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Preface



The woman sitting before me, Seng Rai, has steel-black hair drawn back into a tight bun. One lock has escaped and curls, unruly, around her cheekbone. Her younger friend, whose name I do not quite catch, sips at her tea; she mostly nods in agreement while Seng Rai speaks. They came to this interview together, wearing matching Mickey Mouse pajama bottoms. The translator and I are in a displaced persons’ camp in rural Kachinland to interview women about their sense of security in the camps and their experiences of war. The smiling face of Mickey Mouse seems to wink at me when Seng Rai moves her legs, adding a sense of absurdity to the situation.

Seng Rai and her friend talk about cattle for what feels like a very long time. The room is hot, I am tired, and my mind, regrettably, begins to wander. Suddenly I tense up, sensing that something is about to happen, and then it does: Seng Rai breaks down, hitting her head with her hands, saying she wants it empty. She says she cannot stop hearing bullets. The younger woman pats the arm of her friend, and I look at my translator for guidance. She is quiet and looks pale. Unnerved, I turn off the recorder. I ask what we can do for Seng Rai—maybe counseling with the local women’s group active in the camp, I suggest, or a referral somewhere outside—but her friend shakes her head and pats Seng Rai again. She even pats me on my arm as they turn to leave, as if I am the one needing comforting.

I realize afterward that perhaps the reason Seng Rai talked so much about her cattle is because she cannot talk about her other losses. She has lived through three violent cycles of the war; in addition to losing her cattle and her land, she also lost her husband and two of her children. The first time she was attacked by the Myanmar armed forces was in the 1980s. The second time was in 1993. She had been shot at from helicopters as she fled the war with her youngest child in a basket on her back. When the area she lived in experienced attacks in June 2011, she had to relocate to a displaced persons’ camp for the third time in her life.

In interview after interview, I hear similar stories: women hiding in fields, children lifted into baskets, some too stunned to cry. After a while, these wars collapse into one another. When the Myanmar soldiers come, there is only this. This is one moment and many; one war and many. Time repeats itself.

Over the course of this research, I have heard many brutal stories—and just as many telling silences. A sharp intake of breath, a sudden flutter of hands, words straining to get out. War has a way of lingering in bodies, of creating silences so thick you think you cannot reach through them.

Yet what strikes me most about the women who spoke to me is the way that they keep going, in spite of what they have lived through. Seng Rai’s temporary breakdown was an anomaly in my interviews, shedding light on a usually concealed abyss of pain. Women in Kachinland must find ways to keep doing what is necessary for their families’ survival and the war effort despite the exhaustion and trauma their bodies have sustained. They must keep going—because if they stop, the revolution would grind to a halt.

In this book, I draw attention to the often-overlooked subject of women’s labor and how it sustains military efforts in Kachinland. Women in Kachin households shoulder a huge responsibility in ensuring the survival of their communities through cycles of intractable conflict. Dominant accounts of the Kachin war(s) are preoccupied with the conduct of the state or the actions of military leaders; to my knowledge, the literature on conflict does little to analyze everyday women’s labor in revolutionary warfare, deeming it not important enough for serious assessment. Women do fight alongside men, and their experiences as soldiers are instructive and important. Yet focusing on female soldiers alone does not go far enough: the household is an integral, if often overlooked, unit in the Kachin military project. It is women’s household labor that replenishes families and soldiers and, at the same time, reproduces gendered hierarchies and labor. This is work that is risky; it requires both courage and creativity.

This book proposes that both longevity and insecurity in conflict must be understood in relationship to the division and devaluation of women’s reproductive and productive labor. It suggests that the household is a critical, if overlooked, site from where war is felt and reproduced. A focus on the household might therefore explain one of the most puzzling aspects of the ongoing Kachin war given the logistical and practical superiority of the Myanmar military—its perseverance. The Kachin armed forces should be no match for the Myanmar armed forces, by many accounts estimated to be at least ten times the size of the Kachin Independence Organisation (KIO) and the Kachin Independence Army (KIA). Yet the KIO does mount a formidable defense, year after year. How is this possible? 

Much ink has been spilled analyzing the reasons for the war and its stubborn continuation. Some say ethnic identity or religious belonging can explain the war and its persistence. Others point to the power of drugs, the lack of stable institutions, or the influence of colonialism on the uptake of arms. Still others look at intragroup relationships, arguing that the internal dynamics of the Kachin armed group or the state military can help explain why and how the wars continue across generations. These are all important interventions that my book builds on and extends from.1 Yet the gendered dynamics of the Kachin armed movement are largely overlooked.

In this book, I argue that the replenishment of the military household, in Kachin as well as elsewhere, is critical for military labor power, which women help realize through (cheap) gendered labor centered on the household, or what I call militarized social reproduction.

This means that I understand women’s social reproductive and productive duties as underpinning not only the market by reproducing labor power (Federici 2004, 2019) but broader war economies too (Peterson 2009), extending on theories of social reproduction that tend to focus on the household in relation to factories or farms, not revolutions and wars. To paraphrase Nancy Fraser, these are activities that produce and maintain household and military bonds through taken-for-granted and often invisible labor (Fraser 2017, 23). The following chapters explore how women activists in the Kachin Women’s Association (KWA), female soldiers in the Kachin Independence Army (KIA), and wives and widows living in army brigades and in internally displaced persons’ camps labor to make ends meet and provide for their families and the broader revolution through vital but often underpaid or unpaid work. Inspired both by the women I met and learned from and feminist scholarship on political economy (Bhattacharya 2017; Chisholm 2022; Federici 2004; Mies 2014; True 2012), war (Enloe 2000; Nordstrom 1997; Sylvester 2012), and the everyday (Scheper-Hughes 1992; Smith 1987), I propose that paying attention to women’s labor reveals both war’s violence and its reproduction, emphasizing how women at different points in their lives—from soldiers to widows—negotiate, resist, and/or uphold broader relations of military power and might through social reproductive and productive labor.

This book insists that women are revolutionary subjects. Their everyday practices sustain communities besieged by war. This is not to say that all women do this work all the time or that this work always stays the same. As Lila Abu-Lughod (1993) reminds us, no relationship is static. But by looking at the particular, we might learn something about the general, which is another way of saying that scholars of war and politics should pay careful attention to the everyday interactions and relationships that shape violence and its devastating effects.

According to the literature on women in armed rebellions and nationalistic movements, women’s inclusion in military organizations does not upset gender hierarchies as much as it reinforces them, at least in the postwar period when any possible gains for women’s rights tend to be further marginalized (see Peterson 2010; Alison 2009; Yuval-Davis 1997; Cockburn 2010). We know from previous work exploring gender and upheaval in Myanmar that women have always been an integral part of struggles for independence, nationalism or democracy: sometimes as frontline leaders (Elliot 1999; Lintner 1990, 2000), soldiers (Ferguson 2013; Lebra 2008; Tharaphi Than 2014), and village heads (The Karen Women’s Organization 2010; Zin Mar Oo and Kusakabe 2010), and other times as community organizers, nurses, and educators (Harriden 2012; Saw Ralph and Naw Sheera 2020; Thawnghmung and Cho 2013). Yet it seems that their sacrifices have not been given the same value and recognition as men’s. What women’s involvement in the Kachin military project means, legally and politically, for any possible transformations of gender hierarchies is too early to know. As the anthropologist Saba Mahmood reminds us, revolutions are always contingent and must therefore be understood from within specific subjective and emplaced struggles. In light of this, attention to women’s participation in the Kachin struggles can help us reimagine how we understand and theorize nationalistic projects, not least by moving away from simplistic portrayals as either victims or agendas of war (Mahmood 2005).

The focus on the everyday household labor and conduct of women living in the territory controlled by the Kachin armed forces rather than on the heads of armies and the behavior of states shows how empirically grounded research is critical for developing new theoretical insights into the conduct and outbreak of war. By allowing us to see beyond soldiers, strategies, and statistics, a focus on women’s everyday labor—or what I call militarized social reproduction—helps us ask different questions about wars, their effects and their endurance. This task is more urgent than ever. As I am writing these notes, in 2024, the Myanmar junta’s brutal counterinsurgency campaigns are intensifying: in the aftermath of the 2021 military coup, the UN has found evidence of “a dramatic increase in war crimes” (UN Human Rights Council 2023). In Kachinland, the blockage of aid to displaced communities means that thousands of families are going hungry.2 In wars such as those fought in Myanmar, where the state’s counterinsurgency measures are aimed at obliterating ethnic minority communities, literally rupturing ties to culture, kin, and nation, women’s labor in maintaining and forging ties to home and community remains a fundamental but often overlooked site of resistance and endurance.

The findings of this book are heavily based on primary sources, including over a hundred interviews with female soldiers, students, and residents in displaced persons’ camps, male political leaders, male foot soldiers, and women’s rights activists, collected across a ten-year period from 2013 to 2023. It uses rich empirical source material to examine the Kachin revolution and to illustrate the importance of women’s experiences for understanding the war. These people’s knowledge and experiences have ultimately allowed me to examine the complex mixture of women’s agency and structural inequality that goes into sustaining the resistance efforts of this particular war. They have taught me about the commitment of women to keep their families and communities alive despite, or because of, the entrenched violence of the Myanmar state.
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Introduction


All Kachin people, we have freedom in our blood. Even if you kill us, kill our troops, you cannot take away our longing for freedom.

—Women’s rights activist, Chiang Mai, 2016



The war in Kachinland is one of the longest-running wars in the world. It is an example of what scholars call an intractable conflict, a war that has been ongoing through generations and seems almost immune to resolution. From the outbreak of fighting in the early 1960s through today, hundreds of thousands of people have been displaced, and countless lives have been lost either through direct attacks or as a consequence of living through recurring cycles of war. Although the Kachin Independence Army (KIA), the armed wing of the Kachin Independence Organisation (KIO), has been called “one of the largest and most formidable of the ethnic armed groups” (International Crisis Group 2013), it should still be no match for the Myanmar state’s military might, one of the largest armed forces in Southeast Asia, with an oversized budget and fervent support from the government. The KIO/KIA, however, have never been conquered. Indeed, one of the most puzzling aspects of the ongoing Kachin war lies in its very persistence.

This is all the more baffling given that mobilization and maintenance costs for armed political organizations remain high (Collier and Sambanis 2005; Wennmann 2011), especially when these organizations have to finance ongoing military deployment to defend themselves against state attacks while providing aid to those in displacement, as is the case with the KIO/KIA. As Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler (2002) put it: “Potentially, finance is the only binding constraint on rebellion.” Wars require, at a minimum, soldiers, vehicles, and weapons. Each soldier must be dressed, fed, and nursed. They need a home to defend and one to return to. They need phone money to call home and gas money for their motorbikes. They need shoes on their feet and families to dream of. They need children to be their future.

Given the magnitude of these needs, it is doubtful that the Kachin armed forces could rival the strength of the Myanmar military—by most accounts, one of the most well-resourced state militaries in the region.Yet somehow the KIO/KIA continue to mount a formidable resistance, year after year. How is this possible?

In the northern Thai town of Chiang Mai, which has long been a hub and a home for exiled Kachin activists and migrants, I began to piece together an answer. In the midst of teaching an English lesson to young students from Laiza and Mai Ja Yang who are interning with the Kachin Women’s Association Thailand (KWAT), a women’s rights organization, I ask them what women’s duties are in the war that has once again resumed. One young woman puts her hand up and says, “Everything.” “Everything?” I ask. “Like what?” The woman quickly reels off a long list of tasks, with other students filling in more answers: “They have to look after the children, they organize [prayer] groups for the soldiers at the frontline and they fast.” “They have to make the uniforms and also in some areas do the cooking for the frontlines.” “Women also mostly work in the IDP [internally displaced persons’] camps.”

Someone else adds: “And they do all the social work too.” “Women provide the love and the care and the passion and the moral support for men.” “This,” the young woman explains, “is the responsibility of women and very important right now.” Yet, “this”—the everyday household labor and conduct of women living in the territory controlled by the Kachin armed forces—remains one of the least-understood parts of the conflict.

Scholars in feminist political economy have provided powerful and rich accounts of how women’s reproductive labor matters to governance and state economies (Bedford and Rai 2010; Bhattacharya 2017; Federici 2012). When read alongside feminist work in Burma studies (Ikeya 2011; Tharaphi Than 2014, 2024) and research attending to everyday life under conditions of dictatorship and violence (Al-Khalili 2023; Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung 2019; Fink 2001; Nordstrom 1997), a picture emerges of women’s labor as central to household and community survival in the midst of war. This focus helps us see how women, far from being submissive subjects, engage in actions and reactions to external structural changes, influencing not just their own lives but the lives of their communities as well (Ketola 2023; Mama and Okazawa-Rey 2012) in ways that are both profound and mundane, spectacular and intimate.

Across Southeast Asia, women have fought in independence movements, supported left-wing guerrilla struggles, and even led armed campaigns (Blackburn and Ting 2013; Lanzona and Rettig 2020; Parashar 2014), often combining traditional gendered roles with soldiering. Shirley Seng (2014), a founder of the KWAT, notes in her memoirs that after her marriage to one of the leaders of the KIA, she “had to cope with my baby and the revolutionary works [as best I could] . . . I made myself a revolutionary soldier and took the responsibilities I was assigned, since this was the Kachin National affair and revolution period.” Yet women’s participation has too often been read as being merely secondary or supportive, in effect obscuring both women and their labor from dominant stories about wars.

Understanding this labor, and the effect it has on everyday life as well as rebel objectives, is central to providing fuller and more accurate accounts of persistent rebel war, also beyond the Kachin borderlands. As Saw Mra Razar Lin (2019), fighting farther west on the Rakhine coast, recalls, “As a woman, it was not easy to try our best and we had to take on triple the burden of men. We had to give the time for our comrades while also giving time for social work and responsibilities for family and parents too.”

As these exchanges so vividly illustrate, women’s gendered social reproductive duties in the household, including cooking, child-rearing and “the care, the passion and moral support” they offer (as described by my students), play a significant role in sustaining not just individual soldiers but also the armed organization and the nation writ large. This suggests that reproductive work is not incidental to conflict but part of its very fabric. Kachin women’s work within the setting of the ongoing war does not differ significantly from that of rural, revolutionary women elsewhere in Myanmar. Attention to the role gender plays in the conflict therefore offers a new perspective for understanding how the rebel wars, like the one in Kachinland, have been sustained and maintained for so long.

Reproducing the Revolution

My concept of militarized social reproduction augments current feminist research on social reproduction by extending the analysis to armed groups engaged in insurgency warfare. Importantly, different forms of militarized social reproduction inform and reinforce one another—to analytically distinguish between them does not mean that they are distinct in practice. Militarized social reproduction expands the concept of reproduction to include women’s everyday labor undertaken in response to war, including military conscription, frontline provisioning, veteran care, and revolutionary marriage. I understand militarized social reproduction to be care work in displacement camps, where women often collectively work together to make ends meet, pooling their meager resources to provide for both immediate family members and soldiers far away on the battlefield. I understand it as daily labor on land lost in the war and in the conscription of daughters to the army on behalf of their brothers. I find it in the hundreds of marriages facilitated by the KIO to “engender loyalty and enthusiasm” (as many of my interlocutors put it) and in the encouragement to give birth for a community facing “genocidal attacks” (as the rebel leadership phrased it). This labor is not static but changes in relation to both the demands of the war and the life stages of the women involved in this labor: a young unmarried recruit might focus the bulk of her labor in the military where she is employed in a lower-ranking position as a nurse, seamstress, or a trainer, whereas a married wife living in displacement will spend most of her energy on a combination of housework, child-rearing, and money-making. Unlike other studies in the broad field of civil wars, rebel governance, or war studies, the application of militarized social reproduction renders visible how wartime gender orders are forged and (trans)formed through the labor and bodies of women and girls. This means that wars are shaped through everyday actions, and women’s reproductive and productive labor help reproduce wartime orders, but not in a totalizing way: women can, and do, resist the demands of the Kachin leadership but also, importantly, the oppressive reach of Burmese state power.

The longer the conflict lasts, the more important women’s reproductive activities become. The Kachin army, in at least some instances, can no longer afford to pay its soldiers on a regular basis—obligating the wives and daughters of male soldiers to engage in unsafe income-generating activities in order to send materials to soldiers on the front line. These income-generating activities often draw on the commercialization of women’s social reproductive duties, resulting in women migrating abroad as maids, sex workers, and birth mothers, as recent reports have shown (Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health and Kachin Women’s Association Thailand 2018). This suggests that demands on women to sustain and resource the armed forces increase with the demands of the conflict, making this an even more urgent area of research. Yet, too often, a widespread focus on ethnicity, state-making, or the behavior of military elites have prevented observers and scholars from noticing the ways in which women’s labor underpins the Kachin army’s endurance.

The 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing Census indicates that a quarter to a third of all homes in government-controlled areas of Kachin State are female-headed (Myanmar Department of Population 2015a). Recent statistics from the United Nations indicate that about 80 percent of the population living in displacement in Kachin IDP camps are women and children (UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 2016, 2017; UN Women 2021). In households that lack a male authority figure, men’s absence is explained by drug addiction, conscription, or migration. In households that are de facto headed by women, men are present but unable to contribute to the household economy due to addiction, disease, or injuries. The women in these households are typically engaged in agriculture, informal trading, and casual labor.1 Before their displacement to IDP camps, the majority of the women I interviewed in Kachinland worked in agriculture, undertook agriculture-related casual labor, or engaged in petty trading as their primary income source. In displacement, these women became reliant upon casual labor, remittances, and food aid.2 The women in these households have had to shoulder a huge responsibility in ensuring the survival of their communities, suggesting that the Kachin household is an integral, if often overlooked, unit in the Kachin military project.

In Kachinland, the movement for equality and rights in the face of repeated attacks and disinvestment has come at an extraordinarily high cost. Kachin women and men I speak to say that no household has escaped the war, whether they live in proximity to it or not. The Kachin household is therefore a militarized and often dispersed household, where a sense of home and belonging is animated by women’s labor, even as kinship relations are reframed by the war.

Kinship, constituted around the centrality of household and marriages, is reproduced through women’s affective and material relations. It is traditionally understood “as a triangular system of families that can give brides (mayu), families that can take brides (damau), and families from whom brides can be neither given nor taken (kahpu kanau)” (Sadan 2024, 7). Yet repeated displacement and dispossession have changed household dynamics, as young people delay marriage, women manage households on their own, and military-organized mass weddings take on a new urgency. The realities of war irrevocably alter the possibilities and opportunities for life. As Sharika Thiranagama (2011, 12) succinctly puts it, writing about war and postwar Sri Lanka, “War grounds life even as it takes it away.”

The concept of militarized social reproduction also helps us to see how these transformations in the war economy affect women, especially because direct deaths and casualties on the battlefields do not give a complete picture of what it means to live in and experience protracted war. The bodies of women tend to bear the long-lasting consequences of war, which affects their opportunities to reimagine and shape different political futures. The longevity of the war in northern Myanmar, alongside an absence of state welfare investments and infrastructural development, has taken a massive toll on the overall health and rights of people living in this conflict-affected borderland.

Women often shoulder the burden of making up for persistent gaps in resources; these gaps are severe and only grow wider as the insurgency goes on. Rebel groups like the Kachin army are not only responsible for their soldiers; they also have to provide for the civilians living in areas under their control. This responsibility is compounded by the fact that in conflict-affected areas of northern Myanmar, almost one in seven people have had to flee attacks, unable to return back home. People living in displacement desperately need food, shelter, and health care. Yet aid is blocked by the Myanmar government from reaching camps controlled by the KIO where almost half of displaced people reside, most of them women and children.3 Poverty, already dire, is increasing in the region, including in areas not directly affected by the fighting: the Integrated Household Living Condition Assessment (IHLCA) estimates that about 29 percent of the population in Kachin State lives below the poverty line (IHLCA 2011). The COVID-19 crisis has exacerbated vulnerabilities, as has the 2021 military coup, which led to an intensification of fighting in Kachin areas.

Whether women are soldiers themselves; wives, mothers, or daughters to soldiers; or simply civilians living in areas under the control of the Kachin armed forces, the tasks of care—often in addition to the tasks necessary to generate income—are often outsourced to them. The women I speak to in displacement camps are pooling their meager incomes to send to their sons and husbands on the front lines. They give birth in drafty shelters and sleep seven to a room under inadequate blankets. They cannot afford sanitary products, and they sling their children on their backs when they go to work, for meager pay, on the banana and sugarcane plantations dotting the countryside. They do backbreaking, seemingly never-ending work. They are paid less than men, if they are paid at all. A 2020 report notes that if displaced women in Kachin State find paid employment, their monthly income is 20 percent lower than displaced men and more than 30 percent lower than women not living in displacement (Durable Peace Programme Consortium 2020).

A young woman I met in Myitkyina illustrates the burden of militarized social reproduction on women and girls living in and through war. Her father was in the KIA, and her mother was a former soldier residing in a displacement camp with five of her children. In November 2015, the mother “took a Chinese pill” to induce an abortion when she realized she was pregnant again, as she felt unable to provide for yet another mouth. I met the young woman in March 2016; her mother was still bedridden. As the oldest child in the family, this young woman now had to assume all caretaking duties and had given up her dreams of attending university. She was thinking instead that despite the risks of trafficking, she should go to China to work as a maid, as the reduction in humanitarian aid meant that the needs of her family were not met despite her quitting school and trying to make an income through day labor.

Women are buckling under the strain to keep individual soldiers and the army writ large alive. This means that the longer the conflict drags on, the harder it becomes for women to (re)produce the revolution. Thus, understanding their work as contributors to militarization is important not only because it demonstrates broader and deeper linkages between a gendered political economy and the conduct of war but also because understanding this work as a form of militarized social reproduction brings into sharp relief the impact this labor has on the women themselves.

Reproducing Militarization through the Household

I use the term household throughout this book to refer to a dynamic, contested, gendered, and militarized space in which women’s unpaid and undervalued duties sustain both the individual home and the armed revolution. This understanding is meant to illustrate how the household and its members, whether geographically close or far apart, support armed conflict through direct or indirect military work. Inspired by the work of international relations scholar Patricia Owens (2015), I conceptualize the conflict-affected household as a gendered, hierarchal, and dynamic entity and as an object of military strategy. Focusing on the political economy of the household means shining a spotlight on the gendered divisions of labor, power, resources, and identities produced and reproduced within it. Such a focus implies that the household is embedded within a political-economy context and is also a space for resistance and contestation. To paraphrase Owens (2015), household governance is always marked by resistance. In other words, households take a variety of forms and are not fixed, passive sites; they develop within and in response to changes both external and internal to the household—such as warfare, level of development, and types of welfare systems (Douglass 2012; Elias and Gunawardana 2013). The relationship between the household and the military is dynamic, uneven, and heterogenous, and at times troubled by women who resist gendered expectations of duty, care, and compliance with overarching military goals and objectives.

Moreover, women move among various types of households throughout their life course. For example, a women’s rights activist in her early thirties I interviewed in 2015 detailed growing up without a father in the 1980s, as he was fighting for the KIO/KIA, leaving her mother to shoulder the responsibility for the survival of her family. During this time, the mother was engaged in a variety of informal activities to provide for her family, including opium and jade trading and subsistence agriculture. Once the ceasefire was agreed on in 1994, her father returned and the family moved to a government-controlled area where they earned stable revenue through white-collar work.

The impact of conscription and migration, as illustrated here, suggests that households are not geographically bounded but connected through affective and material relations (Howell 2015). This household remained a household even though its members were scattered.

Through various subsistence and reproductive activities, the mother in this family helped underpin the war effort by keeping the members of the household fed, dressed, and loved—whether they physically resided within the same space or not. This suggests two things: one, that kinship relations are critical for maintaining both households and broader communities across geographical differences, and, two, that these dynamics are transformed through war. Similar points also have been raised by other scholars of Myanmar borderlands and insurgent state-building, and I remain indebted to their work and insights (Dillabough-Lefebvre 2025; Ferguson 2021; Haokip 2023; Ong 2023; Rajah 2008; Sadan 2013a; Steinmüller 2022). Where I differ is in my feminist analysis of the household and its relationship to the political economy of war.

This means that I understand Kachin households as embedded in a military context that pushes the household to direct its activities toward servicing and sustaining the armed revolution and the imagined Kachin nation. Although this overarching political economy context is neither constant nor fixed, the war constitutes a key factor framing household behavior and responses. In other words, women’s household duties, which feminist work on the household has demonstrated are essential for the effective running of the market, also form an integral part of militarization processes. Women’s labor may be perceived as peripheral, but as we will see in this book, women (as daughters, mothers, and wives to soldiers, as well as being soldiers themselves) are central to the work of war.

Asking Feminist Questions about the War

Focusing on Kachin women as holders of knowledge means that I have been able to delve deep into questions concerning the gendered materiality of war. By asking questions about women’s social reproductive and productive labor—what I in this book call militarized social reproduction—I have gained new insights into the meaning and making of war and have reimagined “the home front” as a space for the political, both in terms of enabling revolutions forward and sustaining everyday life. Alongside other feminist thinkers (Baines 2016; Enloe 2010; Nordstrom 1997), this has led me to the conclusion that we cannot understand wars unless we understand the lived experiences of wars—and, in particular, the ways in which women and girls in households supposedly disconnected from the front line are in fact embedded within and affected by military relations. In other words, the results gained from learning from women in Kachinland have far-reaching implications for how we understand and theorize civil wars. This focus challenges the dominant narrative on Myanmar by researchers whose principal concern has been to listen to male voices, male soldiers, and male political leaders. Problematically, the emphasis on armies and on (male) soldiers hides the expansive and extensive work done by women in underpinning armed conflict. We know from research undertaken on women in armed movements across Southeast Asia that women participate in and experience wars in ways that “are consistently different from men,” as Barbara Watson Andaya (2020, 268) puts it. Therefore, the primary research conducted with Kachin women for this book enables a novel analysis of how the war in Kachinland is understood and constructed by people otherwise marginalized in state-centric or androcentric accounts of civil wars in Myanmar.

Furthermore, the impact of unequal gendered responsibilities during wartime and the insecurities they give rise to are not unique to Kachin women but can be applied more broadly. Indeed, extant research on women in/around militaries around the world has noted how women’s inclusion in military organizations tends to occur in such a way that the masculine boundaries and the masculinized dynamics of these units are not upset. These bodies of work show how, regardless of the extent of involvement of women in state or rebel organizations, pervasive gendered norms and dynamics mean that women are still typically subordinate to men, leading to discrimination, insecurity, and inequality (Enloe 2000; Yuval-Davis 1985). As Swati Parashar (2009) notes, “Armed militancy, therefore, is an opportunity for a few women to have a public presence, and yet it is an opportunity that seems to reinstate them further into the realm of the private.” Narratives that celebrate or exceptionalize the agency of women who supposedly break gender boundaries through their participation in militancy, along with efforts that center women in military organizations, obfuscate the gendered dynamics of violence and exclusion that often are fundamental to the operations and legitimacy of militaries (Berry and Lake 2021, 472). Rather than upsetting gender hierarchies, women’s participation might instead legitimatize military might and the patriarchal relations at their core.

Moreover, centering military institutions and soldiers in our analyses of war means that the way we study war might hide the extensive work and harm done outside the immediate vicinity of the battlefront. In long-term wars like those fought in Kachinland, unfolding across generations and households, war is experienced both as an everyday insecurity and in waves of direct attacks, as women like Seng Rai (her story is mentioned in the preface) struggle to keep their children and kin fed, clothed and safe, and with a future worth living for. Traditional approaches to the study of war—focusing on battlefield deaths and direct mortality, troop strengths and tactics, peace agreements and generals—are ill-equipped to deal with the presence of this violence in daily life (Sjoberg 2014), treating it as an exception or a singular event (Baines 2016). Also ill-equipped to account for the continuum of violence permeating war zones is an emphasis on sexual violence in conflict, often reported in the conflicts in Myanmar. A singular focus on wartime sexual violence sets it apart from other forms of violence, rendering it exclusive or spectacular while hiding or naturalizing other forms of violence (Eriksson-Baaz and Stern 2013), including more mundane, longer-term, and gendered effects of armed conflict. Such an approach also risks contributing “to a hierarchy of ‘worthy’ oppression, wherein some forms of harm and violence are more deserving of attention and outrage whereas others are not” (Berry and Lake 2021, 472).

In Kachinland, violence is present in the high rate of maternal mortality and the nutritional deficit of children born too early to mothers working too hard on sugarcane and banana plantations. It is present in unsafe migration patterns, in the thousands of young girls moving across the border to China as maids, wives, or surrogate mothers (Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health and Kachin Women’s Association Thailand, 2018). It is present in “exceptional” acts of sexual violence, shelling, and torture, but also the almost constant worry and fear for one’s kin and loved ones. As Seng Rai’s story illustrates, experiences of war cannot be reduced to singular or spectacular events but need to be understood as mundane experiences of violence threaded into and shaping daily life across generations.

In developing a feminist political-economy analysis of the Kachin conflict through the everyday experiences of women such as Seng Rai, this book provides both a theoretical and empirical contribution to studies of war and conflict. Taking the household seriously as a material relation and treating women as sources of knowledge engender a fresh approach to the gender dimensions of conflict and insecurity and may help explain just how wars, like those fought in Kachinland, have lasted for so long and with what effects.

Historical Context


I was very young when the fighting between the KIA and the Burmese Army started, but we soon all felt the effects of it. . . . It was not unknown for people to be shot on their doorsteps at this time. We felt that the Burmese were invaders occupying our land.

— Nhkum Bu Lu (2016, 293)



One evening after fieldwork, sitting around a fire, I asked one of my friends what “Mung maden, gumsheng, Myen Asuya” translated as. I knew the phrase referred to the Myanmar government and had heard it used plenty, but since I could not speak Jinghpaw, I was not sure how it translated exactly. My friend thought for a while and then explained that it translated as “the Colonial/Invader Ruthless/Aggressive Dictator Burmese Government.”

Ah, I thought to myself, that makes sense. This phrase captures the fractured relations that have been at the heart of Kachinland’s relationship to Myanmar since independence.

