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BRI $ngquﬁququéqgmﬂQUEQnﬁﬁgﬂugn 100
2z 80 pliennadn Igldqclunorunducmas
Ongufifo” (m¥anduadn 19750 mlin 52),

lLL tnesy cBouta (1975 mdia 46)1889BuBNIn "R



93
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qguﬁaaﬁuusﬂngqu%uaquﬁnﬁﬁﬂnunnuﬂnngg. cﬁgq
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89  dnneluflaaefncduvzmumsuanute 8 1982.
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saglingelull. «ndBintiucly uconSnerlin ne go
Bantuffsnunaciucunelull 8oaedofidndtnhinatug
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FOREWORD

The study of women in Southeast Asia is
still in itg infancy, yet it is a rapidly
growing field. Nowhere it 1is less developed,
however, than in Laos. In part this reflects
the underdeveloped state of Lao studies in
general, when compared with its more populous
neighbours, but in part toc cultural and
historical reasons are responsible for the
paucity of work on Lao women.

Culturally Lao women, while eqjoying
certain traditional rights, such as in he-
ritance of property, have suffered, as Dg;
Mayoury Ngaosyvathn shows, from the dlsai
vantages of inferior status in the fpmily, in
society, and in relation to Buddhism. Th :
inferior status translated into reduced ed:
cational opportunities. Girls were taught g
read, if at all, in the home, not in the mo
nastery school as boys were. Since women were
expected to marry and raise a fam%ly, eve:
secondary education, let alone tertiary, wa
not considered important. Very few womeg;
therefore, were given the oppqrtunlty to stupg
abroad, let alone pursue a higher degree.
Mayoury was one of the lucky few.

Historically, the relatively slight gains

that were made by Lac women in the yesrs:

following the brief Japanese occupation of

lLacs were eroded by the demands .of a cguntizr
undergoing both war and revolution. While Al

l1la
those areas under the control of the Roya

government, conservative views as to the roi
of women in Lao society remained influentia

2

in the 2zone under Pathet Lao contrel, the
revolutionary movement had little opportunity
to put its wmore enlightened approach into
effect. For women in the Pathet Lao movement,
as for everyone else, the first priority was
survival. Women played an important role in
the revolutionary movement, but the means
hardly existed to encourage women’s studies.

With the victory of the Pathet Lac in
1975, and proclamation of the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic, ninety per cent of the
country’s educated elite crossed into Thaji-
land. For educated women anocng the Lao refu-
gees who settled eventually in Australia,
Canada, France or the United States of Ame-
rica, the first priority was the need to help
their families overcome the difficulties as-
sociated with assimilation into a new socliety.
For those who stayed the needs of a country
undergoing painful reconstruction after years
of civil conflict meant that those who were
educated had pressing practical tasks to per~-
form, While this led to some improvement in
the status of women in lacs, it has not yet
resulted in the study of their needs or
changing circumstances.

Dr. Mayoury has been almost alone in
seeking to open up the study of Lao women,
both in Laos itself, and among refugee com-
Munities in countries of resettlement. Her
work has the significance of all pjicneering
Studies in not only laying the foundations for
future research, but also in setting a stan-
dard by which all subsequent studies will be
Judged. Like all pioneering work, this study
8lso has the virtue of indicating areas of
Need for more detailed research. Or such is
obviously the study of women belonging to Laoc
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Lac Theung minorities. Dr. Mayoury
ggggpggguced here 3 significant contribution
to Lao studies. I commend her work to all with
an interest in Lao women, and the status of
women throughout Southeast Asia.

15 July, 1992

Dr. Martin Stuart-Fox,
Reader in South-East Asian History, University
of Queensland, Australia.

INTRODUCTION

This pauvcity of accurate data and studies
about Laos in general, and in particular lLao
women, calls for the need to lay down ground-
work devoid of any premature theorisation,
which would be mere fantasy and groundless
speculation. This groundwork consists of sket~-
chy information from archives and libraries
throughout the world, painstakingly collected
bits and pieces of detalls scattered in dif-
ficult-to-access sources or papers, and data
gathered by personal field-research supple-
nented by oral histories obtained from women
and men residing in the villages, co-opera-
tives in Laos as well as overseas. Since all
media coverage pertains +to lowland Lao,
unprecedented efforts have been made, when
possible, to cover other ethnic groups, eithexr
Lac Theung or Lao Sung, although references to

these groups may be occasional and unsyste-~
matic,

This groundwork takes a safe pattern in
using convenient chronological sequencing from
Prehistory to the present. With this safety
net, the book unfolds twe parts, embodying two
dialectical themes of oppression-liberation
2pplied to the context of Lacs. The first part
focuses on the traditional society in which
most people are still immersed today. The
Second part is devoted to the effort made
8ince 1975 to remedy the legacies of the past.

A great number of books have been devoted
to the issue of women, particularly in the
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Third Werld. None, however, have been written
about Laocs. This is the first analysis of this
igsue, which was not considered as respectabls
a subject as politics for example. It is also
of a true story lived from inside.

Why were women always oppressed by the
Buddhist religlon, by traditional values and
by the archaic division of work?. Why could
they not have any hope for <their future,
particularly when the country was undergoing,
egpacially after 1975, tremendous change,
especially after 19757. It is during these
times that people can really feel that they
are making history, that things can change,
have to change, when all seems to combine into
an immense convivial society: sharing was the
key word of this time. There was a real glow
in the history of the country then. It was
short-lived in time, and unfortunately narrow
in scope too. Reality rapidly took command.
This book aims to record this privileged
moment of an immense effort made throughout
the country to discard the o0ld order of
things. The time has not yet come to draw
lessons from this experience, but the time is
ripe for recording what has been the
experience of a society dormant for wmany
centuries and brutally thrown into the
maelstrom of history.

The romanisation system used in this
boock of the Laoc script is my own, intended to
help those not familiar with linguistic
notation. I do Kkeep some officially used
names.

Mayoury Ngaosyvathn

ADB
ASEMI
BARL

BEFEOC

cC

EIU
FA
FAQ
WU
FLTU
FEER
I35
KPL

LPRY

ABBREVIATIONS

Asian Development Bank.

Asie du Sud-Est et Monde Insulindien.

Bulletin des Amis du Royaume Lao.
Bulletin de l/Ecole Francaise

d?Extréma~Orient.

Central Committee of the Lao ruling
Party.

The Economist Intelligence Unit.
France-Asie.

Food and Agricultural Organisation.
Lao Women’'s Union.

The Federation of Lao Trade Unions.
Far Bastern Economic Review.
Journal of The Siam Society.
Khaosan Pathet Lac (News Bulletin)
(Summary in Leo/French {(Bulletin
Quotidien).

Lao Pacple’s Revolutionary Youth.

Lac PpR Lac People’s Democratic Republic.



LPRP

LPWA
LI

NA
NLHS
NC

NPCC

PGNU

PL

SIDA

SPA

UNDP

UNICEF

URESCO

XP

Lac People’s Revolutionary Party
(formerly Phak Pasason Lac{PPL) or
Lao People’s Party).

Lao Patriotic Women Association,

Lac Iasara (Free Lao), nmovement of
resistance formed in 1945 against the
French.

National Assembly,

Neo Lac Hak Sat (Lao Patriotic Front),

Rational Congress founding the Lao
People’s Democratic Republic.

Naticnal Political Consultative
Council.

Provisional Government of Kational
Union.

Pathet Lao (the Lao Free Land).

Swedish International Development
Agency.

Supreme People’s Assembly.

United Nations Development
Programnme,

United Nations International
children’s Emergency Fund.

United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation{

Xieng Pasason (Voice of the People)

(party’s daily newspaper).

PART ONE:

THE POLITICESE OF WO-—

MEN’S POWERLESSNESS

Hamilton (1688-1723), who travelled
through much of South-East Asia reported that,
"The natives of Lacs are whiter in complexion
than their circomjacent neighbours. I saw some
of both sexes in Siam. Their women are little
inferior to Portugueee or Spanish ladiea".! The
comparison drawn by this traveller in the 1i7th
century was not disadvantageous to Lao women,
for Hamilton referred to the South European
standard to give an idea of their beauty. Ri-
chardson, who freguently visited Lao inhabi-
ted areas between 1829 and 1838, emphasized
that it would be impossible to find such per-
fect beauties, and that many of these village
beauties had skin like Europeans (Richardson,
1839). These descriptions of Lao women brought
attention to this faraway and unknown country
whose richness was reported by Marco Polo, and
Sung of by Camoéns in his poems, the
"Lugiades" (Le May, 1927:41-42).

Beneath the agreeable surface visible to
passing travellers, the reality is more com-
Plex, characterised by a gender order in which
Women are entangled with no noticeable leve-
rage. The marginal status of women, pervasive
in most traditional societies, is indigenised
to bland into the mental, social and physical



landscape of a particular situation, which ig
that of Laocs in this book. The resulting bon-
ding of women’s spirits and their captive ho-
dies was at the heart of this gender order. A
part of "Arcady in Asia", as Le May has right~
ly called it, Laos is not an exception to this
universal law, applicable by the distinctive-
ly easy-going nature of the people in this
part of the world.

i/ BACK TO THE ORIGINS: WOMEN IN CHARGE
OF THE EARTHLY KINGDOM.

"The kingdom of the Queen" - it was in
these terms that travellers coming from China
refer to the area encompassing Laos today
(Rispaud, 1961:1855; Hoshino, 1986:39-40). It
may be true, as some scholars maintain, that
in the beginning women ruled over the tribes.
Matrifocality may have been predominant. If
time has changed, some clues are still tra-
ceable in the scocial archeology of Laos among
the myths of origin of the people. Further=~
more, some continuing practices ensure this
pattern of the central reole of women in dea-
ling with the supernatural universe, which
pertains to the everyday 1life of the Lao
people. However, the weight of history has
rapidly dwindled away this preeminence. This
shift was brought about by the great imported

religion, Buddhism, which was introduced for ;

the first time into Laos in the eleventh cen-

tury. It was consolidated in the fourteenth;

century, called by some the second Buddhi-
sation of Laos. Hence, in internal exile,
women were irretrievably discounted as con-
tenders for power, when through the under-
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mining Queen Nang Kaev2 Phimpha, they were
vilified by court chroniclers in the sane
century that Buddhism was erected as a state
religion. The situation of women was thus
crystallised in traditions and laws. The
socialisation of the second sex and second-
class citizens operated from this time, and
the capture of power by men was complete. This
struggle is echoed in folk tales, about women
racing against men’s teams to construct a
nunber of stupas, and outwitting them still
celebrated today by a yearly pilgrimage.

A~ Women In Myths Of orjgin

Like the populations in many countries in
the world, the Lac come from many cultural and
ethnic backgrounds. They embrace two main be-
lief gystems: the Budadhist religion, and forms
of animiem comprising a multitude of spirits.
The role of women in this religious domain is
very important within the community, for they
are responsible for the rituals linking the
sky and the earth. This is not accidental but
is part of a universal culture, particularly
in this part of the world. While focusing on
the role of South-East Asian women in pre-
colonial times, Reid (1988b:629) recounts
that, "Their reproductive role gave them
magical and ritual powers which it was

difficult for men to match". Lao society
confirms this observation.

According to Lac mytholeogy of the begin-
ning of the world as recounted in the earliest
annals of the Lac people,"Women were first
born on the Lac soil. Assault on their lives
would draw misfcortune and ruin to the kingdom"
(Vo Thu Tinh, 1970:11).
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After the coming of human beings to earth,
the ancestoral  vprototype of all Lao women,
better Xnown as gubninu(MaelNyalNga:ml orNyalimu)
(grandmother ¢ncl)) , sacrificed herself with
her husband, Pul Nveu (grandfather gcdl,) in
cutting down Kheuya‘khao kat, the gigantic and
harmful liana, which links the earth to the
sky. Thie liana had grown so vast, covared the
planet so completely, that it blocked out the
sun. After hacking away at the liana so that
human beings could enjoy sunlight again, the
couple were crushed to death when the glant
vine collapsed. From that time on, both were
venerated as H (Alimer,1979:727),
guardian deities of the kingdom. An altar was
pullt for them in the garden of the pagoda Vat
Aram (Dore, 1987:45). There, year after year,
until 1975, tribute was paid by the Lao king
and court to these ancestors during the New
Year ceremonies in the royal capital of Luang
Prabang (Halpern, 1964a:55). Nowadays, in
remembrance of this couple, most Lac people,
and particularly the Lao of Luang Prabang,
will, before they eat, invoke ryqcf, RuycB":
{Comé Nyeu, eat Nyeu!).

Local chronicles on the foundation of Lao
towns refer also to voluntary human sacrifices
by women whose spirits, upon their death, re-
turned to protect the city. These splrits are
known as 3 (i.e, city spirit), a re-
lic of perhaps the oldest form of religion in
South-Fast Asia (Davis, 1984b:273). The domain
of these spirits is not only limited to the
community but encompasses all ureas depending
the town. Deydier (1954:202-203) argues that
the spirits are associated with the @
sdeg , a common cult among all the T/ai eth-
nic groups with the lak meuang, the city pil-
lar {see also for tribal Tai groups, Wijeye-

[
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wardene, 1970:251), which is more usu
named ,ﬁmﬁnuﬁg? : becoming the guar;iiz
spirit of the town (see alsc Zzago, 1972:185),
pavis (;9q4b:273) recorded that "in Laos
stone spirits are often associated with mﬁﬁ
¢log , "the post of the muang®, which perhaps
evolved from the trees that once embodied the
fertility of the ancient chief’s nuang®.

. An example of such a pillar spirit

Si (Lady Si), commonly kzr':own as M
Meuang. She was a young woman, several months
pregnant, who sacrificed herself. Her name was
given to the pagoda Vat Si Meuang.’ This was
the first pagoda established during the foun-
dation of Vientiane as the new capital of Lan
Xang by King saisetthathiraj in 1564. Pecple
in Vientiane recount that when Vientiane was
being established as the capital of the king-
dom of Lan Xang, and when the central pillar
of the capital was about to be planted, a
ﬁregnant woman, #1908, was inspired to throw
erself into the pit to be buried alive by the
city pillar. This action gave her the status
:s guardian spirit of the new capital {Zago,
1972:185: see another legend of gng§ , Abhay,
buzsg). Nowadays, an annual ceremony pays tri-
on : to this woman. The ceremony is performed
ooy he eve of the most important traditional
t? ebration of the year, the That Luang fes-~
tiVal, which is consecrated to the Laoc na-
onal stupa.‘ The belief in the power of Lady
veris widespread, and even the Lao settled o-
s sSeas usually require their parents in Laocse
Coni:}:jé‘;fitthei asisistance to overcome problens
& nee countgy.fm gration, and resettlement in

Until 1975 Luang Praban
g, the former royal
gﬂgital of Laos, had its own'guardian spirizs.
. Llar events occurred as in Vientiane, byt
uang Prabang the wonan was named gngalbiy
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Lady ‘Man2 and a sacred landmark in the
éhapg of a gfllar bore the Lak‘Man2., her name
(Deydier, 1954:187) .
some have interpreted t
nritual murder, that liberat
spirit to become one of the main
territory", to quote

nese sacrifices as
ed the dangerous

deities of
Archainbault

the

(1973b:124). The same observation was made by

James Chamberlain, who was interviewed by the
gimilarities

author in Bangkok on May 27 1990.
regarding the gacrifice of a pregnant woman
are also found Dby Mougne (1984a:4) 1in the

north-east of Thailand.

B- Women As Shamans

in daily life,
known as i (Lady in trance), or Maal
j {Mother in trance)t, play an important
intermediary role between the world of humad
beings and that of the spirits.” They are
equivalent to shamans in other civilisations
(for example in Malaysia, see Rashid, 1990}
The ritual is provoked by the

Karim, 1990).

spirits of the dead, who communicate with

people. Seidenfaden (1958:94) states that,
jon with women

"The Lao practise spirit possess
as medium and shamans”.
male spirit, the _uaansy
Thig often happened in Luang Prabang."

Mediume are also cal
carnation of territorial village spirits (

pane2) and city spirits (
1992

1973:99; Ireson R.,
Davis, 1984b:274). Their activities are e
tensive, ranging from diagnostic and curi

rituals, to exorc
touch with dead kinsmen. They a

women mediums commonly .

When possessed by 2
dresses as a maf.

led upon for the in= g

Pottier:
also in Thailandy;

1!

14

g&::esfzéftelling the future
Zago 1972). Peora Satet, (Condonin
answers to | People also appeal to ﬂi; ) oo
particularlgeigg::1r:?dtintractable prgﬂie::r
marriage. ating to 3
feared dr For example, if a chi?geifamily and
the pare g"“EG' it is to the 2 JOst and
abouts. Shg inquire as to the child’s whthat
NNJ0sSy  is able to locateeig-
]

corpse along the
people consult h::v%i' By the same process,

of the harvest or

Spirit-mediumshi
ggc:sggrthat Lao wonl:e: shas\?e ™
Nl pozzguial being. Possession of g '

8 one of women’s most efgsggga-
ve

strategies demonstr
str ating their s i
thei::getgsg?, 1972:55), This w::c;::tforfh 1y
(Sea e inrtng the 19608, with the mencu ey
Thig 1ong ié ance, the Hmong, Long L.D To0ny
frioes Ls gimilarly found alaawhér-:lg”)-
Poren .A‘_mqr:i:i‘:;n3 ra:r;izii)ca,isuch as in S:é Pglg-
: . ¥
wardene, 1981); and in Viégnzgagéﬁffg (q;gg{e—
r L]

portant in
become the Byiﬁé?

Synbolicall

rit Y, women as spi
gaiﬁgé 2E§§i:%ﬁ:ts(insured ﬁﬂigtcgﬁﬁ&:r:yand
T9755s 8kK= (2ago, 1972: -7; .
ther:ngéicﬁgﬁﬁ?iﬁfgiiglay' theigi;;}og:uigé
vert softening t

esyéigisigrtune and calamfiy?imﬁgfrs oo
fa, whiee Bug Lac a sense of control o:ctiVi_
link benen) gﬁism denies. Through wome:r %i—
articuteeess @ past, present and futu L £a°
2 lite b n clearer terms, democratir: i
in 1eg BF dess which is otherwise aut cratl
taiiy ap;:p:;:;&i;}sm. The Lao are fuggizzic

. ous o re

most ardent fol J.owepres pal:d' kaenac;e:gnzré :ﬁe
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4 practices
ion. By controlling rites an

??ﬁiﬁéttg theypast, women provide the Lagtwitg
a sense of assurance about the cqntinui ytge
interpersonal and comnunal relations 1in

future.

i Lao super-
her important dimension to
natﬁggilzism ispghe integselg ipe_x;so::;i ‘;n::a ajz-'g
ich it is reproduced. Spiri
ﬁnghereditary (Matras, 1973;z:;§3dman5f2:02;§
hance of becoming ’
:Eeeigﬁg;ity of women are females.: ;ggeggiis
d to be the Nang Thiam ar
33&:339 and pretty.'” However, a Nang Inianhyay
expect'a daughter or niece to succeed dizﬁ
Furthermore, the agreement{: hofcitt::r;a hg:at::'o an
village or e
:gt;igs ggiggglse thgir “vehiclas","horses"i
wgeat™, or "pody", will not get their co—ope-
ration' in shamanistic g:rgr?:éuanf::émir; h‘iepnfs
he rationale may '
g:é'gé the essential aspects of the Et:igaz
feminist (..). Until today, the whole p;e alg"
of peoples endowed in tﬁ?slfeﬁ$:tarﬁm°:: 17
85:20 or sS1mply P .
é?:;:argr'e 19women") ’ (Wijeyewardene, 1981:14 ) t
Currently, despite attempts by the gozerzg:ﬂ_
to discourage spirit mediumship, the ins lac-
tion continues to appeal to the Lao 1n pr
tical every day life.

C- Women As GoJddeados

as in other countries prac-
the New
ravada Buddhism, in Laos,
gigin%ccggein April*™, and, surprisingdfho:gz
this may be ceremonies are pl{ced under the
aegis of a woman called .

In Lacs,

nd is usually
n embodies a goddess a
:22:21:Egﬁe3he ig adorned, for the day in the
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most brilliant finery, and is paraded on a
float lavishly decked with flowers. She is
taken around the town to conjure away bad
influences,

and at the same time to bring
prosperity to all inhabitants.

Furthermore,

goddesses also preside over
dally life. The

seven days of the week are
named after different goddesses. Giai

(198la:48)* wrote that, "The Lao ag their
nelghbours the Thai, give a great importance
to the days of the week and attribute to them

a peculiar quality. Each day carries a name of
a goddess."

Women maintain the symbolic attributes of
goddesses in other contexts, such as rice-
cultivation. Like other pecple in South-East
Asia, the Lao cultivate and eat glutinuous
rice. To grow rice is not only to perform an
economic act but also to participate intima-
tely in the .supernatural world (Halpern,
1964b:126-23). a traditional belief is that
rice has a soul (Deydier, 1852:68=-70; Ngao-
syvathn, 1990 ). Seidenfaden (1958:94,96) has
explained, "The Lac believe in the soul of
rice, a female spirit who dwells in the last

sheaf to he gathered. This superstition seems
formerly to have had a wide extension both in
South-Eastern Asia and in Europe where it was
also found in the Nordic countries®. In rural
Lao culture, rice is not only considered a
staple food, but also a sacred substance which
is cared for by a guardian spirit. Zago
(1972:257)'*, an expert on Buddhiem in Laos,
noted that, "Rice is the staple food, it is
identified with a mythic divinity called | ung
nflu  (Lady Kosob)". The rice soul rite is
unfailingly performed among the people inha-
biting the valley of the Mekong, as well as
among the minorities living in the mountains,
the Lao Sung and the Lao Theung.!* The same
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rite is practised in Thailand.!’ Women dominate
these rituals, as goddesses, prlestesses and
participants. So they.assume total responsibi~
lity over the continuity of the agrarian cy-
cle, and the fate of the compunity**. In ear-
lier days, the rice soul ceremony was asso-
ciated with fertility rites. This existed not
only in the Mekong valley, but also among
Vietnamese ethnic minorities in the Tay Bac
like the Khmu, Khua and Khang. Here women are

elected as . (Mai thi Tu and Le
thi Nam Le Tuyet, 1978).

At the decpest level of the Lao culture
characterised by animism, which preceded the
introduction of Brahmanism and Buddhism, women
are credited with possessing magic power (see
for Thailand, Mcmorran, 1984:313), embodying
nThe female nature of the cults".'® Women
especially had control over the invisible
universe of spirits. They were thus required
to conciliate the spirits to ensure survival
and to prevent their animosity and wrath.®

After 1975, political campaigns were
launched against superstitious beliefs to
eradicate such despised ngld-fashioned” and
"pernicious™ behaviour. Some impact was
noticeable in urban, as well as in rural
This was very transitory, for since

areas.
1980 the old rituals, whether animist,
Branmanist, or Buddhist, have gained new

ground and new strength in the face of general
economic poverty. Baing Kkeenly intuitive and
sensitive, women are the ideal intermediaries
of divine revelation (S8tone, 1984:21), and
mediumship remains very popular in the daily
1ife of the Lao people today. Old women, since
the previous regime, have been very attached
to them and many follow rituals associated
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with Buddhist, animist or

Many do not hesitate to apg::?ngi:tnggities.

:S:f::q:, or a fortune teller te find :n;of

fo note that in the neignbourimg vinrorosting

rin

::ﬁ 2a?yi{fars, the worship of gemaizn;:it;:;

and eF rits has begun again in some temples
xample, the female economic henefactoé

tenmple
public (White. 1990]?as been re-opened to the

D- Homen As Idols

As a reaction against the of
::§§ folind Predominated with tgéc::tri:i:hOI
woman in thestég;ja:th:get; D e role !tré
?gagral tradition in sout;;::ugﬁgg. TP
{La zoﬁégn), daughter of the kiné of Campa
Tanteon dructed the famous lLaoc vat Phu vol
sacririe to die. in place of har tather'as a
ce to the spirits. She was rescued by a

foreign prin
1961a:5z§)_ ce, who married her (Archaimbault,

The tale of Nang Tan Tay
1981b}, a kind of indigenous LaJlg?o) (ciai,

which wa

a ’ 8 written in th

b:n::ggffzells that a princess gave herail%stg

counrs i ﬁad in place of all the girls in the
Y, whom the king had threatened tc exe-

. ¢
} uUte because as he was irked by the infidelity

Of his wife. Due to
| 2enaged”to sscape her fate. - oorots Tanlay

In fact, wone
en : n exercised a cruci -
inc;egg:iggm:heaggr:gds gf crisis,cazlwi?flzs
o . go during the abs
Buchk::g' The Lao masterpieces of 1ite::::rgf
e Lo, + Written in the 17th centur§
po Pangkham (Abhay, 19856b; l9s58f),
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are a reminder that during the time that 8in
Xay's father was a monk, it was the mother who
ruled the country on his behalf (Peltier,
1988:216 and 262). The story of Khun Lu. Nang
[a1(1970) demonstrates that the mothers of the
herc and heroine ruled their respective coun-
tries after the death of their husbands (Dore,
1987:798-800). Another marvellous pasterpiece
of Lac literature is Thav2 ‘Hung . Thave
's epic (Viravong S.1988), which tells

that hie lover was commander of the
armed force which took part in major battles
to protect the city. Nang Ngom2’'s mother, Nang
, was also appointed governor the city™.

I1f, in the Lao legend or gtories narrated
during the pre-Buddhist period, such as the
tale of Thav2‘Hung, the society was almost

animist, historical narrative was dedicated
as much to the women rulers, warriors and
protectors of the country, men. It is possibly
that, as Reid (1988b:637) has pointed out, "If
some militant heroines played a dangerous role
in Southeast Asia rather than elsewhere, it is
probably because status was prominent <than
gender, and women were not excluded from
taking the lead if the occasion required it".

2/ MEN'S SELF EMPOWERMENT,

SOCIAL WILDERNESS WOMEN IN THE

The confiscation of women’
en’s pow
wag a long process, which waspen::rggam:;

multiple ideological devi

: ces.

history, traditions and laws are aﬁfligég?;

:Ed iaffeﬁtive means of soclal control of
eviance", in this perspective "womankind".

A- Ihe Stigmatiged; Demotion of women by
Budghism

The demotion of women b
y Buddhi -
;igg::ignﬁ:gﬁ:;;;: problem, which 1ssih2132-
on religious
(1987:11, 225) has g Sy catha
pointed out that
gions repress women. In B treha
. Laos, problems
Egzagoxical turn when womanlﬁere harregogﬁo:
onastical life, after they had been the

linchpin
count?y. of Buddhism’s survival in the

Buddhism was an imported r
eligion

:g:ﬁolo forced to coexist with a gt;rad'i.trgigg.l
Sos worg;fal order and an enduring belief in
o Buddhg of spirits. Women are partakers in
1o oud sm and animism, for the Lac search
gy :m for "well-being and a system of
Buddhis; ;1 protection", while turning to
iy or a response to the "essential
(Zage iggf.life, away of tenporal salvation"
Loa w&m 2:380). The resulting experience of
tano en has been determined by their tradi-
i tTarginalised soclal status, within the
Vemen: ons of which they have sought impro-

of their earthly condition and a better
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after-life.

The spread of Buddhism into Laos and its
institutionalization as the state religion
heightened discriminatory practices against
women. In favouring men, the Buddhist religion
introduced into Laos a notion of female ex-
clusion, which had previously been less mar-
ked. Lac women, like their peers in other
South-East Asia Theravada Buddhist countries,
were forbidden to be part of the monastic
male-oriented 1ife (Van Esterick, 1982a,b;
Kabilsigh, 1984; Keyes, 1984; 1986; Breazeale
and Smuckarn, 1988).

Every man, without discrimination on the
basis of status, can enter into the religious

ordar. Meanwhile, the opportunity tc be or-
dained ie refused to women {Condominas
1968:51).

Social activity was rigidly segregated to
protect "female innocence", as well as to
prevent monks from falling into "evil temp-
tation™. Hardship was the penalty when an
offence was comnitted. This situation masked a
dialectical relationship between monkhood and
wonanhood: Buddhism was dependent on female
devotees for its survival., Monks had to be fed
and female devotees had to remain active in
merit-making activities in order to justify
men’s continuing role as monks. On the other
hand, women needed religlon for their sal-
vation in the next life. Moreover, if they
were active as devoteas, they could at least
gain some social recognition for their ef-
forts.

Classic Lao literature, as well as folk
tales®, make women the source of magical
power. This may be a reaction to the monopoly
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granted by Buddhism to men, or simply a
cont;nuation of animistic belief (Le May,
1927 ).

Despite these above-mentioned practices of
subordipation, merit-making has long been the
responsibility of women, as for women in other
South-East Asian countries practising Thera-
vada Buddhist religion (vVan Esterik, 1982a:4;
see in particular a similar situation in
Cambodla,.Hiebert, August 1989). These women
are considered T"second-clase citizens" of
Buddhism, a religion constructed by men and
tor men. Thus women, as the inferior sex, ae
wives and as mothers, have spent their phy-
sical energy and their spiritual strength for
the sake of the Buddhist religion, and in the
hope of having their souls saved so they are
not re-born as women.

Aes women are celebrated for courting, they
&re aiso recorded in Lao history having a

Second role: a role in politics. This a a
to be puzzling, P ppears

In general, Lao women were automatically
Passed over for the throne. This related to
the salic rule of succession, to the throne
: which stated that the

hrone should be handled down from the father
to the son. The testament of EKhun Bulom stated
that, "the sons will succeed to the sons, the
9randscns to the grandsons" (Sasorith,
1956:717~9; Vo Thu Tinh, 1970:11). The ILao
Annals recorded the application of such a




If the gueens did not govern in principla,
in practice, as the spouse of the king and as
the mother of a future king, they had certain
duties roles, such as attending different
ceremonies at the court (Levy, 1956a:746-7).
They acted for the kings in their absence,
like for example, Fa-Ngqum’s pregnant wife in
the fourteenth century. They even actively
participated in the election of a new king

[
1967:48; Dore, 1987:103). One of these gqueens
has her name recorded in the chronicle: Nang
Kaev2 Keng Nya, a Khmer nprincess", the spouss
of Fa-Ngum. One year after his enthronement,
king Fa-Ngum left the kingdom’s affairs to the
charge of his wife, Nang RKaevi Keng Nya (Vi-=
ravong 8., 1964:30), According to the Vat Kaev
Chart, she brought the Buddhist religion from
cambodia to Lacs. She took part in the buil~-
ding of a temple Vat Kaevz, in offering her
own emerald to be placed in the Lord Buddha'’s
chest.®

rule.

