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Karen people are attacked and dis
criminated against by Burma’s dic
tatorship. We have escaped to

become refugees abroad or we hide in
the jungle as internally displaced persons
(IDPs). But while our men suffer at the
hands of the dictatorship and Thai au-
thorities controlling the refugee camps,
our women also have to suffer within our
own communities.
Many Karen people try to leave the refu-

gee camps and IDP areas secretly to look
for work in Thailand. They see no other
way to earn an income. They face many
dangers and exploitations, but when a
man says that he will go to Thailand to
find work, others in the community sup-
port him. If a woman says she will do
the same thing, both men and women
look down on her and say “What can she
do? Maybe she can only be a prostitute.”
According to our traditional ways,

women should stay in the house. Women
should never go out at night. We should
obey our husbands. We should wear sa-
rongs. We should only do “women’s
work” like cooking, washing and caring
for families. When we sit, we cannot sit
with our legs apart. We cannot wear
shorts that show our legs. If we laugh,
we should not laugh loudly.
Karen people and other people of Burma

believe in “one wife, one husband” for

life. If women want to live together with
their boyfriends they must marry. In the
camps and rural areas young women see
that they have no options after finishing
high school. They marry early, sometimes
at 15 or 16 years old. Young girls see
that this is all their lives can be.
In rural areas, husbands and wives work

together in the fields but when they go
home the wives cook all the meals. In
urban areas, women get up early to cook
for their families. Men get up later, eat
and listen to the radio or read the news-
paper while the women prepare the chil-
dren for school. Men in our communities
say this is a woman’s duty.

H u s -
b a n d s
who can-
not earn
an income
feel disap-
p o i n t e d
with their
lives. Some
drink alco-
hol or use
drugs then

attack their wives and children. Husbands
believe wives have to listen to them and
not talk back. But sometimes wives do
not listen to their husbands so the hus-
bands become angry and hit their wives.
Husbands want to sleep with their wives
but sometimes women are sick or do not
want to. Some husbands force their
wives anyway. Some women do not want
to have many babies because they have
health problems but husbands force their
wives anyway. Most people in our com-
munities love sons. Many men who do
not have sons do not love their wives.
If a woman becomes pregnant outside

of marriage most people look down on
her, even if they know she is a good per-
son, or that she was raped. No husband
means “no good”. People in the commu-
nity do not even want to respect wid-
ows. If a widow is a teacher, people will
speak politely to her face, but behind her
back they will tease her and joke about
her.
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Working on the Thai-Burma border, men
in our community know and understand
about women’s rights and quotas for rep-
resentation, but many do not want to
accept these ideas. They say “if women
really have talent and are clever there
should not be a quota – women can get
positions through their own efforts”.
Some organisations have women staff
members, but only for show. Their do-
nors demand gender equality in projects,
but if it were not for this demand, many
men in organisations would not think to
employ women.
Some of these men say “women cry

out for women’s rights, but when we give
them chances they do not dare to try”.
But men have had chances and more op-
portunities than women for a long time.
Women are only starting to get more
opportunities now. Many women who are
invited to attend meetings or training do
not want to go because they believe they
do not have enough experience or knowl-
edge to cope. Because they are new to

working in offices and organisations,
many women are shy. But many men do
not encourage the women they work
with. Instead they criticize them.
The ways of our community, along with

discrimination and attacks suffered by
all Karen people, result in many women
having low confidence levels. In many
Karen women’s minds, they believe that
women really cannot do the same things
as men because this is what traditional
ways have taught them. Some women
know that women can actually do the
same things as men, but they do not dare
to try. In our communities, if someone
speaks out and makes a mistake, both
men and women laugh at the person who
dared to speak. So many women are
afraid to speak – they fear other people
looking down on them. Most women have
been taught to be afraid since they were
born, so how can we change quickly and
become confident like men, while oth-
ers continue to look down on us?

