants’ Thingyan.   

Both were in Auckland and held on the same day.     
Lack of sound systems and related skills to hold a quality community event.    
The New Year Festival was a big event in Burmese communities.   
  

 

 



156 

Appendix 6: Fist-to-Five method 
The goal of the method is to reach team consensus about an issue, a decision or an activity.  At least 

one facilitator is required for the group.  A whiteboard, a flip chart, stickers and markers are used to 

visualise the information gathered in the PAR session.  The list of issues is posted on the whiteboard 

with “Post-it” stickers.  The facilitator explains the Fist-to-Five method, and reminds the group 

members what the hand configurations mean.  The facilitator presents one issue at a time.  Team 

members use the following hand configurations for deciding on each issue: 

• 5 = Absolutely 
• 4 = Yes 
• 3 = OK 
• 2 = I’d rather not, but I could change my mind if….. 
• 1 = No, unless…. 
• Fist = Never 

 
The facilitator records which items on the list receives a 3 to 5 rating from all team members, and 

those that receives a ‘2’ rating.  Once all of the responses to the items have been recorded, the 

facilitator returns to the items that received a ‘2’ rating.  The facilitator then asks those members 

who respond with a 1 or 2 rating what makes them uncomfortable with the item.  The facilitator 

records the responses on a separate piece of the flipchart paper.  If the members who respond with 

a ‘2’ rating have the same reason, the facilitator puts a tick by the item instead of rewriting it.   

The facilitator using a round robin strategy asks each team member who responds with a three, four, 

or five, what the meaning of the item.  Again, the facilitator records the responses in the same 

manner described above.  The facilitator then asks those members who respond with a fist to ‘2’; if 

they would feel more comfortable with the decision the decision is rewritten to include their 

concerns.  If the team members respond ‘yes’ the facilitator using round robin fashion if they agree 

with the changes.  If they agree consensus is reached.  If they do not agree, further discussion is 

given to the item until all team members feel comfortable with the changes. 

 



157 

Appendix 7: The composition of the focus groups 

 

Gender n % n %

Male 4 67% 4 67%

Female 2 33% 2 33%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Age

<40 2 33% 0 0%

>40 4 67% 6 100%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Highest level of education attained

Secondary 5 83% 0 0%

Tertiary 1 17% 6 100%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Experience with Burmese communities in NZ and/or overseas

<5 years 3 50% 0 0%

>5 years 3 50% 6 100%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Experience with Burmese communities in Thai refugee camps

Yes 6 100% 0 0%

No 0 0% 6 100%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Profession

Medical doctor 1 17% 1 17%

Buddhist monk 0 0% 1 17%

Teacher/lecturer 1 17% 1 17%

Engineer 0 0% 1 17%

Accountant 0 0% 1 17%

Student 0 0% 1 17%

Blue-collar jobs 4 67% 0 0%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Employment status

Employed 4 67% 6 100%

Unemployed 2 33% 0 0%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Years in NZ

<5 years 6 100% 2 33%

5 years + 0 0% 4 67%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Religion

Buddhist 6 100% 4 67%

Christian 0 0% 2 33%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Immigration status

Migrant 0 0% 6 100%

Refugee 6 100% 0 0%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Actively involved with the community on daily basis

Yes 6 100% 4 67%

No 0 0% 2 33%

Total 6 100% 6 100%

Focus Group 1 

(Refugees)

Focus Group 2 

(Migrants)
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Appendix 8: Thai refugee camps 
 

Refugee camps in 
Thailand 

Enrolled 
population 

The year 
counted 

Ethnic group Facilities Year 
established 

Ban Mae Surin              2,433  2006 Kayah Health clinic, education, women's 
education 

1992 

Ban Don Yang              3,452  2006 Karen, 
Burmese and 
Mon 

Health clinic, education and 
vocational training  

1997 

Mae Ra Ma Luang              9,199  2006 Not known Health clinic, education and 
vocational training including music 

1995 

Tham Hin              9,564  2006   Health clinic, education and 
vocational training  

1997 

Nu Po            11,397  2006 Karen   Health clinic, education and 
vocational training, and Baptist Bible 
School  

1997 

Mae La Oon            13,614  2006 Karen Health and education 2004 

Ban Mai Nai Soi            17,538  2006 Not known Health clinic, education, women's 
education 

1996 

Umpium            18,565  2006 Not known Health and education 1999 

Mae La              45,456  2006 Not known Health and education, teachers 
training, Baptist Bible School and 
Mosques 

1984 

Total         131,218          

 

Figure 6: Thai refugee camps 

Source: Commonwealth of Australia (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006) 
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