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From 1911 the Journal of the Burma Research Society (JBRS) was
open to virtually all subjects pertaining to Burma and func-
tioned as a serious publication for all enthusiasts—archaeolo-
gists, linguists, historians, epigraphers, ethnographers, and
more, until it was shut down by the Burma military in 1980. In
2011, on the eve of what was to become a momentous decade of
social and political change in Myanmar, an organizing commit-
tee of seven Burmese and three Western scholars met at Yale
University with a mission to reestablish the JBRS for Burmese
scholars in the humanities and social sciences. The new Inde-
pendent Journal of Burmese Scholarship (IJBS) was convened
with “independent” in its title to emphasize its total independ-
ence from any government agency or body in Burma or abroad.

The organizing committee soon added six members based in
Burma and began hosting thematic workshops and publishing
journal issues with funds raised by Yale University, the Open So-
ciety Foundations, and the Luce Foundation. Our journal issues,
in print and on our website, make every effort to be bilingual in
both English and Burmese. Our mission is to provide a forum for
incisive publications that contribute to the knowledge of Myan-
mar, with a preference for open access, accessibility and reada-
bility over paywalls, esoteric prose and dense theorization. In
order to remain independent and publish without fear or favor,
after the 1 February 2021 military coup the IJBS moved its base
of operations outside of Myanmar, to the Regional Center for So-
cial Science and Sustainable Development at Chiang Mai Univer-
sity, Thailand. In addition to print, issues are also published
online (https://ijbs.online) in .PDF and .HTML format with digi-
tal hyperlinks and footnotes.
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Tharaphi Than is Associate Professor of Burmese and Southeast
Asian Studies at Northern Illinois University. Her research in-
terests include censorship, dissent, print media, and feminism.
She works closely with local education groups in Burma/Myan-
mar to promote democratic education and develop alternative
curricula.

Shin Naung is a gender non-binary poet who actively partici-
pated in the student union movement until the 2021 coup, serv-
ing as an executive member of the All Burma Federation of Stu-
dent Unions. Shin Naung has published poems, articles, and es-
says under pen names for the Social Democrat Post. Their serious
exploration of poetry began in 2019, underpinned by a profound
conviction that poetry is a form of poiesis, and they employ au-
tomatic writing techniques in their creative process. Shin Naung
is currently translating Marxist works into Burmese to make
Marxism more accessible to a broader audience.

Thu Pone is the collective title of an online discussion group.
The word means “rebel” in English. Thu Pone exists to highlight
institutionalized sexism, militarism, racism, classism and white
supremacy, which many people internalize daily. Thu Pone is es-
pecially attentive to current issues related to sexism and aims to
produce rebellious and bold content.

Way went to Malaysia as a migrant worker after finishing high
school. In 2013, he embarked on his journey into the world of
poetry. Following the 2021 coup, Way directed his creative en-
ergies towards anti-coup poetry, finding a platform in revolu-
tionary publications like Tu Mee, Myit Kwae, and A Yay Taw Pone
(Rebel Gazette).

Sophia Day Myar has been an active member of the Karenni Na-
tional Women’s Organization since 2016. She also currently
serves as general secretary of the Karenni State Consultative
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Council. Prior to that, she was an elected member of the secre-
tariat of the Women’s League of Burma, serving three years as
joint general secretary. She has experience working with differ-
ent international organizations in diverse roles. She holds a
Bachelor of Arts majoring in English from Taunggyi University
and is currently pursuing a master’s degree in social sciences at
Chiang Mai University.

Nayone Moe Thway is a gender non-binary activist and poet.
She took part in anti-dictatorship protests immediately after the
2021 coup and co-founded the Civil Disobedience Movement
(CDM) support group Yone Htwet Sot (Let’s Step Out). The military
regime froze her bank accounts, revoked her passport, and
hunted her for facilitating funding and emergency
accommodation to help CDM participants. From 2022 to 2023,
she served as a member of the CDM committee of the National
Unity Consultative Council. Nayone Moe Thway remains an
executive committee member of the General Strike Committee
of Nationalities, representing the Bamar group.

Alotethama (meaning “worker”) worked in factories in Yangon
for over a decade. She participated in every labor strike she was
able to, and eventually assumed a leadership position in the un-
ion movement. In 2015, she was sued by factory bosses and had
to attend court for over a year, eventually being sentenced to
one month of prison. She was released after only one week and
turned to writing about the oppression of workers and their re-
volts, connecting the personal with the political. She believes
workers will only be liberated if the wider population supports
their struggles, so she writes articles to try and inform the mid-
dle class and elites about the oppressive conditions workers
face.

Ma Kyay came of age under the oppressive rule of the military
junta. Profoundly affected by her inability to react to the mili-
tary’s actions as an ordinary civilian, she began writing poems
and articles on revolutionary platforms. She writes to show that
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“we are eager to collectively inscribe the rhythms of the revolu-
tion in our hearts”.

A Shinn is a queer feminist from Myanmar.
Katniss is a feminist from Myanmar.

Ashey is from Mawlamyinegyun in Ayeyarwady Region and be-
gan his career as a poet in 2015. In 2018 he also ventured into
the world of photography.

Maria Begum is a Rohingya feminist, medical doctor and hu-
manitarian, born and raised in Myanmar. She worked in
Rakhine State for more than ten years with various civil and in-
ternational organizations and aims to be a strong voice for social
justice and minority rights.

Hnin Yape Nwai, also known as Ko Maung, is a Burmese political
activist and vocal critic of conservative ideologies. While a stu-
dent at the Technological University of Myingyan, he partici-
pated in the 2015 Letpadan students’ strike against the military’s
slave education system. As a student he also contributed short
stories, articles, and poems to journals and magazines and vol-
unteered as a teacher at a charity school. He started protesting
on the fifth day after the 1 February 2021 coup. In 2022, he
founded the Mega Brothers Force—Pale People’s Defense Force
(PDF). He then served as an adjutant in the No. 12 Battalion of
the Yinmabin PDF for 18 months. Currently, he is a public secu-
rity officer in the same battalion and is also the public affairs
officer of the Pale PDF Tactical Operations Command. He contin-
ues to write articles, poems, and essays for revolutionary media
platforms.

Aung Zaw Myo studied at the University of Medicine, Mandalay
and the Central European University, Vienna. His interests are
literature, social movements and queerness.
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Opening Words from the Compiler
Tharaphi Than

In September 2019 a group of mostly women, and two young
children, boarded a plane from Yangon to Daweti, a city in south-
ern Myanmar. There was a woman farmer from the dry zone, a
few feminist writers and creative art directors from Yangon, ed-
ucators and non-governmental organization (NGO) workers,
members of the LGBTQ community in Yangon, a woman union
leader, activists, a babysitter, and two Burmese that were living
in the United States. This eclectic group met with local women’s
rights activists, artists, and a few journalists living and working
in Dawei. Together, they discussed feminism, women’s issues in
different regions of Myanmar, challenges to being LGBTQ in My-
anmar, and local activism.

This issue is part one of a two-part special volume that is an
outcome of this gathering. It took us, “the Dawei Collective” as
we now call ourselves, four years to bring this volume into the
daylight. It survived the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2021 military
coup, and the ongoing civil war. Its authors braved violence and
tragedy, dealt with intense emotions, and most of all, shoul-
dered the duties of the revolution. By publishing this volume,
the collective aims to amplify the voices of women and LGBTQ
people during this critical juncture in Myanmar’s history. We
are claiming a space for ourselves, our sisters and LGBTQ com-
munity members. Although originally conceived of before the
coup, this volume aims to help readers understand why women
and LGBTQs from diverse backgrounds are a formidable revolu-
tionary force that can push other revolutionaries to incorporate
important issues related to gender and sexuality into their poli-
tics.

I am a compiler, not an editor, of this special volume. I se-
lected, and sometimes begged, people from diverse backgrounds
to write about their experiences. I worked with many practition-
ers and those from the field—be it a literal farmland field, a bat-
tlefield, or an urban workplace—closely from 2019 to 2023.
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Compiling the publication you are now holding meant some-
times going through six or seven drafts of each individual arti-
cle. The authors of this volume’s articles (except me) are all
practitioners, i.e., not formally trained academics. Some are
fighting on the frontline during the revolution, some are engag-
ing in ideological war against the beliefs and practices that em-
bolden and sustain the patriarchal military, and some are
providing lifelines for women through mutual aid networks.
They are not motivated by impact factors, tenure, promotion,
and other institutional incentives to write and publish. Many of
them actually think that few people want to know about their
lives and hear their voices.

We encouraged each other that our voices are worth hear-
ing and that by writing we could, at the very least, inspire our
fellow feminists and LGBTQ communities. Most authors wrote
their articles in Burmese and then other young people boycott-
ing the military regime translated them into English. They nar-
rated and reflected on their life experiences and the events sur-
rounding them, conveying their meanings and messages, in a
shared vernacular langue, as opposed to academic jargon. Aca-
demic journals pose many challenges to people who embrace
life, acquire firsthand knowledge, come up with their own solu-
tions to the world’s problems, and never desire to talk to sup-
posedly ‘educated’ audiences. The expectations of academia and
real life are very different, and this volume is a mediation be-
tween the two so that the academy and practitioners’ worlds and
fields can benefit each other. The contributors oppose any hier-
archization of academy and community.’

