
COUNTRY REPORT 

B U R M A : 
s u b d u e d b u t N O T c o n q u e r e d 

by Naing 
as told to Luz Maria Martinez 

N a ing (not her real name) 
i s a y o u n g B u r m e s e 
w o m a n who works as a 
vo lunteer i n a women 's 
organizat ion on the Tha i -
B u r m e s e b o r d e r . S h e 
s h a r e s he r exper iences 
a n d knowledge of devel

o p m e n t s i n he r h o m e l a n d , now r u l e d by a 
mi l i tary j u n t a ca l l i ng itself the State Law and 
Order C o u n c i l or S L O R C , and the oppress ion 
a n d atroc i t i es B u r m e s e women are made to 
endure . 

FEAR AT AN EARLY AGE 
"I wi tnessed the mass k i l l ings of s tudents 

in 1988." Na ing was n ine years old at the time. 
She recal ls a specific inc ident when the s t u 
dents were m a r c h i n g , the i r f ists ra i sed . The 
s tudents looked, acted a n d sounded defiant, 
she recal ls . It was a sight that thr i l l ed her. She 
stood and c lapped her hands as they passed. 
She also r emembers seeing the soldiers get
t ing ready for the demonstrators . The soldiers 
h a d become a p e r m a n e n t f ix ture as we l l at 
universi t ies. Sudden ly she heard gun shots and 
she d r o p p e d to the g r o u n d . S t u d e n t s were 
gunned down. Those who were arrested, she 
wou ld later on learn , were also k i l l ed , and the 
women, tor tured , raped a n d k i l l ed . 

Rape, Na ing says, is the S L O R C ' s favorite 
weapon against women. 

After the inc ident , the anger at the mi l i tary 
has never left Naing. " O n one occas ion, on the 
way to the m a r k e t i n a r i c k s h a w w i t h my 
mother, I saw a soldier a n d s tuck my tongue 
out at h i m . Afterwards I was so frightened for 
what I had done that on the way home, I wou ld 

Young women in heavy construction work 

not sit on that side or even look i n the d irect ion 
of where the soldier had stood." Fear for the 
mi l i tary starts at a young age. 

SWORD AGAINST THE POWERFUL 
A u n g S a n S u u Ky i is clearly Naing's hero. 
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She reads any th ing by or about A u n g S a n 
S u u Ky i that she can get her hands on. She 
sees her as the rightful ly elected leader of 
B u r m a and hopes for the day when A u n g 
S a n S u u Ky i wi l l be able to take her r ightful 
place and put a n end to the S L O R C regime. 

Na ing is i n favor of economic embar
goes , w h i c h h a v e w o r k e d i n o t h e r 
countr i es , as a means of p r e s su r ing the 
S L O R C . "1 t h ink this is a good idea because 
it is only the mi l i tary who benefits from any 
economic investment or ga in that enters 
the country now. The poor are already poor 
a n d the women are the most impover ished. 
The weal th of the S L O R C is made l i teral ly 
off the backs of the poor. W i th no labor pro
tection laws or recourse for just ice , the poor 
work h a r d but see very l i t t le i n r e t u r n . 
Embargoes hu r t those i n power, not the 
powerless," Na ing says. 

FORCED LABOR 
" S L O R C has i ssued a mi l i tary law that 

states that a l l househo lds mus t contr ibute 
to the bu i ld ing of ra i l road t racks connect ing 
two vil lages. E a c h househo ld i n the area 
m u s t c o n t r i b u t e p h y s i c a l l abor a n d / o r 
2,000 kyat (equivalent to US$20) , " Na ing 
gays, add ing that women are the favored 
wo rke r s for the j u n t a ' s c o n s t r u c t i o n , as 
they are more eas i ly contro l l ed by the ir 
male superv isors and the mi l i tary . — 

The women, Na ing notes, are forced to carry 
the cement, b r i cks and other heavy mater ia ls . 
They are not given any choice of when or where 
to work, nor are they given any reprieve. 

Na ing recal ls the story of a young widow 
who went to her local S L O R C office to exp la in 
that as a widow w i th several ch i ldren to support 
from her earnings as a seamstress, she cou ld 
not contr ibute , whether i n the form of m a n u a l 
labor or f inancia l ly , to the cons t ruc t i on of the 
tracks . "The official seized the opportuni ty and 
gave her the opt ion to contr ibute as mandated 
or to engage i n sex w i th h i m , " she narrates . 

Hav ing no other real choice, the widow had 
to do the latter. The official 's d emands were 
frequent, however, and also inc luded that she 
clean house for h i m , cook and sew his clothes. 
She had to tolerate h i s sexual torture. Unable 
to tolerate her s i tuat ion any longer, the widow 
made the pa in fu l choice of leaving her ch i ld ren 
and r u n n i n g away. She now lives i n a refugee 
camp. 

Women used in forced labor 

Forced labor is only one example of how 
the S L O R C oppresses i ts popu la t i on a n d , as 
the widow's story i l lustrates , of how women are 
sub j ec t ed to even worse f o rms of po l i t i c a l , 
economic and gender t y ranny . 

The S L O R C ' s agenda is to promote B u r m a 
as a tour is t dest inat ion , thereby enr i ch ing i ts 
members further th rough foreign investments 
whi le ga in ing g lobal leg i t imacy. S ingaporean 
bus inessmen , for instance, are courted to invest 
i n the country , and they usua l l y do. 

