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Ratana Tosakul,
PhD

Sociocultural
Anthropology &

Experiences of Southeast Asian
Village Women S TCICE

from
Northeastern
Thailand with
Western NMen

Marriage
Migration :

Adjunct professor
Rikkyo University
Seijo University,

Tokyo Metropolitan
University, and

Tokyo University of Foreign
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My today’s presentation is
about lived experiences of
poor northeastern Thai

village women in
international marriages with
Western men, beginning in
the mid-1990s onwards.
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" Marriage Migration: Experiences of Village Women from Northeastern Thailand with Western Men"

=» Women are diverse
economically, socially, culturally,
and politically in all societies.
Thus, their lived experiences are
not identical.

=» Women do not form a
homogeneous group although

Women we do share some common
gendered identities as being
and class women. For instance, women are
distinction generally seen as subordinated
to men in many cultures around
the world.
Focus (2)

»Special attention will be given
to Thai women from poor rural
village backgrounds,
particularly those from NE
Thailand who have chosen to
immigrated to reside with their
spouses in a European
country.
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Map of Thailand and ethnographic field sites

» NE

®» ROi-Ef is the main
field site whereas
supplementary
data were
collected from
villagers in Khon
Kaen and
Udornthani
provinces.

» data are drawn from my previous
field research about fransnational
marriages between village women
from northeastern Thailand and
foreign men from western countries
conducted during 2004-2005 and
revisited the village from time to

Method fime.

and » | have adopted the ethnographic
method of anthropology discipline

SCope of for field data collection and

analysis theorization.
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" Marriage Migration: Experiences of Village Women from Northeastern Thailand with Western Men"

= Based on the data analysis and
theorization, | aim to reflect on Thai
women'’s lived experiences, survival
strategy and processes of identity
construction and negotiation on a
global arena.

Rural village women from
Thailand

= Similar to many other poor women
in Southeast Asia (such as
Philippines, Vietnham, and the like)
women from poor rural village
backgrounds in Thailand have
adopted ‘marriage migration’ to
be their main strategy for
maintaining poor rural households.
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My argument

» | argue that Thai women are not
entirely victims of the political,
economic and cultural globalizing
processes. They are actually ‘agents’
of their own actions.

= Within these economic, political,
social and cultural constraints, they
have attempted to look for spaces for
negotiation and empowerment.

Argument (2)

®» | argue that global/local relations
does not cause the disappearance of
local cultures in the global context.
Village women from northeastern
Thailand do maintain a strong sense of
belonging and connecting to their
home villages, no matter where they
are currently residing.

» (Observations: This has applied primarily among
the first generation of immigrants with respect to
their relationship to their home societies).
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" Marriage Migration: Experiences of Village Women from Northeastern Thailand with Western Men"

While experiencing the world
at large, Thai women,
particularly from poor rural
vilages are not only
influenced by global
modernity but also bound by
their traditional obligations
and responsibilities to fulfill
their tfraditional roles as
dutiful daughters to their
parents and good mothers
to their children.

Historical contexts of moving
Thai women from rural regions

= Around the late 1970s and beginning of
the 1980s village women from Thailand
began their international journeys. Their
overseas destination were Europe,
especially Switzerland, Germany, and
Scandinavian countries.

= Many village women aged
approximately between 15 and é5 had
experiences of domestic migration to
seek employment in Bangkok and other
major cities of Thailand prior to their
overseas migration.
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Rural poverty- a major drive

Women mobility
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" Marriage Migration: Experiences of Village Women from Northeastern Thailand with Western Men"

Marriage migration
moftivation of vilage women

= Poverty in the rural home villages

» Village-based morality of familial
obligations

» Aspiration to urban sophistication of
global modernity

» A desire to disconnect from the identity
of being poor ‘country hicks’

= having bad marriage experience with
local Thai men

The Village in Focus

» The social and historical contexts
of Baan Roi-Et village in
northeastern Thailand
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Becoming marriage migrants:
narratives of emigration

= Pre-departure stages for marriage
migrants essentially involves the
following: finding an intermediary, a
broker, or an agent to link with a foreign
husband, In general, women do not
need to pay a fee to marry
internationally. However, there are cases
of family & friends who charge women
some fees for playing a role of
intermediaries.

Connecting to the world outside

®» Based on the survey by the NESDB of Thailand
conducted in 2004, there are three major ways for
NE women to meet with their foreign husbands. The
total 219 female respondents have responded as
follows.

. through workplace 54.5%
through a circle of family & friends 20.2%, and
through travel and personal contacts 25.3%

» Match-making agency / Online matching services

The service agent charges each client between 1750
and 3,750 US$ depending on the country of a foreign
husband and logistical arrangements.

