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Abstract 

In the long-lasting ethnic and religious conflict of Myanmar, women‟s voices have been 

consistently ignored and sidelined, notwithstanding their significant contributions to 

peacebuilding. I have maintained that their „marginal voices‟ have been „colonized‟ because 

the narrative of security and peace of dominant groups has been imposed on them.  These 

groups are represented by male-dominated, militarized and Bamar (the largest ethnicity in 

Myanmar) elites who have promoted discriminatory policies and the use of violence and 

military force as a means to solve the conflict. This approach excludes the visions of those 

people who, because of their lack of membership to hegemonic groups, are prevented from 

influencing power. Those who are predominantly marginalized are women belonging to 

ethnic and religious minorities and without any political or military affiliation. These „marginal 

voices‟, I have argued, have the potential to disrupt the harmful, singular and undisputable 

nature of dominant narratives of security and peace.  

As sources of my research, I have selected the narratives of ethnic women from different 

backgrounds who have expressed their views either collectively (through women‟s 

organizations‟ reports and statements) or individually (through autobiographical stories). My 

analysis has been integrated with and validated by interviews with female peace activists 

from Myanmar. The selected narratives have presented alternative perspectives on security 

and peace that have, in turn, revealed the fallacies of the government‟s policies, clearing the 

way for more positive and effective peacebuilding strategies. They have also identified, as 

key factors of a sustainable peace, the elimination of all forms of violence and the 

transformation of power relations within Myanmar society. Besides reaffirming the previously 

negated existence of a women‟s agency, these narratives have also revealed that 

understandings of security and peace are inevitably diverse and multiple, and ascribable to 

one‟s own identity and experience of the conflict.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

When people think about women from Myanmar,1 they will probably call to mind the Nobel 

Peace Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, who spent more than twenty years under house arrest 

for her fight against the country‟s die-hard dictatorship. Daughter of the national 

independence hero Aung San, she was able to exercise her legacy and leadership skills to 

successfully mobilize people and advocate with the government towards a democratic 

Myanmar (Harriden, 2012). The image of this powerful woman, however, contradicts the 

marginalization of the majority of women leaders and activists, especially those belonging to 

ethnic and religious minorities (Hedström, 2015a). I maintain that their „marginal voices‟ have 

been dismissed, spoken for and, therefore, „colonized‟ by male-dominated elites with regard 

to important issues concerning the country. One such issue is national security, a domain 

which is particularly problematic due to the almost seventy-year-old ethnic and religious 

conflict (Wilson, 2016). I argue that these „marginal voices‟ bring a more holistic vision to 

security which, differently from the one promoted by the government, aims not merely for a 

cessation of hostilities but to the fulfillment of economic and social opportunities and of 

gender equality as a base of a long-lasting peace. If women‟s voices are „decolonized‟, they 

could enrich and significantly inform the current debate on pacification and lead to more 

successful actions in comparison to the ones pursued so far.  

This study draws on my personal life and working experience with women from 

Myanmar and on the academic fields of Gender and Development (GAD), Feminist 

International Relations (IR)\Security Studies and Postcolonial Feminism. Here I explore what 

security and peace means and what are the peacebuilding strategies from the perspective of 

Myanmar women. This begs the question, what do I mean when I am referring to „Myanmar 

women‟? To leave this uninterrogated would fall into the trap of homogenizing women‟s 

diverse positionalities, which of course is not my intent. In the context of Myanmar politics 

there are certainly women who have come to acquire prominent positions, such as in the 

case of Aung San Suu Kyi and Zipporah Sein (former head of the ethnic armed groups‟ 

peace negotiation team) (Harriden, 2012; Transnational Institute - TNI, 2016). However, in 

line with global patterns (Richter, 1991; Jalalzai, 2013), these women‟s ascension to the 

                                                           
1
 The country is called by its citizens either „Myanmar‟ or „Burma‟. „Burma‟ was the country‟s colonial name which was changed 

into „Myanmar‟ in 1989. Human rights groups based in exile continue to call the country „Burma‟ as an act of defiance towards 
the unelected military establishment which decided for the name change (Steinberg, 2010). Civil society organizations based 
inside the country prefer instead to use „Myanmar‟. My choice of „Myanmar‟ does not mean that I am siding with a particular 
group; in the dilemma of which denomination to opt for, I am using „Myanmar‟ only because it represents the official name of 
the country.  
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political sphere was strongly facilitated by their kinship ties. Other than a few dominant 

female voices we can, to some extent, talk of Myanmar „women as a group‟ in as much the 

overwhelming majority of all Myanmar women have been largely excluded and marginalized 

from the male-dominated political sphere. However, within this „women as a group‟, some 

female voices are far more ostracized than others, creating different hierarchies of 

marginalization. This can be determined by the multiple intersections of identities such as 

gender, class, religion, ethnicity, rural location, among others. If being a woman and being 

member of a prestigious family already hinders significantly the access to leadership, then 

additional obstacles are posed to those women coming from ethnic and religious minorities, 

living at the geographic periphery of the country, belonging to poor, rural and non-influential 

families. With the term „marginal voices‟ I am particularly referring to the women who belong 

to these specific categories of differences. However, by „marginal‟ I do not suggest that they 

lack agency. Indeed, I am focusing here on women who have expressed, through different 

means, their own perspectives on peace and security but who unfortunately have been 

unheard or largely dismissed by institutional actors involved in peacebuilding. In this specific 

study they are represented by women who have come together in ethnic-based or multi-

ethnic women‟s organizations and who have collectively expressed their views through 

political statements and human rights reports. They are also the voices of individual women 

– many of whom are refugees, migrant workers or activists without prominent leadership 

positions and belonging to ethnic minorities - who decided to tell their life experience through 

autobiographical stories.  

 

Historical and theoretical background 

A long history of dictatorship marked Myanmar from 1962 and came to an end in 

April 2016 with the inauguration of the first democratically-elected government in more than 

fifty years. Myanmar politics has been characterized by a militarized, male-oriented and 

Bamar (majority ethnic group) leadership which has promoted xenophobic policies towards 

ethnic and religious minorities, in a country that counts 135 officially recognized ethnic 

groups (Steinberg, 2010). A conflict between the Tatmadaw (the national army) and different 

ethnic armed groups has been plaguing the country since its independence (Smith, 1991). 

Moreover, even in current times of democratic transition, new waves of violence have been 

generated by Buddhist extremists against Muslim minorities (Min Zin, 2015). In the 

management of these issues, the Myanmar government has always acted in order to contain 

or neutralize the threats to the disintegration of the unity of the nation represented by ethnic 

groups aspiring for self-determination and by Muslim people believed to pursue a „secret‟ 

plan of conquest of Myanmar (Gravers, 1993; Alamgir, 1997; Beech, 2013). It has 

consequently attacked ethnic militias and forced them to sign ceasefires, and issued 
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discriminatory legislations against religious minorities, tactics that have conversely 

contributed to exacerbate the tensions (Women‟s League of Burma - WLB, 2015c). Notably 

absent from peace negotiation tables, and from any political discussion about the sectarian 

violence, are the majority of women who have been sidelined not only by government and 

military officials but also by the leaders of their own ethnic groups. This situation is in sharp 

contrast with the crucial and unceasing contribution that women‟s organizations have been 

provided for the advancement of democracy and the promotion of peace culture in Myanmar 

(Hedström, 2015a). Myanmar authorities‟ performance is flagrantly in violation of the United 

Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 which mandates to equally include women in 

peacebuilding initiatives and to mainstream gender in all phases of the peace process 

including conflict transformation and post-conflict programmes (TNI, 2016). Conversely to 

what is dictated by the UN Women and Security agenda, to be mainstreamed are the 

interests and strategies of male-dominated, militarized and Bamar institutions creating what I 

call a „male-streaming‟ approach to security.2 I argue that this „male-streaming‟ approach 

operates as a form of „colonization‟ of the voices of Myanmar women. „Colonization‟ is here 

understood in Mohanty‟s terms as “a relation of structural domination, and suppression – 

often violent – of the heterogeneity of the subject(s) in question” (Mohanty, 1986: 336). In the 

specific case of my study the „colonization‟  happens when policies are imposed on  women 

about which they did not have a say and that, therefore, do not take into account their 

diversity and specificity as women and as belonging to different ethnic, religious, cultural, 

geographic and political backgrounds.  

The policies promoted by the Myanmar government tend to follow a traditional 

understanding of security that has been criticized by various feminist IR scholars. Tickner 

(1992) in her seminal work Gender and International Relations has questioned a state-

centered approach to security which acts through the elimination of external and internal 

threats and the use of military strength and power (Tickner, 1992). Moreover, this approach 

sees states as homogenous units; therefore, internal differences are suppressed and 

enemies of the state are subdued in order to preserve the perpetuation and survival of the 

state sovereignty (Tickner, 1992, 1997, 2014; Wibben, 2011). Feminist academics have 

criticized also the monolithic and unquestionable nature of this understanding of security. 

They have argued that dominant security narratives impose their vision as the only valid are 

excluding alternative ones considered as threats (Wibben, 2011; Delehanty & Steele, 2009). 

Therefore, as suggested by Wibben (2011: 66) “traditional security narratives fix their 

                                                           
2
 This term is borrowed from Suzanne Clisby‟s article Gender mainstreaming or just more male-streaming? (2005). She had 

demonstrated how, in the case of Bolivia, attempts to encourage women‟s political participation through the introduction of new 
legislation  has conversely created more opportunities for men. Consequently, instead of mainstreaming gender, the new laws 
have created “more male-streaming” (Clisby, 2005:23). Even though Clisby is utilizing this phrase for different purposes and to 
explain a different context, I am retaining it to highlight how men‟s interests are often privileged in the implementation of policies 
contravening gender mainstreaming principles.  
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meaning”; this is to say that their propagation and replication over time have cemented the 

way security is acknowledged and performed (Wibben, 2011).  

 

In order to disrupt the meaning of how security is traditionally conceived, Wibben 

(2011) has consequently proposed to challenge the way knowledge is produced and to 

create new narratives of security. Feminist scholars have suggested a shift in focus for 

studying security from states to the individual as a starting point of their research (Tickner, 

2006). It has been argued that, if we deploy a “feminist curiosity” (Enloe, 2004:3), that is to 

say women‟s lives and experiences instead of states as referents of security, a different 

picture would emerge. Feminist researchers have particularly looked at unusual subjects for 

mainstream security studies, such as peace activists from war contexts and women from 

marginalized communities (Ackerly, Stern & True, 2006; D‟Costa, 2006; Jacoby, 2006; 

Stern, 2006). If we look from the perspective of these new referents, we can clearly notice 

for example that the state, instead being the protector of people‟s security, often represents 

one of their major threats. This new perspective can also reveal that security is stemming 

from power relations and hierarchies that see certain kinds of groups as more vulnerable in 

comparison to others. Consequently, security is experienced differently according to 

intersecting layers of identity including gender, class, ethnicity among others (Stern, 2006; 

Tickner, 2006).  

 

In the context of my study, therefore, the term „marginal voices‟ is deployed not only 

to signify that Myanmar women are „marginalized‟. „Marginal‟ also means that the position of 

women living „in the margins‟ allows us, as suggested by hooks (1984), to understand both 

the margin and the centre. This, therefore, can provide a privileged standpoint to explain 

complex dynamics. The „marginal voices‟ have demonstrated that peace and security cannot 

be attained through the elimination of threats and the mere cessation of hostilities; in their 

opinion security is hampered by both direct and structural violence3 that is present at all 

levels of the society. Women‟s narratives have shown the detrimental effects of government 

policies on women and the population in general; instead of providing security, institutions 

are responsible for causing more „insecurities‟ through the attacks of the military on civilian 

populations and the socio-economic effects of militarization. Ethnic women living in conflict 

areas have been in fact particularly subjected to these „insecurities‟; they have been targets 

of sexual violence by the members of the military forces (WLB, 2014a) and they have been 

deprived of access to basic welfare provisions due to displacement and a prioritization of 

                                                           
3
 Structural violence refers to the harm provoked on people by social institutions and behaviour. Structural violence is 

systematic and exerted in indirect ways and it is the product of the embeddedness and perpetuation of inequalities within social 
structures (Farmer, 2004). 
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military expenditure (WLB, 2000). Moreover, from the „marginal voices‟ perspective, 

„insecurities‟ also originate from the women‟s own communities through gender-based 

discrimination and violence; the „marginal voices‟ have therefore envisaged security and 

peace in terms of elimination of all forms of violence and transformation of power relations 

from the public level to the domestic sphere. Their position fits in what has been called by 

feminist theorists a “multidimensional and multilevel” (Tickner, 1992:128) understanding of 

security entailing the fulfillment of social and economic rights and opportunities; protection 

from human rights violations and from domestic violence; and the enjoyment of gender 

equality. Therefore, the new perspectives on security and peace by the „marginal voices‟ are 

apt to show the inconsistencies of the approach of the Myanmar government and disrupt its 

narrative. I have maintained in this study that if their voices are „decolonized‟, and therefore 

given a proper space in the political sphere, they could effectively contribute with alternative 

and more effective solutions to the national reconciliation process.  

 

Methodology 

As discussed in the previous section, the production of alternative understandings of 

security starting from women‟s everyday experience is therefore central in order to disrupt 

the dominant narrative.  However, according to Wibben to change the meaning of security, 

“it is not only enough to propose different contents but the form of security narratives also 

needs to be tackled” (Wibben, 2011:44). That is to say, we have not just to provide different 

messages around security and peace but also find new ways of telling them (Wibben, 2011). 

Feminist theorists have privileged qualitative methods (Ackerly, Stern & True, 2006) and 

particularly those “that allow women to document their own experiences in their own terms” 

(Tickner, 2006:41). These included ethnographic field work through interviews containing, for 

example, personal narratives on life history (Stern, 2005) or war experience (Nordstrom, 

1997; D‟Costa, 2006). In the choice of the methods to use for my research I have been 

tempted to go for a field trip to Myanmar. Practical considerations related to the timeframe of 

my thesis discouraged me doing so. Moreover, looking through different available sources I 

had realized that women had already largely elaborated on their perspectives on security 

and peace through different advocacy materials. If deploying a “feminist curiosity”, as 

suggested by Enloe (2004:3), means listening to women attentively and take them seriously, 

then I do believe that this curiosity should also encourage feminist academics to pay 

attention to the tools that women themselves have chosen as theorizing subjects on security 

and peace. I have consequently privileged two kinds of materials: the human rights reports 

and political statements produced by women‟s organizations, and autobiographical stories 

by individual women who experienced war and militarization in different forms. These two 
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sources represent the result of a negotiated (in the first case) or spontaneous (in the second 

case) process through which women have chosen to position themselves in the debate on 

conflict transformation. 

The choice of these sources, besides providing alternative perspectives of security 

and peace in the context of Myanmar, has also the purpose to communicate and reinstate 

Myanmar women‟s agency and subjectivity. This follows the fact that Myanmar women have 

been constantly deprived of their agency by dominant institutions through a representation of 

them in their domestic spheres and as custodians of their culture (WLB, 2002; Ikeya, 2011), 

a fact that contributed to their exclusion from the political sphere. Jacoby (2006) observed 

that in order to reveal women‟s agency, it would be necessary to consider how the women, 

who are the subject of our research project, decide themselves to frame their own agenda 

and how they wished to be represented. Following this concept of “self-presentation” 

(Jacoby, 2006:162), Jacoby used interviews with open-ended questions that allow 

interviewees to freely express their views and organize their own discourse; in my case 

women‟s organizations‟ reports and statements and autobiographies follow the same criteria 

as they reflect the women‟s (collective or individual) voluntary and deliberate contribution to 

certain issues related to peace and conflict. Autobiography also represents a powerful 

instrument for reinstating agency; according to Smith & Watson (1992) autobiography can 

counteract the process of erasure operated by dominant narratives through reasserting a 

subjectivity through the „I‟ who is a „doer‟, an active actor of social transformation. Smith and 

Watson (1992) have therefore identified autobiographies as instruments of knowledge 

production which, through offering an opportunity to the narrating subject to represent 

him/herself, could intervene over dominant colonizing narratives. Through a display of 

women‟s agency, my methodological approach therefore aims to resist and counteract the 

„male-streaming‟ approach of security and its homogenizing power over ethnic women‟s 

identity and to finally present women in their full potential. 

My methodological perspective contributes to disrupt the „male-streaming‟ also 

because my sources present a vast variety of understandings of the concepts of peace and 

security. Women‟s organizations and autobiographers present multiple and not always 

congruous worldviews, a fact that makes the singular and monolithic narrative imposed by 

dominant institutions impossible and unreasonable. Not all women‟s organizations have 

presented the same perspectives and priorities over peace and security; and different 

autobiographers have expressed distinct experiences of conflict and solutions to achieve a 

more peaceful society. Similarly, different kinds of narratives also emerge if we analyse 

separately the opinions that women express collectively through women‟s organizations‟ 
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reports and statements and those ones voiced as individual women through 

autobiographies. These variations reflect the fact that women cannot be considered as a 

single and homogenous group but instead a collage of different interests according to the 

women‟s social positioning (Likke, 2010). This is to say that women have different visions on 

peace and security in relation to their own identity and lived experiences of war and 

militarization. As suggested by Cockburn (2010), the intersection of identities in terms of 

gender, ethnicity, class, economic status, age, sexual orientation, geographic location etc. 

creates different forms of vulnerability. Therefore, the perspectives of the „marginal voices‟ of 

Myanmar are informed by the „insecurities‟ they live because of their membership to ethnic 

and religious minorities; they are also informed by their social and economic background that 

see them as refugees, migrant workers or activists within their own communities. This 

implies that when we analyse women‟s experiences we need to follow an intersectional4 and 

Gender and Development (GAD) approach. This is to say that we need to see women in 

their specificity and rich diversity of their lives (Papart & Marchand, 1995). At the same time 

we have to look at different levels of power structures and relations that create forms of 

discriminations women experience both for their gender (Clisby & Holdsworth, 2014) and for 

their identity at the intersection of different categories of difference (Davis, 2008).  

 This also entails that, as suggested by Haraway (1991), my understanding and 

knowledge of the views of this diverse group of women are situated and therefore always 

partial since they take into account multiple and distinctive women‟s perspectives. In fact 

what I have analysed represent only a fraction of the views of Myanmar women on peace 

and security; my analysis is situated in the specific sources of my research and in the 

identity of the producers of its knowledge, being mostly refugees, migrant workers or 

activists based in exile. Moreover, my knowledge exclusively derives from the examination of 

texts in English language which are therefore tailored for a Western audience, and I 

acknowledge that this excludes important insights contained in sources in Burmese and local 

languages. My understanding is also partial because it is necessary influenced by my 

personal experiences and identity. Therefore, I have also attempted to reach what Sandra 

Harding (1991: 138-163) called a “strong objectivity”, that is to say to make explicit to the 

readers my “context of discovery” and make them identify the possible biases to the 

research provided by my positioning in my society and culture. As also illustrated in the 

following short autobiography and even though I have tried to critically investigate my 

                                                           
4
 Intersectionality is defined by Davis (2008:68) as “the interaction between gender, race, and other categories of difference in 

individual lives, social practices, institutional arrangements, and cultural ideologies and the outcomes of these interactions in 
terms of power”.  
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sources, it is not a mystery that my vision is informed by a certain kind of activism – the one 

that has mostly developed in exile – within which I nurtured strong friendship ties.  

To briefly illustrate my background, to better explain from which considerations my 

research departs: I come from an Italian working class family; my existence as a woman has 

been always characterized by strong difficulties in affirming my own personality in a quite 

conservative and religious background, factors that, among other things, drove me into a 

long and abusive personal relationship. Healing and discovery of my own identity started 

through working with migrant women in Florence who showed me that there are multiplicities 

of ways of being assertive and self-confident. After graduating from an Italian university, I 

moved to Thailand to volunteer with Myanmar community-based women‟s organizations in 

exile. I still have the vivid memory of the time when I was accepted in June 2011 as a 

volunteer worker for the Kachin Women‟s Association Thailand (KWAT). The war in the 

north-eastern state of Kachin had just started anew after decades of ceasefire. Thousands of 

people were forced to relocate and they were prevented access to humanitarian assistance 

by the Tatmadaw (the national army). I soon developed a very strong friendship with one of 

the organization‟s members with whom I spent days and nights looking for financial 

resources in order to smuggle food and medical supplies inside Internally Displaced Persons 

(IDPs) camps. I was hired afterwards by the Alternative ASEAN Network on Burma 

(ALTSEAN – Burma) to work as training officer for a political empowerment programme 

addressed to female advocates from different Myanmar ethnicities. I was always impressed 

by the tenacity and courage of these women who, with very little economic means, can 

create considerable impact in their own communities. I heard from my students terrible 

stories of violence and economic and social deprivation but I always perceived in them a 

tremendous internal strength and determination to positively change their own country. 

Besides my feminist solidarity and academic interests, my research also stems from a 

disappointment and difficulties, while trying to publish journal articles on similar topics; this 

was caused by a stance within some part of the academia that seemed to consider sources 

produced by women‟s organizations „nonscientific‟. My motivation to write this thesis is to 

show the power of women‟s discourses expressed in a variety of, but no less scientific, 

genres. 

 

Chapter outline and methods  

Each chapter has utilized distinct methods. Whereas the next two chapters (Chapters 2 and 

3) are principally based on a literature review of academic texts, Chapters 4 and 5 instead 

undertake a textual analysis of narratives produced by women‟s organizations and of 
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autobiographical stories. I concomitantly illustrate the content of each chapter together with 

its underpinning methods. 

Chapter 2 provides necessary information for the reader to understand the ethnic and 

religious conflict and a brief analysis of gender relations and women‟s status in Myanmar. I 

have accomplished this task through an analysis of academic articles and books, and 

reports produced by Myanmar women‟s and international human rights‟ organizations. 

Chapter 3 named The male-streaming approach to security and peace in Myanmar has 

investigated the Myanmar government strategies and performances in relation to 

peacebuilding and security. I have analysed how gender, racialized and militarized relations 

within power institutions have led to the marginalization of the majority of Myanmar women 

from debates around conflict resolution. I have principally relied on academic work on the 

conflict in Myanmar aided by various human rights reports produced either by international 

or Myanmar-based NGOs. 

Chapters 4 and 5 explore the „marginal voices‟ on security expressed through 

women‟s organizations‟ reports and statements (Chapter 4) and autobiographical stories 

(Chapter 5). In these two chapters I have discussed the understanding of the concepts of 

security and peace and the positions on peacebuilding strategies by different women‟s 

organizations and autobiographers. In the analysis of these documents I have particularly 

looked at the key words of „security‟ and „peace‟, observed what kind of meaning was given 

to them, and how opinions where developed around these issues. Chapter 4 and 5 discuss 

the same underlying topics („insecurities‟, perspectives of security and peace, and agency) 

but use as source different kinds of narratives.   

