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1 9 4 9  l ~ ~ i 1 5 7  : 
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~ ~ u B ~ u : G ~ T ~ ~ G R ~ G ~ ~ u ~ ~ ~ J o ~ u : : ~ ~ ~ c u u  9111 
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uan m n  now ududu, 8u67 a o a c 6 ~ c ~ 3 n a ~ u 6 n  
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IC~UCUU (Aymonier 1885 m81 1 8 6 ) .  





4s 

~n~?ufi?nflbb~rn63 fl qwcflurlc0u Seidenfaden 
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a u ~ m ~ ~ ~ f i ~ c % u q ~ a l ~ u ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ O R t l d ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  
i ~ a c w ~ r ~ ~ c Q s ~ r a u a ~ ~ u r n ~ a ~ ~ t ~ 3 n c 0 ~ i i i ~ ~ 1 ~ 1 f ~  
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uq3nsnIRdqc8o n~u8u1dsqqr93~ni~us~30q3~~1 
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"We were not born iemale: We become itu. 

Simone De Beauvoir, W d  S e x  

  his study began in 1988 with collecting 
and researching archival documents. For this, 
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Ljunggren,; Torvald Akssson ( b t h  were auc- 
cessful Chargds dtAffaires of Sweden, in Lao 
PDR); Hr Rolf Carlman, currently Chargd dlAf- 
fafresq of Sweden in Lao PDR; Hs Ulla Johms- 
son (Programme Gender Officer of SfDh) and the 
Swedish Internaticnal Development Agency (SI- 
DA) ; Dr. Toby Alice Walkman, Dr. Wary Me- 
Donell, end more generally the Social Science 
Research Council (SSRC) in N e w  York. 

My thanks to D r .  Marcia Grant: David 
Adamis, and particularly Thomas Vally, for 
their assistance during ny fruitful year a t  
Barvard University, most particularly a t  Rad- 
cliff Collage, where many conferences were 
organised there. Many thanks to the Population 
In~titute at East-West Center, University of 
Hawaii at Manoa, particularly t o  Dr. Peter 
Xenos and Dr. Kennon Breazeale; the ~nstitute 
,Of South-East haian Studies in Singagora; and 
at Griffith University, where I had the  
ogportunity t o  complete this remarch. 

I wish to express my special thank8 t o  Dr. 
h e i r  Karim Jahan, Uriociate-Profersor and 
Convenor of the  Unit of Women and Human Re- 
rource Studies, school of Social sciences 
(University Sains Malaysia), and Dr. Otolae 
Huthresing (school of social Biences, Wni- 
veraity Saf nr mlaysia)  , who read and edited 
8- chagtere of Part One of the draft; to 
kkow (British Columbia ~ n f  veraity , canada) , 
*o read the f irrt draft of Part TWO; to 



f Cindy Stewart and Dr. Frank Frost, who h e l m  j 
me t o  read the last chapter of Part Two, I 4 

indebted to Dr. Martin, Stuart-Fox, Associate- I: 

Pxofersor at the University of Queensland, who 
edited most of the manu~cript and wrote tha ,, 

foreword in the English version. 1 would like 
to thank Ms Lynne Kay, proof -reader from ST=, 
who re-edited the whole manuscript. 

I would also like to thank Mr. KOngmnny 
Pannalaythong and Lithi Sisouvong (Pasason'. 
Office), who helped to edit the Lao version 
and gave their precious aruggestions. Hy thankr 
also to Hr, Sirana Sisane for hia  foreword in 
Lao and hia encouragement, and I could not 
forget to thank Hr. Roumphanh Rattanavonq, 
director of the Institute of Culture and 
Social Science studies, and his mtaff, for 
their support, I could not forget to  thank tha 
Department of Consular Affairs of the Lao, 
Hinistry af Foreign Affairs and i t 6  s t a f f ,  and 
in other offices, who gave me the opportunity' 
to uae their computer for my final draf t .  f 
have to thank also heouriyan, A y i b n l a ,  and 
Phanomphone, who agent their time to help f o r  
the page asking. 

My thanks go out to my academic friend8 
and colleagues in L a w ,  Sweden, Singagora, 
France, the U.S.A., England, Au~tralfa, Ca-- 
nada, and Thailand, who provided ausiatance in  
one way or another, and who have 
f sllible in their personal support 
helpful with their valuable ~uggeetions. A f 
were generouar enough t o  give me their 
blished papers, and I am e~pecially 
to them in this regard. 

My deep and grateful thanks to Dr. ~ h e u i  
phanh Ngaosyvathn and my sone, who more th 
anyone elee have shared in this projaut 
through thick and thin. 1 

Above a l l ,  the reaearch for thie ma 
nuscript has been a part of my own cons- 
ciausnes~-raising, and in this I am indebted 
to the experience and annlysiu of Lao women 
themselves, in Laos as well as overreas, who 
throughout the twentieth century have fought 
long and hard to redefine their position in 
u o  society, am well as in their adopted 
society. 



The study of women i n  Southeast Asia i a  
still in its infancy, yet it is a rapidly* 
growing field. Nowhere it is less developed, 
however, than i n  Laos. In part this ref l e c t r  
the underdeveloped state of Lao studies in 
general, when compared with its more populoun 
neighbours, but in part too cultural and 
historical reasons are responsible for the 
paucity of work on Lao women. 

Culturally Lao women, while enjoying 
certain traditional rights, such as i n  he- 
r i tance  of property, have suffered, as  Dr. 
Mayoury Ngaosyvathn shows, from the disad- 
vantages of inferior status in the family, in 
society, and in relation to Buddhism. Thil 
inferior status translated i n t o  reduced sdu- 
cational opportunities. Girls were taught t o  
read, if at all, i n  the home, not i n  the mo- 
nastery school as boys bere. Since women were 
expected to marry and raise a family, even 
secondary education, let alone tertiary, was 
not considered important. Very few woman, 
therefore, were given the opportunity to study 
abroad, 1st alone pursue a higher degree. Dtr 
Mayoury was one of the lucky few. 

Historically, the relatively slight gain# 
that were made by Lao women i n  the y e a r e  
following the brief Japanese occupation 
Laos were eroded by the demands of a 
undergoing both war and revolution. While in:  
those areas under the control of the Royal La 
government, conservative views as to the rol 
of women in Lao society remained influential 

i n  the zone under Pathet Lao c o n t r o l ,  the  
revolutionary movement had little opportunity 
to put its more enlightened approach into 
effect. For women in the Pathet Lao movement, 
as far everyone else, tho 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 Lao i n  
1 9 7 5 ,  and proclamation of the Lao People's 
~emocratic ~epublic, ninety per cent of the 
countryrs educated elite crossed into Thai- 
land. For educated women among the Lao refu- 
gees who ~ e t t l o d  eventually in Australia, 
Canada, Franca or the United S t a t e s  of Ame- 
rica, the first priority w m  th. need to help 
their families wercome the difficulties as- 
~ o c i a t e d  with a~slmilation into a new mociety. 
For those who ~ t a y e d  the needu of a country 
undergoing painful reeonotruction after years 
of civil conflict meant that those who were 
educated had pre~sing practical taskiks to per- 
tom. While thia l e d  to mome improvement in 
the atatus of wonen i n  Lao., it has not yet 
resulted in the rtudy of their need0 or 
changing circumstances. 

Dr. Mayoury has been almost alone in 
meeking to open up the  study of Lao women, 
both in Laos itself, and among refugee com- 
munitiea in countries of resettlement. Her 
work has the significance of all pioneering 
Studie~ in not only laying the foundatione for 
future research, but also in setting a stan- 
dard by which a l l  ~ubsequent studies will k 
judged. Like all pioneering work, this study 
also has the virtue of indicating areas of 
need for more detailed research. Or such is 
Obviously the study of women -longing to Lao 



Sung and Lao Theung minorities. Dr. M8youry 
has produced here a s ign i f i cant  contribution 
to  Lao ~tudies. I comend her work to all w i t h  
an interest in Lao women, and the status of 
women throughout Southeart Asin. 

15 July, 1992 

Dr. Martin Stuart-Fox, 
Reader in South-Eamt Mian History, University 

' 

of Queansland, hustralia. 

This paucity of accurate data and studies 
about Lao5 i n  general, and i n  particular Lao 
women, calls for the need to lay down ground- 
work devoid of any premature theorisation, 
which would be mere fantasy and groundlees 
speculation. This groundwork consists of rket- 
chy information from archives and libraries 
throughout tho world, painstekingly collected 
bits and pieces of details scattered in d i f -  
ficult-to-acceas sources or papers, and data 
gathered by personal field-research supple- 
mented by oral histories obtained from women 
and men residing in the villages, co-opere- 
tives in Laos as well as overseas. Since a l l  
media coverage pertains to  lowland Lao, 
unprecedented effort8 have been made, when 
posrible, to  cover other ethnic groups, either 
Lao Theung or Lao Sung, although reference6 to 
those groups may be occasional and unsyste- 
matic. 

This groundwork takes a safe pattern in 
using eonvanient chronological sequencing from 
prehistory to the present, With this safety 
net,  the b o k  unfoldrs two parts, embodying two 
dialectical themes of oppression-liberation 
epplied to the context of Laos. The firrst part 
focuses on the treditional mociety in which 
-st people are still Immersed today. The 
second part is davotui t o  the effort made 
afnce 1975 to remedy the legacies of the past. 

A great n m h r  of books have been devoted 
to the  issue of women, particularly i n  the 



Third World. None, however, have been written ' 
about Laos. This is the  first analysis of thie 
issue, which was not  considered as respectabla 
a subject as politics for example. It is also 
of a true story lived from inside. 

Why were women a l w a y ~  oppressed by the 
Buddhist r e l i g i o n ,  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, 
especially after 1975, tremendous change, 
especially after 1975?. It is during these 
times that people can really feel that they 
are making history, that things can change, 
have to change, when a l l  seems to  combine in to  
an immense convivial society: sharing was the 
key word of t h i ~  tine. There was a real glow 
in the history of the country then. It was 
short-lived in tine, and unfortunately narrow 
in scope too. Reality rapidly took ~0Imin8.  
This book aims to record this privileged 
moment of an immense effort made throughout 
the country to discard the  old 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 many 
centuries and brutally thrown into the 
maelstrom of history. 

The romanisation system uaed in this 
book of the Lao script is my own, intended to 
help those not familiar with linguistic i 
notation. I do keep Borne officially used 
names. I 

Mayoury Ngao~yvathn 

ADB Asian Development Bank. 

ASEMf A s i e  du Sud-Est e t  Monde Insulindien. 

BARL Bulletin des Arnis du Royaume Lao. 

BEFEO Bulletin de 1'Ecole Franqaise 

cc Centrel.Committea of the Lao ruling 
Party. 

EIU The Economist Intelligence Unit. 

FA France-Ash. 

FA0 F a  and Agricultural Organisation. 

LWU Lao Women's Union. 

mTU The Federation of Lao Trade UtIion~. 

FEER Far Eastern Economic ~eview. 

JSS Journal of The Siam Society. 

RPL Khaosan Pathet Lao ( N e w s  Bulletin) 
(Sumnry in LaojFrench (Bul le t in  
Quatidim). 

LPBY ~ a o  pgopla's ~evolutfonary Youth. 

h o  PDR Lao People's Democratic Repub1 ie . 



LPRP Lao PeoplePs Revolutionary Party 
(formerly Pha$ Pasason U o ( P P L )  or 
Lao People's Party).  

LEWA Lao Patriotio Women Aseoeiation, I 
LI Lao f a ~ a r e  (Free Lao), movement of 

resistance formed in 1945 against the 
French. 

N A National Assembly, I 
NLHS Neo Lao Hak Sat (Lao Patriotic Front), I 
NC National Congress founding the Lao 

People's Pernoeratic Republic. 

NPcc National Political Consultative 
council. 

PGNU Provisional Government of National 
Union. 

PL Pathet Lao (the L a o  Free Land). I 
SIm Swedish International Develogment 

Agency. 

SPA Supreme People's Assembly. I 
UNDP United Nations Development 

Programme. 

UNICEF United Hations International 
children's Emergency Fund. 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural organisation* , I 

XP Xieng Pasason (Voice of the People) 
(party's daily newspaper). 

PART ONE: 

THE POLITICS OF WO- 

MEN'S POWERLESSNESS 

Hamilton (1688-1723),  who travelled 
through muah of South-Ea~t Mia reported tha t ,  
Vhe natives of Laos are whftar in wmplsxion 
than their citconjacent neighbours. I saw soaw' 
of both sexes in sinm, Their women are little 
inferior t o  Portuguems or Spmnish ladiesu .' The 
cornpariron drawn by t h i s  traveller in the 17th 
century waa not dieadvantageour t o  Lao womn, 
for ,Hanilton referred to the South European 
standard t o  give an idea of their beauty. Ri- 
chardson, who frequently vf mitad Lao inhabi- 
tmd areas between 1829 and 1838, emphami~ed 
that it would ba impa~eible t o  find euoh per- 
fect bautiea,  and tha t  many of thare village 
beautiee had skin like European~ [Richardson, 
1839) . mmne dwcriptions of Lao women brought 
attention t o  this faraway and unknown oountry 
Whose richness w a a  reprted by mrco Polo, and 
rung of by Cemolns in hi8  poemre, the 
"Luiadesw (Le May, 1927:41-42). 

Bmneath the agreeable ~urfaae v i ~ i b l e  to 
M ~ S i n p  travsllerrr, the raality is mere eon- 
Dlex, chsracterimad by a gender order in which 
-n are entangled with no noticeablm lave- 
ragm, Thm marginal rtatun of woman, pervasive 
i n  most traditional swiatfmo, i s  indiganimad 
to blend into the mntal, nocia1 and physical 



landscape of a particular situation, which i~ 
that of Laos in this b o k .  The resulting ban- 
ding of womenOsr rpiritle and their captive bo- 
dies was a t  the heart of this gender order. A 
part of "Arcady in Asian, aa Le Eiay has right- 
ly called it, Laoer i~ not an exception to thir 
universal law, applicable by the distinctive- 
ly easy-going nature of the people in thir 
part of the world. 

1/ BACK m THE ORIGIHSr WOMEN II CHARCE 
OF THE EARTHLY KfNGWPI* 

aThe kingdom of the Queenn - it was i n  
thaw term that travellers ~ d n g  from China 
refer t o  t h e  area encompassing Laos today 
(Ri~paud, 1961:1855; Hoshino, 1986:39-40) .  It 
may be true, as some scholarr maintain, that 
in the beginning women ruled over the t r i b e .  
Hatrifocality may have been predominant. If 
time has changed, some clues are still tra- 
ceable in the social archeology of Lao8 among 
the mythr of origin of the people. Furthero 
mcrra, Borne continuing practices ensure thir 
pattern of the central role of women in dea- 
ling with the supernatural universe, which 
pertains to the everyday life of the Lao 
people. However, the weight of history ha8 
rapidly dwindled away this preeminence. Thim 
~hift w a ~  brought about by the great imported ,, 

religion, Buddhism, which was introduced for *, 

the f i r a t  time into Laos in the eleventh cen- 
tury, It was conmolidated in the fourteanth 
century, called by gome the second ~uddhi- 
satfon of Laos. Hence, in internal exil0r 
women were irretrievably discounted as con- 
tender~ for power, when through the under- i 

mining Queen Nang Kaev2 Phimpha, they were 
vilified by court chroniclers in the same 
century that Buddhism was erected aB a s ta te  
religion. The eituation of women was thus 
crystallistad in traditions and laws. The 
~ocialisation of the second sex and second- 
clam citizens operated from this time, and 
the capture of power by men was complete. This 
struggle is echoed Ln folk tales, about women 
racing against men's teams to conetruct a 
number of stupas,  and outwitting them still 
celebrated today by a yearly pilgrimage. 

Like the populations in many countries in 
the world, the Lao come from many cultural and 
ethnic backgroundr. They embrace two main be- 
lief systems: the Buddhist religion, and forms 
of animism compri~ing a multitude of spirite. 
The role of women in this religious domain is 
very important within the community, for they 
are respnsible 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 i n  pre- 
colonial  time^, Reid (1988b:629) recounts 
that, nThefr reproductive role gave them 
magical and ritual powere which it w a ~  
difficult for men to matchn. Lao society 
confirms this observation. 

According to Lao mythology of the begin- 
ning of the world as recounted in the earliest 
annalm of the Lao pe~ple,~Women were first 
born on the Lao soil. Assault on their lives 
would draw m i s f  ortune and ruin to the kingdom" 
(Vo Thu Tinh, 1970:11). 



After the coming of human beings to earth, 
the ancestoral prqtotype of all Lao women, 
better known as adu131u(~se iNya 1, Ngs : m1 or,~y4lyplul 
[grandmother wq6fl) , sacrificed heraelf with 
her husband, pul Nveu ( grand9 ather qco., ) in 
cutting dorm -'khao kat, the qigantlc and 
harmful liana, which  link^ the earth to the 
sky. This liana had grown so vaat,  covered the 
planet so completelyt 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 giant 
vine collap~ed. From that time on, h t h  were 
venerated as m v a : d a  (Aijmer,1979:737), 
guardian deities of the kingdom. An altar was 
built 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 t h i ~  cougle, most Lac people, 
and particularly the Lao of Luanq Prnbang, 
will, before they eat, invoke fluqG8, fiucflll ! 
(Come Nyeu, eat  Nyeul). 

Local chronicles on the foundation of Lao 
towns refer also to voluntary human eacrifices 
by women whose spirits, upon their death, re- 
turned to protect the city. These spirits are 
known as -a (i.e, city upirit), a re- 
lic of perhaps the oldest form of rmligfon in 
Sauth-Ea~t A r i a  (Davis, 1984b:273). The d o ~ f n  
of these spirit8 is not only limited to the 
community but encompasses a11 areas depending 
the  town. Deydimr (1954:202-203) argues t h a t  
the spiritu are associated with the 0 
sbog , a aomon cult amng all the T'ai em- 
n i c  groups with the -, the city p i l -  
l a r  (see also for tribal Tai groups, Wijeye- 

wardene, 1970:251), which is more usually 
named 8rntincfls , kcomins the guardian 
~pirir of the town ?see also zago, 1972:181). 
~ a v i s  (1984b:273) recorded tha t  "in Laos, 
stone spirits are often ,associate& with man, 
Cflg3 , "the post of the wH, which perhaps 
evolved from t h e  trees that once embodied the 
fertility of the ancient  chief's mn. 

An example of such a pillar spirit is &w 
a (Lady a), commonly known as Cva U w. She was a young woman, several months 
pregnant, who sacrificed herself. Her name was 
given to the  pagoda Vat Si Meuang.'  his was 
t h e  first pagoda established during the foun- 
dation of Vientiane as the new capital of Lan 
Xang by King ~aisetthathira j in 1564 .  People 
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 waB about t o  be planted, a 
pregnant woman, 07a%., was inspired to throw 
herself into the pit to be buried alive by the  
city pillar. This action gave her the status 
of guardian sp i r i t  of the  new capital (Zago, 
1972:185; see another legend of dqo$ , Abhay, 
1956g). Nowadays, an annual ceremony pays tri- 
bute to  thi5 woman. The ceremony is performed 
On the eve of the most important traditional 
celebration of the year, the That Luang fes- 
t i v a l ,  which is consecrated to the Lao na- 
tional stupa.' The belief in the power of Lady 

is widespread, and even the Lao settled o- 
verseas usual ly  require their parents i n  Laos 
to ~olicit her as~istance t o  overcome problems 
connected to immigration, and resettlement in 
new country. 

Until 1975 Luang Prabang, the  former royel 
caPita l  of ~ a o s ,  had its own guardian spirits. 
Sibilar events occurred as in V i e n t i a n e ,  but 
in Lung Prabang the woman was named 1qadu  



( ~ a d y  
and a sacred landmark in the 

shape of a pillar bore the m, her name 
IDeydier, 1954:187). . - 

some have interpreted these sacrifice. as 
ritual murder, that liberated the dangerous 

sp ir i t  to become one of the main deit ies  of 
the territory" to quote Archai'Pbault 
(1973b:124). The same observation was made by , 

James Chamberlain, who was interviewed by the 
author in Bangkok on May 27 1990. Similarities 
regarding the sacrifice of a pregnant woman 
are also found by Mougne (1984a:4) in the 
north-east of Thailand. 

In daily life, women medium6 commonly , 

known as (Lady i n  trance), or 
(Mother in trance). , play an important 

intermediary role between the world of human 
beings and that of the spirits.' They are 
equivalent to shamans in other civili~ationu 
(for example in Malaysia, see Rashid, 19901 
Karim, 1990). The ritual is provoked by the 
spirits of the dead, who communicate w i t h  
people. Seidenfsden (1958 :94 )  ~tates that, 
"The Lao practise s p i r i t  possession w i t h  women,, 
as medium and shamansi'. When possessed by a 
male spirit, the .u13KlJU dresses as a man. 
This often happened in Luang Prabang.. 

Medium. are also cal led  upon for the ino 
carnation of territorial village spirits (6, 
w) and city spirits ( 
1973:99; Ireson R., 1992- Thailand 
Davi~, 1984b:274). Their activities are e 
tensive, ranging from diagnostic and curi 
rituals to exorcism and putting loved ones 
touch with dead kinsmen. They also act as or 

cles, foretelling the future of the h a r v e ~ t  or 
eventa of the coming year (Condominas, 1952: 
Zago 1 9 7 2 ) .  People also appeal to them for 
answers to personal and intractable problem. 
particularly those relating to the  family and 
marriage. For example, i f  a child is lost and 
feared drowned, it is to the 

that the parents inquire as t o  t h e w w h e r e -  
a b u t s .  The u?gmaU is able to locate the 
corpse along the river. B y  the same process, 
people consult her on the i d e n t i t y  of the  
thief who haa ~ t o l e n  a precious necklace or 
the outcome of an important investment, which 
has just been made. 

Spirit-medimehip is so important in fo lk  
society that Lao women have became the 8-1 
of tsupernatural being. Possession of eupernu- 
tural power is one of women's most effective 
strategies demonstrating their social worth in 
society (lago, 1972:55). This was particularly 
the case during'the 19606, with the men a t  war 
(see for instance,  t h e  Hmong, Long L.D.,1993). 
This role is similarly found elsewhere: in A- 
frfcas; in Latin America, such a. in Sao Polo, 
Porto Alegre (Brazil); in Thailand (Wijeye- 
wardene , 1981) ; and in Vietnam (White, 1990) . 

Symbolically, women as s p i r i t  medium. and 
ritual speciali~ts insured M e  community a- 
gainst a11 risks (Zago, 1972:196-7; Hours. 
7 3 : 5 9 .  Psychologically, they perform the 
therapeutic role of softening the blows of p ~ -  
Verty, nitsfortune and calamity. Their activi- 
ties give the Lao a manse of control over li- 
fe. which Buddhism deniee. Through women, the 
link between the pmst, present and future i~ 
articulated in clearer terns, duocraticising 

life procesa which is othemise autocratic 
in its predmteminism. The Lao are fundamen- 
tally a superstitious people, and waen  are 

most ardent followers and keepers of 6u- 



perstition. By controlling rites snd practice. 
linked to the paat, women provide t h e  Lao with 
a sense of assurance about the continuity of 
interpersonal and communal relations in the 
future . 

Another important dimension to Lao super- 
naturalism is the intensely personal mode in 
which it is reproduced. S p i r i t  mediums are 
non-hereditary (Matras, 1973:75-6). Anyone has 
en equal chance of becoming a medium, although 
the majority of women arm and those 
selected to be the are generally 
youngA', and pretty ." However, a may 
expect a daughter or niece to succeed her. 
Furthermore, the agreement of the guardian 
spirits of the village or the city has to be 
sought otherwise their wvehicles n ,  "horsesw, 
wseatn, or nbodyn, w i l l  n o t  get their co-ope- 
ration in shamanistic performances. In gens- 
r a l ,  the rationale may be that, amediumship is 
one of the es~ential aspects of the Eternal 
feminist  ( .  .). U n t i l  today, the whole prestige 
of peoples endowed in thiu sense are femalew 
(Bernard, 1985:20),  or simply that, "most me- 
diums are womenwf ( W i  jeyewardene, 1981 : 14). 
Currently, despite attempte by the government 
to discourage ~pirit mediumship, the institu- 
tion continues to appeal to the Lao in prac- 
tical every day life, 

In Laom, as in other countries prac- 
tising Theravada Buddhism, in Laos, the H e w  
Year occur in Aprilka,  and, murpr ising though 
t h i m  may b. cmremnims are plaoed under the 
a&. of a w u n  called -. The 
woman choeen embodies a goddess and is usually 
beautiful. She ie adorned. for t h m  day in t h m  

moat brilliant finery, and is paraded on a 
float lavishly decked with flowers. She is 
taken around the town t o  conjure away bad 
inf luences ,  and at the Bame time t o  bring 
prosperity to all inhabitants. 

Furthermore, goddessee also  preside over 
daily l i f e .  The .even days of the week are named after different goddesses. Giai 
( 198la : 48 ) l4 wrote  tha t ,  "The Lao as their 
neighburs  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.ll 

Women maintain the spbolie attributes of 
godde~ses in other  context^, such as rice- 
cultivation. Like other people in South-Eset 
Asia, the Lao cult ivate and eat glutinuous 
rice. To grow rice is n o t  only to perform an 
economic act but also to participate intima- 
tely i n  t h e  supernatural world (Halpem, 
1964b:26-29). A traditional belief is that 
rice has a soul (Deydier. 1952:68-70; Ngao- 
syvathn, 1990 ). Seidenfaden (1958:94,96)  has 
explained, lfThe Lao believe i n  the soul  of 
r i c e ,  a female spirit who dwell. in the last 
sheaf to be gathered.  his superstition seems 
formerly to have had a wide extension both in 
South-Eastem Asia and in Europe where it wag 
also found in the ~ordic countrfesn. In rural 
Lao culture, rice is not only considered a 
staple food, but also a sacred mubstance which 
is cared for by a guardian sp ir i t .  Sago 
(1972:257)'., an expert on Buddh1.m in Laos. 
noted that, nRice i m  the s tap le  food, it is 
identified with a mythic divinity called 1W3 
tnau (Lady m)". The rice mu1 rite is 
unfailingly performed among the people inha- 
biting the va l l ey  of thm Mekong, a8 -11 am 
among the minorities living in the mountains, 
the Lao Sung and t h e  Lao Theunqml* The uame 
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rite is practi~ed in Thailand. l7 ~Grnen dominate 
these rituals, ar goddesses, pr ie~ te s se s  and 
participants. So they,assune total responsibi- 
lity over the continuity of the agrarian cy- 
cle, and the fate of the community1'. In ear- 
lier daye, 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 Khnng. Here women are 
elected as of (Mai thi Fu and Le 
thi Nam Le Tuyet, 3.978). 