Kachinland, or Wunpawng Mungdan, is located in the green hills of northernmost Myanmar. Unlike Kachin State, which borders neighboring Shan State to the east, China to the north, and India to the west, Kachinland ignores these official national and international borders and stretches much farther. Although both Kachin State and Kachinland are sparsely populated, with most people living in rural communities, the Kachin population is nevertheless one of the most politically important minority groups in Myanmar today. Kachinland has never been fully incorporated into Myanmar proper but has, over six decades of war, retained relative autonomy (Sadan and Maran 2022).

The idea of Wunpawng Mungdan has been deployed (at times, forcefully so) as the imagined nation for which one fights, rationalizing the use of both arms and claims to political rights. As with Shanland (Ferguson 2021) or Kawthoolei (Garbagni and Walton 2020; Rajah 2002; South 2007) farther south4—where ethnonationalist struggles emerged sometime after independence from the British—Wunpawng Mungdan has been understood as an elite attempt to construe pan-Kachin identity at the expense of other minority identities and languages present in the area (Sadan 2013) where wars have been fought, on and off, for decades.

As Nhkum Bu Lu recalls above, the wars in this region—the northernmost area of Myanmar—have a long history of invasion and occupation. The war in Kachinland began in 1961 after the Burman-dominated leadership in central Myanmar made attempts to outlaw minority languages and practices. This was the final straw for ethnic populations, such as the Kachin, who felt betrayed by the government’s failure to deliver on promises made in negotiations for independence from the British in 1948. In the lead-up to the negotiations, Kachin politicians had debated how and in what ways Kachin independence would best be ensured, finally agreeing that participation in the Panglong Agreement would bring about social and economic justice and elevate Kachin State to an equal partner in the Union of Burma (Sadan 2013).5 These promises were not delivered, and by the time of the 1960 elections, there was a widespread sense of disappointment among not only Kachin communities but also ethnic minorities across the country with the new political order (Ralph and Sheera 2019; Sadan 2013). More and more ethnic minority leaders called for renewed political dialogues or armed uprisings. This greatly alarmed the head of the Burmese military, General Ne Win, who in 1962 took power in a coup (Smith 1999).
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Figure 1 Map of Kachinland.



Members of an underground movement of Kachin university students called the Seven Stars had already begun talking of an armed uprising, and in February 1961, a select few met in Lashio to formally and openly declare an armed revolution. The few attendees agreed on the following objectives, as recounted in Major N’Chyaw Tang’s unpublished memoir:


	1. To establish the republic of Kachinland,

	2. To drive out the invader Burman imperialists from the Kachinland, and

	3. To make viable the armed Kachin independence army perfectly, thus this very day has become the KIA day or the resistance day.



A month later, as recalled by Major N’Chyaw Tang, the Seven Stars raided the Lashio treasury, raising enough funds to set up the first military training camp with seventy-two new male recruits. As recounted in the major’s memoirs, many missions followed: to China and India as well as to other ethnic communities to raise funds, access weapons, build alliances, and unite a disparate Kachin community under the Kachin cause. Social practices were reinterpreted, as the old system of hereditary chiefs (duwas) was replaced by a “uniformed military leadership” (Maran La Raw 2007, 43). As will be discussed more in chapter 4, attempts were also made to lower or ban the dowry and encourage marriages across the ethnic subgroups included under the Kachin umbrella. Alongside the invention of a “monumental Kachin flag”6 and other national symbols and rituals, these practices constituted attempts by the new Kachin leadership to foster unity around a Kachin armed cause (Sadan 2013, 336–37).

In the following years, the Seven Stars grew from a loosely organized network of students and civilians-with-arms into one of Myanmar’s largest armed organizations, the KIA. A political wing, the KIO, was established to maintain a de facto government in liberated areas of northern Myanmar with departments of education, justice, health, and so on, areas that are under the control of the KIO/KIA. As we will look at in more detail in the following chapters, recruits were drawn from the household, with each family expected to contribute a son or a daughter to the cause, and a “war tax” was set up to help fund the Kachin military apparatus. As repeated displacement, injury, and military service led to changes in household dynamics, kinship relations were further reimagined. In the absence of husbands, women became heads of households; young soldiers, finding dowries to be prohibitively costly, cohabited outside of marriage; and military officers (du ni) stepped in to negotiate marriage proposals (Maran La Raw 2007). A Jinghpaw-defined model of kinship took on increasing importance (Sadan 2013). The war thus generated new ways of being, as social norms and codes related to marriage and household relations were reproduced and reinterpreted in relation to broader changes and disruptions to everyday life.

As in all civil wars, civilians suffered the brunt of these conflicts. Tens of thousands of people were displaced. Parts of Kachin State were declared free-fire zones by the junta, with state troops sanctioned to shoot any civilian on sight. Whole villages were burned down. A Human Rights Watch report (1992) notes extensive abuses committed by the state military, such as summary executions, torture, portering, sexual violence, and forced relocation of Kachin civilians to military-controlled villages. State policies aimed at eradicating resistance also included nonmilitary means of subjugation, including targeting places of minority religious practice, disallowing the teaching of ethnic languages, and arresting anyone assumed to have rebel connections. A mother of six, currently living in a displacement camp in the north of the country, recalled when, at the age of ten, her village was torched by the Burmese military. She explained that after the burning of her village, “We were forced to move to a military camp, but without my father who had been tortured by the military.” She never saw her father again.

In short, the impact of the war on everyday life was as devastating as it was monumental. A woman I spoke to in 2016 summarized those years simply: “We ran—all the time.” Later, she retold a story her mother had shared with her about how she was usually a “good baby,” but “whenever we had to pass the Burma Army posts I cried! She would have to cover my mouth with her hand, and one time almost killed me by accident because she covered my mouth for too long.” A member of the Seven Stars, an elderly gentleman with dyed jet-black hair and a slight tremor in his voice, told me when we sat in his kitchen in late 2015 that during this period “they will arrest every [Kachin] man they see in the street, this is the Burmese way.” Other, younger people I spoke to remembered growing up hiding in bunkers and fields.

In 1994, a ceasefire between the central government and the KIO/KIA was agreed upon. The reasons leading up to this have been well documented; they include wider geopolitical events such as the disintegration of the communist bloc and changes in relations with Thailand and China, as well as a general war-weariness on both sides. The many decades of armed conflict had devastated areas under KIO control. As the historian Mandy Sadan (2016) notes, KIA soldiers, often stationed in rural areas, had become “increasingly isolated” from the very populations they set out to fight for, especially those residing in urban communities. However, while the ceasefire did lead to a reduction in direct conflict, which made everyday life easier, especially for those residing in rural communities who now could travel more freely and did not have to worry as much about forced recruitment by the KIO/KIA, it did not resolve any underlying political issues, and many people I spoke to continued to experience land insecurity, poverty, inequality, and discrimination.7 This led some commentators to refer to the ceasefire period commencing in 1994 as a period of “armed peace” (Sadan 2016). Extensive underdevelopment, pervasive land grabbing, and increases in drug addiction and communicable diseases contributed to feelings of dissatisfaction and frustration associated with the outcome of the ceasefire. A young female captain I met in 2013 simply shrugged her shoulders when I asked her about the ceasefire years: “Ahh, that was nonsense.”

While the 1994–2011 ceasefire did not resolve larger political issues, or indeed bring peace to everyday lives, it provided a space for Kachin society to respond to community needs. This period saw the emergence of new forms of civilian opposition and a resurgence of organized civil society and youth activism with ties to the KIO/KIA. As will be discussed in chapter 4, this proved important when the conflict resumed in 2011, as the KIO/KIA could capitalize on burgeoning nationalistic sentiments among youth (Jones 2016; Sadan 2015; Smith 2016). Meanwhile, the military junta began to engage in a number of state-building exercises. These included the launch of their “roadmap to democracy,” which purported to lay out how the country would transition from an outright dictatorship to a military-controlled form of government, using the trappings of democratic governance. The KIO had attended the National Convention leading up to the writing of a new constitution, proposing a return to the principles of the Panglong Agreement, including the right of internal self-determination and the fundamental rights of all ethnic nationalities (EBO 2010). This was ignored, and in 2008, the military junta put forward a new constitution, ensuring a controlled transition toward an authoritarian mode of “disciplined democracy” where 25 percent of the new legislature would be occupied by military men. The new constitution required all armed groups to surrender their arms and come under the control of the Burmese army as so-called Border Guard Forces or People’s Militia Forces (Buchanan 2019; Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung 2011). The KIO/KIA, along with several other armed groups, resisted this and began to repopulate their ranks with new young soldiers. The KIO also drew up a number of counterproposals, submitted to the military junta, stating that it was willing to become a member of a “Union Defence Force” if the spirit of the Panglong Agreement were upheld and the rights and self-determination of ethnic minorities respected. Once again, its proposals were rejected (EBO 2010). Tensions between the KIO/KIA and the Myanmar military increased.

In 2010, popular elections were held to usher in the new military-controlled government, which took its seat in 2011. The move from an outright dictatorship also included political and economic reforms as well as a peace process initiated in 2011 (Thant Myint-U 2019). However, also in 2011, the Burmese military attacked Kachin army outposts after the deadline for the KIO to transform into a Border Guard Force passed (Sadan 2016). This effectively ended the ceasefire that had lasted almost two decades. War again ensued, with the KIO/KIA benefiting from the resurgence of nationalistic support among predominantly young people to fight the state. As one of the women I interviewed put it: “You can demolish KIO [and] KIA, but if you can’t give equality, and the rights that ethnic people demand, then a new KIO, a new KIA will be come up tomorrow.”

As I am writing this, in 2024, the violence in Kachinland has taken a new turn. In February 2021, the Myanmar military resumed power in a coup. The subsequent impact on civilian communities has been particularly stark. Nearly 10 percent of the population in Kachin State are displaced. As noted earlier, 80 percent of those currently living in displacement camps are women and children.8 Since April 2016, the government has restricted humanitarian aid from reaching IDP camps in KIO-controlled territory, increasing the strain on women heads of households to provide for their families in war-affected areas.9 Poverty is widespread and worsening. The mother of six, cited above, said to me: “I have dealt with fighting and war all my life, since the coup my life has become even more difficult.” She continued: “In 2011, I thought my life had become somewhat stable, but once the war resumed, I had to flee again. The only difference in my life now and before the coup, is that before the coup we had more humanitarian aid [in the displacement camp], and now we don’t have any.” Clashes are also escalating, including air strikes against Kachin civilians, like the attack in October 2022 on an outdoor concert celebrating the founding of the KIO. More than one hundred people died in what became known as the A Nang Pa massacre.

In the aftermath of the attack, a close friend explained, through tears, that “all life we have to deal with this, this injustice and this violence. It never, ever ends.” After a pause, she said: “I always advocate for peace, but when you are from a minority group, and you are being attacked, how do you survive without an armed defense? In order to resist and survive, in order to make these broader changes, you have to first survive.” She went on to quote the Indian scholar Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, who wrote: “Sometimes situations become so intolerable that moral certainties are no longer meaningful” (Evans and Spivak 2016).

The protracted and severe nature of the war is playing a significant role not just in everyday lives but also in national-level politics, where the central government seems unable or unwilling to yield to rebel demands for equality and recognition, yet cannot defeat them either. The prospect of peace seems to be a long way off.

Feminist Research on War

Like all studies of war and revolutions, mine is an incomplete account, shaped by my biases, relationships, and emotions. As a PhD student venturing out on fieldwork in 2015, I wanted to understand how women’s intimate knowledge and everyday experiences of war could help broaden understandings of war—how they begin; why they last; and, therefore, how they might end. The Kachin war seemed to provide an opportunity to do this. But I first came to this question not as a PhD student but as a volunteer on the Thai-Myanmar border.

In the mid-2000s, I was based for several years in northern Thailand, volunteering for women’s organizations, including the KWAT. In fact, it was discussions with members of the KWAT and other Burmese women’s organizations that first made me interested in learning more about the experiences of women in the armed forces in Myanmar. Several of the women I worked with were members of both women’s rights organizations and armed groups, and between them had decades of experience of soldiering. Yet at the time of my work in Thailand, I did not see their histories reflected in accounts of Myanmar’s many civil wars and revolutions, which, by and large, tended to assume that soldiering and resistance are male experiences. Luckily, this has changed in the years since, and I am indebted to feminist scholars and activists exploring the “herstories” of upheavals, nationalism, and war in Myanmar (Harriden 2012; Ikeya 2011; Tharaphi Than 2014).

Taking a cue from Sara Ahmed, who proposes that citation serves as feminist memory, I largely draw on feminist work to analyze my research findings. Ahmed (2017, 15–16) writes that “citation is how we acknowledge our debt to those that came before; those who helped us find our way. . . . Citations can be feminist bricks: they are the materials through which, from which, we create our dwellings.” As a consequence, the vast majority of works cited in this book are written by feminist scholars who are, for the most part, women.

As this book builds on and adds to feminist studies in international relations, war studies, and political economy, it is grounded in a feminist tradition of taking the knowledge of women seriously. Considering the lack of Kachin women in both formal and informal governance settings in Myanmar, as well as the dearth of historical accounts recording the experiences of minority women living in conflict areas in Kachinland, valuing Kachin women as sources of knowledge has been crucial in order to capture, as Annick Wibben (2011, 100) puts it, “varied meanings of security as experienced in everyday circumstances.” In other words, interviewing and observing Kachin women helps to highlight an otherwise forgotten dimension of the conflict. This book is concerned with bringing to the fore the lifeworlds of women living through war, centering them as complex holders of knowledge and experience that can inform more nuanced and ethical understandings of wars and their effects. This approach was also informed by the feminist conviction that for women to be involved in peace and political settlements, they need to be acknowledged as actors and participants in the conflict, their experiences recorded and included. Knowledge is, after all, the basis for action (DeVault and Gross 2012; Harding 1992).

As a result, I spent a lot of time learning from women on the ground. While the overarching questions guiding this research concern the role the Kachin household—and, in particular, women’s household labor—plays in sustaining the war effort, multiple other questions emerged during the course of the research. These include: How does women’s labor sustain the “normal” functions of Kachin society (that must go on despite the ongoing presence of conflict and without a government safety net)? Why and how do women’s household duties inform or limit their participation in armed conflict? What roles have women’s groups played in sustaining Kachin society? How have these groups enabled and/or circumscribed women’s active participation in society? How do marriage practices affect women’s ability to contribute labor to the war effort? What is the effect of women’s labor on their bodies and mental health?

This multiplicity of questions came about as I learned more about the gendered roles and experiences of women in their everyday lives. The relationship between gendered roles and the changes in the conflict is in fact no accident, as I will show in the following chapters; gender roles have shifted and changed in relation to the broader objectives of the war efforts. I do not seek to provide explanations that hold true for all households or all women living in Kachinland; rather, I use this range of questions to generate a context from which I can sketch out a possible answer as to how and why the Kachin conflict has been sustained for so long, across life courses, generations, and households, and in the face of extensive and brutal state violence. As Juanita Elias and Shirin Rai (2015, 426) remind us: “It is the lived experiences of those on the ground that generate the most useful insights that enable us to connect everyday acts and forms of violence to broader political-economic structures and systems.” This includes, in my reading, the political-economy apparatus of armed groups. Thus, through this focus on women’s lived experiences, I am able to highlight the gendered role of women (whether as soldiers themselves, or as mothers, wives, and daughters to soldiers) as relevant actors and the household as a critical if overlooked site for conflict sustenance in studies of Myanmar, war, and security.

Writing (Revolutionary) Women’s Worlds

The data for this book is drawn from semistructured interviews and participant observation collected during several trips to both Thailand and Myanmar. The first two of these trips were undertaken in 2013 and 2014, and I interviewed (mostly) female soldiers in the KIO/KIA about their experiences and perspectives on armed duty, war, and peace-building. These sets of interviews made me curious to further explore the role of women in the Kachin armed conflict, which I set out to do in my doctoral studies commencing in 2015. For my doctoral research, I returned to KIO-controlled areas in 2015 and 2016, and then again in 2017 and 2018, to dwell deeper on questions of gender and war. Speaking to women living through repeated waves of violence made me realize just how central women’s labor has been to survival in the midst and aftermath of war, leading me to explore the role the Kachin household, and women’s household labor, play in sustaining war efforts across space and time. In 2019, 2021, and 2023, I undertook further interviews remotely, with the invaluable aid of a local research assistant to probe around questions of marriage and marriage practices and to ask about life in displacement after the coup. In addition to these interviews, undertaken primarily with female soldiers and women living in displacement camps, I interviewed women and men active in different types of administrative roles within the KIO, advisers to members of the KIO Central Committee, students attending schools run by the KIO’s educational department, local Kachin research organizations, and leaders and rank-and-file soldiers of other armed groups sharing territory with the KIO/KIA. I also spoke to members of local civil society, including Kachin women’s organizations and had numerous informal (as well as formal, recorded) conversations with people working for different UN agencies and international nongovernmental organizations posted to Kachin State. I read and analyzed reports published by international agencies and local organizations; attended meetings and commemorations; taught at schools run by movement actors; and, as I have done sporadically since I left Chiang Mai in 2008, volunteered with women’s groups.

These trips also included research undertaken in areas under Myanmar government control, such as Yangon and Myitkyina, and Chiang Mai and Bangkok in Thailand, where large populations from the Kachin community can be found. Here I interviewed members of the Kachin women’s movements, the KIO foreign affairs department, as well as nongovernmental organizations and networks working in Kachin State, such as the Nyein Foundation, the Alliance for Gender Inclusion in the Peace Process, and the Kachin State Women’s Network. In total, I interviewed more than one hundred women (and some men), using either English or Jinghpaw and Burmese. Of course, this research also resulted in certain blind spots—most, if not all, of my friends and colleagues are Christian, speak Jinghpaw, and identify as Kachin. However, the Kachin nation is made up of people from different subgroups who speak different languages; indeed, the exonym Kachin is highly contested and politicized. And as Mandy Sadan and Ja Htoi Pan Maran (2022, 326) note: “The boundaries, nomenclature, and degree of incorporation of . . . groups within the Kachin umbrella have shifted and continue to shift over both time and space.” Engaging with other groups would no doubt have broadened the analysis, yet my connection to Kachin Jinghpaw-speakers made it challenging to meet individuals who would not self-identify as Kachin, not least because I did not have any prior relationships with them. The influence of religion is another important issue I did not delve deeply into, yet given the important role afforded the churches, feminist work undertaken within Kachin theological colleges and religious associations is critical for future research exploring gender issues in Kachinland. As this book concerns the gendered household and its (dynamic and, at times, conflictual) relationship with the military organization, the KIO/KIA, a more focused study of language and kinship relations would have been fruitful. Future research will hopefully delve more deeply into feminist stories of militarized kinship10 and the gendered effects of language policies.

An obvious limitation of this research is my inability to speak Jinghpaw or Burmese. When the interviews were not conducted in English, I worked with Kachin interpreters, most of them women and most of them known to me either from previous work and connections to the area or from the organization where they were based. Importantly, they were also well known and respected in their communities. These women would also help organize interviews undertaken in liberated areas where it was difficult for me as a foreigner to move around on my own. In areas controlled by the Thai government or the Myanmar State, I typically set up my own interviews through previous connections with the Kachin women’s movement or Kachin or ethnic minority political leaders. When interviews had been conducted in a language other than English, I would cross-check the translation with an external interpreter I knew from the KWAT, sending her anonymized audio files to transcribe or checking in with her about specific terms or words used. However, I did not only rely on the answers in the interviews; I also paid attention to broader power relations present in the community. I was able to observe the heavy labor undertaken by women inside and near the displacement camps, and I noted the absence of men. I observed young students building bunkers and getting dressed up for commemorative days and noticed how female soldiers interacted in the military when I visited. This allowed me to discern and trace the effects of a gendered division of labor on both women and the military writ large.

Without the prior connections and history with members of the Kachin resistance movements, as well as with other organizations based in the territory controlled by the Kachin army, such as the All Burma Students’ Democratic Front, I would not have been able to do the kind of careful empirical research I set out to do in liberated areas, aiming to capture the everyday lived experiences of women. These areas are officially out of bounds for foreign researchers, and my relationships with movement actors, including armed organizations, were instrumental in facilitating access. This shared history also helped me fill in the gaps and parse the details of what I saw and learned with what I already knew of the gender dynamics in these movements, and it alleviated some of the issues associated with being a researcher not from the community.

Clearly, I am an outsider, not affected by the issues and insecurities many of the women I spoke to experience in their everyday lives. Being honest (with myself) about the limitations this outside position imposes on my research—in particular, my inability to fully grasp what it means to live through persistent war—I never imagined myself fully knowledgeable and was aware of the gaps in my research and understanding. At the same time, being an outsider was not always a detriment to the research; at times, it was beneficial. Not being from the community helped draw my attention to everyday practices and processes that an insider might not notice (Chua 2019). For example, one time early on in my research, I was asking after the gendered division of labor in and around the armed forces, and I was told that men and women contributed equally to the military cause. During a break in the interview, I wandered into a building adjacent to the office where I was met by rows of women at sewing machines, making uniforms. For me, this emphasized both the feminized support role that militarized women engage in and the invisibility of women’s labor; for the women I interviewed, this was simply the status quo and not worth mentioning. At other times, young women would confide in me about their dissatisfaction with the KIO, levying critiques against the leadership or sharing experiences of sexual assaults within the army—phenomena I am not sure would have been disclosed had I been an insider or—perhaps even more challenging—a Burmese researcher.

In this way, although the interviews provided the foundation for the research, they were not privileged as the only source of knowledge. Neither were they situated as absolute truth. As Lee Ann Fujii (2010, 234) argues: “The value of people’s narration about their experiences of violence—what they saw, did, felt, or heard—does not necessarily lie in their ‘accuracy’ or ‘truthfulness.’” The value lies in the subjective meaning and the overall context that makes that interpretation of events important. This is particularly true in contexts of violence and conflict when emotions like fear or anger or political agendas around the war shape what is being told, how it is being told, and why. For example, all but one of the female soldiers I spoke to told me they had voluntarily enlisted in the armed forces. When I asked follow-up questions about the details of the enlistment procedures, I realized that most of them were in fact drafted “on behalf of their families,” and sometimes forcefully so. To me, this illustrated the need to tell a specific war story—one in which women (voluntarily!) signed up to fight the Burman military—and rendered visible how military duty is a form of gendered labor. Thus, this focus on the ways in which the interactions among gender, power, and conflict frame how people make sense of their experiences rather than on the veracity of specific stories added an important piece to the puzzle that is the war in Kachinland.

As my understanding grew, I began to feel a discomfort with how the categories of civilian/soldier were applied in research on the Kachin civil war, freezing and delineating singular identities that I had begun to conceive of as relational and dynamic: many women I met moved between these categories, first as soldiers themselves and later as civilian wives-to-soldiers but still supporting the revolution materially and emotionally. I was equally uncomfortable with the ways in which the insecurity experienced by the women I had spoken to was frequently reduced to a single, often spectacular event in reporting on the war (see Baines 2016, 5). On the contrary, for many of these women, the close-to-two decades of the armed ceasefire leading up to the resumption of conflict in 2011 were but a brief interlude in an otherwise violent history that stretched across generations (see Sadan 2016). Fixed conceptualizations, I came to realize, are problematic because they shortchange our knowledge of war and prevent us from seeing how it unfolds across life courses, generations, and households.

I also had to learn how to grapple with contradictions that emerged from my feminist sentiments as a Swedish antimilitarist researcher (see Hoang 2015, 192). For many of the women I met, participation in the armed revolution was understood as an act of duty and care toward one’s kin and future generations. As a former (female) soldier put it: “I thank God for choosing me to be part of the revolution. It wasn’t easy but even now, I am ready to serve if needed. I know this is important.” With respect and recognition of Kachin women’s work and the ways in which they made sense of their experiences, I moved beyond the narrow script of equality and feminist politics I had been raised within and toward one that took seriously the notion that for some people, participation in armed revolutions is congruent with care and, in some instances, with feminist politics. Taking inspiration from Saba Mahmood (2001), in this book, I try to “imagine the politics of gender equality when situated within particular life worlds, rather than speak from a position of knowledge that already knows what the undoing of inequality would entail.” This means building knowledge from the ground up, allowing the “particular” to guide and make possible theorizations about wars and their gendered effects rather than leaning on our “academic vantage points” to explain social phenomena (Lal 1999, 107). I agree with Lee Ann Fujii (2009, 29), who writes in her study on the Rwanda genocide that “political scientists often underestimate the value of knowledge about the ‘particular’ or ‘local,’ assuming such findings to be too closely tied to specific times and places to be generalizable. This assumption is false.” Indeed, it is precisely from the particular and the specific that we can generate new and complex theorizations about the world, tracing the relationship between contradictory and sometimes chaotic realities and the making and effects of war.

Focusing on women’s lived experiences as a way to understand and approach the study of war engendered practical, methodological, and ethical dilemmas. As Elisabeth J. Wood (2006, 373) notes:


The ethical imperative of research (“do no harm”) is intensified in conflict zones by political polarization, the presence of armed actors, the precarious security of most residents, the general unpredictability of events, and the traumatization through violence of combatants and civilians alike.



Thus, the challenges of undertaking sensitive research cannot be alleviated simply by adherence to university or administrative ethics approvals (Pittaway, Bartolomei, and Hugman 2010; Fujii 2012) or what Guillemin and Gillam (2004) aptly refer to as “procedural ethics.” Instead—not in its place but as an addition—I developed a contextual ethical framework, one in which consent and control over the interview situation was stressed, and the knowledge of the research participants over their local context was emphasized. Paying attention to positionality, power, and relationship, I verbally asked for and received informed consent ahead of, during, as well as after the interview, stressing to the respondents that they were ultimately in control of the interview, meaning that they could choose to terminate the interview altogether at any moment in time, and only answer questions if they felt comfortable doing so. I purposefully never asked for information about possibly traumatic events but kept questions broad, allowing the women I spoke with to decide the direction of the interview. I continuously checked in and discussed issues of security and ethics with the people participating in my research, asking them how they understood in/security and what I should do to avoid encountering or causing it, whether for them or for myself (see Fujii 2012). In order to protect the people participating in this research project, I did not write down the names of anyone I met, and in this book all names as well as the exact date and location of the interviews are withheld; synonyms or simply a descriptor of the role held—officer, former soldier, student, and so on—are instead used. I explained that their stories and experiences might feature in academic publications, but also form a core part of advocacy and public outreach about the situation in Kachinland, if they so wished. I told them to let me know if they changed their mind about participation, that I would be happy to remove their input from any future publications. No one ever contacted me about this.

Feminist Fieldwork Failures

Yet even with these preparations, I encountered several ethical dilemmas. In my first round of interviews undertaken with female soldiers, I gained access to participants through the approval of their higher-ups. These sets of interviews were conducted on military bases in liberated areas, and I was told they had to be sanctioned by the head of the brigade, or else the women might run the risk of reprisals. Trusting my interlocuters, I agreed, and while I dutifully informed the women who came to speak to me about the possibility of withdrawing and emphasized the voluntary nature of their participation, they were clearly not there voluntarily since the soldiers most likely had received orders rather than requests. This highlighted the difficult position of trying to make ethical choices during fieldwork: If I had not asked for approval from higher-ranking members of the organization to undertake these interviews, the women participating might have run the risk of disciplinary action; if I asked for approval from higher-ranking members, the women’s participation could not be seen as fully voluntary; if I did not do these interviews, their stories would not be told (to me, at least). Unable to resolve this ethical conundrum, on subsequent trips to Kachinland, I did very few interviews with active female soldiers, focusing instead on former soldiers and military members of the administration I would come across in settings outside army bases. While I feel a degree of unease with my decision to avoid doing interviews on military bases, I agree with Jayati Lal (1999), who writes: “These contradictions constitute an essential component of the process of doing social science research in the ‘real’ world.”

There was another challenge related to emotional dynamics, which affected my research in multiple, sometimes confusing ways. Feelings of fear, uncertainty, guilt, and hopelessness framed some of the interviews I undertook as part of my PhD project. I found myself conflating research participants’ needs with my own: my hopelessness about the war made me want to intervene in direct ways, as the vignette in the preface makes clear. I felt guilty for not helping; yet no one ever asked me to do anything other than to listen and observe. My confusion and my fear led me to cut some interviews short. Believing I was harming women who displayed crisis responses, I would turn off the recorder instead of asking them what they wanted to do. There was another transfer of emotions too: my thoughts about the conflict and my need to leave it mirrored their imaginings, their wishes to leave it all behind, to go home. Of course, they could not. I could, and I did. Centering emotions in my methodological approach helped me see their impact on both data collection and analysis while facilitating an examination of how the war was experienced, and responded to, in the everyday (Hedström 2018).

Another source of ethical confusion was how to act when confronted with statements that did not hold true for me. For example, during my first research trip to liberated areas, the woman I had initially planned to travel with to help set up interviews had to cancel at the last minute; instead, I was introduced to a man in his forties. It quickly became apparent that he did not think much of my research or, what he dismissed as, “Western feminist privileges.” He was also a homophobe and made several derogatory slurs about Aung San Suu Kyi, a leading figure in the pro-democracy movement and, later, state counselor, playing on her gender. I did not say anything when he made those comments. I also did not say anything when he assumed I was a fellow Christian and asked me to give thanks for the food served. My prior methodological training had led me to stress empathy and trust as important in research, but here I had neither empathy (for his views) nor honesty (about my religious beliefs). Similar to the female soldiers mentioned above—who were actively creating an image of voluntary rather than forced participation in the armed forces—the incident with this man illustrates how the people we engage in our research are not simply responding to us but actively shaping what we learn as researchers, choosing to tell some “truths” while hiding others (Lal 1999). As Lee Ann Fujii (2009, 42) points out: “How people talk about the world—whether true or not—gives clues as to how they make sense of that world—how it is and how it ought to be.”

Rather than resolving these “dilemmas,” we need to approach our research process and the knowledge generated from it as constituting partial truths and conflicting subject positions that, taken together, can tell us something important and new about how social phenomena such as war are justified, experienced, and carried out. In this way, by being honest about the messiness and failures of doing research, we may move toward the creation of more complex knowledge that is able to account for the contradictory and chaotic world we live in.

