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Abstract: 

 

The women of Myanmar lead particularly regimented and controlled lives 

compared to women in the West. This project takes, as it’s central drive, the 

claim that photography can be used as a feminist tool to enact meaningful 

social change. Myanmar is a particularly conservative and paternalistic society 

and needs careful and specific approaches in helping change. For this project, 

both in the thesis and the practice, I have devised in Myanmar various socially 

engaged projects that show and explore how photography can be effective as a 

tool for liberation, democracy, and equality. The thesis chapters also pursue this 

feminist lens, seeing how photography, in a third world country, can help women 

to re-think, re-conceive, and better their lives. 

 

In essence, the research provides a new way to investigate women’s situations 

in Myanmar using photography. The ethnographic research techniques such as 

observation and in-depth interviews with Myanmar women photographers, 

incorporated with the researcher’s experience as a Myanmar woman, enriched 

the research findings and, together, they offer a rare account of Myanmar 

women’s identity, narrative, and representations. Feminism is the key method 

here in helping to create a new interpretation and sense of possibility about life 

and female expression in Myanmar.   

 

To inform and inspire the practice, this study also investigates the reasons 

behind the lack of women photographers in Myanmar and the way that 

photography can contribute to the debate concerning the emancipation of 

women in Myanmar. In doing so, the research was able to develop educational 

strategies for women, where free photography training was offered to Myanmar 

women for the first time in Myanmar’s history. Consequently, this research 

offers a new and original perspective of Myanmar women who are rarely seen 

or given voice.   
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These research steps also contributed to two bodies of work, a self-portrait 

series which challenges traditional concepts of identity and gender along with a 

documentary project that aims to raise awareness of outdated gender 

stereotypes in Myanmar culture, the two distinct bodies of work seen together 

provide a critical commentary on the societal expectations that most women 

experience growing up in Myanmar. The practice entwines with the thesis and 

together they offer a unique perspective and foreground stories of Myanmar 

women that have never been before told. The written thesis supports the 

creative component of the research and also provides an understanding of the 

use of photography in this research, which is a powerfully effective method in 

bringing about change especially in the thinking of both men and women who 

live in Myanmar. 
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Preface: 

 

My personal story and motivation behind this research  

 

 

I left my country, Myanmar, when I was 16 to attend a university in Thailand. 

The reasons for me to leave home, a familiar environment, at such a young age 

to study abroad did not come easy. I vividly remember getting into the biggest 

argument ever with my parents just after the matriculation examination results 

came out. I still remember my total score was 2 points short of the cut off point 

for the University of Medicine that year for women. That year the Ministry of 

Education had decided to raise the entry requirements for girls and reduce the 

requirement for boys because they felt that there had been too many women 

and not enough men in the country’s most pivoted profession. Up until that 

point, all my life I was told that the best thing I could achieve or the best 

profession I could get into as a woman in Myanmar, is the medical profession. 

 

In that moment, I felt like my whole world had ended as if everything I had 

worked for the past 11 years counted for nothing. And then I learned that my 

friend who got a lower score than I did could apply for the medical school, 

although his total score was 15 points lower than mine, just because the 

requirements are set much lower for boys. That was the first time in my life I felt 

so angry for being born as a woman. It wasn’t that I had failed; it wasn’t that I 

didn’t try hard enough; my only shortcoming was being a woman. My mother 

reminded me that it’s not the first time this has happened, and it won’t be the 

last. And, I know it happens to many other girls in my country, our dreams and 

aspirations are taken away just because we are born female. At 16, with my 

lifelong dream shattered, and with no other viable alternative path, I decided to 

leave my home.  

 

From that point on, my eyes were wide open, and I began to notice a lot of 

things that women in my country are deprived of just because of our gender. 

This research is the way for me to address and expose the systemic gender 

oppression in Myanmar culture and how religion is used to justify gender 
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inequality by evoking traditional beliefs and practices about how women and 

girls should be treated within society. In a way, it is created to demonstrate how 

photography can be employed to push back such outdated and toxic views 

towards women. After all, we, humans, must move forward and thrive for a 

better, more equal world for future generations. To achieve this, some traditions 

must evolve or be left behind.  

 

I understand how privileged I am to be able to leave the country to pursue my 

dreams and to be given this platform to discuss and debate the issues pertinent 

to the emancipation of women in Myanmar. I am not claiming that this is the 

story of all Myanmar women. My experience may differ from other Myanmar 

women as we all lead different lives and share different socioeconomic 

backgrounds. This is merely my experience of being a Myanmar woman for the 

past 31 years and these are the questions I have for my country and our 

patriarchal society.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Myanmar, officially the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, previously known as 

Burma, is a country of approximately 676,600 square miles in Southeast Asia, it 

shares borders with India and Bangladesh in the west, China in the north, and 

the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Thailand in the east (see fig.i). 

Myanmar’s population is made up of 135 national races and the country is 

divided into seven regions and seven states named after the largest ethnic 

groups. Due to Myanmar’s varied topography and richly diverse mix of ethno-

linguistic groups, it is difficult to generalise about conditions in the country as a 

whole. Current estimates put Myanmar’s population at 53 million or more; 

women are believed to make up slightly more than half of the total population. 

The influence of religion in Myanmar can be seen from the display of an array of 

golden pagodas and stupas spread across the country. Myanmar has often 

been portrayed in Western media and films as the land of exotic centuries old 

pagodas, the mythical and untouched portion of Southeast Asia, or as the 

country shielded away from the rest of the world for many decades.  

 

Myanmar ranks 148 of 189 countries in the United Nations’ 2018 Gender 

Inequality Index. Previous studies conducted in post-colonial Myanmar by 

prominent women writers indicate that Myanmar women share an equal status 

with men, and a much higher one than women in neighbouring countries (Than, 

2010). However, most of those prominent Myanmar women writers enjoyed 

elevated positions in colonial Myanmar due to considerable wealth and social 

privilege (Belak, 2002:25) and their assertions are contradicted by the 

experiences of those in more ordinary circumstances (Than, 2010). 
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Figure.i. Map of Myanmar (2018) 
Original in Colour 

Whether it can really be said that women enjoyed equality with men in Myanmar 

in some golden age of the past or not, my experience being a Myanmar woman 

suggests otherwise. To Western readers the situation is extreme. Myanmar 

women have very few rights or freedoms and to be frank, by Western 

standards, they have a long way to go. Myanmar culture encourages women 
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not to speak up in the presence of their husbands and certainly not to disagree 

with them in public. Husbands ‘eain-oo-nat’ (lord of the house) are regarded as 

heads of the household and they make most decisions within the family context. 

Traditional sayings such as “Husband is god, Son is master” constantly remind 

women to know their place in society, which is behind and beneath men (Than, 

2010). 
 

Studies have shown that Myanmar women have not been able to benefit from 

gender equality movements across the globe because of the repressive 

government over the past four decades and the country’s long period of 

isolation from 1962 to the early 2000s (Belak, 2002:27). According to the 

Corruption Perception Index (CPI) released in 2007, Myanmar was ranked as 

the most corrupt country in the world, a rank it shared with Somalia 

(Transparency Watch Dog, 2007). Even after the democratic reform in 2010 

and current government being led by Nobel Peace Prize winner Aung San Suu 

Kyi, Myanmar remains one of the most corrupt countries in the world according 

to 2018 CPI. Due to political instabilities, Myanmar women were deprived of 

opportunities in both social and economic spheres during the decades of 

political unrest. However, government suppression of women through the 

curtailing of their rights is not the sole source of their repression. Even after the 

fall of the military government there were still many obstacles for women in 

Myanmar. Traditionally established gender roles and cultural gender 

stereotypes are perpetuated daily by men, fathers, brothers, husbands and 

sons (whom women love and live with), and by the women themselves. Today 

this is the reason that gender inequality still exists in Myanmar society. 
 

Growing up, I often came across traditional proverbs in many Myanmar books 

that are used in school curricula, most of which are written about Myanmar 

women by Myanmar men. As a young girl, I was taught to follow traditional 

gender roles, just as other young girls before me, by my family and in school. 

Hence, I have never questioned these limitations imposed on me, nor did I 

doubt the things that I was told that I could not achieve just because I was a girl. 

However, years after I left my home country, Myanmar, something inside me 

changed. The things that used to make sense no longer made sense, the same 
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things that limited me to being a good Myanmar woman started to make me 

deeply unhappy. Suddenly, I found the use of proverbs in Myanmar literature 

describing how women should behave, particularly disturbing. Proverbs such as 

“A male dog is higher in status than a woman” compelled me to research the 

power of these proverbs further. I became enraged with our inherited system of 

patriarchy in Myanmar society and the limiting ideal that grow out of this system, 

that pervade all aspects of modern life and our gender roles—which are so 

incredibly disabling.  
 

In my MFA and in my career as a photographer, I have explored staged and 

vernacular photography as tools to represent and question women’s upbringing 

in Myanmar and women’s identity in Myanmar. For the PhD project I intended to 

further develop a body of work, which explores the issues that many Myanmar 

women face in their endeavour to live fulfilling and independent lives under a 

very conservative and paternalistic society using a combination of documentary 

and staged imagery. Living fulfilling lives is especially hard for women while they 

pursue their professional lives, whether it be a doctor, lawyer, teacher, or indeed 

an artist or photographer. All these professions have aspects within them that 

conflict with strict patriarchal cultural values when a woman is doing them. 

Furthermore, while conducting my initial research, I have learned that there is 

no research being done on women photographers in Myanmar and no existing 

archives of women’s work. The narratives of Myanmar women photographers 

remain unknown. With many emerging photographers appearing around the 

world it became clear to me that it is important to conduct in-depth research and 

discuss the possibility of women in the role of image-makers engaging in social 

and political changes in Myanmar.  
 

Very little has been written that deals with celebrating Myanmar women’s roles 

within media and art, especially photography, despite the country’s successes 

in this field over a period of time. Our cultural belief, which suppresses women’s 

right to express themselves, along with the media censorship imposed by the 

Military government (until recently), would help explain the absence of artists 

especially women photographers in Myanmar. When I first started my research 

in 2015, ‘Yangon Women’s Festival’, which celebrates women artists, was 
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hosted for the first time in Myanmar’s history (see fig.ii). Throughout a week of 

visual arts exhibitions, music concerts, movie screenings and workshops, the 

festival created a platform which exposed and advertised women’s contributions 

to art and culture and revealed their voices in today’s society in a way that had 

not been done before. However, there were no Myanmar photographers in the 

exhibition and the only woman photographer who exhibited her work was from 

abroad. Since that time, the contemporary photography scene in Myanmar has 

expanded and continues to grow very quickly. I hope that my study will bring 

more recognition for, and information on, women photographers from Myanmar 

and break the stigma that has prevented women appearing in public life.  
 

 
Figure.ii. Yangon Women’s Festival Poster, YWF (2015)  
Original in Colour 

 

Essentially, this practice-based research seeks to use photography to 

investigate the situation of women in Myanmar and to start a dialogue that can 

provide inspiration and motivation to Myanmar women to take a more active role 

in developing a culture of equality in their country. The purpose of this study is 

to create a body of work, which is a critical commentary on the societal 

expectations that most women experience growing up in Myanmar (myself 

included). The work will explore Myanmar women’s identity and draw attention 

to gender and cultural stereotypes as well as to the oppressive ideas imposed 

upon women by social structures and expectations. Through my work, I hope to 

offer a very different, and personal, representation of Myanmar women’s 

narratives than the one that is currently evident in Western media and in 

colonial literature (see fig.iii).  
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Figure.iii. Untitled, Teza Soe (2019) 
Original in Colour 

  

 

In the first half of the thesis, I define the basic aspects of the situation of women 

in Myanmar explaining why Myanmar is in need of feminist thinking and explore 

the correlation between photography and the role that the camera played in 
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challenging fixed social positions promoting democracy. I also provide a 

literature review on historical, cultural and political literature that touches on 

emancipation of women in Myanmar as well as examine the connection 

between women photographers and the works that they create to liberate them 

and others from political, social, economic and cultural restraints, as these 

problems are the reasons that underlie my focus on this subject of inquiry. To 

contextualise the project’s aims, I then investigate the complications of once 

being the colony of a Western power and the effect of this on gender and 

identity. In the first three chapters, this thesis deals with aspects of feminism, 

colonialism, and photography, and relevant literature concerning the research 

are presented in the first half of the thesis to support my reasoning and 

arguments.   
 

The second half of the thesis is dedicated to extensive contextual reviews, 

which include looking at relevant feminist photographic practices, and analysing 

the creative approaches the artists utilise in their respective practices. 

Consequently, it has broadened the context of my practice, ultimately allowing 

me to propose my own approach to producing a photography practice, which 

reflects the oppression, that women face in my country. I then apply my practice 

to address my research questions and propose how photography can contribute 

to the debate concerning the emancipation of women in Myanmar using case 

studies of contemporary Myanmar women photographers from 1960 onwards 

and the education programs that I have established.   
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Methodology  
 
Research Methodology 
 

Conceptually, my method is quite simple. It is to take feminism and use that as 

a prism to inspect Myanmar. Next, being mindful of a relationship between 

feminism and photography, I seek to discover if the combination of feminist 

thinking and photography might help raise the consciousness and emancipate 

the women of Myanmar. As has been suggested previously, the women of 

Myanmar lead particularly regimented and controlled lives compared to women 

in the West. The creative is very much entwined with the political in this 

research and the bodies of work that came out of this research have scope to 

cause discomfort, anger, change, and liberation. As a Myanmar female 

photographer, I position myself as both observer and participant in this research 

and I confront my personal memory and experience of growing up in Myanmar 

with the stories of many Myanmar women that I met and interviewed throughout 

the research. My experience as a young girl growing up in Myanmar, my 

relationship to the country, our culture, and the experiences and stories of the 

Myanmar women who participated in my research are all considered as 

inspiring material, which focus the topic under discussion. I approach the 

research using feminist ethnography and photography as principle methods of 

witnessing, of storytelling, and as reflections of lasting truth. 
 

Next to add detail, I explore my research aims through my practice to address 

research questions, aims, and objectives. In the beginning of the research, I 

gathered background data on Myanmar and secondary data regarding female 

experience in Myanmar from previous research conducted by women scholars 

from Myanmar and abroad to build a picture about the past and present 

situation for women in Myanmar. As there are limited reliable scholarly works 

available concerned with female experience in Myanmar, I relied on writings and 

research conducted by prominent Myanmar women writers such as Daw Mya 

Sein,1 Daw Mi Mi Khaing,2 Lu du Daw Amar,3 Journal Kyaw Ma Ma Lay4, and 
																																																													
1 Daw Mya Sein was the daughter of U May Ong, a lawyer and one of the founding fathers of 

the Young Men's Buddhist Association (YMBA). She passed BA honours with a first and studied 
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20th century scholars such as Chie Ikeya5 and Tharaphi Than6 to understand 

women’s status throughout history. From my findings, writings by earlier 

scholars confirm the popular narrative that Myanmar women enjoy the same 

status as men whereas modern day scholars’ findings contradict the earlier 

research. In this research, I aim to use photography to draw attention to gender 

and cultural stereotypes in a new way as well as pointing out the oppressive 

ideas imposed upon women by social structures and expectations in Myanmar. 
 

In the first chapter, I provide a basic understanding of current and historical, 

cultural and political literature that focuses or touches on emancipation of 

women in Myanmar. I start with investigating the popular narrative of women’s 

status in Myanmar by prominent Myanmar women writers, followed by PhD 

studies conducted in the 20th century by women scholars such as Chie Ikeya 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
under Furnivall and Luce. She achieved her MA from St. Hugh College at Oxford in 1927. 

(Than, 2010). 

 
2 Daw Mi Mi Khaing (b.1916) was a Myanmar woman scholar who authored numerous books 

and articles on life in modern Myanmar during the colonial time. She along with Daw Mya Sein 

were one of the first women to write in English about Burmese culture and traditions. Like many 

other prominent women around the time, Daw Mi Mi Khaing was educated in an English school.  

 
3 Lu du Daw Amar (b.1915) was a well-known and respected leading dissident writer from 

Myanmar. She was known for her outspoken anti-government views and writings along with her 

many works on Myanmar arts and literature. Many of her works have been translated into 

English.  

 
4 Journal Kyaw Ma Ma Lay is widely acknowledged as one of the greatest Burmese writers of 

the 20th century. Like Lu du Daw Amar she was one of the first few female authors in Myanmar.  

 
5 Chie Ikeya, PhD is an art historian of Southeast Asia and she is currently Associate Professor 

of Asian and Women's and Gender History in the Department of History at Rutgers University, 

New Brunswick. Her PhD research titled Refiguring Women, Colonialism, and Modernity in 

Burma is published by the University of Hawaii Press in 2011.  

 
6 Tharaphi Than, PhD is Associate Professor in the Department of World Languages and 

Cultures at Northern Illinois University. Like Ikeya, Than’s PhD was also published as a book 

titled Women in Modern Burma.  
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and Tharaphi Than to provide alternative perspectives. This allows my project to 

adopt its position, which is to stress why emancipation of women is needed in 

Myanmar. The first half of the thesis revolves around the status of women in 

Myanmar during the colonial period (1824–1948), the post-colonial period 

(1948–1988), and the present day Myanmar: I then explore the relationship 

between photography, politics, and society in Myanmar and as well I discuss 

the complications of once being the colony of a Western power and the effect of 

this on gender. 
 

To understand the mind of the coloniser and the colonised I depend on critical 

writing and thinking by writers such as Frantz Fanon, Edward Said and Julia 

Kristeva. In Black Skin, White Masks (1952), Frantz Fanon began his analysis 

with the experience of Black men and women in white dominant society. Fanon 

also investigated the relationship between woman of colour and white man and 

vice versa. Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks serves as an important 

literature on colonialism as it is considered one of the first books to investigate 

the psychology of colonialism. Fanon’s writing, from the colonised subject’s 

perspective sheds light on how colonialism was internalised by the colonised 

and how an inferiority complex was formed. Through racism the colonised 

subjects were made to believe that they were nothing more than slaves to their 

oppressors. To be like their oppressor is to become “human”. Fanon’s writing 

reflects the impacts of colonisation and can be considered important literature 

because they problematise the internationalisation and reproduction of 

whiteness among postcolonial Black people. In a context like Myanmar, during 

the British colonisation, the colonisers were called Thakhin (translated as 

masters) whereas Myanmar people had to use the word Kyun (slaves) to 

address themselves. This was constantly reinforced in everyday life and the 

colonised were made to internalise the oppression.  By doing so, the ideology 

was instilled among the colonised that they were inferior and, in some 

situations, some of the colonised even reproduced the same oppressive 

attitudes towards each other, just to be more like the oppressor. As Fanon 

noted in his book, in the eye of some colonised they need to be more like the 

coloniser to be considered “superior”.  
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Additionally, in Can the Subalten Speak? (1988) Spivak criticises the British 

outlawing of Sati, the Hindu practice of burning a widow on her husband's 

funeral pyre. Spivak claims that while the intervention might save lives and grant 

some freedom of choice to women, it also reinforced the British power in India. 

Additionally, it asserted the ideology that British culture represents “civilisation” 

and the Indian culture represents “atrocity”. Similarly, in Myanmar, shoes are 

prohibited when entering religious grounds such as pagodas and monasteries. 

During colonisation, Westerners would regularly wear shoes when visiting 

pagodas, a highly disrespectful act in the eyes of Buddhists (Turner, 2014:35). 

In one incident, a monk challenged an off-duty officer to remove his shoes on 

the platform of Shwedagon pagoda, which is considered the most famous 

pagoda and also regarded as one of the holiest places in the country. Oddly, the 

monk who challenged the officer was a European himself7 (Turner, 2014:34). 

The incident caused uproar in Myanmar and led to a series of altercations 

between locals and the government. The incident came to be known as the 

“Shoe Question” (Turner, 2014:35). Henry Burney noted in his book Historical 

Review of the Political Relations Between the British Government in India and 

the Empire of Ava; from the Earliest Date on Record to the End of the Year 

1834 that the British disregard for local customs was often a strategic power-

play to wear down the local’s resistance and to show that they are in charge 

(Burney, 1835: 34). The incident also demonstrates that regardless of centuries 

old Myanmar’s religious customs and tradition, it would be up to the British to 

decide what would constitute tradition and the British would again determine 

what traditions they would follow. I will further explain the impact of colonisation 

on Myanmar women at the time in Chapter Three.  

 

Moreover, Edward Said in Orientalism (1995) analysed the British perceptions 

towards Orients by using Arthur James Balfour and Lord Cromer’s reports on 

British occupation in Egypt. According to Balfour the relationship between the 

West and East is a simple one, “the former dominate, the latter must be 
																																																													
7 Alicia Turner wrote in her book Saving Buddhism: the Impermanence of Religion in Colonial 

Burma (2014) that the Buddhist monk U Dhammaloka who is an Irish national challenged the 

officer as he felt that as a European he could ask the officer to remove their shoes (Turner, 

2014:35). 
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dominated” (Said, 1995:36). European is “rational” and “normal” whereas 

Orients are not (Said, 1995: 40). According to Said, the West was concerned 

with only making profits while ruling the Orient; hence, most of its perceptions 

towards Orients are based on assumptions. Therefore, a more accurate study of 

the Orients is much needed (Said, 1995:41). Julia Kristeva explored the notion 

of otherness in her book Strangers to Ourselves (1991). According to Kristeva, 

“the foreigner lives within us” and “the foreigner is a part of our hidden identity” 

(Kristeva, 1991:1). In the other words, a sense of otherness lives within us; 

one’s resentment towards the outsider roots from one’s own foreignness within. 

She then poses the question “Should one recognise that one becomes a 

foreigner in another country because one is already a foreigner from within?” 

(Kristeva, 1991: 14).  
 

Regarding feminism, it appears that the feminist movement’s ultimate goal is the 

elimination of gender roles and the end of the marginalisation of women 

economically, socially, politically, and artistically (Mitchell & Oakley, 1986:3). 

Juliet Mitchell defines feminism as “If femininity is by definition hysterical, 

feminism is the demand for the right to be hysterical” (Mitchell, 1984:117). Juliet 

Mitchell refigured the traditional Marxist expositions by analysing the position of 

women in terms not only in production and private property but also in 

psychoanalytically based theories concerning sexuality and gender. After a 

careful analysis of socialists’ works on women, Juliet Mitchell came up with the 

structure that the improvement of women’s conditions depends on a 

combination of four elements: production, reproduction, sex, and the 

socialisation of children. Juliet Mitchell wrote, “The liberation of women can only 

be achieved if all four structures in which they are integrated are transformed.” 

(Mitchell, 1984:43). Mitchell illustrates her theories by using the suffrage 

movement as an example stating that although the political right was won, the 

socioeconomic situation for women remained unchanged, because of this the 

suffragettes were unable to move beyond their own initial demands (Mitchell, 

1984:43). To apply this theory to women’s condition in Myanmar, one can see 

certain similarities comparing their current lives to the lives of the women within 

the suffrage movement in the United Kingdom. Myanmar’s first and only 

women’s movement was in 1927, where women demanded that the government 
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remove the sex-disqualification clause.8 Women had won the political right to 

vote a few years later, however the socioeconomic situation for Myanmar 

women took a step backwards throughout the Japanese occupation and military 

regime both of which will be discussed in detail in Chapter Three. As Juliet 

Mitchell put it, “The position of women in any given society can be taken as a 

mark of the progress of civilization or humanization within the society” (Mitchell, 

1984:57).  
 

In the United States, Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) addressed 

the frustrations that women felt in the decades after the Second World War in 

being housewives. Friedan started with an analysis of her investigation of “the 

problem that has no name” and tackled the assumption that females are 

necessarily homebodies who find their enjoyment in taking care of their 

husbands and maintaining the household. Friedan discussed the idea of the 

housewife being the new idle occupation, the phenomenon of women choosing 

marriage over education and the mystique of feminine fulfilment. Friedan 

illustrates her theory by conducting interviews with women from different 

educational backgrounds ranging from the ones who dropped out of high school 

to get married to a woman with a PhD degree who gave up her career to 

become a full-time housewife raising three kids. However, Friedan did not 

include examples of women who were not privileged enough to enjoy being full-

time housewives or widows or women from different social classes. As the basis 

of the book began with Friedan surveying her former classmates at a college 

reunion, most of Friedan’s surveyees project the idea of belonging to the vision 

of the typical American dream, living in a suburban house with a white picket 

fence. The Feminine Mystique is widely credited with the emergence of second 

wave feminism in the United States (Evans, 1995:13). However, The Feminine 

Mystique is also criticised for its certain biased focus on white, upper middle-

class mothers and wives and generalising it as a universal female problem. bell 

hooks wrote in From Margin to Center (1984) that  
																																																													
8 Under the British rule, Myanmar was considered part of India and therefore the country was 

governed by the same constitution. Daw Mya Sein wrote in The Atlantic (1958) journal that in 

1927, Myanmar women felt that the clause in the constitution, which prohibits women from 

standing for election, should be abolished (Sein, 1958).  
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“Friedan's famous phrase, ‘the problem that has no name,’ often quoted to 

describe the condition of women in this society, actually referred to the plight of 

a select group of college-educated, middle- and upper-class, married white 

women—housewives bored with leisure, with the home, with children, with 

buying products, who wanted more out of life. Friedan concludes her first 

chapter by stating: "We can no longer ignore that voice within women that says: 

'I want something more than my husband and my children and my house.'" That 

"more" she defined as careers. She did not speak of the needs of women 

without men, without children, without homes. She ignored the existence of all 

non-white women and poor white women.” (hooks, 1983:1).  
 

From analysing The Feminine Mystique (1963), it is evident that feminism can 

be easily misunderstood as the upper-middle class women’s problem if the 

approach does not include women from diverse social classes.  Similarly, 

scholarly works conducted by pioneering Myanmar women scholars only 

focused on women from such privileged social classes such as they came from 

themselves. However, 20th century scholars such as Chie Ikeya and Tharaphi 

Than’s research focused on women from diverse social classes such as women 

fighters and sex workers. Ikeya and Than reconfigured women’s roles 

throughout history in their doctoral studies respectively. They both contradicted 

the earlier writings and popular narrative by prominent Myanmar women writers 

that “Myanmar women enjoy the same status as men”.  Additionally, they 

suggest that women from different social classes enjoy different freedoms in 

Myanmar. Hence, I aim to employ this new way of researching to investigate 

women’s situation in Myanmar, using photography, and offer a new and original 

perspective of Myanmar women who are rarely seen or given voice.  
 

The emphasising of a common fact that all women everywhere face similar 

kinds of oppression merely by virtue of their gender remains a crucial problem 

within feminism (Weedon, 2002). The complex oppressions that “Third World 

Women” face varied according to their national context, patriarchal values and 

colonialism (Weedon, 2002). As Lorde suggested in her essay Age, Race, 

Class and Sex: Women Redefining Difference (1990), to change the 

oppressor’s pre-existing notions of the oppressed, the oppressed must educate 
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the oppressors and bridge the gap between the actualities of oppressed lives 

and the consciousness of the oppressors (Lorde, 1990). In light of this, my 

research seeks to focus on women in Myanmar without falling into false 

generalisations which are often found in earlier works of Western feminism; 

describing “Third World Women” as victims, universal dependents, and passive 

objects in the process of political change (Mohanty, 1988). I will investigate 

“What feminism means in Myanmar?” and also explore the meaning of feminism 

as it might be translated in Myanmar in Chapter Three. 
 

Methodology in my Photographic Practice 
 

In order to achieve my research aims, three distinct methods were employed in 

my practice. My self-portrait series, The Anatomy of Hpon, responds to the idea 

of “modern women” having to wear traditional costume in order to be accepted 

and respected in the workplace and the university. My initial interest in the term 

“modern women” originated from reading Chie Ikeya’s PhD thesis titled Gender, 

History and Modernity: Representing Women in Twentieth Century Colonial 

Burma which was conducted in 2006. In her research, Ikeya discussed the 

“modern women” phenomenon that occurred during the colonial time where 

Myanmar women who embraced British fashion or commodities were branded 

as traitors in the popular press at the time. On the other hand, no such issues 

were raised regarding men who had relations with Western women or who 

embraced Western fashion.  
 

My interest in the term “modern women” was further amplified after attending 

the Fast Forward: Women in Photography conference at Tate Modern in 2015. 

During the conference, one of the speakers, Sabeena Gadihoke, presented the 

works of India’s first woman photojournalist, Homai Vyarawalla, and discussed 

her life as a woman photographer in a culture similar to my own. The fact that 

Homai Vyarawalla wore a Sari to give herself a safety blanket to lead life as a 

professional woman photographer in a male dominant industry intrigued me 

(Gadihoke, 2015). Gadihoke discussed how the “modern women” phenomenon 

also occupied India around the same time as the British occupied both India and 
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Myanmar. I will discuss the specifics concerning the term “modern women” 

throughout the research especially in Chapter Three and Chapter Six.  
 

The concept of being a “modern” woman in public life while accepting a 

subservient position within the family compelled me to research further. I began 

my self-portrait series, The Anatomy of Hpon, by recreating old Myanmar 

photographs to highlight the tension between tradition and modernity (see 

fig.iv).  Later, as the project progressed, I moved on to using taboo professions 

and social situations that Myanmar culture prohibits women from as a guideline 

(see fig.v). From that point on, I mainly employed a role-playing approach as it 

allowed me to question women’s upbringing and gender restrictions in Myanmar 

through my transformation. I then explored becoming different people by 

utilising traditional costumes and transformed myself into the various subjects. 

The resultant photographs raised several important and sensitive issues 

regarding women’s situation in Myanmar and they also serve as a point of entry 

to see beneath the surface of the issues that many ordinary Myanmar women 

face but rarely speak about. I will discuss the works of feminist photographers 

and photographic practices that inspired my practice in Chapter Four and then 

further explain my practice methodology along with the experiments that led to 

the resultant photographs in Chapter Six.  

 

 
Figure iv. Untitled, Teza Soe (2015) Original in Colour 
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Figure v. The Steeplejack, Teza Soe (2018) Original in Colour 

 

When I first started the research, my main concern regarding my practice was 

its ability to reach out to a wider community. My initial research indicates that 

the majority of people who visit galleries in Myanmar are foreigners and people 
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from an art background. For this reason, I intended to explore alternative 

approaches to exhibit my practice to reach out to people who are not typical 

gallery visitors. This is crucial to my idea of using photography as a tool of 

emancipation—it is essential to reach the widest possible audience. However, 

as the research progressed, my knowledge about the subject of inquiry unfolded 

and the practice developed further, leading me to dig deeper into the source of 

gender oppression in Myanmar involving sensitive issues such as religion, 

hierarchy, and power. On the other hand, in spite of the Aung San Suu Kyi led 

democratic government coming into power, the political situation in my country 

remained unchanged and thus, I had to accept the reality that my self-portraits 

cannot be shown in Myanmar for personal safety reasons.  
 

As discussed previously, one of the main research goals is to discover whether 

photography can raise feminist consciousness in Myanmar, it is crucial that my 

practice is shown in Myanmar. Thus, halfway through the research journey, I 

had to think about the research from a different perspective and develop a new, 

distinct, body of work. Consequently, Do it like a Woman, a documentary project 

running parallel to my self-portraits, was an alternative path that the practice 

had to take to underpin the objectives of the research. Although both the self-

portrait series and the documentary project effectively question women’s 

situation in Myanmar, the approach that I employed in the documentary project 

is more ambiguous than the self-portrait work and is more likely to be shown 

across Myanmar.  

 

My documentary project, Do it like a Woman, stemmed from my trips to rural 

areas in Myanmar to conduct groundwork for the research. During my travels in 

Myanmar, I noticed that women are forced to take on physical labour jobs in 

rural areas due to limited employment opportunities, which contradicts with the 

traditional beliefs that women are weak and defenceless (see fig.vi). On the 

surface, women doing physical jobs, the jobs normally would be done by men in 

developed countries, would give the impression that Myanmar women are equal 

to men. However, in spite of these women doing men’s jobs and defying the 

outdated traditional beliefs, the society still failed to recognise them doing such 
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jobs and they are still viewed or treated as beneath and below the men in 

Myanmar.  
 

 
Figure vi.  Portrait of Mar Oo, Teza Soe (2019) Original in Colour 

 

Through my documentary project (Do it like a Woman), I hoped to raise 

awareness of outdated gender stereotypes in Myanmar culture. In this project, 

my method consisted of traveling to rural areas across Myanmar, once in each 

community, I would spend days getting to know the locals and then search for 

and invite any women who are doing jobs that defied the traditional beliefs for 

an interview. After an interview, the participants would be invited for a photo 

shoot where I would operate the camera, but the participant would decide when 

and where or what they would wear to the photo shoot and how they would 

pose for the photo. By doing so, the power that the photographer normally holds 

is shared and negotiated with the participants throughout the process of image 

making.  
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In the making of the photographs, I was inspired by Lola Flash’s approach9 to 

photographing her subjects in a positive and dignified manner. For instance, I 

asked the women to think of something that makes them feel powerful before 

photographing them. After the photo shoot, the participant and I would go 

through the photos together and the participant would select the picture that she 

considered the best representation of her story. I will elaborate the process of 

making this project along with the development of my self-portrait series 

throughout the next Chapters, particularly in Chapter Six where I strictly focus 

on reflections on my practice.  
 

One of this research’s main objectives is to discover whether photography can 

contribute to the debate concerning the emancipation of women in Myanmar. 

Thus, I conducted in-depth research by visiting galleries and conducting 

interviews with women photographers from Myanmar, which allowed me to build 

trust and understand the place of women photographers in Myanmar’s art 

industry. I mainly employed a feminist ethnographic approach as a technique to 

gather data. Feminist ethnography was defined in Encyclopedia for Gender and 

Society as “Feminist ethnography is a research methodology, which principal 

method is observational research conducted over time and motivated by a 

commitment to women. Social scientists use feminist ethnography to uncover 

how gender operates within different societies” (Aune, 2009). Additionally, 

Judith Stacey, an author and Professor of Social and Cultural Analysis and 

Sociology, claims that ethnography is appropriate when conducting a feminist 

research as ethnography emphasises the experiential just as feminism does 

(Stacey, 1988). The techniques deployed in classic ethnography, such as 

observation and in-depth interviews shed a light on several of my research 

questions.  
 

Understanding the history of women photographers and the current art scene in 

Myanmar are essential to my research as part of the research focuses on the 

central role gender discrimination played in the lack of women photographers in 

Myanmar. I then built an analysis of the case studies, using my findings from 

																																																													
9 I will discuss Lola Flash’s work and her approach in detail in Chapter Four.  
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the interviews I conducted. My case studies focus on three generations of 

Myanmar women photographers; Phyu Mon who started her career in the 

1980s, Soe Myanmar the only woman travelling photographer in Myanmar, 

MayCo Naing who runs a commercial photography studio, and lastly Thuma 

Collective, the only women photographers collective in Myanmar. 10  These 

photographers are all quite different in their approaches and by learning about 

their careers as women photographers in Myanmar, I was able to get a broader 

understanding of what has happened and is happening. The findings from the 

interviews I undertook with Myanmar woman photographers will be discussed in 

Chapter Five and the interviews transcripts can be found in Appendix 

9,10,11,12 & 13.  
 

Moreover, part of my research is concerned with making photography more 

accessible to women of various social classes in Myanmar and starting a 

dialogue that will discuss women’s roles as image-makers in a patriarchal 

society. Hence, I established a free photography training programme for women 

in Myanmar to promote equal learning opportunities. In order to achieve my goal 

of developing free photography education programmes for women in Myanmar, 

I have collaborated with a non-profit social enterprise called Lensational, along 

with a local not-for-profit organisation called First Project, and a local gallery, 

Wired on 39. The pilot photography training programme was conducted in 

Yangon, Myanmar in 2017 where free photography education was offered to ten 

Myanmar women for the first time in the country's history. Due to the 

partnership with a local gallery, Wired on 39, the pilot photography training 

programme was able to provide ten DSLR cameras to workshop participants. 

More importantly, we were able to provide the participants with continued 

access to the digital cameras even after the workshop ended. I will outline the 

details of setting up the pilot photography training programme in Chapter Five.  

 

																																																													
10 The findings from the interviews I undertook with Myanmar women photographers will be 

discussed in Chapter 5.  
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As Myanmar’s women situation is different to the West and due to the 

emancipatory potential of the medium, it was crucial for the photography 

education programme to safeguard the welfare of the participants. The 

workshop was conducted in accordance with Myanmar’s laws and regulations 

and non-disclosure agreements were obtained from all volunteers to protect the 

confidentiality of the participants. To safeguard the welfare of the participants, 

informed consents were also obtained from participants before taking part in the 

workshop.  

 

Due to the photography training programme involving human participants the 

research was required to undergo a process of ethics evaluation set up by the 

University’s Research Ethics Code of Practice. The methodology proposed in 

this project was assessed and approved by the University’s Research Ethics 

Committee (the Research Ethics Committee’s letter of approval is available in 

Appendix 2). The Informed Consent Form, Participation Agreement Form along 

with Non-disclosure Agreement Forms signed by all the volunteers can be found 

in Appendix 3,4,5 & 6.  

 

My goal for the photography workshop is to inspire the emergence of women 

collectives, women photo festivals, and women photography exhibitions in 

Myanmar, which I intend to continue working on after this Doctoral degree. My 

two different photographic works along with the photography education 

programmes I established, as well as the rationale for having to employ three 

distinct approaches in my practice can be better understood in the 

circumstances that will be discussed and addressed in following chapters.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

           Unmasking the Myth of Gender Equality in Myanmar 

 

 

“The night is not pleasing without the moon, Nor the ocean without waves, 

A pond without ducks, nor a maiden without a husband” 

- Lokaniti11  

 

This chapter deals with a history of feminism specific to women in Myanmar and 

women's position in Myanmar. This is a rare history and is not well known by 

any means. This chapter is a general historical account and aims to set up the 

foundations of my inquiry. It is full of specific detail and is fascinating in itself, 

however, it is also, in a larger move of history, the story of how the West's more 

enlightened view of women has bypassed Myanmar, due to its isolation and a 

unique set of entrenched gender roles. In this sense, it is important for the 

reader not to think of Myanmar as backward, but to realise that ideas, like life or 

fauna itself, don't necessarily bloom everywhere or at the same time. As a 

young woman from Myanmar, I believe that these changes are imminent—as 

they will benefit all of our society. Myanmar society is going through huge 

changes, and a sense of a new destiny is emerging connected to the globalised 

world. The use of photography in my project is a powerfully effective method in 

bringing about change, especially in the thinking of both men and women who 

live in Myanmar. 

 

Proverbs and traditional folktales are often found in Myanmar literature and 

some sayings are often handed down through generations (Pe, 1962:23). 

Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, has often been associated with the name 
																																																													
11 In Myanmar, parents use “Lokaniti”, a collection of proverbs inherited from ancestors, to guide 

and educate children throughout their lives. The Lokaniti lays down the rules for social conduct 

and discipline which human beings are to abide by if they are to be proper Myanmar citizens. 

Although Lokaniti did not come from Buddhist scriptures, it has a strong religious influence from 

pali writings and thus was taught in almost every monastic school in Myanmar (Gray, 1886:viii).   
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Aung San Suu Kyi, a Nobel Peace Prize winner, a woman, who fought against 

the Junta for democracy. Followed by influential Myanmar women writers such 

as Lu du Daw Amar, Daw Mya Sein, Khin Hnin Yu, and Journal Kyaw Ma Ma 

Lay and these important women give the world the impression that women in 

Myanmar enjoy the same social status as men. Additionally, in Myanmar 

literature, the popular narrative concerning Myanmar women’s status was that 

they were granted equal status as men (Harriden, 2012:3). Many pioneering 

Myanmar women scholars have enjoyed their high status and the recognition 

they receive within Myanmar society. At the same time, the freedom that 

Myanmar women enjoy in their society largely depends on their background, 

social class, and the political situation in the area (Belak, 2002:23). Due to the 

vast economic, social, and ethnic diversity that exists in Myanmar, it is 

inevitable that women from Myanmar enjoy different statuses and freedoms 

mapped out for them by their male dominant society. 

 

According to the research conducted by Daw Mya Sein12, a pioneer Myanmar 

woman scholar, “The Matriarchal system flourished at one time and women 

were frequently appointed to high office, village leaders, and even ruled as 

Queens” (Sein, 1958).13 However, there is very little literature written about 

Myanmar’s Queens and the historical contexts are extremely difficult, if not near 

impossible, to discover despite a lot having been written about most of the 

Kings.	There has been limited research conducted on Myanmar women by local 

scholars for their master degrees and their doctoral degrees respectively, the 

entire research collection is located at the Yangon University library and the 

																																																													
12	Daw Mya Sein was the daughter of U May Ong, a lawyer and one of the founding fathers of 

the Young Men's Buddhist Association (YMBA). She passed BA honors with a first and studied 

under Furnivall and Luce. She achieved her MA from St. Hugh College at Oxford in 1927. But 

she could not find a job in the British administration. Instead, she became the headmistress, 

unpaid, of the National Women's School in 1930, was selected as a representative for Burma 

and the whole of Asia at the meeting of the League of Nations, and visiting lecturer at many 

international universities (Than, 2010). 
13	I will further discuss this in Chapter 3.		
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Universities’ Central Library.14  It was impossible to discover or access the 

sources online in 2015 when I first started the research and even now they are 

still not readily available online. Esentially, the only way for me to access the 

reseach archive was for me was to physically be there in Myanmar. For that 

reason, I could only access those resouces during my research trips, which 

made it challenging to conduct fact checking or recheck the data through out my 

research journey. Although a further exploration of this fascinating history of 

Myanmar’s Queens and the roles they occupied in pre-colonial Myanmar is not 

within the scope of this study, there is the potential for much future research in 

this area. 
 

Foreign scholars such as John Furnivall15 and Howard Malcon16 conducted the 

majority of early scholarly works on Myanmar (Khaing, 1984:11). Early 

observations made on Myanmar women were focused on war, kinship, and 

annexation of Myanmar (Khaing, 1984:11). Furnivall and Malcon often 

described detailed encounters with Myanmar women fighters in their early 

scholarly works, which perhaps gives the impression that these scholars went to 

investigate Myanmar through gender-neutral perspectives (Ikeya, 2006 & Than, 

2010). From the Pagan dynasty (the first kingdom to unify the regions that 

would later constitute modern-day Myanmar) until the present day, women’s 

status varied due to socioeconomic and political changes. I will refer to 

important aspects of women’s status in Myanmar history throughout this 

research and the main focus will be placed on 20th century postcolonial 

Myanmar. The 20th century has seen a lot of changes and improvements in the 

																																																													
14 Universities’ Central Library has an online catalogue, which contains the research and thesis 

collections of 25 major universities in Myanmar, and the cataglogue offers title, author and 

subject data as well as location of the research. However, the research and thesis collections 

could not be accessed online at the time this research was conducted.   
 
15	John Furnivall was a British born influential historian who is well known for his work on 

Southeast Asia colonial literature particularly Myanmar. He is also the founder of Burma 

Research Society (Coppel, 1997).	
16	Howard Malcon was an American Baptist master who wrote many important and noteworthy 

literature about Myanmar during his missionary travels in the country in the 1800s (Dickinson 

College Archives, 2019).	
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status of women worldwide in terms of equal rights in education, reproductive 

rights due to the suffrage movement and women’s movements, which happened 

throughout the 1960s; however, no such changes have been visible in the lives 

of Myanmar women (Khaing, 1984:2). I believe, that in order to study the current 

situation for women in Myanmar it is paramount to focus on “British Burma” 

(1824 – 1948) and the “Modern Myanmar” (1948 – present-day)17 because 

many of the changes in women’s status began in this period. 
 

Popular narratives from colonial times and the image of highly achieving Aung 

San Suu Kyi serve as an official history of women’s status in society; the actual 

political and social status of Myanmar women has been blurred (Than, 2010). 

There were no other published views on the position of women other than this 

popular narrative until Tharaphi Than conducted her doctoral study titled 

‘Writers, fighters and prostitutes: women and Burma's modernity, 1942-62’ at 

SOAS, University of London. Tharaphi Than’s research findings on the status of 

Myanmar women in society conflicts with the popular narrative. Furthermore, 

her research challenged the concept of ‘liberated Myanmar women’ and showed 

that Myanmar women in fact enjoyed little freedom. Additionally, Than identified 

in her research that Daw Mya Sein and Daw Mi Mi Khaing who often wrote in 

English not only in local but also in International publication, were daughters of 

highly educated, prominent fathers. For this reason, they do not represent 

typical Myanmar women (Than, 2010). I argue in my research that Aung San 

Suu Kyi’s upbringing also fits the classic picture of the “modern” woman: 

daughter of an eminent leader and privileged by an international education 

similar to Myanmar women scholars such as Daw Mya Sein and Daw Ni Ni 

Myint. For that reason, the status and freedom that Aung San Suu Kyi enjoys in 

Myanmar society does not represent the situation for typical Myanmar women. It 

is also important to note that even Aung San Suu Kyi did not always enjoy her 

freedom as she was under house arrest for many years under the military 

government.  
 
																																																													
17 From this point on in my research, I mainly use the term Myanmar to discuss both pre-colonial 

and post-colonial times instead of switching the term back and forth between Myanmar and 

Burma to avoid confusing the reader.  
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Socioeconomic status and background played a key factor in setting apart the 

freedom that prominent liberated Myanmar women writers enjoyed compared to 

women of ordinary circumstances. Through Tharaphi Than’s research, it is 

important to note that although some Myanmar women writers knew and 

acknowledged the problems that exist within Myanmar society, they decided not 

to seek to change it. Additionally, Than found that neither did the women 

attempt to challenge the social and political agencies that sustained it. Based on 

the findings of doctoral research conducted by Tharaphi Than and Chie Ikeya, 

and comparing and contrasting them with prior scholarly input by Myanmar 

women writers, I have been led to question “Why outspoken Myanmar women 

writers such as Lu du Daw Amar and Khin Myo Chit, who have had no problem 

challenging the military regime in Myanmar and as well stood up against the 

communist government, did not once question the status of women in terms of 

their place in society?”  
 

In attempting to show the current situation for women in Myanmar, I have felt 

the need to investigate and describe in detail about women’s life in Myanmar 

society just as previous scholars such as Chie Ikeya and Tharaphi Than have 

done before me. I aim to use feminism and photography as the prism to crack 

open and expose the societal codes used to control and determine women’s 

lives from the perspective of actually being a Myanmar woman. This creates 

difficult issues for me as being a Myanmar woman is a strong component of my 

identity and I grew up in Myanmar with the cultural values that I intend to 

challenge. I have a certain amount of national pride and attachment to my 

culture, and country, and more importantly to my home. My personal experience 

being a woman in Myanmar, however, tells me that there is a need for action to 

encourage gender equality in my country. 

 

Gender stereotypes and women’s role in contemporary Myanmar society 

 
Juliet Mitchell wrote in Women: The Longest Revolution “The position of women 

in any given society can be taken as a mark of the progress of civilization or 

humanization within the society” (Mitchell, 1984:57). The roles that women play 

in their societies, which arise out of custom and tradition, often provide society’s 
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attitude towards women (Belak, 2002:27). The “No women” signs that appear 

on pagodas, ever-present and unchallenged social restrictions imposed on 

women, religious practices that excludes women, gender based entry 

requirements for universities and higher education institutions, domestic 

violence, violent crime against women, the social norms that dictate that a 

woman’s place is at home and in the kitchen, the fact that there are so few 

women in leadership positions in all sectors and industries—these are just 

some of the problems that have led to discrimination in Myanmar society that 

need to be addressed (Win, 2016) (see fig.1.1 & 1.2). 
 

 
Figure.1.1 A woman sat outside the barrier of ‘LADIES ARE PROHIBITED’ sign and 

watched men pray in the sacred part of the Phaung Daw Oo temple, Teza Soe (2017)  
Original in Colour 
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Figure.1.2 ‘LADIES ARE NOT ALLOWED’ sign at a temple in Yangon, Teza Soe (2017) Original 

in Colour 

 

 

In Myanmar, women are seen as the protectors of culture. It is not uncommon to 

read articles in the media warning women against infiltration of alien culture, 

emphasising the protection of the culture and national identity (see fig.1.3). 

Women are often pressured to dress to protect the image of “good Myanmar 

woman” (Win, 2016). For example, in Myanmar, women who dress in short 

skirts or revealing clothes are often viewed as loose women and looked down 

on. The majority of Myanmar women believe that perceptions associated with 

being viewed as loose women are an attack on one’s character or personal 

worth (McGregor, 2015). The “slut-shaming”, putting down of women on the 
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basis of the way they present themselves is extremely damaging as Myanmar 

women already have the difficult task of navigating their sexuality in a society 

that does not teach sex education or embrace the reality that women can be 

intelligent, respectable, and are allowed to make their own decisions about their 

bodies. All these ideas about gender norms are extremely toxic and it is 

infuriating to live with them every single day. More importantly, they instil the 

idea that only “shame” and “fear” can protect women; and even if a man makes 

unwanted advances towards a woman, even though it’s his action, she should 

be ashamed of it (Win, 2016). 

 

 
Figure.1.3. The danger of Facebook and its Influence on Married Women (the article 

talked about how Facebook can lure married women from their household duties) 

(2016) Source: The Daily Mirror (June 2016)   
 

In 2015 July, Myanmar parliament passed the “Women’s Special Marriage Bill”, 

which requires Buddhist women and men from other religions who wish to marry 

to register their intention publicly and request approval from their local registry 

office (The Myanmar’ Buddhist Womens’ Special Marriage Law, 2014). 

According to the law, the bride (Buddhist women) and the groom (men from 

other religions) can only get married if there are no objections. Additionally, the 

law will also apply to existing unions, which the couples must register as 

interfaith marriages. The justification for protecting Buddhist women stems from 

a traditional gender discriminatory narrative that views women as protectors of 
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religious and national identity at the expense of women’s basic human rights 

(Caster, 2015). These laws are allegedly aimed to “protect race and preserve 

religion” which is not only discriminating towards people of different religions 

and further fuel the hatred towards Rohingyas, who are Muslim minorities, but 

also, they reinforce traditional gender stereotypes (see fig.1.4 & 1.5). This law is 

part of a series of four laws on marriage, religion, polygamy, and family planning 

instigated by a Buddhist organization called the Association for the Protection of 

Race and Religion, which is affiliated with a nationalist Buddhist monk group 

also known as  “Ma Ba Tha”.  

 

 
Figure.1.4. Nuns at a rally organized by Mabatha, Phyo Maung Maung, AP (2015) 
Original in Colour 
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Figure.1.5. A monk holds a protest sign during a march organised by Ma Ba Tha 

against the government for allowing temporary identification cards holders to vote, 

Yangon (2015), Steve Tickner / Frontier (2015). 
Original in Colour 

 

The Patriotic Association of Myanmar also known as “Ma Ba Tha” is led by U 

Wirathu, self-proclaimed “Burmese Bin Laden”, who is known for preaching and 

spreading religious hatred across Myanmar (Hodal, 2013) (see fig 1.6). In 2015, 

U Wirathu famously branded the UN envoy Yang Hee Lee, who was there to 

assess the persecution of Rohingya minority, a “prostitute” and a “bitch” for 

criticizing the race protection law (Associated Press, 2015). Wirathu’s language 

is not only extremely sexist and insulting but also demonstrates that the 

dangerous nature of the Buddhist nationalist movement (the movement is led by 

Wirathu and followed by many monks and men) that is on the rise in Myanmar, 

which is extremely concerning for religious minorities and women. Wirathu 

regularly gives hate speeches to thousands of his protestors urging them to 

boycott Muslim owned businesses and often insulting Aung San Suu Kyi for 

marrying a foreigner (Thar, 2019).  
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Figure.1.6. The Face of Buddhist Terror, Time Magazine Cover (1 July 2013), Adam 

Dean / Panos For Time (2013). Original in Colour 

 

 

Mabatha proposed these bills in 2013 with the petition to evict Muslims from 

Myanmar and the petition was allegedly signed by 1.3 million people, which in 

itself is very worrying. On the otherhand, also in 2013, Myanmar National 

Committee for Women’s Affairs drafted the National Strategic Plan for the 

Advancement of Women (2013–2022)18, which is in line with CEDAW (UNDP, 

2013). It is notable that Myanmar ratified the treaties for the ‘Convention on the 

Elimination of All forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)’ in 1997 
																																																													
18	The National Strategic Plan for the Advancement of Women was developed by the Myanmar 
National Committee for Women’s Affairs in 2013. The plan lays out the government’s vision and 
commitment to empowering Myanmar women. UNDP, UN, and other nonprofit organisations 
were involved in developing the plan and the financial and technical aspects of the plan were 
contributed to by the UN and UNDP. The plan identified the areas where priority should be given 
to improving the lives of women in Myanmar (UNDP, 2013).		
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and the ‘Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)’ in 1991 (Caster, 2015). 

However, these bills proposed by Mabatha are inconsistent with international 

norms and standards, and they represent a clear violation of Myanmar’s 

obligations under both conventions (Caster, 2015). Additionally, the bills are 

likely to not only legitimise ethnocentric sentiment but also provide a legal 

framework for increasing discrimination of women. Monks and their supporters 

challenged parliament and the politicians who did not support the bill or people 

who openly spoke about rejecting the bill are branded as “traitors” and often 

receive death threats (McGregor, 2015). In this manner, Mabatha and their 

supporters targeted Myanmar women (using death threats) who are involved in 

campaigning women’s rights. Furthermore, visual posters with women’s names 

and photos were also distributed among Mabatha supporters and displayed at 

monasteries (McGregor, 2015). There were similar circumstances in the past 

where “modern women”19  at the time were faced with a similar ordeal for 

appropriating British culture—such as receiving “modern education” during 

British occupation in Myanmar (Ikeya, 2006). 

 

In the 1920s and 1930s mixed marriages between Myanmar women and foreign 

men became a problem coinciding with the “modern women” phenomenom at 

the time, although there was evidence that unions between Myanmar women 

and foreign men had existed since the nineteenth century (Ikeya, 2006). In 

contrast, there were no parallel concerns regarding the relationship between 

Myanmar men and foreign women (Ikeya, 2006). It is important to note that the 

British’s sudden removal of the Myanmar King Thibaw and occupation of 

Mandalay in 1885 dramatically changed the social and political organization of 

the country (U, 2001:5). The scene of King Thibaw, Queen Supayalat, and their 

daughters being taken away by the British soldiers to live their lives as exiles in 

India was engraved into the memories of many Myanmar people at the time and 

has been portrayed repeatedly in literature and movies even after a hundred 
																																																													
19	A “modern woman” in this context refers to a new feminine identity that occupied women of 

certain social class in Burma during British occupation period. Khit thit tha mee in Burmese 

means a daughter of new generation. “Modern woman” personified a woman influenced by 

British fashion, lifestyle, or even ideology which is an exact opposite of traditional cultural norms 

(Chie Ikeya, 2006) 
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years as propaganda for nationalism (see fig.1.7.). Moreover, Buddhism took a 

leading role in the nationalist movement against the British Empire (Strathern, 

2013). Regarding nationalism, Dr. Ritu Tyagi wrote in her paper Understanding 

Postcolonial Feminism in relation with Postcolonial and Feminist Theories that 

women experienced “double colonization” during the colonial period; suffering 

oppression not only from being colonized but also patriarchal discourses 

enforced upon them by nationalist movements (Tyagi, 2014). Using India as an 

example, she states “Nationalism attempted at controlling female bodies by 

imprisoning them into stereotypes, where females symbolized the pre-colonial, 

the traditional, and the untouched domestic spaces” (Tyagi, 2014).  

 

 
Figure.1.7 Film Still from Thu Kyun Ma Khan Pyi (We Shall Never Be Slaves), Kyi Soe 

Tun (1997). Original in Colour 

 

 

Undoubtedly, women in Myanmar are denied enjoyment of their basic human 

rights on a multitude of levels simply because they are women. Although there 

are notable exceptions, for the most part, Myanmar women are still considered 

subordinate to men socially, economically, and politically. Hence, women have 

to be dependent on men for their physical and economic security in their day-to-

day lives (Belak, 2002:65). Myanmar’s educational, legal, and political systems 

institutionalise gender inequality and provide women little support for achieving 
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self-autonomy or equality. To this day, the varied effects that discrimination has 

had on Myanmar women’s lives has been largely ignored. In 2017, the Ministry 

of Home Affairs published a report, which documents the rape cases that 

happened between 2016 and 2017 (Win, 2018). The report then attempted to 

blame the “victims” by citing several “reasons” as to why the victims were raped 

(Spencer & Thein, 2018). The reasons ranged from victims being under the 

influence of drugs and alcohol to “lack of knowledge” (Spencer & Thein, 2018). 

The report then called for women to dress more appropriately to “prevent” rape 

(Win, 2018). The treatment of rape victims and the blatant victim blaming 

displayed by the government explains why domestic abuse and violent crime 

against women is often ignored by a culture of silence and rarely leads to legal 

actions in Myanmar. It also reminds us that it’s the responsibility of all Myanmar 

people, both men and women to strive for gender equality. As a first step, 

traditionally established gender norms and gender stereotypes can be 

challenged through educational programs to help unlearn these toxic norms and 

expectations that permeate Myanmar society. May Sabe Phyu, director of 

Gender Equality Network in Myanmar says, “Myanmar men’s traditional attitude 

of viewing women as the property of men should be challenged through public 

education programs” (Aung, 2016).  
 

Gender Disparity in Education 

 
The key to challenging the outdated traditional values and societal attitudes is 

through education, especially to improve the status of women. Traditionally, 

Myanmar parents have put a very high priority on education for the perceived 

employment opportunities that it provides (Belak, 2002:54). At the same time, 

for generations Myanmar girls have had fewer opportunities to complete their 

primary education than boys. Myanmar women who are deprived of the chance 

to complete a primary education and acquire literacy suffer diminished income-

generating opportunities and decreased access to information, which puts 

limitations on their future. Boys’ education takes precedence when the families 

are short of resources, as they are seen as more employable outside the home, 

while girls are given responsibility to help out the mother with daily tasks 

including domestic chores and taking care of younger siblings (Than, 2010).  
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When trying to ascertain predetermined gender roles and women’s situations in 

Myanmar, it leads back to one of Myanmar’s earliest works of literature Lokaniti. 

Although it is impossible to ascertain the authorship or the time when it was first 

composed, James Gray first translated Lokaniti into English in 1886. The 

earliest reference to Lokaniti in Myanmar literature can be traced back to the 

seventh century (Gray, 1886:vii). In Myanmar, parents use Lokaniti, a collection 

of proverbs inherited from ancestors, to guide and educate children throughout 

their lives. Lokaniti lays down the rules for social conduct and discipline which 

human beings are to abide by if they are to be proper Myanmar citizens. 

Although Lokaniti did not come from Buddhist scriptures, it has a strong 

religious influence from pali writings and thus was taught in almost every 

monastic school in Myanmar (Gray, 1886:viii). Prior to British colonisation, 

monastic schools were the primary source of education, which was 

predominantly offered to only male pupils (Ikeya, 2006). The chapter on 

guidelines for women found in Lokaniti highlights the characteristics of the good 

and the bad wife, which reinforces the idea that women should be subjugated. 

 

British colonisation enabled “modern” educational institutions and girls-only 

schools, allowing Myanmar women from elite society to receive a “modern” 

education. Prior to British colonisation, monastic schools were the primary 

source of education, which was predominantly offered only to male pupils 

(Ikeya, 2006). Traditionally, Buddhist monks were the primary knowledge 

sharers in Myanmar communities (Ikeya, 2006). Colonisation enabled “modern” 

educational institutions and girls-only schools, which altered the relationship 

between Myanmar women and their position in society. The increase of literacy 

and growth of Myanmar women lawyers, doctors, teachers, writers, and 

journalists in the 1930s challenged the absolute power that the monks once had 

(Ikeya, 2006). Myanmar women at the time championed the defiance of 

established gender norms and they were targeted for receiving western 

education.  

 

Chie Ikeya noted in her PhD research that prior to colonisation, female 

education was not considered necessary or a need in Myanmar society (Ikeya, 
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2006). In 1887, there were 3,975 Buddhist monastic schools in lower Myanmar, 

which predominantly offers education to male pupils by male monks (Tut, 

1999:153 cited in Ikeya, 2006). During the colonial era between 1910 and 1930 

the British government introduced an Anglo-vernacular education system and 

there was an emergence of co-education and girls only schools which led to a 

rapid rise of female education in Myanmar (Ikeya, 2006 & 2008). By 1921, the 

number of female students enrolled in schools rose by 45,000 (roughly 61%) 

and the numbers continued to rise during the 1920s (Ikeya, 2008). By the turn of 

1930, 219,727 of female pupils were enrolled in various forms of education 

intuitions in Myanmar ranging from primary to university level (Ikeya, 2008).   

 

Along with the rise of female education in Myanmar, there was also a rapid 

increase in female employment in various public professions, which included 

administration, law, medicine, education, and journalism (Ikeya, 2008, Than, 

2010). Many women in the colonial era pursued higher education alongside 

men and held leadership positions which in turn enabled them to be more 

political and inspired them to fight for their right to run for legislative positions.  

In other words, receiving modern education and opportunities that followed from 

receiving such education enabled women to be more independent and provided 

them with opportunities to contest male dominance in employment related to 

decision-making and knowledge. 

 

Even after the country gained independence in 1948, Myanmar remained one of 

the countries in Southeast Asia with the highest literacy rates as the 

government sought to establish a literate and educated population where 

women held leadership positions alongside men (Than, 2010 & Kolås, 2019: 

76). By 1952, three women were elected to parliament and one of them, Ba 

Maung Chain (Claribel Irene Po), became the first woman minister from 

Myanmar after being appointed as Minister of Karen Affairs in the first union 

government (Kolås, 2019:56). At the time, Myanmar was considered one of the 

most developed and richest countries in Southeast Asia (Kolås, 2019:34). 

However, the 1962 coup d’etat led by General Ne Win isolated the country from 

the rest of the world for decades and the education system drew a step back 

along with any opportunities and freedom that Myanmar women once enjoyed 
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during the colonial era. From Ba Maung Chain becoming the first woman 

Minister of Myanmar in 1952 to the time I started this research in 2015, there 

have been only four women ministers in Myanmar, which highlights the 

country’s gender disparity and also demonstrates the lack of initiatives and 

equal opportunities for women. In fact, from 1952 until the 2011 democratic 

reform, there had been no female ministers or any women in decision-making 

positions in the government for nearly six decades (Aung, 2017). Even now, 

despite the current government being led by female Nobel prize winner Aung 

San Suu Kyi (who often spoke about gender equality in Myanmar), there is no 

other woman in the Cabinet of Myanmar other than Aung San Suu Kyi herself, 

which itself is disheartening and disappointing. According to the study 

conducted by Gender Resources Center in 2019, the percentage of women in 

leadership or decision-making positions at General Administration Department 
20 , which plays a central role in administering all regional and state-level 

governments, is incredibly low. Further, the survey conducted by Gender 

Resources Center finds that at a village, district, and township level there are 

less than 5% of women in leadership positions and there are no women Deputy 

Directors, Deputy Generals, or Governors at state level and beyond. 
 

Currently, in Myanmar there are no institutions or governing bodies that offer 

education in photography whereas the universities for most coveted professions 

such as medical schools, engineering, and technology have different entrance 

requirements depending on the applicant’s gender, meaning women must score 

higher for admission (Soe, 2014). There are overwhelming odds against 

Myanmar women to excel at anything other than being a housewife and abiding 

by the predetermined gender roles. Nevertheless, the 22 top scorers of the 

2014 matriculation exam were all women (Soe, 2014). Additionally, the top 

scorer of the 2016 matriculation exam was a woman, followed by 2017 and 

2018 where women occupied the majority of the highest scorer lists for 

matriculation exams for each respective year. Internationally renowned scholars 
																																																													
20 General Administration Department or GAD is civil service department, which is 
under the Ministry of Home Affairs. (Saw & Arnold, 2014). 
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such as Aung San Suu Kyi, Daw Mya Sein, Daw Mi Mi Khaing, and Tharaphi 

Than are a few examples of women who excelled in education, economy, and 

even in politics yet they are still subordinate to men both religiously and 

politically.  
 

Role of women in religion 

 

Religion plays an important role in reassuring women and men’s societal roles 

in Myanmar. According to the 2014 Myanmar census, 89% of the population 

practice Theravada Buddhism. Thus, religion is a constant presence in 

Myanmar people’s day-to-day life. Buddhist practice restricts women’s 

participation in religious practice, which cements the popular belief that women 

are lower than men (see.fig.1.8). However, according to Buddha’s teachings 

there is no distinction between men and women in religion (Kawanami, 1991). 

Myanmar’s Buddhism emphasises men’s procession of Hpon, which translates 

as glory, power, influence, or the cumulative result of past meritorious deeds 

according to the Myanmar–English dictionary published by Myanmar Ministry of 
Education.  

 

Figure.1.8. Ladies are prohibited sign at Hpaung Daw Oo Pagoda in Myanmar, Teza 

Soe (2017) Original in Colour 
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Although the majority of Myanmar people practice Theravada Buddhism, ideas 

ascribed to Buddhism still have influence in other religions and communities in 

Myanmar (Belak, 2002:49). Traditions and values are reinforced through the 

media, societal pressure, and everyday life to ensure women’s subordinate 

status in society regardless of the religion one chooses to practice. Special 

emphasis is placed on ensuring premarital sex is prohibited to restrict women’s 

freedom of movement and choice. In most of Myanmar’s traditional cultures, 

sons are favoured over daughters for a variety of reasons such as sons can 

become monks if they wish to and ‘mother of the monk’ holds a certain status in 

Myanmar society (Kawanami, 1991). Traditional sayings, practices, and gender 

roles reinforce women’s secondary positions as mothers, wives, and daughters, 

and function to keep them in the home. 
 

Religion gives men an inherent superiority; meaning men can become a 

Buddha if they try hard enough whereas women cannot. Hence, womanhood is 

inferior to manhood. Daw Mya Sein, who symbolised the powerful and educated 

“modern” Myanmar woman at the time, stated in The Atlantic Journal (1958) 

that “The respect Myanmar women offer to men stems from the influence of 

religion in Myanmar stating that a new Buddha will be reincarnated as a male” 

(Sein, 1958). Decades later, another scholar Daw Ni Ni Myint, a historian and 

former Director-General of the Universities Historical Research Centre of 

Myanmar, wrote in her book The Status of Myanmar Women published in 2002 

that “Traditionally it has been the custom for women to defer to men” echoing 

what her predecessor Daw Mya Sein wrote half a century earlier (Myint 2002, 

cited in Than, 2014:2). Furthermore, Daw Mi Mi Khaing who conducted a 

foundational scholarly work on Myanmar women, wrote in her book The World 

of Burmese Women published in 1984 that 

“There is no doubt in our minds. Spiritually, a man is 

higher than a woman. This is just not an abstract of 

idea belonging to religious philosophy. Conviction of 

it enters our very bones” (Khaing, 1984:57).  

