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Abstract
This article examines changing experiences of home among migrant women from Myanmar in the context of the Myanmar-Thailand border. Drawing upon semi-structured interviews with migrant women and participant observation within a women-led organisation, the article demonstrates the ways in which women’s journeys from Myanmar into Thailand are also journeys of personal transition in which ideas of home are questioned and reconfigured. Developing perspectives on the geopolitics of home and bringing them into dialogue with feminist theorisations of borders, the article conceptualises home on the border as a site of vulnerability and potential in which participants can challenge gendered norms that associate women with reproduction, domesticity and the preservation of national culture. The article reveals a complex reality in which women negotiate multiple insecurities, developing alternative ideas of home while contributing to social change across borders. 
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Introduction

Since holding elections in 2010 and completing the transition to a nominally civilian government in 2011, Myanmar has emerged from a decades-long period of military rule and isolation, leading to increasing hope for a transition towards a sustainable peaceful democracy. In 2010, opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi was released from prolonged detention under house arrest and elections were held for the first time in twenty years, enabling the potential for dialogue with opposition parties and minority groups. Myanmar has since seen a dramatic increase in international investment and humanitarian aid (Rieffel and Fox 2013). However, on-going conflicts and human rights concerns have led to expressions of caution about the prospects for sustainable political reform (Maber 2016). Women in Myanmar are affected by multiple and intersecting social norms that structure their everyday lives, relationships and aspirations. Social and cultural discourses that associate women with domesticity and self-sacrifice restrict women’s activities both within and beyond the household, excluding them from leadership positions at national, local and household levels (Faxon et. al 2015; Maber 2016). These existing inequalities were exacerbated under Myanmar’s long period of civil conflict, during which women were vulnerable to gender-based violence, unequal wages and limited access to education and healthcare (Faxon et al. 2015; Laungaramsri 2006; O’Kane 2006, 2007). A large survey of health and human rights in Eastern Myanmar undertaken in 2013 found reproductive health indicators suggesting poor access to antenatal care, while under-nutrition among women of reproductive age was at similar levels to those estimated in 2009 (Parmar et al. 2015). Moreover, gendered inequalities intersect with particular forms of violence and displacement experienced by ethnic minorities (Laungaramsri 2006). Qualitative research in Kayah state found that women’s mobility was more restricted than men’s due to fear of violence and gendered social norms that restrict women to the domestic sphere (Ma and Kusakabe 2015). Despite political reforms, it is therefore important to note that conflict and gendered violence have continued in multiple areas of Myanmar. 
Prior to the recent reforms, non-governmental organisations faced significant barriers to operating inside Myanmar, including through laws requiring civil society groups to be approved by the government (Chua and Gilbert 2015). However, organisations operating on the Thailand-Myanmar border founded by and for migrant women are numerous, diverse and politically active (O’Kane 2007; Laungaramsri 2006). This article examines the multiple and shifting experiences of home among women from a range of ethnic groups who are engaged with non-governmental organisations on the Myanmar-Thailand border. Drawing upon qualitative analysis of women’s experiences of migration, work and everyday life, it demonstrates that living and working on the border leads women to re-evaluate their ideas of home and to challenge norms that associate women with domesticity and the guardianship of national or ethnic identity. The article shows that one of the ways in which women enact alternative concepts of home and identity is through their activism on behalf of women and migrants in Myanmar and on the border. I argue that migrant women’s activism challenges gendered associations between women and home in Myanmar and addresses an ambiguous reality in which women demonstrate agency, while managing the multiple vulnerabilities of living and working as migrants in Thailand. 
The article begins by establishing the conceptual framework within which the research is situated, bringing the literature on geographies of home into dialogue with feminist scholarship on migration and borders. The next section discusses the methodological approach taken by the study, which included participant observation in a women-led organisation and semi-structured interviews with migrant women. The article then examines the specificity of women’s experiences of home and migration in the Thailand-Myanmar borderlands, exploring how participants negotiate the challenges of living as a migrant woman and begin to consider alternatives to gendered ideas of home and identity. I apply feminist perspectives on home as a political space and potential site of resistance (Brickell 2012a, 2014; hooks 1994; Massaro and Williams 2013; Wright 2008), combining this literature with feminist perspectives on borders (Anzaldúa 2012; Silvey 2006, Wright 2007, 2008); my aim is to conceptualise the border as a site in which multiple ideas of home and identity can be explored. At the time that this research was conducted, many civil society organisations preferred to use ‘Burma’ rather than ‘Myanmar’, a name that was regarded as an imposition by the military regime. However, alongside emergent reforms in the country, an increasing number of activists now use ‘Myanmar’ or both names interchangeably. Reflecting this transition, I refer to ‘Myanmar’ in this article except in direct quotations, where names are those that were used by women themselves.

