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Introduction

Women’s rights in Southeast Asia
remain to be a relevant issue amongst
United Nations (UN) member states, as
many barriers still remain between women
and real equality in the region. However,
the world is starting to see a turning point
in which women’s advocacy groups are
speaking out about this issue, and women
are finally starting to be heard. Some of
the major issues that women face on a
daily basis in Southeast Asia are:
inequality, health care for child birth,
domestic violence, sexual assaults, and
exploitation. These issues have not gone
unnoticed, and many social advocacy
groups and UN related bodies in Southeast
Asia promote women’s and provide a
platform for advocacy. Some of the better
known NGOs (nongovernmental
organizations) operating in the region are
Oxfam International, ActionAid, Amnesty

International, and Human Rights Watch.
Background

Southeast Asia consists of eleven
countries with an approximate total
population of 620 million people. These
countries are Brunei, Cambodia,
Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar,
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Timor-
Leste, and Viet Nam. While these states
are relatively close to one another, they
vary widely from state to state on
economic, cultural, and political bases.
Some states like Singapore and Brunei are
very wealthy, and have some of the highest
GDP per capita in the world; while others
like Cambodia and Timor-Leste are on the
opposite side of the spectrum. They are
also differ religiously; Indonesia has the
world’s largest Muslim population, and
countries like Thailand have are comprised
of over 90% Buddbhists. Still further their
forms of government vary from an
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absolute monarch in Burundi, a single
party state Singapore, and a functioning
democracy in the Philippines. Any
resolution on the region would need to be a
workable solution for every state, and
working with instead of against their many
differences.

Human Trafficking
The trafficking of women and
children is a serious public health and
human rights concern within the region,
with an estimated 200,000 to 250,000
women and children trafficked each year
in Southeast Asia (Amador, 2013). The
UN Office on Drugs and Crime defines
human trafficking as the recruitment or
transportation of peoples by means of
threat, force, abduction, or coercion of any
kind to possibly achieve the consent of a
person having control over another for the
purpose of exploitation. Exploitation can
be in the form of, but not limited to, sexual
exploitation, forced labour, and organ
removal. This should not be confused with
migrant smuggling, in which the profit of
the illegal venture is in the transportation
of persons, and not the exploitation there
of, and whose peoples are normally let free

once at their destination. Human
trafficking can often lure people in by
promising them passage into another
country, but then force them to work for
low wages to pay for their transportation.
The UNODOC lists that sexual exploitation
constitutes 79% of all human trafficking,
followed by forced labour at 18%, but the
analysis does admit that this could be due
to statistical bias, because sexual
exploitation is often more reported then
domestic servitude, forced marriage,
bonded labour, and other forms of
exploitation (UNODC, 2015).

Many women who are victims of
human trafficking are lured in by the
promise of jobs or education in more
developed countries, trying to leave either
poverty, conflict, or some other form of
distress. Once taken their documentation
and passports are confiscated, and they are
removed from their place of origin.
Despite a common misconception, two out
of three persons trafficked either stay in
their country, or cross borders within the
same region. East Asia has the highest
percentage of intra-regional trafficking,
with a full third going to the Middle East
and a quarter going to the Americas. Many
of these international trafficking rings are
highly organized; moving individuals
across borders, and arranging means of
exploitation over a long period of time.
One additionally worrying trend is the
doubling in the amount of children being
trafficked from 2004. Within the Southeast
Asian and Pacific regions 64% are
involved in forced labour, while 26% are
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involved in sexual exploitation. Within
that same region 77% of those persons
trafficked are women.

Thailand is often proclaimed the
trafficking hub for the region and
worldwide. The NGO Children’s
Organization of Southeast Asia [COSA]
(2015) have stated that because Thailand
boarders four countries Myanmar, Laos,
Cambodia and Southern China, it has
become a major crossroads for the
majority of the trafficking within the
region. It has been suggested that
approximately 99 percent of those
trafficked into and out of Thailand are
natives of Southeast Asia, with a fourth of
those being trafficked for labour. Ina
report written by the Australian Institute of
Criminology (2010), Thailand reportedly
is currently housing approximately three
million undocumented migrants, the report
suggests that the reasoning behind
Thailand being a hotspot for human
trafficking is due to its lack of border
control, which is true for much of
Southeast Asia. The UN Development
Program (UNDP) states that human
trafficking has been created out of
economic problems, but also has created a
multitude of problems on its own. The
major issues that surround human
trafficking and the then created
development issues are: severe health
issues especially with the spread of the
HIV virus, gender related problems as
unequal power relations reinforce
women’s secondary status in society, and
lastly it creates a major legal issue as

human trafficking strips all those involved
of their basic human dignity.

Women in Contemporary Southeast
Asia

Gender in Southeast Asia is often
the deciding factor concerning one’s
independence, the ability to work, and
even health (Tobin, 2014). It has been
stated in an article written by CARE (n.d.)
that in 2012 Myanmar appointed their first
women to office, however, only 4.6
percent of seats are held by women.