It is indeed undeniable that many Myanmar women internalised the idea that “a 

man is higher than a woman” after years of being repeatedly told that there are 

limitations and certain things that they cannot do just because they are women, 
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simple things such as women’s laundry must be separated from men’s or that 

women should not climb heights to avoid polluting the power of men. In 

Myanmar, women’s bodies are regarded as impure because of their bodily 

functions such as childbirth and menstruation, whereas, the determining cultural 

and religious narrative is that men possess spiritual inferiority, and this fuels the 

son preference attitude within Myanmar families (Belak, 2002:53). Women’s 

sexuality is controlled through virginity and one’s worth is determined by her 

connections to men (GEN, 2015). A 'proper' dress code is enforced upon 

women to attain this chaste ideal (GEN, 2015)(see fig.1.9). On the other hand, 

male sexuality is never questioned or controlled in Myanmar culture and 

traditional sayings such as “A yoe kwal aung yite mha a thae swal aung chit 

mal” which roughly translates as “The only way to a woman's heart is through 

beating her till her bones break apart” encourages men to be potentially violent.  
 

 
 
Figure.1.9. A screenshot of newspaper article titled “Yangon Police Tell Women to 

Avoid Sexy Clothes” Source: Coconuts Yangon News (2015). Original in Colour 

 

Myanmar women scholars such as Daw Mya Sein and Daw Mi Mi Khaing, who 

are both highly educated and powerful women, acknowledged the boundaries 

between men and women but did not attempt to challenge them. Additionally, 

dissident women writers such as Lu du Daw Amar and Khin Myo Chit often 

wrote novels, which involve young heroines struggling for their survival, also 

refrained from discussing women’s subordinate status in Myanmar society, 

which will ultimately challenge the religion. In fact, Khin Myo Chit once wrote 
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that Myanmar women acknowledged the boundaries between men and women, 

however, they would not attempt to cross these boundaries or challenge them 

openly (Chit, 1954 cited in Than, 2010). After all, it is not the correct behaviour 

for “a good Myanmar women” to question religion or social rules and cultural 

criteria. Religion has always been a “sacred cow” for Myanmar: questioning and 

insulting religion is against the law. As recently as March 2015, a New Zealand 

bar manager and two Myanmar colleagues were jailed for two and a half years 

with hard labour for using the Buddha’s image to promote a nightclub in 

Myanmar (Ramzy, 2015). Again in 2016, the government sent a Dutch tourist to 

prison for 3 months under the country’s infamous religion laws for pulling the 

plug on a loudspeaker, which was broadcasting religious prayers (Nang, 2016).  
 

In religious Buddhist literature, narrative depictions of women vary from positive 

to negative (Kawanami, 1991). Nobel woman such as Visakha is known as a 

devoted follower of Buddha who has helped spread religion by her generous 

donation and dedication to religion. On the other hand, Cinca Manavika is 

known as a deceitful beautiful temptress who falsely accused Buddha of 

impregnating her to keep him from attaining nibbāna21 (see fig.1.10). However, 

Cinca Manavika’s deception was uncovered and the tale ended with Cinca 

Manavika being met with miserable and untimely death for her sins. 

Undoubtedly, representations of women both favourable and unfavourable 

reinforce the image and perception of women in Myanmar society, a good 

Myanmar woman protects the religion and a bad one does not.  

																																																													
21 nibbāna translates as the cessation, it is the goal of Buddha’s teaching. It is the end of 

suffering, the end of craving; dispassion (Pali dictionary,2016) 
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Figure.1.10. Painting of Cinca Manavika making a false accusation against Buddha, 

Source: Buddhist Door. Original in Colour 

 

Empowering women through Photography 

 
My research has been motivated by my earlier work that I developed during my 

graduate studies, a photography series called ‘Back Home I was told…’ which 

visualised the self-perceived notions of women’s projections in a society, where 

I was born and raised. I created a series of photographs combined with 

traditional teachings that most Myanmar women were told growing up (see 

fig.1.11& fig.1.12). I was inspired by Carrie Mae Weems’s From Here I Saw 

What Happened and I Cried series, in which she not only gave a voice to 

subjects that historically had had no voice, but also used photography to 

highlight the problematic role that the medium played in shaping racism and 

stereotyping in the past. Much like Weems’ series, I wanted to use photography 

to intervene in the society, which teaches little girls that their purpose in life is to 

be a good wife (see fig.1.13). This PhD study aims to expand the research 

developed during my master’s degree program, where I identified and explored 

female cultural identity and diaspora with issues of traditionally established 

gender roles. 
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Figure.1.11. Untitled from Back home I was told…,Teza Soe (2015) 
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Figure. 1.12. Untitled from Back home I was told…, Teza Soe (2015) 
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Figure.1.13. From Here I Saw What Happened and I Cried, Carrie Mae Weems (1995). 
Original in Colour 
 
 

Due to the many factors discussed above, women’s participation on the political 

stage is relatively low in Myanmar—Myanmar’s parliament has the lowest ratio 

of female representatives in the region at just 10 per cent in 2018 (Han & Chau, 

2018). Degrading remarks and putting women down in news media is not 

uncommon in Myanmar. For instance, Kyaw Swar Soe, a Myanmar politician 

and the head of a fairly popular party, stated that “women are fucking useless” 

in an interview with The Irrawaddy magazine, when being questioned for not 

including more women candidates for the upcoming election (Coconuts Yangon, 

2015). He then continued, “If all the candidates were women, then the 

Parliament would be full of women,” (Coconuts Yangon, 2015). Although 

scholars in the past and present may argue regarding women’s status in 
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Myanmar; from my personal experience I can attest that emotionally, women 

are often barred from expressing themselves because of our inherited 
patriarchal system (see fig.1.14).  

 

 

Figure.1.14. A screenshot of newspaper article titled “Women are “FUCKING 

USELESS” Source: Coconuts Yangon (2015) Original in Colour 
 

In this context, photography can serve as a tool to transcend these barriers, 

which prevent women from being able to speak up. Throughout this research, I 

intend to use photography as a tool to help Myanmar women to develop a 

positive self-identity and sense of empowerment that will encourage them to 

confront discrimination. My hope is that the empowerment of women through 

photography can help to change the situation and encourage women to look for 

positions of power and I aim to achieve this by investigating examples of 

projects where women have been encouraged to use photography. This study 

will be of value and interest because little has been written critically about the 

situation for women in Myanmar and certainly using photography as a way of 

considering emancipation is unheard of. Furthermore, it is evident that women 

artists in the past and present across the globe continue to use photography to 

confront the social issues and stereotypes relating to gender, critiquing the 
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double standards imposed on women by society. Previously, women in 

Myanmar have been portrayed in the media as protectors of the nation’s identity 

(Belak, 2010:12); equipping women with photographic training will give them a 

voice to express themselves as a first step to challenge such notions. Not only 

can photography empower women by allowing them to tell their own stories, but 

it can also direct its viewers to rearticulate preconceived notions of traditional or 
exotic identity associated with Myanmar women. 

 

Ever since photography was invented in the early 1800s, it has given the world 

the ability to store memories in a physical form, democratising access to 

information and art (British Library, 2016). Due to the advancements of 

technology, smart phones have dramatically changed the accessibility of 

photography. Although a lot of people have had the privilege of easy access to 

smart phones with cameras, the reality is that most of Myanmar's population, 

especially in rural areas, do not have access to smart phones with cameras let 

alone a DSLR camera. A DSLR camera is often a luxury for people in Myanmar, 

as most do not possess the ability to obtain one (Wubin, 2013). Women from 

rural areas with limited education and employment opportunities would not have 

access to cameras or have any opportunities to pursue photography. Hence, to 

bridge the gap, as part of my practice, I have developed a free photography 

education programme for women in Myanmar to promote equal learning 

opportunities for women. The programme aims to equip the participants with 

DSLR cameras and to provide continued access to the cameras even after the 

workshops have ended.22  
 

Recently, in Myanmar violent crimes against women are becoming an 

increasingly worrisome trend. The brutal rape of a 2 year old girl (which sparked 

the Justice for Victoria movement and nationwide protests across Myanmar), a 

young doctor burnt alive by her fiancé, followed by a young aspiring model 

stabbed to death by her boyfriend, a college student murdered by her ex-partner 

(in response to her finding a new love), an acid attack by an ex-lover, a 

																																																													
22 I will discuss in detail about setting up the photography education programme in Chapter 5 
and the impact of the programme along with the works that the participants produced will be 
discussed in the Practice Chapter.  
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customer service assistant stabbed to death for refusing to go on a date are just 

a few examples of cases that have left the country traumatised and searching 

for answers on how to end this tide of violence against women (see figs. 1.1.5, 

1.16, 1.17 & 1.18). According to the study conducted by the Gender Equality 

Network Myanmar, gender inequality and deep-rooted cultural beliefs remain 

the main reasons behind these horrendous crimes (GEN, 2015). I found that the 

concerning fact is the display of “victim blaming” attitudes and reactions from 

the majority of Myanmar men and even a few Myanmar women when these 

news items were circulated on social media, mostly blaming the victim for 

disrespecting the men, in some cases simply for turning down the men. These 

attitudes towards Myanmar women are not only deeply worrying but they also 

present highlight the status of women in society. These killings and the "victim 

blaming" that followed show that Myanmar is in urgent need of feminist thinking 

to raise consciousness and awareness. I intend to raise the awareness of 

feminist thinking by introducing the emancipatory potential of photography 

through free photography workshops in Myanmar. 
 

 

 
Figure.1.15. A screenshot of newspaper article titled “Young Model Stabbed to Death 

in Burma” (Aye Chan Myat Moe Aged 20 was stabbed to death after refusing to go out 
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on a date) Source: The Irrawaddy (2015) Original in Colour 
 

 

 
Figure.1.16. A screenshot of a newspaper article titled “Calls for action after brutal acid 

attack” Source: The Myanmar Times (2016) Original in Colour 

 

 
 
Figure.1.17. A screenshot of a newspaper article titled “7 years prison for Mon State 

Acid attack culprit” ( The victim was attacked by her ex-boyfriend and even after the 

sentencing he threatened that she would face consequences when he gets out from 



	 52	

prison) Source: Frontier Myanmar (2017) 

 

 
 
Figure.1.18. A screenshot of a newspaper article titled “Women stabbed to death by 

lover after quarrel” Source: The Myanmar Times (2018)  
 

Bonnie Chiu, Founder of Lensational, a social enterprise, which empowers 

women through photography, once said that photography not only allows 

women to take control and but also instils the idea that they have their own right 

to choose their path in life just as they have control of the shutter or how they 

want to construct an image (Chiu, 2015). I have collaborated with Lensational 

and local Non-Profit organisations to develop free photography workshops for 

women in Myanmar, as one of my aims for this research is to support the 

emergence of women photographers in Myanmar. Additionally, photography 

can serve as a way of activating a gender justice for women who are still 

marginalised in their society. By giving photography training to women in 

Myanmar it could provide a means of expression to women as a first step.  
 

Women artists in the past and present continue to use photography to confront 

social issues and highlight the problems that exist with stereotypes that relate to 

gender, their works often attacking the double standards imposed on women by 

society. The artists might use different approaches to tackle the issues, 

depending on their cultural background and the socioeconomic regions that they 

come from; but their ultimate goal remains the same. My research indicates that 

currently, there is very little research being done on Myanmar women 

photographers where almost all of the existing research centres on political and 
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social landscape of Myanmar women. Thus, it is necessary to conduct research 

concerning Myanmar women artists; especially photographers as there are no 

official institutions to build an archive or to collect histories of past and present 

Myanmar women photographers. At the Image of Women film screening in 

Myanmar, four women filmmakers discussed their role as women image makers 

in patriarchal society and their contributions towards the industry. When asked, 

“if they considered themselves feminists” all the women quickly replied “No”; 

which puzzled the audience (Johnston, 2014). In other words, the filmmakers 

acknowledged that discriminations exist, but they do not want to be labelled as 

“feminist” as it carries a stigma in Myanmar.  
 

As Linda Nochlin points out in her famous essay “Why have there been no great 

women artists?” women must look at themselves as equal to men and be willing 

to accept the situation without self-pity and cop-outs; it is time for Myanmar 

women to confront the issues head on without the fear of being labelled as 

feminists as Myanmar anticipates its first woman leader after Aung San Suu 

Kyi’s party’s landslide victory in 2015. Aung San Suu Kyi might be the epitome 

of a strong, empowered woman23 but it is up to each and every one of us to 

challenge the traditional concepts of female subservience and coyness attached 

to the identity of Myanmar women.  
 

All in all, we have to accept that change in human identity is a vastly difficult 

area, and the construction of femininity is not anybody's fault, it just evolves 

over centuries due to the flow of ideas and power accepted as normal, and the 

repositioning of this, is a vast undertaking that involves ideas dying and new 

ones taking their place. The market may well help: globalisation is a powerful 

generator of ideas. For example, in the early 2000s in Myanmar, many of the 

younger generation of women have become fans of American TV series’ and it 

is recognised that many started to question their own lives when looking at the 

way women lived and were treated in Hollywood movies (AFP, 2010). The 

military did its best to control the infiltration of Western culture by publishing 

																																																													
23 Although Aung San Suu Kyi remains hugely popular within Myanmar, her recent actions have 
demaged her reputation in International Community. A few of her awards have been revoked 
due to her failure to speak out against Rohingya crisis.  
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propaganda articles in national newspapers such as "Decadent alien culture 

such as scanty dresses is unacceptable in Myanmar society," says the Junta’s 

spokesperson (AFP, 2010). However, Myanmar military attempts to resist or 

control the so called “alien culture’ remained fruitless. This promotion of 

ideology through the media is also known as “soft power”24—and again this is 

exactly why the media was controlled so much in Myanmar under military 

regime—one can imagine that if American TV shows were standard viewing in 

Myanmar, the country might have seen a lot more changes than the Junta had 

envisioned. In the end, America may not be the most influential power in the 

world now, but liberal capitalism certainly is—and inevitably, all older cultures 

will change, as you cannot let half your talent lie dormant in a modern vibrant 

economy. And a country cannot hide from globalisation. 
	

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

																																																													
24	Soft power is a term proposed by Joseph Nye in his 1990 book Bound to Lead: The Changing 

Nature of American Power.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 

Relationship of Photography, Politics, and Society in Myanmar 
 
 
 

‘’If a woman in every existence of being a woman desires to become man, she 
should serve her husband as respectfully as the wife of the king of celestial 

kingdom serves her husband’ 
-Lokaniti  

 
 

 
Here I explore the relationship between photography and Myanmar society, the 

role that photography has played during the four decades during the country’s 

isolation starting from the 1980s until the early 2000s, and the challenges 

created by the Junta’s media censorship towards Myanmar photographers after 

the ‘8888’ uprising. Using interviews with local photographers and the Myanmar 

Photographic Society, it sheds light on the role photography played in bringing 

political changes to Myanmar. Additionally, I am offering a new perspective on 

how such challenges affected Myanmar women at the time and why ‘freedom of 

expression’ is still a distant hope for people in Myanmar. In doing so, it allows 

me to explore and contextualise one of my project’s aims, which is to discover 

how freedom of expression might be relevant to the emancipation of women 

through photography in Myanmar. In case the reader should think that Myanmar 

is unusual; the list of countries where journalists are murdered, freedom of 

expression is censored, and where women are heavily controlled is long. 

Myanmar, in keeping with many other countries, has a long way to go towards 

the emancipation of women. 

 

To date, little research has been written and conducted into the history of 

photography in Myanmar. “The Historical Visual Story of Photography in 

Burma’’ by Mandy Sadan which concerns photography in Myanmar from the 

colonial era along with Zhuang Wubin’s comprehensive work on the anthology 

of photography in Southeast Asia are the only text based research until Lukas 
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Birk’s25 extensive visual archives26 on Myanmar photography were published 

and exhibited in 2018. Lukas Birk’s research included more than 10,000 

photographs from Myanmar dating back to 1910 and his research shows that 

Myanmar photographers have always been interested in suspending the 

“colonial gaze” of foreigners ever since the medium was introduced to Myanmar 

(Birk, 2018). I am not delving into the history of photography in Myanmar as 

Mandy Sadan’s research and Lukas Birk’s is comprehensive. Instead, I am 

looking at it from a new perspective, which focuses on the role of the camera in 

helping to create political freedom. I have been concerned with how 

photography has played a role in challenging fixed social positions, in promoting 

democracy, and the relationship of photography to the political and social 

environment in which it operated. 

 

Aaron Doyle noted in Arresting Images: Crime and Policing in Front of the 

Television Camera published in 2003 that, cameras, along with other 

technologies which can record visual images, can protect the public in their 

dealings with law enforcement as cameras serve as a witness in political 

protests and they have had various positive political effects (Doyle, 2003: 74). 

The camera not only exposes injustice but also guarantees democracy. 

Additionally, it ensures both police and demonstrators behave better as both 

sides’ good behaviour is being guaranteed by millions of phone cameras. It 

even makes it more likely that women will attend, as the presence of cameras 

means that the marches are less likely to descend into violence. Video footage 

similarly also makes it very hard for authoritarian regimes to lie as video from 

phones particularly has been helpful in showing the plight of the Rohingya, for 

example, and bringing it to the world’s attention (Januta, 2018). 
 

Photography was introduced to Myanmar during British Colonial rule mostly to 

document Britain’s urban exploration, colonial power, and domination. Studies 

																																																													
25 Lukas Birk runs Myanmar Photo Archive, which includes over 10,000 photographs. The 
photographs are the only historical record of how Myanmar people survived during the harshest 
decades of military oppression. The extremely rare archive collection also includes photographs 
from the colonial era, WWII, and the independence era.  
26 With support from the British library’s Endangered Archives Programme Lukas Birk and 
Myanmar Photo Archive digitised more than 4,000 negatives taken in Myanmar between the 
1960s and 1970s. The whole archive is available on the British Library Website.  
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have shown that when photography first arrived in Southeast Asia (1800s), 

there had been a superstition in neighbouring countries such as Singapore and 

Thailand that the medium could suck away one’s soul (Wubin, 2011). However, 

no such superstition was seen to be true in Myanmar and King Thibaw 

embraced the technology by setting up a palace photo studio and employed a 

French photographer as a supervisor (Hooper 1887, cited in Sadan, 2014). 

During the colonial era (1824-1948) the limited availability of cameras kept 

photography in the hands of white photographers and a few local elites (Wubin 

2011, Sadan, 2014) (see Appendix 1 for important historical record of 

photography in Myanmar).  

 

Although the photographic industry expanded, the cost of studio photography 

and amateur camera ownership meant that the majority of Myanmar people 

would not have been able to engage with the technology at all (Sadan, 2014). 

However, the expansion of the photographic industry also led foreign 

photographers to start looking for local assistants to work in their studios. As 

noted in Mandy Sadan’s research, these early colonial photographic studios 

were the start of the history of photography in Myanmar and foreign-owned 

studios provided local Myanmar photographers, or those who were interested in 

learning the art, with access to expensive equipment and the opportunity to 

learn the trade. 

 

As the industry expanded, photography gained interest from local elites, which 

included Myanmar women. Mandy Sadan noted Daw Hkin Myaing as the 

earliest woman photographer from Myanmar. Along with Daw Hkin Myaing there 

were other women photographers from elite backgrounds during the colonial 

times (Sadan, 2014). This research finds that Daw Khin Ma Gyi (Padamyar 

Khin) was the first Myanmar woman photographer who operated a female only 

studio during the colonial era. Padamyar Khin detailed her life as a woman 

photographer in the colonial era in her biography titled “Camera Kine Khae Ya 

Kyun Ma Bawa” which can roughly be translated as My life as a Camera 

Operator published in 2000. Although there were pioneering amateur women 

photographers alongside female studio photographers such as Daw Padamyar 

Khin during the colonial era, the sources to further discover this history are 
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extremely difficult to access or to ascertain.27 Although a further exploration of 

this history is not within the scope of this study, there is the potential for much 

future research in this area. 

 

On January 4, 1948, Myanmar became an independent nation that was named 

the Union of Burma. From the late 1940s, there was a dramatic expansion in 

local owned photography businesses (see fig.2.1). It was common to see the 

advertisements of photography studios and businesses in newspapers. Studio 

portraiture along with onsite photography was regarded as traditional for middle 

class families.28 However, the country was still dependent on countries outside 

Myanmar for photographic supplies. In 1950, Rangoon Photographic Society 

was formed by a group of amateur Myanmar photographers (Sadan, 2014). 

With the rise of the vernacular press, magazines such as Shumawa, and the 

military funded Myawaddy became platforms for local photographers to 

showcase their photography.   

 

  
																																																													
27 At the time this research was conducted in 2015, there had been no previous research on 
Myanmar women photographers from the colonial era. The history of Myanmar women 
photographers from the colonial era was only discovered in fragments by reading several 
research papers, which are concerned with various aspects of women’s lives and experiences 
throughout the colonial era. Those research sources on the history of women in colonial times in 
Myanmar exist in the archive at Yangon University, which are difficult to access but available at 
the Yangon University Library. Although Myanmar Universities’ Central Library now offers an 
online catalogue for their exisiting collection of research papers and theses, they are still not 
available readily online.   
28 Personal communication with Soe Myanmar (20 November 2018) 
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Figure.2.1. A newspaper advertisement of Thit Lwin photo studio in Mandalay. 

(Courtesy of Myanmar Photo Archive, Lukas Birk, 2018). Original in Colour.  

 

It is undeniable that British colonisation brought the people of Myanmar under 

the influence of Western culture in the 18th century. The British imposed their 

religion, customs, language, laws, and their way of life upon Myanmar people, 

and these had a profound effect on Myanmar women at the time. Chie Ikeya 

(2006) noted in her PhD research that there was social discussion and debate 

in the local press regarding the ‘modern women’ who embraced Western culture 

and modernity. Also, the literacy rate of women has improved dramatically 

under British rule and the British used educated Myanmar women as a means 

to spread the elite feminism and Western ideology among Myanmar people 

(Tun, Ring & Hlaing, 2019). Kumari Jayawardena also noted in Feminism and 

Nationalism In The Third World (1986) that missionary schools developed by 

Westerners during the colonial time also introduced the concept of “19th century 

European female virtue and good behaviour” to girls who attended the schools 

(Jayawardena, 1986:17). On the other hand, the nationalists in their attempt to 

resist colonisation often used the saying “You have taken our land, our money 

and now our women” when discussing Western influence on Myanmar women 

at the time (Tun, Ring & Hlaing, 2019). In essence, Myanmar women were used 

as political pawns by the British to indicate how civilised the country is under 

colonial rule, whereas, in response, the nationalists associated women’s identity 

with the national identity, ultimately resulting in women being viewed as 

“objects” needing protection.  

 

Even after gaining independence in 1948, it was evident in the Myanmar press 

that British influences were still visible among Myanmar youth at the time. 

Studies have shown that Myanmar experienced a temporary period of 

democracy and free media after gaining independence from the British. The 

country at the time had one of the most active presses in Asia with guarantees 

of freedom of the press in the 1947 constitution (Zaw, 2002). During the 1950s, 

magazines such as Shumawa and Myawaddy would regularly feature 

photographs of modern Myanmar women, which were submitted by 
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photographers for photography competitions on their cover page (Ikeya, 2006) 

(see.fig.2.2.).  
 

 

 
Figure.2.2. A young Myanmar woman in ‘modern’ clothing on the cover of Myawaddy 

Magazine Source: Myawaddy Magazine (1958 issue). Original in Colour 

 

Alongside these developments in women’s roles, in the 1950s there was an 

expansion in both the professional and amateur photographic field in Myanmar. 

There were several platforms and a wide range of subjects for photographers to 

explore after independence. When photographs of certain groups of young, 

educated women began to appear in the press and in magazines, the 

technology seemed to be the centre of social discussion due to its ability to 

highlight the contrast between the Western influenced sense of modernity 
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among women and traditional religion. Such debate created tensions within 

Myanmar society where roles of women were discussed and the meanings of 

images in post-colonised society (Sadan, 2014) (see. fig.2.3).  

 

 

   
 
Figure.2.3. A cartoon in Myawaddy magazine about modern women wearing Western 

swimsuits in pageant competitions (Myawaddy magazine 05/1960) 
Original in Colour 
 

Nonetheless, Myanmar women continued to embrace their new modern 

identities and some even participated in pageant competitions in the late 1950s 

until the government banned them after the military, led by Ne Win staged a 

coup d’état in 1962 (Win, 2014) (see fig.2.4). Prior to this, magazines would 

regularly feature photographs of pageants with contestants dressed in Western 

swimsuits, which was deemed provocatively modern and even outlandish 

compared to many other Asian countries at the time (see.fig.2.5). Louisa 

Benson Craig was crowned Myanmar’s first ever Miss Universe in 1956. Less 

than a decade later, she took her crown to the jungle to lead the Karen National 

Liberation Army29 in their fight against Myanmar expansionism (Satt, 2017). 

																																																													
29	Following independence from the British, the civil insurgency rose in Myanmar and many 
tribes demanded their own independence and to coexist within Myanmar. The Karen National 
Liberation Army is the military branch of the Karen National Union, which campaigns for the self-
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Louisa, an ethnic Karen, led the 5th Brigade of KNLA until she moved to the 

United States in 1967 (Pwint, 2017). As soon as the General Ne Win led 

government came to power after their coup in 1962, women’s bodies and 

clothing again became an issue linked to nationalism. However, Louisa Benson 

Craig’s bravery and courage demonstrates that women’s’ patriotism is not 

linked to whether one embraces ‘modern’ culture or not.  
 

 
Figure.2.4. Mal Dagon Pageant contestants in 1960 (Myawaddy magazine 05/1960) 
Original in Colour 

 
 

Figure.2.5. Miss Burma contestants 1956, Source: The Irrawaddy News 

 
																																																																																																																																																																																			
determination of the Karen tribe. The KNLA has been fighting the Myanmar government since 
the country’s independence in 1948. 



	 63	

 

 

Burma Socialist Programme Party (1962 – 1988) 
 

After gaining independence, Myanmar was in political turmoil with multiple 

elections being held between 1951 and 1960. In 1962, the military led by 

General Ne Win staged a coup and overthrew the government led by U Thant 

who once served as secretary at the UN. General Ne Win who seized power in 

1962 formed the Burma Socialist Programme Party and ruled the country as a 

one-party state (Buzzi, 2001:15). During the years of the BSPP there were not a 

lot of photographs that came out of Myanmar apart from propaganda of Ne Win 

and BSPP due to the political situation at the time, which isolated Myanmar for 

four decades. Decades later in 2018, at the “Burmese Photographers” 

exhibition, Lukas Birk’s collection of photographs from the BSPP era gave the 

world a glimpse of how ordinary Myanmar people maintained their lives under 

the worst circumstances of the dictatorship (see fig.2.6 & 2.7). 
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Figure.2.6. A portrait of a Myanmar youth taken at Bellay Photo Studio in between the 

1960s and 1970s (Courtesy of Myanmar Photo Archive, Lukas Birk, 2018) 
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Figure.2.7. A portrait of a Myanmar youth taken at Bellay Photo Studio in the 1960s 

(Courtesy of Myanmar Photo Archive, Lukas Birk, 2018) 
 

Under the socialist regime, the situation took a turn for the worse for 

photographers due to the country’s unstable economy, which deteriorated 

rapidly from the late 1950s, and it became harder to get access to photographic 

supplies (Sadan, 2014). It was only the beginning of the military coup, which 

lasted over five decades and turned Myanmar into one of the poorest countries 

in the world. Shortly after forming BSPP, Ne Win announced a new ideology 

and a plan of action termed  “Burmese Way to Socialism” which was a hybrid of 

Marxism, Buddhism, and Nationalism that ultimately cut off the country from the 

rest of the world (Mehden, 1963:130). After the coup, General Ne Win banned 

Western-style dancing and beauty contests and Western institutions were 

ordered to leave (U, 2011, cited in Slow, 2016). As the country’s economy 

deteriorated towards the 1960s and photographic supplies became harder to 

access, however, the need for photography and self-expression is stronger than 

ever (see fig 2.8, 2.9& 2.10). 
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Figure.2.8. A portrait of a Myanmar youth taken at Bellay Photo Studio in the 1960s, 

Har Si Yoi/Bellay Studio (1960s).  

 

 
Figure.2.9. A portrait of a young girl at Bellay Photo Studio in the 1960s, Har Si Yoi 

/Bellay Studio (1960s) 
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Figure.2.10. A portrait of a young girl in a swimsuit, Har Si Yoi/Bellay Studio (1960s) 
Original in Colour 

 
 

Interestingly, the photographs from the 1960s, stored in Lukas Birk’s archive 

showed that ordinary Myanmar citizens, both men and women, continued to 

embrace modernity and Western fashion throughout the socialist regime. 

However, the representation of women in government-controlled media is a 

stark contrast to photographs of ordinary people at the time and the magazine 

covers from the 1950s. For example, the Myawaddy magazine cover from 1963 

contrasts sharply with the one from 1961 just a couple years prior (see fig. 2.11 

& 2.12) Under the BSPP, the government-backed media meticulously controlled 

the representation of women to countermand the “modern women” image that 

was visible during the colonial years. From looking into magazine covers from 

the 1960s, research finds that the representation of women during this period 

contained anti colonialism and nationalist agendas (see fig.2.13 & 2.14). Unlike 
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magazine covers from the 1950s to 1961, the cover girls from magazines 

published in 1962 onwards were dressed in traditional clothing and 

photographed doing activities, which were in line with BSPP’s ideologies (see 

fig.2.15 & 2.16). This also marked the beginning of the government’s control of 

women’s representations and their portrayal of women as pious, traditional, and 

patriotic in national media.  
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Figure.2.11. A young Myanmar woman in modern clothing on the cover of Myawaddy 

Magazine (issue 104/1961) Original in Colour 
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Figure.2.12. Cover of Myawaddy Magazine (issue 01/1963) 
Original in Colour 
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Figure.2.13. Cover of Myawaddy Magazine (issue 04/1964) 
Original in Colour 
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Figure.2.14. Cover of Myawaddy Magazine (issue 03/1964) 
Original in Colour 
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Figure.2.15. Cover of Myawaddy Magazine (issue 01/1972) 
Original in Colour 
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Figure.2.16. Cover of Myawaddy Magazine (issue 02/1974) 
Original in Colour 
 

 

The government’s obsession with controlling the narratives and representations 

of women is one of the main reasons why this research is focusing on 

discovering the actual and unrepresented stories of ordinary Myanmar women. 

Under BSPP leadership, through national newspapers and media, the 
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government attacked any women who dared to embrace foreign fashions and 

they used the wives of politicians, actresses, and models who were dressed in 

traditional clothing as examples of “good women” (Tun, Ring & Hlaing, 2019). In 

a way, this research is not only rectifying the narratives of Myanmar women that 

is currently evident in Western media it is also debunking the representations of 

women that are visible in Myanmar media.  

 

Following the military coup in 1962, press freedom gradually vanished in 

Myanmar and the Junta introduced the Printers and Publishers Registration Act 

(Zaw, 2002). The Press Scrutiny Board (PSB) was established to scrutinise all 

printed materials prior to publication including advertisements and obituaries. By 

6 August 1964 the military proposed censorship had officially begun, and all 

press members had to submit their materials to the PSB board (Seekins, 

2010:140). Journalists and newspaper editors came under scrutiny and 

newspapers were nationalised. Foreign owned newspapers were shut down 

and many journalists were sent to prison (Zaw, 2002).  

 

The government-controlled newspapers such as Myanmar a Lin (The New light 

of Myanmar) and Kyemon (The Mirror) would regularly publish photographs of 

General Ne Win and his government’s activities as if the state seemed to be 

obsessively concerned with making sure of the visibility of its ideology (Tucker, 

2010:38). This ensured income-generating opportunities for local 

photographers, but the narrative was meticulously controlled by the PSB and no 

photograph could be published without the PSB’s authorisation. A new 

constitution was enacted in 1974 while the country was under the control of 

BSPP. While the constitution granted freedom of expression, however, article 

157 in the constitution states that  

 “Every citizen shall have freedom of speech, expression and publication to the 

extent that the enjoyment of such freedom is not contrary to the interests of the 

working people and of socialism.” (Union of Burma 1974 Constitution, Article 

157)  
 

Under the socialist party dictatorship, all forms of public expression were 

subjected to the PSB to ensure that these “freedoms” would be expressed only 



	 76	

within the accepted limits of the “Burmese Way to Socialism” (Zaw, 2002). 

Harriden noted in her book The Authority of Influence (2012) that under the 

BSPP’s leadership, women were barred from leadership positions and the 

government did not provide any incentives or opportunities for women to hold 

positions of power (Harriden, 2012:177). There was a sense of anxiety among 

Myanmar people as the government remained in power through fear and it 

reached the point that people were scared to even mention the name of the 

dictator.30 The atmosphere was rife with panic and uncertainties with nowhere 

for the public to turn. These years were no doubt the darkest days during the 

dictatorship for people in Myanmar including photographers. However, the 

worst, sadly, was yet to come. 
 

1988 uprising and the military dictatorship  
 

The turning point in the contemporary history of Myanmar’s political dates 

began on 5th September 1987, when the government led by General Ne Win 

announced the policy of demonetising the 25-, 35-, and 75-kyats notes to curb 

inflation and to control the black market (Tucker, 2001:40).  However, it also 

meant that 56 percent of the currency in circulation at the time was wiped out 

(Bridges & Ho, 2010:63). Most people’s wealth and entire monthly salaries 

evaporated overnight (Yawnghwe, 1995:168). Among them, students were 

particularly angry as their savings for tuition fees were wiped out instantly 

(Tucker, 2001:40). Students from Rangoon Institute of Technology protested 

through Yangon city, universities were closed, and students were sent home 

(Bridges & Ho, 2010:63). The protests later spread to Mandalay and monks and 

workers became involved in the protests. As the government-controlled the 

newspapers, no protests were ever reported in the news (see fig.2.17).  

 

																																																													
30	Personal communication with Daw Yin May who is a member of NLD. She is one of the many 
women who were sent to the prison by the Junta for participating in 8888 uprising.  
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Figure.2.17. Photograph of a sign, which reads ‘Welcome Democracy’ hanging up at a 

state school (Courtesy of Myanmar Photo Archive, Lukas Birk, 2018) 

 

Tensions continued to rise in Myanmar and finally it reached boiling point, in the 

middle of 1988, the population finally said enough is enough. On March 12, 

1988, a fight broke out between a group of students and local youths at a 

teahouse near the RIT (Yawnghwe, 1995:170). The latter were not charged or 

punished because one of them was the son of a local politician (Boudreau, 

2004:196). Enraged over the obvious display of partisanship, the students 

protested. 500 riot police were mobilised to control the riot and one student; 

Phone Maw was shot and killed (Boudreau, 2004:197, cited in Chenoweth & 

Stephan, 2012: 178). It was the last straw that broke the camel's back. The 

incident angered the public and students from different universities and 

campuses who were never interested in politics before, suddenly found 

themselves as activists (see fig 2.18).  
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Figure.2.18. Photograph of University Students participating in 8888 uprising (Courtesy 

of Myanmar Photo Archive, Lukas Birk, 2018).  

 

The resentment towards the military’s brutality continued and there were no 

media or government channels to address the grievances further exacerbated 

by economic instability and corruption within the government. By July 1988, 

protests had spread to all major cities across Myanmar and students, artists, 

general public, workers, monks, people of different religions, doctors, 

government workers, the young and old, including some leaders and members 

of the Rohingya population all participated in the uprising (Fong, 2008:149) (see 

fig.2.19, 2.20 & 2.21). The military began shooting directly at demonstrators; 

protesters retaliated by throwing whatever objects they could find towards the 

soldiers and police. Most people who died on that day were youths, aged 

between 13 and 16 with bullet wounds to the head (Cumming-Bruce, 1988). 

Protests continued and on August 10, 1988 soldiers fired into Rangoon General 

Hospital, killing nurses and doctors who were tending to the wounded 

(Cumming-Bruce, 1988). 
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Figure.2.19. Writers & Artists during the 8888 uprising, Htein Win (1988)  
Original in Colour 
 

 
Figure.2.20. Myanmar’s famous actresses and female musicians during the 8888 

uprising, Htein Win (1988) Original in Colour 
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Figure.2.21. Photograph of Women participating in 8888 uprising (Courtesy of 

Myanmar Photo Archive, Lukas Birk, 2018).  
 

 

Having been born at the height of the 8888 uprising, I grew up with these stories 

of unrest and upheaval, I vividly remember tales about how my parents entire 

salaries evaporated overnight due to demonetising the banknotes (my parents, 

like many others, kept their savings in cash as the public had no faith in 

government banks at the time) or about the soldiers who threatened to shoot my 

parents when they were on the way to the hospital the night that I was born (the 

country was under strict curfew at the time). If it weren’t for the photographers 

who risked their lives and freedom to capture the pictures as historical evidence, 

my generation and many generations to come wouldn’t know the true extent of 

the sacrifices that many people, including young students, made for political 

freedom. 
 

Despite the risks to photographers or anyone who was holding a camera, during 

the 8888 uprising, a few Myanmar photographers and foreign photojournalists 

continued to pound the pavements of Yangon City, documenting the everyday 

activities of those involved. Among them, Htein Win, a local photographer was 

there to document and witness the mass protests through his lens (see 

Appendix 1 for Htein Win’s photography journey during the uprising). Although 

he didn’t own a camera at the time, it didn’t stop him from wanting to take 
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photographs of the uprising as he understood the historical value of the 

photographs of the uprising for future generations (Myint, 2018). He captured 

this historical period in Myanmar’s political history using a camera he borrowed 

from a friend. He is one of the very few photographers who documented the 

uprising in 1988 from July until the military’s take over in September (Myint, 

2018). Htein win captured many historic moments including Aung San Suu Kyi’s 

first speech surrounded by young students guarding her and a sea of protestors 

who were there to listen to her speech (see fig.2.22 & 2.23). The August 

uprising also marked the entry of Aung San Suu Kyi into politics. It is also the 

beginning of the Myanmar Junta’s hostile attitude towards the camera and the 

role it plays in political freedom.  

 

 

 
Figure.2.22. Aung San Suu Kyi (ASSK) surround by young students during her first 

speech, Htein Win (1988)  
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Figure.2.23. Sea of people there to listen ASSK giving her first speech, Htein Win 

(1988)  

 

 

This iconic photograph captured the brutality and cruelty imposed by the Junta 

on pro-democracy protestors in the 8888 uprising (see fig. 2.24). In this 

harrowing photograph, Win Maw Oo, 16-year-old 9th grade student and pro-

democracy supporter, can be seen being carried by two doctors to an 

ambulance after she was fatally shot (Moe, 2017). An American photographer, 

Steve Lehman, took this photograph moments after she was shot (Marshall, 

2012). The photograph was published in the Oct 3, 1988 issue of Newsweek 

Magazine’s Asia edition and it later became an iconic reminder of a brutal 

crackdown (see.fig.2.25). Steve Lehman was one of the very few foreign 

photojournalists who were there during the uprising; in fact, it is highly likely he 

was the only foreign photojournalist in the country at the time. 
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Figure.2.24. Two medics carrying injured Win Maw Oo to an ambulance, Steve 

Lehman (1988). Original in Colour 

 

 
Figure.2.25. Oct 3, 1988 issue of Newsweek Magazine Asia, Steve Lehman (1988). 
Original in Colour 
 

This photograph brought Myanmar, then Burma, to international attention. Steve 

Lehman took many other photographs while covering the uprising, but this 

picture is particularly important because it summed up the tragic events that 

unfolded in Myanmar in 1988. The military, killing unarmed civilians, especially, 

children in school uniforms (Win Maw Oo was in a white blouse and green 
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Longyi, which are standard school uniforms for state schools in Myanmar). A 

stray bullet didn’t kill her; instead, she was shot by a military sniper who 

deliberately made the decision to take out a schoolgirl who was peacefully 

protesting (Moe, 2017). It is also rare physical evidence of war crimes 

committed by the military. This photograph depicts one of the many people who 

lost their lives during the uprising. Through the efforts of Win Maw Oo’s family, 

and others within the democracy movement, she became a symbol of those 

who gave their lives so Myanmar could be free. Despite the Junta’s complete 

censorship, the image took on a life of its own and became famous in Myanmar 

through issues of Newsweek smuggled into the country.  

 

Without the photographs of a handful of brave photojournalists at the time, it is 

unlikely that the international community would know the true extent of the 

Junta’s brutality nor would they have pressured the Myanmar military like they 

did at the time. If there were no international press coverage about the uprising, 

Aung San Suu Kyi probably would not have received the recognition for her fight 

for democracy and freedom; the Junta would have probably killed her just like 

they did to 3000 other people at the time. Suu Kyi would have just become 

another casualty to add to the list. Photography had made an important 

contribution and played a significant role in bringing the Junta to international 

attention and ensured that this horror would not be repeated in the future. More 

importantly, they remind people of my generation that children like Win Maw Oo 

paid dearly for the liberties we enjoy so freely today. Like Win Maw Oo, many 

young girls and women participated in the uprising and fought for democracy 

alongside their male counterparts at the forefront of the movement (see 

fig.2.26). 
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Figure.2.26. Photograph of Women participating in 8888 uprising (Courtesy of 

Myanmar Photo Archive, Lukas Birk, 2018) 

 

 

Not surprisingly, the 1988 uprising did not lead to the hoped-for democratic 

reforms, but instead resulted in another military coup in September 1988. 

Scholars have often regarded the uprising as a failed social revolution 

(Yawnghwe, 1995:172). It failed to realise the ultimate goal, which was to 

replace the military government. Although Ne Win and his socialist party 

resigned and reformed, the socialist military regime was replaced by another 

form of military regime. This time, the government was called the State Law and 

Order Restoration Council (SLORC). The country’s name changed from Burma 

to Myanmar in 1989 and its capital, from Rangoon to Yangon. On July 20th, 

1989 Aung San Suu Kyi and other opposition leaders were placed under house 

arrest and all were prohibited from participating in political activities (Tonkin, 

2007). By then Aung San Suu Kyi had become the symbol of democratic 

oppression to the Junta and she had won the hearts of Myanmar people (see 

fig. 2.27). Under the SLORC, controlling photography and censorship would 

become the norm (see Appendix 1 for more information on the aftermath of the 

8888 uprising).  
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Figure 2.27 Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD flag, Steve McCurry/ Magnum Photos 
(1996)  
Original in Colour 

 

Role of the media & censorship law under the military regime  
 

During the two turbulent decades after the uprising in 1988, Myanmar was 

isolated from the rest of the world and SLORC had clamped down heavily on 

the freedom of expression of people especially in the 1990s (HRDU, 2000). On 

top of the wide and comprehensive media censorship, any views or opinions 

critical of SLORC and the military are met with swift and strong punishment 

under one or more broadly worded criminal laws (Article 19,1996). On 7th June 

1996, SLORC promulgated that new law that which made it an offence to write, 

say, protest, instigate, publish, or distribute any material which would “disrupt 

and deteriorate the stability of the state, communal peace and tranquillity, and 

the prevalence of law and order", or "affect and destroy the national 

consolidation", or "affect, destroy and belittle the tasks being implemented at the 

National Convention ... and cause misunderstanding among the people." (Article 

19,1996). The law also prohibits anyone from drawing up or writing the 

country’s constitution without the government’s approval, which seemed to aim 

directly at NLD after Aung San Suu Kyi announced that her party intend to write 

a new constitution after SLORC’s refusal to hand over power (Article 19,1996). 

Breaking the law is punishable with imprisonment, which could range from three 

months to twenty years. The SLORC operated the strictest censorship regimes 
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and anyone who expressed or attempted to express political opinion through 

various arts such as photography, films, movies, and songs were arrested, 

detained, and imprisoned (HRDU, 2000).  

 

In order to undermine Aung San Suu Kyi, the military dictatorship wound back 

any freedoms that women had achieved and always underlined older values 

including stating that women cannot be leaders and bringing back the old 

saying “a woman can ruin the nation”. In an attempt to put down Aung San Suu 

Kyi, the military seized upon the fact that she married a foreigner and in 

Myanmar press they would often use old, offensive phrases such as “Myo phyat 

ma” (the woman who destroys her own race) and “A thar hte’ ka lout htwet” 

(maggots in the meat) which came from the colonial era, to slander her (Frayn, 

2011).  
 

Everyone was to be more controlled under the regime, and women suffered 

under this control. The regime had total control over different aspect of women’s 

lives from what one wore, to what university one attended31. As all foreign films 

and media were under the tight control of the Junta, people in Myanmar found 

solace in Myanmar films and movies. However, Myanmar’s Motion Picture 

Organisation was totally controlled by the censorship committee and any films, 

movies, or songs produced during that time had to go through the SLORC 

censorship committee. At the same time, a few actresses began challenging 

some of the ridiculous guidelines set by the MMPO under the order of the 

Ministry of Religious Affairs and Culture32. For example, the MMPO censored or 

blurred any material, which showed calves or chests, so some actresses began 

wearing the traditional clothing made in sheer materials33 to showcase their 

bodies and subtly challenge the censorship.   
 

																																																													
31 	Myanmar universities have different sets of requirements depending on the applicant’s 
gender. This has been discussed in detail in Chapter 1.  
32 Myanmar does not have a Ministry of Art; all aspects of art is under the control of the Ministry 
of Religious Affairs and Culture.  
33	Actress Htet Htet Moe Oo’s Shwe Kyee biscuit commercial attracted a lot of attention at the 
time as the actress wore wet traditional clothing made with sheer material which was considered 
controversial at the time.  
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On one occasion, Myanmar’s leading actress at the time, Htet Htet Moe Oo was 

photographed in clothing (at her birthday party), which the Junta and the society 

might consider extremely provocative and Western at the time (even to this day) 

and the photograph circulated among the population (see fig. 2.28). It was a 

high-profile case during the time and the Myanmar Motion-picture Organisation 

and the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Culture cautioned the actress. In this 

situation, Htet Htet Moe Oo can be considered lucky, as she did not face any 

severe punishment at the time, which could include being prohibited from ever 

working again in the entertainment industry under the notorious SLORC’s 

censorship laws. The journals were banned from ever publishing the 

photograph however it circulated among the population and it was received with 

mixed reactions. While women from the younger generation (including me) 

admired the courage and rebellious nature of the actress for being brave 

enough to wear modern clothing; an older generation of women looked down on 

the actress often branding her as a “whore”. I believe that the power of 

photography helped Htet Htet Moe Oo avoid the punishment at the time 

because her photograph had already caused debates among the public and the 

Junta knew that by punishing her they would drew even more unwanted 

attention to the absurdity of their censorship laws and at the time the country 

was already full of discontentment regarding the Junta’s oppression of freedom 

of expression. 
 

 
Figure.2.28. Photograph of Htet Htet Moe Oo at her birthday party, Courtesy of Htet 

Htet Moe Oo, (1990s). Original in Colour 
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Nonetheless, the military instilled fear in the minds of Myanmar people by 

imprisoning any who stood up against them, and by illegally detaining Aung San 

Suu Kyi the Junta demonstrated that they were the absolute power and there 

was nothing the people could do about it. Many women who participated in my 

photography-training programme and in my research have all lived under this 

instability and fear. Hence, it is important for me to provide photography training 

in my country so that women who have been silenced for far too long can use 

the medium as a tool to raise their voice and finally have their say.   
 

SLORC’s new censorship law in conjunction with the Printers and Publishers 

Registration Law of 1962’s Press Scrutiny Board had total power to restrict and 

control the media and their decisions could not be contested in court. Under the 

law, many artists and writers were blacklisted and not allowed to publish or 

perform for a certain amount of years (Zaw, 2002). The military conducted 

random house searches (usually without a warrant) on writers, artists, poets, 

journalists, photojournalists, and publishers who are suspected of being 

involved in any political movement or having any connection with the democratic 

forces. If any materials are found during the search, the person would be quickly 

arrested and sentenced to prison34 & 35 . These were the darkest times for 

photographers in Myanmar as they were not allowed to publish or print any 

photos without the approval of PSB and art exhibitions were not allowed in 

Myanmar.  

 

One of the woman photographers who participated in my research, Phyu Mon36, 

experienced the impact of censorship on her photography career first-hand.  

During an interview, Phyu Mon recalled how a plain clothed police officer 

followed her around when she was working on her photography project, 

Reflection of Dream, in the early 2000s. During that time, the government 

treated anyone who was holding a camera with suspicion as if they were spying 

for the foreign media and many journalists were detained for no reason. Phyu 

																																																													
34	Personal communication with Daw Yin May (13 November 2018) 
35 Daw Yin May is a member of NLD, she was detained many times during the dictatorship. The 
Junta conducted countless random house searches at her place and she was detained many 
times for no apparent reason. 
36	Details about interview with Phyu Mon and her career will be discussed in Chapter 5. 	
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Mon said no one wanted to be photographed and on one occasion the police 

questioned her intention for photographing people. She was also not allowed to 

show her work in public as the government did not allow any exhibitions or 

photography shows at the time.  
 

With the advancement of technology, the Internet became available to a small 

amount of the population of Myanmar starting from the early 2000s. Fearing 

people publishing or distributing content without having to go through the PSB, 

the Junta introduced the Electronic Transactions Law 37in 2004 (Zaw,2002). The 

law’s legislation, which was enacted in 2004 and is still effective today, 

criminalises the sending or receiving of “detrimental” materials such as sending 

images through emails (Zaw,2002). Several journalists were jailed under this 

law from 2004 until the new self-declared democratic government took over in 

2011.  

 

In late 2006, prices of basic commodities such as rice, eggs, and cooking oil 

began rising sharply, around 30 to 40% (Head, 2007). On August 15, 2006, the 

military announced a 500% rise in fuel prices without any warnings (Head, 

2007). The impact was dramatic on working class people as many could not 

afford the transportation fees and could not afford to go to school or to work. 

Within days of the announcement, activists took to the streets in protest. 

Protests escalated and began to spread all over Myanmar and monks joined the 

protest in unity with the population. The movement came to be known as the 

Saffron Revolution38 (see Appendix 1 for more information on the movement), 

named after the colours of monks’ robes. Ma Cho Cho Khaing39, one of the 

women who participated in my documentary project remembered the impact of 

fuel rises on working class women at the time. She said, “first the government 

increased the prices of necessities such as rice, oil and eggs but our salaries 

did not increase. We could not even afford to eat rice and eggs let alone meat 

																																																													
37	The Electronic Transactions Law was enacted in 2004 under the military government to 
regulate the internet and control the freedom of expression among internet users (Free 
Expression Myanmar, 2017). 
38 	Appendix 1 contains important political history of Myanmar and details of the military 
censorship imposed on media and photography. 	
39	Portrait of Ma Cho Cho Khaing can be found in Chapter 6.  
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and we, women were left to deal with it because when men came home, they 

expected at least one main dish with meat.” The Saffron Revolution was one of 

the political movements that affected media freedoms and rocked the lives of 

ordinary women as Ma Cho Cho Khaing discussed.   

 

For most of its independent years, Myanmar was known for its government-

imposed censorship in media and its closed/narrow minded attitude towards 

freedom of expression (Wiles, 2015). Indeed, Myanmar has a long history of 

having a hostile attitude towards the camera and the role it plays in political 

freedom. When photographs of the government’s brutality during the Saffron 

Revolution, which included crackdowns on monks, demonstrators, civilians and 

even killing a photojournalist (see Appendix 1 for more information on the 

Military crackdown during the revolution), emerged, the world watched Myanmar 

in horror as the Internet gave people outside Myanmar a peek into what was 

really happening inside the country. On September 29, 2007, in a desperate 

attempt to control the photographs leaking out of the country and to keep the 

world from knowing what was actually happening in Myanmar, the government 

shut down the country’s Internet and mobile networks for two weeks 

(Chowdhury, 2008). However, it was too late for the government, there was no 

possibility of removing from sight that which the world had already seen or 

eradicating the development of visual technologies. The external world has the 

evidence of the Junta’s brutality due to photographic technology and the bravery 

of the locals.  
 

Among the group of underground journalists, there were two women journalists 

who risked their lives to get the footage of the military’s brutal crackdown. Daw 

Aye Aye Win40, a correspondent for the Associated Press was one of the very 

few women journalists in Myanmar during the time that attracted the Junta’s 

attention (see fig.2.29). According to the International Women’s Media 

Foundation, Win was also branded by the media controlled by the military as 

“Pyi Pa Arr Koe Pa Sein Yoe”, which roughly translates as “the axe-handle of 

the foreign press” (IWMF, 2008). During the Saffron Revolution, Win put herself 

																																																													
40 Aye Aye Win won the Courage in Journalist award in 2008. She is the first woman to win such 
award from Myanmar.  
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in great danger by covering the protests and demonstrations against the Junta 

in Yangon. Instead of reporting the coverage from the safety of her home or 

even from inside a hotel room, which many other journalists did at the time, she 

walked the streets among the protestors and exposed the brutality of the Junta 

while soldiers were firing at journalists and beating up innocent protesters and 

civilians (Han, 2016). 
 

 
Figure.2.29. Photograph of Aye Aye Win (AP Journalist), Courtesy of IWMF (2008) 
Original in Colour 

 

Another female journalist, Kay Khine Kyaw’s journalist career began as a citizen 

journalist during the Saffron Revolution. Kyaw along with her sister and other 

underground citizen journalists began documenting the crackdown on protestors 

by the Junta’s henchmen (Han, 2016). Kyaw said, “at that time I did not even 

own a camera, I had to borrow one from my friend. All I wanted to do was show 

the world what is happening in Myanmar and at times I even forgot the fact that 

I am a woman.” On September 27th, 2016, she narrowly escaped the Junta’s 

henchmen who were rounding up the protestors and beating them up (Han, 

2016). Some were arrested on that day; some went missing and even a decade 

later families did not know the fate of their loved ones who went missing that 

day.  The footage taken by Kyaw along with many citizen journalists turned 
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video journalists can be seen in Burma VJ 41 (see Appendix 1 for more 

information about the film and the story about the video journalist behind the 

film).  
 

The Institut Francais de Birmanie created Yangon Photo Festival (YPF) in the 

aftermath of the Saffron Revolution in 2008. The festival’s intention was to serve 

as a platform for photographers and photojournalists to highlight the challenges 

Myanmar was facing at the time. French photographer Christophe Loviny, the 

founder of YPF believes that after the Saffron Revolution and the making of the 

film Burma VJ and the waves these caused, it was an opportune moment to 

start training “concerned” photographers interested in using the power of 

images to change and educate their society, not just to record it (Loviny, 2018). 

In 2009, a few hundred people who attended the first YPF, which was held in 

the gardens of the French Institute, a stark contrast to the 2018 YPF where an 

audience of over 100,000, enjoyed exhibitions and screenings of 80 local and 

international photographers. Along with the festival, YPF also held photography 

training and it has now trained over 500 journalists and photographers over a 

decade. Loviny believes that photography was vital to accompany the transition 

of Myanmar (Loviny, 2018). From looking at the increasing number of 

attendances each year to Yangon Photo Festival, it can be observed that the 

Burma VJ has reminded the people of Myanmar again that photography can be 

a powerful tool to expose inequalities and injustices and that there is no 

freedom without risk.  
 

Perhaps, due to the mounting pressure by the International community after the 

release of Burma VJ and the events of the Saffron Revolution, in February 

2008, the government announced that a referendum would be held on the 

constitution, which took them over 16 years to draft. The government promised 

that new elections would be held in 2010 and many believed that the pressure 

of both International and local communities might have prompted sudden 

																																																													
41	More details about Burma VJ can be found in appendix 1. Burma VJ can be viewed at 
https://vimeopro.com/magichourfilmsshowreel/vodmagichourfilmsdk/video/162252514 
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announcements after the Saffron Revolution. In other words, indirectly, the 

Saffron Revolution contributed to the fall of the military leadership. However, the 

new constitution42 (see Appendix 1) serves as a safety net for the retired and 

future military authorities (Hofmeister, 2010: 67).  
 

During the election period, the Press Scrutiny Board was extra vigilant on 

checking the publications especially when they contain photographs of women 

as the PSB were notorious for rejecting photographs of women wearing any 

“modern” or “provocative” clothing according to Myanmar culture and the 

material was re-read by a dozen officials before they were approved for 

publication. One example of the censorship includes, suspending Modern 

Times for a week for changing the headline of its weather forecast without 

permission. A well-known forecaster's article about the possibility of heavy rain 

in September was given the headline "Will it come in September?" The censors 

suspected an allusion to the 2007 Saffron Revolution (Reporters without 

Borders, 2010). On 18th October, the government announced that foreign 

journalists would not be granted access to Myanmar for the elections.  Foreign 

journalists were arrested and deported in the wake of the country’s first 

elections in 20 years (Don, 2010). Leading up to the Election Day, the freedom 

of the press was heavily restricted and there were reports of photographers and 

journalists being intimidated or their cameras being confiscated and destroyed 

throughout the country (Laudier, 2012). 
 

The Contemporary Situation  
 

2015 marked the new beginnings and a new era as the National League of 

Democracy (NLD) participated in the election. It was a landslide victory with 

almost 80 percent of the elected seats won by the NLD, which means that Aung 

San Suu Kyi’s party had control of law making and the power to choose a 

president, a position that the constitution bars Aung San Suu Kyi from taking 

herself (Holmes, 2015). The military backed USDP suffered a huge defeat 

although 25 percent of seats in the senate were taken by armed forces. The 
																																																													
42	In Appendix 1, I have discussed the details of the new constitution and how it prevents Aung 
San Suu Kyi from ever becoming a president. 	
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vote came with a huge expectation from the public, both locally and from the 

international community, that Suu Kyi and NLD would deliver the much-needed 

political and economic changes (International Crisis Group, 2015). Suu Kyi is 

viewed as a mother figure in the country, many people addressing her as “A 

May Suu” (mother Suu) and with this victory so much hope has been heaped on 

her shoulders. It would not be wrong to say that some people might even view 

her as a miracle worker. It would not be easy to meet the expectations as the 

military retains executive power, the control of defence, and the Ministry of 

Home Affairs and the Ministry of Border Affairs.  
 

Notably, the photographic representation of Aung San Suu Kyi (ASSK) 

increased significantly in late 2010 after her release from house arrest in 2015, 

especially after NLD winning the election. The photographs of ASSK, in modest 

traditional clothes mostly made with Myanmar cotton and ever-present flower in 

her hair captured the hearts of Myanmar people (see fig.2.30).  
 

 
Figure 2.30 Aung San Suu Kyi, Eddie Adams/Monroe Gallery (2003)  
Original in Colour 
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Much as Princess Diana was a fashion icon in the 80s and how the Duchess of 

Cambridge, Kate Middleton’s looks influence millions of women around the 

world, Aung San Suu Kyi is viewed as a fashion icon in Myanmar, mostly for her 

regal manner and elegant traditional clothes. She represents the image of a 

“good Myanmar woman” and Myanmar media often used her as an example to 

teach how women should dress. One magazine article reads “I wish Burmese 

girls would follow the example of A May Suu (Mother Suu).  The way she 

dresses and composes herself is a testimony to the beauty of Burmese 

women.” (Mann, 2012). In a way, in the eyes of Myanmar people, Aung San 

Suu Kyi could do no wrong. Nowadays, even the military seems to be in support 

of Aung San Suu Kyi as she defended the military’s brutal killings of Rohingya 

population at The Hague (see fig. 2.31).  
 

 

 
Figure 2.31 A huge billboard depicting Aung San Suu Kyi with three military ministers 
displayed along a main road in Karen state during Myanmar’s genocide trial at The 
Hague, Myanmar, AFP via Getty Images (2019). Original in Colour 
 
When the NLD won the election, many local journalists saw the democratic 

result as a de facto win for press freedom. For five decades, Myanmar was 

known for its most repressive media censorships where many journalists and 

artists who dared to challenge or criticise the government were forced to flee the 

country or faced jail terms in brutal prison conditions. While President Thein 

Sein’s government attempted to lift certain censorship such as pre-publishing 

censorship and replace the out of date Press law, many local journalists did not 



	 97	

see it as a genuine commitment. Three years after, NLD came into power many 

local journalists and photographers still have not seen much needed 

improvements (Mangshang, 2018). While the NLD led government has not 

imposed new laws on censorship, it has also not amended or abolished vaguely 

worded laws from the military era which includes the 1923 Official Secrets Act, 

Myanmar Electronic Transaction law and a hugely problematic 

Telecommunication law which was promulgated in 2013 (Thant, 2019). 
 

Although Aung San Suu Kyi remains hugely popular within Myanmar, things 

haven’t been smooth sailing for her within the international community. Once 

being compared to the Dalai Lama or Nelson Mandela, failing to condemn 

Rohingya attacks has hugely rocked Suu Kyi’s popularity (Bengtsson, 2012:6). 

The Rohingya issue has been difficult for Myanmar due to the rise of Buddhist 

nationalism movement backed by the Wirathu led Mabatha group. While Suu 

Kyi remains hugely popular in Myanmar due to her failing to speak about the 

issue or to come to the defence of Rohingya people, her ‘image’ as a human 

rights icon took a huge hit within the international community. Although some 

may argue that Suu Kyi has limited power due to the military’s control in the 

government, some might counter that it had never stopped Suu Kyi before in 

speaking out her concerns, even while she was under house arrest. 
 

Things took a turn for the worse for Myanmar press freedom, when two Reuter’s 

journalists Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo were arrested for reporting on the 

Rohingya issue (see fig. 2.32). The international community including the UN 

and Amnesty International again criticised Aung San Suu Kyi’s NLD party led 

government (Frej, 2018). The two journalists were detained over 9 months and 

sentenced to 7 years in prison with the Official Secrets Act (Goldberg, 2018). In 

an exclusive interview with Japan’s NHK news, Suu Kyi says, “They weren’t 

arrested for covering the Rakhine issue. They were arrested because they 

broke the Official Secrets Act” (NHK, 2018).  The Official Secrets Act was 

created by the British government in 1923 to criminalise the sharing of almost 

any kind of information shared by the government. The outdated law can be 

problematic as it was worded vaguely, and the government can say any 

information is an official secret to hide their wrongdoing or corruption. Free 
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Expression Myanmar analysed the situation and concluded that the law needs 

to be replaced with a modern law, which protects freedom of information, 

freedom of press, and also defines official secrets in a very clear way (FEM, 

2018).  
 

 
Figure.2.32. Time Magazine cover which named the two Reuters journalists as Person 
of the Year, Photograph of the wives of two journalists holding the photographs of their 
husband, Time (2018) 
Original in Colour 
 

When NLD took over, people had hopes and expectations that the freedom of 

expression, which we have been dreaming of for the past five decades, is finally 

within our reach. It would be unrealistic to expect that NLD would be able to 

achieve all the expectations within the three short years in which they gained 

power considering that the military still retain a significant amount of power 

within the government. While Internet access has improved significantly since 

NLD took over, freedom of the Internet has declined in 2018 for the second year 

in a row under NLD. Free Expression Myanmar conducted a report in 

collaboration with a Freedom House research group, the report found that while 

the government did not impose direct limitations on content such as blocking 
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certain pages or contents, they did attempt to control information through 

enforcing certain ideas and self-censorship, which was introduced by the Thein 

Sein government in 2013 (FEM, 2018). The report suggests that journalists face 

pressure to agree with the narrative presented by the government on certain 

issues such as the Rohingya issue, sensitive social and religious issues, 

corruption etc. When journalists attempt to offer alternative narrative on such 

issues, the many broadly worded laws such as article 66d from 

Telecommunication laws or, in Walone and Kyaw Soe Oo’s case, the 1923 

Official Secrets Act are used to monopolise the narrative.  
 

More importantly, NLD’s failure to enact substantial changes or amendments to 

controversial freedom of press laws such as article 66d from 

Telecommunication law hinders the development of freedom of expression in 

Myanmar. It would be fair to say that NLD shares the same responsibility with 

the military as the military occupy 25% of seats in the senate due to the 2008 

constitution. However, the line between the government and the military is 

blurred due to NLD’s lack of interest in condemning the military’s gross human 

rights violations such as the Rohingya issue or imprisonment of Reuters 

journalists. In fact, the silence has led many people to believe that NLD’s 

approval of the military considering president Thein Sein’s government issued 

more cease fire orders against the ethnic armed organisations during USDP led 

government (Mangshang, 2018).  
 

Myanmar has 16 million Facebook users in 2018 and in this social media age, 

everyone becomes content creators (Khan, 2018). Social media serves as a 

platform for photographers to publish their work without facing any form of 

censorship. Reports such as the Ministry of Transport and Communications 

formed the Social Media Monitoring Team with an initial budget of K6.4 billion 

(US$4.73 million) to monitor content on social media and the rise of ultra-

nationalists on social media are certainly worrisome for people to engage in 

open and honest critical discussions on social media regarding female roles 

(Mangshang, 2018). Women empowerment groups such as Rainfall and 

Women League of Burma face abuse daily from ultra-nationalists for 

“corrupting” Myanmar women with “Western” ideas such as equality.  
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Although there have been drawbacks related to the lack of free speech and the 

government’s failure to curb the ultranationalist movement, there has also been 

a step towards positive changes in artistic and creative sectors in Myanmar. 

Today, photography and art exhibitions are allowed to be shown without having 

to seek approval from the authorities and conditions have improved to a certain 

extent. For example, Htein Win’s photographs from the 8888 uprising were 

allowed to be exhibited three decades later along with other exhibitions, which 

reflect the political history of the country. The key word here is “history”, these 

shows are allowed because they are historical rather than contemporary as 

there are still laws in place to punish people who directly criticise the military's 

role in government today.  

 

Currently, Myanmar does not have the independent Art Council and the only 

official governing body for art is the Fine Arts Department, which is one of the 

branches of the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Culture. Although there are 

non-profit photography organisations such as Myanmar Photographic Society 

and Professional Photographer Associations of Myanmar, the state level 

institutions and organisations which promote and protect the photographers’ 

freedom of expression is much needed. In other words, everything art related is 

under the total and complete control of the Ministry of Religious Affairs and 

Culture, which demonstrates that art practices will always go hand in hand with 

the country’s religion and culture. Moreover, the artists will always need to be 

aware that the work they produce is in line with the Ministry’s objective; which is 

to preserve and promote the traditional and cultural heritage of Myanmar 

(MORA, 2019).  

 

Research findings indicate that many photographers, artists, and people who 

work in the art and creative sector in Myanmar are very careful about the 

projects they work on and treat things with extra caution and practice self-

censorship.43 Given the problematic history of Myanmar’s media oppression, it 

is inevitable that Myanmar artists choose not to confront the issues head-on. 

