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Abstract

Myanmar’s return to competitive elections after decades of military rule raised
expectations for progress in economic and social development, including in the area
of women’s rights. However, experiences from other countries suggest that freer and
more competitive politics may produce setbacks in gender equality. There is greater
space for feminist movements to leverage international norms and push for change,
but also for conservative and traditional groups to mobilize and seek votes, which
produces greater contestation about gender roles. In this paper, we draw on the Asian
Barometer and Asia Foundation surveys from Myanmar to examine public opinion
towards gender equality. We show that traditional and anti-democratic beliefs are
widespread, that attitudes toward gender roles are conservative, and that these views
are strongly associated. The patterns in the survey data suggest that tendencies in
public opinion provides a resource for conservative political entrepreneurs, and an
obstacle to activists seeking greater alignment with global norms on gender equality.
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1 Introduction

Myanmar’s return to competitive elections after decades of military rule raised expectations

for progress in economic and social development—including in the area of women’s rights—

particularly under the leadership of Aung San Suu Kyi. Greater political freedom has enabled

feminist civic organizations to hold meetings, trainings, and workshops around the country to

raise awareness about gender equality and to educate the public about international norms

on human rights. The government adopted a national strategic plan to promote gender

equality in 2013 and participated in a nationwide consultation to draft a gender violence law

(Faxon et al. 2015; Gender Equality Network 2015a). At the same time, Buddhist nationalist

mobilization has created a climate of intolerance, pressuring the government to adopt several

laws intended to “protect race and religion,” widely perceived to restrict women’s rights and

other liberal rights, and spreading campaigns of hate on social media.

In Myanmar today, we thus see the coexistence of two contradictory trajectories on

gender equality, one leading toward the political and civic freedoms of a liberal constitutional

regime and integration into the international community, and the other toward an xenophobic

nationalism that opposes women’s liberal rights. This raises crucial questions about the

historical and social processes conducive to the advancement of women’s legal status and

the expansion of their opportunities to participate fully in the economy, society, and politics.

Why isn’t the political opening and movement to competitive elections leading to more

progress on gender equality?

As Stokke and Soe Myint Aung’s (this special issue) show, the transition to democracy

is far from complete. Myanmar is a hybrid regime with strong authoritarian enclaves, such

as the military’s constitutional power to take command of the country in a state of emer-

gency, guaranteed military seats in parliament, and its control of key ministries, among other

features (see also David and Holliday 2018). We argue in this paper, however, that lack of
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democracy is not the only, or even the primary, reason for stalled progress on women’s rights.

Instead, we emphasize the ways that trends in political culture, including popular attitudes

toward women’s roles and gender equality, provide a resource for conservative political en-

trepreneurs to gain support for a nationalist agenda.

The paper sketches the evolution of women’s status in the law, the growing contestation

about minority rights and how this relates to women’s rights, and the connection between

traditional values, authoritarian values, and the subordination of women. We draw on

national surveys from the Asian Barometer and the Asia Foundation to examine public

opinion towards women and women’s roles. These data show that most Burmese continue

to hold men in higher esteem than women, to favor boy children, and to believe that men

are more capable leaders. They also show that traditionalism and anti-democratic beliefs

are widespread, and that these views are strongly associated with views on gender. People

who believe in hierarchical authority and adhere to traditional values are also more likely

to value men over women and express conservative views on gender roles. This is consistent

with qualitative research that shows that restrictive legislation on women’s rights enjoys

broad societal support (David and Holliday 2018; Foundation 2014; Gender Equality Network

2015b; Minoletti 2016; Welsh and Huang 2016). In these respects, Myanmar public opinion

tends to lag some of more liberal tendencies evident in other countries of the region.

Our analysis suggests that Myanmar’s political regime has changed its appearance more

than its underlying attitudes and social norms. The prominence of traditional values among

voters constitutes an obstacle for advocates of women’s rights and a resource to nationalist

politicians and activists, who can gain prominence by tapping into a reservoir of conservative

sentiments. The parallel mobilization of feminist and nationalist movements against a back-

drop of conservative public opinion, not just incomplete democratization, helps to account

for limited progress on women’s rights.
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2 Gender equality, cultural change, and democracy

For decades, basic tenets of modernization theory held sway in the social sciences. Modern-

ization theorists believe that economic growth, cultural changes, and transitions to demo-

cratic governance tend to go together and are interrelated in a coherent way. Socioeco-

nomic modernization helps create conditions for democracy and changes in values toward

self-expression, secularization, and support for gender equality (Inglehart and Norris 2003;

Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Norris and Inglehart 2011). As Inglehart and Welzel put it, “mod-

ernization brings cultural changes that make democracy the logical institutional outcome”

(Inglehart and Welzel 2005).

Other scholars, however, have found that economic development is compatible with the

endurance of conservative values, that democratization is exogenous to economic develop-

ment, and that democracy does not necessarily create conditions for gender equality, or any

other type of equality (Fukuyama 2011; Htun 2003; Przeworski and Limongi 1997; Waylen

2007). These works imply that the relationships between the economy, cultural attitudes

and values, and political institutions are contingent and not universal. In Asia, for exam-

ple, China and other large countries have experienced dramatic socioeconomic changes and

achieved high levels of development without embracing democracy. Surveys show that pop-

ular majorities across 11 East and Southeast Asian countries, including rich countries, prefer

non-democratic and hybrid forms of political regime, while only a small minority support

democracy (Shin and Kim 2017).

Have global publics grown more supportive of women’s rights and gender equality as

their countries developed economically and politically, as modernization theorists predicted?