In the XIV Century, one epigraphy named
Tham2 Nang Ang (Princess Ang’s grotto) was
found in Luang Prabang (Hoshino, 1986; Ferlus,

1988). This epigraphy revealed about the
origin of the Lao-Thai language (Ferlus,
1988:5).

The role of these women was not insigni~-
ficant, if we remember that the political
socialisation in this country was less than
small, Two other princesses were also ap-
pointed as governors (Wyatt, 1984:71-73).
Another Queen also marked Lao history: the .
zother of King SaiSetthathiraj (1373-1415)
ruled Xieng Mai (northern Thailand) with a
virtuosity in managing the politics of Laos:
(Hall, 1976:262).
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Later, a Phuan prince Caol Kham
88 called

gggﬁlgrin oL + Appears to have rescued her

pecp eng Khuang, after they were driven
o 5lam by the vanguished army followi
( ow

fall of Vientiane in 1827, Atythe endlgg EE:

19th1ceqtury, a female offspring from the same

reyal line of Xleng Khuang, also struggled,

this time { ,
China. against the invaders H82 from South

At the end of the 17th ce Nang Usa
ntur
zgznged thg town of Yasothon and uggg_ai_&ani

own of Nong Khai, Both were daught ’
the Prince of Ubon: this province “ogig§§:tgg

from this race, the uniqu
(Aynonier, 1885:156). o Yo Face in lLacs"

Southern Laos?® prided itself o i

n hav
fuccessive queens who ruled the kingdo;?gugzg
iPhao (1638~1688), and then '

(1688-1708) (Viravon . -
bault, 196ias885) 0 o' 199814251 Archainm-

An exception to the rule, or a
ﬁgrever discredit womnen inte;feringpigytﬁg
eserYed male dozain of politics" that Nang

pha, who was the only w
;gzmally reigned during the Lan fgngoiigi:g?
ang ruled for nearlylone decade (1428-1438),
ingsacgused of pav1ng assasginated seven
rians. er orig}n is unclear, and some histo-
i and chroniclers are of the opinion that
, is the“same person as the great queen
danon. Thevd . According to others®*®*, she was a
thadnt oﬂ_x%?g Sam Saene Thail as recorded in

o I5avads SUANg ang Prabang. Some®
onsidered her to be the youngest ;ister if

. al, while the

Rﬂlﬂthi:aj chronicle (1968:87) st

% ated t

w:: 1ﬂfpouse of Sam Saene Thai, To othe::? :E:
e wife of Fa-Ngum, but Sam Saene Thai
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i ' Doré&, 1987:719;
had takeP hie father:s wife (. : 196854%).
i hronicles
naistencies in the Lao C
Eggsioiziz obscurity, and Lao hist%?iigﬁrzz
well ae foreigners have different 1n regts
tations regarding her birth date, herlgi ana
her name, her origine and her nationa g; and
her true identity. Some content tpatsz @ s
Siamese (Oger. igazulz).l A;:rht:;:;a fgctio-
ynqahotivu is
Egitcharacter invented by some learned ?e: gﬁﬁ
their own purposes, or that she did ?xtﬁrians
was engulfed in a raligéoii.ifhtsf'gglsears ne
and chroniclers agree at, AR b
fcruel" queen would hav
:g.eeé tht?y the death penalty, "wlith hhez al;::d
attached to a rock and Egr feet in the '
till death intervened".

In Asia, there have been other queensugzi-
led "cruel": there was, for examplfiazz? wha
i cambodia, named Ang Mey (1834 eé who

Es nominated by Vietnam to rule ovIn e
gountry in 1834 (Osboizg, 1969:110).\ .
appears w
i:sa of L:::usep; of cruelty,ldbugheasa‘fggof:sag:
i - rd Lafont to '
Ple;:e ggr::y 27 1988, "It is a ppenom:?oz gg
iﬁzl ‘ asian mentality in the ancleni on?cles
their fondness to wri:eki::npézegﬁe ;ﬁis Lol
f women ta : .
EEGS:rzfiﬁggain aAsian politics. As Daqiellll
Elisgseeff, author of nduring Lid Chine:;;
re thus,

i ources about women, a y

33%322? s totally biased (...), but sources

be found in

'y
practised omission: the exampggg.;gglwggzgh.
virtue and pride" (Lse Monde, 1 a 2. St

t asia as a whole was influence Y ore.
Eait e. Thus it was inevitable thab-640
wo 1gr ) be Enfluenced. As Reid (1988d.b.
:g:ted. "where Indian influences ha

tent, such as

26

especially in the more exalted
mainland, female rule was rare.
Pyt a woman on the throne, and
and Burma very seldom. In Muslim

Asia the Islamic model of male
d finally to prevail by about
re are few women rulers there

stronger,
courts of the
Siam has never
Vietnam
South-East
kingship seeme
1700, and the
after.n

Whatever the rationale behind
background of b

that from that time women were
abgsent from politics,

visible when Laos embraced Buddhism, and later

furthermore when Laos lost itsg independence

first to neighbouring Siam, and later to
France.

the puzzling
+ the fact is
congcupiously
and became even less

Like many traditional societies, Laos also
had a class system, although this was relati-
vely flexible.™ It was thus an unequal soci-
ety.”™ The classification of social class in-
fluenced the writing of law codes, especially
with respect to the monks, who formed the
first category of the privileged class, and
who had introduced religion into the country
and were in charge of education. The first Lao
legal texts back to 700 Years bhefore. PFa-
Ngum’s reign. Tt was Khun Borom’s Law.

! are not based on the five
Buddhist

precepts as law codes in later
periods, though the terms

misacane or pana
Were used. The Code gives an image o

f a so-
clety living much above subsistence level and

sed on villages of the kind that could still

the 19th and 20th centuries
(Taillard 1977).

Later codes of the classical Kingdom of
98 have a different tone, format and con-

that of Sgy2saikhan (Buasi-
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savat, 1992b), which focuses entirely on the
duties of monks with 227 precepts. There is
also 'Naing Seu Mulstantay (ibid. 1992a) named
after the judge. This is a compilation of
judicial stories from India with Indian names,
rather than a code in itself. The most popu=-

lar, found by some French travellers and
translated into French, was the)Khamphl‘Phra:

Thammasat Buhane(1963), or the "Code de Vien-
tiane", so called by the French in Laos (Ra-
quez, 1902). This compilation is the most
Buddhist of all the Buddhist law texts (Hux-
ley, 1993:43). Written in the gacred Tham
seript?, this Thanpasat was arranged according
to the major precepts of Lord Buddha, namely:
do not kill (regulated in 45 articles): do not
commit adultery {extensively focused on sexual
transgression and comprising 77 articles); do
not 1ie (30 articles) and do not drink alcohol
(7 articles). More generally, this compilation
took examples from legal cases from India, and
continued to be used until the installation of
a French administration. After a 15 year trial
period, the French administration promulgated
a new code in 1908. However, the

kept its value in a common law {Aymonier,
1885:160). The penalties were not proporti-
onate to the offencee, but varied according to
the social status and rank of the offender, as
wall as of the culprit (Raguez, 1902:405).™
visiting Laos in 1902, Raquez (1902:404-405)
noticed that a woman was a "property reserved
and preserved, so reserved that the most sim=-
ple proposal of a free talk was repressed.
Touching the chest or the hands of a married
woman exposed the daring man to the severlty
of the law." Aymonnier {1885:180~181) sarcas-
tically detailed that, "all have been rated
(by law], such as touching the hand or the
arm, the waist or the breast, and the ultinate
favour® (see also Taupin, 1888). Laos was not
the only country among traditional societies
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to have laws of thig kind:
:;::o;ialiqian ttxﬁes in ?rance,i r; ﬁ?mg;;:s::g
n or e arm of a
fined (Koenigswarter, 185%?25%?d :gzans:::
aew{erity is traceable in Vietnam under the
relgn of Gia Long in the nineteenth century
in Siam, under the code of 1805, and in Can~
bodla, where the law was also fashioned by
Buddhismn. The Khmer law even punished the man
who, passing by a woman, breathed her scent
(Leclére, 1899:38). Reasons for such legal
controls may be that the laws stipulated
penalties to protect women who did not approve

of male attenti
2500133} on or bodily contact (Yournier,

The brutal occupation of Laos 8ia
%gﬁ?t:nd the total destruction ogm%iengiaiz
for ® second time (the first occurred in
: 9) provoked social decay. In other parts of
taos; untouched by the Siamese due to remo-
eeness, the social structure remained. The
1xampla of justice is striking, for the Lao
egal system is very similar although less
Severe than the Siamese one. To protect their
gresence in Laos, the Siamese increased the
a::B{ thus increasing the numbers of offences
ol thr;te:;gggf.:g g:pression, which in turn led

new rul
violated (Ngaosyvathn, 1975?? which would be

Legally, women succeeded in obtaini
ng t
gightl over their property and nanaqadg;czgif
indg to their want. For example, they could
ependently use and give their property to

th
hu:é:ng:fldran without the agreement of their

After more than fifty years of
the F
:g:inistration, the Governor General of 23225
Htinai issued a decree on January 1st 1944
Pulating the compulsory use of a family
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name. Every Lao must have & fanily name, which
is passed on through the male line. According
to this decres, a woman must add her husband’s
family name to her name. The most privileged
gituation is found ameng Black Tal women, who
keep their own name even after marriage (Cham-
berlain, interview 27 May 1990; Dore, 19877
Lafont, 1955}, The 1989 family code allows
narried women to keep their maiden names.

After 1975, the new regime banished all
previous laws and jurisprudential systems.
Gender rights are protected by many new laws,
such as the constitutional law, or the crimi-
nal laws. The new fanmily law enforced the
monogamy. There are also the laws, for ex-
ample, on the judicial organ of the =state
supervising the judments was mentioned in
articles 65, 67 and 72 of the new consti-
tution. These are people’s courts and the
public prosecution. The people’s courts
comprise a people’s supreme court, people’s
provinces, people’s municipalities, districts,
and military courts. Judges are appointed and
removed by the National Assembly’s Standing
Committee. Representatives of social organi-
sations alsoc have the right to take part in
court proceedings. The public prosecution
operates at provincial levels, in municipa-
lities, districts, and the military. Their
duties are to control the observance of laws
by citizens, government, enterprises, and
local administrations.

In the 19808 there were no sollicitors and
barristers. Attendance to the criminal or
suprene court’s audiences was strictly
screened. After 1989, however, in accordance
with the Prime Minister Cabinet Decree Number
24/PSL dated 30 July 1989, Laos had its Board
of Advocates, which was supervised by the Mi~
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nistry of Justice. According to this a
every Lao aged 25 with onegto five ye:::egf
legal practice and having never been condemned
can apply for membership. The duties are spa-
cifically mentioned in article 3, such as pro-
viding legal assistance, safeguarding the
rights and interests of all citizens and
maintaining the good order of society.
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Tradition, that’s the ke
y word
nSd ey o
’ con on of wo ;
gzzgigiggd esteblished by men and
y laws, which are
g:gc:g:;eghb% men. It is certain ':}Ji:g
en women beacome ¢
of this injustice, they wilgn:géggg
against the fate which has been re-
served for them, a fate that dally
life hid from some of them, privi-
leged, blinded or ignored.
(Groult, 1975:1).

The ideology of gender dependency 1s me-

diated through Lao popular literat
ure
tg faﬁ;y tales, stories and novels, wﬂiggc:e::
whire nforce and make rigid gender relations
rfh favour the male. During the traditional
g:n od, the literate, exclusively conposed of
e ,dwrote stories, novels, legends and poetry
med at educating people by portraying women

as gelf-sacrificing and self d
&= enying in hoth
th: é;:ﬁ:y and society. Folk tale common to

nd the Thai, which traces the origin
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of the Tal people, Khun Bulom’s legend, esta-
blished the pattern. There are others, such as
the popular folk tales written in the nine~-
teenth century: ‘Naing’ i
{Inthinyan’s teachings for
(1965): (Hermit Som
instructed his daughters) (1965):; Nithane

\ (chronicles of Thav2 Khamsone)
(1966} and N e({The gist of
ancient wisdom) (1572). These literary master-
pieces unmistakably paint women as the weak
and yielding sex, having noble and graceful
manners, and as a "subservient and faithful
spouse'’?, At the same time women nust manage
the household perfectly, doing the weaving,
working hard in the fields, or in trading, and
being devoted to Buddhist worship®. A more
recent masterpiece, -
Woman (Nginn, 1967a), embraced the ldeal
personality traits of the female epitomized in
the folk tales of the 19408 (Rakow, 1990;
1891). Most folk tales aimed 'to educate peo-
ple, particularly women. They developed the
morality which served as the rules of beha-
viour that women must learn (see alsc Peltier,
1988:146). Thus, women were socialised accor-
ding to the views of men. Relying on the hus~
pand for "protection, honour, and sacurity”,
traditional Laoc society imposed on women a
heavy burden.

his children)

Politeness of Women Towarde Men

Many folk tales, such as 'Naing Seu Inthi-
(1965) or Leu Si Som Sone Luk

(1969), developed a set of rules pres-
cribing behaviour for women. The best known is
the 'Na:

(1967:36-40), which constituted the founda-

|
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tion charter of the ki
ancient name of Laos)}ngdom of Lan Xang (the

+ the first Kking of <the
people, after haranguing his sgven sons i:g
a351gnigg them to rule over different prin-
cipalities, addressed himself to their wives,

Go to rest after your husbands
always be the first to rise:défw:;g
foreaee their commands, do not wait
for them to order you to prepare
food, fabrics, whatever is necessary
to their welfare: be mnindful of
their servants, watch over the plan-
tations, the gardens. Whatever you
may hear in your home, tell it not
beyond your walls, whatever you hear
beyond your walls, do not tell it in
your home. Suffer the wicked in your
house as well as the good; what
knowledgg you may have of good or
evil, think well before you make it
known to your husbands, then act
accordingly as your heart guides
you. In the countries where you will
reign, have four, three or two
friepds to advise you; when thelr
opinions differ to yours, think well
before you follow your own councel.
When the Kings, your husbands, will
have judged or condemned someone
never make it your business to
exanine thelr reasons with a view to
making them change their mind. Do
not dispose of what belongs to your
husband, do not give your love to
another man. And finally, all of
you are my children, who are human
beings, refrain from 1lying in
speaking of your possessions, do not
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drink spirits till inebriated, and
do not smoke opium for being
ghameful (Vo Thu Tinh, 1970:7-22).

similar instruction can also be found in the
feudal legal code and customs of the Tai
ethnic minority in Sipsong Panna (Yunnan, in
China) (Bain, 1988:12-13; Enchang, 1989:10-
14).

All turned around the husband; and the wife
must accept the role of his servant. Even
today women continue to follow these tradi-
tional rules. Lac women living overseas still
follow this code of behaviour. "Having talked
with Lao girls and women in Honolulu, it seems
that the same code of socially acceptable be-
haviour is still held up as a desirable ideal
for females in Lao society today", Rakow
(1990:14) noted.

kb

The 'Najng Seu Pheun2 Khun Bulom Raja-
thirai’s chronicle is expressly aimed at le-
gitimizing the ruling royal family of Luang
Prabang, by reinforcing the male as the head
of the family and successor to the throne in
opposition to the earlier matriarchy.

In a civilised society, men should be
polite to women, but in traditional Lao so-
ciety a woman was nearly a slave. In the past,
all Tal women including those of Sipsong Pan-
na**, as well as Lac women had to be as polite
to the husband ag towards a supreme mnaster.
Lack of this behaviour could lead to a di-
vorce. A woman had to speak in a mellow voi-
ce, and always smile before speaking to her
husband. She should never interrupt him (Su-
ryadhay, 1970:5). Lao folk tales, such as Nyot
‘Khagsone Bubane (1972), ‘Na:png Seu Inthinvane
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s( 1ggn6g6)1..up°k 1(?65) and N
nt out how a polite and a go
fhouls e- tao Hfarafure “inaief Y50 T
. at wome
tﬂglg ;msband's feelings risk goiz:'tg wé‘x: hzl]fllrt
a eing burnt alive (Peltier, 1988:358) ’

The Husband as a "Cod"

Lac women, as well as wo i
men in -
gziﬁgiggﬁiiﬁfiihy?°r° taught by thztgzgdzggt
were a'predestined ise"
united to the husband i T Life!
n their f
and so they should honour hin as aoz:'%zgﬂl.'iggé
handbook for the daily life of the ﬁ::s i:

ancient t . i i
that: imes. Points six and seven prescribe

Before going to sleep, a won

wash her husband’s rzét. Dur::gm:g:
holy qays, she must take flowers and
Jossticks, along with candles, to
perform the somma ritual, rendering
homage and asking for forgiveness
from her husband and grandparents
(Bouphanouvong, 1970:34,49,50).

This marital duty is enforced thus,

The social superiority of the male
is embodied in diverse exterior
signs and ceremonies. During each
day of the month, the vapn sin, women
must perform the bagi ceremony for
their husband, it means that they
must kneel and ask forgiveness for
the wrong acte they have done
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(Massieu, 1901:267).

In the late days of the Kingdom of Laos, a
Minister of Juszice still referred to an oral
tradition, "every night, before going to Dbed,
a Lao woman must pay respects to her husband
by prostrating herself at his feet, ask him
for forgiveness for all the wrong acts she ha:
done during the day" (Suryadhay, 1970:5).
Among the Tai minority 1in Sipsong Panna
(China), women were instructed as follows:
"Phe moon is in the tree-tops and the whole
family is resting peacefully, then walk
quietly to the foot of the bed and kow-tow to
your husband three times. Unloose your hair
and sweep it thrice across the soles of his
feet. Your pillow should be four inches lower
than that of your husband and you should noE
sleep with your head at the same level as his
(Bain, 1988:12).

literature® encouraged the practice of
thisLi%apect for the husband during the van
gin*, in which have to ask pardon for wrong
acts done in the past and to swear fidelity to
their husbands. Today, many married women over
fifty, 1living in and out of the 3Puntry
continue to observe these traditions.

Another phenomenon of the husband cult is the
prohibitgon against touching a man’s head in
general, and the husband’s head in particulgri
Among Tai Buddhist people, there 1is a belie
that the different parts of the body are
related in a strict hierarchy. The head
resides in an eminent place because it is the
nest of the soul. A man‘s head and hair,

a;s
articularly those of the husband, are sacred; .
ghus, womeny;re strictly forbidden to touch it

(Taupin, 1888:58).%
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According to traditional Laoc custom, when
sleeping with her husband, the Lao woman’s
head must lie lower than her husband’s head.*A
learned Lao woman confirms that "a woman must
never lie on a bed higher than that of her
husband or than that of any other man who is
older or of a superior status" (Levy B.P.,
1963:257)., This practice is also noticed among
Siamese women, as well as among the Tai
in Sipsong Panna.‘ A former Minister of the
Lao royalist regime ingists, "The wife could
not sleep with her head at her husband’s head,
her pillow should be placed lower than his.
She could not sleep at just any place on the
bed, and invariably must sleep on the left of
her husband, in order to allow him to get
ready at the first signal of any danger, and
to take up his sword more quickly” (Suryadhay,
1970:5).** The rationale given for such posi-
tioning is hardly convincing. The left and lo-
wer position are considered by the Lao and
Siamese as inferior compared to positions
on the right and above (Wongthej, 1982). For
the same reason, when making love, a woman
must always be beneath her lover. This is a
rule that the Lao superstitiously hold on to.
Thus the cosmic and the sexual orders rein-
force each other. A woman must also sit on the
left of a man. Levy B.P.(1963:257} notes, "A
Laotian woman is, by definition, inferior to a
man and must therefore always take a lower
Place in any situation. A man always goes be-
fore a woman". Today, the majority of men
continue to walk in front of their wives.

Because the husband is like a second ‘Bud-
dha’, women’s clothes are considered as dirty
and sginful thinge and must not be mixed with
those of their husbands’s. They have to be

washed separately.* In the literature, such as
the story of Thav2 ‘Hung, Thavz Cauang (Thao
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ang’s epic, Viravong S., 1988},
:zggs:::: fﬁig ;igic gowers because of contact
with women’s clothes (Ferlus, 1979). This ta-
boo is also found in Thailand in the legend of
Princess , where she used her eskirt
stained with her menstrual blood as a weapon

‘against her enemy, hoping he would thereby
lose all magic powers.*s

"Threa First Mouthfuls of Food“

Inequality between gender in Lao tradi-
tional society appeared in all aspects of
life, including eating. It was forbidden for a
woman to eat before her husband. A Lac woman
npugt not eat till he {husband] has swallowed
three mouthfuls of rice", noted Nginn, in his
book on Lao Politeness and Traditions (1965).%
This situation prevails not only among the Lao

put also among the Tai of Sipsong Panna and
Siamese women who must wait for men to take

three mouthfuls of food before they began to
eat.*Lao folk tales, such as Nithane Thavi
Khamsone (1966) also say that, "a woman must
let her husband take at least three first
mouthfuls of food before beginning to eat
herself."*

Lao women were denied the right not only to
eat before their husbands, but alsc, according

to the royal tradition and custom embodied in
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lokavinat (malevolent deeds), a document kept

in the Royal library of Luang Prabang, they
were expressely forbidden to eat at the same
table as their husbands, who were treated as

princes and high dignitaries. The raticnale

for this was that "Women must not share meals
with kings, ministers and dignitaries for the-

se personages would lose their magic power®
(Archaimbault, 1963:23, 27). This taboo margi~-
nalised Lac women in any social function. In
the 19407’s, Nginn (1965:41), Director of the
Information Department, wrote a booklet to
propagate a new and modern Lac way of life
among the newly Frenchified elite:

Laotian women have the habit of
standing separately from the men.
In a banquet, the group of women
stick in a corner. We must remedy
this habit from today, for the place
of a woman is (sitting) between two
men (...). Some Lac women seem not
to be allowed to eat with their
husbands (...). We must pay the same
honer to the Lac women as to western
women. OCne must, 1~ at every
meeting, not git women on the soil
while men are in armchairs; 2- at
every banquet, women must be placed
between twoc men; 3- reserve the
place of honour for the fair sex; 4-
serve women before men; men nust pay

respect to women and not consider
them as inferior.



39

At this time, Nginn seemed to face a "mission
impossible”, for these traditions originated
from the time of the progenitor of the Lao
people himself Khun Bulom. In 1949, an eth~
nologist, Embree (1949:151), observed these
traditions and wondered about them with his
modern logic in these words:

The French conseiller of Laos has a
Laotian wife and children, but the
wife does not participate as hostess
at dinner parties. It is possible
that this is because she does not
wish to, since the Conseliller’s
dinner parties are mostly of nale
officials, both local and visiting,
and because he has a good staff of
gervants and may not care to mix his
official activity with his private
home life. However, it is interes-
ting that during my stay as a guest
in his home I was never introduced

to his wife.

Some male power defenders endorse this
"Lao politeness" by equating it to the
"love philosophy of the Lao" (Nginn,
1951:978).** This segregative tradition has
strongly shaped social interaction up to the
presence tinme, causing Laoc women to isclate
themselves from male transactions in any mun-
dane function inside Laos or in the Lao com=
munities overseas (Ngaosyvathn, 1993a). How-
ever, some Lao ethnic groups do not value such
a rule, and Tai Dam (Black Tai) women sit and
eat at the same table as men.*

Literature and law were imported and were
intended to impose a foreign model. As Condo=
ninas (1952:626) has pointed out, "Lao lite-
rature is mostly tributary to India". Since

40

them, the state was stren
gthened, especi
centralised and authorised, has had aﬁ gi;:éz
gﬁesggoizéitlonixfzﬁfeen genders with the un-~
€ supordination of women

by men’s fantasies to a combi i At

. natio -
object, woman-maid and woman—produgegf ronan

3/ ECONOMICS OF
POVERTY THE FEMINIZATION OF

The conquest through
. power by me

3ggkn%tf og;l:ur withouf: the use ang abunseigfL:g:
i i, refpse vanguished. This can not pass
oy Ut T herence to the culture of femini-
faty. - g a? pre-modern society took the
haring Lmc:our ing"' and courtship, reputedl
g . & a "kingdom of flirts", Thig
receptivapﬁgclivity reant that the people were
ratiociye tg: 4 particular form of accultu-
Theion i the late nineteenth century brought
particufg €@ Western presence in Laos, in
Parracul r the military garrisoned in l"l:hi
ChoLSS T oF fhe, Fronch aaplre”{nasia. i
other aspects of Wester clety, notamiy the
° n societ
i:;?uggonomy and consumerism, ggw;f::blzhzge
souioe Ces occurred on the fringe Bf L o

Y, with most women, particularly tho:g

in rural and re
mot .
their traditional ;ezzsaiéag?ing subjected to

"The woman, th
. » the Lao phu2 gav
gaii,hgas 4 gracefulness and swébtﬁgzsyggng
r famous around the world", wrote :

Meyer in 1930 (1930:29).



41
The feelings of people in neighbouring

Cambodia is maliciously slaborated by Lefevre~

talis (1696:11), "The Cambodian women,
zgﬁtiots wgves and mothers, were afrald when
they saw their husbande or their sons going
towards the country of the north [Laos]. They
knew the power of seduction of the Lao girls
and dreaded these sirens, so clever." (see
alsc Gay, 1989).

Hence, marginalised in religion and in so-
ciety, women seem to have takep theirlrevenge
- lasting as a rose flower -with society pa-
ying special tributes to Lao women’s femini-
nity.

All Lao people, and particularly women,
just like the Malay women of Java for exanmple,
are fond of a bath to Kkeep the;r bodies
constantly clean (Ragquez, 1902; Whitaker et
al., 1979). Courted and coquettigh, this is a
Lao woman. "The habit of a daily cold bath,
begqun at birth, keeps & beautiful, soft glow
on the skin of the average Lac man and woman.
Whoever among them fails to have a daily bath
is uncomfortable. In person and in dress, the
lLaos are &a cleanly race", an American
missionary noted of the inhabitants of what is
now the North of Thailand (Meyer, 1930:29}.
Aymonier noted already in 1885 that thay took
up to four or five baths a day (Aymonier,
1885:176,179). This French explorer, who had
ethnic girls from the mountains as bearers for
his luggage, was not patient with them as they
rushed to take a bath in each river
encountered.

After bathing, the Lac woman takes care of
her body. She uges the "romiet® plant or
curcuma crushed with a pebble and mixed with
lemon juice to rub on her body (Aymonler,
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1885:176), while ricin oil is used for her
hair. To wash it, she uses the juice of kaffir
lime (citrux hystrix) (Gourneau, 1958%b:226),
or the water taken from rice, which is
marinated the night before and is used as a
shampoo to smoothe the hair. Usually Lao
women, both voung and old, like to put flowers
in their hair. American nissionaries noted in
1884, "Lao women’s hair, being drawn back, is
fastened in a knot by a gold pin and is almost
invariably ornamented with flowers {...). Both
men and women are passionately fond of
flowers" (Presbyterian Board of Publication,
1884:441). Plumerianondnundork campa, the
national flower of Laos is one that old and
young people are fond of placing above their
chignoen or behind their ears (Gosselin,
1900:171). A flower placed behind the right
ear means that they are single; while the left
side is reserved for those who are married
(Raquez, 1902:478). Women do the same today
(Aymard, 1985:42).

Lac women can let their hair grow long, but
not hang free because it is considered a sign
cf "bad behaviour". Today, the majority of Lao
women Ao not leave their hair free, as in some
neighbouring countries. Methivorakhoun (1967:
19), a former monk wrote that, "The Lac women
like to let their hair grow long to do chi-
gnons. After they reach 50 years old, they cut
it short."” During the perliod of Siamese domi-
nation, women were forced to cut their hair

short, Subssquently, a few girls of the noble
Class followed this fashion up to the age of

13, It has finally been abandoned (Aymonier,
188s; picanon, 1901).

Lac pecple have observed that when they are
Overseas, nohody can guess where they come
from. It is only through their clothes that
they can be recognized as Lao. Incidentally,
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Laos ig one of the few countries in the world
where the names of some of its ethnic minori-
ties, such as the Black Tai, or White Tai
(Gedney, 1979), derive from the colors of the
clothes, which are traditionally worn by the
women (Halpern, 1964k). The Hmong too are cal-
led after the colors and patterns of the wo-
men's clothes, such as the Black, the Green,
the Red, and the Flowers Hmong, whec inhabit
the north of Vietnam and Laos (Gay,
4: Long L.D., 1993:206). As Morechand (1968:
67) says of the Hmong, "The custom of men, in
its essential elements, is Chinese among every
group, 8¢ 1t is never easy to identify the
ethnic group. It is the women's clothes which
gerve this function".

1983:133-

For many generations, Lac women wore a
skirt, called a sin2. The gin2z is a cloth
garnment worn by the majority of Lao ethnic
Lao Lum women, and has since become the na-
tional dress (see more Bounyavong D., 1992). A

{s divided into three main pieces. The
principal piece is woven material, called the
pheun, with two additional pieces of material
attached to it. The uppiﬁ'pie%rti? ialled tze
hua ein2 (the gin2’s head), an e lower one,
the ;in_jiinz (the sin2’s feet). The three
pieces together, called the sinz, covered most
of the body. The Lao gin2 is little different
from the fin@u pha2 sin2 of Thailand, as Mouhot
{1986:144) noted in the mid-nineteenth
century. Before the French administration,
women generally wore the skirt without blouses
or scarves, and Aymonier (1885:153-154) re-
ported that, "Only a few girls wore the Sia-
mese dress, and in general, they were faithful
to the Lac skirt." Then step by step, during
the French colonisation, women in urban area
began wearing a scarf to keep their breasts
covered (Aymonier, 1885:32-33). Later blouses
were worn instead of scarves.

this country.
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The gin2 must not be too short, nor too
tight nor too wide (Methivorakhoun, 1967:13-

15). This recommendation was made by kings in
thgir edicts on traditional customs, part of
which focuses on women’s clothing. "High ran-
king mandarins could not narry women dressing
contrary to the rules, and if one of them
contravened this, he might be dismiseed from
his post", noted Methivorakhoun (ibid.).