A t  the deepest level of  t h e  Lao culture 
characterised by animism, which preceded the 
introduction of Brahmanism and Buddhism, women 
are credited with possessing magic power (see 
for Thailand, Hcmorran, 1984:313) ,  embodying 
"The female nature of the cultsn .Is Woman 
especially had control over the invieible 
universe of s p i r i t s .  They were thur required 
to conciliate the spirits to ensure ~ u r v i v a l  
and t o  prevent their animosity and wrath.a0 

Afmr 1975, political campaigns were 
launched against auperatitious beliefs to 
eradicate such despised "old-fashioned" and 
"perniciousn behaviour. Some impact w a ~  
noticeable in urban, as well a~ i n  rural 
armas. This was very transitory, for since 
1980 the old rituals, whathar animist, 
Brahmanist , or Buddhist, have gained new 
ground and new strength i n  the face of general 
economic poverty. Baing keenly intuitive and 
sensitive, women are the ideal intermediariee 
of divine revelation (Stone, 1984:21)r and 
mediumahip remains very popular in the da i ly  
life of the Lao people taday. old women, sin- 
the previous regime, have been very at tachd 
to them and w y  follow rituale associated 

with Buddhist, animimt or Brahunis t  deities. 
Many do not hesitate t o  appeal to a medium, a 
~orceror, or a fortune teller to find a so- 
lution to everyday problem. It is intmre~ting 
t o  note that  in the naighbouring Vietnam, af- 
ter many years, the worship of female deitie. 
and spir i t .  has begun again in mu templea. 
t or example, the fenale economic benefactor 
temple Ba has been re-opened t o  the 

As a reaction again& the official rule of 
n e t ,  and predominated with the ~ t t i u c h y ,  
many f o l k  storiel gave an important role t o  
women in t h e  aonduct of the country. According 
to oral tradit ion in ~outhern UOB, 
(Lady -), daughter of the king of Campa, 
who con~tructed the fuou.  Lao Vat  Phu, vo- 
lunteered to die. in place of har father ms a 
sacrifice to the  mpirits. Sha was raficued by a 
foreign prince, who married her (~rchsimbault, 
1961a:523). 

The tale of sana Tan Tav ( 1 9 7 0 )  (Giai, 
1981b), a kind of indigenous Lao 

Ni , which was written- =* that a princess gave hareelf to 
be sacrificed in place of all the  g ir l s  in the 
country, whom the king had threatened to axe- 
Cute because a. he was irked by the infidelity 
Of his wife. Due to her Intelligence, 
managed to escape her fate .  

In fact, women exercised a crucial influ- 
'me during the periods of crisis, as we11 as 
in peace time, and also during the absanae of 
UQ king. me Lao masterpieces of literature, 
8Uch as -, written in the 17th century 
by the poet Pangkham (Abhuy, 1956b; 1956f), 



are a reminder that during the time that 
W f s  father was a monk, it was the mother who 
ruled the country on h i s  behalf (Peltier, 
1988:216 and 2 6 2 ) .  The story of f C h u n f , w  
ul( 1970 ) demonstrates that the mothers of the 
hero and herofno,ruled their respective coun- 
tries after the death of their  husband^ (Dare, 
1987~798 -800 ) .  Another marv6illout3 masterpiece 
of Lao literature is m v 2  ' m u m  
uF s epic (Viravong S. l988), which t ell8 
that his lover was commander of the 
armed force which took part i n  major battler , 

to protect the city. mother, 
w, was also appointed governor the cityaL. 
If, in the Lao legend or .tori&. narrated 
during the pee-Buddhist period, such as the 
t a l e  of -, the  society was almo~t 
a n i m i ~ t ,  hi~torical narrative was dedicated 
a. much to the women  ruler^, warrior. and 
protector. of the country, u n .  It i f 4  p o ~ s i b l y  
that. as Reid (1988b:637) has painted out, "If ---- - 

some militant heroines played a dangerous role 
in Southeast A d a  rather than elsewbere, it i a  
probably because  tatu us was prominent than 
gander, and women were not excluded from 
taking the lead i f  the occasion required itw. 

2/ MEN'S SELF EMPOWERMENT, WOMEN IN THE 
SOCIAL WILDERNESS 

The conf f scation of women's power by men 
was a long process, which was enforced by 
multiple ideological devices. Religion, 
history, traditions and lawe are all subtle 
and effective means of social control of 
ndeviaqceBB, in this perspective nwomankindn. 

The demotioh of women by Buddhism high- 
lights a univereal problem, which is the Be- 
gregation of women on religious grounds. ~ s h a  
(1987:11, 225)  has pointed out that all reli- 
gions represe women. In Laos, problems took a 
paradoxical turn when women were hrred from 
the monastical life, after they had been the 
linchpin of Buddhism's survival in the 
country. 

Buddhism was an imported religion, which 
was, forced to coexist with a traditional 
cosmological order and an enduring belief in 
and worship of spirfta. Women are partakers in 
both Buddhism and animism, for the  In0 search 
in animism for nwell-being and a sy~tem of 
terrestrial protectionH, while turning to 
Budahism for a responae to the  nessential 
 problem^ of life, away of temporal faalvationn 
(Zago, 1972:380).  The resulting exp.rienca of 
Lao wonen has k e n  determined by their tradi- 
tional marginallsed social etatus, within the 
limitations of which they have .ought impro- 
vement of their earthly uondition and a better 
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after-life. 

The ~pread of Buddhi~m into Lao5 and its 
in~titutionaliaation as the state religion 
heightened discriminatory practices agafnut 
women. In favouring men, the Buddhist religion 
introduced into Laos a notion of female ex- 
clusion, which had previously been l e r ~  mar- 
ked. Lao women, like their peerr in other 
South-East Asia Theravada Buddhist countries, 
were forbidden to be part of the monastia 
male-oriented life (Van Esterick, 1982a,b; 
Kabilsigh, 1984; Keyes, 1984; 1986; Brenzeale 
and Smuckarn, 1988), 

Every man, without discridnation on the 
b a ~ i s  of status, can enter into the religious 
order. Heanwhile, the opportunity to te or- 
dained 1 refused to women (Condominas 

1968:51).  

Social activity was rigidly ~egregated to 
protect "female innocencen, as well as to 
prevent monks from falling into nevi1 temp- 
tation". Hardship war the penalty when an 
offencb was committed, This situation maskad a 
dialectical relationship between monkhood and 
womanhood: Buddhism was dependent on female 
devotees for its survival, Monks had to be f e d  
and female devotees had to remain active in 
merit-making nckivitier in order to justify 
men's continuing role as monks, on the other 
hand, women needed religion for their sal- 
vation in the next life. Moreover, if they 
were active as devotees, they aould at least 
gain some mocial recognition for their of- 
forts. 

Classic Lao literature, ns we13 as folk 
taleaaa, make women the source of magieral 
power. This may be a raaction to the monopoly 

granted by ~iddhism to men, or simply e 
continuation of animistic belief (Le nay, 
1927 

~ e s p i t e  these above-mentioned practices of 
rubordination, merit-making has long been the  
responsibility of women, as for women in other 
south-East Asian countries practising Thera- 
vada Buddhist religion (Van Esterik, 1982a:4; 
see in particular a similar ~ituation in 
cambodia, Hiebert, August 1989). These women 
are considered nsecond-cla~~ citizensn of 
~uddhism, a religion constructed by men and 
for men. Thus women, as the inferior sex,  a l  
wives and as  mother^, have  pent their phy- 
sical energy and their spiritual strength for 
the sake of the Buddhist religion, and in the 
hope of having thef r souls saved so they are 
not re-born na women. 

As women are celebrated for courting,  they 
are almo recorded in Lao history having a 
Second role: a role i n   politic^.   his ngpeare 
t o  be puzzling, 

In general, Lao women were automatically 
Passed over for the throne, T h i ~  related! to 
the Salic rule of ruccession, to the throne 

which ~tated that the 
-died down from the father 
t o  the son. The testament of Khun ~tated 
that, mthe sonm will ~ucceed to the sona, the 
Qrandsongl to the grandsonsn (Samorith, 
1956:717-9; VO Thu Tinh, 1970:ll). The Lao 
"mls recorded the application of such a 



rule. 

If the queens did not govern in principla, 
in practice, as t h e  spouse of the king and as 
the mother of a future king, they had certain 
duties roles, such as attending differant 
ceremonies at the court (Levy, 1956a:746-7). 
They acted for the kings in their absence, 
like for example, Fa-NgumJs pregnant wife in 
the fourteenth century.  They even actively 
participated in the election of a new king 
I l l a :n .  Bulom *a- I 

1967:48; Dare, 1987:103). One of these  queens 
has her name recorded in the chronicle: Hang 
Ksev2 Keng Nya, a Khmer nprincessH, the spoura 
of Fa-Ngum . One year after his enthronement, 
king Fa-Ngum left the kingdomfm affa ira  to the 
charge of his wife, Hang Iaev2 Keng Nya ( V i -  
ravong S., 1964:30).  According to the V a t  XaW 
Chart, she brought the Buddhist religion fm 
Cambodia to Laos, She took part in the buil- 
ding of a temple V a t  Kaev2, i n  offering h a  
own emerald to be placed in the Lord Buddha's 
c h e s t .  

In the X I V  century, one epigraphy named 
Thama ((Princess &gfs grotto) Wa8 
found i n  Luang Prabang (Hoshino, 1986: Ferlua1 
1988). This epigraphy revealed a m u t  the 
origin of the Lao-Thai language (Ferlus, 

The role of these women was not insigni- 
ficant, if we remember that the political 
Socialisation i n  t h i s  country was less than 
small. Two other princesres were alclo ap- 
pointed a. governors (Wyatt, 1984;71-73). 
Another Queen also marked Lao history: thr 
mother of King SaiSetthathiraj (1373-1415) 
ruled Xieng Mai (northern Thailand) with a 
virtuosity in managing the politics of Lao8 
(Hall, 1976 :261 ) .  

Later, a Phuan princess called C.oll(h.m m, or PhPm Dan, appears to have rescued her 
people in Xieng Khuang, af her they were driven 
to Siam by the vanquished army following the 
fall of Vientiane in 1827. A t  the end of the  
19th century, a female offspring from the same 
royal l ine  of Xieng Khuang, also  struggled, 
t h i s  time against the invaders Ka2 from South 
China. 

At the  ena of the 17th century, m a  Usa 
founded t h e  tawn of Yasothon and m u  Si S U ,  
t h e  town of Nong Khai. Both were daughters of 
the Prince of Ubon; this province "originated 
from this race, the unique royal race in Laosn 
(Aymonfer, 1885:156). 

Southern Laosa' prided i t s e l f  on havina two 
successive queens who ruled the kingdom: -Hang 

(1638-1688), and then 'Phamg 
(1688-1708) (Viravong S., 1958:42-5t Archaim- 
bault ,  1961a:582). 

An exception to the rule, or a ploy to 
forever discredit women interfering in the 
"reserved male domain of politicsmq that 

, who was the only woman who 
d during the Lan Xang period. 

She ruled for nearly one decade (1428-1438) ,  
and accused of having assassinated seven 
kings. Her origin is unclear, and some histo- 
rians and chroniclers are of the opinion that 



had taken his father's wife {Dore, 1987:7193 
a \r(hwru Sa:gba, 1 9 6 8 : 4 2 ) ,  

These inconsistencies, in the Lao chroniclas 
add to the obscurity, and Lao historians an 
well as foreigners have different interpre- 
tations regarding her birth dste, her parents, 
her name, her ariging and her nationality, and 
her true identity. Some content that she was 
Siamese (Ouer. 1972:112) .  All this suggeste 
that ~y1mf ia8uw~ is perhaps a fictio- 
nal character invented by some learned men for 
their own purposes, or that she d i d  exist and 
was engulfed in a religious schism. Historians 
and chroniclers agreed that, at 95 years of 
age, the iicrueliq queen would have been puni- 
shed by the death penalty, "with her head 
attached to a rock and her feet in the water, 
till death intervened"." 

In Asia ,  there have been other queenn cal- 
led "cruel": there was, for example, a queen, 
in Cambodia, named Ang Mey (1834-1842), who 
wae nominated by Vietnam to rule over the 
country in 1834 (Osborne, 1969:llO). In the 
case of Laos appears with W v 2  'P- 
is accused of cruelty, but as Professor 
Pierre-Bernard Lafont t o l d  the author, in 
Paris, on May 27 1988, "It is a phenomenon of  
the Asian mentality in the ancient time of 
their fondness to write down in the chroniclel 
the cruelty of women taking powermi. This seem 
to be a rule f n  Asian politics. As Daniell. 
Elisseeff , author of f ' 

ors of China. l t a t e d ,  nThe Chinesl; 
written sources about women, are thus, bY 
nature, totally biased ( . . . 1 , but eourceW 
practised omission: the examples of 
virtue and pride1' (m, 1988 : 19) . 
East Asia as a whole was influenced by ford 
culture. Thus, it waB inevitable that La 
would be influenced. As ~ e i d  (1988b:640 
etated, "where Indian influences had be 

stronger, e~pecially in the more exalted 
courts of M e  mainiand, female rule was rare. 
siam ha. never pqt a woman on the throne, and 
Vfetnam and Burma very seldom. I n  Muslim 
south-East Asia the Islamic model of male 
kingship  seemed finally to prmvsil by about 
1700, and there are few women rulers there 
after , 

Whatever the rstionale behind the  puzaling 
background of v2 \p , the fact is that from that-women =conecup f oua1 y 
a b e n t  from politics, and became even leas 
vi~ible, when Laos embraced Buddhism, and later 
furthermore when Laos loet its independence 
first t o  neighbouring Siam, and later t o  
France. 

Like many traditional socistie., Laos also  
had a clams ~ystem, although this was relati- 
vely flexible .*' It was thus an unequal ~oci- 
ety The classification of social C ~ O B S  in- 
fluenced the writing of law codes, especially 
with respect t o  the monks, who formed the  
'first catmgory of the  privileged clans, and 
who had introduced religion i n t o  the country 
and were in charge of mducation. The firat Lao 
legal texts back to 700  years before. Fa- 
Ngum.6 reign. It was Khun Borom'a L a w .  I(hYI1 

# 
are not based on the  five i t  precept. as law codes in later 

periode, though the terms 
Or Mm were uued. me code gives a-f a ao- 

ciety living much above 8ubeistence level and 
h e e d  on villages of the kind that could .till 
be found in the 19th and 20th centuries 
(Taillard 1977). 

Later code. of the classical kingdom of 
h o s  have a different tone, format and aon- 
t en t ,  such as that  of (Bua~i- 



savat , 1992b) , which f ocusea entirely on th9 
duties of monks with 227 precepts, There im 
also 'm : na Seu ( ibid. 1992a) named 
after the judge. This is a compilation of 
judicial stories from India with Indian namea, 
rather than a aode in itself. The most popu- 
lar ,  found by some French travellers and 
translated into French, was the' 

\phr rn 

-e(1963), or the Vie: 
tianen, so called by the French In Laos (Ra- 
quez, 1902) .  This compilation is the mwt 
Buddhi~t of all the Buddhist law t ex ts  (Hux- 
ley, 1993:43). Written in the sacred 
scriptm, t h i ~  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 
transgresmion and comprising 77 articles); do 
not lie (30 articles) and do not  drink alcohol 
( 7  articles). More generally, t h i ~  compilation 
took examples from legalcssas from India, and 
continued to be used u n t i l  t h e  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  off sncea , but varied according to 
the ~ocial r ta tus  and rank of the offender, as 
well as of the culprit (Raquez, 1902:405) ." 
Visiting Laos in 1902, Raquez (1902r404-405) 
noticed that a woman was a nprogerty reserved 
and preserved, so reserved that the n o ~ t  aim- 
p l e  propsal of a free talk was repressed. 
Touching the chemt or the hand. of a mrrimd 

i, 

woman exposed the daring m a n  to the ..verity 
of the law.n Aymonnier (1885:180-181) mareas- 
t i c a l l y  detailed t h a t ,  "all have been rated 
[by law], such am touching the hand or the 
arm, the waist or the breast, and the ultimata 
fawurm ( m e  a1.0 Taupin, 1800). Iaos was not 
the only country along traditioml mociatie~ 

t o  have laws of thim kind: i n  Merovingian and 
carolingian times in Wen-, a man who pressed 
t h e  palm or the arm of a married woman wae 
fined (Koenigrwarter, 1850:29). The same 
reverity i s  traceable In Vietnam under the 
reign of Gia Zong i n  the  nineteenth century, 
i n  Siam, under the code of 1805, and i n  Can- 
W i a ,  where t h e  law was also faehioned by 
~uddhism. The Khmer law even punished the man 
who, paasing by a woman, breathed her scent 
(LeclBr~, 1899:38). Reasons for such legal 
controls may be that the lam stipulated 
penaltier t o  protect women who d i d  not approve 
of mele attention or bodily uontact (Tournier, 
1900:31) 

T h e  brutal occupation of Laos by Siam in 
1827 and the total destruction of Vientiane, 
for the second time ( t h e  firrt occurred in 
1779) provoked social decay. In other parts of 
Laos,, untouched by the Siame~e due to remo- 
tenere, the social structure remained. The 
example of justice is s tr ik ing ,  for the Lao 
legal system i r  very iaimilar although lers 
sevare than the Siamese one. To protect their 
presence in Laos, the Siamese increaad the 
 law^, thus increasing the numbrs of offences 
and intenmi f ying repreamion, which i n  turn l e d  
t o  the adoption of new rules which would k 
violated (Mquosyvathn, 1975). 

Legally, women cruaceeded i n  obtaining their 
rights over their property and managed accor- 
ding to their want. For exampls, they could 
in8ependently use and give their property to 
their ahfldren without tha agreement of their 
huabandm. 

After more than fifty yaerm of the French 
ebinietration, the 6owmor Wnernl of Indo- 
ahina, irrued a decre8 on January lut 1914  
W p u l a t i w  the comprluory us. of . f u i l y  



nam. Every Lao muet have m faaily name, whiah 
Is pasaad on through the male l i n e .  According 
t o  # i t s  decree, a woman mumt add her husband's 
family name to her name. The moat privileged 
eitustion is found anong Black Tai women, who 
keep their own name even after marriage (Char 
m r l a i n ,  interview 27' May 1990; Wre ,  1987r 
Lafont, 1955) .  me 1989 family code allom 
married women t o  keep their maiden names. 

After 1975, the new regime banished all 
previous laws and jurisprudential systemm. 
Gender rights are protected by many new lam, 
such as the constitutional law, or the crimi- 
nal laws. The new family law enforced the 
monogamy. There are also  the lawr, for ex- 
ample, on the judicial organ of the sta te  
supervising the judment8 was mentioned i n  
articles 65,  6 7  and 72 of the new conati- 
tution. These are people's courtr and the 
public prorecution. The people's courts 
comprise a people's supreme court, people's 
provinces, people's municipalitiee, districts, 
and military courta. Judges are appointed and 
removed by the National Assembly's Standing 
Committee, Representatives of social organi- 
sations also have the right to take part in 
court proceadinq~. The public prosecution 
operates a t  provincial levels, i n  municipa- 
lities, districts, and the military. Their 
duties are to control tha observance of lawe 
by citizens, government, enterprises, and 
local a8minf~tmtions. 

In the 19801 there were no solicitors and 
barristers. Attendance to the criminal or 
supreme courtOs audiences was strictly 
mcreened. Aftrr 1989, however, in accordance 
with the Prime Miniltor Cabinet Decree A u b r  
24/PSL dated 30 July 1989, Laos had its Board 
of Advocates, whfch wan supmimed by thm Hi- 

ni s t ry  of Jus t i ce .  According t o  t h i s  decree, 
every Lao aged 25 w i t h  one to five yeare of 
legal practice and having never been condemned 
can apply for  membership. The duties are spe- 
cifically mentioned in article 3, ~ u c h  as pro- 
viding legal as~istance, safeguarding the 
rights and interests of all citizens and 
maintaining the goo4 order of society, 

~radition, thatrr the key word which 
has 80W.d to  just i f  , for mny cen-, 
turias, the condit on of women; a X 
tradition establiehrd by sen and 
reinforced by laws, which are ale0 
conceived by men. It far certain that 
the  day when women become conacfous 
of thie injustice, they will mwlt 
against the'fate which has been re- 
served for them, a fate that daily 
life hid from ~ o m e  of them, privi- 
leged , bl f nded or ignored, 
(Groult, 1975:l). 

The ideology of gender dependency is me- 
dieted through Lao popular literature, such as 
in fairy tales, storie~ and novels, whfch tend 
to reinforce and make rigid gender relations 
whfch favour the male. During the traditional 
period, the literate, exclu~ively compared of 
men, wrote storie~s , novels, legends and poetry 
aimed at educating people by portraying women 
as self-macri ficing and self denying in both 
the family and society. Folk tale Common t o  
the Lao and the Thai, whfch traces the orisin 

i 
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of the Tai people, legend, esfa- 
blished the pattern. There are others, such as 
the popular folk tales written i n  the nine- 
teenth century: '-' Seu Inthinvan-~~n~ I;uk 
{Inthinyan4s teachings for his children) 
(1965): 5 [Hermit Som 
instructed his daughters) (1969): Hithane 

2 t m  (chronicles of Thav2 Khamsone) 
(1966) ; and Kvot \-e (The g i s t  of 
a n c i e n t  wisdom) ( 1 9 7 2 ) .  These literary master- 
pieces unmistakably paint women as the weak 
and yielding sex, having noble and graceful 
manners, end as a %ubservient and faithful 
s p o u ~ e l ~ ~ ~ .  At the same time women must manage 
the household perfectly, doing the weaving, 
working hard in the fields, or in trading, and 
being devoted to Buddhist worahipa3. A more 
recent masterpiece, -Phv A - 
W.oman (Nginn, 1967a), embraced the ideal 
personality traits of the female epitomized in 
the folk tales of the 1 9 4 0 ~ ~  (Rakow, 1990; 
1 9 9 1 ) .  Most folk t a l e s  aimed 'to educate peo- 
ple, particularly women. They developed the 
morality which served as the rules of beha- 
viaur that women must learn ( see also Peltier, 
1988:146). Thus, women were sociali~ed accor- 
ding to  the views of men. Relying on the hue- 
band for ftprotection, honour, and ~ecurity~~, 
traditional Lao society imposed on women a 
heavy burden. 

Politeness of Women Tawards Hen 

Many folk tales, such as 'm: na e - 
ne S (1965)  or L.uda uw (*developed a set of rules pres- 

cribing behaviour for women. The beat knom i~ 
the 'm:na Seu Pheu nulorn 
(1967136-40),  which Conetituted th- 

tion charter of the kingdom of Lan Xang (the 
a n c i e n t  name of Laos). 

A W ,  the first king of the  Lao 
people, after haranguing his seven sons and 
assigning them to rule over different prin- 
cipalities, addressed himself to their wives, 

Go to rest after your husbands, and 
always be the first to rise; always 
foresee their commands, do not wait 
for them to order you to prepare 
food, fabrics, whatever is neceesary 
to their welfare: be mindful 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 t h e  wicked in your 
house as well as the good; what 
knowledge you may have of good or 
e v i l ,  think well before you make it 
known to your husbands, then act  
accordingly as  your heart guides 
you. In the c o u n t r i e s  where you w i l l  
reign, have four, three or two 
friend= to advise you; when their 
opinions differ to yours, think well 
before you follow your own councel. 
When the Kings, your husbands, w i l l  
have judged or condemned someone, 
never make it your business to 
examine their reasons with a view to 
making them change their mind. Do 
not d i ~ p o s e  of what belongs to your 
hueband, do not give your love  to 
another man. And finally, all of 
you are my children, who are human 
 being^, refrain from lying i n  
epeakinq of your pos~ession~, do not 



drink s p i r i t s  till inebriated, and 
do not smoke opium for  being 
~hameful (Vo Thu Tinh, 1970;7-22). 

Similar instruction can a lso  be found in the 
feudal legal code and custom6 of the Tai 
ethnic minority i n  Sipsong Panna (Yunnan, i n  
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. Lao women l i v i n g  overseas still 
follow t h i s  code of behaviour. "Having talked 
with Lao girls and women i n  Honolulu, it s e e m B  
that the same code of ~ocially acceptable be- 
haviour is still held up as e desirable ideal 
for females in Lao society todayH, Rakow 
(1990:14) noted. 

The '-a Seu Phe-n Bulom Rafa - 
chronicle is expresely aimed at le- 

gitimizing the ruling royal family of Luang 
Prabang, by reinf orcinq the male as the head 
of the family and successor to the  throne i n  
opposition to  the earlier matriarchy. 

In a civilised society, men should be 
polite to women, but in traditional Lao so- 
ciety a woman war nearly a slave. In the  past, 
a l l  Tai women including those of Sipsong Pan- 
na", ae well as Lao women had to be as polite 
to the husband as towards a supreme master. 
Lack of this behaviour could lead to a d i -  
vorce. A woman had to rpeak in a mellow voi- 
c e ,  and always mi l e  before speaking t o  her 
husband. She should never interrupt him (su- 
ryadhay, 1970:5).  Lao folk t a l e s ,  such as a 
t (19721, '- 

I m a ~ &  ( 1 9 6 5 )  and 2 1 
(1966) wint out how a-a 
should be. Lao literature insists on thim 
behaviour emphasizing tha t  women who hurt 
their husbandr. feeling. risk going to hell, 
and being burnt a l i v e  (Peltier, 1988:358).  

Lao women, a s  w e l l  a s  women in other Bud- 
dhist iocieties , were taught by the Budgist  
religion that they were al'predestined ~pouse~, 
united t o  the humband in their former life, 
and r o  they should honour him as a ficodn. The 
Delve Rites and  our was a 

ancient times. Points s i x  and seven prescribe 
CL-C 

Before going to sleep, a woman must 
wash her husband's feet. During the 
holy days, she must tnke f lower5 and 
josoticks, along with candles,  to 
perform the ritual, rendering 
homage and asking for forgiveness 
from her husband and grandparents 
(Bouphanouvong, 1970:34,49,50) .  

I This marital duty is enforced thus, 

The rocial superiority of the male 
is embodied in diverse exterior 
signs and ceremonies. During each 
day of the month, the y4n, women 
m u ~ t  perform the U ceremony for 
t h e i r  husband, it meang that they 
must kneel and a ~ k  forgivenems for 
the wrong acts they have done 



In the late days of the kingdom of Laos, a 
kinister of Justice skill referred to an oral 
tradition, "every night, before going to bad, 
a Lao woman must pay respects to her husband 
by prostrating herself a t  h i s  feet, ask him 
for forgivenmas for a l l  the wrong acts she  ha^ 
done during the dayw ( Suryadhay , 197 0 : 5 ) . '' 
h o n g  the Tai minority in Sipsong Panna 
(China), women were instructed as   follow^: 
"The 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 hia 
feet. Your pillow should be four inches lower 
than that of your husband and you should not 
sleep with your head at the aame level as  hi^" 
(Bain, 1988:12). 

Lao literatureS6 encouraged the  practice of 
this respect for the husband during the y M  
-37 , in which have to ask pardon for wrong 
acts done in the past and to swear fidelity to 
their  husband^. Today, many married women over 
fifty, living in and out of the country 
continue to observe these traditions. '' 

Another phenomenon of the husband cult is the 
prohibition against touching a man's head in 
general, and the husband's head in particular. 
Among Tai Buddhiet people, there is a belief 
that the different parts of the body are 
related i n  a strict hierarchy. The head 
resides in an eminent place because it is the 
nest  of the soul. A man's head and hair, 
particularly those of the husband, are sacred; 
thus, wonen are strictly . . forbidden to touch it 

According to traditional Lao 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 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 
i n  Sipsong Panna." A former Minister of the 
Lao royalist regime insists, !'The wife could 
not sleep with her head at her husbandcs 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, i n  order to  allow him t o  g e t  
ready at  the first signal of any danger, and 
to take up h i s  sword more quicklyn (Suryadhay, 
1970: 5) The rationale given for such posi- 
tioning is hardly convincing. The left and lo- 
wer posit ion 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 , ref n- 
force each other. A woman must also sit on the 
left of a man. Levy B.P.(3963:257) notes, 'fA 
Laotian woman is, by definition, i n f e r i o r  to a 
man and must therefore always take a lower 
place i n  any situation. A man alwayr goes be- 
fore a woman". Today, the majority of men 
continue to walk in front of their wiver. 

