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Abstract: Refugees from Myanmar (Burma) made up the highest number of 

refugees admitted to the U.S. from 2007 to 2011.  Once in the U.S., refugees 

are encouraged to quickly develop ‘self-sufficiency’ through employment.  

This article draws ethnographic research methods in order to depict the eco-

nomic lives of the members of a Burmese refugee household in Milwaukee, 

Wisconsin.  The author uses Zelizer's (2010) idea of 'circuits of commerce' to 

characterize the economic activity observed and problematize ‘self-

sufficiency’ as a means of integration in the U.S.  Finally, when examined 

more broadly, refugees and their labor assist in refracting the relationship be-

tween humanitarian aid and transnational labor flows.   
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 On an overcast Sunday morning in the Spring of 2012, I was sitting at 

the kitchen table chatting with Ohnmar while she was cutting up a whole 

chicken for the curry she was about to make. Naing Htun, Ohnmar’s husband, 

and Thaung Myint, their six month old baby, were in the bedroom relaxing.  

By this time, my Sunday morning visits had become regular for the couple and 

the extended household. Naing Htun and Ohnmar shared their house with five 

other Burmese refugees. As owners of the house, Naing Htun and Ohnmar 

made it a point to create additional space for newly arrived refugees needing 

either temporary or long-term housing as they found jobs and acclimated to life 

in America. The rent they charged was considerably less than renting a two or 

three bedroom apartment. No one I met during my research lived alone.  

  

 It was about 11 in the morning and Ohnmar had recently got up.  

Working second shift, she returned home around three in the morning. Sunday 

was her day off.  

 “As for working in America, I like it, but it tires me out and I don’t 
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feel like I have much of a life. For Burmese people here, I think, we don’t real-

ly have a life. I don’t like America. I will return.”  

  

 Naing Htun entered the kitchen and added, “In Burma, you are work-

ing, working too. But if a stranger comes to you, you are warmly welcoming, 

nwe nwe twei twei. Da yauq ne da yauq, na leh meh.” One person with another 

will understand.    

 

 “But in America?” I asked.      

       

 Ohnmar responded, “There is no kindness. In our country, everybody 

has kindness. Ok? I need kindness. Ok?”  

 

 

• 

  

 In the fiscal year of 2011, nearly 17 thousand refugees were admitted 

to the United States from Myanmar (Burma).1 Refugees from Myanmar made 

up the highest number admitted to the U.S. in 2011, followed by those from 

Bhutan (nearly 15 thousand), and Iraq (about 10 thousand) (Department of 

State Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration 2012). Refugees from 

Myanmar have been leading numbers of refugee admittance to the U.S. since 

2007 when the U.S. began to accept, in larger number, some of the approxi-

mately 150 thousand people that have sought refuge at camps along the Thai-

Myanmar border (United Nations High Commissioner of Refugees 2013).  

Additional refugees leave through Northeast India or Bangladesh and even 

more may take boats arriving as far away as Sri Lanka. The U.S. fiscal years of 

2009 and 2010 both carried admittance numbers of around 18 thousand refu-

gees from Myanmar alone. Despite the recent influx of refugees from Myan-

mar to the U.S., people have been leaving the country since the 1980s.      

 

 After refugees arrive in the U.S., they are distributed to different 

states based on a variety of economic and social considerations. What state has 

available funds? Does the refugee already know someone in that state? This 

distribution is decided through state and federal interagency budgeting and 

planning. In 2011, Texas received the highest number of refugees from Myan-

mar at approximately 2,400, while Wisconsin received 435 (U.S Department of 

Health and Human Services Office of Refugee Resettlement 2012). The total 

number of refugees from Myanmar in Milwaukee is approximately three thou-
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 sand. Today, Fort Wayne, Indiana has the highest concentration of people from 

Myanmar in the U.S. 

