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Gender inequality, sexuality and violence in Myanmar

o 4

INTRODUCTIONS

This research sought to reveal the link between
sexuality, gender inequality and violence
against women in Myanmar. By looking at sex-
uality through a gender lens, it sought to ex-
plore the interconnection between gender in-
equality and discriminatory and harmful sexu-
ality practices, attitudes and norms including
violence against women.

Understanding sexuality to encompass sensu-
ality, intimacy, sexual and reproductive health,
sexual identity and sexualization, the research
focused on the following categories: Intimate
Relationships, including dating and marriage;
Virginity; Reproduction, including pregnancy
and childbirth; The Body; Menstruation.

The research was conducted by a team of seven
researchers from Akhaya Women, Karen Wom-
en’s Empowerment Group and Myanmar Posi-
tive Network. In-depth interviews, FDGs and
informant interviews were held in three prima-
ry sites in Yangon, Taungoo and Magway. A
total of 40 in-depth interviews, 6 FGDs and 12
key informant interviews were conducted
across the three research locations. FGDs were
carried out in 2 additional secondary locations
to triangulate data collected in primary sites to
validate research findings. Training was pro-
vided to researchers and all research was con-
ducted in line with WHO Ethical Standards for
Researching GBV.

YANGON

MAGWAY

figure: Research area
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6 Gender inequality, sexuality and violence in Myanmar

SUMMARY

Participants described strong social expectations to adhere to set gender lines and traditional
notions of femininity and masculinity across various aspects of their life, for example in rela-
tion to their roles inside and outside the home (eg. paid employment) as well in regards to be-
havior and dress. Gender inequality was evident in the lives of participants, with traditional at-
titudes towards the role and worth of men and women placing men in a position of authority.

While this is reflected in broader structure of Myanmar society, female inferiority is strongly
rooted in attitudes towards the female body and in particular, menstruation. The widespread
acceptance that menstruation as ‘dirty’ is coupled with perception that menstruation and by ex-
tension the female body, is a polluting force. During menstruation, participants stated that
women and adolescent girls are banned from attending religious services (this was common
among Buddhist, Christian and Muslim women interviewed). In some cases women stated
they had been told to not carry out agricultural activities and/or tend to plant life, based on the
belief that a menstruation would negatively affect the produce. This notion is contrasted with
ideas regarding the male body as a thing of force and life, with men having an innately spiritual
force. This difference was also expressed in participants’ preference for a male son, who would
bestow merit on the family. Women expressed deeply set stigma regarding menstruation that
not only resulted in them being excluded from daily activities but contributed to an acute sense
of inferiority and self-disgust. Lack of sexuality education and access to accurate information
on sexual and reproductive health enables these misperceptions and prejudices to go unchal-
lenged.

In the context of intimate relationships, participant’ stories highlighted tensions between
strong conservative gender expectations placed on females and changing social norms as well
as more practical demands. For the majority of participants, gender roles in the home were
strictly divided with women assuming responsibility for household duties and childcare, while
men were considered the ‘breadwinner’ responsible for earning paid income outside the home.
This position was echoed in men’s role within the family unit, awarded authority over deci-
sion-making. In some cases, these lines had relaxed with women having to seek paid employ-
ment outside the home for financial reasons (however they were still expected to shoulder the
burden of household duties).

Women’s responsibilities to the home also extend to reproduction. Once married, women are
strongly expected to have children, this being seen as their inherent duty. Women are closely
associated with their reproductive capacities, seen as mothers and natural caregivers. While
the notion of women as care-givers was described as being widely appreciated in Myanmar so-
ciety, it became clear in interviews that this was not equated with equal decision-making
power. Participants discussed how these assumptions affect women’s choice in regards to
sexual and reproductive health particularly the use of contraception and control over their own
bodies. The decision to use contraception is commonly made between a husband and wife and
in some cases, is the decision of the husband’s family. Participants discussed the risk women
face when taking contraception secretly, including physical violence from a husband or family
member. Women’s agency to exercise control over their bodies and sexuality is also curtailed
by social expectations of them to have children. In the context of marriage, women are expect-
ed to provide sexually for their husbands, in part due to their responsibility for childbirth.
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6 Gender inequality, sexuality and violence in Myanmar