Because the husband is l i k e  a second 'Bud- 
dha', atomen's clothes are considered a~ dirty 
and sinful  thing^ and must not be mixed with 
those of their humbands's. They have to be 
washed separately, In the literature, such as 
the   tory of m v 2  %-v2 (Thao 



37 
Hung Thao Ceuang's epic, Viravong S . , 1988) , 
talismans lose magic powers becauae of contact 
with  women's clothes (Ferlus, 1979). This tn- 
boo i a  a l ~ o  found in Thailand in the legend of 
Princess m, where she used her skirt 
stained with her menstrual blood as a weapon 
against her enemy, hoping he would thereby 
lose all magic powers.'' 

rThr~e First Houthful~ of Fmda 

Insqual ity between gender in Lao tradi- 
tional society appeared in a l l  aspects of 
life, including eating. It was forbidden for a 
woman to eat before her husband, A Lao woman 
"must not  eat  till he [hu~band] has swallowed 
three mouthfuls of ricen, noted Nginn, in h i s  

book on L a o s -  ((1965) .am 

This situation  prevail^ not only among the Lao 
but also among the Tai of sipsong Panne and 
Siamese women who must w a i t  for men to take 
three mouthfuls of food before they began to 
eat.'"Lao folk tales, such as 
Khamsone (1966) also say that, woman muat 
let her husband take a t  least three fir& 
mouthfuls of food before beginning to eat 
herself. w 4 7  

Lao women were denied the  right not only t o  
ea t  before their husbands, but a l so ,  according 
to the royal tradition and custom e d d i e d  in 

l o k a v w  (malevolent deeds), a document kept 
in the Royal library of Luang Prabang, they 
were expressoly forbidden to eat at the same 
table as t h e i r  husbands, who were treated as 

princes and high dignitaries. The rationale 
for this wa6 that nWornen must not  share meals 
with kings, ministers and dignitariee for the- 
se personages would lose their magic powert1 
(Archaimbault, 1963:23, 2 7 ) .  T h i s  taboo margi- 
nalised Lao women in any social function. In 
the 1940ts, Nginn (1965:41) ,  Director of the 
Information Department, wrote a booklet to 

propagate a new and modern Lao way of life 

among the newly Frenchified elite: 

~aotian 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 Lao women seem not 
to be allowed to eat with their 
husbands ( . . . ) . We must pay the same 
honor to t h e  Lao women as to western 
women. One must, 1- at every 
meeting, not sit women on the soil 
while men are in armchaire t 2- at 
every banquet, women must be placed 
between two men; 3- reserve the  
place of honour for the  fair sex; 4- 
serve women before men t men must pay 
respect to women and not consider 
them as inferior. 



At this time, Nginn seemed to face a wmission 
impossiblen, for these traditions originated 
from the time of the, progenitor of the Lao 
people himself W B-. In 1949,  an oth- 
nologist, Embree (1949:151), observed these 
traditions and wondered about them with his 
modern logic in thesa words: 

The French conseiller of Laos hag a 
Laotian wife and children, but the 
wife does not participate as hostess 
at dinner parties. It its possible 
that this is because she does n o t  
wish to, since the Conseillerts 
dinner parties are mostly of male 
o f f i c i a l s ,  both local and visiting, 
and because he has a good staff of 
servants and may not care to mix his 
official activity with h i s  private 
home l i f e .  However, it is interes- 
ting that during my stay ae a guest 
in h i s  home I was never introduced 
to his wife. 

Some male power defendera endorse this 
nLao politeness" by equating i t t o t h e  
"love philosophy of the Laof1 (Nqinn, 
1951:978)." This segregative tradition has 
strongly shaped social interaction up to the 
presence t ine ,  cau~ing Lao women to i~olate 
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 ~ u c h  
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. AB Condo- 
minas ( 1 9 5 2 : 6 2  has pointed out, "Lao lite- 
rature is mostly tributary to Indian. Since 

them, the s ta te  was strengthened, especially 
centralised and authorined, has had an impact 
on the relations between genders with the un- 
questionable subordination of women, reduced 
by men's fantasies to a combination of woman- 
object, woman-maid and woman-producer. 

3/ ECONOMICS OF THE FEMINIZATION OF 
POVERTY 

The conqueet through power by men in Laos 
did  not occur without the use and abuse of the 
work of those vanquished. This can not pass 
without reference t o  the culture of femini- 
nity, which in pre-modern society took the 
form of courting and courtship, reputedly 
making Laos a lqkingdom of flirtsff. This 
cultural proclivity meant that the people were 
receptive to a particular form of accultu- 
ration in the late nineteenth century brought 
about by the Western presence in Laos, 

in particular the  military garrisoned in this 
backwater of the French empire in Aaia. This 
enabled prostitution to flouri~h, a. well am 
other aspects of We8t.m society, notably the 
cash economy and con~umerism. However, these 
influences occurred on the fringe of Lao 
society, w i t h  momt women, particularly those 
in rural and renote areas, being subjected to 
the i r  traditional heavy load. 

"The woman, the  Lao phu2 sav, the young 
girl, has a gracefulne8s and ~weetness that 
U k e  her famouis around the world*f, wrote 
hey.ar in 1930 (1930:29). 



The feelings of people in neighbouring 
Cambodia ig maliciouctly elaborated by Lefevre- . 
Pontali~ f1896:ll), nThe Cambodian women, 
cautious wives and mothers, were afraid when 
they saw their husbands or their Bone going 
towards the country of the north [Laos]. They 
knew the power of seduction of the Lao girls 
and dreaded these sirens, so clever.n (see 
also Gay, 1989) .  

Hence, marginalised in religion and in so- 
ciety, women seem to have taken their revenge - 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 example, 
are fond of a bath to keep their b d i e s  
constantly clean (Raquez, 1902; Whitaker a t  
al., 1 9 7 9 ) .  Courted and coquettish, t h i s  is a 
Lao woman. "The habit of a daily cold bath, 
begun at birth, keeps a beautiful, soft glow 
on the skin of the average Lao man and woman. 
Whoever among them fails to have a daily bath 
is uncomfortable. In person and in dress, the 
Laos are a cleanly race", an merican 
missionary noted of the inhabitants of what is 
now the North of Thailand (Meyer, 1930:29). 
Aymonier noted already in 1.885 that they took 
up to four or five baths a day (Aymonier, 
1885:176,179). T h i ~  French explorer, who had 
e thnic  girls from t h e  mountains as bearers for 
his luggage, was not patient with them a8 they 
rushed to take a bath in each river 
encountsred. 

After bathing, the Lao woman takes care of 
her body. She uses the nromistm plsnt or 
curcuma crushed w i t h  a pebble and mixed with 
lemon juice to rub on her body (Aylponiert 
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1885:176), while r i c h  oil is used for her 
h a i r .  To wash it, she uses the juice of kaffir 
lime (citrux hystrix) (Gourneau, 1959b:226), 
or the water taken from rice, which is 
marinated tho n i g h t  before and is used as a 
shampoo to smoothe the hair .  u~ually Lao 
women, both young and old, like to put flowers 
in their hair. American missionaries noted in 
1884, "Lao  women'^ hair ,  being drawn back, is 
faetened in a knot by a gold pin and is almost 
invariably ornamented with flowers I...). Both 
men and women are passionately fond of 
floweran (Presbyterian Board of Publication, 
L884:441). ~ l u m e r f a n g n 4 * l t l ~ k  c-, the 
national flower of Laos is one that old and 
young people are fond of placing above their 
chignon or behind their ears (Gosselin, 
1900:171). A flower placed behind the r i g h t  
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) .  

Lao women can l e t  their hair grow long, but 
not hang free becau~e it is considered a sign 
of "bad behaviourqf . Today, the majority of Lao 
women do not leave their hair free, aa in some 
neighbouring countries. Methivorakhoun (1967: 
141, a former monk wrota that, "The Lao women 
like to let their hair grow long to do chi- 
gnons. After they reach 50 years old, they cut 
it short.11 During the period of Siamese domi- 
nation, women were forced t o  cut their hair 
rhort. Subraquently, a few girls of the noble 
Class followed this fashion up to t h e  age of 
13. It has finally been abandoned (Aymonier, 
1885; Picanon, 1901). 

Lao people have observed that when they are 
overreas, wbody can guess where they come 
from. It i a  only through their clothes that 
they can be recognized a8 Lao. Incidentally, 



Laos is one of the  few countries in t h e  world 
where the  names of some of it8 e t h n i c  minori- 
ties, such as the Black Tai, or White Tai 
(Gedney, 19791, derive from the colors of t h e  
clothes, which are traditionally worh by the 
women (Halpern, 1964b), The Hmong t oo  are ca l -  
led after  the  colors and patterns of t h e  wo- 
men's clothes,  such as the Black, the Green, 
the Red, and the  flower^ Hmong, who inhab i t  
the  north of Vietnam and Laos (Gay, 1983:133-  
4 ;  Long L .D. , 1 9 9 3 :  206). As Morechand ( 1 9 6 8 :  
6 7 )  says of the Hmong, "The custom of men, in 
its essential elements, is Chinesa'among every 
group, so it is never easy to identify the 
ethnic group. It is the women's clothes which 
serve this func t iont ' ,  

For many generations, Lao women wore a 
s k i r t ,  called a u. The 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 
, is divided into three main pieces. The 
principal piece is woven material, c a l l e d  the 
-, with two additional piecen of material 
attached to it. The upper piece i s  c a l l e d  the 
hua ( the gjaii 's head) , and the lower one, 
the m M  (the gin;kps feet). The three 
pieces together, called the ul covered moat 
of the bod The Lao is little different 
from the 11 '% U pha2 s i n 2  of  Tha i  land, as Mouhot 
(1986:144)  noted in the mid-nineteenth 
century. Before the  French administration, 
women generally wore tho s k i r t  without blousel 
or scarves, and Aymcrnier (1885:153-154) re- 
ported that, I1Only a feu girls wore the Sia- 
mese dress, and in general, they were faithful  
to the Lao skirt." Then ~ t e p  by step, during 
the French colonisation, women in urban area 
began wearing a scarf to keep their breastr 
covered (Aymonier, 1885:32-33). Later blouses 
were worn instead of scarves. 

The gij92 must not be too short, nor too 
tight nor too wide (Methivornkhoun, 1967:13 -  
15). This recommendation was made by k i n g s  i n  
their e d i c t s  on traditional customs, part of 
which focuses on women's clothing. aHigh ran- 
king mandarins could not marry women dressing 
contrary to the rules, and if one of them 
contravened t h i s ,  he might be disrni ssed from 
h i s  post", noted Methivorakhoun (ibid.). 

Lao women hold their in place with a 
belt. The wealthier wear a finely embroided 
b e l t  in gold or silver. Those who are not 
wealthy wear ' one of aluminum. Although an 
imported mode of mini skirt (Methivorakhoun, 
1967:19) and large bellbottom trousers arrived 
in the 1960s, the Lao aina 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, a. we11 as  i n  the f i e l d ,  the iU is 
worn. In 1980s, pants began to appear. In 
1986, with the opening of the country to the 
West, khev ( the  blue jeans ) have come 
to be preferred in many parts to the  tradi- 
tional (niebert, 1987; 1990). although 
recently, jeanrs were denounced as Wecadent 
clothingn. 

Courtship marked a special period of life 
and had a spacial flavour in Laos, which was 
celebrhted by foreigner8 travelling through 
t h i s  country. 





living overseas (Hgaosyvathn, 1993a). In Laos 
post 1975, however, it was not possible for 
urban young people to openly date, for t h i s  
was considered "deviant behaviour", a t  learnt 
before the pol icy of opennees. 

Local cuntom tolerated freedom of 
expression and randez-vous for courting. Therm 
was, however, always a protective device for 
the young g i r l s ,  As Aymonier (1885: 178) noted, 
'!There i~ no doubt that the most impre~aive 
side of the Lao customs was the moral condf- 
t i o n  of the  young girls." (see also Seiden- 
f aden, 1967) . The young man, uttering h i s  
suggestive words, must not offend the girl. f f  
she is offended, he must pay an appropitiate 
fee, commonly called \ h e m  (repair the 
house)", known as  ihay8e(offending 
the  tutelary guardian spirits of the house). - 
Any failure to respect custom and decency was 
considered a sin against the  \ ( zag08 
1972:221), and a f i n e  would b w c o r d i n g '  
to  the seriousness of the sexual offence 
(Aymonier, 1885:178)." The young man could 
also decide to marry tho girl, if he r e f u ~ d  
to pay the  f i n e  (see the Lao overseas, Ngao- 
syvathn, 1993a) .  If the transgression has any 
consequence, he must pay double. Crossing rsou- 
thern Laos in the 18808, 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; thia 
fine  consist^ of a buffalo, candles and an 
amount of money.wf Among the E minority, in 
the far north of Laos, tradition allowed every 
man in the village to have sex with the  young 
bride, on the eve of the ceremony of wedding, 
while in Xieng Khuang, intercourse before 
marriage often led to young girls get t ing  
pregnant, and a precinct of the provincial 
capital was called ap sav 'lpap ( the  f i e l d  o f  
pregnant girls). 

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 society in a series of crises in- 
fluenced by foreign powers. In 1827, the domi- 
nation of Bangkok succeeded in sweeping away 
the last Lao kingdoms, which had striven to 
preserve their identity. In 1 8 9 3 ,  France for- 
mally occupied the country as a colony. From 
1 9 5 4  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- 
listt countries. Before 1975, one ~ c h o l a r  
focu~sing 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- 
rists of the most retrogressive and 
obscurantist a ~ p e c t s  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 goodr, dress and easy money have 
turnmd Lao society upsidedown. particularly in 



! 
the towns, as a French scholar noted, "ha , 

feudal andthe bourgeois compradores, in 
exchange for the privilaqe~ offered, acted as 
servants of the imperialists ; while the 
peasants and the other social disadvantaged 
classes became the prey of this "modelM, with 
the appearance of evils, such as prostitution, 
alcoholism, and drug addictionw (Braunstein, 
1978:166). 

Before 1827, travellers stated that there 
were neither thieves nor criminals (Pallegoix, 
1854;  Aymonier, 1885) .  With the Siameme 
invasion, the ravages of t h e  war and the  
dislocation of populations provoked by the 
forced transfer of the  inhabitants from the  
left bank of the Mekonq, Lao society was 
shattered. The victorious Siamese general, 
Phanya Bodinthondesa, boasted of sending the 
Lao princesses and the most beautiful young 
girls from the Lao areas to the  harems of the 
siamese king and other high dignitaries in 
Bangkok. Such deportation of Lao women wan 
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 exploiting 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 ~ s i a "  
(-, July 1 4 ,  1988). During the 
period of Siamese domination, when a Siamaee 
official was known to be approaching the 
village, young girls and women rushed to hide 
in the forests (Aymonier, 1885:177-178). 

The consequences of t h e  Siamese invasion 
were felt in faraway areas and were long 18s- 
ting, as a French explorer recounted a t  the 

beginning of the 20th century: 

Our translators who regularly 
follow the audiences of the tribunal 
(in Luang Prabang) , narrated to us 
eminently suggestive anecdotes a b u t  
some Laotian ladies who speculated 
on the freedom of love in Luang 
Prabang, and found the way to dig- 
proportionately increase their re- 
venues and their fantasies, ~ i v o r c a ~  
increased rapidly at this time, and 
t h i s  degre~sed the elders in the 
country who recafled w i t h  nostalgia 
the time when, h fare  the arrival of 
the Siamese, nThe virgins get mad, 
but the married women ere faithfuln 
{Pavie, 1894:77). 

The influence of Western values and culture 
wan very detrimental to Lao eociety, as it was 
in many developing countries when changas had 
not been cautiously aeeessed before allowing 
them to happen, In particular, women were the 
first t o  be targeted as sexual objects. 

The Lao upper class used money and power t o  
Procure girls. From t h o  1960~1, some members of 
the government used threat. of force to kidnap 
girls and nmrried women for Meir pleasure. 
Particularly during the period of the  

" (Department of Police Co- 
-0 name of the moat frightening 
Political police to  ever exist in Labs, who 
torturmd and a~sassinated those who reafsted --- - -- 
at a well -known p l a c e ,  ~ f i 3 ~ 7 3  kaengZ31xmdaa 
- *m rock). 

In Thailand prostitution, though a very old 
institution, only flourished with the intarna- 
tionali~ation of capital (Van istorick, 1989: 



2 ) .  This analysis is also appropriate in the 
case of Laos. De Reinach (1911:174), a former 
French c o m f s s i o n n ~ r  i n  Laos, explained: 

The opportunities offered by the 
customs in Laos in the field of mar- 
riage and divorce are such that 
prostitution did not exist. fn large 
urban areas, and particularly near 
our dwellings, it is true that one 
can meet some npublicn girls, who 
are well-known to indulge in clan- 
destine prostitution; but it is an 
exception due only t o  the presence 
of the indigenous troops or of the 
Asiatic Rboysm, the ~ervants of t h e  
Europeanrs. 

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

The Westerners, unlesa exceptio- 
nally well-integrated in the Lao en- 
vironment, were reduced t o  seeking 
their pleasure with women brought in 
from Vietnam (by the French offi- 
cial~), who willingly or forced by 
their situation, formed the f irst  
known group of prostitutes at this 
time. Under the protectorate, the 
beginning of clandestine pmstitu- 
t i on ,  localised in Vientiane, wam 
undertaken by young  girl^ coming 
from the Siamese bank of t h s  Hekong 
river for thm weekends. The first 
tide of Lao p m s t i t u t i ~ n  was caused 
by the conmarigtion of the Lao male 
population decreed by the French au- 

thorities in 1945. This conncrip- 
tion, (previously the French autho- 
rities had preferred t o  rely on a 
Vietnamese m i l i t i a ) ,  provoked an e- 
conomic and social unbalance in vil- 
lage comunitie. 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 
wau never interrupted, continued 
after 1954. Parallel to the growth 
of Indochinage war, a farm of clan- 
destine Lao prostitution slowly ap- 
peared in inhabited centras (Dore, 
1 9 7 4 :  61-2). 

Dara Kanlagna, a noted feminist during the  
French and American eras and now editor of 

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 Lao women. Under 
neo-colonial ism, women were total 1 y despinedqf . 

The f l e s h  trade continued and expanded with 
t h e  departure of the French administration and 
the arrival of the Americans in 1954. The 
'fworldfa oldest profesrionw affected the  youth 
in the  towns, as  w e l l  a s  i n  the countryside, 
"Hadames purchased village girls from their 
parents for $200-$400 to work as prostitutes, 
and those who run away are brought bauk by t h e  
policew, stated an American member of Inter- 
national Voluntary Services working in Laos, 
Branfman (1970:228).  He noted that whorehouses 
mushroomed during the 601s and 7 0 s  (1970:228; 
8ee a l so  Wolff and Donnan, 1 9 7 0 ;  Braunstein, 
1978:166). The most infamoue places of pras- 
titution were the nightclubs, euch as 

I 



(Vientiane's nigf i t  life) - also known am 
the "Lucky Barw, "ElH, Non Tane, 
-to q t . r u  (-1 - known by 
foreign reporters a. the HStrest of a Thousand 
Joys", or the Western style !!Sfhit. B o d  or 
-u8q., Some brothel omers secured 
social and political prestige for themselves. 
Among the first Americans who cane to Laos, 
Halpern (1964b:ll) noted in t h e  1960~: 

Another occupation making its ap- 
pearance among thm Lao and a further 
indication of the growth of Vien- 
tiane, is' prostitution. Although the 
overwhelming majority of prostitu- 
tes in Laas have been Vietnamese or 
Northeast ~ h a i ,  in recent years some 
have originated from villages in the 
Vientiane area. A few have made 
their appearance i n  Luang Prabang 
where their contacts are mostly POI- 
diers and younger civil servants,  
These g i r l s  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 s p l i t  Lao so- 
ciety and created parasitic social classes in 
the t o m s  (Braunstein, 1978). The fonngr lea- 
der  of the LI Movement and the Lao statee-man 
who fought the French, Prince Phetsarath, com- 
plained of his disillusion, 'The youth of to- 
dav court money more than honour" (Halpern, 

Women were reduced to dull flesh, as novel. 
Of this t i m e  denounced t h e  prostitution ewes- 
ping the society. Y 

With the change of regime in 1975, a 
severe social code was brought in outlawing 
prostitution and drug addiction. There has 
beef2 some relaxation of the social code since 
the end of the 1980s with the opening up of 
the country t o  foreign capital. It is not 
surprising to find Lao novels such as w, in which the author, Bounthanong 
Somsafphol, speaks out against Lao gir l s  
working as ~hai-style whostessesn ~ h a i  style 
in Vientiane in places which are llcafes in 
name, but more a cover for prostitutionlV 
(Clutterbuck, 1993:33). 

The consequence of the paraeitic society 
was t h a t  men and women abandoned production, 
fishing, animal breeding, and weaving, which 
had constructively occupied their time in the 
past. Drawn into the town by the glitz, women 
indulged themselves in tho casino, and having 
lost a l l  their money, were entrapped in pros- 
titution. In the 1970s, girls began to work as 
prostitutes a t  the age of 1 4  (Dore, 1974:62) .  
A 1970 study revealed some girls of 13 em- 
ployed at a Vientiane brothel in 1964 IWolff 
and Donnan, 1970). 

Other writers do not indulge in romantfcf- 
zing prostitution in saying: nYoung Lao pros- 
tituted themselves because of lack of money, 
but some have a big need for money solely to 
indulge themselves by dressing according to 
fashion" (~eizt, 1978:9).  I n  t h e  view of the 
population, the prostitutes were nrottenll, 
"despicablen, and "irretrievablen. Some Lao 
women in urban areas living under the royalist 
regime organised an arsociation, which aimed 
to limit the oppression of women by men bv - Striving to ban prostitution  d alp ern, 
1964a:62). 



In 1975,  the new regime t r i e d  to solve the 
problem of prostitution. Inspired by 
the slogan Ilkill the i l l n e s s ,  and save the 
human beings", the new regime banished most 
prostitutes and drug addict, to a llRehabili- 
ta t ion  Centre11 commonly known ag D e  
(Girl Island), and its nearby counterpart, 
Done ((Boy Island) less than 100 kilo- 
metres north of Vientiane. In April, 1976 
there were about 1,200 (Stuart-Fox, 1986:37) 
women who were considered ninfected" by We- 
cadent culture". The duration of their stay in 
nGirl Islandfl depended on their response to 
the political and professional curriculum 
provided (Williams, 1991:51). Host of then 
returned to their homes and families with 
professional knowledge to allow them to make 
their living from weaving, sewing hat6 or 
making straw ba~kets. Unfortunatelly, a small 
number of inmates from the islands returned to 
their "old prof eeaionw , after they were unable 
t o  f i n d  adequate work. In 1991, a represen- 
t a t i v e  of t h e  LWU recognized tha t ,  "There are 
a small number of women doing this kind of 
thing. We have our ways of finding out who 
they ere and where they liveqg (Williams, 
I991:52). Again Williams (1991:52)  stated 
Verta ln ly  there are no brothels in Laos and 
what prostitution does exist is conducted 
discreetly, at a price of around 200 baht 
($10) for a Lao man and 500 baht ( $ 2 5 )  or more 
for a foreigner." Another reporter noted, 

The new inf lux  of foreign b u s i n e ~ ~ -  
men, especially those from acroes 
t h e  Mekong i n  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 licked, the 
worldf~ second oldest profession fs 
back in business" ( Pringle , 1991 : 8)  . 

prostitution in Laos is thus again a problem. 
In Pringlsts wards, 4fNow that  capitalists are 
being courteg again, the qood time girls are 
back and the Women's Federation has to start 
worrying againw (1991:8). 

Recently, there have been no round-up of 
what are commonly known as msocial deviantsn. 
  ow ever, as Williams (1991:52) reparted when 
visiting Laos in 1991, nround-ups of unde- 
sirables i n  Laos are never announced. One 
Western diplomat sa id  the l a s t  major swoop was 
in 1989, but that a number of individuals had 
been picked up since then. There is no 
published information on the number of people 
in so-called training seminars.l1 

The 1989 Criminal Code in its articles 122 
and 123 stipulate that prostitution is pu- 
nishable by s i x  months to three years of 
imprisonment. Beyond the moral debate about 
prostitution, there is paradigm discussed by 
Skrobanek (1986:22) about prostitution in 
Thailand, which is fully applicable to Laos 
and elsewhere: HProstitution is certainly not 
women's oldest profession, but it is a mode of 
reproduction in a male dominated society, in 
which women's sexuality is controlled and 
utilized for male sexual pleasuret1. 

The arrival of casinos in the 50s was 
another development which spawned crime. Some 
women lost all they had and amassed gambling 
debts of up to one million kip (Hslpern, 
1964b:160). These habits, like a cancer, 
spread through the  Lao population and were 
encouraged by the organismtion of raffles, 
lotteries, and gambling at each of the  many 
Pagoda festivals, which lasted from seven to 
ten days, and in particular, during the lon- 



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, eva- 
rybody talked about casinos and gambling. The 

i 
moral and social foundations of Lao families 
were thus undermined. "The father preferr 
 nightclub^ ; the mother, the gambl f ng house", a 
popular song sneered in 1971. Disputes erupted 
i n  f ami l i e s ,  and what was by then common but 
had been unusual in the  p a s t ,  fath~re hit 
their loved ones. A vicious circle was 
engendered, afa 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- 
dr~n.~' The bourgeois and the compradores got 
richer with the exploitation of brothels and 
gambling houses, the embezzlement of public 
funds, and vested i n t e r e ~ t a  in war and the 
opium traffic, Crime spread, as LeBar and 
Suddard (19671187) 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 ware inconceivable in tra- 
ditional Lao culture (Westermayer, 1973a:123- 
131; 1973b:740-745). Plagues are ~ u c h  that in 
1989 businessmen from Thailand proposed the 
re-opening of casinos, _but the proposal has so 
far been rejected on the bagis that investrdent 
in the project seemed to be harmful to Lao 
society (-, 4 October, 1989). 

Generally speaking, the rural economy war 
severely affected by the situation (Barber, 
1974) .  The ancient arts and  craft^ in the 
countryside were stifled by t h e  massiye amount 
of imports from Thailand and Europe. Most Lao I 

artisans stopped work and a scholar noted, 
!'The only a r t i s t s  who survived were working 
for the' embellishment of the life style of the 
Lao and foreign ruling class, and the disap- 
pearance of handicrafts went along with the 
increasing clependance of the rural society on 
the marketable exchangesM (Braunstein, 
1978:122,123). 

The image of a safe Lao society  'of yester- 
day had completely disappeared, and was su- 
perseded by insecurity, sleepleee nights, 
locked doors and windows, barricades and 
electrified fences ,  a t  least for those who 
could afford it. 

In the  19908, the same situation has oc- 
curred. Children are gambling (Long L.D., 
1993:195-6),  even though this ie prohibited by 
article 76  of the  1989 Criminal Code. 

Corruption was rampant in this money- 
oriented society where money become the be-all 
and end-all6 (Halpern, 1964a:22,25,35;  
1964b:130-134). Already in the 1940~, Rochet 
(1946:107) argued, "From top to bottom o f ' t h e  
social scale, everything that could be racke- 
teered was." Wealth waB $ principal factor in 
maintaining political and social statuo. A 
handful 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 corrup- 
tion, were the blemishes which tainted all the 
social stratum, urban and tturban2sed" 
(Braunstein, 1978:166). 

