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We, both women and men, hold equal opportunities and chances since

we were born, as we all are, human beings. Most women think that

these opportunities and favours are given by men. No, these are our own
opportunities and chances to live equally and there is no need to thank men
for what they are not doing.
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J Executive Summary

Myanmar is giving increasing attention to gender inequality as
an impediment to development and the attainment of human
rights. In the National Strategic Plan for the Advancement

of Women (NSPAW) 2013 — 2022, the Government has
signalled its commitment to promoting and protecting the
rights of women. There is increasing momentum within civil
society networks and organisations to promote programming
and advocacy for women’s rights and gender equality. The
emerging global recognition of the strong relationship
between social norms and women’s and men’s opportunities
and actions is also beginning to be discussed in Myanmar,
particularly as media is opening up. However, little information

is available on this topic.

This study was conceived by the Gender Equality Network
with the objective of furthering the understanding of social
and cultural norms in Myanmar and their impact for men

and women in relation to family and community life, work,
health and education. By generating an up-to-date mapping
of the diverse social and cultural norms at a time of rapid
political and economic transition, the study aims to inform
programmes and policies about underlying norms that impact

on the attainment of gender equality.

The study was implemented from September 2013 - May
2014. A total of 543 people participated in the study; 299
women (55%), and 244 men (45%) from seven States - Chin,
Kachin, Kayah, Kayin, Mon, Rakhine and Shan - and fo
Regions - Ayeyarwady, Sagaing, Tanintharyi and Yango
Using a qualitative approach with a diverse sample, in-depth
information was sought through 78 Focus Group Discussions
with 458 community members; 235 (51%) women and 223
(49%) men. Case stories were also collected from 10 women
and 6 men, using semi-structured interviews, and community
questionnaires with 10 women and 5 men generated
contextual information. Semi-structured Key Informant
Interviews were conducted with 54 informants (44 women
and 10 men) who are sector specialists, gender practitioners,
media professionals, and figures of authority. In addition,

analysis of selected print media was carried out.

Gender inequality in Myanmar has historically not been
acknowledged as an issue of concern. The idea of Myanmar
as a country with equal opportunities for men and women
emerged in colonial times and has remained the official
rhetoric throughout military rule — a stance that is still
reproduced today. Lack of data has held back the emergence
of alternative discussions about gender relations. Adding to
the available evidence base, this study shows how social and
cultural norms carry ideas of different functions and worth
for men and women, impacting on their life opportunities.
Women, regarded as ‘bearers of culture’, are often blamed for

what are seen as disappearing cultural values.

A central feature of cultural and religious narratives is male
spiritual superiority, positioned in opposition to female worldly
inferiority. Perceptions of women'’s lesser value are linked to
ideas that their bodily functions, notably menstruation and
childbirth, are impure. Women'’s sexuality is controlled through
virginity and modesty norms and governed by connections

to men. A 'proper' dress code largely represents this chaste
ideal. Male sexuality, on the other hand, is assumed to be
uncontrollable and potentially violent. Son preference, bride
price and unequal opportunities to inherit are among the

key issues that derive from norms of unequal worth and that
impact negatively on the lives of women. There are many
important socializing agents of gender norms - including the
ation system, authorities, social services,

tem, literature, mass media and religious
ese gender norms are deeply internalized. A gradual
oosening up of norms that have restricted women'’s space is

noted, though not all approve of it.

Work and livelihood opportunities for men and women are
strongly linked to gendered norms. A gendered division of
labour was prominent in all of the study areas. The domains
of work for men and women are typically positioned as:

hard work as opposed to easy or light work; inside work as
opposed to outside work; and productive work as opposed to

reproductive work. The norms of the male breadwinner and

1. This report uses the Myanmar Information Management Unit standardised spelling for State, Division and Township Names.




household leader are central to understanding gender relations.
Men’s work is perceived to be more valuable than women’s in
relation to both status and income. Social and material practices,
such as unequal wages and listing women as dependants on
family registration cards, reflect the unequal valuing of men’s and

women’s work.

While the value of education for girls is increasing, it is still is
measured against job opportunities and marriage prospects, rather
than seen as a right in itself. In several study communities, girls’
education was described as lagging behind boys. The education
system emerged as a powerful socializing agent with regards to
gender norms, with boys and men portrayed as: tough; externally-
oriented; breadwinners; focused on production; intelligent and
responsible for national affairs. Girls are portrayed as quiet and
well behaved; focused on reproduction; and family-oriented and
modest. Internalized gender norms related to family obligations
impact on decisions as to whether girls drop out of school. Threats
of harassment and violence against girls also impact on decisions
about whether they should be kept in school. Improvements in
infrastructure and perceived safety appear to have positive effects
for girls’ schooling. Educated men tend to have more career

opportunities than educated women.

Cultural norms impact heavily on women’s opportunities to

a healthy life. Such norms include those that: hold women'’s
menstruation to be dirty; place high value on women'’s virginity;
see women foremost as reproductive beings; hold sex to be a
taboo topic; promote childbearing; discourage family planning;
encourage women to sacrifice themselves for their families; and
position women as inferior to men in the household setting. Norms
are socialized through peers, families, and health professionals,

in some cases underpinned by laws and policies. The impact of
these norms include: limited access to information about sexual
and reproductive health and an inability to fully enjoy sexual and
reproductive health rights, particularly among unmarried women
but also among men; justification of men’s violence against
women; the reduction of women’s health issues to maternal and
child health concerns; women'’s inability to make decisions about
their bodies; and the marginalization and discrimination of women

who do not conform to gendered norms.

Media functions as an important bearer of norms.
Globalization of culture in Myanmar is generally met with
scepticism, and women in the media are critiqued when they
fail to conform to traditional gender norms. On the other
hand there is appreciation among women for the slightly
increased range of roles for women that globalized media has
brought. Media largely perpetuates a victimized, objectified
and sexualized view of women. Print media was found to be
elite-oriented and highly male-biased. Women are less visible
in print media as sources, spokespersons and experts. Politics
and economics are heavily male dominated while women are
more represented in arts and culture. Women'’s magazines are

reinforcing the view of women as reproductive beings.

Cultural norms and related social practices impact men and
women throughout their lifespan. Study participants differ
in how they value these norms by class, locality, educational
background, occupation, age and personal life experiences.
More conservative sections of society speak of traditional
norms as worthy of being maintained, while others question
norms they find limiting. The reactivation of a cultural
protectionist stance in which women are cast as ‘protectors
of a culture’ can be seen as a barrier to the realization of

women’s rights.

Based on the findings of this study, awareness-raising of the
impact of social and cultural norms on education, health,
paid and unpaid work is needed. Systematic gender analyses
of laws, policies and budgets that carry normative weight;
empowering professional groups to address stereotypes and
sexism within respective fields and budgeting for equality
initiatives is urgently required, as is sex disaggregated data
in all areas of the NSPAW. Beyond the need for law-makers
and policy makers to address gender inequality as a national
concern, civil society groups have an important role to play
in terms of finding culturally appropriate strategies, through
targeted campaigns, to begin addressing the perpetuation of
inequality that takes place through cultural norms and social

practices.
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The current political and economic changes taking place in

Myanmar carry the potential for alterations in ‘opportunity

structures’ for men and women.

There is growing recognition of the power and reach of social
and cultural norms in shaping the lives of individual men and
women all over the world (see, for example, Mohanty 1991;
Peterson and Runyan 1993; Hooper 2000). A recent World
Bank study covering 20 disparate countries found ‘women’s
and men’s opportunities and actions to be determined as
much by social norms—including gender roles and beliefs
about their abilities and capacities—as by the conditions

of the communities and countries they live in’. The study
found social and cultural norms prescribing the appropriate
place and behaviour for women and men to permeate all
aspects of community and individual life, and to intersect
with the institutions of the state, civic life and the market in
shaping and at times reinforcing unequal power relations and

impacting on choices and freedoms (WB 2013).

In Myanmar, similarly, there has been growing attention to
gender inequality as an impediment to development and the
attainment of human rights (see, for example, GEN 2013 a).
The Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar
has acceded to the Convention of Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination Against Women, and the Beijing Platform
for Action (BPfA). Through the development of the National
Strategic Plan for the Advancement of Women (NSPAW)
2013 - 2022, the Government has signalled its commitment
to promoting, protecting and fulfilling the rights of women
in Myanmar through the creation of enabling systems,
structures and practices. Among the key objectives of the
Plan, is ‘to ensure the protection and fulfilment of women’s
and girls” economic, social, cultural, civil and political rights’
(NSPAW 2012). The Minister for Social Welfare, Relief and
Resettlement chairs the Myanmar National Committee for
Women's Affairs, which will guide the implementation of
the Plan. In addition, a sectoral working group on enhancing
women’s empowerment and gender equality has recently

been formed.

Civil society networks of women’s and gender organizations,
formed over the past several years, are also increasingly
directing their efforts to programming and advocacy for
women'’s rights and gender equality. In recent times, certain
cultural norms around sexuality are beginning to be openly
discussed (see, for example, Michaels 2013). At the same time
harmful social practices such as violence against women are
becoming the target of women’s action campaigns (see, for
example, Thein 2012; GEN 2013 b). Women'’s participation in
decision-making in public and political life, including in peace-
processes, has also received growing attention in recent years
(see, for example, Lahtaw & Raw 2012; SBC, 2013).