																																																													
43	Self-censorship is being overly careful about what you say or do to avoid negative attention.  
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With many broadly worded laws still in place, it is no surprise that self-

censorship is encouraged by the authorities and even galleries, and the 

freedom to tell their own stories remains a challenge for photographers in 

Myanmar. This situation is especially true for me, although I am currently based 

in the United Kingdom where I have the freedom to express myself through my 

work, I also practice self-censorship in terms of what work gets shown in 

Myanmar and in what way it gets shown. I will discuss the reasons behind my 

decision to practice self-censorship in my self-portrait series in Chapter Six 

about my practice.   
 

With regard to women specifically, bearing in mind the oppressive framework in 

the background, I return to my main question which is whether photography can 

further female emancipation in today’s Myanmar. I believe that when discussing 

women’s role in society, there are still moral taboos around the topic and 

photography can transcend these limitations to deconstruct the visual 

representation of power and give parity to the unheard voices in Myanmar. The 

sad reality is that regardless of which government retains power, Myanmar will 

still have limits with freedom of expression due to the country’s strong sense of 

religion and ever-present military control within the government, both of which 

are male dominated. Broadly worded laws and traditional gender roles serving 

as a double-edged sword, I intend to use photography to advance, question, or 

alter prevailing ideas about women’s roles in Myanmar. Although, it would not 

be possible to confront the main source of oppression head-on at this moment 

in time, photography allows women to countermand destructive and pervasive 

gender stereotypes and construct their own versions of themselves. To ensure 

Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD fulfil their electoral promise on freedom of 

expression; photography could be employed as an instrument of political 

engagement.  
 

While the emancipatory potential of photography can in fact contribute to the 

debate concerning the emancipation of women in Myanmar, the question of the 

medium’s limitations is vital to understand in relation to whether photography 

can be used to promote freedom of expression. For example, Myanmar’s harsh 

religion law prohibits anyone from questioning the religion and religion plays a 
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main factor in enforcing traditional gender roles in Myanmar. With harsh 

religious laws still in place, it poses a challenge to question the religion through 

photography. However, one of the hallmarks of photography is suggesting a 

story without necessarily telling one. Photography employs a very different 

language to that of the spoken or written word and hence, the medium can be 

employed to communicate certain things that cannot necessarily be said in 

words. With this in mind, in my self-portrait series, The Anatomy of Hpon, I am 

questioning traditional gender stereotypes and oppression towards women 

imposed by the patriarchy and religion with the help of photography. Again, in 

my documentary project, Do it like a woman, I am aiming to promote women’s 

emancipation by insisting that we acknowledge the voices and faces of women 

who have been invisible for far too long (see 2.33 & 2.34). 

 
 

 
Figure.2.33. Portrait of Ma Soe Soe, Teza Soe (2017) 
Original in Colour 
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Figure.2.34. Portrait of Ma Ohn Mar, Teza Soe (2017) 
 
Original in Colour 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Postcolonialism and Feminism in Myanmar 
 

 

‘All rivers are crooked; all forests are made of wood;  

all women, going into solitude, would do what is evil’ 

- Lokaniti 

 

In this chapter, I aim to investigate ‘What feminism means in Myanmar?’ and 

also explore the meaning of feminism as it might be interpreted in Myanmar. 

Additionally, I argue that Myanmar is not the ‘feminist utopia’ that Myanmar 

women scholars from colonial times made Myanmar out to be and yet Myanmar 

women are not victims as Western feminists often tried to stereotype ‘Third-

world women’.44 The purpose of this chapter is not to antagonise the traditional 

gender norms but to be open, discursive, and discuss the authenticity of 

Myanmar’s history and to make sure that it is not being patronised or being 

written off in a colonial manner. Exploring the complications of once being the 

colony of a Western power and its effect on gender leads me to discuss my 

approach to the subject and the importance of the term “modern women” in my 

research methodology and practice. Chie Ikeya, Tharaphi Than, Mi Mi Khaing, 

Kyi Aye, and Daw Mya Sein among others often wrote various essays and 

articles regarding the status and roles of women in Myanmar society. 

Introducing their writings at this point will assist in the exploration and 

investigation of what feminism means in Myanmar.  

 

What does it mean to be a feminist? What is feminism in Myanmar? These are 

																																																													
44	In ‘Under Western Eyes’, Chandra Mohanty argues that, some of the western feminist texts 

that focus on women in the Third World portrayed, Third World as non-western, discursively 

colonised and ‘Third World women’ as the monolithic collective. Such an approach over 

generalises women in the Third World as uneducated, outdated, tradition bound, without 

considering the race, ethnicity, class or social contexts in which they belong. Additionally, it sets 

the unequal power of western feminism as the ‘holy grail’ and ‘Third World women’ as 

oppressed victims (Mohanty, 2007).  
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the questions that I’ve been looking for answers to for many years. I am always 

conflicted between Western culture and Myanmar culture. As a young girl in 

school we had to learn about the country’s leaders throughout history and about 

our so-called “brave” kings. Almost the entire national history curriculum is 

mainly focused on the male rulers with very few stories concerning the role of 

intellectual women. I remembered asking the teacher about women leaders and 

the teacher answered, “There were none”. Many young girls, like myself, grew 

up with curriculums designed and structured to teach us that men are natural 

leaders and “good women” never question this, instead they follow the men who 

lead. After the family values one grew up with, schools where children receive 

their primary education are one of the first places where outdated patriarchal 

values are introduced.      

 

Although I identify myself as a proud Myanmar woman, I left my home country 

when I was sixteen and I spent my early adulthood in Thailand and have now 

relocated to the United Kingdom. In a sense, I was raised in two worlds and 

exposed to two different cultures. To be specific, studying at a university in the 

UK is where I came to discover feminist consciousness and it changed me. I 

began my feminist rebellion by working on photography projects which question 

or challenge gender stereotypes in Myanmar and after that I decided to choose 

higher education over the patriarchal beliefs of Myanmar culture. 

 

Some people ask my parents “Why are you wasting money and ‘allowing’ her to 

study a PhD? It’s more than enough for a girl! Ask her to come home and settle 

down” (in Myanmar culture it’s considered normal and acceptable to give 

unsolicited advice). During one of my visits home, my father told me that he was 

getting embarrassed about being asked the same questions by family friends 

and about having to explain why they are “allowing” their thirty-year-old single 

daughter to study abroad instead of encouraging her to find a husband. He then 

questioned me, “What are you hoping to achieve by studying all this?” I could 

tell from his tone that he was concerned about me as if I had lost my “life 

purpose”.   His question made me realise the ugly truth about our culture: what I 

am doing or trying to achieve as a woman does not matter, at the end of the day 

it all comes down to the fact that I have not found myself a husband therefore I 
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have yet to fulfil my life purpose or duty as a “good Myanmar woman”. Hence, I 

am viewed as a failure, in the eyes of Myanmar culture. Then, suddenly I 

realised that concern was not the only feeling that I sensed in my father’s tone: 

there was also a mixture of shame in it too.  

 

Myanmar women who took part in this research have all experienced gender 

expectations to some degree or another. Phyu Mon, one of the woman 

photographers who participated in this research, revealed that she was viewed 

as mentally unstable for wanting to continue her career as an artist after her 

marriage. After all, how could a “normal” Myanmar woman possibly want more 

from life other than being a mother and a wife. During my visit to the office of 

Rainfall Gender Study Organization, Pyo Let Han45, reminded me that there is 

no name or definition in Myanmar for “feminism” and many people 

misunderstood or assume feminism as  “Main Ma War Di”  (the ideology that 

aims to favour women) instead of seeing it as a movement that aims to make 

women equal to men. Again, this brings forward new issues as women are 

lower than men according to the culture and hence, feminism is perceived as 

un-Myanmar, something which is not a part of Myanmar culture.  

 

When considering what feminism means in Myanmar, it is important to not use 

western values and western feminism as the ‘Holy Grail’ as female identity is 

different according to each culture and their customs. Mitsuye Yamada 

discussed the identity of Asian Pacific women and Third World feminism in her 

two essays featured in This Bridge Called My Back: Radical Writings from 

Women of Colour (1981). Yamada found that due to the different natures of 

race, class, and gender hierarchies it is almost impossible for all feminists to be 

placed within a single group and she urged Asian women to develop their own 

feminist agenda, which addresses their concerns within each of their own 

cultures. In this context, as Yamada pointed out, even to use Asian women 

feminism as an umbrella category when discussing women’s situation in 

																																																													
45 Pyo Let Han is one of the leading women who is fighting for gender equality in Myanmar. She 

is also one of the founding members of Rainfall Non-profit Gender Study Organization in 

Myanmar.  
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Myanmar presents issues as feminism means different things to women in 

various Asian countries, for instance an Indian woman may have different 

priorities and concerns to a Myanmar woman, not to mention the various 

intersections, particularly with class, within the different groups. Additionally, 

Kumari Jayawardena wrote in Feminism and Nationalism in the Third World, 

published in 1986, that the definition of feminism, originating in Western society, 

goes beyond movements for gender equality and the legal rights of women in 

the West. Jayawardena noted that feminism has helped create an awareness of 

women’s oppression and exploitation within society. Further, Jayawardena 

states that although the movements originating out of feminism often advance 

women’s struggle for equality, they have not helped when dealing with issues 

such as women’s subordinate status within the family or when challenging the 

existing gender-power relations in which the subordination of women is located 

(Jayawardena, 1986:2).     

 

Using ‘First-world feminism’ as an example when talking about gender equality 

has proven to be a difficult thing as the fight for women’s rights means different 

things around the globe. Additionally, Western feminist theory has often been 

accused of generalising about ‘third-world’ women, assuming that very diverse 

groups of women face the same struggles and only relied on a single or a few 

Black women to represent all Black and third-world women (Lewis & Mills, 

2003:10). As Ien Ang rightly states in her ‘I’m a Feminist but… “Other” Women 

and Postnational Feminism’ essay, “the problem of race and ethnicity has 

thrown feminism into crisis” (Ang, 1995). Ang’s writing, in the context of 

Australian feminism, pointed out the problematic nature of second-wave 

feminism in generalising “women’s oppression” as a universal female 

experience and for failing to take into consideration the experiences of “other” 

women (Ang, 1995:191). Furthermore, Ang argues that white feminist desires to 

make feminism more “inclusive” and “diverse”, to make it more universal, is still 

problematic due to the fact it relies on the power of the ability to create 

inclusion. Ang uses a quote from Elizabeth Spelman to describe how the power 

of inclusion does little to shift the power imbalance. The quote which reads, 

“Welcoming someone into one’s own home doesn’t represent an attempt to 

undermine privilege, it expresses it” (Spelman, 1988:163 cite in Ang, 1995:203) 
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perfectly sums up Ang’s point on the power of inclusion.  

 

The idea behind feminism is remarkably broad. In this chapter, I intend to 

explore what feminism means in Myanmar rather than what feminism should 

mean according to Western feminist theories. Betty Friedan’s The Feminine 

Mystique has proven that feminism can be easily misunderstood as the upper 

middle-class women’s problem if the approach does not include women from 

diverse social classes. Thus, it is necessary for me to include voices and 

opinions of women from diverse economic backgrounds to figure out what 

feminism means in Myanmar. I am well aware of my privileged position in 

Myanmar society as a woman who has received a Western education, which 

equips me with the knowledge and ability to differentiate the struggles that 

Western women have faced throughout history and the gender discrimination 

that we, Myanmar women face now. As a Myanmar woman who is also an 

immigrant in a “first-world country”, I believe that I have been put in a unique 

position to use my privilege and platform to investigate what feminism means in 

Myanmar and also to direct the conversation toward promoting gender equality 

and activism, joining the call to discussion by Myanmar feminists. As Patricia 

Valoy wrote “Whether or not one believes that there are more important issues, 

only those affected by them directly should be spearheading any conversation 

on that topic” (Valoy, 2016).   

 

Tradition and deep-rooted cultural beliefs govern the lives of women in 

Myanmar. Prominent Myanmar women writers such as Daw Mya Sein and Khin 

Myo Chit often discuss the position of women in Myanmar culture through their 

writings. Daw Mya Sein discussed the role of women in the pre-colonial and 

post-colonial eras in ‘The Women of Burma’ published in The Atlantic journal 

(1958) stating that Myanmar women are capable of making decisions when 

conducting business alongside their husbands, which she felt was quite a 

contrast from the familiar picture of the oppressed Asian women from 

neighbouring countries at the time when the Journal was published (1958), 
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especially in China where women bind their feet46 (the last shoe factory which 

makes lotus shoes for bound feet closed down in 1999) to make them look 

beautiful or in India, where widows practice Sati47 (Sein, 1958).  

 

In 1935, during the British rule, Myanmar women were granted the constitutional 

right to vote, which was considerably early in comparison with neighbouring 

Asian countries such as India, China, and Japan (Ninh, 2016). Nowadays, 

however, the reality of women’s political participation in Myanmar contrasts from 

earlier historical progress and there are very few women involved in the 

country’s political movements. Although women make up 52% of the country’s 

population, Myanmar women’s political participation is considerably low; in 

2018, around 10% of women constituted Parliament (Pyithu’s Hluttaw), which is 

a huge increase from 2010 where only 3.8% of women were elected as MPs 

(Han & Chau, 2018). This contrasts with women’s experiences in the 1930s 

where the emancipatory effect of education resulted in a phenomenal 

employment rate of Myanmar educated women in powerful professions (Ikeya, 

2006). To give a few examples, important women scholars such as Daw Mya 

Sein and Daw Mi Mi Khaing were the results of the education liberation at the 

time.   

 

The research conducted by Global Justice Center in 2013 indicates that the only 

women’s movement in Myanmar was in 1927 where women activists arranged 

a strike against the British government to protest against the discrimination of 

women from holding legislative positions. The protest was considered a 

success as Daw Hnin Mya was selected as the first woman senator in 1929 

(Moe, 2007). Compared to the West the feminist movement was minimal in 

Myanmar (Khaing, 1984:25). Women had won the political right to vote a few 

																																																													
46 Lotus feet or foot binding was once a symbol of beauty and status, it has been carried out in 
China since the 10th century, falling out of favor in the early 20th century before it was outlawed 
in 1911. Foot-binding became a women’s commitment to her cultural Confucian values which is 
to serve her husband, no ambition other than to produce a son, and no interest in having a life 
outside of home (Foreman,2015) 
47 Sati (also called suttee) is the practice among some Hindu communities by which a recently 
widowed woman either voluntarily or by use of force or coercion commits suicide as a result of 
her husband's death. The best-known form of sati is when a woman burns to death on her 
husband's funeral pyre (Than, 2010). 
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years later in 1935, however, the socioeconomic situation for Myanmar women 

took a step backwards during the Japanese occupation and military regime 

(Than, 2010). Prior to the Pacific War and Japanese occupation of Myanmar, 

the country was Southeast Asia’s most developed country and its natural 

resources were abundant (Seekins, 2007:76). However, during the Japanese 

Occupation of Myanmar, locals were often treated unkindly and tortured by the 

Japanese troops for no apparent reason (Seekins, 2007: 13).  

 

Myanmar did not see much of the women’s movement through the Japanese 

occupation and under the Burma Socialist Programme Party until the political 

uprising in 1988 (Than, 2010). Through the 8888 movement where people 

demanded democracy through nationwide protests, Aung San Suu Kyi, 

emerged as a global icon for human rights and democracy. Myanmar people’s 

admiration and respect for Aung San Suu Kyi stems from the legacy of her late 

father, General Aung San. General Aung San and his thirty comrades formed 

the Burmese Independence Army (BIA) in 1941, which liberated Myanmar from 

British occupation with the help of the Japanese (Seekins, 2007:15). For the first 

time in Myanmar’s history, long after the days of Myanmar’s Queens, Aung San 

Suu Kyi finally instilled the idea of the possibility of having a female leader. 

Aung San Suu Kyi acknowledged the problems that Myanmar women face in 

their daily lives in her acceptance speech for the Eleanor Roosevelt award as: 

“I believe women play the more important part in our world 

because not only are they entering the professional world; they 

still remain the pillars of their homes and families. So I hope the 

menfolk in this audience will forgive me for speaking in favour of 

women—because I think only a woman can understand the 

troubles, the problems, the discrimination that other women have 

to face” (Special Message from Daw Aung San Suu Kyi to the 

Feminist Majority Foundation, 2011).  

 

When investigating the lack of feminist movement in Myanmar, Daw Mya Sein 
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wrote in The Atlantic48 “In politics we have never had much of a feminist 

movement because in our society, the problem of equal rights had never arisen” 

(Sein, 1958). However, the society in this context refers especially only to 

Myanmar society in the colonial and post-colonial period. Daw Mya Sein was 

brought up in Myanmar during the British colonisation period; where she 

received a “modern” education and went on to receive an MA from Oxford 

University in 1927. Daw Mya Sein represents an image of a high achieving, 

liberated, Myanmar women from the colonial period. Further, in 1931, Daw Mya 

Sein was selected to represent Myanmar women at the special Burma Round 

Table Conference organised by the British to negotiate a new constitution for 

Myanmar. Additionally, Daw Mya Sein claimed in her article: 

“We like to give precedence to our men in our own homes 

because we acknowledge them, until their death, as head of the 

household. Possibly we can afford to offer them this courtesy 

because we are secure in our rights and status” (Sein, 1958).  

 

Other prominent women writers such as Daw Khin Myo Chit and Daw Mi Mi 

Khaing from the colonial time also echoed her views. Liberated Myanmar 

women scholars at the time such as Daw Mya Sein and Daw Mi Mi Khaing 

could afford to make such claims in their writings as they were all privileged 

enough to receive a “modern education” which granted them a freedom that 

other ordinary and working class women at the time did not experience. Further, 

they had access to both national and international newspapers, journals, and 

books which allowed them to attain and maintain professional lives outside the 

home unlike many Myanmar women at the time who didn’t have access to the 

“modern” world nor could they afford a “modern” education. Daw Khin Myo Chit, 

a prominent female writer who is also a nationalist wrote in Three Years Under 

the Jap that men are given priorities in many aspects of political, cultural, and 

social day-to-day lives and women acknowledge the boundaries between men 

and women but would not attempt to cross them or challenge them (Chit, 
																																																													
48 The Atlantic is an American magazine, founded in 1857 as The Atlantic Monthly in Boston, 

Massachusetts. It was created as a literary and cultural commentary magazine, growing to 

achieve a national reputation as a high-quality review with a moderate worldview (Encyclopedia 

Britannica)	
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1945:25 cited in Than, 2010:7). Another interesting thing to note is all these 

female prominent writers practiced Buddhism and Daw Khin Myo Chit and Ludu 

Daw Amar were also known for their devotion towards their religion and the 

influence of religion and religious practices can often be found in their writings 

(Sengupta , 2015:xvii).  

 

With regard to prominent Myanmar women writers from colonial times not 

challenging the boundaries between men and women, the research finds that 

today’s generation of women writers are much more open to the idea of 

challenging the boundaries. For example, one of Myanmar’s bestselling authors, 

Ju49, is known for portraying the characters in her novels as strong, intelligent, 

and independent women. Many women who participated in my research and 

many women from my generation grew up reading novels written by Ju and they 

have had a positive impact on the self-perception of many Myanmar women. In 

one of her talks50 in 2009, Ju said she was introduced in one of the conferences 

as the woman writer who introduced the idea of “living together” or “sex before 

marriage” to women in Myanmar society. Ju insisted that through her writing it is 

her intention to encourage Myanmar women to be self-sufficient, independent, 

and to be able to make decisions without having to rely on men. Ju said for that 

reason she was branded as a “feminist” and she was also criticised for 

portraying women characters in her books as high achieving independent 

women and for portraying male characters as ordinary. For that reason, Ju said 

many men will not “allow” “their” women to read her novels. When the video of 

the talk circulated on social media, unsurprisingly, many men commented and 

claimed that Ju must be a feminist because “she is an ugly old woman, who is 

bitter because she probably could not find herself a husband”.  

 

When tracing back to the popular narrative of women’s high status in Myanmar 

society, Dr. Hla Pe, who was a prominent Myanmar language linguist and a long 

																																																													
49	Ju (born, Tin Tin Win (1958)) is a prominent female writer from Myanmar who is famous for 

the strong, independent female characters in her novels.  
50	The video of Ju’s talk can be view at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nKZFuljDOqA.  
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time contributor to the Myanmar version of the English dictionary, wrote in his 

book ‘Burmese Proverbs’ that “Burmese women are independent, free and 

enjoy equal rights as men” (Pe, 1962:17). However, findings in doctoral 

research conducted in later decades, in 2006 by Chie Ikeya and in 2010 by 

Tharaphi Than, paint a different picture. In addition, according to the article 

What Feminism means in Myanmar by Nora Pistor published in 2014, feminism 

in Myanmar falls under two groups, one where women with traditional views 

believe that they have had equal rights to men in Myanmar often referring to 

pre-colonial times for evidence of this, whereas the women from the current 

generation argue that traditional gender roles are discriminating and oppressive, 

and therefore need a systematic change (Pistor, 2014). Further, this research 

finds that all young women who attended the photography-training programme 

developed by the researcher along with all the women photographers who took 

part in this research shared a similar view that Myanmar women face 

oppression and exploitation within the family, at work, and in society.     

 

Further cementing the high-status of women from the colonial era, the 1959 

Encyclopaedia Britannica states that, “Burmese women enjoy an amount of 

freedom unusual in non-European races”. In this context, I would use the term 

“freedom” loosely as this particular narrative also emerged around the colonial 

time and there had been no new social study on the status of Myanmar women 

until the years after the country’s democratic election. “Myanmar women enjoy 

the same freedom as men” in this context means that, women’s inheritance 

rights were identical to those for men, and women neither changed their names 

nor started wearing any ornament indicating marital status (Barron, 2007). 

 

Traditional beliefs such as a women’s place is in the kitchen or that men hold 

invisible power and hence men are superior to women, or religion being used as 

a weapon to construct an ideology of discrimination against women, are just a 

few examples that are totally at odds with Western feminist ideals. There had 

been no feminist movement in Myanmar where women challenge their 

secondary position in society, so questions of the sort raised in the West had 

hardly been raised. Perhaps, the same ‘equal rights’ that many scholars from 

colonial times often wrote about and even some writers these days continue to 
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claim, underpinned by handed down religious teachings give Myanmar women 

a false sense of equality. The ‘pseudo-equality’, outdated traditional beliefs, 

teachings, and ingrained notions of deep-rooted sexism perpetuated in 

everyday life that had become invisible, and yet, this invisibility disables 

Myanmar women from demanding essential changes. 

 

In search of an answer to the million-dollar question “Why has there not been a 

women’s movement of note in Myanmar?”, author Mi Mi Khaing drew the 

conclusion in her book The World of Burmese Women (1984) that 

“Burmese women are less differentiated against and oppressed 

than elsewhere. Within their own society, their role is in many ways 

equal to that of men, and because Burmese women have remained 

relatively untouched by Western ideas of materialism and 

individualism, the kinds of issues confronted by the women’s 

movement in the West have not yet begun to affect or influence 

them in any significant way”.   

 

The World of Burmese Women was the first of such studies to be written about 

women in Myanmar society and it described the life and world of women in all 

aspects of Myanmar society. The author discussed the fact that Myanmar 

women have not lacked the power to protest or demonstrate in the past and 

admitted that there are certain areas in Myanmar women’s lives that need to 

change. This has been pointed out by Western women and yet Myanmar 

women remained uninterested in the “second wave feminism” that was taking 

place across the world at the time as their ideals were perceived by Myanmar 

women as “Western Ideologies” (Khaing, 1984:35). However, it is also important 

to note that Myanmar was dealing with uncertainties and numerous political 

unrests during the 1980s 51  with no women in leadership positions in the 

government representing the voices of ordinary women. Although the book was 

first published in 1984, some ideas and views remained unchanged for the 

majority of Myanmar women during the Junta ruling.   

																																																													
51 More details about the impact of Myanmar’s political unrest and instability on women can be 

found in Chapter 2.  
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Looking back at Myanmar women’s roles throughout history, one of the pivotal 

moments concerning the position of women in society, occurred during British 

colonial rule. Colonisation caused a shift in identities for Myanmar women; 

some Myanmar women were involved in nationalist and resistance movements 

against the British (Khaing, 1984:12) while others received the so-called 

“modern” education offered by the British. According to Mi Mi Khaing, Pin Khin 

Khin, one of the women guerrillas who not only wielded her country’s sword to 

fight against the British but also was responsible for the significant rise of 

resistance in the countryside (Khaing, 1984: 12). More importantly, there were 

other Myanmar women guerrillas who fought the British alongside Pin Khin 

Khin.  

 

Historical records indicate that many ethnic women from Kachin and Chin tribes 

fought fiercely against the British to preserve their way of life (Khaing, 1984:12). 

Also, Major Snodgrass wrote in Narrative of the Burmese War published in 

1826 that during the Watty-gon battle three Shan tribe women of high rank rode 

among the Myanmar troops. Snodgrass noted that the women were dressed in 

warlike costumes inspiring the troops with courage to fight against the British 

(Snodgrass, 1826:232). The narrative of Myanmar women having a certain 

amount of power was further supplemented by Sir Charles Crosthwaite writing 

in The Pacification of Burma that Khin Lay Gyi, who was a maid of honour to 

Myanmar’s last Queen consort Supayalat, has been trusted by the British due to 

her winning business contracts from the government to do public works. 

However, later she was found using her trusted position to spy for the nationalist 

movement (Crosthwaite, 1912:88). Crosthwaite wrote “This is very characteristic 

of the Burma woman”, again forming a narrative that Myanmar women are 

cunning and powerful (Crosthwaite, 1912:88).  

 

Although there were no feminist movements against our inherited patriarchy, 

during the colonial era, women’s participation in politics was high. Myanmar’s 

first women’s group Konmari (All Burma’s Women Organization) was formed in 

1919 at the height of the nationalist movement (Hlaing, 2015:54). The purpose 

and aim of the group was to protect Myanmar women and to aid the nationalist 
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movement in any way that they could (Hlaing, 2015:54). The Konmari only wore 

traditional pinni eain gyi (traditional style blouse made out of Myanmar cotton) 

and long gyi to make a stand against the British and actively refused to use 

British commodities. On the other hand, Myanmar women who wore blouses 

made with foreign imported fabric such as sheer fabric were publicly blamed for 

inciting men to be excessively lustful in Bandoola, which was the national 

newspaper at the time (Ikeya, 2008:1289). Konmari also actively promoted 

Myanmar traditional religion and encouraged women to appreciate the 

traditions. In a way the Konmari members’ desire to preserve the traditional 

culture ignited their patriotism. Konmari were also allied with YMBA (Young 

Men’s Buddhist Association) and members of the group called themselves 

Thakhinma52 as an act of open defiance against the British (Hlaing, 2015:54).  

   

One of the Konmari members Thakhinma Daw Thein Tin was the first woman in 

Myanmar to be imprisoned by the British for her involvement in the nationalist 

movement (see fig.3.1). During the Sayar San uprising, the British government 

put pressure on nationalist groups to either disband their group or face the 

consequences. While a few men and women walked away from the political 

groups, many Konmari members remained involved with the nationalist 

movement. Daw Thein Tin was sentenced to prison with hard labour for a year 

and a half for her involvement with YMBA group (Hlaing, 2015:54). Later on, 

three more members of Konmari were arrested for assaulting the head of the 

village who was speaking out in favour of the government (Oo,2013). Although 

Konmari members were initially formed to preserve the traditional heritage, later 

they became more involved in the political scene and began working towards 

raising political awareness among women (Oo,2013).  
 

																																																													
52 During the British colonisation, the British were addressed as Master whereas Myanmar 

people were forced to address themselves as Kyun (roughly translate as Slave). The members 

of YMBA association address themselves as Thakhin (Master) to make a stand against the 

British.  
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Figure.3.1. Daw Thein Tin speaking at a nationalist meeting, Ko Ko Tar (1930s) 
 

Along with Konmari there was also an emergence of other women’s groups 

around the same time. Groups such as Burmese Women Union, the Burmese 

Women National Council, and the Burmese Women Association along with the 

Konmari worked in unison to campaign for the nationalist movement against the 

British (Oo, 2013). While some Myanmar women participated in the nationalist 

movement and campaigned against using British commodities, other women 

who received the “modern” British education or embraced British fashion were 

branded as traitors, which caused a major rift in society (Ikeya, 2006). However, 

leading women from both of these worlds and during this period were often 

highly educated and articulate (O’Shannassy, 2000:31). Many women during 

this period broke the glass ceiling and set a precedent for women from other 

generations to come. Many of Myanmar women’s firsts are from the colonial 

era.  To name a few, Daw Mya Sein who successfully argued for the guarantee 

of women’s equal rights in the constitution (see fig.3.2), Daw Hnin May (the first 

woman senator), Daw Pwa Mhi (the first woman lawyer in 1927) (see fig.3.3), 

Daw Saw Hsa (the first woman surgeon who was also a member of the senate 

in 1937) (see fig.3.4), Daw Padamyar Khin (the first woman photographer and 

she operated her own photo studio Khant Khant Gyi which specially catered for 

women) (see fig.3.5), and Independent Daw San (the first woman to establish 

and run a newspaper) along with many other intellectual women from this era 

make a strong case for why there should be more women in leadership 

positions in Myanmar society (Saw Mon Nhyin, 1976:23).  
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Figure.3.2. Daw Mya Sein (left) attending a meeting in the UK (1931-32), Source: 
Thutazone Magazine. 
 

 

 
 Figure.3.3. Portrait of Daw Phwa Mhi (1940s), Source:  Thutazone Magazine  
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Figure.3.4. Daw Saw Hsa, Source: Thutazone Magazine 
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Figure.3.5. (top) Daw Padamyar Khin (bottom) The Advertisement of Khant Khant Gyi 
Women Photo Studio in Ludu Magazine at the time (1940s), Source: BBC  
Original in Colour 
 
 
Chie Ikeya conducted the first social history of twentieth century colonial Burma 

to analyse the role gender played in regard to colonialism, modernity, and 

nationalism for her PhD study in 2006. Through this research, it was revealed 

that the misogynistic representation of Myanmar women started in the mid-

1930s and it targeted women for appropriating British culture. Visual 

representations were often published in newspapers along with discussions and 

debates to prevent westernisation of Myanmar women (Ikeya, 2006). 

Additionally, Ikeya stressed that there were no signs in the popular press of 

concerns over “Westernised” Myanmar men or their relationships to “foreign 

women”. The British colonisation period is not only a transition period for 

Myanmar from the Kong-baung Dynasty to “Modern Myanmar” but it is also a 

very important period for Myanmar, where the collision of ideologies “colonial” 

and “national”, “modern” and “traditional” occurred. “Traditional” Myanmar 

women (mother, sister, wife) embodied the protectors of culture and religion 

whereas “modern women” represented an independent single woman who 

personified capitalism, colonialism, and consumerism (Ikeya, 2006).	
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During colonial times, in the media, Myanmar women who consumed modern 

commodities were accused of hindering progress towards Myanmar national 

independence (Ikeya, 2006). Myanmar women who dated British soldiers were 

also branded as “Myo Phyat Ma” which can be roughly translated as “the one 

who destroys her own race” (Than, 2014:185). When investigating the “modern 

women” phenomena, Chie Ikeya found through her doctoral research that “the 

misogynistic representation of Myanmar women began to appear in the media 

in the mid-1930s and it targeted Myanmar women for appropriating the British 

culture” (Ikeya, 2006). The “modernisation of Myanmar women” phenomenon 

attracted popular press attention throughout the 1930s and monks, scholars, 

writers, and politicians debated it. They branded it as a downside of 

modernisation and feared it could compromise the role of women within the 

family and Buddhist society. According to Ikeya, the representations ranged 

from sarcastic to derogatory; however, there were no parallel discourses 

concerning Myanmar men or their masculinity. Ikeya found that the effects of 

colonialism on Myanmar women raised debates, which discussed the issue of 

how modernisation has impacted the role of Myanmar women within Myanmar 

society (Ikeya, 2006).  

 

Colonialism may have brought some benefits of modernity to privileged 

Myanmar women’s lives, but it also caused extraordinary suffering in human 

terms, and traditional Myanmar society was drastically altered by the ending of 

the monarchy (U, 2015:32). Prior to the British ruling, Myanmar’s Kingdom of 

Ava53 was at the height of its powers (U, 2015:34). There was a tradition of 

queenship since the Pyu54  city-states (Khaing, 1984:6). The persistence of 

fearless queens and village headwomen in Myanmar history led John Furnivall 

to look at Myanmar through gender-neutral eyes and even explored the 

possibility of matriarchal society (Khaing, 1984:6).  
																																																													
53	Ava, ancient capital of central Myanmar (Burma), on the left bank of the Irrawaddy River. 

When Alaungpaya founded the Konbaung dynasty, Ava served as capital (1765–83 and 1823–

37). From the 15th century, Europeans used the term Ava as a synonym for central and 

northern Myanmar (Encyclopedia Britannica) 	
54		Pyu city-states, also known as Pyu, were a group of city kingdoms that existed between the 

1st Century BCE and 9th Century in Myanmar (Encyclopedia Britannica). 
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Historically, Myanmar queens have often been portrayed as influential and 

manipulative, frequently pictured as using sorcery and sexual charms as tools to 

rule the kingdom (Harriden, 2012:3). Although there has been extensive 

research and writings about the kings in Myanmar literature, there is little 

research concerning women who played important roles throughout history. Yar 

Za Win Hte Ka Main Ma Thar, which can roughly be translated as The Women 

from the History, by Dr. Ma Tin Win, which was published in 2010, is the only 

book, which investigated and discussed the women who played significant roles 

in pre-colonial Myanmar. 

 

All Myanmar monarchs practiced absolute monarchy, a form of monarchy 

where the King exercised absolute power over the kingdom and its people (Win, 

2000:3). The King himself is the only free man living in the kingdom whereas 

everyone else including queen consorts are regarded as the slaves of the King. 

Throughout history, the lives and the welfare of the queen consorts were 

entirely dependent on their relationship with the King. Dr. Ma Tin Win’s research 

discussed several queen consorts who had a certain amount of influence and 

authority over their respective kingdoms. Among them, Queen Supayalat, 

Myanmar’s last queen, is known for being ruthless and she was also blamed for 

the ending of the country’s sovereign rule because of her political ambitions that 

ultimately led to the downfall of King Thibaw (Moss, 2004: 4) (see fig.3.6). She 

was later used as an example in traditional writings and debates to illustrate that 

women should not have any power and that when women are put in powerful 

positions, they could ruin the nation (Win, 2000: 54). Thus, originating the 

traditional saying, “A woman can ruin the nation” (Nyo, 1993:12). 
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Figure.3.6. A Print from a Negative (found in the Palace) of King Thibaw, Queen 
Supayalat and her sister Supayagyi, Source:  The British Library, Asia, Pacific, 
and Africa Collections. Original in Colour 
 
  
 
Dr. Ma Tin Win’s research finds that although there have been examples of 

queen consorts holding a certain amount of power, numerous queen consorts 

and court ladies were also mercilessly slaughtered by edict. In other words, 

although women had a certain amount of power or rights to inherit property or 

village head positions their fates were entirely dependent on the kings who had 

absolute power during the kingship days. Hence, it would be inaccurate to 

assume that Myanmar enjoyed a matriarchal society at any point in history. In 

fact, many historians agreed that Queen Shin Sawbu is the only queen regnant 

in Myanmar’s history who had absolute power (Nyo, 1996:2, Win, 2000:23).  

 

In the process of removing the monarchy, the British also destroyed the 

structure of traditional Burmese society. Resistance to colonial rule was put 

down savagely, which fuelled the nationalist movement and hatred towards the 

British. According to Thant Myint-U, Myanmar’s foremost historian, the colonial 

experience caused a ripple effect, which divided Myanmar society in a way 

which forced the country to suddenly adapt to the modern world without an 

anchor to the past, ultimately resulting in dictatorship after colonisation 

(Macintyre, 2012). As discussed above, Myanmar women played important 

roles in fighting colonisation during the British rule and continued to remain 
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active on the political stage during the years of establishing the first independent 

government in Myanmar after gaining independence from the British in 1948.  

 

In 1953, Daw Khin Kyi, the mother of Aung San Suu Kyi, was appointed as 

Myanmar’s first Minister of Social Welfare where she was actively involved in 

promoting the equality and livelihood of women and children (see fig.3.7). In 

1960, Daw Khin Kyi was appointed as an ambassador to India, making her 

Myanmar’s first ever woman ambassador (see fig.3.8). Since Myanmar gained 

independence from the British up until the military coup in 1962, the country saw 

the biggest representation of women in politics (O’Shannassy, 2000:2). As the 

civil insurgency rose in the 1960s, the country faced rapid economic decline and 

women’s lives became characterised by the country’s instability. 

 

 
Figure.3.7. Portrait of Daw Khin Kyi, Source: Daw Khin Kyi foundation  
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Figure.3.8. Daw Khin Kyi greeted by Myanmar’s first president U Nu on her arrival at 
New Delhi’s Palam Airport to begin her role as ambassador of Myanmar, Source: The 
Irrawaddy News  
 

Myanmar remained almost forgotten by the International community for decades 

up until 1988 where the political uprising erupted over the whole country. All the 

studies conducted on Myanmar after 1988 mainly focused on the impact of 

military rule on the general population. The long history of Myanmar’s isolation, 

which lasted for almost five decades from 1962 until 2011, made it difficult for 

outsiders to learn its culture or understand the psyche of Myanmar people (Moe, 

2017). This is particularly evident in the case of understanding women’s 

situation in Myanmar. For instance, prior to the 8888 uprising, the last time 

Myanmar women were in the international media was in the colonial era when 

they were attending government round table conferences in the UK or being 

appointed as the first ever woman ambassador from Myanmar. With such news 

of highly articulate women in powerful positions along with colonial writings from 

the British soldiers who were stationed in Myanmar, it would not be wrong for 

the international community to assume that Myanmar women enjoy the same 

freedoms as men in society. In addition, during the 8888 uprising, Aung San 
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Suu Kyi attracted the international media’s attention highlighting the role that 

women play in political struggles in Myanmar, which again gave out the 

impression that women play important roles in Myanmar society. Moreover, 

after the 1988 uprising until late 2010, all the studies conducted on Myanmar 

were solely centred on human rights violations and the impact of military rule 

(O’Shannassay, 2003:7). With no other alternative narratives or studies about 

women in Myanmar, there is little understanding from outside of Myanmar 

regarding the specific issues that women faced in Myanmar. 

 

When discussing feminism and Myanmar, it is imperative to discuss Aung San 

Suu Kyi’s position in Myanmar society as she is often portrayed as the epitome 

of women’s empowerment or as an advocate for the rights of women and girls 

from Myanmar. Referring to my previous argument in Chapter 1 regarding Aung 

San Suu Kyi’s status in Myanmar society, it is important to situate Aung San 

Suu Kyi’s standing in Myanmar society. Suu Kyi enjoyed enormous freedom 

and indisputable respect in my country not only because of her privileged 

upbringing but also because of the sacrifices she made for the country in pursuit 

of democracy. It is important to note that her experience and status cannot and 

should not be regarded as the “standard” to determine the status of ordinary 

Myanmar women. In fact, the education she received, and her accomplishments 

are all the result of the enormous freedom and privilege with which she was 

born.55 

 

In her video message to UN Women in 2014, Aung San Suu Kyi says “the 

gender discrimination in Myanmar starts the moment that a child is born”. She 

says, “baby girls or female children are not given the same attention as baby 

boys” which can result in little girls unconsciously forming the belief, starting 

from a young age, that they are inferior to the boys. Suu Kyi says it is especially 

dangerous as it can affect the way young girls view their lives as their thinking 
																																																													
55 Aung San Suu Kyi’s father General Aung San is the prominent leader who lost his life while 

fighting for the country’s freedom from the British and her mother was one of the first women to 

serve as a Minister in the country who later became the first ever-female ambassador from 

Myanmar.    
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and decision-making is predicated on the idea that “priority must be given to the 

boys”. She urged that it is the responsibility of both men and women to promote 

gender equality as “More women’s right means better human rights” which 

Myanmar men can also benefit from in the long run (Aung San Suu Kyi, 2014).  

 

Before the outbreak of the Rohingya conflict, in Western media, Aung San Suu 

Kyi was relentlessly praised as an icon of human rights (Moe, 2017). With her 

guts, uncompromising principles, looks, and the demure, chic portraits of her 

under house arrest in her garden; she was raised and placed on a very high 

pedestal by Western media (see fig 3.9). She was a star of rebellion (see fig 

3.10). Then the world saw that she turned a blind eye and kept quiet about the 

rape and murder of Rohingya people and dropped her instantly. Although some 

acknowledge her limited power in the senate, disappointment continued to 

follow from her long-term supporters who could no longer acknowledge her as a 

human rights icon (Applebaum, 2017). Interestingly, in the eyes of Myanmar 

people, Suu Kyi was never seen as a pillar of human-rights, she is adored by 

locals for the sacrifices she made for the country as a prominent leader’s 

daughter, a wife, and, more importantly, to the people, as a mother. The 

majority of Myanmar people address Suu Kyi as “A May Suu” (Mother Suu) and 

it shows how Suu Kyi is perceived as a mother figure in Myanmar.  
 

 
Figure 3.9 Aung San Suu Kyi reading in her garden while she was under house arrest 
in 1995, Steve McCurry, Magnum Photos (1996) Original in Colour 
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Figure 3.10 Portrait of Aung San Suu Kyi, From “The First Lady of Freedom,” Source: 
TIME Magazine Jan.10 2011 issue, Platon for Time (2011)  
 

 

In recent years, Myanmar has transformed itself due to the country’s movement 

toward democracy and its rapidly changing social, political, and economic 

setting. It is undeniable that change is coming to Myanmar as the country slowly 

adapts to a new democratic government. However, when it comes to gender 

equality, the changes are yet to be seen. Article 348 in the 2008 Myanmar 

constitution states that, “the Union shall not discriminate any citizen of the 

Republic of the Union of Myanmar, based on race, birth, religion, official 

position, status, culture, sex and wealth.” However, when it comes to the 

appointment of government posts, some positions are listed as “naturally 

suitable for men only”, resulting in very few women in leadership positions 

across all government sectors (see fig. 3.11). This gender-based discrimination 

is made further explicit in Article 352: 

“The Union shall, upon specified qualifications being fulfilled, in 

appointing or assigning duties to civil service personnel, not 
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discriminate for or against any citizen of the Republic of the Union 

of Myanmar, based on race, birth, religion, and sex. However, 

nothing in this Section shall prevent appointment of men to the 

positions that are suitable for men only.” 

 

This suggests that while the constitution ensures women equal rights to equal 

employment opportunities, in reality women are restricted in their occupational 

choices due to the persistence of stereotypes of gender and societal roles. 

While the Constitution of 2008 guarantees women’s equality, there are very few 

government initiatives, which define, prohibit, and address direct and indirect 

discrimination against women (Hilton, 2015). Furthermore, regressive policies 

(such as the interfaith marriage bill), traditional beliefs and cultural norms, 

customary laws, and a lack of affirmative action policies against gender 

discrimination continue to cement social power imbalances that overwhelmingly 

favour men. 

 

 
Fig.3.11. Union Civil Service Board Job Opportunities listing “men only” for supervisor 
positions, Source: The Daily Mirror Newspaper (issued on 18 September 2017)  
 

To analyse the relations between feminism and colonialism, in the nineteenth 

century, at the height of Western colonisation in India and Burma, some 

Western women used their campaigning skills to argue for the rights of 

oppressed indigenous women in colonies, customs such as Sati in India were 
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campaigned against (Lewis & Mills, 2003:8). Chandra Mohanty argued that 

colonialism is responsible for Western feminists’ attitude towards Third World 

women (Mohanty, 1988). In her groundbreaking essay Under Western Eyes, 

Mohanty brought up the problematic way that generalisations were made about 

women in the Third World and how they were represented under an umbrella 

category as a single group. Additionally, when discussing Third World women, 

Western feminists tend to focus on the writings of white women in the colonial 

period and it has been critiqued today by Black and Third World women 

feminists as it often led to the perspective of those white colonial women being 

accepted as the ‘correct’ interpretation of the colonial experience (Lewis & Mills, 

2003:12). Literature from colonial times that has been used as a “standard” way 

of representing women is responsible for the world’s misguided views towards 

women’s roles in Myanmar.  

 

Due to the limited amount of reliable scholarly works or feminist writings 

regarding Myanmar women, there were no alternative perspectives other than 

the popular narrative by Myanmar women scholars from the colonial time. 

Myanmar women scholars from colonial times shared a privileged background, 

received modern education and enjoyed education and liberation to some 

degree and wrote about their ‘freedom and equal status as men’ in Myanmar 

society in renowned international magazines and journals but did not give 

consideration for the freedoms and rights of Myanmar women from different 

social classes. Their views and their perspective were perceived and accepted 

by the world as the ‘correct’ interpretation of the colonial experience and 

women’s lives, as there was no alternative narrative at the time. The focus on 

Myanmar women scholars’ colonial texts has also led to a particular view of 

Myanmar women in society leading to a generalisation that the cultural situation 

described in Myanmar women scholars’ texts represented the experiences of all 

women in Myanmar. This marginalizing or stereotyping made it extremely 

difficult for the current generation of feminists to try to access the voices of 

Myanmar women that are not represented in colonial texts, and to counter some 

of the generalised representations.  
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Although feminist movements across the globe did not impact the lives of 

Myanmar women directly, many Myanmar women from the current generation, 

who are interested in feminism, have to rely on feminist writings and literatures 

by Western feminist writers such as bell hooks, Betty Friedan, Juliet Mitchell, 

and Simone de Beauvoir as there are very few Myanmar feminist literatures or 

scholarly works. The “blueprint” for the feminist movement presented in writings 

by such influential women scholars has shed light on the struggles that women 

face in developed countries and at times it can be irrelevant to women from 

Myanmar. Myanmar, which was once called a “feminist utopia” (Barron, 2007), 

has its own demons and own struggles which Myanmar women cannot find 

answers for in books discussing Western feminist theories and movements. 

Furthermore, Myanmar has mostly been ignored by Western academics in its 

decades of seclusion; most Western analyses of its core culture were studies 

conducted in colonial time and are outdated. 

 

In comparison to the colonial and the Junta days, there have been positive 

changes in Myanmar in terms of gender equality movements. In recent years, 

the emergences of gender study organisations in Myanmar have jumpstarted 

the dialogue about gender equality among Myanmar women in the younger 

generation. Non-profit organisations such as Gender Equality Network 

Myanmar, Akhaya Women’s Association, Rainfall Gender Study Organization, 

and Women’s League of Burma have become unified in raising consciousness, 

hoping to bring more empowerment and understanding of the role that a woman 

is assigned to in a Myanmar cultural context. 

 

Although there have been positive changes in Myanmar in terms of women’s 

empowerment due to the commitment and hard work by many Myanmar women 

and men that are involved in the promotion of gender equality in Myanmar, 

there have also been a few setbacks in the area of reproductive rights. 

According to Daw Htar Htar of the Akhaya Women’s Association,  

“The traditional view in Myanmar is that women’s genitals are 

dirty, which leads to degrading views about women in general. 

When society degrades women, no one respects them. Sex 
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education is important in teaching women to value themselves” 

(Su, 2015).  

In a culture where talking about sex is taboo, there is nowhere for Myanmar 

women to turn to for sex education (Su, 2015). Condoms were banned in 

Myanmar until 1993. As recently as April 2015, the government has banned the 

sale of condoms, birth control pills, and Viagra during its Thingyan festival56 

(Buddhist New Year festivities) in April. Myanmar police force’s answer to 

prevent sex crimes against women was to ban condoms and emergency 

contraceptive pills, which was described as one of the strongest crackdowns on 

such products in this decade. However, there was no ban imposed on drugs 

containing incapacitating agents also known as date rape drugs. Health 

professionals criticised the ban strongly and said that the ban could increase 

the risk of sexually transmitted diseases and unplanned pregnancies.   

 

In Myanmar, sex workers are known as Ma Kaung Tae Main Ma (Bad Women). 

Many young girls are forced into the sex trade due to poverty, or a lack of jobs 

and education opportunities (Lynn, 2015). In a society where women are treated 

as second-class citizens due to their bodily functions, female sex workers are 

treated as outcasts, undeserving of basic protection or civility. It was a well-

known fact that in late the 1990s and early 2000s that when police arrest a 

woman under the suspicion of soliciting, if condoms are found on the woman, 

the woman will be charged with prostitution (Lwin, 2010). For fear of being 

arrested, many sex workers chose not to carry condoms, which put them in an 

extremely vulnerable situation. The Suppression of Prostitution Act was 

promulgated after the country’s independence in 1948 (Lwin, 2010). While there 

is no provision to arrest sex workers who carry condoms under that law, the 

police continued to use condoms as evidence to arrest sex workers until the 

early 2000s (Lwin, 2010). In 2000, the Police Brigadier Zaw Win issued the 

																																																													
56 Thingyan, also known as Myanmar Water Festival, takes place toward the end of the hot, dry 

season and ushers in the Myanmar New Year. This festival is also celebrated in neighboring 

Theravada Buddhist countries; Songkran in Thailand and Laos, Chaul Chnam Thmey in 

Cambodia. The festival lasts three to five days. During the festival, people splash water at 

passersby to “wash away” the previous year’s sins.  
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order that condoms must not be used as material witness to arrest sex workers 

(Lwin, 2010). The order was issued two more times in 2001 and 2003 

respectively due to the police force failing to follow the order.  

 

The controlling of women’s bodies and clothing has always been an issue linked 

with nationalism tracing back to the colonial days (Tun, Ring & Hlaing, 2018). 

Tharaphi Than pointed out in her research that during the colonial days the 

government and the nationalists pointed towards prostitution as the result of 

foreign influences and branded the prostitutes as “victims of modernisation who 

are morally corrupt” (Than, 2011). During the decades of isolation, through the 

government controlled media and press, the government attempted to convince 

the public that prostitution is a symptom of cultural decline due to foreign 

influences and proposed that only religion can help answer and solve the 

problem (Than, 2011). Nowadays, in Myanmar, some leftists and women’s 

groups view prostitution as the result of poverty and civil war and there have 

been programs and initiatives set up by the not-for-profit organisations to safe 

guard the health and safety of women in the sex trade (Tun, Ring & Hlaing, 

2018). However, there are still no government-funded initiatives, which aim to 

provide sufficient employment for women to tackle poverty.  

 

Kyi Aye57, who is credited as one of the most influential Myanmar woman 

writers for many generations often wrote novels which featured the feelings of 

her characters without restraint. In one of her short stories The Attraction & 

Repulsion Kyi Aye wrote about a character, Hnin May, an educated and open-

minded Myanmar woman, who faced an internal struggle between her sexual 

desire which encourages her to engage in premarital sex and question social 

																																																													
57 Kyi Aye (Burmese) (1929 - 2016) is considered one of the most influential Burmese women 

writers. She belongs to the group of writers emerged at the Burma's Post-colonial period. 

Among those writers, Kyi Aye has been most criticised throughout that period. She started as a 

poet and then wrote novels. Her works were life-like stories of the upper middle class. Her 

language was crisp and forceful. Her plots were frank and familiar. She used to write about the 

feelings of her characters without restraint. Thus, she created many novels applauded by the 

readers, but they were criticised as purely artistic pieces without political meaning by some 

quarters, mainly the left-side writers. 
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restrictions imposed on Myanmar women. Hnin May later blamed herself for 

having such “strange ideas”. Through her writing, Kyi Aye painted a clear 

picture of Myanmar women’s sexuality within a society where one’s worth is 

controlled through her virginity and the internal conflict that most Myanmar 

women feel but never speak about.   

 

Pyo Let Han, one of the founding women behind Rainfall, a non-profit gender 

study organization, analysed The Attraction & Repulsion, short story by Kyi Aye 

and she found that Myanmar culture imposed double standards when it comes 

to sex. In Myanmar, there is no word or definition for “vagina” and girls are 

taught that sex is seen as a shameful act and it is rude for girls to talk or ask 

about sex. Additionally, Pyo Let Han found that Kyi Aye’s text highlighted the 

nature of sex in Myanmar, which is surrounded by an army of social norms, 

religious restrictions, and moral taboos. Additionally, it offered a rare glimpse of 

Myanmar women’s sexuality.    

 

“It is women’s responsibility to dress appropriately so they don’t get raped”, 

“How is it that your business! Maybe those women want what they got!”, “Don’t 

you dare criticise monks, you bitches are going to hell!” these are just a few 

comments that were left for the video of Pyo Let Han, from Rainfall, discussing 

with The Irrawaddy News on “How to prevent women from sexual exploitation in 

Myanmar society”. Not surprisingly, all the outraged comments were left by men 

for women standing up or taking control against men who often hide behind 

religion to sexually exploit women. These comments just represent the tip of the 

iceberg of the bigger problem, which can only be described as substantial; 

equality of women and men is still a distant hope for women in Myanmar. Pyo 

Let Han said she has grown used to the threats and harsh comments by 

Myanmar men, and even women, and learnt to accept that this is the price she 

has to pay to stand up against the gender inequality in Myanmar. She said, “The 

job is too important to stop”.  

 

Sadly, such aggression towards women who dare to stand up against, or 

question, the subjugation of women is common. Our patriarchal society equates 

women’s roles with being wives, mothers, and protectors of the tradition. Deep 



	 135	

rooted cultural beliefs governed by outdated religious views acting as societal 

rules to abide by, women became prisoners of the invisible prison with their 

basic freedoms being taken away. With the advancement of gender equality 

movements across the world, it is sometimes difficult to fathom that the 

government still has total control over women’s bodies in Myanmar. As recently 

as June 2019, Nang Mwe San, a female doctor in Myanmar had her medical 

license revoked by the Myanmar Medical Council for working as a model 

wearing tight dresses, lingerie, and swimwear. According to the letter from the 

Council posted on Mwe San’s social media, the Council states that Mwe San 

continued to post photographs of herself on social media dressed in clothes that 

“did not fit with Myanmar tradition” (see fig.3.12). The letter also states that 

although Mwe San promised “to stop posting pictures of herself in such clothing” 

she continued to do so. Hence, the decision to revoke her medical license which 

also prohibits her from practicing medicine for two years.  

 

 
Figure.3.12. Photograph of the letter from The Myanmar Medical Council addressed to 
Nang Mwe San, Source: Nang Mwe San’s Facebook (2019) Original in Colour 
 
 

Mwe San’s post on social media attracted a lot of attention within the Myanmar 

community online and a lot of people shared and commented on her situation. 

She insisted that during the four years that she practiced medicine she had 

never dressed inappropriately in the workplace and behaved professionally 
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when taking care of the patients. The sad reality is the majority of the comments 

came from women themselves supporting the Council’s decision for taking away 

her medical license. One comment read “There is Law behind democracy. You 

have no RESPECT for your Doctor’s degree and your profession that you 

studied” (see fig.3.13). The comment reeks of sexist undertones and it begs the 

question whether the Council would impose the same ban if Mwe San was a 

man. To me, what is more problematic than the comment itself is the fact that it 

came from a woman. That comment impacted me deeply and made me realise 

that my concerns about women’s situation in Myanmar is not only about the 

men in our patriarchal society oppressing women, it is also about women 

enforcing such toxic ideas onto each other and taking other women down when 

they refuse to oblige to the patriarchy. Arguably women can often have stronger 

patriarchal opinions than men.  
 

 
Figure.3.13. Screenshot of a comment on Nang Mwe San’s Facebook (2019)  
Original in Colour 
 
 

Bringing up feminism and gender equality in Myanmar tends to bring out old 

arguments, and people will often state that Myanmar women enjoy equal 

freedoms. While several scholarly works have been published to counter these 

arguments, more concrete and progressive studies are necessary. While 

conducting the research for this project, I have encountered many men and 
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women who are working in non-profit organisations promoting gender equality in 

Myanmar. When asked if they are feminists, most of them decline to comment 

or outwardly say “No”, some displayed a visceral reaction and many people 

wanted to disassociate themselves from this word. These people dedicate their 

life to fighting gender discrimination and to improving the overall conditions of 

women in Myanmar, yet they insist they are not feminists. Why is it, then, that 

many men and women in Myanmar do not associate themselves with the word 

“feminism”?  

 

Through this research, I learnt that in Myanmar, many women are reluctant to 

advocate for feminism because they are uncertain about the meaning of the 

term. When asked what their thoughts on feminism were, many would say 

feminism is anti-men. Since men are superior according to religion, do women 

challenge religion as well in pursuit of equality? Women in Myanmar, especially 

in rural areas or women from the lower middle class, with limited education 

opportunities would find it difficult to challenge the idea that they are socially 

equal to men, since they are continually reminded in their daily lives that women 

are spiritually inferior to men. Some women might even reject the term 

“feminism” because they don’t want to support the movement, which questions 

their religion. Some people will argue that a woman is subordinate to men 

because it’s our culture. However, culture is constantly changing (Suberchicot, 

2008). As Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie wrote in We Should All Be Feminists, 

“Culture does not make people. People make culture. If it is true that the full 

humanity of women is not our culture, then we can and must make it our 

culture.” (Adichie, 2014: 17).  

 

Pyo Let Han, of the Rainfall Gender Study Organization shed light on what 

feminism means in Myanmar and the reasons behind the lack of feminists in 

Myanmar. According to Han, there are no educational institutions in Myanmar 

where people can learn about feminism or other academic disciplines such as 

sociology or philosophy in critical ways (Han, 2018). Such topics are only 

available in translated forms and only available on the Internet. Among other 

topics, fewer people are interested in feminism as many people consider 

feminism is less “necessary” than other social or political movements and 
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people misunderstood feminism as being “ugly women talking about hating men 

and trying to build a matriarchal society” (Han, 2018). Additionally, she said, 

“Even so-called educated men as well as women feared that feminists will 

destroy our valuable traditional culture” (Han, 2018). If understanding feminism 

is a struggle, gender equality is another obstacle to overcome, as it still sounds 

very abstract to most people in Myanmar. Essentially, it raises questions such 

as, which standard do we use to measure gender equality? Do we use a 

Western standard or educated woman from the middle class as an example of 

being equal? How do we find equality in an unequal society?  

 

As discussed in the beginning of the chapter, and as pointed out by Pyo Let 

Han, feminism is perceived as a Western ideology, something that has no place 

in Myanmar culture. During one of my research trips to Myanmar, I was 

introduced to a male scholar who has published a few papers in the field of 

sociology in Myanmar and he asked what my research is about. I replied, 

“feminism and using photography to investigate women’s situation in Myanmar”. 

He was baffled and asked, “Why?” I began to speak of some of the reasons and 

aims behind my research before he cut me off to say, “They are Western ideas. 

You have been reading too many Western books”. He then proceeded to say, “If 

you are saying that feminism is about making women equal to men, why don’t 

they call it “humanism” instead?” He continued to tell me that if he wanted to 

learn photography, instead of going abroad he would have taken a “short” 

course with one of the leading male photographers in Myanmar. He then 

continued on his way to inform me in a terse manner implying that what I am 

doing is a fool’s errand. Being a woman in Myanmar culture, one gets advice or 

opinions from men regardless of whether she asks for it or not and the culture 

keeps women from speaking up and from being heard. The incident made me 

feel that I was to blame for making him uncomfortable although I did not ask for 

his approval or opinion on my research in the first place. Rebecca Solnit noted 

in Men Explain Things to Me (2014) that it happens everywhere and men 

explain things to women whether or not they know what they are talking about. 

She wrote “It trains us in self-doubt and self-limitation just as it exercises men’s 

unsupported overconfidence”. Further, it perpetuates the notion that “he knows 

what he’s talking about, she doesn’t” (Solnit, 2014).  



	 139	

 

The misconception of feminism in Myanmar is another reason why this research 

is using photography to rebuke the misunderstandings, as photography has the 

power to communicate and transcend language barriers and bridge the gap 

between older and younger generations. Through my self-portraiture I am 

shining a light on how gender discrimination impacts various aspects of 

women’s lives and envisioning the world without such limitations. Again, in my 

documentary series, I am using photography to explore representation and raise 

the voices of ordinary Myanmar women who are under-represented in a male-

oriented country. Essentially, as my research title suggests, I am using 

photography to tackle the misconceptions of the term and re-define feminism in 

Myanmar. 

 

The Oxford School Dictionary defines feminism as “the advocacy of women's 

rights on the ground of the equality of the sexes”. The very definition of 

feminism, the belief that men and women should have equal rights on the 

grounds of political, social, and economic fields, does not include a word about 

the hatred of men. Certainly, challenging the status quo is never easy or 

comfortable and there will always be people who enjoy their privileged positions 

in society. Hannah McAtamney wrote in What is Feminism? that “when people 

comment against feminism, there is no doubt they are supporting sexism. There 

is no sitting on the fence. You are either a feminist or a sexist” (McAtamney, 

2015).  

 

Throughout history, the undeniable power of women’s movements across the 

globe have fought against injustice, inequality, and fear, and the world is a 

better place today because of it. As mentioned previously, feminism is 

remarkably broad, and women’s identity and struggles are even more diverse 

according to their socioeconomic background. During the first wave of feminism, 

women from the UK and eventually the US fought hard for women’s legal issues 

such as equal rights to enter contracts, property rights etc. Whereas, women in 

Myanmar enjoyed the equal legal rights of men since the queenship days. 

Although Myanmar women felt secure in their own legal standings or rights 

within Myanmar society, religion deterred them from questioning various 
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aspects of their lives where they face numerous gender discriminations daily. 

Additionally, women in Myanmar were granted voting rights in 1935 under 

British rule, one of the earliest countries in Asia to do so, which led to the myth 

that Myanmar women were already emancipated (Latt, Ninh, Myint & Lee, 

2017:ii). The freedoms and equal rights that Myanmar women enjoyed during 

the 19th century came quite easily compared to women from other countries and 

thus, Myanmar women did not feel the need to participate in the women’s 

movement across the globe. It would be erroneous to regard Western feminism 

as a one-size-fits-all approach to feminism and use it as a ‘Holy Grail’ to solve 

women’s issues in Myanmar. bell hooks writes that “feminism isn’t a lifestyle nor 

a ready-made identity or a role that one can step into” (hooks, 1983:28). 

 

2017 was a year of challenges and victories for countless women and girls 

across the world from Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and the US to the UK. 

The Women’s March 2017, ‘#Metoo’ movement, and the abolishment of the 

‘Marry Your Rapist’ law in Lebanon are a few examples that it was a year of 

hurdles for women to overcome (Schnall, 2017). It also reminded women that 

when women and girls come together, they are stronger, more effective in 

bringing change, in correcting the wrongs, and in fighting the injustices. As a 

feminist, I long for the day when Myanmar women will stand up together to fight 

for our equal rights. However, for a mass feminist movement to take place, as a 

first step, it is important for women of all social classes to understand the 

concept of feminism and feminist ideas. As pointed out by Pyo Let Han of the 

Rainfall Gender Study Organization, there are no education institutions in 

Myanmar where feminist theories are discussed and even finding feminist 

literature is still an obstacle. Thus, it is necessary to establish educational 

programmes and workshops where women from different social classes can 

learn, discuss, and debate issues regarding women’s position in Myanmar 

society. As bell hooks rightly states, “There will be no mass-based feminist 

movement as long as feminist ideas are understood only by a well-educated 

few” (hooks, 1983:58).  

 

As a Myanmar woman, to me, feminism is a belief that women deserve equal 

freedom and rights for being an individual rather than being just someone’s wife, 
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daughter, or sister. Feminism is a belief that advocates for women not to be 

branded “a bad wife” for pursuing a career after marriage or in fact having to 

choose between a career and a domestic life. Feminism demands that 

universities quash gender-based admissions policies and women do not have to 

get higher scores than men on high school examinations in order to gain 

admission to elite universities. Feminism demands that women and their bodies 

are not regarded as lower than men or treated with less respect just because of 

their bodily functions such as menstruation or childbirth. Feminism demands 

that the fault does not lie with the victim when a sexual crime is committed 

against a woman. Feminism demands that every individual should have the 

right to express his or her sexuality without freedom or fear. Most importantly, 

feminism demands that men and women should have equal rights, freedoms, 

dignities, respect, and opportunities in every aspect of their lives.  

 

Feminism does not mean that Myanmar women have to give up their feminine 

identity or prove to themselves that they are as tough as men are. Feminism is 

not about hating men. It certainly does not mean that Myanmar women have to 

start climbing heights or demanding to wash their undergarments together with 

men’s clothes (although it might ask why they cannot do this). Feminism is 

about Myanmar women and girls recognising that all human beings are born 

free and equal in dignity and deserve equal rights. It is all about equality, which 

is desperately something that we, Myanmar women, need.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 142	

CHAPTER 4 

 

Feminist Activism and Community Photographic Practices 
 

“One should praise food after digestion, a wife when 

she has passed her prime, a warrior on his return from 

battle, and corn when it is brought home.” 

-Lokaniti 

 

In this chapter, I focus on a range of photographic work by feminist women 

photographers to enrich the research in this thesis and to provide a context and 

rationale for my practice. Although this chapter predominantly discusses the 

work of women photographers outside Myanmar, due to the similar nature of the 

male dominant cultures that these women photographers operate in and how 

they execute the feminist agenda through their work, it underpins my research 

and the thinking behind my project in Myanmar. Additionally, I review a number 

of their photographic works creating a dialogue with my own practice, which 

contributes to understanding the links between my documentary project and my 

constructive self-portraits, allowing my practice to adopt its position. I 

particularly look at how feminist photographers with a similar cultural 

background to mine have approached the subject of feminism through 

photography, highlighting the differences and similarities with my own practice. 

As well as these photographers, I also look at The Hackney Flashers, a feminist 

women photographer collective, to investigate how photography made 

significant feminist contributions towards society and to discover how 

photography workshops and the sharing of photographic skills with women 

challenged the marginalisation of women in the field of photography. The 

references in this chapter have led me to explore different creative approaches, 

which include setting up free photography workshops for women alongside 

producing my own work, and have allowed me to develop an argument for these 

approaches in my written thesis.  

 

Women artists in the 1970’s such as Hannah Wilke, Cindy Sherman, and Jo 

Spence started incorporating photography in their practice to represent 
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themselves in a more unconventional way. Although women have practiced 

photography throughout history, women photographers did not view 

photography in feminist terms until the 1970’s (Williams, 1986:169). Through 

researching women photographers post 1960’s (after the start of the second-

wave of the feminist movement), I will analyse the works of The Hackney 

Flashers, Miwa Yanagi, Lalla Essaydi, Shadi Ghadirian, and Lola Flash as they 

all use different approaches in their practice guided and informed by feminist 

perspectives. 