 

 The U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, and 

Migration states on its web page, “The U.S. government emphasizes early eco-

nomic self-sufficiency through employment to speed the integration of refu-

gees into American society” (2012). There are several organizations at the state 

level set up to assist this integration. In Wisconsin, these include several secu-

lar and religiously affiliated organizations employing social workers for indi-

vidual and family resettlement management. Aside from one center, which 

emphasized English as a Second Language instruction (ESL), all the organiza-

tions were responsible for language interpretation, employment services, job 

placements and referrals, and follow ups. 

 

  The main source of income for new arrival refugees in Wisconsin 

comes from a monthly allowance of 653 dollars that continues for eight 

months. This is called Refugee Cash Assistance and is afforded through the 

Office of Refugee Resettlement within the U.S. Department of Health and Hu-

man Services. This same amount is offered to an individual, a couple without 

children, and a couple with children. Additionally, a refugee will receive a one-

time amount of one thousand dollars (each member of a family receiving one 

thousand dollars). The resettlement agencies also receive one thousand dollars 

for each refugee they manage. During eight months, with these funds, and 

through the assistance of resettlement agencies, refugees are to rent an apart-

ment, pick up work, and begin their life in the U.S.     

 

 Considering the investments and efforts by the State Department and 

the various resettlement agencies in the U.S., I was curious as to how refugees 

were actually getting along. Were the refugees becoming ‘self-sufficient’ as 

desired by the U.S. government? 

 

 In the following sections of this paper, I outline my research method-

ology for exploring the question of ‘self-sufficiency’ within the refugee popu-

lation. I then introduce what came to be a useful theoretical vehicle, ‘circuits of 

commerce,’ for interpreting the data I collected. In the second section, I share 

two ethnographic vignettes to illustrate the guiding theory. Finally, I situate 

this research within larger studies of refugees, humanitarian aid, and transna-

tional labor.         
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  I first began to learn more about resettlement agencies and the refu-

gees they processed through my conversations with a Burmese social worker 

for one resettlement agency in Milwaukee in January of 2012. In the four 

months thereafter, I met with Naing Htun in his office or home to discuss refu-

gee resettlement issues. Naing Htun first arrived in the United States in 2001 

and is now a U.S. Citizen. His dedication and experience assisting the refugees 

that have followed his arrival motivated him to provide social services through 

his current position. Naing Htun currently runs a newspaper for the Burmese 

speaking and reading community while supplementing refugee resettlement 

services through his affiliation with this agency. His wife, Ohnmar has worked 

at a meat-packing factory in Milwaukee for nearly two years. My Burmese 

language ability, time spent living in Myanmar and Thailand, and familiarity 

with Burmese politics and history allowed me to quickly relate to Naing Htun 

and his family. As I joined Naing Htun for in-house visits and a variety of for-

mal and informal refugee get-togethers, I was able to broaden my understand-

ing of how refugees were getting along in Milwaukee apart from a strictly in-

stitutional perspective.  

 

 I collected data for this study by recording conversations with Naing 

Htun, Ohnmar, and other refugees at their home. These recorded conversations 

were supplemented with additional multi-sited participant-observation research 

at Naing Htun and Ohnmar’s home, Naing Htun’s office, and a variety of in-

formal and formal refugee gatherings. These conversations and observations 

have allowed me to piece together various pictures of their work and relation-

ships in attempting to develop ‘self-sufficiency’ in America. In the future, I 

would like to expand this research to include a greater amount of interviews 

with refugees while also collecting perspectives from employees of the reset-

tlement agencies. My time allotment for this project did not allow for such 

broad investigation.     

 

 The ethnographic data I did collect allowed me to see how Naing 

Htun and Ohnmar, along with several other refugees, participated in complex 

local and global political economies. Ultimately, I argue that while they depart-

ed from political and economic oppression (the impetus for their migration), 

they are quickly brought into another form of political and economic oppres-

sion in their new home.  This oppression is not total, however, and they strate-

gically engaged informal circuits of commerce in order to maintain ‘kindness.’  