Chapter Overview

In the chapters that follow, I explore how women support the revolution materially, symbolically, emotionally, and legally at different stages in their lives. This book begins with chapter 1 introducing one aspect of militarized social reproduction, militarized care, to help explain the processes by which Kachin women’s labor maintains the Kachin military effort by women living in army brigades and in displacement. I discuss how women’s care sustains the lives of communities both in liberated areas and internal displacement camps, and I trace ways that Kachin women work outside the household to generate income for the war effort. In chapter 2, I turn to the women’s wing of the Kachin armed forces, the Kachin Women’s Association (KWA), outlining the history of the organization and the role it has played in different cycles of the war. I explore how the military has drawn on the KWA to generate militarized social reproduction in support of rebel needs and discuss how the KWA both empowers and circumscribes women’s participation in the broader war effort. Chapter 3 homes in on the experiences of women soldiers, and, using the concept of militarized labor, I examine the ways in which their roles within the military parallel and naturalize their domestic roles in the household. I find that while women’s military participation waxes and wanes in relation to the broader demands of the war efforts, women’s military mobilization consistently draws on and reasserts a gendered division of labor, which positions women as undervalued and/or unwaged workers largely responsible for the social reproduction of the household and the army. Chapter 4 asks what this gendered division of labor means for the cadres of young female soldiers who have joined the KIO/KIA since the outbreak of war in 2011. Although female soldiers may face both stigma and suspicion, they navigate the insecurity they experience by becoming even more committed and loyal soldiers. Chapter 5 looks at what happens once women, upon marriage to soldiers, leave the KIO/KIA, demonstrating how militarized marriage forms another critical part of militarized social reproduction, helping to confer legal, material, and emotional benefits for the revolution. The conclusion discusses the impact of all of this on women’s lives and on the war effort overall, arguing that the viability of the revolution depends on women’s ability to care for their community and kin and to determine and (re)imagine their futures.

In examining the relationship between mobilization for the war and the gendered household, this book aims to draw out lessons for other war-affected countries and transitional contexts. Although this particular research is focused on the Kachin experience—and specifically on the period after the 2011 outbreak of conflict in Kachinland—this book asks larger questions about the relationship among militarization, the household, and insecurity that are of relevance for other contexts.




[image: Figure 1. A four-part illustration of displaced women’s lives in the camps, showing a pot for cooking, an injured man hooked up to an IV, a pigsty, and a woman looking over the scene.]






Chapter1

Care, Love, and Depletion in Displacement

I stretch my legs during a lull in the interview with male land mine survivors, all former soldiers and commanders in the Kachin Independence Army (KIA). The men we speak to are tired and need to take a break. Their wounds are infected, and the two men in their midtwenties, who have lost their eyes and part of their hearing, shuffle around on the bench they sit on, waiting for help from their wives, as they cannot move around on their own.

Their wives, however, are busy cooking. Thankfully, the spicy smell from the kitchen masks the much stronger stench emanating from the pigsty behind us where the wives are running a small pig farm. Walking here, I noticed the vegetable patch they are working on, growing food for their families. Outside the kitchen, several rows of clothing have been hung out to dry. Children are running between our legs, occasionally falling over in their curiosity to take a closer look at the foreigners in their midst.

One woman comes over to clean her husband’s wounds. She grabs the shoulder of one of the children and, at the same time, wipes the child’s nose with the end of the sweater. When I ask the land mine survivors how they make an income, they respond that they don’t, but their wives do: their wives sew jumpers to sell and walk to the KIA office down the hill twice a week to pick up their ration of rice. Slowly taking in the scene—the pigs to feed, the children to watch, the men to nurse, the clothes to wash, the jumpers to be made and sold, the vegetables to be grown—it suddenly strikes me: without these women, these men would not make it through the week, nor could the military itself survive.

As the vignette recalls, in 2016, I spent time in the KIA’s Third Brigade, an area close to the Chinese border. The nights were cold, and I shivered under my thick blanket, but the days were hot enough to dry chilies and clothes, which women living in the brigade headquarters were busy doing. Driving from the compound I stayed in, I could see Chinese houses on the other side of the river, little red flags attached to their roofs—a precaution initiated after a Myanmar military attack saw bombs dropped on the wrong side of the border. I was in the headquarters to speak to land mine victims, all former soldiers, all men. These men resided on a small hill in the military compound with their wives and children. Two of the men were blind; the third had lost one of his legs. Because of their injuries, the men could not do any physical work or help out around the house. But the women worked. As one man explained: “A lot of my responsibilities as a father I have had to give to my wife—I feel really bad now, very stressed. I ask the hospital for bandages, but other support they don’t have.”

During the few hours I spent on the ground outside their houses, built wall-to-wall, the wives undertook the following tasks: harvesting herbs and vegetables, drying chilies, cooking rice and vegetables, carrying fuel on their backs, liaising with local army staff about their family’s rice ration, washing and mending clothes by hand, and feeding their children. They moved quickly; in the midday heat, they did not spend much time outside in the sun, other than to take in the longyis (a traditional skirt-like garment worn by men) that had dried or to grab a child by the collar and ask them to run down the hill with a message or a favor for a neighbor. The kitchen, by far the largest building among the smaller ones the families lived in, was communal and, by the looks of it, heavily used: the walls were sooty from cooking over an open fire, and the dirt floor was leveled almost smooth by heavy use. When I peeked in just before leaving, I saw two of the women bent over four simmering pots. Bundles of pounded, green chilies were on the table. One woman stayed with the men outside to greet several KIA soldiers who had driven up on their motorbikes. The women also took care of their husbands’ medical needs, stopping by every few minutes to clean their festering and wet wounds. One of the men told me: “I feel so sorry that I cannot work. I have a family and I can’t do anything to support them. I feel so sorry for what I cannot do. My wife doesn’t work.” He added: “I don’t want to talk about my relationship with my wife, but when I got this injury I cannot go back to [live] with my mother because I am blind.”

As this man suggests, within the home, women are responsible for ensuring that the needs of both husbands and children are met, yet their reproductive duty is not accepted as “work.” Of course, the woman this former soldier referred to, along with the other two wives living in the compound, labored continuously during my interview with her husband: while the men sat for the duration of the interview, the women were always on their feet. In fact, it was my meeting with these women that opened my eyes to the critical work undertaken by women in resourcing armed insurgency groups. Yet the man’s expressed sentiment, that his wife did not work, is in line with dominant notions framing women’s labor as less valuable and militarized care as incidental rather than central to militarization processes and insurgency warfare. The militarization of caring activities reinforces women’s roles as keepers of tradition and culture at the same time as it results in wives and mothers taking on unwaged positions as caretakers of and providers for injured soldiers and veterans (see Tharaphi Than (2014) for a discussion on women’s symbolic role in Myanmar).

However, the burden of militarized social reproduction lies heavily on women who do not have the income or the family connections to use the help of women’s organizations (discussed at length in chapter 2). None of these women had access to a nursery school, and, apart from their rice rations and their housing, they did not receive help from the KIA. One of the injured men told me: “We are a weak organization, we don’t have enough [weapons] or soldiers. . . . We can’t complain.” His wife was more vocal: “At first, I was so stressed and worried. Before the accident, we were going to apply for him to leave the KIA and go back home. Now we can’t go back home—there are a lot of Burmese in Myitkyina, and he still has shrapnel in his leg. I need to work to get money.” Militarized care is here tied up with the need to generate income and ensure that not only are bandages changed and wounds kept clean but also that everyone has enough to eat and live on. But therein lies the paradox: at exactly the time when the need for this labor increases, the possibility to engage in it decreases. The more women have to take care of everyone else, the less they can provide for them materially.

As the 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing Census shows, with labor force participation dropping steeply among women with children at the same time as poverty increases, women must often leave paid work in order to provide the social services that do not exist in Myanmar today: caretaking, nursing, and looking after children and the infirm. Tellingly, data from the census reveals that 79 percent of women who report being “economically inactive” in Myanmar are in this category due to household responsibilities. This can be compared to a mere 9 percent of men reporting economic inactivity due to household work. In Kachin State, less than half of all women surveyed were formally employed, compared to 83 percent of all men, although three-quarters of these women worked without pay on farms and in the household (Myanmar Department of Population 2016).1 While the census did not reach liberated areas, similar patterns can also be observed in Kachinland, where the return to outright hostilities has put further strain on the ability of the Kachin Independence Organisation (KIO) to provide social services and, therefore, on women to provide for their families. As a member of the KIO Central Committee told me with a regretful shrug of his shoulders when I met him in Laiza in 2018: “Before the war we had our policy where if both partners in the family, husband and wife were both service providers, or members of the KIO/KIA, then we would provide food necessities to every single family members. . . . But after 2011 we find it difficult, because of the extra cost of the war.” It is not just the KIO/KIA who find this difficult, however. The wife of one of the injured men said: “We didn’t have enough money for him to go to [China for health care]; the KIA didn’t give us any money to go. So we had to borrow money from others to go. I was so upset and stressed.”

While the KIO’s health department operates both hospitals and health centers able to treat common ailments and diseases, the resumption of the conflict in 2011 meant that several clinics operating out of Shan areas had to close, and in 2020, the KIO reported having its COVID-19 checkpoints attacked by government forces.2 Moreover, even if health care exists, complicated surgeries and cases must be referred to hospitals across the border in China; access to those medical opportunities is reportedly expensive, and, therefore, as the wife notes, out of reach for most people. The solution: women’s labor, which here not only sustains the individual soldiers; it also helps prop up the gap in welfare by, in effect, enabling the armed forces to divert their funding elsewhere. One man, an adviser to the KIO, explained: “We don’t have a proper welfare system for the soldiers. They only receive 10,000 MMR but they don’t receive this every month. Maybe they receive this every three months, so it’s very hard for soldiers to survive. Also, they don’t get food so it’s hard. If they have a family, then they can send [supplies] but if they don’t have a family they cannot survive.”

As the circumstances of the land mine victims and their families illustrate, women’s labor is essential for ensuring that the material and emotional needs of families and husbands are sustained. This also ensures that the sacrifices required of the (male) soldiers are not forgotten or made in vain. As one of the husbands mentioned previously reminds us: “I was fighting, yes—not only for the KIA, but for the survival of our nation.” His wife, at the time of the accident two months pregnant and with a toddler, adds that although they struggle for income and often quarrel now: “I encourage him, I say ‘I am your leg’ and try to comfort him.” Thus it is not only the sacrifices of men but also the labor and love amassed by wives and mothers, and the exhaustion and depletion that this results in, that go into forging both affective and material ties to the nation. This labor is particularly urgent in areas under the control of the KIO/KIA where protracted displacement and ongoing conflict, alongside the targeting of health systems, have resulted in women having to shoulder the responsibility of maintaining everyday life for the injured and the ill. Yet in displacement camps run by the KIO, where the majority of the residents are women and their dependents, the situation is desperate, profoundly unsettling the ability of the household to reproduce the revolution.

Militarized Social Reproduction in Displacement

The provision of militarized social reproduction is bound up with the changing dynamics of the conflict and the broader needs and effects of the war. This is not a static process but rather a dynamic one—a fact that is perhaps most evident in the displacement camps to which people have fled after losing their land. At the time of my last visit to Kachinland, just over one hundred thousand people resided in displacement, and they were scattered across close to two hundred displacement camps, ranging from smaller makeshift camps and ad hoc shelters in church buildings to larger camp settings with thousands of residents. Around 40 percent of the displaced population lives in areas controlled by the KIO; it is to these areas that the Myanmar government, since 2016, has restricted international aid from reaching those most in need, leaving camps dilapidated and run down.

In 2013, I first visited displacement camps located in liberated areas. When I returned in 2016 and again in 2018, the camps were still there, their blue corrugated roofs glimmering in the afternoon sun, but the obstruction of humanitarian aid had left its mark: most of the houses I visited were drafty lean-tos that did not provide much shelter from the cold winds. Walking on the makeshift roads within these camps, my sandal-clad feet would soon take on a reddish hue.

Several of the women I interviewed had been displaced more than once after attacks on their camps, including shelling by Myanmar military forces. A 2021 report by the UN notes that the protracted nature of displacement—with many households having been cut off from regular access to land, livelihood opportunities, and health services since the outbreak of fighting in 2011—is driving especially high levels of vulnerability, insecurity, and depletion (UNOCHA 2021): in short, the situation in these camps is desperate.

Two women I met in 2018 taught me what militarized social reproduction looks like in the camps. They both lived in a camp run by the KIO; when I visited, it was winter, and the ground we sat on was chilly despite the mat that was laid out. The air around us smelled like burned plastic; tender greens grew in plastic bottles strung off the walls. I learned that they had eleven children between them, ranging from a newborn to sons old enough to serve in the KIA. One woman’s husband was in the KIA; the other woman was a widow. The toddlers were running between us, some of them lacking underpants or socks despite the chill. The baby, lying on the ground next to his mother, was sick with cramps and diarrhea, which the mother kept wiping away with an old rag, explaining that it was difficult to access communal water. The mothers made a precarious income from pig farming, which they sometimes supplemented by weaving traditional bags: both examples of livelihood projects initiated by a local community-based organization in an attempt to help displaced women and their families make ends meet. The bags did not sell well, however, and pig farming required the women to leave the camp. Still, they were grateful for the income, small as it was, saying that “it’s not improving our lives, but it helps us breathe again.”

Though neither of the women had finished school, they both kept meticulous track of the money they made from their livelihood project. While rubbing the stomach of the sick baby, the younger of the mothers explained that “since we don’t have men here to build the pig houses, we have to do it or pay someone else to do it.” To afford this, they would harvest sugarcane or work on the banana plantations, sometimes enlisting older neighbors to help take care of their toddlers when they were out in the fields, often getting up at 5:00 a.m. to start the day. They also had to pay for education-related costs: for the younger children, this included school bags, uniforms, and umbrellas; for the older ones who went to school in the nearby city, this included school fees. And like many other women I spoke to, these women also provided direct financial support to cover the basic living costs of male recruits.

The younger woman, the one with the baby, told me: “I have five children and a husband. I am the breadwinner in this family, as my husband is in KIA.” When I asked if she supported her husband with anything, she started laughing. “Yes, everything!” I learned that she sent him phone money, medicine, petrol, shorts, slippers, and underwear. “I even bought him a motorbike,” she said, still smiling at my naivete. “I also need to support my parents, but I don’t give them money, but curry or sugar or milk, things like that.” The older woman explained that she also supported the soldiers in her family: “My two sons are in the military, but they stay in the mountain so they don’t earn money. I support them with everything too! Motorbike, phone money, soap, flip-flops, toothpaste, fuel, boots and phone, everything. I support them with everything but the uniforms.”

As these experiences show, even displaced women—just barely surviving on a combination of food aid, livelihood assistance, and casual day labor wages—are situated as being responsible for the maintenance and reproduction of the military household. But the women are not just sustaining their families; the army is also dependent on their direct material support. These needs are compounded because, within the Kachin army, salaries are low, almost nonexistent, for low-ranking soldiers. As a result, female soldiers, as well as the wives and mothers of soldiers, are tasked with maintaining the survival of the household through precarious and often exhausting work. In Je Yang, the largest camp in Kachinland, with almost nine thousand residents, the women’s committee targets programming toward helping the wives of KIA soldiers, explaining: “We give priority to the wives of KIA soldiers. . . . The wives of KIA soldiers face huge financial difficulties because their husbands cannot come home and help them. So, we provide this sewing training program to help them earn money by making clothes.” An adviser to the KIA, a young man I met in Laiza, told me over dinner in 2018: “Because when you work for the KIA, it’s a sacrifice, you work for your country, but the KIA, they can’t even support their soldiers.” He gestured with his chopsticks at the bowls of rice and greens lining our table. “It’s a challenge to get even food and rice for the soldiers, so they can’t support the family members of the soldiers.” This challenge is shared by women living in displacement.

Over 80 percent of people living in displacement in Northern Myanmar are women and their dependents. When I arrived at camp settings—I visited six in total, one in government-controlled area, the other five in liberated areas—men were not visibly present. Instead, I saw younger children running between houses and women tending to their households. A woman with seven children and a sick husband living in a small camp run by the KIO, located just a couple of kilometers away from the brigade headquarters explained: “There are not many men here—many are military servants [soldiers], and many more are unhealthy. So most families rely on the mothers to provide.” Her friend, an older woman with small amber stones in her ears, remarked that “living in the camps is not comfortable. . . . We have poor health and my children have no education. But we are trying to bear it—we remind ourselves that this is for the future of the nation.” The material and affective ties among the household, the displacement camp, and the army are in this way steeped in notions of duty and gendered relations of care and realized through difficult and, at times, backbreaking labor.

Precarious Work and Land Loss

In militarized care, subsistence and reproductive work are blurred. Women produce material and emotional sustenance to the individual soldiers, the household, and the war machinery at large, but the struggle to do so is made almost impossible by the loss of property, land, and home, which pushes women into precarious labor. Forced into displacement after fleeing attacks, many, if not most, of the families I spoke to were unable to return to work on their land. Indeed, in most areas touched by the war, access to land had been effectively cut off by the fighting, with fleeing families having to leave their farms behind (UN Women 2021). “When we ran,” a group of displaced women I met in Mai Ja Yang in 2016 told me, “the Burma army burned down our village. We are afraid to go back; there are landmines everywhere.”

The intensification of the conflict in Kachinland has then resulted in not only widespread displacement but also extensive land dispossession. A UN report from 2018 shows that 84 percent of displaced people surveyed had no documentation to prove ownership. Land left behind has reportedly been appropriated by armed actors and business interests that are usurping land for commercial purposes. Indeed, according to Human Rights Watch (1992), large tracts of land have been sold to Chinese companies for the purpose of developing banana plantations.3 The same women quoted above explained: “If we go outside [leave the internally displaced persons’ (IDP) camp], it’s more difficult to live. We don’t have any money, and if we go outside we don’t have a home or land. . . . Now we work on the sugar plant.” Virtually all of the displaced women interviewed for this book, if they had paid employment, worked as day laborers cutting sugarcane or harvesting bananas, sometimes on the very land that had previously been their communal land. One of the women I met in Mai Ja Yang, a quiet young woman who kept fidgeting with her bag, letting her friends answer the questions, turned to me at the end of the interview. “Everything,” she said, “everything we have has been destroyed.”

Yet it is in this very environment that women have to try to make ends meet: removed from their lands and their homes, women have to turn to precarious wage labor. Militarized social reproduction is here more than just physical caretaking: it is ensuring that children have food to eat, that injured husbands have access to treatments, that families have heating and clothes. Another woman I spoke to, living in a displacement camp with three children, told me: “We have enough just to cover kitchen needs—we get support from the [camp] committee and [Karuna Mission Social Solidarity] with rice, oil and salt. But this food doesn’t come regularly, sometimes we don’t get anything for a month. When we don’t get anything, we work as daily laborers—like in the sugar cane field, or selling vegetables for people inside the camps.” An interview with a camp committee member in Je Yang camp echoes this: “The work in the camp is not regular. This is the most difficult situation right now.”

In every camp I visited, women were hard at work collecting firewood, cleaning clothes, tending to pigs, cutting sugarcane, and harvesting bananas, but they received little, if any payment, and always less than men. This was evident in almost all of the interviews I undertook and was also substantiated in a 2020 study showing that displaced women earn up to 20 percent less than men (see Durable Peace Programme Consortium 2020). A group of displaced women I met explained: “Yes, we get less money when we work as daily laborers. . . . When we work in construction, and we carry the big things, we only get 4,000 kyat but a small boy gets 5,000 kyat, even though we can work more than the men.” The inequality in pay and this gendered division of labor were corroborated across interviews, and they contribute to women’s poverty. This economic vulnerability is compounded by the impact of the war and a growing need to resource families and soldiers.

Problematically, the ability to provide for members of the household becomes more difficult the bigger the family: a 2020 study from the UN shows that poverty rates in Myanmar increase rapidly with the increase in the number of children in a household: nine in ten poor households are households with children [Central Statistical Organization (CSO) UNDP and World Bank 2020]. A young widow living with her four children in a small displacement camp in a government-controlled areas explains this conundrum: “If I bring my children, I can’t work. My children are very young, so I don’t get chosen [to work].” Another woman, living in Je Yang, shared her experience: “As a mother, I don’t have many choices for earning extra money. When I think about leaving the camps to earn money, or crossing the border to work, I remember that there is no safety or security for women. But it’s possible to go to the banana fields to work as daily labor—but the money we get from that is not enough to support a whole family.”

Women’s overwhelming responsibility for their families and the soldiers in their midst is not a new phenomenon. Indeed, women, positioned as de facto heads of households, have had to shoulder critical social reproductive roles in meeting the needs of both their immediate family and the army, without which neither would survive, across cycles of conflict and in the face of state violence and repression. Among my research participants whose parents were working or who had worked as soldiers in the KIO/KIA, all reported that their mothers either had to retire upon marriage or stay in the army while engaging in subsistence production alongside army assignments. This enabled their husbands’ military participation and kept their household alive. A quote from a woman who joined the uprising in 1962 and ended up working as a medic until she got married seven years later is illustrative of this. After her marriage, her family separated as her husband worked actively as a soldier and she stayed behind to take care of the children: “I had to take care of my family and children because my husband had to stay in military camps. So, I often stayed behind in a village with my children and worked in a farm [slash-and-burn farming] to feed my family. My children were young, but I had nobody to help me take care of them when I went to work at the farm. So, I put them inside the house and locked them up with some food for the day, so that they would not go out.”

Like many other women with husbands stationed with the army, injured in the war, or deceased due to conflict, disease, or substance abuse, this former soldier ended up being the de facto head of her household, engaged in subsistence work to make ends meet. As of this writing, among the women I met living in displacement, daily wage labor has replaced the collective farming and work on lands that used to be done in the villages predisplacement. While this enables women to meet the immediate needs of their families through precarious and underpaid work, the intensification of these needs alongside untreated trauma and diseases may also lead to bodily and emotional exhaustion.

Feminist research has demonstrated that it takes time to make life meaningful, that the efforts involved in making ends meet—the mundane repetition of everyday life, especially when this work is not valued or recognized—deplete and tire out the very bodies involved in this labor (Gunawardana 2016; Rai, Hoskyns, and Thomas 2014). It is labor that is felt and experienced in and through bodies, leaving women physically bearing the burden of doing too much. As I have explored in this chapter, this is especially the case in times of conflict. Yet this is also labor that sustains traditions, identity, and knowledge across generations: a labor of love and duty that, in the words of Hilary Faxon (2020, 81), “weave[s] together families and land.” This form of reproductive labor becomes even more important in the midst of conflict and upheaval: gendered relations of care and commitment are essential for fostering and rejuvenating the fabric of everyday revolutionary life. But the ability of women and the possibility to do this labor diminish with the demands and the onslaught of the war.

Recognizing the bodily and emotional dimensions of the political economy of war means redirecting the gaze from the battlefields and the soldiers to the land, homes, and families sustaining the war effort through a complex mix of love, duty, and sacrifice. “I love people here. The things that I want to do for them, the things that I want them to get is a lot. I have a spirit that it is okay if people are not hungry even though I am hungry,” one of very few female camp-in-charges I met told me. Militarized social reproduction is here clearly more than just changing bandages or cooking food; it is labor tasked with, literally, reproducing the nation through labor centered on the household. Consider the experience of the wives of the injured soldiers or, indeed, any of the women I met in displacement camps. Their labor, embroiled in broader revolutionary fervor and commitment, is essential not only for upholding the armed forces but also for fashioning ties among the new home, the broader ethnic nation, and the army itself. Rising before dawn, they work on banana plantations, sugarcane fields, and in construction. They raise pigs, collect firewood, and carry water. They change dressings, clean wounds, and send money to the front line. In the midst of war, they make sure that the soldiers have not only a home to fight for but a home to return to. However, without opportunities for nourishment or rest, or indeed recognition, this is labor that also frequently depletes and exhausts the very bodies tasked with reproducing life and homes across generations and spaces: with the Kachin armed forces unable or unwilling to pay for their work and the Burman state effectively cutting off aid in the midst of widespread repression and violence, women are left shouldering the needs of their communities. In short, it is precisely when this labor is needed the most that it becomes all but impossible to provide.

Depletion and Militarized Social Reproduction in Displacement

The uneven and difficult demands of wartime survival have made it harder and harder for women to provide for their families.4 Indeed, the absence of adequate and regular aid to these camps, exacerbated by the obstruction of international aid and attacks on IDP camps by the Myanmar military, has all but unsettled the ability of women to generate an income and survive.5 A woman with four children who had been living in displacement since early 2011 with her young family told me: “I feel hopeless. I have no hope. I don’t know how to stay alive.”

Among the women I met living in displacement or in the army brigade headquarters, both the scope and the intensity of social reproductive and productive labor have been affected by the conflict and the new household arrangements they find themselves residing in. Here, ongoing trauma as well as underlying and untreated diseases and illnesses means that the women I met often looked physically exhausted: tired, skinny, drawn. It is clear that the pressure of this labor curtails dreams and hopes and leaves women feeling depleted: “We feel empty, we don’t have anything,” explained a younger woman in 2016 whose husband was away fighting for the KIA and who was living with her children in a displacement camp. Women’s ability to provide for their families is obstructed by the realities and legacies of war, including soldiers, checkpoints, and land mines that expose them to harm and injury or physically prevent them from providing for their families. This in turn leads to further economic insecurity. A woman who fled her home and her land in 2011, leaving all her valuables behind when she ran with the younger of her four children on her back, explained: “I’ve been back to my village three times, but my home is destroyed. We’re not allowed to visit our village again. It’s not safe; there are still Burma army soldiers there.”

Extensive responsibility for caregiving does not only result in emotional and mental insecurities; it may also increase women’s mortality rates due to the physical and psychological burden this entails (Li and Wen 2005). Apart from direct threats from military actors and weapons, frequent pregnancies, miscarriages, births, and breastfeeding further exhaust women’s bodies, especially when these women are engaged in heavy labor such as carrying fuel and water on their backs, working in the fields, cutting sugarcane, or harvesting bananas.

An interview with health providers from a women’s organization that runs mobile clinics in some of the camps highlighted this: “Mothers are badly affected—when they need to get money they have to work, harvesting sugar cane. Sometimes they breathe in fertilizer, and pregnant women must get abortions. Some mothers give birth within six or seven months, and the children die.” They explained that “the problem is that people cannot afford contraception. . . . Sometimes a woman has a newborn baby, and one month later is pregnant again. . . . There are also many cases of deaths of children under the age of five.”

Reports by local civil society organizations found women with visibly prolapsed uteruses and other reproductive health problems, some associated with malnutrition and the absence of clean water, others with botched attempts at getting abortions or births gone wrong (see Gender Equality Network 2013). The health care providers quoted previously also pointed to structural issues in accessing health care for women: while most camps in liberated areas have some sort of health clinic supported by the KIO, these clinics tend to be “just for fevers and pains.” Therefore, for emergency cases such as high-risk pregnancies, “there is not enough equipment and not enough physicians. So we have to refer to the China side. . . . But we do not have any emergency case referral costs, so it’s very difficult for us. For example, when there is a high-risk pregnancy we have to choose—the life of the mother or the life of the child.” Another health care worker I spoke to echoed these sentiments: “Abortion problems also occur more than necessary because unwanted pregnancies have increased. For the women in the camps it is hard for them to receive proper treatment regarding pregnancies if they have problems because they have a lack of income so they don’t want to go.”

This shows how chronic economic insecurity as a direct consequence of displacement, alongside the absence of a welfare net resulting in women compensating for the lack of social infrastructure during and after conflict through unpaid or underpaid militarized care, has disastrous consequences for women’s and girls’ physical and mental well-being. One woman I met said her head hurt; she hit the side of her forehead repeatedly as she told me this. Another explained how she wakes up with nightmares every night. An older, quiet mother of seven told me that fear affected her ability to speak or listen to Bamar, the language spoken by the ruling elite in Myanmar and by soldiers: when she hears Bamar, she wants to run to the forest with her children to hide from attacks, as she has done many times already. One time, her two older children got separated from her in the chaos that followed an attack. She did not find them for two days. In this way, wars linger in bodies and minds, shaping lives long after the immediate end of attacks, compounded by the reproductive work women are pushed into. Militarized care here emerges from duty and love as much as from immediate needs and ideological commitments. As the women discussed in this chapter tell us, this is labor that shapes and maintains intimate bonds and relationships both outside and inside of army life, enabling the revolution to continue forward despite the superior strength of the Myanmar military—but often at high costs for the women themselves.




[image: Figure 2. An illustration of a proud Kachin woman in traditional wear: a black top adorned with silver, a necklace, and a beaded hat.]






Chapter2

The Political Economy of the Revolutionary Household

Life Story: Seng Raw

I was 16 when I joined the KIA [Kachin Independence Army] in 1963. It was really the beginning of the KIA revolution. I was excited to go. When I first arrived, I was assigned to work at the office as a clerk. They told me that they would provide me training to learn necessary skills to become office staff, but I was not interested in working in an office and also did not have the relevant education. So, I just chose the medical training.

At that time, we used tactics of guerrilla warfare. Mostly, it was male soldiers who went to the frontline, ambushed or attacked outposts of the enemies, while women remained behind and performed other duties. Our leaders talked about the importance of women, but we were not allowed to go to the frontline.

As paramedics, we faced lots of difficulties [challenges]. The women section [camp, column] was a little far away from the main military camp where male soldiers were stationed. At once, my colleague (a woman medic) and I went to the main men’s camp to take care of a wounded soldier. We were escorted by two male soldiers. Unfortunately, we encountered Burmese soldiers on our way to the men’s camp, and they shot at us. Us women did not have weapons, so I pretended to be dead. Then, the two soldiers who were escorting us shot back at them [the Burmese soldiers], so I gathered my strength and ran again until I found a place to hide and finally we managed to reach to the men’s camp and were able to provide medical care to the wounded soldiers.

There were so many times when we were starving, we did not have enough food to eat. Several times we survived by just eating the stem [core/heart] of banana trees from the jungle. We did not have enough clothes either. The weather was terribly cold but we did not have any warm clothes. Sometimes, we took off clothes from the bodies of dead Burmese soldiers and wore them because we could not get new clothes. At that time, only senior leaders or high-ranking officers could wear well-suited uniforms. For ordinary soldiers like us, we did not have proper uniform.