Chapter 4 is called The „marginal voices‟ on peace and security: a perspective from 

Myanmar women‟s organizations. It introduces women‟s activism in the promotion of peace; 

a core part of this section is an analysis of women‟s views on the dynamics and implications 

of the conflict, how security and peace are perceived, and what are the strategies to achieve 

them. Women‟s organizations reports and statements have largely discussed the 

„insecurities‟ women live as a result of various forms of violence; they have also identified the 

elimination of these „insecurities‟ and the participation of women as an important requisite for 

a sustainable peace. The sources selected for this chapter are human rights reports and 

political statements in English language. I have analysed the vast majority of those that are 

available online; they amount to 40 reports and 17 statements. These documents are 

produced by ethnic-based or multi-ethnic women‟s organizations, either based in exile or 

inside Myanmar. Most reports are from the umbrella organization Women‟s League of 

Burma (WLB) (based in Chiang Mai, Thailand) and its members. The reports are 



10 
 

predominantly used for advocacy purposes at national and international level and are 

discussing human rights violations related to the conflict and/or militarization (e.g. sexual and 

gender-based violence, trafficking, lack of welfare provisions and exclusion of women from 

peace negotiations). The selected political statements include documents through which 

women‟s organizations have expressed their own positions on various issues related to the 

conflict, for example demanding the persecution of perpetrators of human rights abuses or 

calling for inclusive dialogue during peace talks.  

Chapter 5, Reframing the Myanmar security and peace narratives through women‟s 

autobiographies, draws on a study of the autobiographical accounts. Starting from women‟s 

daily experiences autobiographical stories provide different cause for reflection and details 

from advocacy reports and statements. Autobiographies have described different levels of 

„insecurities‟ coming from economic precarity and from women‟s own communities and 

ethnic groups. They have also presented a strong portrayal of resilience and activisms 

through stories of everyday resilience and activism. The selected narratives are Zoya Phan‟s 

(2009) autobiography Little Daughter:  a Memoir of Survival in Burma and the West, and 

autobiographical short stories contained in two editions of Women‟s Voices Series published 

by the organization I was working for, ALTSEAN – Burma, and specifically from Burma: 

Women's Voices for Hope (2007) and Burma: Women's Voices for Peace (2010). My 

selection of autobiographical stories was determined by the fact that these collections reflect 

the voices of ordinary women who were migrant workers, refugees or community workers 

without prominent political positions within their communities. Consequently, their narratives 

show personal opinions disentangled from the political messages delivered by women‟s 

NGOs; they in fact present some discrepancies in the views or a different weight on some 

issues in comparison to women‟s organizations. Little Daughter tells Zoya Phan‟s life 

experience in war-torn areas inhabited by Karen minorities and her later pro-democracy 

activism and work in international advocacy in the United Kingdom. Stories from the 

Women‟s Voices Series are the outcome of a creative writing workshop conducted in 

different locations of the Thai-Myanmar border by Janie Conway-Herron, senior lecturer of 

Southern Cross University (Lismore, Australia). The writings submitted after the workshop 

were mostly in form of autobiographical short stories but also contained stories about third 

persons, essays or poems. They were all developed on the basis of a general theme, such 

as peace and hope, and they were originally written in Burmese and then translated into 

English. In my selection, from the 87 stories contained in the two publications I have 

privileged the 57 autobiographical ones following the criteria of “self-presentation” (Jacoby, 

2006:162) discussed earlier in this chapter. I have also looked at other kinds of narrations 
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and analysed those specific parts where the authors‟ voice arises expressing personal 

opinions on different social and political issues.  

Both women‟s organizations‟ reports and statements and autobiographical stories are 

discussing issues related to security and peace but they are not often explicit on the 

meaning of these phrases. For this reason, I have also conducted 5 semi-structured 

interviews with female peace activists from Myanmar to better clarify and validate my 

understanding of these issues. The interviews, held in May-June 2016, mostly focused on 

the concepts and meaning of „security‟ and „peace‟ and on strategies to achieve a 

sustainable peace. All interviews were conducted in English and most of them through voice 

over internet protocol (VoIP) technology except one which was in person. The selection of 

the interviewees was determined by a need to gather views from women from different 

ethnicities, religions and social backgrounds. Interviewees were from four different ethnicities 

(Karen, Rohingya, Kachin and Shan), and three religions (Buddhism, Christianity and Islam). 

Four interviewees are working inside Myanmar but their organizations are based in Thailand. 

Of these, three belong to ethnic-based women‟s organizations and one to a human rights 

documentation network. I have also met in person Zoya Phan, the author of Little Daughter, 

in London where she works as Campaigns Manager for Burma Campaign UK. All 

interviewees are either in top leadership positions within their organizations or they have 

project management roles. They are all active in various ways on peacebuilding issues 

either through monitoring of peace initiatives, awareness activities with affected communities 

or advocacy at national or international levels.  

My wish for this research is to offer more insights into the fields of GAD and Feminist 

IR in order to provide additional evidence for the need for an increased women‟s 

participation in peacebuilding. My contribution could be also seen in terms of exploration of 

new methods for conducting research on security and peace which is strongly encouraged 

by feminist scholars (Ackerly, 2006). I also hope to have shed more light in the English-

language academia on the under-explored issue of gender in the Myanmar, with the 

exceptions of Harriden (2012), Mills (2000), Skidmore (2003), and Tharaphi Than (2014), 

and mostly unexplored topic of conflict in Myanmar from a gender perspective with the 

notable, probably unique, exception of Hedström (2015c). Most of all I wish that this work 

could be of some relevance for the diverse spectrum of women from Myanmar. 
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Chapter 2 

An historical, political and social overview of Myanmar 

through a gender lens 

 

Sometimes life events reveal signals that anticipate decisive twists in people‟s existence.  It 

was a day of November 2010 and I was on a plane to Jakarta; opening the newspaper I 

found an article announcing that Aung San Suu Kyi had been unconditionally released from 

her long house arrest. I did not know much about Myanmar but I somehow had the feeling 

that the story would not end there. The event, in fact, was later revealed to be a turning point 

for the country which consequently started crucial democratic reforms. Its significance was 

already perceptible from the great excitement from wide parts of the population at the news 

of the return to public life of Aung San Suu Kyi (Turnell, 2010), perceived as the symbol of 

the struggle for democracy (Charney, 2009). In my own case, when I learnt of a volunteer 

opportunity with community-based organizations on the Thai-Myanmar border, I had no 

hesitation; I wanted to be involved in the lively activism gaining momentum in that country‟s 

crucial phase.  

Myanmar has a tumultuous and complicated history characterized by a totalitarian 

regime which has long suppressed civil liberties and the desires of self-determination of 

ethnic and religious groups (Smith, 1991). Men and women are differently affected by 

discrimination due to government policies and cultural norms, also varying according to their 

own social, cultural and economic backgrounds (Women‟s League of Burma - WLB, 2002). 

Without any presumption of exhaustiveness, I have attempted in this chapter to provide 

some background information on Myanmar‟s key political issues and on gender relations that 

I see as necessary to understand the following sections of the thesis.   

 

Myanmar historical and political background 

 Myanmar is home of 135 officially recognized ethnicities classified in 8 main groups. 

The majority are the Bamar who comprise 69% of the population; other minorities are: Chin 

(2.2%), Kachin (1.4%), Karen (or Kayin) (6.2%), Karenni (or Kayah) (0.4%), Mon (2.4%), 

Rakhine (or Arakanese, or Rakhaing) (4.5%) and Shan (8.5%)5. Most Myanmar people are 

                                                           
5
 These data might be not very accurate since they are dated, referring to the 1983 census (Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung, 

2011). However, as of July 2016, they represent the only official available statistics on ethnicity because the government has 
not yet disclosed this data of March-April 2014 census (Ye Mon, 2016). 

 

Map 1: Myanmar (States and 

Divisions). Source: WoB, 2008.  
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Theravada Buddhists (87.9%); additional faiths include Christianity (6.2%), Islam (4.3%), 

Hinduism (0.5%), Animism and other (0.8%) (Department of Population, 2016). Bamar 

people are predominantly Buddhist and they mostly live in lowland southern and central 

areas surrounding the river Irrawaddy, which are administratively divided into seven divisions 

(Irrawaddy, Magwe, Mandalay, 

Pegu, Rangoon or Yangon, 

Sagaing, and Tanasserim). People 

from other ethnic groups principally 

inhabit the highlands of seven states 

which take the name of the largest 

ethnic grouping and which are 

mostly situated at the borders with 

China, Thailand, Bangladesh, Lao 

and India (see Map 1). Each ethnic 

group and its subgroups have its 

own language and customs. Some 

of them are multi-faith such as the 

Karens comprising Christians, 

Animists and Buddhists; other 

ethnicities tend to follow exclusively 

one religion like for example the 

Christian Kachin and Chin (Ardeth 

Maung Thawnghmung, 2011). 

Besides the 135 recognized ethnic 

groups, there are also other minorities who are not acknowledged by the government but 

who have been residing in the country for centuries, such as the Muslim Rohingyas of 

Rakhine State, among others (Kipgen, 2013).  

Myanmar, called then „Burma‟, gained independence from the British colony in 1948.  

The country had a short democratic experience until 1962 when the Tatmadaw led by 

General Ne Win took over the country‟s leadership with a coup (Charney, 2009). A turnover 

of governments ruled the nation through different political outlooks and ideological positions 

(Steinberg, 1982; Cockett, 2015). Instead of pursuing social justice as promised, the military 

establishment increased its grip on power and on the economic resources through a 

totalitarian regime and a tough repression of civil liberties and of dissent (Charney, 2009). 

Isolationism and economic mismanagement transformed Myanmar from the „rice bowl of 

Asia‟ into one of the „least developed countries‟ in the world according to the United Nations 

Map 1: Myanmar (States 

and Divisions). Source: 

WLB, 2008 
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(UN) (Steinberg, 1990; Mya Maung, 1991; Smith, 1991). The discontent related to the 

economic and political situation sparked two major waves of protests in 1988 and 2007, both 

of them witnessing a brutal crackdown (Steinberg, 1990; Horsey, 2008; Rogers, 2012). 

However, especially the first unrest opened up the ground for the development of an 

energetic pro-democracy movement with the appearance on the political scene of Aung San 

Suu Kyi as its leader and her newly-formed party, the National League for Democracy (NLD) 

(Rogers, 2012). Different elections were held starting from 1990. When they were free and 

fair, like in 1990, they did not see a power handover to the winning party, the NLD (Taylor, 

2001; Smith, 2001). They otherwise experienced, like in 2010, the electoral advantage of the 

military-led Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) through frauds and irregularities 

(Turnell, 2010). Surprisingly, in 2011 President Thein Sein, a retired general, initiated 

economic and political reforms through the opening up of the market economy, granting 

amnesties to hundreds of political prisoners, and allowing freedom of expression and 

association (Cockett, 2015). A plurality of parties and civil society organizations started to 

formally enter the political and social spheres (Morgan, 2015); the NLD emerged as the main 

political force through sweeping victories in April 2012 by-elections and in November 2015 

general elections (Ardeth Thawnghmung, 2016). Aung San Suu Kyi could not be chosen as 

the President of Republic, because according to the Myanmar Constitution, she does not 

meet the requirements to take up this role. This position is now held by, since March 2016, 

Htin Kyaw, a personality who is close to Suu Kyi (Democratic Voice of Burma - DVB, 2016b). 

However, Aung San Suu Kyi is currently acting as the de facto president through her position 

of State Counselor (Gowen, 2016). 

  One of the main and unresolved problems of the current democratic transition is the 

ethnic and religious conflict that has shaken the country since its independence. Ethnic 

communities, who had benefitted from relative autonomy during the colonial rule, had fought 

side by side with the Bamar nationalistic movement against the British rule. They had 

entered into an agreement that foresaw the establishment of a federal state with wide self-

governance for ethnic minorities including the possibility of a future secession (Smith, 1991). 

However, after having obtained independence, consecutive governments ignored previous 

arrangements and opted for models of a more centralized state (Charney, 2009). As a result, 

ethnic groups did not hesitate to form their own ethnic armed groups to resist the 

assimilation of the Bamar-led authorities (Lian Hmung Sakhong, 2010). The scenario of non-

state armed groups is quite complicated considering the wide number of actors (as of 2015 

they amount to 21) alliances and between-groups rivalries (Burma News International - BNI, 

2015). Over the years, different and separate ceasefires have been agreed but constantly 

disregarded by the Tatmadaw. Moreover, in October 2015 the Nationwide Ceasefire 
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Agreement (NCA) was signed but it was endorsed only by half of the ethnic groups (Wilson, 

2015). Clashes have continued throughout 2015 and 2016. The main causes of tensions are 

access to economic and natural resources, control over territories and political and cultural 

self-determination, the perpetration of serious human rights violations against civilian 

populations, and the unwillingness from ethnic groups to dismantle their armed forces (BNI, 

2015; ALTSEAN-Burma, 2016a, 2016b).  

A second kind of animosity is involving Buddhist and Muslim populations. Three 

waves of violence between the two communities started in June 2012; they initially 

happened in Rakhine State with the circulation in the social network of the news of the rape 

of a Buddhist woman by a Muslim man. This event was followed a chain of mutual acts of 

retaliation through killings and destruction of properties. Similar episodes occurred in 

different geographic areas of the country during 2013 and 2014 (Physicians for Human 

Rights - PHR, 2013). Sparking this kind of conflict are the long-lasting and boiling tensions 

between Muslims and Buddhists in Rakhine State. The majority of Muslims in this area are 

the Rohingya, who are considered illegal migrants from Bangladesh and have been 

historically targets of discriminatory policies and forced expulsions (Kipgen, 2013). Another 

determinant factor was the propaganda promoted by a group of Buddhist monks who believe 

in a secret Islamic plan to conquer the country (Beech, 2013). No episodes of violence 

occurred in 2015 but they resumed in 2016 with new attacks against mosques, and anti-

Muslim hate speeches have also continued (BNI, 2015; Hayward & Walton, 2016). Both 

conflicts have resulted in displacement within the borders of Myanmar amounting in 2015 to 

662,400 people (International Displacement Monitoring Centre - IDMC, 2015). 

 

Gender analysis 

 The political developments that I have explained so far have been determined by 

male elites from all decision making spheres (military, government and ethnic groups) since 

women have been largely prevented from influencing the country‟s politics (Harriden, 2012). 

Throughout this thesis I have tried to explain the gender power dynamics that prevent 

women from participating in peacebuilding negotiations. Here I draw on a GAD approach to 

provide an overview, although not comprehensive, of women‟s status and gender relations in 

Myanmar. Common trends among different ethnicities and cultures have been identified 

(Gender Equality Network - GEN, 2015b). However, it is a hard task to analyse gender in 

Myanmar given the wide diversity of women‟s identities, cultures and backgrounds. I have, 

therefore, selectively picked examples from distinct contexts to help the reader grasp the 

nuances in terms of women‟s lived experiences of discrimination.  
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A gender analysis considers how power relations between men and women in 

society influence their own existence; it refers particularly to what Walby (1990; 2011) called 

„gender regimes‟, that is to say a system of power interactions operating at all levels of 

people‟s lives, private and public, that see an overarching and predominant influence of male 

individuals and male-dominated institutions. To analyse these interactions it is necessary to 

look at how gender practices materialize, to see how they are “produced, regulated, 

consumed and performed” (Nayak & Kihili, 2008: 5). This allows us to see the bigger picture 

of how these processes inform the workings of power and pervade all spheres constraining 

or enabling possibilities for different categories of people. These power relations have 

commonalities in various parts of the world but they also present their own specificities 

according to the context of study (Clisby & Holdsworth, 2014). Analyzing how gender 

discrimination is experienced by different groups of men and women requires, therefore, an 

intersectional approach which is taking into account the “interaction between gender, race, 

and other categories of difference in individual lives, social practices, institutional 

arrangements, and cultural ideologies and the outcomes of these interactions in terms of 

power” (Davis, 2008: 68).  

 Discourses around a „traditional‟ high status supposedly enjoyed by women in 

Myanmar – circulated during colonial times (Tinzar Lwyn, 1994; Ikeya, 2006) and nowadays 

purported by the government (GEN 2015b) - are contradicted by the factual reality of 

women‟s lives. Myanmar ranks 148th out of 188 countries in the Gender Inequality Index 

(United Nations Development Programme - UNDP, 2015). Various studies from Western and 

Myanmar academia and civil society organizations have highlighted different forms of 

discrimination women are subjected to because of their gender, ethnicity, political and 

religious beliefs, and economic status. Crucial factors determining women‟s subordination 

are religious and cultural beliefs which are pervasive and ingrained in society (Than Than 

Nwe, 2003; GEN, 2015b). „Hpon‟, translated as “power, glory, holiness” (Department of 

Myanmar Language Commission, 1993: 328 cited in Belak, 2002: 35) is considered a 

„natural‟ characteristic of men. It sanctions men‟s spiritual superiority due to the fact that 

they, differently from women, can become monks and, therefore, potentially reach the 

enlightenment (Mi Mi Khaing, 1984; Harriden, 2012). Women are seen as impure because 

they menstruate and, therefore, they are liable to „pollute‟ men‟s „hpon‟ (Spiro, 1993). Even 

though it has a Bamar Buddhist origin, the concept of „hpon‟ is widely accepted by other 

ethnicities and religious groups of Myanmar (Belak, 2002; GEN, 2015b). Women are also 

expected to follow the principles of „hiri‟ and „ottapa‟ (modesty and fear of punishment) that is 

to say that they have to keep a demure, passive and gentle attitude toward the male 

members of their families and communities (Women‟s Organizations of Burma Shadow 



17 
 

Report Writing Committee - WOBSRWC, 2000). The principle of modesty, which is shared 

by different ethnic communities, entails also that women – differently from men – have to 

keep their virginity until marriage (Belak, 2002). Women, seen as carriers of their culture, are 

strongly pressured to abide by social norms in order to perpetuate traditional values and to 

avoid negative repercussions (GEN, 2015b; WLB, 2008).  

 

 Social expectations related to religion and culture entrenched with women‟s 

responsibilities within he household, I contend, significantly contribute to women‟s 

subordination and exclusion from both private and public spheres. As suggested by Momsen 

(2010), women besides being active in production (paid work), are also involved in biological 

and social reproduction (childbearing, care work for family members and housework) and 

community management roles (social and cultural tasks performed to maintain good 

relationships with relatives and a support network within the community). The execution of 

these duties further contributes to a gender division of labour and hinders women‟s paid 

work opportunities and their political participation (Momsen, 2010). Across different ethnic 

groups, it is considered appropriate for men to be the breadwinners, and for women to 

perform the less-valued reproductive work, including managing family finances. Women are 

not exempted from domestic duties even when they carry out jobs outside of the house 

(Belak, 2002); their domestic workload generally increases if after marriage they move in 

with the husband‟s family, as it is the norm for some ethnic groups (GEN, 2015b). Women 

from poor households and in rural areas face additional workload related to lack of access to 

safe drinking water and sanitation facilities (Asian Development Bank - ADB, 2012). Men 

and women execute different tasks in terms of community management. Men represent their 

families in the outer world (GEN, 2015b). Women have the responsibility to maintain the 

harmony within the family and the community (WLB, 2008). While fulfilling these roles, 

women have limited choice of partner because they have to get married within the same 

religious and ethnic group and receive the consent of their own families (GEN, 2015b). 

Women are also expected to endure difficult relationships even in situations of their 

husband‟s alcoholism, drug addiction, extra-marital affairs and domestic violence (GEN, 

2015a).  

 

 Women are also marginalized in the economy making them more vulnerable to 

poverty. Women‟s difficulties in accessing the labour market are demonstrated in their 

meager share in formal employment; moreover, their initial disadvantage due to gender, 

poverty and ethnicity make them particularly vulnerable to exploitation. According to the 

2014 census only 50.5% of the female population was employed in paid work (Department 

of Population, 2015). Women predominantly work in agriculture; participation in other sectors 
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is gradually increasing but remains almost exclusively limited to low-skilled jobs (ADB, 2012) 

such as garment factories (International Labour Organization - ILO, 2012) often without 

contracts and in poor working conditions (Chaw Chaw, 2003). The risk of exploitation is 

particularly high for women fleeing from poverty-stricken backgrounds especially among 

ethnic rural and displaced communities (Integrated Household Living Condition Assessment 

– IHLCA – Project Technical Unit, 2011; Myanmar Peace Monitor – MPM - & Burma News 

International - BNI, 2013). Women, while migrating domestically or abroad to support their 

families, often fall pray to traffickers who sell them as wives, sex workers or bonded workers 

(WLB, 2008; KWAT, 2013a; Tharaphi Than, 2014). Some categories of women face higher 

challenges in accessing economic resources. Widows and unmarried women for example 

face significant obstacles in obtaining loans. Women, especially widows and if living in 

Kachin and Chin States, do not enjoy inheritance rights (Faxon et al., 2015; GEN, 2015b). 

Thus, as a result of the lack of ownership rights, female-headed households, especially if not 

educated, are also more prone to poverty (Griffiths & Kao, 2014).  

  

 Women‟s involvement in public life is also prevented in terms of political participation, 

a task that is perceived as a men‟s prerogative (Mills, 2000). This is illustrated by the fact 

that, until recently, joining political institutions generally presumed the membership of the 

defense forces (WLB, 2002), access to which has been forbidden to women until 2014 

(McLaughlin, 2014). Women‟s representation in parliament and Ministries had a substantial 

increase recently as a result of the November 2015 elections even though they still present 

low rates: around 10% of Members of Parliament (MPs) are now female (Sang Hnin Lian, 

2015; Inter-Parliamentary Union - IPU, 2016) but none cover ministerial positions (Hedström, 

2015a). Nevertheless, women‟s participation in politics continues to be deficient, not just at 

national level but also in terms of local governments (Minoletti, 2014) and within ethnic-led 

institutions and armies (Hedström, 2015a). In some areas like Karen State, the conflict has 

provided new opportunities for women leadership; women have taken up the risky roles of 

village chiefs, fact that besides exposing them to serious abuses has proven their abilities to 

protect ethnic populations (Karen Women Organization –KWO, 2010). Apart these notable 

exceptions, women have been largely excluded from formal peace talks; however, as I will 

discuss more in detail later, they have played a crucial role at grassroots level in terms of 

awareness raising and rehabilitation besides than being active in national and international 

advocacy (Hedström, 2015a). 

 

 Gender inequality is found in Myanmar in two other important components of 

people‟s lives: education and health. School enrollment is equal for males and females even 

if it significantly drops for both sexes after the age of 13 (Department of Population, 2015). 
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Members of rural households generally present lower rates of school completion and those 

most severely excluded from education opportunities are disable children, especially girls 

(Griffiths & Kao, 2014). Despite equal school enrolment in more recent years, women and 

people from ethnic states present lower levels of literacy rates (Department of Population, 

2015). In terms of health, cultural and religion norms compounded by the lack of health 

facilities cause severe implications for women. The emphasis on women‟s reproductive role 

and on their virginity, and taboos about sex prevent women and men from accessing 

information about sexuality and family planning. Moreover, there is also scarcity of family 

planning services (GEN, 2015b). Abortions and sterilizations are not permitted by law except 

under very limited circumstances (GEN, 2013), and contraception is generally not available 

in rural areas (GEN, 2015b) where women present, in comparison to urban areas, 

disproportionately higher fertility (Department of Population, 2015) and maternal mortality 

rates - the latter being significantly determined by unsafe abortions and by the dearth of 

skilled health attendants (United Nations Population Fund - UNFPA, 2010). While biological 

reproduction is generally encouraged both by cultural and institutional practices, in certain 

parts of Rakhine state, Rohingya women see instead their ability to bear children restricted 

by a two-child policy and a marriage authorization from local authorities (Abdelkader, 2014). 

