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Abstract 

At the same time as the Thein Sein government in the early stages of its reform years negotiated 

ceasefire agreements with more than a dozen ethnic armed groups, it saw the breakdown of seventeen 

years of ceasefire with the Kachin Independence Organization (KIO) in 2011. The KIO associated the 

ceasefire with exploitation, discrimination, disempowerment, and increased political pressure from the 

central government, and deemed it as necessary to return to armed struggle. The costly decision gained 

support from local communities, religious leaders, and civil society organizations alike – from women 

as well as from men. This paper explores the diversity of women’s agency in the current Kachin 

conflict in Myanmar. While working for peace, women activists also practice resistance, and they 

pursue a variety of humanitarian, developmental, social and political strategies in their negotiation of 

changing political dynamics. Through a combination of semi-structured interviews and life history 

interviews, in and around Myitkyina, this paper digs deep into the motivations, convictions and 

strategies of Kachin women engaged in peacebuilding and political mobilization. 
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Introduction 

 

At the same time as the U Thein Sein government in the early stages of its reform years negotiated 

ceasefire agreements with more than a dozen ethnic armed groups, it saw the breakdown of seventeen 

years of ceasefire with the Kachin Independence Organization (KIO). The KIO, and indeed the 

majority of the Kachin (Jingpaw) population, associated the ceasefire years with exploitation, 

discrimination, disempowerment, and increased political pressure from the central government 

(International Crisis Group 2011: 6-8).1 When armed struggle against Myanmar’s armed forces 

(Tatmadaw) was resumed in 2011, the costly decision gained support from local communities, religious 

leaders, and civil society organizations alike – from women as well as from men. The ceasefire was by 

no means associated with peace, and the demand for binding political negotiations rather than 

noncommittal ceasefires, remains strong among a broad spectrum of the population. 

Back in the 1990s, the ceasefire agreement with the KIO enabled the Tatmadaw to launch an 

offensive against another armed group, the Karen National Union (KNU), which in turn led to the fall 

of Mannerplaw (the KNU headquarters) and the severe weakening of the KNU (Nilsen 2013: 128-129; 

Zaw Oo and Win Min 9207: 42-46). With the historic signing of the KNU ceasefire agreement in 2012, 

the Tatmadaw took the opportunity to mobilize its military strength to defeat the KIO and its armed 

wing, the Kachin Independence Army (KIA). When the fighting first escalated in July 2011, the 

Tatmadaw thought it could crush the KIA within weeks.2 Seven years later, the KIA is still able to 

resist, albeit at high military and civilian costs. While the Kachin conflict in 2017 and 2018 was 

overshadowed by the brutality by the military against the Rohingya population in Northern Rakhine 

state, the humanitarian situation and the human suffering in Kachin State were also of great magnitude 

(UN Human Rights Council 2018). Despite this suffering, the resistance among Kachin people against 

signing the union government’s so-called Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement has been remarkably fierce. 

However, while there has been sound support for the military strategy of the KIO among large 

segments of the Kachin population, this does not mean that the work for peace is neglected. Women, in 

particular, pursue a broad diversity of strategies to build sustainable peace and a more inclusive future 

for people in Kachin State.  

In this chapter, I explore the diversity of women’s agency for peace in the current Kachin 

conflict in Myanmar. While working for peace, women activists also practice resistance against a one-
 

1 In this chapter Kachin refers to the Jingpaw ethnic group, the largest subgroup of the Kachin ethnic group.  
2 Interview with Burmese researcher and political analyst, Yangon 20 February 2018. 
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dimensional idea of peace as the absence of armed conflict, and they pursue a variety of humanitarian, 

developmental, social and political strategies to navigate through changing political dynamics. Based 

on a combination of semi-structured interviews and life history interviews, conducted in and around 

Myitkyina (Kachin State) at three separate research trips in 2013, 2018 and 2019, this paper digs into 

the motivations, convictions and strategies of some of the Kachin women engaged in peacebuilding and 

political mobilization. Some of these strategies are instrumental, in the sense that they aim for quota 

representation for women in the peace process, in accordance with the global Women Peace and 

Security agenda. Others of these strategies are more substantial, in the sense that they inductively 

capture contextual dynamics in the Kachin society and attempt to transform local peace engagements in 

a creative and gender sensitive way.     