 

In 1982, artist Jo Spence created a photographic self-portrait, which shows her 

ailing body (see fig.4.1.). Her physical deterioration after being diagnosed with 

cancer captured the essence of a woman confronted with a deadly disease. Not 

only does photography empower women to represent their imperfections but it 

also allows women artists to deconstruct the male gaze, bringing private 

moments into the public domain. Jo Spence continued to document her battle 

with cancer until she passed away in 1992. She often documented her 

treatments using photography as it allowed her to cope with the emotional 

trauma (Miller, 2015). Prior to her diagnosis, Jo Spence was involved in a 

collective called The Hackney Flashers. The group created photographic 

exhibitions in public spaces, and the members were photographers who 

identified themselves as socialists and feminists. Along with The Hackney 

Flashers, Jo Spence sought to abolish the outdated gender stereotypes 

throughout the 1970s and 1980s (Miller, 2015). 
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Figure. 4.1. Crisis Project / Picture of Health? (Property of Jo Spence?), Jo Spence 
(1982) Original in Colour 
 
 

The Hackney Flashers 

Empowering women through education and representation 

 

Val Williams noted in her Women Photographers: The Other Observers 1900 to 

the Present published in 1986 that personal and political reawakening is not 

enough for women photographers to raise their consciousness about 

representing their own image, the outlets and platforms which showcase 

women’s photographic work are also needed for the growth of feminist 

photography (Williams, 1986:169). The growth of feminist photography in Britain 

coincided with the development of photography theory in colleges and 

universities with Britain becoming one of the major centres for photography 

education (Williams, 1986:169, Klorman-Eraqi, 2017). At the same time, 

feminist magazines such as Spare Rib, which actively challenged the 

stereotyping of women and promoted experimentation for women 

photographers, began distributing their first issue in 1972 (see fig.4.2). Spare 
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Rib would also regularly feature photographs by women, and it became one of 

the most iconic outlets for women photographers in the UK (Williams, 1986:72).  
 

 
Figure. 4.2. Spare Rib magazine issue 001, Source:  The British Library collection (July 
1972). Original in Colour 
 

 

With the formation of the photography committee as part of the Arts Council 

England in 1973, independent photography galleries could apply for grants and 

receive support from the council to exhibit photography for communities (Picton, 

Lane, and Gaskin 1977, cited in Klorman-Eraqi, 2017). Half Moon photography 

gallery was one of the galleries, which received the support from the Council 

and initiated a photography project titled Women on Women (1972). A group of 

women photographers which included Jo Spence, Val Wilmer, Angela Phillips, 

Maggie Murray, and Sally Greenhill were involved in regular meetings to 

construct the project titled Women on Women and through these meetings The 

Hackney Flashers was formed (Williams, 1986:172). The exhibition Women, 

held in the Half Moon Gallery in 1974, was one of the first all-women 

photography exhibitions (see fig.4.3). 
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Figure. 4.3. Women, a photographic exhibition, Source: Four Corners archive (1974) 

 

There was a rise of collectives in the 1970s which include filmmakers, artists, 

journalists, illustrators, and print groups as well as theatre groups which were all 

engaged or involved in different campaigns such as anti-war movements, 

unemployment, race riots, labour rights, the rights of children and women 

(Heron, 2014). Although the functioning of each collective varied, they all 

centred on the principle of sharing knowledge and skills within their communities 

without hierarchy and leadership (Heron, 2014). All the works produced by The 

Hackney Flashers were always published as the work of the collective. 

Individual members were never named or credited for specific photographs or 

writings, which was a conscious and political decision of the group (Korman-

Eraqi, 2017).  The members of the group came from different social classes and 

backgrounds. Some of the members were self-taught photographers, some 

were graphic designers and illustrators, they all worked within education and the 

media sector and they shared sets of skills within the group.58  
 

The Flashers produced and exhibited two major exhibitions Women and Work 

(1975) and Who’s Holding the Baby (1978). The Women and Work exhibition 

																																																													
58 Interview with Maggie Murray conducted on 7th October 2019. 
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consisted of black and white photographs and hand-written texts on a series of 

panels. These panels contained multiple images of women at various 

employments ranging from office work and manual labour to other forms of low 

paid and unskilled jobs in Hackney making visible the hidden role that women 

played in the economy. Although they used simple ideas and basic production 

techniques, the project circulated widely and was exhibited in an array of 

different places ranging from galleries to town halls and community venues, 

widening the outreach of the project.  
 

Women and Work was initially made to be part of an exhibition celebrating the 

75th anniversary of the Hackney Trade Council. The council funded the project 

and the brief of the project was to focus on women at work in Hackney. The 

Flashers gained unlimited access to women working different professions in 

Hackney and began documenting them at their workplaces (Stacey, 2013). The 

final exhibition consisted of over two hundred black and white photographs of 

women doing whatever they could to earn money through work. The use of 

texts and captions paired with photographs highlighted the women’s working 

conditions and pay compared to men essentially making an argument for equal 

pay.   
 

One panel consists of eight black and white photographs of women working in a 

sweatshop;59 none of them were looking at the camera or appear to notice the 

camera’s presence (see fig.4.4). One of the captions accompanying the 

photographs reads ‘All Workers Are Exploited. Some Are More Exploited THAN 

OTHERS-’ indicating that all women workers were exploited while working in the 

sweatshop. Another caption states the sample results of 50 women’s weekly 

wages. The caption indicates that the average earnings per full-time week at the 

time was £5.61, the survey finds that 26 women were paid less than 16p per 

hour and 11 women were paid less than 6p per hour while the highest paid 

women made merely 72p per hour which meant that most of the women in the 

sweatshops were being paid less than half the legal pay rate at the time. The 

																																																													
59 A sweatshop is normally a clothing factory or a workshop with very poor or unacceptable 

working conditions and the workers are employed at very low wages.  
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handwritten texts, which formed part of the works, included statistics showing 

wage-disparities between men and women.  

 
Figure.4.4. Women and Work Exhibition, The Hackney Flashers (1975) 

 

The work of The Hackney Flashers was important in making visible these 

systematic inequalities. Their exhibition Women and Work gave a glimpse of the 

unrepresented truth of the lives of working-class women in Hackney by 

highlighting the inequality that women were experiencing. This project forced 

the Hackney Trades Council to acknowledge the fact that women were being 

exploited in their workplaces. As discussed above the project was originally 

created for the Trades Council 75th union and only after the prints for the 

exhibition had been delivered to the council, The Hackney Flashers were 

informed that 75 years of Brotherhood was the title of the celebration which in a 

way was ironic considering the exploitation women workers faced within the 

male-oriented trade unions (Stacey, 2013).  
 

After the Trades Council event the group toured the Women and Work project 

and exhibited it in community venues such as town halls and libraries. While 

working on the project The Hackney Flashers noticed the lack of childcare that 

working women faced and this influenced them to begin their second major 

project on the issue of childcare, Who’s Holding the Baby? (1978) (see fig.4.5). 

In this project The Hackney Flashers showed how the lack of childcare had 
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impacted women's lives. According to Maggie Murray,60 one of the members of 

the Hackney Flashers, although their first exhibition Women and Work brought 

up important issues and stimulated debates, the group felt that it could not 

express the complexity of all the economic, class, and social contradictions that 

were at play (Murray, 2019). In order to attempt to cover all the factors, in their 

exhibition, the group employed new forms of media, which included interviews, 

cartoons, and montages. 
 

The project was first exhibited in Centreprise Community Centre61 followed by a 

tour around community venues and libraries across the country. The Hackney 

Flashers avoided exhibiting their work in art museums or galleries and 

concentrated mainly on getting the work shown in community venues. They 

viewed their photography projects as a means of conveying working women’s 

voices and rights, and both projects were created to better the conditions of 

working class women’s lives and so needed to be seen by as wide an audience 

as possible and not simply by the elite audiences associated with the gallery 

and the museum.  
 

																																																													
60 Personal Communication with Maggie Murray on 10/09/19.  
61 The radical bookshop, café and community centre in Dalston, which has recently closed. 
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Figure.4.5. Who’s Holding The Baby?, The Hackney Flashers (1978) 

 

Who’s Holding The Baby? (1978) highlighted the limited access to childcare in 

Hackney and the effect of its absence on women’s lives and health. In this 

project, the Hackney Flashers collaborated directly with one of the groups they 

were photographing, a community childcare nursery in a working-class area of 

Hackney (Murray, 2019). The information and quotes from the nursery were 

included in the exhibition. The exhibition consists of photographs along with 

quotes and information from the community childcare nursery, which showed 

the lack of state supported childcare. Consequently, the photographs were also 

used by the nursery in their own struggle to get grants and to continue to remain 

open (Murray, 2019).   
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In the exhibition, The Flashers also included comparative posters of official 

childcare policy during World War II and the official policy in 1978 to point out 

the significant cut in state funded childcare (Gresty, 2014). One panel shows 

that during World War II the state provided full-time childcare for all working 

mothers whereas in 1978 there was a significant cut in the state provision of 

nursery care although there were more women in the workforce than at any 

point since after the war (Edwards, 2017). This caused a huge problem among 

working mothers, single parent families, and women who were left to solve the 

problem on their own (Edwards, 2017).  
 

One panel with the caption “Don’t take drugs, take action” incorporated a 

psychiatric drug advertisement that depicted a white working-class woman next 

to a baby buggy angrily grabbing her toddler by his shoulder (see fig.4.6). An 

enlarged image of the woman’s agitated face superimposed on the 

advertisement emphasizes her distress and agitation. Text written across the 

image reads, “Struggling against impossible odds, surrounded by children with 

poor housing and facilities, and little money”. The photograph and the text are 

accompanied by “Adverse circumstances such as too many children and too 

little money are recognized as causes for neurotic depression or anxiety 

neurosis”. Again, the clever use and combination of text and imagery shed a 

light on the adverse social situations that many working-class women were 

facing at the same time, a lack of adequate child care being one (Korman-Eraqi, 

2017).  
 

Below the “Don’t take drugs, take action” photograph, there was a photograph 

of Hackney mothers and children marching with placards, which read, “Nursery 

is my right”, “Parents must unite + fight” and “More Nurseries”. By juxtaposing 

these two photographs The Hackney Flashers not only highlighted the issues 

women were facing but also showed that women were not just passive victims 

of these issues they were also trying to change the situation. The other panels 

in the exhibition also featured the combination of documentary photographs and 

text to show the limited options for childcare.   
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Figure.4.6. Don’t take drugs, take action, The Hackney Flashers (1978) 
Original in Colour 
 

Both of the Hackney Flasher’s major projects focus on working class women 

offering representations of women who were rarely given a voice or were 

discussed in the media. The Hackney Flashers united women by representing 

the experiences of all working-class women regardless of their race and 

religion. During my personal communication with Maggie Murray on 7th of 

October 2019, Murray noted that the photographs and material produced by the 

Hackney Flashers were used as tools by many groups at the time as the basis 

for workshops and meetings relating to their own political campaigns, 

educational events, or local activism (Murray, 2019).  
 

The Hackney Flashers are essentially important for my documentary project due 

to how they depict the women in their photographs without portraying women as 
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“passive victims” and how they approached the projects avoiding stereotypes or 

robbing the subjects of their dignity and privacy. Most importantly, the projects 

were originally created to be shown in community venues and places where 

working-class women would have access to view the work. It would have had a 

different outcome if the projects were exhibited at museums and places where 

ordinary working class women would not have normally visited and the 

audience of the shows would be people from different backgrounds who would 

not be able to relate to the issues that working class women were facing. When 

the Hackney Flashers finally agreed to participate in the Three Perspectives 

exhibition in 1979 and to show their political work in a traditional art setting, their 

works received a negative reaction (Bate, 2009:5 and Tagg, 2003). Most of the 

criticism seemed to address The Hackney Flashers for the works aesthetic 

quality not fitting in the mould of traditional photography’s characteristic 

(Korman-Eraqi, 2017). However, it cannot be denied that the Hackney Flashers 

entering the fine art world can be considered a significant accomplishment for 

feminist photography as their work was completely different to the works that 

the fine art photography world was accustomed to at the time and in a way they 

ultimately started the dialogue on the importance of feminist and socialist 

photography. 
 

Equally, I noted in my research that one of my main concerns regarding my 

practice is its ability to reach out to a wider community. From talking with the 

gallery owners in Myanmar, I have learnt that the majority of people who visit 

galleries in Myanmar are foreigners, people from art backgrounds and people 

from privileged backgrounds. For this reason, it is essential for me to explore 

alternative approaches to exhibit my practice especially my documentary 

practice Do it like a Woman as women who participated in my project would not 

have access to galleries and museums (almost all galleries and museums in 

Myanmar are based in large cities such as Yangon and Mandalay). From 

looking at The Hackney Flashers and how they exhibited their works, I am 

inspired to show my documentary series in local libraries and community 

venues where women who participated in my research and women from the 

kinds of backgrounds that the women I photographed would have access to. 

Additionally, I am aiming for an exhibition of my work to tour across Myanmar to 
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be shown in rural villages and cities where gender discrimination is more 

prevalent in order to challenge the outdated views towards women and to 

empower women.  
	

The Hackney Flashers have shown us through their work that women could use 

photography as a tool to raise awareness of women’s issues and that the 

medium is capable of making powerful political arguments (Williams, 1986:174). 

The Hackney Flashers have challenged traditional norms within the 

photography community and paved the way for women photographers for 

generations to come. Forming women only photography collectives could be 

considered a feminist act itself (Klorman-Eraqi, 2017).   
 

Another reason that drew me to The Hackney Flashers is their sharing of 

photography skills within the group and outside the group. The group held 

darkroom technique workshops, photography workshops, and design and layout 

workshops exclusively for members and non-member women (Klorman-Eraqi, 

2017) (see fig.4.7). Prior to co-establishing The Hackney Flashers, one of the 

members Jo Spence was involved in forming the Photography Workshop Ltd, 

an open resource photography education project, with her life-long collaborator 

Terry Dennett. From analysing their work, it can be established that The 

Hackney Flashers shared a common belief in the emancipatory potential of 

photography (Klorman-Eraqi, 2017). Through educational workshops, The 

Hackney Flashers challenged the marginalisation of women in the field of 

photography regarding the accessibility of photographic practice and 

empowered women to use photography as their voice to tackle social injustice.  
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Figure.4.7. Photography and Media Workshop for Women, Source: Four Corners 
Archive. Original in Colour 
 
 

One of my practical approaches includes setting up free photography education 

programmes for women in Myanmar. I intend to make photography education 

more accessible to women of different social classes in Myanmar and to 

introduce the emancipatory potential of photography to women who have rarely 

been given a voice in Myanmar culture. My aim is to establish photography 

education strategies aligned with The Hackney Flashers outlook on promoting 

an egalitarian climate for women who are interested in photography (Williams, 

1986:176). I intend to achieve this by working closely with women 

photographers from Myanmar and in collaboration with Thuma Collective62, the 

only women’s photography collective in Myanmar.  
 

In Myanmar, photojournalist positions are mostly advertised as “male only” 

professions and there are very few women photojournalists. Moreover, existing 

women photojournalists are rarely sent on interesting assignments as the 

employer assumes that women would not be capable of handling tough 

situations (Thuma, 2018). Almost all leading photojournalists from Myanmar, 
																																																													
62 More details about Thuma Collective can be found in Chapter 5.  
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who were sent out to cover sensitive issues such as the Rohingya crisis, are 

male. Male photojournalists are often sent out to receive photography training 

and additional educational workshops by their employers whereas women 

photojournalists are often deemed “unworthy” of their investment and rarely 

receive learning opportunities (Mon, 2018). 
 

Like The Hackney Flashers, I am making a feminist statement by establishing 

“women” only photography workshops. Additionally, I am also advocating equal 

and fair opportunities for women photographers by developing free photography 

education programs and workshops. The Hackney Flashers demonstrated an 

example of how photography is capable of making powerful political arguments, 

how to employ different creative approaches using photography to advocate for 

women’s’ rights, and how to ensure inclusiveness when developing 

photography workshops.  
 

The Hackney Flashers set an example for younger generations of women 

photographers to take action and to follow in the footsteps of a group of women 

who fought for their rights as women, mothers, and photographers. From 

analysing their work, I have learnt the importance of photography education in 

the emancipation of women in Myanmar and the power of socially engaged 

photographic practices. Using photography to promote the emancipation of 

women and making photography education accessible for women of all social 

classes in Myanmar are two key principles, which connect my photography 

workshop with my practice approaches.  
 

After examining the work of The Hackney Flashers, I examine the works of Lalla 

Essaydi, Miwa Yanagi, and Shadi Ghadirian. That has been primarily to enrich 

my self-portrait project with the works of women photographers that share 

similar aims in their approach to making work as well as coming from similar 

backgrounds. I was born and raised in a country with strict patriarchal values 

and now wish to position my practice within the framework of feminist art.  
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Tearing Up the Mould 
Examining the photographic works of Miwa Yanagi, Lalla Essaydi, and Shadi 

Ghadirian 

 

Miwa Yanagi, Lalla Essaydi, and Shadi Ghadirian are especially important for 

my self-portrait series (The Anatomy of Hpon), due to the way they challenge 

the oppression that women face in their respective countries and that doing 

such acts (producing their art works) could put them in danger. Due to the way 

that Myanmar’s vast amount of laws are very broadly worded, it is extremely 

difficult for me to use photography to highlight the oppression that women face 

due to our culture without necessarily challenging religion or our patriarchal 

government. More importantly, it has always been my intention to use 

photography to make a critical commentary on women’s situation in Myanmar 

without portraying Myanmar women and myself as “victims” but to present 

narratives and stories about Myanmar women (including myself), which 

challenge conventional ideas.  Much of my own practice has arisen directly as a 

result of understanding the purpose and methods behind the work of these 

women photographers specifically and some of these will be explored here. 

 

Miwa Yanagi (b.1967) 
 

Miwa Yanagi is a Japanese woman photographer who is known for her carefully 

staged images, which often reflect Japanese women in a conventional society. 

Her series Elevator Girls depicts young Japanese women wearing the same 

uniforms with identical expressions in different spaces, fabricating a somewhat 

surrealistic and confined atmosphere, sometimes depicting a resemblance to 

science fiction movie scenes (see.fig.4.8). All women look somewhat lost as if 

they were all Stepford Wives.63  
																																																													
63 The term Stepford Wife originated from the 1972 novel written by Ira Levin. The Oxford 

English Dictionary defines a Stepford Wife as: "a woman who does not behave or think in an 

independent way, always following the accepted rules of society and obeying her husband 

without thinking." 
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Figure.4.8. Elevator Girl House B4, Miwa Yanagi (1995) 
Original in Colour 
 

In Japanese, “Eregaa” (Elevator Girl) refers to a profession followed by young 

women in department stores, which was often compared with the flight 

attendant position (Mayako, 2013). It was one of the most sought after positions 

in the 1990s; however, the profession had disappeared by the end of the 1990s 

(Mayako, 2013). Elevator girls’ responsibilities include pressing the elevator 

buttons for the customers and announcing information on whether the elevator 

is going up or down. The profession was often fetishized in media, ultimately 

reinforcing the roles of women in Japan; to serve and obey their male 

dominated society (Miller, 2013). According to Miwa Yanagi, the Elevator Girl 

represents herself as well as other Japanese women of the loss of self-identity, 

repeating the same gestures over and over again as if they were all playing 

different roles in a standardised fast paced culture.  
 

By not focusing on one individual and posing the models as if they were in a 

clone like existence, Yanagi is making a critical commentary on Japanese 

societal expectations, where women are expected to behave and dress in a 

certain way. I find that her depersonalised approach captured the frustration that 

young women feel, being assigned to a limited role in a rigidly standardised 

society. This approach especially works with Yanagi’s body of work because the 
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artist is telling the collective story of women’s situation, not particularly focusing 

on personal stories. I did not use this approach in my project as it could have 

shifted the path of my project from being personal into being broad, something 

that I try to avoid in my practice. Instead, in my project, I try to focus on 

individual narratives and stories.  
 

Yanagi’s next series, My Grandmothers, tells a different story from the 

claustrophobic world of the Elevator Girls. Miwa Yanagi conducted interviews 

with several young women (including some of the models from Elevator Girls), 

asking them what type of women they might become in fifty years. She created 

a photographic series depicting their ideas of themselves fifty years in the 

future, combined with her own ideas of fictitious grandmothers. She then 

completes the series using elaborate make-up to make them look like older 

women. In the series, the photographs are titled under the Japanese women’s 

names and each photograph is accompanied by text, which serves as an 

internal monologue for the character depicted.  
 

In Japan, reproductive roles are considered controversial and the country’s 

declining birth rate creates age-old issues between men and women (Dalton, 

2015:55). The Japanese Health Minister made headlines in 2007 when he 

branded women as birth-giving machines (McCurry, 2007). Michelle Goldberg 

wrote in The New York Times that developed countries, which prioritised gender 

equality, experience a higher fertility rate whereas countries which are 

economically developed but socially conservative see a decline in the fertility 

rate due to the fact that women have professional careers and opportunities but 

are still expected to do all domestic duties and childcare. Miwa Yanagi’s work 

not only offers alternative narratives about women and their lives, 

(disassociated from prescribed gender roles), but also draws attention to the 

social obligations and pressures young women of reproductive age face.  
 

Art writers and critics find that if Yanagi’s earlier series Elevator Girls depicts 

young women’s roles in a male-dominant society, My Grandmothers tells the 

stories of older women who are beyond their reproductive years and very much 

liberated by this fact (Davis, 2007). In contrast to Elevator Girls, the women 
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from the My Grandmothers series glow with individuality and freedom as if they 

were liberated from the social responsibilities and obligations expected of 

women of reproductive age (Mayako, 2013). The sense of liberation is evident 

through the series of My Grandmothers and neither Yanagi nor her subjects 

identified themselves as victims of gender oppression. In fact, Yanagi 

photographed the subjects in the My Grandmothers series as carefree and 

strong women who are in charge of their own happiness.  
 

Instead of showing or focusing on the oppression or portraying women as 

victims, Yanagi is offering a new perspective which can be considered “power 

feminism” (Davis, 2007). In 1994, Naomi Wolf introduced the term “power 

feminism” in Fire with Fire as the idea that women should stop seeing 

themselves as victims and embrace capitalism to succeed in business, 

accumulating power as a result. Although Wolf acknowledges, “capitalism does 

oppress the many for the few”, she continued, “enough money buys a woman 

out of a lot of sex oppression” (Smith, 2015:86). Wolf named Emmeline 

Pankhurst and Lucretia Mott as early champions of power feminism (Wolf, 

1994:157). In contrast to “power feminism”, Wolf blamed “victim” feminism for 

presenting women as fragile and vulnerable. In other words, Wolf’s power vs 

victim is based upon how feminists address the oppression and inequality that 

women face, for example victim feminism might focus on the oppression and 

might dwell on them, whereas power feminism seeks to identity the oppression 

with the purpose to challenge and overcome it (Grant, 1998:122). Although 

Wolf’s concept of power feminism seems to encourage women to seek positions 

of power, she was also criticised for defining “victim” and “power” too broadly 

which in a way made her argument problematic as it could easily fall into a 

dangerous category of victim blaming (Hammer, 2001: 61). 
  

For instance, Wolf’s ideology could not be applied to women from Third World 

countries, especially women from Myanmar, as not all women are born into 

situations where they have the freedom to get their rights from the people who 

took them away in the first place. More importantly, Wolf lacked compassion for 

women who are not in situations where they can assert their “power”. However, 

it is not to say that the concept of “power” feminism should not be utilised to 
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encourage women to seek positions of power and to change the situation rather 

than to dwell on the oppression.  
 

Hiroko, one of the photos from the My Grandmothers series illustrates the 

example of power feminism or liberation of women in the future (see fig.4.9). In 

the photograph, a young woman with blonde hair can be seen sitting on a bed in 

a hotel room, getting ready with her suitcase open while a much older lady in a 

Kimono is standing in front of her lecturing her. The text alongside the picture 

gives a vivid account of prostitution and implies that this is a trade far safer and 

with a more legal support attached to it in the future (see fig.4.10). Although 

historical prejudices and oppressive laws against the trade are intimated, we 

still find the fundamentals of the profession are unchanged. By studying the 

accompanying photograph, we find the grandmother has taken on the role of 

the teacher, educating her granddaughter about the past and present of her role 

in society. The photo suggests that the once discriminated and unfair laws 

against prostitution have been abolished within the future, and women are 

liberated now that grandmother has taken on the role of caretaker. 
 

 
Figure.4.9. Hiroko, Miwa Yanagi (2001) 
Original in Colour 
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Figure.4.10. Hiroko, Miwa Yanagi (2001) 
 

In AI, one of the photographs from the My Grandmothers series, an elder 

woman sits and ponders while young girls look to her for answers (see fig.4.11). 

The accompanying text indicates that the protagonist, the grandmother, is a 

fortune-teller who’s tired of hearing young girls’ shallow expectations and cheap 

dreams which she described as “their lives will be just like their mothers. 

Chronic boredom interrupted only by disappointment and disillusionment” (see 

fig.4.12). In a way, she is encouraging young girls to have better aspirations in 

life rather than to become women like their own mothers. Like Hiroko, the key 

theme is maternal power; a grandmother who is in charge, instructing young 

women to not attach their dreams to the past or be anxious about the future. 
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Figure.4.11. AI, Miwa Yanagi (2004) Original in Colour 
 

 
Figure.4.12. AI,Miwa Yanagi (2004)  
 

AI especially strikes a chord with me because it reminded me of what it was like 

to be a young impressionable girl back home in Myanmar. Growing up in a 

society where the system is designed to keep women in their place, at home 
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and in the kitchen, as a young girl I did not know any better than that marriage 

and being a homemaker was the most important thing. Although I aspired to 

become a doctor just like my mother, I was always reminded that I could have 

ambitions but not too many. The problem remains with society instilling outdated 

views in young girls to instruct them that their purpose in life is to be subservient 

to the men. Photography can be used as a tool of “power feminism” to introduce 

the realisation in women that it is not a sin to have other aspirations in life than 

to become like their own mothers.   
 

In My Grandmothers, Yanagi’s “power feminism” approach includes identifying 

the oppression faced and introducing ways to overcome it by liberating the 

young women of their roles in society. In my self-portrait series, I am using 

“power feminism” to identify the oppression that many Myanmar women have 

faced living in a patriarchal society. By photographing myself in different 

personas, I am attempting to liberate myself (as a symbol of womanhood) from 

such restrictions. The photographs from My Grandmothers series are visually 

vibrant and inspiring. In her approach, Yanagi invented fictitious grandmothers 

based on interviews with young women, in my own work; I focus on my own 

personal stories and ideas using these as a metaphor for other women’s 

experience.  
 

Moving on to Yanagi’s next body of work, Fairy Tale, consist of black and white 

photographs staging the scenes from classic folk tales and stories. The stories 

are from the Brothers Grim rather than the traditional versions told to children. 

For example, the Little Red Riding Hood photo from the series features a little 

girl cuddling a grandmother while they emerge from inside the wolf (see 

fig.4.13). Again, like her previous series, My Grandmothers, Fairy Tale features 

interplay between young girls and old women, re-enacting scenes from iconic 

folk tales. The series itself is fascinating, especially as young girls themselves 

wearing “hag” masks are playing the older women in the photos. Similarly, to My 

Grandmothers the fantasy elements are also evident in this series, although 

they are much more amplified than the previous work, highlighting the uneasy, 

inner power play feeling in these images of youth and age. 
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Figure.4.13. Little Red Riding Hood, Miwa Yanagi (2004) 

 

When surveying all of Yanagi’s works, it becomes clear that while all her works 

are not straightforwardly highlighting the oppression that women face in a male 

dominant society, they are all connected by a kind of unapologetic feminism. 

For example, while Elevator Girls depicts the role that contemporary women 

occupy in a male dominant society, My Grandmothers and Fairy Tale use 

roleplaying within a mythological context to showcase women living their best 

lives without constricting gender roles and societal expectations. In other words, 

“power feminism” is the key element in connecting all of Yanagi’s work in a way 

that while the patriarchal system is designed to oppress women, women enjoy 

liberation by refusing to be victims and take charge of their own destiny and 

success in life. Yanagi’s work not only dismantles the traditional gender 

stereotypes but also offers new representations of women for a patriarchal 

society where women are traditionally confined as marginalised figures. The 

power play between the young and old, traditional and modern makes Miwa 

Yanagi’s work poignant and especially intriguing (see fig.4.14).  
 

 



	 166	

 
Figure.4.14. Untitled I, Miwa Yanagi (2004) 
 

 

Yanagi approaches the subject of women’s’ situation in Japan by highlighting 

the societal oppression and expectations that women face without referring to 

herself and her subjects as victims. I take a similar position in my project as it is 

essential for me to avoid portraying Myanmar women as defenceless due to the 

fact that many women in my country are told in their day-to-day lives that we are 

not good enough, our bodies are impure and dirty, and our life purpose is to be 

good wives and good mothers. If I were only focusing on the oppression that 

women face without investigating their personal stories, indirectly and 

unwillingly, I would be cementing the gender and cultural stereotypes that we 

are vulnerable and downtrodden. In a way, through my work I am not offering 

answers regarding women’s roles in Myanmar but rather posing questions for 

society. More importantly, in my country where women are encouraged not to 

speak up or they would face dire consequences if openly questioning the 

patriarchy, then the emancipatory potential of photography can help raise the 

feminist consciousness by critiquing the double standards imposed on women 

by society in a manner that is quite different to the spoken or written word. The 

language of photography has a different set of qualities and one can make 

photographic works that are subtler, even ambiguous, and so more capable of 
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speaking in such a constricted environment. Speaking about using photography 

to raise consciousness in the viewer to challenge the outdated stereotypes, the 

work of Moroccan born New York based photographer Lalla Essaydi is relevant 

here.  
 

Lalla Essaydi (b.1956) 

 

Lalla Essaydi’s work explores issues surrounding the role of women in Arab 

culture and their representation in western art and media. She mostly works 

with a large format camera and her large-scale photographs are based on 

nineteenth-century Orientalist paintings (Wood, 2018). Her carefully constructed 

images work to subvert stereotyped and sexualised representations of Arab 

women. Further, her work highlights and addresses the traditionally imposed 

power over women's bodies and explores the complex identity of Arabic women 

from the unique perspective of personal experience (Wood, 2018) (see fig.4.15).  
 

 
Figure.4.15. Converging Territories #24, Lalla Essaydi (2004) 
Original in Colour 
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Through her work, Essaydi challenges the stereotypical portrayals of women in 

a harem by Western painters in history, except in her photographs her subjects 

are fully clothed and looking straight back at the viewers confrontationally 

(Gottschalk, 2017). In her photographs, models are dressed in modest 

traditional style clothing, and sometimes their garments, faces, bodies, and 

walls are covered in layers of Arabic script written in hand-painted henna 

calligraphy, again challenging the representation of women and traditional 

Muslim gender stereotypes. By using the sacred Islamic art form of calligraphy, 

which is traditionally exclusively reserved for men, Essaydi is making an act of 

defiance against a culture where women are often excluded from religious 

practices and are relegated to the private sphere. Additionally, combining the 

Arabic calligraphy with Henna, which is traditionally used by women for women, 

Essaydi is reclaiming the woman’s voice, and saying that it should be heard.  
 

Throughout history, numerous Orientalist painters developed sexualised and 

imaginary conceptions of the harem, which resulted in the misrepresentation of 

Arabic women. Through the Orientalist gaze64, painters would often draw the 

harem as a hidden exotic place where numerous women lounged in sexually 

suggestive poses (see.fig.4.16.). In reality, harems are a private space that 

female members of the family occupy without the sexual connotations that 

Western Orientalist painters often project in their paintings.  The Western 

fascination with Islamic culture, the harem, and odalisque paintings continued 

throughout the 19th century and due to the power of the paintings, the 

misrepresentation of Arabic women is still pervasive today.  

																																																													
64 By this I refer to the idea discussed by Professor Edward Said in his book Orientalism. 

Westerners do not understand Orients because they gaze with an ‘orientalist’ gaze, meaning, 

upon people they believe to be culturally beneath them, and with an exotic fascination which 

wishes not to honestly encounter an ‘other’ but to consume that other, and perhaps, as in 

colonialist history, to enslave. 
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Figure.4.16. L'Odalisque à l'esclave, Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres (1839-1840) 
Original in Colour 
 

Lalla Essaydi produced the body of work Harem in 2009 to subvert the Western 

stereotypes about women of Islamic culture and to disrupt the Orientalist gaze 

(see fig.17). By employing some of the stereotypes found in Orientalist paintings 

of the Harem such as women lounging in exotic looking backgrounds in her 

series, Essaydi is deconstructing the old paintings of the harem. Essaydi said, ‘I 

am not “reproducing” the “exotic” and “mysterious” depictions of Arab women 

from Orientalist harem art. I am deconstructing these paintings by using the 

same stereotypes one finds in these paintings’ (Errazzouki, 2012). More 

importantly, by using the same pattern background as their clothes in the 

photographs, which caused the models to literally blend into the background, 

Essaydi is making a political statement about the visibility of women in the 

public domain. In the photographs, the models face, and bodies are covered 

with the Islamic art form of calligraphy, which were written using henna. Unlike 

the old Harem paintings, the models in Essaydi’s photographs are looking 

straight at the camera confrontationally rather than seductively. Making women 

look seductive was one of the main devices that Western painters used to 

misrepresent Arabic women and harems.  
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Figure.4.17. Harem #2, Lalla Essaydi (2009) Original in Colour 
 

Through her series Harem, Essaydi rebuked the stereotypes and reclaimed the 

authentic idea of harem which is a private space designated as strictly for 

women without any sexual connotations or innuendos. By setting up the models 

in similar poses as old paintings of the harem, Essaydi is highlighting the issue 

of the voyeuristic tradition of Orientalism where Western male artists projected 

their sexual fantasies and made problematic assumptions about the culture, 

which they knew little about. Moreover, Essaydi’s photographs allow women to 

reclaim their autonomy of the harem, disrupt the Orientalist view, and return the 

gaze to the viewer in an assertive manner.  
 

Harem is a good example for my research process as it shows how to employ 

certain stereotypes from old paintings/photographs to challenge outdated 

cultural stereotypes. It is a powerful and simple approach, yet it powerfully 

questions the traditional oriental gaze at the same time. Recreating traditional 

photographs is one of my earlier approaches in my practical work. Myanmar 

attracted a lot of Western travellers in the 1800s during the early days of the 

invention of the camera and almost all photographs coming out of Myanmar at 

that time were taken by Westerners. Looking through these historical 
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photographs, I noticed that some women were posed lounging in a similar way 

to the women found in Harem paintings, which intrigued me as Myanmar culture 

prohibits women from sitting in a certain way which showcases their bodies in 

front of strangers, let alone in the presence of a man (see fig.4.18 and fig.4.19). 

I applied a similar approach in one of my experiments,65 in which I recreate the 

old photographs from pre-colonial times combined with modern hairstyles and 

props to highlight the tension between tradition and modernity (see.fig.4.20). 

Although this photograph remains different from my other photographs, it was 

an important experiment towards finding my current point of focus and 

approach. For that reason, it was kept as a proof of progress along with my 

other experimental approaches.  
 

     
Figure.4.18. Burmese Lady, Source: Worthpoint Gallery 

 

																																																													
65 More details about this photograph along with my other experimental approaches can be 

found in my Practice Chapter.     
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Figure.4.19. Burmese Lady, Source: Myanmar historical archive  
 

 
Figure.4.20. Untitled, Teza Soe (2016) Original in Colour 
 

In Les Femmes du Maroc, Essaydi’s background as a Moroccan living in the 

West was a significant influence (Pandiloski, 2015). Again like Harem, Les 

Femmes du Maroc was a response to the fetishising and over-sexualisation of 

Arab women in historical art, especially the work of Eugène Delacroix’s 

Femmes d'Alger dans leur appartement (see fig.4.21), Jean-Auguste-
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Dominique Ingres’ Grande Odalisque (1814) (see fig.4.22), and Gustave 

Courbet’s Woman with a Parrot (1866) (see fig.4.23) (Pandiloski, 2015). The 

“Odalisque” which literally means female slave or concubine, and the paintings 

by the artists depict naked female bodies in sexually suggestive poses, which 

reflect nothing about Arabic culture apart from the artists’ sexual fantasies.  
 

 

 
Figure.4.21. Femmes d'Alger dans leur appartement, Eugène Delacroix (1834) 
Original in Colour 
 

 
Figure.4.22. Grande Odalisque, Jean-Auguste-Dominique (1814) 
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Original in Colour 
 

 
Figure.4.23. Woman with a Parrot, Gustave Courbet (1866) 
Original in Colour 
 

In her series, Essaydi responds to these sexualised images by setting up the 

models in similar odalisque poses with skin-coloured clothing with Islamic 

calligraphy written all over their bodies, referring to the fetishistic way Arab 

women have often been depicted throughout art history (see fig.4.24). By doing 

so, Essaydi is reclaiming the women’s agency in the way that Arabic women 

were depicted in the paintings of the past. For instance, Ingres’ Grande 

Odalisque depicted a naked female with strong sexual and exotic connotations 

whereas Essaydi’s Les Femmes du Maroc: Grande Odalisque attempts to 

confront voyeuristic gaze and challenges colonial cultural hierarchies (see 

fig.4.25).  
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Figure.4.24. Les Femmes du Maroc#1, Lalla Essaydi (2005) 
Original in Colour 
 

 
Figure.4.25. Les Femmes du Maroc: Grande Odalisque 2, Lalla Essaydi (2008) 
Original in Colour 
 

In both series, Essaydi is not only highlighting the issues of stereotyping Arabic 

women but also shedding light on the oppression that women face. Through her 

works Essaydi has discussed the traditions and customs in Muslim countries 

that keep women in private spaces while men occupy the public domain. In one 

interview, Essaydi noted, “Arab women traditionally occupy a private space, but 
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wherever a woman is, when a man enters that space, he establishes it as 

public” (Errazzouki, 2012).  
 

By employing Islamic art calligraphy in all of her works, which is traditionally 

reserved for men, Essaydi is empowering her subjects and liberating them from 

traditional restrictions. Further, Essaydi’s photographs offer new representations 

and narratives of Muslim women in their own agency, historical and political 

context. Her work not only criticises the representation of Muslim women in 

colonial art, but also triggers important questions that relate to stereotypes 

about gender, culture and religion. The models in her photographs are strong 

and resilient yet mysterious. Most of all, their subtle poses in the photographs 

contrast with the sea of words written on them representing the artist’s own 

personal thoughts and feminist struggles along with the struggles that many 

women in Arabic countries face. Essaydi is essentially tearing up the mould by 

inviting women into the public sphere and letting their voices be heard through 

her work.  
 

What intrigues me in Essaydi’s work is the way she photographed her models, 

in a way that echoed the oriental gaze, yet also questioned it. Moreover, the use 

of Islamic traditional calligraphy in her work, which is conventionally reserved 

only for men to use, is a subtle act of protest with a powerful message behind it. 

It also sheds light on gender segregation in religion, particularly how Muslim 

women are excluded from certain aspects of religious practice, which reminds 

me of how Buddhism in Myanmar also prohibits women from participating in 

certain religious practices and how it impacts the day-to-day lives of women. For 

instance, in Myanmar, under the name of religion, women are not allowed to 

climb heights due to our bodies being regarded as dirty and impure (although 

there is nowhere in religious scripture where it states women should not climb 

heights). Essaydi’s approach, which is taking something only reserved for men, 

and photographing women using that method is extremely liberating. I have 

employed a similar approach in one of my photographs, where I photographed 

myself as a steeplejack. By transforming myself into a steeplejack,66 I am 

																																																													
66 More details of this photograph will be discussed in my Practice Chapter.  
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essentially liberating myself from the restrictions. Climbing heights may seem to 

be a small and insignificant act to many people but to many women like me who 

have been prohibited from doing a normal activity just because of our bodily 

functions, it feels like a constant reminder that we are second-class citizens.  

Like Essaydi, I am using the “forbidden act”, which is traditionally only reserved 

for men, to raise questions and debate the discrimination of women under the 

name of religion. Researching feminist women photographers, who operate in 

countries with a state religion where women’s basic rights are oppressed under 

the religion laws has led me to the work of Shadi Ghadirian.  
 

Shadi Ghadirian (1974)  
  

Shadi Ghadirian is a Tehran based photographer whose work is internationally 

acclaimed for her cleverly staged photographs which are critical commentaries 

on the lives of Iranian women. Ghadirian’s work spoke to me in many ways not 

only because her work highlights the roles of women in her own culture but also 

because of Iran’s history in terms of freedom of speech and expression, which 

reminds me of Myanmar’s infamous censorship laws67 which are designed to 

oppress people’s freedom of speech and expression.  
 

Shadi Ghadirian received a photography education from the University of Azad 

in Tehran, which had been closed during the revolution in the early eighties. 

While studying for her degree, Ghadirian started working in the Museum of 

Photography in Tehran (Philips, 2013). It was where she first came across the 

historical photography archives of Naser al-Din the Shah of Qajar during the 

Qajar dynasty 1848-1896(Philips, 2013). Naser brought the camera back to Iran 

from one of his travels to Europe and began photographing his wives and 

concubines himself, as no one else would be allowed to photograph them (see 

fig.4.26). In the photographs, the women were often dressed in tulle inspired 

skirts combined with traditional Iranian clothing, which created an interesting 

look and could be considered extremely modern at the time (Philips, 2013). The 

																																																													
67 I discussed this in detail in Chapter 2.  
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photographs could also be considered a bit provocative, as Islamic tradition 

would not normally allow women's faces to be seen (see fig.4.27). 

 
  

 
Fiureg.4.26. Naser al-Din Shah among his wives (mid/late 19th century), Source: 

Institute for Iranian Contemporary Historical Studies  
Original in Colour 
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Figure.4.27. ‘Ismat al-Dawlah by Naser al-Din Shah (mid/late 19th century), Source: 

Institute for Iranian Contemporary Historical Studies 

 

Ghadirian’s first series Qajar was made in 1998 after she had been working 

closely with Naser’s archive. Ghadirian was hugely influenced by the status of 

women during the Qajar period and how different things are for women in 

modern day Iran. The women in the photographs are friends and family of 

Ghadirian who were all excited about the project and wanted to take part in it 

(Philips, 2018). In each of the photographs, women are posing with a 

contemporary object or even a forbidden item while dressed in old traditional 

clothing (see fig.4.28). The forbidden or restricted items for women in Iran 

include stereo cassette players, beer/fizzy drink cans, and bicycles, as women 

are not allowed to ride bikes (see fig.4.29). Ghadirian attempts to recreate the 

old Qajar photographs by using period clothing and old historical backdrops 

then adding something modern to the photograph such as a stereo cassette 

player. Ghadirian’s photographs not only highlight the conflict between tradition 
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and modernity but also tell the viewers about the shift in women’s situation in 

Iran, and how much it has or has not changed.   
 

All the photographs from Qajar are taken inside, telling the stories of modern 

Iranian women’s’ private lives behind closed doors. Since the Islamic 

Revolution 68  in 1979, the clerical establishment has enforced Islamic laws 

denying women equal rights in divorce and inheritance, prohibiting women from 

traveling abroad without the permission of a male relative, and from attending 

major men's sporting events (Bezhan, 2019). Ghadirian, along with many 

women who were born during and after the revolution, has lived under strict 

Islamic laws enforced by the government, being forbidden to enjoy dance, 

music, drinking alcohol, riding a bike; things we take for granted (see fig.4.30).     
  

  
Figure.4.28. Qajar#3, Shadi Ghadirian (1998) 

 

																																																													
68 Islamic Revolution also known as Iranian Revolution is an uprising, which took place in Iran in 

1979. The uprising resulted in the collapse of the monarchy, which led to the development of the 

Islamic republic (Britannica, 2019). 
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 Figure.4.29. Qajar#5, Shadi Ghadirian (1998) 

 

 
Fiureg.4.30. Qajar#19, Shadi Ghadirian (1998)  

 

Additionally, the photographs from Qajar remind the viewer that whatever 

restrictions and rules are set to oppress women, the resilient spirit of women 

can overcome them, and a country cannot escape from globalisation and 

modernisation. More importantly, in the photographs the women are looking 
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straight at the camera just as Lalla Essaydi’s women. It is obvious to see that 

the women in Qajar are strong and resilient, not the victims that people tend to 

stereotype Muslim women as.  
 

What is successful about Ghadirian’s approach in Qajar is the use of 

background and colour in this project which resemble the photographs from the 

Qajar period and by juxtaposing with modern day objects, she is bringing 

attention to the struggles women face in Iran today—torn between tradition and 

modernity. In relation to my project, I experimented with a similar approach in 

one of my earlier photographs, which is recreating old, traditional, photographs 

in combination with modern objects in order to highlight the tension between 

tradition and modernity and also to draw attention to women’s status. For these 

images, I also used a cloth background and the styling of the photographs 

imitated those from the colonial era. The aim was to make a critical commentary 

on women’s situation in Myanmar and to make the viewer think of the role of 

women in Myanmar and how much it has or has not changed (see fig.4.31). 

 

 
Figure.4.31. Untitled, Teza Soe (2016) Original in Colour 
 
 



	 183	

 

The theme of womanhood in Iran continues in Ghadirian’s next body of work 

Like Everyday. Like Everyday was born out of Ghadirian’s frustration after she 

got married and received wedding gifts that were household utensils (Foxcroft, 

2009). In the photographs, the women are covered in printed fabrics with 

domestic items such as pots, pans, an iron etc. placed where their face would 

normally be (see fig.4.32). By covering the women in fabric which resembles 

curtains and bed sheets and placing household utensils in the same sphere as 

the women’s face wiped out their identities as individuals and they became 

purposeless apart from performing domestic duties (see fig.4.33).  
 

 
Figure.4.32. Like Everyday#16, Shadi Ghadirian (2000) 
Original in Colour 
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Figure.4.33. Like Everyday, Shadi Ghadirian (2000) 
Original in Colour 
 

At first glance, viewers might consider the photographs as Ghadirian’s satirical 

commentary on her married woman’s life. However, the message behind the 

photographs reminds the viewers about women’s situation and female 

oppression in Iran. Ghadirian’s Like Everyday project was particularly pertinent 

for me because of our similar backgrounds as modern women navigating our 

lives in cultures with strict and outdated religious rules and laws that are 

designed to oppress women. I find this way of representing a women’s role in 

male oriented cultures, simple and powerful. I applied a similar approach of 

using symbolism in one of my experiments (see fig.4.34). In this approach, I am 

making a critical commentary on our culture where women are expected to wear 

traditional costumes in order to be considered “good women” and how 

performance of domestic duties are used as a standard to determine whether a 

woman is a good wife or a bad wife. This photograph is my satirical response to 

how women are expected to perform domestic duties wearing traditional 

clothes, which are so incredibly limiting and debilitating.  
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Figure.4.34. The Good Wife, Teza Soe (2016) Original in Colour 
 

 

Both Essaydi and Ghadirian’s works not only highlight women’s oppression but 

also point out the problematic stereotypes in the representation of Muslim 

women, which are still current today. More importantly, through their 

photographs they present striking and powerful narratives of Muslim women 

without appearing to be labelled as victims. In fact, the women in their 

photographs are strong and confident, they tell the stories of the complex 

identities of women who are caught living between the ideologies of tradition 

and modern life. On the other hand, Miwa Yanagi’s powerful photographs of 

women are especially poignant with a variety of underlying contexts highlighting 

a range of issues within the male-oriented Japanese culture.   
  

All these three women photographers use photography to confront and reflect 

society by employing different approaches in their practices, yet, their ultimate 

goal remains the same, to subvert the traditional gender stereotypes that each 

of their cultures have enforced upon women. Choosing to refuse to be victims is 

key in connecting all these three women photographers’ works together. It is 

reflected through their work that the artists tear up the mould by resisting the 

assigned traditional gender roles and reinventing new representations and 

narratives of women, which can be considered rebellious acts. Similarly, in my 

self-portrait series, I am refusing to accept the outdated traditional gender roles 
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that Myanmar culture enforced on women by depicting myself in several male-

only professions.  
 

In the beginning of my research journey, it was my intention only to work on 

constructed self-portraits. However, after my encounter with women from rural 

areas during my research trip to Myanmar and due to my family, friends and 

even a few people from the photographic industry expressing their concerns 

regarding my safety to show my self-portrait work in Myanmar, I decided to work 

on the documentary project alongside self-portrait work. In a way, my self-

portrait work is my story of being a Myanmar woman whereas the documentary 

project is the stories and voices of women who participated in my research. 

Embarking on the documentary journey and researching women photographers 

who work with subverting stereotypes and perceptions has led me to the work of 

Lola Flash whose work encapsulates the idea of being proud and strong.    
 

The Power of the real in documentary portraiture 
Examining the works of Lola Flash 

 

Lola Flash is known for her powerful portraits, which focus on underrepresented 

communities and people. Flash’s early work focused on social and political 

issues concerning the HIV epidemic and she was a very active member of ACT 

UP participating in several demonstrations. She captured some of her most 

iconic photographs from her early series at ACT UP demonstrations in New 

York and Washington DC (see fig.4.35.). Some of her AIDS Art photographs 

reflect the sadness and loss of her friends during that period, as well as the 

anger towards many of the institutions, which silently watched the patients die 

(Gonzalez, 2018). 
 

Some photographs from the series celebrate the lives of her friends while other 

photographs captured the anger and the hatred displayed by the protestors 

towards the gay men (see fig.4.36). The use of cross colour technique in the 

AIDS Art series immortalises the subjects in their own world and Flash later 

became well-known for her unique style of photo processing (Manatakis, 2018). 

Her unique style of photographing and processing sets her work apart from 
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traditional documentary photography, which dominated the US in the 1980s  

(Manatakis, 2018) (see fig.37).   
 

 

 
Figure.4.35. NIH Demo – Act Up, Lola Flash (1990) 
Original in Colour 
 

 
Figure.4.36. Stay Afloat – use a rubber, Lola Flash (1993) 
Original in Colour 



	 188	

 
Figure.4.37. K is for KKK, Lola Flash (1993) 
Original in Colour 
 

In her next projects, Flash turned her focus to the everyday experiences of 

queer and black communities. In one of her most notable series [Sur]passing, 

Flash focused on colourism within black communities across New York and 

London whereas her Salt series features women who are 70 plus years old and 

passionately engaged in their life’s work regardless of everything they have 

already accomplished and the significant contributions they have made towards 

society (see fig.4.38).  
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Figure.4.38. Toni, from Salt series, Lola Flash (2011) 
Original in Colour 
 

In her Salt series, Flash photographed women over 70 at their homes to capture 

their personality and identity, and give the viewers a sense of who these women 

really are. In a society where our perception of beauty is often tied to youth, 

older women are removed from the public sphere and rarely given visibility. 

When older women are given visibility, they are often viewed or portrayed as 

grandmother figures or as senior citizens who are well past their prime. Flash’s 

Salt series highlights the societal biases that these women experience and 

promotes the visibility of older women in the public sphere. The women in the 

photographs are beautiful not only because of their looks but also due to the 

significant contributions they made and continue to do so towards society and 

due to the way Flash photographed them. The use of a large format camera and 

the way the subjects are staged in this project captured the important message 

of the project, which is the seriousness of the women, everything they have 

accomplished, and the significance of their lives. Through their poses, the 

women in the photographs tell us that they are neither frail nor redundant and 

that they are resisting the foul stereotypes that society attempts to foist on them 

once they reach their 70s. These photographs tell us that these women are 
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more than their age and that they are a force to be reckoned with and their 

accomplishments are to be recognised.  
 

[Sur]passing, a life-long project for Flash, is another important work which 

should also be considered and discussed. Again, continuing with the use of the 

large format camera and larger than life size colour portraits, the project 

investigates the impact that skin pigmentation plays on black identity and 

consciousness. The photographs highlight the issue of “pigmentocracy” where a 

person suffers discrimination due to the melanin count of their skin, where 

lighter skinned black people receive more opportunities and overt favouritism 

within their communities than dark-skinned people.  
 

In the [Sur]passing series, the subjects are photographed looking straight at the 

camera with the background of out of focus buildings and skylines of modern 

cities such as London and New York. In one photograph, the four Battersea 

chimneys which are instantly recognisable, and a much-loved feature of 

London's skyline can be seen out of focus in the background in contrast to the 

sharply rendered subject gazing at the camera without being confrontational 

(see fig.4.39).  
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Figure.4.39. Dean, Lola Flash (2003) Original in Colour 
 

 

In the photograph, although the subject was looking directly at the camera, it is 

not aggressive and the infamous chimneys in the background highlight the 

regeneration of the past. Again, the way Flash photographed her subjects and 

then exhibited them by hanging the four-foot by five-foot photographs above eye 

level gives the viewers no choice but to look up at the subjects, instantly 

extending respect to the subjects in the photographs. In [Sur]passing, Flash 

successfully highlights colourism within the black communities and offers a new 

representation to the new generation, one with new pride, ambitions, strength 

and individuality (see fig.4.40). More importantly, Flash captured the plethora of 

complex identities of black people, who are often stereotyped and 

misrepresented, in a positive and dignified manner. 
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Figure.4.40. Karisse, Lola Flash (2003) 
Original in Colour 
 

Salt shows the intimate portraits of women over the age of seventy in their 

homes, whereas, Surmise, explores gender perception and (mis) 

representation. Using photography as a form of activism, Flash’s Surmise sheds 

light on the assumptions and discriminations that many queer people face and 

how such misunderstandings affect our society. In this series, Flash 

photographed people who are gender fluid (see fig.4.41). This series 

investigates an important issue, as a queer woman herself Flash was not an 

outsider looking in. In her project statement, Flash wrote “how 

misunderstandings and misrepresentations related to perceived gender, 

sexuality and sexual orientation are often painful, soul destroying and, in some 

countries, life threatening”. Surmise was produced in 2009 and even a decade 

later Flash’s words are still as relevant as ever, which shows that discrimination 

and prejudice are still alive in our society.  
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Figure.4.41. Tanya, Lola Flash (2008) 
Original in Colour 
 

It is especially difficult for LGBTQ people in countries like Myanmar since our 

outdated religious teachings indicate that being gay is the result of committing a 

sin in a past life. In a patriarchal society where one’s worth is determined by 

one’s gender, it is extremely dangerous for people to publicly come out as gay. 

As recently as June 2019, a young gay librarian who was not open about his 

sexual orientation committed suicide due to the harassment he faced in the 

workplace regarding his sexual orientation. Kyaw Zin Win, a librarian in his 20s 

was forced to answer questions about his sexual orientation during a private 

meeting with his line manager and forced to admit that he was gay. Later, in a 

work group chat, colleagues mocked his sexuality with messages such as “We 

should send him to the army” and “Don’t be like Kyaw Zin Win”, along with 

relentless bullying which resulted in Win taking his own life. Again, in relation to 

Flash’s work regarding judging one’s gender regardless of how they dress or 

look reminds us to challenge stereotypes and offer new ways of seeing that 

transcend and interrogate gender, sexual, and racial norms.  
 

From analysing the works of Lola Flash, her drive to present her point of view 

from a queer black woman is evident, in a way that defies expectations and 

offers new presentations of misunderstood and misrepresented communities 
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(see fig.4.42). All of her work can be considered to be activism through 

photography due to the subject areas she explored which includes AIDS art, 

exploration of colourism, accomplished women over 70 years of age, and 

people who challenged traditional concepts of gender, all of which have been 

photographed in a dignified and positive manner, raising social awareness 

rather than the type of judgmental vision which so often comes from an outsider 

looking in.  
 

 
Figure.4.42. Miss Kimberley, Lola Flash (2008) 
Original in Colour 
 

Flash’s [Sur]passing, Salt and Surmise series influenced me deeply on working 

my documentary series due to her approach to photographing unrepresented 

and often misrepresented communities. More importantly, her ability to make 

her subjects look powerful and dignified, her photographs capture the essence 

and the individuality of her subjects and exposes the deep-rooted cultural and 

racial stereotypes used in society.  
 

In relation to my documentary practice, I take a similar position in photographing 

my subjects in a positive way to make them look powerful and dignified rather 

than focusing on the oppression and discrimination that the subjects face in 

their day-to-day life. I embrace a close relationship with all my participants, 
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which helped tremendously to build trust between us, and led to them sharing 

their personal stories and emotions with me, which they would not necessarily 

share with a stranger. The main concern of my documentary project is to show 

and confront our traditional outdated ideas and to prove that women are not 

weak and/or defenceless. By photographing women who are doing men’s jobs, I 

am expressing my disobedience towards our traditional culture and also 

conveying my subjects’ struggles.  
 

Lola Flash mentioned in her interview that when she did a portrait of the 

photographer Carrie Mae Weems for [Sur]passing, she asked Weems to think 

about someone she really admired, before taking the photograph. On this note, 

Flash’s approach to photographing her subjects looking strong and dignified is 

creative, which I intend to achieve in my documentary project.  
 

In response to Flash’s approach, I was inspired to ask my subjects to think of 

something that makes them feel powerful, before taking the photographs. A 

Moe is one of the examples of the experiments inspired by Flash’s approach 

(see fig.4.43). Before taking the photograph, I had been visiting A Moe and her 

banana garden for over a week getting to know each other. A Moe is a 65 year 

old widow is from Loi Kaw, Kayah division and she is the breadwinner of her 

household which contradicts the traditional belief that a woman’s place is at 

home in the kitchen. She makes most of her income from growing banana trees 

and selling the fruits to nearby markets and fruit vendors. She also works as a 

part-time cook and cleaner. After photographing, I asked A Moe what went 

through her mind when I asked her to think of something that makes her feel 

powerful, A Moe answered “My garden… I planted all of my banana trees with 

my bare hands and now they produce the best tasting bananas in the whole 

village, I sent my children to the university with the money from my garden”. The 

influence of Flash’s work is clearly seen in this work through the way A Moe 

expresses her emotions and the viewers can see the pride that she feels 

through these photographs.  
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Figure.4.43. A Moe, Teza Soe (2017) 
Original in Colour 
 

This contextual review has exposed me to a range of rich ideas coming from 

women photographers with similar cultural backgrounds to mine, whose works 

are influenced and informed by feminism, which helped shape my practice to 

develop its own perspective. More importantly, it helped broaden the context of 

my research and bring about several important points in relation to my project.  
 

The Hackney Flashers highlighted the emancipatory power of photography; an 

example of how only education can truly liberate women and inspired me to 

develop free photography education programmes for women in Myanmar. 

Essaydi, Yanagi, and Ghadirian inspired me to choose art as a way of self-

expression; to be my own voice in a situation where we feel powerless to 

dismantle the patriarchy; and how to turn my frustration, pain, and anger into 

art. Moreover, Flash’s work motivated me to approach the issue from a personal 
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perspective, which allowed me to tell the personal stories of my participants in a 

direct manner. All these creative approaches are different, yet each individual 

approach enriches my practice and helps connect my research with my 

practice, essentially presenting new ways to look at the subject.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

 
Photography & Modernity: Setting Up Community Photography Education 

& Practice in Myanmar 

 

“Women's wealth is beauty, learning that of men; 

 the wealth of priests is virtue, strength that of kings.” 

 

- Lokaniti 
 

In this chapter, I document and discuss my journey in setting up a photography 

training programme for women in Myanmar. This educational project has grown 

out of the analysis of my interviews with Myanmar women photographers and 

with local NGOs who work with women. Additionally, this chapter will look at the 

feasibility of establishing new educational strategies for Myanmar women in 

photography and details of my collaboration with Lensational social enterprise. 

Through in-depth research about Myanmar women photographers, I have 

gained and developed an understanding of the obstacles that women artists 

have had to overcome to live fulfilling and independent lives under a very 

conservative and paternalistic society. Here I discuss how the existing social 

and cultural norms are influencing and have influenced the key issues pertinent 

to the emancipation of women through photography.  
 

The New York Times featured a photograph of Aung San Suu Kyi taken by 

Myanmar photographer Ye Aung Thu in November 2015 (see fig.5.1). It would 

have been unimaginable to publish the photo of the oppositional leader along 

with the name of the photographer in the early 2000s, when Myanmar’s former 

Junta ensured that any journalists or photographers intending to photograph or 

write about the oppositional leader should do so at their own risk (Zaw, 2015). 

Additionally, the Military Junta’s Electronic Transactions Law69 reinforced the 

																																																													
69 I have discussed the Electronic Transactions Law along with other censorship laws in Chapter 

2. More information on media censorship can be found in Appendix 1.  
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fear of being “on camera” 70  amongst the people of Myanmar. The law’s 

legislation, which was enacted in 2004 and is still effective today, criminalises 

the sending or receiving of “detrimental” materials such as sending images 

through emails (Zaw, 2002). Several journalists were jailed under this law from 

2004 until the new self-declared democratic government took over in 2011 

(Zaw, 2002).  
 

Attempting to project the image of a reformed government, President Thein Sein 

(who was once a high ranking General in the Junta) lifted the censorship on 

state-controlled media in 2012 and allowed privately operated media 

corporations to publish news without having to submit to the censorship 

committee. This signified a newfound freedom for Myanmar photographers to 

publish photographs through any media without being under the watchful eye of 

the Junta. In other words, this acted as an opportunity to reveal the untold 

stories of Myanmar to the world. However, a lack of formal training options 

hinders the development of the photography profession in Myanmar. Even to 

this day, the number of dedicated photojournalists in Myanmar is not more than 

a dozen, with an almost non-existent number of artists who use photography as 

a medium (Zaw, 2015). 

 

 

 
Fig.5.1.  Aung San Suu Kyi speaks onstage during a campaign rally, by Ye Aung Thu 
(2015) Source: The Irrawaddy News. Original in Colour 
 

																																																													
70 The phrase “On camera” means that someone or something is filmed or televised.  
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Women artists in Myanmar started incorporating the medium of photography in 

their practices at the beginning of the 20th century. In my attempt to investigate 

the circumstances of women photographers in Myanmar, I have met and 

interviewed Myanmar women artists such as Phyu Mon, who started her career 

in the 1980s; Soe Myanmar, the only travelling photographer in Myanmar who is 

a woman; Mayco Naing, who runs a commercial photo studio and is also 

involved in curating the Yangon Photo Festival; and, last but not least, the 

Thuma Collective, the only women photographers collective in Myanmar. 

Discussing and highlighting their careers will help shed a light on unanswered 

questions such as the reasons behind the lack of women photographers in 

Myanmar and the way that photography can contribute to the debate concerning 

the emancipation of women in Myanmar.  
 

Phyu Mon (1960-) 

 

Phyu Mon is known as the first female performance artist from Myanmar. One 

of Phyu Mon’s most well-known works is her performance piece for The 7th 

NIPAF Asian Performance in Tokyo where she puts a balloon in a cage and fills 

it up with gas until it bursts, which was a comment on women’s situation in 

Myanmar at the time (see.fig.5.2) (Htwe, 2014). Although curators and art critics 

often label Phyu Mon’s work as a commentary on Myanmar women’s lives, 

Phyu Mon claims her concerns are not limited to gender or identity (Wubin, 

2013). However, Phyu Mon has never refrained from voicing her struggles of 

being a woman artist in Myanmar. Mon once said, “When I was young, my 

parents would tell me not to go anywhere or say anything – just because I am a 

woman”. Phyu Mon also struggled with rejecting pre-determined gender roles. 

“Sometimes, I actually enjoyed the restriction. But I also longed for my freedom 

in life” (Wubin, 2013). 
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Figure.5.2. Phyu Mon Performance at The 7th NIPAF Asian performance (2002), 
Courtesy of Phyu Mon. Original in Colour 
 

 

She taught herself Photoshop in 1999 and started incorporating photography in 

her practice. The influence of Surrealism can be seen in most of Phyu Mon’s 

works as she combines reality with make-believe imagery (see.fig.5.3). Phyu 

Mon recalled her excitement when the first decent photocopier arrived in 

Myanmar in the early 2000s as she daydreamed of incorporating it in many 

ways into her practice71 (see Appendix 9 for more information on the interview 

with Phyu Mon). However, the government quickly confiscated the machine, as 

they were worried that people might use it to produce counterfeit money or 

incite propaganda against the Junta (Mon, 2017). Phyu Mon produced the Hope 

& Dream series in 2010, which was shown in festivals across the globe but it 

was not allowed to be shown in Myanmar due to the country’s political situation 

at the time (see Appendix 1 for more information on media censorship in 

Myanmar). In fact, installations, work in exhibitions, and art shows were not 

allowed until late 2012 in Myanmar. Regarding women’s role, Phyu Mon 

stressed that in Myanmar society only very few men would allow their wives to 

pursue further education or a career after marriage which makes it extremely 

																																																													
71 I have met and interviewed Phyu Mon numerous times between 2015 and 2019. The first 

interview with Phyu Mon was translated to English and can be found in Appendix 9.    
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difficult for women artists to pursue their practice once they are wed. 

Additionally, in Myanmar, when a married woman attains a professional life 

outside of home, she is often labelled as a “bad wife”. More importantly, 

practicing art is often viewed as a futile hobby rather than a profession in 

Myanmar society. Phyu Mon considers herself lucky as her husband is also an 

artist and supports her passion for art.  
 

When working on her series Reflection of Dream, Phyu Mon was often made 

fun of for photographing the reflection in water puddles instead of photographing 

objects, which are deemed beautiful for women, objects such as flowers, or 

butterflies (see fig. 5.2). Phyu Mon said people would often make comments or 

question her mental health just because she refused to let gender roles and 

social restrictions limit her practice (Mon, 2017). Despite these cruel criticisms 

and remarks, Phyu Mon continues to make work and remains as one of the 

pioneering women artists from Myanmar participating in different exhibitions and 

festivals across the globe.  
 

 
Figure.5.3. Reflection of Dream (2009-2010), Phyu Mon (2009 - 2010). Original in Colour 
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Soe Myanmar (1970-) 
 

Soe Myanmar was working at a local NGO when she first came across the 

photography course offered by Myanmar Photography Association in 2009. Her 

interest in photography stems from having to travel cross-country frequently for 

her work. She often came across beautiful places that she wanted to 

photograph but did not know how. Soe Myanmar won her first award for 

landscape photography while studying at the Photography Association even 

though she was still using a point-and-shoot camera at the time. She said that 

winning the award shocked the fellow attendees and even teachers as they 

couldn’t believe a woman with a point-and-shoot camera could possibly excel in 

photography. In addition, she went on to receive more awards throughout her 

time on the photography course. Subsequently, she received the highest award 

at the end of the course.  
 

Soe Myanmar said winning awards has fuelled her passion for photography and 

she wanted to pursue it as a full-time profession. However, photography 

competitions cost money and she needed a regular job to generate income. Soe 

Myanmar now works as a photography tour guide, arranging photography tours 

for foreigners who want to photograph beautiful places in Myanmar. 

Photography tours are still new in Myanmar and Soe Myanmar believes that she 

might just be the only woman in the business. However, she struggles being a 

landscape photographer as travelling alone is often viewed as unsafe and 

unsuitable for women in Myanmar. She has to rely on a male companion most 

of the time to travel with her to remote places. Sometimes she has to give up 

her ideas just because she cannot find a male companion to travel with her.72 

She expressed her envy of male travelling photographers as they can build a 

career without having to rely on anyone as they could simply travel as they 

wish. 
 