As far as the access to other health services is concerned, some categories of women 

experience more constraints than others, such as women with disabilities in rural areas 

(Griffiths & Kao, 2014) and pregnant women from conflict areas (Hedström, 2015a).  

 

 A concluding analysis concerns gender-based violence, a problem that is 

experienced by women nationwide. Domestic violence is widespread and includes different 

kinds of abuses, for example physical attacks, psychological violence, and withholding 

money. Marital rape is also not a punishable crime if the victim is older than 14 years old 

(GEN, 2015a). Ending domestic abuses is almost impossible; divorcing, besides being 

strongly discouraged, often encounters legal obstacles due to application of customary laws 

(GEN, 2015b). When women experience sexual violence and harassment in public places, 

they are usually the ones who are blamed for having attracted men‟s attention and for not 

conforming to cultural norms, for example for dressing improperly or if travelling alone or at 

night (Belak, 2002; GEN, 2015b). The social control on sexuality exposes women to 

additional violence when they are forced, in order to save their and their community‟s 

reputation, to marry their partner in the case of pre-marital sex, or even to marry their rapist 

(GEN, 2015b). Women living in conflict areas face particular challenges because they are 

target of sexual violence or kept as sex slaves by members of the Tatmadaw (Shan 

Women‟s Action Network - SWAN, 2002; WLB, 2014b). Gender-based violence, including 

bullying and harassment and especially in Muslim communities, is also witnessed by 
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homosexual and gender non-conforming subjects, who are seen as sinful or having low 

„hpon‟ and bad karma (Chua & Gilbert, 2015).   

 

 In this last part of the chapter I have focused on various forms of violence on 

Myanmar women – subordination within the household, exclusion in public life and from 

educational and health services, and domestic and sexual violence. I have paid attention to 

the impact of „gender regimes‟ on different categories of women; I have particularly tried to 

show how different levels of vulnerabilities are experienced as a consequence of the 

intersection of ethnicity, religion, geographical location, marital status, physical ability and 

sexual orientation. I have devoted the next chapter to a better elucidation of the effects of 

gender, racial and religious discrimination caused by institutional policies and practices 

resulting in what I would call a „colonization‟ of women‟s experience. In this and in the next 

section, for the sake of simplicity and succinctness, I have deliberately looked at negative 

elements of gender relations and of discriminatory policies rather than on the possibilities 

and power of women‟s agency. However, I am not suggesting that women from Myanmar 

are passive and voiceless victims. They have showed indeed resilience, determination and 

perseverance in different fields of their lives, from private to public. Women‟s groups have 

been active for decades in international advocacy bringing light to human rights abuses in 

conflict areas and persuading foreign countries to pressure Myanmar government towards 

democratic reforms (Elliott, 2003; Harriden, 2012; Hedström, 2015a). Women have been 

also able to increasing awareness at national level on the need of women‟s participation in 

the peace process (Faxon et al., 2015). If in the first part I have focused on restraining 

factors for women‟s agency, this was just to postpone and create a special space for a more 

comprehensive presentation of women‟s relative power and agency in later sections 

(Chapter 4 and 5).  
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Chapter 3 

A ‘male-streaming’ approach to security and peace in 

Myanmar 

 

In this chapter I analyse the understanding of security and peace by those 

institutional actors that are in different forms involved in conflict resolution in Myanmar, 

mostly the Myanmar government, the national military (Tatmadaw), and partly ethnic armed 

groups.6 I have particularly looked at how different power hierarchies have enabled certain 

categories of subjects (mostly male-dominated and militarized and belonging to the 

dominant ethnic group, the Bamar) to gain a privileged access and prerogative to decision 

making particularly in the domain of national security and conflict resolution. The result of 

this process is a „male-streaming‟ approach that has the effect of imposing a singular and 

univocal narrative of peace and security, and therefore of „colonizing‟ the voices of people 

from minority groups. Among these, the „marginal voices‟ of some women are particularly 

marginalized because they are placed at the intersection of different axes of difference such 

as gender, ethnicity, religion and lack of political affiliations.  

 „Male-streaming‟ is the phrase that I deem the most explicatory to describe the 

approach of the Myanmar institutions to security and peace. I am borrowing the term „male-

streaming‟ from an article of Suzanne Clisby (2005) in which the main topic is the 

shortcomings in terms of the application of gender mainstreaming in Bolivia within the Law of 

Popular Participation. She discussed the fact that notwithstanding its initial aim of increasing 

women‟s political participation, the new law instead produced “more male-streaming” (Clisby, 

2005:23) by creating more venues and opportunities for men‟s leadership and interests. 

Even though Clisby‟s article analysed a different topic and geographic context, I am using 

here the same phrase for two purposes. The first is to show how the priorities of male-

dominated elites in Myanmar have shaped the way security and peace are conceived, 

narrated and consequent plans of conflict resolution are enforced; this had the effect of 

excluding some categories of women and ethnic minorities from the possibility of 

participating in the political negotiations surrounding the peacebuilding process. Secondly, I 

am using the word „male-streaming‟ to evidence the contradictory behavior of different 

                                                           
6
 There are certainly more actors at play in the current pacification process in Myanmar. These are particularly the United 

Nations, the European Union, countries such as the Unites State and China for example, and different international donors. 
They have put a considerable pressure on Myanmar toward democratization and national reconciliation and their role has been 
no more inclusive of Myanmar women‟s voices. However, for reasons of succinctness and simplicity I have decided to privilege 
internal and national dynamics of power. 
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stakeholders in regard to the obligation to mainstream gender in the different phases of 

conflict resolution.  

While discussing a „male-streaming‟ approach, I am not just referring to the male 

membership of certain institutions, but also to the process through which conflict 

management policies are produced and the outcomes of these strategies. I am particularly 

discussing the hierarchies that are enabling particular kinds of groups to define what security 

and peace entail and what are the strategies to achieve them. These hierarchies 

consequently exclude those subjectivities who do not belong to dominant groups: women, 

non-members of military and political institutions, and ethnic and religious minorities. I have 

identified two main power hierarchies to describe the „male-streaming‟ approach to security. 

The first aims to impose the supremacy of the Bamar Buddhist group over ethnic and 

religious minorities who are consequently seen as „threat‟ to national security. The second 

gives prominence to militarized subjectivities; this excludes all members of the society who 

do not belong to different military institutions and in particular women. The result of this 

„male-streaming‟ is that some groups, while reaffirming their dominant narratives of security, 

they impose them, deem them valid for everyone, and therefore „colonize‟ those who do not 

belong to dominant groups and whose viewpoints and identities are divergent. The 

„colonization‟ operates in the suppression of diversity, and in the specific case of Myanmar 

particularly of what I call the „marginal voices‟, that is to say the opinions on peace and 

security of those women who are not part of majority groups, e.g. non-Bamar, non-Buddhist, 

and without political connections.  

 Similarly to Clisby (2005), my choice of the word „male-streaming‟ has been used in 

this chapter to show the contradictory behavior of different stakeholders of the Myanmar 

ethnic conflict in relation to the international obligations to mainstream gender in conflict 

management policies. The concept of gender mainstreaming has the aim of achieving 

gender equality through the transformation of gender power relations (Sweetman, 2012). A 

key starting point for attaining it is considered the assessment of the differential impact of 

policies and programmes on men and women and the integration of women‟s and men‟s 

perspectives and needs in all their phases (UN, 1995). The gender mainstreaming tenets are 

translated in the domain of peacebuilding through the UN Security Council Resolution 1325 

adopted in 2000 (Cohn, 2004). It entails that, during all phases of conflict resolution and 

post-conflict programmes, the distinct needs of men and women have to be taken into 

consideration. This should also reflect the differential interests of people of different religions, 

ethnicities, classes and other categories of difference (Cockburn, 2013). Resolution 1325 

was also strongly aimed at encouraging an increased participation and contribution of 

women within conflict transformation efforts, seen as effective tools to achieve a long-lasting 
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peace (O‟Gorman, 2011). Notwithstanding the Myanmar government is signatory of some of 

the main international women‟s treaties including the CEDAW (ALTSEAN-Burma, 2013; 

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights – OHCHR, 2014) and has 

declared to fully endorse the precepts of Resolution 1325 (Outcome Statement of senior 

officials Workshop on UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security 

and Related Resolutions, 2015), its performance has largely overlooked the needs and the 

perspectives of women; instead of mainstreaming gender, the Myanmar institutions have 

been undoubtedly more concerned of „male-streaming‟ the interests of male-dominated and 

militarized elites.  

In the next two sections I discuss the hierarchies that allow certain categories of 

people to impose their world vision and dominance over other groups: racialized, and gender 

and militarized power relations. I then elaborate on how these hierarchies are informing the 

resolution of the ethnic and religious conflict resulting in the exclusion of women‟s voices 

from these processes. In the conclusion I provide a brief assessment of the shortcomings in 

terms of gender mainstreaming. 

 

Racialized power relations and national security concerns 

The process of „male-streaming‟ operates through the enactment of power hierarchies 

within society that helps to justify political actions and the cementing of the pre-existing 

political establishment. This has had the effect of marginalizing those people who do not 

enjoy membership to dominant groups and whose viewpoints do not conform to the one 

imposed. I have identified two main power hierarchies to evidence the fact that certain 

categories of people, and women in particular, are more likely to be excluded from the 

debate on conflict resolution in Myanmar. The first is the one that one is asserting the 

supremacy of Bamar-Buddhist groups; the second hierarchy imposes the prominence of 

(male) members of the military. 

The first power relation I am addressing here is the establishment of the hegemony 

of the Bamar Buddhist7 group over ethnic and religious minorities. This hierarchy has 

consequently shaped the way national security is understood. Military and government 

institutions, which are comprised predominantly of members of Bamar ethnicity, have sought 

over the decades to impose their ethnic and religious identity and policies over other groups. 

To do so they have ostracised ethnic and religious minorities identified as threats to national 

security. To understand these dynamics, it is useful to see through the lens of the formation 

of nation-states and a state-centred approach to security.  

                                                           
7 There is an almost automatic association between being Bamar and being a Buddhist since the overwhelming majority of 

Bamar people worship Buddhist religion.  
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Nira Yuval-Davis (1997), drawing on Gellner (1983), suggested that the notion of 

nation-state is constructed around the belief of a presumed homogeneity of the communities 

inhabiting an emerging political unit. This fiction normalizes the predominance of certain 

groups over others through the deployment of nationalist ideologies - often aided by the 

„truth‟ value of religion (Kinvall, 2004) - considered to be shared by different communities of 

the nation-state. Racist policies are the consequence of this process because the „deviant‟ 

groups are discriminated against and, therefore, prevented from any possibility to influence 

power (Yuval-Davis, 1997). The case of Myanmar seems to follow similar logics that also 

inform the elaboration of national security policies. In this regard Myanmar authorities‟ 

approach to security can be located within a conventional one and in particular within 

political realism; this concept, largely criticized by feminist theorists (Tickner, 1997; 2014), 

has been used within international relations (IR) to explain the behavior of states after World 

War II. A realist approach is state-centred, which means that the ultimate goal of the state is 

the attainment of its own interests and priorities. It conceives states as unitary, therefore, it 

does not contemplate any internal differences and rather aims to suppress them because 

they are conceived as threats to state survival. Consequently, security relies heavily on the 

exercise of military power, a key instrument for the safeguarding of state sovereignty. This 

state sovereignty is mostly pursued with the achievement of full control of the territory with 

the deployment of military force to guarantee the defense of the borders from external 

threats and to maintain domestic order opposing internal threats (Narain, 2014; Tickner, 

1992, 1997, 2014; Wibben, 2011). Moreover, according to realism, states are deemed to be 

situated in an anarchic environment where conflict is inevitable; peace is sought through the 

neutralization of threats and an increased political and military power (Tickner, 1997; Narain, 

2014). 

Myanmar was not a nation-state before British colonization when its territory was 

administered by different reigns (Safman, 2007). After independence consecutive 

governments had been committed to the construction of a national identity that could unify 

under the same flag a vast heterogeneity of ethnic groups and cultures and resist 

secessionist threats (Callahan, 2000). The construction of a new national identity after the 

122 years of colonization was significantly shaped by a reaction to the British Empire and to 

those ethnic groups, especially Christian and Muslim minorities, who were previously 

privileged by it (Tinzar Lwyin, 1994). The result was the imposition of the superiority and 

prominence of the Bamar-Buddhist culture through what has been called of process of 

„burmanization‟.  „Burmanization‟ has sought to culturally homogenize the country; it has 

implied the eradication and destruction of ethnic, cultural and religious symbols and venues, 

restrictions on religious ceremonies, and on the use of ethnic languages and attempts to 
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convert populations to Buddhism (National Coalition Government of the Union of Burma - 

NCGUB, 2009; Chin Human Rights Organization, 2012; Rogers, 2012; Cockett, 2015). 

„Burmanization‟ has operated not only at a cultural level, but also through the 

perpetuation of the power of the Bamar-Buddhist elites over the country. This has been 

attained through the preservation of the country‟s sovereignty and control over its entire 

territory. The Tatmadaw (mostly comprised of Buddhist and Bamar members), has taken the 

initiative to achieve peace through saving the country from the threat of disintegration of the 

national unity posed by ethnic people‟s desire of autonomy and the potential threat of 

invasion from neighboring countries, especially China (Maung Aung Myoe, 2009). The 

military, which also justifies its actions recurring to Buddhist principles (Houtman, 1999), has 

created a security narrative characterized by a “political paranoia” (Gravers, 1993:49) that 

separates the „us‟ – represented by the army and by the country‟s  population sharing the 

same national objectives of the Tatmadaw -  from the „enemies‟ or „destructionists‟ - 

represented by everyone considered as a threat to the unity of the country and liable to 

expose it to „alien‟ influences (Gravers, 1993). These „enemies‟ are ethnic armed groups 

fighting for self-determination but also migrants and foreigners (Alamgir, 1997).  

The Tatmadaw, to prevent the disintegration of the country, has therefore engaged 

for decades in a war against ethnic armies in order to eliminate or assimilate them in the 

national army, and to gain full authority over those areas that are still under the control of 

ethnic militia, areas which are also rich in natural resources and potential sites for 

development projects (Min Zoo Oo, 2014; Wilson, 2016). Various phases of ceasefires have 

occurred over the decades; ceasefires were signed mostly to allow both the Tatmadaw and 

ethnic armies to undertake business activities in certain areas but they were not followed by 

political discussions to address the causes of the conflict. They consequently a saw 

recurrent resumption of attacks by the Tatmadaw especially to regain or tightened the 

control over strategic areas (BNI, 2013, 2015; Min Zoo Oo, 2014). The Tatmadaw has not 

limited itself in waging offensives against the ethnic armed groups, but has deliberately 

targeted civilian populations, deemed potential supporters of ethnic armies. Ethnic minorities 

have being regularly subjected to various human rights violations such as confiscation and 

destruction of properties and lands, restrictions to food supplies and humanitarian access for 

displaced people, arbitrary killing and arrest, and forced labour (Mills, 2000). They have 

particularly targeted ethnic women through acts of sexual violence as a weapon of war 

(WLB, 2014b). 

The rhetoric of protection from „enemies‟ in order to achieve national security and 

peace has also been applied to those people who are considered foreigners. To be targeted 
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by anti-migrant sentiments and policies are Muslim minorities, and in particular those 

belonging to the ethnic minority Rohingya. Despite inhabiting Myanmar for centuries, they 

are still not considered indigenous and therefore „foreigners‟ and commonly referred as 

„Bengali‟ (Kipgen, 2013). Since the 1970‟s Rohingyas have been denied citizenship, targeted 

by discriminatory policies and forced expulsions (Kipgen, 2013) and labeled by Myanmar 

authorities a “threat to national security” (Maung Zarni, 2016). Nowadays, to particularly 

encourage oppression of the Rohingyas are groups of extremist Buddhist monks. Monk-led 

organizations Ma Ba Tha and 969 have promoted nationalistic discourses that see Muslim 

populations as a „threat‟ for Buddhism because of their „secret‟ plan of conquest of South-

east Asia. This plan would be carried out especially through an increase of their population 

through the „stealing‟ and raping of Buddhist women and forcing them to convert to Islam 

(Beech, 2013; Justice Trust, 2015; Perria, 2015). The messages in protection of Bamar and 

Buddhist cultural identity promoted by these extremist groups have therefore reinforced the 

cultural superiority of the Bamar Buddhist groups and contributed to the rising tensions that 

led to episodes of violence against Muslim people between 2012 and 2014 (Physicians for 

Human Rights – PHR, 2013). 

The narrative of security and peace promoted by dominant institutions in Myanmar 

have therefore seen as a primary aim the containment of the „threats‟ represented by ethnic 

and Muslim minorities. This has imposed a hegemony of Bamar people that has wide 

repercussions in terms of access to political structures of the country. At the level of ethnic 

states the members of the executives are directly appointed by central authorities restricting 

ethnic people from directly administering their own priorities (Nixon et al., 2013). Nationally, 

even if ethnic parties are part of the parliament, some are prevented from registering 

because of their affiliation with ethnic militia (Kempel, Chan Myawe Aung Sun & Aung Tun, 

2015). Moreover, people from those minorities who are not officially recognized, such as for 

example the Muslim Rohingyas, are not allowed to run for the elections or even to vote, 

because they do not possess Myanmar citizenship (Ye Snaing, 2015b).  The lack of 

opportunity of ethnic and religious minorities to influence power have resulted in 

discriminatory policies against them, and as I discuss further in a later section of this 

chapter, this situation has negatively affected the conflict resolution process, putting ethnic 

and religious groups in a weaker position to negotiate more beneficial post-conflict 

strategies. If being part of minority groups determines the exclusion from political 

participation, then gender discrimination exacerbates the condition of marginalization 

experienced by ethnic women. In Myanmar gender identity has long prevented women‟s 

access to the bodies which have most crucially influenced the country politics and also 

conflict resolution strategies - military institutions.  
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Gender and militarized hierarchies  

The second power hierarchy I analyse is the one that gives prominence to militarized 

subjectivities; this excludes all members of the society who do not belong to the military, and 

in particular women. Decades of militarization and dictatorship in Myanmar have solidified 

women‟s exclusion from the decision making sphere and perpetuated the political leadership 

of the members of the military apparatus, the Tatmadaw (Mills, 2000). Starting from 1962, 

when the military took power with a coup, the Tatmadaw has set itself with the role as the 

country‟s political guide (Smith, 1991; Rogers, 2012). The military‟s grip on power has been 

legitimized by the crucial role it played in the liberation of the country from the colonial rule 

and in keeping national unity during the country‟s difficult post-independence phase 

(Gravers, 1993). Just until the most recent elections in November 2015, the Myanmar 

government has been predominantly comprised of military officials or retired generals. While 

the military party has been largely defeated in the last elections, the Tatmadaw still 

continues to play an important role in the country‟s political life. Its privileges are guaranteed 

by the Constitution which reserves the Tatmadaw important key positions and prerogatives 

within the cabinet and the judiciary and 25% of Parliament seats, a fact that also ensures a 

veto power on constitutional amendments (Aung Htoo, 2010).  

If we are driven by a “feminist curiosity” (Enloe, 2004:3) and we look carefully inside 

the scenario presented above, we will see that gender relations are constitutive of power 

structures and sustain militarization (Peterson & Runyan, 1993; Enloe, 2000; Enloe 2004). 

Women in Myanmar have been historically unrepresented in politics mostly because of their 

absence within military institutions; this is the result of gender relations at play in society and 

that are exacerbated by militarization processes. What is occurring in Myanmar could be, for 

example, explained through the trope of the „citizen-warrior‟; this sees citizenship historically 

associated with the defense of the nation, a male activity across different cultures (Tickner, 

1992). Tickner (1992) argued that the construction of a militarized identity relies on a 

polarization of the ideas of masculinity and femininity; men are strong, aggressive and 

protectors, women are weak, vulnerable and in need of protection (Burke, 1998); besides 

justifying militarization and fueling conflict, this dichotomy also legitimizes the prerogative to 

rule the country of the „protectors‟ of the motherland marginalizing, therefore, women 

(Tickner, 1997; Cockburn, 2010).  

The result of these gender dynamics is explained by the words of Naw Mu Si, a 

member of the Women‟s League of Burma: 

The military dominates every aspect of life in Burma – political, civil, social, 

economic, and cultural. In this highly militarized society, the only official leaders 
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are men. The most important social division in Burma is between members of the 

military and non-members. Women are always non-members, and never have 

access to the privileges such membership offers. In addition, because gender 

roles have been redefined to reflect the pervasive military culture, men are seen 

as the powerful fighters and protectors, and women as the weak and protected” 

(Women‟s League of Burma – WLB, 2002: 7).  

Besides the responsibility to protect the state, to determine a prerogative to power of 

(male) members of the military and the consequent exclusion of women, is the 

representation of women as biological and cultural carriers of the nation (Enloe, 1990; Yuval-

Davis, 1997). Especially in nationalistic contexts and in societies that are preparing to war, 

women bodies are generally conceived as the depositary of a series of cultural, religious and 

traditional symbols that define specific national identities and distinguish them from the 

others. Women are consequently entrusted with a “burden of representation” (Yuval-Davis, 

1997: 45) because they breed new generations of citizens and it rests on them the 

responsibility, through their social behavior and nurturing role, to propagate national values.  

The attribution to women of this role confines women to the private sphere and mostly in 

their roles of mothers, a fact that hinders women‟s opportunities to play an active role at 

political level (Peterson, 1992; Tickner, 1997; Yuval-Davis, 1997). 

To marginalize women from politics in Myanmar, in addition to cultural beliefs as 

discussed in the previous chapter, is also, therefore, the dichotomous construction of gender 

created as result of nationalism and militarization. A study conducted by Apple (1998) 

through interviews with Tatmadaw soldiers has revealed that troops are put under constant 

pressure to prove their manliness through the perpetration of violence; they are exposed to 

physical abuses by their superiors and peers and they are forced to commit brutalities 

against civilians (Apple, 1998). If men belonging to the military are pushed to show their 

strength and masculinity, then women have been persistently described within the domestic 

sphere and in their role of carriers of national values. Myanmar women across different 

ethnic groupings have been historically depicted as symbols of their culture, religion and 

ethnicities and they have been consequently entrusted with the task to propagate their 

traditions (Ikeya, 2011). This is demonstrated by the emphasis on marriages within the same 

ethnic group, on women‟s traditional dresses and on women‟s roles in performing for 

traditional ethnic ceremonies (Belak, 2002; Hedström, 2015c). Myanmar women are also 

generally associated with the domestic sphere; this belief is shared by various ethnic groups 

but it is also sanctioned at institutional level. The Constitution, for example, while recognizing 

women‟s rights, it frames them within the socially assigned role of women as mothers 

(Gender Equality Network – GEN – 2015a). Pro-military institutions such as Union Solidarity 
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and Development Party have long presented women as endowed of the responsibility to 

bear children and to ensure „harmony‟ within their families (WLB, 2002). This construction of 

Myanmar women‟s identity, therefore, defines specific roles for women that confine them to 

the private domain or to the maintenance of the cultural heritage of their communities which 

has also the effect to marginalize them from the public sphere.  