In most of the West and Latin America, people tend to support equal education for men

and women, the idea of women serving as political leaders, and women’s right to work. The

evolution of these views on gender tends to be associated with the decline in traditional values
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and religiosity as well as with growing support for free expression (Inglehart and Norris 2003;

Inglehart and Welzel 2005). Yet elsewhere, views on gender roles remain traditional and help

to account for major political outcomes, such as the relative weakness of democracy (Fish

2002, 2011). Across societies, even when people affirm the idea of gender equality, they

may simultaneously endorse aspects of male dominance and women’s subordination, such

as justifying domestic violence under certain conditions, believing that men’s work should

take priority over women’s, and supporting restrictions on women’s reproductive autonomy

(Horowitz et al. 2010; World Bank 2011).

What is more, religious leaders count among the most trusted groups in society in many

countries. And often, national identities are fused with religious identities (Grzyma la-Busse

2015). In these contexts, politicians can advance persuasive claims to represent the nation

by embracing religious values. In order to win votes, they vie for the legitimacy and moral

authority that religion confers (Kang 2015). And, though ecclesiastical institutions are not

innately antithetical to women’s rights, many have historically opposed the liberalization

of laws on gender and the family (Mir-Hosseini 1999; Quraishi 2008). By enhancing the

influence of religion, therefore, competitive politics has the potential to give women’s rights

opponents greater voice.

In many Global South countries, and some in the Global North such as Poland, political

transitions and competitive elections have produced rollbacks in women’s rights. In Chile,

for example, the democratic government elected in 1990 responded to feminist demands by

creating a state agency to coordinate programs to promote gender equality. But from its

inception, conservative civic groups and legislators in Congress objected to the term “gender”

for signaling that men and women’s identities are socially constructed. They opposed major

initiatives of the agency, such as programs to teach sexual education in public schools and

to legalize divorce, and they forced the government to reframe a gender violence law so it

focused on protection of the family (Baldez 2001; Haas 2011).
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In Poland, as in Chile, Roman Catholic bishops gained legitimacy and support for their

activism against authoritarian rule. During the era of free elections, the Polish bishops

cashed in by pressuring parliament to enact a law imposing restrictions on the availability

of abortion, in 1993 (Grzyma la-Busse 2015; Heinen and Portet 2010). The ruling party’s

attempts to restrict abortion even further in 2016 and 2018 were defeated only due to the

massive, nationwide mobilization of Polish women. In Brazil as well, conservative groups

opposing the so-called “gender ideology” grew in strength and influence under competitive

electoral politics. By 2019, the evangelical caucus in Congress is the legislature’s largest

organized group and resists gender equality as a government goal (Araújo et al. 2018; Corrêa

2017; Rosado-Nunes 2015).

The experience of Niger shows that religious actors may be particularly influential in

new democracies where the state is weak, as rulers seek the help of ecclesiastical forces to

consolidate power and to fulfill public functions. From the 1990s to the 2010s, conservative

activists repeatedly blocked feminist and secular attempts to expand women’s rights and

remove discriminatory provisions in family law. Invoking Islamic values and branding re-

formists as “Satanic,” conservatives framed the liberalization of family law as an attack on

the nation (Kang 2015).

As this suggests, it is not evident that Myanmar’s political transition would produce

progress toward gender equality. Though the lingering influence of modernization theory

suggest that liberalizing movements in politics, the economy, and society reinforce each

other, in reality, progressive social trends may sometimes work at cross purposes. Conflict

over women’s rights in democratic polities affirms Przeworski’s concept of democracy as

“institutionalized uncertainty”: democratic procedures are intended to insure fair play, he

argues, while not guaranteeing a particular set of outcomes (Przeworski 1991). Electoral

democracy does not imply a victory for liberal feminism, when the state and major social

actors endorse the notion that women and men should have equal opportunities, rights, and
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obligations. Nor do free and fair elections generate liberal democracy, where citizens enjoy

constitutional guarantees of equal individual rights. On the contrary: a growing number of

chief executives have used the power they achieved through elections to roll back civil and

political rights (Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018).

Since political freedom expands the space for the civic mobilization of all groups, includ-

ing feminist movements as well as traditional and conservative movements, it can generate

greater contestation about the meaning and significance of gender and of women’s roles

in society. Social forces with different views on gender use democratic procedures to ad-

vance their projects (Kang 2015; Razavi and Jenichen 2010). There is no logical reason why

competitive elections should insure the triumph of a liberal feminist vision, particularly in

countries where social norms are sticky and public opinion remains conservative. In fact,

it is likely that opportunistic politicians will draw on conservative public attitudes as a re-

source to gain power. In the rest of this paper, we examine the trajectory of women’s rights

in Myanmar and explore public opinion on both traditionalism and gender. Our findings

suggest that enduring conservative and traditional views may help to account for stalled

progress on women’s rights, as they present a challenge to feminist movements seeking to

align domestic laws and practices with international norms on gender equality.

3 History of women’s legal status in Myanmar

A myth of women’s high status has pervaded international and domestic discourse about

Myanmar for decades (Gender Equality Network 2015b). Unlike personal laws of the Middle

East and North Africa, the Hindu Code Bill codified in India, or customary laws in many

parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, Burmese law granted men and women equal rights in marriage

and divorce, over land and other property, and in matters of inheritance (Muller 1994; World

Bank 2015). During the colonial period and into the mid-20th century, scholars and observers
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lauded Burmese women’s high status, especially in relation to their Indian counterparts.