Lao women hold their gin2 in place with a
belt. The wealthier wear a finely embroided
belt in gold or silver. Those who are not
wealthy wear  one of aluminum. Although an
inpoerted mode of mini skirt {(Methiverakhoun,
1967:19) and large bellbottom trousers arrived
in the 1960s, the Lao BEin2 still holds its
place as the national dress. Up until today,
although with improvements brought by fashion,
the national dress remains unchanged. In the
office, as well as in the field, the 8y is
worn. Ip 19808, pants began to appear. In
1986, with the opening of the country to the
West, song2 kha bov (the blue jeans) have come
to be preferred in many parts to the tradi-
tional gin2 (Hiebert, 1987; 1990), although

recently, ijeans were den "
010th1ng5. ounced as "decadent

A- Courting And Courtship In Pre-Modern
Society

Courtship marked a special period of

A lif
:nd had a special flavour in Laos, which wa:
elebrated by foreigners travelling through
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Courting "was and still is above all a love
duet between a phu2 bavl (young Lac boy) and a
phu2 sav (young Lac girl)", stated Abhay
(1949:451). Effectively, besides their free
rendez-vous outside the house, custom tole-
rated young men and young girls over 16 vears
old meeting openly. However, tradition forbade
the young men to pass certain limits accepted
in the house. A member of the Philadelphia
Presbytarian church has recorded, "“The young
girl is still left largely on her honour, as
we American girls are in similar circum-
gtances" (Freeman, 1910:23). Visiting Laose
during the last century, Prince Henrl 4’Or-
léans called it, "The Kkingdom of the flirts
(...). This strange country where love is held
in such high esteem."™ (1894:363). As the Lao
of both sexes are gifted in poetry, in singing
and song writing, it is easy for them to say
what they feel during courting. Abhay (1949
491), himself a prolific poet, explained about
this propersity as follows, "The men and women
of Laos are artists and poets. Although it is
a long time since genius has graced the mind
of any, yet more than one flowery verse for-
ever sings in the heart of one and all®" (for a
thorough article on this Lac way of life, see
Abhay, 1959b:206-209). The courting by the
young people in Luang Prabang, is described
thus by Massieu (1901:219-220):

During the full moon, the girls in
Luang Prabang, go each night, their
chests always bare, in a long row or
in groups, arms entwined, singing to
the night star their most tender
aspirations: love stories or im-
provised invocations. Princesses and
non-noble g¢girls mix together, and
when two groups meet, joyous remarks
are uttered. Each couplet ends up

T
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with a modulated shout, long lastin

in the hot night, till twoggr threg
hours after midnight, and is cha-
racteristic of the song of the Lao-
tian girls (...). Young women and
men like to joke, to sing and to
talk fondly about love. As one says,

it is a perpetual court of love.

Courting takes different forms a
one region to another and frol;;l \;;I;ieestg;grg
minowity to another. Generally, the young folk
Tiet on the veranda of the girl’s house by the
fght of a candle or torch made of some kind
of resinous wood, because sometimes the girlss
fiients jre already asleep (Picanon, 1901:
! i. Often thqy meet, while the young girl
fg: st ht:m the spinning wheel, producing cotton
o e family’s loom, or while she grinds
gfr yior rolls tobacco in banana leaves as
somer ngs to the pagoda in preparation for
@ religious festivity.*® After 1975
festivities were limited, but today an§
Pretext is valid for individuals, as well as

fo
ag:int.he village community, to perform them

The court of love takes on another form
;mong some ethnic pinorities, for example the
Tong people of Xieng Khuang (Vongsakdaphou-
Mmixay, 1986:29), or the young pecple of Hua-

Phanh province
1987:152)_ + northern Laos (Kasetseri,

Laos is the country whose its peaple. e
tlluring the hard times before, arﬁ'ie ffte'r zﬁz
gBOs, continued to have an easy-going life,
493 :pere love and joy reign. As Abhay (1949:
: 2) pointed out, "Laos is a beautiful
Tguntry where the love and joy are kings."
is Lao way of iife is alsoc valid for the Lao
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living overseas {Ngaosyvathn, 1993a). In Laos
post 1975, however, it was not possible for
urban young people to openly date, for this
was considered “deviant behaviour", at least
before the policy of opennees.

Local custom tolerated freedom of
expression and rendez-voug for courting. There
was, however, always a protective device for
the young girls. As Aymonier (1885:178) noted,
"There is no doubt that the most inmpressive

gide of the Laoc customs was the moral condi-
tion of the young girls." (see alsc Seiden-

faden, 1967). The young man, uttering his
suggestive words, must not offend the girl. If
she is offended, he must pay an appropitiate
fee, commonly called 3 (repair the
house)®*, known as i ‘heuan {offending

the tutelary guardian spirits of the house).-

any failure to respect custom and decency was
considered a sin against the M (Zago,

1972:221), and a fine would be paid according

to the sericusness of the sexual offence
(Aymonier, 1885:178).°" The young man could
also decide to marry the girl, if he refused
to pay the fine (see the Lac overseas, Ngao-
syvathn, 1993a). If the transgression has any
consequence, he must pay double. Crossing sou-

thern Laos in the 1880s, Taupin (1888:91)* .

noted, "A girl falling pregnant must declare
the name of her lover(s) who then must pay a
fine proportionate to the social position of
the girl, and varying for each province; this
fine consists of a buffalo, candles and an
amount of money." Among the E K@2 minority, in
the far north of Lacs, traditicon allowed every
man in the village to have sex with the young
pride, on the eve of the ceremony of wedding,
while in Xieng Khuang, intercourse before
marriage often led to young girls getting
pregnant, and a precinct of the provincial
capital was called pa sav ‘map (the field of
pregnant girls).
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B- &n __ Agspect of Modern Acculturation:
Prostitution And Cash

Laos is a country where the inhabitants,
particularly the women, were long protected by
tradition and customs, but historical events
have torn the country apart. Irrevocable scars
have marked scociety in a series of crises in-
fluenced by foreign powers. In 1827, the domi-
nation of Bangkok succeeded in sweeping away
the last Lao kingdems, which had striven to
preserve their identity. In 1893, France for-
mally occupied the country as a celony. From
1954 to 1975, war disrupted the entire social
fabric, pitting the right-wing government bac-
ked by the United States against the patriotic
resistance movement, which was entrenched in
the liberated zone and supported by ‘socia-
list’ countries. Before 1975, one scholar
focussing on the socio-cultural issues fully

agreed that,

The feudal-bourgeois society of
Vientiane which is westernized and
hybrid, lost in this way its tra-
ditional and national character,
which means that this society con-
gists of the most retrogressive and
obscurantist aspects made of supers-
titions, social discrimination, and
the modern aspects of the western
capitalist society based on plea-

sures, games, the exhibition of
wealth, indecent luxury, illicit
profits, embezzlement, corruption

and extorsion (Norindr, 1979:466).

The importation of a foreign cultural
model, of goods, dress and easy money have
turned Lao society upsidedown. Particularly in
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the towns, as a French scholar noted, "The
feudal andthe bourgeois conpradores, in
exchange for the privileges offered, acted as
servants of the imperialistsz; while the
peasants and the other social disadvantaged
classes became the prey of this "model", with
the appearance of evils, such as prostitution,
alcoholism, and drug addiction" (Braunstein,
1978:166).

Before 1827, travellers stated that there
were neither thieves nor criminals (Pallegoix,
1854; Aymonier, 1885). With the Siamese
invasion, the ravages of the war and the
dislocation of populations provoked by the
forced transfer of the inhabitants from the
left bank of ¢the Mekong, Lao society was
ghattered. The victorious Siamese general,
Phanya Bodinthondesa, boasted of sending the
lac princesses and the most beautiful young
girls from the Lac areas to the harems of the
Siamese king and other high dignitaries in
Bangkok. Such deportation of Lao women wae
probably to furnish warm bodies for pros-
titution, an official institution in Thailand
from at least 1680, when the Siamese king had
given the monopoly of expleiting prostitution
to a Siamese official in the capital Ayuthya
(Reid, 1988b:633). Prostitution flourished to
such an extent that in the 21th century
Thailand has become "the brothel of asia"
(Bangkok Post, July 14, 1988). During the
period of Siamese domination, when a Siamese
official was known to be approaching the
village, young girle and women rushed to hide
in the forests (Aymonier, 1885:177-178).

The conseguences of the Siamese invasion

were felt in faraway areas and were long las~

ting, as a French explorer recounted at the
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beginning of the 20th century:

Qur translators who re

follow the audiences of the tggé:::¥
(in Luang Prabang), narrated to us
eninently suggestive anecdotes about
some Laotian ladies who speculated

on the freedom of love in Luang
Prabang, and found the way to dis-
proportionately increase their re=
venues and their fantasies. Divorces
increased rapidly at this time, and
this depressed the alders in the
country who recalled with nostalgia
the time when, before the arrival of
the Siamese, "The virgins get mad,

but the married women ar
(Pavie, 1894:77). e faithful®

The influence of Western values
was very detrimental to Lao societyfngscgtt:::
;gtmzry devaloping countries when changes hag
no een cautiously assessed before allowing
fiem to happen. In particular, women were the
rst to be targeted as sexual objects,

The Lao upper class used money and

g;ocure girls. From the 1960s, sgme mazg::: :g

1@ government used threata of force to kidnap
glrlg and narried women for their pleasure
Particularly q?r?gi the period of the "knﬁ
Paisane ngane partment of Pol -
ordination), the name of the most fri;::enggg
Eolitical police to ever exist in Laos, who
ortured and assassinated those who ras&sted

at a well-known pl « .
nyang’s rock). place, «houng kaeng2'nvang(the

In Thailand prostitution, though a
%?gtitution, only flourished withqtha I::zrgif
nalisation of capital (Van Esterick, 1989:
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2). This analysis is also appropriate in the
case of Laos. De Reinach (1911:174), a former
French commizsionnar in Laos, explained:

The opportunities offered by the

customs in Laocs in the field of mar-
riage and divorce are such that
prostitution did not exist. In large
urban areas, and particularly near
our dwellings, it is true that one
can meet some "public® girls, who
are well-known to indulge in clan-
destine prostitution; but it ie en
exception due only to the presence
of the indigenous troops or of the
Asiatic "boys", the servants of the
Europeans.

It seems this phenomenon was a very limited
one for the French had to supplement women by
bringing foreign prostitutes to Laos. This
may, according to a French ethnologist, have
been the start of prostitution as such in
Laos:

The Westerners, unlese exceptio-
nally well-integrated in the Lao en-
vironment, were reduced to seeking
their pleasure with women brought in
from Vietnam (by the French offi-
cials), who willingly or forced by
their situation, formed the first
known group of prostitutes at this
time. Under the protectorate, the
beginning of clandestine prostitu-
tion, localised in Vientiane, was
undertaken by young giris coming
from the Siamese bank of tha Mekong
river for the weekends. The first
tide of Lao prostitution was caused
by the conscription of the Lao nale
population decreed by the French au-

!
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thorities in 1945. This conscrip-
tion, (previously the French autho-
r@ties had preferred to rely on a
Vietnamese militia), provoked an e-
conemic and socia) unbalance in vil-
lage communitie. Moral imbalance
soon followed: brothels opened near
military camps. Most of the women
who came from rural areas were hid-
den under some anonymity. The pros-
titution of Vietnamese women, which
was never Interrupted, centinued
after 1954. Parallel tec the growth
of Indochinesze war, a form of clan-
destine Lao prostitution slowly ap-
peared in inhabited centras (Dore,
1974: 61-2).

Dara Kanlagna, a noted feminist during the
French and American eras and now editor of
Yapnasin magazine for the Ministry of Culture,
stated on March 15, 1987, "The period of
French colonialism is the epoch of the begin-
ning of the poisoning of Lac women. Under
neo-colonialisn, women were totally despised"”.

The flesh trade continued and expanded with
the departure of the French administration and
Ehe arrival of the Americans in 1954, The

world’s oldest profession® affacted the youth
%n the towns, as well as in the countryside.
Madames purchased village girls from their
barents for $200-$400 to work as prostitutes,
and those who run away are brought back by the
police", stated an American member of Inter-
hational Voluntary Services working in Laos,
Branfman (1970:228). He noted that whorehouses
nushroomed during the 60s and 70s (1970:228;
?ee also Wolff and Donnan, 1970; Braunstein,
978:166). The most infamous places of pros-
titution were the nightclubs, such as Vieng
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(Vientiane’s night life) - alsc known as
the "Lucky Bar", "El MorroccQ", Non Tane,
b ! n } = known by

foreign reporters as the "Street of a Thousand

Joys", or the Western style "yhite Rose! or
Madame lLulu’s.. Some brothel owners securad
social and political prestige for thenselves.
Among the first Americans who came to Laos,

Halpern (1964b:11) noted in the 1960s:

Another occupation making its ap-

pearance among the Lao and a further
indication of the growth of Vien-
tiane, is prostitution. Although the
overwhelming majority of prostitu-
tes in Laos have been Vietnamese or
Northeast Thai, in recent years some
have originated from villages in the
vientiane area, A few have mnade
their appearance in Luang Prabang
where their contacts are mostly sol-
diers and younger civil servants.
These girls work in brothels owned
by Lao; the Hong Kong and vietnamese
girls operate from Vientiane’s fo-
reign managed night clubs patronized
by the elite.

This situation was made worse by the massive
influx of American aid, which split Lao s&Q-
clety and created parasitic social classes in
the towns (Braunstein, 1878). The former lea-
der of the LI Movement and the Lao states-nan
who fought the French, Prince Phetsarath, com=
plained of his disiliusion, "The youth of to=

day court money more than honour" (Halpern,

1964a:41).,

Women were reduced to dull flesh, as novels
of this time denounced the prostitution swee~
ping the society.
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With the change of regime in

severe sopial code was brgﬁght in tili;wina
prostitution and drug addiction. There hag
been some relaxation of the social code since
the end of the 1980s with the opening up of
the country to foreign capital. It is not
su;prlsing to f}nd Laoc novels such as In New
L i’ in which the author, Bounthanong
omsaiphol, speaks out against Lao girls
working as Thai-style "hostesses"™ Thai style
in Vientiane in places which are '"cafes in

name, but more a cover f i i
(Clutterbuck, 1993:33). °r prostitution”

The consequence of the parasitic soci
gis that men and women abandoned producgigzy
shing, animal breeding, and weaving whicﬁ
had construcpively ogccupied their time’in the
past. Drawn into the town by the glitz, women
indulged themselves in the casino, and'having
t9it all their money, were entrapped in pros-
itution. In the 1970s, girls began to work as
prostitutes at the age of 14 (Dore, 1974:62)
A 1970 study revealed some girls of 13 em:

Ployed at a Vientiane brothel i
and Donnan, 1970). 1in 1964 (Wolff

Other writers do not indulge in -
2ing prostitution in saying: EYounqrgE:n;ig;-
Eituted themselves because of lack of money
123 ?ome have a big need for money solely té
: :.ge“thamgelves by dressing according to

:s ion" (Seizt, 1978:9). In the view of the
Edpulation, the prostitutes were "rotten"
. espicable®, and "irretrievable". Some Laé
r:m:n in urban areas living under the royalist
tog me organised an association, which aimed

limit the oppression of women by men by

strivin ,
1964&:5%), to ban prostitution (Halpern,
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In 1975, the new regime tried to sclve the
problem of prostitution. Inspired by
the slogan "kill the illness, and save the
human beings", the new regime banished mnost
prostitutes and drug addicts to a "Rehabili-
fation Centre" commonly known as Done Nang
(Girl Island), and its nearby counterpart,
Done Thav2 (Boy Ieland) less than 100 kilo-
metres north of Vientiane. In April, 1976
there were about 1,200 (Stuart-Fox, 1986:37)
women Wwho were considered "infected" by "de-
cadent culture®. The duration of thelr stay in
ngirl Island" depended on their response to
the political and professional curriculunm
provided (Williams, 1991:51). Most of thenm
returned to their homes and families with
professional knowledge to allow them to make
their 1living from weaving, sewing hate or
making straw baskets. Unfortunatelly, a small
nunber of inmates from the islands returned to
their "old profession", after they were unable
to find adequate work. In 1991, a represen=
tative of the LWU recognized that, "There are
a small number of women doing this kind of

thing. We have our ways of finding out who
they are and where they live" (williams,
1991:52). Again Williams (1991:52) stated

nCertainly there are no brothels in Laos and
what prostitution does exist 1is conducted
discreetly, at a price of around 200 bkaht
{$10) for a Lao man and 500 baht ($25) or more
for a foreigner." Another reporter noted,

The new influx of foreign business-
men, especially those from acroes
the Mekong in freewheeling Thailand,
has created a new problem in Laos -
ladies of the night. Just when the
nation’s Women’s Federation thought
it had the problem 1licked, the
world’s second oldest profession is
back in business* (Pringle, 1991:8).
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Prostitution in Laos is thus

i again a

;21§;123t§;sdwordi' "Now that capital?igglggé
ed again, the good time girls

back and theIWomen's Federation hasgto st::E

worrying again" (1991:8).

Recently, there have been n

¢ round-u
:gat are commqnlx known as "social devianissf
vigizfgé i:ogll}laTg (1991:52) reported wheﬁ

1 in a1 "round-ups -

;érzbles in Lacs are 'never anézungid.ung:e
inslggn diplomat said the last major swoop was
oy :iczgg tg;t a number of individuals had

since then. Ther i
published information on the number gf ;Zo ?2
in so-called training seminars.n i

The 1989 Criminal Code in i i
ts articl
iri.lghalbzlse sl:;.pualiate tht?t prostitution iess ::1.2:-2-
. X months to three ears
i?prigonment. Beyend the moral deb;ie abogi
gkggbgﬁgiio?igggegg}is paradigm discussed by
: about rostituti j
Thailand, which is full 5 to Laos
licable to L
and elsewhere: “Prostituziapp' not
: on is certainl t
women’s oldest profession, bu de o
L : t it is
:gi:ggdu::;::';n a maﬁ d:':minated so:i:g},e ‘::
sexuality is cont
utilized for male sexual pleasure"?OIIed and

The arrival of casinos i
n the 50
:g;thei development which spawned crime? Sg;:
debg: :?tugllt:hey had fnd amassed gambling
cne million ki
1964b:160). These habi P e
! . abits like a
:gzead through the Lao pépulation ar?z; ngzﬁé
lot::zzg:d :gd themb ffganisation of raffles,
’ ga ng at each of th
E:goga festivals, which lasted from sese:a:g
ays, and in particular, during the lon-
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gest festival consecrated to the national
stupa, the That Luang. The gambling caused a
massive migration towards the towns, espe-
cially Vientiane. Peasants sold their plots of
land to come to the towns and risk their fu-
tures in gambling. In homes, public places,
offices, cafes, or in the Parliament, eve~
rybody talked about casinos and gambling. The
moral and social foundations of Lao families
were thus undermined. "The father prefers
nightclubs; the mother, the gambling house", a
popular song sneered in 1971. Disputes erupted
in families, and what was by then common but
had been unusual in the past, fathers hit
their loved ones. A vicious circle was
engendered, as Branfman (1972:79) says, "Peo-
ple were allowed to become addicted to gam-
bling and the lottery, and when they came back
home they would beat their wives and chil-
dren." The bourgeols and the compradores got
richer with the exploitation of brothels and
gambling houses, the embezzlement of public
funds, and vested interests in war and the
opium traffic. Crime spread, as LeBar and
suddard (1967:187) substantiated, "Juvenile
delinquency is now found in vientiane, and the
crime rate, while low, is rising. There is
some vagabondage and beggars, too, are increa=-
sing." These facts were inconceivable in tra-
ditional Lao culture (Westermayer, 1973a:123~
131: 1973b:740-745). Plagues are such that in
1989 businessmen from Thailand proposed the
re-opening of casinos, but the proposal has so0
far been rejected on the basis that investment
in the project seemed to be harmful to Lao

society (Bangkok Post, 4 October, 1989).

the rural economy was
severely affected by the situation (Barber,
1974). The ancient arts and crafts in the
countryside were stifled by the massive amount
of imports from Thailand and Europe. Most Lao

Generally speaking,
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artisans stopped work and a scholar

"The only artists who survived were wggﬁigé
for the embellishment of the life style of the
Lac and foreign ruling class, and the disap~
pearance of handicrafts went along with the
increasing dependance of the rural society on

the marketable exchanges™! .
1978:122,123). g (Braunstein,

The image of a safe Laoc society

y of vester~
day had completely disappeared, and g;a su-~-
perseded by insecurity, sleepless nights
locked doors and windows, barricades ané

electrified fences, at least
could afford it. ' st for those who

In the 1990s, the same situation h

as oc~
curred. Children are gambling (Long L.D.
1993:195-6), even though this is prohibited by
article 76 of the 1989 Criminal Code.

_Corruption was rampant in this -
oriented society where money become the ngg¥1
and end~alls {(Halpern, 1964a:22,25,35;
1964b:130-134)., Already in the 1940s, Rochet
(1946:107) argued, "From top to bottom of the
social scale, everything that could be racke~
teered was." Wealth was & principal factor in
Ealntainlng political and social status. A

andful of political bosses and upstarts
dominated the scene in Laos. A French scholar
pointed out, "The rottenness of the moral

values, the development of fraud and
A corrup=-
tion, were the blemishes which tainted all tge

soclal stratum urban and@ " .
(Braunstein, 1978:166). urbanised’

In 1986, the opening up to western ca
;nd expertise (in particular to Thai gizgi
nesses) in accordance with the government’s
m?w economic policy, provoked bustling econo-
C activity in Vientiane, as well as in the
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border cities along the Lao-Thai frontier. The
crumbling of the Eastern Europe Communist sys-
tems sent shock waves throughout Indochina of
a magnitude still difficult to assess.

This "smashing" of barriers to the West has
spawned positive and negative effects. As one
Thai scholar duly warned, "The ocpening to a
foreign world can bring counter effects to the
good traditions and customs of the Lac people”
(Malapetch, 1990:148). It is widely said that
the open-door policy will inevitably have good
and bad consequences, particularly since Laos
is not ready for it in all fields. The opening
of Laos makes sympathetic foreigners frigh-
tened about its negative effects, particularly
the growth of tourism, which could have more
adverse than positive results. The Thai "con-
tamination" has been very rapid around the
main cities. Teenagers are the quickest to
imitate new fashions. Evans (198%a:24), an
Australian sociologist, noted, "Laotian teen-
agers adopt the fashions they see on Thal TV
from across the Mekong River border. and young
women consider it chic to drop Thal phrases
into their conversation", Many people are
asking, "will we become Thai?" (KhunThong
ThungPhiangkham, 1989). Lydie (1989:31) who
visited Laocs recently also wondered, "will
Laos be a branch of Thalland. Despite the
privileged relations established since 1975
with Vietnam, it was Thailand which brought
the changes."

Some Lao writers, such as Outhine Boun-
yavong, also worried: "Lao children watching
TV are learning more Thal than Lao" (Clut-
terbuck, 1993:33). Another Lao writer, Boun-
thanong Somsaipol could not refrain from com-
menting, "Lao people are seduced by glosay
advertising and the Thai entertainment mna-

chine, The ultimate result is a de facto as-
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similation into Thai society. Now Lac people

get drunk and watch the Sunday boxin st
same [as the Thais]" (ibid.)? 9 ust the

Recently, Laos has been making effort
preserve the traditions of its pé%ulat?gnsagg
to wipe out so-called "decadent culture", whi-
le efforts are being made to expand mass cul-
ture and to educate youth according to the mo-
del of "new men and women" and with revolu-
tionary mogals. However, recently, the private
sector, which has been allowed to begin func-
tioning again, has recently promoted some un=-
de51rable.things. Another traveller who vigi-
ted Laos in 1990 noted, "The young people are
indeeq eager to acquire both the knowledge and
material goods of western societies and are
trying to prepare themselves for the inevi-
table influx of these outside influences"
(Gibson, 1990:2). Bars have sprung up in the
capital with names like Feeling Well, they are
crowded each night with young people drinking
foreign heer and dancing to Western music
(Hiebertn 1987; 1989a). Evans, who travelled
E°,L5°F in 1989, found a similar situation:
Vientiane resembles a bustling Thai pro-
vincial town, with new shops and stalls full
of Thai consumer goods. Some of Vientiane’s
0old bars that flourished before the communists
tock over in 1375 have reopened, Jjoined by
nightclubs and discos,- though the night life
is tame by Thai standards" (1989a: 24; see
alsc Gibson, 1990). Another Westerner who paig
a visit to Laos in 1989 noted:

A relaxed social atmosphere has
gone hand-in-hand with liberalized
economic controls in Vientiane over
the last two years. The Ministry of
Tourism has even opened a new disco,
the vieng Latimay, or +the *"New
Vientiane at Nighttime Club", to
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lure tourists and businessmen, as
well as capital. This official en-
dorsement of rock en roll is ironic
gince communist regimes have typi-
cally condemned such music as a
corrupting capitalist, bourgeois
influence. Lao officials previously
denounced rock as "poison" for the
people, saying it "promoted extra-
vagance, wasting of time, and loes
of interest in production" (...).
For the time being, a wait-and-see
attitude prevails in the capital as
crowds of young Laoc jam Vieng La-
timay nightly to drink Foster’s
Lager and gyrate to a Lao band’s
respectable renditions of Beatles’
and Rolling Stones’ hits (Keenan,
1989:5).

To prevent such activities from getting
out of control, in August 1989 the Lao
authorities authorized the nightclubs to

remain open only until 11.30p.m. {Williams
1991:52).
Even in village households, many
houses (especially those with

teenagers)} had pictures of famous
Thal actors cut from magazines and
calendars hanging on their walls. I
believe these outside forces have
contributed to an increased interest
in material goods and a decline in
the attitude toward traditional
belief values,

stated Pfister (1989:32). In 1990, I wasltold
that the Lao authorities have also specified
that out of the songs played in these places
70 per cent should be Laoc songs and 30 per

W |

cent Western or Thal ones. When on the defen-
slve, a soclety may reveal itself to be tou-
chy, and articulate on arithmetic! In the
city, the leocal authorities previously pro-
hiblted posters of nude Thai female stars on
the walls of restaurants and hairdressers.

Since then, the situation has conmpletely
reversed.

On the one hand, the socic~cultural at-
mosphere is changing, but on the other hand,
prostitution is still under control (Khunthong
ThungPhiangkham, 198%). Conservative measures
are necessary when the vouth (see Taillard,
1989), disciplined in the past to "the right
way of life", are now pursuing the new cul-
tural trends which accompany the open door
policy. This has had negative effects on fa-
milies, as well as schools and other social
organisations. As Hiebert (1987:44) recorded,
"Parents are again complaining that their
teenagers are staying out toc late and spen-
ding too much money imitating the latest
fashions from Bangkok".

Another consequence of outside influence is

that "Laotian girls, aged between 10 and 15,
are taken to slave labour factories in the
capital (Bangkok) by job placement agencies
(in a factory of Thonburi). Most of the Lao-
tian girls are smuggled into Thailand threough
Ubon Ratchathani, Khemmarat, chanumean and
Khong Chian district, as well as Mukdaharn
Province", reported the Bangkok Post (Nov. 9,
1989). A similar situation obtains for
Chinese-Burmese girls, as reported by The
Sunday Majl on 23 February 1992 under the
title "The Shame that is child prostitution®
(see also Paul and Walden, 1992:10-18). Ireson
C. (1992:19) also reminde us that there is a
rigk of rural Lao girls of all ethnic groups
being be sold to urban houses of prostitution.



83

Lao participants at the tgecond Indochi-
nese-Thai Dialogue" on March 16=-21 1990 ex-
pressed their worries when they claimed that
the, "Child prostitution problem" in Laocs was
concurrent with the "open door" policy (fSeeds
of Peace, May 1990). Again according to The
Sunday Mail on 23 February, 1992, there are
800,000 prostitutes under 16 in Thailand, and
more than 90 per cent of the child prostitutes
in Thailand are from southern China, Burma,
Laos and the minority tribes in north-east
Thailand. Thailand has a population of between
200,000 and 400,000 people threatened with
AIDS (Matison, 1992:34-35). This situation
threatens a tiny country like Laocs too.
Although the situation in Laos is not as
serious as in Thailand and in other Asian
countries, but the impact of AIDS in Laos is a
problem. Laos has taken the issue seriously
and entered the worldwide war against AIDS
(Lao Samphan, 1989:9); for this purpose a
National Committee for the Control of AIDS
(NCCA) and its prevention was set up and a

progranne established (ibid.10: Phokeo,
1991:28). At the '"Second Indochinese-Thai
Dialogue"™ in 1990, help was requested in
disseminating information and documentation

about AIDS in order to alert Lao people to
this infection and to protect their children
from the risks of prostitution, particularly
in champassak, southern Laos (Seeds of Peace,
May, 1990:13-14). Before the opening of the
country to foreign investment, Lao society was
virtually free of c¢rime, and schools were free
of drugs and of AIDS.

*

Women in Laos had their 1lives
strongl
shaped by the cycle of production of glugiz

nuous rice, a staple in the cou

social procesges revolved around nftry .asm’?;'
other traditional societies in this'part of
the world. Marriage, and subsequently poly-
gamy,'and laboprzng in the pagoda, patterned
wonen’s place in Lao society, to which clings
nonetheless the cliché of a "smiling countryg.

Marriage System

The make-up of a couple is a mat
: , ter wh
any society takes seriously to heart.U Fon

things are left to chan nie
. ce, even in thi
country known for its casuainess. Elabora::

rules are intertwined with marriage in Laos,

from the da
disappearance}r of its formation to its

Marriage is in itself eagerly s

{gu?f girl, as well as by hg¥ fg;i§;?h:hbgr§2§

familncreaae the manpower available to +the

by Y, some parents blackmail their daughter

withéssertlng, "We cannot rest after death
out seeing our daughter married."