After more than fifty years of armed conflict in Kachin State (The KIO was established in 

1961), public life and politics have become militarized and dominated by masculine values. However, 

some women have developed effective strategies to challenge this political culture and confront the 

Myanmar government, its autonomous and powerful military, as well as local political, religious and 

military leaders. When women confront military and political leaders with concrete social issues, many 

men find themselves unprepared by these direct and uncompromising demands. Political demands 

directed towards the central government are generally not framed within the overall political grievances 

about the rights of the Kachin, the discrimination of ethnic communities and the demand for self-

determination which dominate the discourse of the Myanmar peace process. Rather, the women address 

these grievances indirectly by raising concrete challenges in their communities, and they use existing 

political and legal structures to push the boundaries for political space. In negotiations with local 

leaders, these women often take a different approach. Instead of talking about women’s rights and 

equality, which by many would be understood as challenging local cultures and social structures, these 

women appeal to the Kachin national identity, to the nationalist struggle and to Christian values to 

reform local practices and social dynamics. These strategies add new and alternative perspectives on 

peace and security in conflict settings. In their work, these women combine external and internal 

pressure to improve the conditions for peace in their communities. The external pressure is directed 

towards the Myanmar military and the central government, and the internal pressure is directed towards 

local Kachin political, religious and military leaders. 

These strategies are effective, but by no means without risk. Many of the most outspoken 

women face intimidation, threats, legal charges and imprisonment. Their commitment to their 

communities sometimes also comes at great personal costs. However, despite robust patriarchal 
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structures in both Myanmar and Kachin society, there are a remarkable number of strong female 

political activists in Kachin State that defy social constraints, based on gendered expectations, in their 

efforts to achieve peace and justice. In the following, I will demonstrate of how these strategies of 

combining external and internal pressure are pursued in some central and contentious domains of 

political activism: land rights, women’s rights, party politics, and ideological renewal. 

 

Taking back the land 

One of the most pressing issues for people in Kachin State is the confiscation of land by the military, 

military-controlled companies or national or international corporate interests. The confiscation of land 

and the forced replacement of villagers, whose livelihoods as a consequence are taken away from them, 

are done for a number of reasons. In some instances the land plots are used for commercial purposes 

(i.e. to extract natural resources or to establish largescale industrial farming). In others, the local 

population suspects that there are purely strategic motivations behind the land grabs. The conviction is 

that the Tatmadaw clears large forest areas for the purpose of positioning itself vis-a-vis KIA troops, 

thus stopping the KIA from gaining control of new areas. Land confiscations are therefore often viewed 

both as a sign of the lack of respect for the rights of local people and as a military offensive against the 

Kachin as an ethnic minority group. 

The strategy to counter land confiscation has been a combination of local protests and legal 

procedures. Women activists are central in both approaches. The most well know protest movement in 

Kachin State over the past two decades is the protest against the Myitsone dam. The planned 6,000-

megawatt hydroelectric power project at the source of the Irrawaddy River is owned by the China 

Power Investment Corporation (CPI), the Myanmar Ministry of Electric Power and one of Myanmar’s 

most controversial corporations, the Asia World Company. Protesters criticized the project for its 

negative environmental impact, as well as for the planned forced relocation of more than 11,000 

villagers (Sandar Lwin 2015; Fan Li 2015). The main protests took place before the political reforms 

and in a difficult political environment of strict military control. Protesters thus ran a high personal risk 

in their confrontations with the government. Nonetheless, by the time of the political transition in 2011, 

the prestigious project became such a political burden for the reform agenda of the quasi-military 

government of President U Thein Sein, that it was suspended.   