These informal circuits of commerce consist of ‘kind’ economies expressed 

through conversation, food, favors, allowances, loans, and remittances.   
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  The idea of ‘circuits of commerce’ comes from Viviana Zelizer’s ex-

amination of the role of economics in interpersonal relationships (2010). In 

introducing this concept, she states that a circuit of commerce is characterized 

by:  
 

 (a) distinctive social relations among specific individuals;( b) shared 

 economic activities carried on by means of those social relations; (c) 

 creation of common accounting systems for evaluating economic ex

 changes, for example special forms of monies; (d) shared understand

 ings concerning the meaning of transactions within the circuit, include

 ing their moral valuation; and (e) a boundary separating members of 

 the circuit from nonmembers, with some control over transactions 

 crossing the boundary. (2010:304)  

 

She points out that ‘commerce’ refers to “an old sense of the word, where com-

merce meant conversation, interchange, intercourse, and mutual shap-

ing” (2010:347). Refugees are quickly immersed in the capitalist American 

economy shortly after arrival. Most basically, they must rent apartments, find 

jobs, and buy food. In addition, parents must look for daycare and explore edu-

cation options. Naing Htun and Ohnmar’s household and their relationships 

with other Burmese in America, Thailand, and Myanmar demonstrate certain 

strategic ‘circuits of commerce’ as a response to the difficult and occasionally 

debilitating forces of such swift immersion. Additionally, the circuits of com-

merce among refugees serve to strengthen cultural and national ties as they 

materially and symbolically ‘take care of each other.’ For some refugees, like 

Naing Htun and Ohnmar, maintaining these circuits becomes morally impera-

tive.  I argue that it is within these circuits that Ohnmar locates, recreates, and 

maintains what she refers to as ‘kindness’ not found in other parts of her eco-

nomic life in America. The following excerpts from my participant observation 

research illustrate several circuits of commerce among Naing Htun, Ohnmar, 

and other members of their household that demonstrate efforts towards creating 

‘kindness.’  

 

 

• 

 

 Since having the baby, Ohnmar had changed her work schedule at the 

meat packing factory to alternating on/off weeks. In the weeks she did work, 

Naing Htun, Sein Myo, and Thura shared baby care hours.  Sein Myo had re-
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 cently arrived in the country and was necessarily taking some time to get situ-

ated.  He had already begun his vocational training, or ‘forced labor,’ as it was 

jokingly referred to in Burmese. In order to receive his monthly Refugee Cash 

Assistance (RCA), he committed three hours of work a day at a thrift store.  If 

a refugee does not participate in this ‘forced labor’ their RCA funds will be 

withheld. Thura had just moved from Washington state where he spent his first 

month in the U.S. Apparently, in Washington, the refugee funds were difficult-

ly low and there were few other Burmese in the position to help out. I later 

found out that Thura was completely without funds upon arriving in Wiscon-

sin. Naing Htun said,  

 

 “When people come from another state, the agency [in the new state] 

doesn’t get any money.  They have to help, but without the [initial federal pay-

ment of about] one thousand dollars.  His money is gone.  He’ll get RCA here 

for six months.  We even bought his air ticket, even though he paid his wife[in 

Thailand].  He’ll pay us back when he gets money.” 

 

  Naing Htun and Ohnmar additionally extended free rent in Milwau-

kee. When Thura told me his situation he chuckled. He said he did indeed plan 

to pay Naing Htun and Ohnmar back once he got a job. For the time being, 

they provided him with a place to stay, food to eat, and familial comfort.    

 

 In this situation, the circuit is characterized through the relations of an 

extended friendship.  As I later found out, Ohnmar, Thura, and Sein Myo had 

been friends while living and working around the refugee camps in Thailand. 

Their shared economic activities included supporting themselves and their 

household in Milwaukee, while also saving money to send to friends and fami-

ly in Thailand or Myanmar. Thura had already sent money to his wife and 

child in Thailand which would help explain his lack of funds to buy a ticket to 

Milwaukee. The shared meaning within this circuit derived from, as mentioned 

earlier, Ohnmar’s idea of kindness and Naing Htun’s expressed obligation to 

help out another Burmese refugee. The boundary of circuit membership for 

Ohnmar and Naing Htun was usually limited to other Burmese refugees.  