In the early days, when Soe Myanmar had just started her career, she had to 
																																																													
72 I have met and interviewed Soe Myanmar a few times between 2015 and 2019. The first 

interview with Soe Myanmar was translated to English and can be found in Appendix 10.    
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rely heavily on her fellow male photographers. She said it did not matter 

whether the other person’s career was more established than hers, just being a 

man was enough to provide the safety that she needed to make work. 

Interestingly, when she travels to rural areas for work, she would often be 

mistaken for a foreign woman and it made her feel safer than she has ever felt 

as a Myanmar woman in her own country.  
 

Outdated customs and traditional views make it difficult for Myanmar women to 

pursue a career in photography. To illustrate an example of this, on one 

occasion, Soe Myanmar wanted to photograph a spectacular view of the starry 

sky in the countryside. However, to get the shot that she needed, it required her 

to climb over a pagoda, but Myanmar customs and religious beliefs prohibit 

women from climbing heights let alone climbing religious buildings. In Myanmar, 

women’s bodies are regarded as impure because of their bodily functions (such 

as childbirth and menstruation), whereas, the determining cultural and religious 

narrative is that men possess spiritual superiority, Hpon 73 , resulting in a 

preference for sons within Myanmar families (GEN, 2015). Myanmar culture 

prohibits any activities, which enable women’s feet to be higher than men 

physically as it can pollute the “power” of men.74 For this reason, Soe Myanmar 

could not photograph what she wanted whereas her fellow male photographer 

snapped away as much as he wished, as he was free to climb wherever he 

wanted. Although the male photographer asked Soe Myanmar to handover her 

camera and offered to take the photographs for her, she refused the offer, as 

she did not feel that the work would be truly hers unless she framed the 

photographs and pressed the shutter herself. This was not the only incident as 

she recalled the times where she did not get certain shots from certain angles or 

when she had to give up certain photography projects just because of societal 

and cultural restrictions imposed on her for being a woman in Myanmar.  
 

																																																													
73 The concept of hpon was discussed in Chapter 1.  

74 Myanmar’s Buddhism emphasises men’s possession of hpon: which translates as glory, 

power, influence, or the cumulative result of past meritorious deeds according to the Myanmar – 

English dictionary published by ‘Myanmar Ministry of Education’ (Soe, 2017) 



	 205	

 

Mayco Naing (1980-) 
 

 
Figure.5.4. Identity of Fear, Mayco Naing (2014) 

 

In international exhibitions and news media, Mayco Naing has often been 

portrayed as an exotic female photographer from Myanmar as women 

photographers from Myanmar are often a rarity in the international photography 

scene. Mayco Naing is determined not to get her work pinned down as 

belonging to a specific genre or identity. “People often asked me if my work is 

related to gender issues in Myanmar,” she said, “They want everything to be 

black and white. But my work is never limited to gender issues, I like to explore 

the grey areas”. In her series, Identity of Fear, Mayco Naing captured freedom 

of expression within a political context (see fig.5.4) (Hopkins, 2017). In a series 

of photographs, a group of Myanmar millennials can be seen semi-submerged 

in water, some looking straight at the camera. Some looked as if they are 

determined to scream out-loud, another gazed away as if she has accepted her 

fate of being drowned (see fig.5.5).  
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Figure.5.5. Identity of Fear, Mayco Naing (2014)  

 

When Mayco Naing was sixteen, she left her home province to work in a photo 

studio in Yangon where she would work for the next nine years. There she 

created personalised photo stickers, mostly for students and young people. The 

photo stickers were considered the selfies of their day and Mayco Naing went 

on to become a branch manager overseeing other employees; most of them 

teenage girls. Mayco Naing opened her own studio in 2005, focusing on portrait 

photography to fund her personal projects. Mayco Naing mostly worked with 

women customers, as she is committed to bringing out individuality and 

confidence in Myanmar women.75 
 

																																																													
75 I have met and interviewed Mayco Naing several times between 2015 and 2019. The first 

interview with Mayco Naing was translated into English and can be found in Appendix 11.    
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Mayco Naing said her time at an artist-in-residence programme in Arles, 

France, opened her eyes and said it was the most rewarding experience for 

her.76 As part of the programme she was allowed to attend some classes at 

École Nationale Supérieure de la Photographie. Prior to this, she had never 

practiced photography in an art school, and she was not used to the criticism 

and critique that followed. After the initial shock of listening to the harsh criticism 

that she experienced in class, she began to enjoy the programme. She says the 

criticism has in fact improved her practice. It is where she learned her research 

skills, critical thinking, and knowledge of contemporary documentary. It inspired 

her to produce the Identity of Fear series. Identity of Fear was exhibited in 

December 2016 at Neo Art Space in Yangon and it received an overwhelmingly 

positive response from both the media and the locals. Previously, when the 

show was first exhibited at the Institut Français in Yangon Myanmar, Mayco 

Naing was asked to take down her work by the sponsors of the show (not the 

institute). In Identity of Fear there were several pieces, which featured close-up 

photographs of naked bodies. Mayco Naing said she took photographs of naked 

women’s bodies to confront the objectification of these bodies in Myanmar. 

“Even though we are born pure, we are taught shame,” she said. Mayco Naing 

is now taking on a job as a documentary photography trainer working alongside 

the artistic director of the Yangon Photo Festival.  
 

Although women artists in Myanmar have started incorporating photography in 

their practice since the early 2000s, there had been no photography collective 

until 2017. Thuma, which translates in Myanmar as “she”, is the only all-women 

photography collective in Myanmar. The aims of Thuma Collective are similar to 

those of The Hackney Flashers in terms of developing and supporting a 

community of women photographers and sharing photographic skills among the 

																																																													
76  Mayco Naing participated in the international artist-in-residence programme at Ecole 

Nationale de la Photographie, Arles from October to December 2013. Ecole Nationale de la 

Photographie roughly translates as The National School of Photography, it is a public school 

dedicated to the teaching of photography, created in 1982 and located in Arles, France. It is the 

only school of art in France exclusively devoted to photography. The NPHS International 

Program is aimed at young photographers across the globe who wish to develop their artistic 

and research skills in photography (Ecole Nationale de la Photographie, 2017).  
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members. Thuma Collective received an overwhelmingly positive reaction 

across social media from Myanmar women who are interested in photography 

and it shows that, by forming a collective, Thuma Collective made an instant 

impact on women photographers in Myanmar by demonstrating that women can 

be photographers regardless of our societal restrictions.  
 

Thuma Collective (2017-) 

 

Thuma Collective is the one and only women photographers’ collective in 

Myanmar at this moment. Thuma Collective was initially formed with seven 

women photographers Yu Yu Myint Than, Shwe Wutt Hmon, Nyo Mi, Khin Zar 

Chi Latt, Tin Htet Paing, Khin Kyi Htett, and Rita Khin77 (see fig.5.6). Their goal 

was to promote the practice of visual storytelling and amplify voices through the 

eyes of women. Thuma Collective activities include women photographers’ club 

monthly meetups, and arranging and hosting an array of artist talks. Thuma 

Collective was initially started as a meet-up for women photographers to 

empower each other, to share knowledge with each other, and to create a safe 

environment for women who are interested in photography (Aung, 2017).  
 

 
Figure 5.6 Thuma Collective Members, Courtesy of Thuma Collective (2017).  
 

 

																																																													
77 Current Thuma members include Yu Yu Myint Than, Shwe Wutt Hmon, Tin Htet Paing, Khin 

Kyi Htett, and Rita Khin.  
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Most Thuma members work for not-for-profit organisations and local news 

agencies to fund their personal photography projects. Yu Yu Myint Than, the 

driving force behind the collective was selected as a fellow for 2017 Magnum 

Foundation’s Photography and Social Justice program. Thuma members’ works 

explore a range of stories ranging from gender based domestic violence, human 

trafficking, and LGBTQ related topics to personal stories, all coming from 

women’s perspectives (see fig.5.7 & 5.8). During an interview with founding 

member Yu Yu Myint Than, she says “I found a group of women who were 

passionate about photography as hobbyists, so I wanted to gather them.” The 

sense of unity, womanhood, and female empowerment is evident when 

attending photo talks and women photographers’ meetups organised by the 

group.78  
 

 
Figure 5.7 Memory Lane, Yu Yu Myint Than (2017).  
Original in Colour 
 

 
 

																																																													
78 For the interview I undertook with Thuma Collective, please see Appendix 12.  
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Figure 5.8 Wish you were here,Shwe Wutt Hmon (2017).  
Original in Colour 
 
 

Thuma Collective’s debut exhibition Us and Beyond was hosted at Myanmar 

Deitta gallery on 18 May 2018 and the exhibition ran until 2 June 2018. 

Evidently, this is a group of women working hard to expose, through beautiful 

and thoughtful images, themes and issues not commonly discussed and that 

are difficult to address in most parts of Myanmar society. The group’s second 

exhibition Disclosure was opened on 28 September 2019, which showed the 

works of Yu Yu Myint Than, Shwe Wutt Hmon, Khin Kyi Htet, Tin Htet Paing, 

and Rita Khin. Some of the work in the show explored ‘taboo’ topics in Myanmar 

culture such as menstruation. This focus on the taboo enabled women to feel 

freer about discussing women’s issues and demonstrates the emancipatory 

potential of photography and its ability to give courage and a voice to women in 

oppressive cultures.  
 

Dharmatā,79 Shwe Wutt Hmon’s body of work in the show kick-started the 

conversations about how menstruation is regarded as a taboo topic in our 

culture and the myths that surround the topic (see fig. 5.9 & 5.10). During an 

interview conducted on 7 October 2019, Shwe Wutt Hmon agreed that 

																																																													
79  Dharmatā is a Sanskrit word meaning the intrinsic nature of things, also translated as 

“suchness” or “absolute nature” as well. In Myanmar tradition, Dharmatā is a colloquial term for 

menstruation (Hmon, 2019).  
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photography works well to help bridge the gap between older traditionalists and 

a younger generation on issues such as LGBTQ rights and women’s roles in our 

society, topics which are difficult to convey through words in Myanmar. 

Additionally, through her work, she hopes to bring awareness and open up 

discussion. In regard to ensuring women’s place in photography, Hmon insisted 

that the agenda should not end at the number of women photographers in our 

society, we also need to focus on the quality of work that women photographers 

are producing to ensure visibility within the industry.80  Moreover, in terms of 

making photography more accessible for women in Myanmar, Hmon pointed out 

that although we have photography activities initiated by Thuma Collective and 

the photography workshops growing out of this research, such programmes 

could be integrated into institutions and state schools in order to expand the 

outreach so that photography education can be accessible to people of all ages, 

sexes, and social and ethnic varieties. 
 

 
Figure 5.9 Dharmatā, Shwe Wutt Hmon (2019). Original in Colour 
 

 

																																																													
80 For the interview I undertook with Shwe Wutt Hmon, please see Appendix 13. 
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Figure 5.10 Dharmatā, Shwe Wutt Hmon (2019) Original in Colour 
 

 

These Myanmar women photographers are all quite different in their 

approaches to making work and looking at their work has enabled me to obtain 

a broad understanding of what has happened and is happening in Myanmar. It 

is apparent that Mayco Naing’s career has benefited in terms of critical thinking 

and networking from receiving photography training in an institution such as 

École Nationale Supérieure de la Photographie in Arles, whereas Myanmar 

women photographers who do not get photography training struggle to develop 

their work with such clarity. Additionally, Thuma Collective demonstrated that 

forming women collectives and the sharing of knowledge within the group has a 

positive impact on the improvement of feminist photography in Myanmar 

(Robinson, 2019). However, up until late 2017 there were no women 

photographer’s collectives in Myanmar and there are still no photography 

education programmes that are specifically directed towards women. Thus, it 

was important to fill the gap by setting up a local community programme where 

women can receive photography training with continuous support. Also, the 

training programme aimed to support bonding inside the group itself, which 

guarantees continuity in the long term, and can lead to the emergence of 

women collectives, women photography festivals, and photography exhibitions 

after the workshops have ended. 
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It can be observed that cultural norms and deep-rooted religious beliefs impact 

the lives of Myanmar women photographers from the deepest personal level 

such as safety, sense of security, and self-worth to the professional level such 

as equal opportunities and rights to undertake any work without having to seek 

approval or support from the men. Moreover, it indicates that no matter how 

outdated cultural values and perceptions are they can act as barriers for women 

photographers to achieving their dream, women continue to fight for their place 

in the world of photography. After talking with Myanmar women photographers 

and learning about their experience as photographers in Myanmar society, it 

increased my urgency to develop educational strategies for women where free 

photography training will be offered to Myanmar women with the hopes of 

tackling the obstacles that women photographers in Myanmar face and need to 

overcome in the pursuit of their careers.  
 

Setting up Photography Education Programmes in Myanmar 

Including Programme Management, Partnerships & The Pilot Programme 

 

After deploying ethnographic research techniques, such as observation (from 

attending the women photographers regular meetups and talks organised by 

Thuma Collective), and conducting interviews with Myanmar women 

photographers (see Appendix 9, 10, 11, 12 & 13) I was led to the question “How 

can photography be more accessible to women from different social classes in 

Myanmar?” With this question in mind, I aimed to develop a free photography 

training programme where women from different social classes could receive a 

photography education without prerequisite qualifications or portfolios being 

judged. Furthermore, one of the aims of the free photography training 

programme has been to give international resonance to the Myanmar 

contemporary photography scene by collaborating with women in photography 

movements abroad and to sustain the development of gallery spaces and 

networks of women photographers, within the country and connected to the 
wider world. 

 



	 214	

Initially, I aimed to seek support from Alliance Française, Institut Français de 

Birmanie, and the British Council as they have successfully hosted workshops 

related to art and to this day they remain the main supporters of Yangon Photo 

Festival. However, they were already committed to several other projects and 

due to a limited budget, my attempts remained fruitless. Hence, I turned to an 

alternative solution, which was to find organisations that are committed to using 

photography to empower women. To support Myanmar women photographers 

through workshops, I decided to collaborate with a social enterprise called 

Lensational, 81  which offers photography training to women in developing 
countries. 

 

It is important to note that there had been no women-only photography 

workshops in Myanmar prior to this and Lensational had never worked in 

Myanmar before. In the beginning when I was trying to set up a photography 

training programme on my own, I reached out to several gallery owners and 

local organisations who work with women to set up a potential partnership to 

establish photography education programmes for women. However, on one 

occasion, a gallery owner laughed at me and many organisations did not 

acknowledge my request for a meeting. Perhaps, as a young woman I lacked 

the credibility that these organisations looked for in a partnership and maybe it 

was the mentioning of “feminism” that concerned the women’s organisations. In 

this respect, Lensational provided the credibility that I needed to make the 
photography workshops happen.  

 

Partnerships and Equipment in Setting Up the Pilot Programme 

 

My partnership with Lensational gave me financial support, guidance in 

successfully planning a photography workshop and after programme support, 

which included sales of the work that participants produce during and after the 

workshop.82 In other words, Lensational’s main goals for this partnership were 

																																																													
81 Lensational provided financial support and guidance to conduct the training programme.  
82 For more information on my partnership with Lensational, please see Appendix 4.		
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centred on women’s economic empowerment and promoting additional income 

generating opportunities for women. On the other hand, my concerns were 

focused on introducing the emancipatory potential of the medium to women who 

don’t normally receive learning opportunities and to provide access to cameras 
so that they could use the medium as their voice to tell their own stories.  

 

Volunteers lead Lensational across the world, united by an ambition to create 

social change (see fig.5.11). Lensational’s photography training programmes 

consist of four steps (see fig.5.12). In the conducting of workshops as a first 

step, the participants are equipped with second hand digital cameras that were 

donated by individuals and corporations to Lensational. After that a photography 

workshop is conducted by a Lensational volunteer photographer (all Lensational 

workshops are run by volunteer professional photographers), which follows a 

thoroughly researched and carefully developed curriculum that is adapted to the 

specific context of each programme. The sessions cover basic camera 

techniques, emotional expression, and storytelling. Upon completing the 

workshop, photos produced by attendees are sold through the Lensational 

online platform (with approval from the photographer), exhibitions, and partners 

that include Getty, Photoconcierge, Wellcome images, and Corbis. After the 

sales, 50% of the revenue goes back to the participants and 50% to 

Lensational, which is used for future programmes and workshops. After 

finishing the basic photography training, participants can choose to receive on-

going mentoring and support from Lensational including advanced training and 

sales of their work. This ensures that Lensational is interested in long-term 
commitment towards its participants after the workshops have ended. 

 



	 216	

 

Figure.5.11. Lensational’s Map, Courtesy of Lensational (2017). Original in Colour 

 

 

Figure.5.12. Lensational Operation Manual, Courtesy of Lensational (2017). Original in 

Colour 

 

Lensational started its work in developing countries across South Asia as this 

region of the world has the lowest percentage of women in non-agricultural 

wage employment with only 20% (Chiu, 2015). Non-agricultural wage 
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employment is one of the indicators of the Millennium Development Goal,83 

which is to empower women and promote gender equality. Today, Lensational 

have run successful workshops in neighbouring countries such as Thailand, 

Bangladesh, Indonesia, Singapore, and China. As our interests were closely 

aligned, I believe that collaborating with Lensational has expanded my outreach 

in establishing a community photography training programme for women in 
Myanmar.  

 

Lensational have successfully worked with women across Southeast Asia 

focusing on a range of issues such as migration, education, health, and supply 

chain transparency, which are fundamental to improving the lives of women. For 

example, in Bangladesh, a Lensational programme works with women factory 

workers, as it is necessary to improve labour conditions for factory workers 

following the Rana Plaza collapse.84 Additionally, a Lensational programme in 

Thailand works closely with a local organization called Daughters Rising, which 

empowers at-risk women through education to end sex trafficking and 

exploitation in their communities and to break the cycle of inter-generational 

poverty. For that reason, in the conducting of the workshop I followed 

Lensational’s guideline, which is to avoid a confrontational approach and adopt 

a co-learning method 85  in which people are recognized as subjects and 
																																																													
83 The United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are the eight goals set by the 189 

UN member states in September 2000 and agreed to be achieved by the year 2015. The 

Millennium Declaration was signed at the September global summit held at the UN 

headquarters in New York and the 149 international leaders in attendance committed to 

combating disease, hunger, poverty, illiteracy, discrimination against women, and environmental 

degradation. The MDGs were derived from this declaration, and specific indicators and targets 

were attached to them (UN, 2000).  

84 The Rana Plaza collapse was a structural collapse which occurred on 23 April 2013 in 

Dhakha District, Bangladesh. 1129 lives were lost with approximately 2500 injured people. Rana 

Plaza contained clothing factories, which manufactured apparels for companies like H&M, 

Monsoon Accessorize & Walmart.   Although the building was evacuated for showing cracks the 

day before the collapse many factory workers were threatened to return to work the next day. 

More than half of the victims were women with young children.  
85 Cooperative learning method is an educational approach which aims to organize classroom 

activities into academic and social learning experiences. Unlike individual learning, which can 
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not objects such as empty jars to fill with knowledge (Ross and Smyth, 1995). 
 

The purpose of the method is to encourage every participant to express their 

opinion and also to avoid external impositions resulting from the cultural values 

of the photographer conducting the workshop. In this context, women are 

treated as experts, in charge of how their stories are told, maybe for the first 

time in their lives. Additionally, it generates an opportunity for participants to 

experiment with a new dimension of power, self-awareness, and creativity, 

while simultaneously empowering themselves through the medium of 

photography. By developing a new and creative environment, where women are 

encouraged to share their opinions and thoughts, it can give voice and agency 

to women who are traditionally silenced, denied the chance to express their 

emotions and thoughts.  
 

Myanmar ranks 106 out of 189 countries in the United Nations’ 2017 Gender 

Inequality Index.86 This indicates that Myanmar is in urgent need of feminist 

thinking to raise consciousness and awareness due to the rise of rape and 

violent crime against women. According to the study conducted by Gender 

Equality Network in 2017, 69% of women are facing domestic violence in 

Mandalay (Myint, 2017). Myanmar culture encourages against intervening in a 

domestic dispute as it is considered a private matter between husband and 

wife. Additionally, a Myanmar traditional saying “A good woman wears only one 

flower” encourages women to stay in abusive marriages. Moreover, not having 

financial stability or career opportunities to be financially independent traps 

women in toxic relationships. In these circumstances, photography can be 

therapeutic for women as it allows the expression of feelings that could not be 

evoked through words alone and provides an avenue for marginalised women 

to express themselves freely despite illiteracy. Furthermore, it can generate 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
be competitive in nature, students work in groups to complete tasks, relying each other for 

information and working towards achieving goals together. More importantly, the teacher’s role 

changes from giving information to facilitating students learning (Satyaprakasha, 2015).  
86 The Gender Inequality Index table can be viewed at http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/GII.  
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additional income and empowerment allowing women to take control of their 
lives as they take control of the shutter. 

 

In order for a free photography training programme to be sustainable and to 

expand its outreach, it is also necessary to partner with credible and established 

local organisations. With this in mind, I have also met with several local NGOs 

and organisations in Myanmar, who are committed to improving the lives of 

women and girls. Prior to embarking on the partnership with a local NGO, my 

main concerns were to determine whether the NGO is a profit or a not-for-profit, 

religious or irreligious (religion plays a key factor in Myanmar), and what their 

ultimate goal is. Among many incredible local organisations, I have chosen to 

partner with the not-for-profit organisation called First Project for the pilot 

photography-training programme.87 First Project is a not-for-profit organisation 

based in Yangon, Myanmar that is committed to photographing people in rural 

areas who might not get much chance to be photographed in their life (see 

fig.5.13 & 5.14). Portraits and family photographs are often a luxury for people 

in Myanmar, as most people do not possess the capability to obtain one. In 

some cases, people regret not having the means to obtain a family portrait 

before their loved ones passed away. First Project fills this gap by 

photographing people and their families in rural areas across Myanmar. From 

travelling to rural areas, First Project witnessed gender disparities that are 

especially present in rural areas and they are committed to improving the lives 

of Myanmar women. Hence, I have also partnered with First Project along with 

Lensational on the pilot programme. First Project’s role in the partnership is 
concerned with handling logistics and programme advertisements.88  

 

																																																													
87 First Project was formed on 24 May 2015 after the founder Sai Htin Lin Htet’s encounter with 

a young homeless boy on the streets of Yangon city. The little boy was finding stuff from the 

garbage and playing with a cat in an intimate manner. Khine Sandi (co-founder of First Project) 

encouraged Sai to approach him and ask him whether he wanted a portrait of him with the cat 

as that was such a beautiful moment. Sai took a photo of him, went to the shop to print it and 

gave it to him. That was the first work of First Project (Htet, 2017).  
88 Please see Appendix 5 for First Project’s collaboration and Non-Disclosure agreement.  
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Figure.5.13. 1st Family, Sai Htin Lin Htet/First Project (2015). Original in Colour 

 

 

Figure.5.14. Htet Htet Aung holding the photograph of herself, Sai Htin Lin Htet/First 
Project (2015). Original in Colour 
 

 

As discussed previously, one of the reasons for my partnership with Lensational 

was to seek financial support and to provide cameras to the workshop 

participants. Lensational collects second-hand digital cameras as donations in 

Hong Kong, the UK, and the US. However, due to the limited inventory of 

cameras, it is at times impossible to run many programmes across the globe 

simultaneously as all Lensational programmes share the same inventory. In an 

ideal situation, each participant in the workshop would have access to a digital 
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camera. However, in my situation, Lensational couldn’t provide the cameras due 

to a schedule conflict with another programme, which was taking place in a 

different country so I had to find a local collaborator who could provide the 

required cameras. In this context, Wired on 39 served as an equipment and 
venue partner for pilot photography training in Myanmar.  

 

Wired on 39 is a local gallery in Yangon, Myanmar run by the owner Don 

Wright89 who is also a photographer himself. Don Wright is also involved in the 

photography scene in Myanmar, giving free photography training to 

underprivileged young people across Yangon with the aim of tackling child 

labour issues in Myanmar. The photographs are then exhibited at Wired on 39. 

After the sales, he gives 70% of the profit back to the photographers and then 

uses the rest to buy DSLR cameras for future photography training. After 

learning about my idea to give free photography training to Myanmar women 

with the hope of empowering them, Don Wright offered his gallery space for the 

pilot programme and then kindly allowed the participants to use DSLR cameras 

that he had bought with the intention of giving free photography training in 

Myanmar. By forming a partnership with Wired on 39 gallery, we were able to 

equip ten women with DSLR cameras during the pilot programme, introducing 

the emancipatory potential of photography to women who have no prior 
knowledge of the medium.90 

 

The Pilot Programme  
 

The Pilot photography training programme was developed to create 

photography education opportunities for young Myanmar women, it was 

conducted on the 16th and 17th of September 2017 in Yangon, Myanmar. The 

Pilot programme was created in collaboration with Lensational, First Project, 

																																																													
89 Don Wright is a Sottish artist based in Myanmar. He runs Wired on 39 gallery in Yangon and 

his gallery regularly exhibits the works of local emerging photographers. Don Wright also 

teaches photography to local children to tackle child labour in Myanmar.  
90 Please see Appendix. 6 for Wired on 39’s collaboration and Non-Disclosure agreement.  
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Wired on 39, and myself. When the workshop was first advertised on Myanmar 

Youth Employment Opportunities’ social media page, we received over 200 

applications within the first 24 hours, which shows that there’s a real hunger for 

photography education within Myanmar women (see fig. 5.15). Ten women 

were invited to take part in the pilot programme and some of the participants 

travelled over 200 miles to take part in the programme. One of the purposes of 

the programme was to make photography available to women all over Myanmar 

who are from different social classes. With this in mind, the selection was 

carefully made to include diverse groups of women who were not only from 

privileged backgrounds in capital cities (see fig.5.16, 5.17 & 5.18).  
 

 
Figure.5.15. Screenshot of the AD for the Photography Training Workshop (2017). 

Original in Colour 
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Figure.5.16. Workshop Participants with DSLR Cameras (2017).  
Original in Colour 
 

 
Figure.5.17. Workshop Participants during the lecture (2017). Original in Colour 
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Figure.5.18. Sai Htin Lin Htet giving a talk on street photography (2017).  
Original in Colour 
 

To safeguard the welfare of the participants, informed consent was obtained 

from participants along with the participation agreement (see Appendix 3) 

before taking part in the workshop.91 Both forms were presented in Myanmar 

language for transparency purposes and to protect the participants from feeling 

uncomfortable having to sign forms in a foreign language. The participants were 

not asked to share their personal information, as the goal of this workshop is to 

offer free photography education accessible to all women who are interested 

regardless of their background. Only their names are kept for the purpose of 

selling the work (with their consent) that they created during the workshop and 

for the purpose of exhibiting the work. Pre- and post-programme surveys were 

created to minimise any negative impact on the participants and to measure the 

impact of the programme.92 Furthermore, it was essential for the program to 

minimise any negative impact on the participants and treat them with respect to 

avoid making them feel that they were being patronised. The programme was 

conducted in accordance with Myanmar’s laws and regulations to safeguard the 

welfare of the participants, the volunteers, and the programme itself.  
																																																													
91 The Informed Consent was translated into English for this research and can be found in 

Appendix 3.   
92 The English versions of pre- and post-programme surveys can be found in Appendix 7 & 8.  
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During the first day of the programme, basic camera techniques were discussed 

followed by demonstrations. The next step was storytelling and narratives, 

which focused on the emotional aspects of photography, using photographs to 

convey emotions. The participants were extremely interested in this portion of 

the lecture and were keen on demonstrating what they learned in the lesson. 

Due to the current women’s situation in Myanmar, some participants felt 

discomfort and anger when discussing ways to use photography as a voice to 

tell their own stories. It was my intention to draw out discussion and honest 

critical thinking in the women I worked with (see 5.19).  
 

 
Figure.5.19. A workshop participant during the practical demonstration (2017). 
Original in Colour 
 

Additionally, it was essential to introduce the participants to the photography 

scene in Myanmar as some of them wanted to pursue a career in photography. 

On the second day, the participants visited the Myanmar Deitta gallery to see 

the photography show that was exhibiting at the time. Additionally, Yu Yu Myint 

Than from Thuma Collective was invited to share her experience as a woman 

photographer in Myanmar. In a way, I wanted to show the participants that there 

are women photographers in Myanmar regardless of our societal restrictions. 
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Although I am a Myanmar woman photographer myself, I am based in the UK 

(where it is safe and where I am allowed to practice freedom of speech and 

expression), for that reason I felt that it was necessary for the participants to 

hear it from the perspective of a woman photographer who lives and practices 

within the country.    
 

During the programme, one of the assignments was to use photography to tell a 

story. The photographs that the participants produced reflect on their lives as 

young women in Myanmar society and offer a glimpse into the world of ordinary 

Myanmar women. One immediate thing the viewer would notice is that none of 

these pictures fit into either the popular narrative that women writers from the 

colonial days claimed or the traditional image that the government tends to force 

upon women in Myanmar. For instance, the self-portrait (see fig.5.20) taken by 

one of the participants, Ei Phyo, tells the story of a young woman trapped 

between modernity and tradition.93 Such photographs would not make any 

appearance in the national media as they do not fit the traditional narrative and 

at the same time it would not be featured in the international media, as Aung 

San Suu Kyi is the only visible Myanmar woman outside Myanmar. Hence, the 

stories and representations of ordinary young Myanmar women like Ei Phyo are 

often ignored and remain unrepresented. By giving photography training, as a 

first step, the programme gave a voice to ordinary women like Ei Phyo to tell 

their own stories. 
 

 

																																																													
93  I will discuss more of the works of Ei Phyo in Chapter 6 where I discuss in detail the impact of 

the training programme. 
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Figure.5.20 Self-Portrait, Ei Phyo (2017). Original in Colour 
 

During the group critique, the participants discussed how photography inspired 

them to share intimate stories that are often hard to speak of in Myanmar 

society and that the medium allowed them to tell their important and necessary 

truths. Along with Ei Phyo, the photographs that the participants produced 

ranged from the day-to-day lives of ordinary women in Myanmar to various 

issues that impact the lives of Myanmar women (see fig.5.21, 5.22, 5.23, 5.24 & 

5.25). Also, some participants were drawn to art activism and were keen to use 

photography to tackle issues such as child labour and domestic violence. 

Although the stories that the participants worked on varied, they all have one 

thing in common; they were all told from women’s perspectives.94 
 

																																																													
94 The works that the participants produced will be discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 
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Figure.5.21 Untitled, Kirsty (2017). 
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Figure.5.22 Self-portrait, Mo (2017). Original in Colour 
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Figure.5.23 Lost, Kirsty (2017).  
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Figure.5.24 Life in a fishbowl, Kirsty (2017). Original in Colour 
 

 

 
Figure.5.25 Untitled, Thet Wai (2017). Original in Colour 
 

 

The purpose of the training programme was not to antagonise the traditional 

culture norms but to empower women. The goal of the program was to ensure 

that all considerations are targeted towards the true needs of workshop 

participants while being mindful about the issues pertinent to the emancipation 
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of women through photography. In conducting the workshops, it was vital to 

carry out the pilot photography training programme in Myanmar language as 

only the most privileged people in Myanmar speak English. As the programme 

develops into regular monthly workshops, I aim to expand the training guide in 

both English and Myanmar language with the possibility of working with a 

volunteer translator for non-native volunteer photographers.  
 

Upon completing the programme, some participants signed up to receive a 

continuous training and mentorship programme95 where they will work on a 

range of projects with the support and guidance from volunteer mentors which 

include Sai Htin Lin Htet from First Project and myself. The participants were 

keen to learn and were interested in developing their personal stories, which 

included photographing issues that they face in Myanmar as women, and 

environmental sustainability. I aim to provide continuous support including 

access to digital cameras for the participants and am eager to see how their 

projects develop.  
 

The post-programme surveys (see Appendix 896) completed by the participants 

revealed that they were satisfied with the training that they received and they 

felt that being able to receive continuous access to digital cameras have 

cemented their confidence in the programme. The last section of the survey 

asks the participants to describe if they encounter any problems in Myanmar 

society as young women and whether photography training can help them in 

any way when dealing with such issues. A few participants stated that domestic 

violence and violent crimes against women became such a norm in Myanmar 

society that women who have been the victim of domestic abuse become 

invisible within society and they want to use photography to help change the 

situation (see Appendix 8 for post-programme surveys filled out by the 

participants).  
 

																																																													
95 The works that the participants created will be discussed in Chapter 6 along with the impact of 

the programme.  
96 See Appendix 8 for Post-Programme Surveys completed by the participants. Please note that 

the names have been blurred to protect the privacy and anonymity of the participants.  
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The passion and drive to fight gender inequality and the oppression that I felt as 

a Myanmar woman has inspired me to develop the photography training 

programme in collaboration with Lensational, First Project, and Wired on 39, 

where women are encouraged to tell their stories and be heard instead of being 

told to keep quiet just because they are women. My commitment is to facilitate a 

safe environment where women can create and practice photographic actions 

towards change. Upon completing the programme, due to the emancipatory 

nature of photography, the participants may use photography as a tool to 

confront social issues and gender stereotypes just as many women 

photographers have done in the past and continue to do so up to the present 

day. 
 

Although Myanmar has opened its doors to the wider world, the representations 

and the stories of Myanmar women remain untold. The world is now able to see 

the stories of Myanmar in the form of images, which previously have never been 

able to be seen. However, the representations of Myanmar women remain 

unexplored territory. The technology of photography is not readily accessible in 

many parts of Myanmar and hence, the reality from the perspective of Myanmar 

women themselves is rarely seen or given voice. As a Myanmar woman, and a 

photographer myself, what becomes most important to me are the stories that 

remain untold, which takes courage and the resilience of women whose voices 

are rarely, if ever, heard. For women often without a voice or even a place in 

society, photography is their voice. My hope is that by establishing photography 

education programmes in Myanmar, the emancipatory potential of the medium 

can instil the idea in Myanmar women that only they are in control of how their 

stories are told, no one else, and certainly no man, can take their place.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

Practice 
 

 

“The beauty of the cuckoo is its voice; of a woman,  

 her devotedness (to her husband); the beauty of the uncomely 

is knowledge; that of hermits, forbearance” 

 

- Lokaniti 
 

 

So far this research has looked at the issues regarding the situation of women 

in Myanmar, investigated the way that photography can contribute to the debate 

concerning emancipation of Myanmar women, explored the work of several 

Myanmar women photographers as well as the works of feminist women 

photographers abroad, and discussed the details of setting up a free 

photography education programme for women in Myanmar. These research 

steps led me to produce my own photographic works in two quite different ways. 

During the research period I developed a self-portrait series (The Anatomy of 

Hpon), which uses staged photography to respond to the possible future of 

women’s lives in Myanmar. In a way, through photography, I was imagining 

what women might desire in the future rather than what might become possible. 

Using my own experience of being a Myanmar woman, I take self-portraits of 

myself in the costumes of male professions, an idea that is far-fetched for 

women in Myanmar today. Like being an astronaut for example—the exploration 

of Space may be some time away for our current military dictatorship and it 

would be unlikely they would send women, even if they were about to go, but I 

photograph a world where all of these prejudices and discriminations against 

women have been vanquished. In my documentary project (Do it like a 

Woman), I photograph Myanmar women doing men’s jobs, which are deemed 

unsuitable according to Myanmar culture, yet still women are doing these jobs 

but the fact that they are doing them is not acknowledged in society. These 
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images provide evidence that women are doing this work and in so doing 

creates a critical commentary on the societal expectations that most women 

experience growing up in Myanmar. This chapter will look at the practice I have 

produced as well as look at the impact of the education programmes 

established and discover ways forward for feminist art practice in Myanmar.  

 

Based on the research aims and objectives, which include creating a body of 

work that draws attention to gender and cultural stereotypes in Myanmar, three 

distinct approaches were used in this practice-based research. The self-portrait 

series (The Anatomy of Hpon) is a reflective narrative that examines my 

experience as an ordinary Myanmar woman and a photographer, as well as a 

woman educated in the West, who has been exposed to many different 

perspectives and ideologies from different cultures. The images, therefore, 

serve as a point of entry to see beneath the surface of the issues that many 

ordinary Myanmar women face and also touch on sensitive topics, for example, 

hierarchy, power, and gender that are rarely spoken about or discussed in 

Myanmar society. The resultant photographs raised several important and 

sensitive issues regarding women’s situation in Myanmar and hence they 

became political in a way that meant that they could not be shown in Myanmar 

for personal safety reasons.  
 

As one of the main research goals is to discover whether photography can raise 

feminist consciousness in Myanmar, it is crucial that my practice is shown in 

Myanmar. Thus, halfway through the research journey, I had to modify my 

approach and take a different creative pathway developing a new, distinct, body 

of work, using the tools of the documentary photographer. This approach is, in 

itself, more ambiguous than the self-portrait work and is more likely to be able to 

be shown across Myanmar. Through my documentary project (Do it like a 

Woman), it was my intention to raise awareness of outdated gender stereotypes 

in Myanmar culture, to reveal the work that numerous women are actually doing 

and to highlight the complexity of how identities are played out in the lives of 

women in Myanmar.  
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The significant point of this research is based on discovering whether 

photography can contribute to the debate concerning the emancipation of 

women in Myanmar. Thus, it was essential to conduct interviews with Myanmar 

women photographers to understand the obstacles that women face in 

Myanmar in pursuing a career in photography. As a result, this research also 

serves as a first record of contemporary Myanmar women photographers and 

their experiences of their careers. Without the collaboration and generosity of 

the Myanmar women photographers who participated in this research, my 

knowledge of the photography industry in Myanmar would be limited and 

incomplete.  
 

By conducting interviews (see Appendix 9,10,11,12 & 13 for interviews with 

Phyu Mon, Soe Myanmar, Mayco Naing, Shwe Wutt Hmon and Thuma 

Collective) and learning more about their lives as women photographers in 

Myanmar, I personally understood more about the struggles that young women 

like myself face in their pursuit of becoming photographers in a male dominated 

society. Because of this research, I decided to develop a free photography 

training programme for women in Myanmar to promote equal learning 

opportunities and to develop a safe learning place where women could practice 

photography.  
 

In this chapter, I present the final practical work, reflect on the practice, and 

discuss the context that it might exist within. I discuss the practice progression, 

in addition to looking in detail at selected photographs from the self-portrait 

series,97 The Anatomy of Hpon. Lastly, I present my documentary practice Do it 

like a Woman followed by the outcome of the photography workshops that took 

place in Myanmar.   
 

 
 

																																																													
97 The full series of photographs from The Anatomy of Hpon can be found in Appendix 

17. 
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The Anatomy of Hpon  
 

The Anatomy of Hpon,98 responds to the idea of modern women having to wear 

traditional outfits in the public sphere in order to be respected and accepted in 

Myanmar society. My initial interest in the term “modern women” stemmed from 

reading Chie Ikeya’s PhD thesis titled “Gender, History and Modernity: 

Representing Women in Twentieth Century Colonial Burma” which was 

conducted in 2006. In her thesis, Ikeya discussed the emergence of the 

“modern girl” phenomena and drew attention to misogynist representations of 

“modern women” in colonial Burma. The global phenomenon of the “modern 

woman” started in the 1930s during the British colonisation of Myanmar; the 

urban colonial Burma saw the introduction of “modern” amenities to Myanmar 

society such as technology, media, education, and fashion (Ikeya, 2006). 

Myanmar women who mingled with colonisers and embraced British fashion 

were labelled as Myo Phyat Ma (the one who destroys her own race) and 

accused of fuelling colonial oppression in Myanmar (Than, 2010:35). The idea 

that drew me to this phenomenon is the way the public targeted “modern 

women” and treated them as scapegoats for the colonisation, whereas 

Myanmar men who embraced British fashion or had relations with foreign 

women did not face any public scrutiny (Ikeya, 2006 & Than, 2010).   

																																																													
98 Hpon or bhaga in Sanskrit is a word meaning wealth/prosperity, or can also be 

translated as sharer/distributer of good fortune. In Myanmar, Hpon is translated as 

“power”. Myanmar culture and religion believes that men possess Hpon and therefore 

they can become Buddha if they try hard enough whereas women cannot. Myanmar’s 

Buddhism emphasises men’s possession of Hpon: which translates as glory, power, 

influence, or the cumulative result of past meritorious deeds according to the Myanmar 

– English dictionary published by the Myanmar Ministry of Education. This idea is used 

to justify the prevalent view that women are lesser than men, who are considered to 

have more Hpon. According to Myanmar cultural beliefs, women can pollute the power 

of men's Hpon if they place their feet above men's head or wash their undergarments 

together with men's clothes etc. resulting in women’s bodies being regarded as impure.  
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During the British colonial rule in Myanmar, from the 1920s until the late 1940s, 

cartoons and letters from readers in the popular press discussed women’s 

fashion (Ikeya, 2006). The members of Konmari 99  (All Burma’s Women 

Organisation) wear Pinni Eain Gyi (traditional Myanmar top made out of 

traditional cotton) and Yaw Longyi (Myanmar traditional skirt made of the fabric 

that comes from the Yaw district in Myanmar) exclusively. As discussed in 

Chapter 3, Konmari group was actively involved in the nationalist movement 

and had close ties with the main anti-colonial association at the time, the 

General Council of Buddhist Association (Kolås, 2019:64). The members of 

Konmari accused “modern women”, who wore foreign imported fabric and 

makeup, of betraying the nation. According to Ikeya, through the popular press, 

modern women were denounced for undermining Myanmar tradition. Whereas, 

Myanmar men who wore their hair Bo kay style (the English cut) or their 

adoption of Western fashion caused no problem or offense within society (Ikeya, 

2006). On the other hand, a similar behaviour by a woman was constructed as 

an insult to the nationalist movements and treated as a possible threat to 

Myanmar society (Than, 2010).   
 

The rise of consumer culture in colonial Myanmar during the 1920s and 1930s 

influenced fashion, cinema, and advertisements and caused segregation among 

Myanmar women (Ikeya, 2006). The ways that modern Myanmar women at the 

time dressed themselves show their ambivalence as they adjusted themselves 

to the infiltration of foreign culture in opposition to their traditional norms and 

also indicated how modernity impacted on ideas to do with self-improvement, 

self-fulfilment, and liberation to a certain level.   
 

My interest in the term “modern women” was further supplemented by Sabeena 

Gadihoke’s talk at the Fast Forward: Women in Photography conference at the 

																																																													
99 Konmari was the first women organisation in Myanmar. The group was formed to protect race 

and religion during the British colonization but later they became actively involved in anti colonial 

movements. Please see Chapter 3 for more information on Konmari.  
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Tate Modern. 100  Gadihoke discussed the career of the first woman press 

photographer in India, Homai Vyarawalla and the global phenomenon of the 

“modern girl”. The British colonised India and Myanmar and both countries went 

through a modernisation process. Gadihoke finds that the modern girl image 

was the advertising strategy of transnational companies (Gadihoke, 2015). 

During the British colonisation in Myanmar, education became one of the 

essential issues concerning women’s empowerment and modern educated 

women began to play an active role in public professions. New technology such 

as lipstick, powder, and make-up changed the way Myanmar women 

understood their bodies and forged them new identities to match their new 

status as “modern educated women”.  
 

After attending Gadihoke’s talk, I was very inspired by the fact that Homai 

Vyarawalla101 wore a Sari to give her security to lead the life as a professional 

woman in a male dominant industry. Women in Myanmar are still required to 

wear traditional clothing to workplaces and universities whereas the same rules 

do not apply to men. Vyarawalla’s story inspired me to employ a role-playing 

approach in The Anatomy of Hpon to explore different aspects of being a 

modern woman using traditional costumes.   
 

Initial Experiments & The Resultant Photographs 
 

The following collection of self-portraits from The Anatomy of Hpon series 

addresses personal stories and my interpretations of the many faces of “modern 

women” while depicting the oppression that women face in Myanmar society. 

The stories and experiences (see Appendix 9,10, 11, 12 & 13 for interviews with 

																																																													
100 Fast Forward: Women in Photography conference was held on 6 November - 7 November 

2015 at the Tate Modern. The two days conference was organised by Tate Modern, The 

University for the Creative Arts, and UAL Photography and the Archive Research Centre 

(PARC) (at London College of Communication, UAL).  
101  Homai Vyarawalla (9 December 1913 – 15 January 2012) was India’s first woman 

photojournalist. She broke social barriers as India’s first female professional photographer and 

documented the country’s transition from a British colony to an independent nation (Shepherd, 

2020).  
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Myanmar women photographers) of all Myanmar women who participated in my 

research and the workshop participants inspired the work in this series.  
 

From the start, I experimented with a role-playing approach using traditional 

costumes to invent different personas and professions which Myanmar culture 

prohibits women from doing. When investigating the reasons why women are 

banned or prohibited from certain professions in Myanmar, most of the reasons 

seem to stem from the concept of Hpon. In these self-portraits it was not my 

intention to explore the fluidity of self by becoming the “other” like many 

photographers, including Nikki S. Lee, had successfully done before me. 

Instead, I am inventing many faces of how I imagined “modern” Myanmar 

women could be. Essentially, I am playing the part of an imaginary “modern 

woman” in these photographs to point out the gender-based discriminations and 

limitations in Myanmar.  
 

Through my practice, I attempt to recreate the femininity that “modern women” 

personified and also expose the double standard embedded in our culture. For 

example, a man who embraces “modern” fashion made him no less patriotic in 

the ideas of the society but “modern women” were regarded as disloyal and 

unworthy. One of my earliest practice methods included recreating old 

magazine posters and movie posters from the late 1940s to the early 1950s as 

being seen by the camera itself could have been considered a modern act at 

the time and film stars would have been seen as the most modern of women.  
 

Many of the women in the magazine covers at the time were considered 

“modern” for posing in sports attire or in modern clothing, which were 

considered groundbreaking or controversial at the time (see fig. 6.1 & 6.2). As 

discussed in Chapter Two and Three respectively, Myanmar women enjoyed a 

certain degree of liberation during colonial times and post-independence era 

until the 1962 coup led by General Ne Win. Additionally, from the colonial era 

until 1962, young women can be seen embracing modern culture by posing in 

swimwear and Western style attires on magazine covers whereas the magazine 

covers from 1963 onwards paint the opposite picture. The magazine covers 

from 1963 onwards contained strong nationalist undertones and all cover girls 
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were dressed in traditional attires (see fig.6.3). Although the pictures were taken 

only a few years apart the way the women dress couldn't be further apart from 

each other. I find that dramatic shift in how women dress before and after the 

military coup in 1962 extremely interesting as it can be considered one of the 

pivotal moments regarding women’s roles in Myanmar. Further, it can also be 

marked as the beginning of the government's attempt to control women’s bodies 

through the national media.  
 

 
 

Figure 6.1 Cover of Myawaddy Magazine (issue 01/1955), Source: Myawaddy 
Magazine Archive. Original in Colour 
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Figure 6.2 Cover of Myawaddy Magazine (issue 05/ 1958), Source: Myawaddy 
Magazine Archive. Original in Colour 
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Figure 6.3 Cover of Myawaddy Magazine (issue 03/ 1963), Source: Myawaddy 
Magazine Archive. Original in Colour 
 

 

One of my earlier experiments included recreating magazine covers from the 

1950s and transforming myself into a modern girl wearing “modern” sports attire 

(see fig.6.4). In this Troublemaker photograph, I wore a white t-shirt and red 

shorts with a slogan, which reads “trouble maker”, to respond to the public 
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debates that occurred during the colonial era concerning modern women and 

also to bring attention to what was socially acceptable behaviour for women 

during the time. By portraying myself as a “modern” woman and behaving 

differently than the traditional norm for women at the time, I hoped to bring 

attention to the problematic nature of how women's bodies were perceived and 

are still perceived as public property in Myanmar.  
 

Although the magazine posters featuring “modern women” doing “modern” 

things during the colonial time were fascinating themselves, my attempt to 

recreate them was not as successful as I had hoped. The approach and method 

didn’t work well due to the fact that the original photographs were fascinating 

because the evidence of women’s liberation was apparent through the 

magazine covers. Whereas my photograph, the Troublemaker, failed to capture 

how much it has or has not changed for Myanmar women since the colonial 

time.  
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Figure 6.4 Troublemaker, Teza Soe (2016). Original in Colour 
 
 

My next experiment was to recreate old film posters. Film and movie names in 

Myanmar often feature sexist undertones such as Ka Nyar Pyo nae Za Yar O 

(circa 1960) meaning “Young Girl and Old Man” or Main Ma Lal (The Deceitful 

Woman) and I wanted to create a critique of these ideas. Ina Loewenberg wrote 

in Reflections on Self-Portraiture in Photography published in Feminist Studies 

journal that women artists are often drawn to self-portraiture because women 

have been so frequently used as “subjects” in the arts including photography 
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(which in turn make women feel as if they are “objects”), and that self-portraiture 

is a way for women to take control of their own representations (Loewenberg, 

1999).  Loewenberg finds that women artists use self-portraiture in photography 

not to make themselves look more beautiful or for a more flattering portrayal but 

rather to keep “subjects” being “subjects” without becoming “objects” 

(Loewenberg, 1999). In this sense, I employed self-portraiture to combat the 

sexual objectification of women in Myanmar mainstream films and media.  

Through mainstream media and films, through rape culture language, through 

policing of women’s bodies and their sexuality, through religion, and through 

outdated handed down cultural beliefs, women in Myanmar experience 

objectification every day and their subjectivity being denied by society.  
 

In the photograph Kanyarpyo, I experimented with recreating the old movie 

posters with sexist names such as Young Girl and Old Man (Ka Nyar Pyo nae 

Za Yar O) to create a critique of harmful gender stereotypes (see fig. 6.5).  In a 

way, I wanted to use photography to address the toxic attitudes towards women 

in films that underpins gender stereotyping and everyday sexism. In the 

photograph Kanyarpyo, I used a hand-colouring technique to resemble the 

movie posters from the post-colonial era, the period where Myanmar cinema 

flourished (Pwint, 2016). However, like the previous experiment it did not work 

well as I wasn’t able to capture the enormity of gender discrimination and 

harmful stereotypes that still dominate in Myanmar mainstream media today or 

to fully address the impact of such toxic views on women through a single 

image (see fig. 6.5). Although this experiment did not work out as well as I had 

hoped for, I find that being able to use photography to attempt to break the 

taboo or raise the issue concerning subordination of women in Myanmar culture 

can be considered a form of self-empowerment.  
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Figure 6.5 Kanyarpyo, Teza Soe (2016). Original in Colour 

 

According to the research conducted by the Enlightened Myanmar Research 

Foundation102  in 2018, Myanmar mainstream films reinforced the traditional 

gender stereotypes and women characters are mostly portrayed in films as 

good wives and obedient daughters (EMRF, 2018). In Myanmar film dialogues, 

it is not uncommon to find offensive language towards women who are 
																																																													

102 Enlightened Myanmar Research Foundation (EMReF) is an independent non-profit research 

institution working for the development of evidence-based policy making and revitalisation of 

independent research culture in Myanmar. 
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unmarried or who do not fit into the traditional definitions of beauty. Women’s 

sexualities are rarely explored in mainstream films and they reinforce the 

stereotype that women should hide their feelings and emotions, especially 

towards men. Traditionally, Myanmar women are not allowed to show any 

interest in men or declare their interest in men before a man shows his interest 

in her.  
 

I wanted to respond to that outdated stereotype by creating a body of work, 

which explores issues of gender identity and sexuality (see fig. 6.6). In this 

photograph, I intentionally photographed myself in a “suggestive” pose as 

Myanmar women are taught to be “pure” and feel ashamed of their sexuality 

throughout their lifetime. Susan Bright wrote in Autofocus that self-portraiture 

can be employed as a tool to address social issues and that the body is 

commonly used in self-portraiture as a political vehicle. By taking the control 

back and portraying myself behaving differently from the traditional norms, I am 

ultimately showing my insubordination and rebelling against the traditional views 

regarding how women should behave. Moreover, I used traditional costume in 

this photograph to highlight the internal struggles that many Myanmar women 

face but never spoke about, the push and pull between tradition and modernity. 

I found it liberating that photography has enabled me to have a certain amount 

of freedom through self-portraiture to introduce new ideas of femininity in 

Myanmar culture and to countermand existing restraining traditional 

representations of women, in which women are often viewed as protectors of 

national identity. This experiment has led me to my latest approach, where I 

photograph myself in different personas with the help of costumes inspired by 

traditional Myanmar attire.  
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Figure 6.6 Untitled, Teza Soe (2016). Original in Colour 
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The Astronaut (2016) 
 

 
Figure 6.7 The Astronaut, Teza Soe (2016). Original in Colour 
 

 

To start with, I reimagined all the aspirations and dreams that I had as a young 

girl growing up in Myanmar and started developing different personas to try to 

portray a series of imaginary faces of how I imagined “modern” Myanmar 

women could be today. While Myanmar does not have a space program, when 

the time comes, I hope that Myanmar women will be given an equal chance and 

opportunity as men in every aspect of the career. The official portraits of NASA 
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astronauts inspired the set up and I photographed myself as if I were 

participating and posing for an official photo shoot (see fig. 6.7).  
 

It could be said that this photograph, The Astronaut, sets the tone of my self-

portrait series and supports the main goal of my practice, which is to empower 

women through photography. The process of making this photograph depended 

on props, which included the Myanmar national flag and an astronaut costume 

made out of traditional Myanmar fabric. The astronaut jacket was made by a 

tailor in Yangon, Myanmar and sent to me by my mother along with the flag. In 

a way it is a collaborative approach between my mother, the tailor, and me. The 

tailor is aware of the intention and purpose of the jacket and she was eager to 

collaborate on the costume of this photograph. It was crucial that the astronaut 

jacket was made with Myanmar cotton and the pattern on the fabric was hand 

woven by the tailor.  
 

This photograph represents the dream that many Myanmar women and I share, 

a country where little girls can dream of becoming anyone they want to when 

they grow up, without any cultural or societal restrictions acting as barriers.  
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The Photographer (2016)  
 

 
Figure 6.8 The Photographer, Teza Soe (2016). Original in Colour 
 

 

This photograph responds to the idea of being a photographer in a male 

dominant society (see fig.6.8). The inspiration for this set comes from Sabeena 

Gadihoke’s talk on discussing the life of India’s first female press photographer 

Homai Vyarawalla. As Sabeena Gadihoke said during her talk at the Tate 

“performing a certain kind of femininity was integral to Homai Vyarawalla’s 

professional survival as a press photographer”, I am very inspired by the fact 

that Homai Vyarawalla wore a Sari to give her the security to lead her life as a 

professional woman in a male dominant industry (Gadihoke, 2015). 
 

Even to this day in Myanmar, women are expected to wear traditional Longyi 

and Eain gyi (traditional skirt and blouse) to workplaces and universities 

whereas society has no issues regarding men who wear non-traditional clothing 

such as trousers and jeans to work places. Myanmar traditional costume is 

restricted in nature due to its long sleeves and body fit top, which is normally 
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made out of non-stretchy cotton and long Longyi, which is worn around the 

waist, running to the feet. A Longyi is held in place by folding fabric over without 

a knot. The restricting nature of the traditional costume makes it almost 

impossible for women’s bodies to move freely.  
 

While working on The Photographer, I wore traditional costume to the studio 

and spent all day setting up lights preparing for the shoot. At times I felt trapped 

and frustrated as my movements were restricted and at one point, I felt 

suffocated and felt that it was impossible to operate the camera and studio 

equipment in such restrictive clothing. This image embodies the core of my 

practice and involves me as an observer and participant. This piece was 

especially difficult for me as I am confronting my own feelings of being a woman 

photographer in Myanmar and also making a critical commentary on many 

issues that Myanmar women face in public life, having to wear traditional 

costume being one.  
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The Modern Girl (2017) 
 

 
Figure 6.9 The Modern Girl, Teza Soe (2017). Original in Colour 
 

 

The Modern Girl is inspired by Chie Ikeya’s research on the “modern woman” 

phenomenon during colonial times (see fig.6.9). While working on these sets of 

self-portraits, I reflected back on the experiences of my mother and 

grandmother. My grandmother was born to a British Government Officer and a 

Myanmar woman during the war and grew up in Yangon during the colonial 

Burma era. My great-grandmother was one of the women who were labelled as 

Myo Phyat Ma (the woman who destroys her own race) for marrying a foreigner. 

Being born into a somewhat privileged family, my grandmother also enjoyed the 

result of educational liberation during the colonial era and she was educated at 

a Convent school and studied her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in the 

United Kingdom. Later she became the head of the English department at 

Yangon University of Medicine. In other words, she was the epitome of a 

“modern” woman at the time. My mother followed in my grandmother’s footsteps 

and when my mother was my age (31) she had already been qualified as a 
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General Practitioner. In a way, both my mother and grandmother have been 

“modern women” at their time and paved the way for me to prioritise my 

education over societal expectations.   
 

In this photograph, I transformed myself as my alternative persona, the “modern 

girl”, and through my transformation, I looked for answers about my identity, 

vulnerability, and power as a young woman who struggle with the internal 

conflict between traditional values and modern culture. As I have been living 

outside the country for the past 16 years, I don’t wear the traditional costumes 

daily as the majority of women in Myanmar do. Whenever I visit home, I am 

expected to wear the traditional costume as if my self-worth is tied to whether I 

am wearing the traditional costume or not. I found it very hard to stand up for 

myself or to challenge the outdated idea that “modern women” might have to 

wear traditional costumes in order to be accepted and respected in traditional 

Myanmar society. 
 

The Modern Girl is my satirical response to the outdated ideologies and how I 

picture myself as a ‘modern woman’ if I lived full time in Myanmar.  I 

intentionally use excessive pink in this photograph along with pink lipstick, 

“modern” hairstyle, and figure fitting traditional costume to portray forced 

femininity. Although I was wearing a traditional costume in this photograph, my 

contemporary pink hairstyle and the way I was looking straight at the camera 

tells a story of a woman who does not fit the traditional image.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



	 256	

Miss Obedient (2018) 
 

 

 
Figure 6.10 Miss Obedient, Teza Soe (2018). Original in Colour 
 

 

 

Still inspired by the use of costumes and traditional pageant culture in Myanmar, 

I photographed myself using a glitzy background, traditional pageant poses, a 

pink sash which reads the title ‘Miss Obedient’, while holding a star wand (see 
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fig.6.10). Myanmar women participated in Miss Universe competition in 1959 

under the title Miss Burma, as the country was known at the time (AP, 2013). 

When the military took over the country through the coup in 1962, the country 

became very isolated from the world due to an extensive effort by the military 

government to block information in and out of the country. International beauty 

pageants were no exception to the government oppression of every aspect of 

self-expression and foreign influence. The government only allowed beauty 

competitions called Hla Yin Kyay Mal, which literally translates into “Miss 

Beautiful and Polite”. The idea of those beauty competitions was to promote 

traditional Myanmar beauty standards and the image of ideal “good women”. 

During the Junta dictatorship, the competitions were held under the 

management of the Ministry of Sports and thus, the judges were normally 

government officials who have no background or knowledge of the pageant 

industry and the scoring criteria was not always clear.  
 

The traditional Hla Yin Kyay Mal competitions consist of a line-up of women in 

tight traditional clothing walking across the stage while performing a series of 

poses to showcase their physique in front of judges most of whom are male 

(see fig 6.11). Some of these poses that participants display during the 

competition are sexually suggestive in nature and they would be considered 

inappropriate and socially unacceptable behaviour for women in Myanmar 

under normal circumstances, and yet, the women who enter these pageant 

competitions are viewed as “ideal” Myanmar women and the winner is crowned 

as “Miss. Beautiful and Polite” (see fig. 6.12).  
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Figure 6.11 The first prize winner during the Pageant competition, Sky Bird 
Photography (2017). Original in Colour 
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Figure 6.12 (top) Two contestants showing off their physique during the competition 

(bottom) Three contestants showing off their physique during the competition, Source: 

myanmarcelebrity.com. (2018)Original in Colour 

    

If these pageant contestants were the epitome of traditional beauty or “good 

women”, ordinary women like myself are often classed as “unworthy” and “less 

than perfect”. In a culture where women are classed as second-class citizens 

due to their gender, women’s worth is measured by their looks rather than their 

achievements or who they are as a person. Every home visit that I make, I am 

reminded by my family and friends that if I did not lose weight or fit into the 

traditional standard of beauty, neither my personality nor my intelligence would 

find me a husband and that I would end up on my own.  
 

I was eager to respond to the objectification that women face in our culture and 

create a body of work to respond to this toxic ideology. I specifically looked at 

traditional pageant competitions and photographed myself in exaggerated 

poses. By employing a satirical approach, I am making a critical commentary 

and speaking up about my frustrations with my culture where a woman’s value 

is determined by how well she fits into a gender stereotype.  
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The Steeplejack (2018) 
 

 
Figure 6.13 The Steeplejack, Teza Soe (2018). Original in Colour 

 

The inspiration for this photograph came from the concept of Hpon. In 

Myanmar, women are not allowed to climb because of women's bodily functions 

such as giving birth or menstruation, which are considered unclean. Any 
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activities or profession, which place women’s lower body above men, is 

prohibited. I find it ironic that Myanmar culture believes that women are 

spiritually inferior than men because women “lack” Hpon, and yet, at the same 

time it is believed that women are capable of polluting a man’s Hpon or power 

just by putting their feet above a man's head or by simply washing their clothes 

together with men’s.  
 

As a young girl I was never allowed to climb trees with my male cousins and the 

belief that my body is impure and dirty was instilled in me right then. Not being 

allowed to climb heights may seem like such an insignificant problem compared 

to bigger struggles that many women face all over the world, however, it serves 

as a constant reminder for Myanmar women in their day to day life that they are 

lower than men. This photograph, The Steeplejack, is my response to ironic and 

outdated social restrictions that are imposed on women in Myanmar (see 

fig.6.13).  
 

In The Steeplejack, I photographed myself wearing steeplejack gear and I 

imagine what it would be like for women in my country if there were no social 

restrictions such as climbing heights. The photograph itself is simple yet I 

consider it to be an important statement to make as it reflects the struggle that I 

have been dealing with for a long time, as most women do in my country in their 

everyday life. In this photograph, although I looked to be in a serious manner, it 

appears slightly humorous because of my facial expression and the way I was 

holding onto the rope as if I was eager to convince the viewer that I am a 

steeplejack, I am allowed to climb heights just like men and therefore deserving 

of the same respect.  
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The Builder (2019) 
 

 
Figure 6.14 The Builder, Teza Soe (2019). Original in Colour 

 

In The Builder, I still employed the approach of using costumes to transform 

myself into a different subject essentially exploring another “male only” 

profession in Myanmar (see fig. 6.14). Here I photographed myself as a builder 

operating heavy machinery. In Myanmar, there are no women builders as 
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women are viewed as incapable of operating heavy machinery or tools. 

However, it is not an uncommon sight in Myanmar to see women building roads 

or working on construction sites lifting heavy debris. Due to the country’s 

unstable economy, for the past decades, and due to poverty, women from lower 

middle classes with limited education opportunities, especially women from rural 

areas have had no choice but to take on hard labour jobs which are normally 

done by men in developed countries. Although the roles mostly involved heavy 

lifting (as manual labourers) they rarely involved operating machineries or acting 

in leadership roles as those roles are traditionally reserved for men. Female 

construction workers in Myanmar are merely given the role of supporting men in 

construction sites to either carry heavy bricks or handle the debris. Additionally, 

cultural belief prohibits women from climbing heights limiting them to 

subservient roles in the construction industry.  
 

The country’s democratic reform has seen a boom in the economy where new 

motorways, roads, and buildings are being developed rapidly in major cities 

across Myanmar. According to the 2017 Myanmar Living Conditions Survey,103 

women make up 45% of the labour force, which contradicts the traditional belief 

that women belong at home and in the kitchen. With the rise of the construction 

industry, female construction workers are widespread throughout Myanmar. On 

the surface, they seem to illustrate the progress of gender equality in Myanmar 

and yet in reality, the men who are in charge are exploiting women as cheap 

labour. During my interview with a female construction worker Daw Maw Maw, I 

have learnt that although both her and her husband work in the same 

construction site, she gets paid significantly less than him although both their 

roles are almost identical, his role is considered to be a “skilled job” merely 

because he occasionally operates construction tools such as an electric drill. 

Daw Maw Maw insisted that although she knows how to operate the tools, she 

would not challenge the manager’s decision, as she did not want to lose her job. 
																																																													
103 The Myanmar Living Conditions Survey (MLCS) is a large-scale multi-topic living conditions 

survey implemented by the Central Statistical Organization of the Ministry of Planning and 

Finance, and supported by the World Bank (WB) and the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP). The main statistical objectives of the survey are to produce estimates of 

poverty and living conditions.  
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Many women like Daw Maw Maw who work in construction sites struggle with 

poverty and most come from rural areas with limited opportunities.  
 

This photograph is my response to point out our ironic and outdated culture 

where women are deemed weak and in need of men’s protection yet at the 

same time, they are seen as capable of lifting heavy debris or handling fuming 

tarmac. In this photograph, I intentionally mimicked female fashion style poses 

and paired it with a construction tool to juxtapose femininity and masculinity. 

Additionally, I am using an electric drill in this photograph as an example to 

point out the outdated perception that women cannot operate the same tools or 

the same machinery as men to keep them away from skilled positions in the 

construction industry. Further, through this photograph, I hope to shine a light 

on the oppression that women face in workplaces in Myanmar and also bring 

attention to the fact that inequality is so ingrained in our society that many of the 

women do not even know that they are being discriminated against.   
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The Officer (2019) 

 
 
Figure 6.15 The Officer, Teza Soe (2019) Original in Colour 

 

The Officer is the most straightforward of all the photographs; yet, it is one of 

the most controversial images (see fig. 6.15). In this photograph, I transformed 

myself into a naval officer to make a critical commentary on the lack of women's 

roles in the armed forces of Myanmar. Myanmar military began recruiting female 

officers in October 2013 for the first time in five decades since the recruitment of 

women for non-medical roles was stopped in 1961 (Mclaughlin, 2014). 

However, successful female candidates who graduate from the training would 

not be deployed to combat areas, instead they would be assigned to work in 

offices under the army chief. On the other hand, men who graduate from the 

programme will become captains and eventually be in control of the command 

whereas women will remain in lower positions as second lieutenant being the 

highest position they could achieve within the forces.   
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Myanmar military along with the Buddhist monks, the country’s two most 

powerful institutions are predominantly male only professions. According to the 

Global Firepower Index, Myanmar has 406,000 active military personnel with 

110,000 in reserve (GFI, 2018). During my initial research, I have learned that 

as of 2018, only six women were chosen to serve in the air force to receive pilot 

training and it is not known if there are any women naval officers in Myanmar 

(Zaw, 2018). The culture of fear where women are taught to not question their 

elders, superiors, and the men along with the system, which keeps women from 

attaining leadership roles and entraps women in secondary positions in society. 
 