The campaign against the Myitsone dam is a good example of the external pressure that local 

actors put on the central government, and the use of the country’s highly disputed legal framework as a 

tool to seek justice and to challenge state policies and state domination in ethnic minority areas. One of 
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the most contested issues in Myanmar politics is the military’s constitution of 2008. The constitution 

secures continued power to the military in key strategic areas and in conflict zones. The constitution is 

effectively Unitarian, despite the existence of regional parliaments. As long as the Chief Ministers are 

not locally elected but appointed by the president, and as long as these Chief Ministers are not 

accountable to the regional parliaments, there is little in the Myanmar constitution to accommodate the 

longstanding demand from ethnic minorities for federalism and power sharing between the union and 

the State level. The 2008 constitution is rejected by most political groups in Myanmar, not least by 

political parties and armed groups in ethnic minority areas.  

However, in the continued struggle for the displaced villagers of the Myitsone dam project and 

others who have been forcibly relocated around Kachin State, activists vigorously study the constitution 

and the land laws to take authorities and companies to court. By trying their cases within the legal 

framework of the union, these activists seek to push the boundaries for political space without 

challenging the constitution. This strategy enables them to voice the concern of their communities in a 

direct and confronting manner, while at the same time being protected by the formalities of the legal 

system.        

One of the leading figures within this land right’s movement is Daw Bawk Ja Lum Nyoi who 

has spearheaded a number of high profiled law suits in Kachin State and who was one of the driving 

forces in the campaigning for the suspension of the Myitsone Dam. Herself a victim of forced 

displacement, due to the civil war and the heavy fighting between the Tatmadaw and the KIA, Daw 

Bawk Ja and her family had to flee from her village and ended up living in poverty and hardship in the 

urban center of Myitkyina. Her parents, both teachers educated in missionary schools, had nothing but 

education to offer their children and Daw Bawk Ja studied hard from an early age, something which 

brought her all the way to Yangon University, where she got her degree in History. Her student years 

coincided with the turbulent time of the democracy uprising and student protests in 1988. When Daw 

Bawk Ja returned to Kachin State she deliberately settled down in a remote area where she believed 

there were needs and where she thought she could contribute something to the community. She opened 

a kindergarten and a school. When the Yuzana Company in 2006 started to seize large land areas for 

industrial farming, she immediately started campaigning for the land rights of the local people, many of 

whom did not speak much Burmese. At the time of these campaigns Myanmar was under a strict 

military rule, and military officials made numerous attempts to arrest and prosecute her for her 
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activism. She spent a lot of time in hiding, but continued her pressure against the military and the 

activities of military associated companies, like Yuzana.3  

In the absence of a representative Kachin political party that was allowed to run in the 2010 

general elections, Daw Bawk Ja agreed to represent the National Democratic Force (NDF) in her 

constituency.4 The NDF was a splinter party from the National League for Democracy (NLD), that had 

decided to boycott the 2010 election.  During the election campaign she initiated a trial against both the 

Yuzana company and her opponent in the elections, a former high-ranking military official. While the 

Yuzana company as a result started negotiating financial compensations for the farmers, as well as 

contributions to the community in the form of a school or medical center, Daw Bawk Ja made some 

powerful enemies within the military. In 2011 in the heat of the Myitsone campaign, she was 

apprehended and made to stay in Yangon under strict travel restrictions. She continued her work and 

was eventually allowed to return home, but in 2013 she was put on trial based on a five year old case 

where she had assisted a dying man in a village. The charges against her for medical negligence were 

dismissed and she was released again after six months in prison.5 

Daw Bawk Ja, and others with her, continue to campaign for the land rights of local villagers in 

Kachin State, and are not afraid to press charges against both powerful individuals and companies. This 

external pressure directed towards the political and military leadership in Myanmar is expressed within 

a legal framework that the activists themselves are highly critical of. These activists are firm believers 

in federalism and greater self-determination for Kachin people, and they view their struggle to reclaim 

land as an integrated part of the larger nationalist struggle spearheaded by the KIO. While their 

approach is fundamentally non-violent, they acknowledge the need for armed opposition against the 

Myanmar state. And while they are actively promoting peace, they are critical to the idea of KIO 

unconditionally signing the National Ceasefire Agreement. It is within this context, that the land rights 

activists view the return of confiscated land and the securing of land rights for the future as 

fundamental preconditions for lasting and sustainable peace.6  

 

