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Labor Migration and the Norms Regarding Women in Northeast Thailand 

Transitions in Women’s Labor Migration Since the 1970’s

KISO Keiko 

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. 

.

labor 

migration

1970

― 55 ―



1961-1966

[Pawadee 1982

Suwanlee 1984]

(seasonal migrant)

[Textor 

1961 ] 1980

[Delaet 1999

2-3]

1960

1)

1960

2

 [Goldstein 1972 Sternstein 

1965 1971 Suwanlee 1984 ] 3)

[Goldstein 1978] circular 

migration [Parnwell 1986]

 [Thorbek 

1987]

[Pasuk 1982 71]

― 56 ―



No.7 2007 

1960

[Muecke 1981 468-470]

than samai

[Mills 1999 163-170]

1970

2

1970

3

4

2.

― 57 ―



58km

10km

1 19

- 2005 [ ]

lao 2005

592 [Ongkanborihan suan 

tambon Samrong 2005] 80

3km

― 58 ―



No.7 2007 

7

 [  1988]

5)

6)

50

siwit khong hao

(1)

19 20

1868-1910 1855

nai hoi

[Thawisin 1982 57-59]

18

― 59 ―



[  2000 80]

1947

 [Keyes 1989 90] 1950

sam lo

circulation

[Textor 1961 1]

1963

20

[Keyes  1966 313-314]

1960

ha na di

[  1988

26-39]

[Penporn 1985

423]

1960

 [Penporn 1985 423]

[  1988 36-40]

1963 1970 100

10

47 72

[Suehiro 1989 184-185]

[  1997 39-40]

1960

[Pawadee 1982 Suwanlee 

1984  Porpora and Lim 1987]

― 60 ―



No.7 2007 

1970

1977-1981

khrongkan sangngan nai 

chonnabot

[  1992 36]

1970

1973

1980

 [Stern 1997 234]

[Mills 1999 45] 

1997

45 36

56

22

59 [Richter et al. 

1997]

9

3,788

[Krom Sawatdikan 2005] 7)

(2)

2004 2005 2004

12 2005 5 1970

8)

1960

― 61 ―



9)

1970

1980

1982

1980

1990

60

10)

2004 2005

21

80

6

8

2000

1990

2000

1 2002

1970 2000

[ ]

2000

― 62 ―



No.7 2007 

1970 2000

[ ]

1970 2000 [ ]

1990

2

80

3

1970

-2 1980

8

― 63 ―



1

1950 1990

2

11)

1970

2000

3.

(1)

20

[Tambiah 1970 12]

len sao

[Kirsch

1966 372]

[Kirsch 1982 22]

[cf.  1996 158]

― 64 ―



No.7 2007 

[Keyes 

1984 229] 1970

― 65 ―



(2)

1970

1990 3

1 1970

1973

2005 57

1973

25

1973

12 M

5

25

1974 14

22

― 66 ―



No.7 2007 

10

2 1980

1983 7

7

3

2

8 3

4

2

7

3 1990

2

1986 6

18

20

22

29

― 67 ―



1980

1 2

1990 3

1970

8 8

1980 40 19

11 1990 1990

30 16

1970 1980

1990

(3)

1970

1984

1980

40

1980 2

1

1973

-1

2 W

4

W

W

1

― 68 ―



No.7 2007 

1973 M K T

[ ]

1970

2005

len sao len bao

4.

1

[cf. Pasuk 1982 Mills 1999]

[Mills 1999]

M K T

― 69 ―



(1)

1970

Ong 1991 287 Mills 

1997 48

1970 80

1 30

1970 2000

[ ]

32 34

1970

10 20

20

1990

― 70 ―



No.7 2007 

1990

3

2 W

B

2

B

13)

(2)

1990

1990

1990

3 N

80

-3

2004 10 W

― 71 ―



50 D 8 5

2

2005

D 4

W 500

1990 2

3 N

(3)

1970

― 72 ―



No.7 2007 

1990

1990

2 1997

P

P 1990

2000

1990

[Pasuk 1982]

[Mills 1999]

― 73 ―



5.

[Pasuk 1982 71]

1990

4 P

1990

― 74 ―



No.7 2007 

klum mae ban

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

― 75 ―



11

12

13

Adul Wichiencharoen.1960. Movements of Population within Thailand. Journal of Public 
Administration 1 225-232. Bangkok Tammasat University.

Central Statistical Office, National Economic Development Board. 1962. Thailand Population Census, 
1960. Bangkok Central Statistical Office, National Economic Development Board. 

DeLaet, Debra L. 1999. Introduction: The Invisibility of Women in Scholarship on International 
Migration. In G. A. Kelson and D. L. DeLaet (eds.), Gender and Immigration. London: Macmillan 
Press, pp.1-17.

1996
pp.148-173

1988
Goldstein, Sidney. 1972. The Influence of Labor Force Participation and Education on Fertility in 

Thailand. Research Report No.9. Bangkok Institute of Population Studies, Chulalongkorn 
University. 

______ 1978. Circulation in the Context of Total Mobility in Southeast Asia. Honolulu East-West 
Population Institute, East-West Center. 

2000
Keyes, Charles. F. 1966. Peasant and Nation: A Thai-Lao Village in a Thai State. Ph. D. Dissertation. 

Cornell University. 
______ 1984. Mother or Mistress but Never a Monk Buddhist Notions of Female Gender in Rural 

Thailand. American Ethnologist 11(2) 223-241. 
______ 1989. Thailand Buddhist Kingdom as Modern Nation-State. Boulder West view Press. 
Kirsch, A. Thomas. 1966. Development and Mobility among the Phu Thai of Northeast Thailand, 

Asian Survey 6 370-378.  
______ 1982. Buddhism, Sex-Roles and the Thai Economy. In P. Van Esterik ed, Women in Southeast 

Asia. Southeast Asia Monograph Series. Dekalb, Illinois Northern Illinois University Press, pp. 
16-41.