In The Officer, I specifically chose the officer costume to make a critical 

commentary on the Myanmar military for inviting women to join the army for the 

sake of inclusion yet discriminate against them from ever getting to powerful 

positions. In contrast to the previous photographs, the facial expression in The 

Officer is solemn. While working on previous photographs, I felt at ease working 

in the confines of the studio at my university, away from such limitations that I 

am trying to expose. However, working on The Officer, I felt especially 

vulnerable due to the political nature of my country and knowing what the army 

is capable of when punishing people who criticise them. In a way, the 

vulnerability that I felt during the photo-shoot is reflected in this photograph.  
 

This photograph in a way is controversial and potentially dangerous as I could 

find myself in trouble under many broadly worded Myanmar laws as questioning 

or making a comment against the army is against the law.104 In other words, 

through this photograph, I am making a stand against one of the most powerful 

institutions in Myanmar. Since the beginning, it was my intention to be careful 

about my work although it has always been my goal to point out the 

discrimination against women in my culture without necessarily incriminating 

myself. However, I feel that with this piece, I am crossing the “line” that I 

promised myself to stay away from.  At the same time, I find that it is necessary 

for me to make a stand against the systemic oppression that women in my 

																																																													
104 This photograph was removed from the final copy of the research for personal 

safety reasons.  
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country face, as many of them are not in a position to speak out. Another thing 

to note is that I am making a stand against the Myanmar military not because I 

am currently based abroad where I wouldn’t possibly face the consequences of 

my actions. However, my family still lives in Myanmar, I am still a Myanmar 

citizen and most importantly, I still call Myanmar my “home”. 
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The Roofer (2019) 
 

 
Figure 6.16 The Roofer, Teza Soe (2019). Original in Colour 

 

The Roofer continues the criticism I made in previous pieces The Steeplejack 

and The Builder (see fig.6.16). Like the other photographs in the series, this 

piece also aims to address the multifaceted discrimination and exploitation 
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faced by women in Myanmar. It is similar to The Modern Girl in terms of 

simplicity of approach and feminine pose.  
 

I was eager to investigate what it is to be a woman doing a job that is 

traditionally reserved for men without necessarily sacrificing a sense of my own 

femininity. At the same time through this piece, I wanted to highlight and point 

out how ridiculous certain outdated and oppressive views towards women are in 

Myanmar culture. For instance, many women that I have spoken with who work 

or used to work in the construction sites would only identify themselves as 

laborers although they knew how to operate machinery or specialist tools as if 

those “skilled” jobs are only reserved for men. Through this piece, I hope to 

remind the viewers that it is also essential for women to change attitudes and 

see themselves in these roles rather than settle on the roles assigned to them 

by the men in charge.  
 

In this photograph, I wore an oversized white overall to conceal my female body 

and by appropriating a male working attire, I am defying the prevailing social 

norms that dictate that women should always dress in restricting traditional 

clothing even when working in manual labour jobs. It is important to note that in 

these self-portraits I am not trying to prove that I am as tough as men are or in 

other words trying to be a man. In fact, the facial expression and gesture in this 

photograph reflects vulnerability and femininity regardless of the attire. I am 

merely using photography to point out the things that women are deprived off 

because of our gender and essentially envisioning a world without such 

limitations. The combination of shapeless overall and red feminine gloves 

creates an interesting tension when paired with an overly feminine gesture and 

the facial expression in this photograph. 
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The Monk (2019) 
 

 
Figure 6.17 The Monk, Teza Soe (2019). Original in Colour 

 

This photograph is the most controversial one from my self-portrait series (see 

fig.6.17). In this photograph I explore and challenge the dominant religion, which 

is the root of the discrimination and oppression of women in Myanmar. As the 

research discussed previously, questioning or challenging religion is against the 

law and it’s a sensitive issue for many people in Myanmar. Disrespecting or 

questioning the religion is not tolerated and met with swift and strong 

punishments. However, like many of Myanmar’s broadly worded laws, insulting 

or disrespecting religion is broadly defined, and any depiction or image of 

religious representation can be regarded as disrespectful. Under these 

circumstances, a woman dressed in a monk robe would be considered the most 

serious crime (see Appendix.2 for ethics approval). 
 



	 271	

In Myanmar, women are not allowed to ordain as monks because monks are 

regarded as the “sons of Buddha” as they share the Thinkhan (robe) with the 

Buddha. Traditional proverbs such as “a woman must be reborn as a man in 

order to attain enlightenment” ensure women remain subordinate to men under 

the name of religion. On the other hand, it is believed that men can realise their 

intrinsic potential simply by becoming monks whereas women have to be good 

to men in this life in order to be reborn as men in their next life and only then 

they can become monks and reach their true potential as human beings.  
  

The emphasis is placed on Thinkhan having Hpon105  that even men who 

naturally possess the supernatural power have to become monks to wear it 

whereas women are so impure that our bodies should never be allowed to get 

close to the Thinkhan, which holds supreme “supernatural” power. If it is 

incomprehensible for a woman to be even getting near a monk robe, it is 

unfathomable for Myanmar society to let women ordain the monkhood.  
 

Although there is nothing to be found in religious literature, which forbids women 

from ever becoming monks, this idea is used by society to justify the prevalent 

view that women are lesser than men, who are considered to have more Hpon. 

Although there are Buddhist nuns in Myanmar, their role is often relegated to 

housekeeping tasks in temples and the nuns subordinate themselves to the 

religious superiority of the monks (Kawanami, 1991).  
 

When researching female monks in neighbouring countries, which also practice 

Theravada Buddhism, I have learnt that a group of women in Thailand defied 

the tradition by becoming ordained as monks. After being refused to be 

acknowledged by the local conservative Buddhist clergy, 106  Ven. 

Dhammananda flew to Sri Lanka in 2001 to be ordained as the first female 

																																																													
105 The concept of Hpon was discussed in Chapter 1 and also in the beginning of 

Chapter 6.  
106 Officially, only men can become monks and novices in Thailand under a Buddhist 

order that, since 1928, has forbidden the ordination of women.  
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monk of Thailand (England, 2019). She later set up an all-female monastery by 

helping other women with their ordination.  
 

Ven. Dhammananda’s story has inspired me and encouraged me to raise the 

issue that women can be anyone they want to be including monks and that 

there is nowhere in the country’s religion which forbids women from their 

ordination. By photographing myself as a monk I am essentially putting myself 

in a dangerous position but it is necessary for me to stand up for the rights of 

women in my country even if it means that I am calling out Myanmar’s most 

powerful organisation, religion. I have discussed in Chapter 1 and Chapter 3 

that the women who have questioned religion were often issued death threats 

and extreme violence was threatened against them, for merely pointing out the 

discrimination in the name of religion.  
 

In many ways, the making of this image is one of the most challenging 

experiences of my self-portrait series. This piece demands the authenticity of 

the Thinkhan along with other props, also requiring the help of a special effects 

makeup artist. It was important for me to achieve the most realistic looking bald 

cap as otherwise the image would look like a mockery of what I intend to 

achieve. This image took a long time to be completed compared to other 

images, as I had to ask my mother to send me the Thikhan along with an alms 

bowl and other necessities. Normally my mother would ask me every time I 

would ask her help in procuring traditional costumes and props, however, this 

time she insisted she would rather not know as it would also put her and my 

father in danger for being accomplices if she was to help me knowingly.107 Even 

to this day, my parents do not have any knowledge of the existence of this 

image. 
 

 
 

 

																																																													
107 This image was removed from the final copy of the thesis and will not be included in 

any of the online copies for personal safety reasons. 
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Accepting the Reality 

 

After completing the first year of the PhD, I was inspired by all the feminist 

literature that I had read and I went home to Myanmar with a lot of courage and 

fire in me. During my visit home, I was outraged and deflated at the same time 

about women’s situation and gender inequality in my country. I began to voice 

my opinions openly about what we can and must do in order to change the 

situation and I would always speak my views in public. On one occasion, my 

mother told me to quieten down as she worried that if I were to continue this 

path, I would attract “unwanted attention” and that people would throw stones at 

me.  
 

The conversation with my mother brought back the memory of the conversation 

I had with a high-ranking General from the Junta before embarking on my 

studies in the UK. I had spent the summer visiting my parents prior to moving to 

the UK to pursue further studies. My father works at the Ministry of Home Affairs 

in a civilian government position and one morning, my father informed me that I 

had been summoned by the General to have a chat. The General first 

congratulated me on being accepted to study MFA in the UK and then he 

proceeded to warn me to not participate in any form of protests while abroad 

(especially the political ones). His exact words were “your father has a growing 

future within the government and if you were photographed participating in any 

protests or activity which could harm the government, it would make things 

especially difficult for your father. I can see that you are a smart girl and you 

wouldn’t want to jeopardize your father’s career, right?” I felt intimidated at the 

time as I never had a personal conversation with a high ranking official from the 

Junta and he made it clear to me that the choices I would make in the UK could 

have an unfavourable impact on my parents, especially my father. I decided to 

put the conversation to the back of my mind and not think about it, until my 

mother mentioned it to me that both my parents were asked to sign a form by 

the government which asks them to list the whereabouts of their children living 

abroad and the form explicitly states that they are responsible for their children’s 

actions outside Myanmar.  
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In the first few years of my PhD, I was in talks with local galleries in Myanmar to 

exhibit my self-portrait series but many of them advised me not to show the 

work in Myanmar as it could put both the gallery and myself in danger under 

many of Myanmar’s broadly worded laws, especially the religious laws. At the 

time, I felt that it is important for me to show the work especially under the new 

democratic government led by Aung San Suu Kyi. However, after learning about 

two Reuters journalists, who were imprisoned, and the government's failure to 

condemn the prison terms, it worried me deeply. Again, reminded by my mother 

about my conversation with the General and learning about the form that my 

parents signed, I believe that it would not be possible for me to show my 

constructed portraits in Myanmar at this moment in time as it could put my 

family and me in danger.    
 

Documentary Practice 

Do it like a woman  
 

Parallel to my self-portrait project, I have also worked on a documentary project 

where I photograph Myanmar women doing physical labour jobs and 

professions which Myanmar culture deem unsuitable for women. This project 

stemmed from my research trip to rural areas in Myanmar to conduct 

groundwork for free photography training programmes and came out of the 

problems I was facing in being able to expose my constructed self-portraits. For 

that reason, this project is not as developed or resolved as my self-portrait 

series which I started right at the beginning of the research project. I intend to 

continue developing and working on this project after my doctoral studies. 

During my travels in Myanmar, I noticed that women are forced to take on 

physical labour jobs in rural areas, which contradict the cultural values and 

beliefs of Myanmar society. On the surface, women doing men’s jobs would 

give the impression that women are equal to men in Myanmar. However, 

regardless of these women doing men’s jobs and defying outdated beliefs, they 

are still treated as “lower” than men within Myanmar society. Traditional 

Myanmar proverbs and sayings indicate that women are weak and defenceless 

yet the women in my photographs prove otherwise. Do it like a Woman is my 
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tribute to girls growing up in societies that don’t offer up the opportunities that a 

lot of us take for granted. 
 

Working on this project has led me to question my own position within this 

research as to whether I identify as an insider or outsider in relation to the 

participants. I identify myself as a Myanmar woman and I grew up with the 

same cultural values as the participants, which grants me the insider status, on 

the other hand, I have been away from home for half of my life and have been 

exposed to different cultural values and understandings. According to Bourke, 

the term “positionality” acknowledges that people have multiple overlapping 

identities (Bourke, 2014:1). Clearly stating my positionality will allow me to 

clarify where I am coming from and the lens through which my research has 

been conducted. 
 

Positionality, Power & Representation 
 

Being female and of the same culture, I had no problem gaining access and 

establishing rapport with the participants of my documentary project. However, 

in some situations, I was more of an outsider than at other times. Being a 

Myanmar woman, I was granted a general insider status, however, my 

education and the fact that I do not live in a particular village or town, somewhat 

makes me the “outsider-within”, a term Patricia Hill Collins (1986) proposed in 

her research on Afro-American women intellectuals using their marginality to 

study other Afro-American women. On the other hand, James A. Banks 

proposed that other variations of “positionalities” are possible when considering 

insider/outsider status (Banks, 1998:7). The four positions Banks proposed are 

the indigenous-insider, indigenous-outsider, external-insider and external-

outsider. According to Banks (1998), the indigenous-insider is one “who 

endorses the unique values, perspectives, behaviors, beliefs, and knowledge of 

his or her indigenous community” and “who can speak with authority about it” 

(Banks, 1998:8). On the other hand, the indigenous-outsider is one “who was 

socialized within his or her indigenous community but has experienced high 

levels of cultural assimilation into an outsider or oppositional culture. The 

values, beliefs, perspectives, and knowledge of this individual are identical to 
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those of these outside community” (Banks, 1998:8). In my situation, although I 

remain connected to my community, by virtue of living abroad and being 

exposed to Western values and perspectives, I would fall into the category of 

“indigenous-outsider”. However, my insider status was an advantage when I 

started the research as it allowed me to share a cultural bond and relationship 

with my participants and ability to understand non-verbalised answers that 

words could not convey.  
 

Johnson-Bailey, Kee, Lee, Merriam, Muhamad & Ntseane (2010) noted in their 

paper Power and Positionality: Negotiating Insider/Outsider Status within and 

across Cultures that feminist scholars are concerned with ensuring the 

participants having an equal relationship with the researcher and with the 

research experience being empowering for the participants (Johnson-Bailey, 

Kee, Lee, Merriam, Muhamad & Ntseane, 2010). While conducting the 

research, I was conscious of the balance between the cultural knowledge that I 

grew up with and how my views on certain things have shifted dramatically 

since I left home. The power of my status as a PhD researcher facilitated 

connecting with gatekeepers to gain access to some of the participants who 

belong to Myanmar’s national police force and the traffic control police. In 

Myanmar, anyone carrying a camera is regarded as a photojournalist or as 

someone who is trying to reveal the country’s secrets to the foreign media and 

the country’s military is famous for their hatred towards photojournalists. 

Somehow, my status as a researcher came across as less of a threat to the 

authority than as a photographer.  
 

When configuring the power dynamics of the research, although I had the 

“power”, as the photographer, of framing the pictures, the participants also held 

the power by determining when and where the photoshoot was held, what they 

would wear and what information was shared. Shahidul Alam, an activist who 

uses photography to fight for the injustices in his country (Bangladesh) 

described the power imbalances that often occur in photography. According to 

Alam, when using photography to tell a story, the subject in the photograph 

knows the most about the situation but has the least power in deciding how the 

story will be told. He proposed that to counter the power imbalances, the 
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photographer should take the work back to the community and tell the story in a 

way that involves the public in the story. Alam’s approach is similar to the 

Hackney Flashers’ works in a way that both the Hackney Flashers projects were 

mainly shown in community areas that the women from their photographs would 

have had access to. As discussed previously in Chapter 4, I hope to show this 

documentary work in Myanmar especially in community venues in rural 

Myanmar where the women from my photographs and women from similar 

backgrounds would have access to.  
 

Moreover, with regard to the ethics of photography, Susan Meiselas once said 

that ethics of seeing is ethics of caring and acknowledging the gift of being a 

photographer. According to Meiselas, bearing a witness is the least one could 

do as a photographer and that it is not enough. Additionally, Meiselas stated 

that the photographer has to care about the lives within the photograph when 

deciding how the photographs are seen (Meiselas, 2018). Keeping in mind the 

important discussions raised by Meiselas and Alam, it is essential that the way 

these photographs are seen needs to reflect the actual situation of the women 

in the photographs. It is my intention to connect the subjects of the photographs 

with the audience through the photographs to raise questions about outdated 

views towards women in Myanmar society. To achieve this, I aim to bring the 

work back to the community and also involve the participants of the 

photographs when arranging the exhibitions. 
 

Additionally, Ming-Yeh noted in her research that the power dynamics of the 

research are held by the researcher, the participants, and the culture that 

research is embedded in (Ming-Yeh, 2001). In Myanmar culture, age plays a 

huge factor in determining one’s standing within the community, older people 

are viewed as more experienced and knowledgeable; thus, deserving more 

respect. As most of the participants in my documentary project are older than I 

am, my position as a Western educated woman carried little weight with them. 

According to Ming-Yeh Lee (2001), in her own research, her strong feminist 

views also made a complex interaction with her research participants who share 

traditional views (Hsiung, 1996 cited in Merriam, 2001). In my case, I did not 

face a similar issue due to many participants wanting to tell their stories; 
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however, the majority of the women who came forward to participate were more 

comfortable knowing that I was an insider from their own culture, despite the 

fact that the research will be conducted and written outside Myanmar. However, 

their main interests were centred on how I would tell their stories and how these 

stories could be helpful to countermand the assertion in Myanmar culture that 

women are weak and vulnerable. Thus, it is crucial to bring this work back to the 

communities where the women in the photographs came from.  
 

Merriam (2001) noted in her research that every researcher struggles with 

representing the truth of their research findings and allowing the voices of their 

participants to be heard (Merriam, 2001). According to Merton (1978), the 

insider had better understanding and access to “the introspective meanings of 

experience within a status or a group” (Merton, 1978:41). On the other hand, 

Merriam (2001) argued that the outsider could see things more objectively; 

something that an insider might struggle with at times (Merriam, 2001). In my 

case, my status as “indigenous-outsider” provided with me with an 

understanding of the psyche of Myanmar culture due to my upbringing, and my 

years of living abroad and my feminist identity had distanced me from having 

the same cultural values as the participants, ultimately allowing me to see things 

more objectively.  However, as my family is based in Myanmar and I am a 

Myanmar citizen, I too face the same legal implications that many Myanmar 

artists face. I struggle with what work I can and cannot show in Myanmar and 

feel the pressure to practice self-censorship just as many artists in Myanmar do.  
 

Another important factor to discuss in feminist research would be issues of 

representation. Amy Hinterberger wrote in her essay “Feminism and the Politics 

of Representation: Towards a Critical and Ethical Encounter with ‘Others’” that 

feminist researchers are implicated in the process of speaking for and 

representing others. While the practices of representing are considered ethical 

and political because of the knowledge they produce; at the same time they 

could be problematic because of power relations when representing the 

identities of “others” (Hinterberger, 2007). Additionally, Sara Ahmed stated in 

Differences that Matter (1998) that “to argue against the self-evident nature of 

the category of emancipatory values...is to argue that ‘we’ need to make 
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decisions about what values are more emancipatory than others, as well as 

what may constitute ‘emancipation’” (Ahmed, 1998: 55). In this sense, this 

project is presented from the point of view of one woman regarding other 

women who share the same culture and religion. Women in Myanmar are 

represented as protectors of national identity, tradition, and motherhood, while 

on the other hand in Western societies they are either misrepresented as highly 

achieving, like Nobel Prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi, or generalised as 

oppressed, dominated by men, victims. Therefore, I am provided here with an 

opportunity to present who ordinary Myanmar women are not only to myself, but 

to a Western society. 
 

Besides the limits of freedom of expression in a conservative country and its 

strict patriarchal values, what makes this project challenging is that these 

participants are from rural areas across Myanmar as it was my intention to raise 

the voice of marginalised women not particularly focusing on one region, one 

tribe, or one city. Hence, the project was entirely dependent on my ability to 

travel to Myanmar and, in a few situations, having to work under the watchful 

eye of the local authorities. Additionally, I had to obtain local government’s 

approval and permission to get access to indigenous women from certain tribes 

or to photograph women who belong to the National Police Force.  
 

In this body of work, I am inspired by Lola Flash’s approach 108  on 

photographing her subjects in a positive and dignified manner. For instance, I 

asked the women to think of something that makes them feel powerful before 

photographing them. Through my photographs, I hope to portray the women 

who participated in my project as strong women, who deserve respect, not 

sympathy. I aimed to use the advantage of being part of Myanmar culture and 

being a Myanmar woman myself to investigate and explore a sensitive subject, 

the representation of ordinary Myanmar women. Although I am an insider 

because of my identity as a Myanmar woman, at times, I was also an outsider 

and an observer to the participants in this project and I hope that I have treated 

this project with the respect and dignity that it deserves. Most importantly, Do it 

																																																													
108 I have discussed Lola Flash’s work and her approach in detail in Chapter 4.  
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like a Woman is not about sympathy; it is about poetry. It is not about suffering; 

it is about determination. 
 

I have travelled across Myanmar to present narratives and stories of women 

who are often invisible and forgotten in Myanmar society. Below follows a 

selection of photographs from this series (the remaining photographs can be 

found in the Appendix.18). Each woman from these photographs defies the 

traditional belief that women are defenceless and weak. I am determined to 

portray them as strong and capable. 
 

Portrait of Daw Shwe Sin (Katha Division, 2016) 

 
 

 
Figure 6.18 Portrait of Daw Shwe Sin, Teza Soe (2016). Original in Colour 

 

My encounter with Daw Shwe Sin kick-started this project. Daw Shwe Sin was 

carrying two big jugs filled with water when I first noticed her. I had been 

travelling to the Katha district to conduct groundwork for the photography 

workshop and was visiting family who lived in the town. I learnt that the whole 

village relies on water from the village well and Daw Shwe Sin worked as a 

water collector for the village and she makes very little money doing so. I 
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approached Daw Shwe Sin to introduce myself and I got to know her more 

during my stay in Katha. When this picture was taken Daw Shwe Sin only just 

found out about her pregnancy and she was about four months pregnant.   
 

Initially, Daw Shwe Sin wanted to perform for the photo by posing while carrying 

the heavy jugs. Whoever she imagined the photographs would be seen by, it 

was important to her that people know who she is and what she does for a 

living. As her doctor advised her not to carry any heavy objects, I did not feel 

comfortable with her lifting heavy things for the photo-shoot, so we 

compromised to take the photographs while she was holding the empty jugs.  

She said “the doctor has told me not to lift heavy things, but I can’t stop working 

now that we will have an additional mouth to feed”. She said she has no other 

employment option as she didn’t finish secondary school and has no 

qualifications. Her husband was hustling for days’ work with about twenty other 

men from the village at the local jetty. Daw Shwe Sin was already a mother to 3 

other children, 2 girls and 1 boy. She was determined to keep them in school no 

matter how tough the situation is for her and her husband as she believes that 

her being taken out of school as a young girl and not having any vocational 

training are the main reasons she has no other employment opportunities apart 

from manual labour jobs.  
 

I photographed Daw Shwe Sin in the living room of the local MP’s house and 

initially she was hesitant to even go inside the living room as she feels she is 

not good enough to be sitting in the living room of an MP. It was my intention to 

photograph my subjects in a specific way and in a dignified manner rather than 

how society sees them or how they think society sees them (see fig.6.18).  
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Portrait of Ma Cho Cho Khaing (Yangon, 2017) 
 

 

 
Figure 6.19 Portrait of Ma Cho Cho Khaing, Teza Soe (2017). Original in Colour 

 

After my encounter with Daw Shwe Sin, I started to notice a lot more women 

that are doing hard labour jobs especially in rural areas and slum areas of 

Yangon City. Ma Cho Cho Khaing works as a bin collector at Yangon Municipal, 

Hlaing Division (see fig.6.19). Her day begins at 4 in the morning. Every day, 
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along with other colleagues, she was assigned individual routes daily to collect 

household rubbish.  
 

Unlike bin collection in developed countries, she was not assigned to a bin lorry 

or any sort of motor vehicle; instead, she was given a heavy-duty handcart, 

which she pushes manually. Her shifts normally lasted until 8 pm and she would 

push her handcart collecting rubbish along her assigned route. When her cart is 

full, she then pushed the cart to a local tip, which is a 45-minute walk from the 

local district. She would repeat the same process every day apart from Sunday, 

pushing a heavy waste filled cart to and from the tip in the blazing sun even in 

the peak of the summer. Like Daw Shwe Sin, she too married young and never 

finished secondary school.  
 

In this portrait, Ma Cho Cho Khaing can be seen standing sideways and looking 

straight at the camera. During the initial meeting with the participants, I made it 

clear to them that it is entirely up to them to decide what they would wear, how 

they wanted to be photographed and when the photo-shoot would take place. In 

this photograph, Ma Cho Cho Khaing can be seen wearing a uniform from 

Yangon Municipal. During the photo shoot, although she told me about the 

hardship of her work, her direct gaze into the camera tells the story of a woman 

who is self-assured and optimistic. The participant was extremely happy with 

the outcome and joked that she could have been an actress. The participant 

then insisted that she was going to show the pictures to her friends at work and 

before she left she said, “People from the United Kingdom are going to see how 

beautiful I am!”.   
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Portrait of Ma Soe Soe (Mandalay, 2017) 

 
 

 
Figure 6.20 Portrait of Ma Soe Soe, Teza Soe (2017) Original in Colour 

 

I was visiting Mandalay division to conduct groundwork for developing the 

photography workshop for women when I met Ma Soe Soe (see fig.6.20). She 

earns her living by collecting large logs from the nearby woods, splitting them 

into small pieces for firewood, and selling them in the village, a job, which is 

predominantly done by men, even in, developed countries.  
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In all my documentary work, I have been inspired by Lola Flash’s approach to 

photographing people as her photographs captured the strength and dignity of 

her subjects. Taking an inspiration from Flash, I asked Ma Soe Soe before I 

photographed her to think of something that made her feel powerful and strong. 

She wanted me to photograph her in this pose as she said her strength makes 

her feel powerful.  
 

This project along with conducting groundwork for the photography training 

programme has taken me across Myanmar ranging from the most remote state 

of Myanmar to the streets of capital Yangon where I continued to photograph 

women (see fig.6.21 & 6.22). These women have been invisible in our society 

for so long.  And in photographing them my intention is to powerfully announce 

their presence.109 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
																																																													
109 The full series of photographs from Do it like a Woman can be found in Appendix 

18.  
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Portrait of A Moe (Loikaw, 2017) 
 

 

 
Figure 6.21 Portrait of A Moe, Teza Soe (2017). Original in Colour 
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Portrait of Ma Pyin Nyar (Hle Gu, 2018) 
 

 
Figure 6.22 Portrait of Ma Pyin Nyar, Teza Soe (2018) Original in Colour 

 

 

To rebuke the outdated cultural belief that women are weak and defenceless, I 

also photographed women in the Myanmar National Police Force and Traffic 

Control Police forces. The women in these photographs belong to the elite 

squad from Myanmar National Police Force in Kayah State (see fig.6.23, 6.24 & 

6.25). In Myanmar, not all the police are equipped with guns and only specially 

trained officers can carry the weapon. This all women elite squad work as a 
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security detail of the Kayah State’s Prime Minister and regularly escort the high-

ranking officials to public outings.   
 

These women from the elite squad take several exams and are required to pass 

both psychical and psychological challenges in order to be accepted in such 

elite squads, not to forget they had to compete for their jobs against many men 

(Myanmar military and police forces are predominantly male dominant 

professions). Another important thing to note is the security team of the previous 

Myanmar president Thein Sein, current Foreign Minister and State Counsellor 

Aung San Suu Kyi are predominantly made up of elite police women and female 

bodyguards.  
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Portraits of Elite Police Squad members, Myanmar Police Force (Kayah State, 

Loikaw, 2017 - 2018) 
 

 

 
Figure 6.23 Portrait of Nann, Teza Soe (2018) Original in Colour 
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Figure 6.24 Portrait of Saint, Teza Soe (2018). Original in Colour 
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Figure 6.25 Portrait of The Elite Squad, Kayah State with Their Squad Car, Teza Soe 

(2018). Original in Colour        
 

Myanmar traditional beliefs, and the patriarchal society that predominates, were 

designed to treat women as second-class citizens who are unworthy of high-

ranking and leadership positions and yet these women have debunked the 

outdated gender and cultural stereotypes. Additionally, it raises questions such 

as if women were weak and defenceless how could they be trusted to protect 

the lives and security of another person let alone high-ranking government 

officials. Surely, this is just one example of how the traditional beliefs only seem 

to apply when they are employed to control women’s freedom of movement or 

when it is beneficial to patriarchal society. 
 

When I was photographing the women from the elite squad, there was a police 

sergeant who was acting as a gatekeeper, making sure that these policewomen 

are behaving “appropriately” and in line with Myanmar culture. The initial plan 

was to begin the photo-shoot at 9 am local time but when I arrived at the 

location the sergeant informed me that all the elite squad members were sent 
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home because they arrived to work wearing makeup for the photo-shoot. I 

explained to the sergeant that it was me who informed the elite squad members 

during our initial meeting that it was up to them to decide what they wanted to 

wear or how they would be photographed. The sergeant interrupted me abruptly 

and told me that it was not up to the elite squad members; it would be his 

decision alone whether they can participate in my photo-shoot or in what 

manner. Throughout the photo-shoot, the sergeant kept reminding the elite 

squad members not to smile and only to pose in a certain way. Although, I 

offered the women to do a reshoot at a later date without the sergeant, the 

participants informed me that they are not allowed to take part in the photo 

shoot without the senior police officer present. Again, this demonstrates that on 

the surface the all-women elite squad members give out the impression of 

gender equality in Myanmar. However, they are still under the complete control 

of senior police officers most of whom are male as there are very few if not no 

women in senior positions in Myanmar’s police force.  
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Traffic Control Police, Myanmar Police Force (Kayah State, Loikaw, 2017-2018) 

 

 
Figure 6.26 Portrait of Pwint, Teza Soe (2018) Original in Colour 
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Figure 6.27 Portrait of Nilar, Teza Soe (2018) Original in Colour 
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Figure 6.28 Portrait of The Traffic Control Squad, Kayah State, Teza Soe (2018) 
Original in Colour 

 

Unlike the photo shoot with the elite police squad, I was left on my own with the 

female members of the traffic control squad and we were able to photograph 

without being under the watchful eye of a senior male officer. In contrast to the 

elite squad members, the traffic control squad members were able to express 

how they would like to be presented, and where they would pose for the 

pictures. As seen in Figure 6.26, the participant Pwint can be seen holding her 

hat while standing next to the squad car and smiling at the camera. She wanted 

to be photographed next to the squad car and instructed me to make her look 

beautiful in the picture. After seeing Pwint’s photograph, other squad members 

also insisted on be photographing in similar poses and also wanted me to take 

group photographs of them (see fig.6.27 & see fig.6.28). As the participants and 

I are around the same age, we were able to communicate in a relaxed manner 

and able to build friendships quickly.  
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During the photo shoot, I asked the participants whether they face any 

obstacles as female traffic control police in Myanmar due to the nature of 

catcalling and harassing women being regarded as socially acceptable and 

such behaviours have often been portrayed as normal behaviour in Myanmar 

mainstream films. The traffic squad members informed me that they were never 

assigned to the posts on their own, as motorists often don’t listen to their 

instructions or sometimes blatantly ignore them when they try to control the 

traffic. For that reason, a male traffic control officer has to be assigned to every 

post that a female officer is assigned to.  
 

As previously mentioned in the beginning of the research, Myanmar’s 

population is made up of 135 national races and the country is divided into 

seven divisions and seven states named after the largest ethnic groups. There 

have been very few studies conducted regarding women’s roles in Myanmar, 

especially, concerning marginalised groups such as ethnic women and rural 

women. Because of this, it was important for me to photograph and investigate 

the narratives of women from other tribes across Myanmar. I felt that it was 

necessary to include the stories and voices of “forgotten women” as their 

experiences may differ from other Myanmar women from large cities such as 

Yangon & Mandalay as we all lead different lives and share different 

socioeconomic backgrounds (see fig.6.29, 6.30 & 6.31). Another thing to note is 

that my research focuses on general inequalities and discrimination faced by all 

women in Myanmar and the additional and intersecting forms of discrimination 

that ethnic women face are not specifically discussed herein due to the 

country’s varied topology and some parts of Myanmar requiring travel approval 

from the government to gain access to such areas. 
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Daw Kha Yah & Daw Padaung (Dmawso, 2018) 
 

 

 

 
Figure 6.29 Portrait of Daw Kha Yah & Daw Padaung, Teza Soe (2018) Original in 

Colour 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 298	

 
Figure 6.30 Portrait of Daw Kha Yah, Teza Soe (2018) Original in Colour 
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Figure 6.31 Portrait of Daw Padaung, Teza Soe (2018) Original in Colour 

 

I met Daw Kha Yah and Daw Padaung during my visit to a remote village in 

Dmawso Township, Kayah State. Both Daw Kha Yah and Daw Padaung were 

from the Kayah tribe and they held the status of respected elders within their 

community. The stature that the participants held in the community was 

reflected in their portraits in the way that they held themselves or the way in 

which they wanted to be presented.  
 

I noticed that the majority of the population in the village are women and I was 

told that due to the economy, many men had to leave the village to find work in 

nearby cities and some even left for Thailand. The women wanted to show me 
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the lands that they own, and they seemed to be very proud that all the works on 

the lands were done by them. The participants were very friendly and showed 

as much interest in me as I did in them. After hearing the purpose of the project, 

Daw Kha Yah and Daw Padaung even appeared more eager and wanted to 

show me how they harvest their rice manually. My insider status as a Myanmar 

woman has helped when trying to access the indigenous community of women, 

as I was able to explain what I am trying to achieve through my research 

directly to them without the help of the interpreter.  
 

I hope that through my work, I can shine light on not only the stories of 

unrepresented women in Myanmar society but also encourage the viewers to 

rearticulate their views towards the “exotic” identity attached to these indigenous 

women. Due to the country’s nature of hostility towards foreign journalists or 

people with cameras, this documentary project would have had a different 

outcome if I were a foreigner conducting research in Myanmar. I would not have 

had permission to get access to women from the police forces or women from 

certain tribes.  In a way, my participants are an important part of the making of 

this documentary project. Without them this project would not have happened.  
 

As noted previously in the research, Myanmar is a party to the Convention on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and, 

therefore, the country must fulfil its obligations to ensure equality for women in 

all aspects of their lives. Yet, despite these obligations, even to this day, women 

and girls across Myanmar still face serious discrimination in their daily lives and 

gender equality remains a distant hope. Through my practice, I aim to highlight 

the multiple barriers that Myanmar women face and shed light on key areas in 

which reforms are necessary in order to promote women’s rights and gender 

equality in Myanmar society. My practice along with the research can be read 

as a baseline of the situation on key indicators that affect women’s and girls’ 

situation in Myanmar and, therefore, offers a starting point for a dialogue. The 

goal of such dialogue is to tackle the systemic oppression of women in 

Myanmar society and to use photography to reverse some of the outdated 

cultural beliefs.  
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To discover whether photography can contribute to the debate concerning the 

emancipation of women in Myanmar, it is essential for my research to include 

the voices and stories of women in Myanmar society who are rarely given a 

voice to tell their own stories. Currently, there are no universities, which offer 

photography education in Myanmar. Photography education in Myanmar is 

mostly offered through workshops provided by international photographers, 

when those workshops are advertised the selection is made based on portfolio 

review. In these situations, most of the time, women who have no prior 

knowledge of the medium or have not had the privilege to build a photography 

portfolio do not get a chance to receive learning opportunities. Along with my 

self-portrait and documentary series, I have also developed a free photography 

education programme for women in Myanmar (I have previously discussed the 

details of setting up the programme in Chapter 5). Below follows a discussion of 

the photographic work produced by the students after the programme and how 

photography has contributed to the debate concerning the emancipation of 

women in Myanmar. 
 

The impact of the Pilot Photography Training Programme 
 

In this portion of the chapter, I will discuss the impact of the pilot photography 

training programme and address some of my research questions, which is to 

discover how to make photography education more accessible for women in 

Myanmar. My self-portrait series allowed me to present my personal story and 

experience of being a Myanmar woman often reflecting back on my upbringing 

in Myanmar whereas the documentary project enabled me to present stories 

and narratives of “forgotten women” from our society. In this aspect, the 

education programme was created to promote equal learning opportunities for 

women enabling them to tell their own stories using photography. In a way, 

using photography as a voice has been central in uniting all three approaches, 

which ultimately answers one of my research questions: whether photography 

can contribute to the debate concerning female emancipation in Myanmar.  
 

Details about how the programme was set up and arranged were discussed in 

Chapter 5. In this chapter, the focus will be given to the impact of the 



	 302	

programme on the participants, the work that the participants produced during 

the programme and how photography education received has contributed 

towards the participants’ photography journey. To examine the impact of this 

photography training and to determine whether the medium has an impact on 

the emancipation of women in Myanmar, some of the work that participants 

produced after the training will be discussed below. As mentioned in my ethics 

application (see Appendix. 2), it is important to note that names are changed for 

the participants, as they want to pursue a photography career under a new 

name to allow them creative freedom and to protect them from any backlash 

that they may receive for exploring certain topics, which are deemed unsuitable 

according to Myanmar culture.  
 

In these workshops, it was my intention to avoid discussing politics or my views 

on religion, as I would like the participants to create their own narratives and to 

find their own voices. I did not want the participants to be influenced by my 

ideas or views. I was just offering them photography training, which they could 

use as their voice. The photographs that participants produced demonstrate 

how these young women use photography as a tool to express themselves in a 

traditional society where they are rarely given a voice to tell their own narratives. 

Below follows the impact of the programme on three of the participants from the 

programme, I specifically chose to discuss these three women as they have 

elected to receive continued training and support on working towards a career in 

photography. More importantly, their experiences highlight the importance of 

photography education in Myanmar and sheds light on the emancipatory 

potential of the medium. 
 

Ei Phyo (1995) primarily works in the nonprofit community although she 

dreamed of becoming a woman photographer as a young girl growing up. 

Growing up Ei Phyo’s father works as a photographer, spending most of his 

time in his little dark room. Ei Phyo said her father rarely let her watch him 

working or touch his photography equipment although she always wanted to 

become a photographer like him. As a young girl Ei Phyo observed her father 

working with different people and her interest in photography was instilled in her 

since then. She dreamed of owning a camera when she grew up although she 
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was reminded that photography is not a women’s job. In her village, there were 

four photographers, all which of are men. Nonetheless, as a young girl, Ei Phyo 

dreamed of being a woman photographer (see Appendix 14 for the full interview 

with Ei Phyo). 
 

Prior to the workshop, Ei Phyo had never received a chance to learn about 

photography. She was making street photos with her phone, as that was the 

only way she knew how. Due to encouragement from her friends, Ei Phyo 

decided to apply for the workshop. Her main reason behind applying for the 

workshop was that the workshop is specifically designed for women, as Ei Phyo 

understood the struggles first-hand that young girls face in Myanmar to receive 

a photography education. Her photographs tell the story from a perspective of a 

young Myanmar woman and the struggles that young women face when 

existing between the restrictions of tradition and the new ideas of modernity 

(see fig. 6.32).  
 

 
Figure 6.32 Untitled, Ei Phyo (2017). Original in Colour 
 

The emancipatory potential of photography and the impact of the photography 

workshop are evident through Ei Phyo’s self-portrait photographs (see fig 6.33). 

During the workshop, one of the assignments was to use photography to tell a 

story. Instead of using photography to tell others’ stories, Ei Phyo wanted to tell 
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her own story. Regarding her self-portrait, Ei Phyo explained that Myanmar 

society looks down on young women like her who embrace modernity, who like 

to go out for a drink and have fun with friends just like many other young girls 

from across the world do. She said many young girls like herself are expected to 

maintain the image of “good women”, being someone who doesn’t drink, smoke, 

or go out after dark. Ei Phyo continued “because of how the society label 

women who drink or smoke as ‘loose women’, many girls don’t want to be seen 

drinking or smoking in public because we are worried that we would be branded 

as a ‘prostitute’”. In a way, she was forced to maintain an image, which doesn’t 

really represent who she really is. By using photography, Ei Phyo decided to tell 

her own story by photographing a reflection of herself drinking wine from a 

bottle. She intentionally used the silhouette in her photograph to represent the 

internal struggle between her and her shadow self (see fig.6.33).  

 
Figure 6.33 Self-portrait, Ei Phyo (2018). Original in Colour 
 

Upon completing the programme, Ei Phyo had already participated in a group 

exhibition with other emerging artists in Myanmar. She is currently working on a 

photography assignment for a non-profit organisation and she thanked the 

programme for helping to kick-start her career in photography. Like other 

women photographers in Myanmar and across the globe, Ei Phyo had to take 
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up part-time jobs in different professions to fund her photography projects. Ei 

Phyo said “My dream of becoming a woman photographer is still with me. The 

photos that I am creating now is much more systematic compared to my 

previous photos. I take at least one photo a day. And I will keep doing that as 

that’s the only way for us women to tell our stories” (see Appendix 14 for the full 

interview with Ei Phyo).   
 

Out of ten participants who attended the pilot programme, four women came 

from different parts of Myanmar, which demonstrates that the hunger for 

photography education is across Myanmar. Naw, from the Karen tribe, travelled 

over 200 miles to participate in the workshop (see fig. 6.34). Prior to 

participating in the workshop, Naw was already an avid draughtsperson with a 

keen interest in contemporary art. Like Ei Phyo, Naw also wanted to be a 

woman photographer growing up although there were no role models where she 

grew up. Naw’s photography journey began in 2011 using a point and shoot 

camera like many other Myanmar women photographers. Initially, Naw was 

interested in macro and close-up photography until she became the owner of a 

DSLR camera in 2017. She began experimenting with different techniques and 

found her interest in contemporary photography.  
 

Figure 6.34 Self-portrait, Naw (2018) Original in Colour 
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Naw applied for the photography workshop mainly because of its commitment to 

supporting women photographers and due to the fact that the participants are 

not required to have any prior knowledge of the medium or skills.110 Many 

participants stated that the workshop being exclusive for women and not 

requiring them to own a camera were their main reasons for applying to the 

workshop. During the workshop, one of the research exercises was to use 

photography to tell a story, which Naw said was the most challenging for her. 

Although she struggled at the time, she found that it was one of the most 

rewarding experience for her as it opened up her eyes to using photography to 

tell stories which words cannot convey. Naw uses photography now to reflect 

her day-to-day life and uses self-portraiture mostly to tell her own story. 
 

Naw stressed that there is a lot more work needed to be done in Myanmar 

regarding photography education for women, as apart from the workshops that 

this research has established, and Thuma photography collective’s activities, 

there are not any other organisations for women to seek photography 

education. More importantly, Naw believes that photography can be the voice 

and the only creative medium for women to speak their truth without the fear of 

society’s expectations or influences. With the support and help from the 

programme, Naw wants to turn her daily photographs into a photobook, which 

reflects the day-to-day life of an ordinary young woman living in rural Myanmar 

(see fig.6.35).  
 
 

																																																													
110 The interview I conducted with Naw can be found in Appendix 15.  
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Figure 6.35 Untitled, Naw (2018) Original in Colour 

 

 

The workshop selection of students was carefully made to ensure that diverse 

group of participants are given equal opportunity. Due to that reason, the 

participants came from different parts of Myanmar and had different 

socioeconomic backgrounds. For instance, one of our participants, Thet Wai is 

a member of Myanmar National Police Force. She previously worked as a 

lawyer and is now being chosen to receive advanced training for the Police Elite 

Squad, both of which are male dominated professions. Thet Wai admits that 

although she is passionate about photography, she needs a full-time job to fund 

her personal projects like many other young women who participated in our 

workshop. Before embarking on the photography journey, Thet Wai spent the 

majority of her free time researching photography techniques by watching 

YouTube tutorials and reading on the Internet. Our photography training was 

her first formal photography training like many other women photographers who 

attended the workshop (see fig. 6.36).  
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Figure 6.36 Untitled, Thet Wai (2018) Original in Colour 
 

Regarding her decision to apply for the workshop, Thet Wai says  

“Yours is my first formal training for photography and 

I will always appreciate your training. It motivates me 

to be a woman photographer. You and other women 

who I met in training inspired me to go forward. 

Honestly, my family don't encourage me and they 

treat me as a fool but I can keep going by the 

strength that I got from your training”.111 

 

Thet Wai’s words made me realise how important it is to continue developing 

photography workshops for women in Myanmar and the impact that the 

workshop have on women who complete the programme. Similar to Thet Wai, 

many other workshop participants shared the struggle that they too often face 

their families’ disapproval for pursuing photography and their passion is often 

viewed as a fool’s errand. Myanmar’s photography industry is also male 

dominated as many of the other country’s professions, many women 

photographers often face some form of harassment from male counterparts. 

																																																													
111 The interview I conducted with Thet Wai can be found in Appendix 16. 
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Speaking of her experience as a woman photographer, Thet Wai says, “Mostly 

men dominate Myanmar photography society. I think they don't want to take into 

account that women can be photographers too”. Wai now uses photography to 

document her endeavour in becoming qualified as an elite policewoman112 in a 

male dominant profession. In addition to her full-time job, she also works as an 

events photographer during the weekends to make an additional income.  

 

As the research demonstrates that both society and outdated cultural views act 

as barriers for women to pursue their carriers in photography yet women, 

especially women from the younger generation, are eager to push the 

boundaries, refusing to be the “good little girls” that our culture expects women 

to be. Even when women break the glass ceilings as photographers, this 

research finds that in some situations, male photographers do not want to give 

women the credit they deserve, as they feel threatened by women’s success as 

if women are taking over the closely guarded centuries old “male-only” 

profession (Myanmar, 2018). Thus, my practice not only aims to expose the 

traditional gender norms and systemic oppression that Myanmar women face 

but also to highlight the impact that photography has on the emancipation of 

women in Myanmar. Additionally, this practice-based research brings forward 

important issues such as self-censorship and the limitations within freedom of 

expression in Myanmar.  

 

Reflections on Practice  

 

While working on the documentary practice and conducting photography 

workshops, I have been careful to not let my personal feelings influence the 

participants by intentionally staying away from the conversations which criticise 

the military or the religion as it could put them in danger. Instead, I turned to my 

self-portrait series (The Anatomy of Hpon) to release the frustration and anger I 

felt against our patriarchal society. In a way, photography has been my own 

																																																													
112 Due to the nature of the photographs and the sensitivity of her current job, I have not 

included Thet Wai’s current photographs in this thesis as it could jeopardize her position within 

the police force.  
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voice in dealing with this emotionally painful and difficult situation. 

 

On the other hand, Do it like a Woman is my tribute to the incredibly brave and 

hard-working women who participated in my research. Rebuking the popular 

narrative and making a stand against the generalised image of Myanmar 

women that is currently evident in the media and the Internet (see fig.6.37), the 

photographs from this series offer a view onto the neglected side of the society. 

While working on this project, it was my intention to avoid highlighting the 

inequality, which could paint the participants as victims. Instead, I offer the 

viewers to look at these women as heroines of their own stories, not waiting to 

be rescued.   

 

 
Figure 6.37 A screenshot of google results when searching for images of Myanmar 

women, Source: Google (2018). Original in Colour 
 

By developing free photography education workshops for women, I was able to 

achieve the research’s aim in bringing more recognition for and information on 

women photographers in Myanmar. The photography education programmes 

developed by my collaborators and I were able to encourage the participants in 

developing confidence in the idea that they might be able to become 

photographers in future through the development of ideas, skills and knowledge. 

The impact of the programmes was not only measured by the work that the 

participants produced during and after the workshop, the work they will continue 
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to make in the future and the creative paths they may take will always be a 

testament to the power of photography and what education can do. My aim is to 

continue providing the help and support that the participants need in their 

photography journey.  
 

All these factors have contributed to the outcome of the practice. While The 

Anatomy of Hpon series pointed out the oppression that I face as an ordinary 

Myanmar woman, Do it like A Woman celebrated the stories of women who are 

often misrepresented outside Myanmar while they remain forgotten within 

Myanmar; meanwhile, the photography workshop aimed to equip women with 

the knowledge and tools to overcome the traditional barriers. All three practical 

approaches are different yet together they provide a new interpretation and 

sense of possibility about life and female expression in Myanmar. 
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Conclusions 

 

Theoretical Investigation, Contextual Investigation & Creative Practice 

 

 

The main purpose of this study was to discover how photography can contribute 

to the debate concerning the emancipation of women in Myanmar and in what 

ways I can use my practice to address gender discrimination imposed on 

women in Myanmar. This has been achieved through detailed investigation into 

women’s situation in Myanmar, through researching the role the camera has 

played in bringing political freedom to Myanmar, through interviews with 

contemporary Myanmar women photographers and through my practice. By 

identifying the key issues pertinent to emancipation of women in photography, I 

have been able to explore and contextualise the issues that are central to my 

practice. 

 

In order to explore the research questions, I focused my approach on looking at 

the research from a personal perspective. In this way, the research is 

conducted and written from the perspective of an ordinary Myanmar woman 

rather than written off in a privileged manner in which Myanmar women writers 

from the colonial era are often accused. My research was further enriched by 

the stories and experiences of Myanmar women who participated in my project. 

Hence, the research, both written and practice, becomes a collection of stories 

about ordinary Myanmar women that differed from the existing outdated popular 

narratives.  

 

In the chapter Unmasking the Myth of Gender Equality in Myanmar, the project 

laid down the foundation for the inquiry that was to take place and explained the 

use of photography in this thesis to investigate women’s situation in Myanmar. 

Explaining women’s roles in different aspects of society ranging from education, 

religion, and politics to day-to-day life has allowed the research to establish the 

base of the inquiry, which is to stress why the emancipation of women is 

needed in Myanmar. I utilised writings by prominent women scholars such as 

Daw Mya Sein, Daw Mi Mi Khaing, and Daw Khin Myo Chit to discover the 
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popular narrative that women enjoy the same status as men in Myanmar society 

and found that their writings are contradicted by the findings of present-day 

women scholars such as Tharaphi Than and Chie Ikeya. Additionally, I pointed 

out that the status of Aung San Suu Kyi in society does not represent the status 

and experiences of ordinary women in Myanmar society. Between the popular 

narrative and the image of the highly acomplished Aung San Suu Kyi, the actual 

status that women (especially women photographers) occupy in Myanmar 

society has rarely been discussed or written about. With existing cultural norms 

and social restrictions acting as a barrier, I ultimately propose a new way to 

investigate the situation by using photography to draw attention to gender and 

cultural stereotypes as well as the oppressive ideas imposed upon women by 

social structures and expectations in Myanmar. In this way, the research has 

managed to fill the gap and offered a unique perspective and foregrounded 

stories of Myanmar women that have never been told, yet it faces huge 

problems in that part of my practice cannot be shown in Myanmar. 

  

The next chapter, Relationship of Photography, Politics, and Society in 

Myanmar was made to contextualise the research objective and to find out the 

role of the camera in political freedom. In order to determine whether 

photography can bring about social change in Myanmar it is necessary to 

discuss the role of the camera in challenging fixed social positions promoting 

democracy. As a demonstration I looked at the role that photography played 

during Myanmar’s decades of political unrest and under the newly reformed 

democratic government, highlighting Myanmar's infamous broadly worded 

censorship laws. By doing so, the research was able to identify the limitations in 

achieving the research aim, which is whether photography can further female 

emancipation in today’s Myanmar.  Consequently, this research revealed that 

while the emancipatory potential of photography can in fact contribute to the 

debate concerning the emancipation of women in Myanmar, the question lies on 

the medium’s limitations within freedom of expression due to the country’s 

strong sense of religion and ever-present military control within the government, 

both of which are male dominant professions. This was a turning point for this 

PhD project, which needed careful consideration in taking the next step to not 

only attempt to expose the traditional gender roles with sexist and religious 
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undertones but also to work in accordance with many of Myanmar’s broadly 

worded laws.  

 

This theoretical exploration so far helped to clarify and rationalise the 

methodology and objectives of the research. Since the research is based on the 

term “modern women” there was a need to explore the correlation between 

post-colonialism and feminism in Myanmar and the impact of colonisation on 

Myanmar women. With the help of Ang, Lorde, and Mohanty, I question the use 

of Western feminism as a standard or “holy grail” to conclude that although 

Western feminism has made contributions towards gender equality and 

women’s empowerment in the West, it does not necessarily at all times 

represent what is actually happening or has happened in Myanmar. This led me 

to rely on writings by Myanmar women scholars from both the pre- and post-

colonial eras to get a complete picture of the revolution of women’s status 

throughout history when there is no existing literature, I reached out to many 

leading women working towards gender equality to provide an account of what 

is happening in Myanmar in terms of female empowerment. Bringing to the 

foreground what feminism means in Myanmar and also directing the 

conversation toward promoting gender equality, this practice-based researched 

has opened up a dialogue that breaks the stigmas associated with being a 

woman in public life as well as provided a broader understanding of Myanmar 

than is currently evident in Western media. 

 

The theoretical examination, which rationalised the methodology and objectives 

of the research, has led me to an array of extensive contextual reviews that 

include looking at relevant feminist photographic practices. This has shed light 

on one of my research questions in regard to using photography as an 

instrument of political change and enabled me to develop my practice. 

 

In the Feminist Photographic Practices chapter, I explored the work of women 

photographers with similar artistic approaches and cultural backgrounds to mine 

and examined the creative approaches they employed in using photography to 

execute their feminist agenda. Here I contextualise my approach in more detail, 

I analyse similarities and differences to relevant photographic works that are 
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concerned with similar issues to the issues that I have been dealing with. 

Further, the review also clarified the power of using photography as a voice in 

situations where women cannot speak up or challenge authority. Analysing 

similar creative approaches and concerns to the project informed the practice 

and also raised interesting questions in terms of representation—who was 

photographing whom and from what perspective. All photographic works 

reviewed were concerned with women taking control of the narrative, returning 

the gaze, or pointing out the oppression that they face in their respective 

cultures without portraying themselves as victims, all of these approaches are 

considered in my practice. Further, reviewing different approaches to the project 

enabled me to be more consistent with my practice and to avoid the display of 

clichéd and generic visuals, which can be patronising and problematic.  

 

After reviewing the work of feminist photographers outside Myanmar, I explored 

the narratives of women photographers in Myanmar to find ways to make 

photography more accessible to women from different social classes. Here, the 

research discovered how the existing social and cultural norms are influencing 

and have influenced the lives and careers of women photographers in 

Myanmar. This thesis has also managed to highlight how making photography 

education more accessible to women can contribute to the debate concerning 

the emancipation of women in Myanmar. The literature on women in Myanmar 

is narrow and the existing articles focused on women as a whole population in 

general. By conducting extensive interviews with current Myanmar women 

photographers (see Appendix 9,10,11,12 & 13), this study also acts as a 

starting point for the historical record of 20th century Myanmar women 

photographers and serves as a first ever study which brings information and 

recognition regarding photographic practices of Myanmar women 

photographers and artists. The research in this project has thrown up many 

different views, perspectives, and ideas on women photographers. All examined 

work of female photographers outside Myanmar concerned with using 

photography as a tool to raise issues around women’s roles in their respective 

countries has fed into my own practice and broadened my understanding. 

Additionally, the case studies of Myanmar women photographers made me 

realise the urgency in developing photography education programs for women 
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in Myanmar.  

 

All these steps have paved the way for my practice to respond to the research 

findings. The theoretical investigation rationalized the project’s aims while the 

contextual review enriched the creative component of the research and allowed 

my practice to adopt its position in relation to existing feminist photographic 

practices. I have employed three different approaches in my practice to present 

the narratives and stories of unrepresented Myanmar women. Ultimately, all the 

approaches offered answers for my research aims and questions. The project’s 

aim has been the centre of all experimentations: to create a body of work, which 

draws attention to gender and cultural stereotypes as well as the oppressive 

ideas imposed upon women by social structures and expectations.  

 

The resultant photographs are poignant because they not only offer to 

foreground stories of Myanmar women that have never been told before but 

also because they are strongly political, which in turn has caused a problem, 

which is interesting and significant. The women who participated and 

contributed to the research, living inside Myanmar offered a unique testament 

about the impact of the gender inequality and oppression in their daily lives.  

 

I embarked on my practice journey with constructed self-portraits using 

traditional costumes and roleplaying to reflect on my own identity and 

upbringing as a traditional Myanmar woman. By doing so, the researcher 

became the participant of the research and as a result the practice offered an 

even more intimate account, ultimately establishing a unique personal 

standpoint. The idea that photography is capable of making a powerful political 

message about women’s issues is central to my work. The resultant 

photographs from my self-portrait series, The Anatomy of Hpon, raised several 

important and sensitive questions regarding women’s situation in Myanmar. 

They became political in such a way that they cannot be shown in Myanmar.  

 

Since the beginning of the research journey, it has always been my intention to 

offer the viewer a personal representation of Myanmar women that has been 

overlooked by the media, between the images of political unrest and the 



	 317	

uprisings, and then the image of a highly achieving Nobel prize winner. 

Therefore, self-portraiture was the way to make a statement about the issues 

that many ordinary Myanmar women face in their endeavour to live fulfilling and 

independent lives under a very conservative and paternalistic society. Further, 

through my work, I had hoped to start the discussion in Myanmar regarding 

women’s roles in our society by exhibiting some of my self-portraits, which 

address the oppression. While trying to achieve this, security issues concerning 

my safety arose and I had to think of the practice from a different perspective so 

that I can show my work in Myanmar without putting my family and myself in 

danger. Consequently, Do it like a Woman, a documentary project parallel to my 

self-portraits, was an alternative path that the practice had to take to underpin 

the objectives of the research. Both the constructed self-portrait images and the 

resultant photographs from the documentary practice can effectively raise 

awareness and provide comments on the stereotyping of social roles based on 

gender. I hope to bring my documentary work back to the communities where 

the participants who participated in my research come from so that women from 

similar backgrounds would have access to it. More importantly, I aim to involve 

the participants of the project when planning the exhibitions.  

 

When I started the research in 2015, there was no information on women 

photographers from Myanmar and it was not known whether there were any 

women photographers in Myanmar. At the time, I started this research project; 

there were no places or education programmes for women to receive 

photography training. On the other hand, the violent crime rate against women 

who stood up or spoke out against men was on the rise. It quickly became 

apparent that it is essential to develop education programs for women to receive 

photography education and to provide them with the cameras, which they could 

use as their voice to tell their stories. The pilot photography programme was 

able to introduce the emancipatory potential of photography to ten young 

women who had no prior knowledge of the medium through showing them how 

to create a story through a series of photographs, to discussing the value of 

self-portraiture etc. The photographs the participants produced during and after 

the programme demonstrated that they did not want to conform to the traditional 

“good women” image that Myanmar society enforced on women nor to view 
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themselves as victims. In fact, their photographs show that these young women, 

just like many other young Myanmar women, have their foot in two worlds, one 

governed by traditions and expectations, and the other driven by modernisation 

and liberation.  The push and pull between the two is the essence of Myanmar’s 

own feminist struggle.  

 

Many things have changed since I started the research in 2015, in terms of 

women’s empowerment and the space that women photographers occupy in 

Myanmar’s photography industry. Since then Myanmar’s first female 

photography collective, Thuma was formed and there have been positive 

changes in terms of female photography in Myanmar. My own conclusion from 

the research and practice presented here is that while photography can serve 

as a tool for cultivating freedom and kick-start the dialogue concerning the 

excesses of patriarchy in Myanmar society, the limitations will remain in terms 

of the scope of how far the medium can push back or question the source of the 

oppression (religion and the military will always be off limits as long as the 

country’s broadly worded laws are still in place). Throughout the research, I 

have never claimed that my project can bring dramatic changes to women’s 

situation in Myanmar. I am not offering an overnight solution to the problem that 

has been ingrained in our society ever since the kingship days. Instead, I am 

proposing an original and unique way of using photography to open up 

discussion and revisit the issues that are often impossible to discuss openly in 

social settings. Which answers my research question as to how photography 

can be a useful tool to help the emancipation of women in Myanmar. Although 

my project and photography alone cannot bring the much-needed change in 

terms of female oppression in Myanmar, I believe that the change is imminent. I 

hope that what I have done here will be useful to other researchers and will 

serve as a starting point for them in their endeavour to continue unravelling the 

enormous complexity of Myanmar women’s identities and stories.  
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Original Contributions to Knowledge 
 

In Myanmar, gender inequality has never been acknowledged as an issue of 

concern and traditionally established gender roles have rarely been discussed 

or debated throughout history. By analysing ‘How can photography be a useful 

tool to help the emancipation of women in Myanmar’, I am recounting the stories 

and representations of women who have historically had no voice. I am 

configuring a new way to investigate women’s situation in Myanmar by using 

photography as a prism to crack open and expose the societal codes that are 

used to control and determine the lives of women.  

 

This research is arguing against the popular narrative that Myanmar women 

enjoy equal status as men, and it challenges the pre-existing notions of feminine 

identity associated with Myanmar women. Through this study, I am offering a 

new perspective, which discusses the possibility of women in the role of image-

makers engaging in social and political change in Myanmar, breaking the 

stigma of women that remain in public life. Throughout the research, I aimed to 

avoid patronising the Myanmar traditional gender norms or writing the research 

in a colonial manner itself, instead I present open, discursive, and authentic 

histories of women’s role in Myanmar.  

 

Additionally, this PhD offers the first social history of women photographers in 

Myanmar from the colonial period to the twenty-first century. More importantly, it 

sheds a light on unanswered questions such as the reasons behind the lack of 

women photographers in Myanmar and the way that photography can contribute 

to the debate concerning the emancipation of women in Myanmar. This led me 

to develop an educational strategy for women, where free photography training 

was offered to Myanmar women for the first time in Myanmar’s history, with the 

hopes of tackling the obstacles that women photographers in Myanmar face 

and need to overcome in the pursuit of their careers. My hope is that 

empowerment of women through photography can help to change the situation 

and encourage women to look for positions of power. 
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As a Myanmar woman photographer myself, I relied on my own experience to 

investigate the rare account of Myanmar women’s identity, narrative, and 

representations from the perspective of an ordinary Myanmar woman. This 

situation allowed me to produce two distinct bodies of work, which question the 

outdated traditional values and beliefs that still exist in Myanmar society today. 

In turn, my practice serves as a point of entry to see beneath the surface of the 

issues that many ordinary Myanmar women face and also touch on sensitive 

topics, for example, hierarchy, power, and gender that are rarely spoken about 

or discussed in Myanmar society.  

 

This is the first study in Myanmar, which uses photography to respond to the 

excesses of patriarchy, and so opens discussions, asks for new progressive 

perspectives, and in that moment therefore will contribute to new knowledge. 
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Appendix 1 

Brief History of Photography in Myanmar 

 

Some well-known European photographers captured Myanmar’s early colonial 

images; some of them were employed by the state to record its activities to 

cement the power of colonization (Birk, 2018, Sadan, 2014). Myanmar attracted 

a lot of travel writers, photographers and artists and by 1910; there had been 

over 100 publications in English of the new exotic Kingdom of Burma (Singer, 

1993:6).  Although the photography business expanded, the cost of studio 

photography and amateur camera ownership meant that the majority of 

Myanmar people would not have been able to engage with the technology at all 

(Sadan, 2014). However, the expansion of photography business also led to 

foreign photographers to start looking for local assistants to work in their 

studios. As noted in Mandy Sadan’s research that these early colonial 

photographic studios were the start of the history in Myanmar and foreign-

owned studios provided local Myanmar photographers or those who were 

interested in learning the art with access to expensive equipment and the 

opportunity to learn the trade. 

 

As the business expanded, photography gained interest from local elites, which 

included Myanmar women113. Along with the advancement of technology, in 

1912, ‘Thuriya 114(The Sun)’ newspaper published the first news photograph in 

Myanmar (Htwe, 2011). There was an emerging and significant interest in 

nationalism from public during the interwar years as Myanmar press was highly 

active with many newspapers and magazines in circulation (Hobbs, 1947). As 

photographs began to appear in newspapers, it’s political impact on people was 

evident with the increase of interest in nationalism especially during the Sayar 

San 115rebellion in the early 1930s (Sadan,2014).  

 

																																																													
113 Mandy Sadan noted Daw Hkin Myaing as the earliest woman photographer from Myanmar. 
114 Thuriya was first published on July 4, 1911—One of the most outspoken Burmese-language 
newspapers, Thuriya (the Sun), emerges three times a week. In March 1915, it became a daily 
newspaper and continued to be published until October 14, 1954 (Htwe, 2011). 
115 Sayar San (24 Oct 1876 – 29 Nov 1932) was a former monk who led the Sayar San rebellion 
in British Burma.  
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At the height of nationalist uprising in Myanmar, in 1930, Sayar San declared 

himself as the new king of Myanmar and emerged as a symbol for the 

movement (Solomon, 1969). Unlike his predecessor U Ottama116Sayar San was 

considered less modern but his efforts were much more successful. Initially, the 

western educated Myanmar elites were not keen on the movement, which was 

taking place across the countryside; however, they later came to embrace the 

rebellion and its purpose. Thus, Sayar San rebellion can be considered a key 

stage in the transition of Myanmar nationalism from the urban to elite (Solomon, 

1969). The Sayar San rebellion was one of the greatest anti-colonial 

movements in Myanmar in the 20th century, the movement had gone on for 

nearly 2 years by the time Sayar San was captured and executed in 1931.  The 

legacy left behind is that he is still regarded as a national hero to this day and a 

figure for national unity (see.fig.1).  

 
Figure.1. 90 Kyat Burmese currency note from 1987 depicting Saya San, Source: CBM 

Original in Colour 

																																																													
116 U Ottama (28 December 1879 – 9 September 1939) was a monk who led the 
nationalist movement during the British colonial rule. He is considered one of the 
national heroes in Myanmar.  
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By the turn of the 19th century, the nationalist movement began to spread 

across Myanmar. In the beginning, the British refused to acknowledge the 

movement as ‘nationalist’ and often labeled the movement as ‘dacoity’ 117and 

brand the rebels as dacoits (Crosthwaite, 1912:107). In local newspapers, 

images of corporal punishment were not unusual at the time and the 

government used such photographic images as tools to exert their power. On 

one occasion, the enquires had been opened by the House of Commons 

regarding such barbaric photographs taken by a government appointed Provost-

Marshall ((Sadan, 2014).  The photographer, Hooper, was accused of causing 

unnecessary distress to some enemy rebels (‘dacoit’s’) by delaying the 

proceedings so he could obtain better photographs. An excerpt of a detailed 

transcript of the Court of Inquiry proceeding in Mandy Sadan’s research showed 

that the photographer wanted to secure the shot of the prisoners being 

executed at the precise moment and to achieve the desired photograph, after 

the orders have been given to the firing squad, the prisoners were kept waiting 

for some minutes in such position for photographer to get the desired shots. 

Although the photographer was dismissed from his position as Provost-Marshal 

but there were no enquiries regarding why the photographer was attempting to 

photograph the rebels at the point of death (Sadan, 2014). 

 

Years later, the nationalist newspaper Thuriya published the photographs of 

rebel farmers who were decapitated for their involvement in nationalist 

movement (Clipson, 2010). The rebels were not only beheaded but their heads 

were also displayed outside the British headquarters to inflict moral effect on 

nationalist movement (Clipson, 2010) (see fig.2&3). Unlike the government 

propaganda, Thuriya did so to fire anger and resistance towards the British. The 

photographs were circulated among other newspapers and it evoked hatred 

towards the British (Clipson, 2010).  