Building community and solidarity for peace 

This seemingly paradoxical support for the larger Kachin nationalist struggle against the historical and 

contemporary oppression from the Myanmar state is prevalent among most civil society groups 

 
3 Interview with Daw Bawk Ja, 15 February 2018. 
4 Interview with Daw Bawk Ja, 26 May 2013. 
5 Interview with Daw Bawk Ja, 15 February 2018.  
6 Interview with Daw Bawk Ja, 15 February 2018. 
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engaged in peacebuilding in Kachin State. For the civil society activists, however, the nationalist 

struggle and the peace building are not recognized as a major contradiction. They view the struggle of 

the KIO as a ‘just war’ (jus ad bellum), a defense against an aggressive and oppressive opponent, but 

they themselves have alternative or supplementary strategies to build a platform for lasting and 

sustainable peace. This duality of struggle and peace is not least present among Kachin women’s rights 

activists. One example is the organization Htoi (literally ‘bright’ or ‘shining’) Gender and Development 

Foundation. The director of the foundation, Daw Nang Pu Nbau, explains how she and other women in 

Htoi make use of different strategies to secure both the rights of Kachin women in Myanmar and the 

rights of women in the Kachin community. Their approach has emerged from the recognition of 

women’s suffering during times of war. Women bear the burden of war in multiples ways. Sexual 

violence against women increases during violent conflict, in terms of assaults from soldier, but also in 

terms of domestic violence. While the first category has been widely recognized for a long time, recent 

research supports the observations made locally by women’s groups in conflict zones that domestic 

violence also increases with armed conflict (Østby 2016). Moreover, as Hedström (2017) has 

documented, in times of civil war, women in Kachin communities are taking on a wide range of 

additional tasks related to trade and labor, traditionally carried out by men. By doing so, they are 

putting themselves, as well as their children, at risk. Women also form the majority in camps for 

internally displaced persons. Women right’s activists in Kachin state therefore insist that there cannot 

be peace without women’s rights, and that there is a need to secure these rights at the national level as 

well as locally.7 To achieve this they make use of external as well as internal pressure to push for 

rights, recognition and a change in cultural practices. Building a community based on solidarity and 

respect are key aspects of this peacebuilding.   

By far the toughest task carried out by Kachin women activists is staging lawsuits against 

soldiers in the Myanmar army for rape and sexual violence against civilians. As such atrocities usually 

take place in conflict areas the cases are not subject to civilian law and the victims have to pursue the 

lawsuits in a military court, rather than in a civilian court. The chances of winning through with the 

lawsuits are miniscule, at best, and the psychological strain on the victims is overwhelming. The 

women’s rights activists still stress the importance in raising these cases to highlight the plight of 

women during war and the absence of rule of law. To achieve justice, for the Kachin people in general 

and Kachin women in particular, they view it as crucial to expose the military and their human rights 

abuses. Through these lawsuits they make use of national institutional structures to push for justice. 

 
7 Interview with Daw Nang Pu, 14 February 2018. 
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This external pressure is viewed by the activists as a way to pursue justice for women affected by war, 

but it also forms part of the Kachin nationalist struggle for justice of the ethnic minorities. Other 

Kachin organizations interpret these lawsuits within the larger nationalist struggle for minority rights. 

Organizations like Htoi also work at the national level in alliances with other women’s rights 

organizations to improve gender equality in Myanmar. Both ethnic minority groups and Burman 

women’s groups form parts of these networks and they work together to improve policies for better 

reproductive health, to prevent sexual violence, and to include thirty per cent representation of women 

in the 21st Century Panglong peace process. This networking across the country and across ethnic 

divides is peacebuilding in itself, but even in these networks, the Kachin women activists report some 

challenges in raising awareness of the vulnerability of women in conflict areas. During the work on 

developing a national action plan for gender equality and women’s rights in Myanmar, it was 

demanding to get recognition for the need for action plans specifically for conflict areas. The risk of 

rape and sexual violence is an overall problem for women across Myanmar. However, for the Kachin 

activists it was important to get acknowledgment for the precarious risks that women in conflict areas 

are faced with, in the form of an action plan outlining the immediate responses to these risks. Their 

argument is that rape cases in central parts of Myanmar is a matter of rule of law, while in conflict 

areas, where such cases involve the military and their constitutional prerogatives, women are faced with 

greater risks and little protection.8 This kind of external pressure and advocacy towards the larger 

Myanmar society is therefore a strategy, not only to secure women’s rights in Myanmar, but also to 

achieve recognition in the women’s movement at large for the precarious and desperate situation faced 

by ethnic minority women affected by war. 

