“Kill Me Instead
of Them”
A Report on the Resilience of Karen Women Village Chiefs

Executive Summary

T

his report is based on testimony of 109 Karen women village chiefs who served
during the decades of heavy fighting before the 2012 ceasefire between the
Karen National Union and the Burmese government. It describes their courage
and strength in their leadership roles, despite the many different types of human
rights violations they experienced.
Abuses suffered by the women village chiefs included the extra-judicial killing of
friends, family and relatives at the hands of the Burma Army. Some shared that they
had been porters (forced to carry military supplies day and night by the Burma Army)
and others had been subject to torture. During these difficult times, their situations
were made worse when the military deprived them of food and water and a lack of
access to clean facilities to wash and clean themselves. Across this report, women
showed courage, determination, empathy and bravery.
During their time as village chiefs, their lives were always at risk. They were also often
captured and detained as a fear-mongering tactic. Many of the survivors were used
as human shields when the Burma Army was attacking the bases of opposition forces.
Additional violations included being forced to walk ahead of the troops in case of
landmines and to guard the roads day and night. The women chiefs were also publicly
humiliated. One woman was tied up, red ants put all over her body, and then ordered
to dance or she would be killed.
Psychological distress was felt by all the women leaders, who were tasked with the
great responsibility of protecting their villages and communities. Despite this, the
women regularly showed remarkable strength in overcoming their fears and making
sacrifices to protect and uphold the rights of their communities.

In response to the threats and intimidation they faced, Karen women village chiefs
regularly demonstrated quick thinking and answers to the Burma Army’s presence and
requests. Their intuitive ability to seek solutions to these demands enabled them to
establish and secure relationships with different armed groups and villagers.
The village chiefs in this report served at least one-year terms, with many taking on
much longer terms lasting between 10 to 37 years.
Of the many coping mechanisms women village chiefs adopted to ensure the safety of
themselves and their villages, the most common tactics were strong negotiating skills;
intelligence and quick thinking; natural management and planning skills; controlled
stress and fear management; as well as courage and commitment to their communities.
Their consistent steadfastness in situations of great uncertainty attests to their natural
strength as community protectors.
In sharing their experiences of trials and triumphs for this report, women village
chiefs offered a comforting sense of solidarity and strength to one another. All of
the women interviewed expressed hope for the future, for their families and for the
new generation of young people to not have to carry the same burdens. They remain
optimistic for a free, fair and democratic Burma.

Following the ceasefires in 2012 and 2015, men have again become willing to assume
the role of village chief. Communities’ tendency to be more accepting of male
leadership has compromised the efforts of women who want to continue to lead, but
also want to respect the interests of their community.
As a result, only a few women have continued on as village chiefs. Among the 109
women village chiefs interviewed, only seven continued to hold their positions as
village chiefs, and another four had taken on other leadership roles in the community.
Five of the women who had served as village chiefs are still acting as a village advisor,
or providing social services in some capacity.
However, the testimony in this report clearly shows the unique skills of women as
leaders and advocates for their communities. It is urgently needed for these skills
to be recognized. Barriers to women’s leadership in all levels of governance remain
an area of concern to KWO. Through our work, KWO is committed to creating more
spaces for women to be leaders while dismantling cultural norms blocking gender
equality for all.
While the abuses documented in this report took place over ten years ago, the Burma
Army is continuing to commit crimes on a widespread scale – including systematic
rape -- with impunity. KWO is calling for international pressure, including sanctions,
to push for the Burmese government to end military impunity, and for the Burma
Army to immediately cease all offensives throughout the country, and withdraw from
ethnic areas, so that inclusive political negotiation towards federalism can begin.

Main Coping Mechanisms
1.

Strong Negotiating Skills & Will Power

2.

Intelligence & Quick Thinking

3.

Natural Management & Planning Skills

4.

Controlled Stress & Fear Management

5.

Courage & Commitment to Their
Communities

“I had to respond wisely to avoid any threats
whenever I was faced with a situation where
I had to meet the Burma Army.”

109

village chiefs

Recommendations
To the International Community:
The international community must increase
pressure -- through sanctions and suspension
of development cooperation -- for an end to the
Burma Army’s military offensives and human rights
violations throughout the country, so that inclusive
negotiations towards a new federal constitution can
begin.
To the Burma Government:

68

villages

8

townships

The NLD government must work with EAOs
to move forward with the peace process,
rather than allowing the Burma Army to take
ownership.
To the Burma Army:
The Burma Army must immediately
withdraw all troops from contested ethnic
areas.
The Burma Army must immediately halt
military operations throughout the country
until political issues can be resolved through
negotiations.
To the KNU:
Recognition of women’s leadership
as one that should not be questioned on the
basis of any socio-economic factors such as
age, gender or status, and for the rights and
responsibilities of women to be respected
across all levels of leadership.
Socio-counselling services must be made
available to ensure women village chiefs are
able to cope with the daily stresses that being
a village chief demands.

4

districts

To KWO supporters:
Continue to support KWO in advocating to
bring recognition for women village chiefs,
while supporting our calls for justice through
local, domestic and international
mechanisms.
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