																																																													
117 Dacoity is an Anglo-Indian term which is a term used for banditry. 



	 345	

 
Figure.2 A group of Dacoits captured near Mandalay. W.W. Hooper 1885; British 

Library 

 
Figure.3. ‘Dacoits’ and the British soldiers (from the Pacification of Burma) by Sir 

Charles Crosthwaite, 1912  

 

 

On July 19, 1947 General Aung San who led the nationalist movement and also 

responsible for the independence from British rule was assassinated along with 

six of his cabinet ministers six months prior to the independence. Many 

conspiracy theories still surround the assassination and former Prime Minister U 

Saw was found responsible for masterminding the assassination. Again, 
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photography and its close cousin cinematography played an important role in 

capturing the aftermath of such monumental moments in Myanmar’s political 

history.  

 

General Aung San’s funeral procession on July 21 1947 was photographed by 

photographer U Mg Mg Gyi, who ran Myo Ma studio in Yangon, although 

photographs remained undiscovered for more than half-a-century (Karlekar, 

2015). These rare images remained unpublished as the photographer had no 

connections with newspapers or agencies at the time (see fig.2.4). Local 

photographers, professional and amateurs alike, were there to mourn and also 

photograph the funeral but most images were never scanned or saw the light of 

day until recently. Later, following the military coup, it was only expedient to 

keep them hidden away. Seven decades later in 2011, five photographs from U 

Mg Mg Gyi’s collection were scanned, enlarged into more than poster-size 

images, and displayed at the Yangon Photo Festival (Karlekar, 2015).  

 

8888 Uprising 

 

After gaining independence from the British in 1948, Myanmar was in political 

turmoil lasting for decades with multiple elections and instabilities which led to 

nationwide protests in 1988. The nationwide protests came to be known as the 

8888 uprising.  During the uprising, due to the government’s brutal crackdown 

on photographers or anyone holding the camera there were only a handful of 

photographers who were there to document the government’s senseless 

brutality. Through the uprising Htein Win took over 600 photographs and he was 

detained for four weeks in December of 1988 for trying to take photos of the 

army118.  He left his negatives with a close friend to look after them as he didn’t 

know how long he would be in detention for or whether he would disappear 

which was a regular occurrence for many political prisoners at the time. When 

he went to collect his negatives after the detention, his friend no longer had 

them. His friend had destroyed the negatives as the army was conducting 

house searches at the time. Htein Win lost half of the negatives during this time 

																																																													
118 Personal communication with Htein Win (6 November 2018) 
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as the army was conducting house searches of people they suspected to be 

involved in protesting and if any incriminating materials and evidence were 

found the punishment would be severe. Htein win knew the risks of him being 

out on the streets with a camera, he said “…taking pictures of the political 

events of the time was as dangerous as it gets and carrying a camera at the 

time was a dangerous thing to do as if you have a target on your back”. 

Nonetheless, he felt the risk was worth it as he felt photographs of the uprising 

would be of historical value for the generations to come.  

 

Htein Win was detained again in 1989 without any reason.  After being released 

for detention a foreign friend of his sensed how important these negatives were 

and that it was only a matter of time before the authorities managed to seize 

and destroy them. The junta targeted photographers to prevent news and 

photographs of their brutal crackdown from leaking out. Htein Win’s foreign 

friends suggested to him that the negatives should be in an archive and with 

their help; Htein Win managed to send the negatives to the International 

Institute of Social History in The Netherlands. The institute kept and preserved 

the negatives for him until 2013 when they were returned to him for 25th 8888 

uprising commemorations. The negatives were never scanned or shown in 

Myanmar until then. They were published for the first time on 4th August 2013 in 

The Myanmar Times newspaper 25 years after the 8888 uprising. Htein Win 

selected 100 photographs out of 600 and they were exhibited for the first time in 

2018 on the occasion of the 30th anniversary of the ‘8888 uprising’. His 

intention was to commemorate the uprising and to learn from the past.  

 

The Aftermath of 8888 uprising  

 

Not surprisingly, the 1988 uprising did not lead to the hoped-for democratic 

reforms, but instead resulted in another military coup in September 1988. 

Scholars have often regarded the uprising as a failed social revolution 

(Yawnghwe, 1995:172). It failed to realize the ultimate goal, which was to 

replace the military government. Although Ne Win and his socialist party 

resigned and reformed, the socialist military regime was replaced by another 

form of military regime.  This time, the government was called the State Law 
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and Order Restoration Council (SLORC). The country’s name changed from 

Burma to Myanmar in 1989 and its capital, from Rangoon to Yangon. On July 

20th, 1989 Aung San Suu Kyi and other opposition leaders were placed under 

house arrest and all were prohibited from participating in political activities 

(Tonkin, 2007). Nonetheless, the military promised that democratic elections 

would be held, and political parties were established. 

 

The National League of Democracy was formed in the aftermath of the 8888 

uprising and it was formed under the leadership of Aung San Suu Kyi. In the 

1990 election, NLD won a resounding victory with a majority of seats in Pyithu 

Hluttaw (house of parliament) whereas the National Unity Party (the successor 

of BSPP) failed to win a single seat in the capital Yangon. The military assumed 

that if they were to place Aung San Suu Kyi and other leading figures from NLD 

under house arrest, NUP would win the election; in fact, the absence of Aung 

San Suu Kyi ensured the success of NLD (Tonkin, 2007). By then Aung San 

Suu Kyi had become the symbol of democratic oppression to the Junta and she 

had won the hearts of Myanmar people (see fig. 4).  

 

 
Figure.4. Aung San Suu Kyi &  her party NLD during the campaign for 1990 election , 

Source: NLD Original in Colour 
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The Junta did not honour the results of the elections or hand over the power; 

instead, they began crackdowns on elected representatives. The international 

community condemned the military over refusing to acknowledge the elections 

results and urged the Junta to restore democracy (Tonkin, 2007). According to 

the Dhakha Tribune, in 1990 election, four Rohingya 119MPs from the National 

Democratic Party for Human Rights were elected; however, their party was 

banned in 1992 and some of them faced jail terms under the 1982 Myanmar 

Citizenship Law. The jail term subsequently prevented them from ever 

participating in politics again.  Majority of Myanmar people believe that SLORC 

never had any intention to give up power or to practice democracy in the 

country (see fig. 5& 6). Instead, SLORC proposed to draw a new constitution, 

which took them over 18 years to complete. Under the SLORC, controlling 

photography and censorship would become the norm.  

 

 
Figure.5. The three heads of SLORC (from left to right) Gen.Than Shwe, Gen. Mg Aye 

& Gen. Khin Nyunt , by Emmanuel Dunand/AFP via Getty Images (1997) Original in 

Colour 

 

																																																													
119 Up until the 1992, Rohingya were active in Myanmar political scene. According to Dr. Dipu 
Moni, there have been 17 Roingyas members of the Myanmar parliament till now, and two of 
them were women and one had been a minister. The 1982 Myanmar citizenship law erected by 
the Socialist government does not recongnise Rohingya as an ethnic group of Myanmar.  
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Figure.6. Aung San Suu Kyi with Gen. Than Shwe & Gen. Khin Nyunt ( who were the 

head of the Junta & SLORC) (1994), Source : The Irrawaddy Original in Colour 

 

 

Saffron revolution (2007) 

 

Leading up to 2007 nationwide protests, there had been growing unease among 

the population just like before the 1988 uprisings. Once, Myanmar was 

considered one of the richest nations in SouthEast Asia because of our natural 

resources such as timber, oil and gemstones (Wong, 1997). By 2007, according 

to the United Nations, the country was ranked among the 20 poorest countries 

in the world (Tran, 2007). The population blamed the economic problems on 

poor leadership by the military and the amount of national income they spent on 

the armed forces. In late 2006, prices of basic commodities such as rice, eggs 

and cooking oil began rising sharply around 30 to 40% (Head, 2007). While the 

majority of the population were struggling, the economic struggles did not seem 

to have the Generals at all (Berger, 2007).  

 

Decades after the coup, the majority of the Generals became immensely rich 

from corruption and living in a parallel world (Head, 2007). Around the same 

time, the wedding video of the general Than Shwe’s daughter, wearing 

diamonds worth millions of dollars was leaked on the Internet, which sparked 

further anger among the population (see.fig.7.). The video sparked fury among 
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the public, as there were rumours that the couple received wedding gifts worth a 

total of $50m, which was nearly three times the health budget for 2005 

(Watts,2006).  

 
Figure.7. Film still from the wedding video of General Than Shwe’s daughter (2006) 

Original in Colour 

  

On August 15, 2006 the military announced the 500% rise in fuel prices without 

any warnings (Head, 2007). The impact was dramatic on ordinary people as 

many could not afford the transportation fees and could not afford to go to 

school and work. Within days of the announcement, activists took to the street 

to protest. This was the first mass protest since the 1988 uprising, in which the 

Junta killed several thousands of protesters and thousands were imprisoned. 

Jeff Kingston wrote in his article, Burma’s Despair that “Despair and fear are 

immobilizing a people who yearn for a better life and have fruitlessly risked 

much for a better government” (Kingston, 2008). Although the 1988 uprising 

didn’t bring much hoped democracy, the brutal crackdown that the military 

imposed on protestors during the 8888 uprising had burned a place in the 

collective memory of the population. It was the desperation that made the public 

say enough is enough and to protest the military although protestors were fully 

aware of the risks, they were taking by protesting. The Junta responded to the 

protests by arresting and protestors and beating them up, and to avoid making 

the same mistake, this time the military used proxy groups and plain clothed 
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police to carry out the action. Protests escalated and began to spread all over 

Myanmar and monks joined the protest in unity with the population.  

 

The military forcibly broke up a protest involving monks in Pakoku district on 

September 5th, 2007, injuring 3 monks (HRDU, 2008). Monks demanded the 

apology, but the military refused to apologize, which sparked reactions from 

monks throughout the country120. On 22 September, thousands of monks took 

to the streets of Yangon and Mandalay to protest. In Mandalay, an estimated 

number of monks exceeded over 10000, which was considered the largest 

protest against the Junta since after the 8888 uprising (see.fig.8.). In Yangon, 

monks marched through barricades in front of Aung San Suu Kyi’s house while 

she was under house arrest at the time. The movement that came to be known 

as the Saffron Revolution, named after the colors of monks’ robe.   

 
Figure.8. Buddhist monks marching in Yangon during the Saffron Revolution, by Khin 

Maung Win/ The Irrawaddy  (2007) Original in Colour 

 

Since after the 1962 coup and BSSP take over, due to the tightly controlled 

media and censorship in Myanmar, it was generally difficult to get information 

about the situation in the country especially during times of citizen unrest, which 

was evident during the 1988 uprising (Chowdhury, 2008). The Saffron 
																																																													
120 Personal communication with U Tin Maung Soe who was the deputy director at Pakoku 
district during the protest (10 October 2018) 
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revolution, however, was different. Photographs and videos of the military’s 

brutality made headlines on international news at the time. The ordinary people 

who risked their lives to secretly upload them on the Internet or smuggle out of 

the country to the border took many of those videos and photographs. It shows 

that technologies had the capacity to influence the transformation of the country 

and that government’s broad laws of censorship have little impact on 

advancement of technology (Steinberg, 2008). The fact that the visual record of 

police brutality during the Saffron Revolution was a stark contrast to what had 

happened in the 1988 uprising.  

 

For most of its independent years, Myanmar was known for their government-

imposed censorship in media and its closed/narrow minded attitude towards 

freedom of expression (Wiles, 2015). Indeed, Myanmar has a long history of 

having a hostile attitude towards the camera and the role it plays in political 

freedom. When photographs of the government’s brutality, which include 

crackdown on monks, demonstrators, civilians and even killing a 

photojournalist, emerged, the world watched Myanmar in horror as the Internet 

gave people outside Myanmar a peek into what was really happening inside the 

country.  

 

A Japanese photojournalist was shot dead by a soldier while he was covering 

the Saffron Revolution (see.fig.9). The photographs of mortally wounded Kenji 

Nagai along with photographs of thousands of monks in saffron robes marching 

against the armed soldiers captivated the world and the photographs made 

headlines. This time, unlike the 1988 uprising, rather than circulating 

photographs through underground network, the photographs went viral in 

Myanmar.  
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Figure.9. Kenji Nagai shot dead by a solider while holding a camera, by Adrees Latif / 

Reuters (2007) Original in Colour 

 

 

Burma VJ (2008) 

 

The tenacity and bravery of photo and video journalists were encapsulated in 

the movie Burma VJ. Burma VJ: Reporting from a Close Country is a 

documentary, which provides a frightening glimpse into a repressive regime. 

Focusing on a series of demonstrations led by monks in 2007, the film is a 

testament to the mostly anonymous Myanmar journalists who risked their lives 

to show the world what was happening. The film was directed by Anders 

Ostergaard for Democratic Voice of Burma (exiled television station based in 

Oslo, Norway) and the footage was recorded by anonymous “VJ” stands for 

video journalists who worked for DVB. Most of the images in Burma VJ are 

shaky and blurred as they were captured with small video cameras and 

cellphones, which are small enough to be concealed in circumstances of danger 

and chaos.  

 

A VJ “Joshua” whose identity remained hidden for his own safety narrated the 

film, Joshua and his colleagues risked their safety, their lives and their freedom 
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to record the Junta’s brutality during the Saffron Revolution.  Some of the 

footage was smuggled out of the country, some were sent via the Internet using 

Internet cafes and some through emails. The film not only exposed the brutality 

of the Myanmar authorities to the world, it also tells us that a country cannot 

hide from globalization. Burma VJ contains footages of monks, police beating 

civilians and monks and even a footage of the murder of photojournalist Kenji 

Nagai. However, there were some debates around the documentary as some of 

the scenes were re-enacted which caused controversy among documentary 

enthusiasts (Anderson, 2009.). In an interview with the New York Times 

magazine, the director insisted, there was no other way to tell the story without 

re-enactments and that re-enactments in no way affect the authenticity of the 

documentary (Anderson, 2009).   

 

Regardless of re-enactment and re-recorded scenes, the content in Burma VJ is 

powerful and it provides irrefutable evidence of how photographs and videos 

can be used in documenting oppression. Cameras serve as witness to the 

crackdown and “Burma VJ” is a rich, thought-provoking film not only because of 

the story it tells, which is by turns inspiring and devastatingly sad, but also 

because of the perspective it offers on the role that camera can play in political 

change.  Unlike the previous 8888 uprising where photographs and news were 

tightly controlled by the Junta and the visibility of the Saffron Revolution was 

profound. Military vilified the protests in the state-controlled newspaper as 

“Western” sponsored conspiracy involving “fake monks” who want to disrupt 

peace and to undermine the government. However, Myanmar has entered a 

new era and globalization won’t allow the Junta to recommit heinous crimes as 

they previously did in 8888 uprising without the world knowing (Steinberg, 

2008). In spite of efforts by the government to control all media outlets and even 

banning foreign journalists from entering the country, in this case, Burma VJ 

proved that new communications technologies couldn’t be controlled.  

 

Burma VJ was made available on HBO documentary channel and HBO is 

widely available in Myanmar through satellite dishes, which were plentiful in 

urban areas in Myanmar (Steinberg, 2008). As the world responded with 

outrage to the brutal repression of the protests, people in Myanmar were also 
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able to see the effects on brutality for the first time, which was a contrast to 

8888 uprising (Steinberg, 2008). The Junta could no longer deny or blame the 

international media as they normally do or claimed the images and videos were 

doctored. Burma VJ and Saffron Revolution did not bring much needed 

government reform at the time, but it put Myanmar back to international 

attention, which put further pressure on the military government at the time. The 

audience could see that the story is not yet over and that it was impossible for 

the military to keep secrets. Burma VJ shows the power of camera and how it 

could be used as a tool in bringing political freedom in Myanmar. Most 

significant results of the Saffron Revolution are likely to be the crack between 

the military and the monk and Buddhist population in Myanmar (90% of the 

country practice Theravada Buddhism). Further, it introduces the role of camera 

in political change and inspires everyone who fights for a fairer world, today and 

in the years to come. The success of Burma VJ has sparked an increase of 

interest in photography aftermath of the revolution. 

 

The government promised that new elections would be held in 2010 and many 

believed that the pressure of both International and local communities might 

have prompted sudden announcements after the Saffron Revolution. In other 

words, the Saffron Revolution contributed to the fall of military leadership 

although the constitution itself serves a safety net for the retired and future 

military authorities (Hofmeister, 2010 pp,67).  

 

In the new constitution, the military retained significant control of the 

government with 25% seats in the parliament reserved for serving military 

officers along with the special condition that Ministries of home, border affairs 

and defense have to be headed by a serving military officer. Also, the military 

retained the right to appoint one of the country’s two vice presidents. There is 

also a special clause in Chapter 3, no 59 (f) of the constitution states that  

“…of the constitution, the president must be someone   who "he 

himself, one of the parents, the spouse, one of the legitimate 

children or their spouses not owe allegiance to a foreign power". 

"[They shall] not be subject of a foreign power or citizen of a foreign 

country ... [or] be persons entitled to enjoy the rights and privileges 
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of a subject of a foreign government or citizen of a foreign country," 

(Union of Myanmar 2008 constitution, Article 59) 

 

This clause eliminates Aung San Suu Kyi from ever becoming a president, as 

both her two sons are British citizens. The 2008 Referendum, which saw the 92 

percent of the population favor of the military’s new constitution, were written 

without NLD participation and many people believe that the results were 

tempered with (IBP, 2014:24). NLD spokesperson Nyan Win criticised the 

referendum, as “This referendum was full of cheating and fraud across the 

country,” (Schuettler, 2008).  

 

On March 8th, 2010, the first of five-election laws, “Union Election Commission 

Law” was announced which sparked further concerns among pro-democracy 

activists and supporters. The Union Election Commission Law states that 

SLORC/SPDC will form a commission to supervise the conducting of the 

election and the political parties. Later, the commission was formed with 17 

members, headed by a former military officer (BBC, 2010). The second law 

prohibits anyone with criminal conviction from belonging to a political party, 

which automatically eliminates 2000 political prisoners including Aung San Suu 

Kyi. Suu Kyi had been detained for two decades on various charges since after 

the 8888 uprising. The constitution already excluded her for having a foreign 

spouse but this law bar her from even belonging to a political party. Most of 

National League of Democracy (NLD) leaders and members were jailed after 

the 8888 uprising; NLD decided to boycott the election (Hofmeister, 2010). The 

laws also bar members of religious groups, members of insurgent groups ‘as 

defined by the state’ and foreigners from joining the political parties. At the 

same time, the law also annuls NLD’s 1990 election wins because the election 

had taken place under a law repeated by the new constitution (BBC, 2010).  

 

Unsurprisingly, the United States and the United Nations oppose the new 

constitution and election laws as it was written without NLD and other ethnic 

minorities groups and other party leaders who remained exiled since the 8888 

uprising (Taylor, 2000:503). The US and the west imposed sanctions on 

Myanmar since the 1990s and the embargo against Myanmar appeared to be 
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largely ineffective (Hofmeister, 2010). It had only made Myanmar isolated from 

the West and did not have any impact on bringing about political change in 

Myanmar.  Some believed that any changes would be better than being under 

the martial law imposed by the military.  

 

Due to the most significant opposition party NLD boycotting the election; the 

international community and dissidents questioned the legitimacy and credibility 

of the election (Stokke, Win& Aung, 2015). Leading up to the election, several 

laws were introduced by the government, which restricts freedom of assembly 

and association, which are fundamental components of democratic elections. 

Notification number 91/2010 introduced by the Union Election Commission in 

August 2010 prohibits candidates from giving speeches or distributing materials 

that criticise the constitution, “tarnish”’’ the image of the Junta or threaten the 

peace and tranquility of the state (CPJ, 2011). Additionally, a comprehensive 

report on Myanmar’s 2010 elections published by Burma Fund UN Office found 

that leading up to the election, the candidates must get permission from UEC 

seven days in advance to hold gatherings at their own party headquarters and 

offices and the speakers had to be approved by the UEC (Burma Fund UN 

Office, 2011).  

 

With questionable advanced votes from civil servants and the armed forces, the 

military backed Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) won 76.5% of 

the seats in general election. The election was the first since 1990, when Aung 

San Suu Kyi’s NLD won by a landslide only for the military to disregard the 

results and retain power. A week after the election, Aung San Suu Kyi was 

released after completing seven yearlong house arrest (Davies, 2010). Even 

after being out of public eyes or political scene for many years due to house 

arrest, Aung San Suu Kyi 121enjoyed the widespread admiration of the people of 

Myanmar upon her release. When the news of her release broke, thousands 

gathered at her party NLD headquarters to hear her first speech. Government 

run media states regarding to Suu Kyi release that she was released due to 

good conduct. Additionally, they state "Aung San Suu Kyi behaved well 
																																																													
121 Details about the status of Aung San Suu Kyi in Myanmar and the status of her outside 
Myanmar are discussed in detail in Chapter 3.  
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according to the regulations during the period she was under a suspended 

sentence, so she was allowed to be released," (Mynott ,2010) 

 

Censorship increased after Aung San Suu Kyi’s release coinciding with the 

release of election results. One of the exiled magazines, The Irrawadddy 

reported that The Press Scrutiny and Registration Division (PSRD) forbade local 

media to publish any reports about nationwide vote rigging in the election.  

Further, PSRD suspended nine private journals for publishing photos and news 

about Aung San Suu Kyi without following the guidelines, which include 

publishing a photo of Aung San Suu Kyi on the front page of the journal 

(Lidauer, 2012). Such hostility towards the media showed that nothing had 

changed after the election and offered little hope for journalists and 

photographers in the country at the time.  

 

In March 2011, the Junta handed over the power to the USDP party led by 

Thein Sein, who was once a high-ranking General in the Junta. Months after 

retaining power, censorship slowly eased to some extent and as of June 2011, 

PSRD started allowing certain categories publications to self-censor instead of 

submitting drafts to PSRD prior to publication. Foreign journalists were also 

issued visas and granted access to conduct interviews with government officials 

and Aung San Suu Kyi (Mon, 2011).   

 

Attempting to project the image of a reformed government, President Thein Sein 

lifted the censorship on state-controlled media in August 2012 and allowed 

privately operated media corporations to publish news without having to submit 

to the censorship committee. The government also promised that Myanmar 

Press Council will be formed and additionally they are drafting the new media 

law, which will replace the outdated 1962 Print and Media Law.  This signifies a 

newfound freedom for Myanmar photographers to publish photographs through 

any media without being under the watchful eye of the Junta. In other words, 

this acted as an opportunity to reveal the untold stories of Myanmar to the 

world. However, the ban on private run ownership of daily newspapers 

remained, also the law forbids the publication of "information relating to secrets 

of the security of the state" (HRW, 2016).  
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While journalists and photographers welcomed the step towards press freedom, 

most remained wary of the Electronic Transaction law, which was still in place. 

The electronic transaction law states “whoever receives or sends or distributes 

any “detrimental” information relating to secrets of the security of the state” can 

face up to 15 years in prison (Ferrie & Tun, 2013). In the past, there have been 

many cases where the term “state secrets” have been applied loosely and many 

journalists were jailed under this law. With such a law in place, the media will 

still be choosing their words carefully, likely adopting the kind of self-censorship 

in place in other parts of Southeast Asia for example, Thailand.  

 

Moving from Myanmar to its neighbour Thailand for a moment, it is against a 

strict and harsh law to write anything negative or publish photographs, which 

are not in favor of the royal family. Although photography’s arrival to Thailand 

was met with superstition such as the technology could suck away one’s soul, 

King Rama IV rebuked the myth and embraced the medium (Wubin, 2011). 

Nowadays, portraits of the royal family are displayed everywhere in Thailand 

such as public offices, schools or highway billboards as photographs of the 

monarchs have become emblems of the monarch themselves (Fong, 2011). 

Disrespecting the photographs of the royal family as view as disrespecting the 

monarchy and considered an offence of ‘lese-majeste’122(Fong, 2011). Thailand 

is known for its strictest and harshest lese-majeste law, which forbids the insult 

of the monarchy and the law carries a jail term between three and fifteen years 

(BBC, 2017). In 2006, Thailand government infamously blocked access to 

YouTube for anyone with Thailand IP addresses over an insulting video of His 

Majesty the King, Bhumibol Adulyadej uploaded on the streaming platform 

(Fuller, 2007) (see fig.10). Again in 2014 MailOnline was blocked in Thailand for 

publishing indecent video and photographs of then Crown Prince Maha 

Vajiralongkorn (Holmes,2017) (see fig. 11.). 

																																																													
122 In 2015, a man in Thailand faced up to 15 years in prison for posting images on Facebook of 
King Bhumibol Adulyadej's favourite dog in a way that mocked the king (Head, 2015). In 
February 2015, two students were jailed for two and a half year for performing a play, which 
featured a fictional one-eyed king, and the court decided it parodied the King Bhumibol 
Adulyadej who lost one eye in a car accident.  
	
	



	 361	

 

 
Figure.10.A portrait of the late King Bhumibol Adulyadej, photographer unknown (2000s) 

Original in Colour 

 

 
Figure.11. A portrait of King Maha Vajiralongkorn in Bangkok, Thailand, by  Jorge Silva / 

REUTERS (2019) Original in Colour 
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Much-anticipated new media laws were enacted in March 2014, which marked 

the official ending of the 1962 Printers and Publishers Redistricting act (Htwe, 

2014).  The first of two laws were drafted by the interim Myanmar Press Council 

and Ministry of Information drafted the second law “Printers and Publishers 

Registration Law”. The parliament accepted both laws, which was then 

approved by the president. Both laws still allow punishments, which replaced 

prison terms with fines and many journalists, rejected the law as they still lack 

the international standard of freedom of expression. The analysis conducted by 

Article 19 found that while 2014 new media law acknowledged the importance 

of media in society and extended protection to media workers, it could also be 

very problematic as some of the terms in the law are vague and broadly 

worded.  

 

The fear and concerns from the media were not baseless as four journalists and 

their editor from Unity journal were imprisoned a month before new media law 

was enacted for publishing an expose on secret military facility working on 

chemical weapons in Myanmar’s central Magway division (The Myanmar Times, 

2014). In July 2014, four months after new media laws were established, all five 

of them were sentenced to 10 years in prison with hard labor under 1923 Official 

Secrets Act, which proved that although government attempt to show media 

reform, many laws which are worded broadly can be used to censor press ( see 

fig.12) . Again, in October 2014, five journalists from Bi Mon Te Nay journal 

were arrested and sentenced to prison under anti-state charges for running a 

front-page story on Aung San Suu Kyi and ethnic group leaders forming an 

interim government to depose President Thein Sein and military backed 

government (CPJ, 2015). Their arrest was the end of Bi Mon Te Nay journal as 

the police confiscated equipment and their publishing license was revoked. 

According to Reporters Without Borders, the Junta killed freelance journalist, 

Aung Kyaw Naing, while he was working on a story involving Karen ethnic 

military. At the end of 2014, Myanmar ranked 145th of 180 countries in the 

Reporters Without Borders world press freedom index.  
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Figure.12. Photograph of Two of the five Unity journalists being taken away after sentencing on 
July 10, 2014,  by Mizzima (2014) Original in Colour 
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APPENDIX 2 

 

Research Ethics Commitee’s Letter of Approval 
 
Teza Soe 

9th October 2017 

 

Dear Teza 

 

Re: Research Ethics Application  

 

Thank you for submitting your updated application for your project: Redefining 
Feminism in Myanmar: How can photography be a useful tool to aid the 
emancipation of women in Myanmar and how have women photographers in 
Myanmar embraced issues regarding Gender? for research ethics approval.	
 
I can now confirm that your application for research ethics approval has been 
considered by the Committee and approved.  
  
The Committee have voiced some areas of concern and recommend that you check 
any travel advice on the Foreign Office website. The Committee have also advised 
that you should have clear contact systems in place for your own safety. Please 
ensure you complete the risk assessment form for each instance of travel. 
  
Overall attention to the Code of Practice has been carried out with due care and 
attention and does not, in itself, raise any substantive concerns.  
 
As your project involves the handling of personal data it is essential that you 
familiarise yourself with the 8 Principles of the Data Protection Act.  
 
Please study the information at the link below, which sets out the key definitions in 
the Act, and explains what they mean, and shows how they often relate to each 
other. 
http://www.ico.gov.uk/for_organisations/data_protection/the_guide/principle_1.aspx 
 
You should discuss with your supervisor the logistics of securely generating, storing 
and processing data both electronically and in hardcopy to ensure there is no 
breach of the Data Protection Act. 
 
If you require any further information please don’t hesitate to contact me.   
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Nino Nizharadze 
Research Manager (Staff Research) 
Direct telephone: 01622 620026 
Email:nnizharadze@ucreative.ac.uk 
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APPENDIX 3 

 

Workshop Informed Consent & Form of Participation Agreement 
 

 

Informed	Consent		
	

Project:												Photography	Workshop	Informed	Consent	

	

Facilitator:				Teza	Soe	

	 	 Email:	teza.soe@gmail.com	

	 	 UK	Phone	#:	+44	(0)	7842732068	

	

Co-facilitator:	[insert	info	of	those	who	will	be	with	you]	

	

	

To	Be	Completed	by	the	Beneficiary			

	

Please	answer	each	of	the	following	questions:		

	

Do	you	feel	you	have	been	given	sufficient	information	about	the		

research	to	enable	you	to	decide	whether	or	not	to	participate	in	the	research?		 		Yes			No	

	

Have	you	had	an	opportunity	to	ask	questions	about	the	research?																											Yes			No	

	

Do	you	understand	that	your	participation	is	voluntary,	and	that	you	are		

free	to	withdraw	at	any	time,	without	giving	a	reason,	and	without	penalty?											Yes			No	

	

Are	you	are	willing	to	take	part	in	the	research?			 	 	 	 			Yes			No	

	

Are	you	aware	that	the	interview/focus	group	will	be	audio/video	recorded?											Yes			No	

	

Will	you	allow	the	research	team	to	use	anonymized	quotes	in	presentations	 			Yes	 	 	No

	 	

and/or	publications?		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
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Will	you	allow	the	anonymized	data	to	be	archived,	to	enable	secondary		

analysis	and	training	future	facilitators?			 	 	 	 	 Yes			No	

	

	

Participant’s	 Name:	 _______________________________ 

	

Participant’s	Signature:	___________________________	Date:	__________		

	

If	 you	 would	 like	 a	 copy	 of	 the	 research	 report,	 please	 provide	 your	 email	 or	 postal	

address:		
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FORM	OF	PARTICIPATION	IN	PHOTOGRAPHY	TRAINING	PROGRAMME	AGREEMENT	

	

	

	

	

This	 Agreement	 is	made	 by	 and	 between	 [full	 name	 of	 the	 Participant]	 (hereinafter	

referred	 to	 as	 the	 “Participant”),	 and	 Lensational	 (hereinafter	 referred	 to	 as	

“Lensational”),	on	the	Effective	Date.		

	

WHEREAS,	Lensational	manages	the	Programme.	

	

WHEREAS,	 the	 Participant	 wants	 to	 actively	 participate	 in	 the	 Programme	 and	 be	

subject	to	its	terms	and	conditions.	

	

NOW,	THEREFORE,	for	good	and	valuable	consideration,	the	receipt	and	sufficiency	of	

which	 are	 hereby	 acknowledged,	 the	 Parties,	 intending	 to	 be	 legally	 bound,	 declare	

that	they	have	agreed	as	follows:	

	

1.	DEFINITIONS.	

1.1	 In	 this	 Agreement	 (as	 defined	 herein),	 unless	 there	 is	 something	 in	 the	 subject	

matter	or	context	inconsistent	therewith,	the	following	terms	shall	have	the	respective	

meanings	ascribed	below:	

a. “Agreement”,	 “this	 Agreement”,	 “hereto”,	 “herein”,	
“hereby”,	 “hereunder”	 and	 similar	 expressions	 refer	 to	 this	
Participation	 in	 Lensational´s	 Photography	 Training	
Programme	Agreement	and	not	to	any	particular	provision	or	
other	 portion	 hereof,	 and	 include	 any	 and	 every	 instrument	
supplemental	or	ancillary	to	or	in	implement	hereof;	

b. “Creations”	means	 [photographs	 created	within	 the	 scope	of	
the	 Programme],	 that	 amounts	 to	 intellectual	 creations	
protected	by	copyright.	

c. “Effective	Date”	means	dd/09/17;	

d. “Lensational”	means	 [a	 non-profit	 social	 enterprise,	with	 the	
mission	 of	 equipping	 women	 in	 the	 developing	 world	 with	
photography	training	so	as	to	achieve	economic	and	personal	
empowerment];	
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e. “Participant”	means	[XYZ	as	an	active	and	current	participant	
of	 Lensational´s	 photography	 training	 programme	 as	 it	 is	
evidenced	in	this	Agreement].	

f. 	“Parties”	means	collectively	Lensational	with	 the	Participant,	
and	“Party”	means	each	of	them	individually	considered;		

g. “Person”	means	any	individual,	firm,	corporation,	partnership,	
joint	venture,	trustee	or	trust,	government	or	agency	thereof,	
unincorporated	 association,	 or	 other	 entity	 and	 pronouns	
have	a	similarly	extended	meaning;	and	

h. “Programme”	 means	 the	 Photography	 Training	 Programme	
managed	 by	 Lensational	 which	 aims	 participants	 to	 achieve	
economic	and	personal	empowerment.		

i. “Selected	Creations”	means	Creations	that	are	selected	to	be	
sold.	 The	 photos	 will	 be	 picked	 by	 Lensational	 with	 the	
Participant's	consent.		

2. In	 this	 Agreement,	 words	 importing	 the	 singular	 include	 the	 plural	 and	 vice	
versa	and	words	importing	gender	include	all	genders.	

2.	TERMS	AND	CONDITIONS	OF	PARTICIPATION.	

	

2.1	The	Participant	agrees	to	participate	in	the	Programme,	and	Lensational	accepts	it,	

as	of	the	Effective	Date,	and	under	the	following	terms	and	conditions.	

	

2.2	Rights	of	the	Participant	

	

2.2.1	To	be	provided	free	8-hour	photography	training	at	Wired	on	39	gallery	

2.2.2	To	have	continuous	access	to	advice	and	mentorship	from	Lensational		

3. To	have	continuous	access	to	second	hand	DSLR	cameras	which	are	hosted	at	
Lensational	[Tracy	Swift,	Myanmar	Programme	Officer].			
1. To	 earn	 70%	 of	 revenue	 once	 the	 Selected	 Creations	 (and	 the	 rest	 of	 the	
Creations	 if	 licensed)	 are	 sold.	 The	 payment	 deposited	 to	 the	 participant’s	 	 bank	
account	within	5	working	days	of	the	sales	date.	
		

2.3	Obligations	of	the	Participant		

	

2.3.1	To	attend	to	the	training	sessions		

2.3.3	To	assign	copyright	over	 the	Selected	Creations	 to	Lensational	by	agreeing	and	

signing	Lensational´s	template	of	copyright	assignment	agreement	

2.3.4	To	 license,	 if	chosen,	the	copyright	over	the	remaining	Creations	to	Lensational	

for	 their	 sale	 by	 agreeing	 and	 signing	 Lensational´s	 template	 of	 copyright	 license	

agreement.	
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2.3.5	 To	 use	 cameras/camera	 phones	 provided	 only	 for	 the	 purposes	 of	 this	

Agreement,	 not	 to	 sell	 them	 or	 otherwise	 dispose	 of	 them,	 and	 to	 keep	 them	

undamaged,	 in	 their	 best	 maintained	 form	 and	 fit	 for	 the	 purposes	 of	 activities	

Lensational	intends	to	carry	out	with	these.	

2.3.6	To	cause	people	portrayed	in	Selected	Creations	(and	in	the	rest	of	the	Creations	

if	licensed)	to	agree	and	sign	Lensational´s	template	of	authorization	of	use	of	image	

	

2.4	Rights	of	Lensational		

	

2.4.1	To	select	among	Creations	submitted	the	Selected	Creations	in	accordance	to	the	

following	procedure	

2.4.3	To	be	assigned	the	copyright	over	the	Selected	Creations			

2.4.4	 To	 be	 licensed,	 if	 chosen	 by	 the	 Participant,	 the	 copyright	 over	 the	 remaining	

Creations	for	their	sale		

2.4.5	 To	 earn	 30%	 of	 revenue	 once	 the	 Selected	 Creations	 (and	 the	 rest	 of	 the	

Creations	if	licensed)	are	sold.		

	

2.5	Obligations	of	Lensational		

2.5.1	 To	 provide	 the	 Participant	 free	 8-hour	 photography	 training	 at	 	 Wired	 on	 39	

gallery		

2.5.2	To	provide	the	Participant	continuous	access	to	advice	and	mentorship	

3. 2.5.3	 To	provide	 continuous	 access	 to	 second	hand	DSLR	 cameras	which	 are	
hosted	at	Lensational	[Tracy	Swift,	Myanmar	Programme	Officer].			
2.5.4	To	provide	the	Participant	cameras	in	their	best	maintained	form	and	fit	for	the	

purposes	of	the	Programme.		

	

3.	TERM.	

The	present	Agreement	shall	come	into	force	on	the	Effective	date	and	shall	remain	in	

full	force	and	effect	up	to	[xx/09/18].	

	

4.	ASSIGNMENT	OF	RIGHTS.	

Neither	Party	may	assign	any	of	 its	 rights	or	delegate	any	of	 its	 rights	or	obligations	

under	the	present	Agreement	except	with	the	prior	written	consent	of	the	other	Party.	

	

5.	MISCELLANEOUS.	
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5.1	Successors	and	Assignees.	This	Agreement	shall	be	binding	upon	and	shall	inure	to	

the	benefit	of	the	Parties	hereto	and	their	respective	successors	and	assignees.	Where	

the	need	arises,	appointment	of	such	successors	and	assignees	shall	be	confirmed	with	

mutual	agreement	of	both	Parties	in	writing.	

	

5.2	Modification	of	the	Agreement.	This	Agreement	may	be	modified	or	amended	only	

by	 written	 agreement	 executed	 and	 delivered	 by	 all	 Parties	 hereto.	 Any	 such	

modification	or	amendment	shall	be	binding	on	all	Parties	hereto.	

	

5.3	Severability.	If	any	provision	set	forth	in	this	Agreement	is	determined	by	a	court	of	

competent	jurisdiction	to	be	unenforceable	by	reason	of	its	being	too	extensive	in	any	

respect,	 such	provision	shall	be	 interpreted	 to	have	 the	broadest	application	as	 shall	

be	 enforceable.	 The	 invalidity	 or	 unenforceability	 of	 any	 particular	 provision	 of	 this	

Agreement	 shall	 not	 affect	 the	 validity	 of	 the	 other	 provisions	 hereof,	 which	 shall	

continue	in	full	force	and	effect.	

	

5.4	 Entire	 Agreement.	 This	 Agreement	 (and	 any	 schedules	 hereto	 which	 are	

incorporated	 by	 reference	 herein	 and	 made	 part	 hereof)	 constitutes	 the	 entire	

agreement	 and	understanding	 among	 the	Parties	 hereto	with	 respect	 to	 the	 subject	

matter	 covered	by	 such	 agreements,	 and	 supersedes	 any	 prior	 or	 contemporaneous	

agreement	or	understanding	related	to	the	subject	matter	hereof	and	thereof.	To	the	

extent	that	the	terms	of	this	Agreement	and	any	schedules	hereto	are	in	conflict,	this	

Agreement	shall	control.	

	

5.5	Headings.	 The	 headings	 contained	 in	 this	 Agreement	 are	 for	 the	 convenience	 of	

reference	 only	 and	 shall	 not	 limit	 or	 otherwise	 affect	 the	meaning	 or	 interpretation	

hereof.	

	

5.6	 Counterparts.	 This	 Agreement	may	 be	 executed	 in	 several	 counterparts,	 each	 of	

which	 shall	 be	 deemed	 and	 original,	 and	 all	 of	 which	 counterparts	 together	 shall	

constitute	one	and	the	same	instrument.	

	

5.7	Applicable	Law.	This	Agreement	shall	be	governed	by,	and	construed	in	accordance	

with,	the	substantive	laws	of	the	United	Kingdom.	
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6.	Welfare	of	the	participants	

	

6.1	 In	 situations,	 when	 Lensational	 and	 it’s	 partners	 suspect	 that	 abuse	 may	 have	
taken	 place,	 Lensational	 may	 contact	 the	 women’s	 helpline	 anonymously	 set	 up	 by	
Ministry	of	Welfare,	Relief	and	Resettlement	to	seek	help	and	guidance.		

	

6.3	 In	 situations,	 when	 the	 party	 believes	 a	 serious	 crime	 has	 been	 committed,	 or	
there	is	a	need	to	protect	or	secure	evidence	or	the	individual	is	in	immediate	danger,	
Lensational	and	it’s	partners	may	contact	police	or	emergency	medical	services.	

	

6.4	 In	 situation	 dealing	 with	 information	 retaining	 references	 to	 domestic	 violence,	
Lensational	 and	 it’s	 partners	 will	 not	 disclose	 the	 name	 of	 the	 participants	 to	 third	
parties	 including	 women’s	 helpline,	 shelters	 and	 organizations	 without	 the	 explicit	
approval	 from	 the	 participants	 and	 must	 treat	 the	 sensitive	 information	 with	 the	
highest	standard	of	security	and	confidentiality.		

6.5	The	parties	agree	that	wherever	possible,	to	act	in	accordance	with	the	wishes	of	
the	participant	at	risk.		

	

IN	WITNESS	WHEREOF,	 the	 Parties	 hereto	 have	 executed	 this	 Agreement,	 as	 of	 the	

Effective	Date.	

	

[Full	print	name	of	the	Participant]		

Signature	

	

	

Lensational 

TEZA SOE 

TEZA SOE    

Myanmar Programme Manager  
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APPENDIX 4 

 

Teza Soe’s Volunteer Agreement With Lensational  
 

	

	

Form	Of	Volunteer	Agreement	

	

	

This	Agreement	is	made	by	and	between	Teza	Soe	(hereinafter	referred	to	as	the	

“Volunteer”),	 and	 Lensational	 (hereinafter	 referred	 to	 as	 “Lensational”),	 on	 the	

Effective	Date.		

	

WHEREAS,	Lensational	manages	the	Programme.	

	

WHEREAS,	the	Volunteer	wishes	to	join	Lensational	as	part	of	the	LSE	Placement	–	

Santander	Scheme.	

	

NOW,	THEREFORE,	for	good	and	valuable	consideration,	the	receipt	and	sufficiency	

of	 which	 are	 hereby	 acknowledged,	 the	 Parties,	 intending	 to	 be	 legally	 bound,	

declare	that	they	have	agreed	as	follows:	

	

1.	DEFINITIONS.	

1.1	In	this	Agreement	(as	defined	herein),	unless	there	is	something	in	the	subject	

matter	 or	 context	 inconsistent	 therewith,	 the	 following	 terms	 shall	 have	 the	

respective	meanings	ascribed	below:	

a. “Agreement”,	 “this	 Agreement”,	 “hereto”,	 “herein”,	
“hereby”,	 “hereunder”	 and	 similar	 expressions	 refer	 to	
this	 Volunteer	 Agreement	 and	 not	 to	 any	 particular	
provision	 or	 other	 portion	 hereof,	 and	 include	 any	 and	
every	 instrument	 supplemental	 or	 ancillary	 to	 or	 in	
implement	hereof;	

b. “Confidential	Information”	means	all	material,	non-public,	
business	related	 information,	written	or	oral,	disclosed	or	
made	 available	 to	 the	 Volunteer	 directly	 or	 indirectly,	
through	 any	 means	 of	 communication	 or	 observation	 by	
Lensational	or	any	of	 its	affiliates	or	representatives	to	or	
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for	 the	 purposes	 of	 self	 benefit	 or	 the	 benefit	 of	 other	
organisations.	

c. “Creations”	 means	 photographs	 created	 by	 the	
Participants	 within	 the	 scope	 of	 the	 Programme,	 that	
amounts	to	intellectual	creations	protected	by	copyright;		

d. “Effective	Date”	means	20/06/2016;	

e. “Intellectual	 Property”	 means	 any	 present	 or	 future	
patent,	copyright,	registered	design,	trade	or	service	mark,	
domain	 name	 or	 other	 industrial	 or	 intellectual	 property	
right;	

f. “Lensational”	 means	 a	 non-profit	 social	 enterprise,	 with	
the	mission	of	equipping	women	 in	 the	developing	world	
with	photography	 training	so	as	 to	achieve	economic	and	
personal	empowerment;	

g. 	“Volunteer”	means	[XYZ];		

h. “Parties”	means	collectively	 Lensational	with	 the	Partner,	
and	“Party”	means	each	of	them	individually	considered;		

i. “Person”	 means	 any	 individual,	 firm,	 corporation,	
partnership,	joint	venture,	trustee	or	trust,	government	or	
agency	 thereof,	 unincorporated	 association,	 or	 other	
entity	and	pronouns	have	a	similarly	extended	meaning;	

j. “Programme”	 means	 the	 Photography	 Training	
Programme	 managed	 by	 Lensational,	 which	 aims	
participants	 to	 achieve	 economic	 and	 personal	
empowerment;	

k. “Selected	 Creations”	means	 Creations	 that	 are	 picked	 by	
Lensational	with	the	Participant's	consent;	and	

l. 	“Territory”	means	the	United	Kingdom.	

2.	VOLUNTARY	SERVICES	

2.1	 Subject	 to	 the	 terms	and	 conditions	 specified	below,	 Lensational	 accepts	 the	
service	of	the	Volunteer,	and	the	latter	to	provide	it	without	expecting	any	form	of	
compensation	in	return.	

2.2.	Part	1:	Lensational	

During	the	course	of	Volunteer’s	tenure,		Lensational	commits	to	the	following:	

2.2.1	.	Induction	and	training	

1. Lensational	shall	provide	necessary	training	through	its	existing	members	for	
the	Volunteer	at	the	commencement	of	the	Volunteering	period.	

	



	 375	

2.2.2.	Supervision,	support	and	flexibility	

1. Lensational	shall	ensure	appropriate	standards	of	services	are	met,	to	
communicate	these	to	the	Volunteer,	and	to	encourage	and	support	the	
Volunteer	to	achieve	and	maintain	these	as	part	of	the	voluntary	work.	

	

1. Lensational	shall	provide	the	Volunteer	access	to	its	existing	members	who	will	
be	able	to	assist	the	Volunteer	with	any	queries,	issues	and/or	concerns	arising	
during	its	voluntary	period.		

	

1. Lensational	shall	strive	to	do	its	best	to	help	the	Volunteer	develop	his/her	
Volunteerinng	role	with	itself	by	ensuring	appropriate	support	and	supervision	
is	available	at	all	time	during	the	course	of	Volunteering.	

	

2.2.3.	Health	and	safety	

i. Lensational	shall	provide	adequate	training	and	feedback	where	required	to	
ensure	that	appropriate	health	and	safety	measures	are	met	for	the	Volunteer.	

	

2.2.4.	Equal	opportunities	

i. Lensational		shall	strive	to	ensure	that	the	Volunteer	is	dealt	with	in	
accordance	with	an	equal	opportunities	policy	throughout	the	course	of	its	
voluntary	service.	

	

2.2.5	Problems			

1. Lensational	endeavours	to	resolve	in	a	fair	and	just	manner	any	problems,	
grievances	or	difficulties	which	may	be	encountered	during	the	Volunteer’s	
service	period;	

	

1. In	the	event	of	an	unresolved	problem,	Lensational	shall		offer	an	opportunity	
to	discuss	the	issues	in	confidence	with	the	appropriate	members	of	the	
organisation.	

	

	

2.3	Part	2:	the	Volunteer	

2.3.1	 During	 the	 term	 of	 this	 Agreement,	 	 the	 Volunteer,	 as	 a	 part	 of	 Business	

Development	 and	 Exhibition,	 shall	 be	 expected	 to	 diligently	 carry	 out	 the	

following	roles	and	responsibilities:		

Business	Development	

• For	the	sustainable	development	of	Lensational,	you	will	be	exploring	new	
B2C	business	opportunities	for	Lensational.	
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o Locate	 and	 explore	 B2C	 sales	 channels	 (stock	 photos,	 fine	 arts	
prints,	freelance	photography	jobs)	for	Lensational	

o Devise	and	execute	a	long	term	B2C	sales	strategy	with	our	women	
photographers	

o Manage	 the	 marketing	 for	 our	 ecommerce	 platform	 or	 host	
regular	exhibitions	to	raise	public	awareness	towards	Lensational	

o Attend	 events	 related	 to	 photography	 and	 arts	 in	 order	 to	 drive	
business	for	Lensational	

	

Exhibition	

o To	 visualize	 and	 share	our	 Theory	of	Change	 to	 a	 larger	 global	 audience,	
you	will	be	documenting	the	growth	of	our	aspiring	female	photographers	as	
well	as	Lensational	itself	through	videos,	audios	and	photos.	

o Handle	 and	 edit	 photos	 taken	 by	 our	 photoeducation	 program	
participants	

o Work	with	web	developer	to	enhance	our	ecommerce	platform	for	
photography	business	

o Curate	photography	exhibitions	 for	Lensational	on	our	website	as	
well	 as	 in	 London	 with	 our	 corporate	 partners	 (galleries,	 online	
photography	platforms)	

2.3.2	 The	 Volunteer,	 hereby	 agrees	 to	 serve	 as	 a	 Volunteer	 at	 Lensational	 and	
commits	to	the	following:	

2.3.2.1	To	help	Lensational	fulfil	its	service	as	a	non-profit	charity	aiming	to	provide	

personal	and	economical	empowerment	to	women.		

	

2.3.2.2	 To	 perform	 	 his	 /	 her	 Volunteer	 role	 and	 the	 obligations	 and	 duties	

specified	in	Section	2.3.1	herein,	to	the	best	of		his	/	her	ability.	

 

2.3.2.3	 Not	 to	 claim	 any	 compensation	 in	 return	 for	 his	 /	 her	 	 services	 as	 a	

Volunteer,	understanding	that	the	scope	of		his	/	her	relationship	with		Lensational	

is	limited	to	a	Volunteer	position.	

	

2.3.3.4	 To	 be	 responsible	 for	 his	 /	 her	 	 own	 insurance	 coverage	 in	 the	 event	 of	

personal	injury	or	illness	as	a	result	of	his/her	voluntary	services	to	Lensational.		

	

2.3.3.5	 To	 	 hereby	 adhere	 to	 Lensational’s	 rules,	 procedures	 and	 standards,	

including	 health	 and	 safety	 procedures	 and	 its	 equal	 opportunities	 policy	 in	

relation	 to	 its	 staff,	 fellow	 Volunteers,	 clients	 and	 other	 members	 of	 the	

organisation.	
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2.3.3.6	 To	maintain	 in	 confidence	 the	 Confidential	 Information	 of	 Lensational,	 in	

the	 understanding	 that	 all	 information	 deemed	 confidential	 will	 be	 provided	 to	

him/	her		for	the	purposes	of	assisting	him/her	to	effectively	fulfil	his/her	scope	of		

responsibilities	during	his/her	Volunteering	tenure.		

	

2.3.3.7	 During	 the	 course	 of	 his/her	 tenure	 all	 information	 deemed	 confidential	

will	 be	 provided	 to	 the	 Volunteer	 for	 the	 purposes	 of	 assisting	 him	 /	 her	 to	

effectively	fulfil	the	scope	of	responsibilities	during	the	Volunteering	tenure.			

	

8. 	treat	all		information	of	Lensational	and	its	activities	in	
relation	with	its	UK	and	overseas	partners	under	strict	confidentiality	.	

	

2.3.3.9	 	To	meet	the	time	commitments	and	standards	undertaken,	other	than	in	

exceptional	 circumstances,	 and	 provide	 reasonable	 notice	 so	 that	 alternative	

arrangement	can	be	made.	

	

2.3.3.10	To	 indemnify	Lensational	against	all	damages,	 liability,	claims,	costs,	and	

expenses	 arising	 from	 any	 damage	 incurred	 to	 the	 products	 and	 any	 third	 party	

claim	 or	 cost	 arising	 by	 way	 of	 his/her	 negligence	 during	 the	 course	 of	 his/her	

voluntary	services	towards	Lensational.		

	

2.3.3.11	To	provide	referees,	as	agreed,	who	may	be	contacted,	and	to	agree	to	a	

police	check	being	carried	out	where	necessary.	

	

2.3.3.12	 If	 in	 the	 course	 of	 carrying	 his/her	 activities	 set	 forth	 under	 this	
Agreement	the	Volunteer	acquire,	create	and	develop	any	Intellectual	Property,	so	
far	 as	 it	 relates	 to	 or	 attaches	 to	 	 Lensational´s	 purpose	or	 Intellectual	 Property,	
such	Intellectual	Property	shall	of	its	coming	into	existence	vest	in	and	become	the	
property	of	Lensational,	 for	which	purpose	the	Volunteer	shall	 immediately	grant	
to	Lensational	an	assignment/license	over	them.	

3.	TERM.	

The	 present	 Agreement	 shall	 come	 into	 force	 on	 the	 Effective	 date	 and	 shall	
remain	in	full	force	and	effect	up	to	15/07/2016.		
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4.	ASSIGNMENT	OF	RIGHTS.	

Neither	Party	may	assign	any	of	its	rights	or	delegate	any	of	its	rights	or	obligations	

under	 the	present	Agreement	except	with	 the	prior	written	consent	of	 the	other	

Party.	

	

	

5.	MISCELLANEOUS.	

	

5.1	Modification	of	the	Agreement.	This	Agreement	may	be	modified	or	amended	

only	by	written	agreement	executed	and	delivered	by	all	Parties	hereto.	Any	such	

modification	or	amendment	shall	be	binding	on	all	Parties	hereto.	

	

5.2	 Entire	 Agreement.	 This	 Agreement	 (and	 any	 schedules	 hereto	 which	 are	
incorporated	 by	 reference	 herein	 and	 made	 part	 hereof)	 constitutes	 the	 entire	
agreement	 and	 understanding	 among	 the	 Parties	 hereto	 with	 respect	 to	 the	
subject	 matter	 covered	 by	 such	 agreements,	 and	 supersedes	 any	 prior	 or	
contemporaneous	 agreement	 or	 understanding	 related	 to	 the	 subject	 matter	
hereof	 and	 thereof.	 To	 the	 extent	 that	 the	 terms	 of	 this	 Agreement	 and	 any	
schedules	hereto	are	in	conflict,	this	Agreement	shall	control.	

	

5.3	Headings.	The	headings	contained	in	this	Agreement	are	for	the	convenience	of	

reference	only	and	shall	not	limit	or	otherwise	affect	the	meaning	or	interpretation	

hereof.	

	

5.4	Counterparts.	This	Agreement	may	be	executed	 in	several	counterparts,	each	

of	which	shall	be	deemed	and	original,	and	all	of	which	counterparts	together	shall	

constitute	one	and	the	same	instrument.	

	

	

5.5	Non	Competition.	The	Volunteer	agrees	to:		

1. Not	deliver	the	Lensational	program	or	any	similar	program	unless	he/she	
is	working	under	an	agreement	with		Lensational.	

2. Not	create	or	help	develop	a	program	that	has	similar	goals	and	structure	
to	that	of	Lensatiional	within	a	two-year	period	of	his/	her	involvement	with	
Lensational	in	the	UK	or	outside	the	UK.		

3. The	Volunteer	understands	that	all	printed	materials	and	/	or	documents	
given	to	him	/	her		are	under	copyright	and	may	not	be	reproduced	or	used	
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unless	for	the	purposes	of	assisting	Lensational		unless	a	written	permission	is	
received	by	Lensational.		

4. The	Volunteer	agrees	to	abide	by	the		logo	usage	guidelines	and	obtain	an	
approval	from	the	Lensational	if	he	/	she	is	uncertain	of	its	use.	

	

5.6	 Applicable	 Law.	 This	 Agreement	 shall	 be	 governed	 by,	 and	 construed	 in	

accordance	with,	the	substantive	laws	of	the	United	Kingdom.	

	

5.7	 Severability.	 If	 any	 provision	 set	 forth	 in	 this	 Agreement	 is	 determined	 by	 a	

court	 of	 competent	 jurisdiction	 to	 be	 unenforceable	 by	 reason	 of	 its	 being	 too	

extensive	in	any	respect,	such	provision	shall	be	interpreted	to	have	the	broadest	

application	 as	 shall	 be	 enforceable.	 The	 invalidity	 or	 unenforceability	 of	 any	

particular	 provision	 of	 this	 Agreement	 shall	 not	 affect	 the	 validity	 of	 the	 other	

provisions	hereof,	which	shall	continue	in	full	force	and	effect.	

	

5.8	 Notices.	 Any	 notice	 or	 other	 communication	 to	 be	 made	 pursuant	 to	 this	

Agreement	 shall	 be	 in	 writing	 and	 may	 be	 made	 by	 personal	 delivery,	 first	

certificated	 class	post	 (properly	 addressed	and	 stamped),	 facsimile	 or	 e-mail	 and	

shall	be	deemed	to	have	been	duly	served,	 if	delivered	personally,	at	 the	time	of	

delivery;	 if	 sent	by	 first	class	post,	4	 (four)	calendar	days	after	posting;	 if	 sent	by	

international	mail,	10	(ten)	calendar	days	after	posting	or	if	sent	by	facsimile;	or,	if	

sent	 by	 e-mail,	 at	 the	 time	 of	 the	 reception	 of	 the	 delivery	 confirmation.	 The	

address	(physical	and	email	address)	to	which	notices	under	this	Agreement	should	

be	addressed,	shall	be	as	designated	in	this	Agreement	and	the	facsimile	numbers	

shall	be	as	follows:	

	

	

To	Lensational:	

Atention:	Shun	Yu	Chiu	

Domicile:	United	Kingdom	

Fax	number:	N/A	

E-mail:	bonnie@lensational.org	

C.C.:	Co-Founder	and	CEO	

	

To	[Volunteer]:	

Atention:	[•]	
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Domicile:	[•]			

Fax	number:	[•]		

E-mail:	[•]		

C.C.:	[•]	

	

Each	 Party	 shall	 have	 the	 right	 to	 change	 the	 contact	 person,	 the	 addresses	 or	

facsimile	 number	 specified	 in	 this	Agreement	 at	 any	 time	by	notice	 in	writing	 to	

the	other	Party	given	in	accordance	with	this	section.	

	

5.8	 Waiver.	 Any	 failure	 of	 either	 Party	 to	 this	 instrument,	 to	 require	 strict	

performance	 of	 any	 agreement,	 term	 or	 condition	 of	 this	 Agreement	 or	 the	

exercise	of	any	right	or	remedy	to	which	results	in	the	violation	of	the	stipulations	

contained	 in	 this	 Agreement	 shall	 not	 constitute	 a	 waiver	 of	 any	 such	 rights	 or	

remedies.	 Any	 agreement,	 term	 or	 condition	 of	 this	 Agreement	 and	 any	 breach	

thereof	 shall	 be	 waived,	 altered	 or	modified	 only	 in	 writing,	 by	 instrument	 duly	

executed	by	all	obliged	to	it.			

	

5.9	Nature	of	the	Agreement.	Nothing	in	this	Agreement	shall	create,	expressly	or	

impliedly,	any	partnership,	joint	venture	or	the	relationship	of	principal	and	agent	

or	employer	and	employee	between	the	Parties.	

	

	

		

	

	

																				Teza Soe	 	 	 	

	 	

Agreed	to:		………………………….	 	 …………………………	

	 	 Volunteer	signature	 		 								On	behalf	of	(Lensational	)	

	

Date:	27/08/2016	
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APPENDIX 5 
 

First Project Collaboration Agreement and Non-Disclosure Agreement 

 

 
FORM OF COLLABORATION AGREEMENT 

 
This Agreement is made by and between First Project (hereinafter referred to as the 
“Partner”), and Lensational (hereinafter referred to as “Lensational”), registered address 
located at 338 City Road, EC1V 2PY London, on the Effective Date. on the Effective Date.  
 
 
WHEREAS, Lensational bears the exclusive rights to manage the Programme in collaboration 
with the Partner. 
 
WHEREAS, the Partner currently a non-profit that supports a range of projects in using 
photography to promote urban’s life empowerment in Myanmar. 
 
 
 WHEREAS, for the successful operation of the Programme in the Territory, Lensational needs 
to count with the collaboration of the Partner. 
 
NOW, THEREFORE, for good and valuable consideration, the receipt and sufficiency of which 
are hereby acknowledged, the Parties, intending to be legally bound, declare that they have 
agreed as follows: 
 

1. DEFINITIONS. 

1.1 In this Agreement (as defined herein), unless there is something in the subject matter or 
context inconsistent therewith, the following terms shall have the respective meanings ascribed 
below: 

a. “Agreement”, “this Agreement”, “hereto”, “herein”, “hereby”, 
“hereunder” and similar expressions refer to this Collaboration 
Agreement and not to any particular provision or other portion hereof, 
and include any and every instrument supplemental or ancillary to or in 
implement hereof; 

b. “Creations” means photographs created by the Participants within the 
scope of the Programme, that amounts to intellectual creations 
protected by copyright; 

c. “Effective Date” means [XX/09/17]; 

d. “Lensational” means a non-profit social enterprise, with the mission of 
equipping women in the developing world with photography training so 
as to achieve economic and personal empowerment; 
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e. “Participants” means the participants of the Programme in the 
Territory; 

f. “Partner” means First Project;  

g. “Parties” means collectively Lensational with the Partner, and “Party” 
means each of them individually considered;  

h. “Person” means any individual, firm, corporation, partnership, joint 
venture, trustee or trust, government or agency thereof, unincorporated 
association, or other entity and pronouns have a similarly extended 
meaning; 

i. “Programme” means the Photography Training Programme managed 
by Lensational, which aims participants to achieve economic and 
personal empowerment; 

j. “Selected Creations” means Creations that are picked by Lensational 
with the Participant's consent;  

k. “Territory” means city of Yangon situated in Myanmar; and 

l. “Volunteers” means the volunteers duly trained by Lensational to 
provide the training under the Programme in the Territory. 

2. In this Agreement, words importing the singular include the plural and vice versa and 
words importing gender include all genders. 

2. COLLABORATION. 
 
2.1 Subject to the terms and conditions specified bellow, the Parties agree to collaborate with 
each other in a non-exclusive basis and, unless otherwise express herein, that no compensation 
is expected in return for such collaboration. 
 
2.2 Partner´s contribution. Lensational expects and the Partner agrees to assume and perform 
the following commitments: 
 
2.2.1 To advertise the workshop and recruit participants for the workshop 
2.2.2 To manage the signing of all required paperwork by Volunteers, Participants and third 
Persons, keep record of it and inform Lensational 
2.2.3 To check attendance of Participants and deal with training hours rescheduling in case of 
justified unattendance 
 
2.2.4 To collect participation agreements signed and keep record of them 
 
2.3 Lensational´s contribution. The Partner expects and Lensational agrees to assume and 
perform the following commitments: 
 
 
2.3.1 To acknowledge the Partner´s collaboration in every promotion of the Programme and to 
promote Partner´s own orgranisation 
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3. TERM.  

The present Agreement shall come into force on the Effective date and shall remain in full force 
and effect up to 30/10/17 
 
4. ASSIGNMENT OF RIGHTS. 

Neither Party may assign any of its rights or delegate any of its rights or obligations under the 
present Agreement except with the prior written consent of the other Party. 
 
5. MISCELLANEOUS. 
 
5.1 Successors and Assignees. This Agreement shall be binding upon and shall inure to the 
benefit of the Parties hereto and their respective successors and assignees. Where the need 
arises, appointment of such successors and assignees shall be confirmed with mutual agreement 
of both Parties in writing. 
 
5.2 Modification of the Agreement. This Agreement may be modified or amended only by 
written agreement executed and delivered by all Parties hereto. Any such modification or 
amendment shall be binding on all Parties hereto. 
 
5.3 Severability. If any provision set forth in this Agreement is determined by a court of 
competent jurisdiction to be unenforceable by reason of its being too extensive in any respect, 
such provision shall be interpreted to have the broadest application as shall be enforceable. The 
invalidity or unenforceability of any particular provision of this Agreement shall not affect the 
validity of the other provisions hereof, which shall continue in full force and effect. 
 
5.4 Entire Agreement. This Agreement (and any schedules hereto which are incorporated by 
reference herein and made part hereof) constitutes the entire agreement and understanding 
among the Parties hereto with respect to the subject matter covered by such agreements, and 
supersedes any prior or contemporaneous agreement or understanding related to the subject 
matter hereof and thereof. To the extent that the terms of this Agreement and any schedules 
hereto are in conflict, this Agreement shall control. 
 
5.5 Headings. The headings contained in this Agreement are for the convenience of reference 
only and shall not limit or otherwise affect the meaning or interpretation hereof. 
 
5.6 Counterparts. This Agreement may be executed in several counterparts, each of which shall 
be deemed and original, and all of which counterparts together shall constitute one and the same 
instrument. 
 
5.7 Applicable Law. This Agreement shall be governed by, and construed in accordance with, 
the substantive laws of the United Kingdom. 
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5.8 Notices. Any notice or other communication to be made pursuant to this Agreement shall be 
in writing and may be made by personal delivery, first certificated class post (properly 
addressed and stamped), facsimile or e-mail and shall be deemed to have been duly served, if 
delivered personally, at the time of delivery; if sent by first class post, 4 (four) calendar days 
after posting; if sent by international mail, 10 (ten) calendar days after posting or if sent by 
facsimile; or, if sent by e-mail, at the time of the reception of the delivery confirmation. The 
address (physical and email address) to which notices under this Agreement should be 
addressed, shall be as designated in this Agreement and the facsimile numbers shall be as 
follows: 
 
To Lensational: 
Atention: [•] Teza Soe 
Domicile: [•]  338 City Road, EC1V 2PY London 
Fax number: [•]  
E-mail: [•] teza@lensational.org  
C.C.: [•] CEO Bonnie Chiu  
 
To [Partner]: First Project 
Atention: [•] Sai Htin Lin Htet 
Domicile: [•]  139, Bayintnaung Road, Hlaing, Myanmar. +959 5152525 

Fax number: [•]  
E-mail: [•] sai.htinlinhtet@gmail.com 
C.C.: [•] Khine Sandi, Co-founder 
 
Each Party shall have the right to change the contact person, the addresses or facsimile number 
specified in this Agreement at any time by notice in writing to the other Party given in 
accordance with this section.  
 
5.9 Waiver. Any failure of either Party to this instrument, to require strict performance of any 
agreement, term or condition of this Agreement or the exercise of any right or remedy to which 
results in the violation of the stipulations contained in this Agreement shall not constitute a 
waiver of any such rights or remedies. Any agreement, term or condition of this Agreement and 
any breach thereof shall be waived, altered or modified only in writing, by instrument duly 
executed by all obliged to it.   
 