There were struggles and tensions while bringing this vol-
ume to fruition. The Managing Editor of the Independent Jour-
nal of Burmese Scholarship (IJBS) wanted to follow the publica-
tion’s style guidelines and conform the articles to what one
would normally see in more academic journals. Some authors
felt his comments on their contributions were combative. There

1 thank Pyo Let Han for inspiring me with this idea of a binary of two classes,
the academy on the one hand, and the community or the lay world on the
other.
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was also a question about who should cite whom. Most academic
journal readers probably know Burma through scholarly eyes,
and when writers make knowledge claims, a common question
posed is, “How do you know this?”. Many authors experience
this when writing for an English-language audience. Is a writer’s
firsthand account reliable, if she cannot cite anything? Is she
plagiarizing an established scholar’s works if her interpretation
about her own community parallels existing scholarship? Does
her work have less value or lack rigor if she does not reference
any literary canon?

This volume is full of such tensions and highlights im-
portant questions such as: Whose voice matters? What refer-
ences matter? There is a big gap between the academy and the
field, the former expecting the latter to emulate or produce the
kind of work they do. A subtle—though related—point is that
many recent Myanmar non-governmental organization (NGO)
employees have at some point left their jobs, or departed from
the field, to pursue the kinds of educational degrees taken seri-
ously by ‘expats’. Authentic voices that do not quote (Western)
scholars but are directly from their fields are yet to claim their
rightful place in the academy or elsewhere.

While working on this volume, I thought that we academics
might be ‘academic washing’ real women’s lives and experiences
by talking about them, over them, and on behalf of them.
Though with good intentions, academics codify words and con-
cepts and many, particularly English readers, expect such codi-
fied language when reading about a particular topic. Local prac-
titioners often write in Burmese, when their works are trans-
lated into English, there can be unexpected interpretations and
the ‘academicization’ of their voice if translators and editors are
not careful.

Other challenges included our choice of audience. The au-
thors wrote what they saw and experienced, having little idea
what their audience might be, as for most of them, IJBS is the
first journal or printed media they have ever written for. The
mission of IJBS is to publish research and writing from Burmese
scholars and thinkers in both Burmese and English, and when
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possible, in other languages of Myanmar. However, this means
that the English-language articles are edited with a native Eng-
lish-speaking audience in mind, which always requires discus-
sion and negotiation.

While editing the article “Those Who Suffer from the Sick-
ness of Society” for this issue, the journal’s Managing Editor
commented that “some readers might be offended” by the au-
thors’ claim that sex work should not exist. As the issue com-
piler, I supported the contributors’ viewpoint and prioritized
their voice: “Let readers be offended”. I learned that these au-
thors wrote not to comfort or confirm their readers’ potential
worldviews, but to inform, and more often, to try and get read-
ers to feel what their sex worker research participants feel; they
wrote to highlight the injustices they have seen, and more im-
portantly, feel along with the oppressed. In that article, the au-
thors concluded that if given any choice at all, women and trans
women would not choose sex work. A more accepted view in
wealthy Western liberal democracies is that if sex work is legal-
ized and sex workers have their rights protected, then society
should accept sex workers’ choice of occupation. The authors of
this article think such a view is oppressive, since they believe no
one would sell sex in an ideal, i.e., oppression-free world. The
authors are unapologetically loyal to what they saw, felt, and
what they think should be, in a future new Burmese society. Un-
daunted by the weight of foreign scholarship and preexisting
views, their honest opinions are refreshing and provide insights
into the Burma they know and interact with daily.

The same authors were very sympathetic to and sensitive
about the people they interviewed. I found it difficult to refrain
from suggesting some words to them. For example, one inter-
viewee trans woman sex worker spoke about experiencing an
event that the authors, and I, understood clearly as an act of
rape. However, the authors chose to use the term ‘injustice’ ra-
ther than ‘rape’. I believe this is because they were heartbroken
and worried that using the word ‘rape’ would further hurt the
victim. Labeling things to highlight injustices and going through
collective traumas cannot be reconciled sometimes.
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Another challenge for this special volume was translating
LGBTQ terms from Burmese into English, reflecting intersec-
tional linguistic complexities. Based on class, gender, and re-
gion, many groups use different Burmese words for the acronym
LGBTQ, and discussions were provoked when translators used
the word ‘gay’ for the Burmese word a-chauk. Some authors
avoided the term a-chauk and chose the term ‘trans woman’. For
men who dress as women, three potential words coexist (a-
chauk; ‘trans woman’; ‘gay’) and the authors, translators, and ed-
itors had to achieve a consensus on terminology. In the end, the
authors used ‘trans women’ for men dressed as women, and a-
chauk for trans women and feminine men in both Burmese and
English. We hope readers will be able to accept some words such
as a-chauk without considering it as being prejudicial, as it can
be a label chosen by feminine men, and men dressed as women
often from a lower socio-economic status; its reclamation can be
an act of empowerment. These quandaries are reflective of
young Burmese people’s struggles to be ‘politically correct’
when they write, while still being true to themselves.

The first article of issue one of this special volume, “Is There
Such a Thing as Myanmar Feminism?”, offers a short history of
feminism in Burma and orientates the reader on how to read
‘Burmese’ feminism. This article reminds readers not to come
looking for Western feminism, or for waves of feminism, if they
really want to hear authentic Burmese feminist voices and un-
derstand how there are many forms of feminism across the
world.

The second article, “On Feminism and Revolution”, is a con-
versation between young people who have different roles in the
ongoing revolution against the Burmese military; it is a snapshot
of ideological revolution initiated by young people amidst the
wider revolution. Ever since the 2021 coup, radicalized and rad-
icalizing young people are attempting to change Burmese soci-
ety with ideas, and this conversation captures one such attempt.
The article highlights the dangers of militarization and why it is
important to discuss difficult topics amidst the ongoing revolu-
tion. There should not be a hierarchy of values and goals, such
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as the notion that dismantling the military must come first with
other issues only to be worked through later.

In the third article, “The Marginalization of Women in the
Karenni National Liberation Movement”, Sophia Day Myar ex-
plains how the word ‘national’ in the Burmese language is gen-
dered, emboldening men and excluding women. She describes
how Karenni men and wider society sideline women from poli-
tics and public forums, and how the very structure of govern-
ment, with many men in official positions, deters women from
engaging in politics or in local governance. Reflecting on her
personal experiences growing up as a Karenni woman, she ana-
lyzes how Karenni society discourages and disempowers
women.

The fourth article, by the contributor Alotethama (alo-
tethama means worker in Burmese), “Life as a Worker, Life as a
Union Leader, and Becoming a Feminist”, is the life story of a
woman union leader who lost her factory job because of her la-
bor activism. As part of her narrative, she boldly claims that un-
ions should not exist if they are destined only to become another
layer of oppression for workers. Such a claim seems self-defeat-
ing, but NGOs and labor unions should take note and understand
the rift they could create by institutionalizing unions and bring-
ing workers and unions under the rule of law, if the rules are
written by lawmakers who sympathize with capitalists over
workers.

The next article by A Shinn and Katniss, “Those Who Suffer
from the Sickness of Society”, is an ethnographic account of gay
men who dress as women and engage in sex work and their per-
ils. This article is one of the rare accounts of gay sex workers
who probably fare the worst in Myanmar society, and whose
lives are often seen only through the lens of medical interven-
tion and via HIV/AIDS campaigns.

The sixth article by Maria Begum, “How Education Can Help
Rohingya Women Avoid Human Trafficking”, highlights some of
the barriers Rohingya women face within and outside their com-
munities. The author points to the shortfalls of NGO programs
and emphasizes that long term investment in women’s
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education is the only sustainable way to help Rohingya women
liberate themselves.

The last article by Aung Zaw Myo, “Spring Revolution: New
Opening(s) and Old Heteronormative Narratives”, highlights
how LGBTQ people reclaimed certain words such as a-chauk after
the 2021 coup and how other revolutionary groups pushed back.
By analyzing slogans and interviews, the author discusses how
LGBTQ people are building solidarity with women to challenge
heteronormativity in post-coup Myanmar.

From September 2019, when the workshop inspiring this is-
sue was held, to November 2023, when IJBS published this vol-
ume, members of the Dawei Collective have influenced each
other through their collaborative work on this volume as well as
their other on-the-ground activities. While writing and finish-
ing these articles, we have also helped build schools, a nursery,
provided mutual aid to our sisters and beyond, and most of all,
kept each other company and helped survive through perhaps
the most difficult times of our lives.

I would like to thank all the contributing authors and poets.
I also want to thank the editors of IJBS, as well as Dr. Aarti
Kawlra and colleagues from Humanities across Borders, who
first introduced the idea of feminism from the field. I also ex-
press gratitude to Northern Illinois University for granting me
research leave, and to the Rainfall team that guided, facilitated,
and supported the publication of this special volume from be-
ginning to end.

The Dawei Collective dedicates this volume to the sisters
and LGBTQ members who have fallen while resisting during this
difficult time.

About the Poems
Between the articles in this issue, we included poems that speak

to their themes. The Assistant Editor of IJBS helped select the
poems, and writes:
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I believe there are no borders for the arts. Only po-
ems that found their way into my heart were se-
lected for conversation with the articles in this is-
sue. I read the poems anew after being inspired by
the articles and their themes. Poems can talk di-
rectly to one’s heart. Although readers cannot
know exactly the motivation, rationale, and pas-
sion of a poet, readers have the freedom to inter-
pret each poem in their own way. I would say the
satisfaction of reading this issue’s poems alongside
the articles is like drinking water after eating In-
dian gooseberries. Bitterness and sweetness com-
plement each other. I hope the readers can share
the emotions and feelings of the authors and poets.
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Is There Such a Thing as Myanmar Feminism?
Tharaphi Than
Abstract

Attempts by foreign feminists and scholars to understand My-
anmar feminism are limited by the languages, histories and con-
cepts with which they are familiar. Subsequently, many struggle
to identify ‘feminism’ in the Myanmar context. This article,
written from the perspective of a Burmese feminist scholar,
charts some of the unique characteristics of feminism in Myan-
mar from the early twentieth century to the 2021 coup period.
It argues that the current revolutionary moment has facilitated
a change in Myanmar feminism: the personal has become polit-
ical, and women and LGBTQ communities are using the political
rupture to make demands and highlight gender-based oppres-
sion.