This construction of gender roles as result of militarization has inevitably informed the 

political structure and the allocation of power in Myanmar. Constitutional provisions for 

example sanctions women‟s exclusion from politics and the entrustment of a political 

prerogative to male members of the military. Reserving some prestigious roles, such as 

President and Vice-Presidents, to people with a „military outlook‟ (Constitution of the 

Republic of the Union of Myanmar, 2008, art. 59d), the Constitution automatically excludes 

the vast majority of women. A more explicit reference to a deliberate marginalization from 

the political sphere also comes from art. 352 that says while it does not “discriminate for or 

against any citizen […], based on race, birth, religion, and sex” for the appointment of civil 

service personnel, there are “positions that are suitable for men only” (Constitution of the 

Republic of the Union of Myanmar, 2008, art. 352).  

As a result of the gendered and militarized hierarchies exposed in this section, 

women‟s participation in politics is very low (for more specific figures see Chapter 2). Even if 

more opportunities may arise for women as a result of the current democratization process, 

women‟s historical marginalization from politics reflects a long and ingrained political 

structure that makes the access to high levels of decision making strictly reliant on 

membership of the military institutions (Hedström, 2015c).  If women are now allowed to 

enter the military service both in the Tatmadaw and within ethnic armed groups, this 

possibility has followed socially constructed gender roles; it has been generally barred to 

married women and women have been assigned almost exclusively support roles such as 

nursing or cooking (Mills, 2000; The Irrawaddy, 2014; Hedström, 2015a). Women‟s lack of 

access to combat roles has prevented them from attaining high-rank positions and 

consequently key leadership roles within the government and ethnic institutions (The 

Irrawaddy, 2014; Hedström; 2015c). There are surely some notable exceptions amongst 

certain women such as Zipporah Sein (one of the high-ranking members of the ethnic Karen 

institution, Karen National Union) and Aung San Suu Kyi who were able to use their sharp 

leadership skills to gain a significant political leverage at ethnic and national level. Their 

ascension to power, however, reveals that only those women who actually had some kind of 

affiliations with military institutions could effectively exercise some form of political influence; 

as suggested by Harriden (2012) this would have not been possible without their kinship ties, 

being the daughters of two prominent generals (Harriden, 2012). Thus, the fact that certain 
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specifically positioned women are able to influence power, I argue, if temporarily 

destabilizing gender hierarchies, at the same time reconfirms a political privilege of members 

of the military.    

I have analysed so far the workings of „male-streaming‟ that operates as a result of 

militarism and nationalism. The „male-streaming‟ therefore serves to suppress differences 

and to reaffirm the superiority and privilege of certain groups over others. This has resulted 

in the exclusion and silencing of those people who belong to the lower levels of power 

hierarchies. These marginalized people are more likely to be non-members of the national or 

ethnic armies or without any political or kinship connections with them, and non-Bamar and 

non-Buddhist individuals (with Muslims with lower chances to influence decision making). 

Therefore, women belonging to ethnic and religious minorities and those who do not enjoy 

any political affiliations are particularly disadvantaged because they are situated at the 

intersection of all different components of exclusion.  

The „male-streaming‟ also means that the narratives elaborated by dominant groups 

are imposed on others; the masculinized, racist and militarized world views are presented as 

the only valid alternative. Myanmar women are therefore „colonized‟ because their views 

have not been taken into consideration; their gender, religious, ethnic and political identity 

consistently has prevented them to influence decision making. Here I recall Enloe‟s feminist 

curiosity (1990: 7): “Where are the women?” Actually, for example in the specific case of the 

peacebuilding process, women were present in each of its phases. Women have been very 

active at grassroots level, with trust-building activities within their communities. They have 

also strongly advocated with political representatives to include their own perspectives within 

peace talks (Hedström, 2015c; Walton, McKay & Daw Khin Mar Mar Kyi, 2015). However, 

women‟s voices have remained largely dismissed, marginalized and also vilified. This was 

the result of a nationalistic and militarized construction of gender roles that has persistently 

prevented the possibility of seeing women as active political agents. In the next section I 

discuss how the „male-streaming‟ approach has influenced the current management of the 

ethnic and religious conflict and how it has determined the dynamics of exclusion of women.  

 

The Race and Religion Protection Bills and the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement 

 Our journey around the „male-streaming‟ in the Myanmar conflict has so far 

concerned two different aspects: the power relations that enable some groups access to 

decision making and the consequent exclusion of some categories of people especially 

women, and the construction and the imposition of narratives of peace and security as a 

result of the monolithic and narrow perspectives of male, militarized and Bamar elites. I am 
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now focusing on two main outcomes of the debates around the ethnic and religious conflict 

to show how the workings of „male-streaming‟ narratives have materialized in national 

security policies.  First I discuss the measures undertaken to solve the communal violence 

and specifically the Race and Religion Protection Bills. I then describe the process that led to 

the signature of a peace deal between the government and some ethnic armed groups, the 

Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement. 

 A „male-streamed‟ approach to security has characterized how the government dealt 

with the religious conflict between Muslim and Buddhist communities. Myanmar authorities 

have enforced policies that are aimed to impose a narrative of „superiority‟ of Bamar-

Buddhist groups and of Muslim people as „threats‟ to national security. Besides issuing a 

state of emergency and increasing security forces in affected areas, authorities have 

segregated Rohingyas in camps and have imposed travel restrictions upon them (Kuhn, 

2014; Radio Free Asia -RFA, 2015). In this way, I argue, preventing them to mix with other 

people and to move freely in their country, the government has ensured that the perceived 

„threat‟ of Islam could be arrested. Moreover, a legislative package passed in August 2015, 

the Race and Religion Protection Bills, proposed by the Buddhist association Ma Ba Tha, 

seems to go in a similar direction (Salomon, 2015). The laws require Buddhist women to 

gain authorization before getting married to men of other faiths and to convert to a different 

religion. Moreover, the bills entrust local authorities with imposing birth-control measures in 

certain areas of the country concerned with high birth rates and population density and 

limited economic resources (Horsey, 2015). Buddhist women therefore are assigned the 

responsibility to „protect their race and religion‟ through not coupling up with men of „inferior‟ 

groups; moreover, Rohingya women (and potentially also women from other ethnic groups) 

could be affected by birth control policies especially those living in precarious situations such 

as displaced persons camps. The laws reveal the imposition of a narrative of security and 

peace with an underlying, and even explicit, aim of the preventing  the growth of „threatening‟ 

Muslim populations; moreover, the discourse that passes through the entrustment to women 

of the role of depositaries of their culture has the effect of reinforcing hierarchies amongst 

ethnic and religious groups. 

 This „male-streaming‟ narrative of security and peace inevitably „colonizes‟ women‟s 

voices. It, in fact, has presented women as agentless subjects and has excluded them from 

the debates on the legislative proposal.  While reaffirming women‟s roles as carriers of their 

cultures, the Race and Religion Protection Bills have portrayed women as vulnerable and 

incapable of thinking for themselves. In fact, as suggested by groups of women activists, the 

laws reproduce an image of women who are unable to decide who to marry and how many 

children to bear, and of weak women who are in need of men‟s supervision and protection 
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(Statement of Women‟s Groups and CSOs on preparation of draft Interfaith Marriage Law, 

2014). The legislative process has also consistently excluded the voices of those women 

who had expressed their criticism against the bills. A strong mobilization of women‟s groups 

had managed to gather the signature of more than 200 organizations from all ethnicities in 

opposition to the laws (Human Rights Watch, 2015). All the initiatives proved unsuccessful; 

what is more, some of the campaign‟s leading activists were targeted by death threats and 

misogynistic attacks by phone and social networks and they were named by some extremist 

monks “race traitors” (Justice Trust, 2015: 18) and “traitors on national affairs” (Nyein Nyein, 

2014). This kind of nationalist rhetoric further demonstrates the strong belief around 

women‟s responsibility to protect their own „race‟. Importantly, the trope of women as carrier 

of their culture has consistently „colonized‟ women through preventing them from influencing 

legislative provisions that directly affect their own lives.  

The Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) followed similar dynamics. Here the 

„male-streaming‟ has materialized in the settlement of those issues that have been 

considered as priorities by militarized elites from the side of both the government and ethnic 

armed groups. The NCA was signed in October 2015 and it represents an attempt to have a 

comprehensive framework after decades of failed ceasefires with separate ethnic armed 

groups. Notwithstanding its name, the agreement cannot be really called „nationwide‟ 

because it includes only 8 of the 15 ethnic armed groups currently involved in conflict (BNI, 

2015; Wilson, 2015). NCA contains some vague rules on movement of troops and 

prevention of clashes (NCA Agreement, 2015) but it does not include any provisions 

regarding disarmament because of ethnic armed groups‟ unwillingness to surrender their 

weapons (International Crisis Group -ICG, 2015; Gronberg, 2016). Some positive 

achievements for the ethnic groups have been attained. The NCA in fact has among its 

principles federalism and political self-determination; it defines Myanmar as a secular state 

and acknowledges the country‟s wide diversity of ethnicities and cultures (ICG, 2015). 

Moreover, other informal agreements have provided the possibility for ethnic armed groups 

to undertake economic businesses (Interview with Author, 3rd June 2016).  

However, the agreement represents a nominal truce and a mere understanding on 

basic principles; whereas the requests advanced by ethnic groups related to more important 

political issues and the establishment of a monitoring mechanism have been postponed to a 

subsequent political phase leading to the signature of the Union Accord (ICG, 2015). The 

implications of these shortcomings are already visible; armed clashes never stopped but 

rather intensified both during the negotiations and after the agreement especially in the 

areas not covered by the ceasefire (ALTSEAN-Burma, 2016a, 2016b; Shan Herald Agency 

for News, 2016), and they concerned disputes over territories especially those ones with 



33 
 

natural resources or development projects (such as hydropower dams and oil and gas 

pipelines) (BNI, 2015; ICG - 2015).  

These aforementioned accomplishments were mostly the result of the concerns of 

armed institutions whereas the ones of women were less visible. Notwithstanding the 

insistent calls of women‟s organizations to include women, women‟s involvement in peace 

talks has been consistently lacking from both the side of government and ethnic delegations. 

In the different phases and numerous bodies that have characterized the peace negotiations 

only a handful of women could participate as observers and very few as part of delegations 

(Muehlenbeck & Federer, 2016). This also reflects the fact that the entire process has been 

led by and exclusively engaged members of the government and of different armies. From 

the side of ethnic groups Zipporah Sein has long represented the only woman involved in 

high-level peace negotiations on behalf of the Karen military and political authority (Karen 

National Union), of which she was the Secretary General (Wolff, 2012). Together with 

Zipporah Sein, another woman to be included in the ethnic delegation has been Saw Mra 

Raza Lin who had had leadership roles within the Rakhine army and party (Saw Mra Raza 

Lin, 2014). The appointment of these women further confirms the belief within ethnic groups 

that for a woman to be able to influence political processes, she must have a military 

background or anyway strong political ties with military institutions.  

 

 If some socially-positioned women could participate in formal peace negotiations, 

excluded from this process were particularly those women belonging to civil society 

organizations. After long insistence, a few women from NGOs were given the possibility of  

being observers or advisors but they were not invited in all meetings and surely not in formal 

negotiations where the most important decisions were taken (Ja Nan Lahtaw & Nang Raw, 

2012; Hedström, 2015b). These women supported by external advocacy by women‟s NGOs, 

worked hard to advance women‟s needs (and in particular in relation to recourse to justice 

for victims of sexual violence) and to promote an increased women‟s participation; however, 

their requests were often met with comments that women's issues could be addressed only 

after the signature of the ceasefire (Hedström, 2015b). Moreover, male ethnic 

representatives justified women‟s exclusion by saying that women did not have the political 

skills (Urgent Action Fund, 2014). The vocal campaigns and the considerable work of 

women advocates in the end ensured the inclusion of some gender-sensitive provisions, 

although these are very vague and limited to two sentences. The NCA contains the 

prohibition of sexual violence, even though not contemplating any persecution or recourse 

mechanisms (NCA Agreement, 2015: art. 9/m). Moreover, the NCA mandates “a reasonable 
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number/ratio of women representatives in the political dialogue process” (NCA Agreement, 

2015: art. 23) without further specifying or providing any obligation.  

In a subsequent step of the political dialogue (the first Union Peace Conference held 

in January 2016) women finally succeeded in introducing a 30% quota in a four-point 

proposal (Thin Lei Win, 2016). However, this clause is not binding since it specifies only to 

“make efforts to include 30%” (WLB, 2016a: 26). Women‟s organizations struggled to 

achieve this limited gender perspective, and saw  their attempts repeatedly boycotted, their 

speeches dismissed, ridiculed or cut in time (Heron, 2016) and their contributions not 

properly recorded or recorded at all  (Thin Lei Win, 2016). The dynamics surrounding the 

ceasefire agreement have largely shown the process of „colonization‟ of women‟s voices. 

Women‟s needs and priorities have been overlooked being the negotiations mostly related to 

military issues, considered exclusively men‟s domains (AGIPP, 2016a). Moreover, women 

were not considered interlocutors deserving to be paid attention. This was due to gender 

discrimination, but also to their lack of membership to those (military) institutions with 

decision making power at national or ethnic levels. 

If the advent of Aung San Suu Kyi in the political scene has the potential to 

accelerate democratic reforms in Myanmar, I argue that it does not guarantee that her 

approach to security is less „male-streamed‟. She has identified the peace process as a key 

priority of her agenda; she has entrusted herself with the task of leading the peace 

negotiations with ethnic armed groups (RFA, 2016a) and of solving the tensions between 

Muslims and Buddhists as the head of the Arakan Peace Committee (Aung Hla Tun, 2016). 

However, she has not shaken the pre-existent framework of peace negotiations 

contemplating the exclusive involvement of government representatives, political parties and 

ethnic armed groups, as evident in a statement issued by the Myanmar President Office 

(President Office, 2016) with a complete exclusion of civil society organizations (Interviews 

with Author 3rd June, 2016, 16th June 2016). Moreover, she has not showed any intentions to 

improve the lives of Rohingya people, for example through passing legislation that 

guarantees them citizenship or simply recognizing them as one of the ethnic groups of 

Myanmar (Hiebert & Nguyen, 2016). As far as women‟s participation is concerned, the fact 

that Aung San Suu Kyi is a woman does not in itself ensure a more equitable inclusion of 

women. Aung San Suu Kyi in fact never elaborated on women‟s rights or fostered an 

explicitly feminist agenda (Harriden, 2012). Her lack of commitment toward an increased 

women‟s leadership role is demonstrated by the fact that, notwithstanding she has included 

more women candidates for her party during the last elections, she has not picked any of 

them to form her cabinet (Hedstrӧm, 2015a). Therefore, I maintain that under this new 
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government it would be very unlikely to see a recognition of the work of women‟s civil society 

and a consequent increased involvement in formal peace talks.  

 

Conclusion  

I have so far discussed the implications of a „male-streaming‟ approach in regard to the 

exclusion from debates on conflict resolution in Myanmar. In the introduction I have 

mentioned that I have been using this phrase to show the ambiguity of the Myanmar 

government towards its commitment in relation to gender mainstreaming. I am dedicating 

this conclusion to express a few remarks related to the challenges of applying this concept to 

the specific case of Myanmar‟s peace process.  

 

The application of the principle of gender mainstreaming has proven challenging in 

different fields of peacebuilding and development projects in general. Clisby (2005) 

highlighted, in the case of Bolivia, the dangers of a tokenistic approach of the concept. The 

Popular Participation Law, intended to create more room for women in politics, did not take 

into consideration their structural and gender barriers to participation creating conversely 

more opportunity for men, and therefore further „male-streaming‟. This critique, among 

others, focused on the fact that gender mainstreaming had resulted in a mere 

technicalization of the language without achieving the main aim to bring change in gender 

relations, further sidelining grassroots women‟s activism (Clisby, 2005; Sweetman, 2012). In 

the specific analysis of gender mainstreaming within UN and international agencies‟ 

peacebuilding policies and programmes, it has been observed that simply „adding women‟ 

does not necessary challenge the gender hierarchies that hinders women‟s participation 

(Kunz, 2014).  

 

Myanmar represents a useful case study on the dilemmas around the promotion of 

gender equality, in particular as far as conflict resolution is concerned. The Myanmar 

government can show to have paid some attention to gender issues in conflict. Besides 

including some provisions against sexual violence, the peace agreements now contains a 

clause suggesting to “make efforts to include 30%” (WLB, 2016a: 26) gender quota in all 

future phases of the political dialogue of peace negotiations (NCA Agreement, 2015; Thin 

Lei Win, 2016). However, as suggested by members of Myanmar-based Alliance for Gender 

Inclusion in the Peace Process (AGIPP), an „add women-and-stir‟ approach is largely 

deficient; “Real participation must also include the ability to make meaningful contributions to 

policy, and politics” (AGIPP, 2015b: 19). Therefore, what is most needed rather mere 

statutory statements, is a more substantial commitment towards a transformation of gender 



36 
 

relations that could enable women to effectively influence decision making. For the time 

being even the compliance with the 30% quota is falling short; according to the most recent 

updates provided by some interviewees, efforts to reach the quota have been largely 

missing in various bodies instituted after the peace agreement to deal with political 

negotiations and monitoring (Ye Snaing, 2015a; Interviews with Author, 24th May 2016, 3rd 

June 2016). 

 

The political dynamics surrounding the conflict resolution in Myanmar reveal that 

attempts to enhance gender issues become futile when „male-streaming‟ is instead vital for 

the perpetuation of power and fulfillment of the interests of dominating groups. The case of 

Myanmar shows how gender and other identity categories were rather deployed, twisted and 

displayed to serve strategic purposes of dominant elites. To consolidate their political 

influence, institutions have elaborated narratives on national security and peace drawing on 

nationalistic, misogynistic and xenophobic discourses that are imposed to the rest of the 

population and that serve to continuously legitimate and justify their power.  The workings of 

„male-streaming‟ is played through power hierarchies which in turn produce different degrees 

of inclusion or exclusion from decision making according to membership of privileged or 

marginalized groups. Militarism has created hierarchies between men and women and 

members and non-members of the armies. Moreover, nationalism has reinforced power 

relations that see the prominence of the Bamar Buddhist male elites over other ethnicities 

especially Muslim minorities. Therefore, the „male-streaming‟ approach, if applied in the 

resolution of the ethnic and religious conflict, has meant that the interests and visions on 

national security of male-dominated, Bamar and militarized institutions have been prioritized. 

The „marginal voices‟ of different categories of women are marginalized because their 

gender, ethnicity, religion, political affiliation and connections impinge their ability to 

effectively contribute to the country‟s political processes. The „male-streaming‟ narrative has 

therefore the effect of „colonizing‟ those women who, because they are situated at the 

intersection of different categories of difference, could not substantially advance their own 

priorities and perspectives on peace and security. I would also suggest that women were 

further colonized‟ because, with their insights, they could significantly destabilize the 

hierarchy system, disrupt the narrative of security imposed by dominant elites and 

consequently erode the benefits that these groups enjoy. The narratives produced by the 

„marginal voices‟ of Myanmar could provide new broader understandings of security, peace 

and conflict resolution and more productive solutions in comparison to the ones proposed by 

„male-streamed‟ institutions.  
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Chapter 4 

The ‘marginal voices’ on security and peace: a perspective 

from Myanmar women’s organizations 

 

The previous chapter has discussed the process through which a „male-streaming‟ 

narrative of peace and security has materialized in conflict resolution policies of the 

Myanmar government. The power structure developed in Myanmar as result of the 

militarization has imposed the supremacy of some groups which are most likely to be male-

dominated, belonging to military institutions and to Bamar and Buddhist groups. This 

situation has had a twofold effect. The narratives of security and peace produced and 

enforced on the population have almost exclusively reflected the perspectives of the elites 

who have targeted with direct attacks or discriminatory policies ethnic minorities considered 

as „threats‟. The second effect of the „male-streaming‟ approach has been the „colonization‟ 

of the voices of those people who do not possess the advantage to be member of dominant 

groups. To be „colonized‟ are particularly what I call the „marginal voices‟ of Myanmar 

represented by those women who, because of intersecting layers of their identity (gender, 

ethnicity, religion and political affiliation), were sidelined, vilified or simply ignored and 

therefore prevented from effectively contributing to the discussions regarding conflict 

resolution. In this particular chapter I discuss the „marginal voices‟ of female peace activists 

presented collectively in women‟s organizations advocacy materials. My analysis reveals 

that if women‟s voices are „decolonized‟, they could uncover the fallacies and harmful effects 

on the population of national security policies; they can also lay the ground for more effective 

and sustainable pacification strategies that, differently from the Myanmar government, are 

not based on the use of force but on the transformation of power relations.  

As suggested in the introductory chapter, a „decolonization‟ of the perspectives 

provided by the „marginal voices‟ of Myanmar women has the potential of disrupting the 

„male-streaming‟ narrative of security and peace. The voices contained in the women‟s 

organizations‟ reports and statements (discussed in this chapter) and in autobiographies 

(discussed in Chapter 5) have challenged dominant approaches on security through 

alternative understandings of peace and security and by displaying a multiplicity of views. In 

fact, as also explained in the introduction, being „marginal‟ does not only express 

marginalization but also assumes a positive connotation in my research; the very position of 

being at the „margins‟ could provide the debate on peace and security with original and 

alternative perspectives on these concepts. Women‟s organizations‟ reports and statements 
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analysed in this chapter for example have shown that, as also highlighted by some feminist 

scholars (Tickner, 1992, 1997; Moon, 1997; Enloe, 2000), security policies and priorities 

carried out by governmental institutions in the pursuit of state‟s interests have often the 

converse effect of heightening people‟s (especially women‟s) vulnerabilities. Besides 

bringing a new perspective to peace and security, women‟s organizations materials have 

disrupted the „male-streaming‟ narrative through their inherent multiple nature. Multiplicity 

has the effect of counteracting the homogenizing power of the „male-streaming‟ that has 

advanced a single and indisputable narrative on security and peace. The sources of the 

analysis of this chapter – women‟s organizations‟ reports and statements – represent sites of 

“situated knowledges” (Haraway, 1991: 183–201) because they show peculiar standpoints 

related to the identity of the producer of that specific piece of knowledge. Women‟s 

organizations reports and statements reflect the nature and background of the members of 

the NGOs, for example belonging to different ethnic minorities. Therefore, the multiplicity of 

views presented in these kinds of materials shows that security and peace could be 

understood in many different ways according to the specific positionality of the producer of 

knowledge; this has the effect of exposing that the application of a singular narrative is not 

only detrimental but also unrealistic.  