When discussing Sein Myo’s failing sponsor just before coming to the US, 

Naing Htun replied, 

 

 “That’s why the agency asked me, ‘Do you know Sein Myo?’ …

Maybe my wife knows, and my wife said, ‘It’s ok, it doesn’t matter if we know 

him or not. He’s a Burmese refugee. He wants to come to our city. We’re gon-
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 na be responsible for him.  Sometimes we don’t know Karen or Chin.2  They 

go by their ethnicity.  If they’re Burmese and they want to come, ok, Sign! If 

we didn’t sign, he’s gonna be delayed [with immigration].  He would have to 

choose a different state.  So that’s why we signed.  Ok, let him come, and Sein 

Myo came.” 

 

 Naing Htun’s statement makes evident the boundary of membership 

in the circuit while also showing a moral obligation of responsibility within the 

sponsoring system.  Although, Naing Htun and Ohnmar appear open to helping 

other ethnicities, if a person is Burmese, there is little hesitation to extend ma-

terial and symbolic support.   

 

 

• 

   

 The following vignette demonstrates several actors involved in a large 

circuit. 

 

 Naing Htun, Ohnmar, Sein Myo, Thura, and I taking a small trip to 

visit “Little Burma” of Fort Wayne, Indiana, piqued everyone’s interest. As 

mentioned above, Fort Wayne has the highest concentration of refugees from 

Myanmar within the United States.  Without doubt everyone currently had, or 

has had friends who lived in the city at one point or another. We were to stay 

with Thida, a friend of Ohnmar’s from a refugee camp around Mae Sot, Thai-

land.  It had been at least three years since they had met.   

 

 When we arrived in Fort Wayne at about seven in the evening our 

first stop was a Burmese restaurant located next to a salon run by another 

friend of Ohnmar. The plan was to eat here before calling up Thida and finding 

her house.      

 

 “I’m not going to eat rice, only noodles. I’m always eating rice in 

Milwaukee but in Fort Wayne we can get Kyay Oh or Khwithiao,” Ohnmar 

announced earlier during the drive down.   

 

 Kyay Oh is a popular Myanmar Chinese vermicelli noodle and pork 

soup.  Khwithiao, also a noodle and pork soup, often uses an egg noodle and is 

Thai Chinese. Restaurants and stalls offering Kyay Oh or Khwithiao make 

names for themselves with their soup broths.  These dishes are rarely made at 
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 home due to the involvement in making the broth.         

 

 “Order whatever you guys want. This is on me,” Ohnmar said as we 

settled in our seats.  I paged through the laminated pages of the combination of 

Thai, Chinese, and Vietnamese dishes offered. The Burmese owner expressed 

mild surprise of my addition to the group and asked me,  

 

 “Bama hin sa la?” Do you eat Burmese curry? To which I answered 

affirmatively, “Houq ba deh, caiq deh.” Ohnmar ordered her noodle dish while 

the rest of us followed the owner’s offer of rice and curry.  Without much wait, 

the owner brought over a large bowl of rice and a couple different curries por-

tioned into smaller bowls.  Just after, another bowl of ba la chaung kyaw, dried 

chillies, garlic, and fish paste that is fried together, followed.  This sort of Bur-

mese garnish, or addition to any curry and rice is crunchy, spicy, and resonates 

with a smell and taste that because of its ubiquitous presence in Myanmar 

quickly displaced me from our arrival in this small city of Indiana.  Rapid Bur-

mese filled the air as Ohnmar and Naing Htun established their relationships 

with the owners, a husband and wife, who had been in the country for at least 

ten years. They, of course, knew Ohnmar’s friend with her hair salon across the 

parking spaces outside the restaurant. As I later found out, this friend was pick-

ing up the tab as a return favor for Ohnmar’s work as a hondi.3   

 

 While we were eating, a shorter American man entered the restaurant 

and the owner moved over to take his order.  In English, he asked,  

 

 “What would you like to eat?”   