With the gradual easing of censorship and the opening up

of the media there has been increasing public discussion of
cultural norms and social practices in relation to women'’s
status and gender equality. This is historically contested
territory (see, for example, lkeya 2005, 2010, 2012; Harriden
2012; Than 2014), evidenced by a special report on ‘The
Modern Woman’ (MMR Times, June 2013) which lays bare
some of the fault lines of the current debates around modesty,
dress codes, marriage, and household gender roles. Other
topical examples of public discourse around gendered social
norms include Buddhist Women’s Marriage Special Law being
debated among religious leaders, politicians and civil society
groups (see, for example, Hindstrom 2013; Thein 2013; Weng
2014), which has brought renewed attention to women’s
culturally ascribed roles as ‘protectors of culture’ (Belak

2000; Thin 2006). The debates surrounding the Bill have also
exposed the patriarchal interpretation of Theravada Buddhism
in Myanmar, which is likely to impact on women’s room to

manoeuvre in a time of change.

The current political and economic changes taking place in
Myanmar carry the potential for alterations in ‘opportunity
structures’” for men and women. However, in the past
broader segments of women in Myanmar have not been able

to take advantage of crucial turning points in history; social

2. ‘Opportunity structure’ is a sociological term that means the framework of rules that people are encouraged to follow in a society to be considered successful. Opportunity structures

usually relate to acquisition of wealth or status and may include access to certain types of education or jobs.
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1.1

norms still delineate the spaces available to men and women
(Harriden 2012)3. Taken together these changes warrant

increased understanding of social and cultural norms and the
way that they impact on men’s and women’s opportunities in

contemporary Myanmar.

Background and Rationale

This study was conceived by The Gender Equality Network
(GEN), an active inter-agency network, comprising over 100
national and international non-government organisations, civil
society organisations and networks, and technical resource
persons. GEN works collaboratively with key stakeholders

to promote gender equality and women'’s rights throughout
Myanmar. The Network’s Strategic Plan 2012 — 2015 has the

following goal and objectives:

Goal

Myanmar is a society in which there is gender equality at all
levels — where all women are empowered, can fully realize
their rights, are in positions where they can effectively lead,

and are treated with dignity and respect.

Overall Objective

To facilitate the development and implementation of enabling
systems, structures and practices for the advancement of
women, gender equality, and the realisation of women’s rights

in Myanmar.
Strategic Objectives

1. Laws, Policies, Rights and Governance: Laws, policies,
systems, structures, and practices are developed, enacted,
and implemented to achieve women’s civic, economic,

political and social rights, and participation at every level

2. Social Practices and Cultural Norms: Social practices and
cultural norms favouring gender equality are articulated
and reinforced, and strategies for responding to those
that discriminate against women are identified and

implemented

3. Women'’s Participation in Leadership and Public Life:
Women are enabled to be leaders and have the capacity
and opportunity to effectively exercise their roles in all

sectors

4. Gender-Based Violence: Awareness increased and support
provided to stakeholders to implement effective evidence-
based mechanisms and strategies to prevent and mitigate

gender-based violence

1.2

1.2.1

5. Gender Equality Network Strengthening: The Gender
Equality Network is a dynamic and cohesive network
of skilled and confident members who are able to work

effectively for women'’s rights and gender equality

The research findings from this study will support widespread
efforts related to the implementation of the National Strategic
Plan for the Advancement of Women 2013-2022 (NSPAW),
launched in October 2013, and will contribute to the Gender
Equality Network’s Strategic Plan - in particular, to objectives
1, 2 and 3 as outlined above. It is hoped that this study will
provide essential information for future interventions on

legal and policy reform, social and cultural norms, women'’s
participation in leadership and public life, and other areas

requiring targeted advocacy messages and awareness-raising.

As noted by Belak (2000), legislation, affirmative action
programs, and other measures to enhance women'’s status
often fail because they are not sufficiently anchored in popular
conceptions of what women should or can do. It is particularly
important to work towards ensuring a better understanding

of the context in which the NSPAW, now launched, is set to be
implemented. The research will build upon previous studies
that have investigated some of the cultural norms and social
practices related to gender, decision-making, and leadership in
Myanmar (Oxfam, ActionAid and CARE 2011; Oxfam, Trocaire,
CARE & ActionAid 2013; GEN 2013 c). However, apart from
leadership and decision-making, most other areas of the Plan
have received relatively little attention from a gender and
norms perspective in recent years. It is therefore an opportune
time to map and identify social and cultural norms that can

be drawn on to advance a gender equality agenda that is

contextually grounded and informed by evidence.

Objectives and Study Questions

Overall Objective

The overall objective of this study is to increase the
understanding of the social and cultural norms in various
socio-cultural settings across Myanmar and the impact they
have for men and women in relation to family and community
life, work, health and education. It aims to do so by generating
an up-to-date mapping of the diverse social and cultural
norms that exist in Myanmar at a time of rapid political and
economic transition. It further aims to inform programmes
and policies that seek to improve the lives of men and women,
by highlighting the underlying norms that impact on the
attainment of gender equality. Using a qualitative approach
with a diverse sample, it is hoped that the study’s findings

3. Although framed slightly differently depending on one’s ethnic and religious belonging, as well as age and socio-economic class, gendered norms tend to stress the male prerogative

of leadership in the family, community and society at large (Oxfam, ActionAid and CARE 2011).
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1.2.4

will contribute to the knowledge about social and cultural
norms as they relate to gender. The study also aims to provide
recommendations about ways to work with and address social
and cultural norms that study participants deem influential in

their daily lives.

Study Objectives

e To identify and map key social and cultural norms which
impact on the attainment of gender equality in 11 States

and Regions in Myanmar.4

e To provide recommendations on key social and cultural
norms and practices that can be more clearly articulated

and reinforced for enhancing gender equality.

e To highlight discriminatory gender norms and practices
which should be prioritized for developing and
implementing response strategies in support of the NSPAW
2013-2022.

Study Questions

1. Which are the cultural norms that support the notion of
gender equality and result in and/or influence gender
inequality in Myanmar, including but not limited to the
five selected NSPAW areas?°

2. What do the patterns of gender socialization in Myanmar
look like, which are the main socializing agents, and how

do they operate?

3. How are cultural norms perceived to change over time and
the life cycles of men and women in the study areas, and

how do participants feel about these changes?

4. To what extent and in what ways are cultural norms

challenged or contested by men and women in Myanmar?

5. What are the perceptions and experiences of men and
women who transgress from prescribed cultural norms

in Myanmar?

Delimitations

While the NSPAW deals with all the 12 areas of the Beijing
Platform for Action, the present study will concentrate on
five of the priority areas that are currently severely under-
researched, and where it is believed that the qualitative

research methodology will be most effective in generating

new information and supplementing existing information.

For details, please see section 1.3.2 on Study Design and Sampling.

1.3

13.1

These include:

» Women, Livelihoods and the Economy 6
» Women, Education and Training
» Women and Health

» Women and the Media.

Methodology - In Brief

The study was conceptualized by the Gender Equality
Network, and designed by an international researcher, working
closely with a national researcher, the GEN Research and
Training Coordinator, the GEN Steering Committee (SC) and
Coordination Unit staff. An external translator and media
analysis consultant were also engaged. The Social and Cultural
Norms Research Working Group (SCR WG) made up of
interested GEN members provided input, and the GEN Steering
Committee guided the process. Data collection at field level
was carried out by teams of four field researchers (2 women
and 2 men) from GEN member organizations including a team
leader. In total 35 field researchers, 17 women and 18 men

were recruited and trained.

Key Concepts

Gender Equality is approached in this study as something that
is intrinsically valuable, grounded in a rights-based approach
that acknowledges women'’s right to live as equals with
men, and to have equal opportunities with men - in all fields
(CEDAW, 1979). The study also recognizes, as does CEDAW,
that ‘the full and complete development of a country ... and
the cause of peace, [require] the maximum participation

of women on equal terms with men in all fields’. From this
perspective, gender equality can also be seen as a means to
an end. At Myanmar’s current crossroads, it is believed that
addressing gender equality as a means, as well as an end in

itself, is necessary.

Gender, Norms and Power

How we understand what it is to be a man or a womanin a
particular place, and time, is highly dependent on the social
and cultural norms around us. The constant reinforcement
of certain norms that define femininity and masculinity can
be seen as limiting alternative ways of thinking about or
being a woman or a man (see, for example, Butler 1993).
Gendered norms also carry important power dimensions,

and throughout history it is possible to see that there have

The key priority areas of the NSPAW are: Women and Livelihoods; Women, Education and Training; Women and Health; Violence Against Women; Women and Emergencies;

Women and the Economy; Women and Decision-making; Institutional Mechanisms for the Advancement of Women; Women and Human Rights; Women and the Media;

Women and the Environment; and the Girl Child.

This combines two areas of the NSPAW: Priority Area 2 — Women and Livelihoods, and Priority Area 6 — Women and the Economy.

13
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1.3.2

been numerous ways of justifying women’s subordination by
drawing upon different sets of social and cultural norms (see,
for example, Peterson and Runyan 1993). At times, women
have been described as physically strong and capable of back-
breaking work, for example when they were required to take
up work in US factories during the Second World War. At other
times, such as when women’s labour was required in export
garment and other factories in India as the economy was
liberalizing, women were described as suitable for this type of
work due to their being patient (Blomqvist 2004). Translating
gender differences into gender inequalities and constantly
reinforcing these inequalities “normalizes” them. Moreover,
as cautioned by recent studies (WB 2012, 2013) there is a risk
that even when there are qualitative changes in women’s living
conditions, beliefs may not change or may change more slowly.
Indeed beliefs may even adapt to new conditions. There is also
a risk that material opportunities cannot be taken advantage

of due to persistent norms and beliefs (Harriden 2012).