Oh, I have endless stories to tell you, if I talk about my experience in the KIA. . . . After I got married, we faced immense difficulties. We were also on the run as the Burmese army always came and attacked us. Once, we were almost captured by the Burmese army. After that, my husband was assigned to the First Brigade and the family moved along with him. After some years serving with the First Brigade, my husband was transferred to the Third Brigade, and later on he was assigned to the KIA general headquarters. After my marriage, I had to take care of my family and children because my husband had to stay in military camps. So, I often stayed behind in a village with my children and worked in a farm [slash-and-burn farming] to feed my family.

When I was a soldier, I did not know much about women and gender issues. I had no idea and never heard about any women movement. But, around 1984 when I was with the First Brigade in the northern areas, I was instructed from the KIO [Kachin Independence Organisation] Central Committee to set up a women organization. Since I did not have experience, I did not know how to start organizing a women association, and what would be its activities. But, we were empowered by the leaders, who told us that we [women] were equally capable as men; so we [women] must also participate in politics, as equals of men. So, we started that women organization with the objectives set out by the KIO Central Committee.

The written letter from the Central Committee also included general guidelines for activities that the women organization should carry out, including health and education for children, opening nursery schools in villages, helping families in need and supporting Kachin politics. So, we started the Kachin Women’s Association (KWA) with the guidelines formulated by the Central Committee, although we did not have much experience. Since we did not have funding to run the organization, we collected 5 Kyats from each woman of our movement and started our activities. Our first activity was to welcome KIA soldiers coming back from the frontline with sticky rice and Kachin traditional rice wine. We then tried to raise fund, but it was not easy because money was so scarce by that time. So, we [from the women’s group] worked as paid laborer (2 Ks per person a day) in farms of families who need help. We used the funds we raised for our organization’s activities.

Serving as a KIA soldier opened my eyes and changed my views. After joining the KIA, I learned about the situation of our people through the patriotic speeches delivered by our leaders. The leaders also told us how important our struggle was, and how important our contributions were to the freedom of our people and [Kachin] nation. That is how I came to know about the oppression and the violation of our rights by the Burmese people. We were lectured to be brave, patriotic and serve for our people and our [Kachin] nation to the best of our ability. After receiving training, I came to understand the necessity to work harder. I have become much tougher emotionally and could speak louder.

Through my involvement, I wanted to achieve independence for the Kachin state. We have been oppressed and our rights have been deprived by the Burmese people. So, I wanted to get an independent state for the Kachin people, in which we can live peacefully and exercise our rights freely. You know, the purpose of KWA was to develop the capacities of the woman, to support their families, to provide health care and education and to encourage them, counsel and take care of the combat soldiers when they return. But gradually, we started to realize that we [women] can play a very important role in the community. We can do a lot. We have the equal capacity to do everything.

What did the outbreak of war mean to ordinary women in Kachinland, and how was the household expected to contribute to the war effort across different cycles of the conflict? In chapter 1, I introduced the concept of militarized social reproduction. In this chapter, I will zoom out and offer a historical perspective on how women’s wartime labor—in and outside the household—has adapted in relation to changes in the conflict. In particular, I am interested in exploring what the establishment of a women’s organization, the Kachin Women’s Association (KWA), meant for women’s participation in and experience of the war. To grasp how and why women like Seng Raw, whom we met above, became involved in the broader war effort, moving from soldier to wife to KWA member, we need to understand how an overarching gendered division of labor influenced women’s responses to the war, enabling them to contribute to resistance activities in particular emotional, material, and symbolic ways.

Seng Raw’s story, along with countless others, illustrates how women have held critical roles in sustaining and shaping the political-economic infrastructure of the KIO/KIA since the outbreak of conflict in 1961. While involvement in the KIA exposed women like Seng Raw to new ideas about politics and nationalism, their participation was premised on a gendered division of labor, which reinforced their maternal, nurturing, and more “traditional” roles while in the armed forces. The establishment of the KWA, alongside the intensification of fighting, prompted a shift in how women contributed to the war by promoting the mobilization of women in a more organized manner, under the direct guidance of the KIO. This suggests that the “cooking, combat, and care” carried out by women both within and outside the framework of KWA played a significant role in sustaining not just the individual soldier but also wider Kachin rebel objectives.

As Seng Raw’s story shows us, opportunities for women’s direct or indirect involvement in armed struggle have not only changed in response to changes in the war; they have also changed in response to a woman’s life stage and social position. This points to the ways in which notions of gender difference have persisted across time, often shapeshifting to accommodate women’s changing roles, ensuring that women provide for the army across different life stages. Indeed, a retired colonel, one of the founders of the KIA, told me in 2015 in response to my question as to why more women are not found in leadership within the KIA/KIO: “The reason is [women’s] own concept. . . . Women are not in leadership because they become family members.” Women, apparently, want to be mothers first and soldiers second, thereby justifying the exclusion of women from leadership opportunities. As the quote from the retired colonel illustrates, women’s relationship to and experience of the army and, by extension, political violence, have been structured by an understanding of gendered roles as centered on the household: women are caretakers, first and foremost. Thus, while men have been expected to be frontline soldiers, female soldiers have instead been treated as the exception rather than the rule, responsible for maintaining the home front through their work with the KWA rather than defending the front line. Importantly, the establishment of the KWA suggests the recognition of the critical role played by women’s labor in resourcing the war and shows just how seriously the military leadership has taken the reproductive duties of women in Kachinland. With the foundation of the KWA, gendered relations within the individual household, far from being a private matter, became formally enmeshed in the objectives of the military. Indeed, these gendered dynamics helped facilitate the remobilization for conflict, with profound impacts on women’s insecurity both after and before the breakdown of the ceasefire in 2011. This suggests two things: that militarized social reproduction adapts and responds to changes in circumstances, and that the importance of women to provide for those affected by fighting—with armed means if necessary—forms a critical component of rebel wars.

Drawing on interviews and secondary sources, this chapter explores the attempt by the Kachin leadership to shape and benefit from a Kachin gender order through the harnessing of women’s gendered duties in support of military objectives. My material suggests that after the commencement of the war in the 1960s, and especially at the height of the conflict in the 1970s and 1980s, women’s labor became increasingly more oriented toward supporting the needs of warfare in order to achieve the political vision of a self-governing and self-sufficient Kachinland, culminating in the foundation of the KWA. I outline the “herstory” behind the formation of the KWA and the role the organization has played in different stages of the war, examining the ways in which the KWA both provides a platform for women’s mobilization to the war effort and circumscribes their involvement. I then look at how changes in the political context after the ceasefire and leading up to the outbreak of fighting in 2011 benefited from a gender order in which women, located at the nexus of production and social reproduction, were positioned as the caretakers of the home and the army.

The Beginning of the War and Gendered Labor, 1961–77

As briefly outlined in the preface, many factors led to the outbreak of fighting in 1961. Though Myanmar had gained independence from the British in 1948, ethnic minority leaders—including the Kachin—felt they were not given equal status in the new country. In 1961, the KIA was established to fight for an independent Kachin state—or Kachinland.

When the uprising began in 1961, women were not allowed to serve formally as soldiers in the KIA. An elderly KWA member I spoke to explained that “in the very early part of the KIO,” while women were not allowed in the military training, many young women were in fact very keen to join the army and help out in any way they could, often “helping the army with food making and making clothes, like that, general support.” A former soldier who joined a year later, in 1962, recalled that “in the army there were only two types of work for women: we could either work [in] medical care or we could make uniforms.” In this way, although only men were officially drafted, women of course participated in the revolution, as remembered by a former soldier and KWA member I spoke to in Laiza:


From the very beginning of the revolution women was already involved in this process, to help further the revolution. Maybe we are not directly involved in the military but we help the revolution, like dispatching messages because the villages are very far from each other and we don’t have any postal service. Usually this was taken care by women because by that time, to travel for a man is very dangerous and risky but for women we don’t have as much risk compared to men. And the women in fact participate in the revolution like that: dispatching mail and postal service and also supplying clothing. Sometimes we make the clothing for the soldiers, but no one ever acknowledged or recognized our support for the revolution.



From the perspective of many of the retired soldiers and elderly KWA members I met, women were as keen as men to realize the revolution, and with armed means if necessary, but the army did not initially provide any opportunities for women to train in combat or even access weapons. The “herstory” of Seng Raw exemplifies women’s experiences during this period of time:


Mostly, it was male soldiers who went to the frontline, ambushed or attacked outposts of the enemies, while women remained behind and performed other duties. Our leaders talked about the importance of women, but we were not allowed to go to the frontline. When male soldiers on the frontline got wounded, one or two women paramedics were called to the men’s camp to provide medical services to wounded soldiers. The same applied for the cloth-making department: whenever there were new recruits who needed new uniforms, the responsible person from the cloth-making department was called by the male commanding officers to make arrangement for new uniforms. So, women did not have a big role to play in the KIA in the beginning.



These are gendered tasks that have persisted throughout the uprising. When I visited Laiza in 2013, I wandered into an outbuilding adjacent to the KWA office that was stacked with dark green materials waiting to be made into uniforms and caps by young women sitting ready by their sewing machines.

However, not all military women were content with sewing uniforms or being medics. My interviews indicate that the no-women-as-soldiers policy changed sometime in the mid-1960s in response both to demands from women that they be invited in and to the greater needs of the war effort, as this quote by a former corporal makes clear: “I was drafted just after I finished my midwifery training [in 1963]. I used to meet other [KIA] women at the paddy field, and working the field we would talk about our lives, about what we wanted in the future, sharing experiences and things like that. I liked doing that. . . . At that time, we didn’t have military uniforms, and us women were not allowed to take military training. It was seen as unnecessary. . . . But we insisted and in 1967 I finally undertook military training; after this, women were also allowed to wear uniforms, which was more comfortable. We could also form a women’s battalion.” After these demands were levied, women entering KIO liberated territories as soldiers would join the Women’s Auxiliary Troops and be allowed to wear both weapons and uniforms. Yet they were primarily assigned roles that reaffirmed their domestic roles, such as nursing and sewing (Sadan 2013, 335–36). Thus, although they were now recognized as formal soldiers, an overarching gendered division of labor still structured their relation to the military. These gendered notions also influenced recruitment strategies: traditional norms around women and motherhood meant that only young and childless women were (supposedly) targeted for recruitment.1 Once married, women were, with a few exceptions, expected to retire from active duty and instead focus their energies on supporting their families and frontline soldiers.

Gender norms also led to some significant contradictions. As noted above, the first female recruits were not given access to guns, uniforms, or military training despite women’s widespread involvement in the revolution. A member of the KIO Central Committee (CC) explained to me that they were too concerned with women’s safety to “allow them to enter combat.” By invoking a discourse around the defenseless and weak Kachin woman, the soldier, situated as protector of the Kachin community, became automatically gendered as male. Women entered this site as markers of difference, as representatives of a female, domestic sphere, and they were banned from the front line.2 Yet women participated in the public military sphere and experienced combat. My interview with a retired nurse highlights this contradiction: as a female soldier, she was officially not allowed in combat and not outfitted with weapons, but as a paramedic, she was deployed to the front lines and expected to undertake hard, backbreaking labor: “We were assigned to go with the troops in the frontline and carry medical supplies on our own. . . . No matter how harsh the weather was and how dangerous it was in the battlefield, whether it was day time or night time, if we were told to go, we had to go and perform our duties like combating soldiers. When we were called to carry wounded soldiers away from the frontline or if we were asked to bring the wounded soldiers to hospitals, we had to do so.” Despite the fact that women undertook heavy and dangerous labor on an equal footing to that of male soldiers, women’s participation in the army was circumscribed by strict gender boundaries. In particular, gendered ideas about masculine militarized duties meant that women’s experiences of working on the front line alongside male combat soldiers and their ability to undertake work that was physically and mentally very challenging were not necessarily recognized as such.

Seng Raw similarly recalls an attack on her camp, which forced her to quickly flee together with another female comrade. It was rainy season, and taking shelter under a tree, they hid together “coping with plenty of leeches,” not knowing where they were. “The next morning, we saw that our bodies were covered by bloods because of the leeches. Although we removed them, the bleeding could not stop easily.”

Meanwhile, women who had no direct affiliation with the military themselves were also conscripted to perform household labor and take part in economic activities to support the wartime apparatus of the KIA/KIO. Kachin State itself accessed only marginal economic benefits from the central state, and there was little or next to no social welfare provision (Sadan 2013, 319). Thus the KIA/KIO recognized the necessity of transforming as quickly as possible from a scattered insurgency to a paragovernment, as Martin Smith (1999) puts it—a shift enabled by a new political-economic model in which women’s labor came to play an important role. In this new political-economic model of the Kachin revolution, the KIO/KIA envisioned the village as the smallest unit in the structure, followed by the township, the district, and the division. In order to sustain the security apparatus, the administrators in charge of each of these units were responsible for ensuring that taxes were raised and people recruited for the army (Sadan 2013, 334). Taxes were often paid in the form of rice, which each household had to supply to the army,3 although as the conflict progressed, jade and opium took on increasingly important roles as sources of funding for the army (Global Witness 2015, 87).

The household, as the central unit in the village, became situated at the center of this political-economic structure, with women’s labor helping to underpin the economy of the armed forces. With more and more men drafted into the army, my interviews suggest that the KIO/KIA gradually became increasingly reliant on the unwaged and underwaged labor of women to meet the needs of individual soldiers and the army overall. Women I met would recount trading in jade and opium; operating small stalls selling noodles and other food; and ensuring the survival of their children and close kin through subsistence farming, often being the only responsible adult left in the household with the men off at war. What I discovered was a large area of work mostly unrecognized by scholars writing about the conflict.

A woman featured in Lanau Roi Aung’s master’s thesis at Chiang Mai University on Laiza is typical in this regard: The woman joined the KIA as a soldier but retired upon marrying her husband, a fellow soldier, whom she moved to Laiza with in the 1960s. There, she became the de facto head of the household and their seven children, as her husband was away fighting. She farmed, sewed, traded, repaired both clothes and houses, and, as if that was not enough, she also ran a voluntary school outside her house, a Bible study class in church, and conducted funerals (Lanau 2009).

Feminist insights from the field of political economy demonstrate how women’s gendered duties offset state welfare expenditures by providing a constant supply of underpaid or unpaid labor. Such work is dynamic in nature, adapting to changes in the broader contexts in which it takes place (Federici 2004; Mies 2014). Women’s material and ideological support of rebel governance institutions and war, like the woman Roi Aung met or indeed any of the older women I interviewed for this project, thus shifted and changed in response to the broader demands of the war economy in which they lived.

During the height of the Kachin conflict in the 1970s, a large proportion of the population still made their living from small-scale agriculture. As more men joined the army and were killed or injured in action or arrested by Burmese authorities solely on the basis of their assumed allegiance to the Kachin revolutionary cause, the agricultural labor force at the village level in conflict-affected areas became depleted, resulting in women often having to shoulder the burden of sustaining the farms alone.4 However, Kachin women’s access to land and productive resources was, and still is, significantly compromised by the fact that they cannot inherit property or land under customary law. Widows and single-woman-headed households were especially vulnerable to land loss, as deeds usually list men as owners (Kachin Women’s Association Thailand 2014).5 Due to the high number of women living and working in farming communities, the marginalization of women’s access to land and property resulted in a heightening of the gendered division of labor within conflict communities.

At the same time, the absence of male household members also meant that women played a crucial role during the conflict in the 1970s in ensuring the survival of their families and, by extension, the local economy. In this context, productive, subsistence, and reproductive work blended together as women tended to farms, babies, and army needs. And while women’s labor continued to be a major conduit for the viability of the revolution, the changes in women’s status—from soldiers to mothers and wives—meant that the form this labor took shifted slightly. A woman who retired from active duty in 1970 to marry a fellow soldier after seven years in the KIA explained that all of the military families lived together. The husbands were away, leaving the women to care for them remotely as well as their dependents directly through different types of militarized social reproduction, often communally organized: “When I got married, like most of the wives of military [personnel], we formed a village. We stayed together like a village. We all had to work on a farm together, farming rice. . . . Mostly, I had to take care of my family, because my husband was always away in the military camp. . . . Most families live by slash and burn farming. But we couldn’t live peacefully, as the Burma Army came to our area often. Sometimes they almost captured us! We had to flee often.”

All of the older women I spoke to remembered how frequent attacks would force them to flee with their children and extended relatives, leaving behind the fields and buffaloes needed to produce food. They shouldered a huge responsibility in carefully balancing the safety of their families with the larger needs of their community in the context of increased fighting and poverty. Seng Raw similarly recalled how, after her marriage:


We faced immense difficulties. We were often on the run as the Burmese army always came and attacked us. Once, we were almost captured by the Burmese army. After that, my husband was assigned to the First Brigade and the family moved along with him. After some years serving with the First Brigade, my husband was transferred to the Third Brigade, and later on he was assigned to the KIA general headquarters. After my marriage, I had to take care of my family and children because my husband had to stay in military camps. So, I often stayed behind in a village with my children and worked in a farm [slash-and-burn farming] to feed my family.



The opening of the Yunnan-Kachin border with China in 1980 facilitated an increase in the trade of minerals, timber, and drugs between Kachin State and the rest of the region (Sadan 2013). Women actively participated in trading, in particular in the trade of gemstones and opium, with the profit partly flowing to (male) leaders in the KIO/KIA. In the recollection of Maran Ja Seng Hkawn, a prominent Kachin politician and daughter of late KIO/KIA leader Maran Brang Seng: “The KIA took one third only if they got valuable things, because this was Kachin land, and they had to pay one-third as tax” (Williams, 2017, 95). Many of the women I interviewed for this research recollected their participation in both cross-border and local-level trade before the ceasefire in 1994, often centered on or around the jade mines at Hpakant, which at the time were mainly managed by the KIO.6

In addition to trading, many women I spoke to managed small-scale farms and operated food stalls. Although gender roles changed due to changes in production, the gendered division of labor stayed intact, as women were primarily integrated into this war economy in low-paying and devalued roles. Yet these roles required a great level of perseverance, toughness, and creativity. A young woman I met who had grown up in liberated areas in the 1980s recounted just how hard her mother worked during her childhood years, explaining that she never really saw her father, as he was working for the KIA and only came back once or twice per year. As a result, her mother juggled all sorts of work, from operating food stalls and making tofu to trading goods across the state. But she did not stop there. Her labor, which in this book I call militarized social reproduction, also included caretaking, raising children while on the run, worrying about family far and near, and prepping for attacks: “My mum always had a pack ready: matches, an oil lamp, a big rice pot and some rice and dried soya beans. So when we heard the guns, she just picked up the pack and ran with us. We were always ready to flee. . . . I cannot remember how many times we moved. I just remember that there were no place where we stayed for longer than two months. It was a very hard life, always moving around.” This woman’s mother also probably engaged in subsistence agriculture and cash crops. This combination of material and emotional labor, arduous and critical as it is, is not paid—and, moreover, it is taken for granted. This is important to note because once reproductive work is assumed to be “a feminine attribute, all of us as women are characterized by it. If it is natural to do certain things, then all women are expected to do them and even like doing it . . . ,” as feminist economist Silvia Federici puts it (2012, 18).

In other words, in the context of war-torn Kachinland, these assumptions facilitated a gender order that relied on women taking on unpaid duties and subsistence work in support of their families, their communities, and the Kachin armed uprising. Women’s active participation in the opium and jade trade was also influenced by this gender order. There was no social welfare to speak of, meaning that women had to shoulder the responsibility to ensure the survival of their household, not an easy task in the face of sustained state violence and a lack of development. This created a context in which many women would engage in work within and outside the assumed boundaries of the household to keep their families and communities afloat. It was also seen as relatively easier for women to travel compared to men, because men were assumed to be combatants. This enabled women’s involvement in trading across conflict areas and borderlines.7 As a retired colonel I spoke to in 2016 put it, men “were unable to do many things, like [acting as] messengers, and [providing] food and medicine, but the women they supported us. They would support us between the cities and our camps. From the very beginning, they have fought for us a lot.”

As these experiences show, the need for the households to provide “manpower” for the army reinforced a gendered division of labor, as it resulted in women taking on increased gendered responsibilities. Whether these responsibilities were undertaken within or outside the household, this labor did not occur in isolation from the armed conflict but rather in response to it. Indeed, as recounted by several of my respondents, as the war intensified and communities fled from attacks, women’s obligations deepened, especially among women married to soldiers. Women’s resistance labor became so critical that by the end of the 1970s, a women’s wing was established to help organize women’s militarized social reproduction in support of Kachin rebel demands. In other words, the KIO/KIA did not invent these practices, as this labor and the gendered norms they were based on already existed within Kachin communities, but with the development of the women’s wing, the army drew on and made good use of what had been until then ad hoc labor.

The Rise and Development of a Women’s Organization, 1977–94

While women’s gendered roles in the household had long been used to support the resistance, with the establishment of the KWA in 1977, this support became institutionalized, as the gender labor already being undertaken by women was now formally incorporated into the armed structure of the KIO/KIA.8 The KWA provided the armed forces with opportunities to harness women’s gendered duties in support of militarized social reproduction. It was apparently initiated by KIO chairman Maran Brang Seng, “who proposed to the central committee about organizing the women . . . and . . . we set up the KWA in each KIO division which then were the East, West, North, and South divisions,” as an interview I undertook in Laiza with three founding members revealed. They recalled that: “during the seventies, when the late chairman Brang Seng travelled abroad, he realized that in the foreign countries the women have roles and rights, but in our Kachin community we don’t have many rights. That is why he proposed to the CC about organizing women so that women should have our rights and roles in the community. The CC discussed this and they agreed to form an organization, and to encourage women to organize as a whole. Since then the Kachin Women’s Association started to exist. Brang Seng famously argued that while not everyone can fight, everyone can support the revolution. This included women, as Seng Raw remembers: “We were empowered by the leaders, who told us that we [women] were equally capable as men; so we [women] must also participate in politics, as equals of men. So, we started that women organization with the objectives set out by the KIO central committee.” She continued to explain that “the purpose of the organization was to develop the capacities of the woman, to help us support our families, to do health care for our children, and to take care of the combat soldiers when they returned from the frontline. We had to provide care and encouragement and counselling to veterans and soldiers.” As this quote suggests, women’s everyday reproductive rituals formed a critical aspect of the Kachin conflict, and as pressure on the KIO/KIA intensified, so did the pressure on the women.

The labor women engaged in extended from the household to the armed forces, fulfilling much-needed and essential services to their families and community members. Membership in the KWA was not strictly voluntary, as most women married to a soldier would automatically join the KWA. My data indicates that during the conflict in the 1980s and 1990s, female soldiers and soldiers’ wives were tasked with providing food, medicine, and clothes to the army through their activities in the KWA. They would sew uniforms, harvest rice, dig trenches, and engage in subsistence agriculture. Women’s unwaged labor helped sustain the material needs of the army but also provided women with a platform for political mobilization, which sowed the seeds of more independent feminist organizing.

Outside of the KWA, women would be tasked with gender-specific duties that aided military campaigns, such as ferrying messages or entertaining soldiers and civilians through participation in the KIO’s entertainment activities, which toured the countryside performing revolutionary songs and dances. In responding to immediate needs around them, the women I met, whether as mothers, nurses, soldiers, or KWA members, in effect enabled the KIO to direct its expenditures elsewhere while conferring political legitimacy on active women whose participation, although circumscribed, was nevertheless sanctioned by the leadership.

This seems to have coincided with an escalation of the conflict: in the late 1980s, the KIO lost its headquarters as well as its foreign liaison office. Thousands of people fled the fighting as “the Tatmadaw launched its largest operation in years” (Smith 1999, 401). As the conflict intensified, the KIO/KIA were able to more effectively draw on women’s labor to provide support through women’s involvement in the KWA. Wives and female soldiers were required to stretch their household resources to support the revolution in gendered ways that complemented their husband’s army activities, and the role of the KWA seems to have become more pronounced: “During 1987, the war became much more intensified, a lot of heavy military campaigns were launched and we lost our HQ. Most of the civilians and the women went to China to take refuge. By the time the KWA organized [helped] the refugees and produced food for the soldiers on the front line. . . . Also, since then we have been taking care of the children who couldn’t go to school because of the war. We began establishing childcare centers . . . and visited the soldiers who had been injured in the war, and provided encouragements.”

As the experiences of Seng Raw and the other former soldiers I met in Kachinland illustrate, women have nursed injured soldiers back to life, cooked for frontline troops, entered into “revolutionary marriages,” birthed new soldiers, kept families and kin alive while on the run, and fought attacks from the Burmese. Yet women are still seen as an anomaly in the army, expected to retire upon marriage and leave the “real” soldiering to the men in order to support the gendered political economy sustaining the armed revolution through reproductive work. While this labor took on a particular urgency during the war, it also mattered outside of the direct theaters of war. In conflict-affected villages in Kachinland, women’s gendered labor was undertaken in response to the greater socioeconomic and political context in which it existed, wartime or not.

The Political Economy of the Kachin Household, 1994–2011



In the household, there is still no peace. We don’t feel peace. Even though our KIO leaders made peace, we don’t feel peace in our household because of the difficult living conditions.

— Kachin woman interviewed in Global Witness, 2015



Upon cessation of the hostilities in 1994, changes in the external socioeconomic and political context in which the army existed impacted the relationship between production and reproduction. The ceasefire agreements resulted in the loss of jade mines and an increase in logging as well as opium and methamphetamine production. Despite these external changes to the household, dominant gendered power relations that had developed to support the military structure during the conflict years continued to inform the location and experience of Kachin women.

This was most clearly illustrated through the work done by the KWA. During the ceasefire years, the organization continued to arrange nurseries for children, medical care for disabled veterans, and fundraising activities. A report that included interviews with women in the KIO/KIA in 1995 records how the KWA took responsibility for arranging sewing projects and fur collection in order to raise funds and make uniforms for the KIO. Although the need to provide for the front line receded, as there were no longer any soldiers stationed far away to send food packages and cigarettes to, women living in KIO-controlled areas still kept busy. The report details the many activities women engaged in alongside their work with the KIA as medics or clerks: raising livestock (chickens, pigs, goats, and rabbits), household chores, growing vegetables, managing families, taking care of husbands, shopkeeping, jade trading, and noodle stalls (Project Maje 1995).

Military families experienced the return of the male head of household, as male soldiers returned from frontline army camps to live permanently with their families. Although this should have eased the burden on women to provide for their families, the expansion of the drug trade resulted in an increase in drug use among young men. A lack of health care facilities, alongside the organization of women’s duties to engage in affective labor, meant that the majority of addicts would remain with their families, resulting in women caring and providing for disabled veterans as well as addicted sons and husbands. Mandy Sadan (2014) notes that more men died during the ceasefire years than during the conflict years due to their addictions.

During the last few years of the conflict, cross-border marriages had begun to take on a greater significance, developed in the nexus of commodification and tradition, with young Kachin women moving across the border to China as brides to Chinese men (Dean 2005, 817). These marriages provided important income for struggling families yet drew on customary Kachin practices in which the dowry plays a significant part in cementing relationships and kinship ties. After the ceasefire in 1994, the practice of cross-border marriage occurred at a time when safe migration options for women were becoming more limited. The central government restricted opportunities for women to obtain passports or to travel (both within the country and abroad) without a male companion. In rural areas, many women could not access formal ID cards or birth certificates (Belak 2002, 197). These restrictions, together with the need for an income among families struggling with addiction, increased women’s vulnerability to unsafe migration practices.

Drawing on a commodification of women’s reproductive duties to provide support to both their immediate families and the larger community, the development of the KIO’s structure of governance during the ceasefire years led to the further institutionalization of women’s duties to support the military. After 1994, the KIO extended its governance institutions, establishing a number of departments responsible for regional and community development, including education, health, forestry, and agriculture, tasked with “uplift[ing] the lives of the people who have been suffering from warfare” (Lanau 2009). Not being in an active war also meant that the KIO was able to direct more funding toward soldiers and their families. A member of the KIO CC told me that before the conflict broke out again in 2011, the KIO would help “active service members” and their children (and extended relatives living with them) with food rations. He added: “But after 2011 we find it difficult, because of the extra cost of the war that we have to fund.”

While the support to families and soldiers living in Kachinland was ostensibly financed by the extraction and trading of natural resources found there, as Lanau states, women’s underpaid or unpaid labor as teachers, nurses, farmers, mothers, rabbit breeders, and soldiers helped ensure that the gaps in the financing were met, as the examples in the 1995 Project Maje report recounted above makes abundantly clear.

As a result, when the conflict recommenced in 2011, the security apparatus of the KIO/KIA was highly conditioned by and able to draw upon the political-economic order of its past, with women able to quickly respond to the changes in needs, as this female lieutenant I met in Laiza illustrates: “First and foremost, for the family of the KIO/KIA personnel, as soon as the conflict started [in 2011] they had to move their family because of their security. Mostly, the husbands are sent to the frontlines or other places, so women have to take care of their family. This is a big problem. . . . If you have to move with your family somewhere far away to be safe, it will cost a lot of money. This means that women have to do a lot of work to find money for transportation, and so on.”

Recruitment and Rebellion After the Reignition of War

Recruitment to the armed forces after the ceasefire in 1994 took on a new urgency in the mid-2000s when Brigadier General Gun Maw and his comrades turned their focus to students as a way to facilitate mobilization and support for the armed cause, which they felt had dissipated during the ceasefire years.

Leading up to the outbreak of fighting in 2011, the KIO had successfully engaged in a range of activities aimed at creating a militarized movement among youth and students to draw upon for support in times of need. While these activities were steeped in the gendered logic of the past—when sons were both the favored and assumed recruits over daughters, as a young female captain I interviewed in Laiza in 2013 reminded me—they were also informed by a greater push from a new leadership to reignite popular support for the KIO/KIA. The 1994 ceasefire, widely perceived to have brought riches to crony businessmen while enabling the Myanmar state to encroach on Kachin territories, eroded the armed groups’ legitimacy among both the civilian population and foot soldiers (Smith 2016; Brenner 2019). Scholar David Brenner (2019, 351) argues that the behavior of the leadership and the outcome of the ceasefire deals effectively crushed “the morale within the middle and lower ranks of the KIA,” as a result of which their support base crumpled. L Gum Ja Htung (2018, 85) writes: “Therefore it can be said that the previous ceasefire period didn’t bring peace, but it enabled the government to implement its statebuilding strategy through the deployment of more troops in conflict areas and granting of economic concessions to ensure the consolidation of territories and resources.” This set the stage for a group of younger officers to take charge. These officers included charismatic Brigadier General Gun Maw, who moved up the ranks to hold a variety of important positions within the KIO/KIA’s CC. Part of Gun Maw’s strategy for reinvigorating support for the KIO/KIA was to focus on university students, whose support had dwindled during the ceasefire years. An older colonel I spoke to in 2014 remembered that “Gun Maw wanted to open the minds of younger generation in university so we can get better leadership in the future.”