In 1986, the opening up to western capital 
and expertise (in particular to Thai busi- 
nesses) in accordance with the government'@ 
new economic policy, provoked bustling econo- 
mic activity in Vientiane, as we13 ar in the 



border cities along the Lao-Thai frontier. Tha , 

crumbling of the Eastern Europe Communist syr- 
terns sent shock waves throughout Indochina of 
a magnitude still difficult to assess. 

This "smashingH of barriers to the West haa 
spawned positive and negative effects. As one 
Thai scholar duly warned, "The opening to a 
foreign world can bring counter effects to the 
good traditions and custome of the Lao peoplem 
(Malapetch, 1990:148). It is widely said that 
the open-door policy will inevitably have good 1 
and bad consequences, particularly since Laos 
is not ready for it i n  all f i e l d s .  The openinq 
of Lao6 makes sympathetic foreigners frigh- 
tened about its negative effects, particularly 
the growth of tourism, which could have more 
adverse than positive rasults. The Thai tlcon- 
taminationtl has been very rapid around the 
main c i t i e s .  Teenagers are t h e  quickest t o  
imitate new fashions. Evans ( 1 9 8 9 a : 2 4 ) ,  an 
Australian sociologiet, noted, lVLaotian teen- 
agers adopt the fashions they see on Thai W 
from across the Mekong River border. And young 
women consider it chic to drop Thai phraBer 
into their conversationqq. Many people are 
asking, t1 W i l l  w e  become Thai?" ( KhunThong 
ThungPhiangkham, 1 9 8 9 ) .  Lydie (1989:31) who 
visited Laos recently also wondered, "will 
Laos be a branch of Thailand. Despite the 
privileged relations established since 1975 
with ~ietnam, it was Thailand which brought 
the  changes." 

Some Lao writers, such as Outhine Boun- 
yavong, a l s o  worried: ''Lao children watching 
W are learning more Thai than Laon (Clut- 
terbuck, 1993:33). Another Lao writer, Boun- 
thanong Somsaipol could not  refrain from cam- 
meriting, ItLao people are seduced by gloaery 
advertising and the Thai entertainment ma- 
chine, The ultimate result is a de facto as- 

sirnilation into Thai society. Now Lao people 
get drunk and watch the Sunday boxing just the 
same [ as the, Thais ] +@ ( ibid. ) . 

Recently, Laos has been making efforts to 
preserve the traditions of its population and 
to wipe out so-called Ifdecadent culturen, whf - 
le efforts are being made to expand mass cul- 
ture and to educate youth according to the mo- 
del of %ew men and womenR and with revolu- 
tionary morals. However, recently, the private 
sector ,  which has been allowed to begin func- 
tioning again, has recently promoted some un- 
desirable things. Another traveller who visi- 
ted Laos in 1990 noted, "The young people are 
indeed 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 influencesw 
(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 beer and dancing to Western music 
(Hiebert, 1987; 1989a). Evans, who travelled 
to Laos in 1989, found a similar ~ituation: 
"Vientiane resembles a bustling Thai pro- 
vincial town, with new shops and stalle full 
of Thai consumer goods. Some of Vientiane's 
old bars that flourished before the communists 
took over in 1975 have reopened, joined by 
nightclubs and discos,- though the night l i f e  
is tame by Thai standardsll (1989a: 2 4 ;  see 
also Gibson, 1990). Another Westerner who paid 
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 Vienq Latimay, or the tfNew 
Vientiane at Nighttime Clubq', to 



lure tourists and businessmen, as 
well as capital. This official en- 
dorsement of rock en roll is ironic 
since communist regimes have typi- 
cally condemned such music as a 
corrupting capitalist, bourgeois 
influence, Lao officials previously 
denounced rock as npoisonn for the  
people,  saying it lrpromoted extra- 
vagance, wasting of time, and loss 
of interest in productionla ( . . . ) .  
For the time being, a wait-and-see 
attitude prevails in  the capital as 
crowds of young Lao jam Vieng La- 
timay nightly to drink Foster's 
Lager and gyrate to a Lao band's 
respectable renditions of Beatlest 
and Rolling Stones' h i t s  (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 
homes (especially those with 
teenagers) had pictures of famous 
Thai actorr 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, 

Ptated Pfister (1989:32) .  In 1990, I was told 
that the Lao authoritiee have also specified 
that  out  of the songs played in there places 
70 per cent should be Lao songs and 3 0  per 1 

cent Western or Thai ones. When on the defen- 
sive, a society may reveal itself to be tou- 
chy, and articulate on arithmetic! In the 
city, the local authorities previously pro- 
hibited posters of nude Thai female stare on 
the walls of restaurants and hairdressers, 
Since then, the situation has completely 
reversed, 

On the one hand, the  socio-cultural at- 
mosphere is changing, but on the other hand, 
prostitution i s  still under control (Khunthong 
ThungPhiangkham, 1989) .  Conservative measures 
are necessary when the youth (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 too late and spen- 
ding too much money imitating the latest 
fashions from Bangkokn. 

Another coneequence of outnide 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 Laa- 
tian girls are smuggled into Thailand through 
U h n  Ratchathani, Khemmarat, Chanuman and 
Khong Chian district, as well a5 Mukdaharn 
provinceM, reported the (Nov. 9, 
1989). A similar situation obtains for 
Chinese-Burmese girls, a s  reported by 
W v  on 23 February 1992 under the 
title "The Shame that is child prostitutionw 
(see also Paul and.Walden, 1992:lO-18). Ireson 
C, (1992: 19) also reminds us that there is a 
risk of rural Lao girls of all ethnic groups 
being be sold to  urban hou~eer of prostitution. 



Lao participants at the ffSecond Indochi- 
nese-Thai DialogueH on March 16-21 1990 ex- 
prmssed their worries when they claimed that 
the, V h i l d  prostitution problemH i n  Laos was 
concurrent with the "open doorw policy (w 
gf P w l ,  May 1990).   gain according to 
Sundav on 23 February, 1992, there are 
8 0 0 , 0 0 0  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 (mtis~(1, 1992:34-35) .  This situation 
threatens a tiny country like Laos too. 
Although the situation in Laos is not as 
serious as in Thailand and in other Asian 
countries, butthe impact of AIDS in Laos is a 
problem. Laos has taken the issue seriously 
and entered the worldwide war against AIDS 
(-, 1989:9); for t h i s  purpose a 
National Committee for the Control of AIDS 
(NCCA) and its prevention was set up and a 
programme established (ibid.10; Phokeo, 
1991:28). A t  the "Second Indochinese-Thai 
Dialoguew 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 ( S e d s  of P u t  
May, 1990:13-14). Before the  opening of the 
country to foreign investment, Lao society was 
virtually free of crime, and schools were free 
of drugs and of AIDS. 

Women in Laos had their livae strongly 
shaped by the cycle of production of qluti- 
nuous rice, a staple in the country. Most 
social processes revolved around it, as i n  
other traditional societies in t h i s  part o f  
the world. Marriage, and ~ubsequrntly poly- 
gamy, and labouring in the  pagoda, patterned 
women's place in Lao society, to which clings 
nonetheless the clichb of a "smiling countryn. 

Etarriuge System 

The make-up of 4 couple is a matter which 
any society takes seriously to heart. Few 
thinga are left to chance, even in thir 
country known for its casualness. Elaborate 
rules are intertwined with marriage in Laos, 
from the  day of its formation to its 
disappearance. 

Marriage is in itself eagerly sought by the 
Young girl, as well as by her family. In order 
to increane t h e  manpower available to the 
family, some parents blackmail their daughter 
by asseHing, "We cannot rest after death 
without seeing our  daughter marriedmW 

In Laos, the choice of a life mate, 
Particularly for the groom, is a preoccu- 
Pat ion  for the individual, as well as for the 
family. As an old Lao saying sum it up, 'If 
You are looking for an elephant, look a t  its 
tail, if you are looking for a girl, look at 
her mother, look carefully at her paternal 



grandparents, her u n c l e s  and her aunts1. In 

focus on the beauty of the body but on t h e  

I 
t imes past, the choice of marriage d i d  not , 
charm of t h e  h e a r t ,  as a Lao saying pointed 
o u t ,  ' A  beautiful soul is better than a 
beautiful bodyt. Tradition requires that a 
good spouse should possess certain qualities 
summed up as, 'heuan sam ('Three 
Clean Dwellings and Four Watersf ) .""he Lao 
literature, such as Thav2 Khamsm 
( 1 9 6 6 : 4 ) ;  'Na:na Seu Inthinvane Sone h a  
(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 
lose their reason when seeing her for the 
first time (see more Peltier, 1988:107). A 
man, on the other hand, is of ten pictured as a 
hero with a despicable body, almost animal- 
like, though endowed with supernatural power, 
uncommon intelligence, and exceptional 
kindnessdS6 The Vientiane 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 c o ~ k ? ! ~ .  The article concluded that it 
is better to marry a woman who possesses 
"three qualities", which are beinq a good 
mother, a good citizen, and a good spouBe. 

Under French colonisation and afterwards, 
some literature continued to educate women a s 3  
tlu the q u a l i t i e s  of an ideal  spouse, For ex- 
ample, Nqinn (1967a) spoke about m a  
(a Lao model wife), who was an illiterate he- 
roine who shrewdly listened to 
older people, and for this reason married a 

good man. The advice was that she must respect 
the man as a m v a  : (God) . When t a l k i n g  to 
hi.m, t h e  wife does n o t  say IfT'l, but "your 
slaveI1, and in t h i s  way, obeys her husband, As 
a Buddhist devotee, she  wears the w h i t e  dress 
of a nun on holy days. Behaving a s  s h e  does, 

a Phavadv is a good wife, living without 
problems, and when she dies, her reputation 
was "exemplaryw (Nginn, 1 9 6 7 a ) ,  French au- 
thors, in general, portrayed Lao women as 
being "dominated beautiful natives", as in 
Royerts novel V e n n e  (1935). There 
was also Ajalbertf s Sao Van Di (1905) , which 
represented women as objects and in which a 
foreign man paid  a certain sum to the parents  
for renting him their daughter monthly (Gay, 
1989:12). In Sao T m  (1912), Baudenne 
described how, after marriage, Lao women 
became lazier. In the literature w r i t t e n  on 
the PL zone during the struggle for national 
liberation in the 19708, Lao women were 
represented as beautiful if they displayed 
revolutionary virtue"', whereas in the zone 
occupied by the right wing, women were con- 
sidered as Ifsex-objectstt , as in the novel '- 
!a~ (Cold at Heart) by Panay and Douangchampa 
(1971). In post 1975 Laos, an ideal 'new 
woman* should devote herself to socialism, as 
portrayed in the novel of Sanyan Dongdaeng, 
)ionel Clutterbuck, ~ n 2  W 2  1991). DL (Nine In the Years 1980s, Before) a woman (see 

should be a person imbued with the "three 
goods'1: a good citizen, a good wife, and a 
good mother [ ~ t i a n e  , 26 November, 
1 9 8 6 ) .  

I,FII') writers tend to create stor.ies descri- 
hi t ~ y  on i .mposliible love that challenges family 
authnl- . i  t y  ol- p,roposes a forbidden ,interracial 
n~drriage. "The Lao espouse o n l y  Lao, and i f  
t h i s  was not possible, they will only mix with 
thnse having lighter-skin", stated the 'Na:nq 



seu Phsuna ( 1967 : 27-29)  

Khun Bulomts son, Khun LO had an agreement, 
with  Khoun Lang, k ing  of the indigenous peo- 
ple ,  that  i n  order to  avoid to  have inter- 
ethnic problems, between the ethnic groups 
(lowland Lao and Lao Theung, it was forbidden 
to mix together (Ketavonq, 1968:248) .  As a 
result of this policy, before 1975 a l l  poli- 
t i c a l  position and ministerial positions were 
monopolized monopolized by the Lao Lun, the 
inhabitants of the Mekong valleys and denied 
to other ethnic groups (Halpern, 1964b:5). In  
the Lao l i terary  masterpiece, Sinm (Pang- 
kham, 1965) , the heroine. m a  s-, could 
n o t  marry a ny& (demon) , who was considered 
an a l i e n  (interview, Haha Vankham Souriyadej, 
August 15, 1988) (see also Ketavong, 1 9 6 8 ) .  In 
southern Laos, t h e  story of 
Nsna Halonaeppict~ the  hero'p"ua,  as%! 

v2 Ra Cianu 

offspring of an ethnic hbQl, one of the Lao 
Theung (Austro-Melanesian), and the heroine, 
Nana as a lowland Lao (Archaimbault, 
1961b:2597-8,2602; Ketavong, 1968). Identical 
stories occur in Luang Prabang in the  t a l e  of 
-1 (1970) (Archairnbault, 1961b; 
1973~). This sexual taboo decreed by the Lao 
conquerors over the Lao Theung strictly 
applied, for the Lao Theung were suspected of 
aossessinq powerful virility (Archaimbault, 

When mixed marriages occurred, the t o w .  was 
desecrated and endless purifications took 
place,  a s  i n  southern Laos. More recently, 
Zag0 (1372:122) pointed out, "In southern 
Laos, it is the s i n  committed by the princess 
( m a  * p m )  who was pregnant to a prince 
hunter, that still has an influence over the 
communitiee. Thus pregnant girls without 
hu~bands have their sins expiated by the 
annual sacrifice of a buffa1o.m Otherwise, 

the i r  mistake would cause drought and f lood.  
The annual sacrifice i s  a r i t u a l  to  compensate 
for this sin. In this way, it is hoped to 
ensure the rain which is vital for  the rice 
fields (Archaimbault, 1961a; Hours, 1973b). 
However, it seems that Western people were 
considered by some segment of the elite in the 
old kingdom of Laos to be a t  the top of the  
~ c a l e  as regards their value as marriage 
partners, with Lao princesass marrying 
American or French men (Stieglitz, 1990;  
Calazel, 1990;  Delome, 1991; see the Lao i n  
~ustralia, Ngaosyvathn, 1993a). 

In tradit ional  Laos, popular culture 
predominated and in reality oeems to have 
rebelled againgt t h i ~  change decreed from 
above; according to a Lao saying, 'Build a 
house as the  owner wants, hang a cradle as the 
sleeper prefers' (Marcus, 1 9 6 9 ) .  until re- 
cent ly ,  the pol i t ical  socfalisation seems very 
l imi ted  i n  Laos (Halpern 1958; 1964a).  

Even i n  urban areas ,  the wedding is 
generally arranged, and parents themselves 
decide for their chi ldren,  who are prepared t o  
accept their parents's choice - (Zago, 1972). 
Parents mostly intervene in the  marrying of 
their eldest Ron, who has to perpetuate the  
familyt& name in the future, or t h e i r  youngest 
daughter, who has to take care of them i n  
the i r  old age. To encourage young people to 
accept their decision, parents explain that 
their own marriages were arranged, and they 
had no complaints about it .  They had had 
numerous children, because i n  the words of an 
old Lao rsaying, 'Men and women are like fish 
and water, or like rice and soilf. If the 
marriage was shattered by disputes ,  parents, 
grandparents or the elder people in the 
community conspired to keep husband and wife 
together by tryinq t o  convince both to accept 



compromiee and be more flexible. I 
In traditional society, a wedding was only 

a religious family a f f a i r ,  but with the 
introduction of the common law i n  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). 
Although a younger sister can be married be- 
fore an older one, an offering in cash or in 
goods must be paid t o  the  eldest sister, for 
the younger is lVby-passingn her: respect for 
the rule of seniority is still very much a l i v e  
in Lao eociety. 

Girls were generally married between 1 4  
and 16 years o l d  i n  the 180Os, and then 
between 15 and 18 in the 1930s (Aymonier, 
1885: 177). Generally, young men were 18 when 
they got  married. Parental consent wae needed. 
Today in Laos, as in some other South-East 
Asian countries (Xenos, 1989a: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 i n  Laos is 
between 18 and 25 (Pfister, 1989:33) ,  and for 
males between 21 and 30. In rural areas, girls 
atill marry between 14 and 16 years of age. 
The 1989 family code authorized both sexen to 
marry at 15.  

After an informal approach undertaken by 
the mother of the  young man or by some older 
person 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 two f arn i l i e~  is a very 
important etep.  Sometimes it brings confirma- 
tion of what the  two young people have already 
promised each other (Saysanasy, 1964:3 ) .  Ac- 

cording to the customs of the formal proposal, 
commonly called 'maria (to string), the young 
man's family sends relatives to  the young 
girl's home w i t h  trays of areca cathechu, 
schontenia and betel nuts wrapped in banana 
leaves. The offering is placed on a red square 
handkerchief i n  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. A s  symbol of their agreement, the 
parents of the  girl take two of the  four packs 
of the betel mixture and chew it, 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 
w i l l  be despised as  a g ir l  who engagement wae 
broken offu', and the young man will have to 
pay reparation. 

Contrary t o  Hindi t rad i t i on ,  where t h e  
dowry is paid by the bride family, in Laos the  
boy's parents must pay three kind= of bride 
price to the girl's parents. The bride price 
is a form of "exchange valuew. With the bride 
price, men have "to practise their protection 
over womentf, although the bride price varies 
from one region to  another, and also depends 
on the s o c i a l  statu~ of women. Traditionally 
in rural m i s t y  as communication is dif- 
ficult, the dowry is measured in live animals 
or goods (-, June, 1988:31). 

The three forms that  bride price take 
reflecte the cultural environment in which Lao 



people are immersed are: 

1. kheun2 a is a tribute paid i n  goods 
to the t u t e l a r y  s p i r i t s  of the house. In the 
kingdom of Laos this compuleory bride price 
was included in the family code. It varied 
according to the social position of the two 
families, and was less expensive for a girl of 
lower social status and more expensive for the 
daughter of a high ranking o f f i c i a l .  This 
bride price is not returned to the former 
husband when divorce occurs. e* I t s  amount is 
roughly one tenth of the W I  do&lgts bride 
price (Deydier, 1954:56),  and in considered as 
corn~ensat ion for expenses incurred during the 
giri Is upbringing. 

2. \khal 'man2, or the engagement dowry, 
should be in t h e  form of a ring or other 
precious qoods given to the  girl. This is her 
personal property and s h e  keeps it even after 
her divorce. 

3 .  'khal do-, or the price of t h e  wedding, 
is no t  determined by law. It consists of gold 
or s i l v e r ,  and of qoods delivered to the 
parents of the girl. This is not compulsory 
for common people. For upper class people, 
however, this dowry is materially very 
important. By virtue of t h i s  payment, the  qirl 
may be considered es merchandise. The amount 
of this bride price depends on the social 
status of the two families concerned (De 
Reinach, 1911:167; Archaimbault, 1967:66E- 
669). In Laos, during the 19606 -1970s , the  
bride price system was important because it 
served to "buyv status. Girls and women were 
considered "The most precious merchandise" 
(-, June 1988:32). Marriage promoted 
social mobility, and was viewed as a device to 
praserve power in a very re~tr ic ted  elite 

circle. It allowed some influential people to 
. collect a ''pretty wifew and Rincreasedtr about 
their status, this practice af bride price 
allowed t h e  more powerful t o  obtain the most 
desirable girls (Alson, 1978:233-235). After 
1975, the system waa officially suppressed 
( v i e n t i w ,  6 March 1987), but in practice 
this tradition still operates, and the mass 
media, such as ' (June, 1988) criticize 
it openly. T h e e f  the  bride price money 
can be used to fund the wedding banquet for 
t h e  guests, to buy t h e  bridal bed For the 
newlyweds or for some other purpose. The 
amount varies according to the ~ocial status 
and financial position of t h e  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 t w o  families, 
both sides will consult an astrologer, often a 
monk or a former monk, to find out whether the 
couplets birthdays fit well together and if 
their f a t e s  harmonize. The Lao believe t h a t  
astrology, based on the year of birth and 
other information, can reveal  the compati- 
bility of the couple. Marriage will only be 
authorized when the young man and the young 
qirl are born in years corresponding to 
sympathetic animals or  element^. 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 birthdaye correspond to 
antagonistic elements such as water and earth 
(Phimmasone, 9 6 : l - 1 )  In the 1970s', a new 
trend appeared, forbidding marriage between 
Young men and girls from the former liberated 
Zones and the newly liberated zones, in par- 
ticular those whose father had been sent to 
t h e  political re-education centre. T h i ~  l ed  to 
Some young people preferring suicide. Things 



have changed dramatically since then. The new 
elite i n  the 1980s, comprising the newly rich, 
whose wealth was made before 1975, and off i- 
cials from the former liberated zones, tended 
t o  strike an alliance through marriage 
[Stuart-Fox, 1992). 

Before getting married, mixed couples had 
to get permission from the Prime Minister's 
Office  (see also in China, Woalrich, 1992) 
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 Lao wife with the 
aeoroplane ticket to return to her country of 
origin. 

In the former liberated zones, and i n  the  
early years of the new regime tho "revolu- 
tionary wedding ceremonyM, 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 is considered to be a marriage 
contract. The s t a t e  a l s o  provides a premium i n  
money and goods to the couple. Once the rea- 
d i n g  of the authorisation ends, the ceremony 
of the m h a s i  - begins (Ngaosyvathn, 
1990). In the 19808, ubourgsoisM marriages 
reappeared in the Lao society. The wealthier 
the couples, the more ostentatiously the 
marriage ie celebrated, with the number of 
guests reaching as many as 5 0 0 .  Such marriages 
have been criticized as a waste of money, for 
Laos is among the poorest countries in the 
world. Marriage is also becoming a means for 
some r i ch  families t o  join the post-1975 power 
structure. Poor families continue t a  value the 
thrifty wedding performed in the previously 

liberated zones {Yient-,  arch 1987; 
Vannasin, June, 1988:30-32). 

On the wedding day, a t  the appointed time, 
a noisy procession goes through the streets to 
the home of the  young girl, to the wailing of 
brass gongs, and the shouts of men applauding 
the tireless male and female singers who 
accompany the young man. Flanked by two close 
friends, grooms8 men, who provide him with a 
ritual umbrella, the bridegroom arrives in 
f r o n t  of the bride's house. The party will not 
be allowed in to  the bride's home until they 
have paid 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 thrashold 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 
l e a f .  This r i tua l  is aimed a t  washing away a l l  
former stains bsf ore undertaking a new l i f e  . 
Then, the youngest sister w i l l -  symbolically 
receive 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 sit= near the man on a mat 
on his l e f t  i n  front of the tray 
(trash for fastening the s o u l )  (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 i s  pure white and in a 
Perfect ~tate. This means it is a good sign 
for the couple. He gives a hal f  t o  them to  e a t  
immediately. H e  then ties a white thread on 
the wrfets of the newlyweds while muttering 
blessings, The relatives and quests then 





another Kouse when the second 
daughter marries, in order to make 
room for the newly married pair, or 
simply when the house hcomes t oo  
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, Wijeyewardane, 1984). This 
kind of marital residence is considered by 
some as a survival of matriarchy (Zago, 1 9 7 2 ) ,  
enabling the n e w l p e d ~  to perform under the  
guardianship of the girl's parentsm6' 

Other writers support the view that it is 
an opportunity f o r  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 to 
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 
w i l l  be moulded. "The newlyweds must live in 
the home of the  parents of the girl, and the 
husband can n o t  strike his wife without the 
authorisation of her parentsmf, noted aguyen 
Phu-Doc (1970:51). Thie is a kind of insurance 
policy 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 violetion of the domestic 
rituals and for the offencee t o  the s p i r i t s  of 
the ancestors. If  the wife is careless and 
unruly, the  husband cannot beat her, but 
instead he must ask h i s  parenta-in-law to 
correct her one, two, or three times and after 
that, they must give him full authority t o  
cope with her as he wants."  his is also a 
kind of deterrence aqainst a  rem mature quarrel 

I 1 

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 t o  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 h i s  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  parent^ 
in their old age. Alternatively, after the 
birth of their first c h i l d ,  the couple can ask 
to live elsewhere. This old custom of having 
a son-in-law living with his wifefs parents 
contributes greatly ta 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 i n  
unpopular in Eastern Vietnam .and China, as 
shown by a Vietnamese proverb, \The son-in-law 
who comes t o  move into h i s  wife's home is like 
a dog who must always be lying down beneath 
the presst {Nguyen Phu-Doc, 1 9 7 0 ~ 5 2 ) .  

Although widespread in most part of ~sia, 
f o r  example China, Vietnam and Bangladesh, 
Patrilocality is, on the contrary, unpopular, 
in Laos, as a Lao saying indicates:'Bringing 
the daughter-in-law into the groom's parents 
house is as to draw the pest in to  the coun- 
tryf. Whatever the t r u t h  or u n t r u t h  behind 
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this saying, it appears that this form of 
marriage i6 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 is 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 h i s  family homemn This practice 
is current in urban areas, within the Ifbig 
families~l who want to expand their cl ientelist 
relations, and is often practised in the 
Huaphanh province, northern Laos (Kasetseri, 
1987:158; DorB, 1987:285), and by the ethnic 
Hmonq."" One Lao researcher said of patri- 
locality that, "the o ld  Lao family, as well as 
todaytm of the patrilocal type, the husband is 
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 l i v e  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 r ight  to choose the  conjugal 
domicilew ( P h i m a s o n e ,  1974:974) .  

Stories of clashes between mother and 
daughter-in-law are endless. In t h e  strongly 
hierarchical structure of the Hmong ethnic 
minority (Lemoine, 19721,  the feud is s e t t l e d  
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. 

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

noted: "It existed in some cases only when 
the groom already had his own house, he 
brings his wife in after the wedding cere- 
mony." It was also the case after war when the 
young couple's parents were killed. 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 
harmony of the couple. The couple have to 
shoulder more responsibility in their lives, 
and in most cases they manage well. The wife, 
at least, is only under one authority, her 
husband. 

Women As Resilient V i c t i m  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 wivesn! 

As Cresswell (1975:102) stated: nPolygamy 
ensures conditions for the survival of the 
human beingsw. 

While polygamous marriagee existed in 
traditional Lao society, a Lao saying warned, 
'To be unhappy, be the chief of the people, t o  
want an infernal 1 if e , have many wives ; or a8 
it is said more commonly, 'If you want diffi- 
culties, be the boss; if you want canfusion, 
take a second wife; if you want people to 
curse you, dirty the main roadt. This wisdom 
is shared by many  culture^: for example, in 
the faraway Emirat  Abhu Dhabi they say: Wne 
wife, one problem, four wives, four problems. 



As i n  other tradi t ional  societies in Lao 
traditional culture a man was allowed to have 
many spouses. This tradition seems to be 
foreign in origin, as a Lao wri ter  pointed 
out: "The law on polygamy which exteriorised 
the  Indian culture and civil isation, was im- 
ported into Laos at the same time as Buddhism" 
(Phimasone,  1974:976).  Buddhism as  well as 
Islam sees polygamy only a s  a moral order 
(Djime, 1 9 6 4 : 2 ) .  However, Seidenfaden (1958: 
921 ,  who was well-acquainted with the area, 
was of the opinion that, RPolygamy is, 
however, rather common among the Lao people, 
the male being a fickle lover. Through the 
power of the tradi t ions  and the customs, 
polygamy became a legal institution, at the 
tine that Laos was ruled by France, a 
monogamous country. 