Hence, the main topic of this chapter is women‟s organizations‟ perspectives on 

security and peace. The sources utilized for this analysis are women‟s organizations reports 

and political statements concerning conflict-related issues. The authors of these materials 

are mostly organizations that were established in exile – predominantly in Thailand - after 

the 1988 protests‟ crackdown. They are produced by the multi-ethnic umbrella organization 

Women‟s League of Burma (WLB)8, and by other individual ethnic-based organizations 

members or not of WLB, such as the Kachin Women‟s Association Thailand (KWAT), Karen 

Women‟s Organizations (KWO), Shan Women‟s Action Network (SWAN), Palaung Women‟s 

Organizations (PWO), Women and Child Rights Project (WCRP) and Women‟s League of 

Chinland (WLC). A smaller number, though no less significant, of sources in English come 

from organizations based inside Myanmar such as Women Peace Network – Arakan9, 

Women‟s Organization Network (WON)10 and the Alliance for Gender Inclusion in the Peace 

                                                           
8
 The Women‟s League of Burma (WLB) was established in 1999 in Chiang Mai (Thailand) with the aim of cooperating across 

ethnic differences towards a common goal of gender equality and an increased women‟s participation in all spheres (WLB, 
2011). WLB and its 13 members have been particularly active in international advocacy through the participation in various UN 
conferences and meetings with foreign countries representatives; their work has been particularly crucial in raising international 
attention on human rights violations against ethnic minorities (Salai Isaak Khen & Muk Yin Haung Nyo, 2014; Hedström, 
2015c). 
9
 The Women Peace Network – Arakan was formed in 2012 and it is promoting interfaith dialogue and the promotion of rights of 

Rohingya women. Its leader Wai Wai Nu has been particularly engaged in international advocacy especially at UN level 
(Reuters, 2014; Women Peace Network Arakan, 2015, 2016). 
10

 Women‟s Organization Network (WON) is a Yangon-based coalition of 30 organizations established in 2008. WON and its 
members mostly conduct community-based activities with actions of awareness raising on gender discrimination and gender-
based violence (Peace Direct, 2016a). 
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Process (AGIPP)11 and Gender and Development Initiative – Myanmar (GDI-Myanmar)12. I 

have analysed the majority of those documents that are published in the English language, 

totalling 40 reports and 17 statements. The reports are tools used by women‟s organizations 

to advocate towards some important issues related to human rights and peacebuilding. The 

vast majority of reports concern sexual violence perpetrated by the national army 

(Tatmadaw) on ethnic women. Others cover topics such human trafficking, drug abuse, 

domestic violence, women‟s exclusion from peace negotiations, and human rights violations 

in general. Most of the reports present detailed accounts of human rights abuses in different 

ethnic areas based on data collection and documentation of cases. A few others have the 

form of shorter briefings and position papers summarizing and advancing positions on key 

human rights issues. Political statements are public documents or press releases where 

women‟s organizations have expressed their position and condemnation of the government 

on specific conflict-related issues such as for example ceasefire agreements or lack of 

persecution of crimes among others. The majority of analysed reports and statements were 

not explicitly discussing conflict resolution focusing mostly on human rights violations. 

However, they contain important information that can help read women‟s groups 

perspectives on peace and security. I have mostly focused on the understanding of these 

concepts and on the argumentations regarding the solutions and strategies to attain peace 

and security. I have also analysed the deployment of the words „peace‟ and „security‟ to 

understand how these subjects where framed. To fill the gaps regarding certain issues that 

were not exhaustively or explicitly discussed in the reports and statements and to 

corroborate my insights on women‟s theorizing on peace and security I have also conducted 

interviews with female peace activists based in Myanmar, Thailand or London as elucidated 

in the methodological section within the introduction.  

I have identified three underlying and recurrent topics that are present in women‟s 

reports and statements that are useful to understand women‟s perspectives on security and 

peace. The first one, which is the most prevalent, is the actual absence of security, what I 

have called „insecurities‟ caused by the national security policies pursued by the 

government. The second is the understanding of peace by women‟s organizations mostly as 

absence of violence and the identification of the strategies to achieve a „positive‟ peace. The 

third is concerning the belief among women‟s activists that peace cannot be achieved 

without the substantial inclusion of women. Necessary generalizations have been produced 

when major similarities between the women‟s organizations‟ perspectives are identified; 

                                                           
11

 The Alliance for Gender Inclusion in the Peace Processes (AGIPP) was established in 2014 to reunite different kinds of 
women‟s organizations, either based inside Myanmar or in exile, to work together for an increased women‟s inclusion in the 
peace process (Faxon, Furlong & May Sabe Phyu, 2015; AGIPP, 2015b; TNI, 2016). 
12

 Gender and Development Initiative-Myanmar (GDI-Myanmar) was formed in 2010 in Yangon and works on issues of gender 
equality, peacebuilding and ethnic people‟s rights (Salai Isaak Khen & Muk Yin Haung Nyo, 2014). 
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when this has happened I have made specific mention in the in-text reference to the groups 

of organizations that have supported a particular argument. I have otherwise attempted to 

show the nuances amongst different theorizing positions. 

 

Women’s ‘insecurities’, an antithesis to national security 

During my analysis of the perspectives of women‟s organizations on security, what 

has predominantly emerged was a description of an almost complete lack of security. The 

word „security‟ itself rarely appears; what is most visible in women‟s groups‟ reports is a 

thorough description of what is more commonly referred to as „vulnerabilities‟, „human rights 

violations/abuses‟ and „violence‟. Women‟s organizations‟ reports have in fact largely 

described various forms of direct and structural violence that originate from national security 

policies. I have grouped all of them under the name of „insecurities‟, a term that I use to 

show the contrast with and the paradoxes of national security in the form which is advanced 

by the Myanmar government. I first address the issue of direct violence and then structural 

violence. In the final part of this section I also discuss how the intersection of different axes 

of identity makes some women experience „insecurities‟ in distinct ways. 

Various feminist theorists have explored how „insecurities‟ are produced by national 

security policies. They have argued that in the pursuit of the state‟s interests and priorities 

instead of providing security for the population, state institutions have been often responsible 

for causing more „insecurities‟ (Tickner, 1997; Blanchard, 2003). In fact women and the 

population in general have often been subjected to various forms of violence and 

discrimination by the institutions that are supposed to provide security (Tickner, 1992, 1997; 

Blanchard, 2003). Women are exposed to acts of both direct violence, through for example 

sexual violence by members of military forces (Stern, 2006), and structural violence through 

the consistent deprivation of basic rights and services (Peterson, 1992). In order to pursue 

state security and economic interests, state institutions often resort to direct  violence to 

which often involves women, for example through military prostitution and rape (Moon, 1997; 

Enloe, 2000). In wars waged against ethnic insurgencies, women are particularly targeted by 

sexual violence by defense forces. This is because, as also elucidated in the previous 

chapter, women assume symbolic roles of carriers of their nation through their participation 

in ceremonies and breeding roles; therefore rape becomes a powerful weapon to oppress 

and humiliate opposing factions through an attack to the symbol of the values and culture of 

a certain community (Makiya, 1993; Yuval-Davis, 1997; Sneyder et al., 2006; Bergoffen, 

2009). Moreover, women are subjected to different kinds of violence because of economic 

components in what True (2010:39) has called a “political economy of violence against 
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women”. Post-conflict economic hardships, for example, subject women to domestic 

violence, to the risk of human trafficking or to sexual violence in the search of means for 

livelihood (True, 2010). Besides direct violence mostly at the hands of security forces, 

structural violence by government institutions also plays a decisive role in aggravating 

women‟s „insecurities‟. In this regard Peterson (1992) has suggested that the role of the 

state as „security provider‟ is contradictory, because as well as being implicated in direct 

violence, it also produces “women‟s systemic insecurity” (Peterson, 1992:32). State 

institutions have been responsible throughout history for creating ideologies that discriminate 

against women. These have ramifications for women‟s lives because they legitimize violence 

both in the domestic and in the public spheres through depriving women of welfare 

provisions, economic opportunities and enjoyment of rights in general (Peterson, 1992). In a 

militarized society, structural violence is compounded by the allocation of economic 

resources to the military structure draining away capital from social services to which women 

particularly rely on in comparison to men (Tickner, 1992; 1997).  

 

The narratives presented by Myanmar women‟s organizations have confirmed and 

given further evidence to what has been demonstrated by various feminist scholars in the 

field of international relations/security studies. Myanmar women‟s organizations‟ reports 

have in fact documented women‟s experiences of „insecurity‟ as result of the pursuit of the 

government national security goals. In waging its war against those groups that are 

considered threats to state‟s security, military institutions have deliberately targeted civilian 

populations and in particular ethnic women mostly through acts of sexual violence. 

Moreover, a prioritization of military concerns have resulted in conflated budgets in favor of 

the military that consequently result in the lack of welfare provisions and of access to justice, 

livelihood and economic opportunities which has negative consequences particularly for 

women.  

 Women‟s organizations‟ reports have largely explained the harmful effects of the 

government‟s security agenda whose priorities are sought at the expense of the Myanmar 

people. Women‟s organizations have denounced that in the attainment of national security 

goals, the government has not only attacked ethnic armed groups but also civilian 

populations based on assumptions of their alleged support to them. Consequently ethnic 

people are vulnerable to various abuses; these include forcible relocation of entire villages, 

forced labour, killing, extortion, destruction of building and property, torture, recruitment of 

child soldiers, and not least sexual violence (KWO, 2004; KWAT, 2012; PWO, 2012; WCRP, 

2012; WLB, 2014b). Sexual violence represents probably the act of direct violence ethnic 

women are the most subjected to and therefore their biggest „insecurity‟. This is 
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demonstrated by the high prevalence of women‟s organizations‟ reports documenting cases 

of rape perpetrated by Tatmadaw soldiers (WLB, 2004; WLB, 2014a; WLB, 2014b; SWAN, 

2002; KWO, 2004; WLC, 2007; KWO, 2007). The context of Myanmar shows the potential of 

sexual violence in the context of ethnic wars as also elucidated by Yuval-Davis (1997) 

amongst other authors. In various reports women‟s groups have elaborately explained the 

deliberate tactic by the Tatmadaw to use rape as a weapon of war. They have showed how 

women have been systematically targeted in different parts of the country for an extended 

period of time often for their ethnic identity and as a form of retaliation for alleged connection 

with ethnic armed groups. Women‟s organizations have therefore in different venues 

denounced the deployment of rape as an instrument to reaffirm the supremacy of the 

Tatmadaw and to terrorize and demoralize ethnic populations (SWAN, 2002; KWO, 2004; 

WLC, 2007; WLB, 2008; WLB, 2014b).  

 

Women‟s reports have therefore shown that the strategies of the government to 

neutralize the „enemy‟ had severe repercussions for people‟s security who are subjected to 

countless abuses; ethnic women are probably the ones to pay the worst consequences 

because their symbolic representation of their ethnicity make them particularly exposed to 

sexual violence. What is more, women‟s organizations have also revealed a “political 

economy of violence against women” as suggested by True (2010:39); the reports have in 

fact shown that the risk of sexual violence is even more aggravated by the economic logic 

surrounding militarization. Military institutions, to be able to retain their power and finance 

their military operations, have resorted to various economic activities including development 

projects (such as mineral extraction, hydropower dams, oil and gas pipelines and 

commercial farms) and drug production and trade. Women are prone to various forms of 

violence as a consequence of these businesses. Women who live in the vicinity of 

development projects are more vulnerable to sexual violence by troops responsible to 

provide security for business sites (WLB, 2008; KWAT, 2012; WLB, 2014a). Moreover, the 

poverty generated by land confiscation because of development projects and displacement 

have encouraged women to migrate and therefore run the risk of being trafficked, sold as 

wives to Chinese men or as bonded labourers (KWAT, 2008; KWAT, 2013a). Additionally, 

the high circulation of drugs in the areas concerned with military-run opium cultivation and 

trade and consequent drug addiction is causing higher levels of domestic violence (WLB, 

2008; PWO, 2010; KWAT, 2014b). 

 

I have so far provided examples of different kinds of „insecurities‟ provoked by forms 

of direct violence, especially sexual violence, which are also determined by economic 

components. Additionally, what emerges from the narratives of „insecurities‟ offered by 
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women‟s organizations is that women are also exposed to various forms of structural 

violence. “Women‟s systemic insecurity” (Peterson, 1992:32) manifests itself in a 

discriminatory legislative and judiciary system and in a constant deficiency of the welfare 

state. Gender ideologies together with militarization, have created a culture of shame and 

victim blaming and a judiciary system that discourage women to report rape cases, deprive 

them from women access to justice and appropriate remedies, and ensures freedom from 

persecution for perpetrators (WLB, 2008; WLB, 2014b; LAN & KWAT, 2016). Moreover, 

structural violence also materializes in the neglect by the government of important services 

for the population such as health and education due to the excessive prioritization of military 

expenditures (WLB, 2000; WLB, 2006; WLB, 2016a). Women pay the consequences, 

especially those who are displaced, who, because of the lack of health services together 

with water and sanitation facilities, are exposed to high risks of maternal deaths (WLB, 2000; 

WLB, 2008). On the advantage given to military at the expense of fundamental provisions for 

women‟s lives, WLB has interestingly commented by saying “women‟s health needs are 

expendable as compared to “national security” concerns” (Women‟s Organizations of Burma 

Shadow Report Writing Committee - WOBSRWC, 2000:29).  

 

I have discussed the different kinds of insecurities that ethnic women in Myanmar 

experience as result of both direct and structural violence. Women‟s reports have shown the 

detrimental outcomes of national security policies on women‟s lives; militarized, nationalistic 

and economic logics pursued by the government have made women more prone to sexual 

violence and deprive them from the access to basic rights and services. Moreover, women‟s 

organizations in various reports have dedicated a lot of attention to an intersectional analysis 

to demonstrate how the intersection of different axes of difference in particular gender, 

ethnicity and political affiliation make some categories of women more vulnerable to human 

rights violations. In the specific case of sexual violence, women‟s organizations reports have 

argued that women are specifically targeted because of their gender identity (KWO, 2004; 

KWO, 2007). Sexual violence is also described as having “an ethnic nature” (LAN & KWAT, 

2016:1) because it involves non-Bamar women. Moreover, in many cases women are raped 

as a form of torture for alleged connections with and support for ethnic armed groups (WLB, 

2004; WLB, 2008; WLB, 2014b). In addition to gender, ethnicity and political affiliation, 

another component of some women‟s identities increases women‟s „insecurities‟: religion. 

This topic, which is not exhaustively explored by exile-based women‟s organizations‟ reports, 

is instead analysed by a small number of documents in English language produced by a 

Muslim women‟s organization, the Women Peace Network – Arakan (2015; 2016) and from 

the articles written by its director Wai Wai Nu (2016). Women, belonging to the Muslim 

minority Rohingya, face a higher level of discrimination because they are members of a 
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“highly marginalized ethnic group” (Wai Wai Nu, 2016: 224). Besides suffering similar human 

rights abuses as other ethnic women (such as a sexual violence by military and police 

forces) (Women Peace Network – Arakan, 2015), their lack of legal status (because they are 

not granted citizenship) and restrictions of freedom of movement imposed by authorities 

make their access to health services, education and economic opportunities even more 

difficult than for other ethnic women (Women Peace Network – Arakan, 2015; 2016). 

Moreover, Muslim populations, besides being discriminated against by government policies 

and military institutions, also face risks of attacks by the Buddhist civilian population, a threat 

that has increased with the anti-Muslim propaganda of recent years (Women Peace Network 

– Arakan, 2015).  

 

Visions of security and peace 

In the previous section I analysed the views of women‟s organizations on the effects of the 

security policies of the government. Their reports have revealed the contradictory nature of 

these policies that, instead of proving security, have exposed the population and in particular 

women to various forms of direct and structural violence. I now focus on an analysis of the 

women‟s organizations‟ understandings of security and peace. In this regard they have been 

less prolific in explaining what the concepts of peace and security entail. As I explained 

earlier, reports have largely referred to a lack of security. The word „security‟ itself is not 

often mentioned; when it is, it is generally referred to absence of threats from violence and 

mostly to describe contexts where people‟s security is endangered (WLB, 2000; SWAN, 

2005; PWO, 2012; PWO, 2013; WLB, 2015d; Women Peace Network – Arakan, 2015). 

Moreover, women‟s organizations‟ reports have often mentioned the concept of „genuine 

peace‟ (WLB & WON, 2014; Women as Peacebuilders‟ Team & WLB, 2004; PWO, 2010; 

WLB, 2015a; WLB, 2014b; WLB, 2015b; LAN & KWAT, 2016; WLB, 2015c) without further 

elaborating it. As I demonstrate here, their discussions of peace and security rather suggest 

the illusory and precarious dimension of these concepts; after living under decades of 

conflict, women‟s organizations have developed a deep awareness of the risks of enforcing 

security policies and of the instability of peace agreements. However, if absolute security is 

neither achievable nor desirable, the elimination of violence is considered by women‟s 

organizations still a necessary condition to lay the basis for peace. Starting from the 

attainment of a minimum level of security, a dialogue based on the establishment of the 

rights and dignity of ethnic and religious minorities and of women can be finally sought, upon 

which also sustainable peace can be built. 



45 
 

 Within feminist international relations‟ discourse there is a general suspicion about 

the concept of security. As suggested by Sylvester (1994:183), “Security is always partial 

[...], elusive and mundane”. This is because its understanding is not univocal since it 

changes according to the identity of the people who act as agents of security or of those 

ones who experience it. In this regard, Peterson and Ruyan (1993) and Tickner (2001) have 

warned us of the dangers of the search of an absolute security based on the antithesis 

between anarchy and order. This could lead to perceive “difference as threat” (Ruyan and 

Peterson, 1991:86) and inevitably creates violence through suppressing diversity of „other‟ 

groups seen as a menace (Tickner, 2001). As described in the previous section, women‟s 

organizations‟ reports have shown how a narrow understanding of security could pose 

serious insecurities for the lives of those people seen as „other‟, in particular ethnic and 

religious minorities and women. Moreover, they have also shown that some categories of 

women experience security in distinct ways if they are living in conflict areas, if poverty 

forces them to migrate or if they are Muslim or belong to marginalized ethnic minority 

groups.  

According to Myanmar women‟s perspectives, security is partial also because it is 

very difficult to draw a fine line between what represents peace and war. According to 

Cockburn (2010) war does not just materialise in the outburst of the fighting, it is rather a 

process “a continuum leading from militarism […] through militarization […], through 

episodes of „hot‟ war […] followed perhaps by unsteady peace” (Cockburn, 2010: 148). In 

this regard women‟s associations‟ reports have often highlighted that the definition of „conflict 

area‟ is often blurred. In fact the control over certain territories by the national or ethnic 

armies is not always clear, the front lines continuously change and guerrilla warfare actions 

are often deployed (WLB, 2000; WOBSRWC, 2000). Previous ceasefire agreements 

generally did not show any form of disarmament (PWO, 2006) and saw frequent resurgence 

of conflict (WLB, 2000; LAN & KWAT, 2016). Conversely, ceasefires did not lead to peace 

and security for the population. In fact, the cessation of hostilities usually allows the military 

to resume its business activities in ceasefire areas, a fact that, besides increasing human 

rights violations due to an higher presence of troops, also makes it possible to gather 

economic resources to strengthen the Tatmadaw capacity (WLC, 2007; KWAT, 2014b). The 

beneficial situation of ceasefires in certain areas has so far allowed the Tatmadaw to free 

economic and human resources to escalate military operations, restart and intensify attacks 

in some other ethnic areas (KWO, 2007; WLB, 2004). For all these reasons women‟s 

organizations have highlighted the illusory nature of ceasefires including the current 

Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). Women‟s groups are worried about a replication of 

the previous dynamics (WLB, 2015a; LAN & KWAT, 2016); in a statement, WLB has in fact 
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noted that, the inclusion in the NCA of only eight  ethnic armed groups “will not lead to peace 

but to an escalation of conflict” (WLB, 2015a:1). The suppositions made by women‟s groups 

were in fact demonstrated by the intensification of fighting in areas under control of those 

ethnic armies excluded from the ceasefire (DVB, 2016a).  

Women‟s organizations‟ narratives have shown that security is partial also because 

violence does not automatically stop with the end of the conflict. In most cases, a temporary 

arrest of fighting did not entail the end of human rights violations, including sexual violence, 

which were instead caused by a heightened militarization and resumption of development 

projects (WLB, 2004). What is more, if we apply Cockburn‟s (2010:148) concept of “war as a 

continuum” to violence, we can also notice that violence does not start with conflict and 

terminates with the end of it. An example is provided by gender-based violence experienced 

during war which continues to be prevalent in the post-conflict period (Thomas, Masinjila & 

Bere, 2013; Ramisetty & Muriu, 2013). Violence against women is in fact considered by 

feminist IR scholars, besides stemming from militarization processes, also the result of 

patriarchal and gendered power relations operating across different levels, international, 

national and domestic. The pervasiveness of gender ideologies across these levels has 

implications for women because it perpetuates and justifies violence through the private 

sides of their lives, their own families (Tickner, 1992). Consequently, for women conflict does 

not happen exclusively outside their houses, it rather continues within their domestic walls. 

Therefore, as suggested by Tickner “Any feminist definition of security must therefore 

include the elimination of all types of violence, including violence produced by gender 

relations of domination and subordination” (Tickner, 1992: 58).   

The ethnic-based Palaung Women‟s Organization (PWO, 2011) has provided a 

thoughtful explanation on the continuum of violence and of its effects on women. PWO 

(2011:27) has talked about the pervasiveness of the “national culture of violence” caused by 

the fact that the militarism has continuously subjected everyone in the society to extreme 

violence. Their position is better exposed in this quote:  

“As a result of their perpetual exposure to state violence, the Palaung people 

have normalised violent attacks and come to accept them as an inevitable part 

of life. Violence is seen as a necessary means of asserting authority over a 

perceived lesser entity; the state uses violence to assert its authority over 

Burma‟s ethnic nationalities, and men use violence to assert their authority over 

women” (PWO, 2011b: 28). 

 According to women‟s organizations‟ reports therefore security is partial; its 

understanding is subjective and its application in the everyday reality of the conflict has 

http://www.tandfonline.com/author/Ramisetty%2C+Alivelu


47 
 

proven illusory. Ceasefires have not represented any guarantee for the cessation of 

violence; moreover, the effects of militarization hunt women even behind their domestic 

walls. Security is therefore of difficult achievement; women are never safe because violence 

incessantly operates in a continuum between war and nominal peace. Notwithstanding its 

partiality, my analysis of women‟s organizations‟ perspectives shows that security is still 

striven for as important precondition to realize peace; the elimination of „insecurities‟ most 

commonly characterizes the definitions provided of peace. Peace is in fact often described 

by women‟s organizations in terms of attainment of security understood as absence of 

violence in all spheres of private and public life. This reading is corroborated by a few 

definitions contained in women‟s organizations reports (WLB, 2004: 2; WLB & International 

IDEA, 2003: 4; Women as Peacebuilders‟ Team & WLB, 2004: 2) and by interviews with 

female activists. The following quotes better explain women‟s groups‟ understanding of 

peace and its interconnectedness with security: 

 

“The definition of peace for WLB is beyond the notion of peace being the 

equivalent to an absence of war. WLB seeks a peace where there is no violence 

in the country or in the home” (WLB & International IDEA, 2003: 4). 

