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Labor Migration and the Norms Regarding Women in Northeast Thailand

—Transitions in Women’s Labor Migration Since the 1970’s—
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Although it had not been customary for women to migrate alone in Northeastern villages,
in today’s Thailand, women’s labor migration to domestic and foreign cities from rural
villages has become a constant. Since the Thai government initiated its economic
development program aimed at industrialization in the 1960s, unmarried women have
begun to go to the Bangkok metropolitan area to work. In these labor markets, unmarried
women who were both skillful with their hands and free of responsibilities with regard to
husbands and children were needed. The purpose of this paper is 1) to consider the
changing trends of women’s labor migration in the context of women’s life cycle and
changing position in the household, 2) to examine how the norms regarding women in
northeast Thailand have affected women’s choices on labor migration in one particular
village. The data which is analyzed was gathered during my anthropological research in a
village of Mahasarakham from June 2004 to January 2006.

This paper consists of four parts. Part 1 considers significant issues regarding labor
migration study from the perspective of gender. Part 2 examines the transition of labor
migration in northeast Thailand by comparing gender and generation. Part 3 analyzes
what norms regarding women have affected women’s choices on labor migration by
considering the transition of women’s labor migration in one particular village of
northeast Thailand. Part 4 considers how the norms on woman have affected women’s
choices on labor migration by considering married women’s choices on labor migration. In
this paper the main stress falls on the effects of and changes in the norms regarding
women in northeast Thailand. Although women’s labor studies in Thailand focused on
temporary migrant workers from rural northeast who were exploited as poor laborers
[Mills 1999], there has been little discussion on the conditions of life in the villages that
made it possible for people to migrate as laborers. This paper aims to explore the
conditions for the women’s mobility to work outside their village in northeast Thailand by
analyzing how women began to leave their village for work, and how women’s mobility
unfolded in a particular village.
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