 

The man glanced at our table and then back at the menu and replied, 

 

  “I’ll have the fried rice.” 

 

 Behind me another two couples, one with a baby, were chatting in a 

mixture of Burmese and English. They did not intersperse English into their 

Burmese, or Burmese into their English, but seemingly stated complete sen-

tences in each language, demonstrating a full bilingual sound. This style was 

quite different from how I usually communicated with Ohnmar and Naing 

Htun. With Ohnmar, Thura, and Sein Myo, I mostly relied on Burmese with 

occasional sentences or phrases in English. The couples were surprisingly not 

distracted by the louder catch up conversation at our table as the owner and his 
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 wife were filled in about each of our parties inter-relationships, time spent in 

America, and activities or work.   

 

 Further familial relationships in villages and cities back in Myanmar 

were established between Naing Htun, Ohnmar, and the owners. The owner 

and his wife spent more time chatting with us due to Ohnmar’s connection to 

the neighboring business and having journeyed from Milwaukee.   

 

 “Milwaukee hma, ne lo beh lo leh?”   What’s it like living in Milwau-

kee?    

 

 “Mostly Karen there,” Naing Htun replied.   

 

 Before leaving, Naing Htun went out to the car and returned with a 

plastic banner printed with the image of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi photoshop-ed 

next to an older image of General Aung San. Together, this father and daughter 

duo, represent political resilience and resistance in the eyes of many Burmese;  

the father, for his leadership in establishing independence from the British col-

onists in 1948, and the daughter, as the contemporary leader of the National 

League for Democracy. The National League for Democracy is the major op-

position party of the former ruling military junta which has recently turned into 

a civilian-led political party. 

 

 “I’ll only give this to you if you display it in your restaurant,” Naing 

Htun offered referring to the banner.     

 

  Immediately, the owner, Thura, Naing Htun, and I scanned the walls 

for an appropriate spot.  Ohnmar had already ducked out to talk with her friend 

at the salon next door and Sein Myo was outside smoking.    

 

 As we prepared to leave, there was no bill or check and I moved over 

to Naing Htun to ask what we were paying for our curry and noodles. I thought 

Ohnmar might have left Naing Htun to deal with the check, despite her initial 

call to cover the bill. I also wanted to see the total in order to leave an appropri-

ate tip.     

 

 “It’s ok. Ohnmar’s friend is covering it.” 

 

Shortly, thereafter, Naing Htun explained this to the owner who had no prob-
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 lem setting aside the bill for a delayed payment.   

 

 “Well maybe we can leave the tip?” 

 

 “That’s fine, you can if you want.” 

 

 From my perspective, not leaving a tip despite whoever paid the bill 

was sacrilegious.  In Myanmar, however, tipping was rare. I realized the gift 

extended initially from Ohnmar on behalf of her friend and maybe her friend 

would tip.  But, for me, this still didn’t cover the existing service on behalf of 

the owner to us.  Would Ohnmar’s friend leave an appropriate tip? If she was 

already covering the food, shouldn’t we do something? In the middle of 

Ohnmar’s friend’s gift, we (Thura, Sein Myo, Naing Htun, and I), or at least I 

thought, had become involved in another exchange between ourselves and the 

owner.  I felt this obligated a tip on my behalf.  Furthermore, it seemed like the 

owner went beyond routine in filling our table with curry and rice while man-

aging Ohnmar’s noodles and add-ons.  Had we been in Myanmar, I would just 

follow Burmese custom, but this slice of ‘Burma in America’ made my head 

spin.  Maybe I was just overwhelmed by the transporting ba la chaung in the 

middle of Indiana and wished to extend a symbol of gratitude towards the own-

er. My urge to not reduce and intervene in the levels of exchange going on 

between the restaurant owner, Ohnmar’s friend, and Ohnmar was accompanied 

by my awareness of the quantifying currency that seemingly suspended itself 

from immediate view.  Finally, perhaps prompted by my question or out of his 

own volition, Naing Htun added a cash tip to which I matched half.   