5.10 Nature of the Agreement. Nothing in this Agreement shall create, expressly or impliedly, 
any partnership, joint venture or the relationship of principal and agent or employer and 
employee between the Parties. 
 
IN WITNESS WHEREOF, the Parties hereto have executed this Agreement, as of the Effective 
Date. 
 
 
Lensational 
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TEZA SOE 

TEZA SOE    

Myanmar Programme Manager  
 
 
 
First Project 
Sai Htin Lin Htet 
 
Founder  
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FORM	OF	NON-DISCLOSURE	AGREEMENT		

	

This	 Agreement	 is	made	 by	 and	 between	 First	 Project	 (hereinafter	 referred	 to	 as	 First	

Project),	 and	 Lensational	 (hereinafter	 referred	 to	 as	 “Lensational”),	 on	 the	 Effective	

Date.		

	

WHEREAS,	the	Parties	have	entered	into	negotiations	for	the	purpose	to	agree	the	terms	

and	conditions	of	a	Partnership.	

	

WHEREAS,	this	process	of	negotiation	it’s	a	non-exclusive	procedure	and	for	that	reason	

Lensational	 shall	 be	 able	 to	 enter	 into	 agreements	with	 third	 Persons	 other	 than	 First	

Project	in	the	same	or	different	terms	and	conditions	as	set	forth	herein	or	in	the	terms	

and	conditions	as	the	parties	may	agree.		

	

WHEREAS,	during	the	process	of	discussion	and	negotiation,	one	or	both	of	 the	Parties	

may	 disclose	 or	 deliver	 to	 the	 other	 Party	 certain	 confidential	 and/or	 proprietary	

material	and/or	information	in	order	to	enable	the	other	Party	to	evaluate	the	feasibility	

and	 interest	 of	 the	 Parties	 to	 the	 realization	 of	 the	 mentioned	 Partnership	 between	

them.	To	assure	the	confidentiality	of	the	aforementioned	information	and	material,	the	

Parties	agree	to	honor	the	present	Agreement.			

	

NOW,	 THEREFORE,	 for	 good	 and	 valuable	 consideration,	 the	 receipt	 and	 sufficiency	 of	

which	are	hereby	acknowledged,	the	Parties,	intending	to	be	legally	bound,	declare	that	

they	have	agreed	as	follows:	

	

1.	DEFINITIONS.	

	

1.1	In	this	Agreement	(as	defined	herein),	unless	there	is	something	in	the	subject	matter	

or	 context	 inconsistent	 therewith,	 the	 following	 terms	 shall	 have	 the	 respective	

meanings	ascribed	below:	

a. “Agreement”,	 “this	 Agreement”,	 “hereto”,	 “herein”,	 “hereby”,	
“hereunder”	and	similar	expressions	refer	to	this	non-disclosure	
agreement	and	not	 to	any	particular	provision	or	other	portion	
hereof,	 and	 include	 any	 and	 every	 instrument	 supplemental	 or	
ancillary	to	or	in	implement	hereof;	

b. “Confidential	Information”	means	any	document	or	information	
whether	 written,	 verbal,	 magnetic,	 electronic	 or	 contained	 in	
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any	other	tangible	or	intangible	form	that	has	been	disclosed	or	
revealed	 by	 one	 of	 the	 Parties	 (hereinafter	 referred	 to	 as	 the	
“Disclosing	 Party”)	 to	 the	 other	 (hereinafter	 referred	 to	 as	 the	
“Recipient	 Party”),	 in	 connection	 or	 not	 with	 the	 Partnership,	
including,	but	not	 limited	 to	decisions,	 strategies,	 technical	and	
commercial	 information,	 information	 on	 clients,	 associates,	
stakeholders,	products	and	services,	business	with	third	Persons,	
copyright,	brands,	lists	of	prices,	commissions	of	any	kind,	trade	
secrets,	 computational	 programs,	 technical	 knowledge	 and	
know-how,	 processes,	 designs,	 business	 models,	 developing	
products	 and	 any	 other	 information	 related	 to	 or	 generated	 in	
the	 term	 of	 this	 Agreement	 considered	 relevant	 for	 the	
operation	of	Lensational.		

c. “Effective	Date”	means	XX/09/17;	

d. “Lensational”	 means	 a	 non-profit	 social	 enterprise,	 with	 the	
mission	 of	 equipping	 women	 in	 the	 developing	 world	 with	
photography	 training	 so	 as	 to	 achieve	 economic	 and	 personal	
empowerment;	

e. “Parties”	means	 collectively	 Lensational	 with	 First	 Project,	 and	
“Party”	means	each	of	them	individually	considered;	

f. 	“Partnership”	 means	 the	 relationship	 of	 collaboration	 and	
cooperation	 in	 relation	 to	 provide	 photography	 training	whose	
terms	and	conditions	the	Parties	are	negotiating;			

g. 	“Person”	means	 any	 individual,	 firm,	 corporation,	 partnership,	
joint	 venture,	 trustee	 or	 trust,	 government	 or	 agency	 thereof,	
unincorporated	association,	or	other	entity	and	pronouns	have	a	
similarly	extended	meaning;	and	

h. First	Project	means	[specific	information	of	First	Project].	

2. In	this	Agreement,	words	importing	the	singular	include	the	plural	and	vice	versa	
and	words	importing	gender	include	all	genders.	

2.	ACKNOWLEDGMENT	OF	THE	PARTIES.	

	

2.1	The	Parties	agree	to	maintain	Confidential	Information	as	confidential	and	secret	and	

that	 they	 shall	 only	 use	 any	 Confidential	 Information	 to	 the	 extent	 necessary	 for	 their	

evaluation	process	in	respect	of	the	Partnership.		

	

2.2	 The	 Parties	 agree	 that	 since	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 negotiation	 of	 the	 eventual	

Partnership	between	 the	Parties	 to	 this	date,	 they	have	not	disclosed	any	Confidential	

Information	to	any	third	person	or	reproduced	or	copied	the	information	in	any	way	and	

for	 any	 purpose,	 and	 they	 have	 not	 executed	 any	 act	 or	 omission	 which	 may	 be	

considered	a	violation	or	breach	of	the	conditions	and	terms	of	this	Agreement.		
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2.3	The	Parties	shall	by	all	means	at	their	disposal	and	will	perform	all	necessary	actions	

to	prevent	any	form	of	disclosure	and	/	or	use	of	the	Confidential	Information	generated	

as	a	result	of	the	evaluation		

	

2.4	 The	 Parties	 also	 agree	 that	 they	 will	 not	 use	 Confidential	 Information	 for	 any	

pecuniary	advantage	other	than	this	Agreement,	or	use	it	in	any	way	to	the	detriment	of	

the	other	Party.	

	

3.	NON	DISCLOSURE	OF	THE	CONFIDENTIAL	INFORMATION	AND	SANCTIONS.	

	

3.1	 All	 Confidential	 Information	 delivered	 by	 the	 Disclosing	 Party	 must	 be	 used	

exclusively	 for	 purposes	 related	 to	 the	 Partnership	 and	 in	 the	 framework	 of	 this	

Agreement	and	may	not	be	reproduced,	copied	or	summarized	by	the	Recipient	Party	in	

any	way,	 by	 any	means	 or	 device,	without	 the	 prior	written	 consent	 of	 the	 Disclosing	

Party.	

	

3.2	 The	 Recipient	 Party	 can	 only	 disclose	 Confidential	 Information	 to	 those	 directors,	

employees,	officers	and	consultants	that	require	strict	and	necessarily	to	know	it	for	the	

purposes	 referred	 to	 in	 this	 Agreement	 and	 the	 Partnership,	 after	 leaving	 a	 written	

record	that	the	information	it	reveals	is	strictly	confidential	and	restricted.	The	Recipient	

Party	 undertakes	 that	 persons	 authorized	 by	 it	 to	 have	 access	 to	 the	 Confidential	

Information	shall	treat	the	information	as	such	pursuant	to	the	terms	of	this	Agreement.		

	

3.3	 In	 compliance	 with	 the	 obligations	 assumed	 by	 the	 Recipient	 Party	 under	 this	

Agreement,	 it	 must	 treat	 the	 Confidential	 Information	 with	 the	 highest	 standard	 of	

security	 and	 maintain	 a	 backup	 of	 such	 information	 where	 necessary	 in	 addition	 to	

taking	other	appropriate	measure	available	to	ensure	the	protection	of	the	Confidential	

Information.	

	

3.4	 If	 the	 Recipient	 Party	 fails	 to	 fulfill	 one	 or	 more	 of	 its	 obligations	 under	 this	

Agreement,	it	shall	indemnify	the	Disclosing	Party	for	any	direct,	foreseen	or	unforeseen,	

damages	resulting	from	that	breach.		

	

4.	Welfare	of	the	participants	
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4.1	 The	 Parties	 agree	 that	when	 they	 suspect	 that	 the	 participant	 is	 at	 risk	 of	 being	 a	

domestic	victim	they	will	 follow	the	procedure	 to	notify	 the	Programme	Manager	Teza	

Soe	as	soon	as	possible.	

	

4.2	 In	 situations,	when	 parties	 suspect	 that	 abuse	may	 have	 taken	 place,	 both	 Parties	

agree	 to	 contact	 the	 women’s	 helpline	 set	 up	 by	 Ministry	 of	 Welfare,	 Relief	 and	

Resettlement	to	seek	help	and	guidance.		

	

4.3	In	situations,	when	the	party	believes	a	serious	crime	has	been	committed,	or	there	

is	 a	 need	 to	 protect	 or	 secure	 evidence	 or	 the	 individual	 is	 in	 immediate	 danger,	 the	

party	agrees	to	contact	police	or	emergency	medical	services.	

	

4.4	 In	situation	dealing	with	 information	retaining	references	 to	domestic	violence,	 the	

parties	must	not	disclose	the	name	of	the	participants	to	third	parties	including	women’s	

helpline,	 shelters	 and	organizations	without	 the	explicit	 approval	 from	 the	participants	

and	 must	 treat	 the	 sensitive	 information	 with	 the	 highest	 standard	 of	 security	 and	

confidentiality.		

	

4.5	The	parties	agree	that	wherever	possible,	to	act	in	accordance	with	the	wishes	of	the	

participant	at	risk.		

	

5.	RETURN	AND	DESTRUCTION	OF	CONFIDENTIAL	INFORMATION.	

	

5.1	 Once	 completed,	 terminated	 or	 abandoned	 for	 any	 other	 reason	 or	 motive	 the	

negotiation	 of	 the	 Partnership,	 the	 Recipient	 Party	 shall	 immediately	 return	 to	 the	

Disclosing	Party	all	Confidential	Information	received,	copies	thereof	and	all	summaries,	

analysis	and	/	or	documents	of	any	nature	containing,	reflect,	cite,	refer	or	are	funded	in	

whole	or	in	part,	in	the	Confidential	Information.	Information	that	cannot	be	returned	as	

indicated	by	the	nature	of	it	or	the	media	on	which	it	is	contained,	must	be	immediately	

destroyed	 by	 the	 Recipient	 Party	 and	 it	 shall	 send	 to	 the	 Disclosing	 Party	 a	 detailed	

report	of	the	destroyed	Confidential	Information.	

 

5.2	The	Recipient	Party	agrees	to	certify	at	 the	request	of	 the	Disclosing	Party	within	a	

maximum	 period	 of	 24	 (twenty	 four)	 hours	 starting	 from	 the	 request,	 that	 all	

Confidential	Information	in	its	possession	has	been	returned	or	destroyed	in	accordance	
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with	this	clause,	and	therefore,	that	has	no	copies	or	reproductions	of	all	or	part	of	the	

documentation	or	history	associated	with	it.		

	

5.3	The	ownership	of	all	Confidential	Information,	regardless	of	the	medium	in	which	it	is	

contained,	delivered	by	the	Disclosing	Party	to	the	Recipient	Party	in	connection	with	the	

Partnership,	belongs	to	the	Disclosing	Party.	

	

6.	EXCEPTIONS.	

	

6.1	Confidential	Information	does	not	include	those	information	that:		

	

6.1.1	 Is	 for	 public	 access	 or	 prior	 public	 knowledge	 at	 the	 time	 it	 was	 disclose	 to	 the	

Recipient	Party;		

	

6.1.2	Becomes	publicly	accessible	without	the	breach	of	any	restriction	imposed	by	act,	

fact	or	omission	of	the	Recipient	Party;		

	

6.1.3	 Is	 required	 to	be	disclosed	by	 law	or	 by	 another	 applicable	 regulation,	 including,	

decrees,	decrees	with	force	of	law,	treaties,	conventions	or	any	ruling	or	determination	

or	otherwise	legally	binding	guideline	issued	by	the	government	or	by	any	governmental	

agency	or	by	 legal	process.	The	Recipient	Party	 shall	provide	 immediate	written	notice	

thereof	 to	 the	 Disclosing	 Party,	 stating	 the	 agency	 having	 issued	 the	 request	 for	 the	

information	as	well	as	its	legal	justification.	In	this	case,	the	Recipient	Party	shall	strictly	

limit	the	information	disclosed	due	to	the	legal	obligations	set	forth.		

	

6.1.4	 Is	 required	 by	 the	 auditors,	 lawyers	 and	 other	 advisers	 of	 the	 Recipient	 Party	 in	

connection	with	the	execution	of	this	Agreement	and	/	or	Partnership;		

	

6.1.5	Whose	communication	as	non-confidential	has	been	authorized	in	advance	and	in	

writing	by	the	Disclosing	Party;		

	

6.1.6	Has	 been	developed	by	 the	Recipient	 Party	 independently	without	 incurring	 in	 a	

violation	of	this	Agreement,	or	

 

6.1.7	Has	been	legitimately	obtained	by	the	Recipient	Party	from	a	third	party	which	was	

not	subject	to	any	obligation	of	confidentiality.	
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6.2	 In	 the	 event	 of	 being	 relevant	 and	 necessary	 the	 disclosure	 of	 Confidential	

Information	subject	to	the	provisions	of	this	clause	the	Recipient	Party	shall	entered	into	

a	 confidentiality	 agreement	on	 the	 same	 terms	and	 conditions	of	 this	Agreement	with	

the	recipient.	

	

7.	ASSIGNMENT	OF	RIGHTS.	

	

Neither	 Party	 may	 assign	 any	 of	 its	 rights	 or	 delegate	 any	 of	 its	 rights	 or	 obligations	

under	the	present	Agreement	except	with	the	prior	written	consent	of	the	other	Party.	

	

8.	TERM.	

	

The	present	Agreement	shall	come	 into	 force	on	the	Effective	date	and	shall	 remain	 in	

full	force	and	effect	for	the	whole	negotiation	of	the	Partnership.	

	

9.	MISCELLANEOUS.	

	

9.1	Modification	of	 the	Agreement.	This	Agreement	may	by	modified	or	amended	only	

by	 written	 agreement	 executed	 and	 delivered	 by	 all	 Parties	 hereto.	 Any	 such	

modification	or	amendment	shall	be	binding	on	all	Parties	hereto.	

	

9.2	Severability.	If	any	provision	set	forth	in	this	Agreement	is	determined	by	a	court	of	

competent	 jurisdiction	 to	be	unenforceable	by	 reason	of	 its	being	 too	extensive	 in	any	

respect,	such	provision	shall	be	interpreted	to	have	the	broadest	application	as	shall	be	

enforceable.	 The	 invalidity	 or	 unenforceability	 of	 any	 particular	 provision	 of	 this	

Agreement	 shall	 not	 affect	 the	 validity	 of	 the	 other	 provisions	 hereof,	 which	 shall	

continue	in	full	force	and	effect.	

	

9.3	Entire	Agreement.	This	Agreement	(and	any	schedules	hereto	which	are	incorporated	

by	 reference	 herein	 and	 made	 part	 hereof)	 constitutes	 the	 entire	 agreement	 and	

understanding	among	the	Parties	hereto	with	respect	to	the	subject	matter	covered	by	

such	 agreements,	 and	 supersedes	 any	 prior	 or	 contemporaneous	 agreement	 or	

understanding	related	to	the	subject	matter	hereof	and	thereof.	To	the	extent	that	the	

terms	of	 this	Agreement	and	any	schedules	hereto	are	 in	conflict,	 this	Agreement	shall	

control.	
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9.4	 Headings.	 The	 headings	 contained	 in	 this	 Agreement	 are	 for	 the	 convenience	 of	

reference	 only	 and	 shall	 not	 limit	 or	 otherwise	 affect	 the	 meaning	 or	 interpretation	

hereof.	

	

9.5	 Counterparts.	 This	 Agreement	 may	 be	 executed	 in	 several	 counterparts,	 each	 of	

which	 shall	 be	 deemed	 and	 original,	 and	 all	 of	 which	 counterparts	 together	 shall	

constitute	one	and	the	same	instrument.	

	

9.6	Applicable	Law.	This	Agreement	shall	be	governed	by,	and	construed	 in	accordance	

with,	the	substantive	laws	of	the	United	Kingdom.	

	

9.7	Notices.	Any	notice	or	other	communication	to	be	made	pursuant	to	this	Agreement	

shall	 be	 in	 writing	 and	may	 be	made	 by	 personal	 delivery,	 first	 certificated	 class	 post	

(properly	addressed	and	stamped),	facsimile	or	e-mail	and	shall	be	deemed	to	have	been	

duly	served,	 if	delivered	personally,	at	 the	time	of	delivery;	 if	 sent	by	 first	class	post,	4	

(four)	 calendar	 days	 after	 posting;	 if	 sent	 by	 international	mail,	 10	 (ten)	 calendar	 days	

after	posting	or	if	sent	by	facsimile;	or,	if	sent	by	e-mail,	at	the	time	of	the	reception	of	

the	 delivery	 confirmation.	 The	 address	 (physical	 and	 email	 address)	 to	 which	 notices	

under	this	Agreement	should	be	addressed,	shall	be	as	designated	in	this	Agreement	and	

the	facsimile	numbers	shall	be	as	follows:	

	

	

To Lensational: 
Atention: [•] Teza Soe 
Domicile: [•]  338 City Road, EC1V 2PY London 
Fax number: [•]  
E-mail: [•] teza@lensational.org  
C.C.: [•] CEO Bonnie Chiu  
 
To [Partner]: First Project 
Atention: [•] Sai Htin Lin Htet 
Domicile: [•]  139, Bayintnaung Road, Hlaing, Myanmar. +959 5152525 
Fax number: [•]  
E-mail: [•] sai.htinlinhtet@gmail.com 
C.C.: [•] Khine Sandi, Co-founder 
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Each	Party	shall	have	the	right	to	change	the	contact	person,	the	addresses	or	facsimile	

number	specified	 in	 this	Agreement	at	any	time	by	notice	 in	writing	 to	 the	other	Party	

given	in	accordance	with	this	section.		

8.8	Waiver.	Any	failure	of	either	Party	to	this	instrument,	to	require	strict	performance	of	

any	 agreement,	 term	 or	 condition	 of	 this	 Agreement	 or	 the	 exercise	 of	 any	 right	 or	

remedy	to	which	results	in	the	violation	of	the	stipulations	contained	in	this	Agreement	

shall	 not	 constitute	 a	waiver	 of	 any	 such	 rights	 or	 remedies.	 Any	 agreement,	 term	 or	

condition	of	this	Agreement	and	any	breach	thereof	shall	be	waived,	altered	or	modified	

only	in	writing,	by	instrument	duly	executed	by	all	obliged	to	it.			

	

8.9	 Nature	 of	 the	 Agreement.	 Nothing	 in	 this	 Agreement	 shall	 create,	 expressly	 or	

impliedly,	 any	 partnership,	 joint	 venture	 or	 the	 relationship	 of	 principal	 and	 agent	 or	

employer	and	employee	between	the	Parties.	

	

IN	 WITNESS	 WHEREOF,	 the	 Parties	 hereto	 have	 executed	 this	 Agreement,	 as	 of	 the	

Effective	Date.	

	

 
 
 
 
Lensational 
TEZA SOE 

TEZA SOE    

Myanmar Programme Manager  
 
 
 
 
First Project 
Sai Htin Lin Htet 
 
 
 
Founder  
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APPENDIX 6 
 

Wired on 39 Collaboration Agreement and Non-Disclosure Agreement 
 

 
FORM OF COLLABORATION AGREEMENT 

 
This Agreement is made by and between Wired on 39 (hereinafter referred to as the 
“Partner”),with registered address located at 200, 39 Street. Kyauktada Township., Yangon and 
Lensational (hereinafter referred to as “Lensational”), registered address located at 338 City 
Road, EC1V 2PY London, on the Effective Date.  
 

WHEREAS, Lensational manages the Programme. 
 
WHEREAS, the Partner currently runs a gallery where he promotes the work of local artists. 
 
WHEREAS, for the successful operation of the Programme in the Territory, Lensational needs 
to count with the collaboration of the Partner. 
 
NOW, THEREFORE, for good and valuable consideration, the receipt and sufficiency of which 
are hereby acknowledged, the Parties, intending to be legally bound, declare that they have 
agreed as follows: 
 

1. DEFINITIONS. 

1.1 In this Agreement (as defined herein), unless there is something in the subject matter or 
context inconsistent therewith, the following terms shall have the respective meanings ascribed 
below: 

m. “Agreement”, “this Agreement”, “hereto”, “herein”, “hereby”, 
“hereunder” and similar expressions refer to this Collaboration 
Agreement and not to any particular provision or other portion hereof, 
and include any and every instrument supplemental or ancillary to or in 
implement hereof; 

n. “Creations” means photographs created by the Participants within the 
scope of the Programme, that amounts to intellectual creations 
protected by copyright; 

o. “Effective Date” means [XX/09/17]; 

p. “Lensational” means a non-profit social enterprise, with the mission of 
equipping women in the developing world with photography training so 
as to achieve economic and personal empowerment; 

q. “Participants” means the participants of the Programme in the 
Territory; 

r. “Partner” means Wired on 39;  
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s. “Parties” means collectively Lensational with the Partner, and “Party” 
means each of them individually considered;  

t. “Person” means any individual, firm, corporation, partnership, joint 
venture, trustee or trust, government or agency thereof, unincorporated 
association, or other entity and pronouns have a similarly extended 
meaning; 

u. “Programme” means the Photography Training Programme managed 
by Lensational, which aims participants to achieve economic and 
personal empowerment; 

v. “Selected Creations” means Creations that are picked by Lensational 
with the Participant's consent;  

w. “Territory” means city of Yangon situated in Myanmar; and;  

x. “Volunteers” means the volunteers duly trained by Lensational to 
provide the training under the Programme in the Territory. 

2. In this Agreement, words importing the singular include the plural and vice versa and 
words importing gender include all genders. 

2. COLLABORATION. 
 
2.1 Subject to the terms and conditions specified bellow, the Parties agree to collaborate with 
each other in a non-exclusive basis and, unless otherwise express herein, that no compensation 
is expected in return for such collaboration. 
 
2.2 Partner´s contribution. Lensational expects and the Partner agrees to assume and perform 
the following commitments: 
 
2.2.1 To provide cameras and equipment for Lensational, its Volunteers and participants in 
order to provide photography training 
 
2.2.2 To permit Lensational and its Volunteers in the Territory to have access to the Partner´s 
premises in order to provide the training under the Programme and to develop and initiate other 
activities related to the Programme such as meetings with participants for continuous advice and 
mentorship, collection of images, storage and repair of cameras (that shall be provided to the 
participants after the Programme period) and any other activity that assists in furthering the 
aims of Lensational.  
 
 
2.3 Lensational´s contribution. The Partner expects and Lensational agrees to assume and 
perform the following commitments: 
 
 
2.3.1 To acknowledge the Partner´s collaboration in every promotion of the Programme and to 
promote Partner´s own gallery 
2.3.2 To supervise Lensational´s Volunteers and be responsible for their acts on the Partner´s 
premises  
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3. TERM.  

The present Agreement shall come into force on the Effective date and shall remain in full force 
and effect up to 30/10/17. 
 
4. ASSIGNMENT OF RIGHTS. 

Neither Party may assign any of its rights or delegate any of its rights or obligations under the 
present Agreement except with the prior written consent of the other Party. 
 
5. MISCELLANEOUS. 
 
5.1 Successors and Assignees. This Agreement shall be binding upon and shall inure to the 
benefit of the Parties hereto and their respective successors and assignees. Where the need 
arises, appointment of such successors and assignees shall be confirmed with mutual agreement 
of both Parties in writing. 
 
5.2 Modification of the Agreement. This Agreement may be modified or amended only by 
written agreement executed and delivered by all Parties hereto. Any such modification or 
amendment shall be binding on all Parties hereto. 
 
5.3 Severability. If any provision set forth in this Agreement is determined by a court of 
competent jurisdiction to be unenforceable by reason of its being too extensive in any respect, 
such provision shall be interpreted to have the broadest application as shall be enforceable. The 
invalidity or unenforceability of any particular provision of this Agreement shall not affect the 
validity of the other provisions hereof, which shall continue in full force and effect. 
 
5.4 Entire Agreement. This Agreement (and any schedules hereto which are incorporated by 
reference herein and made part hereof) constitutes the entire agreement and understanding 
among the Parties hereto with respect to the subject matter covered by such agreements, and 
supersedes any prior or contemporaneous agreement or understanding related to the subject 
matter hereof and thereof. To the extent that the terms of this Agreement and any schedules 
hereto are in conflict, this Agreement shall control. 
 
5.5 Headings. The headings contained in this Agreement are for the convenience of reference 
only and shall not limit or otherwise affect the meaning or interpretation hereof. 
 
5.6 Counterparts. This Agreement may be executed in several counterparts, each of which shall 
be deemed and original, and all of which counterparts together shall constitute one and the same 
instrument. 
 
5.7 Applicable Law. This Agreement shall be governed by, and construed in accordance with, 
the substantive laws of the United Kingdom. 
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5.8 Notices. Any notice or other communication to be made pursuant to this Agreement shall be 
in writing and may be made by personal delivery, first certificated class post (properly 
addressed and stamped), facsimile or e-mail and shall be deemed to have been duly served, if 
delivered personally, at the time of delivery; if sent by first class post, 4 (four) calendar days 
after posting; if sent by international mail, 10 (ten) calendar days after posting or if sent by 
facsimile; or, if sent by e-mail, at the time of the reception of the delivery confirmation. The 
address (physical and email address) to which notices under this Agreement should be 
addressed, shall be as designated in this Agreement and the facsimile numbers shall be as 
follows: 
 
To Lensational: 
Atention: [•] Teza Soe 
Domicile: [•]  338 City Road, EC1V 2PY London 
Fax number: [•]  
E-mail: [•] teza@lensational.org  
C.C.: [•] CEO, Bonnie Chiu 
 
To [Partner]: Wired on 39 
Atention: [•] Don Wright 
Domicile: [•]  Number 200, 39 Street. Kyauktada Township., Yangon 

Fax number: [•]  

E-mail: [•]donwright@live.com.au, Founder  
C.C.: [•] 
 
Each Party shall have the right to change the contact person, the addresses or facsimile number 
specified in this Agreement at any time by notice in writing to the other Party given in 
accordance with this section.  
 
5.9 Waiver. Any failure of either Party to this instrument, to require strict performance of any 
agreement, term or condition of this Agreement or the exercise of any right or remedy to which 
results in the violation of the stipulations contained in this Agreement shall not constitute a 
waiver of any such rights or remedies. Any agreement, term or condition of this Agreement and 
any breach thereof shall be waived, altered or modified only in writing, by instrument duly 
executed by all obliged to it.   
 
5.10 Nature of the Agreement. Nothing in this Agreement shall create, expressly or impliedly, 
any partnership, joint venture or the relationship of principal and agent or employer and 
employee between the Parties. 
 
IN WITNESS WHEREOF, the Parties hereto have executed this Agreement, as of the Effective 
Date. 
 
Lensational 
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TEZA SOE 

TEZA SOE    

Myanmar Programme Manager  
 
 
Wired on 39 
Don Wright 
Founder  
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FORM	OF	NON-DISCLOSURE	AGREEMENT		

	

This	Agreement	is	made	by	and	between	Wired	on	39	(hereinafter	referred	to	as	Wired	

on	39	and	Lensational	(hereinafter	referred	to	as	“Lensational”),	on	the	Effective	Date.		

	

WHEREAS,	the	Parties	have	entered	into	negotiations	for	the	purpose	to	agree	the	terms	

and	conditions	of	a	Partnership.	

	

WHEREAS,	this	process	of	negotiation	it’s	a	non-exclusive	procedure	and	for	that	reason	

Lensational	shall	be	able	to	enter	 into	agreements	with	third	Persons	other	than	Wired	

on	39	 in	the	same	or	different	terms	and	conditions	as	set	forth	herein	or	 in	the	terms	

and	conditions	as	the	parties	may	agree.		

	

WHEREAS,	during	the	process	of	discussion	and	negotiation,	one	or	both	of	 the	Parties	

may	 disclose	 or	 deliver	 to	 the	 other	 Party	 certain	 confidential	 and/or	 proprietary	

material	and/or	information	in	order	to	enable	the	other	Party	to	evaluate	the	feasibility	

and	 interest	 of	 the	 Parties	 to	 the	 realization	 of	 the	 mentioned	 Partnership	 between	

them.	To	assure	the	confidentiality	of	the	aforementioned	information	and	material,	the	

Parties	agree	to	honor	the	present	Agreement.			

	

NOW,	 THEREFORE,	 for	 good	 and	 valuable	 consideration,	 the	 receipt	 and	 sufficiency	 of	

which	are	hereby	acknowledged,	the	Parties,	intending	to	be	legally	bound,	declare	that	

they	have	agreed	as	follows:	

	

1.	DEFINITIONS.	

	

1.1	In	this	Agreement	(as	defined	herein),	unless	there	is	something	in	the	subject	matter	

or	 context	 inconsistent	 therewith,	 the	 following	 terms	 shall	 have	 the	 respective	

meanings	ascribed	below:	

i. “Agreement”,	 “this	 Agreement”,	 “hereto”,	 “herein”,	 “hereby”,	
“hereunder”	and	similar	expressions	refer	to	this	non-disclosure	
agreement	and	not	 to	any	particular	provision	or	other	portion	
hereof,	 and	 include	 any	 and	 every	 instrument	 supplemental	 or	
ancillary	to	or	in	implement	hereof;	

j. “Confidential	Information”	means	any	document	or	information	
whether	 written,	 verbal,	 magnetic,	 electronic	 or	 contained	 in	
any	other	tangible	or	intangible	form	that	has	been	disclosed	or	
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revealed	 by	 one	 of	 the	 Parties	 (hereinafter	 referred	 to	 as	 the	
“Disclosing	 Party”)	 to	 the	 other	 (hereinafter	 referred	 to	 as	 the	
“Recipient	 Party”),	 in	 connection	 or	 not	 with	 the	 Partnership,	
including,	but	not	 limited	 to	decisions,	 strategies,	 technical	and	
commercial	 information,	 information	 on	 clients,	 associates,	
stakeholders,	products	and	services,	business	with	third	Persons,	
copyright,	brands,	lists	of	prices,	commissions	of	any	kind,	trade	
secrets,	 computational	 programs,	 technical	 knowledge	 and	
know-how,	 processes,	 designs,	 business	 models,	 developing	
products	 and	 any	 other	 information	 related	 to	 or	 generated	 in	
the	 term	 of	 this	 Agreement	 considered	 relevant	 for	 the	
operation	of	Lensational.		

k. “Effective	Date”	means	XX/09/17;	

l. “Lensational”	 means	 a	 non-profit	 social	 enterprise,	 with	 the	
mission	 of	 equipping	 women	 in	 the	 developing	 world	 with	
photography	 training	 so	 as	 to	 achieve	 economic	 and	 personal	
empowerment;	

m. “Parties”	means	 collectively	 Lensational	with	Wired	on	39,	 and	
“Party”	means	each	of	them	individually	considered;	

n. 	“Partnership”	 means	 the	 relationship	 of	 collaboration	 and	
cooperation	 in	 relation	 to	 provide	 photography	 training	whose	
terms	and	conditions	the	Parties	are	negotiating;			

o. 	“Person”	means	 any	 individual,	 firm,	 corporation,	 partnership,	
joint	 venture,	 trustee	 or	 trust,	 government	 or	 agency	 thereof,	
unincorporated	association,	or	other	entity	and	pronouns	have	a	
similarly	extended	meaning;	and	

p. Wired	on	39	means	[specific	information	of	Wired	on	39].	

2. In	this	Agreement,	words	importing	the	singular	include	the	plural	and	vice	versa	
and	words	importing	gender	include	all	genders.	

2.	ACKNOWLEDGMENT	OF	THE	PARTIES.	

	

2.1	The	Parties	agree	to	maintain	Confidential	Information	as	confidential	and	secret	and	

that	 they	 shall	 only	 use	 any	 Confidential	 Information	 to	 the	 extent	 necessary	 for	 their	

evaluation	process	in	respect	of	the	Partnership.		

	

2.2	 The	 Parties	 agree	 that	 since	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 negotiation	 of	 the	 eventual	

Partnership	between	 the	Parties	 to	 this	date,	 they	have	not	disclosed	any	Confidential	

Information	to	any	third	person	or	reproduced	or	copied	the	information	in	any	way	and	

for	 any	 purpose,	 and	 they	 have	 not	 executed	 any	 act	 or	 omission	 which	 may	 be	

considered	a	violation	or	breach	of	the	conditions	and	terms	of	this	Agreement.		
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2.3	The	Parties	shall	by	all	means	at	their	disposal	and	will	perform	all	necessary	actions	

to	prevent	any	form	of	disclosure	and	/	or	use	of	the	Confidential	Information	generated	

as	a	result	of	the	evaluation		

	

2.4	 The	 Parties	 also	 agree	 that	 they	 will	 not	 use	 Confidential	 Information	 for	 any	

pecuniary	advantage	other	than	this	Agreement,	or	use	it	in	any	way	to	the	detriment	of	

the	other	Party.	

	

3.	NON	DISCLOSURE	OF	THE	CONFIDENTIAL	INFORMATION	AND	SANCTIONS.	

	

3.1	 All	 Confidential	 Information	 delivered	 by	 the	 Disclosing	 Party	 must	 be	 used	

exclusively	 for	 purposes	 related	 to	 the	 Partnership	 and	 in	 the	 framework	 of	 this	

Agreement	and	may	not	be	reproduced,	copied	or	summarized	by	the	Recipient	Party	in	

any	way,	 by	 any	means	 or	 device,	without	 the	 prior	written	 consent	 of	 the	 Disclosing	

Party.	

	

3.2	 The	 Recipient	 Party	 can	 only	 disclose	 Confidential	 Information	 to	 those	 directors,	

employees,	officers	and	consultants	that	require	strict	and	necessarily	to	know	it	for	the	

purposes	 referred	 to	 in	 this	 Agreement	 and	 the	 Partnership,	 after	 leaving	 a	 written	

record	that	the	information	it	reveals	is	strictly	confidential	and	restricted.	The	Recipient	

Party	 undertakes	 that	 persons	 authorized	 by	 it	 to	 have	 access	 to	 the	 Confidential	

Information	shall	treat	the	information	as	such	pursuant	to	the	terms	of	this	Agreement.		

	

3.3	 In	 compliance	 with	 the	 obligations	 assumed	 by	 the	 Recipient	 Party	 under	 this	

Agreement,	 it	 must	 treat	 the	 Confidential	 Information	 with	 the	 highest	 standard	 of	

security	 and	 maintain	 a	 backup	 of	 such	 information	 where	 necessary	 in	 addition	 to	

taking	other	appropriate	measure	available	to	ensure	the	protection	of	the	Confidential	

Information.	

	

3.4	 If	 the	 Recipient	 Party	 fails	 to	 fulfill	 one	 or	 more	 of	 its	 obligations	 under	 this	

Agreement,	it	shall	indemnify	the	Disclosing	Party	for	any	direct,	foreseen	or	unforeseen,	

damages	resulting	from	that	breach.		

	

4.	RETURN	AND	DESTRUCTION	OF	CONFIDENTIAL	INFORMATION.	
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4.1	 Once	 completed,	 terminated	 or	 abandoned	 for	 any	 other	 reason	 or	 motive	 the	

negotiation	 of	 the	 Partnership,	 the	 Recipient	 Party	 shall	 immediately	 return	 to	 the	

Disclosing	Party	all	Confidential	Information	received,	copies	thereof	and	all	summaries,	

analysis	and	/	or	documents	of	any	nature	containing,	reflect,	cite,	refer	or	are	funded	in	

whole	or	in	part,	in	the	Confidential	Information.	Information	that	cannot	be	returned	as	

indicated	by	the	nature	of	it	or	the	media	on	which	it	is	contained,	must	be	immediately	

destroyed	 by	 the	 Recipient	 Party	 and	 it	 shall	 send	 to	 the	 Disclosing	 Party	 a	 detailed	

report	of	the	destroyed	Confidential	Information.	

 

4.2	The	Recipient	Party	agrees	to	certify	at	 the	request	of	 the	Disclosing	Party	within	a	

maximum	 period	 of	 24	 (twenty	 four)	 hours	 starting	 from	 the	 request,	 that	 all	

Confidential	Information	in	its	possession	has	been	returned	or	destroyed	in	accordance	

with	this	clause,	and	therefore,	that	has	no	copies	or	reproductions	of	all	or	part	of	the	

documentation	or	history	associated	with	it.		

	

4.3	The	ownership	of	all	Confidential	Information,	regardless	of	the	medium	in	which	it	is	

contained,	delivered	by	the	Disclosing	Party	to	the	Recipient	Party	in	connection	with	the	

Partnership,	belongs	to	the	Disclosing	Party.	

	

5.	Welfare	of	the	participants	

	

5.1	 The	 Parties	 agree	 that	when	 they	 suspect	 that	 the	 participant	 is	 at	 risk	 of	 being	 a	

domestic	victim	they	will	 follow	the	procedure	 to	notify	 the	Programme	Manager	Teza	

Soe	as	soon	as	possible.	

	

5.2	 In	 situations,	when	 parties	 suspect	 that	 abuse	may	 have	 taken	 place,	 both	 Parties	

agree	 to	 contact	 the	 women’s	 helpline	 set	 up	 by	 Ministry	 of	 Welfare,	 Relief	 and	

Resettlement	to	seek	help	and	guidance.		

	

5.3	In	situations,	when	the	party	believes	a	serious	crime	has	been	committed,	or	there	

is	 a	 need	 to	 protect	 or	 secure	 evidence	 or	 the	 individual	 is	 in	 immediate	 danger,	 the	

party	agrees	to	contact	police	or	emergency	medical	services.	

	

5.4	 In	situation	dealing	with	 information	retaining	references	 to	domestic	violence,	 the	

parties	must	not	disclose	the	name	of	the	participants	to	third	parties	including	women’s	

helpline,	 shelters	 and	organizations	without	 the	explicit	 approval	 from	 the	participants	
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and	 must	 treat	 the	 sensitive	 information	 with	 the	 highest	 standard	 of	 security	 and	

confidentiality.		

	

5.5	The	parties	agree	that	wherever	possible,	to	act	in	accordance	with	the	wishes	of	the	

participant	at	risk.		

	

6.	EXCEPTIONS.	

	

6.1	Confidential	Information	does	not	include	those	information	that:		

	

6.1.1	 Is	 for	 public	 access	 or	 prior	 public	 knowledge	 at	 the	 time	 it	 was	 disclose	 to	 the	

Recipient	Party;		

	

6.1.2	Becomes	publicly	accessible	without	the	breach	of	any	restriction	imposed	by	act,	

fact	or	omission	of	the	Recipient	Party;		

	

6.1.3	 Is	 required	 to	be	disclosed	by	 law	or	 by	 another	 applicable	 regulation,	 including,	

decrees,	decrees	with	force	of	law,	treaties,	conventions	or	any	ruling	or	determination	

or	otherwise	legally	binding	guideline	issued	by	the	government	or	by	any	governmental	

agency	or	by	 legal	process.	The	Recipient	Party	 shall	provide	 immediate	written	notice	

thereof	 to	 the	 Disclosing	 Party,	 stating	 the	 agency	 having	 issued	 the	 request	 for	 the	

information	as	well	as	its	legal	justification.	In	this	case,	the	Recipient	Party	shall	strictly	

limit	the	information	disclosed	due	to	the	legal	obligations	set	forth.		

	

6.1.4	 Is	 required	 by	 the	 auditors,	 lawyers	 and	 other	 advisers	 of	 the	 Recipient	 Party	 in	

connection	with	the	execution	of	this	Agreement	and	/	or	Partnership;		

	

6.1.5	Whose	communication	as	non-confidential	has	been	authorized	in	advance	and	in	

writing	by	the	Disclosing	Party;		

	

5.1.6	Has	 been	developed	by	 the	Recipient	 Party	 independently	without	 incurring	 in	 a	

violation	of	this	Agreement,	or	

 

6.1.7	Has	been	legitimately	obtained	by	the	Recipient	Party	from	a	third	party	which	was	

not	subject	to	any	obligation	of	confidentiality.	
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6.2	 In	 the	 event	 of	 being	 relevant	 and	 necessary	 the	 disclosure	 of	 Confidential	

Information	subject	to	the	provisions	of	this	clause	the	Recipient	Party	shall	entered	into	

a	 confidentiality	 agreement	on	 the	 same	 terms	and	 conditions	of	 this	Agreement	with	

the	recipient.	

	

7.	ASSIGNMENT	OF	RIGHTS.	

	

Neither	 Party	 may	 assign	 any	 of	 its	 rights	 or	 delegate	 any	 of	 its	 rights	 or	 obligations	

under	the	present	Agreement	except	with	the	prior	written	consent	of	the	other	Party.	

	

8.	TERM.	

	

The	present	Agreement	shall	come	 into	 force	on	the	Effective	date	and	shall	 remain	 in	

full	force	and	effect	for	the	whole	negotiation	of	the	Partnership.	

	

8.	MISCELLANEOUS.	

	

8.1	Modification	of	 the	Agreement.	This	Agreement	may	by	modified	or	amended	only	

by	 written	 agreement	 executed	 and	 delivered	 by	 all	 Parties	 hereto.	 Any	 such	

modification	or	amendment	shall	be	binding	on	all	Parties	hereto.	

	

8.2	Severability.	If	any	provision	set	forth	in	this	Agreement	is	determined	by	a	court	of	

competent	 jurisdiction	 to	be	unenforceable	by	 reason	of	 its	being	 too	extensive	 in	any	

respect,	such	provision	shall	be	interpreted	to	have	the	broadest	application	as	shall	be	

enforceable.	 The	 invalidity	 or	 unenforceability	 of	 any	 particular	 provision	 of	 this	

Agreement	 shall	 not	 affect	 the	 validity	 of	 the	 other	 provisions	 hereof,	 which	 shall	

continue	in	full	force	and	effect.	

	

8.3	Entire	Agreement.	This	Agreement	(and	any	schedules	hereto	which	are	incorporated	

by	 reference	 herein	 and	 made	 part	 hereof)	 constitutes	 the	 entire	 agreement	 and	

understanding	among	the	Parties	hereto	with	respect	to	the	subject	matter	covered	by	

such	 agreements,	 and	 supersedes	 any	 prior	 or	 contemporaneous	 agreement	 or	

understanding	related	to	the	subject	matter	hereof	and	thereof.	To	the	extent	that	the	

terms	of	 this	Agreement	and	any	schedules	hereto	are	 in	conflict,	 this	Agreement	shall	

control.	
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8.4	 Headings.	 The	 headings	 contained	 in	 this	 Agreement	 are	 for	 the	 convenience	 of	

reference	 only	 and	 shall	 not	 limit	 or	 otherwise	 affect	 the	 meaning	 or	 interpretation	

hereof.	

	

8.5	 Counterparts.	 This	 Agreement	 may	 be	 executed	 in	 several	 counterparts,	 each	 of	

which	 shall	 be	 deemed	 and	 original,	 and	 all	 of	 which	 counterparts	 together	 shall	

constitute	one	and	the	same	instrument.	

	

8.6	Applicable	Law.	This	Agreement	shall	be	governed	by,	and	construed	 in	accordance	

with,	the	substantive	laws	of	the	United	Kingdom.	

	

8.7	Notices.	Any	notice	or	other	communication	to	be	made	pursuant	to	this	Agreement	

shall	 be	 in	 writing	 and	may	 be	made	 by	 personal	 delivery,	 first	 certificated	 class	 post	

(properly	addressed	and	stamped),	facsimile	or	e-mail	and	shall	be	deemed	to	have	been	

duly	served,	 if	delivered	personally,	at	 the	time	of	delivery;	 if	 sent	by	 first	class	post,	4	

(four)	 calendar	 days	 after	 posting;	 if	 sent	 by	 international	mail,	 10	 (ten)	 calendar	 days	

after	posting	or	if	sent	by	facsimile;	or,	if	sent	by	e-mail,	at	the	time	of	the	reception	of	

the	 delivery	 confirmation.	 The	 address	 (physical	 and	 email	 address)	 to	 which	 notices	

under	this	Agreement	should	be	addressed,	shall	be	as	designated	in	this	Agreement	and	

the	facsimile	numbers	shall	be	as	follows:	

	

To Lensational: 
Atention: [•] Teza Soe 
Domicile: [•]  338 City Road, EC1V 2PY London 
Fax number: [•]  
E-mail: [•] teza@lensational.org  
C.C.: [•] CEO, Bonnie Chiu 
 
To [Partner]: Wired on 39 
Atention: [•] Don Wright 
Domicile: [•]  Number 200, 39 Street. Kyauktada Township., Yangon 
Fax number: [•]  
E-mail: [•]donwright@live.com.au, Founder  
C.C.: [•] 
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Each	Party	shall	have	the	right	to	change	the	contact	person,	the	addresses	or	facsimile	

number	specified	 in	 this	Agreement	at	any	time	by	notice	 in	writing	 to	 the	other	Party	

given	in	accordance	with	this	section.		

8.8	Waiver.	Any	failure	of	either	Party	to	this	instrument,	to	require	strict	performance	of	

any	 agreement,	 term	 or	 condition	 of	 this	 Agreement	 or	 the	 exercise	 of	 any	 right	 or	

remedy	to	which	results	in	the	violation	of	the	stipulations	contained	in	this	Agreement	

shall	 not	 constitute	 a	waiver	 of	 any	 such	 rights	 or	 remedies.	 Any	 agreement,	 term	 or	

condition	of	this	Agreement	and	any	breach	thereof	shall	be	waived,	altered	or	modified	

only	in	writing,	by	instrument	duly	executed	by	all	obliged	to	it.			

	

8.9	 Nature	 of	 the	 Agreement.	 Nothing	 in	 this	 Agreement	 shall	 create,	 expressly	 or	

impliedly,	 any	 partnership,	 joint	 venture	 or	 the	 relationship	 of	 principal	 and	 agent	 or	

employer	and	employee	between	the	Parties.	

	

IN	 WITNESS	 WHEREOF,	 the	 Parties	 hereto	 have	 executed	 this	 Agreement,	 as	 of	 the	

Effective	Date.	

	

 
Lensational                                                Wired on 39 
TEZA SOE                          Don Wright 
Myanmar Programme Manager                                     Founder  
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APPENDIX 7 

Pre Programme Survey for Workshop Participants 
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APPENDIX 8 

Post Programme Survey for Workshop Participants 
 

The last question of the survey asks “ What are the problems Myanmar women 

face currently in Myanmar?”  

 

Answered by Participant 1.  

 
 



	 413	

 

Answered by Participant 2.  
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Answered by Participant 3.  
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Answered by Participant 4.  
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Answered by Participant 5.  
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Answered by Participant 6.  
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APPENDIX 9 

Interview with Phyu Mon , Yangon 20th September 2016 

 
 

Question 1 

 

TS- Please tell me a little bit about your background and your career. 

 

PM: I Started studying painting since 7th and 8th grade got story from collaging, 

photocopier arrived in Myanmar although the quality is not good it is very useful 

as a photography itself. Although a good photocopier machine arrives the 

government confiscated worried about faking money. Learnt the ability of 

computer and decided to study photoshop.  I wanted to show my Hope series in 

Myanmar, but I couldn’t. So, I decided to show it abroad commenting on the 

country's situation. It wasn’t allowed to show in Myanmar. I showed my works 

from 1999 – 2004 in Chaing Mai.  

 

Question 2 

 

TS - Who in Myanmar would you say has paved the way for you as a 

photographer? 

 

 

PM: My background as a traditionally trained painter and collage artist inspired 

me to pursue photography. My husband helped me with my career, and he 

inspired me for each piece that I worked on. My husband's name is Ko Chan 

Aye, he is a poet and paints.  

 

 

Question 3 

 

 

TS - What is your view on being a woman photographer in Myanmar? 

 



	 419	

PM: We, Myanmar women are hard working for our dreams, which are yet to be 

achieved. Some women excelled in technology in commercial photography but 

lack in fine art and conceptual thinking. 

 

 

Question 4 

 

TS - Have you encountered sexism/discrimination in Myanmar society? 

 

PM: Women can use opportunities but can’t excel. Men are given more 

opportunities, transcending cultural beliefs, responsible for the household. 

Automatic opportunities, even in offices household duties are given to women; 

traditional established gender roles are still present in Myanmar society.  

 

 

Question 5 

 

TS - Does it have effects on your experience as a woman photographer? 

 

PM: Photographers and art society in Myanmar is very encouraging so I don’t 

face sexism in industry but the societal expectations that are imposed on 

women limit freedom of movement and women’s experience.  

 

 

Question 6 

 

TS -What do you think is the greatest challenge facing women in Myanmar 

society? 

 

PM: Traditional established gender roles, not opposed by government but 

women themselves accepted that subservient position. Only few men agreed for 

the women to pursue further education after marriage. When doing art, it is seen 

as doing something useless. When women are out, they are looked down upon. 

When working on reflection of dream I was made fun of taking pictures of water 
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puddle instead of taking pictures of people. People wondered if I have lost my 

mind. 

 

 

Question 7 

 

TS - Do you think your fellow male photographers have more opportunities? 

 

PM: Definitely! 

 

Question 8 

 

TS - Do you think under current Government artists have much more freedom 

than before? 

 

PM: Much more freedom than before. More people are interested in art but so 

many documentary photographers aiming for photo competitions in abroad.  

 

Question 9 

 

 

TS - Have you faced limitations because of your gender throughout your 

career? 

 

PM : Not specifically but I couldn’t show installations prior to 2012 due to 

government restrictions.  

 

 

Question 10 

 

TS - What is your view on galleries in Myanmar? 
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PM: As a developing country art is not a priority. We have to rely on art 

collectors from abroad and personnel connections. No market for art 

photographers.  

 

 

Question 11 

 

TS - How can we as women photographers support and encourage aspiring 

young Myanmar women photographers? 

 

PM: By encouraging women Myanmar women and creating free photography 

education opportunities. Also forming women only art collectives and platforms 

where women are encouraged to express themselves.  

 

 

Question 12 

 

TS - What are the benefits of being a woman photographer in Myanmar? What 

are the disadvantages? 

 

PM : Advantages we have a chance to show the unheard and untold stories of 

nature and Myanmar people. The bad thing is Myanmar people don’t want to be 

photographed and they don’t understand the nature of documentary, the 

previous government arrest people with camera. My Hope series consists of 

photographs but it’s not to pity Myanmar people but to show the hope that 

people have for a brighter future. 
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APPENDIX 10 
Interview with Soe Myanmar, Yangon 20th September 2016 

 

 

Question 1 

 

TS- Please tell me a little bit about your background and your career. 

 

SM: I was working at a local NGO and as a part of my job I had to travel a lot. 

During my travels, I came across many beautiful places and tribes. I started 

photographing them and wanted to know how to photograph properly. So I 

decided to apply for a photography course offered by Myanmar Photography 

Association in 2009.  

 

Question 2 

 

TS - Who in Myanmar would you say has paved the way for you as a 

photographer? 

 

 

SM: It is difficult for me to say who specifically as when I first started there 

wasn’t any female photographers in Myanmar. In our photography class, ma 

Phyu Mon and I were the only two women. You could say that ma Phyu mon 

and I are one of the first contemporary women photographers after the 2000s.  

 

Question 3 

 

TS - What is your view on being a woman photographer in Myanmar? 

 

SM: Because of our cultural restrictions there are so many challenges that I face 

as a woman photographer in Myanmar. For example, I couldn’t take on certain 

photography guide jobs on my own to start with because my family won’t allow 

me to travel alone with a client. Then I would have to ask a photographer friend 
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to join me on the job and then I would have to split my fees with him. Another 

thing would be the limitations based on the religion. I was in Bagan and I 

wanted to photograph the full moon for one of the competitions that I planned to 

enter. There were a couple of male photographers with me at the time and they 

all decided that they were going to get the same shoots. But then they could 

climb up the pagoda to take the shoot whereas I who came up with the original 

idea couldn’t because women are not allowed to climb heights.  

 

Question 4 

 

TS - Does it have effects on your experience as a woman photographer? 

 

SM: Of course, it does! Like I said on top of those physical limitations, 

sometimes I have to ask my male photographer friends to accompany me to 

some shoots. It might be a different situation if I was a studio photographer, but 

I am a travel photographer, so I feel like I always have to rely on someone to get 

my shoots done. Being a woman and traveling as a lone woman is not safe at 

all in Myanmar as you well know.   

 

Question 6 

 

TS -What do you think is the greatest challenge facing women in Myanmar 

society? 

 

SM: Our outdated gender roles and the toxic views towards women. There are 

no safety and security for us women.  

 

Question 8 

 

TS - Do you think under current Government artists have much more freedom 

than before? 

 

SM: Compared to the Junta days much more freedom. We now have regular 

photography competitions and exhibitions unlike previously.  
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Question 9 

 

TS - Have you faced limitations because of your gender throughout your 

career? 

 

SM : Not specifically but when I first attended the photography course no one 

took me seriously because I only had a point and shoot camera. They thought I 

was just a bored hobbyist and all the men with fancy gears in the class 

underestimated me. But week after week my photographs kept getting selected 

as best photos of the week.  

 

Question 10 

 

TS - What is your view on galleries in Myanmar? 

  

SM: Galleries here don’t really carry women’s work. They are only interested in 

works that the tourists are interested in as most Myanmar people cannot afford 

to buy art. So, it’s all mainly catered towards foreigners.  
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APPENDIX 11 

Interview with Mayco Naing, Yangon 22nd September 2016 

 

 

TS- Please tell me a little bit about your background and your career. 

 

 

MN: Like many other photographers in Myanmar, I am a self-taught 

photographer. In the early 2000s, I started working as an assistant 

photographer at U San Aung Photo studio. That time everyone was into taking 

sticker photographs and U San Aung’s studio was the most famous one. 

Although he is not my first photography teacher, he taught me a lot by 

employing me at his studio. After that I got an opportunity to attend a 

photography class offered by the French embassy. 

 

TS- Congratulations on your show Freedom from Fear. The photographs from 

the show are politically engaged and the show includes the photographs of 

women’s bodies. Can you tell me more about your inspirations behind the 

images? 

 

MN:  As you already know we weren’t allowed to show photography exhibitions 

in early 2000s but many young people or people from our generation became 

politically aware thanks to the internet. So, I wanted to create a body of work 

which reflects that.  

 

 

TS- Can you please share your experience as a woman photographer in male 

dominated society?   

 

MN: I often get asked questions related to gender in both Myanmar and 

International exhibitions due to the women’s situation in our country. As I often 

said, I don’t face discrimination in my family because of my gender and my 

mother has always encouraged me to pursue my dreams so in a way I feel very 

fortunate. She has never once questioned my desire to pursue a career in 
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photography like many other young women might face in Myanmar. As a 

woman myself my work reflects the experience or comes from a perspective of 

a woman, but my works are rarely based on gender issues.  

 

TS: Please tell me about how you decided to open your own photo studio. 

 

MN: I opened my studio in 2009; at that time I looked at photography as a 

business and how to generate income using the photography. By then, I was 

completely dedicated and interested in photography, so I didn’t think any other 

backup plans or alternative. In 2009, the mobile phones were very expensive in 

Myanmar and many people couldn’t afford one at the time, so the selfies weren’t 

a thing back then. After I started my own studio, it made me wonder what more I 

could do with my camera and the feeling of being able to own my own camera 

and be out taking photographs was liberating and I wanted more. Then I found 

contemporary photography and around the same time galleries, which show 

photography, works emerged in Myanmar such as Pansoedan gallery. I began 

visiting the galleries to see what other photographers and doing.  

 

TS: Please tell me more about how started your journey in contemporary 

photography. 

 

MN: I started by doing little things that I knew how. I will always remember the 

exhibition, which Pansoedan gallery collaborated with Yangon Photo Festival. 

The show is titled Women. U Aung from Pansoedan gallery has an impressive 

archive on Myanmar women photographs from throughout history and including 

the work of Myanmar’s first woman photographer Padamyar Khin. So, in the 

show, U Aung showed some of the photographs from his archive along with the 

photographs I took of contemporary Myanmar girls from schools and 

universities alongside them. Additionally, another photographer Htun Lin 

showed photographs of Myanmar’s famous actresses. That made me realise 

that how we can use photography to show different aspects of women’s lives in 

Myanmar.  
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APPENDIX 12 
Interview with Thuma Collective, Skype 20th September 2017 

 

Question 1 

 

TS : What does it mean to be a woman photographer in Myanmar? Can you 

please tell me how did this collective come about? 

 

 

THUMA: We are all self-taught and met as photography enthusiasts. Ma Yu 

decided to form a collective so we can help each other develop skills and 

support each other more efficiently. Our goal is to inspire and encourage 

women who are interested in photography to use it as a language to tell stories 

and engage with their world. 

 

Question 2 

 

TS: Thuma is the first and the only women photographer’s collective in 

Myanmar. Along with Thuma there are also emergence of contemporary 

photographers and galleries in Myanmar. What feels different for you about this 

moment versus a year, five, ten years ago? 

 

THUMA: Firstly, in five, ten years ago the government has started the 

democratic reforms, but art wasn't the priority. Nowadays the country became 

much more open and we can show our work in other countries and in Myanmar. 

Of course, you can’t show “everything” but before you can’t show anything. So, 

it’s a change but we are still a long way to go to be able to fully express 

ourselves through art.  
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Question 3 

 

TS: You mentioned that one of the collective’s goals is to promote the practice 

of visual storytelling. Can you discuss the learning opportunities or education 

programmes for women who are interested in photography?  

 

THUMA: That’s a very good question. We are all self-taught and as you know 

we do not have any universities or education establishment which offer 

photography education in Myanmar. So, the only way for us to learn about 

photography is through workshops offered by visiting photographers from 

abroad. But to get into those workshops you need to have a solid portfolio. So, 

when you don’t have any knowledge about the photography how can you build 

a portfolio. And without the portfolio you don’t get selected to the workshop. So, 

it’s a sad situation and we want to change that.  

 

Question 4 

 

TS: What do you think is needed in Myanmar to promote photography education 

for women?  

 

THUMA: The main problem is that most people cannot afford to buy a DSLR. 

So, the programme should be able to provide the cameras during and after the 

programme. Also, what we are doing as a collective to bypass the issue of 

women being not selected for workshop is hosting women-only workshops and 

artist talks. We would be extremely grateful if you could give a talk about how to 

do research in photography and how to write artist proposals. We want women 

to receive equal opportunities as men, so we aim to host artist talks for women 

only.  

 

Question 5 

 

TS: What is next for Thuma collective? 
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THUMA: We will have our first exhibition in 2018 and we hope to publish a 

photobook as well. We will also host regular artist talks and invite visiting 

photographers for workshops. We think photobook making would be very 

helpful for women who are interested in photography.  
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APPENDIX 13 

Interview with Shwe Wutt Hmon, Facebook Messenger 10th September 2019 

 

Question 1 

 

TS: Congratulations on your show! As you know menstruation is a taboo topic in 

our culture and our bodies are regarded impure because of our bodily functions. 

Do you think photography help you overcome the barriers and situations where 

we can’t use our voice to call out on the oppression that women face in our 

society? 

 

SW: Indeed, my Dharmatā project would be an significant example of how I use 

photography as a language and medium, from my position of being and 

photographer and visual storyteller and my privilege of being a female, to 

express in a way which everyone can access. Honestly, I don’t have any 

message from my work. But I do have a purpose of putting something on the 

table which were thought and taught as a taboo in our culture and society. I do 

hope that the works produced by women photographers and/or artists somehow 

will open up the discussion.  

 

Question 2 

 

TS: Do you agree that photography can serve as a voice for Myanmar women? 

If so, in which ways? 

 

SW: I think, as a country like Myanmar, which is traditionally closed and 

conservative society for decades, freedom of expression and self-expression 

are much denied for both men and women of especially at young age. Since I 

was young, I found out that I can express myself and what I care through 

photography. One example I can support my statement is that my photography 

tremendously helps my conversation with my parents from earlier generation. 

Issues like LGBTQI are very impossible to discuss openly in our social settings. 

When I work a photography project on a lesbian couple, my mom and dad start 

aware the issue and we can open up the discussion in our family.  
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Question 3 

 

TS: What can we do to ensure women’s’ place in photography industry in 

Myanmar?  

 

SW: We need more dialogues on the topic of women and photography. In that 

regard, the agenda should not just end at how many numbers of women are in 

which photography industry, etc. We now do need to address and seriously talk 

about beyond the representation, which is off course very important as well. We 

also need to talk about the quality of the contents we women photographers 

produced so that women artists and photographers will be more and more 

visible and powerful in the industry.  

 

Question 4 

 

TS: And how come we make photography more accessible for women in 

Myanmar? 

 

SW: I see programs and activities initiated by the organizations like Thuma 

Collective would be a good start for women and girls in Myanmar to get more in 

touch with photography. In the future, how we could integrate those programs 

into the institutions, which more directly engage and outreach to people of all 

ages, sexes and social and ethnic varieties. 
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APPENDIX 14 

Interview with Ei Phyo, Facebook Messenger 5th April 2019 

 

Question 1 

 

TS: Why did you decide to apply for the workshop? 

 

 

EP: My father was a photographer. He was a film photographer, so he used to 

work in the little dark room. He never let me watch while he was working in the 

room. As a kid, I always wanted to take photos like him, but he never let me 

touch his things. I observed while he was taking photos and asked people to 

pose different styles. It was very interesting to watch, and I always wanted my 

own camera as a young girl. In my village, there were four photographers, and 

all are men. As a kid, I wanted to be a women photographer. 

 

I never got a chance to learn about photography before I apply this workshop. 

Before the workshop, I have been making street photos with my phone as I love 

it since I was young. I still remember the time when I first got my first phone. 

The first thing that I did with my new phone was taking pictures. Many of my 

friends like the way I create photos. With my friend’s encouragement, I applied 

this workshop. I specifically joined this workshop as it is only organise for 

women. My dream of becoming a women photographer is still with me. The 

photos that I am creating now is much more systematic compare to my previous 

photos. I am still doing my phone photography. I take at least one street photo a 

day. And I will keep doing that as that’s the only way for us women to tell our 

story in this unbalanced society. 

 

 

Question 2 

 

TS: Could you please elaborate on what you mean by using photography as 

your voice.   
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EP: One photograph can tell us a thousand words and gives us different 

feelings. For me, photos are a kind of visual therapy. I saved photos, which 

make me happy at my first glance. I see it again and again whenever I feel 

stressed out. I intentionally take photos, which will make people happy. And 

photos are also empowerment. There were some photos, which taught me 

about humanity, compassion and protection. You don’t need many words; just 

present a main theme in it. People can see the whole story through one 

photograph. 
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APPENDIX 15 
Interview with Naw, Facebook Messenger 10th September 2019 

 

Question 1 

 

TS: Please tell me a little bit of your background and your reasons for applying 

the workshop. 

 

 

Naw:  My name is Naw, I am from the Karen tribe. My interest in photography 

began in 2011 and I started taking photos using a point and shoot camera. After 

that smart phones came into the market and then I began using them. At that 

time, I had no knowledge in photography whatsoever and did not understand 

any technical aspects. And then I met a few people who share the similar 

interest and I was introduced to a DSLR camera. After that I fell in love with 

“depth of field” and began to pay attention to lighting, color contrast etc. I 

applied for your workshop because I wanted to learn the insight of using 

photography to tell the story. Then I was faced with my biggest challenge “the 

narrative”. 

 

Question 2 

 

TS: Would you mind elaborating on that. 

 

Naw: Before the workshop, I only use photography to capture nature 

photographs, patterns, macro etc not really telling a story. The narrative 

exercise, using photography to tell a story was very difficult for me and at the 

same time the most rewarding learning experience as well.  I came to realize 

the depth of the medium and the potential of using it as a voice. I am still a 

beginner stage and I hope to learn more and receive more learning 

opportunities from you and the future programmes.  
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Now I am using photography to capture the mood that I am feeling the time that 

I take the picture so every time I look at the picture it will take me back to the 

time of taking the picture. As a woman photographer I feel that we have to work 

twice as hard and I believe that if a woman is talented and work hard enough 

nothing can stop her from becoming successful.  
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APPENDIX 16 

Interview with Thet Wai, Facebook Messenger 10th September 2019 

 

Question 1 

 

TS: Hi Thet, could you please tell me a bit of your background and the reasons 

for you to apply the workshop.  

 

TW: I used to be a lawyer and then, chef in one of the famous restaurants in 

Yangon. Now I am working as a police officer. I am crazy about photography, so 

I use most of my spare time to create my dream by trying to take photos even 

though I am busy. I learn from Youtube and Facebook. Yours is my first formal 

training for photography and I always appreciate your training. It motivates me 

to be a women photographer. You and others who I met in training inspired me 

to go forward. Honestly, my family doesn’t encourage me, and they treat me as 

a fool but i can keep going by strength that i got from your training. I am also 

waiting for your advance training 

 

Question 2 

 

TS: Can you also tell me your experiences as a woman photographer in 

Myanmar society? Have you ever experienced gender discrimination? 

 

TW: Mostly men dominate in Myanmar photography society. I think they don't 

want to consider women as photographers. Mostly I use camera to help people 

to record their memorial events if they ask me. It is my pleasure to apply 

knowledge and technique of photography that I learn. 
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APPENDIX 17 
The Anatomy of Hpon 

 
 

 

 
The Astronaut  
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The Photographer 
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Miss Obedient 
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The Modern Girl 
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The Actor 
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The Actor 
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The Builder 
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The Steeplejack 
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APPENDIX 18 
Do it like a Woman 

 
Portrait of Ma Shay Gyi, Yangon  
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Portrait of Mar Oo, Yangon  
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Portrait of Daw Shwe Sin, Katha 
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Portrait of Ma Pyin Nyar, Hle Gu 
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Portrait of Ma Lei Lei,  Hle Gu 
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Portrait of Daw Maw Maw, Bago 
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Portrait of Daw Nar Al, Loikaw 
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Portrait of Daw Hti La, Loikaw 
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Portrait of Daw Hti La, Muai, Daw Khan Ya & Daw Nar Al 
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