They inferred from women’s equality in many family matters that they enjoyed high status

overall. Colonial officials, Christian missionaries, and foreign travelers wrote that Burmese

women appeared to exercise significant liberty, and saw them actively and publicly engaged

in economic activities such as going to the market, spending money, trading, and managing

property (Ikeya 2005; Than 2013). Sir George Scott wrote that “the Burmese woman is

far ahead of her lord in the matter of business capacity by the way in which he rules the

household without outwardly seeming to exercise any authority” (1906, p. 77, cited in Ikeya

2005, p. 57). UC Berkeley anthropologist Melford Spiro observed in his classic study that

women, not men, managed household income and exerted considerable control over their

husbands’ lives (cited in Muller 1994, p. 614).

It was premature to infer equality on the basis of mere legal capacity, however. Women’s

formal rights in marriage and the family are just one dimension shaping women’s equal-

ity and opportunities, which are also influenced by the position of women’s and feminine

identities in the cultural status hierarchy, their vulnerability to violence and harassment,

their participation in decision-making, and their political and spiritual authority. Women’s

status can advance in some spheres but not in others and many countries have seemingly

contradictory approaches (Htun and Weldon 2018). As Sen (2001) notes, gender equality is

a complex concept; it cannot be measured as as single phenomenon.

In fact, many scholars point out that Burmese women’s legal capacity and public, eco-

nomic work has historically coexisted with lower political and spiritual standing relative

to men (Barrow 2015; Gender Equality Network 2015b; Ikeya 2005; Walton et al. 2015).

Women’s alleged economic prowess, far from a mark of their liberation, may have been an

additional reason for their subordination, as money-making activities were seen as spiritually

polluting (Gender Equality Network 2015b; Ikeya 2005).
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Scholars identify the concept of hpon as a manifestation of women’s lesser social status in

Myanmar. Hpon, which refers to spiritual power or force, is seen to be possessed primarily

by men and only in lesser form by women. Though many people today do not acknowledge

the role of hpon explicitly, behaviors reflecting it live on in everyday social relations (Walton

et al. 2015, p. 40). For example, the need to preserve a man’s hpon implies avoidance of

polluting factors such as a woman’s menstruation and childbirth (Gender Equality Network

2015b). In villages, people who wash clothes by hand still separate men and women’s clothes,

particularly clothing for the lower part of the body, and hang women’s longyis on a separate

line to dry, usually in a more secluded area. Men avoid walking under drying longyis.1

In line with its responsibilities under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the government created the Myanmar National

Committee for Women’s Affairs (MNCWA) in 1996, as a governmental machinery to coor-

dinate policy on gender equality, and the Myanmar Women’s Affairs Federation (MWAF)

in 2003 to coordinate relations with NGOs (Barrow 2015, p. 88). These organizations were

historically run by wives of military leaders and other “elite” women. They aimed to mobi-

lize women into a Burman nation building project, and to seize leadership on gender issues

from women in exile and insurgent organizations (Hedström 2016). Not surprisingly, women

leaders connected to the military have tended to be unaware of international standards, in-

cluding on gender violence, and reportedly objected to the criminalization of marital rape

(Barrow 2015).

Successive military governments in power from 1964 to 2011 emphasized women’s high

status to ward off criticism from the international human rights community as well as from

the CEDAW committee (Gender Equality Network 2015b). Myanmar’s constitution, enacted

in 2008, contains an equal rights clause and prohibits discrimination based on sex. However,

other parts of the document favor men. Section 352, for example, bans discrimination in

the appointment of civil service personnel, but also states that “nothing in this Section shall
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prevent the appointment of men to positions that are suitable for men only” (Barrow 2015,

p. 83). The military left the country’s other gender egalitarian laws intact, even as it crushed

civic movements, political dissent, and a free press.

4 Divergent trajectories of women’s rights under com-

petitive elections

The civilian government that assumed power in 20112 made some moves to comply with its

international obligations on women’s rights and to collaborate with civil society to promote

gender equality—including drafting a National Strategic Plan for Women’s Advancement,

launched in 2013. In 2012, the government enacted a new social security law, which expanded

maternity benefits and extended them to men by creating paid paternity leave of up to 15

days and offering paternity grants. The 2012 minimum wage law requires employers to

treat men and women workers the same, and the employment contract form required by the

Ministry of Labor since 2012 also prohibits discrimination.

Pushed by feminist groups, the civilian government took steps to address gender vio-

lence, for example through public awareness campaigns, support for research on violence

and services offered by NGOs, and beginning to draft an anti-violence law in collaboration

with civic groups (Faxon et al. 2015; Government of Myanmar 2015). To solicit input for the

gender violence bill in 2013 and 2014, the Gender Equality Network (GEN), a coalition of

feminist social movements, conducted over fifty workshops with women around the country

and additional workshops with politicians and civil servants from dozens of administrative

units (Faxon et al. 2015; Gender Equality Network 2015a). Yet by 2019, the state had not

adopted a new law to combat gender and sexual violence.

In spite of relatively equal formal rights, there are few women in position of power in

the central government, as well as in the minority parties and insurgent groups in border
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areas (Minoletti 2016). Unlike insurgencies in other parts of the world, groups fighting the

Myanmar military regime have tended to lack a discourse of women’s liberation (Hedström

2016, p. 69). Further, as Hedstrom and Olivius show in their paper in this special issue, a

gendered division of labor pervades informal, subsistence, and household economies in the

border areas and in areas dominated by ethnic minorities. Most women lack access to land,

and engage in underpaid and precarious work, as well as a “second shift” caring for their

family members and households, without public services or support.

The government has referred to the history of women’s legal equality to undermine crit-

icism of gender discrimination, which has limited the public space for focused discussion

on women’s actual situation (Gender Equality Network 2015b). Elite conservative women

voice the idea that since women are equal in Myanmar, a feminist movement is not necessary

(Than 2013). Notwithstanding official ignorance of many gender equality issues, the feminist

movement has still succeeded in raising awareness by holding workshops with public officials

(mentioned earlier), social norms marketing campaigns through social media, and insisting

on the inclusion of a gender perspective in policy discussions on land use, the peace process,

and the needs of internally displaced people (Faxon et al. 2015).