Karen women looking at their photographs on a digital cameras (Photo: Saw Ehna)
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In the future I want a truly democratic Burma
where our people can live, study and work
freely in our land. But any government needs
to make sure women especially can partici-
pate freely in education, work and their com-
munities at all level. A future government
should work with women’s organisations to
hold empowerment programs and counseling
for women who have been oppressed by many
parts of society for a long time. Building aware-
ness amongst communities about the situation
of women including health, human rights and
domestic violence must also happen.
It is difficult to change traditional ways be-

cause people do not want to lose their culture.
But our communities need to stop making
women feel afraid. Women have to strive even
harder than men to achieve at the same level.
If men and women in the communities stop
criticising women, disrespecting them, putting
them down and attacking them, women will
feel more confident to speak out and take ac-
tion.

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○

This article was contributed to the Burma Issues Newsletter by Naw Eh Thoo Lay, an ethnic
Karen woman.  Naw Eh Thoo Lay works at the Karen Women’s Organization.

In most societies in the world, women are
often viewed as an inferior group of people.
They have been successively oppressed,

abused and tortured both in their countries and
along their countries’ borders.  Situations are
worse if those women are members of ethnic
minorities as they have to face gender inequality
as well as racial ones.  Despite efforts from the
international community to improve this issue,
the problem still persists and a more effective
approach is needed to deal with it.

According to the United Nations World Survey
on the Role of Women in Development published
in 2006, women nowadays are still encounter-
ing economic, social and political difficulties in
their home countries.1  First, their economic prob-
lems often range from unequal payment rates to
unequal job opportunities. It has been reported
that women face economic hardship because the
majority of jobs available in their countries pay
women less than men even though they are in
the same positions.2  Women in the USA only
earn around 60 to 90 per cent of what men
earn in the same jobs, for example, 427 Ameri-

can men who work as financial managers are
paid 1,397,000 weekly while 535 female in
the same positions are paid only 839,000
weekly in 2004.3 Moreover, women make up a
majority of the America’s unemployment rate.
According to the US Department of Labor, em-
ployed American men aged 16 and above from
April 2006 to April 2007 outnumbered em-
ployed American women in the same age range
by approximately 10.5 million people.4 This hap-
pened because women are believed to have less
capacity than men and they should be assigned
to work mostly in households. In short, em-
ployment in most countries is still subjected to
gender stereotypes.

In most societies, women have been encoun-
tering unequal access to resources, education
and political participation. UNICEF’s State of
the World Children report 2007 shows that
more girls in developing countries miss out on
secondary education than boys.5 For instance,
around 25 per cent of Afghan boys of official
secondary school age were enrolled in second-
ary schools from 1996-2006 while only 5 per
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cent of the girls were. Women, who do not have
decision-making power in the household, have been
reported to be unnourished themselves because their
access to resources has been limited, in some cases
to the dgree that they could not eat what they
wanted if their husbands do not agree or allow
them. In 2006 unequal access to resources con-
tributed to 40 to 60 per cent of South African
women being considered underweight.

Although women’s political participants have in-
creased, in 2005 only16 per cent of political repre-
sentation worldwide was female according to IDeA,
an organisation that works for local government
imporvement.6 This is because of social and eco-
nomic regimes, as well as political structures do
not sufficiently encourage female representation.

These problems go around in a circle and they
are global issues since they affect all countries. In
order to solve these problems, the economic and
socio-political situations of women have to be im-
proved by changing global stereotypes about
women.  These stereotypes are evident, especially
in Asia, where people have strong beliefs in un-
equal roles and capacities between men and women.

Women in Asia

Like other parts of the world, Asian women have
experienced human rights abuses in their home
countries.  Human Rights Watch states in its re-
ports that violence against women occurs mainly
because males, who have the majority of power in
Asian societies, perceive females as lower in social
status and partly because of the women’s ethnicity,
religion, age, class, sexual orientation and national
origins.7  Violence and other forms of economic,
social and political discrimination are often disguised
in Asian traditional values where patriarchal sys-
tems are predominant.

Economically, women are often recruited into ser-
vice jobs such as food preparation workers or clean-
ers, where they are often paid below minimum wage
and forced to work overtime in poor and dangerous
working conditions.  Female migrant workers in Sri
Lanka, the Middle East, Malaysia, Hong Kong and
Singapore often work 16 to 18 hours a day, seven
days a week in crowded factories with irregular or
no payment.  Further compounding their situation
is the fact that they are exempt from domestic
labour laws in those countries, and consequently
are open to exploitation and have no avenue for
redress.  Since they are not protected by any law,
sexual abuses often come with these economic dis-
criminations.