In Laos, the choice of a life ma
g:z?icularly ro; the groom, ig a pr::écu-
famign for the individual, as well as for the
Yo ay. As an old Lao saying sums it up, ‘If
tai1 r:flooklng for an elephant, look at its
hasl you are looking for a girl, look at

mother, look carefully at her paternal
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grandparents, her uncles and her aunts’. In
times past, the choice of marriage did not
focus on the beauty of the bedy but on the
charm of the heart, as a lLao saying pointed
out, ‘A beautiful soul is better than a
beautiful body’. Tradition requires that a
good spouse should possess certain qualities
sumned up as, i (‘Three
Clean Dwellings and Four Waters’).”™ The Lao
literature, such as Nithane Thav2 Khamsone
{1966:4); 1Na: i

(1965:20,23,33-34) praised goodness, faith-
fulness, devotion of the heroine to the
husband and to Buddhist religion, hard work

and a beautiful body. Many folk tales and
classic novels described the beauty of the
heroine, and compared it to that of a goddess,
which everybody, young or old, wanted to look
at, or to admire, to touch, Some men would
iose their reason when seeing her for the
first time (see more Peltier, 1988:107). A
man, on the other hand, is often pictured as a
hero with a despicable body, almost animal-
like, though endowed with supernatural power,
uncommon intelligence, and exceptional
kindness.®*® The i i related an
article on November 26 1986 entitled "Do men
marry a woman who has a beautiful body but
does not know how to cook, or a woman who is
not physically beautiful, but knows perfectly
how to cock?". The article concluded that it
is better to marry a woman who possesses
"three qualities", which are being a good
mother, a good citizen, and a good spouse.

under French colonisation and afterwards,
some literature continued to educate women as
to the qualities of an Jjdeal spouse, For ex-

ample, Nginn (1967a) spoke about
(a Lac model wife), who was an i1literate he-

roine who shrewdly listened to advice given by

older people, and for this reason married a

L
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good man. The advice was that she must
tpe man as a theva:da (God). When talifggezg
him, the wife does not say "I", but "your
slave",_and in this way, obeys her'husband As
a Buddhist devotee, she wears the white dfess
of a nunvon hqu days. Behaving as she does
is a good wife, 1liv i '
problems, and when she dies, herigzpﬁtzzggﬁ
was ‘Yexemplary" (Nginn, 1967a). French au-
th9rs, in general, portrayed Laoc women as
being "dominated beautiful natives", as in
Royer’s novel Kham La Laotienne [19353 Ther
was also Ajalbert’s Sag_Van Di (1905]. whicﬁ
represented women as objects and in éhich a
foreign man paid a certain sum to the parents
Egggrfg?1ng1§im thei; daughter monthly (Gay,
: 1 . (1912
gescrlbed Ihow, after marriage,)'Lagauzzggs
tgcage lazier. In the literature written on
l'e L zone during the struggle for national
iberation in the 19708, Lac women were
represented as beautiful if they displayed
revolutionary virtue®”, whereas in the zgne
occupied by the right wing, women were con-
sidered as "sex-objects", as in the novel ‘nao
g%x (Cold at Heart) by Panay and DouangChampa
(1971). In post 1975 Lacs, an ideal ‘new
woman’ shoqld devote herself to socialism, as
boertrayed in the novel of Sanyan Dongdaéng,
L (Nine Years Bef
Clutterbuck, 1991)., In the 19805,°i:}wé§:§
should be a person imbued with the "three
goods": a good citizen, a good wife, and a

cod ; :
?986).m0ther (Vientiane Mai, 26 November,

. Tao wFiters tend to create stories i
gaggn%qtlmpggslble love that challengesdizggiy
mdrri;J Yy %1 proposes a forbidden interracial
parr wg?. The Lao espouse only Lao, and if
o 5 was not possible, they will only mix with

ose having lighter-skin", stated the 2Na:ng
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irai (1967:27-29).
Khun Bulom’s son, Khun L0 had an agreement
with Khoun Lang, king of the indigenous peo-
ple, that in order to avoid to have inter-
ethnic problems, between the ethnic groups
(lowland lLac and Lac Theung, it was forbidden
to mix together (Ketavong, 1968:248). A8 a
result of this policy, before 1975 all poli-
tical position and ministerial positions were
monopolized monopolized by the Lao Lum, the
inhabitants of the Mekong valleys and denied
to other ethnic groups (Halpern, 1964b:5). In
the Lao literary masterpiece, Sin Xay {Pang-
kXham, 1965), the heroins, Nang Sumuntba, could
not marry a nyak (demon), who was considered
an alien (interview, Maha Vankham Souriyadej,
August 15, 1988) (see also Ketavong, 1968)}. In
gouthern Lacos, the story of Thav2 Ba Ciang and
depicts the hero, Ba Ciafg, as an
offspring of an ethnic khal one of the Lao
Theung (Austro-Melanesian), and the heroine,
Nang Malong as a lowland Lao (Archaimbault,
1961b:2597-8,2602; Ketavong, 1968). Identical
stories occur in Luang Prabang in the tale of
1 (1970) (Archaimbault, 1961b;
1973c). Thie sexual taboo decreed by the Lao
conguerors over the Lao Theung Bstrictly
applied, for the Lao Theung were suspected of
possessing powerful virility (Archaimbault,
1961b:2597-8, 2602).

When mixed marriages occurred, the town was
desecrated and endless purifications took
place, as in southern Lacs. More recently,
Zago (1972:122) pointed out, "In southern
Laos, it is the sin committed by the princess
(Nang . 'Phac) who was pregnant to a prince
hunter, that still has an influence over the
communities. Thus pregnant girls without
husbands have their sins expiated by the
annual sacrifice of a buffalo.® Otherwise,

their mistake would cause
/ drought and
Ii‘he a;mual sacrifice iz a ritualg to compzr];:::é
or this sin. In this way, it is hoped to
e?sure the rain which is vital for the rice
g elds (Archaimbault, 1961a; Hours, 1973b)
coweggr, it seems that Western pecple weré
ogsski:g‘(eigmb;;;oge se%merll)t of the elite in the
acs te be at the to
;g:%:er:s reg:;ds their wvalue as 2u3£1§32
. W Lao princesses ma
gzﬁzigin 1350 FEF?Fh men (Stieglitz, rfgég?
' + Delorme, 1991; se '
Australia, Ngaosyvathn: 1993a). ® the Lao in

In traditional Laos
opular

Ezgggrlnigat:gaiani it?‘li real'ityp geems t?lﬁﬁﬁg

ns & change dec e |
above; according to a L T uiia e

ao sayin ‘Bui

house as the owner wants, hang ); cgadle alslih:
sleeper prefers’ (Marcus, 1969). Until re-
cently, the political socialisation seems very
limited in Laos (Halpern 1958; 1964a).

gengzgglin urban areas, the wedding is
y arranged, and parents the
decide for their children, aho are prepzizévzg
:ccept their parents’s choice - (Zago, 1972).
tarents mostly intervene in the marrying of
fhe;r fldest son, who has to perpetuate the
damlly & name in the future, or their youngest
aughter, who has to take care of them in
their old age. To encourage young people to
:gcgpt their decision, parents explain that
: elr own marriages were arranged, and they
ad no complaints about it. They had had
nTmerous children, becauge in the worde of an
: d Lao saying, ‘Men and women are like fish
nd water, or like rice and soll’. If the
marriage was shattered by disputes, parents
grandparants or the elder people in thé
tommunity conspired to keep husband and wife
ogether by trving to convince both to accept
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compromise and be more flexible.

In traditional society, a wedding was only
a religious family affair, but with the
introduction of the common law in 1908, the
newly married couple had to make their mar-
riage vows before a public official, and mar-
riage was valid only when agreed to by the
young people themselves (Saysanasy, 1964:3).
dlthough a younger sister can be married bhe-
fore an older one, an offering in cash or in
goods must be paid to the eldest sister, for
the younger is "by-passing®™ her: respect for
the rule of seniority is still very much alive
in Lao society.

Girls were generally married between 14
and 16 years old in the 1880s, and then
between 15 and 18 in the 19308 (Aymonier,
1885:177). Generally, young men were 18 when
they got married. Parental consent was needed.
Today in Laocs, as in some other South-East
Asian countries (Xenos, 198%a:20), had finan=
cial problems and the long period needed for
study and official duties means that young
people prefer to marry later. The average
marriageable age for females now in Laos is
between 18 and 25 (Pfister, 1989:33), and for
nales between 21 and 30. In rural areas, girls
etill marry between 14 and 16 years of age.

The 1989 family code authorized both sexes to
marry at 15.

After an informal apprecach undertaken by
the mother of the young man or by some older
persen in the community, the young man’s
parents call at the home of the young girl’s
parents to give a formal proposal of marriage.
Agreement between the twec families is a very
important step. Scmetimes it brings confirma-
tion of what the two young people have already
pronised each other {Saysanasy, 1964:3). Ac-
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cording to the customs of the formal proposal,
commonly called ‘man2 (to string), the young

man’s family sends relatives to the young
girl’s home with trays of areca cathechu,
schontenia and betel nuts wrapped in banana
leaves, The offering is placed on a red square
handkerchief in a silver bowl, and is brought
to the girl’s house, where the official pro-
posal is made in front of all the elders in
the house. As symbol of their agreement, the
parents of the girl take two of the four packs
of the betel mixture and chew 1t, the young
man’s parents doing the same with the other

two packs. Then, the girl’s parents determine
the bride price.

The period of engagement depends on the
decision of both families, but if the betro-
thal ie broken before the agreed time limit
agreed, the break-up is more detrimental to
the girl’s reputation than her fiance’s. She
will be despised as a girl who engagement was
broken off®*, and the young man will have to
pay reparation.

Contrary to Hindi tradition, where the
dowry is paid by the bride family, in Laos the
boy’s parents must pay three kinds of bride
Price to the girl’s parents. The bride price
is a form of "exchange value". With the bride
price, men have "to practise their protection
Over women", although the bride price varies
from one region to another, and also depends
on the social status of women. Traditionally
in rural soclety as communication is dif-
ficult, the dowry is measured in live animals
or goods (Yannasin, June, 1988:31).

The three forms that bride price take
reflecte the cultural environment in which Lao
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people are immersed are:

i i tribute paid in goods
. ‘khal kheup2 phi 1s a
ta the tutelary spirits of the housgéeInrigg
kingdom of Laos this compulsory br;t vgried
was included in the family_gggﬁ.of o ed
i ial posl !
according to the socla A oo a Girl of
ilies, and was less expensive
fgﬂéilsoéial status and more expensxyelforTEE:
daughter of a high ranking offic;a .former
bride price is not returned“ to ta?nount o
husband when divorc% 2;:?rs. Its U
e tenth o ' [
rg§221¥néghier, 1954:56), and is congldfiedtaz
2ompensation for expenses incurred during

girl’s upbringing.

he engagement dowry,

. Mkhal ‘men2, or t \

zhould be in the fo:-'m t?\f gairim%hfsr igtﬁ:§
i oods given to the .

3255332? groperty and she keeps it even after

her divorce.

i £ the wedding,
. ‘knal dohng, or the price of t
?s not determined by law. It cop51sE§ 2£)ggig
or silver, and of qoo@s gellvere 0 e
arents of the girl. This is not compeo or
gor common people. For upper clqsilp Eer§
however, this dowry 18 materlg g;e ot
important. By virtue of tl;:{‘lsan%aiﬁr;en ‘I:he e g
may be considered as mer ne on. oot
of this bride price depen e ed . (De
status of the two famil}es fg Ined oo
Reinach, 1911:167; Archaimbaul 'oroe i
. In Laos, during the 19608 - .
ggg?ﬁe i:rica system was 11t}portant b%c;aex:‘sew ei..z
served to "buy" status. Girls and W men e
idered "The most precious mercha sel
cg;gagsxn June 1988:32}. Marriage prgyo io
éocial moﬁility, and was viewed as a dev c?ite
preserve power in a very restricted e .
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circle. It allowed some influential people to
.collect a "pretty wife" and "increased" about
their status, this practice of bride price
allowed the more powerful to obtain the most
desirable girls (Alzon, 1978:233-235). After
1975, the system was officially suppresged
(Vi 1, 6 March 1987), but in practice
this tradition still operates, and the mass
media, such as Vannasin (June, 1988) criticize
it openly. The money of the bride price money
can be used to fund the wedding banquet for
the qguests, to buy the bridal bed for the
newlyweds or for some other purpose., The
amount varies according to the social status
and financial ©position of the couple’s
parents. Some families hold a celebration for

the wedding of their children over three days
and three nights, or more.

Besides the agreement of the two families,
both sides will consult an astroleoger, often a
monk or a former monk, to find out whether the
couple’s birthdays fit well together and if
their fates harmonize. The Lac believe that
astrology, based on the year of birth and
Other information, can reveal the compati-
bility of the couple. Marriage will only be
autherized when the young man and the young
girl are born in Yyears corresponding to
Sympathetic animals or elements. For example,
those born in the year of the Rat or the Pig
are compatible with those born in the year of
the ox, the Tiger or the Dragon. It is highly
discouraging when birthdays correspond to
antagonistic elements such as water and earth
(Phimmasone, 1956:1=-11). In the 1970s', a new
trend appeared, forbidding marriage between
Young men and girls from the former liberated
ZOones and the newly liberated zones, in par-
ticular those whose father had been sent to
the political re-education centre. This led to
SOome young people preferring suicide. Things
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have changed dramatically since then. The new
elite in the 19805, comprising the newly rich,
whose wealth was made before 1975, and offi=-
cials from the former liberated zones, tended
to strike an alliance through marriagae
(Stuart-Fox, 19%92).

Before getting married, mixgd couples had
to get permission from the Prime Minister’s
Office (=ee alsc in China, Woolrich, 19892)
through a process which lasted at least three
to six months. The young man had to certify
that he was unmarried. If the man divorced the
wife, he had to provide his Laoc wife with the
aeoroplane ticket to return to her country of
erigin.

In the former liberated zones, and in the
early years of the new regime the "revolu-
tionary wedding ceremony”, or the thrifty
wedding, was performed, in most cases in front
of the organisation. All expenses were paid by
the community and the mass organisation of
which the couple were members. The state or-
ganisation gave the couple a marriage certi-
ficate which ie considered to be a marriage
contract. The state also provides a premium in
money and goods to the couple. Once the rea-
ding of the authorisation ends, the ceremony
of the gukhuan-bagl begine (Ngaosyvathn,
19%0). In the 1980s, '"bourgeois' marriages
reappeared in the Laoc society. The wealthier
the couples, the more ostentatiously the
marriage ies celebrated, with the number of
guests reaching as many as 500. Such marriages
have been criticized as a waste of money, for
Lacs is among the poorest countries in the
world. Marriage is alsoc beconing & means for
some rich families to join the post-1975 power
structure. Poor families continue to value the
thrifty wedding performed in the previously
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liberated zones { i, March 1987;
Yannagin, June, 1988:30-32).

On the wedding day, at the appointed time,
a noisy procession goes through the streets to
the home of the young girl, to the wailing of
brass gongs, mnd the shouts of men applauding
the tireless male and female singers who
accompany the young man. Flanked by two close
friends, grooms’ men, who provide him with a
ritual umbrella, the bridegroom arrives in
front of the bride’s house. The party will not
be allowed into the bride’s home untitl they
have pald a tribute in the form of alcohol and
sometimes a symbolic amount of money to the
female guardians simulating a resistance,
hindering the entrance of the procession. At
the threshold of the stairs of the house, the
youngest sister of the bride pours water on
the groom’s feet, which are placed on a banana
leaf. This ritual is aimed at washing away all
former stains before undertaking a new lifa.
Then, the youngest sister will symbolically

recelve a sum for her work (Deydier,
1952:57).%

The bride and groom, accompanied by two
brides maids and grooms men, together enter
the ceremonial room, where monks are already
sitting. The girl sits near the man on a mat
on his left in front of the Mpha khuan tray
(trash for fastening the soul) (Ngaosyvathn,
1990). The master of the ceremony then recites
the formulae of blessings for the newlyweds,
and cuts the auspicious egg in half. He veri-
fies that the boiled hen’s egg is shelled and
without spots, that it is pure white and in a
parfect mtate. This means it is a good sign
for the couple. He gives a half to them to eat
inmediately. He then ties a white thread on
the wrists of the newlyweds while muttering
blesgings. The relatives and quests then
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follow suit. Before the end of the ceremony,
the newlyweds proceed to the gOmmA ceremony,
aimed at begging forgiveness to the parents on
both sides for all the sins they may have com-
mitted in the past. Their palms are pressed
together holding bunches of flowers, a candle
and joss sticks, as they bend over and presant
the offerings to their parents (Zago, 1972:
221-224). At this moment, the mother of the
bride addresses her son-in-law, "From now on,
I trust you with my daughter." In traditional
marriages, advice is given as racorded by
Nginn (1965:21). At the end of the advice
given by the parents of both sideg, the bride
offers items, a mat and a pillow to her
parents-in-law as homage {Methivorakhoun,
1967:29). At the end of the ceremony, the
bride kow-tows with flowers to her husband, by
taking hie feet and putting on her head (Mas-
sieu, 1901:267).%* The newlyweds offer food to
the monks for lunch, and the feast continues
for the party-goers and fun-lovers.

The Lao tradition requires that as a part
of the marriage, one must cover the bridal bed
of the newlyweds with a sheet. An old woman
selected to perform this ritual, must have a
virtuous life. She should not be a widow or a
divorcee and should be the most respected
woman in the community.®® This will assure that
the newlyweds live without connubial hassles,
as long as that family’s "order" is respected
from the first day of shared life.

As scon as the wedding process is ended,
the couple have to organise their residence.

Authors generally refer only to two forms
of marriage in traditional Lao society based
on marital residence.® As a matter of fact,
there are three types of marital residence:

6

the matrilocality, in which the gro

into the bride’s parents house; tge :Et:?ggf
cality, with the bride coming to settle in the
groom’s parents house, and the neolocality

where the bride and the groom live indepen:
dently. Lingat (1959:278) suggested that
ﬁhatever the type, it ie not significant for

The marriage causes the transfer of poweé
f;om the father to the husband, and the mar-
ried woman, of first or second rank, is in a
situation near that of children." This may
explain why in Laos the form of marriage is
not compulsory (Condominas, 1970:13) to be
followed strictly as in Thailand, for example
in rural Nan (Davis, 1973; also 1984a),

Matrilocality

The matrilocal residence is the mn
popular cheoice of marital residence (HethiEst
vorakhoun, 1967; Nguyen Phu-Doc, 1970; Zago,
%972), and conforme to an old Lao saying

Taking a son-in-law to take care of thé
parents-in-law is as someone who has a paddy
full in the storehouse’ (Methivorakhoun,
1967:27). Accordingly, the bride price is
reduced to compensate for the son-in~-law’s
work (Nguyen Phu-Doc, 1970)., The tradition has
a practical basis in that it prevents a girl
who supports her parents from being taken away

and leaving them without help.*
woman wrote: P A learned Lao

The custom in Laos is for the
husband to 1live with his wg?g?g
parents, If the wife is the only
daughter, he stays with them per-
manently and brings up his own
family there. If they have several
daughters, the first one to marry
moves away with her children to



77

another house when the second
daughter marries, in order to make
room for the newly married pair, or
simply when the house becomes too
crowded (Levy, P.B., 1963:246).

The youngest daughter or the daughters who
live with and take care of the parents are
privileged with regard to land tenure and
particularly as regards the house site in-
heritance (Lebar and Suddard, 1967:68; see in
northern Thailand, Wijeyewardene, 1984). This
kind of marital residence is considered by
some as a survival of matriarchy (Zago, 1972),
enabling the newlyweds to perform under the
guardianship of the girl’s parents.*

Other writers support the view that it is
an opportunity for the mother to prepare her
son-in~-law to deal with hard work under her
leadership. This is =also perhaps a counter-

weight to the privileges given by tradition teo
the husbands and to ensure that the wife has
some rights of her own. So the balance of
power initiated in the house of her parents
will be moulded. "The newlyweds must live in
the home of the parents of the girl, and the
husband can not strike his wife without the
authorisation of her parents", noted Nguyen
Phu-Doc (1570:51). Thie is a kind of insurance
pelicy for women and tames the husband, as
been keenly recorded by Aymonier (1885:186):
"it is customary to inflict several fines on
the son-in-law for violation of the domestic
rituals and for the offences to the spirits of
the ancestors. If the wife is careless and
unruly, the husband cannot beat her, but
instead he must ask his parents-in-law to
correct her one, two, or three times and after
that, they must give him full authority to
cope with her as he wants." This is also a
kind of deterrence against & premature gquarrel
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between the newlyweds, which might bring
disillusions that could lead to a divorce
without the presence and the constraint of the
parents. According to the Vientiane Code, the
parents of the girl can reprimand the groom if
he acts in insolence, and he has to ask for
forgiveness (Raquez, 1902).

Moreover, the financial interests of
the husband tend to force him to behave in
such a way that he may be fully accepted
and integrated into his new family. Generally,
the couple will stay at this home until
the marriage of the wife’s younger sister,
who will later inherit the house, or even
the paddy field, for it is the youngest girl
who will ultimately take care of the parents
in their old age. Alternatively, after the
birth of their first child, the couple can ask
to live elsewhere. This old custom of having
a son-in-law living with his wife’s parents
contributes greatly to cementing the bonds
between the son-in-law and the parents-in-
law. Although accepted in Laos, as well as in
northern Thailand, this pattern of life is
unpopular in Eastern Vietnam .and China, as
shown by a Vietnamese proverb, ‘The son-in-law
who comes to move into his wife’s home is like
& dog who must always be lying down beneath
the press’ (Nguyen Phu-Doc, 1970:52).

Patrilocalit

Although widespread in most part of Asia,
for example China, Vietnam and Bangladesh,
pPatrilocality is, on the contrary, unpopular,
in Laos, as a Lao saying indicates:‘Bringing
the daughter-in-law intc the groom’s parents

house is as to draw the pest into the coun-

try’. wWhatever the truth or untruth behind
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this saying, it appears that this form of
marriage is less practised in rural areas, and
it reinforces the inferior status of the wife
in comparison to both her husband and her
parents-in-laws. The rationale behind such a
situation 1is generally clear, as Alzon
(1978:278) stated: "In societies with a
patriarcal structure, the girl must not only
give her body to whom she has chosen but also
settle in his family home." This practice

is current in urban areas, within the "big
families" who want to expand their clientelist
relations, and is often practised in the
Huaphanh province, northern Laos (Kasetseri,
1987:158; Dore, 1987:285), and by the ethnic
Hmong.*® One Lao researcher said of patri-
locality that, "the old Lao family, as well as
today’s of the patrilocal type, the husband 1is
the chief of the family, he has the right to
repudiate, to chase his wife from home. It is
true that at the beginning of the marriage, he
comes to live with his parents-in-laws, aimed
not at brutally taking his wife away from a
home where she helps her parents to exist, but
he always has the right to choose the conjugal
domicile" (Phimmasone, 1974:974).

Stories of clashes between mother and
daughter~in-law are endless. In the strongly
hierarchical structure of the Hmong ethnic
minority (Lemoine, 1972), the feud is settled
to the advantage of the mother; if the husband
is absent, the wife must be completely de-
pendent on her mother-in-law. If her husband
is dead, she must automatically marry her
brother-in-law, even if he is much younger.

Neclocality

Neolocality was rarely practised in Lao
traditional society, as De Reinach (1911:169)

80

noted: "It existed in some cases onl

the groom already had his own hougérh::
brings his wife in after the wedding cere-
mony."™ It was also the case after war when the
young couple’s parents were Kkilled. But in

modern times, young couples often choose this
arrangement when moving from a provincial town
into the capital, where they are without any
relatives. This form is advantageous for the
harmeny of the couple, The couple have to
shoulder more responsibility in their lives,
and 1n most caseg they manage well. The wife,

at least, is only under one autho
husband.' ! rity, her

Women As Resllient Victime of Polygamy

When blessing the groom, the master of the
wedding ceremony likes to say, "I tie the
white cotton threads on your left wrist for
you, and having a thousand wives")

As Cresswell (1975:102) stated: "Polygamy
ensures conditions for the survival of the
human beings".

While polygamous marriages existed in
Eraditlonal Lac society, a Lao saying warned,
To be unhappy, be the chief of the people, to
want an infernal life, have many wives’; or as
it is sald more commonly, ‘If you want diffi-
Culties, be the bessg; if you want cenfusion,
take a second wife; if you want people to
Curse you, dirty the main road’. This wisdom
is shared by many cultures: for example, in
the faraway Emirat Abhu Dhabi they say: "One
wife, one problem, four wives, four problems."
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As in other traditional socleties in Lao
traditional culture a man was allowed to have
many spouses. This tradition seems to be
foreign in origin, as a Lao writer pointed
out: "The law on polygamy which exteriorised
the Indian culture and civilisation, was im-
ported into Laos at the same time as Buddhism®
(Phimmasone, 1974:976). Buddhism as well as
Islam sees polygamy only as a moral order
(Djime, 1964:2). However, Seidenfaden (1958:
92), who was well-acquainted with the area,
was of the opinion that, "“Polygamy is,
however, rather common among the Lao people,
the male being a fickle lover." Through the
power of the traditlons and the customs,
polygamy became a legal institution, at the
tima that Lacs was ruled by France, a
monogamous country.

Polygamy was an integral part of the Lao
myth of the beginning of the world. Khun
Bulom, the legendary king of the Lao race, was
said to have come down to earth accompanied by
two spouses, Nyommala, queen of the right, and

s , queen of the left. Xhun Bulom’s
father advised him to have up to 10,000 wives,
but the important point was not to forget the
principal queen! (lNa: b

, 1967:14). The old pecple
recall that before 1975 kings in Luang Prabang
might have 500 wives. Father De Marinl
(1910:163) mentioned that during his visit to
Laos in 1642 to 1647, the king had over one
hundred wives. Massieu, visiting Luang Prabang
in 1896, during the coronation of ¥ing Zaka-
rine (1888-1903), had the oppportunity to talk
with the king’s mother, 70 years of age. She
confessed, "his father [Zakarine’s father] has
800 wives, and he manages each morning to

receive them and the children, and in this

enormous family, there are no disputes”
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(Massieu, 1901:240).

Legally, a man can have a& many spouses as
he can materially afford, but only one wife
can be treated as the first or principal
spouse. She is commonly known as mla nyay, and
the others, given the status of wife of second
rank, are commonly called . The hie~
rarchy is established automatically between
the different spouses, and each stays at the
rank ass;qned at the date of entry into the
house. Disputes between the spouses were rare
and corporal punishment was applied if they
did occur. This certainly kept Lao wives in a
conciliatory mood. The marriage ceremony of
the first rank spouse was performed with great
pomp, while for other ranks, it was generally
performed among close friends and relatives.
Traditionally and legally, the mia noy2 were
all under the supervision of the first wife;
they could not be permitted to be at the sanme
rank as her, nor to wear jewelelry, dress more
sumptuously, or be richer. The rank of the pia
novZ depended on when they came into the domi-
cile, After the death of the first spouse, the
husbandlwill appoint one of the most senior
among his second rank spouses to replace her.
The wife’s rank played an important role in
the matrimonial system, and in sharing out the
real estate and inheritance.®

Polygamy in Laocs stems from an archaic
belief in the superiority of the male (Say-
sanasy, 1964:5). This insgtitutien is limited
mostly to the privileged class, which draws
certain advantages from it. In traditional
Lao society, the majority of aristocrats and
dignitaries could afford to be polygamous due
to revenue collected from their rice flelds,
&8 well as from their social positions (Tau-
Pin, 1888:91; Cabaton, 1932:60). In Laos pre-
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1975, only military officers, high-ranking
civil servants, and businessmen, had severai
spouses. They were the main protagonists of
this practice, and were satirised in a novel
by Panay and Dcuang Champa, Kul Kinl Say
‘Khay Phu2 Xay (Female smelly, Male smelly) or
in Leng Boupha Ngoen, ffflnllifin (0 vou, Women)
in the 1960s5-1970s.

Having many wives is a source of social
prestige for the upper class, and for some
ethnic groups in remote areas a pool of man-
power, for these women are considered more
a work horse of work than anything else, and
the more of them there are, the more they
produce for men (Dijime, 1964:2): As in a
general view, Alzon (1978:228-9) noted:

Polygamy has nothing to do with the
shortage of men, except in the case
when an individual inherits the
widows of his brothers. It is the
powerful who display, in this way,
their social superiority and at the
same time, thank their progeniture
for having at their disposal abun-
dant manpower and a solid armed
force.

In traditional laoc culture, the majority of
people in urban, as well as rural areas led &
life of sobriety. They were not rich and did
not have the means to pay for a second mar-
riage. Halpern (1964a:6l) stated that, "Po-
lygamy doesn’t exist among the populace." Po-
lygany is commen among sone ethnic groups,
such as Lao Sung or Lac Theung stated one of
the members of the National Comnmittee of the
Ethnic Minorities of the Lao PDR in an per=
sonal interview on February 6, 1987. He said
that in certain lLao Theung ethnic groups the

W
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quz IuGFnd Ta Oy, males have at least five
wives, Generally, if polygamy is all

law, the only limits concggniﬁg the ndﬂg:i 2¥
wives was if a man could afford it. Nowadays

degplte thelmonogamy law, some ethnic groupé
still pFactlse polygamy (Inuma, 1992). Many
polygamist people were confronted with pro-
plems inlthe refugee camps or in resettlement
in a third country (Dia Cha and Chagnon

1993). For example, as one of conditions
required by a successful applicant for
resettlement in Western countries was to be
part of a nuclear family, many second wlves
become "younger sisters" (Long L.D, 1993).

Some Lao men who move arcund for their
work, usually traders and travellers, have
different wives in different parts of the
country generally in places faraway from each
other. In each place, the husband has an
associate who represents him and deals with
h}s business in his absence, gathers merchan-
dise for the next round of transactions, and
gets together a home for him where he is
assured to find a smiling face and a nice
welcome after his long journey,*

Apart from social prestige and manpower,
there were alsoc political reasons for poly-
gamy. It was the pride of parentsg-in-laws to
have a relative belonging to the noble class.
Just as in many other countries kings were
married to foreign princesses, so it was among
Lao kings, for example, Fa-Ngum (1350-1393).
The founder of kingdom of Lan Xang married
Khmer and Siamese princesses; his son Sam



Saene Thai (1393-1415) had forejign wives from
Pegou, Ayuthaya and Lanna. King Visocun (1501~
1520) married a princess from Chieng Mal. King
SaiSetthathiraj (1559-1571) was married to
eight foreign princesses, and Xing Souli-
gnavongsa (1637-1694) married the sister of
the king of Sipsong Panna. Besides foreign
princesses, the kings married the daughters of
their ministers and officials, as well as of
commoners. The large number of their wives
resulted from the custom in <traditional
society of providing high-ranking officials
with females who generally were a political
asset for the family.