As some participants noted, this contributed to a context in which marital rape and physical
violence is sanction, or as one participant commented,

‘SHE SHOULD JUST ACCEPT IF SHE DOES NOT WANT VIOLENCE"’.
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figure: Sexual Violence in Conflict Index 2014

While participants described sexual expectations placed on women in the context of marriage,
all highlighted the strong stigma associated with pre-martial sex for women set against a back-
drop in which expressions of female sexuality are strongly discouraged. There is a strong
value placed on female virginity, with some participants expressing that it was necessary for a
happy and solid marriage. In some cases, participants had experienced physical and emotional
violence by family members who suspected them of having pre-martial sex. Many participants
also discussed widely-held beliefs about women’s bodies and certain characteristics that indi-
cated whether a female was a virgin or not. Wide hips, low temples, and large breast were
listed as indicators believed to signify a woman was not a virgin. In opposition to this, male
sexuality is considered uncontrollable and ‘natural’.

Participants emphasized the difficult position this binary as well as changing social norms and
the introduction of technology places unmarried women who are pressured to have sex by
men. Many participant stated that social norms were changing following the opening up of
Myanmar to foreign media, resulting young men having higher expectations on women for
pre-martial sex. Male access to pornography through mobile phones increases the asymmetri-
cal power balance between unmarried women and men in relation to sex; young men develop-
ing sexual expectations based on pornography while young women have limited to no access
to accurate sexuality information and education. Participants emphasized that this contradic-
tion — the increasing sexual expectations of men in casual relationships and the broader social
taboo around premarital sex for women — places unmarried women in a precarious position
having to negotiate competing demands in the face of serious and sometime violent repercus-
sions.
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‘Unmarried women are in a very dangerous position. Men demand sex however also
want to marry virgins..they pressure (women) to give in then rejected them once they
are done’

A lack of comprehensive sexuality education not only infringes on women ability to exercise
control over her body in relation to sex but also her ability to make positive choices in regards
to sexual and reproductive health. When asked about common pregnancy and childbirth prac-
tices, participants described a range of prohibitions on women regarding consumption of food
and liquids. Practices related to heating were also described, where women post-birth are held
in hot rooms or sit on heated bricks for supposed health benefits. While assessing the merit of
these practices is beyond the scope of this research, it is clear that the limited knowledge of
sexual and reproductive health affects women’s ability to make positive choices for them-
selves.

In the context of discussions on the points above, violence was often recounted. Participants
understood violence against women to include financial, emotional physical and sexual vio-
lence. All recounted their own or someone close them experiences of violence. Sexual violence
in the family in the form of incent against children was repeatedly highlighted. While several
participants stated that a husband having sex with his wife without her consent was rape, this
conflicted discussions around women’s role in marriages as sexual provider and advise that
women should just ‘give in’. In these cases, in response to pressure a woman’s decision was
viewed as consent. This highlights an important understanding of consent; that is can be gotten
and is legitimate under pressure. Intimate partner violence was frequently mentioned, with par-
ticipants describing high levels of normalization around it.

figure: Press Conference on Developments in Yangon's North Okkalapa Rape & Torture Case
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Based on the findings of this research, the following recommendations are made:

® Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE)

CSE should be delivered to unmarried man and women, integrated into school curriculum
at each level tailored tot he needs of different age groups under 18. Along with information
on the body, this should include units on healthy relationships, gender, sexual negotiation
and consent, non-violent communication and menstruation to address the norms around
sexuality and the body which sanction discrimination against women and heighten their
vulnerability to violence. As part of CSE a focus on sexual and reproductive rights as well
as health.

® Utilize technology
CSE and other gender programmes should utilize technology as a means of awareness

raising and for VAW nrevention and resnonse activities. More awareness and education
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should be done on appropriate use of technology to address abuse and exploitation via
mobile/internet technology.

@ Training for health care providers
Gender and SRHR training for health care provider so that they may provide judg-

ment-free informed health care support for women and girls.

®Research
Researchon norms and practices relationship with abortion

End of document.
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