A third strategy that Kachin women’s rights activists pursue in their peace engagement, is to use 

internal pressure to change the mindsets on gender equality and women’s right in their own local 

communities. The rationale behind this work is that without women’s rights, there will be no peace, and 

they challenge the thought that a peace agreement automatically will bring equality and respect to their 

communities. The work in their local communities is mainly manifested through civic education on 

issues such as improving reproductive health, tackling drug addiction and preventing domestic 

violence. However, some of their campaign locally is concerned with promoting positive masculinity in 

Kachin families and challenge patriarchal structures in Kachin society and culture. The approach of this 

work is deliberately not to lecture about women’s rights or gender equality. It is rather to appeal to 

ideas of Christian values and to use the Church to promote a model for family life based on shared 

 
8 Interview with Daw Nang Pu, 14 February 2018. 
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responsibilities and respect. The church has a prominent position in Kachin society and is also an 

important political actor. Most Kachin professionals have a background from the church and from 

religious education. Daw Nang Pu in the women’s organization Htoi has herself a background as a 

church leader and was heavily influenced by salvation theology during her student years at Myanmar 

Institute of Theology in Yangon. While many Kachin women’s rights activists have close ties to the 

church, they do recognize the need to challenge patriarchal structures and cultures within the church, 

and they work together with male church leaders and their wives to include them in training programs 

for Kachin couples. These programs claim to promote a model for how a good, Kachin, Christian 

couple should live, and they aim to raise awareness of gender roles in the family, division of labor, 

responsibilities and respect. 

Similar to the perspectives of the land rights activists discussed above, the women’s rights 

activism presented here, is viewed by the activists themselves as part of the larger political struggle for 

federalism, self-determination and equal rights for ethnic minorities in Myanmar, the Kachin 

specifically. However, their perception of peace and justice, and their strategic approach are quite 

different from that of the KIO or the Kachin political and religious leadership. They seek to change the 

Myanmar society, but they also see the need to reform local cultures and structures. To achieve this, 

they combine external as well as internal pressure in their peace building efforts, and they are both 

principled and pragmatic in their approach.  

Women’s movements like Htoi Gender and Development Foundation are no doubt seen as a 

threat by the Tatmadaw. On 7 December 2018, Daw Nang Pu was sentenced to six months in prison 

and to pay a fine of 320 USD for defaming the military, under section 500 of the Penal Code. The case 

was raised by Lt-Col Myo Min Oo at the Tatmadaw’s Northern Command, for her involvement with 

the Kachin Youth Movement’s protests against the war in April and May 2018. The protests were 

drawing attention to the severe conditions for IDPs in the Tanai Township of Kachin State, and 

activists were demanding free passage for civilians trapped by war. Two male activists, Ko Lum Zawng 

and Ko Zau Jat, were also convicted (Ye Mon 2018). 

 

Politics for peace 

The space for women in politics in Myanmar is limited. For Kachin women it has been extra 

demanding as the Union Election Commission prior to the 2010 elections rejected the registration of a 

number of Kachin political parties. Furthermore, the by-elections in 2012 were suspended in Kachin 

State, allegedly due to security reasons. Kachin women have nonetheless pursued a variety of political 
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strategies to influence the political sphere and a few of them have managed to make their way all the 

way up to the union level. The Kachin women involved in politics have used their political positions 

systematically to work for sustainable peace in Kachin State, and both principled and more pragmatic 

approaches have been pursued.    