Introduction

The title of this paper is intended to be provocative. The empha-
sis is on feminism and how we can understand and study it in a
Myanmar context. When we hear the word feminism, we often
associate it with the first, second, and third waves of feminism
as understood in the West." When feminists and feminist schol-
ars from outside Myanmar look for feminism and women’s
movements in Myanmar, they are only equipped with the lan-
guage and examples with which they are familiar. Many get lost
trying to identify what fits under the umbrella term of ‘femi-
nism’ in the Myanmar context. There are no clear answers to,
“Were women organized? Did they mobilize themselves and the

! This article is based on a paper delivered at the University College London
Institute of Global Prosperity on 6 December 2021. It is dedicated to those
who have fallen and/or sacrificed in the many revolutions of Burma or My-
anmar. In writing this article I benefitted from correspondence with two Bur-
mese feminists, Pyo Let Han and Shunn Lei.
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country for the right to vote?”, i.e., questions based on under-
standings of first wave feminism; or “Are women allowed to
work? Are women in Myanmar paid equally as men?”, questions
from the second wave; or “Are women subject to domestic vio-
lence? How is sexual liberation viewed by women?”, questions
associated with the third wave in Western discourses.

Asking these questions in the Myanmar context could easily
disorientate a feminist scholar. This is not because there is no
such a thing as Myanmar feminism but that feminist movements
have not occurred linearly, or as waves as understood in the
West. The preconditions for the emergence of feminist move-
ments are different to those in the Western context. The ques-
tion then is: what is Myanmar feminism? Or rather, how can we
understand feminism in the Myanmar context? What structural
oppression or patriarchal norms do Burmese women fight
against?

This article is guided by these three questions. The first two
are interrelated. To be able to answer them, I provide some brief
historical background. Burma’s first election was held in 1922.
Women who owned properties could vote to elect 80 out of the
103 members in the legislative council. As part of British India,
Burmese women’s voting rights were considered the same as
women in Britain, where ratepayers were able to vote. But even
in 1922, the historical trajectory of women’s rights in Burma was
very different from women’s rights in Britain or those in coun-
tries where a woman’s agency was tied to the question of
whether they could elect representatives using their own ballot
and voice.

Protesting Government Taxes

In the nineteenth century, Burmese women held 10 per cent of
village administrative positions across the lowlands and owned
property in their names. Village head positions were passed
down along both male and female hereditary lines.” Several

2 For more, see Tharaphi Than, 2014.
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matriarchal communities also existed in the highlands. In this
context of nineteenth century Burma, electing democratic rep-
resentatives could have been seen as a step down or step back-
ward in women'’s equality. Women did not mobilize, nor were
they mobilized, for the right to vote and participate in elections.

Rather, in the colonial Global South, feminist movements
were often intertwined with independence movements. One of
the earliest women’s movements in Burma was around house-
hold taxes—not voting rights. As the British colonial administra-
tive organs expanded and tax regimes increasingly restricted
the economic activities of rural households, nationalist political
organizations mobilized their members around tax issues.

Women joined the women’s wings of such organizations and
called themselves Kumari. They avoided paying tax and partici-
pated in and led boycott movements.’ They boycotted imported
products including sheer fabrics and tortoise shell combs (the
Burmese term for ‘turtle’ is the same as the shortened form for
‘English’, these were ‘English combs’). This early Kumari move-
ment, associated with the independence movements against co-
lonial rule in British India, shows how women’s movements in
Burma were often subsumed by larger movements, unlike those
in most of the countries of the Global North, where women’s
movements were not subsumed in independence or nationalist
movements to the same extent.

Burmese women'’s struggles have always floundered in the
shadows of other national movements. The term “national” is
often rendered in the Burmese language as “concerning men”
and “men’s causes”, rather than “concerning the nation” or
“concerning the state”, and such linguistic slippage highlights
how Burmese women have found it almost impossible to launch
their own genuine women’s movement. The cause of the nation
is what everyone—men and women together—must strive for,
and during the twentieth century there was a general belief in
Burmese society that it would be selfish for women to fight for

* Kumari is a Sanskrit word meaning ‘princess’. Kumari groups were closely
affiliated with political organizations in early twentieth century Burma and
women organized themselves in local Kumari groups.
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their own causes. The idea is that “once everyone is freed,
women will be freed also”. The predicament of women is bound
up with everyone’s predicament. This coupling of women’s is-
sues with the nation, and describing causes for the nation as
men’s causes, or the ones that men should naturally lead, poses
the greatest challenge for women’s movements and women ac-
tivists in Myanmar. Women political leaders learned to adopt
the strategy of adopting men’s causes “for the nation” as their
own in order to survive in a hostile political environment.

Kumari women were active in the wunthanu (“love for one’s
race”) movement, but women’s niche in the independence
struggle was largely carved out by male monks and male laypeo-
ple. Taking inspiration from the Ghandi movement, wunthani
Kumari women urged all women to support local products and
encouraged them to produce their own clothes. At the same
time, wives of civil servants launched forms of elite activism
such as supporting orphanages and organizing “Pansy days”,
i.e., fundraising activities, in government schools and offices.
The roles women took on in the independence struggle and in
welfare activism were delimited by religious, cultural, and polit-
ical leaders who were mostly male.

Women students actively participated in student strikes
from 1910 to 1938, the last of which was to show solidarity with
oil workers who were striking and marching from oil fields in
the dry zone to government offices in Rangoon. When the oil
workers went on strike, pictures of young girls throwing their
bodies across the factory gates of oil refineries captured the na-
tion’s imagination. They were, like their sisters before them in
the Kumari movement, portrayed as supporters of the national
movement. Many of the demands the oil workers made were re-
lated to improving living conditions in households. The families
of many oil workers did not have enough oil to burn lanterns at
night, preventing their children from studying: situations like
this were directly connected to British colonial exploitation of
Burmese workers.

* This endures today. See “The Marginalization of Women in the Karenni Na-
tional Liberation Movement” in this issue.
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The fact that most women supported the nationalist inde-
pendence movement meant women did not launch their own
women’s movements during this time. Women leaders, often
daughters of senior government ministers, were seen as cham-
pions of nationalist causes rather than as champions of women’s
issues. During the first third of the twentieth century, the suc-
cesses of highly educated women such as Daw Mya Sein, the first
Burmese woman to graduate from Oxford University, who rep-
resented the country at the Burma Round Table Conference in
London in 1931 and fought for national causes such as education
and peace, overshadowed the struggles of other less-privileged
women.

Supporters, Not Leaders

As mentioned, women were framed as supporters by the nation-
alists and agitators by the colonialists in the independence
struggle. They played second fiddle to male nationalist leaders
and monks. Certain prominent individual women, such as Daw
Mya Sein and Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, have generally been re-
garded as somehow representative of Burmese women in gen-
eral. But highly educated women like them are rare in Burma.
They attract disproportionate attention, overshadowing the
context from which they came, and the real political, social, and
cultural positions of most women in Burma. Over time, percep-
tions of elite women like these, including the village headwomen
and royalty like Queen Shin Saw Pu of centuries past, and more
recently these women educated at prestigious global institu-
tions like Oxford University, perpetuated the message that Bur-
mese women enjoyed high status in Burmese society.

In reality, young girls and women face more hardship than
boys and men and do not enjoy equal status with them at all. For
example, the drop-out rate from school for girls is higher than
for boys, and men consistently receive higher incomes than
women. Only the lowest-paid jobs, mostly in the public sector,
and in petty trade, are the domain of women.
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Returning to the main question posed by this article, femi-
nism cannot be understood separately from other movements in
Burma. Women themselves feel deeply uncomfortable portray-
ing themselves as feminists or fighting for issues related to gen-
der and sexuality. When I interviewed women doctors and sol-
diers in Yangon between 2005 and 2006, they refused to talk
about working for women’s causes. In fact, they often viewed
their own activism as politically neutral.

Feminism is inherently political, but Burmese activism has
been depoliticized since the 1960s when the Burma Socialist Pro-
gramme Party (BSPP) ruled the country. Two examples stand
out: the work of a leading Burmese woman doctor, and women
soldiers. The doctor was quite angry when I described her work
for the poor and her study of politics before joining medical
school as radical. Women getting attention was at that time a
radical act. Between the icons of Daw Mya Sein and Aung San
Suu Kyi, there were hardly any women who could lead both
women and men and who carved out political or activist careers
for other women.

Women soldiers were originally recruited to establish the
first women’s army in Burma. But they mostly spent World War
Il in supporting roles, nursing soldiers, and mobilizing the rural
public against the Japanese. After the war, they traded their mil-
itary uniforms in for civilian clothes, and in their own words,
“buried their political lives”.’ It is worth emphasizing that de-
politicizing women’s activism silences women. Many Burmese
women adopted non-political lives after a short spell of political
activism, as exemplified by these original Burmese woman sol-
diers. A continued pursuit of political activism was and still is
almost impossible when there is a clear demarcation between
what men can and should do and what women can and should

do.