Nearly alil Lao literature deals with
polygamy in some way. Wives of heros cus-
tomarily number from 10,000 to 84,000.%
84,000 is a symbolic number: it is a reminder
of the age of Lord Gotama, and the number of
the verses (ga‘tha) in the tripitaka (the
Three baskets) (Peltier, 1988:120). In tales
such as ‘Phu Thav2 ‘Phu Nang (Mountains of
Phou Thac and Phou Nang) (Gouineau, 195%a) or
the story of Sin Xay (Sin Xay’s Epic) (Pang-
kham, 1965), the hero’s father has eight wives
and 500 who are half human and half
bird (Peltier, 1988:262-263)., ‘Na:nd Seu Thava
sulivong (Chronicle of Sir Sulivong) (1968)
refers to the several wives of the hero, while
the Kala Nab Meu2 Suay2 (1968) stipulated four
categories of wives, as in Muslim law, which
pernmits men to have four spouses.

Lao literature also gives a dramatic view
of the consequences of polygamy, broken
families and children encountering mis-
fortunes. The struggles between the wives are
bitter and merciless and always results in ths
death of one of them, such as in the tales of
Four Plumerias. Campa Sil Ton2 (1969)
(Gourneau, 1959a:425-6).

If male dominance has instituted polygamy,
Lao women were not indifferent to it. Poens
have been written aimed at educating women not
to accept the role of the "small wife", such
as "I do not hunt for the place of a "small
spouse” to be looked down upon. I prefer to be
a spinter and stay till my death to escape to
ny sadness."™ The resistance of women was also
likely to preserve the happiness of the
family. Lao wisdom attributes this outloock to
women: "It is better to lose a gold piece
bigger than the size of a head than toc lose a
husbhand". A story about the hard lesson of
polygamy entitled i i

=-in- , was written by a former Lao

Prime Minister, Katay Sasorith in the late
1950s to 1960s:

A Lao has two wives, The first wife
is furious when she caught her hus-
band on the bed with the mia noy2.
She then takes a knife and cuts what
the writer called "his most beau-
tiful ornament" and threw it to his
mia noy2. The husband is dead. When
this story was published, many men
decided to separate from their pia
noi. This unprecedented crime, in
the old Lac country where women
always obey their master, the
husband, had a large impact after
all (Sasorith, 1958:61-62).

An identical case happened in Laos in 1877. In
the 19608 and 19708, people were already
reacting againat wonanizing (Halpern,
1964a:41); "Some of these demonstratione
featured students carrying signs; one of the
hore extreme ones asked for the castration of
4 former head of the national police"
(ibid:62).™ Unfortunately, the movement was
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short-1ived, for the worm was already in the
fruit. During these years, there were disputeg
in the beauty salons and in the market, and
even mediums were mobilised, and magic potions
and amulets used (Som O, 1966) to try to bring
husbands back.

gsexual strife was unbridled in the former
regime, as the first American anthropologist
fo work in Laos, Halpern (1964a:62) indicate:
"among the elite and urban population gene-
rally, the position of the second wife is
unenviable, and those men who have two wives
nust obtain a separate household for each. A
few years ago the wife of a member of the
elite created a scandal." A succession of
scandals drove Lao men to abstain from having
as many legitimate wives as Dbefore. As a
matter of fact, even if polygamy is legal in
Laos, there are not many men who had legal
wiveg for they were terrified of the confllicts
that can erupt in the family (Saysanasy,
1964:15; Phimmasone, 1974:976). Instead
legally having many wives, some men preferred
as DBranfman (1970:226) reported, "Village
girls removed to the provincial capitals by
high-ranking government officials to serve as
temporary concubines until they ceased to
amuse their patrons. Such stories are
extremely common place in Laos."

Tn Laog, in the 19608-1970s, the commission
for a reform of the legal code (Whitaker et
al.1972:288), which included Lao and French
lawyers, proposed a draft on polygamy saying
that some Lao ethnic minorities were not yet
ready to abandon it. The authors of the code
nave revised and codified the draft by letting
newlyweds marry under the monogamous system if

they prefer it and then sign a marriage con-

tract. As in some French influenced African
countries, such as Cameroun, Togo and Gabon,
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the renunciation of the polygamous marri

rriage of
the couplg should be made by a speciaf act
(Van Den Wiele, 1969:35).

In 1975, peolygamy was abolished in

Laos
but it was only in 1989 that the countr§
enforced monogamy, even though the state
apparatus is mainly composed of represen-

tatives of the ethnic groups
polygamists. groups, some of are

More generally, polygamous marriage renmai
commen in many countries in Asia aég Af??é:s
as was shown by the debate organized by UNESCO
in Paris for the celebration of the Interna-
tional Year of Women on March 9 1988. This
maeting revealed that the struggle for the
suppression of polygamy will not be successful
without the energetic contribution the whole
society in general and of males in particular.

In Lacs, with the opening up of the c

to the west, there are more og;ortuniti::n§;¥
men to have subordinate wives. Before the
country became more open most married women
counted on the vigilance of the mass organi-
:ations to which they belonged to put leash on
heir husbands. This was successful, because

:xtra-marita{ relations were rare. Since 1988
he old fashioned ideas have steadily made a

gomeback. Many families have broken down,
aeca‘use of a new form of secondary wives known
S lmla keb’ (hiding wife), or >mia xagl’
L?;:?ng( wife), or } ; * {agencing

see a simi i
Cambadis  Sous. lgaoﬁfr problem ocours in
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D- A Back Breaking Chore

Life in the countryside has not changed
since time immemorial. Hence, women’s lives
remain tied to the various workload that
is always on their backs.

"In Laos, women work at least three times
more than their husbands", recorded Taupin
(1888:91) in a field report to the French
Governor-General of Indochina. Some Yyears
before, another explorer gathering political
information in Laos, Aymonier (1885:176)
granted generously that, "In Laos, women do
all work. Aside from the hard work in the
fields and forced public labour, men think
only of catching partridges, turtledoves and
wild hens with nets", A tireless explorer
of Laos, Pavie (1947:54) confirmed this,
"The Laotian appreciates agricultural work

very little; he prefers to leave it to his
Kha slaves or to his spouse." A Lao woman
not only supported the burden of work for

the family, but if she travelled with her
nusband, she had to follow behind him carrying
the load. Aymonier (1885:176) sneered, "If the
husband carries anything, this will be a
weapon, as if he wants to apologise for his
laziness on the pretext of protecting his
spouse." Conversely, in cambodia, which
otherwise is culturally close to Laos
in many regards, a husband travelling with

his wife preferred to bear the load and let
his wife walk in front of him (ibid.). In

rural areas of Laos nowadays the same
attitudes stlill exist. It is possible that

vigilance required the husband to carry 2
weapon, but a similar situation has been
noticed in Vietnam too (Hocquet, 1966:2-3).
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Work in the rice fields begins in g
after the first monsoon iains in ::;:
Ploughing is man‘’s work. After planting the
rice seed in a seed bed, women and children to
transplant the tightly packed young green
shoots by pressing them into the mud. For
example, in the 1860s, travelling with the
Commission for the Exploration of the Mekong
led by Doudart De Lagree, De Carne (1872:18)
was surprised to see that, "the island of
Khong ;s pecopled by farmers. Rice fields
appear in good care, and we are attending the
spectacle of planting out rice seedlings.
gggsgtf;; tge fo:ntrg, concentrated on this

. bac reaking e
feet floundering in the gmu;e.:lry day and their

During the growing period, women ar i

e still
kept busy caring for the.§oung plants and
keeping the fields clear of weeds. The fish in
nearby ponds as well or hunt for crabs in the

rice fields to improve the : .
of the family. P meagre daily diet

The ricelharvest season begins in November,
thg harvesting being done mainly by women and
children. Neighbours came to help using tradi-
tional sickles. They cut handful after handful
of riqe-heads, and are then kept busy drying
and wlpnowing the paddy in a corner of the
rice field as in ancient times. "The soil is
rich, but gets so hard in summer +that the
inhabitants throw their rice on it and sweep
it up 1later", stats KXaempfer (1729:22).
Finally, the paddy is stored in the grain
storehouse, from where it is taken for
Preparation each day.



91

As in rural areas of Thailand, in Laos rice
milling is exclusively a female occupation.
The rice is hulled with a giant mortar and
pestle whose beam is operated by foot. This is
planted on the arcund floor of the Lao house,
and it is worked by foot. It is usual to see
women or young girls, under their houses on
stilts, pounding mechanically while holding a
baby to their breast on a sling of naterial,
commonly called : . At each move of
the pestle, the child jerks up and down. Levy
B.P. (1963:247)} has described the process:
"aAlthough hand mills were sometimes used,
paddy 1is more commonly husked in a large
mortar worked by the foot. The rice is then
winnowed by hand; this is quite a skilled
operation and is always done by women."

American missionaries who visited Lao

in 1884 could not help but lament that, "life
in Laos is exceedingly monotoncus. The women
do much of the hard work in the field as well
as in the household" (Presbyterian Board of
Publication, 1884:443). Another  Western
traveller in Laos was dumbfounded by the
activity of women: "while her husband was
already resting, she still fetched water and
dedicated herself to the various care of the
household" (Taupin, 1888:58). With fatallsm,
women had to bear the burden of the house hold
chores and to fulfil their duties as tradi-
tionally prescribed. They were called upon "to
go to bed after their husband and to rise
first". Dally life was constant work as
Aymonier (1900:18) noted:

A Laoc woman works more than men.
Sshe must cope with housekeeping,
cooking, caring for the pigpen and
the farmyard. She must, from dawn,
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steam the rice that the family will
eat during the day, till and water
the garden, and during the dry sea-
son, fetch water from the river,
sow, plant, replant, weed and har-
vest rice during the rainy season.
Men plough, harrow and prepare the
paddy field, go fishing or hunting

copduct boats as they are excellené
skippers, and go trading far away;
the remaining time, six out of twel-
ve months, they rest. Women work the
who;e year, for it is again they who
unwind silk, spin cotton, weave ma-
terial that the family sells to make
scme money or clothes, go to the
market, as either seller or purcha-
ser, gather wood for fire, and at
last feed and bring up the children,

The cooking of meals, the gathering of wo

and forest products (bamboo gand plar?t shoot:d
lnsects, and fruits), fetching water, feediné
animals, gardening, braiding herbs and bamboo
together for roof material, embroidering lea-
ves and pendamus for mats or baskets, all
these activities are exclusively female;
including feeding babies day and night. The

giv1sion of lahour was spoken about long ago
\ad in such Lao literary master pieces as

: 1965), Nyot
(1972), and ! )

Ehamsone Buhape Nithane Thav2
Khamsone (1966). All the heavy tasks pile no

Cne on top of another, and when a wo
spare time, she weaves, man has

In the Maghreb, for example men wea
iCresswel;, 1975:54), but in ané this wasv:
lask considered as a woman’s domain ({Nginn

956b; 1959b; Levy B.P., 1963; Whitaker et
81.1973), Lao folk tales, such as Hyet Khan-
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(1972), Kab Pul Sone Lane-lang
(1970), MHNa:
Luk (1965) relate that women nust keep busy
with their silk and cotton weaving. ‘Na:

j { (1967:40) pin-
pointed this duty as belonging to women. As
American missionaries reported in 1884, "The
women did not know how to read, they were
always trained to be useful in their homes,
and a Lao girl who does not know how to weave
her own dress ls considered as ignorant as a
girl in this country {USA) who does not know
how to read" (Presbyterian Board of Publi-
cation, 1884:486). Nearly all Lao women are
brought up to understand and to practise wea-~
ving (Bounyavong D., 1992). Even as a baby, a
Laoc girl has already +ouched the weaving pro-~
ducts that her mother has placed on her bed:
the Ka:dong2 a bamboo plate, which is gene-
rally used to husk rice; and when she begins
to understand her mother’s language, she can
watch her weaving when not absorbed by other
chores. From eight to ten years old, the child
learns with her mother the step-by-step
process from breeding the silk worm to dyeing
cotton and weaving. Once married, when hou~
sehold work affords her a break and if preg-
nancy is not too advanced (a family of 12
children is not unusual), a woman is busy with
the loom machine. "Weaving activities are ex-
clusively in the hande of the women and there
are few huts without a loom, either on the ve-
randa or under the house in the space allowed
by the poles and the floor of the house", no-
ted Picanon (1501:304). Pavie (1902:33) may be
outraged by such a chore, as he wrote down in
his diar:, "The groaning of the loom, alter-
nating with the bump of the paddy mortar, roc-

ked the traveller long after the signal for ;

rest had been given by the chanting of the
monk from the neighbouring pagoda." It is
indisputable tradition and social structure,
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as well as need, that n i
vel ecessitated t
activities, as a former Director t;efseIg;jziE

mation N’ginn 195 '
tone of nostalgia. & o 0 C)r marvelled with a

The surplus material was directed to the

market, in order
tuation of the famffy.hej'p the financial si-

A woman assumes

traditional society, her feeding role in a

. where needs ar i
The subsistence economy meets fﬁnéégéﬁsgi

needs. With the appearanc
e of
]'{;:s, ::;neg constit.utle the c*lynam.’u:r:rl a;c}:::: ' aig
foreign tr ul participants, A 19th ceétur
ool r:affller remarked that the market iﬁ
Pochons tia capital was swarming with women
forna étr ey kept the string of the family'é
B e o oggﬂ a8 1n most South-Rast Asian
Roveriie é eld, 1988b:629-645). However the
"Neither th:egﬁzganélgig:gg] ?Sserted Ehat,
: e wife iz expect

;ge;n::: u%?n any important business glonzd
They st r: he work, the responsibility the
Lewe Lao:lithElF labour. The whole atmosﬁherg
Shan Lacs, ome 1s on a plane distinctly highe

nd in any other non-Christian land.:
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PART TWO?:

LAO WOMEN IN A

CHANGING WORLD

The world is possessed of two wings-

the male and the female. So long as
these two wings are not equivalent

in strength, the bird cannot fly.
Until womenkind reaches the same

degree as man, until she enjoys the
same arena of activity, extraordinary
attainment of the world of humanity
will not be realized; humanity cannot
wing its way to heights of real attain-
nent (Writings of the Bahal Faith, que-
ted by Lindsay, 1980).

In 1975, a republic replaced a kingdom in
Laos. However, the problems were overwpelming
due to the total withdrawal of foreign as-—
sistance, which until that time ensured the
survival of the population in urban centres.
The unilateral closure by Thailand of the
border, through which Laos‘s internptlonal
trade passed, exacerbated contradictions in
Laoc society. Much of the country was still
full of unexploded bombs (Wilson, 1987:9-10;
Pulcini, 1987:11-12). Some provinces 1in thea
North of Leoe were transformed into “1un§r“
landscapes ae a reeult of the air war which

.
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was carried out in secret from 1964

1970, and then overtly until Congress p&gt:i
end to it around the middle of 1973 {Burns et
a8l.1984:38). It is not exaggerating to gualify
these activities as "ecociden {ibid.215), the
total number of bombs dropped in 'Laos
surpassed the total dropped in the European
theatre of operations during the second World
War!

Poverty remains widespread, but the country
is s=safe from other scourges of under-
development, which exist ir other parts of
South-East Asia: "while it is true that the
per capita national income is certainly one of
the lowest in the world, it is generally ack-
nowledged that this income is fairly egqually

distributed among the population and the

different regions™ (Lag PDR, Eqonomic Report,
1983:3). Luther (198B6:3), a lecturer at tha

Thailand’s Chulalongkorn Univermity, states:

Though it is true that the national
income counted per capita is one of
the lowest in the world, it is a
system of subsistence and "shared
poverty®" which prevails. Wide parts
of the country are hardly touched by
the cash and market economy, barte-
ring still exists and income is
fairly equally distributed among the
population. There is also a notable
absence of crime, prostitution,
urban sluns and other avils which
normally go with the nature of semi-

modernized countries in Southeast
Asia.

After the country’s opening to Western
countries and the collapse of Bastern European
communist regimes, the Lao had to count on the
loans from the World Bank and the ADB. In 1990



97

the Lao PDR was US§ 1.2 billion ip debt to

oreign countries (
£ H 1990:II:1).,

1 examine the
g part of the study wil e
mov:l:;;nt 1::o change the long es;;bléigﬁgeztzgga
tures through social reform. e :
ty, the bottom o
decreed from the top of society, tom ©
to carry them out. e
society being compelled ther ! n
- 4 decision-making is
nethod of central-comman ; o
i the world with the
now breaking down all over . : he
ist system in the form
collapse of the communis r
t it still lingers o
USSR, and elsewhere, Ye L lingers o
as evidenced by the fa
i:;meLna:c;s 'policy on the decision-makers’agenda.

red well
It is true that this policy augu
for women when it was first, put for:?r%igy
the Lao ruling party Whenlthe{ we:;eo%or;o zr;r ig
ower. After the total selzur n
iggsp, the ruling party d{:e?:jﬁnid da :ghg:;:ﬁigg_
licy for women, and e? ablishe k- et
i work on women’s issues, How '
;tggm;g to change the traditional gender or?er
soon led to a showdown between conservat v:
sectors in the town andithe Fulingdpz;§¥1§2‘
areas, with two differing an
igiglemphasés. outcomes and Break—through,hang
failures are recorded in selected fields wher
data is available.
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1/ THE TRIALLING OF A POLICY

Women’s isgues were on the agenda of deci-
sion makers of the Lao ruling party long
before the party took over total power in the
country. This was then a period of social
experimentation. During these years in the
wilderness and under the pressure of an urgent
need to mobilise politically the conceptua-
lisation of women’s issues had crystallised,

Once in power, the ruling party attempted
to liberate women, but it was not possible to
avoid a situation where there was in fact no

more than a new molding of the old traditions
which reglemented gender relations.

A~ Molding A New Society

Under the Siamese, Laos was ignored except
for the pillaging, while under French colo-
nisation, the situation improved only
slightly, particularly in the field of
education. A scholar nhotes,

The needs of the French colonialists
for an "educated" Lao, knowing how
to speak the French language, was of
a little importance with their ad-
ministrative system, producing and
relying on many Frenchified Viet-
namese. This did not prevent the
French from despising the Lao lan-
guage and considering it an "alien®
language, (Lac books and newspapers
were banned) and te only recognize
the French language as the only of-
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i vernacular (...). Illiteracy
S;Zi?;herent, and more than_gs_pef
cent of the population was 11}1Fe
rate, and the Frepch authorities
never tried to eradicate it o? e;en
cope with it (Braunstein, 1978:1862),

intreoduced
Lac language classes were
intgazsiéols. Even so, the whole curriculum
wag still in French, except for Lao }anguagg
and civic education (for more details, se
Chanthala, 1972).

ast, in the former liberated zones
(thin Pc:::r;lizi.: La'o) a different image o:’.;1 ggg—
cation and society was found by a Lao Sctglin'
who, at one time lived there before se revog
in France: "The new soclety that the La:h o
lutionaries proposed to conspruct has e Ti-
tional characteristics of 1ndependence,lt -
B sy " Ta the Iiberated zones,

indr, 1979:466). In
R e
bonbers, the new state s : e CTnea
under very difficult conditions for, ide
i day, and to work at night was
gﬁi;n%oggibilgéy of surviving®. womﬁr ni:dig
to bury themselves in caves, as well a i
forests. Despite the saturation hcmblng,ted
new "soclal fabric" was patiently construcf ﬁ
piece by plece. One person had to per g;e
several tasks, living as "an qu durln% the
day, and a fox during the night". Afwo;nhae uas
simultaneouslyt ;1 wo;-::;ér me;n!ﬁie ra os'.tud.ent: or
a vegetable p .
t:gci::ér atte%:ding clffsesa, t:ler;c%or;fe??nitgnwtﬁg
the motto, "study we an . he
system of the NLHX, the studen

Egﬁiﬁﬁiznsis givided betwean attending courses

during the morning, and doing productive work |

(fetching water and wood, construction, repalr
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and maintenance of the sch
during the afterncon. The evening was given
over to political meetings (Norindr, 1979:
450). The results were evident in the
spectacular breakthroughs in the cultural,
ideological and professional fields. 0Old nen
and women and all children went to school.
Bocks were free. Today, those who learned to

read and write under these very difficult
conditions vividly remember it.

ocl, raising fowls)

The rights of women and minorities were
acknowledged and promoted. Women learnt not to
be afraid of their husbands any more. Some
conservative men were irked when hearing that
men could have no special rights over wonen,
although other agreed that it was a valid idea
(Chomsky, 1970:456). Branfman (1972:80-81)
recorded the reaction at the grassroote as

follows when he interviewed one of those who
fled the liberated zones:

As a young girl, I had found that
the past had not baen very good, for
men had mistreated and made fun of
women as the weaker sex. But after
the Neo Lac party began to admi-
nister the region, if one makes a
serjous comparison, it became very,
very different. On the subject of
women, under the Neo Lao things
changed psychologically, such as
their teaching us that women should
be as brave as men. For example,
although I had gone to school be-
fore, my elders had advised me not
to. They had sald that it would not
be useful for me as I could not hope
to be a high-ranking official after
graduation, that only the children
of the elite or rich could expect
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that. But the Neo Lao said that wo-
men should have the same education
as men, and they gave us equal pri-
vileges and did not allow anyone to
make fun of us. Women could also
work. For example, I helped my pa-
rents plough and grow vegetables
just the same as the men did (...).
They encouraged husbands and wives
to love one another; and women would
do men’s work and men would do wo-
men’s work, each helping the other
willingly (...). The Neo Lao had
made men and women equal.

So for the first time in Lao history, the
word eguallty was no longer an empty word. A
woman enjoyed the same rights and accepted the
same responsibilities as a man. Her vote
counted as much as a man’s vote. She could be
a citizen, militlia woman, socldier, func-
tionary, militant, cadre, teacher, doctor or
artist (Norindr, 1979:466). An educated Lao
woman, Levy B.P, (1963:262) gives her
impressions in these terms,

My experience is that of hundreds

of others, except that Lactian women
today, even the plder ones, take an
interest in politics, particularly
in the area occupied by Pathet Lao,
where groups of partisans instruct
and train them. For my part, I had
never been interested in political
questions and I am grateful to my
husband for having enlightened me.

when coping with third world problens,
authors like to point out the lack of "“po-
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litical will". However, the case of Laos may
bring some nuances to such an approach.

B- Roots 0f A Powerful Conviction

Numbering more than half of the population,
Lao women constitute the country’s backbone.
"Women cpqstitute half of society; if they are
not emancipated, half of society won’t be 1li-
berated". This phrase from Lenin has been em-
bodied in several aspects of the policy of the
Lao ruling party. It is a heritage of socia-
lésm to handle this age old problem of huma-
nity. For practical reasons also, if women
constitute more than half of the population,
to liberate them is to free the most important
part of the working force which could posi-
tlvgly influence the “other half®, or the men,
Until 1975, politics were not part of women’s
}ives. According to the royal Lac dictum,
‘Women were not allowed to meddle in politics,
nor monks ip the affairs of the state". For
the firet time in Lao history, the documents
of the First National Congress of the LPRP
were released in March 22, 1955, followed by
point eight of the Ten Point Program adopted
on April 10 1964 by the Second National
Congress of the NLHX. This was reproduced in
Point Five (with more details) at the Third
National Congress of the NLHX in November 1968
(seg alsoc Brown and 2asloff,1986), in the
Political Program of the Second National
?g;gre:z of the LPRP (February 3, 1972)

omvihane, 1985, 1I), and in the
Eonstitution. These points were promotedn::
he same time as gender equality, and put an

end to social and polit .
ethnic groups. political inequality among



103

Representing the fundamental position of
the NLHX, the sixth Point of the Program for
Achieving Peace, Independence, Neutrality,
Democracy, Unification and Prosperity adopted
by the NPCC Plenary Sessions on May 10 and 24
1974 stipulated the following objectives:

To guarantee the rights and freedoms
of men and women in all fields
{...), and to assist women to raise
the standard of their knowledge in
all fields, and to help them in-
crease their capacities, so they can
contribute to all tasks of building
and defending the country. To im-
prove the living conditions of women
of all ethnicities; to pay parti-
cular attention to the protection of
mothers and children®.

This policy was a political alliance during
war which also applied in the post-war period,
and was aimed to foster a social mebilisation
of those excluded from the former regime, as
well as to draw women from their political and
social ghettos. The two problems were linked.
gSocial barriers existed in the old regime
which contributed to an attitude of looking
down on the members of different ethnic groups
as "The lowest orders in the human life"
(Halpern, 1964a:92). Thus, womén were op-~
pressed twice, both on the grounds of sex and
of ethnicity. In Laocs post-1i975, women toock on
various tasks in their daily life. Some wmea-
sures have been adopted to lighten women’s

purdens and to allow them to receive a higher .

education. The adoption of Women’s Inter-
national Day was used to atress the importance
of women in Lab society and to sensitize Lao
men ta the central role of women. However, the
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promotion of women in Lao i
scciety ha
xgntglo\: due to the survival of 1::1:1 ie?fé%i
ana t :t l;cét :Eztzswol::len'sbeeducation conpared
ag en lo .
%r:literacy appears to be 10-15 perwecrentF§m§1e
.:t of males ( ! 1989-29‘:"w
f:l. tle or nothing has been done ta 'educat; m;rll
abosgd:tfe t:i?nf(;l;:ingeittheir biased conceptions
ority of women. Accoradi
the official line, "Societ e o
popular concept, 'the concz tmust it
of e
Eg:ween hen and women and resoriutely ergggéizg
1977:Eentality of insulting women" (Phomvihane
1977:84-85: also, 1985,1:139). To avoid women
lgasmen committing "social promiscuity", in
: + Temale workers were forbidden tc; go
tg:rs:;:nr:th men iff there were two men. Since
g up of the countr
allowed to travel with men Sotober 1991
+ In October 1951
three business women went :
to Australia wij
E:gtmen to the International Trade I;:ae\arlalop:;ﬁz:1
re in Sydney (Khac Lao, 1981:22).

C- Redefining Worth

The Lao Women’s Union is i
a vehicle f
Eiigztfm of values deeply rooted in “socialci,itﬂ
“Tho Ogy, as evidenced for example by the
hree ggodsL, and Two Duties* [
Ihii), €& LWU was set
National Congress in 1984.up Rfter the FPlrst

The LWU’s main concerns
were formulated
153, Toupastion docunant. adopted in Haroh 21,
"newh sy oocuR 8 dedicated to forming a
woman. The ‘
March 21, 1984 state that: LHUTs statutes of

Having a revolutionary vi
rtu
professional traininqy obliq:ti::g
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towards the revolution and socialism
wlll be met according to the requi-
rements of the "Three Goods, and Two
puties" (to be & good wife, 2 good
mother and a good citizen), in the
spirit of authentic internationalism
combined with an ardent patriotisen.

The first of the "Three Goods" is to be &
good citizen. The fuller meaning is given in
the firset two pages of the document on the
"Three Goods, and Two Duties", and includes
patriotism, devotion to the new ‘socialist’
regime, fidelity to the party line and direc~-
tives, and solidarity with all Lao ethnic
minorities in order to contribute to the task
of safeguarding and building the nation.
According to a Lao reporter {Buakham 1987),
the result from the mobilisation on the first
motto was 85, 597 persons, while 79, 504 to
the second one (ibid.).

The second good is to be a "good wife",
reflecting traditional Lao cultural patterns.
A "good spouse" must be fajithful to her hus-
band and must deserve his confidence. She
helps him with advice to overcome obstacles.
she and her husband should form a couple en-
hanced by eguality, and by the absence of
quarrels. She must provide all the condltions
for her husband to work and study, and congra-
tulate him when he succeeds. If he makes er-
rors, she must have the courage to criticize
him, and she must not hide his weaknesses or
allow him to behave wrongly in pursuit of his
wants. If the wife does wrong, she must ack-
nowledge it in order for the couple to go for-
ward. She must learn how to take care of the
household, do embrojdery and weaving, and keep
the house clean according to the rule of the
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"Three Cleanlinesses" jin w
! . ays of livi -
;;rfg e;lnd sleeping. A "good wife"” mustulrzl'gc'e gzd
P her parents and her parents-in-law. She

must show solidarity with
the international pﬁoletargsz.compatriOts and

The last of the "Three
Goods -
gizg: is to be "a good mother", %oagi Eﬁoegg—
cator hof children. This requires women to
Learn ow to care for children and appreciate
g cnfﬁ§§3?%:%§heh mﬁfhi?imust ensure that
ood cltizens. This i
heart of the documé%t e e
. The "Three G
Two Duties gives a brief A
gations incumbent on th reoon ohe obli-
g , e "“good husband®
good husband" must be exen ot ine.
plary. He -
E::ﬁ: ihni% r:éﬁethaantdtgglp her go aclﬂues\::e i:il
and become a couple wz;gay Tony straigyther
out any st
following the "Three Goods, an&YTwor%ﬁﬁi;sEn
r

the husband
the couﬂtry'and wife will build and safeqguard

After a campaign of four
Years, 100,32
gz t:? million women in the éounté .4w:ut
Lﬂﬁorled as being good spouses {ngpnzxy;: t;:
numﬁergazr’ 1:7; 1988c, 1:6). Judging by this
femaleé't step had been taken to encourags
timale bowards goog behaviour as in ancilent
501,797 familion oeotali in LLUber ta  the
era n the count
333?ésfh§ campaign of "Three Goods, angywsg
iren ooki less successful. The presant
those pgggfpusizg ;iig?tlyd - W,
National cCongress o TING held inyong
f the IWU h
;gggted a new orientation t.oward: lghain"l'!}x:as
. : ;ﬁgd Twaitliutiea". These required one 1.::
citizen, a good bu :
. ’ uilde
anily baaed on the new culture 'r ::d t::

develop solida
remained the s:::?’ while the two main duties
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It seems paradoxical that the document on
the "Three Coods, and Two Duties" has never
been applied to men, who are simply =supposed
to behave as "good husbands". This point was
made to the author by Khampheng Boupha, former
president of the LWU on August 28 1988. The
path of women’s liberation is also related to
men, whether in the factories, the plantation,
the farms or the offices. Education aimed at
developing good gender relationships should
perhaps begin with those most responsible, the
men. The Second National Congress of Lao Women
decided that the document on the "Three Goods
and Two Duties" should be applied to both
sexes (Report of the LWU, 1988a:54,56). In the
past, men have never had their own organisa-
tion to educate themselves on gender issues
and problems. When interviewed by the author
on September 29, 1988, the former president of
the LWU, Khampheng Boupha stated that, "In
many areas, the people and the official cadres
understood the meaning of this campaign diffe-
rently. They thought that it concerned only
women." The "Three Goods, and Two Duties" is
not dissimilar to the centuries~old teaching
of ‘Na: ]
(1967), and in that it concentrates on wo-
manhood, and the mothering role of women.