However, progress toward the liberalization of women’s rights has been thwarted by

the growth of Bamar Buddhist nationalism. Though the government signed a ceasefire

agreement with different insurgent groups in 2015, decades of ethnic and civil conflict, and

the resulting perceptions of inter-group tensions, made a significant mark on the political

system. Buddhist nationalist movements gained prominence in the 2010s, taking advantage

of feelings of insecurity and singling out minorities, particularly Muslims, for blame. The

opening up of the political system, the emergence of a more civil society, access to the

internet, and the spread of Facebook created conditions for nationalist mobilization, while

other groups used the same space and mechanisms to disseminate liberal and democratic

ideas.

10



Nationalists argue that the identity and integrity of the dominant Bamar Buddhist com-

munity is under threat by the principles of liberal democracy, multiculturalism, the peace

process, globalization, and the influence of international norms (Gender Equality Network

2015b; Walton et al. 2015). According to Walton et al. (2015), perceptions of threat have

triggered existential insecurity within the dominant Buddhist group, and incited a moral

panic. Foreigners will make them extinct, the fear goes, and Burmese women who consort

with men from different religions put in jeopardy the future of the Buddhist community. This

narrative upholds women as the bearers of culture and creates incentives to police women’s

lives, especially their reproductive behavior, to insure the preservation of group identity.

Nationalists’ emphasis on maintaining group boundaries by controlling women, marriage,

and birth is a familiar pattern in other countries as well (Gender Equality Network 2015b;

Razavi and Jenichen 2010; Shachar 2001).

Nationalist and fundamentalist groups took advantage of political freedoms to push for

legislative changes and to hold politicians accountable for their responsibility to defend the

nation. In 2015, on the eve of the country’s first inclusive and participatory elections in

decades, parliament adopted four laws intended to “protect race and religion.” The legis-

lation achieves its goals via the management of marriage and reproduction. The package

includes a “population control law” authorizing the government to take action—such as

imposing birth spacing—to curb birth rates in certain regions; a Buddhist women’s spe-

cial marriage law allegedly intending to protect the legal capacity of women who marry

non-Buddhist men, but which also denies both women and men the freedom to marry by

permitting multiple actors to object to the marriage and giving state officials final say in

whether a marriage is legitimate; a monogamy law to prevent polygamous marriages, seem-

ingly aimed at Muslims; and a religious conversion law setting up a bureaucratic process to

approve conversions to other religions (Barrow 2015; White 2015).
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Though opposed by many civil society groups and the international community for vio-

lating women’s rights and religious freedom, the laws enjoy broad popular support (David

and Holliday 2018). Participants in a qualitative research study conducted by the Gender

Equality Network similarly emphasized the importance of preserving “race, ethnicity, reli-

gion, and culture.” Women who marry outside of their religious group jeopardize these goals,

and were thus heavily criticized (Gender Equality Network 2015b).

5 Conservative values and women’s status

Competitive elections provide incentives for opportunistic politicians to tap into tendencies

in public opinion to build a following and win votes. What does the public think about gen-

der roles and women’s rights? How common are liberal and conservative attitudes? And how

do they relate to views on women? We explore these questions in two nationally representa-

tive surveys, one providing scales measuring different aspects of conservatism—specifically,

traditionalism and authoritarianism—and the other asking more detailed questions about

gender roles.

5.1 Conservatism in the Asian Barometer survey

The first survey we look at is the Asian Barometer (ABS) for Myanmar, conducted from

January to March 2015 (Welsh and Huang 2016, p. 2). This study is part of the fourth

wave of the Asian Barometer, but is the first one in Myanmar. The study covers all 15 of

Myanmar’s administrative regions, including the capital Nay Pyi Taw. It is nationally repre-

sentative of the adult population, with 1,620 respondents selected through random stratified

sampling from available population data (Welsh and Huang 2016, p. 5). All respondents

were interviewed face-to-face. Interviewers reported of high level of cooperation from the

respondents, but also concerns that respondents failed to understand some questions, which
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they attributed to the fact that surveys are still uncommon in Myanmar (Welsh and Huang

2016, p. 6). Of the 1,620 respondents there were 811 women. The respondents ranged in

age from 18 to 64, with an average age of 42. About 80% were (or had been) married.

We assess the two dimensions of political culture emphasized in background papers in-

forming design of the Asian Barometer: traditionalism-modernity and authoritarian-democratic

values (Nathan 2007). The traditionalism concept comes from modernization theory, which

we discussed earlier in this paper. “Tradition” refers to a set of attitudes that characterize

all societies “at a certain stage in their history prior to modernization.” The concept of

traditionalism in the Asian Barometer survey intends to measure “a pattern of attitudes in

rural and low-class urban Asia during the course of several decades before the outbreak of

World War II” (Nathan 2003, p.2,4).

The scale used in the survey assesses aspects of traditionalism that are salient in Asia,

such as familism, deference, conflict-avoidance, and an aversion to self assertion, based on

scales developed by H.C. Kuan and S.K. Lau in Hong Kong, who were in turn influenced

by Max Weber and Lucien Pye (Nathan 2003, 2007). It includes questions such as “For the

sake of the family, the individual should put his personal interests second,” “Being a student,

one should not question the authority of their teacher,” ”Even if there is some disagreement

with others, one should avoid the conflict,” and ”When dealing with others, one should

not only focus on immediate interest but also plan for future.” Respondents may “strongly

agree”, “somewhat agree”, “somewhat disagree”, or “strongly disagree” with each of these

statements.3

The scale consists of the sum of 13 statements to which a respondent say they “strongly

agree” or “somewhat agree” and runs from 0 to 13, where 0 indicates weak adherence to

traditional values and 13 indicates strong adherence to traditional values. In Myanmar, the

average score of the respondents in this survey is 11, indicating that most of the respondents

can be considered highly traditional.4 The traditionalism score is similarly high among men
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and women, among those working and not working, and respondents of all age groups. It is

somewhat higher among Buddhist respondents than those from other religious communities.