> For more on Burmese woman soldiers, see chapters four and five of
Tharaphi Than, 2014.
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Structural Barriers and the Invisibility of Women

Understanding feminism in the Burmese context requires one to
pay attention to the larger political and social landscape in
which women are situated and comprehend the structural op-
pression and patriarchal norms that they must contend with. In
Burma’s democracy since independence, the biggest impedi-
ment for women’s political activism has been mainstream party
politics. Women political leaders often choose to retire or leave
their parties to operate in opposition movements (underground
or otherwise). The BSPP never had any senior women execu-
tives, but the wives of the party’s leaders championed social wel-
fare causes. The three nationwide workers’ and farmers’ confer-
ences the BSPP organized in its early years (known as Duya, Kha-
baung and Ohndaw) did not feature a single woman speaker and
women were also largely absent in the rank and file of the BSPP.
Since independence, women'’s participation in politics reached
its lowest point during the periods of BSPP and military rule.

Deterring women from joining politics went hand in hand
with carving out particular careers and roles for women in soci-
ety. In an education program created during the post-World War
Il democratic period called “Creating New Lives and Education”
if directly translated from the Burmese language, but formally
titled “The Education Plan for Welfare State” in English, women
teachers were described as “frontier soldiers”.® There was a
push for women to be soldiers, but with chalk and books, not as
combat soldiers in a traditional or guerrilla army. Still, this
showed an ambivalent attitude from the government about the
role of women in society, and women pilots were occasionally
featured on magazine covers. Many governments have sought
to inspire young girls with pictures of women soldiers, espe-
cially pilots, but these token soldiers were never actually given
combat roles in Burma. Equal opportunities for men and women
in the army started and ended on magazine covers.

¢ For more on the Pyidawtha Plan, see Government of the Union of Burma,
1954,
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In addition to a government incapable of articulating and
creating roles for women in their administration and most other
job sectors in the country, the gendered roles of society also im-
peded the individual and collective progress of women and con-
tinue to do so. Healthcare and education are considered suitable
areas of work for women, but if women want to attend medical
university, they must score higher than men on their qualifying
exams. Engineering is considered a man’s profession and to be
admitted to an engineering school, women must score higher
than men as well. Either way, women are doomed.

Parents think teaching is a dignified and suitable occupa-
tion for women and that a teacher’s uniform provides protec-
tion. They therefore encourage their daughters to strive to be-
come teachers if they work at all. Such government jobs are
poorly paid, and it is often hard to juggle the work with family
life. Many women professors at universities remain unmarried,
possibly for two reasons: 1) they cannot support their own fam-
ilies with their salaries, and 2) to rise higher in the academy, one
must devote one’s life to pursuing one degree after another,
leaving no time for a partner.

Based on the 2014 household census, about 10 per cent of
jobs in Myanmar are in the government sector,” but a majority
of women actually engage in the private sector. Women might
successfully run and manage a business, but when that business
is brought into a guild or conglomerate, it is men, not women,
who go on to represent it. Women, no matter how competent
and successful, are discouraged from leading large profitable
businesses due to bureaucratic hurdles and the mistrust of men
in trade associations. Just like in politics, women are less repre-
sented than men in the better-paid corporate and large enter-
prise parts of the private sector.

The gendering of politics, bureaucracy and business, i.e., the
labeling of them as the domain of men, remains the biggest ob-
stacle for women. The visibility of certain women in power in
Myanmar, often those that come from political dynasties,
and/or are the daughter or husband of a powerful man,

7 Myanmar Information Management Unit, 2023.
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obfuscates the real powerlessness of most women in Myanmar.
Positions of power and influence in government offices and ser-
vices are off limits to ordinary women.

Hilary Faxon and Pyo Let Han note that a majority of women
farmers do not have land titles in their names.? In other words,
many women work on land that they do not legally own. The
land bureaucracy is complicated and offices are hostile places
for women to visit. The lack of land titles held by women results
in them being unable to envision themselves as farmers, let
alone land owners. The word lehthama, ‘farmer’ in English, is
used exclusively for men, and like in politics, women are limited
to supporting roles in agriculture, such as being transplanters,
weeders, and harvesters, etc. As more and more young men
leave Myanmar, most to engage in agricultural work abroad, the
women they leave behind must take on farm work in addition to
managing the house.

Though there are millions of women farmers in Myanmar,
state authorities and NGOs persist in their image of a typical
farmer as being a man tilling the land with water buffaloes or a
tractor. They are wedded to a stylized image of men and mascu-
linized strength—never of women. No official poster or commu-
nication with women tilling the land has been issued by the My-
anmar state or NGOs to display or encourage the empowerment
of women.

Invisible Barriers and the Plight of Women

So far I have discussed the structural barriers for women to
achieve positions of power in government and the bureaucracy.
But there also exist invisible cultural barriers. One of them is the
concept of hpon, the prestige and power afforded to men in Bur-
mese society. The belief that women are inherently inferior to
men because they did not accumulate enough karmic credits in
their past lives contributes to discriminatory acts such as fami-
lies separating women’s undergarments from men’s clothes,

8 Faxon & Pyo Let Han, 2018.
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often forcing women to dry their longyis and undergarments in-
side the house, and religious authorities preventing women
from climbing to the highest platforms at Buddhist pagodas and
religious buildings.

Politics and the concept of hpon, i.e., structural and invisible
barriers, trap women in certain jobs and keep them landless and
without title. Powerful actors such as the military misuse and
abuse cultural norms and beliefs to their advantage. They rein-
force the superiority of men by referring to and propagating an-
cient stories from the Buddhist jataka canon, perpetuating justi-
fications for the structural barriers against women’s fuller par-
ticipation in Burmese society. The insidious interplay of politics,
militarism and hpon in Myanmar is difficult to unravel.

Here it is worth pointing out the dangerous side of the in-
fluence of Western feminism and its methods. Myanmar femi-
nism is not easily visible, and between 2010 and 2020, when
more gender-based funding streams became available in the
country, many women activists felt pressured to make them-
selves seen and visible, so that their work could be easily identi-
fiable by wealthy Western NGOs as (what they considered to be)
feminist work or gender activism. They deviated from the path
of the activists during the first 50 years of independent Burma,
the path that often aligned with the missions of ethnic armed
organizations (EAOs) or the Communist Party of Burma. Many
activists in the twenty-first century have carved out space in
mainstream urban circles, rather than sticking to or being stuck
in remote or border areas. Many women’s organizations chose
to prioritize change from within the hybrid civilian rule parlia-
mentary system, though some EAO women’s organizations re-
mained skeptical.

Culture, not politics, was portrayed as an obstacle for
change during the era of hybrid civilian rule from 2010-2021.
Ending domestic violence became a common cause that could
rally many women’s organizations; the “16 Days of Activism”
campaign allowed opportunities for bite-size activism to those
who could not be full-time activists. Reports of gender-based
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violence and how to tackle the problem were widely discussed
at all levels, from national to local.

Plays like the “Vagina Monologues” and the very term “fem-
inism” became more accepted in Myanmar toward the end of the
2010s. Popular global trends such as the “White Ribbon” cam-
paign and the #metoo movement were discussed and used as
benchmarks. But the urban-based, NGO-driven gender activism
was detached from the movements coming out of EAOS’
women’s wings, which continuously pointed out the entrench-
ment of military rule and the precarity of women’s lives under
it.” Women’s movements in the 2010s were subsumed into global
campaigns, and efforts for gender equality by and large centered
around ending domestic violence and promoting women’s rep-
resentation in parliamentary politics. The emphasis was on in-
dividual freedom and achievement. Collective liberation was
considered unpragmatic at best and unachievable within short
project cycles funded by NGOs. Women’s movements could not
champion the movements by Myanmar farmers and garment
workers where women fought for land rights and a decent wage.

To recap, politics, bureaucracy and project-based activism
have disempowered the women activists fighting for collective
liberation through cross-cutting issues such as land rights and
fair pay. The tunnel vision of global and Western feminism, in-
stitutionalized as it is to prioritize voting rights, sexual libera-
tion, pay parity, and women'’s representation in the govern-
ment, meant that newly influential NGOs were reluctant to sup-
port movements without these hashtags. Tensions arose when
attempting to separate feminist movements from wider nation-
alist movements by Bamar or other ethnicities. There was con-
flict between the new NGO-supported feminists and the old
guard of activists that see women’s issues as only part of larger
campaigns for justice in Myanmar.

? As seen in Shunn Lei Swe Yee’s article in issue two of this special volume,
“How Mainstream Gender Activism Failed Marginalized Women, 2011-2021”,
to be published in 2024.
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Feminism in the Spring Revolution

The final section of this article concerns the rise of feminism in
the aftermath of the 2021 coup and the factors that enabled it.
Since the coup, many have criticized any politics that straddles
radicalism, i.e., a politics that deviates from mainstream, popu-
lar, or elite politics. The coup proved beyond doubt that the di-
archic relationship between the military and the leading politi-
cal party failed. Radical voices and radical politics including
feminism were brought to the fore in the abrupt brief opening
of political space following the coup. Feminism in the context of
Myanmar is radical politics because it highlights the fact that if
women are not freed, society is not freed. Groups such as Thu
Pone have highlighted the importance of liberating women
while the revolution unfolds.” The 2021 Spring Revolution has
seen efforts to center women'’s issues and calls for equality.

In the current era of social media and instant news delivery,
women’s participation in politics and activism, from the cities to
the countryside, from the plains to highlands, changed from vis-
ible activism to online activism—though many women are con-
tinuing to engage in the resistance as fighters and supporters.
Following the coup, varied forms of women’s activism—from the
hoisting of women’s sarongs in downtown Yangon, to marching
with the slogan, “I will wear what I want, just don’t rape me”, to
city women demonstrating as war refugees and holding young
children, have erased any question of whether women “belong”
in politics. Ruptured politics has made feminism visible.