Moreover, it is difficult for Asian women to fully
express their social rights since privileges and op-
portunities in society are often given to males.
Women usually face inadequate access to educa-
tion and health care.  South Asian women’s lit-
eracy rates remain low, for example there are ap-

proximately 64 literate women for every 100 lit-
erate men in Pakistan and 86 per cent of Afghan
women are illiterate. Most women in rural areas
have little or no access to basic health care ser-
vices and Asian governments also fail to ensure
that reproductive and sexual health care is safe
and accessible.  Often women are not informed
about safe sexual practices or contraceptive meth-
ods, at the request of their male family members.
If sexual abuses such as a marital rape occur,
governments fail to criminalize perpetrators and
women are not encouraged to report such inci-
dents to authorities. As a result, women’s rate of
HIV infection, particularly in Cambodia, Burma,
Thailand and India are rising and a contributing
factor is sexual violence and forced marriages that
many women and girls have to encounter as part
of their cultures.8

In terms of politics, women’s activism has also
been limited by governments.  Even though some
countries have granted special national and local
representative quotas for women, they are poorly
supported because their public engagement is seen
as inappropriate and their ability is doubted due
to those stereotypes about women. In Pakistan
and Afghanistan, national and local female repre-
sentatives in the government or social projects
often come across discrimination, violence, ha-
rassment and even death threats when they try
to run campaigns on women’s literacy and sexual
and domestic violence.9

Due to these discriminations and oppressions
against women, the international community has
introduced some initiatives to solve and prevent
them. One such initiative is the Convention on
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination
against Women, which has been ratified by many
countries across Asia.   Consequently these coun-
tries are obligated to work towards eradicating
discrimination against women.10  However, the gov-
ernments of most Asian countries have failed to
comply with the relevant conventions because all
the governments are male-dominant and they are
not the people who suffer from oppressions. Thus,
they lack of genuine political will to raise aware-
ness of this issue. The United Nations cannot
force a country to comply nor can they punish a
country that fails to fully abide by the conven-
tion.

More importantly, there is no real attempt to
alter stereotypes about women as being an infe-
rior group of people.  Burma is an example of a
patriarchal society in Asian where women’s rights
are systematically violated and this behaviour
comes from the basic idea that women are infe-
rior.

Women in Burma and their situation

Under the military regime all people have en-
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countered many forms of oppression; women in
Burma face double discrimination from the Bur-
mese military regime. There is a Burmese saying,
which states that “women are lower than dogs”.
This saying developed from Burmese men’s inter-
pretations of Buddha’s teachings in which, accord-
ing to this interpretations, in past lives men had
done more meritorious deeds and as a result women
are perceived as inferior.11 Those misbeliefs allow
men to be given advantages to control over
women’s aspects of life and most women fall be-
hind men in education, employment and political
opportunities.

Moreover, ongoing confrontations between the
military junta and the civilians particularly since
1988 have worsened the overall situation in Burma.
While men in Burma have been forcibly recruited
into the army, forced to work on labour intensive
projects and other forms of oppression, women
have to face the same things as well as additional
violence based on their gender. The oppression
that ethnic women face is worse than the general
female population in Burma because of the military
campaigns that the Burmese junta conducts against
ethnic minorities in the country.  Women in ethnic
communities are generally the last people to leave
their villages as men often flee earlier to avoid
forced labour quotas, portering duties or to fight,
consequently the remaining women have to deal
with demands from the Burmese army and are
often the first point of contact for soldiers.  As a
result they are vulnerable to human rights abuses,
such as forced labour, torture, portering, but they
are also vulnerable genders specific violations, such
as rape, forced marriage and resulting unwanted
pregnancy.  According to the Karen Women’s Or-
ganization (KWO) ethnic women are also forced to
act human minesweepers and pregnant women have
had miscarriages while performing portering and
forced labour duties, which involve carrying heavy
loads, for the Burmese army.  More than 10,800
Karen women were reported to be abused by the
Burmese army battalions, according to the May
2006 letter to the UN General Secretary.