It is also somewhat higher among both NLD supporters and USDP supporters than among

those who do not sympathize with either party.

The Asian Barometer’s assessment of authoritarian and democratic values asks questions

about support for core democratic values such as equality, liberty, separation of powers,

accountability, and pluralism, while eschewing the word “democracy,” which elicits almost

unanimous support around the world (Nathan 2007; Shin and Kim 2017). This set of ques-

tions includes “The government should decide whether certain ideas should be allowed to be

discussed in society” and “If people have too many different ways of thinking, society will be

chaotic.”5 Summing up how many of 9 statements the respondents agree with (strongly or

somewhat) yields a scale running from 0 to 9, where 0 indicates more democratic values and

9 indicates more authoritarian values. Here, the average value in the survey is 5.4, suggesting

a weaker tendency towards authoritarian values than towards traditional ones.6

Support for authoritarian values is on average somewhat higher among men than among

women, among older rather than younger people, and among people who report not to be

working. Furthermore, there are on average lower scores among people residing in large

cities (those with a population of more than 100,000). Here too, authoritarian values are

somewhat higher in the Buddhist community than in other communities. There is also a

large difference by political party: USDP supporters are more likely to express authoritarian

values (average of 6.3), compared to NLD supporters (average of 5.4) and those supporting

other parties (average of 5.5).

Importantly, neither traditionalism nor authoritarian values are strongly associated with

age (see Figure 5 in the Appendix). This suggests that value change is unlikely to occur

simply due to the passage of time, as a younger generation replaces an older one. Young

people are as likely as their older counterparts to endorse traditional and authoritarian views.
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Finally, we look at the religiosity of the respondents, another important aspect of political

culture which cross-national research shows is associated with traditionalism, authoritarian-

ism, and support for conservative gender roles. We coded respondents according to whether

they say they practice religious services or rituals on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis, or less

frequently. Table 1 shows the distribution of the responses. Some 72% of the respondents

say they practice religion once a day or several times a day. Another 16% say they do so

once a week or several times a week. Only 11% say they practice religion less than weekly.

This corresponds well to the self-reported level of religiosity, where 47% self-report as “Very

religious”, 49% say they are “Moderately religious” and only about 4% claim to be only

“Lightly religious” or not religious at all.

Table 1: Religious practice among respondents in the Myanmar Asian Barometer survey
Number Percentage

Daily 1171 72
Weekly 257 16
Monthly 105 6
Less than monthly 87 5

People who practice religion frequently are not more likely to express traditional views,

and they are somewhat less likely to express authoritarian values. However, religiosity does

seem to be important for democratic politics. Devout respondents are more likely to say that

they voted in the 2010 election: 72% of the people who practice religion daily say they voted,

compared to 70% who practice weekly, 67% who practice monthly, and 63% who practice

religion less than once a month.

5.2 Conservatism and attitudes toward gender

How do traditional and authoritarian values relate to attitudes about women and women’s

rights? As mentioned earlier, scholars influenced by modernization approaches find that

changes in both sets of views are related. Two questions in the survey directly ask respon-
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dents about their gender-related attitudes, and the results are surprising. Of the full sample

of respondents, 56% (63% of the men and 50% of the women) say that they strongly or

somewhat agreed with the statement “if one could have only one child, it is more preferable

to have a boy than a girl.” Some 4% of the men and 7% of the women did not answer the

question. The rest disagreed. The preference for boy children is considerably higher among

Buddhist respondents (57%) compared to non-Buddhists (49%).

Qualitative studies concur in the widespread boy preference across different ethnic groups,

even as it is explicitly refuted in Buddhism. People told researchers in the Gender Equality

Network study that women who give birth to boys have hpon, while women who give birth

to girls have no hpon. They also attributed the differential treatment of boy and girl children

in the family to underlying boy preference (Gender Equality Network 2015b).

The preference for boys is much stronger in Myanmar than in other Southeast Asian

countries. According to a comparison of Myanmar with other countries in the region (Welsh

and Huang 2016, p. 25), some 60% if the respondents in Myanmar agree that they prefer

a boy, compared to 46% in the Philippines (the second highest among the ABS countries),

and 30% in Cambodia (the lowest among the ABS countries).7

The attitudes about boys and girls are highly correlated with traditional and authoritar-

ian values, but not with religious practice. In Figure 1 we show the association between the

traditional values score (on the left) and the authoritarian values score (on the right) and

responses to the question about preferring a boy child. In the figure, each of the small black

dots provides the percentage of respondents expressing preference for boy children. The size

of the gray bubble surrounding each dot indicates how many respondents are included in

the calculation of the percentage. For example, the almost non-existent gray bubbles at the

values 2 and 4 on the x-axis indicate that almost no respondents (only 2 in each category)

had such a low score on the traditionalism scale. The corresponding percentage is 0, as

none of these respondents agreed with the statement about boy children being preferable.
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In comparison, 217 respondents had a traditionalism score of 10 and 534 respondents had a

traditionalism score of 13, and a large share of these respondents expressed a preference for

boy children. In fact, 74% of the respondents with a traditionalism-value of 13 expressed a

preference for boy children.

[Figure 1 about here.]