There are four groups of women that are currently most vis-
ible. These are participants in the Civil Disobedience Movement
(CDM), protesters, backline supporters, and women fighters.
The CDM has weakened public services provided by organs of
the military’s State Administration Council, completely halting
them in some areas. Protesters, especially those protesting in
the countryside, are mostly women. Rural and minority women
might not be as visible as city protesters, and some of them,

1© Thu Pone, 2013.
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especially those fleeing from active conflicts, might not choose
to protest in the streets, but they are active supporters of the
revolution, contributing financially, sheltering fighters, and
more importantly giving moral courage to resistance fighters.
Nuns, teachers, professors, and legal professionals are now on
the frontline fighting and teaching children in conflict areas.

The quick evolution of the anti-coup resistance movement
to a wider revolution shows that radical and fringe politics mat-
ter. Feminism was strong in Myanmar before the coup, but only
one version of it was legible by the outside world, especially the
Western world. Fringe politics in the physical and metaphorical
sense, i.e., the politics championed by minorities that continu-
ously highlights the inherent violence of the patriarchal mili-
tary and civilian state, has moved to the center, and feminism
has found new alliances—after all, feminism itself has always
been fringe politics.

Institutional violence is born out of militarized society and
violence begets violence. Stopping violence against women has
been a central call of minority women activists such as Shan, Ka-
ren, Kachin, and Rohingya people. There have long been cam-
paigns against the use of rape as a weapon of war in Burma and
Myanmar. In 2021, the plight of minority women in the hands of
the Myanmar army was incorporated into the “16 Days of Activ-
ism” campaign to raise awareness of violence against women.
Women’s activism, gender equality movements and feminism
have progressed and feminists are less likely to be accused of
being merely “angry women” by men and those with power.

Conclusion

The ongoing goals of the revolution reflect the needs of the most
oppressed, including women and LGBTQ people, and other mi-
norities including Rohingyas. A successful revolution cannot be
measured by bringing about change only for the privileged ma-
jorities, but what it achieves for the least privileged and most
oppressed in society. In the midst of revolution, visibility of the
invisible, and voices of the voiceless, give hope to people that
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society collectively is making progress toward equality. Amid
suffering and bloodshed, there is hope.

In Myanmar feminism, it used to be that the personal was
not political, or rather the personal could not be made political,
but the 2021 coup has changed that. Women and LGBTQ commu-
nities who were active before the coup are now using this polit-
ical rupture to center their demands and highlight ongoing gen-
der-based, systemic oppression. Burmese revolutionary society
has come to understand that a revolution with no parallel plat-
forms to tackle these systemic oppressions will be an incomplete
one.
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In the Evenings When
Color-Changing Magazines Fell Into the Trench,
I Knew Not Where to Look for Maung

Shin Naung'

Pronouns, how they’ve become lifeless, Maung
Life no longer lingers upon them now

A clod, which desultorily descended

At my scream

Fell off and died

Off into the memories of a blue runner.

Languages lost amidst the great ever-smiling?® forest
O Leaves, behold

The iris of he who holds

All the Earth

Screamed. At his name

How tears came

I* know not any longer, dear.

To rescue the inflated love
From one mist particle to the next

! The author’s name is a construction of two feminine names: in their own
words, “Because I'm gay and a part of me is feminine”. The English
translation and footnotes for this poem are by Myat.

2 The Burmese term for “ever-smiling” is amyehpyone, which in alternative
spelling could also be a pun for “ever-deforested”. Myanmar has suffered
serious deforestation in recent decades under military rule.

* In this line the poet uses the gentle first-person Burmese pronoun ko,
usually used by males to refer to themselves when they are talking to loved
ones. But in the rest of the poem, the pronoun nga is used. This creates a brisk
military tone, sharply contrasting with the gentle second-person form of
address used in the poem: the affectionate maung. Usually, in a
heteronormative setting, the form of address maung is spoken by a person
using the feminine pronoun kyanma for themselves. In this poem however,
the poet self-identifies as nga but unusually addresses the object of his speech
with maung. This may imply the poet is a homosexual man, but this is lost in
translation without a footnote. English indeed renders pronouns lifeless.
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From one molecule to the next

From one’s hand to another’s entire life
If only

Inflated love could be

Obtained at Scott’s Market

Wantonly

Mists, Molecules, Hands Held

Would be sundered.

Photographs

Cannot tell History

Crossroads

Cannot be treaded

Magazines

Cannot take a human life
Trenches

Cannot protect the Revolution
For one’s hand to be united with another’s,
The sovereign power of the State
Is not needed.

The clods I have been searching for

Are meditating furiously

What have I been thinking ?

Such a pity

That I

Traded your arms on which I could doze off
With a war.

Not that I cared

That Dean Young passed away*

Pronouns have become lifeless now

I who was reciting poems at my own funeral

Was strangled by the vessels of my heart

In my sight

Military boots were marching toward the soundproof halls.

“ Dean Young is an American poet who passed away on 23 August 2022.



Shin Naung | 61

Who is responsible for families

Torn and tattered?

One day though, the due price shall be
Paid.

Only History can tell History

Only the crossroad can take a walk

Only a human life can take a human life

Only the Revolution can protect the Revolution

And the sovereign power of the State

Is capable of uniting two hands

“Church towers— what a good hiding place for a slaughter-
house.””

As I rushed through Dean Young’s night,*

An Orange’

Was vomiting kamma and kamma-phala dhamma?®

While being opulent

(Further discovery of facts at hand proves that oranges are in-
deed symbols of the counter-revolution)

Now the con artists® have all left the Parliament.

In Truth

I eventually learned

That

Just at a distance of a mist particle
Maung lived

Our Knowing

> This is a reference to a Dean Young poem, Gray Matter (2005, p. 79).

¢ A reference to Rushing through the Night (Young, 2005, pp. 88-90).

7 Here the term “orange” refers to a Buddhist monk.

8 This line refers to Buddhist doctrine that wholesome or unwholesome
action (kamma) produces consequences, i.e., fruits of action (kamma-phala)
which determine one’s predicament within or with regard to the cycle of
rebirth.

®Members of parliament belonging to the National League for Democracy and
others are notably not spared from this accusation.
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Was never beyond Being itself
Just how difficult to attain®

Our homeward steps were.

References
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10 This is a Pali word in the original Burmese poem: dullabha.
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Discussing Feminism Within the Revolution
Thu Pone
Abstract

This article takes the form of a selection of excerpts of group
discussions hosted by the Thu Pone (rebel) online discussion
group on the topics of feminism and revolution. In it, partici-
pants discuss their thoughts on the kinds of feminism they each
subscribe to, on gender politics and the struggle against oppres-
sion, revolutionary strategy, disarmament, and on a post-revo-
lution world as envisioned by feminists. The discussions these
responses were excerpted from took place in October 2021 and
their publication here provides a snapshot of this important on-
going ideological revolution, which is nested within the larger
revolution against military rule in Myanmar.

During the revolution that has swept Myanmar since February
2021, many online discussions about what were once considered
radical ideas have emerged. One such discussion was initiated by
the Thu Pone (Rebel) group. Young people from Rebel gather
online regularly and discuss topics ranging from what it is like
to be LGBTQ at the forefront of the revolution, to the killing of
children by the Burmese military in Let Yet Kone village, Saga-
ing Region. This article is presented in a discussion format," with
individuals responding to group questions and to each other in
sequence. The excerpts provide a snapshot of an ideological rev-
olution that is occurring within the larger revolution against

! While authorship of this article is attributed to the overall Thu Pone group,
and nominal pseudonyms are used for some discussants, others are referred
to by a numbered group pseudonym (“Thu Pone #1”). Discussants sometimes
refer to theories and books, but this article does not contain in-text citations
or a reference list.
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military rule. Young Burmese people are grappling with femi-
nist ideas and theories and many are now deciding to become
feminists at this important juncture of Burmese history.

What type of feminist do you consider yourself to be?

Me Me Lwin:

I feel like I've had a chance to engage with every feminist theory
and am influenced by all of them, particularly radical and social-
ist feminism, but also by liberal feminism as well. Is it possible
to decide that we are a particular kind of feminist after absorb-
ing the concepts of just one book?

Thawdar:

I guess I am either a liberal or a radical feminist. I'm enthusiastic
about learning and writing about LGBT issues and sexual harass-
ment. 'm also interested in learning about the right to abortion,
as it strikes close to home. My cousin, as well as another friend
of mine, both got pregnant in their teens due to lack of
knowledge about sex. My friend underwent an abortion and my
cousin gave birth.

Htet Htet:

I think I'm closest to Marxist theories of feminism, since the
Marxist theory and framework best explains what is really op-
pressing people. But Marxism ignores gender-based oppression
at times, which is a challenge. I also like transnational feminism
since it transcends national boundaries.

Ko Kaung:

[ want to abolish all forms of oppression. I am an anarchist. Hav-
ing gender standards only leads to oppression. Gender identity
should be abolished if people are being oppressed by it. If gen-
der, on the other hand, is just a concept to express a person’s
existence, and is not the basis of oppression, then it doesn’t need

to be abolished.
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Thu Pone #1:

I have come to understand that gender-based oppression is
borne out of the existence of gender identities. I want to make a
proposition. Marching towards a gender free society is only pos-
sible without patriarchy.