Education was key to the broadening of the support base for the movement, both within KIO-controlled areas and outside of these areas. Two notable examples of these recruitment drives include the KIO’s youth initiative, the Education and Economic Development for Youth (EEDY) training, which began in 2003, and the National Service program (NS), which began in 2015 and which we will look at in more detail in chapter 3.

However, young women and men can also transition directly into the KIO or the KIA upon graduating from high school. In areas under KIO control, the KIO’s Education Department organizes primary through high school education. The curricula used in these schools are similar to the ones used in Burmese schools across the country, with two important differences: since 2011, the history and objectives of the KIO/KIA are taught, and Jinghpaw, rather than Burmese, is the main language of instruction.9 Upon graduation from high school, students who want to undertake military training join either the KIA officer school, which opened to women around 2009, or the noncommissioned officer school.10 Willing candidates can also enlist with the KIA directly or attend vocational training (which includes three months to two years of military training) for public service in a KIO department.11 Like other militaries, while enlistment may be voluntary, postings are not necessarily so. Instead, the military decides where a soldier will work and in what capacity. In 2016, I interviewed a private in the army who had been sent for training with the General Administration Department. Although she wanted to attend the officer training school in Laiza, she was deemed too weak and not fit enough, and at the end of the training, she found herself drafted into a lower-ranking administrative position. This decision was most likely based on both the needs of the army and the war and gendered notions about aptitude, which restricted her opportunities for officer training. And, as in the past, women are restricted to back-office and support jobs, as a man in the CC reminded me when I spoke to him in Laiza. He explained that while the women are “motivated,” it is too dangerous and difficult for women to be on the front line. Better for everyone, he reasoned, if women were to support soldiers rather than attempting to be soldiers themselves.

This shows that, while a need for more “manpower” might lead military organizations like the KIO to turn to women, the inclusion of women has resulted in tensions that are “resolved” by preserving some military roles for men, such as combat and frontline duties.12 Female soldiers need to be “protected,” their opportunities curtailed for combat and therefore leadership duties, instead recruiting them into lower-ranking roles that are, above all, temporary to ensure the continued reproduction of the war economy (as we will see in chapters 3 and 4).

Of course, this is not to say that everyone agreed with the demands of the KIO to become loyal and supportive military subjects, or even that all Kachin women participated in the war effort. But the contradictions and conflict that these demands gave rise to reveal the presence of an overarching gender order that structures the possibility for agency, whether in compliance or in rejection. As Seng Raw recalls, mobilization into the KWA, together with her experience of working in the KIA, opened her eyes to political inequality and made her “tougher” as well as more aware of the issues affecting women in Kachinland. In chapters 2 and 3, I will take a closer look at how these contradictions have affected women’s possibilities for contestation and political agency both before and after the resumption of the war in 2011, and how this has shaped their participation in the current war effort.




[image: Figure 3. Five illustrations of the same woman. The illustrations show how the woman changes from being a soldier to a caretaker; the first two illustrations on the left are soldiers, the middle one is half soldier/half civilian, and then last illustrations are of a civilian woman, first holding a broom and, later, a basket on her head.]






Chapter3

Women’s Military Conscription in Kachinland


Life Story: Seng Moon

At the time, I had just finished my midwife training and was waiting for a government post when the Village Defence Force (VDF) recruited me; they sent me to a KIA [Kachin Independence Army] camp. They enlisted me because the KIA needed nurses. The VDF sergeant knew our family; he had already conscripted my husband. The VDF are not the army, exactly, but they know how to protect the village, and how to protect themselves to protect the people in the village.

I didn’t really know about the KIA then. I knew they had recruited my husband, and then there was a song which praised the three brothers of the KIA, which made me interested in my heart because I am also Kachin.

When they recruited me, I didn’t know what it meant, that we had to stay in the forest, so my family packed a big bag for me, including things for my bed. When the VDF came to take me it was evening time. I felt excited. The next morning, after we had rested, they said to me “Oh this bag, that is useless,” so I had to leave the bag behind (laughs).

I was sent to live in a women and children’s camp. The women are sewing for the soldiers, and I am working as a nurse. My husband was at the frontline, and then I realized I was pregnant. Oh, when they [KIA] knew I was pregnant. . . . At that time the discipline was very strict. Women and men have to live separately, and so they think I am not a lady. They didn’t know that I was married! I told them. They were very angry with me, and I was sent to a village where I delivered my baby son in May.

My husband was allowed back to see his son, but when my baby was one year old he [my husband] died on the frontline. My extended family took the baby, because I had to go to the jungle and a baby cannot live in the jungle. This was very, very difficult so. . . . The army didn’t let me go back to my son. Yeah, so . . . very difficult at that time . . . (cries). I . . . sometimes I went to the village and heard a baby crying. That made me so sad. I began to think, “Oh is my son also crying like this?” I was very sad (cries).

At that time I didn’t have any military training. I had to carry a basket, and I was also wearing a tameiin, so it was quite difficult to run away from the Burmese soldiers. One day we had to run for the mountain, but the mountain was very, very high and very cold. Because of my clothes, I fell down. I thought, “Oh, this is not comfortable for us. We need army training and we need to have a shoulder bag and the army clothes, like that.”

In 1967, I was allowed to do army training. We were only two women in the training. After the training, I stopped working as a nurse, and I begin work in the office, with deciphering. In our culture, they think that women should not fight. Women should only provide support, in the office, or in the hospital or by using the sewing machine, and cooking.

I was in the KIA for ten years. I was a Corporal when I left, but it is hard for women to reach high positions. No women are generals. Women get married and then they leave.

Even after I left, they still wanted me to help them [KIA]. In 1974, I had assisted with some underground activities, and was waiting to go home [resigned], but Burma held elections that year so I couldn’t leave. So, they called me and asked “Why are you leaving us?” I said I wanted to go home, and that I had some health problems. “No, you don’t go home,” they said. They gave me three choices: One, you come and join in the village and help the teacher at school. Two, you come and join the KIA at the trafficking area at the headquarters, or three, you work in Thailand with the underground movement. I walked from our headquarters to Thailand, on foot. It took us three months.

They wanted me to organize logistics and transport between Kachin and Thailand. They think that women can do this more freely: move more freely, to walk back and forth. We carried secret words back and forth. I was afraid sometimes.

In the late 1970s, I helped found KWA. First Breng Seng talks with his wife, and then his wife talks with us about the KWA. At that time we didn’t have uniforms, but had to make them ourselves, so the intention [for KWA] was to sew uniforms. But first we had to cook porridge and sell oranges to raise funds to buy the machines! Also we needed to help look after the army families, like when the soldiers are at the frontlines and mother and baby are home.

Although men are working every day in the military, the women are supporting them. Men might get killed on the frontline, but for the women when the men are gone, the women are the ones who need to take care of the children—food, health care, everything for the household, and sometimes they need to run too, so the men . . . even if the men joined the military and if they are killed, the suffering is still left with the family.



Several years ago, I was sitting in the Kachin Women Association Thailand’s (KWAT) office, teaching a class on women’s rights and global politics when a couple of my students began to talk about growing up in a never-resolved war. They started talking about sisters joining the revolution and brothers going to the theological college. This struck my curiosity, as it was not the usual war story; the usual story is about male warriors fighting to safeguard women, as Jean B. Elshtain (1987) shows us in her classic work Women and War.

As I spent more time on the Thai-Myanmar border, I began to wonder about the experiences of other female “revolutionary soldiers” I knew and why we did not hear their stories. One possible answer that presented itself to me as I watched the female students in my midst being tasked with cleaning the offices of mostly male political activists in the aftermath of the annual rainy-season flood, was that the ways in which women are so readily expected to take on caretaking and cleaning duties might obscure their capacity for violence and the political nature of their labor. Indeed, as I began to do research for my thesis in 2015, it seemed as if the ways in which women were recruited for the military, often as a second choice and mobilized into gender-specific roles as nurses, logisticians, and seamstresses, have helped erase their political labor from dominant stories about the war.

This chapter therefore attempts to recover and understand the experiences of military women mobilized for war. While chapter 2 focused on the establishment of the KWA as a way to explore how women contribute to the war effort (both within and outside of the armed forces), this chapter investigates why women are mobilized into specific military roles. I draw here on interviews undertaken with older women who joined the army during the 1960s and 1980s, as well as interviews with more recent (post-2011) graduates of the officer military training program. This allows me to examine how female soldiers experience life in the armed forces, and show the extensive participation of women in the Kachin revolutionary cause across different cycles of war. I find that while women’s military participation waxes and wanes in relation to the broader demands of the war effort, women’s military mobilization consistently draws on and reasserts a gendered division of labor, which positions women as undervalued and/or unwaged workers largely responsible for the social reproduction of the household and the army. Thus, despite women’s involvement in a variety of positions across the armed forces, conversations with female soldiers reveal that women receive consistently lower pay, occupy relatively lower-ranking positions, and are excluded from combat positions, which are a gateway to promotions, as will be explained in more detail below.

In other words, women and men may both experience combat, work as medics, or train soldiers, but women’s labor is coded as feminine and therefore valued less. Military labor markets, like civilian ones, are gendered (Duncanson and Woodward 2015; Woodward and Duncanson 2016), and the army is invested in enforcing gendered differences as a way to capitalize on militarized social reproduction.

This gendered division of labor has consequences: while the lack of money makes some women vulnerable to experiencing abuse within the ranks, the absence of women in decision-making positions makes it difficult for them to openly challenge any gender-based discrimination or harassment they face. Just as Martha Akawa writes about the Namibian resistance movement, that the “lack of women’s representation in the . . . administrative structures” enabled the violence experienced by women in the South West Africa People’s Organisation (Akawa and Gawanas 2014), I understand military women’s experiences of discrimination and harassment as an outcome of an unequal division of labor in which the burden of militarized social reproduction is expected to be shouldered by women.

Scholars of state armed forces have noted how military organizations “have a long-standing history of male domination” (Persson and Sundevall 2019, 1040), constraining women’s access to combat and officer-level positions. Military service requires sacrifice, not just of bodies but of time and effort, as soldiers are stationed away from home and do not keep regular working hours. Military organizations are in this sense “greedy” institutions (Mady Wechsler Segal quoted in Carreiras 2006, 57). This makes it particularly hard for women to enter military service, as they are expected to (also) take care of the household. Moreover, the coding of military bodies, institutions, and labor as masculine is a key feature of military logic: in military training and through the sculpturing of the body into a fit and combat-ready “war-machine” (Kirby 2020, 223; Stern and Strand 2021), military organizations are expected to turn boys into men, loyal to the national cause (Lomsky-Feder and Sasson-Levy 2015; Sasson-Levy 2002). I expand on these arguments to show how in the Kachin armed forces, such thinking entrenches a gendered division of labor that results in both obscuring the importance of women’s military work for the broader war effort and exposing women to discrimination, depletion, and insecurity.

To demonstrate how women’s work has sustained the efforts of the Kachin armed forces across cycles of the war, this chapter centers women’s military labor in its analysis of militarized social reproduction. This focus allows me to reveal how material and military ties to the nation are forged through women’s labor, sacrifices, and dedication. An emphasis on women’s work therefore makes possible a new understanding of the mechanisms by which revolutions and wars are experienced as well as reproduced.

A Military Gendered Division of Labor

The exact number of female soldiers in the Kachin armed forces (now as well as historically) is difficult to assess. What is clear, however, is that even though women are recruited alongside men to practically and materially resource the military, women’s participation is both contingent upon and restricted by a gendered division of labor. This gendered division of labor distances women from combat and leadership roles; exposes them to economic and physical insecurity; curtails the length of their involvement; and reinforces women’s civilian status. And at the center of this are gendered notions concerning bodies and sexuality, which serve to set the female body and its assumed duties apart from the masculine one. The “highly gendered aspirational pledge of military” (Stern and Strand 2021, 2) not only promises to turn boys into men but also inheres gendered ideas about what kind of society one is fighting for—typically one where women are “both the object of the fighting and the just purpose of the war” (Sjoberg 2010, 55, quoting Jean B. Elshtain). Thus, women’s inclusion in military matters troubles this dominant war story.

Women and Military Conscription

As the experience of Seng Moon, recounted at the beginning of this chapter, illustrates, women’s military conscription has caused the Kachin military a great deal of concern. While the need for more recruits has led the military to (regretfully) turn to women, concerns about the behavior and experience of military women relate to broader issues about women’s role in the Kachin nation. Put simply, women must reproduce the nation through social provision and childbirth, and men must be encouraged to defend their women and their homes. So what does women’s military conscription mean, both for the women themselves and the military they are serving?

As Melissa S. Herbert (1998, 43), in her analysis of the US military, notes: “Ever since women first entered the military, there have been conflicts over how to manage the fact that they are women.” Everything from uniforms to sleeping arrangements to toilets, pregnancies, and periods have been presented as an obstacle to women’s full and substantial inclusion. Seng Moon, like all women entering the military in those early, heady days of the revolution, was not given military training or a gun but instead was put in a women and children’s camp, tasked with gender-specific duties: sewing, nursing, and presumably taking care of the children living in their midst. Women were separated from men so that no (heterosexual) romantic relationships could develop, and they had to wear their own clothes, as the uniforms were not tailored for women. As noted in chapter 2, although women’s physical capacity (or presumed lack thereof) was framed as an impediment to their military service, women were, after much internal lobbying from female soldiers, given access to training in the late 1960s—some years ahead of many Western state forces that restricted women’s soldiering until the 1970s (Denmark, Ireland, and Sweden, for example). Yet concerns about women’s physical inferiority alongside their assumed reproductive abilities continued to frame both their contribution to military service and their distance from it.

Bodies, Biology, and Combat

Military women’s bodies, while on the one hand needed to provide important material and practical labor for the military cause in the absence of male soldiers, are on the other hand rationalized as weak and leaky: as ultimately “tethered” to their female biology (Stern and Strand 2021, 8). This gendered logic also serves to obscure the (political) labor that goes into the linking of women with motherhood, making the idea appear natural, apolitical, and commonsense (Åhäll 2012). If it is only natural that women will have children and stay behind to take care of them, then it follows naturally that their bodies—due to these reproductive duties—are too weak to do “real” soldierly duty (see Hnin Wai 2024).

The female officers and soldiers I spoke to, whether they entered the military in the early days of the war, during the ceasefire years, or after the outbreak of fighting in 2011, all described similar reactions to their participation: as too weak to be in combat and too “leaky” to be fighting on the frontline.1 As a female warden officer I met in Mai Ja Yang in 2016 put it: “It would be difficult for women to go and live in the forest, like when they have their period. How can they be on the frontline then? It would be difficult for them to do this.” Women’s exclusion from combat—or as female scholars might call it, the last bastion of masculinity—was then largely framed in biological terms: frontline activities, including combat, are seen as dangerous work where (weak and bleeding) women may be harmed.

For example, a young staff sergeant I interviewed in Laiza in 2014 explained that “there are no women in combat because the combat at the frontline is dangerous, so if the female soldiers get involved, the male soldiers may have to take care of them, and so sometimes the female soldiers might drag down the operation.” A twenty-four-year old nurse with eight years in the KIA similarly understood women’s bodies as a problem for military effectiveness. She said that “women are not strong or brave enough to be sent to the frontline. There will be a women’s battalion soon though, but I don’t think it is good.” When I pressed her on this, she said she thought this because “women are not strong enough, and some women get sick, like women’s diseases [periods], and if they are sent to the frontline it will be more difficult for the other soldiers.”

Such notions have resulted in female soldiers being framed as a problem for military effectiveness and order, with women relegated from combat and frontline activities. This also renders men as the “natural and rightful protectors of society” as Megan MacKenzie (2015, 1) writes about the US military experience. The following quote, from a member of the KIO (Kachin Independence Organisation) Central Committee in charge of policymaking I interviewed in 2018, is worth excerpting at length because it reproduces these gendered ideas about women’s incompatibility with combat, identifying women as that-which-must-be-defended, rather than doing the defending themselves:


Our female soldiers, they’re very motivated, which is understandable given that the grievances are very big, understandable what we’ve been through, so of course we understand they want to be a part of it when we’re fighting, when we’re up against a bigger force. But also at the same time, it’s one thing to be motivated, but another thing is to do it practically. It’s very difficult. What we see in war films about the front line is very different to reality. So rather than discrimination . . . it’s more that because we have such few numbers of women in the army, and also in the organization as a whole, that we want to protect them, we don’t want to put them through such hardship. Also, regarding the security, because if they go to the frontline when the enemy attacks, they would have to respond too. And it’s so dangerous, that we don’t want them to go through it.



Yet these women are apparently seen as fit and strong enough to protect both civilian residences and military centers of command. In response to the intensification of the war after 2011, I learned that women are often left to provide armed security for villagers and headquarters. A female commander I met working in Laiza told me that “the women’s corps is stationed at headquarters, and our role is to defend the headquarters. There are several defense lines, but women are in the outer defense line.” This incongruity—women as both defenders and reproducers—is made possible by a gendered order in which the head of the armed forces directs and controls the coding of work. In other words, although women may wear uniforms and carry guns, they are not combat soldiers but administrative and medical staff with the ability to provide security if pushed. As a retired colonel in the KIO/KIA put it: “Women also have responsibilities, they have a duty to take care of the country. Morally this is important for women. . . . We don’t want to leave women behind. They are also important for the national cause. Now men are on the frontline. Women take care of the office, and the staff administration, and even if they stay behind, if the enemy comes, they have the duty, they have the background of the military education, and they know how to shoot the gun.”

While female soldiers don the same dark-green uniforms and carry the same rifles as male soldiers, a division of labor is in place to ensure that female soldiers engage in work that emphasizes traditional gendered skills by drawing on women’s assumed abilities to resource the armed forces—materially, ideologically, and emotionally. A young sergeant explained that “[Women] mostly work in the health department you know, women are medics, and also work in offices, like the war office and in the propaganda department.” After a pause, she added, “Oh, and women also work in the quartermaster departments, where they organize supplies for everyone.” Agreeing with this, a quartermaster officer responsible for overseeing the list of supplies sent to combatant soldiers detailed how “female soldiers produce a lot of supplies for the fighting.” She explained that “when conflict happens, the male soldiers are sent to the battleground. Most of the office work and control from the rear of the command is carried out by female soldiers.” After a while, she added that as women are more patient than men, women are better suited for these kinds of tasks.

These sentiments highlight how a gendered division of work duties in the armed forces is framed as emerging from women’s household duties: nursing, caretaking, waiting. As these rely on skills women are supposed to have developed passively within the home, women’s army work is not necessarily seen as skilled or technical per se but rather as “natural.” In fact, several soldiers interviewed highlighted how women’s innate attention to detail made them better suited for office work. A captain in the police department told me with a wry smile: “At least in the office jobs, women are much more focused on their job and much more disciplined and they can accomplish the jobs much more accurately compared to the male because they have much more concentration, much more discipline. In the office, we perform better than the men.” However, in recalling the experience of the colonel quoted at the start of this chapter, women do not only outperform men in the office; they are also needed for and work in a variety of positions, just as well as men. Here, a contradiction becomes apparent: despite their allegedly weak and bleeding bodies, female soldiers do undertake security and experience combat. As recollected also in chapter 2, women are on the front line and undertake heavy and dangerous labor alongside men. Female combat experience is, however, not recognized as combat duty.

In other words, formal requirements are utilized to ensure that a gendered division of labor is kept intact despite the realities of the war, which put pressure on women to fill more positions within the armed forces. The combat exclusion is, as Megan MacKenzie (2015) writes, a trope and a fantasy rather than a reality: it is not about women not experiencing combat; it is about preserving the notion of the miliary as a male sphere, which women are supposedly only visiting. However, fantasies also have consequences.

Within the Kachin army, women’s combat exclusion is also important to pay attention to because if you do not have experience of combat duty—or are not formally recognized as having this experience—you do not become a leader. The internal regulations of the army stipulate that experience of combat duty is a requirement for leadership roles. Women are therefore de facto prevented from reaching top positions within the military. The posting of only men to top army positions, the gendered underpinnings of army recruitment and construction of military duty, and the framing and devaluing of women’s labor are illustrative of a gendered political economy at work.

These systemic patterns also help guide the internal behavior of soldiers and ensure that female soldiers—although expected to “take care of the country,” as the retired colonel above phrased it—are seen as too weak for frontline duty and too inexperienced (or too busy) for leadership responsibility. The following quote from a female lieutenant also illustrates this sentiment: “Both men and women work for the KIO but in the army, men can work much more effectively. Basically women, when they get married and they have children, they cannot work very effectively, they cannot take any active duty in the army because they have to take care of the children. . . . That’s why women cannot be very effective in the army and also why women are not in leadership.”

Female soldiers are here expected to manage the household and raise children. But increased household responsibilities result in women having less time to participate in political and public life. In this way, the gendered valuing of work and labor restricts women’s access to and experience of military leadership. Even if motivated by patriotism and a sense of duty, (most) women will leave the armed forces upon marriage. The symbolic role held by women in ideologically maintaining the boundaries of the military, when analyzed in relation to their restricted inclusion in the military sphere, results in a double bind: women’s military labor is necessary to fill the gap left by men, yet women must also stay in the household in order to socially reproduce the nation. These notions reinforce the idea that women’s military duties are temporary and gear women’s primary responsibilities toward motherhood and wifely duties rather than a military career. As one young corporal I met summarized it: “Well, women have to leave the military when they get married, that is why there are no women in leadership.” Men, I was told, get promoted.

It is worth quoting Seng Moon again: “In our culture, they see that women are women. They should not fight. They should only support [men], working in the office, in the hospital, operating the sewing machines, cook food, like that.” More recent evidence supports this claim: for example, even though the military opened the new cadet school to women, ostensibly to attract more female officers, women graduating from that school have yet to be promoted to high-ranking positions or combat roles.

Gender, Insecurity, and Rank

Relations of difference are structured not only by a gendered political economy but also by rank. Rank and gender combine with ideas about military labor to structure women’s relationship with the armed forces to, for example, ensure that combat is valorized above other forms of soldiering available and open to women. Rank also works to obscure or abstract the array of insecurities and violations women within the armed forces may face. While a military code of conduct, including rules regulating issues around promotion, punishment, and retirement, is in place within the armed forces, there are no female judges. The code of conduct also regulates intimate behavior, including marriage requests and adultery.2 These are governed by a military court, which metes out punishment and regulates behavior, or, in the case of smaller infringements involving soldiers, the commander-in-charge and/or a committee of elders. An interview with a senior justice overseeing the work of the KIO court in 2019 reveals just how hard it is for women to become involved in legal proceedings: the justice explained that the absence of women in both the formal and customary system is due to the fact that they lack practical experience of working with Kachin customs and legal procedures, but he will not provide opportunities for female graduates of the KIO law school due to “their lack of experience.” This circular argument preserves the status quo, skewing rules and regulations away from gender equality by protecting a gendered division of labor that pigeonholes women as potential and actual mothers rather than soldiers.

In the interview, the KIO justice suggests that the worst hazard female soldiers face is “pregnancy out of wedlock”—as opposed to the very real threats of sexual assault, maternal mortality, and actual battle injuries of the same types that men face. Moreover, such representations of the need for female soldiers to reproduce within the confines of the family (as also recalled in Seng Moon’s story) highlight the tensions that female recruitment gives rise to and illustrate how the military’s rules and regulations help to emphasize the responsibility women hold for socially and biologically reproducing the army.

Thus, even though external demands for more recruits have on the surface altered certain aspects of female military duty, in practice, the gendered division of labor remains, in many ways, intact. Access to the KIO Central Committee is similarly closed off to women, with members of the KWAT complaining to me about what they felt were very opaque criteria for nominations to sit on the committee, arguably the most important decision-making body in the organization:


There are no women in Central Committee. But now, the notion of 30% of women participation in decision-making processes is very popular. So they may think about reserving 3 seats for women in principle. When people, especially outsiders or foreigners, ask, [the KIO leadership] answer that 3 seats are being reserved for women. . . . Sometimes, we are so surprised when they say 3 seats for women in Central Committee when outsiders ask! We have tried to nominate at least one member to be in the Central Committee. But they keep turning down our propositions. I don’t know what the leaders are thinking.



The rejection of female candidates from both the Central Committee and the military court suggests that gendered ideas about aptitude and belonging affect how leadership and authority are defined. These ideas in turn are linked to women’s “inability” to engage in combat or to gain substantive military experience (as they, generally speaking, have to retire upon marriage).

And because this gendered division of labor results in construing men as leaders—both symbolically and practically—women’s participation in army activities is undervalued as well as underwaged: women’s lower-level positions are not paid well, if at all. Lower-ranking soldiers only receive 10,000 kyat per month (about 7 USD at the time of my interviews), and my research found that this stipend is not paid on a regular basis; soldiers may be paid once every three months and must therefore rely on the material support of their families for survival. However, as none of the women I spoke to had spouses sending them money, in contrast to the male soldiers I met, many of which had their wives and mothers provide them with necessities, lower-ranking women become vulnerable to economic insecurity. In other words, this is a gender order that amplifies female poverty at the same time as women’s responsibility for maintaining the survival of families increases due to the protracted nature of the war. Indeed, a recent graduate of the office training programs told me: “If I could change things in the KIO, I would want to create more women programs, and help women to earn extra money through vocational/technical [cooking, weaving] skills for female soldiers. For women to have a better capacity to do more things; these are always useful skills, in and outside of the KIO. Right now, there is no way for women to earn extra money so this is needed for women to earn an income.”

Among other things, the overarching gendered division of labor results in positioning lower-ranking women as susceptible to becoming “minor-wives” (num kaji)3 to male higher-ranking officers. While not unique to the military, this shows how rank intersects with gender to shape women’s experiences of the army. This reservist comments that “it’s kind of normal that the high-ranking officers have many affairs, other than their [wives]. You know, when they suddenly have a little more money than before they start thinking of how to have affairs with women.” Another reservist I spoke to echoed these sentiments, saying that “for the women in the army, life does not seem so secure. One reason is that they are not leaders, so they cannot make the decisions, and another reason is that they get very low pay in the army. Some female soldiers, they get paid some money, and then go to stay with leaders or other men or like that. They are not allowed to make money outside [and men have their wives to support them?] so they try to make extra money like this. This is what I hear.” Her colleague agreed, concluding: “If I could change one thing in the KIO, I would want to create more women programs, and help female soldiers earn extra money.”

Exchanges such as these suggest that women’s military participation is made possible through and within a war economy in which women are mostly recruited into lower-level back-office positions despite overarching changes to mobilization patterns that have occurred over the years. A rigid gendered division of labor, women’s lack of prospects for promotion to command levels, and the absence of women in the Central Committee illustrate how rank collides with the political economy of gender in ways that create difference and distinction (Hyde 2024). Despite the hard work undertaken by female soldiers, the military standard is still the male body, making female soldiers impostors at best and deviant at worst. Herbert (1998, 21) reminds us that “the military is an ‘institutionalized arena’ in which the masculine is preferred over the feminine, and men are preferred over women. . . . It is one thing for women to enter occupations that were previously defined as ‘male’; it is another to enter an occupation in which masculinity is so central a part of the definition of the occupation.”

The myth of male military might, tied to combat, effectively writes over the experiences of women volunteering alongside men, fighting battles, tending to the wounded in stressful and harsh environments, and providing lifesaving material and physical support for little or no pay. It also distracts from the fervor of women like Nang Tawn, whom I met in early 2016, who told me that “since the conflict started, I’ve had this pull, that I need to join the army. I feel like I needed to join, to fight against the Burmese military. I feel like I am equal to any men in the military.” Yet the perseverance of gender stereotypes depicting men as soldiers and women as the “beautiful souls” (Elshtain 1987) to be protected means that even women like Nang Tawn, who train alongside men with enthusiasm and dedication, are still seen as an anomaly to the armed forces.

As the experience of many women involved in this research shows, the gendering of the civilian-combatant distinction has served to obscure and devalue women’s military labor. Yet they have participated in the war: both as formal soldiers and, as I explore throughout the book, as wives, mothers, and daughters providing much-needed militarized labor beyond the narrow category of “soldier.” Therefore, the conflation of civilian status with women is based not on an assessment of what a person is actually doing during conflict and war but rather on an assumption stemming from gendered narratives depicting men as combatants and women as “peacemakers or as ancillary to conflict” as Trisko Darden (2023, 2) puts it.

The notion of women-as-civilians encourages the idea of women primarily contributing to military efforts outside the military organizations—as (potential or actual) wives and mothers. By barring women from continued military service upon motherhood and marriage, the KIO is able to more effectively benefit from women’s household labor. At the same time, many women I spoke to, especially those who were recruited before the outbreak of war in 2011, admitted to wanting to leave the organization. They were just waiting for an opportunity to resign, valuing their life outside of the military. However, the KIO does not grant all leave requests easily, and women who are seen to have acquired skills of direct value to the organization are expected to stay. A member of the Central Committee explained that while “women leave the service after they get married, to give birth, to take care of their children . . . female members in the health or education departments, such as, teachers and nurses and doctors usually continue their work.” When I asked why, he clarified: “Because it takes time to train those in medical and teaching, so the longer they stay the better.” He added that they provide additional incentives for those who stay, even after marrying another soldier: “Sometimes they are married to military personnel, that means they get more support. Basic support from the organization, i.e., rice, cooking oil. For school teachers and health practitioners here, they might get, not a big house, but they do get housing support, so that they could continue to do their work and also receive support for both partners, so the conditions help them to continue their work.” His statement suggests that a regular military salary is not enough to live on and hints at the idea that women are typically expected to provide the extra support needed for the family. The mobilization of women’s military labor in education and health therefore means that the underlying conditions structuring women’s labor remain in place. Such incentives confirm a broader division of labor, which locates (most) women as outside of the military organization despite military women’s perseverance, dedication, and sacrifice.