Polygamy was an integral part of the Lao 
myth of the beginning of the world. 
w, the legendary king of the Lao race, wae 
said to have come down to earth accompanied by 
two spouses, w, queen of the  right, and 
Q \ k K-, queen of tho left. m m t s  
father advised him to have up to 10,000 wives, 
but the important point was not to forget the 
principal queen! (\Na:na Seu 'P-2 Khm 

om R a w ,  1967:14). The old people 
recall that before 1975 kings in Luang Prabang 
might have 500 wives. Father Do Marini 
(1910:163) mentioned that during his visit to 
Laos in 1642 to 1647, the king had over one 
hundred wives. Massieu, visiting Luang Prabang 
i n  1896, during the coronation of King 

(1888-1903) , had the oppportunity to talk 
with the king's mother, 7 0  years of age. She 
confessed, "his  father [-Is father] ham 
800 wives, and he manages each morning to 
receive them and the children, and in this 
enormous family ,  there are no Uisputesfl 

(Massieu, 1901:240) .  

Legally, a man can have as many spouses as 
he can materially afford, but only one wife 
can be treated as the first or principal 
spoupe. She is commonly known as urnI and 
the others, given the status of wife of second 
rank, are commonly called u. The hie-  
rarchy is eetablished automatically between 
the different spouses, end each stays a t  the 
rank assigned 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 d a  nova were 
all under the supervision of the first wife; 
they could not  be permitted t o  be at the same 
rank as her, nor to wear jewelelry, dress more 
surnptuouely, or be richer. The rank of the & 

depended on when they came into the domi- 
cile. After the death of the  first spouse, the 
husband will appoint one of t h e  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 Laos stems from an archaic 
&lief in the superiority of the male (Say- 
sanasy, 1964:5 ) .  This institution is limited 
mostly to the privileged class, which draws 
certain advantages from it. In traditional 
Lao s o c i e t y ,  the majority of aristocrats and 
dignitaries could afford to be polygamous due 
to revenue collected from their rice fields, 
as well as from their social positions (Tau- 
Pin, 1888:91; Cabaton, 1932:60) .  In Laos pre- 



1 9 7 5 ,  only military officers, high-ranking 
civil servants, and businessmen, had several 
spouses. They were the main protagonists of 
this practice, and were satirised in a novel 
by Panay and Douang Champa, lCIli 
'Kbw P u  (Female smelly, Hale smelly) or 
in 1,enF Boupha  Nqoen,  y%irlrii%ia r o y o u ,  Women 
in , the 1960s-19708. I 

Having many wives is a source of social 
prestige for the upper class, and f o r  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 (Djime, 1 9 6 4 : 2 ) ;  As in a 
general view, Alzon ( 1 9 7 8 ~ 2 2 8 - 9 )  noted: 

Palygamy has nothing to do with t h e  
shortage of men, except in the case 
when an individual inherits the 
widows of h i s  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 Lao culture, the majority of 
people in urban, as well as rural areas led a 
life of sobriety. They were no t  rich and did  
not have the means to pay for a eecond mar- 
riage. Ralpmrn (1964a:61) stated that, ItPo- 
lygamy doesn't ex is t  among the populacemfl Po- 
lygamy is common among some ethnic groupfs, 
such as Lao Sung or Lao Theung stated one of 
the members of the National Committee of the 
Ethnic Hinorities of the Lao PDR in an per- , 

sonal interview on February 6, 1987. He said 
that in certain Lao Theuna ethnic qroups t h e  

ma2 Tlz.anh Ta Ov,  male^ have at least  five 
wives. Generally, if polygamy is allowed by 
l a w ,  the only limits concerning the number of 
wives was if a man could afford it. Nowadays, 
despite the monogamy law, some ethnic groups 
still practise polygamy (Inuma, 1992). Many 
polygamist people were confronted with pro- 
blems i n  the refugee camps or in resettlement 
in a third country (Dia Cha and Chagnan, 
1993 ) . For example, as one of conditions 
required by a successful applicant for 
resettlement in Western countries was to be 
par t  of a nuclear family, many second wives 
become tlyounger sistersH (Long L.D, 1993). 

Some Lao men who move around 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 w i t h  
his 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 s nice 
welcome after  hi^ long journeymcs 

Apart from soc ia l  prestige and manpower, 
t h e r e  were also political reasons for poly- 
gamy. St was the pride of parents-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 Eon Sam 



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

Nearly all Lao literature deals with 
polygamy in some way. Wives of heros cus- 
tomarily number from 10,000 to 84,000.6s 
84,000 is a symbolic number: it is a reminder 
of the age of Lord Gotamat and t h e  number of 
the verses ( g h ' m )  in the  ( the 
Three baskets) (Peltier, 1988:120). In tales 
such as 'Phu Thav2 'Phu (Mountains of 
Phou Thao and Phou Nang) (Gouineau, 1959a) or 
the story of Sin (Sin Xayts Epic) (Pang- 
kham, 1965) , the hero's father has eight wives 
and 500 d a  nov2, who are half human and half  
bird (Peltier, 1988:262 -263 ) .  'Na:na Seu Thava 
Sulivonu (Chronicle of Sir Sulivong) (1968) 
refers to the several wives of t h e  hero, while 
the W a b  Meu2 S U  (1968) stipulated four 
categories of wives, as in Muslim law, which 
permits 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 
b i t t e r  and mercile~s and always results in the 
death of one of them, such as  i n  the tales of 

If male dominance has instituted polygamy, 
Lao women were not ihdi f ferent  to it. Poems 
have been written aimed at educating women not 
to accept the role of the "small wifeN, such 
as  "1 do n o t  hunt for the place of a "small 
spouset1 to be looked down upon. I prefer to be 
a spinter and stay till my death to escape to 
my ~ a d n e s s . ~ ~  The resistance of women was also 
likely to preserve the happiness of the 
family. Lao wisdom attributes this outlook to 
women: lWIt is better to lose a gold piece 
bigger than t h e  size of a head than to lose a 
husband". A story a b u t  the hard lesson of 
polygamy entitled She b-le. U - - u, 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 nov2. 
She then takes a knife and cuts what 
the writer cal led  I1his most beau- 
t i f u l  ornamentt1 and threw it to h i s  
& novz. The husband is dead. When 
this story was published, many men 
decided t o  separate from their & 
a. This unprecedented crime, i n  
the  old Lao 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 1977.  In 
the 1960s and 19708, people were already 
reacting against womanizing (Halpem, 
1964a:41); "Sme of these damonstrationrs 
featured students carrying signs; one of the 
more extreme onee asked for t h e  castration of 
a former head of the national policen 
(ibid~62).~0 Unfortunately, the movement was 
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for the worm was already in the the renunciation of the polygamous lnarriage of 
fruit, During these years, there Were d i s ~ u t ~ e  
in the beauty salons and in the markat, an8 
even meaiumg were mobilised , and magic potions 
and amulets used ( S w  0 ,  1966) to t r y  t o  bring 
husbands back, 

sexual strife  was unbridled in the former 
fegime, as the first Ameriuan anthropologist 
to work in fiaos, mlpern (1964a:62) indicatet 
.among the  elite and urbsn population gens- 
rally, the po~ition of the second wife ie 
unenviable, and those men Who have two wives 
must obtain a eepnrats household for each- A 
few yeare ago the wife of a member of the 
elite c r w t a  a soandalmn A succession of 
scada l s  drove Lao men to abstain from having 
as many legitimate wives as before. As a 
latter of fac t ,  , w e n  if polygamy is legal  i n  
~ a o s ,  there are not many men who had legal 
wives for they were terrified of the c0nf l i c t f l  
that can erupt in the family (SaYsnnasYt 
1964:15? phimaaasone, 1974:9?6).  Instead 
legally having many wives, some men preferred 
as Branfman (1970:226) reported, ''Village 
girls removed to the provincial capital~ by 
high-ranking government officials to Serve am 
temporary concubinee until they ceased t o  
amuse their patrons. such stories are 
extremely common place in Laos." 

In Laos, in the 1960s-19708, the ~ 0 T d s s i o n  
for a reform of the legal code [Whitaker et 
e 1 . 1 9 7 2 : 2 ~ 8 ) ,  which included Lao and French 
lawyers, proposed a draft on polygamy say in^ 
that some L,BO ethnic minorities were not yet 
ready to abandon it. The 8uth0rB Of the , 

the Couple should be made by a special  act 
(Van Den Wiele, 1969:35 ) .  

In 1 9 7 5 ,  Polygamy was abolished in Laos, 
but it was Only in 1989 that tho country 
enforced monogamy, even though the state 
apparatus 6 mainly composed of repreeen- 
tatives Of t h e  ethnic groups, some of are 
polygamists. 

%fare generally, polygamous marriage remains 
common in many countries in Asia and Africa, 
as was shown by the  debate organized by UNESCO 
in Paris for  t h e  celebration of the  fnterna- 
tional Year af women on March 9 1 9 8 8 .  This 
meeting revealed that the  struggle for t h e  
s u ~ ~ r e ~ ~ i o n  of polygamy will not be successful 
without the energetic contribution the  whole 
society in general and of males in particular, 

In Laas, with the opening up of the country 
to the west, there are more opportunities for 
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 
their husbands. This was successful, because 
extra-marital relations were rare. sin~e 1 9 8 8 ,  
the old fashioned ideas have steadily made a 

Many families have broken down, 
because of a new form of Secondary wives' known 

have revised and codified the  d r a f t  by letting 
newlyweds marry under the  nonOgamouS system if 
they prefer it and then ~ i g n  a marriage con- , 

tract. AS in some French influenced African 
countries, such as Carneroun, Togo and Gabon, 



Life in the countryside has not changed 1 
since time immemorial. Hence, women's lives 
remain tied to the various workload that 
is always on their backs. i 
nIn Laos, women work at least three tima 

more than their husbandsw, recorded Taupin 
(1888:91) in a f i e l d  report to the French 
Governor-General of Indochina. Some years 
before,  another explorer gathering political 
information in Laos, Aymonier (1885:176) 
granted generously that, "In Laos, women do 
a l l  work. Aside from the hard work in the 
fields and farced public labour, men think 
only of catching partridges, turtledoves and 
wild hens with netsv. A tireless explorer 
of Laos, Pavie ( 1 9 4 7 : 5 4 )  confirmed this, 
IaThe Laotian appreciates agricultural  work 
very l ittle; he prefers to leave it to h i s  
Kha slaves or to h i s  spouse." A Lao woman 
not only supported the  burden of work for 
the family, but if she travelled with her 
husband, she had to follow behind him carrying 
the load. Aymonier (1885:176)  sneered, I1ff the 
husband carries anything, this will be a 
weapon, as if he wants to apologise for his 
laziness on the pretext of protecting h i s  
spouse." Conversely, in Cambodia, which 
otherwise is culturally close to mas 
in many regards, a husband travelling with 
his wife preferred to bear the load and let 
his wife walk i n  front of him (ibid.). In 
rural areas of Laos nowadays the sam ' 

attitudes still exi~t. It is possible that 
vigilance required t h e  husband to carry a 
weapon, but a similar situation has been 
noticed in Vietnam too (Hocqu~t,  1966:2-3). I 

Work in the  rice fields begins in June, 
after the first monsoon rains in May. 
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 w i t h  the 
commission for  the Exploration of the Mekong 
led by Doudart De Lagree, De Carne (1872:18) 
was surprised to see that, Itthe island of 
Khong is peopled by farmers. Rice fielde 
appear in good care, and we are attending the 
spectacle of planting out rice seedlings. 
Women in the country, concentrated on thie 
operation, back breaking every day and t h e i r  
feet floundering in the mudma 

During the growing perfod, women are still 
kept busy caring for the  .young plants and 
keeping t h e  fields clear of weeds. The fish in 
nearby ponds as well or hunt for crabs in the 
rice fields to improve the meagre daily d i e t  
of the  family. 

The rice harvest season begins in November, 
the harvesting being done mainly by women and 
children. Neighbours came to help using tradi- 
tional sickles. They cut handful after handful 
of rice-heads, and are then kept busy drying 
and winnowing the  paddy i n  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 laterw, s ta ts  Kaempfer (1729:22) .  
Finally, the paddy is stored in the grain 
s torshou~e ,  from where it is taken for 
Preparation each day. 



As in rural areas of Thailand, i n  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 around floor of the Lao house, 
and it is worked by foot. It is usual to Bee 
women or young g i r l s ,  under their houses on 
stilts, pounding mechanically while holding a 
baby to their breast on a sling of material, 
commonly called At each move of 
the pestle, t h e  child jerks up and down. Levy 
B.P. ( 1 9 6 3 : 2 4 7 }  has described the process: 
I1Although hand mills were ~ometimes used, 
paddy is more commonly husked in a large 
mortar worked by t h e  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 h e l p  but lament that, "life 
in Laos is exceedingly monotonous. The women 
do much of the hard work i n  t h e  field as well 
as in the household11 (Presbyterian Board of 
Publication, 1 8 8 4 : 4 4 3 ) .  Another Western 
traveller in Laos was dumbfounded by the 
act iv i ty  of women: "while her husband was 
already resting, she still fetched water and 
dedicated herself to t h e  various care of the 
householdt1 (Taupin, 1 8 8 8 : 5 8 ) .  With fatalism, 
women had to bear the burden of the house hold 
chores and to fulfil their duties as tradi-  
tionally prescribed. They were cal led  upon " t o  
go t o  bed after their husband and to rise 
firstR. Daily life was c o n s t a n t  work as 
Aymonier (1900:18) noted: 

A Lao woman works more than men. 
she must cope with housekeeping, 
cooking, caring for the pigpen and 
the  farmyard. She must, from dawn, 
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steam t h e  rice that the family will 
eat during the day, till and water 
the garden, and during the dry sea- 
son, f e t ch  water from t h e  river, 
sow, plant, replant, weed and har- 
vest rice during the rainy season. 
Men plough, harrow and prepare the 
paddy field, go fishing ar hunting, 
conduct boats as they are excellent 
skippers ,  and go trading f a r  away; 
the remaining time, s i x  out of twel- 
ve months, they rest. Women work the 
whole year., f o r  it is again they who 
unwind silk, spin cotton, weave ma- 
terial that the family sells to make 
some 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, t h e  gathering of wood 
and fo res t  products (bamboo and plant shoots, 
insects, and f r u i t . ) ,  fetching water, f eed ing  
a n i m a l s ,  gardening, bra id ing  herbs and bamboo 
together for roof material, embroidering l e a -  
ves and pendamus for mats or baskets ,  all 
t h e s e  activities are exclusively female; 
including feeding babies day and night. The 
division of labour was spoken about long ago 
had in such  Lao literary master pieces as 
'Na0na Seu I n a v a n e  son@ J ( 1965 ) , Bvot 
-$one B u w  (1972), and m e  

( 1966) . All the heavy tasks p i l e  no 
one on top of another, and when a woman has 
spare time, she weaves. 

I n  the Maghreb, for example, men weave 
(Cresswell, 1975 : 54) , but in Laos this wag a 
task considered as a womsn18 domain (Nginn, 
1956b; 1959b; Levy B.P., 1963; whitaker et 
~1.1973). Lao folk tales, such as gvot  UUL - 



sane Buhanel972), PUl s - 
Sane P U  (1970) , %Nam?-a 
LY1( (1965) relate that women must keep busy 
with their silk and cotton weaving. %:nu -mm (1967:40) P* 
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 t o  be useful in their hornel, 
end a Lao g i r l  who does not know how to weave 
her own dress is considered as ignorant as a 
girl in this country (USA) who does not know 
how to read" (Presbyterian Board of Publi- 
cat ion ,  1 8 8 4 : 4 8 6 ) .  Nearly a l l  Lao women are 
brouqht up to understand and to practise wea- 
ving (Bounyavong D., 1992). Even as a baby, a 
Lao g i r l  has already touched the  weaving pro- 
ducts that her mother has placed on her bed: 
the 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 n o t  unusual) ,  a woman is busy with 
the loom machine. ltWeaving act ivit ies  are ex- 
c lus ive ly  in the hands of the women and there 
are few huts without a loom, either on the vs- 
randa or under the house in the space allowed 
by the poles and the floor of the  house", no- 
ted Picanon (1901:304). Pavie (1902:33) may be 
outraged by such a chore, as he wrote down in 
h i s  diar : , "The groaning of the  loom, alter- 
nating w i t h  the bump of t h e  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.tl It is 
indisputable tradition and soc ia l  structure, 

as well as need, that necessitated these craft 
activities, as a former Director of Infor- 
mation, Nqinn (1959bi215-6), marvelled with a 
tone of nostalgia. 

The surplus  material was directed to t h e  
market, i n  order t a  help the  f inanc ia l  si- 
tuation of the family. 

A woman assumes her feeding role in a 
traditional society, where needs are l imi ted .  
The subsi~tence economy meets fundamental 
needs. With the appearance of markets, in 
Laos, women constitute the dynamic force, and 
the  powerful part ic ipants .  A 19th century 
foreign traveller remarked that the market in 
the Lao royal capital was swarming with women. 
Perhaps, they kept t h e  string of the  family's 
purse strong, as  i n  most South-East ~ s i a n  
countries (Reid,  1988bi629-645). However, the 
Reverend Freeman (1910:30) asserted that, 
"Neither the husband nor the wife is expected 
to enter upon any importent business alone. 
They share the work, the responsibility, the 
rewards of the i r  labour. The whole atmosphere 
of a Laos hone is on a plane d i s t i n c t l y  higher 
than w e  f f nd in any other non-Christian land. 



PART TWO: 

LAO WOMEN IN A I 
CHANCING WORLD I 

The world is possessed of two winqs- 
the male and the  female. So long as 
these two wings are not equivalent 
in strength, the bird cannot fly. 
Until womenkind reaches the eame 
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- 
ment (Writings of the  Bahai F a i t h ,  quo- 
ted  by Lindsay, 1980) .  

In  1975,  a republic replaced a kingdom in 
Laos. However, the problems were overwhelming 
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 LrtosOs international 
trade passed, exacerbated contradictions in 
Lao society. Huch of the country rae still 
full of unexploded bombs (Wilson, 1987:9-10; 
Pulc in i ,  1987:ll-12). So- provinces in the 
North of Laos were transformed in to  "lunar" 
landscapes as a result of the a i r  war which 
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was carried out in secret from 1964 until 
1970, and then overtly until Congress put an 
end to it around the middle of 1973 (Burns et 
a1.1984: 3 8 )  . It is not exaggerating to qualify 
these activities as "ecociden (ibid.2151, the  
total number of bombs dropped in Laos 
surpassed the total dropped in the European 
theatre of operations during the  second World 
War I 

Poverty remains wide~pread, but the country 
is safe from other scourger of under- 
development, which exist in other parts of 
South-Ea~t Asia: %bile it is true that the  
per capita national income i n  certainly on& of 
the lowest in  the world, it is generally ack- 
nowledged that this income is f a i r l y  equally 
distributed among the  population and the 
different regionsi (T.ao 
198313) .  Luther ( 1 9 8 6 : 3 ) m e  I 

Thailand's Chulalongkorn University, states: 

Though it is true that the national 
income counted per capita is one of 
the lowest in the world, it 113 a 
system of subsistence and %hared 
poverty" whicti prevails. Wide part5 
of the country are hardly touched by 
the cash and market economy, barte- 
ring st i l l  exiats and income 15 
f a i r l y  squally distributed among the 
population. There is also a notable 
absence of crime, prostitution, 
urban slum8 and other evils which 
normally qa with the nature of gemi- 
moderni~ed countrf es in S o u t b s t  
Asia. 

Af b r  the country s opening t o  Ws~tarn 
countries and the collapse of -&tern European 
communist regimee, the Lao had tb count on the 
loan@ froa the World Bank and the ADB. In 1990 



the Lao PDR was US$ 1.2 billion in debt to 
foreign countries ( w t  of -trv pi 
Education 1990:II:I). 

This part of the study will examine the 
movement to change the long established struc- 
tures through social reform. The changes were 
decreed from the top of society, the bottom of 
society being compelled to carry them out. The 
method of central-command decision-making is 
now breaking down a l l  over the  world with the 
collapse of the  communist system in the former 
USSR, and elsewhere, yet it still lingers on 
in Laos, as evidenced by the fate of the 
worients policy on the decision-makars'agenda. 

It is true that this policy augured well 
for women when it was f i r s t ,  put forward by 
the Lao ruling party when they were contending 
for power, After the total ~eizure of power in 
1975, the ruling party designed a coherent po- 
licy for women, and established an organiaa- 
tion to work on women's issues. However, the 
attempt to change the traditional gender order 
soon led to a showdown between conservative 
sectors i n  the town and the ruling party and 
rural areas, with t w o  differing and conf lic- 
ting emphases. outcone6 and Break-through, and 
failures are recorded in selected fields where 
data is available. 

I/ THE TRIALLfNG OF A POLICY 

Women's issues 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 
wilderne~s and under the pressure of an urgent 
need t b  mobilise politically the conceptua- 
lisation of worn en'^ i~sues had crystallised. 

Onae in power, the ruling party attempted 
to liberate women, but it was not posaible to 
avoid a situation where there was in fact  no 
more than a new molding of the old traditions 
which reglemented gender relations. 

Under the Siamese, Loo8 was ignored except 
for the pillaging, while under French cola- 
nisation, the situation improved only 
slightly, particularly in the f i e l d  of 
education. A scholar notes, 

The needs of the French colonf alists 
for an tteducatedn Lao, knowing how 
to speak the  French language, was of 
a little importance w i t h  t h e i r  ad- 
ministrative ~ y s t e m ,  producing and 
relying on many Frenchified ~ i e t -  
namese. This did not prevent the 
French from despising the Lao lan- 
guage and considering it an "alienw 
language, (Lao h o k e  and newspapero 
were banned) and to only recognize 
the French lanquwe as the only of- 



ficial vernacular ( . . . ) .  Illiteracy 
was inherent, and more than 95 per 
cent of the population was illite- 
rate, and the French authorities 
never tried to eradicate it or even 
cope with it (Braunstein, 1978: 162). 

Later, Lao language classes were introduced 
into schools. Even so, the whole curriculum 
waB still in French, except for Lao language 
and civic education (for more details, see 
Chanthala, 1972). 

In contrast, in the former liberated zones 
(the Pathet Lao) a different image of edu- 
cation and society was found by a Lao scholar, 
who, at one time l i v e d  there before s e t t l i n g  
i n  France: "The new society that the Lao revo- 
lutionaries proposed to construct has the na- 
tional characteristics of independence, li- 
berty, democracy, equality and f raternityqR 
(Worindr, 1979:4661.  In the liberated zones, 
which were heavily bombarded by American B52 
bonbers, the  new state structure wa. formed 
under very difficult conditions for, "To hide 
during the day, and to work st n i g h t  was the 
only possibility of surviving". Women needed 
to bury themeelves in caves, as well as in 
forests. Despite the saturation bombing, the 
new gtsocial f abricl' was patiently constructed, 
piece by piece. One person had to perform 
several tasks, living as "an owl during the 
day, and a fox during the nightw. A woman waa 
simultaneously a worker, member of the  mi- 
litia, a vegetable farmer, and a student or 
teacher attending classes, in conformity with 
the  motto, "study well and teach well". In the 
educational system of the NmX,  the students 
schedule was divided between attending courser 
during the  morning, and doing productive work 
(fetching water and mod, con~truction, repair 

and maintenance of the school, raising fowls) 
during the afternoon, The evening was given 
over to political meeting5 (Norindr, 1979: 
4 5 0 ) .  The r e ~ u l t s  were evident in the  
spectacular breakthroughs in the cultural, 
ideological and professional fields. Old men 
and women and all children went t o  school. 
Books were free. Today, those who learned to 
read and write under these very difficult 
conditions vividly remember it. 

The rights of women and minorities were 
acknowledged and promoted. Women learnt not t o  
be afraid of their husbands any more. Some 
conservative men were irked when hearing that 
men could have no special rights over women, 
although other agreed that it was a valid idea 
(Chomeky, 1 9 7 0 : 4 5 6 ) .  Branfman (1972:SO-81) 
recorded the reaction at the grassroots 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 been very good, for 
men had mistreated and made fun of 
women as the weaker sex. But after 
the Neo Lao party began to admi- 
nister the region, if one makes a 
serious 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 ehoulc! 
be a5 brave as men. For example, 
although I had gone to school be- 
fore, my elders had advised me not 
to. They had sa id  that it would not 
be useful for me as I could not hope 
to be a high-ranking o f f i c i a l  after 
graduation, that only the children 
of the  elite or rich could expect 



that. But the  Neo Lao said that wo- 
men ehould 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  ( . . . I .  
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 far the first time in Lao history, the 
word equality 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 c i t i z e n ,  militia woman, soldier, func- 
tionary, militant, cadre, teacher, doctor or 
artist (Norindr, 1 9 7 9 : 4 6 6 ) .  An educated Lao 
woman, Levy B . F .  (1963:262) gives her 
impressions in t h % ~ e  terms, 

My experience is that of hundreds 
of others, except that Laotian women 
today, even the older 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 problems, 
 author^ like to point out the lack of "go- 

litical will". However, the  c a m  of Laos may 
bring some nuances to such an approach. 

1 a- Roots Of A Powerful conviction 

I 
Numbering more than half of the population, 

Lao women constitute the cbuntry's backbone. 
tlWomen c p n ~ t i t u t e  half of society; if they are 
not emancipated, half of society won't be li- 
beratedn. This phrase from Lenin has been em- 
bodied in several aspects of t h e  policy of t h e  
Lao ruling party. It is a heritage of socia- 
lism to handle t h i s  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- 
tively influence the "other half", or the men. 
Until 1975,  politics were not part of women's 
lives. According to the royal Lao dictum, 
"Women were not allowed to meddle in politics, 
nor monks i n  the  a f f a i r s  of the  staten. For 
the first tims in Lao history, the documents 
of the First National Congrees of the LPRP 
were released in March 22 ,  1955, followed by 
point eight of the T e n  Point Program adopted 
on April 10 1964 by the Second ~ational 
Congress of the  NLHX. This was reproduced in 
Point Five (with more details) at the  Third 
National Congress of the N W X  in November 1968 
(see a l ~ o  Brown and Zaslof f ,1986)  , in t h e  
P o l i t i c a l  Program of the Second National 
Congress of the LPRP (February 3 ,  1972)  
(Phomvihane, 1 9 8 5 ,  I), and in the new 
constitution. These points were promoted a t  
the same tine as gender equality, and put an 
end to social  and political inequality among 
ethnic groups. 



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 
2974 stipulated the following objectives: 

To guarantee the rights and freedoms 
of men and women in all fields 
(,..), and to assist woman to raise 
t h e  etandard of their knowledge in 
all fields, and to help them in- 
crease their capacities, so they can 
contribute to all t a s k s  of building 
and defending the country. To im- 
prove the living conditions of women 
of all sthnicitiee; to pay parti- 
cular dttention to the protection of 
mothers and childrenn. 