Migration, home and borders: critical feminist perspectives
A large body of scholarship addresses relationships between gender and migration and the ways in which gender identities shift and transform in and through mobility (Kofman and Raghuram 2009; McIlwaine 2010; Huang et al. 2000; Yeoh and Ramdas 2014). Feminist scholars have revealed the complexity and contradiction that characterise women’s experiences of migration and its impacts upon gendered identities and practices (Donato et al. 2015; Kofman and Raghuram 2015; McIlwaine 2010). This article is also situated within a growing body of research that examines women’s experiences of migration in the Global South (Hujo and Piper 2010; Kofman and Raghuram 2009; Kofman and Raghuram 2015; Piper 2008; Raghuram and Piper 2011), in contrast to previous scholarship that largely focused upon migration from the Global South to the North (Anthias and Lazaridis 2000; Mahler and Pessar 2001; Menjívar 2000; Parreñas 2001).

The current article also builds upon work that challenges assumptions regarding migrant women’s experiences in their countries of departure and destination. In contrast to assumed movement from more oppressive or traditional gender structures to those regarded as liberal or progressive, qualitative research with migrant women has revealed the complex and intersectional realities of their experiences (McIlwaine 2010: 281). Although several participants in this research left situations of poverty and conflict in Myanmar, they also did so in pursuit of education, career opportunities and to contribute to their communities through activism and volunteer work. Furthermore, as this article demonstrates, migrant women from Myanmar encounter multiple forms of insecurity and marginalisation within their everyday lives in Thailand. 
This article is also positioned within a growing area of literature that examines relationships between home and migration (Al-Ali and Koser 2002; Blunt and Dowling 2006; Boccagni 2017; Walsh 2006). These studies situate home as multi-scalar and constructed through relations of power and difference, as well as emphasising the shifting experiences of home and belonging for migrants and diasporic communities. Feminist scholars have highlighted the ways in which home may be a site of conflict and insecurity rather than a place of refuge, including for women of colour, migrants and other marginalised groups (Brickell 2012b; Manzo 2003). However, the home has also been theorised as a site of resistance to gendered and racialised oppression (hooks 1994; Young 1997). 
Feminist geographers have developed scholarship on home by challenging established understandings of geopolitics in terms of the state, warfare and border security, all of which are constructed as taking place within a separate ‘public’ sphere (Brickell 2012b; Hyndman 2001; Massaro and Williams 2013). Focusing on topics including forced eviction, dwelling in zones of conflict, and the intrusion of surveillance practices into domestic spaces, scholars have highlighted the home as a crucial site of and influence upon geopolitics (Brickell 2012a; Caluya 2010; Darling 2011). Studies of the homes and everyday lives of activists illuminate further intersections between geopolitics and home. Discussing women’s protests against forced evictions in Cambodia, Brickell (2014) addresses the potential loss of home as a driving force behind women’s protests, but also theorises the homes of activists as sites of consciousness-raising and mobilisation for political change. Displacement and forced eviction are framed in terms of ‘intimate geopolitics’ in which distinctions between global and local, political and personal become blurred (Brickell 2014).
In addition to perspectives on the geopolitics of home, this article develops conceptualisations of the border as a site in which ideas of home are negotiated. Moving beyond a focus on borders as physical boundaries between states, a large body of scholarship draws upon the border as a conceptual and methodological framework, approaching borders in terms of everyday practices through which people and places are defined, ‘othered’ and regulated (Raghuram and Piper 2011; Silvey 2006; Migdal 2004; Paasi 2011; Wright 2007). Indeed, recognition of borders as shifting processes rather than fixed lines of demarcation is reflected in the term ‘borderlands’, which describes a zone of transition in which people ‘may feel a sense of belonging to either one of the two sides, to each of the two sides, or even to a form of hybrid space in which they adopt parts of each culture and/or speak both languages’ (Newman 2011: 37). The concept of the border as an in-between space of identity has been particularly influential within feminist and post-colonial studies. Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera (2012) established the borderland as a geographical and metaphorical zone of transition between cultures within which multiple perspectives can be understood and diverse forms of oppression can be resisted (Cantú and Hurtado 2012). 
As argued by Silvey (2006), feminist theorisations demonstrate that ‘borders not only play a role in organising migration, but are themselves shaped through political action and mobility processes that are also organised by gender and difference’ (Silvey 2006: 73). Wright (2004, 2005, 2007, 2008) theorises the practices underlying the devaluing of women in Ciudad Juárez, a maquiladora town on the US-Mexico border in which thousands of migrant women have been raped and murdered. However, Wright (2007, 2008) also analyses how the border can become a site of political mobilisation for women. Mother-activist movements around the world have mobilised around traditionally gendered ideas of domesticity, opening up spaces of political participation for women who would otherwise be marginalised (Wright 2005, 2008). Wright examines how mother-activists defy the gendered norms restricting motherhood to the private sphere and use it as a framework for public activism, creating new political identities in the process (Wright 2008; Bosco 2006). In a similar way to the protests highlighted by the geopolitics of home framework, such activism connects women’s everyday lives in intimate spaces with global geopolitical concerns (Wright 2008). The current article draws upon geopolitics of home perspectives alongside feminist literature on borders to show how the border offers the possibility of alternative ideas of home and identity. 