Culture and Cultural Change

This study, unless it is directly quoting study participants,
uses the term ‘culture’” in a wide sense, as a sphere in which
meaning is created (Tomlinson 1999). It does not explore
different cultural expressions such as music, art, or dance.
The traditional way of treating culture, or ‘cultures’ has been
to regard them as more or less static, homogenous entities,
sharing the same values and norms, and as being separable
from each other. This view has slowly changed, and culture
has come to be regarded as made up of dynamic processes,
constantly undergoing changes. Whether cultures are
becoming more similar (homogenization); more intertwined
(hybridization); or whether processes of globalization are in
fact reactivating what is seen as specific in the local culture is
an ongoing debate (Hylland Eriksen 1994). This study will use
these various frameworks of cultural change theory to make
meaning of the findings around gender and social and

cultural norms.

Study Design and Sampling

The overarching goal of this qualitative study’s sampling
strategy was to achieve variation across the study areas
according to variables including: sex, ethnic and religious
belonging, age, geographic location and GEN members’
presence. A total of 543 people participated in the study;
299 women (55%), and 244 men (45%). Seven States (Chin;
Kachin, Kayah, Kayin, Mon and Rakhine and Shan) and four
Regions (Ayeyarwady; Sagaing; Tanintharyi and Yangon)
were included, covering seven wards and 19 villages in 18

village tracts, in 16 townships. Data was collected from

November 2013 - January 2014. The ethical conduct in all
aspects of this research study was given utmost importance
including ethical clearance, individual consent, voluntary
participation, confidentiality, and safety of participants. For
more information on each of these issues, see Annex 1 -

Methodology.

In-depth information was sought using qualitative research
tools, chiefly two sets of Focus Group Discussion Guides,
designed to capture gender relations and social norms at a
snapshot in time. Topics covered included family relations;
household division of labour; marriage; social and cultural
expression; dress codes; media representation; and gender
norms in relation to livelihoods; education and health.
Community questionnaires were also used to generate

basic facts and contextual information. The study tools were
developed in English; translated to Myanmar language; and re-
translated to English. In cases where ethnic minority languages
were used during data collection, oral translation was done

by the facilitator. Focus Group Guides were piloted twice prior
to the field research. All Focus Group Discussions were held
separately with men and women according to age categories
(18-25; 26-40; and >40), and were kept homogeneous with
regards to ethnicity and religion. Random sampling was
conducted at village level to recruit 4-6 participants. In total,
78 Focus Group Discussions were held with a total of 458 Focus
Group Discussants; 235 (51%) women and 223 (49%) men.

Semi-structured Key Informant Interviews were conducted
with informants identified as sector specialists; gender
practitioners; media professionals; and authority figures who
work to protect culture. Seventeen female and 9 male key
informants were interviewed individually, and 27 women

and 1 man were interviewed in three group interviews. Case
stories were also collected from 10 women and 6 men, using
semi-structured interviews. A print media analysis was carried
out, based on the UNESCO Framework for Gender Sensitive
Indicators for Media (UNESCO 2012).

Audio recording and verbatim transcription was used.

Data was transcribed in the language used during the data
collection event. Ethnic minority language transcripts were
translated into Myanmar, others directly into English. The
data was analysed using qualitative data coding methods,
using a two layered coding framework. Transcripts were

coded manually. No names were recorded in the process of
obtaining consent, and safe storage practices were adhered to.
This report has been produced in both English and Myanmar

languages.
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Study limitations included recruiting male and female field
researchers fulfilling multiple criteria: experienced in gender
and qualitative research and possessing particular language
skills. The latter criterion at times had to take precedence. This
meant the quality of data across areas was at times uneven.
The security situation also impacted on the final selection of
study areas, and northern Rakhine State was excluded for this

reason.

Ethics and Safety Considerations

The ethical conduct in all aspects of this research study was
given utmost importance. In particular, the following principles

underscored the design and implementation of the study:

Ethical Clearance

The protocol for this study was submitted for ethical review
and approval by the Ethical Review Committee (ERC) of the
Department of Medical Research, Lower Myanmar, and
modified according to the feedback given by the Committee

prior to the implementation of the study.

Individual Consent

All study participants provided informed oral consent to
participate in the study. Informed consent was given following
comprehensive information by the field researchers about

the purpose and method of the study and the requests of
participants. For this purpose detailed written introduction
sections providing the necessary information, as well as
instructions for the field researcher how to handle the issue of
obtaining informed consent were included in the field research
tools. Oral rather than written consent was sought in order for
participants to feel at ease and to encourage openness during

the data collection event.

Photo Consent

Photos were not taken during or in connection with the data
collection events, in order to ensure participants felt at ease
to discuss all topics. Some photos of the general surroundings
of the study areas were taken. If photos of community
members were intended, informed consent was sought and
the community members in question were asked to sign photo

consent forms.

Voluntary Participation

Participation in this study was entirely voluntary. All
participants were free to choose whether or not to participate,
without inducement. Participants had the right to withdraw
from the research at any time without any negative

consequences.

Confidentiality

The strictest principles of confidentiality were upheld
throughout the implementation and dissemination of this
study. This was made clear to all the individuals and groups
that the field research teams met with, at every separate
occasion. No identifying details were recorded by the field
research teams. A message about confidentiality was included
in the introduction note in the FGD facilitation guide to remind

facilitators to address this issue every time.

Safety

The safety of the participants was deemed to be of paramount
importance to the quality and standards of this study.
Mechanisms and measures were put in place to ensure that
the safety of the participants was guaranteed to the greatest
extent possible. No security incidents were reported as part of
this study.

Do No Harm

The interviews included questions around issues that could
be considered sensitive by the participants. Therefore the
research teams stressed the need to conduct the study
without judgment and with respect for all participants and
interviewers. Every effort was made to phrase questions
for interviews and focus group discussions in respectful and

culturally-appropriate language.

Permissions and Introductions

At field level, the facilitating organizations were tasked with
ensuring that all necessary permissions and authorizations
needed to conduct the data collection had been secured prior
to the roll-out out of the study. Team leaders were responsible
to liaise with the facilitating organizations to make sure

necessary permissions were obtained prior to data collection.

For more detailed information about the methodology used

for this study please refer to Annex 1.
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2.1

If you have no job, you bathe your cat.

Some people say we are working on gender,

as we don’t have other work to do.

Before we can begin the discussion of cultural norms and
gender equality, it is necessary to examine how this issue

has historically been framed from different positions within
Myanmar society. Drawing on thoughts from this study’s
participants, in addition to relevant literature, this chapter
explores some of the reasons as to why gender inequality has
largely been seen as a ‘non-issue’ in Myanmar, and tries to
briefly trace the historical roots for this position. This chapter
also discusses some of the conceptual confusion that arises

when discussing gender inequality and gender discrimination.

Viewing culture as closely linked to, or deriving from, religion,
as the overarching moral framework for human conduct

and interactions, means emphasizing historical tradition and
continuity. In this view, the fact that something has been a
certain way for a long time can be seen to give this something
(beliefs, practices, etc.) legitimacy. This view of culture and
cultural practices has been and continues to be influential

in terms of how the ‘rightful’ place and conduct of men and

women in Myanmar is understood.

A different picture emerges if we examine this cultural fabric
through a gendered lens. This is what a growing number of
women’s rights and democratization activists are beginning
to do and this is also the point of departure for this study.
The use of a gender lens allows us to critically examine power
dynamics within commonly held cultural values and beliefs.
Such power dynamics involve not only gender, but also
sexuality, class, geographic location, functionality, ethnicity,
and religion, among other attributes. This perspective does
not reject the potential for shared cultural values to function
positively and cohesively among communities. However,

it allows for reflection on how cultural values have been

and are interpreted, by whom, and the effect that a certain

interpretation has on different segments of society.

The Problem is that the Problem is not
Seen as a Problem

The quote below summarizes a complex set of factors, which

will be touched upon in this chapter. These factors have

had the combined effect of silencing a discussion of gender

inequality in Myanmar.

Whenever we talk about gender inequality, people say that
we have no problem with gender issues. In my opinion, the
problem is there because people are not seeing the problem
as a problem. This is the most difficult problem, because they
are not seeing issues or problems as a problem. So how can
we solve this problem? This is of most concern for me. And
another thing is even if people are seeing inequality between
women and men within society, they usually use culture

and religion as excuses, ‘It is not inequality, this is about

our culture. This is our religious practice or this is our social

practice.

[KIl with Senior Woman Leader 1]

The problem appears to be twofold. There is, on the one hand,
a failure to notice gender inequality. On the other hand, there
is a tendency to justify gender-based differences with cultural
and religious arguments and references. Below is a typical

example of this reasoning:

There are some restrictions of religious people, because

of women'’s attitudes that they themselves don’t want to
approach to holy places or persons. But there is no gender
discrimination in Myanmar. Women can vote in elections, and

culturally and socially there is no discrimination.

[KIl with Representative of Women’s Mass Organisation 1]

The strength of cultural and religious values in Myanmar, as
in many other societies, can make gender inequality difficult
to spot. As we have seen in the quotes above, the fact that
gender relations are embedded within the culture or wear a
religious ‘coat’ have made it difficult to put gender inequality
onto the public agenda. Deeply held views passed on over
generations also mean that hierarchical gender relations have
become internalized among both men and women, making
them not only hard to see but also very hard to question. The
result, according to gender practitioners and women'’s rights
activists interviewed, has been that gender inequality claims

are often brushed aside, denied, or belittled.