This policy was a political alliance during 
war which also applied in the post-war period, 
and was aimed to foster a ~ocial mobilisation 
of those excluded from the former regime, as 
w e l l  as to draw women from their political and 
social  ghetto^. The two problems were linked. 
Social barriers existed in the old regime 
which contributed to an attitudcr of looking 
down on the rneabera of different ethnic group 
a "The lowerst orders in the human lifee 
(Halparn, 1 9 6 4 1 3 ~ 9 2 ) .  Thus, women were op- 
prmseed twics, bOth on the grounds of sex and 
of ethnicity. In Laos post-1975, women took od 
various tseke in their daily life. Some m a -  
sures have been adopted to lighten women's 
burdens and to a l l w  them to rweive a high@ , 
edupntion. e sdoption of Womsn's Intetr- 
national Day w a s  ussd t o  stresg the imgortsncr. 
of women in Lsb soaiety and t o  asnsitiae Lao 
men to the central role of women. However, the 

promotion of women in Lao society ha. still 
been slow due to the survival of old beliefs 
and the  fact that women's education compared 
to that of men's has been lower. Female 
literacy appear6 to be 10-15 per cent below 
that of males (u # a  R a, 1989:29). L i t t l e  or nothing has been done t o  educate men 
in order to change their biased  conception^ 
about the inferiority of women. ~ccording t o  
the official line, qtSociety must create a 
popular concept, tho concept of equality 
between wen and women and resolutely eradicate 
the  mentality of insulting woman" (Phomvihane , 
1977:84-85; also, 1985,1:139), To avoid women 
and men comitting Dsocial  promiscuity", in 
1986, female workers were forbidden t o  go 
overseas with men i f  there were two nan. Since 
the opening up of the country, women are 
allowed to travel  with m e n .  In October 1991, 
three business women went to ~ ~ ~ t r a l i a  with 
two men to the  International Trade Development 
Centre i n  Sydney I-, 1991:22). 

The Lao W a n t s  U n i ~ n  ie a vehicle for a 
system of values deeply rooted in msocialistM 
ideology, as evidenced for example by the 
'Three Goods, and Two hltieeY (3  Di 2 
Z U &  The LWU was e e t  up after the First 
National Congress in 1984. 

  ha LW1s main concerns were formulated in 
its foundation documant adopted in March 21, 
1984. The document is dedicated to forming a 
"newn u r i a l i s t  woman. The L*Ufs atatlrte. of 
harch 21, 1984 state that: 

Having a revolutionary virtue and 
p r o f e s s i o ~ l  trainfns oblisatiene 



towards the revolution and socialism 
will be met according to  the requi- 
rwents of the nThree  good^ , and TWO 
Duties* (to be n good wife, a gpod 
mother and a good citizen), in the 
spirit of authentic internationalism 
combined with an ardent patriotifam. 

The f i r s t  of the "Three Goodsn is to  be s 
good uitizen. The fuller meaning is given in 
the first tw pages of the document on thd 
ImThrse Goods, and lClo Duties", and includea 
patriotism, devotion to the new 'socialist1 
regime, fidelity to the party line and direo- 
tives, and bolidarity with all Lao ethnic 
minorities in order to contribute to the task 
of safeguarding and building the  nation. 
Mcordipa t t n  a Lao r w r t e r  f8uak.M 1987), 
the  result from the mobilisation on the firrt 
motto was 85,  597 persong, while 79,  SO4 to 
the second one (ibfd.). 

The second good is to be a "good wife", 
reflecting traditional Lao cultural patterns. 
A "good spouseN must be faithful to her hus- 
band and must d e ~ e r v e  h i s  confidante. She 
helps him with advice to overcome obstacles. 
She and her husband should form a couple en- 
hanced by equality, and by the absence of 
quarrels. She must provide a l l  the conditions 
for her husband to work and study, and congra- 
tulate him when he succeedn. If he makes er- 
rors, she must have the courage to criticize 
him, and ehe must not hide his weaknesses or 
allow hfm to behave wrongly in pursuit of his --- - 

want.. 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 
hou~ehold, do embroidery and weaving, and keep 
the house clean according to the rule of the 

"Three ~leanlinesses~ in ways of living, ea- 
ting and sleeping. A "good wifeff must l i k e  and 
help her parents and her parents-in-law. She must show solidarity with her compatriots and 
the international proletariat. 

The last of the "Three Goods, and Two Du- 
ties" is to be "a good mothern, to be an edu- 
cator of children. This requires women to 
learn how to care for children and appreciate 
ch i ld  psychology. A mother must ensure that 
her children become good citizens. This is the 
heart of the  document. The "Three Goods and 
Two Duties gives a brief mention to the obli- 
gations, incumbent on the 'rgood husbandn. A 
Ifgood husbandM must be exemplary. He must ins- 
truct h i s  wife and help her to  achieve all 
tasks in order that they may go ahead together 
and become a couple without any strains. In following the  "Three Goods, and Two Dutiesn, 
the husband and wife will build and safeguard 
the country. 

After a campaign 0f four years, 100,334 ou t  
of two million women in the  country were 
reported am k i n g  good spouses ( t of m, 1988b, 1 7  1988~. 1 6  J U - $  
number, a step had been taken t o  encourage 
females towards good behaviour as in ancient 
time?; but comparing thim number ta the 
101,797 families overall in the wvntry by 
1990, the campaign of "Three Goode, and Two 
DutiesN l m k s  lees succeaeful. The present 
IgThree Goodsh are alightly di f  feretnt, from 
those previpruly mentioned. me Seaond 
Nmtlonal Congra.8 of the LW[I held in 1988 
adopted a nesr oriantatian tuwards the "TSrrae 
Coods and h o  Dutiestf. Theme reNred m e  t o  
be a gDod oitiasn, a gdod builder of the 
fhmily h u e d  on the new olllture, and ts 
develop solidarity; while t h ~  ho aain dutlma 
raslained the eame, 

L 
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It seems paradoxical that the document on 
the  "Three Goods, and Two Dutiesv has never 
been applied to men, who are simply supposed 
to behave as ngood husbandsgq. This point was 
made to the author by Khampheng Boupha, former 
president of the  LWU on August 2 8  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 Dutiesgf should be applied to both 
sexes ( B ~ o r t  of the T f L ,  1988a: 54 ,561  . In tho 
past, men have nevar had their own organisa- 
tion to educate themselves on gender issues 
and problems. When interviewed by the author 
on September 2 9 ,  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. II The "Phree Goods, and Two Dutiesn is 
not  dissimilar to t h e  centuries-old teaching 
of ' b : n a  Seu P ~ - ~ o m  ~a- 
(1967), and in that it concentrates on wo- 
manhoad, 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, 
Lao women today can n o t  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  afraid to cr i t ize  them, even 
in public, as a foreign scholar stated in 1978 
(Braunstein, 1978:279) .  In meetings of the 
LW1s section at the ministry level, many Lao 
women talked courageously a-ut the  misde- 

meanour of their husbands i n  order to pool a 
kind of collective energy to correot them. 
They no longer what they were before, suoh as 
urnmen are the ministera of Finance end of the 
Interiorw, eimilar to Vietnamese women known 
a l  %he Grinerala sf the Interiorw. However, 
this is not a general phenomenon, and progrem 
is slow. 

Youth, workers, pens ant^, 4nd women are 
represented in the  Party0@ masls organisations. 
The women'g amociqtion "is deemed for women 
to be the appropriate framework for them to 
become aonscioum of their struggle and their 
solielarf ty . a (Braunetein, 1978 -?3 ; 
w, 1 9 8 6 ~ 4 ) .  

A Long tradition of Struggle 

The firrat aroaenfr organimation was the 
VUV , ar the Women's Unit &+a- 

=d in=y t o m s  befosa t h e  end of t h e  
Second World War. Songs, such am -, or 

(Go Fornard Lao Women) 
*re written t o  mobiliee Lao w o m n  throuahout 

country (- -, is061 
Igaosyvathn, 1993d). 

On July 20 1955,  i n  thm r a y  year arr the 
fau~ldation OF the party, the  -A wak a l ~ o  
eatablimhed , i n  norwrq Laos. 2he ASB- 
c ia t i  om etatutw a i m  "to robi1i.m women of 
a l l  athnia mindritias and'ot a l l  abcial rtrata 
in t h m  styugglg f national liberationm 
( u t  w, 1986: 73 ) .  



Ao a transmitter for the LPRP the U s 0 4  
ciation fulfilled itrs mission, and reputts 
from &men themselves illustrated the problems 
of thia period. ~ f t e r  the l i b r a t i o n  of t h e  
whole country, and a t  L t s  First National 
Congress orgsnissd in $984 the name of the 
M e n ' s  a~sociation was changed from the LPWA 
to the %ao Women's Union ( - Q @ ,  
1986:Sf 

A Centralired St ruc ture  

The L W  began with the establishment of a 
nucleus and thea expanded with the creati on of 
branches at first confined to two provinces in 
the north of Laos. A former Prime Minister 
stressed that, "The Association had bases in 
a l l  the liberated zones even if the system of 
organisation was not very solidn (fbid. 4). 
With the liberation rapidly expanding, the 
structure of the Association grew too. 

Bmfore 1973, the headquartern of the 
A s a i a t i o n  were elways in the liberated zone, 
but a branch w a s  in~tituted i n  Vientiane. 

Womenis activists a t  the grassmots were 
called ncells of solidarityw. The Asmia-  
tion's ce lh  were organized at 911 %evela, as 
wel l  as in the work leeed, suqh na ninimtries P and enterprigem. On y th@ m-rs ef t h e  AtaL 
m i a t i o n  Qfere regroUpd in cells. in these 
barnam. m n  not yet ed-opted as fyll e r a  
wLre  in tbrr *solidarity cells*. A t  t h h  tine, 
WU csll president8 e not a&&& but 
dadigneted by tap level af ' thg orga- 
ei8akionl approvsd by the general araambly, 
and then tatiiiod by e tap level, The 
mmn4aW w a s  initially fbr one year, but right 

I extend up t o  three years or more, according t o  
the  circumstance^ of each local cell. The 
president nominated two other members to help 
h e r .  The LPWA had its local cells a t  each 
level ( reviobs statute;2), and comprised a 
manager a1 group of 11 t o  13 members, A t  the P 
provincial level, had nine to 11 members,; 
there were seven to nine at the 'dfptrict 
level, five t o  seven n t  the sub-district 
level, three to five at the village level, and 
ohe t o  three people a t  the hamlet level, This 
widespread organisation with branches at 
grassroots levels provided gu,idance and 
education to women in both tha 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 situation 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 levels. 
Each level  ha^ 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 Partyts 
Central Committee (as was the former presi- 
dent, and the newly elected prefif dent) . The 
working bodies of the executive bureau conaist 
of several departmento, which are responsible 
for the activitiers of LwU in certain aream, 
such as organisation, foreign relations, nur- 
sing or information. Departments sre further 
divided into numerous sections responsible for 
executing policims. At the national and pro- 
vincial levelm, the executive committee i r  

! 
elected for f ive  years, and at lower levels 

I 
I 



for three years (article 12, and on their for- 
mation see article 10/3). The LWW Congress e- 
lects new presidents at the central, provin- 
cial and municipal levels once every f ive  
years (articles 1 2  and 17), once every three 
yeam at the district level, and annually at 
the hamlet and local levels (articlhs 10, 12). 
A t  the grassroots, there are the cells, and 
each compri~es at least five members. The 
number of calla in a province is variable. 

Before 1984, all women over 15 years could 
apply for member~hip, but a f t e r  t h i s  date, the 
age was raised to 17. According to the regula- 
tions adopthd at the First National Congress 
of Lao Wonen in 1984, members included: "All 
progrs~~ive women, without any distinction of 
class, ethnicity or rsligiqn are patriotic, 
loving peace, h a b  the enemy and share soli- 
darity with the people of the whole country, 
can agply to be a member. To be a member, - a  
woman must agree wi th  the  present regulations 
and must not have participated i n  the a c t i v i -  
ties and organ is at ion^ 6f the ~eaetionariers.~ 
In fact, membership is very selective. The 
applicant must have not only an irreproachable 
political background, but alsa, most impor- 
tantly, she must have political credentials. 
Profesmional aualificatione are not s u f f i -  
cient, but revolutionary virtue is esmntial t 
ae in a Maoist slogan: "Red f i r s t ,  and 
!Expertu. I t  may take many pontha to consider a 
candidacy before the  candidate is nominated to  
become politically active in a "cell of soli- 
darf ty" . 

With its atructurecl and well-rooted arga- 
f i isation, the L W  should be the  ideal ins- 
tmaent  for thl cause of woaenOs l ibrat ion.  
Hawqver , m a u s e  of its very limitmd budgetary 
allotment, small nu*): ~ l f  peramnel and scant 

resources, the organisation i6 confined to 
what appear to be basic activitiepc. A t  the  
provincial l eve l ,  and in some districts, there 
were not enough leading female cadres (- 
of w, 198833:12). After stressing the 
positive output of the women's organisation, 
i n  h i s  speech a t  the F i r s t  Natianal Congress 
of Lao Women, the former Prime Minister 
devoted e long passage t o  critfcising its 
weaknesses ( t o  , 1986:15-19). 
Ireson ( 1 9 9 2 m T r e m i s ~  t h a t ,  

Tha socialist government established 
an o f f i c ia l  mass organization for 
women, Initielly, t h i s  organization 
was weak and f o c u s ~ e d  solely on 
mobilising women to support the  new 
order. 

A former Lao Prime Mininter noted, 

The extension of meaber~hip i a  slow. 
A great number of women are still 
left outside the organisation, The 
conditions of admission are too 
titevere and do not conform to the 
characteristics of a laras mass 
organisation. (- of 6 e  L W ,  
1986~17) 

A uimilar situation has already occurred in 
Vietnam. As Nguyen 2hi Dinh, president of the 
Vietnamese Womente Union stressed: nActF~itfes 
of the Women's Union have not changed fast 
enough to keep up with  the Uamande of the  new 
revolutionary situationn (~uinn-Judge, 
1983: 3 ) .  

For example, in the ~ientfana municipality 
in 1986, mere ware only 199 sells at the 
hamlet level, a 3  a t  the sub-diatrict level, 



and. nine a t  the district level, aompriling i n  
all 26, 848 women (Phanthalangsi, 1986:2], 
while the total  female population was 390,200 
(S ta te  statisticai Centre, 1988:15), SO the 
total number of cells in the entire e m t r y  
was 10,$00 (-, 9 Maambar, 1986; 
Muakham, 19871, and by 1988 it had incmaeed 
t o  15 ,914 '  (u, 1988a:41). Back 
in 1964, there were only 1,000 membnrs 
(Cf.interview, Sitphaxay, September Ist, 
1988). In two deaades, from 1964 to 1984, the 
number had increase8 to 4 2 5 , 0 2  1 ( 
m, 1986: 1 0 B ) .  Xn 1986, t h a e  were 446 ,141  
(Bouakham, 19871, and in 1988, there were 
496,032 or 2 7 . 0 9  per cent (-rt MI 
1988b, 1:9); l n 8 c ,  1:8) of the whole fpmale 
population af 2,009,400 (s ta te  Statistical 
Centre, 1988:14; 1989:14). Ih view of the 
relatively small peruentage of the  female 
poplation,  the  LWU's plan is to incrsase its 
menbership by up t o  50 par cent by the year 
0 , 0 0 0  ( m r t  af, 1988a:77), The data 
shows I slow increare i n  the whole country of 
at least 2 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  females, a,na quarter of 
whom are members, Before, to be a' mmhr wam 
an honour and gava prestige, now it ismseen am 
a task to be fulfilled. In a personal 
interview with the author an Auguet 27 1988, 
nampheng Boupha m i d  that, m W o m n  at the 
local level wid not work on the act iv i t i es  
of the womanfs movement, we must rotate them, 
but they will not co-oprate fully. They la id  
they have chfldrqn and did not have enough 
ti- t o  voluntarily help womri'm act iv i t ies,  
but in f a d ,  thbre ,are kindergartens t o  take 
care of their children, Women preferred not 
to b involved in the womnps movement df- 
reetly. The B u r  problem i a  f e u d  i n  Vietnam 
which might be expect& t o  ba more structured 
Pa this area. f n  1983, Mguyefi Thi Pinh, pre- 
oident of the Vietname~e Womentm 'Union ,raid in 
1983, "fn nany places, wmmn do not v a t  feel 

close to our organizationw (Quinn-Judge, 
198923). A similar rituation was aleo found 
in the former USSR, even 70 yeara after 
the Russian Revolution: .In our country, for 
some reason, there is not a serious m n ' s  
movqment . . . Womanfn roicbg ere audible 
only in their kitcheneu (a B o w ,  
1988). The same situatign has also wcurred in 
cambdia, a8 Flemming (1984:443) found, 

The Womenfa &sociation appears to 
be juet another branch of the  go- 
verndlehtfs bureaucrasy (...) [and] 
seem t o  have played a siailarly 
f naf fective rdle in mbf l i s i n g  -men 
a t '  village level, Again, it appears 
to have h e n  created by the  lea- 
desahip f little other purpose 
than b promote the Party line 
( . . . I .  This demohstrates how f i t t le  
women,* s emancipation ham advanced in 

- ---  

Kampuchea, and show how such pro- 
gress degmds directly on goverrrt~ent 
policy. 

Although partly resulting from excessive 
bureaucratieation, as in other sommuniat 
countries, the low performance is a t t r i b u t h l a  
to local reaeons too. One of the seasone is 
that 'the LOmJ is a front orqanilsation for the  
party. Although it ir~ more than 35 yeaxs old 
and has done a l o t  for the idaological 
educatiw of Lao women, and its organhation 
extehds throughput the whole country, it i6 
short of fund6 alld cadres, and has done little 
to alleviate the fate  of m e n  i n  their dai l  
l i fe  and work. The LWU ham heavily mtreaad 
it. policy of gender r l g h b ,  but gmqer 
W l i t y  is atill elueiue. A remearcher n0t.d: 
"*own's oonmcfou~nwm of thair o m  rim- is 
8" ill a t  a very l a  level. . . kmce, dupl ta  the 



greater economic role of Lao wome,n today, the 
gender relations in Laom have undergone very 
few changesa [Ng Shui Meng, 1988b:65). The 
b lus t  is given by an inhabitant of the Lao 
reiote capital as reported by the  

( 2 5  Narch, 1989) is revealing: nWorman'.6 
rights? I don* t know of any thing much about 
it in Vientiane." The under-dovelopement of 
the country has had a harmful effect on women, 
and the oha1leng.a are imanse for them, while 1 
change takes place very s lowly.  Again a 
similar situation obtains in Cambodia as 
Curtis G. (1989r166) states: "the Association 
gee- to v i m   it^ work as being charity , 
related rather than direated t o  developing its 
r~embers*capaciby to manage projects or 
programmes of direct benefit to women,ll 

I 
A Haw Role W i t h  Hew cballemges 

The LWU  insist^ the formation of the "newn 
woman according to the motto of the "Three 

I 
Goods and Two Dutiergq. The new statute of the 
LWU strongly emphasized that: "The organi- 
sation helps to awaken women to their libe- 
ration, to achieve equality between gendersl 
t o  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 
Lao  women'^ Union has been making Borne ope- 
n i n g ~  up to the Western world. In the past, it 
confined its relations t o  Eastern Bloc coun- 
tries in the past but recently its cadres have 
begun t o  exchange experiences w i t h  those of 
ThailandI Indonemiat Francer Australia, or 
Sweden. 

Lao women have made valuabla gains in I 

last fifteen years. There is however, .till much to be dona, and much human potential tha t  
gtill needs to be developed. The challenge is 
to defend and prmerve  gain^ made, while 
extending them into every area of l i f e  eo that 
a l l  women, men and ahildren will benefit. 

2 /  OLD VALUES AND NEW IDEOLOGY 

Your hands t e l l  your t a l e  
ever 10 poignant  l y ;  
Heavy as the  w e i g t h  
on your shoulders 
L i g h t  as the  k i s s  o f  dead, d y i n g  
babi  es 
Emptfed of lovers 
who wanted them g e n t l e  
F u l l  of c h i l d r e n  t o  r a i s e ,  
t o  r i s e  
From the  days of  hunger 
From t h e  depths  o f  wretchedness 
They soak i n  soap a l l  week 
Press t h e  i r o n ,  t i l l  t h e  s o i l  
There  i s  no r e s t ,  no end 
To t h e  barter  o f  f l e s h  and bone 
They a re  gnar led  and chafed, 
I n  s t r e n g t h ,  t h e y  speak o f  
tenderness 

(Rosalida V.Pineda, in Asia und P a c l f l c ,  
1 9 8 9 : t O l ) .  

Given the  general level of p e r t y ,  their 
domemtic burdans , and their sociml status, 
women continue ta encounter the  same s e t  pB 
arobleme. The amditionr for women in rural 
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areas, and their problem, are .hared with 
those working in the toms,  although thee9 
urban dwellers have their own particular 
problems. Wherever they live, Lao mmaa ahare 
t h e  same aspirations i n  their d a i l y  life, an@ 
participate together in the greeter t a s k s  
which mobilize the whole country. 

Ideologically, new structures ha8 d i f f i -  
culty taking shape while the old kept their 
strength. This is a difficult issu!, which 
ofteri wroakn attempts to reform ~ociety i n  t b  
third world, Laos has also experienced such & 
conflict with the old inqiduounl'y subverting 
the new ideology, and taking over again w i t h  
e a ~ e .  

Women ~houlder alorkloadr unknown to man, 
and are often pushed to the limit. This 
unbearable eituation still cantinuas tudny 
(see for example, Macdunals, 1987:2) ,  for one 
typical case among aany others portraye the 
daily struggle for exintence of s rural woman 
overloaded with work. A study made i n  i985 by 
Harocay ( 198Sa: 1 4  f qivear a break-down of tasks 
that womm muart undartake. As well as being a 
aother, rural women murat fulfill the hcuarrhold 
duties which amprirm thmir daily routine. 

The firsst and heaviemt load for women 
are the endless pregnancies afrd taking 
care of the children. This has been the 
case in 411 qenerations from the  trsditional 

society to the  present. Women may want t o  
i reduce t h i s  burden, but they often can not 

(Ireson C . ,  1988). 

The concept of sexunlity for most Lao 
people, as for people in many underdeveloped 
societjes, is e mas& of ta-a, because Lao 
traditional social valuee are conrenative.  In 
t h e  family as in the schools, this subject has 
never been one for discussion, and is still 
n o t  w e n  today (Lutheran of Immigration and 
Refugee Services, 1978; Dore, 1981r Nqao- 
syvathn, 39938) .  ft is never discussed even in 
the private realla of poplefs  lives. Women are 
generally very ahy when faued with questions 
regatding ~exual behaviour (Pfister, 1989:72). 
Sex topics are oonsidered imraoral. Generally, 
i n  aontemprary literature or folk ' t a l e s ,  
there is no nuntion of explicit sexual b- 
haviour . Until recently, many -ern Lao song8 
d i d  not even focus on love, but nostly on 
economic produotion and Rrevolutionw, where 
love is a l l w e d  apd narriage performed only 
after the harvest or afker finishing the d a m  
constmotion, the road, the school, or the 
hospi ta l .  

Boys and girls do not know how the bOdy 
develope. =Elorst Lao village women Bra aware 
that  ~exuml intercourse may result in p e g -  
nency, but they do not aaaa to have any know- 
ledge of the  biological proceu involved,  i.9. 
the sperm, the ovum, and fertilityu, noted 
Piinter (1989:45) ,  an Uerioan ~oholar. It is 
estimated that 99 pbr uent of mra1 U a  women 
and roughly 98 per cent of urban Lao woman do 
not  know what sperm dnd ovum are. A girl would 
"ot know when to expect the ohmgas af puber- 
ty .  when uhe will begin unstmat ion ,  what the 

L 



consequences are, or how to cope. HSome young 
people hpve never heard the words for thr , 

sexual parts of the body or language dea- 
cribing sexual behaviourw, stated one 8t.holan 
(Merchant, 1987:lb). When many young gfrlr I 
have their first menstrual pmlod, they think 
that they have been bitten by a leec. When, I 

when they ask their mothers, they are told 
is only natureH. They do not know the facta 
about pregnancy, Nowadays, teenagers af both , 
sexes are not completely ignorant of  sexua- 
lity. Although their knowledge of aoweptiQn 
and oontraception Is relatively p a r ,  they do 
learn something, a t  least fron friernds, an8 i 
foreign tslevision or videos, but they de not 
receive a thordfigh sex education. On the one 
hand, traditionally, premarital sex and gre 
nanoy were not au-ed to be discuaaed 1: 
public, a situation which atill holds true 
today. Qn the other Rand, a s  i f  to exorcise a 
tawo,  Lao people are f nclined to joke about a ,,, 

boy's organ, and even give it as a nickname to 
children in rural arear, Furthermore up to  the 
1950e, alaa against sexual taboos, particu- 
larly in Luang Prabang, women would capture 
nmn and deaand a ranaom during the Hew Year 
celebration (Dora, 1987) .  Up t o  1975, ,  they 
took the apprtunity t o  rub mud or colors in 
the menfr b d i e u  [see in Itortbern Thailand, i n  
Wan, HcMorran, 1984: Dmvie, 1974) .  The Tai 
paople who l i v e  n w r d ~ y ~  i n  sipsong Panna and 
the are= adjoining B u m  gave two of their 
cities 100 ka apart the names of 
(the myonincity, or mfewla city") a m  

(the "l$hga~~ city, or %ale citya) 
( R f s p a u d ,  1961:1055). 

Furtheradre, sexuality perneater SOmO 
festivals end rituale. Before the onset of 
the rainy Beatiton, one of the mut popular 
Lao festivals is a w m n  Bang-Fayu, the 

festival, traditionally performed 
in May, the sixth month of the Lao calendar. 
~uring this event and as part of their 
entertainment, men disguised in female clothes 
(and women in male clothes) , gather in 
groups and sing songs with transparent 
sexual allu~ion~, and show an artificial 
female and male sex organ. Villagere carry 
"Furiously coupling male and female 
marionettes called n o b i e b ,  exhibiting 
homemade bawdy gicturers to the crowd, and 
waving crudely painted m e n  pha l l i  a t  the 
ladies, who titter, All this helpe the crops 
to growu, an American traveller reported in 
the 1950s (Meeker, 1959:83). Since m a t  of 
them are drunk, nobody blames them for bad 
behaviour, 3n fact, people of both sexes, 
particularly young girls, laugh , a t  such 
entertainment. This event is a fertility rite 
before the atart of the rice growing asaron 
a u  1959b). Sexuality i~ also expre?sed in 
other rites, ruoh as trance  state^ (Dore, 
1979) .  

Sexual Ah i t inem 

unlike the Chinese tradition, which 
forbids the husband from having sex w i t h  h i 8  
wife after giving bir th ,  the Lao traditions do 
not expressly forbid the husband and w i f e  
having sexual relations during the post-natal 
period. But most older people believe that t h e  
husband will be tehpted to "rapen his wife 
during her ffrat early gsriod of confinemsnt, 
by the f ire  after giving birth,  An a Lao 
saying goes ' the artove~ are utill hot,  a bmnan 
becamem pregnant again'. Zb avert thfa 
temptation for the husband, and to prevmnt the 
Woman hcoming pregnant again too quiukly , old 
Beople, in particular the mother of a young 
wife, prefer t o  aome and take care of the 



daughter during the period of penitence, 
commonly c u l l e d  vul, fav lying by the f i r e  ) or 
yu1 karp (in penitence). 

Sexual relations for  widow^ before 
remarriage are ~ocially unacceptable. The [ 
widow is traditionally permitted to b , 
remarried only when her hu~band has been dead 
for three years. I 

Sexuality is more generally controlled ' 

through an elaborate cultural belief syetem in 
which sex is associated with sin and not  with 

I 

two to four times per month), the Buddhist 
Lent Dny (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) m i d  that making lovm 
is another burden compounding the heap already 
weighing on them. 