While Daw Bawk Ja from the land right’s movement campaigned for the NDF in 2010 and used 

this party as a platform to fight against power abuse from the military, and indirectly for the rights of 

the Kachin people, others took a more pragmatic approach, attempting to influence the political elite in 

Myanmar more directly. One of these women is the Kachin lawyer, Daw Doi Bu Nbrang. Many Kachin 

would shy away from the Unity and Democracy Party of Kachin State as it was seen as a proxy party to 

the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) – the party dominated by former generals and 

other people close to the Tatmadaw. Daw Doi Bu did not, and saw this platform as an opportunity to 

make concrete political changes and to influence the peace process at the top level. Clearly restricted by 

the alliance with the USDP that had placed former high ranking military officials in the leadership of 

her party to prevent her and her party members to act too independently, she insisted to work within 

these elite circles to push for change. After winning her constituency, securing a seat at the pyithu 

hluttaw, the House of Representatives, she used her position as a member of parliament (MP) to get 

access to and to work for better representation of women in the peace process. Daw Doi Bu found that 

the military and the ethnic armed organizations alike saw the peace process purely as a matter for the 

security sector and for military to military negotiations. With the argument that the peace process is just 

as much about human security and about the victims of war, she advocated for better representation of 

women and for quotas to secure women’s representation. Like the women mentioned earlier in this 

chapter, Daw Doi Bu also insists that women are heavily affected by war, in terms of reduced human 

security, forced migration, loss of livelihoods, increased responsibility for other family members, 

reduced access to health care and education, and high risks of sexual violence. The representation of 

women is therefore viewed as a precondition for a successful peace process. While the civil society 

sector has many highly competent women engaged in peacebuilding, it has been and still is a challenge 

to include this sector at the top level of the negotiations. The civil society is included at the working 

committee level, but even there the representation of women is low.  

As a legislator, Daw Doi Bu acted as secretary to the Committee on National Race Affairs and 

Internal Peacemaking (CNRAIP) in the parliament. After her term ended, she has been involved in 

State Councellor Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s 21st Century Panglong peace process, as a member of the 

Union Peace Dialogue Committee’s (UNPDJC) working committee for discussing policies on land and 
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environmental affairs. She was also involved in organizing the peace forum for civil society 

organizations. In all of these fora and committees she has been a critical voice advocating for women’s 

participation in the peace process and for the rights of ethnic minorities. This has frequently resulted in 

her being sidelined, but she has fought her way back insisting to be treated as equal to the male 

representatives.9 Daw Doi Bu’s advice to other women in politics or in the civil society sector has been 

to demand representation and a say at the top level of decision making. In an interview with Thin Lei 

Win for Myanmar Now in 2015 she asked women not to stand idly by, waiting for an invitation: 

“Please don’t wait to be called. We have to push for it ourselves” (Thin Lei Win 2015).  

Her approach in peacebuilding, both under the Thein Sein and the Aung San Suu Kyi 

government, has been to exercise external pressure on the political elite in Myanmar. She has been 

uncompromising in her demands, but nonetheless pragmatic about whom she has engaged with. A 

certain level of internal pressure has also been applied. In her discussions and public consultations with 

the Kachin public, she has been clear that she has not considered it realistic to bring all demands into 

peace negotiations. After a seventeen year-long ceasefire period of failed peacebuilding, followed by 

years of intense fighting and civil war, many Kachin people have lost faith in Myanmar as a country 

that can secure safety and equality for ethnic minorities. In public meetings some people have therefore 

demanded that Kachin politicians should push for secession of ‘Kachinland’ from Myanmar. Her reply 

has been that these demands are unrealistic to bring into negotiations with the Myanmar political and 

military elite. However, if the people can settle for federalism, she has promised to fight incessantly for 

that.  

After her term in parliament Daw Doi Bo got more involved with the civil society level and she 

has been representing Daw Nang Pu in the defamation case that she was convicted for. Daw Doi Bo has 

also pushed for MPs representing Kachin State at the union parliament to raise the concerns of women 

affected by war with the government in Naypyidaw. As the MPs from Kachin State, most of whom 

were men, failed to bring forward these concerns, Daw Doi Bu decided to take responsibility on her 

own.  She organized a trip to Naypyidaw for civil society groups and women’s organizations, like Htoi 

Gender and Development Foundation, to meet with politicians and with the Minister for Social 

Welfare, Relief and Resettlement. This is an example of how internal pressure and negotiations in 

combination with external pressure are used by female Kachin activists at the political arena to raise 

concerns about women affected by war. The trip to Naypyidaw resulted in the Minister scheduling a 

trip to visit war affected communities in Kachin State.  