Gendered Military Subjects

Extant research on rebel governance shows that rebel groups are to a large degree dependent on the communities living in their midst for information, shelter, and material support (Revkin 2021; Revkin and Ahram 2020; Stathis 2006). According to this body of work, women become key to revolutions when they can provide the group with “strategic and tactical advantages” (Asal and Jadoon 2020, 263), legitimizing armed struggles and incurring support (Wood and Thomas 2017). However, I have found that in Kachinland, the “advantages” that female soldiers bring are primarily material and affective rather than tactical or ideological: through their underwaged labor, female soldiers underpin the direct efforts of the war machinery, providing cheap but integral labor ensuring that frontline soldiers are fed and supported.

Thus, as shown by the experience of Seng Moon, recounted at the beginning of this chapter, women’s labor and participation are critical to the survival of the Kachin resistance movement. Yet the traditionally feminine nature of much of women’s work has served to naturalize it—and therefore to obscure and undervalue it (De Volo 2018, 66), exposing in particular lower-ranking women to experience discrimination and insecurity. However, inequality and injury exist in relation to military duty, pride, and commitment. As Hnin Wai (2024, 174) succinctly notes in her account of fighting in the Myanmar Spring Revolution: “When we women are treated as weak and pitiful creatures, even though we chose the same revolutionary path, we are forced to put in more effort.”

The experiences of three women who joined the KIA in the early 1960s are illustrative of this: banded together by commitment and, I suspect, pure hard-nosed stubbornness, they navigated the obstacles they felt in their day-to-day lives by excelling in and not quitting the difficult military training. They distanced themselves from the broader efforts to position them as above all (weak and leaky) women rather than as military subjects as able as men to fight the Burman state: “The instructor scolded us in the training, when we were unable to catch up with the male soldiers: “You want to be a soldier, but you can’t run up like the male friends.” So we realized we have to try much harder than the male soldiers. We have to become better. And sometimes we managed to outrun the male soldiers. The trainers didn’t like this, but what could they say.” This has implications for the conflict: in the face of significant obstacles, women respond by becoming stronger, better, more dedicated soldiers, loyal to the national cause. But this new subject position also has implications for the next generation of women joining the military. By leaving existing gendered relations of power in place, young female soldiers are entering a masculine military domain in which the burdens of integration and adaptation are shouldered by women rather than by the military institution. Women are expected to use their feminine skills to complement male soldiers and, at the same time, manage prevalent stereotypes and stigma to gain respect. This is not an easy task. What this means for young women’s everyday experiences of the military in the post-2011 cycle of the war will be explored in chapter 4.




[image: Figure 4. An illustration of a proud female soldier being cheered on by two other women, all with their fists in the air.]






Chapter4

As Tough as Men

Women in the Military

“Why did you join the armed forces?” I asked a young private I met in Myitkyina in 2016. We were sitting in an old classroom, the midday heat in full bloom; a spider as large as my hand kept careful watch from its place on the wall opposite me. The young private played with a loose nail on her hand, sighed, and said: “I joined because my mum wanted me to. I mean, I also wanted to. I heard the news about recruitment on LaizaFM and so I joined.” “Ok,” I said, and nodded my head at her to go on. “What happened once you joined? Did you like your training?” She continued: “When we started the training, the teachers said that women just make [the army] weak: ‘You are wasting your time here—women are not useful here,’ they always said to us. But”—she emphasized—“I want to make things better for women in the army. I must work harder. I must pray.”

Since the resumption of the conflict in 2011, the Kachin military has looked to women to fill its ranks in order to bolster its capacity. Yet, as this quote illustrates, women’s participation in military activities upsets ideas about revolutionary masculinity, encroaching on the male privilege of military space. As a result, female soldiers may face both suspicion and discrimination, and their military careers are frequently curtailed by the idea that women should be homemakers, not fighters.

This is not a new phenomenon. As shown in the preceding chapters, women’s responsibilities for ensuring militarized social reproduction as caretakers, homemakers, and mothers are framed as more important than their responsibilities as soldiers. Indeed, all of the (male) leaders I interviewed, whether they were currently in active service or had retired from it, repeated that women were too frail to be in combat and that their responsibility as mothers would in any case see them leave the army. As a high-ranking officer in the Eastern Division informed me: “We want more women to join and put their efforts into the struggle and to go into leadership. . . . [But] women want to get married and go home, so they cannot commit a long period of time to the KIO [Kachin Independence Organisation].”

Curiously, his view was not shared by the female soldiers I spoke to, almost all of whom understood marriage as an impediment to promotion. In fact, my interviews illustrate how young military women both recognize and attempt to upset this dominant gender order that sees women as mothers and wives first and soldiers second. Contrary to expectations, these constraints have at times resulted in strengthening rather than diminishing women’s commitment to political violence: female soldiers navigate the insecurity they face by becoming even stronger, more committed soldiers.

This chapter foregrounds this contradiction at the heart of women’s recruitment to the KIO and KIA (Kachin Independence Army) after the outbreak of fighting in 2011. In this period, women’s labor has been both desperately needed and undervalued. Women, as much as men, are encouraged to join different training programs, such as the Education and Economic Development for Youth (EEDY) and the National Service (NS), in order to learn about and contribute to the activities and aims of the KIO/KIA, yet my interviews with military leaders reveal that men are preferred as active and actual soldiers.

As a (male) colonel puts it: “Because of the given circumstances right now, the military pressure is so strong and has intensified, so we need men to be trained faster and go to the frontline.” At the same time, many families I met did not want to send their only son to war partly because it is harder for men to retire from armed service and partly because sons are expected to stay in the natal home after marriage. Sons also inherit land and property. After the resumption of the war, many of the young women I met living in liberated areas had therefore enlisted on behalf of their brothers, rendering female household conscription as a form of militarized social reproduction.

Female soldiers, especially the younger and more junior ones I met in Mai Ja Yang and Laiza, often claimed that they were more loyal and hardworking than their civilian sisters and expressed great pride and satisfaction in their work. Clearly, female soldiers were as (or more) dedicated to the national cause than male soldiers, but their military labor was often understood as a second, poorer choice, and suspicion was cast on women willingly living among men in the military. While this stigma did not determine the identity of female soldiers, it did shape the experience of many of the junior soldiers I met, who ended up spending much time and energy on contesting an overarching gender order locating them “as outsiders to the boys’ club of the military” (Herbert 1998).

While chapter 3 focused on how a gendered division of labor structured women’s inclusion in the military, this chapter seeks to understand what happened once women joined “the boys club”: how did they experience the armed forces? In what ways did they respond to the gendered expectations and representations frequently accompanying female soldiers?

To answer these questions, this chapter traces the experiences of the many young, committed women who joined the KIO/KIA through EEDY, the NS, or regular household conscription after the outbreak of war in 2011. It tells the story of female soldiers negotiating—with much creativity, ambition, and strength—the restrictions they faced in the military. These strategies, ranging from rejecting marriage to advocating for a women’s battalion and being “as tough as men,” were not successful in removing gendered barriers and inequalities, even as they confronted dominant stereotypes and discrimination and emphasized Kachin women’s abilities in the resistance efforts.

The women I met after 2011 believed in the purpose of the KIO/KIA to protect their community through military might and used their time with me to recount, often in detail, multiple generations of injustice and violence they and their families had faced at the hands of the Bamar state. However, their recruitment to the KIO/KIA did not erase this past discrimination, and at times, it even brought new insecurities. Women joining after 2011 were asked to contribute to resistance efforts in particularly gendered ways that did not upset but rather reaffirmed overarching gendered divisions of labor: men as head of household, army, and nation, women as their supporters.

Here it is important to note that no women I spoke to were drawn to the military for reasons of personal ambition or individual liberation; rather, all cited a sense of duty and responsibility toward their community. In fact, many of the female soldiers and graduates of the EEDY and NS programs I spoke to demonstrated a strong sense of empowerment by drawing on their dedication to the national cause and their capacity for endurance. “I want to be tough,” one young woman I spoke to in 2017 told me. “I want to be a role model for our children so that they become more patriotic,” her friend added. I found myself buoyed along by the optimism and dedication of the young female soldiers and officers I met, notwithstanding what I knew of the war: young women having to leave the armed forces early, straining to provide for what was left of their families, and having their military service viewed and honored as less of a sacrifice to the public than that of their brothers.

Education and Economic Development for Youth


Actually, among the youths, it has become a thing to become involved with the KIO! It’s a good thing to be involved in their activities; your friends will look up to you.

—Civil society activist, Chiang Mai, 2015





The KIO is not just an army, they represent all of us Kachin. They support us socially and culturally. They give us education and teach us proper Kachin language. They are family.

—Civil society activist, Chiang Mai, 2015



The Education and Economic Development for Youth (EEDY) program provides students who have completed secondary school outside of KIO-controlled areas with a three-month-long intensive training in military tactics and practices. The program also includes courses focused on KIO/KIA history. The EEDY program ran for approximately thirteen years and, after a period of suspension, began again in 2017. Close to four thousand students graduated from the nineteen EEDY courses held between 2003 and 2015. Of these, 2,685 were men and 1,095 were women.1 The aim of EEDY training is to increase support for the KIO’s activities among Kachin youth living in cities, away from the rural areas under the control of the Kachin armed forces. For example, a high-ranking member of the KIO Central Committee (CC) explained that EEDY was established because “we [the KIO] learned that after so many years and decades of struggles our young Kachin in the city weren’t speaking Jinghpaw, so we realized we needed to create a safe space for them where they can come and learn our cultural teachings and also understand about our revolution, the armed struggle.”

Recruitment for the training is conducted via youth leaders in schools and churches and through youth groups active at universities throughout Myanmar. Once recruited for the training, students travel to training sites in KIO-controlled areas of Kachinland, where they are instructed in military tactics, political history, and Kachin cultural knowledge. Male and female students undergo the same training, wear the same uniforms, and carry the same heavy wooden rifles on their backs but live in separate barracks (Hedström 2016). When I first visited one of the training sites in 2013, I was met by an eager group of high school and university students who had journeyed from lowland Myanmar to Laiza. Clad in military green, they gathered around me to explain how excited they were to be attending the training. They showed me some of the things they had learned—how to salute the flag and hold a rifle—and thanked me for coming. They said they had made many new friends; some, I realized on later visits, had married after meeting each other through the course (as we will explore more in chapter 5). In other words, the course was not just hard work; it also appeared to foster a strong commitment to community and to the Kachin homeland through which revolutionary warfare was normalized. Older Kachins I met already understood the KIO to be a legitimate government; now the younger generation needed to be reminded about their duty and role in fulfilling the broader objectives of the Kachin nation. Young women could then be said to be socialized into the KIO “family” (as the quote at the beginning of this section intimates) where they would find new subject positions as active members of the KIO revolution. The program instills students with a sense of patriotic duty by disseminating the “ideological and political” vision of the armed forces, as the KIO puts it. It encourages the “military spirit,” which will lead to “military action,” as this older, now retired colonel explained to me: “The students are taught cooperation, management, leadership, these kinds of things. Most importantly, they learn about being tough . . . they have to have the military spirit and the military action. The military background will give you a stronger commitment, you know. I taught them what they needed to know beyond fighting, the ideological and political point of view, and about our vision and how to cooperate with other groups [in Myanmar]. . . . On the morning of the end of the course, they have a ceremony where they can show that they are ready to serve.”

For each graduate I spoke to, the ceremony at the end of the course constituted the beginning rather than the end of their military commitment. Several people described it as a very emotional experience through which they reaffirmed a sense of connection to their Kachin homeland and to the army as the defenders of that homeland. All of the EEDY graduates I met described their experience in the program as critical for teaching them “the real history” of Kachin. They felt that their commitment to the KIO’s political aims and objectives had been strengthened. The thoughts of a woman who had participated in the very first EEDY training held in 2003 are worth quoting at length, as they neatly illustrate three key themes that came through in most, if not all, of my interviews with female graduates—confidence, pride, and patriotism:


The students who participated in the training, even [the ones who didn’t want to attend], they feel very positive after the training about the KIO. . . . We become more patriotic. Most of all I think, for me, being patriotic means being more confident in yourself, being a Kachin woman. Before we didn’t have a sense of this, we feel like being Kachin is not a good idea, we think that our Kachin accent, when we speak Burmese, is bad. We are trying to become Burmese, trying to speak with a perfect Burmese accent. So the training made people more confident, it taught us that being Kachin is nothing to feel shameful about.



The success of the EEDY initiative is also evident in the fact that, among my interviewees, the young Kachin women I met who had not participated in the military training uniformly expressed their desire to do so or, alternatively, their regret over not attending. This suggests that the rollout of the program has also contributed to an increased awareness about the KIO/KIA among people who have not attended. A young Kachin women’s rights activist who attended the training while at university noted: “When I was in university, it was very famous. If you don’t go to the EEDY you are not very popular, you know? [laughs].” What emerges from the experiences of participants is a picture of burgeoning nationalism framed within a military-administrative structure and a sense of comradeship and pride among the young people attending the EEDY program. This female interviewee, now working for a women’s rights group, reflects:


Before the training, I didn’t really know about the KIO/KIA. What we see in the newspaper, we only see about the KIO/KIA being rebels, being bad people, things like that. When I read about them in the state newspaper, I didn’t really know what they were fighting for. . . . I didn’t really like doing the military training, but I liked listening to the politics, about the history of Kachin, the real history of Kachin, about where we come from and the names we held in previous times. . . . I think we were happy, there were many young people there and we made many new friends.



Graduates of EEDY training are listed as reserves rather than as active soldiers in the KIA, but to focus only on military membership is to miss how such practices are about creating subjects able and willing to labor for the revolution. Among the EEDY graduates whom I interviewed, a majority returned to their church activities or their universities at the end of the training. Some joined the KIO’s women’s wing, the Kachin Women’s Association, or traveled abroad in order to take up positions with civil society groups focused on issues of relevance to Kachinland. This means that although none of the women interviewed joined the army upon graduation as soldiers, they were at the time of my interviews all working for causes in support of Kachin objectives, often in close cooperation with the KIO/KIA.

Much research on the ceasefire years, when the EEDY launched, focuses on the fact that the ceasefire agreements led to a period of much discontent among the general Kachin population, who were not well positioned to benefit from the agreements. The critical political ecologist Kevin Woods (2011), for example, notes that after the signing of the ceasefire in 1994, development projects across Kachinland ushered in a new era of “ceasefire capitalism,” privileging local and national elites and overseas businessmen rather than local Kachin communities. The historian Mandy Sadan (2015, 247) suggests that activities undertaken by Kachin diasporic networks and urban Kachin youths to protest against some of these activities led to a politicization of the Kachin community. Thus, after the outbreak of the conflict in 2011, “nationalist inspired groups of young Kachin people” quickly mobilized in support of the KIO/KIA. While I agree with the above analysis, I add that the expansion and success of EEDY training must be positioned as a key activity shaping support for the aims and objectives of the new leadership of the KIO/KIA. In other words, when the conflict reignited in 2011, an already politicized young public were easily mobilized and quick to state their support for the Kachin military cause. A substantial percentage of those were women, who had been socialized into the KIO family.

National Service


All Kachins who are above 18 must enroll in the National Service (NS) programme for a two-year period regardless of their gender and educational background. [Only] married women can be exempted.

—KIO CC member



The National Service program (NS) run by the KIO/KIA aims to increase actual conscription into the army by offering recruits the possibility of retiring after two years of service. This is a break from the old practices by which male soldiers (and female medics and teachers), once fully enlisted, could not leave until retirement. According to my interviewees, there was no formal retirement age, and people (especially men) could not easily leave. In order to leave the army formally, a soldier had to “submit [the] form for retirement, citing reasons like health, family and personal things that they need to take care of.” Women, as already discussed, are typically asked to retire upon marriage.

The NS program represents a change from the prior focus on training reservists in the EEDY program, hoping to entice more people to join by offering them the possibility of retiring earlier than in the past. As a female reservist in the army told me when I spoke to her in Mai Ja Yang in 2017, “People are a rarity for the KIO.” The fear is that the Kachin army will not be able to defend itself against the well-funded state military—by some accounts, one of the best-funded armed forces in Southeast Asia. As the quote from the CC member in the section above suggests, new recruitment initiatives have fostered a sense of unease, at least among some families I spoke to. The focus is on male recruits; in order to avoid conscription, people I met told me about families sending sons across the border to China or enrolling them in theological college. This leaves girls to be recruited. And as conscription is focused on the household, with each household in KIO-liberated territories encouraged to support the army, young female soldiers I met often enlisted on behalf of their brothers, rendering female household conscription a form of militarized social reproduction.

Indeed, among the female soldiers I interviewed who were at the time of my interviews still working for the KIO/KIA, all but two had joined the army through household conscription. When the call came to send a family member to war, the daughters often enlisted at the urging of their families. A daughter joining the army frees up time for male inhabitants of the household to engage in other activities that may be deemed more valuable. This includes studying theology in college or contributing to income-generating activities. This is illustrated in the following quote from a young woman I interviewed. Although originally from a KIO-liberated area, at the time of the interview, she was interning for a Kachin women’s organization in Thailand:


In my village every family, every household is actively involved with the KIO. Every family has at least one soldier in the KIA. . . . But my father is a pastor and I only have one brother, and my parents don’t want him to be a soldier . . . Our family understand that at least one person has to work for the Kachin people. We might not need to hold guns but can work for Kachin people in other ways. So I will work for the good of Kachin people and then my brother will not need to go. If he would be recruited in the future, my parents can speak to the local commander and make an exchange for me as I will work for the Kachin people.



An interview with the KIO/KIA confirmed that although they prefer male recruits, if a household only has one son at home, they will recruit the daughter instead to “accommodate family needs.”

The practice of daughters enlisting on behalf of other family members renders visible the importance of gendered intrahousehold bargaining2 in the context of war. A two-star medical officer I spoke to in March 2016 talked about her own recruitment as a duty to both her family and the KIO. She explained that while she has two brothers, they were both forcibly recruited by the state armed forces, leaving her as “the only one who can do the duty.” An interview undertaken with a lieutenant who commenced working for the KIA in 1997 similarly drew attention to how a lack of bargaining power within the household pushed her into army activities, explaining that as her brother had to take care of the family, she was the only one able to sign up. “My brother was omitted from the draft because he has to provide for the family,” she explained. “So I volunteered for the family, on behalf of the family.” The lieutenant later described herself as the “most responsible” in her family; as the oldest sister and with only one brother, she took it upon herself to join the army.

In this way, women’s military duty cannot be divorced from their socially prescribed roles as “dutiful daughters” who in any case are destined to leave the household when they marry. Sons are supposed to stay in their family home. Together with their future wives, they will be responsible for taking care of their parents, property, and land, as a teacher at a KIO-affiliated school put it. “Someone has to look after the parents, and then the boy will stay and the girl will join instead of her brother.” This is an aspect of Kachin culture the KIO understands might cause problems for their recruitment, and they try to resolve those problems by being reluctantly accepting in their responses: women who insist on joining, against the wishes of the military who prefers male recruits, are given access to the military. One colonel I met in 2018 said, with a sigh: “Yes, the generations depend on the male members . . . but our first choice for the army would [still] be for the man, but if the sister insists, says, ‘No, I will go,’ then we would take her.” But what does this reluctance to accept female soldiers mean for the women who join the KIO/KIA?

Women Out of Place: Stigma in the Military

“Maybe women can also be seen as not so good after women spend a lot of time in the army with a lot of men,” a woman told me with a shrug of her shoulders when I asked about how female soldiers were perceived in the community. Although the KIO has enjoyed a resurgence among the general public, concerns about army camps being morally corrupt spaces—at least for women—linger. In Western military contexts, this has been commonly analyzed in relation to gendered boundary work: because the military is a taken-for-granted masculine space where men are the soldier norm, female soldiers are defined by their gender and femininity, and stereotypes relating to women’s perceived sexuality and availability abound (Herbert 1998; Pettersson, Persson, and Berggren 2008; Sjoberg 2014). This is a logic that helps differentiate the masculine soldiers from the feminized body/nation in need of protection (Elshtain 1987) and positions female soldiers as potentially disruptive, seductive, and dangerous. It is important to note here that the idea of women’s bodies as seductive and tempting is reinforced by an overarching political economy that positions women as uniquely responsible for resourcing the armed forces. This logic both builds upon and reaffirms gendered narratives that associate women’s bodies with motherhood, thus requiring the supervision and control of women’s reproductive capacity. Moreover, when female soldiers are primarily positioned as potential mothers, they become above all female and, thus, out of place in the military.

As has been noted in other military contexts, when women are deployed to military missions, this runs counter to widespread societal expectations of women becoming mothers and running households. A study on female peacekeepers, for example, found that deployment for extended periods of time led to women being framed as too independent and tainted by their association with men and therefore, apparently, “unmarriageable” (Vermeij 2020, 3). Research on female soldiers in Israel has similarly noted how fears of “moral deterioration,” in particular associated with women’s presumed independence and closeness to men beyond parental supervision, emerged from (and therefore confirmed) broader gendered divisions of labor: women as mothers, and men as soldiers (Lomsky-Feder and Sasson-Levy 2015). These notions relating to gendered aptitudes and roles are not in themselves harmful, but they expose female soldiers to discrimination and harm by undervaluing their labor and contribution to the broader military effort, distancing them from leadership opportunities, and emphasizing female soldiers’ sexuality and reproductive potential.

The private quoted in the introduction said: “Some of our students, some of the boys, are touching us. They think that they can touch us and they think that women in the military, that we are very easy.” She added after a pause: “After the training I was upset. But I prayed and prayed and found an answer . . . I decide to become a good leader so that I can represent other women, and do things for our nation.”

A twenty-four-year-old nurse I met in Mai Ja Yang in 2016 told me that “they [the public] say that female soldiers are just a waste of time, that they get pregnant, they gossip like that.” A female nurse recalled how “once I was asked to help out at a wedding party [for a captain]. There I served food and drinks to civilians, and the civilians wouldn’t speak to [female soldiers].” Soldiers, living far away from home, are not under the scrutiny of their families and are therefore susceptible to “corruption,” especially female soldiers. The young private again: “I see many many bad things in there. . . . In our school, there were only five girls and 160 people in total. . . . Some of our leaders, they can choose which one they like in the military. The girls in the military, they are very far from the home and it’s [a] difficult time and they are dependent on the men. And that’s why they say that girls in the military are very bad and are doing bad things.”

The stigma and suspicion that female soldiers face are related not only to their gender but also to the fact that they tend to be lower-ranking female soldiers from poorer communities. As discussed in chapter 3, there have been reports of inappropriate sexual relationships between lower-ranking female soldiers and higher-ranking male officers. During my interviews with soldiers, military trainees, and women’s rights activists, rumors and/or personal experiences regarding sexual harassment within the army came up frequently. A few interviewees explicitly referred to alcohol and sex as evidence of vices inherent in the army, which supposedly reflects badly on women but not on men. The private told me, with some annoyance, that “one guy said to me, if you want to get married, don’t get involved in the military. If you are in the military, you cannot marry other guys because you will have a bad name.” Recent data on harassment and gender-based violence experienced by cadets and soldiers within other national military organizations show that this remains a serious problem across countries, with female recruits often having to fight on two fronts: the actual enemy, and stereotyping and violence within the community, including within the armed forces (Dagens Nyheter 2017; Department of Defense 2023; MacKenzie, Gunaydin, and Chaudhuri 2020).

Although most women I spoke to conveyed a great sense of responsibility, pride, and duty in their work, many also expressed frustration regarding these gendered restrictions that had resulted in female soldiers having fewer opportunities for promotions, as well as the ways in which their strength and dedication were questioned by colleagues. The private quoted above explained how, during the military training, other male students would laugh at her and tell her that she should go home. She said: “The teachers also don’t think that women should be involved in the conflict, and they can’t accept the women’s decisions.” Many women directly linked these negative experiences to a lack of leadership possibilities for women. While the need for more soldiers has forced the army to more formally incorporate women in military activities, the increase of women on the ground has not been reflected either in the leadership or on the front line. Lower-ranking women seemed to be especially vulnerable to discrimination; the few senior women I interviewed did not voice many or any negative experiences.3

The private, like many of the female soldiers I spoke to, attributed their feelings or experiences of insecurity directly to the absence of women in leadership, explaining that the absence of women in decision-making positions made it difficult for them to openly challenge gender-based discrimination within the army. A reservist agreed: “When in the KIO, you are in a bubble, controlled by men you know.” The lack of women in positions of authority means that female soldiers must navigate their circumstances within the context of a strict militarized and, above all, male hierarchy. The private quoted above explained that during the military training, she and the girls in the dorm “could not close our door. If we experienced problems, we could not tell the leadership because they are all men. We have to be patient ourselves and manage by ourselves, us five girls. We wanted to be able to close the door but they did not allow us to close the door. We slept very carefully.”

These women’s experiences touch upon different instances of gendered discrimination and violence, but read together, they refute the notion that these are individual or occasional experiences. Instead, they reveal how structural problems and discrimination can, and often do, translate into experiences of direct violence and harassment. However, in the face of this insecurity, female soldiers navigate their positions in ways that underwrite both their own endurance and survival as well as that of the armed forces. This means that women’s military labor is not undertaken simply in response to demands from above but is also fueled by resistance, conviction, and nationalism. In fact, many female soldiers I spoke to decided to respond to challenges by becoming even more committed and hardworking soldiers—to be, in their own words, as tough as men.

Contestation and Persuasion: “As Tough as Men”

In 2013, I was visiting a training center for new recruits located close to the China-Myanmar border. Over sweet drinks after an early lunch, slowly moving into the hottest time of the day, I began talking with Htoi Pan, a twenty-three-year-old trainer who had recently joined the KIA. Around us, only the chickens and some determined ants were moving; everyone and everything else seemed to be taking a repose from the relentless midday sun beating down on the red dust and green hills. Htoi Pan took her hat off and wiped her forehead. I watched a procession of ants making their way across the rickety bamboo table. For these new recruits, life is different from the older women who joined in earlier cycles of the war. These younger women have access to the NS and, importantly, the officer training school, which Htoi Pan had graduated from and now taught for.

Htoi Pan told me proudly: “I want to give women the audacity to do more things!” She continued:


I want to contribute, even just a small, tiny contribution. That’s why I do this: to contribute to the people, the Kachin people. My father used to be part of the people’s militia. What I feel is significant. At the end of the training, there is a ceremony to swear the oath. There is a difference between swearing an oath and not doing this: you might be working for the people but it’s not the same. Once you swear the oath, you become a real, full-time solider for the people. This makes a difference. This gave me a sense of duty.



However, women joining the military still construct and compete with militarized hierarchies of gender, negotiating their access to the military sphere by becoming “as tough as men” and by differentiating themselves from civilian women. In doing so, they do not reject or erase dominant gender logics but attempt to navigate around them. This is not a simple matter but a task demanding perseverance, persuasion, and contestation.

Although most of the women I met had been drafted, almost everyone expressed an eagerness to join and a clear wish to go to combat. As the determined young private quoted above put it: “We can’t be selfish, we have to think about our nation, our Kachin people, our freedom.” In fact, the majority of the younger (female) soldiers I interviewed argued that women should be able to go to the front line. They expressed readiness to sacrifice themselves for the Kachin cause, even though women are currently prevented from combat situations. Another young recruit told me: “In time of need, in time of severe fighting, I would be very enthusiastic to go. I sometimes think about going to the battleground but my officers worry about the security of women if we go to the frontline, so that’s why we cannot go.” Notably, all women emphasized the voluntary (and, thus, sacrificial) nature of their enlistment. No woman I interviewed told me that she was conscripted despite the fact that all of the currently active soldiers I interviewed had been conscripted, typically on behalf of their families. Rather, the soldiers I interviewed explained that they joined because they wanted to fight for the Kachin cause. The following quote, from a woman who entered the army just a couple of months before the conflict reignited in June 2011, now a second lieutenant, is illustrative of this sentiment: “I came to the KIA after I left high school. The reason I joined the KIA is because as a Kachin I have to serve, I have to struggle for our people. I was not drafted. I joined on behalf of my family as my brothers are very young and they need to go to school. Also, one of my younger brothers is in medical school, so I joined instead.”

In referencing nationalism and duty to explain their current position, rather than conscription, they negotiated the gendered hierarchies that exist between civilian and military women. These suggest that military women are more dedicated to the Kachin cause and therefore worthy of more respect than civilian women. Specifically, the women created an alternative ideal for themselves as sacrificing soldiers, committed to Kachin military objectives. “I didn’t inform my parents before I joined the army. I wanted to join because I want to be tough. It’s tougher than being in the police. I really just want to participate in the military service to support the national struggle. . . . My family didn’t mind. It’s good because no one else has joined, so we needed a family member to join.”

In situating themselves clearly within a framework of Kachin nationalism, female soldiers implied that regular civilians do not have the same commitment to the national cause and the Kachin nation as soldiers do. This is illustrated in the following quote from a medical corporal who joined the army in 2013: “Being a soldier means I am more solemn and serious, and feel more confident. I have an important role to fill, which is different from being a civilian. I am doing something important, and it is important how I behave and act. . . . I want my younger siblings to join the army too, when they grow up. The Burmese military and the Burmese state discriminate against us, so we can’t be selfish, we have to think about our nation, our Kachin people, about our freedom.” As this quote suggests, female soldiers are attempting to forge a new identity by highlighting their selflessness and their dedication to the national cause, clearly delineating themselves from civilian women. They do not openly oppose the stigma they experience but deploy a new identity as serious, sacrificing soldiers; the medical corporal quoted above even wants to sacrifice her younger siblings. Women’s responses to the negative stereotyping they experience illustrate the limits as well as the possibilities of their position: they cannot openly challenge or change the perception of female soldiers as being “bad,” but in our conversations, they created an interpersonal narrative about themselves that contested this construction. These narrative strategies are important because they reveal the possibilities available to the women as they negotiate the constraints of military life and the new subjectivities that arise from these gendered constraints. To contest or manage the stigma, lack of possibilities for promotion, and sexual harassment they endure requires the women to engage in difficult emotional and physical labor, showcasing both resilience and creativity. Here is the second lieutenant, quoted above, again: “Since I undertook the military training, I have gained a lot of confidence and I feel comfortable holding trainings and talking in front of people. . . . I would have liked to go to the frontline . . . but fortunately, by the grace of God, I was assigned here where I can train many good soldiers. Also, this is a very important job. . . . I have to be patient and work hard, so that I can train and promote many more brilliant soldiers.”