 

“I think the most important principle of peace is where you have security. 

Because even if we have ceasefire, if we have peace in our society in Burma, 

unless women feel safe and secure, we wouldn‟t have really peace. Soldiers and 

men might stop fighting each other, they might stop opening fire but if women 

are still being raped, if women are still being tortured and arrested, and if women 

still face discrimination, then we won‟t have real peace” (Interview with Zoya 

Phan, 16th June 2016). 

 

“Peace for our organization is without threats and abuse for women‟s security” 

(Interview with a Karen activist, 3rd June 2016). 

 

“From our women‟s organization and women inside Burma the peace we believe 

in is security for women including (freedom from human rights violations and 

rape), food security and very basic needs of women” (Interview with a Kachin 

activist, 24th May 2016). 

 

Security understood as elimination of all forms of violence in all spheres, public and 

private, is therefore considered a necessary condition to achieve peace. In my interviews, 

security has been often defined as freedom from violations to the physical integrity but also 
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in terms of access to basic needs such as food, education, health, livelihood and economic 

opportunities and enjoyment of indigenous rights (e.g. the possibility to practice ethnic 

culture, language and traditions) (Interviews with Author, 24th May 2016, 3rd June 2016, 16th 

June 2016). Therefore to attain peace it would be necessary to eliminate the „insecurities‟ 

determined by the forms of direct and structural violence that prevent people to achieve 

security in all its different dimensions. However, peace is not automatically obtained through 

a simple positive reversal of „insecurities‟. As suggested by Boulding (2000), peace cannot 

be ever fully attained; it is rather a continuous process of rebuilding trust and relationships. 

In the view of women‟s organizations, numerous preliminary steps should be accomplished 

before achieving a „positive‟ peace. The latter has been conceived by some scholars 

(Reardon & Snauwaert, 1990; Moosa, Rahmani & Webster, 2013) in terms of full enjoyment 

of social and economic rights (including food security, access to employment, education and 

health services), social justice and equality.  

 

The achievement of a „positive‟ peace according to women‟s organizations passes 

through the reestablishment of security as first step and is constructed through a process of 

dialogue aimed at the positive transformation of power relations. The preliminary condition to 

achieve peace is a cessation of armed conflict and a demilitarization through the withdrawal 

of troops together with the halt of human rights abuses including sexual violence (WLB, 

2016b; Interviews with the Author, 3rd June 2016; 16th June 2016). The attainment of security 

is therefore considered a necessary condition before starting to discuss a more substantial 

peace. However, differently to what is believed by government officials, peace cannot be 

obtained through the mere halt of open conflict (WLB, 2014a); a „positive‟ peace is instead 

achievable according to women‟s organizations through what is generally called „political 

dialogue‟ (PWO, 2010; KWAT, 2013b; WLB, 2015b). This „political dialogue‟ should include 

not only the government and ethnic armed groups but also civil society representatives and 

women‟s groups. Besides being an alternative strategy to the military confrontation and use 

of force of the military, the „political dialogue‟ can address the root causes of the conflict 

through re-equilibrating the current power relationships. It should in particular discuss the 

ethnic tensions and guaranteeing the full enjoyment of civil, social, cultural and economic 

rights and self-determination of ethnic people; it should eliminate the structural barriers to 

gender equality and finally ensure that women are seen as equal and they can fulfill their 

own potential (Interviews with Author, 24 May 2016, 3rd June 2016, 16th June 2016; WLB, 

2016b). 

 

The strategies to achieve the „positive‟ peace identified by women‟s groups are 

therefore aimed towards the rebalancing of the current power relations. These selected 
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strategies are multiple according to the different priorities, perspectives and identities of the 

members of the women‟s organizations. For example, the women of those groups like the 

Kachin who have been particularly subjected to sexual violence have particularly 

emphasised a transitional justice system that could guarantee accountability for perpetrators 

of sexual violence and recourse to justice for survivors (LAN & KWAT, 2016; WLB, 2016b, 

Interview with Author, 24 May 2016). For Rohingya women „peace‟ would mean instead the 

recognition of legal status that could finally allow protection and the enjoyment of basic rights 

and services as other citizens of the country (Interview with Author, 3rd June 2016). Among 

other issues that can lead to a „positive peace‟ have been identified in different reports with 

federalism, women‟s participation, Constitutional reform, civilian oversight of the military, 

protection from human rights abuses, recourse to justice and equitable management of 

economic and natural resources (KWO, 2007; WLB & WON, 2013; WLB, 2014a; WLB, 

2015b; WLB, 2015d), demobilization and tailored reintegration of child soldiers and female 

soldiers (AGIPP, 2015b; LAN & KWAT, 2016), a reform of the security forces (Women 

Peace Network – Arakan, 2015), and a secure, voluntary and responsible resettlement for 

refugees and IDPs (LAN & KWAT, 2016; WLB & WON, 2013; Women Peace Network – 

Arakan, 2015). These visions reflect the different positioning of women in consideration as to 

how they experience security; they are also multiple in reflecting distinct strategies towards 

the construction of a more equitable society. This multiplicity is inevitable because different 

people‟s needs and interests cannot be reducible to a singular perspective; in this regards it 

starkly contrasts with the monolithic „male-streamed‟ narrative of peace and security. 

 

‘No Women, No Peace’: why women’s participation is important for sustainable peace 

 „No Women, No Peace‟ is the popular slogan displayed by women‟s groups during 

the recurrence of the International Day of Peace (Tickner, 2014; TNI, 2016). It symbolizes 

their call for “meaningful participation of women as a prerequisite to sustainable peace” 

(WLB & WON, 2014:1). Besides the elements elucidated in the previous section, women‟s 

inclusion represents for women‟s groups an additional and probably the most important 

milestone for a „positive‟ peace in Myanmar. According to women activists, equal 

participation not only fulfills women‟s rights; women‟s experiences and perspectives should 

be sought and taken advantage of because they could be significantly beneficial for the 

whole country (WLB, 2016b). In this section I explain why, in the vision of female peace 

advocates, women‟s participation is crucial for the achievement of peace, why they are 

entitled to equal participation and what are the measures to ensure their substantive 

inclusion. 
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 The Myanmar-based women‟s coalition Alliance for Gender Inclusion in the Peace 

Process (AGIPP) and Women‟s League of Burma (WLB) are the organizations that have 

mostly elaborated the need for women‟s inclusion. These NGOs have highlighted the fact 

that in similar contexts in different countries women‟s substantial participation has increased 

the chances for peace agreements to be signed, to be implemented and to last, and 

therefore be more sustainable (AGIPP, 2015b; WLB, 2016b). Women should have the right 

to participate in the peace process not only because they represent more than 50% of 

Myanmar population (WLB, 2016b) but also because they bring different needs and 

interests. In fact, as well as men, women are affected by war even if differently, for example 

through an increased burden as caregivers and as victims of to sexual violence (WLB, 

2014b; AGIPP, 2015b, 2015b; WLB, 2016b). Consequently, some issues such as sexual 

violence and other forms of gender discrimination in play during the conflict could be 

effectively addressed only if those affected by these issues are represented at the peace 

table (WLB, 2014a; WLB, 2014b). What is more as suggested by Gender and Development 

Initiative - Myanmar (GDI-Myanmar), women have a deeper understanding of the necessities 

of other members of the society because of their socially-assigned roles as mothers and 

wives, and their active role as caregivers with children, the elderly, disabled and sick. They 

are therefore suitable to channel, besides their own demands, also those of the most 

vulnerable groups with the potential of making the peace process more inclusive 

(swisspeace, GDI-Myanmar & UN Women, 2015).  

Most importantly, what becomes clear from an analysis of different statements and 

reports is that women‟s groups feel that they do not just deserve an equal inclusion but also 

they reclaim their space in peacebuilding on the basis of their skills and abilities. WLB 

(2016b) has particularly emphasised the active role played by women‟s groups during 

conflict times and therefore has stated that “The expertise of these women should be 

recognized and included in the peace process” (WLB, 2016b:1). Numerous women‟s 

organizations have in fact provided humanitarian assistance and health services to affected 

communities and psycho-social support to survivors of sexual and gender-based violence 

(Ja Nan Lahtaw & Nang Raw, 2012; swisspeace, GDI-Myanmar & UN Women, 2015). 

Women have been able to protect civilian populations through activities related to conflict 

prevention trying to persuade armies not to fight in residential areas, to not attack properties 

or people, warning communities about possible risks of clashes and guiding civilian 

populations into hiding in safe areas (swisspeace, GDI-Myanmar & UN Women, 2015). 

Networks like the Women Peace Initiative for Peace (WIN-Peace) and Women Peace 

Network-Arakan are promoting dialogue between Muslim and other communities and 

preventing clashes between them (Peace Direct, 2016b; Reuters, 2014). Moreover, women's 
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organizations have conducted for twenty years meetings and workshops with thousands of 

people from different ethnicities providing venues to share their views and experiences and 

communicate their needs originating from the conflict (Hedström, 2013; 2015a). Therefore, 

according to women‟s groups, women‟s civil society work should be acknowledged because 

it significantly contributes to build resilience necessary to face the challenges of the post-

conflict phase (Faxon, Furlong & May Sabe Phyu, 2015). Furthermore, women‟s 

organizations have been crucial through their advocacy work in bringing the attention of the 

international community towards human rights violations in ethnic areas and consequently 

exercise external pressure on the government (Laungaramsri, 2006; Salai Isaak Khen & Muk 

Yin Haung Nyo, 2014; Hedström, 2015c). On the basis of the significant efforts in terms of 

prevention, mediation, monitoring and international advocacy, women activists in numerous 

instances have asked to have their roles and skills recognized in order to be able to fully 

contribute to the country‟s peacebuilding and to enhance its outcomes (swisspeace, Gender 

Development Initiative & UN Women, 2015; Lahpai Seng Raw, 2016; Khine Thant Su, 2014; 

Ye Snaing, 2016). 

 

Considering women‟s important contributions to peace, women‟s organizations have 

asked male leaders to see women “not only as a moral force, but also a political force” (WLB 

& International IDEA, 2003:5). Women‟s groups have demonstrated their political and 

persuasion abilities through the advocacy work at international level (Salai Isaak Khen & 

Muk Yin Haung Nyo, 2014; Hedström, 2015b). Moreover, they have also acquired leadership 

skills through the numerous programmes that WLB has conducted for decades to increase 

women‟s political awareness and confidence (Harriden, 2012). They have demonstrated that 

if they were given the chance, as for example in some conflict-prone areas of Karen State, 

they would be able to bravely take up the risky role of village chiefs and to gain some 

achievements in protecting the population from military abuses (KWO, 2010). As I discussed 

in the previous chapter, just a few women were invited to formal peace talks. A handful of 

women from civil society organizations could just play the role of observers, technical 

advisers or providers of logistical support (Ja Nan Lahtaw & Nang Raw, 2012; Muehlenbeck 

& Federer, 2016). According to some male ethnic representatives, reasons for not being 

invited included that they did not have high positions within political parties or institutions and 

for the lack of political skills (Urgent Action Fund, 2014). The fact that women‟s organizations 

have trained hundreds of women to be able to participate in public life was evidently not 

considered relevant. Cherry Zahau from Women's League of Chinland commented on this 

by saying: "We are trying to convince the men, but the men keep saying 'oh, we don't have 

any skillful women'. It's just not true… We are here, we are ready, and we have the skills; we 

just need the opportunities" (Wolff, 2012). To overcome the barriers to women‟s participation 
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and to ensure that women‟s leadership capabilities are recognized, according to AGIPP 

(2015b) and to WLB (2016b), it is necessary to institute affirmative actions and in particular a 

minimum of 30% quotas in all phases of and in all bodies concerned with the peace process. 

The „political dialogue‟ to be able to rebalance gender power relations should therefore 

recognize women‟s capacities through placing them in key leadership positions. This not 

only guarantees a more equitable participation for women; through access to positions that 

can influence decision making, women can also raise the most pressing issues for women 

and therefore contribute to a reduction of gender-based discrimination and violence (AGIPP, 

2015b). Women‟s inclusion therefore could effectively address women‟s „insecurities‟ and 

strive for a more inclusive peace finally contemplating the perspectives of women. 

 

Conclusion 

An analysis of the work of women‟s NGOs on conflict-related issues has revealed a 

perspective on security which is very different from the one advanced by the government. 

The definition of security of women‟s organizations fits comfortably in the one provided by 

Feminist IR scholars. These have described security as “multidimensional and multilevel” 

(Tickner, 1997: 624); it entails the “diminution of all forms of violence, including physical, 

structural and ecological” that are operating at different levels, international, national and 

domestic (Tickner, 1997: 624; Tickner, 1992; Peterson & Runyan, 1993). Numerous 

women‟s groups‟ reports have shown the harmful effects on people‟s lives of national 

security policies. Because of different components of their identity such as gender, ethnicity, 

religion and political beliefs, ethnic women are particularly targeted by actions of direct and 

structural violence utilized at the service of the military establishment. Women‟s security is 

considerably endangered by the continuous threat of sexual violence by the military and by 

the lack of provision of health services and livelihoods. The effects of militarization coupled 

with existing gender roles have ramification in women‟s private lives where women 

experience also domestic violence. The emerging perspective of women‟s civil society on 

peace and security is consequently focusing on the elimination of the „insecurities‟ at 

different levels of people‟s lives from the public sphere to their households. The achievement 

of security, understood in terms of an elimination of all kinds of violence is therefore 

considered a fundamental step towards the achievement of a „positive‟ peace. The „positive‟ 

peace should strive forward a rebalancing of power relations that are causing „insecurities‟ 

and recognizing the entitlement of those that are most excluded from the peace process. 

Most importantly, peace cannot miss out the important contributions that women have 

brought to the fragile Myanmar peace process. 
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 Women‟s organizations‟ narratives have provided a new perspective that can add 

nuances to the incomplete and fallacious background provided for the conflict by the 

government. Feminist IR scholar Kronsell (2006:108) has suggested we need to “study 

silences” in order to discover gender-power relations within defense institutions. I would 

argue that the case of Myanmar reveals that also some women‟s organizations are inevitably 

imbricated in hierarchies that make them complicit in some „silences‟. Their narratives often 

neglect the plight of Rohingya women whose stories of sexual violence are not covered in 

the most recent WLB reports on this topic (WLB, 2014a; WLB, 2014b; WLB, 2016a). This is 

due to the fact that there is some disagreement among WLB members on whether the 

Rohingyas should be recognized citizenship (with some organizations completely refuting 

their existence as an ethnic group and calling them „Bengali‟); this prevents WLB from taking 

a strong position against the discrimination this minority experiences (Interviews with Author, 

24th May, 2016; 3rd June 2016; 16th June 2016). Another notable „silence‟ is around the 

violence committed by ethnic armed groups whose misdeeds do not fall often under the 

scrutiny of women‟s organizations. WLB (2000; 2008) acknowledges that violence is present 

at all levels of the society (family, community and state); however, I argue that advocacy 

messages, required necessarily to form a common ethnic front against state-sponsored 

violence, have overlooked the fact that violence itself is pervasive and committed not only by 

Tatmadaw soldiers but also by the members of ethnic communities - as also suggested by 

clashes between Buddhists and Muslims. These „silences‟ among others can be broken 

through new kinds of narratives, the autobiographical ones that I explore in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5 

Reframing the Myanmar security and peace narratives 

through women’s autobiographies 

 

This chapter is dedicated to women‟s autobiographies deemed as instruments to counteract 

the „male-streaming‟ narrative of security promoted by the Myanmar government. In Chapter 

3 I have illustrated how Myanmar institutions have promoted a state-centred vision of 

security that is aimed at the elimination of threats through the use of the military power and 

at the preservation of the interests of dominant elites which are male, militarized and 

belonging to the numerically greater ethnic group, the Bamar. I have previously maintained 

that this singular perspective of security has the effect of „colonizing‟ the Myanmar women‟s 

„marginal voices‟ through its imposition over the rest of the population and the exclusion of 

women‟s contribution in the elaboration of peacebuilding strategies. The „marginal voices‟ 

that I am analysing here are the ones of individual women coming from different social and 

ethnic backgrounds who have suffered the war or the effects of militarization and have 

decided to narrate their own experience through autobiographical stories. These 

autobiographies contribute, together with women‟s organizations‟ reports and statements, to 

an attempt of „decolonizing‟ women‟s voices offering alternative and multiple narratives of 

conflict, security and peace. Describing women‟s experiences, these personal narratives 

have provided a tangible account of everyday „insecurities‟, they have given room for 

expressing feelings, emotions and opinions on peacebuilding and they have represented 

and reaffirmed women‟s agency often erased in dominant narratives. 

Women‟s organizations‟ reports and political statements have shown, similarly to 

what has been demonstrated by various feminist scholars (Moon, 1997; Tickner, 2006; 

Wibben, 2011; Stern, 2006), that an analysis that starts from women‟s experiences can 

reveal the contradictory and harmful nature of national security policies. In this regard, 

according to women‟s organizations, Myanmar women, especially those belonging to ethnic 

minorities, are exposed to heightened levels of „insecurities‟ provoked by various forms of 

direct and structural violence mostly perpetrated by state institutions.  Autobiographies, I 

maintain, provide a level of detail of human experience that could not be otherwise grasped 

in other narrations, for example in women‟s organizations‟ reports. They have the power to 

go even more deeply into women‟s everyday lives and they can consequently offer rich 

accounts of how „insecurity‟ is experienced through precarity. This precarity results from the 

impossibility for people to find a safe place to reside, to rebuild one‟s own life after the 
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conflict and to simply make a living. These autobiographies have also narrated everyday 

„insecurities‟ coming from the women‟s most immediate surroundings, their communities and 

families. 

As well as providing a richer and multi-faceted understanding of conflict and of 

security concerns for women, autobiographies also represent valid tools to reinstate 

women‟s agency. In the Myanmar context, women are mostly represented as carriers of their 

own culture or otherwise vulnerable victims of violence. Consequently, women are not 

conceived as legitimate representatives of people‟s interests and have been continuously 

dismissed, vilified and excluded in debates on peacebuilding. Elshtain (1987: 208) 

suggested that if we look at war narratives “from the ground” we find a more complex 

account of conflict where people‟s agency and identity acquire relevance. As also discussed 

in the introduction, I have considered autobiographies viable instruments of “self-

presentation” (Jacoby, 2006: 162), that is to say tools through which women have freely 

decided to narrate their identity and their stories, and to express their own agency. The 

autobiographical stories from Myanmar women have widely narrated the everyday women‟s 

struggle and resilience abilities through conflict situations; they have also told stories of 

activism and delivered messages that encourage societal change and solutions to achieve a 

more peaceful environment. They have expressed their feelings, emotions, dreams and 

aspirations that can provide a wider portrayal of what a peaceful society entails from the 

perspective of individual women. In this regard, autobiography acts as an instrument of 

„decolonization‟ because, reaffirming women‟s agency, it is able to counteract the dominant 

narratives that tend to negate and homogenize women‟s identities (Smith & Watson, 1992). 

This disruption of the „male-streaming‟ narrative is also operated through the very „multiple‟ 

nature of autobiographies. Since autobiographies narrate people‟s lives, they inevitably tell 

stories with facts, sensations and emotions that are unique to the narrator‟s identity and 

background. The multiplicity and manifold nature of people‟s experience stands therefore as 

reminder of the impracticality of a single narrative and its ineptitude in representing a valid 

and encompassing vision of security.  

 

Features and themes of women’s personal narratives 

 The sources I have chosen for my research are two anthologies published by 

ALTSEAN-Burma called Burma: Women‟s Voices for Hope (2007) and Burma: Women‟s 

Voices for Peace (2010), and the autobiography of Zoya Phan (2009) Little Daughter. 

Among many other narratives dedicated to the lives and experiences of Myanmar people 

(Inge Sargent, 1994; Women as Peacebuilder Team & WLB, 2004, 2009; Elliot, 2006; Sao 
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Sanda, 2008; Lemere & West, 2011; Tagliacozzo, Chang & Sadan, 2014; Asia Justice and 

Rights, 2015), my choice was determined by the fact that ALTSEAN-Burma Women‟s Voices 

anthologies and Zoya Phan‟s Little Daughter contained  autobiographical accounts and were 

written by women from a variety of ethnicities and social backgrounds who directly 

experienced the war or the impacts of living under a militarized state. I have also selected 

these personal narratives because their writers were not prominent figures within the 

Myanmar women‟s movement; consequently, they have expressed personal views that do 

not reflect an otherwise necessary coherence with the dominant message provided by 

women‟s organizations, offering therefore a wider and diversified perspective on peace and 

security. 

 Women‟s Voices for Hope (2007) and Burma: Women‟s Voices for Peace (2010) 

contain a total of 87 narratives including among which 57 short autobiographical stories 

about personal life events. The authors‟ identity is not always revealed, but from the 

available information contained in the anthologies we can understand that writers are women 

from different religions and from at least 17 different ethnic subgroups, the vast majority of 

them from non-Bamar minorities. Authors belong to different social environments; some of 

the authors became active in the human rights movement in exile, others continue their lives 

as refugees or migrant workers. Some writers are daughters of ethnic resistance members 

and fighters or women who lived in war-affected areas and later found refuge in neighboring 

countries; others come from rural areas and are mostly daughters of farmers who had fled 

from poverty or from the abuses of the Tatmadaw.  

Little Daughter is written by Zoya Phan, the daughter of the late Padoh Mahn Sha 

who was the General Secretary of the Karen National Union (KNU).13 Her autobiography 

retraces back to her early life in a small village in Karen State. The happiness of her 

childhood was disrupted by attacks by the national army; Zoya and her family had to run 

away and were separated several times because of the conflict. She finally had the 

opportunity to pursue university education in Bangkok and then in the UK where she 

remained to work on international advocacy with the London-based NGO Burma Campaign 

UK. I have chosen this autobiography because it offers interesting insights on agency and 

because I had the opportunity to meet Zoya Phan in person in June 2016, and I was able to 

gain further information that could better support some of the arguments presented in this 

chapter. 

                                                           
13

 The Karen National Union (KNU) is one the main ethnic political institution of the Karen ethnic minority living in the south-east 
part of the country. The KNU has an armed wing the Karen National Liberation Army which has been involved for decades in 
active fighting. For more detailed information on this topic see Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung, 2012. 
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In the remaining part of this chapter I discuss various themes that have emerged in 

the autobiographical stories. I have divided them into three main sub-headings related to the 

following main topics: „insecurities‟, agency and understandings of peace. The selected 

narratives also contain „dissonant‟ stories that break what I have called the „silences‟ of the 

women‟s organizations‟ reports and statements, as I discussed in the conclusion of the 

previous chapter. I had described these „silences‟ in a general overview of Rohingya‟s 

women‟s experiences and of the abuses committed by the members of ethnic communities. I 

have attempted to uncover the „silences‟ on Rohingya in the previous chapter and through 

integrating their stories in different sections of this chapter. In this chapter I also discuss the 

„silences‟ related to the misconduct of ethnic armed groups and of community members in 

general.  