W h e n the p r o j e c t s a re c o m p l e t e d a n d 
c ler ica l a n d other female-designated jobs are 
made ava i l ab l e , these are u s u a l l y given to 
women associated w i th the military' regime. 

PROSTITUTION AND TRAFFICKING 
Alongside the t our i sm agenda, some of the 

m i l i t a r y m e n w o r k as p i m p s , p r o s t i t u t i n g 
w o m e n a n d t r a f f i c k i n g w o m e n to b r o t h e l s 
ou t s i d e the c o u n t r y . T r a f f i c k i n g of w o m e n 
across the Tha i -Burmese border, Na ing notes, 
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i s one of the ma jo r i s s u e s a f fec t ing e t h n i c 
ind igenous w o m e n i n the region. 

M a n y o f t h e r e c r u i t e r s a r e T h a i 
bus ine s smen who, w i th the he lp of the mi l i tary , 
cross into B u r m a to recru i t y o u n g women to 
come to T h a i l a n d to work. M a n y of the women 
are i l l i terate a n d are t aken i n w i th promises of 
work as waitresses. Others who do not speak 
the dominan t language are so ld w i thout them 
unde r s t and ing a word of the t ransac t i on that 
j u s t took place. The women are then brought 
into T h a i l a n d to work as prost i tutes , ma in l y i n 
Mae Hong Son . 

Rumors are that the women 
who test positive for H I V 

are killed by the military as a 
prevention against the 

spread of AIDS. 
There, the w o m e n are he ld hostage by their 

i l legal res idency s ta tus , too afraid to r u n away 
though they may get the chance to, or even to 
ask for help. The threat of deportat ion fr ightens 
them into s u b m i s s i o n . 

In cases where women have escaped or have 
been " r escued" by T h a i author i t i es , the women 
are p laced at the Immigrat ion Detent ion Center 
(IDC) where they are vu lnerable to the Tha i men 
i n author i ty . Reports of women being raped i n 
detent ion are not u n c o m m o n . "Once deported 
to B u r m a , they are t e s t ed by the S L O R C 
author i t i es . R u m o r s are that the women who 
test positive for HIV are k i l l ed by the mi l i tary 
as a prevent ion aga inst the spread of A IDS. I 
cannot conf i rm whether th i s is true or not," says 
Na ing , "but th i s is one of the r u m o r s we have 
heard from new refugees i n the camps . " 

Wha t is ce r ta in is the N G O s ' dif f iculty i n 
g e t t i n g a n y a c t u a l i n f o r m a t i o n f r om T h a i 
a u t h o r i t i e s o n B u r m e s e w o m e n they have 
deta ined or deported. O f course , gett ing any 
k i n d of in format ion as to wha t happens to the 
women once deported is imposs ib le . 

WOMEN IN REFUGEE CAMPS 
Naing's family was one of the more fortunate 

ones who managed to leave the country on a 

tour is t v isa. They have never re turned since. 
" J u s t to get the v i s a s , " she says , " r equ i r ed 
br ib ing the officials, giving them gifts and tak ing 
them to d inner . " Whi le on school break, Na ing 
works w i th Empower ing Women of B u r m a , a 
vo luntary women's N G O based i n Bangkok . 

The o r gan i z a t i on seeks out d o n o r s a n d 
provides services to women a n d ch i ld ren l iv ing 
i n refugee camps on the border. 

The women in the camps are provided basic 
e d u c a t i o n a n d t r a i n e d i n i n d i g e n o u s 
h a n d i c r a f t s . U s u a l l y t h e m e n s e l l t he 
handicra f ts outside the camp , on the streets to 
tour is ts or on cons ignment to specialty shops. 
Th i s way, the refugee famil ies are able to earn 
some money. 

W h e n possible, Naing 's g roup gives c a s h 
donat ions to the women. "We h a n d them money 
w i thout the knowledge of the i r h u s b a n d s or 
other males i n the family. We know that the 
women wi l l put th is money to good use for the 
entire family," says Naing. 

The w o m e n i n the c a m p s a n d those i n 
B u r m a help each other i n var ious ways. "We 
hear from the newly arr ived women that those 
i n B u r m a are band ing together a n d sett ing up 
welfare centers on their own. In these centers, 
they say, the women pool whatever money they 
have for a rotat ing loan system. They also take 
i n babies that are be ing abandoned . " 

"We need he lp" Na ing stresses. "The refugee 
camps are growing a n d are unde r cons tan t 
threa t of r emova l by T h a i au tho r i t i e s . We 
w e l c o m e a n d a p p r e c i a t e a l l s o l i d a r i t y , 
part ic ipat ion and suppor t through donat ion i n 
cash or k i n d . " 

As for herself, Na ing knows exactly what 
she shou ld do—prepare herse l f for that day 
when B u r m a w i l l be free, when A u n g San S u u 
Ky i w i l l be the country 's leader and when she 
and the thousand other Burmese can re turn 
once again to their own country . She p lans to 
r e turn to school and study medicine. "W i th a 
proper educat ion 1 w i l l be ready. My country 
w i l l need people who can help. V^hen that t ime 
comes I w i l l be there . " ) 

One of the organizations working tirelessly for 
women in Burma is the Empowering Women of 
Burma. They can be contacted at 
PO Box 260, Samsennai P.O., 
Bangkok, 10400, Thailand 
Tel 662-526-8213/4 
Fax 662-526-5112 
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