17



18

2.2

It is a great social pressure that we have had. | was over thirty
[when | was exposed to gender studies]. | mean, | felt all the
time that the division of labour wasn’t fair. But | didn’t feel like
this is a kind of inequality, it was not a very suitable word for
using in the family. Also at that time there was no women'’s
movement in Myanmar fighting for their rights and also
pointing out, ‘Here is inequality between woman and man,

girl and boy’.

[KIl with Senior Woman Leader 2]

Historical Narratives: Women'’s High
Status and Comparisons with Other
Countries

As a small, but growing, number of scholars (Andaya 2000;
Ikeya 2005; Harriden 2012; Than 2014) have convincingly
demonstrated the notion of the ‘traditional” high status of
women in Myanmar, and in Southeast Asia more broadly, has
been pervasive. Historically, Burmese women'’s participation
in the economic sphere and the absence of certain practices
such as ’purdah’7 or ‘sati’®, which were prevalent in India -
and therefore on the radar of British colonial observers - came
to serve as proof of women'’s high status in Burma (lkeya
2005). The notion of Burmese women'’s ‘high status’ has also
proved flexible and has been used to serve a range of political
interests over time. On the one hand it was used in efforts

by international women'’s associations in the 1930’s working
for equality of women in British Commonwealth nations, to
lobby for Burmese women'’s right to vote with the argument
that they already had property rights. On the other hand,
nationalists in India used the notion of Burmese women'’s high
status to point out political double standards. They argued
that the continuation of British colonial rule in Burma, despite
women'’s professed high status, proved that the British refusal
to grant political reform to India on the basis of its oppressive
treatment of women was merely a smokescreen. The same
comparison was made by Burmese nationalists arguing for the

illegitimacy of colonial rule in the country (lkeya 2005).

A little discussed aspect of the professed ‘high status’ of
women, which was often based on observations of women'’s
participation in the economic sphere, is that their participation
in the worldly sphere of commerce was seen as spiritually
polluting (Spiro 1997). The fact that this purported high status
did not encompass or legitimize leadership roles for women
has received little attention from colonial observers or modern
scholars (lkeya 2005). In her book The Authority of Influence,
Harriden (2012) illustrates the contemporary challenges for

women’s empowerment in the shadow of this notion:

7. The physical seclusion of women.

Burmese women have been told that they do not need to
be empowered, that they already have the same rights as
men. But they have also been socialized to accept that men
are leaders and they should be followers. Women have been
taught to prioritise their families and their nation over the
development of their own talents and potential. They have
been encouraged to accept ideas, practices and institutions
that deny them the same opportunities as men to exercise

power and influence in their own society.

Tharapi Than (2014), in her book Women in Modern Burma,
has enriched the debate around how gender norms continue
to be socialized in Myanmar society. She highlights the ways
in which elite women until today are amongst the strongest
proponents of the idea that women in Myanmar do not need
to demand their rights. She also speaks of commonly used
terms like ‘content’ and ‘secure’, that have traditionally been
used to describe women’s appreciation of their gender roles,
as euphemisms, as women historically have had little space
to redefine gender relations. Importantly she addresses

the discussions around the historical absence of a feminist
movement in Burma. This absence, Tharapi Than argues, has
traditionally been explained by referring to women being
‘content’ and asserting that therefore no women’s movement

had been needed.

It is these very arguments that women'’s rights advocates of
today are still facing as they mobilize and advocate for gender
equality. A recent report on women'’s leadership found that
the sense that gender equity is not regarded as critical for
Myanmar to become a modern, developed, and democratic
nation, presents a major barrier for women to take up
leadership roles (Oxfam, Trocaire, CARE, ActionAid 2013).

Do you know, why we don’t have any job? In our “Sakapon

- ah loak mashi kyaung yay choh” oo sacpbedeloppCeqd
proverb, if you have no job, you bathe your cat. Some people
say we are working on gender, as we don’t have other work

to do.

[KIl with Senior Woman Leader2]

There are many factors that contribute to gender issues being
placed in the back seat. As one example, development reports
have glossed over or fail to probe into findings that indicate
gender discrimination. The following statement is such an
example: ‘Women participated little in decision-making about
village affairs. There was, however, little complaint about this:
the interests of village leaders and ordinary villagers appeared
not to diverge substantially’ (WB & MDR 2012).

In discussions with participants of this study, if we are to

simplify the positions somewhat, there are two aspects of

8. The expectations that a widowed woman would voluntarily follow her late husband into death by lying down on the funeral pyre.




People need to look into this issue in @ much deeper way ... |
think if we are going to look into gender issues, it has to be a
comprehensive study or review to access it. You can’t just look at
legislation or stereotyping as an issue. But why it is an issue? If
you look into it deeper, then you come up with all these elements
which are quite complex. And to change all this needs a lot of
thought. But unless you can do that, it’s not going to change in
this country. This is my view. It’s so ingrained. ... The problem that
exists is so complex that in order to change it will require a lot of

effort, understanding and commitment.

Key Informant Interview with Education Specialist
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the historical descriptions of gender relations that shape
respondents’ opinions. The first aspect has to do with

the extent to which one accepts that women in Myanmar
historically and until today hold a high status, particularly in
comparison to other countries. The second relates to whether,
and in what ways, this information holds relevance for women
in contemporary Myanmar society. Examples of these different
positions are shared below. In the first quote, we can see how
the conditions of women in Myanmar are elevated, only by

comparison to other countries:

Myanmar culture is derived from India. In Indian culture, men
are superior to women. Women are very repressed by men
there. In China, men are superior to women and women are
more repressed than in India. Myanmar is in the middle of
these two countries, but women have had it better from a
historical perspective. Myanmar had queens, not like in India
and China where they were queens by the king and just in
charge of the future king. Our queens were strong by their
own will and own right. The queens who were the wives of
kings were strong too. During the Konbaung period, the queen
of King Sagaing Natmadaw Mani, the chief queen, was very
powerful. King Mindon’s middle queen, Sin Phyu Ma Shin,

was very powerful. And King Thibaw’s chief queen, Supayalat,
was very powerful. Women fare far better in Myanmar than

in India or China, by their own right. They are not looked at as
inferior in the culture. The husband is superior to the wife, but
the wife does not rely on her husband. She can make business
and she can control the family. There are now lady doctors,
teachers and women are there in every aspect of life. In the
Far East, Myanmar women are very much superior to other

Asian countries.
[KIl with Male Culture Official]

In the quote below, we can see how while the reference to
other countries is made, the analysis does not end there, and
this opens up exploration of the dimensions of inequality that

are seen to exist in Myanmar:

When we talked about gender equality in our country, a lot

of people will say there is equality, there is no discrimination.
Perhaps compared to some of our neighbouring country

in terms of legislation, there is quite high level of equality.

On the other hands, although it seems to look like there is
equality and non-discrimination, my view is that there is...

Our country situation may not be as bad as those in some of
our neighbouring countries. But because that’s the case it
seems like we don’t really need to do much about it. That’s the
problem. That in itself is a problem. We are just looking at the

situation from the point of view that maybe we are a lot

9. 9th Regular Session of the First Pyithu Hluttaw (Lower House) on 24 February 2014.

2.2.1

better off than some others. But we shouldn’t be content with
this. That’s the way | see it ... In terms of legislation, we are
better off than some of our neighbouring countries because
women and men have equal rights to inheritance. We can
have businesses. In some countries, a woman doesn’t have the
right to get inheritance even if her husband died. These are
some of the things where we may be better off. But culturally
if you look at the household, the men are decision-makers, but
within the household, they would say the women are Home
Minister. You do have the rights, also responsibility to see to
that everything all the domestic aspects are run smoothly that
you can make your own decision. But beyond that, it becomes

another matter. That’s where we don’t have equal rights.

[KIl with Female Education Specialist, Yangon]

Politicization of Culture and Gender Equality

While it remains disputed what the alleged ‘autonomy’ or
‘high status’ has actually implied in the everyday lives of
women, it has no doubt had a profound influence on official
discourse around gender relations in Myanmar. During the
preceding decades of military rule, it served to ward off
criticism of gender inequality from, for example, human rights
treaty bodies such as the CEDAW Committee. The quote below
from the Government’s 1999 report to the CEDAW Committee

illustrates this:

The status of Myanmar women is very unique as equality with
men has been bestowed upon them as an inherent right. As
historical evidence has shown, Myanmar women have enjoyed
equal rights with men ever since the inception of Myanmar
civilization 2,000 years ago. [GoUM 1999]

The official reliance on the argument of women’s traditionally
high status continues until today. Most recently it was used

by H.E. U Kyaw Tin, speaking at the 57th session” of the
Commission of the Status of Women, where he stated: ‘In my
own country, Myanmar, women enjoy equal rights with men
by both tradition and by law’. Another example can be taken
from a recent parliamentary session where the Union Minister
at the President Office, U Soe Maung, said, ‘There is no
discrimination against women in Burmese society according to
Burmese custom, tradition, and culture, and they have better

opportunities compared to women in other Asian countries.

From an historical point of view, the pervasiveness of the
notion of women'’s traditionally high status, coupled with strict
censorship laws, lack of nationwide sex disaggregated data
(discussed below), and limitations on civil society organizing,
have left little room for public discussion, mobilization and

action around issues negatively impacting on women'’s lives.