~mnily Planning amd 8irt;b Control I 
The first impulse of the Lao is to ask  new 

acquaintances, "How many children do you ha- 
ve? I1 .  In opposition t o  the one c h i l d  family 
policy in overpopulated China, or one or two 
in Vietnam, the Lao, who have a great feeling 
of wide apace, like to have many children. In 
almost a l l  marriage ceremonies, while s ~ a t e d  
in f r o n t  of the basi-sukhuan tray (Ngaosy- 
v a t h n ,  1 9 9 0  ) ,  t h e  bride and the  groom receiv* 
words of b l e s s i n g s ,  with w h i t e  threads joining 
both of them. The many friends, siblings, and 
evsn the master of the marriage ceremony 
bless the newly n~arried couple w i t h  the  r i tual  
formulae: "Hay you have a house full of chil- 

dren and then of grandchildren, to fill the  
c i t y "  (Archaimbault, 1959c:136; see also 
Pfister, 1 9 8 9 : 4 6 ) ,  

Buddhist belief considers human and animal 
livea are sacred. On the one hand, Lao people 
ara prepared t o  have many children, end leave 
it all to heaven, as noted in a Lao saying: 
"It depends on merits and misfortunes done 
during the former lifew (Thangsith and 
Phongsouvanh, n.d.1. Pregnancy is considered 
to be a ' n a t u r a l  state for a married woman 
(Pfister, 1989:49).  Moreover, having many 
children a160 means social prestige for the 
father (as does having many wives), and he 
considers them a source of manpower for 
economic production and for him security. It 
is not unuaual to find a Lao woman feeding a 
dozen children or more. However, a more recent 
figure from the 1988 census seema to suggest a 
more moderate family size w i t h  six people 
being  the average (Lao PDR, 1988 Report; 
PDR's Report, 1 9 8 9 ) .  

The Lao believe that the foestup of a 
three month- pregnant woman has a soul. f f  
the foetus dies through miscarrage, they 
believe the child does not want to be born 
with the mother or it lmlonged to the wrong 
mother. If the mother wantrs to dentroy the 
foetus by abortion,   he is guilty of a crime 
against her own child, and it is a sin. 
Becau~e of thin belief, even i f  they are very 
poor, Lao women bear man children until they 
are no longer physical 1 y f i t .  Moreover, due 
to this belief it is very difficult to 
encourage family planning. However, a 1970 
etudy conducted by Wolff and Donnan (1970) 
among groetituter found that gfrle knew of 
 contraceptive^, although their urse, except for 
the condom, is almost nil. Nearly two decades 
later, in 1989, Nancy Volk found during her 



field trip in Vientiane's suburbs that bixth 
control was mainly confined to the  use of 
Dapo-Provera , which was brought by the s t a f f  
of the Public Health Ministry to women in 
these areas. Again according to Nancy Volk 
(1990), only a small number of women used the 
pills. Men do not want t a  use condoms, bnd 
they easily become a joking matter in tha 
village. 

The new government encouraged 5 bir* 
polioy aimed at increasing the national 
population, As in other countries of the same 
politiaal p r ~ u a s i o n ,  much as in the former ;, 
USSR (-on -. 1918) ,  there is 
currently in Laos no policy at a l l  for 
providing free contraception or family 
planning (Population Briefing Paper 1987) .  In 
the 1 9 8 0 ' ~ ,  stating that the nation waa still 
under-populated, the government tccelerated 
the pace  toward^ population growth, although 
there no adequate neasures were gaken to 
sustain this trend. There was no rpsci f ic 
laws or policies prohibiting the  use of 
contraoept ivs~, but there wns also no policy 
permitting or promoting family planning. 
Before 1989, &B there was no specific,laws 
or ordara prohibiting abortion, a woman went 
seek help from a private clinio. If she died, 
and if the practitioner was caught, he or she 
Was ~ u e d  for man~laughter, The 1989 Criminal 
Code r t i p u l a t e ~  in article 85 that abortion La 
now illegal. If no death occurle, the 
practitioner will be sentenced from two to 
five yearsgiaprieonment. If death occurs, he 
w i l l  be sentenced to between f ive  t o  ten 
yaaraOilapriuo~nt. A woman who has requeeted 
the abortion will be ~entenoed from three 
months to one year of imprisonment. 

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 year 
I-, 1987) .  The crude birth rate fs 
upward of 46 per 1,000 ( 
I989 ; Pf ietee, 1989: 18) . -th= * I  

r 

mortality rates fa  above 200/1000 (Ljunggren, 
1992:173). In 1988, 4 5  per cent of females 
,were of reproductive age ( P f i ~ t e r ,  1989:18), 
and fertility was vary high a t  6.8 children 
per woman (World Bank, 1990:PO). At the same 
t i m e ,  l i f e  expectancy for wamen is only 46 of 
age (EIU, 1988-89:28). 

In about 1984, a new trend was initiated 
in reaction to many problems derived from 
the former policy. As in the State  of Cambodia 
where a birth spacing policy was officially 
accepted in 1988 (Curtis G., 39891, so in Laos 
a campaign of birth spacing began for uhutales 
of reproductive agew for the first time ~ince 
the new regime. The LWU began to be sensitive 
to the stress on women over thia issue (w 
of, 1986:45),  but it was only in 1988 
that rome projects were initiated (Vongsnk, 
1988: 2 ,5 ) .  A t  present, opinion is in favour 
af the promotion of family spacing as a means 
of improving maternal and child health. The 
ideal number, according to Lao planners in 
1990 is to have a fsaily w i t h  lers than four 
to five children by the year 2,000, w i t h  a 
space of two to three years between each child 
(Phol~ena, 1990). According to our 1988 
eurvey, on the question of the desired n-r 
af children per family, 90 per cent of 117 
woman workers nt  the Tobacco Factory and at 
the  Weaving Faatory in Vientiane, aged between 
PO to 5 4 ,  said that their firat need was t o  
have fewer ohildren, with the ideal number 
being two to four (boys and girls). Only 1Q 
Per cant said they wanted nure than four. 



However, 90 per cent said that they did not 
know how to stop end did  not  know nny 
contraceptive methodls, If a woman does not 
desire more children, she does not know what 
to do (Ireson C . #  1988:49),  or from whom t o  
seek advice, because information on this 
subject is not available from either family 
services or the private sector. The 

( 2 5  mrch, 1989) found a similar 
situation among women in Vientiane: "The birth 
control? NO, we didn't haveR. So illegally and 
discreetly, some urban women have used pills 
received from their siblings living overseas 
or even through merchants from Thailand. 

The situation facing Lao women in terms of 
workload does not differ between the remote 
parts of the country and the town., where the- 
re are Borne advantages of modern l i f e .  Only 
the t v ~ e  of problems chanqes, while the basic 
;roblei remains the  same. 

nEqual pay for equal work" or "Same diplo- 
ma for the same 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 LWU stated 
that, "With the same work, women and men must 
have the same salary'. This ha8 since beon im- 
plemented, but the situation of "same diploma 
for same positionn has still not seen achie- 
ved, in particular in the private enterprise, 
although the government claims to ensure a 
woman s job according to her ability, Progress 
has occurred, when compared with the previous 
situation (LeBar and Suddard, 1967; Turton, 
1977 1 . For example, the two f male manaqers 

I interviewed at the Tobacco Factory in is88 
I said that they had the same position a= deputy 

chief of branches and earned the same salary 
I as men. 

I 
However, the  attention of the party and of 

the state wanes, the  old prejudices against 
women resurface. 

Do Hore W i t h  a Few: Gender Equality and Its 
Discrepancies 

The proportion of women in the party 
membership is very small, The reasons for  
this, are numerous. 

Despite t h e  construction of many 
kindergartens, women have problems coping with 
their children. They must care for them, so 
their husbands can get to the office on time. 
As a result women are late lor work or absent. 
Wonen are also vict imized in the selection 
procese for party membership in the following 
way. No woman is represented in the politburo, 
which is the main decision-making body i n  the 
country. At the Second National Congress o f  
the LPRP in 1972, only one woman among 14 men 
was elected, as an alternate member (Thayer, 
1983:90). Since  1955 she had served as 
president of the L;WU. A t  the Third National 
Congrus  of the LPRP held in 1982, four women, 
one of them again the president of the LWU, 
were elected t o  the CC of 49 mmers (u 
r c o n p r e s s  of 
of the LOW was held four year. later in 1988, 
and out of 51 full me.b.r. elected to the CC, 
four ware wanen, with an additional one woman 
eleated an alternate Wa)er (out of nine) 



( 
--04). By March 1991, at the 

of the Fourth CQnareSS 

Fi f th  National Congrese of t h e  LPRP, two more 
women were appointed as f u l l  members and two 
others as alternate members. Sisomphone 
Lovanxay , who wa5 Vice-President of t h e  SPA, 
and Head of the Organisation Department of the 

' 

CC of the party, and responsible for the 
arnmotion of cadres in both the  party and the 
administration, was asked by the  author about 
this under-representation of women. He 
responded flatly that I1women do not meet all 
the requirements." In 1988 ,  of the 27.09 per 
cent of the female members of the LSQU, 4 0  per 
cent are in the LPRY, 1 9 . 4 4  per cent were in 
the FLIU, and 9.19 per cent  were members of 
the  LPRP (m-, 1919888:42). This 
low ratio is not surprising because even 
nationwide, the total LPRP membership before 
1986 was only 4 3 , 0 0 0  (Stuart-Fox, 1986:66; 
Mikheev, 1985:58). This accounts for only 1.5 
per cent of the 3,584,804 inhabitants in the 
1985 census. According t o  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 (lWa&~.n, Feb. 2 6 ,  
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 G . ,  3989:160). In t h e  former USSR, 
more than 7 0  years after the Russian Revo- 
lution, only two women had been appointed to 
the politburo (Keller , 1989) , 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". Tho low number of women in 

I 
political bodies stems from the popular belief 
t h a t  i t  is still largely 'men's territoryt and 
o f t e n  incompatible with women's roles as 

i housewives and mother's lives. 
I 

I In fact ,  p o l i t i c a l l y ,  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 i n  a l l  
activities and fields to build up as well as  
t o  safeguard the country. The differentiation 
of general roles is manifested at a l l  levels 

I of socio-economic and cultural l i f e .  However, 
if we compare the situation with the former 1 regime, during any period of history from 1893 

I 
to the collapse of the  kingdom of Laos, we see 

I 

that  women had never been members of the 
government. Under the new regime, women have 
a t  least been promoted to various positions in 
government, even though there are still few 
women a t  the highest levels. Thus women still 
have limited input in policy-making. I n  the 
government, one woman was nominated to the 
level of vice-minister, and was then appointed 
as president of the  National Bank in 1982, A 
similar situation was also found in the former 
State of Cambodia (one woman of ministerial 
rank, a$ vice-minister of Health, Boua, 
1980:ll). Nine years later in Laos, after the 
Fifth National Congress of the LPRP i n  March 
1991,  four women were appointed as vice- 
ministers (Education, Health, LWU, and FLTU). 
There has a leo  been some progress i n  the 
employment of women in difgeront occupations, 
and in po6itions of high responsibility as  
directors in some ministries. In 1982, a table 
of the LWU produced by UNICEF (1987:70) 
illustrated the low representation of women in 
key decision-making positions at the 
director/managerial level in Borne important 
ministries. For example, there were three 



women to 3 3  men at the directorial level in 
I 

the Agriculture Ministry. In the Public Health 
I 
I 

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. 

I 
i 

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 (Be-of, 
1988a:32; 1988c:5). 

Most gavernment functionaries and 
technicians are men (. . .)  . Directors 
and heads of factories and work u n i t  
are almost entirely male (...). Wo- 
men are not proportionately repre- 
sented among the government minis- 
ters,  though rarely a ministerial 
department may be headed by a woman 
or a woman hay very occasionally 
head the ministry's provincial 
off ice, 

noted Ireson 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 How- 
ever, in the  qualified professions known as 
women's work, women are over-represented 
[Lnuma, 1992), for example, on the staff of 
kindergartens, where 95.62 per cent of the 
workers are female ( m t  of u, 1988b, 
1 : 5 )  . Lao women do play an important role in 
economic a c t i v i t i e s ,  and according t o  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 

I 
of the most gender-segmented societies in the 
world. This means that women are concentrated 
in certain occupations, such as teaching and - 

nursing. By comparison to other societies, in 
Laos, these two occupations are n o t  an 
enthusiastic area. 

Women are heavily concentrated in the dis- 
tribution sector, where 95 per cent of the 
workers are females ( & ~ ~ g a f - ,  1988bl 
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 (m-$ u, 1988b, 1:4 ;  1988c, 1:4). In tho public 
health service, female nurses were 71 - 5 4  per 
cent of the total (m-utka, 1988b, 
1 : 6 ;  1988c,  1 : 5 ) .  Women provided most of the 
low level civil servants, such as secretaries, 
typists and clerks (Vongsak, 1988:2; Inuma, 
1992 : 3 ) . In government services, only 22 per 
cent of employees are women ( i b i d .  ) . In the 
activities of state-run enterprises, where 
normally female employees normally fare bet- 
ter, they still make up only 51.88 per cent 

(mt of ths, 1988b. 1:4: 1 9 8 8 ~ ~  1 : 4 ) ,  
the majority of whom are labourers. Very few 
are enterprise heads (Heyzer and won Kean, 
1988), ane exception being the head of the 

Weaving Co-operative. This Co-ope- 
-0ntracted female weavers from out- 
side the factory, and i n  return they produced 
silk and cotton for them (interview, Septem- 
her 8.  1987 and Auguet 11, 1988: for more see 
Adams, 1987; Ng Shui Meng, 1987a; 1988). It is 
exactly these co-operatives that were the 
first t o  function without financial support 
from the state and have been revealed to be 
more productive than those which are state- 
sponsored. aItos not without surprise that an 
independent non-governmental woment= organisa- 
t f 0 n  serve& to educate a predominantly male 
government on their needs and po~sibls  role^ 
In women's productionn, wrote Adans (1987:3 ) ,  
after visiting this Weaving co- 



operative i n  1985. A t  the Honq Ngane Ya Sub 
(the Tobacco Factory eight kilometres away 
from Vientiane), according to my survey in the 
f i e l d  on August 10 and 11, 1988, there were 
ten work units total of 127 female and 92 male 
workers. Only two units were managed by women, 
and the three standing committee members of 
tho factory were a l l  men. A similar situation 
was found a t  (the. 
S a l t  Factory,- from Vien- 
tiane) in an interview conducted on August 1 2  
1988, it wan found that this factory comgriaed 
four work units (of 225 male and 71 female 
workers), which were administrated exclu-8 
s ive ly  by men. 

In many countries ,  i n  the profession of 
teaching, female teachers fill the role of 
"second motherw: it is a typical female Oc- 
cupation. It is paradoxical that in the Lao 
PDR, teaching has dropped from being a highly 
respected profession t o  one of t h e  least at- 
tractive (Wu, 1983 : 6 ) .  The number of female 
staff i n  the Ministry of Education  total^ only 
50 per cent (--aft 1988b, 1:5; 
1 9 8 8 ~ ~  1 : )  In the 1985 census, women ac- 
counted for 10,652 out of a t o t a l  of 30,0.03 in 
the education and cadre-training sector. Tho 
under-representation of women is even more 
stark at the primary level, with the number of 
female schoolteachers at the primary level 
being only 25.50 per cent  (m-a, 
1988b, 1:s; 1988c, 1:5 ) .  However, 95.62 per 
cent of kindergarten teachers are women 
( m t  TAW, 1988a:35; 1988b, 1:5).  A t  
the local level, the' eituation is similar (see 
for instance, Iresonfs 1989 survey), A t  the 
seoondary level, female schoolteachers make up 
only 23.42 per cent (w L W ,  3988b, 
1:5; 1988c, 1:5), and in the high achaals, 
32.97 per cent (- nf, 198813, 
1 : 5 )  . In the  health sector, despite slogan8 

such as  'Medical doctors have a good heart-li- 
ke mothers* (a rendering similar to the Viet- 
namese slogan nA doctor is like a good mo- 
ther", White, 1901:231), females in the 1985 
census totalled 5 , 7 2 8  out of 1 0 , 0 5 6  workers. 
More than one decade later, wonen made up only 
48.08 per cent of health workers; 41 .79  per / centof  femaleasdstant -phys ic ians ,  and57.05 
per cent of physicians (mrt of L W ,  I 1988b, 1:6; 1 9 8 8 ~ ~  1 : s ) .  TO sumrnc~rize, i n  the 
sectors mentioned above, considered as female 
njobsn, women are not represented i n  the 
numbers one might expect. 

Women 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 M?ng, 1987; 
Ireson C.  , 1988; Pf ister, 1989; Idu'ma , 1992). 
Ireson et a1. (1989:12) pointed out, nJ have 
never met or heard of a woman, district c h i e f ,  
sub-diratrict leader, or village head, though a 
few may ex i s ta# .  Ireson C. (1988:15-6) further 

While socialist ideology recognires 
the importance of women in the cons- 
truction of a socialist Laos, little 
has been done to improve women's si- 
tuation t . . . ) .  Gender equality is 
ritually espouaed by government of- 

I f i c i a l s ,  but no effective measures 
have been taken i n  t h e  political 
arena, the legal arena, or in social 
practices to change the traditio- 
nally subordinate position of women. 

This shortcoming ie not particular to Laos. b 
a i m i  lar situation occurred in the former USSR: 



One of the two women in the politburo, Mra 
Biryukova, stated that, "Few women have ad- 
vanced to the upper ranks of Soviet power 
( . . . ) , They [women] rarely rise to the topn 
(Kel ler ,  1989:lO). 

To Leave theooffice, So As To Prduce as Well 
a8 to made. 

For women, working is a matter of survival 
in Laos. It is remarkable to see these women 
create their own income strategies t o  a l l e -  
viate  poverty. The household work is invisible 
in national  account^, and undervalued as lWun- 
paid family labour", but by working outside of 
the role of home-maker to earn some money, 
women can improve their capacity to make de- 
cisions, and this in turn means an increaee in 
levels of self-reliance. 

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

Laos is,experieneing rapid development and 
change, economically 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 ciyil service jobs to help foster what i13 
off f cially called the "family economyn, with a a 

view to earning more money for the survivnl of 
the famf ly, and incidentally for the country'm 
economy. This shift is gaining lpomentum w i t h  
the increasing number of government personnel 

1 34 
being fired, as a result of drastic budget 
tightening. This policy began in the 1980s. 
proportionately, there used to be more women 
i n  the c i v i l  service than men, because in 1976 
all the workers#wfves and relatives from the 
former liberated zones, like those from the 
~ientiane zone, were integrated' in the state 
in a melting pot fashion. Those who had never 
typed learned to do so. Others were a l located  
to  work i n  kindergartens or in sectors not re- 

'quir ing any particular knowledge. The - 
(25 March, 1989) reported that, "To earn 

extra cash, some government o f f i c i a l s  have 
their wivee run personal businesses in the 
market, although this phenomenon is not much 
talked about .If An Itearly and voluntary reti- 
rementn really materialised in 1985-1986. Sin- 
ce then, women heve become more involved in 
trade, while men have dominated the political 
arena. Ireson at a1.(1989:13) stated: NSince 
government salarieta are so l o w ,  spouses of go- 
vernment workers must either engage in far- 
ming or gardening activities or work in the 
private sector to adequately support t h e i r  fa- 
milienmH 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 ae the owner or the 
manager, director, president of the company, 
as for  example , a t  the  Lao Inter Trade Inc., 
the Clothing Factory, the Bambao Trade Co. 
Ltd. (m f ~ p ,  0ctober 1991: 2 2 ) ,  or   our ism 
Off ice. 

The 'openness * introduced into Laos ha8 had 
also a aood effect. Thm 1988 foreign invent- 



ment code gives opportunities for women to 
brade. They have became dominant in t h e  tra- 
ding sub-sector. They ere on the move economi- 
cally, and have control over their own ear- 
nings, only because a male would be too asha- 
med to accept money from a female. Thus, f ema- , 

les have increased negotiating pos i t ions  and 
entered a different work role as an income- 
earner, or even as sole family support and 
breadwinner {see the Lao in Australia, Saykao, 
1985; Ngeosyvathn, 1993a) .  Women's autonomy in 
trade influences a couplets decisions in the 
family. In my field survey, in the Vientiane 
morning market, the market committee members 
interviewed said that there were 506 stalls, 
of which 318 were owned by Lao people, selling , 

mostly clothing and handicraft with 24 entre- 
preneurs selling gold. The stalls in the mar- 
k e t  were managed by husband and w i f e .  The hus- 
band plays the role of '!buyerH or "runner" of 
goods to feed the stall. The wife sells or 
buys. The license was registered under the w i -  
fe's name according to the agreement of both. 

For the sake of economic self-sufficiency , I 
many women left their off ice employment and 
became mods buyers or sellers of their own 1 
vegetables, fruits and poultry to the market. 
In Laos today, it is not unusual that familiar 
tend ta surviva economically by helping each I 

member more than in the past and every member 
contribute. to the work, such as in breedin6 1 
chickens, or pres~ing sugar cane water for 
soft drinks. In fact, the  work is dividrd I 

between each member, as Ka~st~eri et al ,=  
( 1 9 8 7 : 1 4 1 )  stated, "The mother turns the I 
machine for the Bugar, the Father puts the 
cane into the machine, the grandmother peelo 
itm . 

3 /  THE DYNAMICS OF FEMALE EXPERIENCES: 
BARRIERS, OUTCOMES AND SHORTCOHfHGS 

Through efforts i n  three f i e lds ,  the 
liberation of Lao m e n  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 problem give a 
particular feature to women'@ issues in the 
field of education. In social palicy and in 
the work place. 

In Laos, it was hfstarically anly men who 
were initiated into the pagoda's teaching.. 
The project to bring educational practices out 
of tha middle ages and into the  prelent day. 
particularly regarding women, took shape 
through the universal teaching of literacy and 
the professional training given to women. 

In 1975, 60 per c e n t  of the Lao population 
was illiterate, including 95 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 Hmong, 
illiteracy was 99 per cant (Yang Dao, 1974; 
see also  Lee, 1982). Under t h e  new regime, Lao 
of both sexes had the right and the oppor- 
tuni ty  to learn to read and write. In the 
early years of the foundation of the Lao P ~ R ,  
one of the  main measures taken by the new 
regime was to eradicate illiteracy in order to 



foster the development of people's political I 
conciausness. In the words of a foreign re- 
searcher who was in Laos in 1978, "li,teracy 
gives to the people the conecience of the i r  
dignity and the possibility of development" 
(Braunstein 1978:312). The implementation of 
this policy was due to tlrevolutfonary willn I 

rather than financial or material meens, As 
the previous Lao Prime Minister stressed, "tb 
eredfcate illiteracy, we appeal t o  the party, 
the army and all our citizens to  promote the 
spirit of revolutionary heroism which per- 
mitted us in the past to crush the  enemy, in 
order to crush today's ignorance, our new 
adversaryt1 (E), 26 January, 1977). 

The adult li>eracy campaign 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 organfsations, the army, and 
the population i n  general, It stated, I1Every- 
one, from Comrades ministers, directors, and 
Comrade presidants of the provinces down to 
employees, functionaries, young end old em- 
ployees, new employees, workers, easants, men 
and women, young or old, must str ! ve to study" 
(n, 26 January, 1 9 7 7 ) .  The state apparatus 
,reserved two  days per week (Tuesday and I 

Thur~day) to implement this policy. For those 
with a more advanced educetion, the state 
organised classes of professional improvement 
in subjects, such as accounting or management. , 
In rural localities, literacy cla~ses were 
alro introduced. Lao women, neglected for many 
years, wanted to learn, The desire to learn in 
there evening classes was moving. In their 
right arms they held their babies, while in 
their left hands they held a taok .  TeacherB I 
were either government cadres' or monks. 
Classes were given i n  t h e  available spaces of 

pagodas, of primary schools or in the district 
administration meeting rooms, which lit by 
torches when e lectr ic i ty  was unavailable. 
~uring this period, obstacles such as the lack 
of transportation did  not deter the enthusiasm 
and the w i l l  of men and women to learn. These 
I9studentsm1 were very proud when they received 
certificates awarded by the authorities con- 
cerned. A decade later, in 1984, illiteracy 
was reported to be entirely eradicated 
nationwide t-, December, 1985). In the 
Huaphanh, province, northern Laos, the district 
of Xieng Xhb2 was awarded a m, a 
UNESCO prize, for its tremendous efforts 
(-a u, 1986 ) . In 1988, another UNESCO 
prize, m, was awarded to a sub-district, 
-, in the district of m, Xieng 
Khuang province (-, 2 March 1989). 

The Lao PDR has recorded impressive gains, 
not  only in literacy, but alsa in the increase 
in the number of schools, students and tea- 
chers. From 1977-1978, the early years of the 
regime, there wore only 54 kindergartens; one 
decade later, kindergartens had increased to 
628  w i t h  28,982 children and 1,603 teachers. 
Primary schools, or m, numbered only 
4,444 in 1977-1978; just over one decade la- 
ter, by 1989-1990, the number of schools waB 
8,330. Lower secondary schools, or m, 
numbered 7 2  i n  1975-1976; by 1989-1990, the 
number of ~ c h o o l s  has increased to 640. The 
number of upper secondary schools or Udom was 
11 in 1975-1976, but by 1989-1990 there were 
110 (State Statistical Centre, 1990:117,119, 
121). Thus a tremendous expansion i n  the num- 
ber of  student^ occurred from 1975 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 (m of thr 
W t r v  of m, 1990, If:2). 



However, these attainments are not irre- 
versible. According to a UNESCO report, in 
1985 the number of illiterate people had 
increased to 3.6 per cent (UNESCO, 1985 : 8 9 )  , 
and was growing, because in some places people 
had forgotten what they had learnt through 
lack o f  practice. For example, before 1981, 98 
per cent of the population of Phonqsali pro- 
vince, northern Laos, were literate, but by 
1988 15,000 of 135,640 inhabitants of this 
province were once again illiterate.'l The 
Ministry of  ducati ion's Report in 1990 stated 
that in the whole country there were 300,000 
or 4 0  per cent of the population aged between 
15 to 45 years ,old who were still illiterate 
(Be~or t  of th-itrv of F-, 1990, 
I : 2 ;  II:1,5). Educational weak constitutes a 
hemorrhage of resources 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 a l s o  home t o  large ethnic minorities who 
still practised shifting c u l t i v a t i o n ,  although 
the government had persuaded many t o  abandon 
this itinerant culture (see also SUAN, 1989) .'' 
The low salaries of teachers has accelerated 
the decline in the level of edumation. As the 

Poet ( 2 5  March, 1 9 8 9 )  reported, "A 
teacher earns approximately 500 kip a month 
and a deputy director general salary's is 
around 1 , 0 0 0  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 storesn. There 
are other reaeons too for declining standards 
(Pfister, 1989:37), one being the lack of 
t ra ined- teachers :  the ADB reported in 1990 
that 35 per cent of primary and 1 4  per c e n t  of 
lower secondary school tedchers were 
untrained. 