Women employed other creative options to make the everyday, as well as the future, possible for themselves. About half of the currently active soldiers whom I interviewed were engaged in lobbying for a women’s battalion and were carefully navigating the army’s career ladder, which typically required a rejection of marriage. In their disavowal of marriage and insistence on combat duty, the women I spoke to both recognized and attempted to reject the dominant gender division of labor that positioned them as wives and mothers first, and soldiers second.

In fact, all of the soldiers I interviewed identified marriage as an impediment to their promotion. As this young corporal working in the third brigade put it: “I don’t plan to get married anytime soon, as that means I must leave the army. We can’t stay in the KIA with children.” The second lieutenant, quoted above, agreed: “We usually joke with each other that we will only marry a military man so we can stay and have families in the military.” Another officer, also a second lieutenant, explained that she and her female classmates “demanded the permission to let us go to the combat. We were just very excited to go. We wanted to go very strongly. We wanted to go to the battlefront.” Instead, they were assigned office, logistics, nursing, and, more recently, city defense positions.

Driven by duty and patriotism, women’s military service and, as we will see in chapter 5, their withdrawal from this, affords them a position from which they can contribute to revolutionary aims and objectives. At the same time, all of the interviews demonstrate the futile attempts by women to challenge the strict hierarchies of the military—revealing how gender ideals that are both nationalistic and militarized coalesce at the level of the individual female soldier, setting her apart from her male colleagues. In this way, despite the willingness of women to participate in the defense of the homeland—and the need for more boots on the ground—the KIO/KIA has traditionally restricted both the number of female soldiers and their assignment, often with reference to women’s supposedly weaker and bleeding bodies (Hnin Wai 2024; Stern and Strand 2021). This is not an adequate explanation: indeed, as we have seen in the preceding chapters, women frequently perform backbreaking work and undertake hard physical labor, both within and outside the armed forces. Thus, while women’s dedication and ability should not be questioned, their participation in armed activities is undoubtedly affected by their overwhelming responsibility for social reproduction. This, in the context of a prolonged conflict that has strained the coffers of the armed forces, determines not only the prevalence but also the experience of female soldiers in the Kachin armed forces.

While recent research has indicated the steep social costs rebel groups (may) incur by including women in their ranks (Wood 2019), the costs incurred by the female soldiers themselves are, and continue to be, steep. The anxieties sparked by women’s intrusion into masculine/military space means that women who enter the military are by default “bad women”: threatening to military cohesion and hierarchy (see Herbert 1998) and, by extension, threatening to the nation. Despite military women’s strength, dedication, and creativity, assumed gender differences still mean that women’s place within the resistance is primarily framed around their ability to reproduce the Kachin nation within the institution of marriage, to which we will turn next.
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Chapter5

Weddings amid War

The Intimate and Insurgent Politics of Marriage

Shanglawt sumtsaw ga le

Kadai tsaw na mata

Freedom fighters’ love spell

Who will be in love with it

College jawng num rai tim mung

High school jawng num rai tim mung

Hpaji n chye ai rai tim

Shang lawt myit sha rawng ra sai

Whether you are a college student

or a high school student

or uneducated

You only need to have the freedom fighter spirit

Wam dam ai tsaw e

Brang hpang de lawan wa rit

My wandering dear,

Come back to me quickly

Shang lawt hpyen jan tai ga

Battalian CO jan tai ga

Become the wife of freedom fighter

Become the wife of the battalion commander

Shanglawt Ration sha pyi jawm sha ga le

Ning nu hpe hkum tsun kau da

Mung lu jang she sen htu ga

Let’s eat the freedom fighter’s ration together

Don’t tell your mother yet

Let’s sign the marriage certificate when we got our country.

Na manang jang naw nga ai

Shi hpe mung saw sa wa rit

If you have yet a friend

Please invite her as well

“Shanglawt Sumtsaw” (“Freedom-Fighters’ Lover”)

—Composed by General Lahkang Pan Awng and performed by the band +3

The war has been a space not just for violence, fear, and trauma but also for love, duty, and affection. In the early summer of 2013, I was in Laiza interviewing female soldiers. A young woman from the local Kachin Women’s Association (KWA) office named San Htoi had been assigned to help me organize these meetings, and each morning, she and her husband would knock on my hotel room door to pick me up.

Sitting in the car one morning, I asked the husband, Zau Ring, what he was doing and was told he was an active soldier. Zau Ring and San Htoi had met at an Education and Economic Development for Youth (EEDY) training organized two years prior. Although women and men lived in different quarters at the training grounds, they still participated in the same lectures and military exercises—and fell in love. They married after graduating, and nine months later, a baby boy was born. By the time of the baby’s birth, Zau Ring had already been posted to the front line and San Htoi was working for the KWA in Laiza. The baby was with the maternal grandparents. When I arrived in Laiza, Zau Ring was home on permission for the first time since deployment. Scrolling through my phone for pictures of my rural home in Sweden over lunch one day, Zau Ring commented that it looked green and quiet. As quiet and peaceful as Kachinland will be one day, he added. The next morning, my last in Laiza, only San Htoi picked me up: Zau Ring had been called back to the front line. San Htoi was on her own again, the baby back with the maternal grandparents.

Many of the women I met in Laiza had experienced similar hardships to those of San Htoi and sympathized with her. They knew what life was like as a wife married to a soldier—almost always being left on their own after marriage, struggling for an income while providing for the husband on the front line and the babies back home—and cautioned their younger relatives not to marry a soldier or, as they put it, a servant to the Kachin Independence Organisation (KIO). Indeed, knowing this, almost all of the married women I spoke to told me they had not intended to marry within the army, but in the end, love or duty got the better of them. And as the popular song—“Shanglawt Sumtsaw” (“Freedom-Fighter’s Lover”)—recounted above suggests, loving the revolution means loving the soldiers. But what does it mean to love a soldier in the revolution?

Using oral histories from women married to male soldiers and interviews with officials performing weddings under the auspices of the KIO, this chapter attempts to answer that question by tracing the ways in which women make sense of and experience their intimate and political lives. It explores how officials within the KIO have attempted to shape marriage practices among the Kachin and considers how the intimate politics of marriage operate in the context of the changing dynamics of war. My interviews with women entering into relationships at different cycles of the war suggest that marriage is positioned as a critical resource for the KIO through which the organization generates affective, material, and political resources for the military, blending tradition and customs with military objectives. Women’s labor in the household, as actual or potential mothers, is more important than their soldiering, as they are typically expected to leave the army upon marriage. To serve as a wife is to provide for the revolution, as married women help support individual soldiers and the army writ large through extensive, hard, and creative labor—yet the hardships experienced by women in providing for their families in situations of war and increasing poverty make married life all but impossible to sustain.

Similar to what Charlotte Al-Khalili (2023, 153–54) found in Syria, where, in the aftermath of the revolution, marriage ceremonies celebrated the merging of not just two families but two revolutionaries able to marry across sect and class lines, the war in Kachinland altered marriage practices. By lowering the dowry, enabling marriage across clan and kinship lines, and conferring legal identity through marriage certificates, the KIO has attempted to foster new armed loyalties geared toward the Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and a liberated Kachinland, helping to stretch the boundaries—and loyalties—of the household far beyond one’s kin or geographical location. Feminist political economists have examined how social reproductive labor matters for state relations (Bhattacharya 2017; Elfenbein 2019; Federici 2012); here I build on these insights to argue that the everyday affective, intimate, and romantic relations sanctioned through marriage matter far beyond the individual household.

As a religious official affiliated with the KIO explains it: “The soldiers are getting old by serving in the military and most of them are away from their families and relatives. Therefore, it is very important and necessary to have the family of their own to support them so that they can be able to serve the military with enthusiasm and loyalty.” However, marriage allows not only men to serve with “enthusiasm and loyalty” but also women who are positioned as political and legal subjects expected and able to contribute to revolutionary aims and objectives. In India, the anthropologist Alpha Shah (2013) has theorized relations of insurgent intimacy as crucial for understanding the social dynamics and mobilizing the reach of rebel organizations. In discussion of Karen National Union/Karen National Liberation Army’s Brigade 5, Dominique Dillabough-Lefebvre (2025) has shown how close-knit networks of families and households are at the core of armed power, literally reproducing the Karen revolution (a seven-decade-long war fought between Karen nationalists and Bamar forces) through relations of insurgent kinship. I add to these discussions by focusing on the ways in which militarized marriage informs, indeed makes possible, revolutionary movements by helping to confer legal, material, and emotional benefits for the revolution.

Women’s separation from their husbands and, sometimes, as with the case of San Htoi, from their children suggests that wartime marriages are not concerned simply with romance or love but are also a means for creating or controlling a gendered division of labor “in the service of the nation,” as Sandya Hewamanne (2016) writes about war and postwar Sri Lanka (see also Baines 2014; Matfess 2024). In fashioning affective, legal, and material ties between soldiers and households, marriage provides stability for individual soldiers and confers legitimacy for the revolution writ large, which has allowed for the development of the Kachin revolution as a formidable armed and political force to be reckoned with.

Yet despite the KIO’s attempt to engender “enthusiasm and loyalty” through marriages, the loyalties created through intimate relationships also produce tensions in the movement: women tired of the expectations put on them and their families request that their husbands retire from active duty or are stationed close to home, and warn other women off marrying KIO servants. What these experiences suggest is that women’s labor has the possibility to reinforce as well as fragment intimate and military relations. Thus, although gendered inequalities are reaffirmed through an overarching division of labor that positions women—through marriages—as legal and political subjects in service of the nation, these roles are neither determined nor fixed: women do not necessarily become the kind of subjects that they are expected to be.

Military Marriages and Mass Weddings amid War

During the early years of the war, the KIA attempted to overhaul the ways marriages were organized,1 including preventing excessive dowry payments made by the husband’s family to the wife’s family (Sadan 2013, 336). Kachin communities have traditionally been structured through a patrilineal kinship system wherein “clan identity is traced through the male line, one does not marry into one’s own clan, and that exchange of women for marriage is one-way directed for each instance of exchange” (Maran La Raw 2007, 56). This means that kinship structures are reproduced through weddings, and although these are neither impenetrable nor fixed, they nevertheless provide the foundation for Kachin national identity and the current political struggle (Maran La Raw 2007). As the KIO extended and solidified its reach after 1961, the military apparatus began to take on social relations of authority, including intervening in these kinship-related issues. As the historian Mandy Sadan reminds us, Kachin political leaders have long been invested in fostering a united Kachin community (Robinne and Sadan 2007), and while their efforts to ban the dowry (N’Chyaw Tang n.d., 58) eventually proved unsuccessful, the practice of mass weddings and officers officiating marriages between soldiers suggests that the intimate relations of everyday life are, and have always been, instrumental to revolutionary aims and objectives. Importantly, the issuing of marriage certificates creates subjects, materially and politically, with duties toward and a place within a nation—Kachinland—framing the KIO as a legitimate actor on par with other states conferring legal identities and extracting loyalties.

As Srila Roy (2006) succinctly puts it in her analysis of the Maoist movement in India: “In the case of both organizational and radical politics, the personal is negotiated in contradictory ways—relegated, at times, outside the domain of the political while constituting, at other times, the very object of a disciplinary gaze.” Within the KIO, marriage both embodies and illustrates a dynamic and contested political construct: the modern Kachin nation as envisioned by the KIO and contingent on the institution of marriage to foster new loyalties and physically regenerate the nation.

The application of Wunpawng Mungdan—or Kachinland—to represent and unite the various subgroups included under the Kachin umbrella thus also materialized in the organization of weddings by the KIO, as the KIO’s official view is that revolutionary marriages supersede ethnic differences. As discussed briefly in the introduction, the KIO uses the term Kachin (or Wunpawng) to describe a community of people belonging to six primary sub-groups. As Major N’Chyaw Tang writes in his memoirs, the ethnic composition of this KIO-envisioned Wunpawng nation is “Jinghpaw, Maru [Lhaovo], La Shi [Lachik], Azi [Zaiwa], Lisu and Ravang [Nung–Rawang]” (N’Chyaw Tang n.d., 58). This is not to say that the kinship and lineage alliances underpinning this collective Kachin identity are straightforward; on the contrary, political contestations about exactly who is to be included under the broader Kachin umbrella have been (and continue to be) controversial (Sadan and Maran 2022).

A member of the KIO wedding committee explained that “the KIO’s policy is reconciliation among Kachin [ethnic] subgroups [amyu bawsang]. So, we do not reject or approve who they can marry or they cannot marry. This is all about their personality and their right so we have no comment on their amyu bawsang.” An official with a Baptist church agreed: “When we organize the wedding individuals or mass wedding, we do not pay attention to the subgroups. KIO is zero tolerance on racial discrimination so the marriage would not classify on ethnic belonging.”

The practice of mass weddings began in the 1980s, but they do not take place on a regular basis. An official responsible for organizing weddings on behalf of the KIO in Laiza said that since 2014, they have organized eight of these weddings in the headquarters,2 where 213 couples have been married in mass ceremonies, paid for by the KIO and held either at a church venue or in a military hall. A young woman who grew up in a liberated area explained to me that mass weddings are a way for the KIO to show how much it values its soldiers, echoing the sentiments of the officials interviewed for this book who stressed the importance of “enthusiasm and loyalty”:


The KIO organizes mass weddings, once or twice per year, for their soldiers. You know, everyone wants this kind of ceremony, even if big or small, so the KIO organizes like that to give encouragement to soldiers and to provide for the soldiers. The soldiers don’t have money or a salary, and don’t have holidays so how can you do a wedding like that? Everyone values a wedding, and the KIO values its soldiers so it organizes the weddings for them. In our culture, if you don’t have a proper wedding, people view you badly. So in order for the soldiers to be equal and happy in the community, it’s important for the soldiers to be married. If you don’t have a proper wedding, you don’t feel good inside.



The mass weddings are ambitious as well as arduous events, carefully planned in detail by a committee made up of officials from different departments within the KIO, including the Central Committee, responsible for managing the weddings and the steps leading up to them. Before a couple can get married, interested individual soldiers must submit a wedding leave permission to their higher-ranking officer. This can only be done if the soldier has served for at least five years (in the case of men) or three (in the case of women), and indicated interest in participating in the mass wedding. The KIO then collects and reviews the list of couples in the area ready to be wed and interviews all of the couples. After that is done, the KIO’s “wedding committee” reaches out to the relevant pastors or priests to set the wedding date and wedding rehearsal dates as well as three days of Bible practice. They also take measurements for and order traditional wedding clothes (different for different subgroups), the wedding rings, procure the Kachin sword, and produce the marriage certificate. As one official remarked with a sigh: “It is not an easy job to organize the mass-wedding. We have to manage all details, like taking the right wedding ring size from the brides and remember the couple’s names for the wedding certificates.” After the wedding, the new wife—if a servant of the KIO—is usually allowed to leave the military, suggesting that for the KIO, women’s labor in the household holds more importance than their work as soldiers: women’s duties are in reproducing the revolution through careful reproductive and productive labor, including childbirth and the fashioning of new legal and political subjects with loyalties toward the KIO.

Another important actor is the Kachin Culture and Literature Committee, which is not under the KIO but an association initially set up in the early 1960s by Jinghpaw-speaking nationalistic students to promote and protect, as the anthropologist Ying Diao (2021, 673; my emphasis) puts it: “one official Kachin history and culture.” Some of these students were part of an underground movement called the Seven Stars, which later formed the KIO (Sadan 2013, 250) as recalled in the introduction to this book. The Kachin Culture and Literature Committee is responsible for “doing the culture thing,” as many of my interlocutors phrased it: gaining permission from the families for the wedding and agreeing on the dowry. As noted above, the dowry—alongside the old system of chiefs—was officially rejected by the KIO in 1969, with General Secretary Zau Sen leading by example by marrying his wife without any dowries being exchanged (N’Chyaw Tang n.d., 58). Yet the dowry has proven difficult to abolish, with young men and women I met as late as 2018 telling me they would not want to get married without the exchange of a significant dowry. After the outbreak of war in 2011, religious, political, and military leaders came together to, again, discuss the dowry, announcing that it should be a maximum of 300 USD across Kachinland. “Weddings are huge and expensive, and that’s why people don’t get married,” a woman working in civil society told me before she revealed that neither her nor her friends would marry without a substantial exchange of dowry: it would be embarrassing to do so. She explained: “Even my friend’s father, who was at the meeting deciding on lowering the dowry, said he didn’t want his daughter to get married cheaply.”

However, in the armed forces, the dowry is often adjusted down (if asked for at all), as the soldiers do not have enough of an income to pay a substantial dowry. “Since they are serving at the military,” a pastor told us, “most of the brides’ families are not asking for a high rate of dowry. They are already aware that the soldiers are serving in the military and not making money.” Reflecting on her dowry, a woman married to a soldier similarly explained: “When we married, it was too difficult for my family and relatives to travel to KIO controlled areas. And I didn’t want to burden them simply because I and my husband were serving at KIO. My parents really understood this and they happily allow me to marry with a servant of the KIO and they did not request the dowry fee so much. My father even lowered the dowry.”

Marriage is important both for the organization as well as for the individuals who do not want to just cohabit (which, as noted above, is looked down upon) yet have not been able to afford a wedding or receive leave from their superiors to hold a wedding. “Some couples do not have money to hold the ceremony but already got two or three kids,” a pastor working in the KIO headquarters said. “According to religious beliefs, children born out of wedlock are lacking the blessing and also it is not good for the KIO image as well. So that’s why we the KIO organize the mass wedding for the couples and households who are not married yet.” It is also important in terms of regenerating the community and strengthening ties to the KIO.

Marriage, which is strictly heterosexual, functions as a way for the organization to engender material and affective support for soldiers and the army writ large. The pastor again: “The marriage is important to our Kachin people since our population is still very low. It is kind of promoting our culture by bonding two families together and growing the population rate. And it also [is] very important to the KIO as well.” Marriage is here situated as critical for physically regenerating the supposedly dwindling Kachin population and sends a message of coherence and stability, arguably all the more important during times of violence and war.

As such reasoning reveals, households in which the institution of marriage is physically and symbolically materialized are recognized as central to the revolution by the KIO. Wives provide stability as well as emotional and material support for male soldiers who sometimes are away for years on end without regular financial or material support from the army. One young woman I spoke to recalled that she did not see her father for more than five years: her parents were married in the late 1970s, and as the war intensified, men were called away to fight. When she finally met her father again, she did not recognize him. This was not an isolated experience; during times of war, soldiers in the KIO primarily serve the armed forces rather than their immediate families, with especially low-ranking soldiers stationed away from home for months or even years on end. Thus, in the lived experience of marriage, to be physically together does not seem to matter as much as the affective and emotional ties that are forged between wife and soldier and the political and legal ties generated between the household and the KIO. These ties animate the revolutionary cause, providing much-needed material and spiritual sustenance.

Married to the Cause: Experiences of Married Life within the KIO

Most of the soldiers’ wives that I spoke to in the course of my research had met their husbands through the military. Some recently married couples like San Htoi and Zau Ring met and fell in love at the EEDY training facility, whereas others had been introduced via friends in the military. Despite feelings of love, most women I met had not wanted to marry a soldier because they knew his loyalty would always be to the army first and foremost: a soldier is a servant, they would explain time and again. Moreover, a soldier’s pay is bad, if it comes at all, and positive experiences are often reliant on having good relationships with higher officers who are able to grant leave requests, provide extra money for housing or sick family members, or support the costs of proper weddings. Women know that life married to a KIO servant will be anything but easy, as Htoi Bu recalls in the next section, with women expected to shoulder the brunt of the burden for maintaining both household and military life.

In other words, it is not so much that wives are called to “eat the freedom fighter’s ration” together with their husbands or boyfriends, as the popular song above claims, but rather that they pay for, prepare, and provide the ration for the soldiers as well as for themselves, their children, and extended family. As Emma Dowling (2016) powerfully writes: “Love does not come for free and indeed costs some people more.” Women are often expected to work harder, perform more, and receive less in the political economy of intimacy, yet this is also work that is obscured by military elites and in the stories we tell about war in which men are protagonists and heroes, rather than the women whose labor makes all of their achievements possible.

While ostensibly honoring and recognizing the labor of women, these revolutionary marriages reaffirm a gendered division of labor that can be utilized for the broader interest of the revolution. Yet women’s work has remained largely invisible. To reveal the importance and impact of women’s reproductive work on both the war and on the women themselves, I next highlight three women’s marriage stories, each married in different cycles of the war. While these women are not necessarily representative of all women married to soldiers, their stories do reveal how marriages are lived within the context of the war and, importantly, how women are positioned—as legal or political subjects—within them. This helps to explore how and in what ways marriage relates to the Kachin political project and foregrounds women as key political actors in nation-making projects.

Htoi Bu. Married during the height of the conflict in the 1980s. Has two sons and five daughters. Is a former female soldier.

Marriage life journey with a KIA soldier was not easy. I joined the military in 1974 and I served about eight years. I met my husband there. He got a crush on me on his first sight and his friends also told him that I might be a good housewife. My husband liked me so much and proposed to me but I didn’t reply because I felt that I was not old enough to get boyfriend. He sent many love letters but I did not respond to him because I had made the decision that I would not marry in the military. He also asked his senior’s help to get us married. I felt so annoyed and finally said yes. Even though we became boyfriend and girlfriend, we both were serving at the military and had our duty in different places.

When we finally got married, we did not have a chance to do any culture-related things. His family was away and I was also away from my family. And the situation that time was, we could not easily communicate or access to our families as we served in the military. But we got help from our higher-ranking officials who gave us kitchen supplies and furniture. Two weeks after we got married, my husband left for his duty. As for me, I applied for my discharge order, which I got once I explained that I had to take care of my mother-in-law.

Once I got my discharge order I moved around to sell any kind of goods. But when my pregnancy was reaching eight months I just stayed and sold things at my place. And I learn sewing as well. To increase our family income, I decided to sell and sew at the same time. My husband was busy with his army duties so I had to take every household responsibility like as housekeeping, babysitting, income generating so on. Since my husband could not earn any income, I had to support everything he needed, such as cigarettes, food, soap, toothpaste and so on. I do not know how to express in detail that what kind of support I provided him with. It was really stressful when my kids got sick because there were no other hands for taking care of my kids and earning money.

For the dowry, we arranged this when the situation got better. His grandfather went to my home to do the culture thing. My brother gave him a sword and blessing for our marriage life. In 1998 we finally paid dowry about 20 lakhs. The dowry might be small but we assisted as much as we could to my family. We got a marriage certificate from church, and not from the Department of General Administrations, which issued these before the ceasefire in 1994. But after the ceasefire church officials could travel to KIO-controlled areas, so they could take over this responsibility.

Since my husband was away, I faced many challenges and hardships in raising my kids and earning money for their education and our survival. So finally, I went to the KIO chief and requested my husband back. He came home, but then the political tension began and in 2009 he was not granted sick leave even though he was very unwell, because we had a very fragile political situation. He died. I can’t express how difficult of my marriage life has been.

Seng Gu. Got married during the ceasefire years. Works as a cook. Has four children.

He was my second husband and I was his second wife. He was recruited in the KIA army in 1975. After ten years of service, he got his Discharged Order due to a health condition, and became a car mechanic. I lived with my sister’s family doing gold mining. He asked my sister for permission to marry me. We just did a small culture thing, instead of a wedding so we did not get a marriage certificate until we moved to Laiza.

When we started our life journey together, we faced many difficulties. At first we lived in his hometown. Most of the money that we earned we had to send to his parents. I was very busy with house works and taking care of my mother-in-law, who lost her vision, and also ten of my husband’s siblings’ kids during my second pregnancy.

We came to Laiza to earn money. When we arrived in Laiza, the quarter leader asked me about my husband’s military personal number and his discharge order number in order to assess if he was a veteran or if he had left the army without permission. I replied that I didn’t know his details because the KIO was tightly restricted in government-control areas, even for the veterans, so he had not kept all the documents. They noted him down as a veteran. Later, I think in 2009, when the political tensions increased, the KIO organized the Local Defense Force which he joined.

Life in Laiza was full of challenges. My husband was posted to the Local Defense Forces so I had to work hard. I worked as a daily worker for cutting and clearing the farmyard. I worked six days a week. I got up early and prepared for my elder kids to go to school. I made a rice soup mixing with milk powder for my breastfeeding baby and I left him with one of my neighbors. I earned 1,500 kyat per day but I had to pay 1,000 kyat to the babysitter. I did not miss any chance of day job opportunity which came up, I just took it. Every time I went for a day job, I left my breastfeeding baby with the babysitter. And I also made military uniforms. I worked any kind of job because I needed to feed my kids. I also served as much as I could at the church as cooking, cleaning and decorating. I was assigned as a deputy head of women department of our quarter’s congregation parish. I also was appointed by the KWA as a secretary of our quarter. At the same time, I also raised ten pigs as well. But when the war resumed in KIO control areas, I had to stop farming, due to security reason. I even can’t express how my marriage life was so difficult.

Due to family hardships, my husband had requested many times to resign but there was no one replace him. But when our son signed up for service, my husband was able to resign after ten years. But then he passed away with tetanus.

Cecilia. Worked for the KIO administration. Got married during the new war. Has three children.

After I took my high school exam in 2009, I went to Laiza to earn an income. I was working at [a] local administration office as a clerk. While I was working at there, together with some friends and colleagues I applied for KIO membership. After one month, six of my friends were sent to take military training, but me and my other friend were transferred to the municipal court for our service. That time, my now-husband was working at the administrative department office. At their department, the number of staffs had increased a lot, so their barrack was crowed, which meant that he had to be moved to the compound I stayed at for my service. So that’s how [we] met, and fell in love and became a couple. In 2010 he came to my house for the engagement. He was from the brigade area so none of his family member was able to accompany him; it was just him, and he could only pay 3 lakhs in dowry. My parents did understand that he was a KIO servant and could not pay more for dowry. We began living together and then I got three months pregnant.

My husband didn’t want me to be a soldier so he didn’t let me take the military training. When my senior clerk heard about my engagement, he told my husband that I should have got discharge order before I got married. So I came back to Laiza and applied for the discharge order.

Due to the political situation, which was very unstable, he had to go back to his barrack as soon as possible and we could not negotiate about our wedding ceremony. I stayed with my parents and he went back to Laiza, to serve. I gave birth to our first daughter in 2010, and we finally got married when she turned three. He received a month for wedding leave, but then he went back to his barracks and I continued to stay with my parents, as he had no place for his family in Laiza.

He could not support to us because the monthly stipend for a KIO servant was only 10,000 kyats, and he didn’t even get his stipend monthly. He received it mostly bi-annually. He got neither paternity leave nor financial support. In fact, we didn’t receive any support from the KIO.

When my second daughter had to [be] sent to the nursery school, we needed more money, so I had to find a job. By the end of May 2018, I got a job as a cashier. After I got this job, I could support my family a lot, and especially when he went for short course trainings.

I have heard that receiving supports for lower-ranking soldiers is dependent on their higher officials. My husband reported to his higher officials about the hardship of family being apart and he requested a space for me and our kids to stay in Laiza. Finally, his officials agreed to give a space for our family and we were able to reunite in 2017, seven years after we got engaged and four years since our wedding. I got my third daughter in August 2021.

The Social Contract of Marriage within the Armed Forces

Marriage helps realize the KIO’s revolutionary objectives, beyond the conferring of legal and political identities. For Htoi Bu, Seng Gu, and Cecilia, their marriages to KIA soldiers pushed them into a chapter of even harder work, as the labor involved in ensuring that they and their families were surviving in the midst of war has been as extensive as exhaustive. As discussed in the other chapters of this book, women married within the KIO become responsible for keeping households and individual soldiers fed and clothed, and the types of militarized social reproduction they engage in demonstrate both creativity and perseverance, as this quote by a woman who got married in 2011 against her family’s wishes illustrates:


After we married, my husband spent most of his time in the military even though he was just with the volunteer force. So, I have had to take responsibility for earning an income. I leave my kids with my neighbors and take day jobs. It is really not easy to be a wife of KIA soldier. But I’m not afraid of anything and I can work hard. Our family cannot rely on him, even when he was a volunteer soldier. I already know that he would be busier than before, since he became a permanent soldier with the current political situation. I’m not afraid at all since I have strength to work hard and I can take care of my family.



As with Htoi Bu, Seng Gu, and Cecilia, militarized social reproduction here includes juggling a variety of chores ranging from basic subsistence farming to raising animals, sewing uniforms, nursing children back to health, and sending all sorts of support to the front line. Reflecting on her “marriage journey,” another woman interviewed for this book explained that being married to a KIO servant means that women have to take “every household responsibility.” When asked what this entails, she elaborated on a long list of the different duties, which stretched beyond the physical boundaries of the household—from housekeeping to income-generating activities. She added that they also have to provide for the front line. As she recollects it, lower-ranking KIO staff members did not receive a regular stipend, leaving her to support her husband “with everything he needed.” This apparently included but was not limited to clothes, cigarettes, food, soap, and toothbrushes. She concluded: “I do not even know how to express in detail that what kinds of support I provide him.” Taken together, these women’s experiences illustrate how women’s labor extends beyond the immediacy of the home, as households include husbands posted as soldiers and children looked after by grandparents, with wives being at the core of the household. As their stories show, told with pride as well as exhaustion, women’s work animates as well as maintains webs of relations spanning the households and the armed forces. This, importantly, helps to reinforce the collective project of Kachin survival and indicates how marriage helps to situate women as subjects in relation to and with responsibilities toward Kachin military authorities.