In a study of women from the Shan minority who live on the border between Myanmar and Thailand, Laungaramsri (2006: 76) argues that the border ‘represents a liminal zone which allows for the construction and possibility of the imagined Shan homeland’ that has been denied to them by the state. The experience of being considered as a non-citizen in both Myanmar and Thailand leads to what Laungaramsri (2006) describes as a ‘transformative consciousness of the subversive border identity that transcends the existence of the authoritarian states’ (2006: 77). Shan women’s participation in the independence movement allowed them to participate in the collective imagination of the Shan nation. However, many of the women’s roles were similar to those of the domestic sphere, reinforcing boundaries between the home and the masculine ‘public’ sphere and resulting in interlocking forms of subordination in terms of ethnicity and gender (Laungaramsri 2006). While the border therefore remains an ambivalent and not necessarily empowering site for women, it opens up the possibility to negotiate gendered social norms, enabling new understandings of home as a site of transition. This article contributes to scholarship that destabilises boundaries between the domestic, intimate and political through examining how migrant women in the borderlands are challenging gendered ideas of home. The following section establishes the history of women-led organisations in Myanmar and the region, before discussing the methodological background to the study.
Women-led activism in Southeast Asia: local, ethnic and transversal feminisms
Following the development of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), in addition to the 1985-1995 UN Decade for Women and international conferences on women held in Nairobi and Beijing, women-led activism around the world has been heavily influenced by feminist perspectives alongside discourses of development and universal human rights (Bunch 1990, cited in Yuval-Davis 2006: 276). Attention to women’s rights has enabled local and transnational groups to challenge laws and traditions that discriminate against women, and many women-led movements around the world position themselves within broadly feminist perspectives. However, women-led activism has since been transformed by widespread recognition of the differential effects of race, class, disability and sexuality and their intersection with gender relations. Within the context of Southeast Asia, diverse women-led movements campaign on issues including migrant labour rights, civil rights, access to land and resources, gender-based violence and peace-building (Brickell 2014; Falk 2010; Faxon et al. 2015; Maber 2016; Roces and Edwards 2010); each of these social movements are situated within diverse national, ethnic and political systems, gender structures and cultural traditions. 
Discussing the development of women’s movements in Thailand, Falk (2010) notes ambivalence among Thai women’s groups towards associations with feminism, which can be regarded as being oriented to the Global North and not applicable to local contexts and social relations (see also Maber 2016; Wright 2008). Recent research on women-led activism in Myanmar has explored how feminist concepts are adapted by local activists, enabling them to reconfigure gender-based approaches to local contexts and securing new opportunities for political participation (Maber 2016). Grassroots organisations addressing gender-based violence in Myanmar have emphasised the need for strategies that are locally specific and relevant to particular ethnic groups (Faxon et al. 2015). In contrast, other research highlights solidarity between women of different ethnic groups who have been engaged in resistance to Myanmar’s military regime, pointing to the emergence of a ‘pan-ethnic’ movement that positions itself in terms of gender rather than ethnicity (Hedström 2015; O’Kane 2006). 
Associated with efforts to overcome divisions between homogenising views of feminism and the reification of ethnic or cultural differences, transversal political perspectives have been proposed as ways in which women can work together across national and cultural boundaries. Transversal politics presents a vision for women’s rights that is based on dialogue between women of different political and cultural standpoints (Yuval-Davis 2006). In research with women activists in the Thailand-Myanmar borderlands, O’Kane (2006, 2007) draws upon transversal perspectives to examine how refugee women become activists in the context of the border. O’Kane (2006) proposes that by drawing upon the language of human rights, women activist-refugees can assert a self-defined identity as human rights defenders that is not bound to their national or ethnic status. The significance of the border as a porous, liminal and dynamic space is thus viewed as crucial in enabling migrant and refugee women to become activists. O’Kane’s research took place when Myanmar was under military rule and civil society organisations faced difficulties in operating inside the country. The current research was undertaken at a time of rapid political change in Myanmar that is profoundly reshaping women’s lives across the border. The following section details the methodological approaches used in the study.
Methodology