Despite the ongoing violations of women’s rights
in Burma, there are some efforts to rectify the
situation. These efforts generally involve aware-
ness raising such as making videos about issues
facing female Karen refugees for example “CEASE!
FIRE! more broken promises, more broken lives”
by Kaw Lah Films, to holding international confer-
ences related to the situation of ethnic women,
which are attended by representatives from Thai-
land, Singapore, Malaysia, Laos, China and the Phil-
ippines, as well as other Western countries, for
example, the “Impact of Globalization, Regionalism
and Nationalism on Minority Peoples in Southeast
Asia” conference was held in November 2004. The
KWO is also running the “Women’s Protection Pro-
gram” that involves awareness-raising activities

among young Karen women to prevent violence
against them and increase support of women’s pro-
tection issues in the Karen refugee camps.12

Furthermore, the cooperation between non-gov-
ernmental organisations and other democratic coun-
tries is seen as a positive movement towards genu-
ine achievement of human rights in Burma and it is
one of the possible means, apart from awareness-
raising activities, to partly reduce oppression from
the Burmese military against women.  However
China and Russia’s vetoes against the US and the
UK sponsored resolution on Burma was a failure
of the international community to improve women’s
rights under the overall human rights scheme for
the country.  More effective ways to deal with this
issue of women’s rights have to be approached
and the international community has to appeal to
China and Russia to see the priority of human
rights, and women’s rights, rather than their eco-
nomic and military relations with the Burmese junta.

It is necessary that further campaigns on women’s
rights should not only present how Burmese women
suffer, but they should also promote women’s
equality.  People have to start believing that women
have the same capacity as men and they have equal
rights to make their own choices of jobs, social
and political participation.  From the past, female
figures in the international arena such as Margaret
Thatcher, Mother Teresa and even Aung San Suu
Kyi have proven that women could be qualified poli-
ticians or social activists.  The change of stereo-
types about women together with genuine will to
improve overall human rights situation in Burma
are crucial. If they are continuously and effectively
generated, women will suffer less.

Footnotes:
1 DESA, “2004 World Survey on the Role of Women in
Development”, 2006
2 Global Issues, “Women’s Rights”, February 2007
3 U.S. Department of Labor, “Median usual weekly earnings
of full-time wage and salary workers by detailed occupa-
tion and sex, 2004 annual averages”, 2004
4 U.S. Department of Labor, “Employment status of the
civilian noninstitutional population by sex and age,
seasonally adjusted”, April 2007
5 UNICEF, “The State of the World Children report 2007",
2006
6 International Institute of Democracy and Electoral
Assistance, “Women in Polit
ics”, March 2007
7 Human Rights Watch, “Women’s Rights in Asia”, 2006    8
Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children,
November 2004
9 “Women’s Rights in Asia”, 2006
10 EarthRights International, “The Situation of Women in
Burma”, February 2006
11 Irrawaddy, “Karen Women Victimized by Rights Abuses,
Says New Report”, February 2007
12 Ibid
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The Bamar, or Burmans, form the largest eth-
nic group in Burma. It is estimated that around
65 per cent of the country’s population speaks
only their language. A Tibeto-Burman people,
the Bamar are thought to have first settled in
the upper plains of Burma, in the area of the
Irrawaddy River, around the 8th or 9th centu-
ries AD.

By the middle of the 11th century, the Bamar
King Anawratha had established hegemony over
the other people in the area, and the first Bamar
empire was created, with Pagan as its capital.
This period, between the middle of the elev-
enth and the end of the thirteenth centuries, is
generally considered to have been the “golden
age” of Bamar tradition, customs and ideas.

Today, the Bamar are largely based in the up-
per and central plains. They possess a rich cul-
ture, which shows several Indian influences, in-
cluding Pali script (derived from Sanskrit), cos-
mology, philosophy and statecraft, art, medi-
cine and architecture. Classical forms of drama,
dance and music are comparable to those of
neighboring Thailand and were reputedly
adopted from Thai prisoners during the reign
of King Hsinbyushin in the late 18th century.
Older, truly indigenous forms also survive. Mari-
onette theatre was the forerunner of live the-
atre and is considered by many to be the most
expressive of all the Bamar arts. Bamar archi-
tecture is mostly concentrated in religious struc-
tures, which are very common throughout the
country.