 

 After leaving the restaurant, we stopped in the neighboring hair salon 

situated in a newly sided house.  Ohnmar was inside joking with her friend as 

she cut her daughter’s hair. A Burmese sitcom or movie was playing on a small 

television against the wall. The two friends were delighted to see each other 

again.  Ohnmar wrapped up her exchange and we got back in the car.   

 

 

• 

  

 In considering Zelizer’s pieces in identifying ‘circuits of commerce,’ 

we can attempt to recognize a unique circuit here. All of the Burmese involved 

in this circuit had been refugees at some point. Additionally, all of them had 

the experience of first, living in Thailand or Malaysia, and second, living in the 



16  MAINTAINING KINDNESS: REFUGEE CIRCUITS OF SUPPORT 

 

 US under a ‘refugee’ status. There was an automatic empathy suggested 

through the names of places and their associated experiences along the road to 

America, but also a curiosity at the individual divergences in following that 

path.  Furthermore, Ohnmar and her hair salon friend were linked through their 

friendship in Thailand.  The owners of the restaurant related to this party, out-

side of myself, through a sense of shared national identity expressed through a 

common language and demonstrated through the gift of the poster.  The previ-

ous economic activity between Ohnmar and her friend involved sending remit-

tances to family and friends back in Myanmar or Thailand.   The owners of the 

restaurant sold their food, including the noodle specialty that Ohnmar could 

not get in Milwaukee. The common accounting system for Ohnmar and her 

friend was likely established through e-mail, phone calls, and text messaging.  

Furthermore, Ohnmar’s friend’s coverage of the meal demonstrated food as an 

acceptable return instead of money. The shared meanings developed out of 

empathetic connections.  Ohnmar sends money for her friend knowing the im-

portance she places on sending her own remittances to friends and family. The 

owner of the restaurant takes part in delayed payment for his food service 

through his own empathetic connection to the out-of-town Burmese.  Addition-

ally, he is connected to Ohnmar’s friend through her neighboring business.   

The economic activity carried out with our party among neighboring Burmese 

couples and an American man exemplified a boundary of the circuit.  It was 

the relationship between Ohnmar, her friend, and the owner that set the bound-

ary in this circuit. However, there was the obvious exception to the boundary 

that included the addition of Sein Myo, Thura, and I. The outsiders of the 

boundary were brought in-bounds through 1) affiliation with Ohnmar 2) locat-

ing themselves in relationship to Burma 3) use of a common language and 4) 

accepting Burmese curry.    

 

 These two circuits demonstrate additional properties that Zelizer 

(2010) outlines for further investigation.  I will cite the property and illustrate 

it with my own examples: 

 

1. Circuits have special properties that constrain members’ economic behav-

ior (2010:351). 
 

Naing Htun and Ohnmar’s housing policies still demand eventual payment 

from Thura. For the time being, Thura is interested in picking up work in order 

to make a repayment. In the meanwhile, Naing Htun and Ohnmar must extend 

their own funds to provide for Thura.   
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 2. They lend coherence to economic activity that neither purely individual 

interest nor general market principles can explain (2010:351). 
 

 Extending housing and sending remittances demonstrate member’s 

involvements in empathetic connections. These do not extend from purely eco-

nomically rational decision-making, as Naing Htun and Ohnmar still have 

house payments and Thura’s sending of remittances obviously destabilized his 

living situation. Although, Thura and the other house residents were able to 

provide childcare.       

 

3. Intuitively, but sometimes even consciously, participants make significant 

efforts to create, maintain, and enter such configurations (2010:351). 
 