Zeyar:

I like radical feminism. I like its point of view on getting rid of
the patriarchy and how gender power works. Some radical fem-
inists make claims like, “the pornography industry is sexually
exploitative” and “having sex is about males expressing male
power over females”. For me, the word “male” should not be put
before the word “feminist”. To get rid of the norms of society, a
man needs to ask himself if he is ready to let go of the benefits
that he has been given by the patriarchy.

May:

I learned feminism not from theories but through my work. I left
my previous feminist environment and moved to a new work-
place where I met new people. They considered me to be a hot-
headed feminist. Although I'm a quick and ready-for-action
type, they characterized my feminism based on their views
about me rather than my activities. I am who I am, and I do not
like gender-based oppression. I do not label (the kind of femi-
nist) I am.

Lin Htut:

I still do not dare to consider myself a feminist since I'm still try-
ing to figure out (what feminism is). I'm very much influenced
by the writer bell hooks though.

Thu Pone #2:

I also cant’ decide what kind of feminist I am and accept that I
am just a feminist, but not liberal. Being a radical feminist is not
something one can ascribe to oneself. I believe others have to
define us that way.
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Ma Ei:

We have faced oppression and discrimination since we were
young. I came to understand oppression through (everyday) in-
teractions in society. I started to think that my work should be
buoyed by a certain “-ism”. I used to think that I lean towards
the left. I just happened to learn about feminism in 2015. I like
radical feminism and I am studying it. I still have no idea what
kind of feminist I am. I do not put myself in any particular box. I
believe in building a new society where there is only justice and
no oppressive mechanisms.

Thu Pone #1:

A society where there is justice and no oppressive mechanisms
is the ultimate goal of feminism. I find myself leaning towards
leftism and would like to be a radical feminist although I have
no idea whether I am or not because it is something to be deter-
mined by other people rather than by myself. I do not dare to
say that I am radical.

Ko Hein:

I didn’t learn about gender-based oppression from feminist the-
ories. Being gay, I've faced so much oppression throughout my
life. I do not like the fact that I was attacked because of my iden-
tity. I grew up in the military where there is a lot of gender-
based violence. I came to understand this oppression well when
I started studying feminism. For LGBT people, norms around
male identity, which are rooted in patriarchy, are toxic. It’s dif-
ficult for me to consider what type of feminist I am, because I’ m
partial to leftist theories, I like radical and Marxist feminism.

Ni Ni Win:

I never thoroughly read about every type of feminism. I like the
ideology of radical feminism, however, I still think that I lack
sufficient knowledge to consider myself a radical feminist. Most
people think that I am a liberal feminist, but a superficial one. I
think it is because I say things based on what I see and hear in
my [immediate] surroundings.
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Su Su San:

I think feminism is helpful to explain oppression based on gen-
der, race, and class. I'm a feminist who would like to march to-
wards a new and just world.

Htet Myat:

I haven’t read seriously enough to put myself under a certain
type of feminism. Over time though, I see myself as a feminist
who is leaning towards Marxism. As long as capitalism is yet to
be abolished, people from any identity or any sexual orientation
cannot enjoy absolute freedom. Limitations will still exist.

Thant Kyaw Swar:

[ am gay and a LGBT activist. | became a male feminist because I
experienced (the negative consequences) of patriarchy. I enjoy
theories of liberal feminism.

Thu Pone #1:
Why did you say that you are a male feminist? Do you mean you
were born with male genitals?

Thant Kyaw Swar:

There are some people who do not express themselves as a male
although they are LGBTQ. I, however, regard myself as a male
feminist as I use the ‘he, him’ pronouns.

Thu Pone #1:

Everyone has the right to be a feminist. Do we need to explain
our feminism with qualifications like what sex or gender we
are? Adding the word “male” (to the label feminist), can imply
that only women are natural feminists. If one considers oneself
a feminist, one should think about the significance of language.

Htet Htet:
I would like to discuss this idea that the label “male feminist”
alludes to the fact that only women engage in feminism. To
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answer the question of whether the gender system should be
abolished or not is, I think, just like using socialism as a buffer
before a truly Marxist society can be established; gender identi-
ties will still be around until oppression ends. Can these identi-
ties then collapse when oppression no longer exists?

I would like to bring up a theory proposed by D’Emilio here.
He claims that gender identity was born together with capital-
ism. Here is a question to think about: would gender identity
reach its end with the end of capitalism? We should speak out
for women in the pornography and sex industries. These indus-
tries shape women as sexual showcases and encourage females
to take up sex work. If the job of sex work did not involve dis-
crimination, it would be chosen equally by men and women.

Mi Thae:

To explain the term “male feminist”, we have to go back to how
we understand feminism. Feminism may be a discipline, a per-
spective, or a tool to analyze oppression. Based on how one (uti-
lizes) feminism, there will be many views. For me, a feminist is
someone who is taking any type of feminist action. It would be
difficult to consider oneself a 24-hour feminist. Becoming a fem-
inist is not like being converted into a religion. Just because one
is a feminist, there is no guarantee that one’s actions will always
be just or will always be feminist actions. Being a feminist is act-
ing. 1 consider myself a worker, a worker working with cul-
ture. What I mean by culture is the culture of identity in a soci-
ety or culture of oppression; an intellectual worker rather than
a manual laborer.

The term “male feminist” is similar to putting the word “fe-
male” before jobs considered exclusive to men. For instance, fe-
male soldiers, female trishaw drivers, female bus drivers and so
on. Women doing these jobs are considered out of ordinary. Dur-
ing the National League for Democracy’s time in government,
when a female took the position of police chief, I remember one
man commented saying the woman was worthy of the job as
“she is trustworthy like a man”.
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I also want to discuss the reason why we are talking about
abolishing gender. 1 think we are saying such things because
gender contributes to injustice rather than justice in society.
Gender subscribes to a value system, the system that down-
grades women and upgrades men. So rather than abolishing
gender or trying to establish a genderless society, we have to
tackle patriarchy, which is the source of gendered standards and
norms and sexism. Why don’t we like the gender system? It’s be-
cause it has established a value system through which we have
been discriminated against, oppressed, and undermined.

Thu Pone #2:
I reflect on how I came to know feminism... How have we been
framed by the gender system since childhood? As Mi Thae stated
elsewhere, gender norms are more obvious to us when we enter
early adolescence. Pressure from people around us increases
during puberty. For example, my family forbade me to go near
the home altar when I had my first menstruation event. My fam-
ily, school and neighbors all told me not to go near boys when I
became an adolescent. I was so depressed and didn’t want to be
a woman anymore. I wanted to be a man.

To link with what I have said, it is not that I dislike being a
woman. I just do not enjoy the norms that determine the frame
“woman”.

Thu Pone #1:

Judith Butler, feminist and gender theorist, says in the book Gen-
der Trouble that more genders are emerging these days and peo-
ple are adding more specifics before the terms gender and
“LGBT”. Butler uses the term “gender performativity” to explain
that gender is a performance. If we want people to accept the
gender we affix ourselves, there must be a performative act to
prove the said gender. For instance, a trans woman needs to per-
form like a woman so that people accept her as a woman. She
needs to use female accessories and things she thinks are used
by women. This is proof that gender prescribes norms. We have
to perform according to those norms.
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Mi Thae:

To answer what kind of feminist I am, I am one that is now on a
revolutionary path. You can say I am a so-called anarchist. I see
patriarchy and capitalism as one, as they function together. If
we want to get rid of them, we have to wipe out their products
first, but we are also interested in rebuilding. Here, rather than
trying to fit into deterministic frameworks where the ‘Y’ era fol-
lows ‘X’, we are instead walking towards any future free of op-
pression. We should accept that feminism will reach its end only
when it is no longer needed—1I object to deterministic ideologies.

Me Me Lwin:

To be a feminist is to be against sexism and all kinds of oppres-
sion. If one opposes sexual discrimination but is indifferent to
other forms of oppression, one cannot be considered a feminist.
One can take confidence in one’s philosophy, yet one needs to
reflect on oneself if one’s ideologies and actions are challenged.
A feminist must have thick skin when criticized.

Htet Htet:

I became a feminist when I started questioning injustice and in-
equality and found a feminist way to do so. I think the class gap
is the root cause of injustice, since many forms of oppression are
based on it. A feminism that accommodates the norms pushed
by the nation and is satisfied with what the state grants is not
satisfactory. I see feminism as a movement, but a movement
with a leadership problem. Feminism should be a way for every-
one to voice their opinion. You cannot say you are a feminist if
you cannot let go (of your privileges) and fight against what is
really contributing to oppression.

Thu Pone #1:
I think we must adopt the slogans of activists: “I will be liberated
only when you are freed”.
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As a feminist, do you support armed revolution?

Ko Htoo:

I believe that the armed revolution (in Myanmar) is an im-
portant part (of the whole revolution). However, I do not sup-
port it entirely. There will still be some issues that have to be
resolved through negotiations later. Before such negotiations,
we need to show that we have the masses’ power against the op-
pressing group (i.e., the military). To prove that we have such
power, armed resistance is required. However, it should not be
the ultimate ending. The end of an armed revolution is seldom
beautiful. Once the ground is leveled, there will be issues we
have to discuss and negotiate with the oppressors. If this (two-
part process) does not work, we will have to find an alternative.

Ko Kaung:

If we try to negotiate with the armed oppressors with only our
bare hands, they will refuse, because they have arms. Therefore,
we have no option but to pursue armed revolution. This is the
path we must walk. We must reveal our power. We demon-
strated peacefully nationwide at first. The revolution trans-
formed into an armed one because the military is too stubborn.
If we want freedom, we must revolt against the armed oppres-
sors with arms of our own. There must be armed revolution
when the conditions require it.