Before I start the analysis of the personal narratives, I provide three illustrative 

examples of some of the autobiographical stories. I am doing so to facilitate an 

understanding of how the lived and daily realities of women‟s experiences underpin their 

own analysis of peace and security. I cannot do justice to effectively represent the 

multiplicities of voices that emerge from their stories; however I have considered the 

following section useful for the reader to give a flavor of what narratives are saying. 

“When I was a child, I was always at risk and in danger from the Burmese government. I 

will never forget that feeling. One night, the Burmese soldiers came to fight near our 

homes. We had to run away from our houses. We couldn‟t take anything with us. We had 

to run like that many times.  

The last time we ran away from our homes, we ran all the way to a refugee camp. 

We lived there for a while. Inside Burma we weren‟t able to get much education because 

of the war. When we were learning, the […] soldiers would stop our lessons. Because we 

were afraid of them, we had to hide and move places. It is hard to learn when you are 

running. We faced this problem many times over many years.  

Fortunately, when we lived in the refugee camp, we didn‟t have to run anymore. 

We had a chance to learn and get education in the refugee camp. I passed my tenth 

standard in the camp”. (Ma Ma, 2007:162) 

 

This is the beginning of the story told by Ma Ma, On the run. She has told her childhood 

experience of her perpetual „run‟ from war that ended only when she arrived at the 

refugee camp in Thailand. In the remainder of her narrative she explained how after tenth 

standard she got inspired by her mother and by Aung San Suu Kyi and she realized her 

abilities and wants to become a leader too. Thus, she became active with a women‟s 

organization. She concludes her story by saying: “One day, I hope that Burma will get 

democracy and the people can live in happiness together” (Ma Ma, 2007:162). 
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Cheery Zahau in Speaking Out Can Make a Difference narrates her personal story of 

activism and in particular talks about her advocacy work to denounce sexual violence 

perpetrated by the military. She recalls the pain felt when she met with rape survivors, an 

experience that gave her and her fellow activists the determination to speak out. She then 

narrates how they started to collect and document rape cases, work that entailed serious 

risks to personal life. She concludes her story by saying: 

“I have become more determined to protect the helpless women in whatever way I can, with 

the tools that I have. I do not have guns like the Burmese army soldiers have. I do not have 

the physical strength to save these women from the soldiers. But I do have a voice! All I can 

do is to tell their stories to the world, hoping that these atrocities will be stopped.  

I have talked publicly about the rape of women in Burma on several occasions. 

Before I delivered the presentation, I wept for nights and days. Often I told myself, “don‟t tell 

these stories anymore,” because the pain takes place inside of me. At times I get depressed 

after talking about the rape incidents and I ask myself the reason, which I do not need to 

know. All I know is, I will keep talking about this until rape is stopped, until violence against 

women does not take place anymore, until the women have laws that will protect them, until 

the women have political freedom to take part in our political solution. I believe that when the 

women are given political freedom, when we have rule of law and the protection of the law, 

when women are safe from any form of violence, our country will be peaceful and 

prosperous” (Cheery Zahau, 2007: 8-9). 

This is one of the last extracts from Zoya Phan‟s autobiography, Little Daughter: 

“Our struggle isn‟t just against dictatorship and oppression. It is also one for a better Burma, 

a better place for us to live, and I hope one day Burma will be a shining beacon of freedom 

and peace. My country is one of the most ethnically diverse in the world. We want to live in a 

Federal Burma. Regardless of our ethnicity we are one people, and we are engaged in our 

struggle for our country to be free. My dream is of a Burma where never again will a mother 

put her children to be crying because they have not enough to eat. I dream of a Burma 

where no more children die from preventable diseases because the government has spent 

money on guns instead of medicine. I dream of a Burma where no farmer lives on fear of 

being shot because of its ethnicity or used as slave labour. I dream of a Burma with no 

political prisoners where we can choose our leaders. I dream of a Burma where we celebrate 

our cultures, different but equal. If every one of us takes action, no matter how small or big 

we are, then together we will be an unstoppable force and we will win our freedom. United, 

our will and determination are stronger than guns and bullets” (Zoya Phan, 2009:327). 
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Everyday ‘insecurities’ narratives  

 Similarly to women‟s organizations‟ advocacy reports and statements, women‟s 

personal narratives have paid considerable attention to describing women‟s insecurities as a 

result of the conflict and living in a militarized state. Women‟s autobiographies present 

recurrent narration patterns of daily experience that with their illustrative characteristics 

enrich the narratives offered by women‟s organizations. Women‟s organizations have 

identified sexual violence by the members of the Tatmadaw as the main source of 

„insecurity‟ for women; they had narrated different forms of the direct and structural violence 

posed by the militarized establishment in terms of human rights violations and of lack of 

access to welfare provisions and livelihood. Women‟s autobiographical narratives also 

mention similar sources of women‟s „insecurity‟; however, they seem to emphasise those 

details of women‟s everyday experiences that are characterized by extreme precarity due to 

displacement and difficulty to make a living. In this section I am focusing on these narratives. 

Additionally, I include „dissonant‟ narratives that „break the silence‟ of women‟s 

organizations‟ reports and statements on the abuses committed by ethnic armed groups and 

members of ethnic communities. 

 “On the run” (Ma Ma, 2007: 162) and “Running to Survive” (Preh Mo, 2010: 10-11) 

are two titles of women‟s autobiographies that are quite illustrative of what it means to live in 

a situation of conflict for ethnic women in Myanmar. The constant fear of being attacked by 

soldiers characterizes the childhood memories narrated in many women‟s stories (Kham 

Lay, 2010, Nay Chi, 2010; Shar, 2010; Y.K, 2007; Ma Lo, 2007). Women‟s narratives 

frequently explain the perpetual “anxiety” lived by their communities (Ma Lo, 2007: 12) that 

makes people be prepared to flee anytime (Zoya Phan, 2009; Nay Chi, 2010). Nwe Oo 

writes in this regard:  

“As my mother put me to bed I still remember her telling me, “If I wake you up 

during the night time, get up at once. And don‟t move away from me. If other people 

run for their lives, you will leave everything behind” (Nwe Oo, 2007: 98). 

Stories describe the desperate run into the nearby jungle seeking temporary shelter or long 

journeys across the jungle and mountains without food, water, medicines, proper sleep, 

shelter and the risk of stepping on landmines in the restless and impossible search of a safe 

place (Baw Pop Chan, 2007; Ma Ma 2007; Nwe Oo, 2007; Sha K, 2007; W.H.M, 2007; Y. K. 

2007; Mi Nyo, 2010; Nay Chi, 2010). These autobiographers tell about extended periods of 

displacement (weeks and sometimes months) and the innumerable times they had to start 

new trips under the threat of new attacks (Ba Pop Chan, 2007; Nwe Oo, 2007; Sha K, 2007). 

Ba Pop Chan (2007:116), an ethnic Mon woman, writes: “Almost all of the villagers had to 
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run between the guns and war. We ran like that for about one year and we changed places 

many times, going to new villages again and again.” One of the detrimental effects narrated 

with great disappointment in various autobiographical stories was the prolonged disruption of 

education caused by the frequent outbreaks of conflict (Baw Pop Chan, 2007; Ma Ma, 2007; 

Ma Lo, 2010; Mi Nyo, 2010) on which Ma Ma (2007: 162) has commented: “It is hard to learn 

when you are running”. The precarity of these lives constantly „on the move‟ does not 

disappear when the military attacks cease. When people were able to come back to their 

villages, they often did not find anything left since their houses and property had been 

destroyed (Mi Nyo, 2010; Nay Chi, 2010). W.H.M. (2007: 157) explains the situation with 

these words: “After the soldiers had gone, we had to start our life over again from the 

beginning. We had to work even harder than before they came.”  

In women‟s narratives precarity characterizes also the lives of other people who did 

not live in situations of direct conflict. A general fight for survival, what Parrot (2010: 96) calls 

“struggle to fill their stomachs”, takes on great importance in women‟s stories (Lway Nway 

Hnoung, 2007a; Kyat Tu Rway, 2010; Saung, 2010; Yu Ka Lit, 2010). These have shown 

that the lack of economic opportunities coupled with soldiers‟ regular abusive practices 

impinge people‟s survival. Soldiers are represented as “robbers” (Shar, 2010:23) because 

during the incursions to the villages they expropriate villagers‟  possessions, confiscate 

entire harvests, cattle, lands, and businesses, arbitrarily collect „taxes‟ or take people as 

forced labour (Daisy, 2007; Ma Lo, 2007; Nan Naunt, 2007; Naw Paw Gay Khu, 2007; Y.K., 

2007; Kham Lay, 2010; Preh Mo, 2010; The Arakan Project, 2010a). Therefore life under the 

Myanmar militarized state is presented as devoid of any stability and security. On this, 

Ayesha, a Rohingya woman whose family business was expropriated, says: “[…] we never 

thought that one day we would be forced to flee here in this way and survive like the poorest 

of the poor […]. Our life has become uncertain” (The Arakan Project, 2010a: 12, 18).  

 

Therefore, a considerable focus of autobiographies concerns a lack of certainty and 

of opportunities to be able to simply carry on one‟s own life. These themes are privileged 

and emphasised in the autobiographies differently from women‟s organizations‟ reports and 

statements which have instead focused on human rights violations committed by the 

Tatmadaw; however, autobiographers similarly identify  the misconduct of military institutions 

as the main source of these „insecurities‟. Yet, not all autobiographical narratives seem to 

follow a similar path. Most of them do not exempt community members from their 

responsibilities. The women‟s organizations‟ „silences‟ are here uncovered while also 

pointing to members of ethnic armed groups and to individual members of ethnic 

communities. Within the context of conflict, women‟s narratives reveal that people feel 
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threatened both by the Tatmadaw and the ethnic armies (Peral, 2007). Ethnic armed groups 

are held accountable for placing landmines and for various forms of human rights violations 

such as arbitrary execution or detention and confiscation of livelihood (Peral, 2007; W.H.M, 

2007; Y.K., 2007; Zoya Phan, 2009). A Shan woman, Y.K. (2007: 94), explains the situation 

with these words: “I didn‟t understand a lot about the different soldiers, but I did know that 

when they came to my village, all the villagers, including me, were very afraid. Nobody 

spoke.”  

 

Significantly, women‟s stories narrate that a good deal of women‟s „insecurities‟ 

comes from their own communities and families mainly as a result of gender-based 

discrimination and gender-based violence. Differently from women‟s organizations, most of 

the autobiographies do not make any explicit reference to structural violence or government 

shortcomings as a source of these „insecurities‟ but they identify individual people‟s or 

community‟s discriminatory attitude towards women as largely responsible. Various women‟s 

narratives talk about domestic violence at the hand of husbands, sometimes addicted or 

alcoholic (Lack Son Pop Htaw, 2010; Lway Shwe Kyae, 2010; Nay Jar Yine, 2010; Rakhaing 

Thu, 2010) and psychological and physical violence on daughters (Kie Kie, 2007; Yaung 

Pyan, 2010). Some other stories tell about sexual violence perpetrated by community 

members including fathers or of family members who try to sell their female relatives as 

wives (Mya Aye, 2007; Na Helly, 2007; The Arakan Project, 2010b). 

 

Reinstating agency through everyday narratives of resilience and activism 

According to the autobiographies under analysis, therefore, Myanmar women‟s 

„insecurities‟ are not limited to factors determined by the government; they come from 

different directions and involve different actors, including people belonging to women‟s own 

communities and families. Therefore, this picture seems more comprehensive than that 

provided by women‟s organizations; it might also appear more gruesome because this 

narrative shows that women have not just to defend themselves from the threats posed by 

the military establishment but also from their own communities. However, I maintain that 

autobiographies have been able to provide an „enriched‟ portrait of agency that I believe was 

not only missing in the „male-streamed‟ narrative of security but partially also in the one 

provided by Myanmar women‟s organizations reports and statements. There are certainly 

reports and statements that have showed women‟s agency; however, they represent a 

minority and they mostly concerned the need of inclusion of women in peace negotiations. 

Probably because of strategic considerations, they had principally focused on the brutalities 

perpetrated by the Tatmadaw on ethnic women. This, I argue, had the undesired effect of 
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hiding to a certain extent the agency of those women who are considered to be the victims of 

human rights violations. Autobiographies are reinstating women‟s agency by narrating the 

resilience women endured during conflict and while living other kinds of „insecurities‟; they 

are also doing so giving an account of women‟s activism and of the role of women as actors 

of change. 

Women‟s resilience emerges both in narratives of conflict and in relation to everyday 

struggles for survival. In both cases women‟s autobiographies display portraits of strong 

women who are coping and confronting different challenges with determination and courage. 

In the context of conflict, resilience particularly emerges in a recurrent narration pattern that 

sees incursions of Tatmadaw soldiers in ethnic villages in search of members of the armed 

resistance or of recruits for forced labour. While all men run away, women have to stay 

either because they are pregnant or to look after their children. In this situation they are left 

alone to fend themselves against the threats posed by the soldiers. This would be the 

normal setting where, if the same story is told in women‟s organizations‟ reports, women 

would be raped. Autobiographies instead opt to narrate a different story, the one of resilient 

survivors of the numerous forms of intimidations they are subjected to under these 

circumstances. Women‟s personal narratives tell long and frequent interrogations where they 

are stripped, threatened and tortured in order to gain information on the whereabouts of 

ethnic armed soldiers and as revenge of their deeds (Y.K., 2007; Kham Lay, 2010; The 

Arakan Project, 2010a). Women also portray themselves resisting the abuses of the soldiers, 

disregarding and refusing to comply with their orders (Laminlay, 2010).  Moreover, numerous 

narratives present the image of women who, when confronted with serious problems 

affecting their families, have taken the initiative to tackle them. For example, women are 

depicted in their effort and determination in alleviating their families from poverty and 

consequently taking the risk to migrate and to live in degrading situations of economic 

exploitation (Lway Nway Noung, 2007a; Pann Yine Nge, 2007; Saung, 2010). A vivid 

description of resilience and agency is offered by the story of the ethnic Rohingya Leila. She 

has told her incredible life experience through her escape from communal violence, the risk 

of being trafficked, the death of her husband and the encounter of a new abusive husband, 

and the challenges in providing for the needs of a large family of four children. She reflects 

on her life by saying: “I have struggled for survival, to support my family. I have never 

stopped for a single day. […] The man who I loved wholeheartedly died, and the man who 

promised to reduce my burden cheated me. The only things that never betrayed me are my 

own capacity, my hard work, my sincerity, and my positive thinking” (The Arakan Project, 

2010b: 62). 
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The narration of women‟s agency is a common thread of various autobiographies not 

only in regard to resilience but also to political and community activism. Activism is portrayed 

as an enabling mechanism to regain and reinstate women‟s agency.  Zoya Phan recounts 

her first public speech: “For the first time in my life I had been able to stand up to those who 

had ravaged my country, murdered my people and driven me out of my homeland. All my life 

I had been a victim, but today I had felt what it was like to fight back” (Zoya Phan, 2009: 

287). This statement, among others, demonstrates the will of authors to resist being 

perceived solely as victims of human rights violations. Autobiographers tell about their 

suffering through traumatic experiences and witnessing the grievances bore by their own 

communities. However, these challenges have not discouraged the authors; they have 

instead represented starting points to gain motivation and to entrust themselves of the 

responsibility to take action. I was amazed to see how many stories, after narrating different 

„insecurities‟ caused by human rights abuses and domestic violence, included resolution, 

commitment and desire to contribute to their communities and to women‟s lives and to take 

initiative to counter the problems people experience (Anonymous, 2007; Daisy, 2007; Jungle 

Parrot, 2007; Ma Lo, 2007; Ma Ma, 2007; Mara, 2007; Na Nu, 2007; Nan Nount Shan Kham, 

2007; Naw Paw Gay Khu, 2007; N.L., 2007; Talai Lahsa, 2007; Thoe Lay, 2007; Zar Zar, 

2007; Kay Zin Lin, 2010; Laminlay, 2010; Rakhaing Thu, 2010; Yu Ka Lit, 2010). Agency is 

therefore described as originating from the challenges and suffering women experience. 

Thus, rather than resulting in the victimization of women, these experiences are triggers to 

take action and to reclaim a political space. 

 An assertion of women‟s agency is therefore very visible in the autobiographies 

because while expressing their social commitment, women also self-identify as actors of 

change. Women‟s contribution towards a more peaceful and democratic society does not 

just materialize in providing assistance to the affected communities. Autobiographers have 

described the fundamental relevance of their roles also in the political sphere; in this regard 

they have particularly emphasised the power of their voices. Women activists in different 

narratives are given the duty from their own communities to speak out for them and “tell the 

world” (Zoya Phan, 2009: 265) about their suffering (Cheery Zahau, 2007; Naw Paw Gay 

Khu, 2007; Zoya Phan, 2009). In these narratives there is a strong belief that women have 

the responsibility to exercise a “power of bearing witness” (Zoya Phan, 2009: 257). This is to 

say that their testimony should reach out across the borders of the country and make the 

world know the abuses to which ethnic populations are subjected; in this way they can 

effectively contribute stopping human rights violations and thus to a more peaceful country. 

The life story of Zoya Phan (2009) represents an embodied example of playing the 

role of actor of change applying the power of speaking out. This has been presented not just 
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as an alternative tool to weapons, but also as a way to change the narrative surrounding the 

conflict in Myanmar and obtaining an involvement of the international community. In her 

autobiography and in the interview I had with her in June 2016, Zoya Phan narrated how she 

had utilized her personal life story in different advocacy events involving UN, EU and British 

representatives to reveal that ethnic groups are not „terrorists‟, as purported by the 

government, but that instead ethnic civilian populations are targeted by the attacks of the 

Tatmadaw. During the interview she said: “I can talk about this to get more international 

pressure against the government in Burma. […] And I see that this role is very important, 

otherwise our suffering will be in vain and people will just blame us instead of supporting us. 

That‟s why I think I can do a lot from here, […] at least I can tell the truth about what is going 

on in Burma and get international support for ourselves” (Interview with Author, 16th June 

2016). Interestingly, Zoya Phan has used her life story as an advocacy tool not just in her 

international meetings; she also decided to narrate it through an autobiography. When I 

asked her why she had made this choice, she responded that she aimed to address “a wider 

audience as well as different types of audience because not everyone is interested in 

international issues or advocacy issues. But when they read about personal story like that, 

then it touches and they want to take action. Because I made it very clear in the book that I 

would like people to do something about it […] to do something that will lead to change” 

(Interview with Author, 16th June, 2016). Therefore, Zoya Phan has used her personal 

narrative in order to shake the conscience of not only institutional representatives but also of 

the general public. In her autobiography, she has accounted her successes in persuading 

the British government officials in organizing public mobilization campaigns. The narrative of 

Zoya Phan represents an outstanding portrait of agency also similar to many other untold 

stories of activism; the narration of achievements, determination and commitment has widely 

described the agency of women activists confident of their potential to contribute for social 

mobilization toward a more peaceful country. 

 

Peace starts from the individual and the community 

In the previous two sections I have discussed how autobiographical narratives have 

challenged the dominant understanding of security through framing in a distinct way how 

„insecurities‟ are experienced in everyday life; I have also shown the personal narratives‟ 

potential to reaffirm an agency that is instead negated in the public sphere. In this section I 

discuss the understanding of security and peace and the envisaged strategies toward their 

attainment that emerge from autobiographical narratives. 
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 Similarly with women‟s organizations‟ reports and statements, the authors of the 

selected autobiographies seem to have dedicated more time to the description of 

„insecurities‟ rather than elaborating on the concept of security and peace. Authors have 

generally mentioned the concept of security mostly referring to a lack of security in terms of 

threats to life posed by conflict and human rights violations, or while undertaking community 

work or political activism (Cheery Zahau, 2007; Ma Nwe, 2007; Mi K.M. 2007; Naw Paw Gay 

Khu, 2007; Ta Ket Bu, 2007; Kham Lay, 2010; Lae Lae, 2010). A more explicit definition 

comes when autobiographers talk about the concept of peace. Interestingly, these appear in 

those narratives that discuss gender discrimination and characterize peace mostly as the 

result of positive relationships in the domestic sphere as demonstrated by the following 

quote: 

“I want the community, men and women themselves, to understand and 

respect the feelings of women. We are all human beings and we all have a 

heart to feel with and a brain to think with, therefore we should treat each 

other equally. No one wants to be oppressed; therefore we should not 

oppress others. If we can do this, it will bring peace in our community.” 

(Yaung Pyan, 2010: 78) 

Authors have mentioned as one of the causes of women‟s oppression the lack of respect 

and recognition of their work by their husbands and (male) members of their communities. 

Therefore, the end of domestic violence, the restoration of the dignity and of the capacity of 

women, including creating space for women‟s political participation are identified by the 

authors as fundamental requisites for the achievement of a peaceful society (Mara, 2007; 

Nay Jar Yine, 2010; Yaung Pyan, 2010). In this regard the definition provided of peace is 

located at the level of women‟s immediate surroundings within their own communities and in 

their domestic sphere. 

 If the concept of peace is not often explicitly described, then I argue it is more 

evidently appearing in the form of dreams and desires. Peace seems to slip out from any 

definition because, rather than a reality, it is represented as an aspiration towards the 

attainment of unfulfilled needs lived under the current militarized state. Summarizing 

women‟s dreams and desires emerging from the 87 personal narratives would not be an 

easy task to accomplish. Not only it would have been impossible to provide an exhaustive 

representation of women‟s aspirations; it would also be disingenuous and do an injustice to 

present singular stories as explicative of the diversity of the multiple narrators‟ perspectives. 

However, there are some certain narratives that come more consistently. Authors have 

generally accompanied their stories with wishes for peace, democracy, freedom, federalism, 
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tolerance among ethnic groups, gender equality, and social and economic development 

among others. Some most recurrent themes emerge in regard to most felt deprivations 

caused by everyday „insecurities‟ and precarity: the desire of being reunited with the family, 

going back home and the pursuit of education.  