The topic of home has been approached from a range of methodological standpoints, often based within qualitative perspectives which aim to gather detailed accounts of meanings, practices and experiences of home (Blunt and Dowling 2006). Researchers have used interviews, ethnography and studies of domestic objects to explore ideas, meanings and memories of home in the context of diaspora (Burrell 2008; Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013; Tolia-Kelly 2004). Participant observation involves researchers becoming immersed within the social worlds of the groups that they study, taking part in the everyday activities and events of the group in order to produce a descriptive and highly detailed understanding of particular communities (Anderson 2004). This article is based upon ethnographic research undertaken for three months during 2012, in which I volunteered at We women foundation in Chiang Mai, Northern Thailand. We women foundation is an independent non-governmental organisation (NGO) which was established in 2009 to support women from Myanmar to access higher education and leadership positions (use of lower case is in accordance with the name of the organisation; see http://wewomenfoundation.org). My role as a volunteer involved assisting with administration, communications and research and participating in workshops and seminars involving We women and other local NGOs. I also undertook research visits to migrant organisations in Mae Sot, a large town on the Myanmar border in which many migrant and women-led NGOs are located. I also accompanied participants on their journeys between home and work, as well as conducting observations within places of worship and social events.

In addition to participant observation, I conducted semi-structured interviews with eight women who are active within We women foundation and other organisations, including Lahu Women Organisation (LWO), Shan Women’s Action Network (SWAN) and Women’s League of Burma (WLB). The research included both purposive and snowball sampling, in which I invited women in leadership positions to take part, and they referred me on to other women who wished to take part in an interview. Working as a volunteer helped me to build rapport with individual women, and interviews were conducted towards the end of the fieldwork period so that relationships of trust could already be established. Participants who chose to take part in interviews were offered the option of having an interpreter (who was also a volunteer within a women-led organisation), and interviews were conducted in English, Burmese, Lahu and Shan languages. The location of interviews was also a sensitive topic that required much consideration. Several participants lived in shared accommodation with little private space, and did not feel that the home was a comfortable space in which to conduct an interview. In response to these considerations, interviews were carried out in the space that was preferred by the individual, which was often in the office of their organisation. In order to protect their identities, all participants have been given pseudonyms.