2.2.2

The Mainstreaming of the Gender Equality Discourse

There are many avenues through which the Myanmar gender
equality discourse continues to be repeated and socialized.
The notion that Myanmar culture in and of itself should stand
as a guarantor against gender inequality has also found its way
into the present day development community, where it is used
to argue that other seemingly more pressing issues should
take precedence over efforts to address gender inequalities.
As noted in a programmatic gender review, generalizations
such as ‘Myanmar culture generally does not manifest gender

discrimination ...”*°

are still found in public documents of
development organizations. These ideas are also socialized
through the higher education system. An analysis of a number
of Master Theses at the Yangon Institute of Economics, dealing
with different aspects of gender relations, found that these
would almost unfailingly be prefaced with similar sounding
statements confirming the historical roots of gender equality
in the country. Oftentimes, such statements would not be
referenced, suggesting that they are seen as common and
undisputed knowledge. Two such examples are referenced

below:

Myanmar women have always enjoyed equal status with men
since time immemorial ... Myanmar has remained relatively
free from the influence of Hinduism and Confucianism and this
has been the main reason for women’s relative freedom. [Nu
Nu Tin, 2006]

The status of women in Myanmar has therefore a favourable
condition since historical times. This continues to be held to
the today women in Myanmar. The distinguished queens like
King Nayathihapatay’s queen consort Phwa Saw who was
famous for her administrative management in Bagan dynasty
and Queen Shin Saw Pu in the Mon Kingdom who ruled well
leaving behind so many gracious memory have been occurred
throughout Myanmar history [sic]. [Khin Soe Kyi, 2012]

The lack of data and research in the area of gender has likely
contributed to the longevity and vitality of the view that
culture stands as a guarantor for gender equality. Although
there are an increasing number of interesting and relevant
scholarly contributions available (see, for example: Harriden
2012; lkeya 2005, 2010, 2012; Kawanami 1991, 2000, 2001;
Lwyn 1994; Khaing 1984; Nwe 2003; Spiro 1977; 1993;

1997; Than 2014), overall, gender issues in Myanmar remain

profoundly under-researched and relatively poorly understood.

This holds particularly true for the present time and the recent

social, economic and political developments (Harriden 2012).

2.3

The enduring idea that gender equality is an inherent feature
of Myanmar society, coupled with scarce data and information
about the realities on the ground, creates challenges for
those working for evidence-informed change. Taking the
example of men’s violence against women, the lack of robust
data, combined with the idea that culture protects women,
continues to make it difficult to convincingly demonstrate
violations of women’s rights and to work towards social

and institutional change. Here, another excerpt from the
Government’s 1999 report to the CEDAW Committee, on

domestic violence, is a case in point:

Although the findings of a study in two Townships reveal that
marital violence exists, the magnitude is not very great. The
Myanmar culture and religion strongly influence the mentality
and behaviour of men and women alike. The teachings of Lord
Buddha that crimes like rape and sexual violence are great sins
serve as protection for women and children. Therefore, there
are few reported cases of rape or sexual assault in Myanmar.
[GoUM 1999]**

The history of the state’s appeals to Buddhist traditional values
as guaranteeing ‘high status’, ‘equality’ or ‘protection’ for
women, is also problematic because it adopts the majority
religion and its moral teachings for political purposes. This
discourse also fails to address either the situation for non-
Buddhist women in the country or on what basis they would
appeal for their rights. In recent official speeches, a seemingly
more inclusive approach to culture/religion is taken, although
the principle of viewing culture as a guarantor for women'’s

safety remains intact:

Myanmar’s traditional values, which abhor and prohibit

sexual exploitation of women, strongly contribute to the
Government’s efforts to protect women and girls from human
rights abuses, including sexual and gender-based violence.
[Statement by H.E U Kyaw Tin, 57th session on the Commission

on the Status of Women]

Gender Inequality and Gender
Discrimination: Where is the Problem?

A likely reason for the oftentimes polarized views about
gender, inequality, and discrimination in Myanmar has to
do with differences in understanding of where the problem
lies.!? This has consequences for how to address the issues.
How broadly should issues of gender inequality and gender

discrimination be understood? Should one be concerned

10. UNDP (2008) Outcome and Impact of the UNDP Human Development Initiative in Myanmar, referenced in GDI (2011).
11. This quotation also demonstrates a common misconception that if only a small number of complaints are made, only a small number of violent incidents are occurring.

There are many reasons why violence may not be reported, among them the fact that it is not recognized and acknowledged by society.

12 Part of this problem may have to do with a lack of conceptual clarity. In this text, and following the definitions in the Oxford dictionary, inequality means ‘difference in size, degree,

circumstances, etc.’ and discrimination means ‘the unjust or prejudicial treatment of different categories of people, especially on the grounds of race, age, or sex’.
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Myanmar people have been keeping their culture influenced

by Buddha’s teachings and precepts. | think there is not much
discrimination based on sex in Buddha’s teachings and precepts
when we apply it in our tradition and culture. Some Western
people comment that women are getting fewer chances and
opportunities than men in Myanmar. Both Japanese and Chinese
criticize women’s position in Myanmar. Japanese women say

that women are being treated as inferiors and always losing their
rights in Myanmar. They also remark that men in Myanmar always
try to overwhelm and influence women by using the ideology of
masculinity. They even give some examples that women are not
allowed to go to some religious places in temples or pagodas,

and they encourage the eradication of this kind of discrimination.
Another example was one of my experiences in [an overseas
university] as a visiting professor, | had used a book ‘Burmese
Family’ written by Daw Mi Mi Khaing as one of my references for
my thesis paper. In this book, the author explained that women
are as equally valued as men in Myanmar. But the people from the
university, including the professors, did not agree with it, because

women in Myanmar are working in the kitchen.



A woman has to treat her husband as God and her son as a master
throughout her life, according to one traditional proverbs. Men are
always trying to take control over women. They also pointed out
the story of restrictions on the pagodas for women. | had to explain
to them that Myanmar women have equal rights with men in our
country. They built their concepts based on equality. In our country,
men pay respect to women and it is one aspect of Buddhist culture.
In terms of going to some religious places at the pagodas, women
have been accepting it for years, because they believe that they
should pray to be a man become a Buddha instead of feeling that
there are restrictions imposed on them against their will. This is not

a state of losing their rights.

Key Informant Interview with male Author
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only with equality in a legal sense (de jure equality)? Or
should the degree of implementation of various laws and
policies and their practical outcomes (de facto equality or
substantive equality) also be counted? It is in the latter sense
that differential treatment of men and women with reference
to culture comes to the fore. Here it should be noted that
Myanmar is a signatory to CEDAW, which takes the rights to
substantive equality as its point of departure.13

Among the participants in this study, there are those that
see gender equality primarily in a legal sense and those that
take the broader view of substantive equality into account.
There are also different views on the extent to which legal
documents, including the 2008 Constitution, meet gender
equality standards.*® In addition, views diverge about the
extent to which laws and policies are consistent with the
constitution’s provisions of gender equality. The quote below
highlights the complexities around assessing gender equality

from a legal perspective:

I mean our problem is that it’s not spelled out in legislation
like that. It is more in the practices. We have the legislation,
which will last for a long time. And then, we have bylaws.

And then we have regulations and instructions that are

based on the legislation which may sometimes contravene
what is in the main legislation, like not recruiting women for
certain positions. It’s not stated in the Constitution... Now

we are talking a lot about the Constitution. We are asking for
amendment of the current constitution because there are
many elements that are not democratized in principle. There
is also inconsistency. If you look at it, there is not supposed to
be any discrimination. But then the person who can become a
president in the country, one of the requirements is that he/
she needs to have military experience. In this country, there
isn’t any woman who has that experience. Basically they

are now recruiting women for the military. Even if those are
eligible, it will take long time. | am giving these examples from

the point of view of legislation.
[KII with Education Specialist]

Looking at equality in terms of outcomes for men and

women in everyday life, study participants gave a multitude

of examples of how cultural interpretations of equality can

produce unfavourable outcomes for women:

My sister-in-law is always telling me that even though my
husband is the only and youngest son in their family, they
never give any favour or priority to him. [They say], ‘We
always treat him equally’. And | found out what they mean
by ‘equally’. For example, when they have cooked a whole
chicken, their equality is half will be eaten my husband, and
half will be eaten by the whole family. This is their equality.
Okay! Seriously, they see this as equal! The way we see and
we think ‘equal’ is man and woman should receive equal
opportunities, equal chances and equal result, everything.
But the society the way they see ‘equal’ is very much different
based on culture and religion, based on ethnicity. That’s why,
for me, the problem is people’s perception on equality. This
isn’t about - like - gender inequality issues do not exist in
Myanmar, because people do not see those inequalities as

inequalities.

[KIl with Senior Woman Leader1]

According to gender equality promoters interviewed,
structural discrimination against women is made invisible by
lack of data, including sex-disaggregated data. As a result,
many of the internationally used gender equality indicators
remain unknown for Myanmar. This has further contributed to

the sidelining of gender concerns in their view.

Whenever we talk about inequality, what | find is that almost
all people think at the level of individual and family, not in
terms of society or organization and state. They only think
gender equality within the range of individual and family
matters, not beyond of that... And we talked about inequality
between woman and man in Myanmar, they said women

are those who are very powerful in the family managing the
family and income and everything... They never talked about
international indicators like women’s participation in decision-
making in the politic and economic spheres like that, and they
never talked about why there were no local indicators for

Myanmar.