Various accounts have described a strong longing for their relatives and their native 

lands. Narratives tell of long periods of separation from their families because their members 

were part of the ethnic armed resistance, or because they had to migrate to foreign countries 

in order to be able to „survive‟ and provide for their family (Chaw Khlei, 2007; Y.K., 2007; 

Zoya Phan, 2009; Kon Chan Gakao, 2010; Yu Ka Lit, 2010). Authors recall missing their 

relatives and feeling deprived of the love of their parents (Ta Eh Soe, 2007); what is longed 

for the most is the opportunity to live together again under the same roof (Chaw Khlei, 2007; 

Y.K., 2007), recurrently represented by the „dinner table‟ (Zoya Phan, 2009; Kon Chan 

Gakao, 2010) as narrated by Kon Chan Gakao from Mon ethnicity:   

“If Burma‟s political situation will change and guarantee peace, liberty and 

justice, I will go home and work in a small business. And my father will come 

home and work for our family. Then we will be so happy and the dinner table 

will come to life again for us forever” (Kon Chan Gakao, 2010: 43) 

Authors have also expressed a “longing for home” (Parrot, 2010:98) and the desire to return 

to their native lands (Myo Htoi Ja, 2007; Yu Ka Lit, 2010). On various occasions, while 

narrating their lives abroad, autobiographers have described their situation as a „forced‟ 

exile; they have stated that they would rather go back to their original villages if there is the 

possibility to live in peace and without the risk of conflict (Ma Lo, 2007; Zoya Phan, 2009) as 

also suggested by Leila (The Arakan Project, 2010b: 63): “Burma is my country and I would 

like to go back there if we be guaranteed that we can live peacefully and that we will not 

need to flee again. But I am almost sure that there is no way to ever go back to Burma”.  All 

these narratives have identified peace and restoration of democracy as prerequisites for the 

attainment of their desires. At the same time they see peace as something so out of reach 

that it is even difficult to imagine, as demonstrated by the following quote:  “I wondered how 

we will ever find peace in Burma. I was thinking how we could collect all the rice seeds 

spread out, like uniting all of our people spread out around the world. I was thinking so much 

I don‟t know when I fell asleep.” (Parrot, 2010: 99) 

Another commonly narrated desire expressed in various narratives is the one related 

to pursuit of an education. It is represented both as a result of challenges related to the 

disruption of education during wartime but also as an instrument to secure freedom from 

oppression. Apart from the challenges experienced as a result of conflict, various narratives 
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have also presented hindrances related to prohibitive costs and low quality of education. 

Education at different levels, from primary to university, is based on listening to the lesson, 

taking notes and memorizing them (Chin Thant Win, 2007; Hsaw Nga Meh, 2007; Jungle 

Parrot, 2007; Thoe Lay, 2007; Ki Ki, 2010). Consequently, students do not have the 

opportunity to develop their own abilities and critical thinking skills or learn to be confident 

and voice their opinions (Chin Thant Win, 2007; Myo Htoi Ja, 2007; Ki Ki, 2010), as also 

suggested by Mi K.M. (2007: 172): “I learnt not to think”. Women‟s autobiographies have 

shown that being able to learn in a different context and through participatory methods had 

provided women more cause for reflection. Particularly through the study of human rights, 

authors said they could fully know and understand the abuses their population went through 

(Chin Thant Win, 2007; W.H.M., 2007; Zoya Phan, 2009). Education has been considered 

as a way to “open [the] mind” (W.H.M., 2007: 158), “see things differently” (Ma Lo, 2007: 16), 

and “to find the truth about the unfairness that I hated in our society” (Chin Thant Win, 

2007:118). Education is therefore striven for in different narratives as an enabling process to 

free oneself from oppression. The authors believe that education could provide people with 

the self-confidence, assertiveness and awareness that would eventually allow them to 

counteract the abuses they experience at the hands both of their men and of Tatmadaw 

soldiers (Mara, 2007; Y.K., 2007; Kyat Tu Rway, 2010; Yaung Pyan, 2010).  

Autobiographies have provided a space for women to express their dreams and 

aspirations. These have given a wider picture of what peace might entail for women in 

Myanmar: peace within their families and communities, being able to rejoin one‟s own family 

and to return to the native lands and pursue a quality education. The latter has been 

conceived also as a means to fight against oppression and therefore enjoy more peaceful 

lives. In this way autobiographers have theorized on strategies to attain peace in their 

country. In this regard the authors of autobiographies have identified collective action as the 

most important determinant to achieve a peaceful society. In the section on „insecurities‟ I 

explained that women‟s „insecurities‟ emerge from threats coming both from the military and 

from their own communities. Similarly to women‟s organizations‟ stance, autobiographers 

have largely pointed to the government, but they do not identify it as solely responsible; all 

members of the community play a significant role. They seem to reflect on the fact that a 

mere criticism would not be enough to reach a societal change. The „marginal voices‟ of the 

autobiographies, I argue, expose an interesting pragmatism that sees transition towards a 

peaceful society beginning from the individual and the whole community. From the previous 

section on agency, what is evident is that women have started from themselves as first 

triggers of this process; they are investing their skills and commitment towards the 

advancement of their societies. Our authors also seem aware that everyone should play a 
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role and that only collective action can activate positive transformations (Lway Nway Noung, 

2007b). In this regard they have identified dedication, unity and cooperation among human 

rights activists and community members as successful keys (Nan Nount Shan Kham,  2007; 

Naw Paw Gay Khu, 2007; W.H.M., 2007; Laminlay, 2010) as suggested by this quote: “I 

know that it is indeed important for people to be united, solid and passionate in their work for 

Burma if we want to achieve our goal of a peaceful and democratic country free from 

oppression” (Naw Paw Gay Khu, 2007:178-179). This cooperation should also include men 

and women working together to achieve gender equality (Nay Jar Yine, 2010). The 

community itself should question its own beliefs and attitude. This means that not only men 

that should learn to be respectful of their wives and daughters for example, but that also 

discriminatory behaviors towards other ethnic groups and the conduct of ethnic armed 

groups should be challenged. This includes, for example, according to Nan Naunt (2007), 

learning to tolerate people belonging to the Bamar ethnic group and avoid generalizations of 

them based on automatic and erroneous associations with Tatmadaw soldiers (who are 

mostly of Bamar ethnicity). Moreover, according to Peral, a Tavoyan ethnic woman (2007: 

62) the whole community should “make a concerted effort” and question the “misguided 

system” that allows ethnic armed groups to place landmines causing injuries and deaths to 

innocent people. In sum, women in their autobiographies call into action the entire 

community without any exception; they reveal that peace should start from their own 

communities and ethnic groups themselves and that to achieve peace it is necessary to 

have a firm collective commitment from everyone.  

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have analysed understandings of security and peace from the perspectives 

of women coming from different ethnic and social backgrounds who have expressed their 

views through autobiographical stories. I have demonstrated that starting from women‟s 

everyday experience reveals a new and original narrative. Women‟s autobiographies have 

shown that „insecurity‟ is experienced in the precarity of everyday life, in running away from 

conflict and struggling to survive. Threats to women‟s security come not only from the 

Tatmadaw but also from the most immediate relatives and community members through 

various acts of gender-based violence. They have therefore envisaged the transformation of 

these relationships as prerequisite for a peaceful society. To activate change, it is important, 

according to women‟s personal narratives, to involve every single member of their 

communities; women have started from themselves affirming their role as actor of change 

and have exhorted different stakeholders at international and community level to change 
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their beliefs and attitudes. In this regard autobiography represents a valid instrument to 

reinstate women‟s agency and present them as resilient forces resisting adversities.  

 The narratives contained in the autobiographies provide an „enriched‟ perspective of 

security in comparison to women‟s organizations‟ reports and statements. They offer a 

different angle of observation to analyse people‟s and women‟s „insecurities‟ starting from 

daily, tangible lived experiences. They have uncovered „silences‟ of untold stories related to 

violence generated by family, community and ethnic armed groups‟ members. Most 

importantly, they have contributed to disrupt the „male-streaming‟ narrative of security and 

peace through providing multiple understandings of these concepts. Last but not least, 

autobiographies have offered a clear portrait of agency that is otherwise negated by different 

institutions in Myanmar. The selected personal narratives are just some of many untold 

stories of activism, stories that need to be recovered and revalued in the current discussion 

on conflict resolution in Myanmar. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 

Our journey amongst the „marginal voices‟ of Myanmar women has nearly come to an end. 

With this study I have attempted to nuance the picture of peace and security through the 

introduction of a plethora of perspectives from the side of Myanmar women. I have deemed 

this complication a necessary condition to gain a more comprehensive insight into the 

complex dynamics of the conflict and peacebuilding in Myanmar. The introduction of 

manifold perspectives of the „marginal voices‟ could also contribute to an acknowledgement 

of the need for a venue for different voices; if these voices are listened to and taken 

seriously they could effectively contribute to a more sustainable, inclusive and long-lasting 

peace. In this conclusion I am summarizing the main results of my study and I provide some 

reflections for policy implications for future peacebuilding programmes in Myanmar. 

 Along this dissertation I have explored the perspectives of the „marginal voices‟ of 

Myanmar on peace and security and the process that has led to their exclusion from the 

peacebuilding process. I have studied the militarized, racist and gender power relations that 

have led to the imposition of a narrative of security and peace that has been discriminatory 

and oppressive towards ethnic and religious minorities and women. This narrative has the 

effect of „colonizing‟ the voices of those who are not able to influence decisions on 

peacebuilding and security. Among these are the „marginal voices‟ of Myanmar women who 

I have identified with a variety of subjectivities at the intersection of gender, ethnic, religious 

and political identity. Through an investigation of the „marginal voices‟ contained in some 

narratives produced by women‟s groups or by individual women I have proceeded in 

analysing the positive implications of „decolonization‟ of these voices. My analysis has 

confirmed, as advanced by various feminist scholars, that by starting from women‟s lives and 

experiences we can provide a fresh perspective on security and peace that is not based on 

the use of force but on a positive transformation of existent power relations. 

 The „colonization‟ of women‟s voices has been the result of what I have called a 

„male-streaming‟ approach to security and peace. „Male-streaming‟ is the process through 

which certain power hierarchies have been imposed; these have enabled dominant groups, 

and in particular the national army (the Tatmadaw), to acquire the privilege to exercise 

power and consequently also to take decisions on national security and conflict resolution. I 

have analysed two power hierarchies: the first one sees the forceful supremacy of the ethnic 

majority, the Bamar; while the second establishes the hegemony of male-dominated and 
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militarized elites. The predominance of the Bamar ethnicity has translated in the 

identification of ethnic and religious minorities as „threats‟ to national security. Consequently, 

the Myanmar government has striven to neutralize ethnic armed groups and to contain the 

menace of „invasion‟ of Muslim people; consequently, civilian populations have also been 

targeted by human rights violations and discriminatory policies. The second power hierarchy 

sees militarization aided by gender roles contributing to entrust leadership in the hands of 

those people who belong to military elites. Men, because of their role within the military 

forces, are entrusted with the responsibility to guide the country; women are assigned roles 

that confine them in the domestic walls and in the reproduction of cultural heritage. The 

effect of this „male-streaming‟ has been the creation of different layers of exclusion from 

decision making; some groups of people more than others have been marginalized: women, 

members of ethnic and religious minorities or those who do not enjoy membership or 

affiliation to any military institutions. As a result, the policies that have been elaborated to 

address the ethnic conflict and the communal violence between Muslims and Buddhists, 

have particularly sidelined the voices of those women who are placed at the intersection of 

all these categories of exclusion, those who I have called the „marginal voices‟. 

 The „marginal voices‟, I have maintained, have therefore been „colonized‟ because 

the approach of peace and security of dominant groups has been imposed on them. This 

narrow and state-centred understanding of security and peace has exclusively aimed 

towards the fulfilment of the interests of male-dominated, Bamar and militarized elites. The 

„colonization‟ has been aided by a representation of women as agentless subjects through 

confining them to roles in the domestic sphere or as custodians of national values. Feminist 

IR/Security Studies scholars have encouraged the disruption of the monolithic narrative of 

security and peace as enforced by states through the creation of different narratives 

(Wibben, 2011). They have particularly suggested we follow a “feminist curiosity” (Enloe, 

2004:3) and therefore to shift our attention from states as referents of research to women 

and their experiences (Tickner, 2006). As I have also explained in the methodological 

introduction, I devised three ways to counteract the „male-streaming‟: presenting alternative 

narratives and perspectives on peace and security; offering new ways of telling them; and 

showing their multiple nature. I have therefore provided narratives based on women‟s 

experiences of conflict, that speak to women‟s views on peace and security and that 

consequently reveal the paradoxes of national security policies. I have also investigated new 

“forms” (Wibben, 2011:44) of narratives as privileged sources for my study: women‟s 

organizations‟ reports and statements and autobiographical stories. In their power of “self-

presentation” (Jacoby, 2006: 162) I have maintained that these narratives (through a 

deliberate act of expression of identity and views) have the potential to reaffirm and reinstate 
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women‟s agency. The disruption of the „male-streaming‟ also happens through the 

presentation of multiple perspectives - which vary according to one‟s own identity and social 

positioning (Cockburn, 2010; Likke, 2010) - in contraposition to the singular and 

undisputable narrative of security and peace promoted by dominant institutions. 

 The „marginal voices‟ I have studied in Chapter 4 and 5 have provided new theorizing 

of the concepts of security and peace and of peacebuilding strategies. These two chapters 

have particularly discussed three underlying common themes: „insecurities‟; perspectives of 

peace and security; and agency. As far as the first topic is concerned, women‟s 

organizations‟ reports and statements have mostly covered those „insecurities‟ caused at the 

hands of the very institutions supposed to provide security for their populations. They have 

presented women as subjected to various forms of direct and structural violence which are 

acted in the pursuit of the state‟s national security agendas. Ethnic women have been 

particularly targets of sexual violence by Tatmadaw soldiers. Forms of structural violence 

also prevent women from access to justice or to health and social services due to an 

excessive budgeting in favour of military forces. Moreover, women‟s organizations‟ reports 

and statements have shown that „insecurities‟ are aggravated by the intersection of different 

axes of identities such as gender, ethnicity, religion, and political affiliation, a fact that makes 

some categories of women more vulnerable to violence than others. Autobiographies have 

narrated different dimensions of „insecurities‟; they have emphasised precarity which is 

caused by continual displacement and consequent disruption of educational opportunities. 

They have also focused on everyday struggles to make a living due to economic 

uncertainties related to conflict and soldiers‟ abuses. Furthermore, autobiographies have 

described „insecurity‟ as ubiquitous and generating from a wider variety of actors: not 

exclusively stemming from governmental institutions but also by members of their own ethnic 

groups. They have shown, for example, that ethnic soldiers are also responsible for 

perpetrating violence. Moreover, members of their own communities and families subject 

women to various forms of gender-based violence and discrimination. A combined analysis 

of my sources has therefore revealed a multi-layered scenario of „insecurities‟. Women do 

not appear to be safe in any circumstances. Public institutions endanger women‟s security 

through the implementation of national security policies at the expense of women‟s physical 

integrity and economic and social wellbeing. Moreover, „insecurities‟ hunt women all the way 

to the domestic spheres where women have to fend themselves against the abuses of even 

their closest family members.  

As a result of these different „insecurities‟ the perspectives that emerged in the 

women‟s narratives were in line with an understanding of security that is “multidimensional 

and multilevel” (Tickner, 1997: 624). This is because they have seen security and peace 
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mostly related to the elimination of all forms of violence that women experience across 

different levels (public and private spheres) and in multiple dimensions of people‟s lives (e.g. 

physical integrity, economic and social opportunities and gender equality). From an analysis 

of reports, statements and interviews with female peace activists, it seems that security was 

generally seen as „partial‟. This is because security varies according to the identity of the 

person who experiences or acts it; it is also because the distinction between situations of 

conflict and peace is often blurred and violence operates in “a continuum” (Cockburn, 

2010:148): the violence that happens in the public domains has direct ramifications on 

women‟s private lives. Therefore, security even in its „partiality‟, needs to be sought through 

the diminution of violence in all spheres of women‟s lives (private and public) as a 

precondition for peace. Autobiographies have confirmed this analysis bringing peace more at 

the level of their everyday life experiences and in particular within their own communities and 

intimate and family relationships. Both kinds of narratives seem to have envisaged in a 

transformation of power relations that are originating women‟s „insecurities‟ as a key factor 

for the attainment of peace. They have particularly focused on the reestablishment of rights 

and dignity of women and ethnic minorities. The strategies identified by women‟s 

organizations include a variety of different interests and needs that reflect women‟s diverse 

positionalities within the conflict, including, for example, transitional justice mechanisms for 

victims of sexual violence and the recognition of citizenship for Rohingya people. 

Autobiographies have particularly seen the transformation of gender power relations (e.g. 

through recognition of women‟s abilities and in the end of domestic violence) as a crucial 

element to have a peaceful society. Autobiographers consider peace not only as a 

government‟s responsibility but everyone‟s: individuals and the community at large should 

start with themselves. They all have to challenge their misguided assumptions and 

discriminatory behaviours and undertake collective action if they finally want to see peace. 

Both kinds of narratives have seen security and peace as a process that needs to be 

progressively built; a process that requires strong dedication and commitment towards the 

realization of a more equitable society as a basis for peace. 

 The selected narratives also reinstate women‟s agency, an agency that was 

neglected or demonized in „male-streaming‟ narratives. Women‟s organizations, in their 

reports and statements, have dedicated a lot of effort to advocating for their right to be part 

of peace negotiation tables. They have demanded an increased participation in order to 

ensure that women‟s distinct needs are taken into consideration in post-conflict settlements. 

They have based their claims mostly on their significant expertise, built through decades of 

effective and committed peacebuilding and community rehabilitation work. They have 

therefore called for a recognition of their leadership skills, for their appointment in decision 
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making positions and for the introduction of a 30% quota for women in all phases of the 

peace process. Autobiographies have also reaffirmed women‟s agency but with a focus on 

everyday women‟s experiences of resilience and activism. They have described women‟s 

lives in their daily struggle for survival among the adversities of the conflict, economic 

uncertainties and violent abuses. They have also documented and celebrated women‟s 

activism seen as an enabling factor for reacquiring and strengthening their agency. What is 

more, autobiographers have started from themselves as first triggers of a societal change; 

they have taken the responsibility of being actors of change towards a more peaceful 

society. Through their personal stories of activism, they have particularly displayed their 

commitment and ability to speak out against injustices to different audiences. In so doing 

they have provided a different narrative of the conflict, they have shed light on the abuses of 

ethnic areas and they have consequently contributed to build peace in their country. The 

narratives under analysis have therefore reversed the representation of women promoted by 

Myanmar institutions that wished to see them only in domestic spheres. Women have 

demonstrated not only that they have the right to be part of the peace process but also that 

they have the strength, determination and necessary ability to play a leading role in national 

reconciliation.  

 I have so far described how alternative perspectives of security and peace presented 

in new “forms” (Wibben, 2011:44) (women‟s organizations advocacy materials and 

autobiographical stories) can disrupt the „male-streaming‟ narrative. My analysis has shown 

that women‟s narratives have largely contradicted the dominant one, for example, they have 

uncovered a previously negated women‟s agency and the fallacies of the government‟s 

security policies. The contradictory nature of the „male-streaming‟ has been revealed not 

only by providing a new narrative that refutes it, but also by presenting a plethora of 

perspectives. Women‟s narratives have shown that a single and monolithic narrative of 

security is not only harmful and discriminatory but also impracticable. In fact, the „partial‟ 

nature of security implies that its understanding depends on the identity of the person or 

institution who experiences or acts it (Sylvester, 1994; Tickner, 2001). On the one hand the 

Bamar-led government has seen ethnic minorities as „threats‟ to state security. On the other 

hand main hindrances to security were identified by ethnic women living in conflict areas as 

sexual violence and the lack of child-birth facilities, and by Rohingya women as lack of legal 

status and religious discrimination. Different categories of women have consequently 

selected different strategies to achieve peace according to what kind of „insecurity‟ is mostly 

affecting their own lives. The diversity of perspectives emerges not only in reference to the 

ethnic identity of the author of the narrative but also in regard to form in which the narrative 

is told. In fact, if we analyse the perspective of women in their collective (women‟s 
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organizations‟ reports and statements) or individual (autobiographical) forms of expression 

we can observe that among the numerous congruities there are also some major slippages. 

For example, if women‟s organizations have identified sexual violence by members of armed 

forces as a key source of insecurity, autobiographers have instead shown the challenges of 

everyday economic survival and of gender-based discrimination and domestic violence. This 

should not lead us to conclude that one approach is more genuine or correct than the other; 

it is, rather, a further reminder that the understandings of peace and security cannot be 

reduced into a single perspective. 

The application of my analysis to a more policy making level therefore implies that 

conflict management policies of the Myanmar government should open the ground for the 

multiple perspectives of women (and differently situated minority men). Similarly to what 

happened in other parts of the world (Moosa, Rahmani & Webster, 2013), the lack of 

women‟s inclusion in formal peace negotiations in Myanmar has resulted in an omission of 

women‟s interests and needs in peace agreements. The principle of gender mainstreaming 

applied to conflict resolution (UNSC Resolution 1325) mandates to include women‟s distinct 

concerns and perspectives in all phases of peacebuilding; to this is added the responsibility 

of state parties to address the “particular needs of different groups of internally displaced 

and refugee women, subjected to multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination” (UN 

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, 2013: art.57). As 

demonstrated in this research and as widely explained by Cockburn (2010), women 

experience different forms of vulnerabilities in conflict according to their identity being 

determined by gender, class, ethnicity, geographic location among others. Consequently, 

only a wide representation of subjectivities can ensure that the needs of different categories 

of women are taken into consideration in conflict resolution strategies and post-conflict 

settlements. It has been suggested by international institutions and scholars that there is a 

need to introduce affirmative actions, for example quotas, to ensure a significant level of 

women‟s inclusion (Moosa, Rahmani & Webster, 2013). Then, I would say, this quota should 

change from a nominal commitment to a consistent application; moreover, it should take into 

account a proper representation of women from different ethnic and religious groups, social 

and economic backgrounds, including the most marginalized ones, for example Rohingya 

women. Quotas in this case can aim for the transformative power envisaged by gender 

mainstreaming; if the gender mainstreaming is aimed at a transformation of gender power 

relationship in order to achieve gender equality (Sweetman, 2012), then widening the quota 

to multiple identities could address a wider range of inequalities. If a significant number of 

diverse women are included, their voices can show that to achieve peace we must challenge 

all power hierarchies (gender, racialized and militarized) that are originating the conflict and 
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people‟s „insecurities‟. The case of Rwanda has, for example, shown that the active 

involvement of women from different ethnicities in peacebuilding has been a determining 

factor for the sustainability of peace through their work at local level addressing the root 

causes of the conflict and different communities‟ grievances (Hudson, 2010).  

Moreover, studies have shown the role that women‟s activism has played in 

supporting and building communities‟ resilience in critical times. They have contributed not 

only in terms of recovery but also to build the strength for future adversities (Smyth & 

Sweetman, 2015). In the context of peacebuilding it means that women‟s groups can help 

develop the necessary tools for facing future threats and to prevent new outbursts of the 

conflict. Women‟s organizations in Myanmar have played a key role in promoting dialogue 

among different factions, to encourage communities to express their needs and concerns 

and in supporting them during difficult times of conflict. Their work has been already 

particularly successful in terms of a recent reduction of rape cases; this was due to the 

raising awareness work of women‟s groups who have encouraged women to finally speak 

out (Interviews with Author, 3rd June 2016). Our narratives have shown a vivid portrayal of 

resilience and agency that should not be only accounted for but also taken advantage of. 

The potential of the inclusion of the „marginal voices‟ is great, as illustrated by the 

determination of Kham Lay who has narrated her personal experience with conflict-affected 

communities: 

“They encouraged me to never give up, no matter the challenge, even if our 

journey is full of hardship and difficulties. We must walk on, through the jungle, 

the mine fields, the storms and the hunger. We must continue to reach our goals 

of peace and democracy in our country” (Kham Lay, 2010: 7).   
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