Qualitative interviews are considered to be valuable for revealing personal attitudes, values and meanings and for ‘giving voice’ to the experiences of people who may have been overlooked or misrepresented (Byrne 2004). In this research, qualitative semi-structured interviews were utilised alongside participant observation to enable a detailed understanding of women’s perceptions and practices of homemaking on the border, as well as their memories of home in Myanmar. While the interviews allowed an in-depth discussion of these topics, participant observation allowed me to examine women’s activism, work and everyday practices of homemaking. The topics covered in the interview were broad in order to encompass spatial, temporal, material and emotional aspects of home.
I took detailed field notes and a research diary in which I recorded details relating to meetings, conversations and events in which I participated. The field notes and interviews were transcribed and analysed using NVivo and paper-based methods. In accordance with the aims of grounded theory, concepts emerged from the data, and coding was an iterative form of interpretation rather than a linear process (Charmaz and Belgrave 2012). 
The above methodological framework was developed to enable a multi-faceted study of women’s experiences of home in the borderlands, but was also aimed at supporting their work. This research is situated within my longer-term involvement with We women foundation, including through remote tuition and assisting the foundation with fundraising campaigns. In 2016, I visited the foundation’s office in Yangon to learn about the work that they are undertaking in Myanmar, and I have liaised closely with the organisation and individual participants in disseminating the research. A number of women-led groups in the Myanmar-Thailand borderlands, including Shan Women’s Action Network, Lahu Women Organisation and Women’s League of Burma, have published their own research into conflict, gendered violence and displacement in Myanmar. Many women involved in this research are at the forefront of social and political change in their communities. However, these organisations continue to need support in building capacity, raising awareness and funding, particularly with regard to the issues faced by refugees and migrants in Thailand and on the border. Throughout the research process, I have been mindful that my positionality as a young woman and scholar from the Global North, which has shaped the research and knowledge produced. My standpoint reflects the views of scholars who are critical of the ‘insider/outsider’ binary, acknowledging the relational nature of identities and the ways in which they are negotiated during research encounters (Botterill 2015; Rose 1997). The next section of this article examines women’s everyday lives, highlighting the challenges of life in borderland spaces. 
Home and Everyday Life on the Border: Negotiating Multiple (In)securities
Central questions considered in this article include how migrant women from Myanmar experience everyday life in the borderlands, the extent to which they feel (or seek to feel) a sense of home, practices that are linked with home-making and where they perceive home(s) to be located. Home is a multi-faceted concept that differs between individuals and across cultures (Blunt and Dowling 2006). Participants distinguished between concepts of house (residence or dwelling) and a sense of being ‘at home’, which they described as being close to loved ones and feeling of comfort or safety; yet the Burmese words for house and home (eain or eain yar) are considered interchangeable. Other words for home related to the broader idea of homeland, which is frequently described in Burmese as the motherland (ami myay). Moreover, the women in this research are from a number of different ethnic backgrounds and languages, each of which has their own vocabulary relating to home. In this article, women’s experiences of home include those relating to housing, home-making and broader emotional concepts.
The women with whom I engaged worked in a variety of occupations in Chiang Mai, including in domestic work. They volunteered within women-led organisations during their spare time, as well as attending English classes provided by We women foundation or other NGOs. Participants drew upon a range of practices and objects in order to create a sense of continuity between their homes in Myanmar and their temporary homes in Thailand. Prominent among these was the use of social media and Skype to remain in contact with family and friends. Several individuals carried or displayed photographs and objects from Myanmar, including those linked to religious practices or cultural traditions. Most participants regularly visited markets selling foods, books and clothing from Myanmar, and sought out particular temples that were visited by the local community. We women foundation frequently sends ‘care packages’ containing traditional Burmese foods, toiletries and other everyday items to women who are studying outside Thailand, with the aim of helping them to feel a sense of home. Several participants were in contact with friends from Myanmar who had also migrated to Thailand, and they met frequently for social activities. 

The majority of participants were motivated eventually to return to Myanmar and contribute to their communities, often in education, health or social work roles. Most women therefore viewed Chiang Mai as a temporary home in which they could access education and work within organisations that would face difficulties in operating inside Myanmar. Aye Suu, a student and activist within a Shan women’s organisation, described herself as being ‘in-between homes,’ because she experienced elements of belonging and insecurity in both places. Naw Zin, who worked within Lahu Women Organisation, said that she no longer felt ‘at home’ in Myanmar, but neither did she feel that Thailand was her home. 

The women in this research also face significant barriers to creating a sense of home and belonging because of their migrant status. Several participants expressed a sense of tension between their wish to maintain a sense of identity and the pressure to conceal this identity to avoid discrimination and detection by the authorities, particularly if they were undocumented. These complex demands impacted upon women’s everyday practices, and they developed numerous strategies to negotiate official and unofficial practices of regulation. The majority of participants lived with other women from Myanmar, sometimes sleeping in the offices of their organisations until they found accommodation through personal networks. Migrants in Chiang Mai, particularly those who were irregular or undocumented, tended to avoid central areas where police checkpoints were common, using mobile phones and social media networks to warn friends and colleagues of checkpoints as they travelled around the city. 
Women also presented themselves in particular ways in order to avoid detection. In Mae Sot, which is close to the border and has a large migrant community, women could be seen wearing traditional Burmese and Shan dress. Many women and girls wore thanaka, a cosmetic made from sandalwood that is used to protect and beautify the skin. However, one participant warned that in Chiang Mai, with its dispersed migrant population and conspicuous police presence, caution was needed in regard to appearance:

You have to be feeling strong to wear thanaka in public, because people will know you’re from Burma (Naw Zin).
Nang May recalled having cut her hair short and changing her traditional Shan style of dress so that she would not be recognised as a migrant woman. Alongside the risks of being questioned, fined or deported if they were found without identity documents, both documented and undocumented participants reported experiencing discrimination from Thai employers and neighbours. 
Grundy-Warr (2004) argues that migrants from Myanmar are regarded as both a ‘problem’ and a ‘resource’ in Thailand, which is heavily dependent upon migrant labour. While thousands of refugees have been living in ‘temporary’ camps on the border for decades, many are not permitted to work outside the camps and face difficult living conditions inside them (Migrant Assistance Program 2006). Migrants who move to Thailand to work may be granted identity cards, but these often restrict them to working for one employer (Migrant Assistance Program 2006). Most women in this research spoke of a lack of rights and protections for migrant workers throughout Thailand.
Migdal (2004: 5) argues that ‘borders shift; they leak; and they hold varying sorts of meaning for different people’. At the Friendship Bridge near Mae Sot, the Moei River marks the boundary between Thailand and Myanmar. Despite the proximity of the official crossing, the river below is busy with small boats ferrying people back and forth. These journeys are fraught with risk on both sides of the border. Nang May recalled her experience of travelling to Myanmar to get identity papers. At the border she was stopped by police and forced to pay 20,000 baht (£400); this was money she had saved for relatives over many months. Migdal (2004) proposes that borders are comprised of actual and virtual ‘checkpoints’ or practices that separate ‘members’ from ‘others’, including through scrutiny of appearance, dress and language differences. However, as well as developing everyday strategies to negotiate the challenges of living on the border, women in this study draw upon the border as a space in which they can challenge gendered expectations and identities. The next section explores how women’s journeys across the border are also processes of personal transition that challenge gendered ideas of home.
Gendered concepts of home and nation in Myanmar 
Feminist scholars have demonstrated the multiple ways in which home can be an ambivalent space and a site of restriction for women, with some arguing that home provides an illusion of stability that actually constrains women’s independence and agency (Martin and Mohanty 1986). In this sense, ‘leaving home’ can mean questioning previously taken-for-granted and often deeply embedded ideas about home and the self (hooks 1994; Martin and Mohanty 1986; Blunt and Dowling 2006). This process of discovery is of particular relevance for migrant women, who experience new perspectives on their home, family and identity. Indeed, women in this research described how their journeys of migration coincided with experiences of discovery that eventually led them to become activists. Naw Zin explains that in coming to Thailand, she learned about issues relating to gender in Myanmar for the first time: 
When I lived in Myanmar, I didn't know anything; I didn't know my rights. I worked on my parents’ farm - I didn't know anything about gender issues. It was normal for me that women are living in the house and working in the house. When I came to Chiang Mai and I studied, I know what are human rights, what are women's rights. It is very different, my being and my view now (Naw Zin).
Women in Myanmar have frequently been portrayed as enjoying relative equality with men. Ikeya (2011: 47) describes how colonial administrators perceived Burmese women to occupy a ‘traditional’ high status relative to women throughout Asia, as they were not subject to practices of purdah and kept their own name following marriage. In The World of Burmese Women, Khaing (1984) claimed that while men are active in the political sphere, women are valued for their management of the home and family. These views have influenced a broader denial of gendered inequalities in Myanmar society and politics. In 1998, marking Myanmar Women’s Day, minister Shwe Maung declared that ‘with such a tradition and history of gender equality, there is no need for Myanmar women to make demands for their freedom or to fight for their rights’ (Belak 2002: 27). However, assumptions of women’s equality have been widely critiqued by scholars working in Myanmar and by women’s rights activists (Belak 2002; Ikeya 2011; Maber 2016). 
In a study of women in Myanmar during colonial and post-colonial eras, Ikeya (2011: 51) argues that positive views of women have existed alongside ones that have subordinated them. Buddhist doctrine emphasises men’s spiritual power or hpon, which is related to the capacity to reach enlightenment (Belak 2002: 3). Women are not considered to possess this power and are expected instead to nurture the spiritual capacities of men. Women are also closely linked with ideas of home and nation. Ikeya (2011) notes that the Burmese word amyo, which refers to race, kin or lineage, is associated with women in the word amyothami, which means woman, wife, and member of a nation or ethnic group. This is interlinked with wider discourses in which the woman is represented as the self-sacrificial protector of the nation, sustaining her people through caring for her family (Ikeya 2011: 79). Nationalist views became particularly strong in the period following Myanmar’s independence in 1948, as successive regimes promoted Myanmar as a ‘union’ in which women are preservers of ‘national’ culture, repressing the cultures of minority groups (Belak 2002: 38). 
It is crucial to consider the position of women within Myanmar’s ethnic minorities, who are affected by intersecting gendered, cultural and state-enforced structures and norms. Shan society is patrilineal and gender divisions are significant in defining the positions of men and women in social life. Shan women are expected to behave with modesty and religious devotion, to manage the household and to care for their families (Laungaramsri 2006). Those who migrate are also expected to send money home to support their families – an obligation that is difficult for women who aspire to volunteer and study. Thida described experiencing emotional conflict as a result of these competing pressures: 