Thawdar:

I understand the logic that we can only achieve negotiations if
we are armed. However, people tend to become corrupt when
they gain power. So, we should think about the consequences at
the same time. I saw a satirical post on social media about why
the National Unity Government (NUG) has not armed its sup-
porters yet: because the NUG doesn’t know how to disarm them
later. The other day, I saw the statement of a certain People’s
Defense Force (PDF) group saying they would amputate the
hands of any thieves they caught. How can they think they have
the right to do such things? We have to think about how to
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defend ourselves if groups believe they can do whatever they
want just because they are armed.

Ko Hein:

Currently, the answer to whether we support the armed revolu-
tion is obvious. Everyone knows that we do not need to be fas-
cists to revolt against a fascist army. I think there’s no need to
go into this too much. However, I do not support an armed rev-
olution open to influence by patriarchy and gender-based op-
pression. We have learned from experience that being a soldier
is a man’s profession. There are norms like, one needs to be
manly and strong to be a soldier. This is a result of patriarchy.
There is discrimination against LGBT people who are fighting in
the jungle. If a person who is sexist and homophobic chose to
join the armed revolution, they would most certainly discrimi-
nate against LGBT soldiers. I believe that joining the armed rev-
olution without having enough awareness is dangerous. Moreo-
ver, I see that patriarchy is one of the biggest pillars sustaining
the fascist army. Unless we can rip up (these root causes), we
cannot confidently say that armed revolutionaries are fighting
for an oppression-free new society.

Ko Htoo:
I am worried about women. There are NUG-led organizations,
local PDFs and urban forces in the armed revolution. There are
three or four different types of armed organizations. The NUG
may have thought about how to educate their soldiers. They
provide arms and rations only to the groups they can trust, since
they cannot provide for everyone. The NUG is afraid that groups
will change their behavior when they gain weapons. I'm worried
about urban guerillas and local PDFs. As I have said before, there
are cases of dalans (civilians who act as informers for the mili-
tary) being attacked; their ears cut off and bodies thrown into
rivers. If this behavior spreads throughout the armed revolu-
tionary groups, they themselves might become new oppressors.
During the interim era before a federal nation is established,
organizations with arms may revolt against the federal
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government again, if they do not want to follow the new guide-
lines. I'm concerned about these organizations that cannot edu-
cate their members. I have a concern that some armed organi-
zations might cause trouble after the revolution. I'm concerned
that they might fall into the same trap as the military and think
they are also superior to others.

Thu Pone #1:

I wonder if the NUG is thinking about the same questions. The
NUG still has racist and sexist members even during this revolu-
tion in which many are challenging societal norms and beliefs.
For example, the NUG continues using terms such as “Protection
of Women and Children” in the women’s affairs ministry. The
NUG thinks women, like children, are to be protected and taken
care of.

Thu Pone #3:

Rather than wondering if patriarchs exist in the PDF groups, we
should recognize that an army by its very nature is patriarchal.
Being strong, brave and tough is considered ideal in the army.
Women have to adopt these norms. The army is also a hierar-
chical institution, and power flows from top to bottom. Patriar-
chy is structured like that too. Different genders are organized
around power and the army institution itself is patriarchal.

Thant Kyaw Swar:

I would like to discuss how LGBT people may be discriminated
against in the revolutionary training camps. People are thinking
more about—shall we say—identity politics, in this revolution.
They are thinking about oppression based on their ethnicity,
class and gender. The most oppressed groups are speaking out
about gender equality, eliminating ageism and racial discrimi-
nation. The 1988 revolution was guided by human rights and
democratic norms. This time, we can see that the code of con-
duct for soldiers by the NUG Ministry of Defense mentions eth-
nicity, religion and sexual orientation. Also included in the code
of conduct is requirements not to physically, mentally or
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sexually harass women and LGBT people. I believe these are im-
provements from the 1988 revolution. Whether or how the code
of conduct is followed on the ground is another matter now that
some revolutionaries are armed.

Zayar:

I will argue as a proponent of the armed revolution. When mili-
tary soldiers came to our school campus, even before the mili-
tary coup d’état, they verbally abused and sexually harassed our
female students. If the whole mechanism of the government is
to be controlled by the military, these cases will likely escalate.
So rather than choosing to stay under the military regime, we
must overthrow it. But even if we overthrow the army, the ulti-
mate goal of feminism, to throw out the patriarchy, would re-
main unachieved.

Myanmar is a conservative country and Buddhism is basi-
cally the national religion. This situation always encourages the
debate: man or woman—who is superior? What we need to do
first is to liberate ourselves from the military junta, and when
there is no harassment, no sexual objectification, and when we
can establish an open society, we must undergo feminist waves
just like Western countries did. To reach that, we need to first
get rid of the military regime. Moreover, war tends to empower
those already in a dominant position. Male dominance and rape
are by-products of war. Thus, we need to lay down codes of con-
duct and regulations. It is not just the NUG, but also the armed
revolutionaries that must have the right attitude and adopt ro-
bust codes of conduct.

Thu Pone #2:

I second the argument that we have no other option but to fight
back with arms. So I support the armed revolution. One of our
discussants mentioned the NUG’s statement that they decided
not to arm their supporters because they do not yet know how
to disarm them. The NUG propagated that ridiculous and hypo-
critical idea only to hide their inability to arm the people. What
I believe is that (the very existence of a) military itself is a form
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of oppression. As long as there is a military and militarism, op-
pression will remain. Thus, there must be no military if we want
to head towards an equal society and fight against things that
contribute to (sustaining) injustice. This is what I believe. Mili-
tarism itself is built by “one blood, one voice, one command”,
and everyone has to follow specific norms. If one deviates, one
is considered an enemy. The military indoctrinates people by
saying that, “We have the responsibility to defend people. Thus,
everything we do is justified”. This is militarism. As long as there
is still a military, there will be militarism. If we want to establish
a society with no oppression, there must be no military. Some
people say that the Myanmar army is only awful because it is not
a professional army. This is pretty ridiculous. If the army is pro-
fessional, they will still oppress—"professionally”.

Htet Htet:

I, as a feminist, personally support the armed revolution as it’s
the most suitable strategy for the current situation and the best
mass, collective movement, before a cultural revolution can be
called forth. As long as there are two classes—protector and pro-
tected—the situation is dissatisfactory. The mechanisms of the
state must be destroyed in order to align with the goals of femi-
nism. A state system only uses the military to defend the rich
and privileged and those in power. Armed revolution is only a
short-term solution, however. When the time comes, handing all
the arms back to another national army or otherwise, and cre-
ating new classes of ‘protectors and protected’ once again, is not
right. If it is necessary for everyone to take up arms, then there
should be no single armed organization (controlling every-
thing). I second the arguments made by others to abolish the
military entirely.
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Ko Kaung:

I think the reason why the ‘protectors and protected’ dynamic
exists is because some people oppress others with arms and
power, and others always feel a duty to protect the oppressed. If
we could remove the desire to control other people, we could
also remove power as well. If there is no dominance in a society,
there will also be no such classes as protectors and protected.
None of the people need to be protected. If power and oppres-
sion are brought down, protectors are no longer needed.

Mi Thae:

I think it is no longer the time to debate whether we support
armed revolution or not. The time to judge, as a feminist and
from a moral perspective, the goodness of that decision has al-
ready passed. Rather, it is now the time to think about exactly
how we support the existing armed revolution.

Let’s talk about weapons. They are just materials. They can
do no harm if no one uses them. The question, “Why do we need
to take up arms?” should be thought about first. What I am
thinking about is the relation between men and arms and how
we can cut off such relations. If we thoroughly understand that
the only reason we have to use weapons is because it is essential
for our revolution, disarmament is not that difficult. The prob-
lem is, which leaders are going to explain to the public the rea-
son to take up arms? It is a problem of leadership. Leftist groups
are still unable to control the masses. They are still struggling to
spread leftist ideologies among the people. Who does most of the
population support? It is the NUG, whether we like it or not. Yet
the NUG cannot lay down the ideological foundation of why peo-
ple should take up arms. Realizing that all power relations, top-
down systems, and power contributes to oppression, I would like
to abolish everything that brings about oppressions. I also do
not like the military. In reality, however, now is the time to be
practical, and we have no option. At this time, the only work to
be done is to persuade people of the importance of taking up
arms.
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Thant Kyaw Swar:

I do not support war under normal circumstances. However, this
time, we have to be rational. The root cause of all our problems
is the military and we must get past them to achieve gender
equality and remove racism. As long as the military exists, prob-
lems will remain. Some people advocated for negotiations, and
yes, eventually, we must sit at the table. But the military must
be held accountable for their war crimes and atrocities. I sup-
port the armed revolution but I am not a militarist.

Khin:

I would like to talk a bit about the armed resistance. Women par-
ticipate in it also—in fact, their participation is vital. Let’s take a
look at other conflicts. In Gaza, women wearing hijabs throw
stones and defend themselves against Israeli airstrikes. This is
genuine women’s empowerment. I believe this kind of re-
sistance is essential. For me, feminism itself is a revolution.
Thus, I support it.

Have you ever thought about what a new society
created by feminists would be like? Which standards or
criteria should be used to establish it?

Ko Htoo:

I learned about feminism through domestic violence, which I
saw in my home. Later, I stood with my mom (who was abused),
but I realized she had internalized patriarchal thoughts and be-
liefs. It was through so much talking with her that I learned how
to spread feminist knowledge. What I expect from a society with
a feminist vision is equity. To that end, the rule of law is neces-
sary. We have so many things to do after this revolution.