In the right panel of Figure 1 we see the association between the authoritarianism score

and the preference for boy children. From the size of the gray bubbles, we can see that the

values on the authoritarianism scale are more spread out than on the traditionalism one.

Here, the lowest average score (42%) was expressed by those with an authoritarianism score

of 1, while it rises to 81% among those with an authoritarianism score of 9.

In another question, respondents are asked how they feel about the statement “Women

should not be involved in politics as much as men.” A whopping 34% of men and 43% of

women say they agree (strongly or somewhat) with this statement; 4% of men and 10% of

women say that they don’t know; the rest disagree. There is a large difference between NLD

voters and others: only 24% of NLD voters agree with this statement, compared with 53%

of the USDP voters, and 40% of those supporting other parties.

Here too, we see a strong association between agreeing with this statement and expressing

traditional or authoritarian values, as Figure 2 shows. In the left panel we see responses

among people with different scores on the traditionalism scale. None of the small number of

respondents with very low traditionalism scores agrees with the statement. The percentage

agreeing remains below 40% up to a traditionalism score of 11 (the average score). Among

people with a traditionalism score of 12, the percentage agreeing that women should not be

much involved in politics rises to 42%, and among those with a traditionalism score of 13 it

rises to 52%.

[Figure 2 about here.]
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In the right panel of Figure 2 we see a similar association between attitudes towards

women and politics and authoritarian values. Here, we see a slow increase in the percentage

agreeing to the statement up to an authoritarianism score of 7. After that we see a sharp

increase with 55% agreeing among those with an authoritarianism score of 8, and 72%

agreeing among those with an authoritarianism score of 9.

Table 2: Multivariate regression models of the association between traditional and authori-
tarian values and preference for a boy child

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Intercept −0.20∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ −0.18∗ −0.17†

(0.07) (0.03) (0.08) (0.10)
Traditionalism score 0.07∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗∗ 0.06∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Authoritarian score 0.04∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Woman −0.12∗∗∗

(0.03)
Age −0.00

(0.00)
Working 0.01

(0.03)
Party other 0.02

(0.03)
Party USDP 0.03

(0.04)
City −0.01

(0.03)
Buddhist 0.07

(0.04)
N 1611 1558 1557 1555
R2 0.07 0.04 0.07 0.09
adj. R2 0.07 0.04 0.07 0.08
Resid. sd 0.48 0.49 0.48 0.47
OLS-models with preference for a boy child as the outcome variable.

Heteroscedasticity-consistent standard errors in parentheses
† significant at p < .10; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001

In Table 2 and Table 3 we show the robustness of the relationship among traditional,

conservative, and anti-gender equality views in a multi-variate setting. In Table 2 we show
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Table 3: Multivariate regression models of the association between traditional and author-
itarian values and propensity to agree that women should be less active in politics than
men

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Intercept −0.23∗∗∗ 0.06† −0.24∗∗∗ −0.55∗∗∗

(0.06) (0.03) (0.07) (0.09)
Traditionalism score 0.06∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Authoritarian score 0.06∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Woman 0.10∗∗∗

(0.02)
Age 0.00

(0.00)
Working 0.04

(0.03)
Party other 0.16∗∗∗

(0.03)
Party USDP 0.23∗∗∗

(0.04)
City −0.07∗

(0.03)
Buddhist 0.13∗∗

(0.04)
N 1611 1558 1557 1555
R2 0.04 0.08 0.09 0.13
adj. R2 0.04 0.08 0.09 0.13
Resid. sd 0.48 0.47 0.47 0.46
OLS-models with preference for a boy child as the outcome variable.

Heteroscedasticity-consistent standard errors in parentheses
† significant at p < .10; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001

the association between the traditionalism and authoritarianism scores on the preference for

a boy child. Consistent with the descriptive patterns reported above, there is a large and

significant association between both the traditionalism score (Model 1) and authoritarianism

score (Model 2) and the propensity to prefer a boy child. In Model 3 we include both of the

scores to see how much that alters the bivariate patterns. The size of both coefficients are

somewhat reduced, which is not surprising given that the correlation between them is 0.4,
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but both of the scores remain statistically significant.8 In Model 4 we include other relevant

control variables: an indicator for the respondent being a woman, the age of the respondent,

an indicator for whether or not they are working, indicators for which party they say they

support (the excluded category is NLD), whether they live in a city with a population

larger than 100,000, and whether the respondent is a Buddhist. With the exception of

being a woman—which is strongly negatively associated with a boy preference—none of

these control variables come out as significant predictors of preference for a boy child, but

both traditionalism and authoritarianism retain their positive and statistically significant

coefficients.

In Table 3 we show the same models, but with preference for men in politics as the

outcome variable. Here too, both the traditionalism and authoritarianism scores are robust

to controlling for other factors. Consistent with the bivariate patterns reported above, being

a woman is positively associated with a preference for men in politics, and so is being a

supporter of USDP or other parties (compared with NLD) and being Buddhist. Living in a

city is negatively associated with preferring men in politics.

5.3 Views on gender in the Asia Foundation Survey

The second survey we look at is “Myanmar 2014: Civic Knowledge and Values in a Changing

Society”—a nationwide study carried out by The Asia Foundation in 2014 to “document

public knowledge and awareness of new government institutions and processes, and to gauge

the political, social, and economic values held by people of diverse ethnic and religious

backgrounds” (Foundation 2014, p. 11). Some 3,000 respondents from all the states and

regions of Myanmar were interviewed—900 from the regions and 300 from each of the seven

states (Foundation 2014, p. 22).9

We were interested in this survey because it has additional measures of public opinion

on gender roles, as well as good indicators of regional differences, though the survey does
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not have scales measuring traditional and authoritarian values. It asks respondents whether

they believe men make better political leaders than women. Here, 70% of the respondents

(72% of men and 68% of women) answer that they agree strongly or somewhat with this

statement. Some 7% of men and 11% of women say they don’t know or refuse to answer, the

rest say they disagree. There are considerable differences by region, as can be seen in Figure

3. The highest affirmative response—79%—is in Ayeyarwady region, the lowest—60%—is

in Bago region.

