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BURMA AND THE ROLE OF WOMEN 

R e v i e w by Joanne H l g a - C o l e 

f I Ihc revised e d i t i o n of the o r i g i n a l 
I Bunua and Ihc Role of Women, 

_1_ p u b l i s h e d in tvlarch 1997 by the 
A l t e r n a t i v e A s e a n N e t w o r k o n B u r m a 
( A L T S E A N - B u r m a ) a n d the A l l B u r m a 
S t u d e n t s ' D e m o c r a t i c F r o n t ( A B S D F ) 
i m p a r t s an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the p l i g h t 
ol w o m e n m B u r m a tot lay. 

Sect ion O n e , of the book is a brief 
o v e r v i e w of the s i t u a t i o n of B u r m e s e 
w o m e n d e t a i l i n g n u m e r o u s i m p o r t a n t 
events in B u r m e s e h is tory . T h e a u t h o r 
discusses h i s t o r i c a l events d u r i n g the 
p e r i o d s o f a n t i - c o l o n i a l i s m a n d after i n ­
d e p e n d e n c e , then proceeds to the v e r y 
d i l l ieu It current p o l i t i c a l , e conomic , so­
c ia l a n d e d u c a t i o n a l c o n d i t i o n s created 
by B u r m a ' s r u l i n g m i l i t a r y junta , the 
Slate, L a w a n d O r d e r Restorat ion C o m -
m i t t e e o r S L O R C . F . x a m p l e s o f 
S L O R C ' s l o i c e d c o n s c r i p t i o n of labor 
w i t h o u t pay , torced p r o s t i t u t i o n , rape, 
m u r d e r a n d the s u i c i d e o l B u r m e s e 
w o m e n is p e r v a s i v e t h r o u g h o u t this 
sect ion. 

Sec t ion T w o is the o p e n i n g key­
note a d d r e s s of A u n g San S u u K y i to 
the N G O I ' o r u m o n W o m e n h e l d in 
H u a r i o u m A u g u s t 1995 Sect ion I'hree 
is an e l a b o r a t i o n of the p l i g h t of B u r ­
mese w o m e n and p r o v i d e s a n account 
o l the role w o m e n p l a y e d d u r i n g the 
1988 u p r i s i n g a n d in the a f termath of 
the m i l i t a r y c o u p . It also contains a d i s ­
cuss ion of w o m e n as m i l i t a r y porters 
and as refugees and chronic les v a r i o u s 
abuses they suffer u n d e r t h e S L O R C re­
g i m e . S e c t i o n F o u r is ent i t lec l " T h e 
W o m e n of B u r m a : H o l d i n g U p T w o 
T h i r d s of the S k y , " a short chapter that 

Revised Edition 

BURMA 
ANDTHE 

RaE0FW9MEN 

oi lers an e x a m i n a t i o n ol some a l t i tudes 
t o w a r d s w o m e n that are u n d e r g o i n g 
change in Burmese society. 

Biiiiiiii and the Rote of Women is a 
" n o b l e " a t t e m p t t o w a r d t e l l i n g the 
story of B u r m a today . T h e w r i t i n g is 
f u l l of fee l ing, ser iousness a n d sincer­
ity. Taken as a w h o l e , the c r imes e n u ­
m e r a t e d h e r e a r e n o t o n l y c r i m e s 
against Burmese w o m e n but against a l l 
its c i t izens — m e n , the y o u n g , the o l d , 
the s ick a n d every other v i c t i m of the 
current m i l i t a r y presence in this suffer­
i n g na t ion . 

1 w o u l d l ike h o w e v e r to p o i n t out 
a n u m b e r of s ign i f i cant o m i s s i o n s a n d 
suggest a few changes that 1 th ink w i l l 
adci m o r e p o w e r to the te l l ing of this 
s tory that has to be t o l d . For a start, an 

early e x p l a n a t i o n of the A B S D F w o u l d 
h a v e g i v e n the r e a d e r a c o n t e x t u a l 
b a c k g r o u n d to the w r i t i n g . A more ef­
fective p l a c e m e n t of the w r i t e - u p o n 
A B S D F w o u l d have been i n the begin­
n i n g of the text a n d not at the end of it. 

S o m e genera l i n f o r m a t i o n about 
B u r m a w h i c h have been left out pro­
v i d e s readers w h o are not fami l iar w i t h 
B u r m e s e h i s t o r y w i t h an i n c o m p l e t e 
p i c t u r e . F o r e x a m p l e , ma jor e t h n i c 
g r o u p i n g s a n d their separate languages 
are l e l e r r e d to in the text but are not 
p r o p e r l y n o t e d . M o r e i m p o r t a n t l y , 
C h i n a ' s current po l i t i ca l a n d economic 
i n f l u e n c e is not m e n t i o n e d at a l l , in 
spite of its huge impact on Burma ' s so-
ciel\ a n d its w o m e n toda\ A t l d i n g a 
s m a l l s e c t i o n t i e v o t e d to the " b r a i n 
d r a i n " of p r o l e s s i o n a l w o m e n w h o 
have left B u r m a lor safeU' w o u l d bet-
ler r o u n d out the Ireatnient ol Burmese 
\. 

I w o u l d cer ta inh ' reconuuend that 
lhestor\ ol w o m e n in B u r m a be tokl — 
o\r a n d oxer aga in . II act ion is one ol 
the miss ions of this book, it w i l l be help­
ful if clear courses of act ion can be sug­
gested to the reader. Let 's hope that 
w h e n this book is rev ised for its next 
e d i t i o n , it achieves its t w i n goals of i n ­
f o r m i n g a n d i n c i t i n g act ion of suppor t ­
ive readers. ) 

joniiiie H/j;(i-Ci)/i- is dii A^inii Aiiirricnii ii'lio lins 
IH'CH ht>in^ in the PUilippinv^ for uciir^. 
While Iter foniinl stiulies is in hn>nu'ss nmrkct-
in^, fcnnnc lins n long tcfHi interest in Icnnnisni. 
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