Ma Ei:

The society I want to live in is one without a state. Oppression
exists because there is a ruling class. I want a society with no
ruling government.
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Mi Thae:

I want a society in which I can live leisurely, where I can simply
be with my kitty and drink whiskey in the evening. However, the
current system does not allow this. The systems are unjust and I
cannot live within them. I want to live a peaceful and quiet indi-
vidual life, but since we are all members of a community, we
must also contribute towards society. I want to see a society
where both individuals and the community can collectively and
simultaneously prosper.

Thu Pone #2:

People around me have said that, if I decide to go on being single
forever, who will look after me when I am old, and who will look
after me when I am ill? But I ask: Do we need to get married and
produce children to be cared for? Can society not provide care
to us? For me, a system that can provide this for everyone is
enough.

Mi Thae:

People argue about theories and practice and try to define liber-
ation and freedom. But right now, if we dare to face death and
resist, we will find ourselves liberated. Theories are just mis-
leading us from this basic concept.

Htet Htet:

Another thing is, who came up with these theories? Or who dom-
inates theoretical arguments? They are mostly dominated by
and proposed by Whites. We need to produce new theories use-
ful to us, and ones we can really apply. Starting from these kinds
of on-the-ground discussions, we can theorize. I really like what
we are discussing here.

Thu Pone #1:

For us, we would like to work together with LGBT people. Be-
yond theories and talk about feminist issues, we also engage
with feminist politics. LGBT concerns are feminist concerns. La-
bor issues are feminist concerns. The oppressed should work
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together with the mindset, “I will be liberated only when you are
freed”. To be able to do so, we must come together under the
banner of intersectionality to help analyze the multiple layers
of oppression.

Thu Pone #2:

This discussion was held in search of a type of feminism agreea-
ble to Myanmar. What we want to reiterate is that we should not
stop at equality, i.e., equality for individuals, but we must go all
the way to intersectionality. We should measure equality based
on the most oppressed people at the bottom. If they are liber-
ated, equality is then achieved. If we use intersectionality tools,
we can easily see who is at the bottom.

For example, women, of course, are oppressed, but among
us, female workers and farmers are oppressed much more than
others. They, however, at least have identification cards, and
can come to the cities and work at factories. Women from inter-
nally displaced people camps, and especially Rohingya women,
do not even have the right to move to the city, or permission to
make a living, etc. They are subject to arrest and they have no
fundamental rights as humans. For them and for their stories,
we must continue talking about intersectionality.

Thank you all.
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Empty River
Way

We all laughed when they said, “Are there any fish in these waters?
No. What'’s in there? There is only God.”

But in fact, these words that we laugh at are upsetting.

Really, there is nothing at all in those waters for us.

A long time ago, those who placed their trust in the river
said that you could gain everything from its waters. Now there
is nothing left in that empty river but water. The empty river is
ailing, and the colors of its waters are muted and murky.

Some who still believe in the powers of the river say, “This
is a curse from the river. We must all apologize to it.”

I cannot be sure of the hearts and minds that these people
draw their existence from. How can they not realize that the
empty river still exists, flowing with the ashes of all those who
have died?

They disagreed when I said that we must all clean the river.
What could they possibly expect from the empty river’s murky
waters? In no way can I comprehend it. If we were to leave the
empty river as it is, it would become bone-dry within years.
When someone passes away, it does no good for them to become
merely ashes scattered in a river.

Even if the waters of the empty river are devoid of both gods
and fish, we still need to clean it. We all hope that the ashes of
the deceased will finally be satisfied after the empty river has
been cleansed.
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The Marginalization of Women in the
Karenni National Liberation Movement

Sophia Day Myar
Abstract

In Karenni State, political leaders seek to determine what con-
stitutes women’s and men’s affairs. Power cuts, increases in
commodity prices, and whether or not soldiers should bathe na-
ked in common areas, are examples of what are considered to be
women’s affairs: events unworthy of serious attention. On the
other hand, peace, conflict resolution, and protests against the
central government are considered to be national affairs, and in
the male domain. This article charts how such a dichotomy cre-
ates a two-tier system in Karenni State, where men dominate al-
most all of society, from the family to politics. It also highlights
how Karenni women’s organizations strive to participate in na-
tional liberation movements and fight for more space for
women.

Background

“Amyothameeyay movement activists are now joining our amy-
othayay' movement.”

A male activist said this to me at a peace forum organized
by women’s organizations in Karenni State in May 2019. His re-
mark prompted me to question the commonly held views to-
ward women activists working for the right to self-determina-
tion and other movements in Karenni State. One such view is

! In the Burmese language, amyothayay (saqjso00:aee6p) literally means men’s
affairs, considered to be national affairs, whereas amyothameeyay
(32qjgo0o8:36q:) is women’s affairs, associated with the protection and
delivery of social services to women. There are no direct translations for
these words in many of the other languages of Myanmar, including Kayah
(only one of the nine dialects of the Karenni language family).
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that women are associated with only the amyothameeyay move-
ment and no other. We must question why men think that
women should be active in their own women’s affairs but not in
other matters, especially in amyothayay or national affairs. Do
women only pursue causes exclusive to women’s affairs?

The dichotomy between amyotha and amyothamee creates a
gendered hierarchy in political affairs. In other words, women-
led movements or movements that women support are usually
not considered to be ‘national’ (amyothayay) and therefore are
not paid attention to by wider society. Gender-based violence
and domestic violence are considered issues of amyothameeyay,
artificially separating these issues from amyothayay, yet move-
ments such as the protests against the 2021 military coup and
against the General Aung San statue in Loikaw are considered to
be men’s movements emblematic of amyothayay. Prioritizing
“men’s” issues over women'’s jeopardizes women’s movements
and trivializes their concerns.

Based on my experience working with local activists in Ka-
renni communities in Karenni State, in this article I discuss this
tendency to view or label movements as either male (conflated
with “national”) or female.

The Karenni National Liberation Movement

The term Karenni refers to the place and people of what is called
Kayah State by the Bamar military government.” The Karenni
have a unique political history and background.’ Karenni State
was never formally incorporated within British Burma and,
when Burma gained independence in 1948, the new state was
promised the right of secession in recognition of its historically

2 Karenni State is one of the least populous states in Burma and shares
borders with Shan State, Karen State and Thailand. Karenni State was
incorporated into modern-day Myanmar only after the country’s emergence
from colonial rule in 1948. Before then, the area was nominally independent.
For more, see Dee Dee, 2019.

3 There are over a dozen ethnic Karenni subgroups including the Kayan (the
women famous for their long necks), Kayah, Geko, Geba, Bres, Manumanaw,
Yintale, Yinbaw, Bwe and Paku (Smith, 1994).
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independent status. Burma came to the Karenni; the Karenni did
not seek to be part of Burma. In fact, the Burma army invaded
the area in 1948 because Karenni leaders refused to join the
newly formed Union of Burma. In mid-1947, nationalist leaders
under U Bee Tu Re declared the independence of Karenni State.
Following the murder of U Bee Tu Re by the Union of Burma’s
military police in August 1948, Karenni people took up arms
against the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League government.*
The Karenni armed struggle was not born out of aggression but
of defense and was initiated only to defend our territory, cul-
ture, and people.

Since then, the Karenni liberation movement has grown.
Karenni people seek to unify around demands for rights related
to Karenni ethnicities, identities, and self-determination, in op-
position to the Myanmar military government and its Burmani-
zation policies. Bamar people dominate decision-making posi-
tions and force non-Bamar populations to assimilate to hege-
monic Bamar culture and religion. An example of Burmaniza-
tion is the unilateral renaming of our state: in 1952, the Burmese
government officially changed Karenni State’s name to Kayah
State.’ Therefore, the name one calls the state is inherently po-
litical. The Myanmar military prohibits the term “Karenni” as
they see it as a term of resistance.

The Karenni National Progressive Party (KNPP) was estab-
lished in 1957 along with its armed wing, the Karenni Army (KA).
The KNPP also runs a de-facto government and organizes aid,
healthcare, education, social welfare and protection for local
populations and Internally Displaced Peoples (IDPs). In 1964, the
Kayan New Land Party (KNLP) was established and the newly
named Karenni National People’s Liberation Force split from the
KNPP, allying with the KNLP and the Shan Nationalities Peoples
Liberation Organization. Internal divisions between Karenni
groups at that time weakened the overall armed struggle against
the Burma army.

* The date of 9 August was then marked as Karenni National Resistance Day.
5 Tadayuki, 2014.
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During decades of armed conflict, many Karenni people
have fled to and across the Thailand border, becoming IDPs or
refugees, with heavy fighting in the years 1994-2000 forcing
thousands to move to border refugee camps. Under the Burmese
government’s Four Cuts campaign,® many Karenni communities
have been forced to relocate from their homes and their adopted
homes, in a pattern of repeated forced displacement. According
to the Border Consortium’s 2019 annual report, 9.6 per cent of
all refugees living in refugee camps in Thailand (a total of
93,333) are Karenni.” Simply put, Karenni people have been po-
litically and socially marginalized under each successive gov-
ernment and military regime of Burma, from independence un-
til the present.

Women in Karenni Society

In Karenni society women are expected to take responsibility for
conserving their culture, reproducing, taking care of the home,
and providing care work for family members and relatives. How-
ever, similar to other patriarchal societies, Karenni men in po-
sitions of power set the standards, social and cultural norms for
the rest of society to follow. There are only a few written docu-
ments and records discussing Karenni culture, history and tra-
dition, and even fewer written by Karenni people themselves, as
Karenni society has long relied on oral traditions to pass down
knowledge. Many Karenni people know tr