 
9 Interview with Daw Doi Bu, 16 February 2018 
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Daw Doi Bu’s direct style during her term as a legislature in the union parliament got her 

sometimes into trouble when she got at odds with powerful people. However, she also gained a lot of 

respect for standing up for what she believed in, and she managed to convince powerful people in the 

union legislative bodies to support her proposals. Using her background as a lawyer, she used existing 

laws and regulations to support her arguments in her attempts to protect civilians in conflict areas and 

to secure minority rights.  

On the controversial case of ethnic affairs ministers and how ethnic minorities are legally 

categorized in Myanmar, Daw Doi Bu pursued the task of getting the required one hundred signatures 

from her fellow MPs in the parliament to try a case against the President in the constitutional court. 

After personally convincing central members of the USDP, the President’s own political party, she 

appealed to the USDP congress directly and managed to secure the required signatures. Instead of 

founding her argument on Kachin grievances, Daw Doi Bu argued on the basis of the legal history in 

Myanmar. This mobilization of MPs on the ethnic affairs minister case was a direct no-confidence 

move against President U Thein Sein, and in the national political discourse, the case was viewed as 

part of the internal political power struggle between the President and the Speaker of the parliament, 

Thura U Shwe Man. However, from a Kachin perspective, this was viewed as a direct attack on 

discriminating policies from the Union government to undermine the position of the Kachin in 

Myanmar. And behind the move was an outspoken and fearless Kachin woman.10  

The peace process in Myanmar has received a lot of criticism both nationally and 

internationally, not least since the Aung San Suu Kyi government launched the 21st Century Panglong 

process. The process is criticized for being too rigid and for failing to consult stakeholders between the 

formal meetings. The exclusion from the peace process of armed groups that have yet to sign the 

Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement, is particularly problematic for the KIO and the Kachin. The fact that 

that a civilian led government of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi has no influence on the powerful military, 

and that the military has no interest in accommodating the civilian government, adds to the challenges. 

This obviously complicates the Panglong process, compared to the process led by President U Thein 

Sein and his chief negotiator, U Aung Min. The USDP led government enjoyed considerable goodwill 

from the military and used the peace process to gain much needed political legitimacy. However, 

despite the lack of progress in the 21th Century Panglong process, Daw Doi Bu is optimistic:  

 

 
10 Interview with Daw Doi Bu, 16 February 2018. 
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“If we look back at the Thein Sein government, and the peace process, they were all from the 

military. The negotiators on the government side and the hluttaw MPs, all of them were USDP 

representatives or soldier appointed as MPs by the military. So the none-Tatmadaw side was 

only the EAOs (ethnic armed organizations). But now there are many more civilians in the 

process: The NLD government; the parliamentarians, who are also from NLD; and the EAO. 

All of these are non-Tatmadaw. This is huge, but people don’t really see that this is a big 

change.” 11  

 

Along with many others, Daw Doi Bu views the peace process as the only way to amend the 

controversial constitution of 2008. The constitution is viewed by ethnic minorities as a major obstacle 

to peace, but the constitution and the political system in Myanmar are designed to give the military veto 

power over any constitutional amendments. Constitutional changes requires more than seventy five 

percent majority in the union hluttaw, where the Commander-in-Chief appoints twenty five percent of 

the MPs. Earlier attempts by the NLD to amend the constitution in the parliament have shown that the 

military is not interested in changing the constitution through a parliamentarian process. However, if 

there are results negotiated through the peace process leading to proposed changes in the constitution, 

they have a better chance to be accepted by the military appointed parliamentarians. The Tatmadaw 

representatives in the peace process are all directly appointed by the Commander-in-Chief, Senior 

General Min Aung Hlaing. This means that if there are results in the peace process, the MPs from the 

Tatmadaw will automatically agree with these changes, because they come directly from the 

Commander-in-Chief. This is the reason why Daw Doi Bu and many others from ethnic minorities 

insist in the importance of the peace process, despite its many shortcomings. Furthermore, engagement 

in politics at the union hluttaw level, is a potential ticket into this process through the political party 

quota.  