 Naing Htun and Ohnmar, in an attempt to expand their circuit, had 

extended a free housing offer to me during the course of my research.  Addi-

tionally, they are building more rooms in the basement to accommodate addi-

tional people if necessary.  Most recently, a refugee with a severe head injury 

and no family and friend network in Milwaukee has entered Naing Htun and 

Ohnmar’s circuit.  At the restaurant, the owner, a new acquaintance, seamless-

ly entered the circuit.  Ohnmar and Naing Htun were actively creating connec-

tions for circuits.   

 

4. Circuits create an institutional structure that reinforces credit, trust, and 

reciprocity within its perimeter but organizes exclusion and inequality in 

relation to outsiders (2010:351). 
 

 While Ohnmar’s hondi services are fairly systemic in their operation, 

she necessarily has to field the persons she sends money on behalf of. Addi-

tionally, the housing made available by Naing Htun and Ohnmar, while ex-

tended to most refugees, is not similarly available to neighbors or any resident 

of the city.       

 

  I have used Zelizer’s (2010) idea of ‘circuits of commerce’ to inter-

pret the economic activities that some refugees engage while living in the U.S.  

As these refugees attempt to develop economic ‘self-sufficiency’ and integrate 

into American society, they necessarily rely on these circuits to accomplish 

their own missions of support, solidarity, and connection. Additionally, these 

circuits help encourage and maintain important ties to family and friends ‘back 

home.’ Zooming out from the close interpersonal economic ties, we can also 

see Naing Htun, Ohnmar, and the rest of the household, through their global 
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 movement, participating in the forces of international capitalist economies and 

transnational humanitarian efforts. A refugee’s afforded release from political 

and economic strife comes with the price of entering a transnational labor 

force.    

 

 David Harvey (1990) has demonstrated the significance of charting 

transnational labor in his interpretation of the mechanisms of capitalism as it 

exists today. He has noted the use of immigrant labor in satisfying new forms 

of accumulation for capitalist production. Refugees, as well, are enveloped in 

the forces of global capitalist accumulation.  

 

 From a institutional perspective, Jeremy Hein, has shown how refu-

gees are differentiated from their nearest category of immigrants.  That is, refu-

gees have represented a political impetus for migration while immigrants rep-

resented an economic motivation for migration. However, ultimately, Hein 

notes that the political/economic dichotomy for migration is false as political 

conditions often create economic conditions that inspire migration (1993:55).  

Despite Hein’s acknowledgement, differentiating between economically and 

politically motivated migration with ‘immigrants’ and ‘refugees’ assists organ-

izing transnational humanitarian assistance. Economic migrants cannot be refu-

gees without a ‘well-founded fear’ of persecution at home. After receiving the 

refugee label, however, my observations demonstrated that the federal and 

state processing category of ‘refugee’ in the U.S. has a relatively short life.  

Refugees are extended a number of resettlement services (including Medicaid, 

Refugee Cash Assistance, and other state benefits) that are not available to 

immigrants, for a limited period of time. In Wisconsin, this period lasts 8 

months, although recent policy changes for FY2012 have expanded the period 

to one year. Refugees are necessarily imagined to join the labor force of an 

asylum-providing country as expressed above by the U.S. State Department.  

Most refugees often end up working side by side at positions taken by just as 

many immigrants (e.g. meat packing, plastics, and ‘sewing’ factories were 

most frequently mentioned). When I looked at Ohnmar’s work schedule at the 

meat packing factory for one week, there were only Hispanic, Karen, and Bur-

mese names listed.  Most recently, I have learned that recent refugees easily 

become ‘strike breakers,’ as they are less likely to organize, know their rights, 

and are more dependent on finding and maintaining work quickly upon arrival.  

In times of economic austerity, this ‘in-need’ labor force can be easily exploit-

ed while positioning factory owners as commendable assistants in fostering 

‘self-sufficiency.’ As illustrated here, there is reason to both separate immi-
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 grant and refugee categorization and understand how and where they convene.    