[KII with Senior Woman Leader 2]

13.  Myanmar’s legal framework is drawn from a mix of colonial and traditional sources. Many of its laws are not compatible with CEDAW, as they incorporate restrictive gender

stereotypes and do not promote and protect women'’s rights to substantive equality. While the Constitution of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, 2008, guarantees

women'’s equality, it does not satisfy CEDAW requirements to also define and prohibit direct and indirect discrimination against women. Some constitutional provisions also

reinforce notions that women are incapable of doing the same work as men or are in need of protection because they are weaker than men, rather than ensuring that they

have the same opportunities for choice. There are no specific definitions of gender discrimination or penalties for such acts of discrimination as violence against women.

(GEN, 2013).

14.  GEN members, in its December 2013 recommendations for constitutional amendments, highlighted a number of areas in need of improvement in order for the current

constitution to live up to the standards of CEDAW. Recommendations include, among others, the need for taking a substantive view of equality, defining and explicitly

prohibiting gender discrimination, removal of discriminatory clauses related to work and a call for the adoption of temporary special measures in order to increase women’s

participation in decision-making.




2.4

Gender Equality as a “Western’ Concept

While there remain a host of other factors that have hindered
an informed public discussion about gender and gender
inequality in Myanmar, one other central feature warrants
attention here. This concerns the claim that gender equality
is a Western concept and that, as such, it holds little or no
relevance to the Myanmar context. This claim ties in with the
discussion of women'’s traditional high status, but links to a
more long standing debate about Asian values versus Western
values originating in the 1990’s. This debated has focused
particularly on the Asian emphasis on collective welfare

and socio economic wellbeing as opposed to the Western

emphasis on individual liberties and rights.

Writer and translator Ma Thanegi has written herself into

this tradition. In her article, ‘Our brand of feminism’ (Ma
Thanegi 2013), she paints a picture of a multilayered Asian
culture, obscure to outside - particularly Western - observers,
containing the face-saving wife, who happily places her
husbands’ needs before her own; readily sacrifices herself for
her children; and keeps her dignity at all costs. Part and parcel
of this view is an emphasis on cultural critique as something
that is carried out only by outsiders, who fail to understand the

intricacies of the Myanmar culture.

While this last claim may well be true, it serves to undermine
the emerging critique by women in Myanmar who feel that
cultural norms and social practices are narrowing their room
to manoeuvre in society. Moreover, among the many gender
equality practitioners who participated in this study, there was
a distinct sense that ideas of categorizing values as distinctly
Eastern or Western were losing ground in a globalizing world.
They also pointed out that the selective critique against
certain principles such as gender equality - by labelling it a
Western construct - undermined the myriad of women'’s rights
movements globally. Moreover there was a perception of
double standards, as other principles such as democracy were

not typically dismissed as ‘Western’ constructs:

If we emphasis the nation, we accept democracy. Democracy
is about equality, too. Democracy is not coming from
Myanmar culture. We can say this, but we all want democracy.
And it is coming from other countries. It is coming from the
West, too. So, there are many things that come from the West.
And we are searching [for] it. Because it is not about the West.
When it comes to gender equality, we are talking about man
and woman, and this is very much a concern [but] we don’t

want to accept gender equality. Actually, gender equality is not

coming from the west, not only from the West.
[KII with Senior Woman Leader 2]
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3.1

or gentleness’.

Culture in Myanmar, and Myanmar
Culture

When discussing culture and cultural norms and values for
women and men, boys and girls, with study participants in
communities across the country, there appeared to be well
defined sets of rules for conduct and behaviour, often derived
from religious sources. Common terms used in descriptions of
the varied cultural traditions included in the study were those

indicating politeness and respect.

We have terms like ‘rude’ and ‘polite’. Culture should be based
upon the term ‘polite’. But this politeness will vary according
to the country and people. Our politeness is copied from

the ‘five precepts by Buddha’ as we are Buddhists. But it can
be different for the monks. And we also have many ethical
codes for teachers, for pupils, and for parents. Based on these
factors, society as a whole including dress code, behavior,

speech, art pieces, and technology is regarded as a culture.
[KIl with Magazine Editor]

In Myanmar, this view of culture may be due to the
construction of the term ‘culture’ based on the notion of
politeness. Speaking with people who work in the arts and
cultural sectors, a broader and more fluid understanding of

culture was evident:

| think defining the term ‘culture’ is a bit difficult and
complicated. Since ‘culture’ is defined as ‘yin kyae hmu’
meaning ‘politeness or gentleness’, it is rather inconvenient.
The result is people don’t get the real concept of culture.
Instead, they think of culture as politeness and being
respectful. | can’t accept this concept... | like the culture of
self-discipline, but | despise the culture of forcing people to be
respectful. This is the kind of culture which will make people
lose their self-confidence ... people should be encouraged to

preserve culture but should not be oppressed.
[KII with Female Author]

When Myanmar culture is discussed, every activity from birth

to death, from womb to tomb is closely associated with

‘Culture’ is defined as ‘yin kyae hmu’ meaning ‘politeness

culture. For a new born baby, there is the hair washing
ceremony. Some shave their baby’s hair within a week of the
baby’s birth. Later parents shave the baby’s hair, keeping the
baby’s forelock. These are the rituals from womb to tomb.
When a person dies, what should we do to the body? How
to tie the toes of a dead body is also concerned with culture.
Eating meals with five fingers is also culture. All these day-to-

day activities reveal our culture.
[KIl with Education Official]

Myanmar is a multicultural society with extensive cultural,
linguistic, and religious diversity. While population figures

are subject to dispute, some two thirds of the population

are assumed to be Bamar Buddhists (Steinberg 2014).
Estimations of religious affiliation have found approximately
89% of the population to be Theravada Buddhist (Steinberg
2010), 4% practicing Christianity (mainly Roman Catholics,
Baptists, Anglicans, and several Protestant denominations),
4% following Islam (mostly Sunni), 1% belonging to traditional
animistic beliefs, and 2% other religions such as Mahayana
Buddhism, Hinduism, East Asian religions and the Baha'i Faith.
Official statistics, however, are assumed to underestimate

the non-Buddhist population (Wikipedia 2011; U.S. State
Department 2010).

Study participants consider religion to yield strong influence
over beliefs and practices related to human conduct, including
gender relations. As discussed in the previous chapter,

the influence of Buddhism on culture is often described

by Buddhists as a protective force. Representing stability,
Buddhism is seen to counter the perceived negative influences

of globalization:

| feel that, especially in Myanmar, there is a great influence
of Buddhism. Even globalization does not have much effect
on our country. It’s because we have many ‘yin kyae lein mar’
classes (classes on Buddhist culture) conducted by Sayadaws
(chief monks). If we can keep opening up these classes, it will
be good. There may be some effects of globalization,

but compared with other countries, there may be fewer

negative effects.
[KII with Education Official]
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In official texts, the need for preserving culture and traditions is
often highlighted. An example can be found in the Ministry of
Culture’s policy declaration that reads: ‘to love and cherish the
country and the people by taking pride on own good traditions
as well as by preserving, exposing and propagating Myanmar
Cultural Heritage’.15 Such statements need to be seen in an
historical and pro-nationalist light. The roots of constructing

a Bamar Buddhist national culture run deep and are found

for example in the media’s post-independence campaigns to
‘resurrect’ the country’s ‘lost’ culture. These campaigns argued
that the construction of a new nation must be based upon
indigenous customs, religion, and traditions, while discarding

cultures seen as foreign to the country (Than 2012).

The term ‘Myanmar culture’ widely used today has had a
chequered history and was highly politicized during the times
that censorship was still in effect. The practice of referencing
‘Myanmar culture’ as a whole, some claim, had also
contributed to the rather static perception of culture they see

as widely held in the country today.

The word ‘culture’ was the most popular word for the generals
when they ruled our country. They used it as an electoral
word. Actually, they never understood the meaning of culture
throughout their lives. Culture is always changing, not static. It
is also communicating between countries, groups, and people.
And it is evolving. Dress codes have changed. Art pieces and
styles have changed. The terms used and the behaviour of the
people have changed. All these changes are cultural change.
We used to refer to ‘Bagan culture’ when we experienced
these things related to Bagan. It is the same for the current
age. They used the word ‘Myanmar culture’ to cover and
restrict our rights. In addition, our people also accepted the
old traditions and cultures which finally made the people
themselves confused about the meaning of culture. ... It is also
very obvious in the community of artists. Restrictions due to
‘inappropriateness with Myanmar culture’ are very common in
the censor’s office when they checked movies and books, but

they do not have a clear definition of culture.
[KIl with Magazine Editor]

In this study when most respondents talk about ‘Myanmar
culture’ it is often the Bamar, Buddhist cultural influences
that are referred to, unless a specific ethnic group or religion
is mentioned. Similarly, in discussions with Government
Officials, preservation of culture was often talked about as
synonymous to Buddhist Bamar culture. There was little
discussion from official perspectives of the need for the
Central Government to preserve traditions from non-Bamar/
Buddhist origins, or to adopt diversity policies with regards

to dissemination of information related to valuing culture.

15.  http://www.modins.net/myanmarinfo/ministry/culture.htm.

3.2

Examples of equating ‘Myanmar culture” with a Buddhist
school of thought can be seen in distribution of documents
such as the booklet ‘Myanmar Culture and Traditions’
published by the Ministry of Education, which promotes a
set of values and practices including gender norms'® that are
strongly linked to a Buddhist tradition (MoE 2004). In a similar
vein, the recent civic education booklet, drafted in response
to the perceived depletion of cultural values (Thitsar 2013),
commissioned by the Ministry of Culture for dissemination
among school children across the country, is based on a
Buddhist value foundation (MoC 2013).