[Figure 3 about here.]

We see a similar regional pattern for the second direct question about gender: the re-

spondents are asked whether a university education is more important for boy than for a

girl. Here, 39% (41% of men and 38% of women) say they agree, 5% of men and 7% of

women say they don’t know, the rest disagree. For this question too, Ayeyarwady had the

highest affirmative rates with 63% agreeing. Bago had among the lowest, with 24% agreeing

(Kayin had the lowest value with 20% agreeing). These regional patterns are shown in the

right panel of Figure 3.

Respondents were then asked whether men make better business leaders than women.

To this, 70% say they agree (72% of men and 70% of women); 4% of men and 7% of women

say they don’t know; the rest disagree. Ayeyarwady is again one of the regions with the

highest affirmative rate with 79% agreeing (the highest is Rakhine state with 83%). Bago

region, with 63% agreeing, is again among the lowest, but here the lowest is Yangon with

57.5% agreeing.

On the other hand, some 80% of the respondents (79% of men and 81% of women) answer

affirmatively the question of whether women should make up their own minds when they

vote, 2% of men and 4% of women say they don’t know, the rest disagree. Here too, Bago

region stands out with 91% of the respondents agreeing that women should make up their
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own mind. Tanintharyi has the lowest score, with only 66% agreeing, with Mandalay region

as a close runner-up with 68% agreeing.

We use some questions in the Asia Foundation survey to explore whether conservative

views on women’s roles are associated with traditional and authoritarian values, seeking

confirmation of the patterns we find in the Asian Barometer. To get at traditional values in

politics, we look at a question about how people think about the government. The response

options are to describe the government and people as equal, the government as the father

and the citizens as children, the government as the boss and people as workers, or to not

respond. Most respondents chose one of the first two answer categories. Here, we consider

the second answer category—the government is the father and the people are children—to be

an indicator of traditional values. Some 41% are coded as having traditional values because

they give this answer.

When it comes to authoritarian attitudes, we look at a question about different types

of governments. First, the respondents are asked to express their opinion about a political

system that has a strong leader who does not have to bother with parliaments or elections.

We consider the 58% of the respondents who say that such a system is “Very good” or “Fairly

good” to have more authoritarian attitudes.

To get at religiosity we consider a question about what characteristics respondents find

important in a good leader. They are given nine options—including religious faith—and

the survey asks people to rank order them. People have the option of providing other

characteristics that are not included in the list. We code a respondent as more religious if

they choose religious faith as one of the top three characteristics of a leader. Some 21% of

the respondents are coded as religious on this indicator.

The Asia Foundation data show clear associations between views on gender on the one

hand and traditionalism, authoritarian values, and religiosity on the other. In Figure 4

we show the coefficients for traditional, authoritarian, and religious values on each of these
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questions. We have also included the coefficients for being majority group (Buddhist, 77% of

the respondents) rather than minority, since perceptions of minorities is an important part

of the current gender discourse in Myanmar.

In Figure 4, each of the dark gray circles shows the point estimate from a bivariate

regression model analyzing the extent of agreement with the statement in bold at the top of

each panel (different attitudes toward women’s roles) among respondents with traditional,

authoritarian, and religious views, and among Buddhists, respectively (the variables listed on

the right). For example, the top gray circle shows the percentage of respondents agreeing that

men are better political leaders among respondents with traditional values compared to the

percentage agreeing among people with non-traditional values (using the view of government

as a father as an indicator of traditional values, as discussed above). The point estimate of 4.5

reflects differences between affirmative responses among people with traditional values (72%)

and people with non-traditional values (67.5%). The difference is statistically significant, as

reflected in the fact that the 95% confidence interval does not cross 0.

[Figure 4 about here.]

Put another way, dots to the right of the center line indicate that respondents with tra-

ditional values are more likely to agree with the statement that men make better political

leaders than women, while dots to the left of the center line would show that people with

traditional values are less likely to agree with the same statement. As we can see in the

Figure, traditionalism is statistically significantly associated with believing that men are

better political leader and better at business, as well as with being less likely to say that

women should make up their own mind when they vote. Authoritarian values are strongly

associated with agreeing that men are better leaders and business people and that a univer-

sity education is more important for boys. This indicator is not, however, associated with

responses to the question about women making up their own mind about how they vote.
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When it comes to religiosity, those caring about a leader having strong religious faith

are somewhat more likely to say that university is more important for boys, otherwise this

indicator is not strongly associated with responses to the gender questions. However, we

do see some differences between the Buddhist respondents and the others, with Buddhist

(majority-group) respondents expressing more conservative gender views when it comes to

women in politics, business and education—though, they are also somewhat more likely to

say that women should make up their own mind when they vote.

The light gray circles are the point estimate for traditional values taken from a multivari-

ate regression, where we include control variables including the age and sex of the respondent,

the other indicators in the table (authoritarian values, religious values, and Buddhist or not),

as well as state/region fixed effects. Neither the point estimates nor the confidence intervals

change much with the inclusion of these other variables, with the exception of the point

estimates for Buddhist responses on the education and business variables, which become

smaller and are no longer statistically significant.

The patterns demonstrate that the associations between traditionalism, authoritarianism,

and gender conservativism are strong. Being religiously devout and from the majority group

are not correlated as much with views on gender, though it is still safe to say that religious and

majority group voters hold more conservative views than non-religious people and minority

group members.