There is also a noticeable
correlation between many of the female
heads of state in this region and already
established political families. In each case
where a women rose to the highest
political position of that country their
father has been a very important political
Presidents/Prime Ministers. This is not to
say they were not capable of these feats,
but that the system around them was bias
against women, and their aristocratic
connections was a driving factor in their
appointment just as it would have been had
they been male. In Cambodia women
make up half of the formal labor force, but
earn 33% less than their male counterparts
in the same industries. Cemented gender
roles and biases in some Southeast Asian
cultures are so dramatic that 81% of
women in Laos believe that men are
justified in committing acts of domestic
violence towards their significant other in
certain circumstances (CARE, n.d.). Even
in the new millennium, women in South
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Asia are deprived of their socio-economic
and legal rights. The system in which
Southeast Asian women live in where
religious injunctions, tribal codes, feudal
traditions, and discriminatory laws are
prevalent. They are plagued by a system
that, while it has been improving as of late,
has a legacy of social discrimination which
still permeates through the laws of many
countries. In some urban centers of
Southeast Asian countries women's social
roles have improved to some extent. They
have now comparatively more
opportunities for education, employment,
and enjoyment of civil rights within
society. However, Southeast Asian society
is still a distance away from seeing gender
equality and fairness at its highest form
(Niaz & Hassan 2006, p. 120).

Every county in Southeast Asia has
signed the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW). This is one of the
UN’s core treaties on international human
rights, and is often called the Women’s
Bill of Rights. The DEDAW has three
major components: substantive equality,
state obligation, and non-discrimination
aimed at creating equality among the
sexes. However, a lack of clarity among
the countries hurts any implementation,
and there are often conflicting laws and
regulations. Indirect discrimination
through the form of gender neutral laws is
common. This is where the law itself is
neutral to both men and women, but
because of other regulation or customs
creates disadvantage towards women. This

can be seen in inheritance laws where sons
are often preferred over daughters or in
hiring practices where women are often
seen as to fragile to handle certain
responsibilities.

Education of Women and Girls

Education within Southeast Asia is
taken very seriously. Each individual
government understands that having a
knowledge-based population is the key in
developing one’s state. However, with
that being said gender inequality is still
very prominent within the education
sector. According to The Southeast Asian
Ministries of Education Organization
[SEAMO] (2004) “The rate of female
enrolment in secondary education schools
is much lower than that of male enrolment,
while the most disadvantaged in upper
secondary education is ethnic minority
school girls”. According to a report
written by the United Nations International
Children’s Emergency Fund [UNICEF]
(2009) “Southeast Asia remains the most
gender unequal and insensitive region in
the world, cultural and social beliefs and
practices interface with each other to form
multi and overlapping disparities that
excludes girls from their right to
education”. UNICEF believes that if
education was made more readily available
to girls/females it could solve some of the
more pressing human rights issues that
women face on a daily basis. However, as
was mentioned, the region is especially
diverse. In some countries like Brunei,
Malaysia, Thailand, and the Philippines
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literacy rates is higher among women. An
example that UNICEF uses is the ever
growing population tradition of underage
marriage. According to UNICEF Southeast
Asia leads the global statistics chart of
underage marriage with a full 58% of girls
in Southeast Asia getting married before
the age of eighteen. Being married this
early in life hurts endangers a woman’s
opportunity to receive a real education.
Once they are married women are often
expected to tend to the needs of the home
and children, thus hindering their prospects
for education.

Domestic Violence Epidemic

United Nations Women on their
website states “In East and Southeast Asia,
the widespread prevalence of violence
against women is a serious issue,
particularly with regard to domestic
violence and marital rape, child marriages,
and trafficking in women and girls.
Despite considerable progress in
establishing policies and programs,
implementation has been far slower. This
gap is largely the result of deeply
entrenched cultural values, attitude and

practices that are rooted in gender
stereotype and ultimately justify
exploitative behavior and violence against
women” (UN Women, 2015). UN Women
maintains that statistics of the region
paints a horrific picture of the life of
Southeast Asian women. Domestic
violence is the major cause of death and/or
disability amongst women between the
ages of 15 to 44, and a full 70% of women
are victims of some form of physical or
sexual violence, usually from an intimate
partner. UN Women have implemented
“Partnering with the National Human
Rights Commission in Thailand to
establish gender-sensitive measures in
criminal courts across the country,
ensuring effective implementation of
Thailand’s domestic violence legislation”
(2009).

Conclusion

The UN’s partnerships with NGO’s
have shown tremendous strength when
giving guidance to individual governments
on the topics mentioned above. Hopefully,
the UN, its humanitarian partners, and its
Southeast Asian member states will find
themselves capable to address these issues
of gender equality and exploitation. The
major questions around the role of women
in Southeast Asia is not on what issues it is
they face, but how to tackle said issues. Is
the response an increase in border security
to end human trafficking, is it a bottom up
approach to better the lives of women and
help them gain necessary funds or loans to
attend college, or is it to further enable
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individual member states to act on these discussed, and researched further for, in
issues by providing guidelines for action? committee.
All of these questions will hopefully be
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