Ideally the members of a family and society
are equal. Meals are taken and are an opportu-
nity to discuss a wide range of concerned
issues in order to create understanding and
draw valuable Knowledge from this. In reality,
Lac women today can not be silent as in the
ancient time. If their husbands want to treat
them as they were treated in the former socie-
ty, they are not afrald to critize them, even
in public, as a foreign scholar stated in 1978
(Braunstein, 1978:279). In meetings of the
LWU’s section at the ministry level, many Lao
women talked couragecusly about the misde-
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meanour of their husbands in ord

kind of collective energy to c::;:gtp%gtn?
They no longer what they were before, such as
"Women are the ministers of Finance and of the
Interior", similar to Vietnamese wonmen known
as "the Geénerals of the Interior". However,

this 18 not a general phe
this is phenomenon, and progress

D- Ihe.Fledgling Arm of the Women’s Agenda

Youth, workers, peasants, and women are
represented in the Party’s mass organisatio:s.
The women’s asmociation "is deemed for women
to be the appropriate framework for them to
become conscious of thelr struggle and their

solidarity." (Braunstein, 1978:73; Report of
the LWU, 198614). PrBHTY;

A Long tradition of Struggle

The firet women’s organisation was the
kohng yuvanari, or the Women’s Unit esta-
blished in many towns before the end of the
Second World War. Songs, such as yuvanari, or
nying _lav kag2 kheun2 (Go Forward Lao Women
were written to mobilise fLac wonen tnroughou%

the country (Report of the LWU
Ngaosyvathn, 1993d). v 1986

On July 20 1555, in the same year as the
foundation of the party, the tP%; was algo
establi?hed in northerf;i Laos. The Asso-
clation’s statutes aimed "to mobllise women of
all ethnic mindrities and of all social strata
in the struggle for national 1liberation®
(Report of the LWU, 1986:77).
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As a transmitter for the LPRP the Asso-
clation fulfilled its mission, and reports
from women themselves illustrated the problems
of this period. After the liberation of the
whole country, and at its PFirst National
Congress organised in 1984 the name of the
women’s association was changed from the LPWA

to the Lao Women’s Union (Repert of the LWU,
1586:5%.

A Cantralized Structure

The LWU began with the establishment of a
nucleus and thel expanded with the creation of
branches at first confined to two provinces in
the north of LlLaocs. A formeér Prime Minister
stressed that, "The Association had bases in
all the liberated zones even if the system of
organisation was not very solid" (ibid. 4).

With the liberation rapidly expanding, the
structure of the Association grew too.
Before 1978, the headquarters of the

Association were always in the liberated zone,
but a branch was instituted in Vientiane.

Women’s activists at the grassroots were
called "cells of solidarity®. The Associa-
tion’s cells were organized at all levels, as
well as in the work places, such ag ministries
and enterprises. Only the membars of the As-
sociation were regrouped in cells. in these
bases. Women not yet co-opted as full members
were in the "solidarity cells®™, At this time,
the cell presidents ware not elected hut
designated by the top level of the orga-
nisation; approved by the general assembly,
and then ratified hy tne top lavel. The
mandate was initially for one year, but might
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extend up to three years or more, according to
the circumstances of each local cell. The
president nominated two other members to help
her. The LPWA had its local cells at each
level (previobs statute;2), and comprised a
managerial group of 11 to 13 members. At the
provincial level, had nine to 11 members,;
there were seven to nine at the district
level, five to Eeven at the sub-district
level, three to five at the village level, and
one to three people at the hamlet level. This
widespread organisation with branches at
grassroots levels provided guidance and

education to women in both the cities and in
the countryside.

This pyramidal structure operated until the
First National Congress of the LWU held in
1984, when the statute of the organisation was
modified in line with the changing socio-eco-
nomic and political situatioh of the country.
Article five of the new regulations stated
that there would be four levels of management
in the organisation, these being the central,
provincial, district and the village lavels.
Each level has its own executive bureau. At
the central level, the executive bureau is
composed of nine members placed under the res-
ponsibility of the president of the LWU, and
assisted by a number of deputies (Article 15).
The president is a member of the Party’s
Central Committee (as was the former presi-
dent, and the newly elected president). The
working bodies of the executive bureau consist
of several departments, which are responsible
for the activities of LWU in certain areas,
such as organisation, foreign relations, nur-
sing or information. Departments are further
divided into numerous sections responsible for
executing policlaes. At the national and pro-
vincial levels, the executlve committee is
elected for five years, and at lower levels
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for three years (article 12, and on their for-
mation see article 10/3). The LWU Congress e-
lecte new presidents at the central, prov@n-
cial and municipal levels once every five
years (articles 12 and 17), once every threa
yeare at the district level, and annually at
the hamlet and local levels (articles 10, 12).
At the grassroots, there are the cells, and
each comprises at least five members. The
number of cells in a province is variable.

Before 1984, all women over 15 years could
apply for membership, but after this date, the
age was raised to 17. According to the regula-
tions adopted at the First National Congress
of Lao Women in 1984, members included: ™All
progresgive women, without any distinction of
class, ethnicity or religion are patriotic,
loving peace, hate the enemy and share soli~
darity with the people of the whole country,
can apply to be a member. To be a member, a
woman must agree with the present regulations
and must not have participated in the activi-
ties and organisations of the reactionaries.®
In fact, membership is very selective. The
applicant must have not only an irreproachable
pelitical background, but also, most impor-
tantly, she must have political credentials.
Professional qualifications are not suffi-
clent, but revolutionary virtue is essential;
as in a Maoist slogan: "Red first, and
Expert®. It may take many months to consider a
candidacy before the candidate is nominated to
become politically active in a "cell of soli-
darity".

With its satructured and well-rooted orga-
nisation, the LWU should be the ideal ins-
trument for the cause of women’s liberation.
However, because of its very limited budgetary
allotment, small number of personnel and scant
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resources, the organisation is confined to
what appear to be basic activities. At the
provincial level, and in some districts, there
were not enough leading female cadres (Report
of the IWU, 1988b:12). After stressing the
posinge output of the women’s organisation,
in his speech at the First Naticnal Congress
of Lao Women, the former Prime Minister
devoted a long passage to criticising its
waaknesses ({ ) ; 1986:15-19).
Ireson (1992:1%) reminds us that,

The socialist government established
an official mass organization for
women, Initially, this organization
was weak and focussed solely on

mobilising women to support the new
order.

A former Lao Prime Minister noted,

The extension of membership is slow.
A great number of women are still
left outside the organisation. The
conditions of admission are too
sBevere and do not conform fto the
characteristics of a large mass
organisation. { ’

1986:17).
A similar situation has already occurred in
Vietnam. As Nguyen Thi binh, president of the
Vietnamese Women’s Union stressed: "Activities
of the Women’s DUnion have not changed fast
enough to keep up with the demands of the new

revolutionar sltuationn -
Pty Y on (Quinn-Judge,

For example, in the Vientiane municipality
in 1986, there were only 199 cells at the
hamlet level, 22 at the sub-district level,
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and nine at the district level, comprising in
all 26, 848 women (Phanthalangsi, 1986:2),
while the total female population was 390,200
(8tate Statistical Centre, 1988:15). So the
total number of cells in the entire country
was 10,200 (Vientiane Mal, 9 December, 198¢;
Bouakham, 1987), and by 1988 it had increased
to 15,914 (Report of the LWi, 1988a:4l}). Back
in 1964, there were only 1,000 menbers
(Cf.interview, Sitphaxay, Saptenber 1st,
1988). In two decades, from 1964 to 1984, the
nunber had increased to 425,021 (Report of the
LWU, 1986:108). In 1986, there were 446,141
(Bouakham, 1987), and in 1988, there were
456,032 or 27.09 per cent (Report of the LWU,
1988b, 1:9); 1988c, 1:8) of the whole female
population of 2,009,400 (State Statistical
Centre, 1988:14; 198%9:14). In view of the
relatively small percentage of the fenale
population, the LWU’s plan is to increase its
merbership by up to 50 per cent by the year
2,000 {Raport of the LWU, 1988a:77). The data
gshows & slow increase in the whole country of
at least 2,000,000 females, onae quarter of
whom are members. Beforae, to be a member was
an honour and gave prestige, now it is seen as
a task to be fulfilled. In a personal
interview with the author an August 27 1988,
Khanpheng Boupha said that, "Women at the
local level would not work on the activities

of the women’s movement, we must rotate then,
but they will not co-operate fully. They said
they have children and did not have enough
time to voluntarily help women‘’s activities,
but in fact, there are kindergartens to take
care of their children." Women preferred not
to be involved in the women’s movement di-
rectly. The same problem is found in Vietnam
which might be expected to be more structured
in this area. In 1983, Nguyen Thi Dinh, pre-
gident of the Vietnamese Women’s Union said in
1983, "In many places, women do not vet fesl
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close to our organization® uinn-Judge
1983:3). A similar situation wascslso foung ’
in the former USSR, even 70 years after

the Russian Revolution: "In our country, for
some reason, there is not a serious women’s
movement (...). Women’s voices are audible
only in their kitchens" (The PBogton Globe,
19688). The same situation has also occurred in
Cambodia, as Flemming (1984:442) found,

The Women’s Association appears to
be just another branch of the go-
vernment’s bureaucracy (...) [and]
seems to have played a simjilarly
ineffective role in mobilising women
at village level. Again, it appears
to have been created by the lea-
dership for 1little other purpose
than to promote the Party 1line
(...). This demonstrates how little
women‘’s emancipation has advanced in
Kampuchea, and shows how such pro-

gress depands directly on goverrment
palicy.

Although partly resulting from excessive
bureaucratisation, as 1in other communist
countries, the low performance is attributable
to local reasons too. One of the reasons is
that the LWU is a front organisstion for the
party. Although it is more than 35 years old
and has done a Yot for the ideclogical
education of Lao women, and its organisation
extends throughout the whole country, it is
short of funds and cadres, and has done little
to alleviate the fate of women in their dail

life and work. The LWU has heavily streusex
its policy of gender rights, but gender
3qua11ty is still elusive. A resmearcher noted:
Women‘’s consciousness of their own rights is
8till at a very low level...Hence, deapite the
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greater economic role of Lac women today, the
gender relations in Laos have undergone very
few changes® (Ng Shui Meng, 1988b:65). The
blust is given by an inhabitant of the Lao
remote capital as reported by the Bangkok
Past (25 March, 1989) is revealing: "Women'’s
rights? I don’t know of any thing much about
it in Vientiane." The under-developement of
the country has had a harmful effect on women,
and the challenges are immense for them, while
change takes place very slowly. Again a
gimilar situation obtains in Canmbodia as
curtis G. (1989:166) states: "the Association
geems to view its work as being charity
related rather than directed to developing its
members‘capacisy to manage projects or
programmes of direct benefit to women."

A New Role With New Challenges

The LWU insists the formation of the "new"
woman according to the motto of the "Thres
Goods and Two Duties". The new statute of the
IWU strongly emphasized that: "The organi-
gation helps to awaken women to thelr libe-
ration, to achiave equality between genders,
to praise the heroic role of the women during
the war, and identify the exploitation of
women under imperialism."

With the era of international detente, the
Lac Women’e Union hae been making some ope=
nings up to the Western world. In the past, it
confined its relations to Eastern Bloc coun-
tries in the past but recently its cadres have
begun to exchange experiences with those of
Thailand, Indonesia, France, Australia, or
Sweden.

Lac women have made valuable gains in the

1989:101).

domestic burdens,

women continue to encounts
r the EBame set
broblems. The conditions for women in :urgi
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last fifteen years. There is
. howev
m:g? to be done, and much human pote;?&;lstéit
:o é.e?::gs :od be developed. The challenge is
nd preserve gains m
effending them into every area of 1igz'sowtﬁig
a women, men and children will benefit.

2/ OLD VALUES AND NEW IDEOLOGY

Your hands tel) your
tal
ever so poignantly: °
Heavy as the weigth
En your shoutders
ight as the ki
saimt iss of dead, dying
Emptied of lovers
:2?]wa:ted them gentie
of childre ;
ot ot n to raise,
E:om ::e :ays of hunger
om @ depths of wretchedn
They soak in soap all week °ss
Press the iron, ti11 the soil
There is no rest, no end
To the barter of flesh and bone
They are gnarled and chafed,

In strength, th
tenderness d speak of

(Rosalida V.Pineda, in Asia and Pacific,

Given the general level of poverty, their

and their social status,



117

areas, and their problems, are shared with
those working in the towns, although these
urban dwellers have their own particular
problems. Wherever they live, Lao women share
the same aspiratione in their daily life, and
participate together in the greater tasks
which mobilize the whole country.

Ideologically, new structures had diffi-
culty taking shape while the old Kkept their
strength. This is a difficult issue, which
ofter wrecks attempts to reform society in the
third world. Laos has alsc experienced such a
conflict with the old insiduously subverting
the new ideology, and taking over again with
eaEs.

A- The Traditional Burdens QOf Rural Women.

Women shoulder workloads unknown to men,
and are often pushed to the limit. Thise
unbearable situation still continues today
(see for example, Macdonals, 1987:2), for one
typical case among many others portrays the
dally struggle for exietence of a rural woman
overloaded with work. A study made in 1985 by
Maroczy (1985a:14) gives a break-down of tasks
that women must undertake. As well as being a
mother, rural women must fulfill the household
duties which comprise their daily routine.

The first and heaviest load for women
are the endless pregnancies and taking
care of the children. This has been the
case in all generatione from the treditional
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Sexuality

The concept of sexuality for most La
people, as for people in many underdevelopeg
socigt;es, i8 a mass of taboos, because Lao
traditional social values are conservative. In
the family as in the schools, this subject has
never been one for discussion, and is still
not even today (Lutheran of Immigration and
Refugee Services, 1978; Dore, 1981; Ngao-
syvathn, 1993a). It 1s never discuased even in
the private realm of people’s lives. Women are
generally very shy when faced with questions
;egarding sexual behaviour (Pfister, 1989:72).
iex topics are considered immoral. Generally
t; contemporary literature or folk® tales'
. ere is no mention of explicit sexual be-
d?viour. Until recently, many modern Lao songs

4 not even fogua on love, bhut mostly on
Economic production and "revolution™, where
gve is allowed and marriage performed only
after the harvest or atfter finishing the dam

construction, the
hospital. ¢ road, the school, or the

Boys and girls do not know how the
g:v§lops. "Most Lao village women are usggz
. at sexual intercourme may result in preg-
1ggcy, but they do not seam to have any know-
thege of the biological process involved, i.e,
pfissperm, the ovum, and fertility", noted
astiter {1989:45), an American scholar. It is
s mated that 99 per cent of rural Lac women
ond roughly 98 per cent of urban Lao women do
not know what spern and ovum are. A girl would
£ know when to expect the changes of puber-

¥, when she will begin menstruation, what the
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ces are, or how to cope. "Some ¥y
;gggiguet?ave nevér heard the words for thae
sexual parts of the body or language des~-
cribing sexual behaviour®, stated one scholar
(Merchant, 1987:18). When many young girle
have their first menstrual period, they think
that they have been bitten by a leac. whﬁn,
when they ask their mothers, they are told "it
is only nature". They do not know the facts
about pregnancy. Nowadays, teenagers of bhoth
sexes are not completely ignorant of sexua-
1ity. Although their knowledge of conception
and contraception is relatively poor, they :g
learn something, at least from friends, a
foreign television or videos, but they do not
receive a thorolgh sex education. On the one
hand, traditionally, premarital sex and Efeg
nancy were not supposed to be discusse n
public, a msituation which still holds trus
today. On the other hand, as if to axorcize a
taboo, Lao pecple are inclined to joke about a -
boy’s organ, and even give it as a nickname ;o
children in rural areas, Furthermore up to t E
19508, also against sexual taboos, particu
larly in Luang Prabang, women would capture
nen and demand a ransom during the New Year
celebration (Dore, 1987). Up to 1975, th:y
took the opportunity to rub mud or colors in
the men’s bodies (see in Northern Thailand, i?
Nan, McMorran, 1984; Davis, 1974}). The Tad
people who live nowadays in Sipsong Panna a?
the areas adjoining Burma gave two of thelr
cities 100 km apart the names of 4 ‘
(the "yonifcity, or Pfemale city") and ngugeg
hax (the "lingam" city, or "male city")
(Rispaud, 1961:1855).

some
Furthermore sexuality permeates
faeativals and ;1tuals. Before the onsai of
the rainy season, one of the most popular

Lao festivals is the "Boun Bang-Fay", the
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rocket festival, traditionally performed

in May, the sixth month of the Lao calendar.
puring this event and as part of their
entertainment, men disguised in female clothes
{and women in male clothes) , gather in
groupe and sing songs with transparent
gexual allusions, and show an artificia:l
female and male sex organ. Viliagers carry
"Furiously coupling male and female
marionettes called szobistes, exhibiting
homemade bawdy pictures to the crowd, and
waving crudely painted wooden phalli at the
ladies, who titter. All this helps the crops
to grow", an American traveller reported in
the 19508 (Meeker, 1959:83). Since most of
them are drunk, nobody blames them for bad
behaviour. In fact, people of both sexes,
particularly young girils, laugh ‘at =such
entertainment. This event is a fertility rite
before the start of the rice growing season
(Faure, 1959b). Sexuality is also expressed in

other rites, such as trance states ' (Dore,
1979).

Sexual Abetinence

Unlike the Chinese tradition, which
forbids the husband from having sex with his
wife after giving birth, the Lao traditions do
not expressly forbid the husband and wife
having sexual relations during the post-natal
period. But most older people believa that the
husband will be tefipted to "rape” his wife
during her first early period of confinewment,
by the fire after giving birth, As a Lao
Baying goes ‘the stoves are still hot, a woman

comes pregnant again’. To avert this
temptation for the husband, and to prevent the
woman becoming pregnant again too guickly, old
bPeople, in particular the mother of a young
wWife, prefer to come and take care of the
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daughter during the perlod of penitence,
commonly called yul fay (lying by the fire) or

yul kam (in penitence).

Sexual 7relations for widowe Dbefore
remarriage are socially unacceptable. The
widow is traditionally permitted tc be
remarried only when her husband has been dead
for three years.

Sexuality is more generally controlled
through an elaborate cultural belief systenm in
which sex is associfted with sin and not with
pleasure. For instance, the l4th point of the

prohibited sexual intercourse during the holy
Buddhist days (occuring,

two to four times per month), the Buddhist
Lent Day (in July-August), and the New Year
days (Bouphanouvong, 1970:50)}. The majority of
Lao women interviewed by the author in two
factories (cited below) said that making love
is another burden compounding the heap already
weighing on them.

Family Planning and Birth Control

The first impulse of the Lao is to ask new
acquaintances, "How many children do you ha-
ve?", In opposition to the one child family
policy in overpopulated China, or one or two
in Vietnam, the Lac, who have a great feeling
of wide space, like to have many children. In
almost all marriage ceremonies, while seated
in front of the basi-sukhuan tray (Ngaosy-
vathn, 1990 ), the bride and the groom receive

worde of bleseings, with white threads jeoining ;

both of them. The many friends, siblings, and
even the master of the marriage ceremony will
bless the newly mnarried couple with the ritual
formulae: "May you have a house full of chil-
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grandchildren, to fill the
p 1959¢:136; see also

d;en and then of
CIFY" {Archaimbault
Pfister, 1989:46),

Buddhist belief considers human and animal
lives are sacred. On the one hand, Lac people
are prepared to have many children, and leave
it all to heaven, as noted in a Lao saying:
"It depends on merits and misfortunes done
during the former 1life™ (Thongsith and
Phongsouvanh, n.d.). Pregnancy is considered
to be a natural state for a married woman
(Pfister, 1989:49). Moreover, having nany
children also medns social prestige for the
father (as does having many wives), and he
considers them a source of manpower for
economic production and for his security. It
is not unusual to find a Lao woman feeding a
dgzen children or more. However, a more recent
figure from the 1988 census seemz to suggest a
more moderate family size with six people

being the average (Lao PPR, 1988 R t; Lao
PDR's_Report, 1989).

The Lao Dbelieve that the foestus of a
three month pregnant woman has a soul. If
the foetus dies through miscarrage, they
believe the child does not want to be born
with the mother or it belonged to the wrong
mother. If the mother wanta to destroy the
foetus by abortion, she is guilty of a crime
against her own child, and it is a sin.
Because of this bellef, even if they are very
poor, Lao women bear many children until they
are no longer physically fit. Moreover, due
to this belief it is wvery difficult to
encourage family planning. Howeaver, a 1970
study conducted by Wolff and Donnan (1970)
among prostitutes found that girls knew of
contraceptives, although their use, except for
the condom, is almost nil. Nearly two decades
later, in 1989, Nancy Volk found during her
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field trip in Vientiane’s suburbs that birth
control was mainly confined to the use of
Depo-Provera, which was brought by the staff
of the Public Health Ministry to women in
these areas. Again according to Nancy Velk
(1990), only a small number of wonen used the
pills. Men do not want to use condoms, And
they easily become a joking matter in the
village.

The new government encouraged 1 birth
policy aimed at increasing the national
population., As in other countries of the same
political persuasion, such as in the former
USSR (The Boston Globa, 1988), there is
currently in Laos no policy at all for
providing free contraception or family
planning {Population Briefing Paper 1987). In
the 1980’s, stating that the nation was still
under-populated, the government coccelerated
the pace towarde population growth, although
there no adequate mneasures were taken to
gustain this trend. There was no specific
laws or policies prohibiting the use of
contraceptives, but there was alsc no policy
permitting or promoting family planning.
Pefore 1989, m8 there was no specific laws
or orders prohibiting abortion, a woman went
seek help from a private clinic., If she died,
and if the practitioner was caught, he or she

was sued for manslaughter. The 1989 Criminal

Code stipulates in article 85 that abortion is
now 1illegal. If no death occurs, the
practitioner will be sentenced from two to
five years’imprisorment. If death occurs, he
will be sentenced to between five to ten
years’imprisonment. A woman who has requested
the abortion will be sentenced from three
months to one year of imprisonment.

124

Until recently, the government’s birth
policy and the tradition of a large family
caused a rapid rate of demographic growth, the
highest in the region at 2.9 per cent per yvear
{Sukhaphab, 1987). The crude birth rate is
upward of 46 per 1,000 (Lag PDR‘’s Report,
1989; Pfister, 1989:18), and the infant
mortality rates is above 200/1000 (Ljunggren,
1992:173). In 1988, 45 per cent of females
were of reproductive age (Pfister, 1989:18),
and fertility was very high at 6.8 children
per woman (World Bank, 1990:20). At the same
time, life expectancy for women is only 46 of
age (EIU, 1988-89:28).

In about 1984, a new trend was initiated
in reaction to many problens derived from
the former policy. As in the State of Cambodia
where a birth spacing policy was officially
accepted in 1988 (Curtis G., 1989), sc in Laos
a campaign of birth spacing began for "females
of reproductive age" for the first time since
the new regime. The LWU began to be sensitive
to the stress on women over this issue (HEepaort
of the LWU, 1986:45), but it was only in 1988
that some projects wera initiated (Vongsak,
1988: 2,5). At present, opinion is in favour
of the promotion of family spacing as a means
of improving maternal and child health. The
ideal number, according to Lac planners in
1990 is to have a family with less than four
to five children by the year 2,000, with a
space of two to three years betwean each child
{Pholsena, 1990). According to our 1988
survey, on the guestion of the desired number
of children per family, 90 per cent of 117
women workers at the Tobacco Factory and at
the Weaving Factory in Vientiane, aged between
20 to 54, said that their first need was to
have fewer children, with the ideal number
being two to four (boys and girls). Only 10Q
Per cent said they wanted more than four.
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However, 90 per cent said that they did not
know how to stop and did not know any
contraceptive methods. If a woman does not
desire more children, she does not know what
to do (Ireson C., 1988:49), or from whom to
seek advice, because information on this
gubject is not available from either family
services or the private sector. The Rangkok
Post (25 March, 1989) found a similar
situation among women in Vientiane: “The birth
control? NO, we didn’t have". So illegally and
discreetly, some urban women have used pills
received from their siblings living overseas
or even through merchants from Thailand.

c- The Challendges For Urbap Women

The situation facing Lao women in terms of
workload does not differ between the remote
parts of the country and the towns, wpere the-
re are some advantages of modern life. Only
the type of problems changes, while the basic
problem remains the same.

ngqual pay for equal work" or "Same diplo-
ma forqghe gagg position”; these mottos of the
First International Congress of Unions conve~
ned in 1921, were espoused by the LWU long be-
fore the political change in Laos in 1975. One
former Programme of Action of the IWU stated
that, "With the same work, women and men must
have the same salary". This has since been im-
plemented, but the situation of "same diploma
for same position" has still not seen achie-
ved, in particular in the private enterprise,
although the government claims to ensure &
woman a job according to her ability. Progress
has occurred, when compared with the previous
gituation (LeBar and Suddard, 1967: Turton,
1977). For example, the two female managers
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interviewed at the Tobacco Fa in 1
ctory in 1988
said that they had the same positioﬁyas deputy

chief of branches and
Chief « earned the same salary

However, the attention of the party and of

the state wanes, the old
women resurface. old prejudices against

Po More With a F

ew: i
Discrepencice Gender Equality and Its

The proportion of women in the party

membership is very small. Th
this, are numerous? ® reasons for

Despite the conetruction of
tindergartens, women have problems coping 3?3%
t eir children. They nust care for then, =so

heir husbands can get to the office on tinme.
As a result women are late for work or absent.
Women are also victimized in the selection
process for party membership in the following
way. No woman is represented in the politburo
which is the main decision-making body in thé
gguntry. At the Second National Congress of

e LPRP in 1972, only one woman amnong 14 men
was elected,.as an alternate mamber {Thayer
1983:90). Since 1955 she had served aé
president of the LWU. At the Third Rational
Congress of the LPRP held in 1982, four women
one of them again the president of the LWU'
were elected to the CC of 49 members (29115

LPRP, 1982:207). The Fourth National ¢

of the LPRP was held four years later i:ng:ggs
;nd out of 51 full members elected to the cc'
our were women, with an additional one woman
@lected an alternate member (out of nine)
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( , 1986:303~304). By March 1991, at the
Fifth National Congress of the LPRP, two more
women were appointed as full members and two
others as alternate members. Sisomphene
Lovanxay, who was Vice-President of the 5PA,
and Head of the Organisation Department of the
¢c of the party, and responsible for the
promotion of cadres in both the party and the
administration, was asked by the author about
this under-representation of women. He
responded flatly that "women do not meet all
the requirements." In 1988, of the 27.09 per
cent of the female members of the LWU, 40 per
cent are in the LPRY, 19.44 per cent were in
the FLTU, and 9.19 per cent were members of
the LPRP (Report of the LWU, 1988a:42). This
low ratio is not surprising because even
nationwide, the total LPRP membership hefore
1986 was only 43,000 (Stuart-Fox, 19B6:66;
Mikheev, 1985:58)., This accounts for only 1.5
per cent of the 3,584,804 inhabitants in the
1985 census. According to the 1985 census, the
population of Vientiane municipality totalled
377,409 {males are 193,136, and 184,237 are
females), but only 198 women, or 0.10 percent,
were members of the LPRP (Pasason, Feb. 2§,
1988). Women areunder-represented as heads of
the LPRP cells. Meanwhile in the State of Cam-
bodia, only one woman was a member of the
Politburo of the Cambodian People’s Party
(Curtis ¢., 1989:160). In the former USSR,
more than 70 years after the Russian Revo-
lution, only two women had been appointed to
the politburo (Keller, 198%), and women only
represented 29 per cent of Communist Party
members, and 7 per cent of secretaries of
district Communist Party Committees (Rosenberg
1989:20). A Japanese scholar, Takeko Inuma
(1992:3) noted that "the female political re-
presentation has decreased in the post revo-
lutionary period”. The low number of women 1n
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political bodies stems from the popular belief
that it is still largely ‘men’s territory’ and
often incompatible with women’s roles as
housewives and mother‘s lives.

In fact, politically, men and women fought
together for the independence of the country,
and today women shoulder with men a wide range
of duties. They are more educated than before
and have obtained qualifications in all
activities and fields to build up as well as
to safeguard the country. The differentiation
of general roles is manifested at all levels
of soclo-economic and cultural life. However,
if we compare the situation with the former
regime, during any period of history from 1893
to the collapse of the kingdom of Laos, we see
that women had never been nembers of the
government. Under the new regime, women have
at least been promoted to various positicons in
government, even though there are stil)l few
women at the highest levels. Thus women still
have limited input in policy-making. In the
government, one woman was hominated to the
level of vice-minister, and was then appointed
as presldent of the National Bank in 1982, A
similar situation was also found in the former
State of Cambodia (one woman of ministerial
rank, as vice-minister of Health, Boua,
1980:11}. Nine years later in Laos, after the
Fifth National Congress of the LPRP in March
1991, four women were appointed as vice-
ministers (Education, Health, LWU, and FLTU).
There has also been some progress in the
employment of women in different occupations,
and in positions of high responsibility as
directors in some ministries. In 1982, a table
of the ILWU produced by UNICEF (1987:70)
illustrated the low representation of women in
key decision-making positions at the
director/managerial level in some important
ministries. For example, there were three



129

women to 33 men at the directorial level in
the Agriculture Ministry. In the Public Health
Ministry, there was one woman to 12 men at the
level of director. In the Ministry of Industry
there were four women compared to 37 men,

In 1988, the Second National Congress of
the LWU recorded that women represent 60 per
cent of the active work force in the

agricultural sector (RBeport of the LWU,

1988a:32; 1988c:5).