2006
Meinkoth, Marian R. 1962. Migration in Thailand with Particular Reference to the Northeast. 

Economic and Business Bulletin 14(4)  3-45. 
Mills, Mary Beth. 1997. Contesting the Margins of Modernity Women, Migration, and Consumption 

in Thailand. American Ethnologist 24(1) 37-61. 
______1999. Thai Women in the Global Labor Force Consuming Desire, Contested Selves. New 

― 76 ―



No.7 2007 

Brunswick, New Jersey, and London Rutgers University Press.  
Muecke, Marjorie A. 1981. Changes in Women s Status Associated with Modernization in Northern 

Thailand. In G. B. Hainsworth (ed.), Southeast Asia: Women, Changing Social Structure and 
Cultural Continuity. University of Ottawa Press, pp. 53-65. 

Ong, Aihwa. 1991. The Gender and Labor Politics of Postmodernity.Annual Review of Anthropology
20 279-309. 

Parnwell, Michael. 1986. Migration and the Development of Agriculture A Case Study of Northeast 
Thailand. Occasional Paper No. 12. Hull Center for Southeast Asian Studies, University of Hull.  

Pasuk Phongpaichit. 1982. From Peasant Girls to Bangkok Masseuses. Geneva International 
Labour Office.  

Pawadee Tongdai.1982. Women, Migration and Employment A Study of Migrant Workers in 
Bangkok. Ph. D. dissertation. New York New York University. 

Penporn Tirasawat. 1985. The Impact of Migration on Conditions at the Origin: A Study on Selected 
Villages in Thailand. In Philip Hauser et al (eds.), Urbanization and Migration in ASEAN 
Development. Tokyo: National Institute for Research Development, pp. 407-425. 

Porpora, Daglas and Lim Mah Hui. 1987. The Political Economic Factors of Migration to Bangkok. 
Journal of Contemporary Asia 17(1): 76-89. 

Richter, Kerry , Philip Guest, Wathinee Boonchalaksi, Nittaya Piriyathamwong and Nimfa B. 
Ogena.1997. Migration and the Rural Family Sources of Support and Strain in a Mobile Society. 
Report of the Northeastern Follow-up to the National Migration Survey. Bangkok Institute for 
Population and Social Research, Mahidol University.  

1997 1960-80
pp.39-49. 

Stern, Aaron. 1997. Quantitative International Migration Data for Thailand: An Overview. Asian and 
Pacific Migration Journal 6(2): 229-312. 

Sternstein, Larry. 1965. A Critique of Thai Population data. Pacific View Point (6): 15-35. 
______1971.Greater Bangkok Metropolitan Area Population Growth and Movement 1956-1960. 

Bangkok: Institute of Population Studies, Chulalongkorn University. 
Suehiro, Akira. 1989. Capital Accumulation in Thailand, 1855-1985. Tokyo: The Center for East 

Asian Cultural Studies. 
1998 pp.47-71

Supang Chantavanich, Suteera Nittayananta, Prapairat Ratanaolan-Mix, Pataya Ruenkaew. 
2001.The migration of Thai women to Germany causes, living conditions and impacts for 
Thailand and Germany. Bangkok Asian Research Center for Migration, Institute of Asian Studies, 
Chulalongkorn University

Suwanlee Piampiti. 1984. Female Migration in Bangkok. In G. W. Jones(ed.), Women in the Urban 
and Industrial Workforce Southeast Asia. Canberra  Australian National University, pp.227-246. 

Tambiah, S. J. 1970. Buddhism and the Spirit Cults in North-east Thailand. Cambridge Cambridge 
University Press. 

Textor, Robert. B. 1961. From Peasant to Pedicab Driver  A Social Study of Northeastern Thai 
Farmers Who Periodically Migrated to Bangkok and Became Pedicab Drivers. Cultural Report9. 
New Haven Yale University, Southeast Asian Studies.

Thorbek, Susanne. 1987. Voice from the City Women of Bangkok. London Zed Press. 
1988

29(2) 25-47
______1992. 33 12 34-49

Krom Sawatdikan lae Khumkhrong Raengngan, Kraswang Raengngan. 2005. Raingan choeng 
wikhro sathiti Sawatdikan lae Khumkhrong Raengngan 2547 ( 2004

).Krungthep Krom Sawatdikan lae Khumkhrong Raengngan, Kraswang 
Raengngan. 

― 77 ―



Khrongkan Chonlaprathan changwat Mahasarakham.1989. Khrongkan Chonlaprathan ang kep 
nam Huai Kho Ampoe Nachuak Changwat Mahasarakham (

). Mahasarakham Khrongkan Chonlaprathan thi 4 Mahasarakham. 
Ongkanborihan Suan Tambon Samrong, Ampoe Nachuak, Changwat Mahasarakham. 2005. Raingan 

Prachakon yaek tam klum ayu/phet rai Muban Ongkanborihan Suan Tambon Samrong, Ampoe 
Nachuak, Changwat Mahasarakham.(

). Mahasarakham: Ongkanborihan suan tambon Samrong, ampoe Nachuak, changwat 
Mahasarakham. 

Thawisin Supwatthana. 1982. Kan khluanyai Raengngan Isan khao su suan klang nai adit(
). Warasan Tammasat 11(3) 56-65. 

― 78 ―