 Lisa Malkki (1996) has brought attention to the importance of the 

anthropological study of refugees in our current historical moment. Refugees 

are a distinctly modern creation. She posits the birth of the refugee in post-

World War II Europe. It is from this historical context that the conditions of 

refugees became standardized and then globalized (1995). The category and 

culture of ‘refugees,’ in its contemporary multiplicity, now calls for further 

articulation, not only for anthropological knowledge, but also for improved 

humanitarian aid. Malkki states, “because international interventions (hum-

anitarian and otherwise) are increasingly important, we should have better 

ways of conceptualizing, designing, and challenging them” (1996:379). Under-

standing differences in refugee and immigrant cultures in host states remains 

relatively unexplored as they often merge and overlap. Perhaps scholars, jour-

nalists, and government workers have not been strident in maintaining the dis-

tinction. Yet studies of refugees and immigrants should not be collapsed to-

gether too quickly. Refugees are directly situated within broader projects of 

international humanitarian assistance and end up in the U.S. for different rea-

sons from most immigrants. There is very little research around refugee and 

immigrant relations outside of institutional categorization and operation. Sensi-

tivity towards the different economic lives of refugees as to immigrants may 

shed light on how refugees become strike-breakers against immigrant labor 

strikes.   

  

   Humanitarian assistance extended by the U.S. offers relief for dis-

placed, politically or economically oppressed and persecuted people.  Howev-

er, once refugees are grounded in host countries, their institutional care rapidly 

dissipates in the costly reality of processing asylum seekers into productive 

laborers, especially in periods of economic austerity. The safety and refuge 

provided for refugees by the United States serves key diplomatic interests 

globally. On the other hand, domestically and locally, refugees find themselves 

still struggling for further safety and refuge as they join new labor groups with 

little or no representation and ability to call for labor reform. Although I have 

outlined some refugees participating in alternative ‘circuits of commerce’ in 

order to maintain ‘kindness,’ they are by no means universally and continuous-

ly engaged throughout the population. In closing, perhaps it is not economic 

‘self-sufficiency’ that most encourages integration into U.S. society, but the 

realization of economic interdependency that integrates refugees, immigrants, 

and U.S. citizens.     
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 Afterword 

 

 In January of 2013, Naing Htun, Ohnmar, and I were talking on the 

phone about their upcoming trip to Thailand and Myanmar. Over the past year, 

the government of Myanmar has released thousands of political prisoners, in-

vited political dissidents back to the country, and encouraged international in-

vestors to visit by easing the formally restrictive visa process. Naing Htun, 

Ohnmar, and I expressed surprise, curiosity, and skepticism at the rapidly 

changing political and economic landscape.   

   

 “How long are you planning to stay?” I asked. 

 

 “I’ll be back in a couple months,” Naing Htun answered.    

 

 There was silence for a moment before Ohnmar replied, “Andrew….. 

you know I don’t like living in America.” 
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Notes 
1 The country’s former military government changed their name in 1989 from the 

‘Union of Burma’ to the ‘Union of Myanmar.’ The U.S. government has continued to 

use Burma as the military government did not accept the democratic election of Daw 

Aung San Suu Kyi.  However, the UN immediately adopted the new name.  In Novem-

ber of 2012, US President Barack Obama used both names in a speech while visiting 

the country.  For this paper, I will use Myanmar to refer to the country and ‘Burmese’ to 

refer to the refugees.  Most of the refugees that I worked with and write about here 

identified as ‘Bamar’ or ‘Burmese,’ although a refugee from Myanmar could come 

from any of the 135 nationally recognized ethnic groups, in addition to groups (i.e. Roh-

ingya) not recognized by the government as coming from Myanmar. See Michael Char-

ney’s A History of Modern Burma for a succinct overview.  
2 Karen and Chin are two ethnic groups of Myanmar. They are often identified as Bur-

mese when processed through U.S. organizations looking to designate ‘country of 

origin.’  
3 A hondi is someone who sends or receives money on behalf of other people.  