In summary, results from two national surveys conducted in the 2010s show that tra-

ditional and authoritarian values are common among Burmese voters, as are conservative

gender attitudes. Myanmar public opinion is more traditional and authoritarian than pub-

lic opinion in other countries in the Southeast Asian region, and provides a resource that

anti-democratic forces can draw on to block movement toward deeper democratization and

a more liberal regime
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6 Conclusions

More than a half century ago, in 1963, Almond and Verba (2015) published results of the

first cross-national survey of attitudes and norms underlying successful democracy. They

found that a particular cluster of beliefs—a “civic culture”—accompanies robust democratic

institutions. Bearers of the civic culture support norms of participation and engagement,

but also defer to elites enough to give the government space to act. Though Almond and

Verba’s contribution, and political culture studies more generally, have fallen out of fashion,

the findings in this paper imply that contemporary scholars should continue to explore how

the public’s beliefs and attitudes affect the functioning of democratic institutions and the

policy outputs they are likely to produce.

In the case of Myanmar, conservative political values persist: people defer to author-

ity, support conformity, and favor government practices that would be considered quite

anti-democratic in other contexts. These values are linked to conservative attitudes about

women’s rights and gender roles. More than in other countries, Burmese are likely to prefer

boy children, believe men are better leaders than women in politics and business, and hold

that a university education is more important for a boy than for a girl.

In the 2010s, Buddhist nationalist groups have drawn on traditional and conservative

attitudes to advance an exclusionary and violent political agenda that blames minorities,

particularly Muslim minorities, for the country’s problems. Nationalists link an illiberal,

protectionist vision of women’s role to the cause of Bamar Buddhist advancement. This

toxic mix thwarts advances in women’s rights.

Still, social norms and cultural attitudes may change quickly. In the United States, for

example, views on same sex marriage evolved dramatically in just a 15 year period. In 2004,

31% of the population supported same sex marriage and 60% opposed it. By 2019, 61%

supported it and 31% opposed.10 In Mexico, in 2003, 56% of women believed that a wife
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living with a partner should obey her partner, but by 2011, this share had dropped to 23%

(Htun and Jensenius 2019). In both of these contexts, vibrant civil societies and a free press

promoted societal deliberation over gender-related norms.

What is more, there is no inherent reason for Buddhist nationalism, or any other religious

or nationalist tradition, to be at odds with women’s equal rights. Religious doctrines are not

fixed sets of beliefs; they are sites of struggle. People have invoked religious doctrine both

to defend, and subvert, laws and practices that discriminate against women (Bayat 2007;

Moustafa 2018). One of the world’s most creative women’s rights movements—Musawah,

which fights for equality in the Muslim family and family law—bases its emancipatory argu-

ments on classical Islamic principles (Anwar 2009; Musawah 2018). Institutions and move-

ments that promote fundamentalist and patriarchal interpretations of religion, not religion

itself, are the obstacles to women’s rights. Rather than fight against religion, women’s rights

advocates may get farther by fighting within religious traditions to advance principles of

gender equality. In this way, feminist social movements working at the grassroots can win

over traditional and conservative voters and promote greater support for women’s rights.

26



Notes

1Fieldnotes from [XXXX], November 22, 2016. These practices resemble the sequestration of menstruating

women in Western Nepal, and bans on women entering certain temples in India.

2The government won power after the 2010 elections which were boycotted by the National League for

Democracy (NLD), the country’s largest party, and widely regarded as failing to adhere to international

standards of electoral integrity.

3This set of questions also includes a question about preference for having a boy child, which we have

excluded since we are considering this an indicator of women’s social standing. The technical report about

the survey states that this question is the least correlated with the rest, and that the traditionalism scale

has a higher Cronbach’s α when it is excluded.

4We also coded the score in an alternative way, assigning respondents a 4 if they said “strongly agree”,

a 3 if they said “somewhat agree”, a 2 for “somewhat disagree”, and 1 for “strongly disagree.” Averaging

over the 13 statements we got an average of 3.3 on this 1-4 scale.

5Here we excluded a statement about women in politics, which we consider separately, as well as the

statement “People with little or no education should have as much say in politics as highly-educated people”,

because it is ordered the opposite of the other questions.

6The alternative coding of assigning a numerical value to different responses resulted in an average value

of 2 (on a scale running from 1-4). The traditional and authoritarian value scales are correlated at R=0.4.

7Their figure for Myanmar probably differs from ours because they have excluded those who did not

answer the question.

8The variance inflation index is only 1.2, suggesting that it is not problematic to include both in the same

model.

9Nay Pyi Taw was not included since the township authorities did not permit the survey (Foundation

2014, p. 116). The survey had a response rate of 89.6% (Foundation 2014, p. 120).

10See [URL] www.pewforum.org/fact-sheet/changing-attitudes-on-gay-marriage.
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Figure 1: Respondents agreeing to the statement that a boy child is preferable
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Figure 2: Respondents agreeing that women should not participate in politics as much as
men
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Figure 3: Percentage agreeing that men make better political leaders than women (left panel)
and that a university education is more important for a boy than a girl (right panel)
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Figure 4: Associations between gender attitudes and other values in Asia Foundation survey
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Figure 5: Age and traditional and authoritarian values
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Note: The bivariate association between age of the respondents and their value on the traditionalism score,
shown in the left panel, is statistically insignificant. The bivariate association between age and authoritarian
values shown in the right panel is significant at the 5% level, but is no longer significant if we include other
individual characteristics as control variables, such as gender, whether or not the person in working, and
whether or not the person lives in a large city.
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