Most government functionaries and
technicians are men (...). Directors
and heads of factories and work unit
are almost entirely male {(...)}. Wo=
men are not proportionately repre-
gsented among the government minis-
ters, though rarely a ministerial
department may be headed by a woman
or a woman may very occasionally
head the mninistry’s provincial
office,

noted Irescn C. et al. (1989: 8, 12)., Manivone
viravong (1987:8) had already found a similar
situation, "Women are less visible in local
and national politics and government." How-
ever, in the qualified professiocns known as
women’s work, women are over-represented
(Inuma, 1992), for example, on the staff of
kindergartens, where 95.62 per cent of the
workers are female ( ;, 1988Db,
1:5). lLao women do play an important role in
economic activities, and according to the 1985
Census, females represented 831,032 out a to-
tal of 1,601,535 in the work force in the na-
tional economy. However, the Lao PDR has one
of the most gender-segmented societies in the
world. This means that women are concentrated
in certain occupations, such as teaching and
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nursing. By comparison to other societies, i
Lags, these two occupations a ' an
enthusiastic area. P Te mot an

.Women are heavily concentrated in t -
tribution sector, where 95 per centrg;diﬁe
workers are females | , 1988b
1:5; 1988c, 1:4). The third highest area of
women’s employment was in the field of handi-
craft production, where they represented 80
per cent of industrial workers (Report of the
LWU, 1988b, 1:4; 1988c, 1:4). In the public
health service, female nurses were 71.54 per
cent of the total (Report of the ILWU, 1988b
1:6; 1988¢c, 1:5). Women provided most of thé
low level civil servants, such as secretaries
typists and clerks (Vongsak, 1988:2; Inuma'
1992:3). In government services, only 22 peé
cenF pflemployees are women (ibid.). In the
activities of state-run enterprises, where
normally female employees normally fare bet-
?er, they still make up only 51.88 per cent

Report of the LWU, 1988b, 1:4; 1988 :
the majoritx of whom are labourers. 3ér;'§;&
ire enterprise heads (Heyzer and Boon Kean

588), one ;xceftion being the head of thé

eaving Co-Operative. This Co-ope-
:?Eive subcontracted female weavers fro; gﬁﬁ-
silz the factory, and in return they produced
o aand cotton for them (interview, Septem-
ol + 1987 and August 11, 1988: for mors seeg
hda :i 1987; Ng Shui Meng, 1987a; 1988). It is
o Cctly these co-operatives that were the
! rst to function without financial suppert
mrom the state and have been revealed to be
ore productive than those which are state-
Sponsored. "It’s not without surprise that an
t?dependent non-governmental women’s organisa-
on servee to educate a predominantly male
government on their needs and possgible roles
in women’s production", wrote Adams {1987:3)
after visiting this Weaving'Co:
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operative in 1985. At the Hong Ngane Ya Sub
(the Tobacco Factory eight kilometres away
from Vientiane), according to my survey in the
field on August 10 and 11, 1988, there were
ten work units total of 117 female and 92 male
workere. Only two units were managed by woren,
and the three standing comnittee nembers of
the factory were all men. A similar situation
was found at Hong Ngane Keua Khok Sa At (the.
Salt PFactory, 25 kilomatres far from Vien-
tiane) in an interview conducted on August 12
1988, it was found that this factory comprised
four work units (of 225 male and 71 female
workers), which were administrated exclu-
sively by men.

In many countries, in the profession of
teaching,yfemale teachers fill the role of
ngecond mother": it is a typical female oc-
cupation. It 1s paradoxical that in the Lao
PDR, teaching has dropped from being a highly
respected profession to one of the least at-
tractive (Wu, 1983:6). The number of female
staff in the Ministry of Education totals only
50 per cent (Report of the LWU, 1988b, 1:5;%
1988c, 1:5). In the 1985 census, women ac-
counted for 10,652 out of a total of 30,003 in
the education and cadre-training sector. The
under-representation of women 1is even nore
stark at the primary level, with the number of
female schoolteachers qﬁ (the primary level
being only 25.50 per cen '
1988%, 13%: 1988c, 1:5). However, 95.62 per
cent of kindergarten +teachers are women
(Report of the LWU, 1988a:35; 1988b, 1:5). At
the loca) level, the situation is simlilar (see
for instance, Ireson’s 1989 survey). At the
secondary level, female schoolteachers make up
only 23.42 per cent (Report of the LWU, 1988b,
1:5; 1988c, 1:5), and in the high schools,
32.97 per cent (Report of the IWU, 1988b,
1:5). In the health sector, despite slogans
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such as ‘Medical doctors have a good heart 1i-
ke mothers’ (a rendering similar to the Viet-
namese slogan "A doctor is like a good mo-
ther", White, 1981:231), females in the 1985
census totalled 5,728 out of 10,056 workers.
More than one decade later, women made up only
48.08 per cent of health workers; 41.79 per
cent of female assistant-physicians, and 57.05
per cent of physicians { ’
1988b, 1:6; 1988c, 1:5). To summarize, in the
sectors mentioned above, considered as female

"Jobs", women are not represented in the
numbers one might expect.

Wonen are also under-represented in poli-
tical positions at the grassroots, such as the
head of the administrative hierarchy. Heads of
village, sub-district, district or province,
are overwhelmingly men (Ng Shui Meng, 1987;
Ireson C., 1988; Pfister, 1989; Inuma , 1992).
Ireson et al.(1989:12) pointed out, "] have
never met or heard of a woman, district chief,
sub-district leader, or village head, though a

few may exist". Ireson C. (1988:15-6) further
noted:

While socialist ideclogy recognizes
the importance of women in the cons-
truction of a socialist Laos, little
has been done to improve women’s si-
tuation (...). Gender equality is
ritually espoused by government of-
ficlals, but no effective measures
have been taken in the political
arena, the legal arena, or in social
practices to change the traditio-~
nally subordinate position of women,

This shortcoming is not particular to Laos. A
similar situation occurred in the former USSR.
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One of the two women in the politburo, Mras
Biryukova, stated that, "Few women have ad-
vanced to the upper ranks of Soviet power
{...), They [women] rarely rise to the top"
(Keller, 1989:10).

To Leave the Office So As To Produce as Well
as to Trade.

For women, working is a matter of survival
in Laos. It is remarkable to see these women
create their own income strategies to alle-
viate poverty. The household work is invisible
in national accounte, and undervalued as "un-
paid family labeur", but by working outside of
the role of home-maker to earn some noney,
women can improve their capacity to make de-
cisions, and this in turn means an increase in
levels of self-reliance.

The co-operativisation policy was launched
in 1978 (see Evans, 1990}, and women are
beginning to regroup themselves into con-
mercial co-operatives, particularly in the
weaving sector. Some rural women want to cease
focussing on rice production if it is possible
to work full time at weaving (Ireson C.,
1988).

Laos is experiencing rapid development and
change, econcmically and socially; and it is
inevitable that its women will be affected by
these changes. In fact, with the government’s
new policy of openness towards international
trade, many women were encouraged to leave low
paid civil service jobs to help foster what is

officially called the "family economy", with a.

view to earning more money for the survival of
the family, and incidentally for the country’s
economy. This shift is gaining momentum with
the increasing number of government personnel
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being fired, as a result of drastic budget
tightening. This policy began in the 1980s.
Proportionately, there used to be more women
in the civil service than men, because in 1976
all the workers’wives and relatives from the
former liberated zones, like those from the
Vientiane zone, were integrated in the state
in a melting pot fashion. Those who had never
typed learned to do so. Others were allocated
to work in kindergartens or in sectors not re-

'quiring any particular knowledge. The Bangkok

Posf (25 March, 1589) reported that, "To earn
extga cash, some government officials have
their wives run personal businesses in the
market, although this phenomenon is not much
talked about." An "early and voluntary reti-
rement" really materialised in 1985-1986. Sin-
ce then, women have become more involved in
trade, while men have dominated the political
arena. Ireson et al.(1989:13) stated: "Since
government salaries are so low, spouses of go-
vernment workers must eilther engage In far-
nming or gardening activities or work in the
private sector to adequately support their fa-
milies." In the Vientiane market, women are in
the great majority. "Markets are populated
predominantly by women as both sellers and bu-
yers", stated Viravong M. (1987:8). These Lao
women deal quite well with trade because they
have traditionally been traders. They act as
shop-keepers, street-side sellers of fresh ve-
getables or prepared food. There are women ma-
nagers. Recently, in Vientiane, women have be-
gun to appear in marketing as the owner or the
nanager, director, president of the company,
as for example at the Lac Inter Trade Inc.,
the Clothing Factory, the Bamboo Trade Co,

Ltd. (Khao Lag, October 1991:22), or Tourism
Office.

The ‘openness’ introduced into Laos has had
also a qood effect. Tha 1988 foreigqn invest-
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ode gives opportunities for women to
:?:geszheyghave bggome dominant in the tr::
ding sub-sector. They are on the move acon::r_
cally, and have control over thEirt?wnasha-
nings, only because a male would be too asha-
med to accept money from & female. Thus, a
les have increased negotiating positions ae-
entered a different woJr.:k 21]5?1 ;sszgpolggoznd
r or even ag &0 e.
Ezzggwinner {see the Lao 1n Austﬁalia. Saykaiﬁ
1985; Ngaosyvathn, 1993a). Women.s.auton.omytne
trade influences a couple’s decisions 121 he
family. In my field survey, in the vlenmb:rs
morning marketidttg gagﬁ:ﬁecgzﬁitggg gialls,
interviewed sa a
of which 318 were owned by Lao people, seltigg
mostly clothing and hangigrgiglyitgnZEhSnm:r_
reneurs gelling gold. 3 -
ﬁatnwere managag by husband and wlf:. The Eusf
T Py, e ol il 'he wife sells or
ovds to feed the stall. <
guys. The license was registered under tgefgi
fe’s name according to the agreement of both.

-sufficiency,
F the sake of economic self-suf
manyoiomen left theilr offi.fe semg%oﬂzxj-f:' gzg
became goods buyers or seller .
vegstables, fruits and po e hat families
In Laos toda t is no

tend to surgyve econonically by helping :ggz
member more than in the past and every gedinq
contributes to the work, such as in btr re ing
chickens, or pressing sugar cane iwa deividad
soft drinks. In fact, the work ? A viced
between each member, 2s Kasetser e
(1987:142) stated, "Theth:ot‘ét;i;ertupz?:s the
machine for the sugar,

cane into the machine, the grandmother peels
it“l
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3/ THE DYNAMICS OF FEMALE EXPERIENCES:
BARRIERS, OUTCOMES AND SHORTCOMINGS

Through efforts in three fields, the
liberation of Lac women was promoted. However,
some shortcomings are unavoidable when facing
the grim reality of scarce financial re-
Sources, as well as lack of management.

The country’s economic problems give a
particular feature to women’s issues in the

field of education, In social policy and in
the work place,

A~ Equality Through Education

In Laos, it was historically only men who
were initiated into the pagoda’s teachings.
The project to bring educational practices out
of the middles ages and into the present day,
particularly regarding wonen, took shape
through the universal teaching of literacy and
the professional training given to women.

In 1975, 60 per cent of the Lao population
was illiterate, including $5 per cent of women
over 45 years of age (Boupha, 1977:2; Vongsak,
1988:2). Illiteracy among ethnic minorities
was higher; for example, among the Hnong,
illiteracy was 99 per cent (Yang Dao, 1974;
See also Lee, 1982), Under the new regime, Lao
Of both sexes had the right and the oppor-
tunity to learn to read and write. In the
Sarly years of the foundation of the Lao PDR,
one of the main measures taken by the new
regime was to eradicate illiteracy in order to
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foster the development of people’s political
conciousness. In the words of a foreign re-
searcher whe was in Laos in 1978, "“literacy
gives to the people the conscience of their
dignity and the pessibility of development®
(Braunstein 1978:312). The implementation of
this policy was due to "revolutionary will®
rather than financial or material means. As
the previous Lao Prime Minister stressed, "to
eradicate illiteracy, we appeal to the party,
the army and all our citizens to promote the
spirit of revolutionary heroism which per-
nitted us in the past to crush the enemy, in
order to crush today’s ignorance, our hew
adversary" (KPL), 26 January, 1977).

The adult I{Eeracy campalgn began in Ja-
nuary 1977. A Prime Ministerial Decree (Number
08 of January 14, 1977) created a special
committee for the eradication of illiteracy
and cultural improvement of people at all
levels in state organisations, the army, and
the population in general. It stated, "Every-
one, from Comrades ministers, directors, and
Comrade presidents of the provinces down to
employees, functionaries, young and old em-
ployees, new employees, workers, peasants, men
and women, young or old, must strive to study"
(KRL, 26 January, 1977). The state apparatus
reserved two days per week (Tuesday and
Thursday) to implement this policy. For those
with a more advanced education, the state
organised classes of professional improvement
in subjects, such as accounting or management.
In rural localities, literacy classes were
also introduced. Lao women, neglected for many
years, wanted to learn. The desire to learn in
these evening classes was moving. In their

right arms they held their babies, while in
their left hands they held a book. Teachers
were either government cadres” or monks.
Classes were given in the available spaces of
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pagodas, of primary schools or in the district
administration meseting rooms, which 1lit by
torches when electricity waes unavailable.
puring this period, obstacles such as the lack
of transportation did not deter the enthusiasm
and the will of men and women to learn. These
"students" were very proud when they received
certificates awarded by the authorities con-
cerned. A decade later, in 1984, 1illiteracy
was reported to be entirely eradicated
nationwide (Vannpasin, December, 1985). In the
Huaphanh province, northern Lacs, the district
of Xieng Khb2 was awarded a , a
UNESCO prize, for 1tes tremendous efforts
(Seuksa Mai, 1986). In 1988, another UNESCO
prize, Noma, was awarded to a sub-district,
Nyot Ngeum, in the district of Paek, Xieng
Khuang province (Pasagon, 2 March 1989).

The Lao PDR has recorded impressive gains,
not only in literacy, but alsp in the increase
in the number of schools, students and tea-
chers. From 1977-1978, the early years of the
regime, there were only 54 kindergartens; one
decade later, kindergartens had increased to
628 with 28,982 children and 1,603 teachers.

Primary schools, or Pathom, humbered only
4,444 in 1977-1978; just over one decade la-
ter, by 1989-1990, the number of schools was
8,330. Lower secondary schools, or Mathanyom,
numbered 72 in 1975-1976; by 1989-1990, the
number of schools has increased to 640. The
number of upper secondary schools or lUdom was
11 in 1975-1976, but by 1989-1990 there were
110 (State Statistical Centre, 1990:117,119,
121). Thus a tremendous expansion in the num-
ber of students occurred from 1575 to 1988-
1989: about 80 per cent at the primary level;
247 per cent at the secondary level; and 1,146
per cent for higher education (¢
, 1990, I11:2).
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However, these attainments are not irre-
versible. According to a UNESCO report, in
1985 the nunber of 1lliterate people had
increased to 3.6 per cent (UNESCO, 1985:89),
and was growing, because in some places pecple
had forgotten what they had learnt through
lack of practice. For example, before 1981, 98
per cent of the population of Phongsali pro-
vince, northern Laos, were literate, but by
1988 15,000 of 135,640 inhabitants of this
province were once again illlterate.’™ The
Minigtry of Education’s Report in 1990 stated
that in the whole country there were 300,000
or 40 per cent of the population aged between
15 to 45 years o0ld who were still illiterate
(Report of the Ministry of Education, 1990,
I:2; II:1,5). Educational weak constitutes a
hemorrhage of rescurces for the country, and a
personal loss for families. Until recently,
the north and the south regions had the poo-
rest infrastructure of rudimentary roads, and
were also home to large ethnic minorities who
still practised shifting cultivation, although
the government had persuaded meny to abandon
this itinerant culture (see alsoc SUAN, 1989).”
The low salaries of teachers has accelerated
the decline in the level of educaticn. As the
Bangkok Post (25 March, 1989) reported, "A
teacher earns approximately 500 kip a month
and a deputy director general salary’s is
around 1,000 to 2,000 kip. In addition to cash
payments, all government officials receive a
few thousand kip worth of coupons which can be
exchanged for food and other necessities at
their respective co-operative stores". There
are other reasons too for declining standards
{Pfister, 1989:37), one being the lack of
trained-teachers: the ADB reported in 1990
that 35 per cent of primary and 14 per cent of
lower secondary school tedchers were
untrained.
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Today, as before 1975, children and women,
in urban as well as rural areas, and among
minorities too, are still the primary labour
force for the survival of the family, particu-
larly when the whole country is still very
poor. Children especially are needed at home
for labour and have a high drop out rate in
the later years of primary school (Ibid. :36).
Girls from poor families, peasant families,
and ethnic ninority groups have particular
difficulties in attending school, and tend to
abandon school studies part way through, due
not only to lack of financial support, but
also in order to help in the home or to look
for & job outside the home. Parents may prefer
to educate sons and pull daughters out of
school. Education for girls has often played a
secondary role (Laoc PDR’s Report, 1989:28).
Different gender roles contribute to
discrimination against girls. Girls have lower
priority than boys when it comes to education
in mest familiez. In other words, girls are
prone to drop out to satisfy famlly needs
(KPL, Feb. 1, 1977; Maroczy, 198%5a; Viravong
M., 1987; Batson, 1988). In 1988-1989, al-
though there was egqual access nationwide to
free education at all levels, girls repre-
sented a low percentage of the enrclment at
higher levels. For example, there were 40 per
cent at Udgonm level, s one Laoc woman resear-
cher stated: "Although there exists no discri-
mination per se in regard to education, women
bear the negative benefit due to sex diffe-
rences and the role they are assigned by the
society, at large and by the family" (Viravong
M., 1987:7).

The new regime insisted on the necessity of
promoting education for both sexes of all
ethnic groups and raising their educational
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levels. It was hoped to integrate all ethnic
groups intc the national community, and in
particular, to intensify the formation of
women cadres from all ethnic minorities. (Cha-
gnon and Rumpf, 1982). Aalthough, there are
difficulties of fulfilling the policy of equal
education in practice.

B- A Basic Social Policy.

social policy, although ligited in
scopzh%oth in dJ;ign and imp%ement;tlon, wag
formulated to back up the policy of‘proqotlnq
women as equals of men {Kamm, 1979). This was
very unusual in Laos. A number of measures
have been taken although unsystemqticglly in
these being free medical care, hosp};allsat@on
{({at least Dbefore 19901, g;antlng family
allowances, and establishing kindergartens
and daycare centres.

Social Welfare, Free Medical Care and

Hospitalisation

Within the bounds of what was possible the
Lao government has taken mneasures a}med at
women’s liberation and the realisation, of
their rights through free medical care, hos-
pitalisation and the creation of kindergar-
tens and creches. These measures have been
implemented to allow women more time, and more
opportunity to work.

On March 11 1987, the Second National
Conference on Health reported that in the
decade from 1976 to 1986, the number of
nedical persconnel at the higher level had been
increased by 742 per cent, 633 per cent at the
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middle level, and 58 per cent at the lower
level. At present, the ocountry’s medical
network has served the population from 1976 to
1990 through eight central management hos-
pitals, 16 provincial hospitals, one munici-
pality management hospital in each province,
and 115 district hospitals. Sub-district
dispensaries numbered 937 (State Statistical
Centre, 1990:134). This health network is
serviced by some 1,173 physicians (high
level), and 2,731 assistant doctors (middle
level), while 5,874 primary level medical
practioners work at the lower level (Ibid.).
By 1988 the ratio of doctors and doctor-
assistants was roughly around 2.3 per 10,000
inhabitants ( ’ , 1989; Lao PDR,

). Medical schools have been
created: one medical university, and four
medical schools for the niddle 1level

(Sukhaphab, 1987:18).

The government has also shown its concern
for the health of wmothers and children by
providing pre-natal and ante-natal exami-
nations. It has also established maternal and
infant consultation centres in hospitals.

Although the health field has recorded good
results, the health structure is still weak.
The lack of experienced personnel, of basic
medicine, of essential equipment, of admi-
nistrative and financial support, reflect the
under-development and poverty of the country.
A lack of understanding about the importance
of the health program, particularly immuni-
zation, aggravated by a belief in the super-
natural origins of illness, explain the under-
utilization of the medical network. Since
1950, people have had to pay for their hos-
pitalisation, including medicine. The low
income of most families poses great problems.
While a trip to the sub-district centre nay be
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j incial or to
tolerable, the journey to the provincia
the centrél hospital is often unattainable.

Family Allowances

Women emploved in the public services, as
well as in sgatz enterprises received a small
premium on their marriage, and at the birth of
a child. They get a post-natal allowance and
also a family welfare payment equivalent to
the average wage of a middle governnent wor-
xer. A woman who is a state employee hag na-
ternity leave lasting three months, with a
full regular wage. She can work up until
childbirth, or she can have one month off be-
fore the birth and two months afterwards. In
general, women prefer the option of three
months following delivery. After three months,
if her health condition requires more rest,
she can ask her superior for an extension.
However, in some former conservative co-ope-
rativas, the mother was expected to raturn to
work 15 days after giving birth. {Discussion
with Boupha, August 28, 1988).

Family allowances for children took the
form of éLo~thirds payment in rice and one-
third in money. Since 1989, total payment has
been in money.’® Women workers who go for trai-
ning for a short or long period, in country or
overseas, receive a premium.”™

Kindegarten and Daycare

Another measure taken by the new regine to
lighten the burden con women was the establish-
ment of kindergartens. An unprecedented post-
war baby boom led to the urgent creation of
kindergartens. Hence, the kindergarten assumed
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a fundamental role in the education system, ag
a place where small children might be mociali-
sed life ¢ . December, 1986).

In the first few years of the new regine,
ministries and state enterprises built kin-
dergartens with whatever materials were avai-
lable to meet needs. Children were looked af-
ter only during working hours. However, after
a trial period, children could be cared for
all day. Women could come to breast-feed their
babies at the kindergarten located at their
work place. Kindergartens were also created at
the local level or in agricultural co-operati-
ves in order to help those parents not working
in the state services. In remote areas, wonen
organised themselves, such as on the outskirts
of Luang Prabang, in the village of Pong Van,
where they formed a daycare centre. "Thelr
children gathered in a big house while thair
mothers worked in the fields. That was the be-
ginning of a kindergarten", reported Maroczy
(1985a:17; 1988h:4).

After a decade the Vientiane municipality
had 14 kindergartens and 38 pre-schools (Vian-
tiane Mal, Nov.4, 1986}, while up to 1555 the
whole country only had one pre-schoal (Kec~
luangkot, 1959:445). In 1977-1978, there were
54 kindergartens and daycare centres with
2,358 children in the whole country. One de-
cade later, in 1988-1989, the number had in-
creased to 628. Despite these figures, the
situation is still grim. A former Lao Prime
Minieter, unnerved by the unsettled situation,
he had the opportunity to witness on his ex-
tensive trip around the country, said openly
that he would "no longer tolerate the situa-
tion where our worker-sisters nust bear the
extra burden of their youngsters at their work
places" (Report of tha LWU, 1986:38). It is
common to see some mothers bringing their off-
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i into political seminars or classes (see
:p];irlﬁlar si?tuation in iCambod:Il.‘a; quua, 1982:
, In weaving factoriles suc
?g:;ving Factoé;], it is dangerous to mind
babies and at the same time work on looms,
only for the mother but the baby too (Dis-
cussion with Sitphaxay, September 1st, 1988)
In some places, the number of ¢reches are ?ot
enough to meet demand. Obstacles to develop gg
creches in the state-sectors, as in }ocal ad~-
nministration, still exist. Nationwide, only
2.2 per cent of children between two years oi
age can go to kindergarten, and in Phongsal
province in northern Laos, cradle of the Laoc
revolution, only gfiiper ﬁfnt of the children
ndergartens ‘'(Report of the
were admitted to ki ,gaggo,II:Z). ghrgzggogg
ountry only eight per cent of ¢ r
ﬁg:dcbetwegn thg;e and five years attend the
pre-school system {Ibid.).

C- Homen's Places

Times are changing, because men and women
participate in shaping the destiny of the
country, sharing the same tasks leading to the
development of the country. Since 1975, women
have been encouraged in this way. The First
National Congress of the People’s Represen-
tatives in 1975 stated: "Women form an 1im-
portant strength for the country. They must
strive with their husbands and their chil-
dren to actively promote production, to cons-
truct and to develop economy and the culture
in order that the country can become pros-
perous and progress" (XP, December 5, 1975).
To overcome the economic blockade decreed by
Thailand, particularly from 1975 to 1976, the
new people’s power in Lacs had to mobilize the
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entire population and the administrative ma-
chinery to face these unpre-cedented chal-
lenges. Women and men had to work side-by-side
to convert their flower gardens into henhou-
ses, thelr yards into pond. Even the lawna of
some ministries were transformed into vegeta-
ble gardens. During the first years, especial-
ly from 1975 to 1978, most state organisations
had an orchard, henhouse, pigpen, or farnm.
Most of the workforce were workers waiting to
be alloted to co-operatives or state farms.
This was an Hherolc period when the entire
population of the Lac towns struggled with a
spirit of solidarity to cope with the after-
math of the border blockade. As a matter of
fact, whether they belonged to the former
liberated zones, or to the newly liberated
zone, Lao women actively participated in
reviving the economy of the country. Many
urban women, who were ignorant of rice culti-
vation, and who had never walked in the mud,
volunteered to work and live, temporarily, in
centres for the construction of dams, or in
state production co-operatives (Chaddock and
Russell, 1989:14). They worked side-by-side
with sisters from the former liberated zones,
who were already well acquainted with manual
work, having lived under war conditions, day
after day facing unexploded bombs dropped du-
ring the war. Many dam projects wera carried
out thanks to the enthusiastic contributions
of Lao women. It seems like only yesterday
that women, young or old, married or single,
driven by the will to be useful to the coun~
tri, willingly left their family and their
children to go and work for ten to fifteen
days on various construction projects: digging
& canal near the capital; working on the well~
known projects at Nam2 Xuang (Suang river),

and Nam2 Hum (Hum river), or at \ ’
north of Vientiane.”™ Many women in Vientiane
joined in the construct!on of roads, dansg,
hespitals, schools and public buildings.
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Beside their own active and dirsct parti-
cipation, Lao women also encouraged their hus-
bands and relatives to contribute to the cons-
truetion of roads, especlially numbers nine and
13, which link Laos to coastal Vietnam. The
vork lasted for many months., When the collec-
tivisation movemant was launched in 1977, it
constituted a huge challenge to the traditlo-
nal way of life., The crucial negotiating poei~-
tions taken by women in this period is shown
in the fact that Lao women exercised an influ-
ence in convincing peasants to join in. As an

official document stated: "the Lao women have

responded positively to the appeal of the par-
ty to establish agricultural co-operatives. In
many places they have encouraged their hus-
bands and their family to join" (Raport of
the , LWU, 1986:9~10). In the industrial and
trade sectors, women have recorded successful
outputs, and displayed their leadership: as
for bxample the co-operatives of Phon Tohnga,
and Phon Sx AL, where women set an exanple for
male \managers to aspire to. There are as well
other joint-ventures in the vientiane munlci-
pality (Ibid. Adams, 1987).

Ih rural areas, things move desperately
slow. Rural women have to shoulder many tasks
that have remained unchanged since the days of
their great grandparents. These include the
back-breaking job of carrying and fetching
water, the most estrenucus and tedious task in
remote areas where walking long distances from
home requires one to two hours per day {Ireson
C., 1988; 1992; Ireson et al.1989). According
to the study conducted in 1985 by Maroczy,
collecting water is women’s work performed 98
per cent of the time by women and only 2 Tor
cent by men in Vientiane. Generally, according
to this study, women worked two hours more
than men per day (Maroczy, 1985b); and little
has changed. Since 1975, women shoulder &
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greater variety of tasks than ever before
as
gg:avz?itor of the Yannasin magazine, Dara
vi dng noted (interview, 3 March, 1987):
howa ays, a Lao woman works four times more
than a man does, while in the old times, she
worked only three times more". On a day to day
basis, women spend more time in different ac-

tivities than men and have less tine
or to sleap. If they have a spare tim:? ::::
men take a nap in the afterncon, but it is ra-
iatto see Lao women indulging themselves. In
ho al, Lac women spend approximately 13 to 18
tgurs per day working, seven days a week. As
the majority of Lac women are merit-makers
ey wake up one or two hours earlier (Dickl
man, 1889:2) than the rest of the family to
pTrform household chores: to husk the day’s
g ce, which takes more than one hour {Ireson
+y 1992:9}; to prepare food to offer to the
:onks: and to take care of children going off
wo schoal, before they themeelves go to work.
b:men overwork from early dawn to late dusk
ticause they have been educated to be indefa-
gable. They return from work after 5 p.n.
and continue their housework, such as cooking.
;h:y stop working at about 9 p.m. or sometinmes
ater if they have to attend nmeetings, for
;xample, at the village committee, LPRY, LWU
tLTU, LPNC, LPRP, or militia. Some stay up on;
g three hours after everyone else has gone to
8 fep to weave (Dickman, 1989:2). Female tinme
allocation for householid chores, childcare
;nd social activities ranges from eight to ten
vours a day. It appears that the family sndea-
tgurs to overcome this problem by redx;tribu—
ting work among the husband and children, par-
saggé:rl%o?.:alel children, who frequently niss
. play & role as individ
1é'l:nlmar'rs of a family and household, andu:?'-o*:f
Lars of a Eociaty and community. "The "naew"
: O woman, "is not only responsible for house~-
old maintenance and the traditional agricul~-
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tural and production tasks (...), she must be
involved in village projects and learn to read
and write. Clearly without more help or a real
reallocation of women’e work, Lac women have
only been liberated to work harder", stated
Ireson €. (1988:17). Laos is still cne of the
ten poorest countries in the world, so it is
not surprising that the situation of urban Lao
women, as well as those from rural areas, is
as hard as their sisters in other poor coun-
tries, such as Bangladesh, Indonesia and Ne-
pal. In a study of countriaes in the Asia-Paci-
fic region, mern were found to work between 40
to 75 hours per week, and wonmen 21 hours more
(Ben, 1988; Asia-Pacific, 1989).