The role and dominance of Buddhist Bamar culture is a
politically sensitive issue for a number of reasons. As Steinberg
notes, there is a growing sense that Myanmar culture is

under threat from both internal and external forces - cultural,
economic, political as well as generational. Such fear, Steinberg
argues, can be understood in light of the country’s colonial
history and experiences. The perceived vulnerability of the
culture stresses traditional Bamar values and customs and
carries a strong element of anti-foreign sentiments, amid fears
of the destruction of traditional (Burman) values (Steinberg
2014). The words of a former government official interviewed

illustrate such sentiments:

The best defence is pre-emptive strike. It is the philosophy

of Israel. If you don’t want your culture influenced by foreign
cultures, you have to try to make your culture influence
others, make your customs and dress acceptable to foreigners.
Yelling against foreign culture alone will not do. Take a look

at Daw Aung San Suu Kyi going abroad wearing Myanmar
dress. How nice and graceful she is! It is a cultural offensive on

foreigners.
[KIl with former Health Official]

Moreover, because of the association of gender equality with
a Bamar Buddhist historical narrative, there appeared to be

a tendency among the participants in this study to locate
practices of gender inequality among minority ethnic groups.
This report argues, particularly in sections 3.2 and 3.3 below,
that gender discriminatory practices exist in every ethnic and
religious group. It also argues that the expectations placed

on women to uphold cultural values put women who see the
need for cultural change in order to achieve gender equality in

a compromised position.

The Inseparability of Culture and
Religion

There is widespread belief across the country and among

different religious and ethnic groups that differential treatment

16. For example, ‘A polite and gentle man acts and walks in a masculine and energetic manner as polite women behave with modesty and shyness’.




of men and women originates in religious texts and is therefore

justified. The quote below is an example of such a view:

Men ruled the world while women played assistant roles.
There are only a few percent women in politics and
administrative roles. Do you know why women are treated as
inferior? Because women were made by the ribs of Adam, who
was the first administrator in the world. It was also described

in the Bible that women had to be dependent upon men.
[FGD with Kachin Christian women aged 18-25, Myitkyina Township]

During discussions about the connections between culture,
religion and gender equality, a common perception,
particularly among those working for gender equality, was the
way in which religion would sometimes be used to justify the
differential treatment of men and women. This would be the
case, participants argued, even though they could find little or
no evidence in religious texts for such interpretations. Rather,
a patriarchal culture, where men hold official positions of
decision-making, was seen to contribute to what would often

. - 17
be termed ‘religious restrictions’ for women.

Seven years ago, there was a village near Pyin Ma Nar. In that
place, there was a Buddha statue. In the past both men and
woman could enter and come close to the Buddha statue
without any problem. Then at one point, lightning struck near
the Buddha statue. The pagoda management committee
members, who were all men, made up rules that women
should not enter and get near the Buddha statue. This is
recent practice... Since men’s space is outside the house, they
have more access and opportunity to form groups and make
up rules and practices. Generation after generation we can see

how men made the rules.

[KIl with Senior Woman Leader 3]

According to any religion there are no restrictions for a man.
He is originally noble, tough and strong. It’s proper for him to
go anywhere or enter any place. It’s not proper for women.
However, | think these rules are set by humans, because | have
studied the books and | didn’t find any written restrictions for

women. We were just drawn in by them.

[FGD with Muslim women, 40 years and above Mingalartaungnyunt Township]

Once a practice is seen as derived from religion it becomes
more difficult to challenge. Claiming that a practice is derived
from religion can be seen to ‘wash’ the practice of its worldly
origins in, for example, patriarchy, and give it legitimacy. In this
way, even though the practical circumstances that may have
given rise to the idea of inequality have changed, the stigma

can live on and take new forms:*®

17.  This line of thought can also be found in Belak (2002).
18.  This problem is discussed in WB (2013).

Just think of it. We dare not hang our longyis to dry in places
where they can be seen. According to cultures in Myanmar,
women are regarded as very low and our undergarments

are things not fit to be seen in front of the house like other
clothes. We can’t mix our underwear, especially panties, with
our father’s clothes. Actually, we know whether our panties
are clean or not. As far as I’'m concerned, | use adhesive

pads and when | peel them off, my panties are as clean as
ever without any stain. What can happen if we wash this
underwear with others? Scientifically, nothing can happen,
but the norms of our culture are imbalanced, and religion was

drawn in.
[FGD with Muslim women, 26-40 years old Mingalartaungnyunt Township]

Those respondents who had had a chance to travel and
explore different traditions and practices, especially in
countries with similar religious denominations, stressed the

cultural element of religious practice:

‘In Buddhism, the woman can’t go up to the pagoda or
statue’. Actually in the Buddha’s teaching, Buddha didn’t
teach like this. This is a practice.... Interpretation and practice,
it becomes culture. The culture said: ‘This is religion’. In Sri
Lanka, there is the tree where Buddha became enlightened -
women can go up there, it is no problem. It is where Buddha

was enlightened! Here? Buddha didn’t even visit here!

[KII with Senior Woman Leader 4]

Conversely the study found that religious leaders may prefer
to highlight ‘culture’ rather than religion when there is

talk of gender inequality. In this way, religion is distanced
from practices that appear to be inconsistent with moral
teachings. This applies both to holy books and practices
among the followers of a religion. The example below refers
to Christianity, but similar examples were found among the
participants from the four religions included in the study

(Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism and Christianity):

We, Christians, accept that there is no discrimination between
men and women according to the Bible’s teaching. However,
Israel and the Hebrew culture mostly influenced the Christian
Bible as it was brought from them. Women were not taken
into account throughout the whole history of Israel.... 600,000
men were recorded in the Bible, but no women and children
names’ were in the lists when Moses, the leader of Israel, took
them out from Egypt. From this point, we believe that men
were given priority rather than women and children. Although
one or two sharp women were documented in the Bible, their

role and history were dimmed.
[KIl with Christian Religious Leader]
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3.3

Women as Bearers of Culture

Women should be religious and should be the ones who

maintain their ancestral and national pride.
[FGD with Danu Buddhist women aged 40 and above, Kalaw Township]

In Myanmar as in many other countries, women are widely
considered to be ‘bearers’ or ‘protectors’ of culture (see, for
example, Belak 2002; Thin 2006). Going back to the literal
interpretation of the term ‘culture’, discussed in section

3.1, centring on politeness and respect, we can see a strong
correlation between the definition of culture and the norms
that describe desirable behaviour for women. This makes it
seem that women have a particular responsibility in upholding
cultural values. Cultural norms for women are centred

on politeness, tenderness and modesty. When discussing
gendered cultural norms with community members, the

lists of cultural norms and codes for behaviour related to
women are significantly longer and more frequently discussed

compared to those for men.

The rhetoric around the disappearance and protection

of cultural values has historically held women to a higher
standard. Women are often found to be targets of criticism for
behaviour that is regarded as unpatriotic, such as Daw Aung
San Suu Kyi’s marriage to a foreigner (Steinberg 2014). The
Myanmar National Committee for Women'’s Affairs (MNCWA)
wrote in 2001:

As Myanmar opens its doors to the world, foreign influences
have entered, and to a certain extent, Myanmar cultural
norms have come under pressure, and this is now a concern
to society. Therefore the cultural sub-committee, through
video and radio plays, has made concerted efforts to preserve
and safeguard the cultural heritage and national characters

of Myanmar society. The sub-committee encourages young
Myanmar women to uphold Myanmar cultural norms, to love
and respect the country and its people, to honour and value
parents, teachers and elders, to cherish family and society and

safeguard their honour and dignity.

Today, official ‘mass’ women’s organizations in Myanmar such
as the Myanmar Women'’s Affairs Federation (MWAF) devote
themselves to, among other things, promoting women’s roles
in preserving culture. Among MWAF’s objectives is: ‘to instil
and foster in women a greater appreciation of their cultural
heritage, traditions and customs’®? . Similarly, the Myanmar
Maternal and Child Welfare Association (MMCWA) seeks to

‘assist in activities for safeguarding cultural heritage. 20

19. http://www.humantrafficking.org/organizations/29

20. http://www.mmcwa.org.mm/index.php/working-committees/9-social-activities.

21. Literally ‘not to be of mixed blood’

Men and women in Myanmar are taught to show respect for
their culture by adhering to commonly held cultural values.
Preservation of culture (usually Bamar Buddhist culture) is an
identifiable project of the Government, through a number of
its ministries. While all do not agree with the principles that
prescribe behaviour, the importance of social acceptance and
the perceived responsibility of women to uphold culture and
traditions mean that individuals would sometimes conform to

norms that they may not personally value.

All Myanmar people have a duty to admire Myanmar culture
and traditions. There are some characteristics of Myanmar

culture from a religious aspect and also Myanmar traditions.
[KII with Information Official]

The manifestations and impacts on men’s and women'’s lives,
stemming from the notion of women as bearers of culture and
religion are discussed in the following section. In the quote
below we see how women'’s responsibility to uphold culture/
religion leads to restrictions in terms of mobility, marriage and

divorce:

A woman is not just a single woman. She is the mother. She

is the sister and she is the future of the family. Parents take
care that a girl does not get married to someone from another
religion — that she does not become thwe hnaw!?! If a Hindu
woman gets married, the husband is the caretaker. She is

not free. Wherever she goes, her husband has to accompany
her. When she is getting old, her children will accompany her.
Women are given the chance to move around with someone’s
protection because we are worried. A lot of Hindus converted
to Christianity or Islam these days if | have to comment from
the religious point of view.... We don’t let anybody touch our
purity of blood. Also it is a tradition that women are seen

as the weaker sex. We cannot be free from this traditional
ideology. In Western countries, they are free, they marry and
after two or three years they can divorce, but not in Hinduism.
Once a woman is married it must be for life. Whether a
husband is alcoholic or poor or whatever, she has to stay with
him forever. In this way, we are careful about our purity of
Hindu people. Living together [without marrying] is not seen
among Hindu women. Only after the marriage, they can be
intimate. In Western countries, people will have one or two
kids before they get married but we don’t have that culture in
Hinduism. | dare to say that | accepted 9697 for keeping the
generation and religion. For security’s sake we must keep it.
Everyone has a right to look after the country. Women should
keep the lineage ... You must keep your tradition and culture

otherwise the whole nation will be destroyed.
[KII with Hindu Religious Leader]

22.  The 969 Movement is a nationalist movement boycotting Muslim businesses and refusing service to Muslim customers in Buddhist businesses.

