
Before the British occupation of Burma (1824- 
1928), Burma was a matriarchal society. Women 
held a high status, they were the inheritors of oil 
wells, chiefs of villages, and could become queen’s. 
Only after the British occupation ended and the 
country's economic situation deteriorated did women’s 
rights and social status become second to men’s. 
Some reports attribute this to the increase of the 
man’s right to limited resources combined with the 
mothers inherent trait to consistently put her chil-
dren’s needs before her own. This led to a decrease 
in education, medical services and poor nutrition for 
women.

Because women have been subject to discrimination 
for generations, it’s become ingrained into the culture 
and way of thinking of both the men and women to 
accept that women are second to men and should 
remain at home. The problem is not as simple as 
changing laws and promoting women’s rights. For 
gender equality in Burma to become a reality the 
solution requires multiple approaches. From creative 
and gentle grass-roots approach’s like the community 
theatre that encourages discussion about what it 
means to be a women in Burma, to Miss Nikki and 
the Tiger Girl’s in-your-face approach of having the 
shear courage to get up and do something that goes 
completley against societie’s view of whats accept-
able.   

In a less controversial approach, the British Council 
and a Swiss NGO have recently been organising 
community theatre events with stories focusing on 
gender related scenarios in everyday life. The plays 
are enacted outdoors and deal with misconceptions 
about sex, gender and reproductive health. At the 
end of the play feedback is welcomed and the audi-
ence are invited to revise the play. The theatre acts 
as a way of educating people on these topics and 
as a gateway to vocational training and community 
services for women that the organisation also offers.

Women’s rights have started to be promoted through 
other channels such as theatre, music, and other 
arts. Miss Niki and the Tiger Girls are a controver-
sial girl band that’s grappling with the constraints of 
a country still new to freedom of expression. They 
are considered controversial not because they sing 
about women’s rights or proclaim anti-government 
slogans through their lyrics, but simply because they 
are a group of girls publicly singing and dancing. 
Traditionally if performers wanted to perform they 
could not dance and sing at the same time, per-
forming in nightclubs was considered borderline pros-
titution. In some places women photographers still 
can't take photos of crowds because traditional Bud-
dhist custom forbids women physically looking down 
on men from above. 

Miss Nikki and the Tiger Girls

Peer educators lead a theatre performance designed to improve 
awareness of issues such as gender, sex and reproductive health in 
Kayin Seik village, Thanlyin township December 2012. (Ma Ning/The 
Myanmar Times)

“Gender inequality has profound effects on the capacity of women in 
Bhurma to be empowered in socio-political processes. Design can em-
power women through various avenues and apolitical projects.”
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In 2011 after Burma had its first legitemate elec-
tions in fifty years, the government’s control of it’s 
citizens was slightly relaxed, the freedom for women 
to start finding their cultural roots as respected 
members of society equal to that of men’s finally 
became a reality. According to the 2008 constitution 
people applying for jobs in the civil service will not 
encounter any discrimination 'based on race, birth, 
religion, and sex'. However, it then goes on to say 
that 'nothing shall prevent appointment of men to the 
positions that are suitable for men only.' It’s still 
early days and finding equality through political chan-
nels is not yet an option. Aan San Suu Kyi is the 
exception because her father is considered a national 
hero due to his involvement with Burma’s Indepen-
dence movement.