The Burmans are a strongly Buddhist people.
The dominance of Theravada Buddhism was
established by King Anawratha. Over the years
it has been blended with elements of spirit
worship, Hinduism and Mahayana Buddhism.

Bamar cuisine has rice as the core element.
Curry dishes (hin) are common, containing fish,
chicken, prawns or mutton. Another popular
dish is thouq, a spicy salad made with raw
vegetables or fruit and lime, onions, peanuts,
chillies and spices. Noodle dishes are also popu-
lar.

Traditional dress is still worn by the majority
of the Bamar population. Most men wear ankle
length longyis (sarongs), even in urban areas.
Women favour calf-length longyis, worn with
waist-length fitted blouses.

KNU/KNLA Peace Council Not Surrendering:
The KNU/KNLA Peace Council, a splinter Karen
rebel group led by Brig-Gen Htay Maung, said
it has not surrendered to the Burmese Army
but had struck a peace deal.

Major Maung Kyaw, liaison officer of the
Karen National Union/Karen National Libera-
tion Army Peace Council, said no negotiation
can be possible without first reaching a peace
agreement. But it does not mean surrender-
ing of arms.

“Our principle is that there can be no dia-
logue and no development as long as there is
continuous fighting. So, we need to find a
way to stop this fighting,” Kyaw said.“But
we are in no way going to give up our arms,”
he added.

Bird Flu Detected in Burma: The Myanmar
livestock authorities confirmed bird flu out-
breaks in five townships in Rangoon this
month.

According to a statement by the Livestock
Breeding and Veterinary Department (LBVD),
the five townships infected by the deadly vi-
rus are Mayangon, Hlaingtharya, North
Okkalapa, Mingaladon and Hmawby. Poultry,
quails and pheasants in the affected areas and
nearby areas were culled.

The local authorities have taken other pre-
ventive measures, warning breeders and those
engaged in poultry marketing to use new farm
equipment instead of the old ones.

Avian influenza was first detected in Burma
in February.

International Red Cross closes two field of-
fices: The International Committee of the Red
Cross (ICRC) will close two field offices in
Burma after failing to reach an understanding
with the ruling junta about its mandate to
visit prisoners.

ICRC’s headquarters in Geneva announced
decision in the middle of the month to close
its field offices in the Mon State and East
Shan State of Myanmar because of constric-
tions placed on their “humanitarian action in
assisting vulnerable people” in the country.

Brigadier General Khin Yi, director general of
the Myanmar Police Force said the ICRC only
wanted to visit political prisoners in Burmese
jails and denounced the threat to close down
its two offices as a form of blackmail.
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Burma Issues was founded in 1990 as a private non-profit organisation devoted to peacefully address-

ing Burma’s struggle for human rights and democratic rule.  Burma Issues operates under the umbrella
of the Peace Way Foundation.  The Peace Way Foundation was given legal status as a non-governmental
organisation in 2002.

Our organisation believes that all ethnic groups within Burma have the right to equality in all areas of
life and to live in a society free from ethnic chauvinism.  Burma Issues’ bottom-up approach to building
a grassroots movement plays a significant role in offering non-violent participatory solutions that come
from the people inside Burma’s grassroots communities.  The movement’s work directly confronts
chauvinism by introducing sustainable, just alternatives to their situation.

Our aim:

To participate in building up a people’s movement of the marginalized people that is capable of carrying
out the long-term struggle necessary to bring a true and lasting peace with justice to Burma.

Our objectives:

♦ To systematically document the events of the past and present them through a documentation
centre, in order to do effective analysis and to create strategies for building a better future.   This will
focus on information for the internal movement and for external supportive campaigns.

♦ To build up activists who have a vision for true change in Burma, are responsible and disciplined
and are clear in the nature of their commitment for the long-term struggle.

♦ To encourage grassroots people to lead the struggle for social, economic and political change in
Burma.

♦ To build up international awareness and support for the struggle in Burma by acting as a bridge
between the grassroots people and the international support community in such a way that the grassroots
people help international support groups focus actions on the critical issues which prolong the country’s
cycle of war.