The Movement is opposed to what they view as Islam’s expansion in predominantly Buddhist Myanmar.




Among Chin participants, there were many examples of the

ways that women are expected to behave in order to conform to
religious norms, mostly centring on the need for women to respect
men as their God-given superior; not to sit at higher places when
praying; to be quiet in the church; and to convert to the man’s
religion when marrying. While men reported no negative impacts
in their lives due to the religious principles, women reported
feeling angry at men for not listening to them and feeling heavy
and sad under the burden of their imposed silence and inferior
place accorded by religion. Some also reported that they felt

‘taken advantage of’ in the current socio-religious arrangements.



3.4

The perceived need to preserve race, ethnicity, religion and
culture was strongly expressed among study communities.
Interfaith or interethnic marriages were generally frowned
upon. Women'’s choices of marriage partners were the focus
in such discussions. Women marrying ‘outside’ their own
ethnic group and particularly across religious groups drew
the strongest criticism. The reason given for the focus on
women was the expectation that the woman would convert
to her husband’s religion. As maintaining and spreading one’s
own religion was understood as an important duty, women
marrying outside the group were seen as ‘lost” members of
the religious community. During the past year the issue of
interfaith marriages - through the proposed legislation to ban
interfaith marriages for Buddhist women unless the husband
to be converts to Buddhism - has become an explosive issue.
The bill and the debate surrounding it illustrates a politicization
of religion where appeals to the protection of women are
publicly made, yet responsibility for upholding culture is

placed on women, thereby limiting their life choices.”

The notion that women are the bearers of culture is strongly
linked to the gendered norms that cast women foremost

as reproductive beings. It is a foundational principle in
understanding the mechanisms that subordinate women.
The alleged responsibility for women to uphold the culture

is used to: justify men’s influence over women; restrict
women’s mobility and thereby their social, cultural, religious,
educational and occupational opportunities; control women’s
sexuality and marriage choices by discouraging interethnic or
interfaith marriages; and warrant the need for ‘protection’
from men. The threat of possible violence, particularly
sexualized violence and rape, underpins the conformity to
these norms of behaviour. Women who do not conform to
normative dress and behaviour patterns may be blamed

for not paying sufficient attention to these threats if they
encounter abuse, therefore reinforcing a culture of victim-

blaming.

The Role of Nuns in Buddhism

Hiroko Kawanami (Kawanami 2001) has written about the
role and status of Buddhist nuns, thilashin, who occupy an
ambiguous position in Myanmar society, poised between
the worldly and the other worldly realms. There are few
opportunities for thilashin to pursue advanced scriptural
education. Since the 13th century thilashin have remained
outside the Sangha, which endows monks with institutional

authority. Instead thilashin must rely on their individual

23.  Case Story 1in Annex 2 discusses this case from a gender perspective.

24.  The annual Buddhist Light Festival marking the end of the Buddhist lent.

spiritual achievement and the reputation of their nunneries

in order to secure enough donations for their daily needs.
Because they do not conform to the feminine ideals centring
on women’s domestic roles of wives and mothers, thilashin are
looked down upon and pitied, while monk’s celibacy is seen as

a sign of spiritual superiority.

Discussing the status of nuns with study participants, a picture
emerged of a gendered hierarchy where nuns face many of
the same restrictions that lay-women do. Even in nun-hood,

thilashin cannot escape the gender norms of femininity:

According to religion, children owe more to women. No matter
how much men try, they are only equal to one breast. This
shows women'’s superiority in terms of child rearing. Now
changes are happening in the world. If you ask men, they will
say they accept equal rights, but they don’t in their minds.
They believe they are superior. Men are okay with this state of
affairs, but if you ask women, they probably won’t accept it.
Men can enter monkhood. Women [at that time] demanded
monkhood from Buddha and he accepted. Monks have many
regulations, but nuns have only eight precepts. Even though
the Buddha accepted nuns, he didn’t give them equal rights.
He only accepted women to become nuns as it was demanded
by his stepmother who fed him. Otherwise he wouldn’t have

accepted.
[KII with Culture Official]

At the nunnery school, in the past, they didn’t allow young
nuns outside. They were afraid that something bad would
happen to the nuns. Last Thadingyut24 young nuns were
allowed to go outside, and they came back to the school

very late. They went outside without any guardian. The
headmaster scolded them for being late and warned that they
would get pregnant. It is our culture that we are very much
worried that something bad can happen to girls if they go out
at night. The young nuns said that they did nothing bad, and it
was not possible that they could have become pregnant. They
had gone to pray. In our culture, there are many restrictions
that restrict women, so they don’t dare to try new things.
These norms are meant for girls. If you come back home late,
somebody can make you pregnant while you are outside. So
they see a nun as a girl as well.

[KII with Girl Child Specialist]

While some find justification for the unequal status of thilashin
compared to monks in interpretations of religious texts, others
tend to emphasize the role of society in which religions are
embedded:




Men have the right to be monks and can serve by doing
religious work. Men who can serve religious works and women
who cannot are not at the same level. Men are noble as

they have such chances. It is not taught in religion. It comes
automatically in society. Humans accept and practice it

depending on religion.
[KIl with Buddhist Monk]

Lack of encouragement and respect from monks and strict
gender hierarchies between monks and nuns were described
among study participants. In addition, harassment and
abuse, especially of younger nuns by lay men, were reported.
A picture was painted in which nuns themselves have
internalized a subordinate status both within and outside the

religious realm.

It’s not equal. There are different practices for men and
women. It is obvious for example in our state. Mon nuns are
not allowed to enter the sacred building in the monastery
(thein). This restriction is from the culture not the Buddha’s
teachings. There was no evidence of written restriction for
women entering the Thein. [There is] no precise information
and explanation regarding men or women, or anything
suggesting that women are not clean (due to menstruation).
Another fact is that most of the pagodas have restriction

for females. In Thailand, Sri Lanka and India, both sexes

have access, there are no restrictions. But, exceptionally,

in Myanmar it doesn’t apply. It is quite obvious that the
restriction is not by the Buddha but by culture. From the
traditional point of view it is the demarcation between men
and women which is quite clear. In Myanmar the statement
of equal status between men and women is hard to point out.
It means that in Buddha’s era men could enter monk hood as
well women could become Bhikkhu.?” At the station where
Buddha resided, women could be seated at the same level,
meaning that in that era there was equal opportunity. In the
religious literature, the monks sat on the right side of Buddha
and nuns on the left, meaning they were accessing equal rights
at that time. As written in the scripts it is clear that the Buddha

dealt equally with men and women.
[KIl with Buddhist Nun]

Myanmar Buddhist women, who aspire to be very pious,
were described as favouring monks rather than nuns in
terms of donations, including study grants. Difficulties for
nuns to pursue higher scriptural studies were mentioned as
contributing to the lesser value placed on them compared

to monks. However, when a monk was interviewed about

25.  Ordained monks.

unequal opportunities for advanced scriptural studies,

he dismissed these concerns as procedural and of little
consequence, not to be understood as discrimination. This
belittling of women’s claims of discrimination mirror those that

take place among lay men and women:

Before there were no nuns and nuns were not in front lines,
they were ordained as nuns and lived in public rest house
peacefully, without knowing how to do pariya'ct'i.26 They were
doing the chores of monks. It was the beginning. So, as the
monks were the main leaders, with the appearances of exams,
these exams were intended for monks. The rules for the exams
were also for monks. Later, these nuns did not do the chores
of monks anymore and started living according to the doctrine.
When they came to study pariyatti literatures themselves,
learnt it and came to teach it, they came to consider about
these exams. By the time they wanted to participate in the
exams, the rules and regulations surrounding the exams had
already been set. As both men and women can practice to

get path-consciousness and also practice it, then why not

be able to sit these exams. Are these exams nobler than the
path-consciousness? Why don’t they have the right to take
the exams, as they can practice to get path-consciousness?
Nuns cannot sit in these exams because of the rules set by

the examination department. If nuns want to sit such kinds

of exams, can’t they hold the exam with their own group by
forming a committee? Do they think it is better only if monks

can sit for these exams?
[KII with Buddhist Monk]

As is often the case, norms become visible when one steps
outside them. This was experienced by a group of lay

people trying to move beyond the gender norms of religious
tributes and pay greater respect to nuns. The resistance they
encountered from the surrounding society shows the strength
with which the boundaries between men and women are

upheld, also in the religious realm:

In the last three months, which is the period for Myanmar
people to donate robes to the monks, | had a team of rickshaw
drivers near my house ask for donations. One of my ideas

was to donate to the nuns at the same time, robes - the nuns’
clothes. People were very willing to donate, and we collected
more than one hundred and twenty four pieces for nuns at
Mye Ni Gone. On the donation day, we had music and good
decorations and things lik