To understand the ways in which the intimate politics of marriage operate in the context of the changing dynamics of war means to recognize that intimate lives are enmeshed in military structures. My analysis shows how women’s intimate labor goes far beyond the household to reproduce and realize a Kachin nation as envisioned by the KIO. In villages across Kachinland, these intimate relations serve to materially and emotionally sustain the armed revolution while emphasizing the role of individual households within it. The centrality of militarized social reproduction to revolutionary goals and objectives, here understood as the intimate and emotional labor performed by women through the institution of marriage, is clearly recognized by the KIO, demonstrating how the Kachin revolution cannot be understood without consideration of the gendered aspect of civil-military relations. The organization of weddings and issuing of marriage certificates reproduce the revolution in both material and ideological ways by creating new legal and political subjects with loyalties and responsibilities toward Kachin authorities. As scholars of legal identity have noted, to be recognized as a state, nonstate armed groups like the KIO must produce citizens to govern, (Fortin, Klem, and Sosnowski 2021) and, I would add, to generate resources from. Thus, in the intermeshing of military, religious, and customary traditions, the marriages arranged under the auspices of the KIO fuse clans with military customs and legal responsibility, helping to support the KIO and its ambition for an autonomous Wunpawng Mungdan.

Many of the women I met told me they wanted this too—a liberated and free Kachinland—but none wanted to marry a soldier. Citing hardships and poverty, older women warned younger women off marrying within the KIO. Indeed, as the stories included in this chapter show, young women’s marriage journeys, facilitated by the KIO, reaffirmed a gendered division of labor and the military’s reliance on the household for sustenance and support.

Writing of Hugo Chávez’s Bolivarian revolution, Rachel Elfenbein (2019) has emphasized the importance of women’s unpaid labor, maternal roles, and women’s organizing for enabling Chávez’s political vision. In Kachinland, women’s labor, as realized through the institution of marriage, has similarly facilitated Kachin revolutionary goals while deepening a gendered division of labor. At the same time, women have also leveraged these positions to push back against KIO demands, asserting claims—to their husbands or to financial support—and showing pride in their work and their contribution to the revolution. Yet so much of this labor, essential for community survival as well as state recognition, remains invisible.
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Conclusion

Relational Labor and Revolutionary Futures

In 2023, I undertook final interviews with women living in displacement camps. The women, all mothers, had been living in displacement for more than ten years. Their children grew up in the camps, and the women have had to learn how to cope with scarcity and insecurity. One woman, a mother of two, tells me: “Since I was forced to flee from my original home, I have never been happy. Not for a single day.” She is quiet for a while and then adds: “Maybe I was a little bit happy before the coup, sometimes. But after the coup, the situation is worse.”

The military coup in 2021, a violent and brutal event that galvanized countrywide protests and elicited even more violent and brutal responses by the military regime, has also been felt in the northernmost border of Myanmar, in areas under the control of the Kachin Independence Organisation and the Kachin Independence Army (KIO/KIA). However, in some ways, the coup is just the latest episode in a long history of war and violence in Kachinland, where women’s labor upholds community and kin. In this book, I have shown how women’s labor is shaped in relation to the broader political economy of war and, therefore, how it changes in relation to different cycles of war. During periods of increased violence, when the very relations underpinning community life are targeted in counterinsurgency campaigns and access to lands, farms, and markets is cut off, women’s labor becomes even more urgent: they raise pigs and chickens, find work on farms or in casinos, make up the shortfall of manpower in the armed forces, and marry soldiers in revolutionary weddings. As this illustrates, militarized social reproduction is more than mere subsistence; it is labor shaping collective identities and forging ties across generational and geographical divides. Crucially, this labor also changes in relation to women’s life stages, reflecting how the work of sustaining life in times of crisis and war is an ongoing, dynamic, and, at times, almost impossible practice.

In this final chapter, I reflect on how the cycle of violence, post-coup, has affected women in Kachinland and their capacity for militarized social reproduction. I examine how women’s labor, articulated and produced at different levels and contexts—from the intimate politics of everyday life to community labor undertaken within displacement camps and army brigades—enables revolutionary life to be lived, not only in the present but also in the future. I trace the effects of this labor on the women engaged in it, in the forms of depletion and dedication, pride and exhaustion. I show how love, care, and affection are what enable families and soldiers to endure war and sustain revolutionary objectives.

In centering on mundane, everyday practices, rather than spectacular stories of strategic wins, heroic actions, or violent deaths, I demonstrate how women’s labor is, in fact, nothing short of spectacular. Women’s labor is what gives the revolution its forward momentum across cycles of war.

Militarized Social Reproduction after the Coup: “I feel like a widow even though my husband is still alive”

“Until the coup,” a woman in her fifties tells me, “I had a good struggle. Of course, we live in displacement, but we had some happiness, my husband and I. We struggled together.” Her husband is a soldier, but up until the military coup, he was able to take leave when his family needed him. She explains: “I was mostly on my own but he came home when he was needed. He helped build our chicken coop and the pigsty, for example.” Now she fears they might not see each other again. He cannot come home, she says, and she cannot go out and work as a daily laborer. They have almost no income, but still, she has to support her family as well as her husband on the front line. She says: “Before the coup I didn’t have to send him things for his personal use. But now, I have to buy things like medicine, soap, and cigarettes for him.”

Another woman agrees, saying: “Before the coup, my husband could come home, but now he is needed at his post 24/7, and I now also have to support his necessities.” She explains that before the coup they would get by on his salary and her work; even though he was not paid every month, getting a lump sum of (overdue) payment was actually preferred, as they then could use that for a down payment on animals, which they now might have to sell to survive. “After the coup,” a married woman with one child explains, “I feel like a widow! I never see my husband but I still have to provide things for him, like raincoat, shoes and cigarettes.” She adds: “I understand that their duty is to protect our people and our lands, so I don’t want to bother him, and I don’t want to give any stress, but now I feel depressed. I just want my family back.”

As I have argued throughout this book, the burden of militarized social reproduction is heavier in communities affected by conflict and must be understood to be a direct consequence of the war, with women displaced from their communities, living in fractured households, and removed from arable land and markets (Johnston and Lingham 2020). Importantly, living and working in displacement produce a form of militarized social reproduction that extends beyond the individual household: it here becomes a collective reproduction of the community through everyday as well as exceptional acts of labor and duty that do not only support soldiers and families materially but also renew and reproduce the nation. The women we have met in this book often worked collectively; with displacement, their village and family units were torn apart, and people were dispossessed not just from their lands but from their kin too. Due to the sheer number of women and the absence of able-bodied men, women would labor together in groups, joined by physical proximity and ethnic identity. Members of a local civil society organization I met in Laiza commented that “most [displaced] women’s husbands serve in the KIA, so women are heads of households and have to take more responsibility now. In the village, women are helping each other, so their mindset is that they look out for everyone, the whole village.” As Ina Zharkevich (2019, 149), writing about the Maoist conflict in Nepal, argues: “In times of war, the boundaries of one’s kin stretch far beyond one’s natal family.”

In displacement camps and in army brigades, watching women interact with each other and the people around them illustrated to me how women’s labor took place in open kitchens and in homes lacking doors, yielding households bounded not so much by walls as by the community. In this setting, women’s labor takes on a particular urgency, underpinning the social relationships that produce not only the new home but also the extended nation. Through militarized social reproduction, the relationships among the home, the army, and the nation are renewed daily, allowing for the evolution and sustainment of the Kachin revolution. Soldiers, former and current, would step in and out of the household unit, with children playing in the bunkers dug out of the red earth surrounding the houses. Occasionally, one of the women would stop her work to joke with a visitor, almost always a soldier, underscoring how this labor takes on meaning within, not outside of, military relations and conflict.

Importantly, the material and affective ties forged through women’s labor underpin the social relationships that produce not only the home but also the extended nation, even when this work is undertaken outside of the nation: a wife of one of the injured men I interviewed in chapter 1 reportedly also worked in China at a casino. Thus, this is labor that is, above all, relational, shaped not only in reaction to shifts in the broader conflict economy but also to collective identities and relationships that are sustained through women’s everyday practices.

Especially within communities torn from these women’s homes and lands, the importance of marriages and household relations for forging community relations and ethnic boundaries become particularly acute. Women’s efforts to “make meaningful life” (Faxon 2020), then, do not matter just for their capacity to repair and nourish relationships and bodies but also for their capacity to forge new ties to the home and the armed forces. One older woman I spoke to, one of the first members of the Kachin Women’s Association, recalled how in the medical center she and the other wives ran for injured soldiers, marriages would frequently have to be arranged among the soldiers, the female nurses, and the cooks who helped out. “They fell in love with the women,” she said, “and so we had to help with the weddings.” Intimate relationships and ties, and the kinds of gendered relations of labor they emerged from, are essential for understanding the sustainment of the Kachin nation, with marriage in particular constituting a key resource that both underpins the revolution and provides women with a platform to inform the wider dynamics of the war, as we saw in chapter 5.

However, it is worth remembering that women’s labor and support are also cheap and therefore affordable for a small armed group engaged in revolutionary warfare. A women’s camp committee member working in Je Yang camp, the largest in Kachinland, remarked that “although women’s groups work so hard and have greatly contributed not only to the whole community, but also to the revolutionary cause, by cooking for soldiers in the frontlines, nobody has given them even a Yuan.” She added that “many women feel discouraged and complain a lot, but we encourage them, and try to convince them that they are doing their duty for the cause of the Kachin nation.” As we have seen in this book (chapters 1–3), an overarching gendered division of labor has resulted in obscuring both the value of women’s work for the broader war effort as well as the importance of their sacrifices.

These women’s experiences of depletion and depression reflect a long durée of discrimination and violence. This is illustrated in seemingly benign processes of budgeting and investment. For example, the prioritization of military expenditures by the central government has meant that a large proportion of the population has had to rely on informal coping mechanisms to care for the ill, the elderly, and the very young. According to the World Bank, right before the coup, the Myanmar government spent around 3.6 percent of the total government budget on health care. Although this represented a slight increase in budget spending on welfare,1 this number was still low—especially when compared to what has been spent on military infrastructure, which was notably higher (and, after the military coup, rising).2 Indeed, after the coup, when the State Administration Council (SAC) took power from the elected government, SAC increased defense spending while at the same time significantly reducing spending on education, health, and welfare.3 As this book has documented, in the absence of a formal social safety net, women have taken on additional responsibilities to ensure the welfare of their near and extended families. Nowhere is this need more acute than in conflict-affected areas of the country where the destruction of health infrastructure and the politicization of humanitarian aid by the central regime, alongside the very real impact of war on people’s physical security and mental well-being, have resulted in large proportions of the population wanting for basic health care and other services. In internally displaced persons camps around Kachinland, the deteriorating security situation together with the blocking of humanitarian aid by the SAC cause families and households increased stress and trauma. Women I speak to fear they will never be able to return home again. They fear for their husbands and children. They fear jets attacking them. One woman told me: “I need this war to end so that my family can be together again.” She added: “But I cannot just give up.”

These intimate relations of everyday life—where women are toiling to make ends meet—is where the war is acutely felt and experienced. Amid the disruptions caused by the war, women’s labor is what enables life to be lived, not just in the present moment but for the future too.

A woman who fled to a camp in 2011 shares: “Yes, after the coup my life is more difficult even though it hasn’t changed all that much.” She continues:


I have had to cope with the fighting and the war all my life, since I was a child. The SPDC [State Peace and Development Council] would come to my place and burn down my village. I would have to move again and again, since I was ten. At that time, [government troops] arrested everyone in my village and forced us to live in a military camp. They burned my village down. My father was tortured to death. When you asked which time was better, since my childhood everything has been bad. The only difference in my life now and before the coup, is that before we had more humanitarian aid, and now we do not even have that.



She feels a lot of stress and anxiety. Before the coup, she and her husband would both go out for daily labor and get some humanitarian aid. Now they cannot work, as there is no daily labor around the camps, and the aid has been stopped. She has to take care of her children and feed them and get them to school. She does not know how to do that now. She sighs when she admits: “I cannot feed my children well now.” She also needs to feed her parents. This is impossible. She is trying to work on their farmland, which she and her family were forced to leave when they fled in 2011. The farm is almost four hours away from the camp, and going there requires paying for petrol and traveling through checkpoints. Therefore, her husband stays on the farm, and she commutes once per week between the farm and the camp, leaving her children to cook and care for themselves the days she is away. It is too expensive otherwise. She says: “My life has always been difficult.” Nevertheless, she keeps on struggling for her children. “They are my hope,” she says, showing a photo of a flower she explains signifies the beauty she wishes for their future (Hedström et al. 2023).

Hope and love for one’s kin and the future materialize here as practice rather than as mere feelings or emotions. As bell hooks (2001, 13) puts it: “To think of love as an action, rather than a feeling” foregrounds the labor involved in sustaining hope and in making life worth living in the present. It is, to borrow from the climate scientist Lesley Head (2016, 11), “a gritty-keeping-on kind of hope.” A mother of four explains: “After the coup, I feel like our lives have plunged into darkness.” She pauses, then says: “I feel so depressed, but I can’t be just sitting and doing nothing. I have to move on to carry out my family’s responsibilities.” Her friend, a mother of two, agrees with some defiance: “Yes, my life is more difficult now, but I have the courage to resist those challenges.”

Imagining the intimate relations of everyday life as the locus of this hope allows us to see the political possibilities inherent in women’s everyday labor. Militarized social reproduction is then more than physical labor, as the women in this book have taught us. (Re)produced from the household, women’s emotional, symbolic, and material labor forges generational ties, linking past to present. This labor exists in relation both to the broader war effort and to the families and communities these women sustain, animating revolutionary life and hope for the future.

The Household, Gender Order(s), and War

By situating the household as an important, indeed key, aspect of warfare, this book has both built on and revised feminist research on militarization and political economy for conflict-affected contexts. Understanding the gendered household as a contributor to militarization demonstrates broader and deeper linkages between a gendered political-economic order—specifically a gendered division of labor (re)produced within the household—and the conduct of war. This enables a better understanding of the dynamics of gendered labor, the household, and war-making: how the gendered division of labor can both limit and potentially transform prevailing gender orders. Feminist political-economic research points to the importance of analyzing gendered structures in war-affected contexts (Cohn 2013; Kostovicova, Bojicic-Dzelilovic, and Henry 2020; Tanyag 2024; True and Tanyag 2017); this book adds an important dimension by highlighting the importance of social reproductive duties in making wars possible. Foregrounding militarized social reproduction alongside the household adds to existing contributions that underline the role of gender representations in conflict (Mookherjee 2015; D’Costa 2010). This emphasis also provides a novel way of understanding how political-economic relations of gender are implicated in the outbreak and continuation of conflict.

Feminist political-economic research on women and crisis demonstrates relationships between inequality and physical insecurity during and after crisis and armed conflict (Tanyag 2024; True 2012).This book builds on such research by proposing that insecurity in conflict must be understood in relationship to a gendered division of labor and the devaluation of women’s reproductive and productive duties. As I have demonstrated here, gendered insecurity both results from militarization and serves to reinforce the centrality of the household in the conflict. Significantly, by introducing the concept of militarized social reproduction, this book inverts conflict analyses that render the household or women’s labor solely domestic and, thus, irrelevant. Instead, it argues that the household is an inherently gendered, militarized, and political space that impacts, and is impacted by, the conflict contexts in which it exists.

In other words, Kachin women’s experiences complicate simplistic portrayals of women as either victims or agents in war and help center the relationality of their labor, which both shapes and is shaped by the broader political economy of war. This is critical labor that helps maintain intimate bonds and relationships both outside and inside army life, sustaining struggle against as well as survival under the military junta today—but often at a high cost to the women themselves, as we saw in chapter 1.

Highlighting this relationship is critical for enabling more nuanced theorizations of the role gender plays in war. The question of why rebel wars break out and how they are fought occupies a lot of space in the study of civil wars, rebel governance, and military organization, not just in Myanmar studies but also more generally. The usual response to this question is to turn to military institutions or military leaders for answers, focusing on operational strength, strategies, tactics, and methods of fighting or the logistics of combat service support. Several studies emphasize the role ethnicity, religion, or ideology play in the outbreak of civil wars. I do not dispute that military strategies, logistics, or identity-based politics shape civil wars, but I also do not think such a focus can adequately explain how civil wars are fought and endured. Instead, I believe we need to capture the everyday lived experiences of war; by asking how wars are experienced, we might be able to better understand why they persist.

Examining the conflict from the experience of everyday women sheds new light on how the conflict is maintained and demonstrates how women have been, and continue to be, critical to the realization of military objectives. In Kachinland, the reliance of the armed apparatus on women’s labor entrenches a gender order that sustains conflict while constraining women’s material and emotional security, already precarious within the context of state oppression and attacks. Linking the household with gendered experiences of insecurity and war provides a useful framework for conceptualizing the impact of gender orders not just on women but also on the outbreak and conduct of conflict. In fact, the household, and, in particular, women’s undervalued or unpaid militarized social reproductive duties, plays a key role in both legitimizing and sustaining conflict. Thus, trivializing women’s extensive work undermines opportunities for alternative gender orders.

Arriving at this conclusion does not mean to assume that all women in Kachinland support military objectives, that the women who did support the KIO always did so intentionally, or that no women rejected their gendered roles and responsibilities. The household can be a space for both resistance and compliance, and the relationship between the household and war is neither deterministic nor unidirectional but dynamic and in process (see Chisholm 2022; Chisholm and Eichler 2018; Hyde 2024). However, within rebel groups that are engaged in long-term conflicts, like those in Myanmar, everyday life is experienced not only on the battlefield in direct conflict but also in the mundane rituals of household and community life (Arjona, Kasfir, and Mampilly 2015). This means that these everyday reproductive rituals form a critical dynamic of rebel conflict. While the specific circumstances of this labor may differ across temporal and geographical sites, a majority of this work is underpaid or unpaid, obscured from official accounts, and predominantly undertaken by women. In other words, one implication of these gendered norms, premised as they are on the notion that women are civilians and caretakers, is that they hide the extensive work women engage in. Centering militarized social reproduction in the analysis of rebel warfare therefore demonstrates how women’s work sustains the military efforts of the rebel armed forces, and reveals how material, affective, and emotional ties to the nation are forged through women’s labor, sacrifices, dedication, and, above all, their hopes for the future, even as jets attack their families.

In this book, I have attempted to recover the experiences of women mobilized for war across these different cycles by bringing to the forefront women’s own recollections of living through war and centering their labor in an analysis of revolutionary politics and war-making. This has allowed me to show how women’s labor and everyday experiences take shape in relation to both broader relations of state oppression and brutality and more local wartime gender orders. This focus has allowed me to move beyond the usual story of wars being fought between men on battlefields in order to highlight a story in which women are protagonists and actors and women’s everyday labor is understood as a critical dynamic of military objectives and resistance efforts. This has helped me articulate a herstory of wartime labor and its significance to wartime orders.

This book is a feminist intervention that highlights the gendered dynamics of wartime economies and foregrounds the creativity, ambition, and strategies of the women involved in this work. While this book has focused on the specific experiences of Kachin women, its findings have implications for conflicts far beyond Myanmar. My research suggests that women’s reproductive and productive work may also underpin conflict-affected communities and armed conflicts in other contexts.

As Cynthia Enloe (2017, 43) argues, war is never static. Neither is the gendered and militarized household. The experiences of the women examined in this book illustrate how gender relations of labor both impact and are impacted by protracted war. Scholarship or analysis that ignores this will produce incomplete findings. Taking seriously the gendered relations of power results in knowledge that recognizes and responds to the gendered structural inequalities shaping war. Analyzing the ways in which processes of militarization and war are imbricated in political-economic relations of gender is key to understanding how everyday labor informs the conduct of conflict. Interrogating the contradictions inherent in these gendered processes can help draw attention to possibilities for contestation, activism, and, ultimately, change. Thus, recognition of the household as a political and militarized space can enable a more nuanced analysis of how wars break out and endure as well as how they might end. Women’s work, far from unimportant, carries with it the potential to both limit and transform prevailing gendered relations of power and, thus, war itself.






Notes

PREFACE


	1. See, for example, Brenner 2019; Kiik 2016b; L Gum Ja Htung 2018; Lahtaw 2007; Lintner 1990; Oishi 2020; Williams 2017; Laoutides and Ware 2016.

	2. For example, Findings from the First Round of the Myanmar Household Welfare Survey (2022) found that over 70 percent of the households in Kachin State reported no or reduced income as compared to the year before (IFPRI 2022).



Introduction


	1. As detailed by a camp profile report undertaken on all IDP camps located in both Kachin and Northern Shan State, the majority (94 percent) of female camp residents were engaged in farming before displacement (CCCM Cluster and Joint IDP Profiling Service 2016).

	2. Civil society and UN reports on displaced women and livelihood in Kachin State demonstrate similar findings. See, for example, Trocaire and Oxfam (2017) and UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (2014). Moreover, as recent reports have noted, displacement means that access to land is restricted, increasing poverty and insecurity (Durable Peace Program Consortium 2018).

	3. A report by Fortify Rights (2018), a human rights organization working in Southeast Asia, notes that after the return to war in 2011, the government of Myanmar “severely and systematically limited humanitarian access to displaced populations in Kachin State” by imposing unnecessarily onerous travel restrictions, making it all but impossible for some aid organizations to access displaced communities, and by directly threatening local health providers with prosecution if they continued to deliver aid to areas under the control of the KIO/KIA. After the coup in 2021, the possibility for aid delivery has narrowed even further, with some local aid providers hiding their supplies and others opting to not deliver aid to KIO/KIA-controlled areas due to fear of repercussion by the military regime, including killings and arrests of local staff (Fishbein and Lusan 2021).

	4. Similar to Wungpawng, Shanland and Kawthoolei are used by Shan and Karen nationalists and political movements to represent their historical homelands, signifying their aspiration for self-determination.

	5. The so-called spirit of the Panglong Agreement is an issue of interpretation that has been used by different political groups across the years, most recently at the Twenty-First Century Panglong Conference, which kick-started the (much-critiqued) peace process in 2016. For more information about the Panglong Agreement, the notion of the “spirit,” and the ways in which spirit has been deployed by politicians across the years, see Sadan (2013, 273).

	6. Major N’Chyaw Tang (n.d., 37) recalls Colonel Zau Seng’s speech at the first raising of the flag, on December 24, 1962: “The red colour is symbolising the bravery and audacious fighting spirit of the Kachin, the green colour representing the jade and gold resourceful and peaceful nature of Kachinland. The sword cross is illustrating of the Kachin using of the swords and spears as their staple weaponries from generation to generation and its white colour representing the honesty, loyal and humbly mind of the Kachins.”

	7. This has been widely commented upon, and I am here learning from studies and research published by, among others: Jones (2016); Kachin Development Networking Group (2012); Kiik (2016a); L Gum Ja Htung (2018); and Woods (2011).

	8. According to the 2017 Humanitarian Response Plan, 77 percent of displaced people in Kachin State are women and their dependents (UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 2017). The 2018 Interim Humanitarian Response Plan puts this figure at 76 percent; in Northern Shan at 78 percent (Linn 2016; Martow 2015; UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 2016). In 2020, these numbers had risen to 82 percent (UN Women 2021). These figures do not take into account the most recent displacements, after the coup in early 2021.

	9. Aid has been blocked primarily from reaching camps in KIO-controlled areas where around half of displaced people reside (United Nations Development Programme 2015). A recent report released by the United Nations Development Programme notes that poverty, already dire, is increasing in Kachin State, including in areas not affected by the fighting: the IHLCA estimates that about 29 percent of the population in Kachin State are living below the poverty line (UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 2017).

	10. I am grateful to Dominique Dillabough-Lefebvre for sharing his work on insurgent kinship among the Karen in Brigade 5.



1. Care, Love, and Depletion in Displacement


	1. See also Project Maje’s (1995) report on women in the KIA, in which all women interviewed, whether active soldiers or not, were engaged in unpaid or underpaid subsistence and reproductive work duties. Similarly, a 2017 report on women in displacement camps found that among the 107 women interviewed, nearly all were listed as “dependents” on their family registration card, suggesting that household work is not counted as formal work (Trocaire and Oxfam 2017). The research undertaken for this study echoes these findings for liberated areas.

	2. Another complicating factor is that, according to my research interlocutors, when schools closed down across Myanmar due to COVID-19, many students came to schools in KIO-controlled areas, where the number of students soon superseded the classrooms and dormitories available. This also contributed to a COVID-19 outbreak in these areas and increased security by KIO officials who tried to contain the outbreak. See also Kachin News Group 2020.

	3. See Durable Peace Program Consortium 2018; Durable Peace Programme Consortium 2020; Maung 2019; Sarma, Rippa, and Dean 2023; UNCHR and UNDP 2018.

	4. Displaced women report having only enough savings to last their families for just under a week. Worryingly, this number of days is half the number reported by women who were asked the same questions in 2015, suggesting that economic insecurity in displacement camps has increased over time (Durable Peace Programme Consortium 2020).

	5. See Refugees International 2017; UN Women 2021.



2. The Political Economy of the Revolutionary Household


	1. See Jocelyn Viterna (2013) for a similar discussion about women mobilized for war in El Salvador.

	2. As noted with other revolutionary movements, when femininity is mobilized to render military movements legitimate, it provides little or no real room for change: women enter public spaces in roles reinforcing the gender order, for example as dutiful daughters or as romanticized victims. See, for example, Swati Parashar’s (2014) work on women active in the Kashmir conflict and Srila Roy’s (2012) excellent study on the Maoist armed movement in India.

	3. Officially known as the War Fund, it was often simply translated as “food costs,” or lu sha jahpu.

	4. As estimated by the 1973 Census (Maung 1986). See also Asia Justice and Rights 2015.

	5. In the 1973 Census (Maung 1986), more than twice as many women as men were divorced or widowed. This number increased to three times as many once women reached the age of sixty (14). The vulnerability this generates for women is still an issue today. The KWAT also notes that the fact that women cannot traditionally inherit puts vulnerable women (widows or wives of abusive husbands) in precarious situations (Kachin Women’s Association Thailand 2014).

	6. The historian Mandy Sadan (2014) has recorded an oral history of her mother-in-law engaging in trading among China, Myitkyina, and Hpakant. Her gendered responsibilities were extensive. Sadan writes that her mother-in-law “had to find ways of providing for everybody—her own children and the many others she looked after, including the score of associated relatives who bedded down in the house for months at a time” (44).

	7. See also Nhkum Bu Lu’s (2016) rich oral history, which recounts her experience of engaging in trade during the conflict years.

	8. As the KWA formally comes under the KIO’s CC, the CC must approve its activities. The CC can also make decisions about the strategic direction of the organization.

	9. In these areas, the KIO offers school education that is aligned with the Burmese educational system so as to ensure opportunities for Kachin students to study at universities across Myanmar. After the war began, this changed, as matriculation exams at schools run by the KIO are no longer recognized by the Burmese government (Htet Khaung Linn 2016; Jolliffe 2014).

	10. It is difficult to collect precise data on when exactly military initiatives begin or end, as this exchange with a military leader responsible for military recruitments explains: “I don’t quite remember the year, but I believe it was around 2009 / 2010 when we started accepting female officers, but I don’t remember the exact year. But it was definitely before the war resumed in 2011, because when the war broke out, the male students mid-training went to the front line, and the females stayed behind to provide support.”

	11. For more background information on the KIA’s military training programs, see the report by Child Soldiers International (2015) detailing child recruitment practices. This report highlights military-funded education, “corrective” recruitment for drug addicts and household quotas.

	12. See Fieseler, Hampf, and Schwarzkopf (2014) for a discussion on how changes in wartime gender orders in the UK, the US, and the Soviet Union shaped women’s involvment in the military and their access (or lack of) to combat positions.



3. Women’s Military Conscription in Kachinland


	1. As Maria Stern and Sanna Strand (2021, 9) put it: “The seemingly disproportionate amount of scholarly (often medical) research and government regulations that focus on the management of women’s bodies and fluids in military contexts, compared to non-female-specific bodily fluids such as sweat and diarrhea, and the blood that seeps or gushes from bodily wounds inflicted in battle, is noteworthy in this regard.”

	2. The code of conduct also regulates rape. As gleaned from the interview data, this seems to be the only form of gender-based violence recognized by the army. Perpetrators of rape are demoted and sentenced to a maximum of 120 days of hard labor.

	3. In Burmese, မယားငယ် or အပျော်မယ် translates to “small wives/girls.”



4. As Tough as Men


	1. There is scant literature available (in English) detailing the activities and particularities of the EEDY. Ashley South (2008) states that the training began in 2002 and that between 2002 and 2007, more than four thousand students graduated from the program; a report by Child Soldiers International (2015) notes that the program began in 2003; and an article published by the Kachin New Group mentions 2004 as the commencement of the program (Lahpai 2010). My information, that the EEDY program began in 2003 and has had a total of 3,780 graduates, is based on field research and interviews with participants in the program as well as written communication with an adviser to the KIO’s CC who shared the total breakdown of student numbers with me. As this came from the organizers of the program, I am using these numbers.

	2. I am here of course drawing on Bina Agarwal’s (1997) work on intrahousehold bargaining but am extending it to households in war.

	3. This finding echoes Leena Vastapuu’s (2018) research on girl soldiers in the Liberian Civil War, suggesting that rank in some cases trumps gender.



5. Weddings amid War


	Thank you to Bart Klem for suggesting the title of this chapter, and to Marika Sosnowski for your careful feedback on the legal identity aspects of this chapter. I am also grateful to Laur Kiik for his insights regarding Kachin identity politics and practice.

	1. As Major N’Chyaw Tang (n.d., 58) noted in his unpublished memoir: “The modification of the polity, the Title of the Jinghpaw have been a changed into the new one (Wunpawng) ethnic composition, Jinghpaw, Maru, La Shi, Azi, Lisu and Ravang, the ruling system by the chiefs and the Dowries paying and demands in this marriage system has been abolished off.”

	2. Weddings are also held in the brigades, but I have not obtained the numbers for these.



Conclusion


	1. In 2011, the government was spending a mere 1.8 percent.

	2. SIPRI 2023.

	3. Defense spending increased from 10 to 12 percent. Education decreased from 8.4 to 7 percent; health 4.2 to 2.8 percent; and welfare was 0.5 to 0.3 percent. See UNOCHA 2022.
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