Sometimes I feel worried because I want to study and volunteer for my community, but I also have to support my family and send money to them. Sometimes my parents do not understand what I am doing here, why I want to study and not just earn money (Thida).
The experiences of women from ethnic minority groups reveal the complex intersections between gender and ideas of belonging. Raghuram and Piper (2011) describe the border area between Thailand and Myanmar as a ‘zone of movement’ in which a combination of displacement, ethnic violence and labour migration have led to new forms of ethnicisation, claims to political territory and an on-going search for senses of homeland, nationhood and belonging. These contested border zones also lead to the formation of new political subjectivities among women from ethnic minority groups (Raghuram and Piper 2011). Laungaramsri (2006) identified that Shan women feel caught between competing discourses of nationhood that intersect with familial relationships and cultural norms. Migration also involves compromise and sacrifice in personal relationships. Naw Zin explained that in Lahu society, women usually marry before the age of 20 and often at younger ages in rural areas. Several women described how some of their relatives and community members now consider them ‘too old’ to marry and have children. Their narratives emphasise that ‘leaving home’ involves profound transitions in identity. 
Women’s experiences of personal transition are catalysed by opportunities that can be accessed on the border, as well as by the process of migration itself. Migrant support organisations encourage students to think critically about political topics, an experience very different to their education in Myanmar. While education has traditionally been held in high prestige in Myanmar, it declined markedly during the period of military rule (Fink 2009). Access to education is highly gendered, with boys likely to remain in school far longer than girls. Education is focused on rote learning and critical debate is discouraged. Many women described the experience of being encouraged to think critically as challenging:
In Myanmar you just learn everything by heart, copy and paste, there is no critical thinking. It shocked me when I came here and people asked me how did I study? I was shy, I felt like I knew nothing (Thida).
Through engagement with women-led and migrant support organisations on the border, women are encouraged to identify and pursue education and career opportunities. Their goals are often drawn from personal experience of poverty and conflict, as Naw Zin explained: 
I want to set up an orphanage or school for children who have lost their parents or some families who are very poor and cannot afford to send their children to school. I see this a lot, it is a big problem in Myanmar. I will work as hard as I can for my people (Naw Zin).
However, while gaining knowledge about social issues in Myanmar creates a sense of agency, it also leads to a questioning of personal identity that can be experienced as a sense of loss and ambivalence about home. Aye Suu described her sense of frustration and misunderstanding as she tried to share her life in Thailand with friends in Myanmar: 

When I talk to my friends back home, I try to tell them everything I’ve learned. I want them to question and have more knowledge, but sometimes they don’t understand because life is so different in Myanmar. Sometimes I wish I was at home with my friends but I want to be here to have a good education – it is hard to think about both these things (Aye Suu).
Participants’ discussions of home and identity draw upon their past homes in Myanmar, as well as their present experiences of living and working on the border and their future goals and aspirations. Indeed, the women’s emphasis on their activism throughout their discussions of home and migration made it clear that their ideas of home were intertwined with their work for the community. Alongside managing the challenges of living and working on the border, Naw Zin describes how her work enables her to feel a sense of agency and belonging: 

I like to work here, sometimes my place is not peaceful, sometimes I am scared, sometimes I am upset because my education and skills are not enough to work, but I am proud of myself because when I was younger I told myself I could not do this kind of work. If I had lived in Myanmar I wouldn't know anything, but living here I learn, I have friends, I am happy to work for the Lahu community (Naw Zin).
The experiences of women in this research demonstrate the possibilities of developing alternative ‘homes’ that are marked by transition, political participation and resistance (Brickell 2014). Through engaging in activism in the transitional space of the border, women begin to establish what hooks (1994) describes as a ‘new home’, found in multiple locations from which diverse identities can be explored.
Women, Home and Activism in the Borderlands

At a press conference held by the Women’s League of Burma (WLB) in Chiang Mai in 2012, the organisation called for a sustainable peace process in which women are active participants. Their campaign was one example of how living and working on the border enables women to gain knowledge of political issues and promote their campaigns. In a previous campaign, a founding member linked these topics with ideas of nation and home: 