Although 60 per cent of women are engaged
in agricultural work (Vongsak, 1988; ADB,
1989), the new organisation of the work force

into co-operatives {see more Evans, 1990) did
not take into account all the additional ac-
tivities that women have to perform in the
family, ranging from cooking, cleaning, wa-
shing, housework, and weaving, to caring for
children and animals. These household tasks,
which are non-remunerated, were not computed
into the statistics for work, When jobs were
allocated in the co-operatives. Furthermore,
for the same task carried out in the co-opera-
tives, men and women were not equally remua-
nerated. Men got 200 work points while women
received only 120 for the same task (Maroczy,
1985a:17; on the unfairness of the points sys-
tem see Evans, 1990:163-4). This situation was
recognised by the former president of the LWU,
Khampheng Boupha in a personal interview on
September 26, 1988, On the question of work
points allotted to women, she confirmed that,
"The co~operatives gave lower working points
to women than to men, the LWU knew it and we
proposed to the co-operatives to revise this
problem. This unfair count is due to men who
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consider females are a weak sex". The same
inequality of treatment was found in various
co-operatives. In an agricultural co-operative
in Champassak province, <the organising com-
nittee explained without any embarassment that
womanh were to be credited lower than men. As
the only woman among a group of male collea~
gues paying a visit to this co~operative in
1988, I expressed my surprise at and disagree-
ment with such an injustice 13 years after the
change of the regime. The representative of
the Youth organisation intervened to¢ stress
that, "Women coyld not dedicate all their

. strangth for co-operative activities, because

some are physically very feeble while others
are often pregnant™. I forcefully obiected,
but he merely replied by stating, "We are
doing wrong and we are inexperienced, and we
are going to remedy it", During the discus-
slon, most of the women of the co-operative,
sitting nearby, were totally mute. However,
inequalities in work points allotted to women
and men existed not only in Laos. In China,
men received seven to nine work points, while
women got six to seven (Whyte, 1982:132), and
for Vietnamese women got only ten work points
as opposed to men’s fourteen (White, 1986:
148). In Vietnam some women in co-operatives
criticized openly the unfair distribution of
work points (ibid.). Women in Laos seemed sen-~
sitive to such injustice, but they were often

embarrassed to volce their thoughts openly for
they are immersed in the traditional custonm of
politeness to men, who still uphold the old
mentality of male superiority. Perhaps, it is
due to apathy too. Maroczy (1985b:4) noted
this inequality in the distribution of work

points, and expressed surprise that, "
didn't'find it strange”, P r HoneR

As co-operatives were dissolved after the
introduction of the "New Economic Managenent”,
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the "work points" debate is now obsolete. How-
ever, the underlying problem remains the sane.
The LWU pretended problems did not exist when
it reported that, "In our country, Lao women
are no longer struggling for their rights a-~
gainst men as in many other places™ (Vongsak,
1988:1). A similar view was expressed in Viet-~
nam: when Duong Thi Duyen, director of the
vietnam Women’s Union Department of Interna-
tional Affairs, was asked whether there were
any differences between men and women deputies
in recent debates over economic questions, she
replied: "It is not a male/female issue, be-
cause everyone agrees on the need to find the
best way. The real problem is devising prac-
tical measures. The country needs experts, not
"women” or *"men" " (Hunt, 1987:5).

August 1975 is a month marking an important
event in Lac history. It is also a month with
historical significance in the political life
of the Lac people. Those living in that period
will not forget it. It was also the time when
Lao women participated fully in the popular
uprising in the country, side~by-side with
men. For the first time, on August 23rd 1975,
a women'’s representative was included in the
Revolutionary Committee of Administration of
the People of the Vientiane Municipality. This
Committee was composed of one woman and seven
men. Article 32 (chapter 8) of the Prime Mi-
nister’s Decree No 41%/PC, 5 June 1575, en-
dorsed on October 5 1975, by the PGNU, related
to the democratlic liberties of the Lac people.
Tt noted: "All citizens, without distinction
of ethnic minorities, sex, social status and
class, faith, rich or poor, whatever the leval
of their education, profession, the duration
of their settlement, if over eighteen they
have the right to vote and to be elected 12
different organs of the state. Those who wan
to be elected as representatives of Assemblies
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of People nust be over twenty-one".” The first

natlonal election was organised in November
1975 and women were fully involved as members
of the electoral committee for the Vientiane
Municipality. This municipality was composed
of four dietricts (meuang), and fifteen sub-
districts (tassaengs). Of 101 people elected,
only 21 were women (XP, 11 November, 1975).
The outcome was, however, an advance; nearly
fourteen districts elected at least one woman.
At the summit, on December 2nd 1975, the
National Congress of Representatives of the
People, elected by successive local assem-
blies, chose 45 members against four women for
the SPA (XP, 5 December, 1975)., Compared to
the former regime, a step forward had been
taken. In 1958, only one woman, a nmember of
the leftwing or the NLHX, had been elected to
the Representative Assembly as against 58 men
representing six different political parties
(Ngaosyvathn, 1993d). Fifteen years later, in
1874, two women were elected to the Assembly
(Phimmasone, 1974:977). Although women had
made gains in 1975, the resulte of the second
national election for the current NA, held in
March 1989, were unsatisfactory. Women candi-
dates gained five seats while men numbered
74.”” Between the two national elections, the
nunber of women in the SPA had decreased three
by per cent. The third national election took
Place in 1992 and women won S out of 85 seats.

50 women won a more few seats than in 1989.

However, in February 1993, the NA approved the
Parlimentary Standing Committees and six sub-

committees, and there were no women.

Through efforts in three fields, the libe-
ration of Laoc women was promoted. However, so-
me shortcomings were unavoidable in view of
the grim reality of scarce financial resour-
Ces, as well as lack of management.
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i 1y, while impressive progress has
beeﬁlﬁiﬂ;:? ﬁény institutional and cultural
parriers to equality between the sexes coEEL-
nue to exist, for, as stated a Lao ﬁomap, o=
licies on women are drawn up by men" (Viravong

M., 1987:10).
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CONCLUSIONK

Socialism has not lived up to its promise,
The collapse of tha communist model in the
former USSR, and other Eastarn European coun-
tries, underlines the change in the develop-
nent path Laos chose to follow after 1975. Lao
women’s hopes that the socialist revolution
would lead to the improvement of their social
situation have have yet to be fulfilled. This
case study focussed on Lao women’s attempts to
portray themselves as something other than
passive victims awaiting salvation from out-
side, elther through Buddhism or the state.
The rapid social and economic change in Laos
has put tremendous pressures on the family,
and on women in particular. They have been
called upon to sustain and reproduce the fami-
ly, and have done so with a resilience and re-
sourcefulness which commands respect. Male at-
titudes and male-dominated political structu-
res have prevented women from becoming equal
partners in the development of the country. It
is not simply the problem of poverty which has
been responsible for the paucity of the budget
allocatad to women'’s programs. The reasons ha-
ve more to do than political as well as stra-
tegic issues. Women have had to fight to get
their demands put on the agenda of the deci-
sion-makers, or simply to have their voice
heard in political debate.

Cbstacles to institute significant change
for women is not uncommon. One can only per-~
severe. This is the fate of women in Laos.

This book has tried to open a window on is~
sues that have remained until now deeply bu-
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ried in stereotypes and cliches. Women’s stu-
‘dies are now of major interest, but much needs
to be done. Laos is beginning to open up to
research, and we can look forward to more de-
tailed studies of women, particularly those of
minority tribes, which form the backbone of
Lao people. In another Qirection, more re-
search is required on the hidden needs of wo-
men and the resources that women are endowed
with, An immense virgin field is still waiting
for willing researchers equipped with compre-
hensive tocl and originating from diverse ho-
rizons to enrich the understanding of women of
this least known of South-East Aslan coun-
trieg. The wealth of primary materials refer-
red to in this book provides an introductory
invitation for further work. Until further re-
gearch is carried out, this book will remain
the only study for those interested on this
fascinating country and its people, as well as
for students of South-East Asia interested in
& comparative approach.
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1. Bamilton {1930:225); for a similar view, see De Janciqny (1850:487),

2. On the phi meuang (spirits of the city), sse Deydier (1954:202-3):
Seldenfaden (1956:35); and Pallegolx {1854:53-2’}. yaler {1354:202-3);

3. On the pagoda of SL Mowing, see Deydler (1954:30-2);
(1356:841; 156436L); Aooay (10Bburnty, | ) hrchaiubault

4. Thaf buaag, built in 1566 by Ring Saisetthathiral, is the natl

where officlal cultural ceresonies are anmually pez?tlmed durim}o:;: :ﬁﬁ

;:v:l:e& uu{i;ga mnlggé t?e 12th Lao month, equivalent to the fourth week of
4 y @), Aecording to the new lao constituti

recognized a8 a ;latioml syabol, fon ¢ 18

S, This tribute comprises a couple of fresh cocomuts, bananas, fresh white
flowers, candles, joss sticks and woney if one wisﬁes. In fese, the lao

community in Baweil claimed that $ya Msel Si Meuspo
becowe incarmated in a ¥a0q ' Thiay in Hawail. (Lady Si Meyanq) had

6. About "Mrance’, see Wljeyewardeme {1981), In southern Laos, it is also
called fas) Lan (Mother of sings), but if it is a men, it is called M
Zhian, see Pottier (1973:106). In Luang Prabang, it is called Thil Ba:ngd
{Dare, 1987:954). In fact, if the possessor is a woman, the master of the
ritual or the person who intercedes is always a man, Yor aore, see Rours
{1973b:140-1); Dore (1973:113); for Thailand, see Wijejenaxdens (1981); for
wore on the difference between shamanists and ‘MO Theva:da (celest epirits)

see Condoninas (1968); Pottier (2973}, Aboat the pattern af northern 'l'hailan:!

:géﬂt possession, see Davis (1973); Turton (1972)r Wijeyewardeme (1577;

7. 0n the shaman’s role providing a 1ink with life back in Lacs ameng t
resattiement {n the United States, see Temmula {1991). " the Lao

8. Dore (1973:115,116,119; and 1972:76,80, 83,84 88-89) mentioned a
: wonan of
23 ¥bo is a nedium and dresses fn wale clothes four tines a day when sha:s
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in a trance brought about by & spirit. Pour »ale spirits are incarnated in
her for about two and a half bours in Thailand, see Irvine (1984:320-21).
Pottier {1973:106) observes that in Vientiane, "We observed some cases where
pale medijuas received the name of Nang Thiam, the terw Nang meaning "lady”.
In Créte, if the male nedium is posscssed by a female spirit, be wust dress
as a female {Bernard, 1985:20).

9. In Africa, particularly with the Banilike of Western Cameroun, a women is
guardian of the cult of the ancestor, and she is respected and much prestige
and authority is weted out to her (Balandier, 1974), For Latin America, such
as Sao Paulo (Brazil), see Pressel {1980:107-127); in Porto Aleqgre {Brasil),
Lerch (1980:129-159); in Thailand, Wijeyewardsne [1931.]; Irvine {1984:315~
324); for & siailar case in China before 1979, sse Thireau {1987:571). In
Vietnan, most of the Taoist cults are performed by women called Ia Dong, who
comuntcate with Thanh May (Sacred Mother) (White, 1990). According to a
tisld study conducted by Turton (1972; 1984), the female head of the descent
qroup perforns the functlon of ritual officiant at clan rites.

10. In Porto Aleqre (Brazil), female wade up 80 to 85 per cent of all aediums
mfc’;, 1930;12?)1:. Irvina {1,981:3151 estinated about 84 per cent are female

sedime in Northern Thailard.
11. For example, in Thalland, see Wijeyevardere (1981:6).

12, Pottier, (1973:101); Dore (1979:14,19; and 1987:76); Long Dul., (1991).
For Thailand, see Wijeyewarde (1981:6).

13. It is also an occasion for the children to perform a rite of Somm
‘khalava;, asking for forgivaness and paying respects to the parents; see
Nginn (1967b); Channignavong (1974). The ceremony of the New Year in the
welve Bites and Pourteen Traditions dedicated to seven daughters of the
goddess (see also tha similar celebration of the Tai Lu in Sipsong Panna,
China, Zheng Lan, 1983:75). In April, the traditional New Year parade is led
by the seven daughters, Mang Sa:ng Khame, of Kapila Brahma; see Kgimn
{1%67h); Viravong S. (1974).

14, Tor wore details on the nawes of goddesses of the week days, see Viravong
S., (1974:7); Channignavong (1974:35,47,48); Glaf (198la:48).

15, Also known as Nael Khao2 (Mother of Rice). See also Deydier [1952:65-70).
In !hajland, it is known as Masl Phosob; for more see Hubert (1981); while in
Cambodia, it is koown as Phxah Pejstap, see Poree-Maspero (1962).
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16. See Manola (1985:6-7); on the Brou minority. There also srists a female
divinity invoked by the peasant priest, see Natras (1973:73); see also on the
"Wother of Rice", Zago {1972:96); Archaimbault (1973a); Pottier (1988:3),

17. In Thailand, at the beginning of the rice f£ield work, women proceed to
1Ko an appeal to the spirit of the goddess of rice. This ritual ceremony is
also practised on the central plain of thailand, see Rajadhon (1361:39);
Seldenfaden (1958:94-6). "The spirlt cult is presided over by an elderly
female of the houschold as its specialist", noted Rajlwara (1983:72); for
wre details, see Hubert (1981), Women proceed to appeal to the spirit of the
goddess of rice. Her name varies from one region to one anotber, such as ¥ang

Ehosob, Hael'Phosob, Mang ‘Khogob, Theyi Phosob, or Mael Khaod (Mother of
Rice), see Deydier (1952:68-70),

18. Por Thailand, see Rajadhon {1961:39); Hubert {1981},

19. Por Northern Thailand, see also Davis (1973; 1974); Wijeyewardene
(1977:1%},

20, Por the participation of women in Laos pre-1975, see Dore {1972:76), For
Thailand, see Irvine, 1984; Mougne, 1984b; in China, Thizeau (1987).

21, Archaimbault (1979:63); ViravongS§1984:10-12),

22. One example is ! it (kami'phad phi noyd) (1973),

who was helped by his wife to convince his enemles: Thav2 Hung Thav2 Cevang
{Mx Bung and #r Ceuang), where their wives led the country with wen; nud wohng

Bua Wiao{Lady Bua Hohng, Lady Bu'iaq) (1970), where a female ghost gives a
oung wan the wagic arms to kill their enemles; for an analysis see Peltier

H
(1968:344=9); Nang Oraphia (Lady Oraghix) (1970), resuscitates her husband;
see also on this story, Peltier {1988:293-4).

23, Finot (1917:169); Grossin (1833:9); Pruess (1976:56}; Dore (1987:238),

24, U191 ruled in southarn lacs and bore a child by a foreign prince,
hrchaimbault (1971:25) substantiated the theory that "she condemned herself
in a decree which kapt slive the menory of ber sin, and required every unwed
wother In the Ringdom to pay for a huffals to be sacrificed to the protective
spirits. The aborigines who lived In the frontier regions vere given the duty
of enforcing the decres® (see also Rajah, 1990), In 1987, vhile visiting some
wonen frow the co-operative in Champasak, they said that up to the present,
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Hang'Phac’s decree is still enforced among the ethnic aimority Khag Suayl.
Also, in southern Lacs, in the isle of Kheng, a woman named Nang Tim (Lady
Tin) played an important role. According to old traditions, those who shoot
quns, or make explosives, or play gorgs or druss should be punished and pay
horage to her, through the woman who had been incarnated by the local
divinities (iywonier, 1885:40-1),

Deydier (1954:214-7) has noticed in northern Laos that among the Tai ethnic
qroup at var agalnst Vietnam, a woman named Hang Ban {Lady Han) led the
varriors to victory. Mwice a year, howage is paid to her with the sacrifice
of a buffale and a castrated plg.

25, le Boulanger (1931:42); Sasozith (1953:32-3); Rotboun (1983:66);
Viphakphotchanakit {1987120).

26, Junsal (1971:123); Oger (1972:109); Viravong 8. (1964:82}.

7. 'Bhongsavadarc: {1969:9) ) FhongSavadaneviauangLay
(page 82); Sasorith (1959:27); Boun Souk (1972:120).

28. In the wythology of i Bulow, there were two social qroups of people
who got out fron the courges, One qroup had the dark skin, like the colour of
a crov and lived on the hill khaz. Irhabitants who had a lighter skin were
Tai, the most clever of those who possessed supernatural powers and served at
the royal court, preserided Run Bulon (a:0q Seu Pheus2 Khup Bulc, 1967:25-
6).

29, ks the founder of Lan Yang recalled during his coropation, "In the
country there both rich and poor alike. Everyone must accept his station in
life so that we may never have to condewn amyone to death.® {Pavie,
1959b:398)

30, Thansgsat Bubane or "Code of Vientiane®, was gathbered by Thao Sounthbisen
Charmaksouvanh and compiled by Sila Viravong under the title ‘Ehampbi Phya:

e{compilation of ancient law) edited by the Lao Literary
Comuittee, 1963, see also Ngaosyvathn (1975); Raquez (1%02).

31, Raguer {1902:405; for more details on the ancient law, pp. 401-48); De
Relnach (1911:172-3}; Maosyvathn (1976:33), The "Code de Vientiame!
classified three kinds of penalty: ome calied khag ‘kba kbS, @ criminal
penalty, depended on the social situation of the offender, the second vas the

flogging penalty (khapti); the fine reparation pemalty (Khan paenq); the
honourable fee (khan gommal, CE. Ngaosyvathn (1975), A similar situation was
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found also in Africa as Lowie (1969:392) stated, and the pemalty varied
according to the social pesition of the victia. , e

32, In Thailand, many folk tales were taught to females, such as supasit son

yin, suntonpu,, kancana son mon, see Tungkasavadi {1963:33-34); Saipradit
(1979:1-53), and also Tossa, 1993, VSl

33, Classic literature pieces, such as Nyt EKbansone Rubaze (1972), §ithans
fhavg Kpapsone (1966) convey the wessage that a wife should respect her

husband and honour him and Buddha with flowers and beesvax during ihe hol
days yan sin. ’ y

3. Wore gemeral Information, Bain (1988:12); Enchang (1983:13), Fer
Thailend, Pichachareun (1979:115-116), .

35. See also Levy B.P.(1963:257); Whitaker et>al. (1973:49); for Thailand,
see Nougne (1984a:2).

36. Such a5 Yaing Seu Inthinvape Soue Lok (1965:33-34); Nithane Thav
Eansope (1966:4); Kyot Kbamgone Bubame (1972:4th-Sth point
Peltier (1988:3531'. [ poit), and eleo

37. Yu@N or the holy days ave the 5th and 15th of the waxing moon, vhen
the devotea should pay respects; on Thai wonen, see Pichachareun (1979:146).

§§7?;h§i)Mt of hushand is performed also amonq the Hindu women, see Alangir

39. Massieu (1901:267); Levy B.P,(1963:257), For the Tal of Sipsong Pamna
see Enchang (1989:13). pom '

40, Ibid.; Nglnn (19564:893; 1959a:212).

41. For wre see Bain (1988:12); Bnchang (1989:13). For a similar view in
Thailand, Cf. Wmgthej (1982:277278); Wougne (1984a:3),

42, See also Nginn (1965:41),

43. For Thailand, Cf. Tungkasavadi, (1963:91)als0, Bhunisek (1975:63); Thitsa

E“:amg; Hougne (1984a:2); for the Tal people in Sipaong Pamna, see Enchang
1989:13),
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44, Menstrual blood is qualified ae dangerous and not beneficial for powver.
on this, see Grisveld, and ¥a Nagara (1972:21-151); Thitsa (1980:22); Mougne
(1984a:2-3), & man should not come into contact with menstrual bleed, for
Thaliand, see Wijeyewardene (1977:24). Lao women were forbidden to sleep in
the sane hed as their husband, during their semstruation (Dere, 1979:12).

A tattoed man wust take care of the superior part of his body and take care
to keep bis talisman or amulets far from wowen’s clothes, Generally, women
cannot have these amulets of great wagic povers which are believed to pre-
tect the male wearers, women can only keep sowe amulets, which can give
peace, spirituality or luck. Some tallsmans wust be written on the skin or in
another word, tattooed. Only a son can be tattoed, because jt was eaid that
vomen cammot avold prehibition, if not she will be "foolish" and she cam mot
become a normal human being. A menstruating voman could not stay around the
place where the process of dyeing with ghangl (stick-lake) is being carried
out! khangl 1s an insect excrement usually gathered from the trees used to
dye silk and cotton thread to get a matural red colour. Otherwise it is
belleved that the colour will not be tinted in the material (Bounyavoag D.,
1992:7}. See also how a voman, in Thailand, in denying the fact of ber own
menstruation vants to act az male medium (Irvine, 1984:320-21),

Some Lao oversaas still ask their wives to vash their clothes saparately frow
fenale clothes,

45. See Nginn (1951:978; 1956a:893; 1959:210-213; 1965:41), and'Mainq Sey
Phewn2 Khun Bulow (1967:37}.

45, Mougne (195«:2}. For the Tal in Sipsong Pamna, see Baln (1988:12):
Encharg (1989:13).

47, See also, ‘Naing Seu Phoun2 Khun Buloa (1967:37).
48, Also Rginn {1965:41); Suryadbay (1970:5).
49, Interview, Chamberlain, May 27, 1950 (Bangkek).

50. See aleo Taupin (1388:38); the festivitiss in fact bavé been performed
every wonth, see alsc Abhay (1949:494),

51. For Laos post-1975, see Stuart-Pox {1986:160-16l).
52. gun neans repairing, andcgagm bouse or home, reparation to the

houss to appease the spirits of housa; reparation involved qlving an
offering of white flowers, areca and betel, beeswax and symbolic money; the
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traditional lav punished by a fine, the amownt of which depended on the
serlousness of the offense; for wore details see also Taupin (1888:91);
?3{';;;1;;11(1900:139); Pleanon (1901:111,112); Massleu (1901:222); 1lage

53. Aywonier (1885:178); Taupin (1888:91); Massleu (1901:222); Curtis L.J.
(1903:23,24,104); Preeman {1910:23,24); 3ago (1972:221},

54, Massiou (1901:222): Zago (1972:221).

55. The Three Cloanlinesses are the bed, the kitchen and halr; The Four
Raters are the jar of drimking vater, the water for daily needs; wother’s
3ilk (bacause a woman should breast-feed her childven it was mot possible to
get artificial ailk to feed the in the under-developed anclent soclety, and
the water of the heart (i.e.having a good beart, charitahle towards the
hushand’s people and towards him in boping to keep him at home); see wore
details in Methivorakhoun (1967:27); and also in Thaiiand, see Bantbao Southi
Ruang Nong Krung (1984:81-84).

56. See also Peltier (1988:107); such as e King of Toads {Phaya Khafikbark

. )
{1970), The King of Blepbants {‘hatthanas) (1970 , The Little Orphan’
Spirit (Kl Pha2 Phi ¥ey2) (1973). o e :

57. Bounlin (ed.) (1973); Deuansavanh, "In the nams of
the Revolution", in Thao Bouniin (ed.), Baing_in the Jungle (1973); on the
literatura during the period of struggle for independenca, ses Lafont
{1983:77); wore comments on the literature in Lack post~1975, Clutterbuck, in

My (Polloving the letter. Short stories from medern Lao
writers), 1991,

58. See Archaimbault (1967:668-9); Jago {1972:222-223),

59. For wore see Aynonier (1900:184~185); article 4 of the civil law of 1932
stipulates that the woman, if she is responsidle for the divorce becauss of

adultery, must return khal kheu:n? f
er forl;r . u:n2 phl (dowry for the ancestors spirits) to

60, See Deydier (1952:57); VongkotRatana (1982:%), Bven after resattlesent in
France, the Lao continw to practise thie ritual, Chay (1984:16-18),

:};Jhliz)rltual 1s still practised amonq the Lac ressttled in Prance, Chay
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62. Abhay, (19592;143); Wethivorakhoun (1967:30},
€3, Wethivorakhoun (1967:27); Zage (1972:223,224,228-236).

64, Sae Phimmagone P, (1974:974), De Reinach (1911:169) noted, "If the son-
in-law comes to live with the parents-in-law, the number of dowries are
linited, established by traditien (...). The traditions, generally enough
observed, wanted that the new husband stay with his parents-in-law and helped
then with vork as a som until ore day, when be has & child, ke is free to
establish his new home, This very old traditlon contributed to reassert ths
relation of kinship betwean son-in-law and parents-in-law."

65. Por Thailand, see Davis (1973:55; 1984:264); Mougne {1984a:6}; on the
ethnic minority groups in Chira: Shuang, Pouyei, Mao-Man, Mulam, Lia; and
generally by the Day, see Natchamnong (1987:58-65, 71-3, 76-9); Berlle
{1890); Prasithratheint (19%0}; Zheng Yiaoyun {1990); Shang Yaungin (1990).
For the Lao in Ban Lao living in Roi Bt province, Northeast of Thailand, see
Podhisita (1985:103).

66. Once narried, a woman from Lao ethnic mimority groups, such as the fwong,
must live with ber husband’s parents, She wust be compietely separated fron
ber parents’s home. If her husband iz absent from home, she wust ask her
parents-in-lav permission, particularly her wmother-in-law, before doing
anything, If through bad luck, her husband dies, she doesn’t have the right
to marry again, unless she narries her husband’s younger brother, even if he
is younger than her. This practice of lévirat always evisted, If the wife
dies, it is ber busband, not hex parents, who is responsible for the funersl
(Lemoine, 1972:166~7). Simtlarlties ave found also in some part of Asia in
the former USSR., sea Aminova (1984:62).

67. Cf. saysanasy (1964:15); also Phimmasone P. (1974:978), Artlele 109 of
civil lav was invoked in the case of wany spouses, each spousa inberits the
portion normajly reserved for the dead in the watrimonial home eristing
between then.

68. Taupin (1888:91); De Reinach (1900:171-172)¢ Cabaton (1932:60); Manivanna
(1969:314).

89, See Nang Oraphin (totalled of 10,000 wives) (1970:16; Peltiar, 1988:204)}
in Bua'Eahng Bua’ Hiso (60,000 (ée also Peltier, 1983:'.'.46);l in Falakat
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{60,000) (see also Peltier, 1988:276); “Rhadkbark (The Ring of Toads)
(1870325, 36},

70, This fact has been also observed In Thailand,

In the newspapers there are often reports about jealous
wives castrating errant husbands, Here iz an interesting
erample of a slightly differamt tome : in 1975, a story
cireulated among the Thai that certains chemicals used by
the Americans against the Viet Cong were now being ut!lised
by Vietnawese refugees against the Thais, These substances,
put into Thai food, had 2 peculiar kind of polluting effect:
it was causing Thal men’s pemises to shrink! This story
illustrates bow sexual and political paranola mirror each
other: sexual petency and political power are parallel.
Han's *suparior® power in the private domain of the bedroou,
bo it in the howe or wborehouse, and his spiritua)
superiority as sanctioned by Buddnist helief and practice
reflect his control over woman In society (Thitsa, 1980:22),

71, Vongsakda, September 26, 1938; Huang Boupha, September 19, 1988; Cf.
Boupba, interview 26, 1988).

72, The Ministry of Agricuture jointly with SUAN (East-West Center,
University of Bawaii at Manca) and the University of Fbon kaen, organised a
workshop on this matter in July 1950, Also, the governmant bas made efforts
to form 15 colleges educating teachers for the ethnic growps.

73, The rice quantity depends on the children’s ages. Families,receive from
nine to 23 kilograms per person per womth, If the child is aged between five
and ten, he receives 13 kilograms of rice; and if he fs from ten to 15 years
oid, he gets 15 kilograns. Those who are admitted to primary school get 21
kilograms, and those who are at secondary school receive 23 kilograms, The
Decree, humber 97 on Decesber 1989, axtends the fanily allowances to adopted
children. As Bvans (1989b:22) stressed, "before 1388, state esployees
received approxinately 90% of their salaries in a kind of payment systen that
functioned as - & form a state - controlled consumption. Employses vere
forced to use coupons (vhat public servamts caustically refer to as their
"aontbly book money”) that could be redeewsd only in designated state shops
for a linited mmber of goods (when available) whose low prices were fixed by

the government®. After 1990, with high inflation, the governmeat allowed
fanily allowances only in woney.
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74, It thelr studies ara shorter than one year, and perforwed in the country,
students recaive 100 per cemt of thelr usual wage plus allowances for their
children. If their studies are more than one year, they receive 90 per oent
of their vage plus children’s allowance, If their studies are conducted in a
foreign country, for a shorter period they get 100 per cent of their wage
with allovazces for each child. If the study is longer than one year and if
the woman is single, she does mot get ber salary but receives a special
preaiva. If she is married, a premim of her official poeition is allowed to
her. If the period of study is more than four years, sbe would receive only
the allowance for ber children (Cf. Decrea Number 334 of October 22, 1986 of
the Planning Committee on the Application of the Premiums for ¥raining and a
Decrea Mumber 58 of September 1986 on the System of Allowance for Trajnecs
and Students).

75, In the heart of all Lao in Vientiane at that tlme, they remembar it like
it vas yestexday.

76, Ratitied by the PGNU relating to the election of Councils and aligibility
for elections of Assembly of people representatives and the administrative
committee at different levels, This was adopted at the 4th ordinary session
1n 1975 of the Congress of NPCC on October 5, 1575 and of the PGND. Article
one of the decree, ofticially adopted by the PGWD im its ith Bxtraordianry
Sassion held on October 5, 1975, stipulated the same conditions for elections
for the Council of People’s Representatives and the Mdwinistrative Counittecs
at dliffet;ut levels. This has bean veconfirmed by article 23 of the new
constitution,

77. This undar representation explaived that among 16 provinces and one
mmicipality, 11 did not have any fesale candidates, for the results in
provincial levels, eee Pagagon (3, 5, 6, 7, 12 and 13 December, 1936}
Feluary 27, 1989),
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APPENDIX
Iransljteration
1. consonants
UB 8 ‘H ma L ¥ ‘PH mo
U P o0 H U M W PH ]
9 C 8 ‘KH oW M # 8 L]
nD 2 KH U N % X O
nT & 'R muy N N TH :1}4]
¥ F ms R ¥ NY 1§ 'TH
n K a8 ‘'L my ‘NY 2 V¥
2. Yowels and Diphthongs
a: X¥ a x1  i: &
i % eu: ¢ eu ¥
u: X u X e: LXp
e GX ae: axe ae UX
o: 1xe a 1x 8: cxy
8 % oe: o¥ oe ¥
ia: Gxuy ia cxu uva: ¥o
ua %o eva: 6¥8 eua cfo
ai IX a0 ¢¥1 am %7 oy xoy
ay X" aev  gX0 an ¥y
ane X1y aing X7 ang x99
ohng x8) ong %9 uay =xo%w
ao CX¥0  uam X090 um 3 om Xu

w
‘A
¥
NG
'NG
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en GX¥u sang 209 a:im X9
ok 8n ak ¥n  iam ®xgy ian X§u
uy 3¢ eu:k &n one x8% ib Su
an 270 ob XU ung g0 ork xen
it 80 ak ¥n  uaeng €x09 eb CxY
ohng X907 ong 89 ab %1y ing B9
in 84 eu:k ¥n eng G797 ome x8U
om 8 un W euang ¢&en oht xen
ark XN uang %09 iao x50 ot XEn
ok ¥n av xn0 iang %§0 uan %OV
oen G¥v

I only used two tonal accents xi and x2
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