Another reason for Daw Doi Bu to remain optimistic is the new structure of the peace process 

with thematic issues that are supposed to be discussed and negotiated from below. This provides a 

platform for civil society organizations to voice their concerns and to propose solutions, and it opens up 

for better representation of women and of Myanmar’s ethnic minorities. Although the military enjoys 

solid constitutional prerogatives, Daw Doi Bu believes that the powerful institution feels threatened by 

this increased influence of civilian politicians and engaged civil society actors, and she continues to 

seek representation and to bring local perspectives into the negotiations at the top level.  

 
11 Interview with Daw Doi Bu, 16 February 2018. 
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To strengthen the platform for efficient political engagement from Kachin people, Daw Doi Bu 

and other members of political parties representing the Kachin minority are engaged in a political 

process to build a common political strategy for Kachin State. In order to succeed, there is a need for 

ideological renewal, and women activists and politicians are central in this process as well. 

 

Ideological renewal   

Kachin politicians face multiple obstacles: political restraints; demographic challenges; internal 

divisions; and rigid local political cultures. As mentioned above, the Union Election Commission 

stopped several attempts by Kachin political parties to run in 2010 general election, allegedly for being 

too close to the illegal organization KIO. However, the 2015 election showed that demographic factors 

are equally challenging for Kachin political parties. With the large Burman population, particularly in 

urban areas of Kachin State, and the many other ethnic minorities living there, it is unrealistic to expect 

that political parties, mobilizing solely on ethnic Jingpaw Kachin identities, will be able to appeal to 

more than the one third of the electorate who are Jingpaw Kachin. In a first past the post electoral 

system, it is difficult to win through on ethnic politics alone. The merger of the three main Kachin 

political parties into one party in August 2018 was therefore a vital first step towards a possible 

electoral success in 2020. Equally vital is it that this party is able to involve none-Kachin minorities in 

its political project as well, and to include these in future political strategies. Divisions between ethnic 

groups, religious adherence, and personal loyalties are essential to overcome, and to do so there is a 

need to open up space for a dynamic and inclusive political culture that also involves the active 

participation of women, young people, and people from all walks of life. This means challenging the 

rigid political culture in Myanmar as well as in Kachin political parties, where older, often male, 

patrons dictate political decisions and priorities.  

Kachin civil society represents some of the most vibrant political environments in Myanmar. 

Many of the most politically advanced organizations in the country are pioneered by Kachin women. 

The Nyein Foundation and the Metta Development Foundation are two examples of organizations that 

have fostered strong female leadership. With their experience, visionary outlook, technical training, and 

local grounding, these women have the potential to revolutionize political thinking in their communities 

and make a significant impact at the national level. To achieve lasting and sustainable peace through 

long-term political engagement will be a tough row to hoe. However, the way these women engage 

with youth forums, women’s forums and with political parties to develop inclusive and participatory 
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policies shows that women in Kachin State are ready to make an impact at the front stage, as well as 

behind the scenes of politics. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have presented a sample of political strategies and approaches developed by a few of 

Kachin society’s many significant women involved in practical peacebuilding through their 

engagement in the civil society sector, in popular movements, and in politics. Peace activism in Kachin 

State is not a pacifist exercise or an idealist goal. Rather, it holds compromises, pragmatism and 

concrete results as a guiding political strategy. Contrary to the more straightforward nationalist 

approaches of the KIO and the Kachin political and religious elites, these women pursue an alternative 

and supplementary strategy of external and internal pressure, using both principled and pragmatic 

approaches in their quest for lasting and sustainable peace.  For these women, the larger Kachin 

nationalist struggle against the historical and contemporary oppression from the Myanmar state, must 

be combined with a constructive approach for equality, justice and national reconciliation.  
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