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 fami ly ,  particu- 
l a r l y  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 minority groups have particular 
difficulties in attending ~chool, and tend to 
abandon school studies part way through, due 
not only to lack of financial support, but 
also i n  order to h e l p  i n  the home or to  look 
f o r  a job outside the home. Parents may prefer 
to educate sons and p u l l  daughters out of 
school. Education f o r  girls has o f t e n  played a 
secondary role (m PDRts m, 1989:28). 
Different gender roles contribute to 
discrimination against girls. Girls havg lower 
priority than boys when i t  comes to education 
in most families. In other words, girls are 
prone t o  drop out to satisfy family needs 
(m, Feb. 1, 1977; Maroczy, 1985a; Viravong 
M., 1987; Batson, 1988). In 1988-1989, al- 
though there was equal access nationwide to 
free education at all levels, girls repre- 
sented a low percentage of the enrolment at 
higher levels. For example, there were 40 per 
cent a t  Udam level. As one Lao woman resear- 
cher stated: tfAlthough there exi~ta no discri- 
mination per se in regard t o  education, women 
bear the negat ive  benefit due t o  sex diffe- 
rences and the role they are assigned by the 
society, at large and by the familys (Viravong 
M., 1 9 8 7 : 7 ) .  

The new regime insisted on the necessity of 
promoting education for both sexes of all 
ethnic qroups and raising their educational 



levels. It was hoped to integrate all ethnic 
groups into the national community, and in 
particular, to intensify the formation of 
women cadres from a l l  ethnic minorities. (Cha- 
gnon and Rumpf, 1982). Although, there are 
difficulties of f u l f i l l i n g  the policy of equal 
education in practice. 

The socia l  policy, although limited in 
scope both in design and implementation, was 
formulated to back up the policy af'promoting 
women as equals of men {Kamm, 1979). This was 
very unusual i n  Laos. A number o t  measures 
have been taken although unsystematically in 
these being free medical care, hospitalisation 
(at least before 1990), granting family 
allowances, and establishing kindemartens 
and daycare centres. 

Social Welfare, Free Medical Care and 
Hospitalisation 

Within the bounds of what was possible the 
Lao government has taken measures aimed at 
women's liberation and the realisation, of 
their riqhts 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 t o  work. 

On March 11 1987, the Second National 
Conference on Health reported that in the 
decade from 1976 to 1986, the number of 
medical personnel at the higher level had been 
increased by 7 4 2  per cent, 6 3 3  per cent at the 
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middle l e v e l ,  and 58 per cent at the lower 
level. At present, the country'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 30,000 
inhabitants (Jlao PDRts w, 1989; LaePDB, 
J988 Re-). Medical schools have been 
created: one medical university, and f ou r  
medical schools for the middle level (m, 1987: 18). 

The government has also shown its concern 
for the health of mothers and chi ldren 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 tho 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 
1990, people have had to pay for their hos- 
pitalisation, including medicine. The low 
income of most families poses great problems. 
While a t r i p  to the sub-district centre may be 



tolerable, the journey t o  the provincial  or to  
the central hospital is often unattainable. 

Family Allowances 

Women employed in the  public services, as 
well as in state enterprises received a small 
premium on their marriage, and at the birth of 
a child. They get  a post-natal allowance and 
a h a  a family welfare payment equivalent to 
the average wage of a middle government wor- 
ker. A woman who i% a state employee has ma- 
ternity leave lasting three months, with a 
f u l l  regular wage. She can work up until 
childbirth, or she can have one month o f f  be- 
fore the birth and two months afterwards. In 
general, women prefer t h e  option of three 
months following delivery. After three months, 
i f  her health condition requires more rest, 
she can aek her superior for an extension. 
However, in some fomer conservative co-ope- 
ratives, the mother waB expected t o  return to  
work 15 days after giving b ir th .  (Pi~cus~ion 
with Boupha, August 2 8 ,  1908). 

Family allowances for children took the 
form of two-thirds payment in rice and one- 
third i n  money. Sinue 1989, t o t a l  payment ham 
been in money.'3 Women workers who go for tra i -  
ning for a short or long period, i n  country or 
overseas, receive R 

Another measure taken by the new regime to  
l ighten #a burden on women was the  establish- 
ment of kindergartenr. An unprecedented post- 
war baby born led to the urgent creation of 
kindergartens. Hence, the kindergarten assumed 

a fundamental r o l e  i n  the education system, as 
er place where m a 1  1 children might be aociali- 
sed life (u N v a w ,  December, 1986). 

In the first few years of the new regime, 
ministries and etats enterprisers built kin- 
dergartens with whatever materials were avai- 
lable to meet needs. Children were looked af- 
tor only during working hours, However, after 
a trial period, children could be cared for 
all day. Women could come to  breast-feed their 
babies a t  the kindergarten located at their 
work place. Kindergartens were also created at 
the local leva1 or in agricultural co-operati- 
ves in order t o  help those parents not working 
in the s ta te  services. In remote areas, women 
organfssd themselves, such aer on the outskirts 
of Luang Prabang, i n  the village of Pong Van, 
where they formed n daycare eentre. m~heir 
children gathered in a big house while their 
mathers worked in the fields. That was the be- 
ginning of a kindergartenM, reported Haroczy 
(1985a:17; 198Sb:4). 

After a deaade the Vientiane municipality 
had 1 4  kindergartene and 38 pre-schools (Vian- 
-, N0v.4, 1986) ,  while up t o  1955 the  
whole country only had one pro-school (Kea- 
luangkot, 1959:445) .  In 1977-1978, there were 
54 kindergartene and daycare centres with 
2,358 children in the  whole country. One de- 
cade latar, in 1988-1989, the number had in- 
creased to 628. De~pfte these figures, the  
situation is atill grim. A former Lao Prime 
Minirter, unnerved by the unsettled rftuation, 
he had the opportunity to witnear on his ex- 
ten~ive t r i p  around the country, sa id  openly 
that he would %a longer tolerate the situa- 
tion where our worker-sistet~ must bear the 
extra burden of their youngrters at their work 
placesn (--of, 1986838). It ie 
common to see moms mothers brinqingtheir off- 



spring into political seminare or classes (see 
a similar eituation i n  Cambadia, Boua, 1982: 
3 0 7 ) .  In weaving factories such as 'm 
(Weaving Factory), it is dangerous t o  mind 
babies and at the  same time work on looml, 
only for the mother but the  baby too (Dis- 
cussion with  Sitphaxay, September I s t ,  1988) 
In some places ,  the number of creches are not 
enough to meet demand. Ob~tacles t o  developing 
creches in the state-sectors, as in local ad- 
miniatration, still e x i s t .  Nationwide, only 
2.2 per cent, of children between two years of 
age can go to kindergarten, and in Phongsali 
province in northern Leos, cradle of the Lao 
revolution, only 0.1 per cent of the children 
were admitted t o  kindergartens (-.off 

trv of -, 1990,1f!2). Throughout 
the country only eight per cant of children 
aged between three and five yeare attend the 
gre-achaol system (Ibid.]. 

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 im- 
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 proa- 
perous and progressqr (XP, December 5 ,  1975). 
To overcome the economic blockade decreed by 
Thailand, particularly from 1975 to 1976, the 
new people's power in Labs 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, their yards into pond. Even t h e  lawn8 of 
some ministries were transformed into vegeta- 
ble gardens. During tho first years, eapecial- 
ly from 1975 to 1978, most state organisatione 
had an orchard, henhou~e, pigpen, or farm. 
Most of the workforce were workers waiting to 
be alloted to co-operatives or state farms. 
This wap an heroic period when the entire 
population of the Lao  town^ 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, L a  women actively participated in 
reviving the economy of the country. Many 
urban women, who wera ignorant of rice culti- 
vation, and who had nevar walked in the mud, 
volunteered to work and live, temporarily, in 
centres for the  eon~truction of dams, or in 
state production co-operatives (Chaddack and 
Ruesell, 1 9 8 9 : 1 4 ) .  They worked' side-by-side 
with isleterrs 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 ~ingle, 
driven by the will to be useful to the coun- 
trl, willingly left their fanily and their 
ch ldren to go and work for ten to fifteen 
days on various construction project.: digging 
a canal near the capital; working on the well- 
known pro jsets a t  - [Suans river). - - , . 
and (Hum river), or at m2 'w I north of Vientiane." Wan women in Vientiane 
joined in the conetruct on of roads, d m ,  f 
hoepitais, schools and public buildings. 
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Beside their own active and direct parti- 
cipation, Lao women also encouraqsdthsir hum- 
bands and  relative^ to contribute to the cons- 
t ruct ion of roads, e~peoially numbers nine and 
13, ,which link Laom to coastal Vietnam. The 
work l a ~ t e d  for nany months. When the collrc- 
t i v i s a t i o n  movement was launched in 1977, it 
constituted a huge challenge to the traditio- 
nal way of l i f e .  The crucial negotiating pori- 
tiona taken by women in t h i s  period is ohown 
in the fact that Lao w o m n  exercised an influ- 
ence in convincing peamsnts to join in, Aa an 
official docwent stated: "the Lao women have 
reegonded positively to the appeal af the gar- 
ty to establish agricultural co-operativer. I n  
many places they have encouraged their hus- 
bands and their f u i l y  to joinu (- 
M, 1986:9-10). In the industrial and 
trade sectora, women have recorded euccersful 
outwts,  and displayed their leadership: as 
for bxmgle the co-operatives of -, 
and Sa &, where women set an example for 
m1e;nanagerr to aspire to .  There are am well 
othet joint-venture. i n  the Vientiane munici- 
pality (Xbid. Maars, 1987). 

XO rural areaa, thingm move deswrate ly  
plow. Rural w e n  have to shoulder many taska 
that have remained unchanged since the days of 
their great  grandparent^. These include the 
back-breaking fob of carrying and fetching 
water, the moist ~ltrenuou~ and tedious taek in 
remote areas where wslking long distances from 
home require@ one t o  two hairs per day (Ireson 
C. ,  1988: 199a; Zreson e t  a1.1989). Accordfnq 
t o  the study conducted in 1985 by mrocrary, 
colleotinq prater im wommn9m work performed 98 
per cent of the ti- by women and only 2 
cent b men in Vimntiane . Genmrally , accord ng r P' 
to th a study, women worked two hours w 
than men par day (Warocay, 1985b) 3 and l i t t le  
has changed. Since 1975, -men ahoulder a 
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greater variety of tmkr than ever before, as 
the editor of the magazine, Dara 
Viravong noted (interview, 3 March, 1987): 
nNowadaye, a Lao woman works four times more 
than a man  doe^, while in the old times, ehe 
worked only three time8 moren. On a day t o  day 
bash, women spend more tine in different &a- 
tivitier than men and have less time to rest 
OF to sleep. If they have a spare time, moet 
men take a nap i n  the afternoon, but it i s  ra- 
re t o  sea Lao women indulging themselves. In 
t o t a l ,  Lao women e p n d  approximately 13 to 18 
hourm per day working, seven days a week. As 
the majority o f  Lao women are merit-makers, 
they wake up one or two hours earlier (Diak- 
man, 1989:2) than the rest of the family to 
perfom household chores: t o  husk t h s  day'e 
rice,  whioh takem more than one hour (Treeon 
C. ,  1992:9); t o  prepare food to offer to the 
monks; and to take aare of children going off 
to achool, before they themeelves go to work. 
Women overoroxk from early dawn to late dusk 
because they have been educated to ba indefa- I tigable. They return from work after 5 p.m. 
and oontinue t h e i r  housework, such as owking. 
They stop working at about 9 p ,  at. or aometimen 
later i f  they have to attend meetingr, for 
example, at the village camittee, LPRY, LWU, 
FLTU, LmC, LPRP, or militia. Some r t a y  up one 
t o  three hours after everyone elee has gone t o  
sleep t o  weave (Dickman, 1989:2). Female tile 
allocation for household chores, childcare, 
and ~ocial activitfer ranges from eight to tan 
hourlp a day. It appeam that the fumil mndea- r vours to overcaw t h i s  problem by red etribu- 
ting work among the hurband and children, par- 
ticularly female children, who frequently nir8 
sohool. Women play s role am individuals, as 
mnbtarhi of a frunily and household, and am mm- 
brar of a roeiety and c o m i t y .  V h e  *newa 
Lao woman, not only rssponmible for house- 
hold maintenance and the traditional agricul- 



tural and production t a s k s  I...), she must be 
involved in village grojectr and learn to read 
and write. Clearly without more help or n real 
reallocation of women'e work, Lao women have 
only been libarnted to work hardmrH , stated 
Ireson C. (1988:17). Laos is still one of the 
ten poorest countries in the world, so it fa 
not surprising that  t h e  situation of urban Lao 
women, as well as thosa from rural areas, is 
as hard as  their sisters i n  other poor coun- 
trie~, such as Bangladesh, Indonesia and Ne- 
pal. In a study of countries in the Asia-Pacf- 
fic region, man were found t o  work between 40 
to 75 hours per week, and women 2 1  hours more 
(Ben, 1988; - I 1 9 8 9 ) .  

Although 60 per cent of women are engaged 
in agricultural work (Vong~ak, 1988; ADB, 
19891, the new organieation of the work force 
into co-operatives (see more Evans, 1990)  d id  
not take into account a l l  the additional ac- 
tivftie~ that women have t o  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 atatistics for work, When jobs were 
allocated i n  the co-ogsrativeu. Furthermore, 
for the same task carried out in the co-opera- 
tivea, men and woman were not squally remu- 
nerated. Hen got 200 work points while women 
received only 120 for t h s  same task (Maroc~y, 
1985a:17; on the unfairness of the p i n t s  sys- 
tem see Evans, 1990:163-4). Thim situation waa 
reeognised by the former president of the LOQU, 
Khamgheng Boupha in e personal interview on 
Segtembar 26, 1988. On the question of work 
points allotted to women, she confirmed that, 
"The co-operatives gave lower workf ng p i n t r  
t o  women than to man, the L W  knew it and we 
proposed to the co-operatives to rmviea thi5 
problem. T h i ~  unfair count is due to men who 
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conmider femples are a weak sexn. The same 
inequality of treatment was found in various 
co-operativem, fn an agricultural co-operative 
in Champassak province, the organising com- 
mittee explained without any ombaressment that 
woman were to be credited lower than men, Ars 
the only woman among a group of male collea- 
gues paying a visit to t h i s  co-operative i n  
1988, I expressed my surprise a t  and di~agree-  
ment with such an injuetice 13 years after the 
change of the regime. The representative of 
the Youth organisation intervened to  streas 
that,  "Women could not dedicate a l l  their 
strength for eo-operative activities, because 
some are physically very feeble while others 
are often pregnantn. I forcefully objected, 
but he merely repl ied by s t a t i n g ,  are 
doing wrong and we are inexperienced, and we 
are going to remedy itt!, During the discus- 
sion, most of the women of the co-operative, 
sitting nearby, were totally mute. Hawover, 
inequalities in work points allotted to woman 
and men existed not only in Laos. In China, 
men received seven t o  nine work goint~, while 
women got s i x  t o  seven (Whyte, 1982:132), and 
for Vietnamese women got only t e n  work points 
as opposed to mtan'e fourteen (White, 1986: 
148). I n  Vietnam some women in co-operatives 
criticized openly the unfair d i s tr ibut ion  of 
work points (ibid. ) . Women in Laos seemed sen- 
s i t ive  to  such i n j u s t i c e ,  but they were often 
embarrassed to voice their thoughts openly for 
they are imersed in the traditional custom of 
politens~s t o  men, who still uphold the old 
mentality of male superiority. Perhapa, it i a  
due to apathy too. Harocey (198Sb:4) noted 
this inequality in the distribution of work 
points, and expressed surprise that, lgwonen 
didn't find it strangen. 

As co-operatives were dissolved after the  
introduction of the "New Economic Managementn, 



the "work pointsmw debate is now obsolete. How- 
ever, the underlying problem remains the same. 
The LWU pretended problems did not exifst when 
it reported that, "In our country, Lao women 
are no longer ~truggling f o r  their rights a- 
gainst men as in many other placesn (Vongsak, 
1988:l). A similar view was expressed in V i a t -  
nam: when Duong Thi Duyen, director of the 
Vietnam Women's Union Department of fnterna- 
tional Affairs, was asked whether there were 
any differences between men and women deputies 
in recent debat- over economic qusstiona, she 
replied: "It is not a male/famalr iswe, be- 
cause everyone agrees on the need to find the 
best way. The real problem is devising prac- 
tical measures. The country needs expert=, not 
nwomenw or mmenwf (Hunt, 1987:S).  

August 1975 is s month marking an important 
event in Lao history, It is also a month with 
historical significance in the  political life 
of the Lao people. Those living in that period 
will not forget it. It wag 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 
Revoluti~nary Committee of Admini~tration of 
the People of the Vientiane Municipality. Thia 
Committee wag composed of one woman and seven 
men. Article 32 (chapter 8 )  of the Prime Mi- 
nister's Decree No 419/PC, 5 June 1975, en- 
dorsed on October 5 1975, by the PGNU, related 
to the democratic liberties of the  Lao people. 
It noted: nAll citizens, without distinction 
of ethnic minorities, sex,  social status and 
c lasa ,  faith, rich or poor, whatever the leva1 
of their education, profession, the duration 
of their settlement, if over eighteen they 
have the right to vote and to be mlected f n  
different organs of the state.  Those who want 
t o  ba elected as representatives of Aesemblime 

152 
of People must be over twenty-onevw." The f i r a t  
national election was organised in November 
1975 and woman were fully involved as members 
of the electoral committee for the Vientiane 
~unicipality. This municipality was composed 
of four districts (meuang), and fifteen sub- 
districts (tassaengs). Of 101 people elected. 
on1 y 21 were women (m, 11 November, 1975)  . 

I 

The outcome was, however, an advance; nearly 
fourteen districts elected at least one woman. 

A t  the s u h i t ,  on December 2nd 1975, the 
~ational Congress of ~epresentatives of the 
People, elected by successfve local assem- 
blies, chose 45 members against four women for 
the SPA ( E l  5 December, 1975) .  Compared to 
the former regime, a step forward had been 
taken. In 1958, only one woman, a member of 
the leftwfng or the NLHX, had been elected to 
the Representative Assembly as against 58 men 
representing s i x  different political parties 1 (Ngaosyvathn, 19936). Fifteen years later, in 
1974, two women were elected to the Assembly 
(Phimmasone, 1974:977). Although women had 
made gains in 1975, the results of the second 
national election for the current NA, held in 
March 1989, were unsatisfactory. Women candi- 
dates gained five seats while men numbered 
7 4 . "  Between the two national elections, the  
number of women in the SPA had decreased three 
by per  cent. The third national election took 
place in 1992 and women won 5 out of 85 seats. 
So women won a more few seats than in 1989. 
However, in February 1993, the NA approved the 
Parlimentary Standing Committees and s ix  sub- 
committees, and there were no women. 

Through efforts in three fields, the libe- 
ration of Lao 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. 



Ultimately, while impressive progress has 
been made, many institutional and cultural 
barriers to equality between the sexes conti- 
nue to exist, for, as stated a Lao woman, "Po- 
licies on women are drawn up by menqf (Viravonq 
M., 1987:lO). Socialism has not live4 up to ita promise, 

The collapse of the communist model in the 
former USSR, and other Eastern European coun- 
tries, underlinem the change in the develop- 
ment path Laos chose t o  follow after 1975. Lao 
women*s hopes that the socialist revolution 
would lead to the improvement of t h e i r  social 
situation have have yet t o  be fulftllec3, This 
case study focurnsed on Lao women's attempts to 
portray themselves a8 something other than 
passive victims awaiting salvation from out- 
s i d e ,  either through Buddhi~m or the atate. 
The rapid social and economic change in Lq- 
has put tremendous prePsureEs on the family,  
and on women in particular. They have bean 
called upon to mustain and reproduce the fami- 
ly, and have clone so w i t h  a resilienae and re- 
erourcePulness which coatmanda respect. Male nt- 
titude~ and male-dominated pol i t i ca l  struotu- 
res have prevented women from bcoming equal 
partners in tha developraent of the country. It 
is n o t  simply the problem of poverty which  ha^ 
been responsible for the paucity of the budget 
allocated to women's program. Tbm reasonu ha- 
ve more to do than political as well as 8tra- 
tegic issues. Women have had t o  fight to gat 
the ir  denrands put on the agenda of the dwi -  
sion-makers, or gireply to have their voice 

, heard in p o l i t i c a l  debate. 

obstacles t o  inatftute sienificant change 
for women Pa not  uncommon. One uan only per- 
severe. This ie the fate of womrrn ,&I Laos. 

Thim book has tried t o  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 s t u d i e s  of women, particularly those of 
'minority tribes, which form the backbone of 
Lao people. In another direction, 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 k n h  of South-East Asian coun- 
tries. The wealth of primary materials refer- 
red to in this book provides an introductory 
invitation f o r  further work. Until further re- 
eearch 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 
a comparative approach. 
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W 1 s  people and tow& bim i n  bopfrq h keep keep# at be); MR we 
details in ~ t b i v o r ~  (1967:2?); and also in Thailand, see Bantbao Southl 
6!nq #wg ltruPg (1984:81-84), 

56, See a h  Paltier (1988:lM) ; such as Tbe King of Toads I-) 
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60. See Dsydiet (1952:57): V o a g k o t R a b a  (l982:9), Bvea afta rewttlerent in 
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61, ha Winra~one P, (1974:971), De Rehacb (1911:169) noted, Vf the son- 
in-larr coles to live with the prentsl-in-law, the nlnbet of dowries are 
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ganerally by the w, ree Hatchamong (1987%-65, 71-3, 76-9); Berlfe 
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anything, If tkm@ bad luck, k husband dies, she k n t t  have tbe rlqht 
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67. Cf. Sayeanuy (1%4:15); also kluasone P, (1911:978), Article 109 of 
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69, Sea ((totalled of 10,000 wives) (L970:161 Peltiar, 1988:291)1 
in Buau (60,000) (w rlm ealtier,  1988:U6); in Wbk 

(60,0001 (see also Peltfor, 1988:2761; 'Q&& (The Ring of T&) 
(1910:25,36), 

70, fiis fact has been alm &errred in Thailand, 

In tbe newspapers there are o b  reports abwt jealous 
wives castratfag arrant hrtsbands, Eere is an interesting 
erarple of a sli@tly different tone : in 19%, a story 
circulated arong tbe Thai tbat oertrfns cbericals wed by 

I the brim aqallrst tbe Viet bq vare nw baing utllised 
I by V i e t n a m  reiugees qainat the Thais, T h e  substma, 

plrt into Thi I d ,  bad a peculiar kind of pllutfag effect: 
It wu causirq Thai men's p i -  to drink1 This story 
illustrab h ~ w l  and political paranoia rirror each 
other: mwwl potency and p~litical p r  are parallei. 
h t s  Wpariorrior' puer in th private dorain of tbe Moor, 
be it in  the hwe or w b o r W ,  and  hi^ spiritual 
superiority as & i d  by b y s t  belid aad practice 
aeloct  hi6 antrol over worn in society (Nh, les0:22), 
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73, BI rim pmtity hpnb on the cbil&emtr qs, Parilies.reaiw from 
nine to 23 kUoqrm par person per ronth, If the child is aged betwrea five 
and tea, he reoaivw 13 Irilqrm of ricer and if h fs fror ten t o  15 years 
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kilogram, and thm vho me at sec- Bcbool receive 23 kilogram, Tbe 
W#, hnber 97 on k e & r  1N9, sxteads tbe flwily all- to 
children. As BVm (1949b:22) stresssd, nMbeiore 1988, sthte erployees 
reaived approxilately 901 of a i r  ularies i n  a Upd of payrant s y s h  tbat 
functiord as - I form a atate - controlled m r a p t l o n ,  Wloym we 
P o d  to um mpm (what public wan& cawtically refer to u their 
unonthly bk wnuyw) b t  could be only in designated state sbp 
for a liutsd mPbar of (Irben available) wboee lw priess we firad by 
the qovm#ntR, bfter 1990, with hi# inflation, the gwer~rsnt allmd 
farlly allcraaces only in roPey. 



74, If tbdr etdfes are &&er h one year, d perform! i n  tbe owlaw, 
s M t a  rwive 1 ~ )  por cmt of tbslr wul waqe plus allamwee for tbefr 
children. If a i r  studia m mre tban ow year,  they mive PQ w ant 
of thir wage plw cbil&enre rllouwca, If a i r  s M i w  are conducted in a 
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with allowpess for saeb child. Lf tho study ts lo~ger thaa oas yrar and it 
the man is single, sbe does not get her uhry but miw a special 
pseriua. If &m is wried, a preriua of her off ieisl wition is allwd t o  
her. If the wid of study k lore thn four yeas, sba wuld w i v e  only 
tbe dlmw for her children (Cf .  Decra I m k  831 of ht&br 22, 1986 of 
tba P l d ~  baittee on th application of tha Muu tor Training and a 
Decxae Mk 58 ot hptelber 1986 on tb Sysh of Ulawancs for trainw 
and StWnb). 

7% I n  tbe heart of all Lao In Vi~tlaa a t  that tlle, t b y  remk it like 
it veaar y e s m y .  

76, Ratitied by tbe #;l[r nlathq to tba election of Owacilu and eligibility 
for elatlorn of W l y  of pqle  repmentatlw snd the Wstratiw 
4th a t  diffarent levels, Thi~ was BdOPtQd at tb 4U dlmy -ion 
in 1973 of tbe Cmgrw of Il#X om oFtobet 5, 1915 lrnd of ths P6W. Micb 
om of the decrae, officially adopted by tha XSU in ita 4th hhrdianry 
Swim held pn October 5,1975, ~tipulahd tbr ma condith for ehatlm 
for tbe ewPcil of Mplels Reprmbtim and tbs Mdnistrativa CdtW 
at diitemt leuale. This bss bm ramdinad by artlcle 23 of the nw 
WMtitution, 

n, air under repmntatfon erpldned tbat a#q 16 pinoes  a ~ d  we 
mdclpllty, 11 did aot h e  auy t d e  d t e s ,  for the resulb in 
p t o v h h l  lewls, me ( 3 ,  5,, 6, 7, 12 and 13 Dacukr, 1918; 

27, 19891, 

Transliteration 

U B  6 ' H  ma L W 'pH m 3  W 

L 1 P t n H  U M  IJ PH 0 ' A  

1 C  fl 'KH 8 l U ' M  d S d Y 

n D  8 KH U N S x  3 N G  
n T  6 IR U l U ' N  m T H  fl3 'NG 

3 F m s ~  u NY q 'TH 

n ~ o ' ~  mu 'NY D V 

2 .  Vowels 

a :  a x q  i : #  

I 0 i x . eu:  2 
I 

eu W 
i u: ; 5 e :  c x e  

e c x  ae :  uxb ae ~x 
0: 7x8 o Px 8: t x l :  

I e ii oe:  c;t 
oe  G R  

I i a :  CxUz i a  C X U  ue: Pat 
ua ?a eua: C # Q  eua G ~ Q  

a i I x  a o c j i ~  am27 O ~ Z Q U  

ay x w  a e v  a m  en 3 1 ~  
I 
I ane x~ a :  ng %3 ang x ~ 3  

OhnB X Q ~  ong 63 uay ~ 3 7 ~  

/ 80 ~ 5 1  uarn x o ~  urn qu om f u  



en G ~ U  Cang Rag a:m l t 7 U  

ok Bn ak En iam xfiu ian KSU 

u y  gu e :  k 'In one xQU i b  %U 

an x l u  ob %u ung a3 ork xsn 
i t  ak 9n uaeng Uuo3 e b  CaU 

ohng 1x03 ong W3 ab X?U ing 83 
in #u eu:k 8n eng G X 3  orne xQU 

o n l u  un;u auanpcgag oht ?en 
ark  X7n usng ~ 0 3  iao XJD o t  a0 

ok Rn av xqo iang wag uan rail 
oen C$U 

I only used t w o  tonal accents XI  and x 2  
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