It would not be a good and healthy nation if members of such a nation are often in constant pain, hunger, and displacement. If a nation is like a house, it should consist of firm structures and healthy residents (quoted in Laungaramsri 2006: 84). 
In drawing attention to the intersections between conflict, ethnicity and gender issues, women activists are challenging assumptions that position politics as a masculine domain. Reports produced by women-led organisations are internationally recognised, demonstrating how the marginalised space of the border can become a site of political power. Through their networks of friends and colleagues, migrant and refugee women collaborate and share their experiences, while pan-ethnic movements including the Women’s League of Burma enable women to join together across ethnic boundaries to increase their involvement in political dialogue (O’Kane 2006: 247). Living and working in the borderlands thus enables women to challenge traditional gendered identities and to articulate new political subjectivities.
Returning Home?
I want to tell everyone who wants to go back home that I am trying as soon as possible to make our home a place worth living in that nobody should have to leave (Aung San Suu Kyi, cited in The Irrawady 2012).
Since this research was undertaken, Myanmar has undergone significant political change and Aung San Suu Kyi has become a government minister following the first democratic elections in decades. These changes have already led to suggestions that some refugees may be able to return (Doyle 2016). However, continued conflict and human rights concerns have cast a shadow over Myanmar’s reforms. The Rohingya minority have long been denied rights to citizenship and face systematic ill treatment and discrimination in Myanmar, leading thousands to attempt dangerous journeys to other parts of Southeast Asia (IOM 2016; McCarthy 2016). There have been on-going military offensives and human rights concerns in Shan and Kachin States, and in Yangon, students have been arrested for protesting against the government (Amnesty International 2016; Women’s League of Burma 2016). Most participants in this study expressed caution when I asked about the possibility of return: 

It is a little better than the past, because we can travel more easily and can go back inside, but there is no real rule of law to cover the people. For women in the past there were many rapes, so if that is not happening it is good, but there is still fighting in Kachin state, so this needs to stop before we can say there is peace. Maybe after two or three years I will go back, it depends on the political situation. If there is peace I can go back, but if there is no peace I cannot go (Naw Zin).
The rapid developments taking place inside Myanmar are having profound and sometimes unexpectedly detrimental impacts on migrants in the borderlands. Several organisations have had dramatic cuts to their funding, as donor money is re-directed to projects inside Myanmar. While this aid will offer much-needed assistance to people inside the country, it risks leaving migrants and refugees without access to healthcare, education and advocacy:

Now our funds are decreasing, so we have to do more fundraising. Many donors want to go inside Myanmar, they want to invest because they know that Myanmar is open but many people on the border don’t have enough food, people don’t realise this (Thida).
Women-led movements have called upon the international community to show caution until Myanmar achieves true political dialogue that enables women to participate and includes representatives from all ethnic groups (WLB 2016; Transnational Institute 2016). The women in this study are not only directly affected by the situation in Myanmar, but are actively involved in work that addresses conflict, displacement and women’s rights. Over the past year, the foundation has established an office in Yangon and is developing partnerships with other groups and agencies in Myanmar, initially focusing on women’s entrepreneurship and microfinance. Although serious concerns about the possibilities of long-term peace remain, women are working to bring about change on behalf of their communities inside Myanmar and on the border. While this article argues for the potential of borderland spaces in disrupting gendered ideas of home, it is crucial to avoid idealising the border as purely a space of mobility and freedom of expression. This article has explored some of the multiple risks of living in borderland spaces, many of which restrict women’s movements, aspirations and agency. The transition from Myanmar to Thailand also involves re-evaluating social norms and attachments that result in home becoming a site of ambivalence. These disruptions to associations between women and home in Myanmar also have relevance for broader understandings of home and migration. 
Conclusions
This article has explored shifting experiences of home among migrant women in the Myanmar-Thailand borderlands, theorising the border as a site of transition in which the intimate and geopolitical are brought together and gendered identities can be questioned. It reveals how migration and gendered social norms impact on women’s ideas of home and identity as they negotiate the everyday challenges of life on the border. It highlights women’s agency in pursuing personal and collective goals and their motivation to contribute to their homes and communities inside Myanmar and in border areas. 
This article builds upon literature that explores the ambivalence of home, framing home as a site of security and vulnerability as well as a shifting set of emotions that can be experienced in multiple places (Blunt and Dowling 2006; Brickell 2012b). The current article also contributes to a growing area of focus upon the home as intertwined with, rather than separate from geopolitics, activism and power relations (Brickell 2012a, 2012b). Geopolitics of home perspectives conceptualise the home as a site of identity and resistance that is inseparable from the political sphere (Brickell 2012a, 2014). This article highlights the potential of bringing scholarship on home into dialogue with feminist theorisations of the border as a transitional space in which gendered subjectivities can be challenged (O’Kane 2006; Wright 2007, 2008). By combining the geopolitics of home framework with established feminist theorisations of borders, future research can enrich understanding of the gendered meanings of home in contexts of migration and uncover alternative concepts of home in borderland spaces. 
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