31

SERIGIS: 1%



b

=
5
=

N =S DR

M Y ) — X [BUHESR & ERERIAR ] 28 3 [

" Marriage Migration: Experiences of Village Women from Northeastern Thailand with Western Men"

International marriage of a
successful case : The story of Nang

» The story of Nang-

She was born in a poor family farm with nine
siblings. She is the fourth child of her parents.

hen Nang and her siblings were young, they
did not have enough rice to eat due to their

small farm landholding. They had to borrow
money or rice from wealthier families in the
village. Their parents finished compulsory
education to the fourth grade and so did Nang
and all her siblings. Her parents could not
afford to provide them with higher education.

The story of Nang (2)

= Everyone in the family struggled to make

ends meet. Migration to urban areas,
articularly to Bangkok, was their main
survival strategy. When Nang was about 10
years old, she left her village, following her
relatives to work as a maid in a furniture

shop.

= There she met her former husband, a Sino-
Thai from other province. They married, had
two girls together and later divorced. Nang
took care of the girls alone without any
support from the girl’s father. Nang worked
harder and harder but it was difficult to
make ends meet.
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the story of Nang (3)

» A friend who also worked as a maid was sympathetic to her
and convinced her to work in Pattaya where she met her
current husband from Switzerland.

= Nang moved to live in Switzerland with her husband who
was willing to help take care of her two daughters and was
a kind man with kind heart.

= |n Swiss, in the beginning, Nang worked odd jobs and later
established a small grocery shop selling different kinds of
food ingredients from Thailand and expanded the business
into a Thai restaurant.

= Once Nang was able to stand on her own, she did not
forget her home village in Isan. She invited her female
relatives to Switzerland and arranged for them to meet their
future Swiss husbands. She also supported her parents and
siblings economically.

The other side of the story

» Just recently, | happened to learn
from a legal translator in
Switzerland that there are Thai
wives established in Swiss who
have engaged in human
trafficking. Unfortunately, it is
doubted whether Nang is one of
those criminals.
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" Marriage Migration: Experiences of Village Women from Northeastern Thailand with Western Men"

International marriages

Political economic structural
constraints at home country

» In a country like Thailand where welfare

provision and support from the Thai
government to its citizens are still minimal,
overty in the agricultural rural countryside still
prevalent and shrinking opportunities for male
employment could be observed, the task of
ensuring family and community survival has
increasingly fallen on the back of women. This
gendered cultural phenomenon has
contemporarily become globalized as Sassen
calls this phenomenon ‘the feminization of
survival’ (2002:1).
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feminization

» Tastsoglou and Dobrowolsky (2006:3) further
note that in an era of globalization, the
consequences of feminization of survival involve
the increasing incorporation of cheap female
labor migrants from the South, as the global
world’'s new proletariats, into the global

italist activities of the North. Women are

unequally found in low-paid, formal right-
estricted ‘serving classes’ such as domestic
services and transnational health care services.
They are also found in other low wage, unsafe
and unstable works of various kinds, from
clerical and blue-collar work to work in the sex
trade. Thai immigrants, especially rural village
women in Japan are not an exception. They are
parts of this unequal precarious globalizing
feminization process.

Poor Village migrant Women are usually
found in Low-paid and precarious work
conditions
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" Marriage Migration: Experiences of Village Women from Northeastern Thailand with Western Men"

Identity construction of female
marriage migrants from Thailand

» Good daughters and modern
women

»Working women versus housewives
Gender and class identity

Disconnectedness - disparaging
“ class and gendered identities

Tensions in class and gendered identities

» Poor ‘country hicks’ complex
disconnectedness

= Thai people are products of traditional
hierarchical Thai society
(disconnectedness from working class)

» Lives of sex workers and negotiating
gendered identities
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Ambivalence and
marginalization in the host
society

= Modernity vs. solitude, seclusion,
isolation

» Marginal groups
Social discrimination

= Spiritual insecurity

Identity negotiation: attempts to
gaining social recognition at home
of origin

» Collective level - -Organize donation ( such
as thot phaa paa ceremony) to support
religious activities of Buddhist temples and
village schools in their home villages and
other rural remote areas of Thailand

» |[ndividual level - remittances to parental
home and organize gathering ceremonies to
express gratitude to old aged parents,
school teachers or anybody, especially
elders who do good things to them.
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" Marriage Migration: Experiences of Village Women from Northeastern Thailand with Western Men"

Attempts to gain social
recognition (2)

= Most Thai wives attempt to act
morally in order to gain social
recognition and peaceful mind.
They try to adhere to village-based
morality influenced by Theravada
popular Buddhism in Thailand,
such as the belief in the law of
karma and multiple rebirths

Buddhist temple as a sacred
space

» Spiritual security and
growth through
sanctuary in Buddha,
Dhamma, and Sangha

» A wisdom of practice
through mindful
meditation to achieve
a peaceful mind for
some few women

= Alms giving and
forgiveness to reduce
one’s suffering arising
out of greediness,
anger and worldly
desire attachment
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Profane versus sacred

Alms offering to a
Buddhist monk

Tensions and conflicts do arise
pertinent to the establishment
and administrate a Thai Buddhist
temple/in Japan (namely
corruptions as well as leadership
power rivalry among women
from different class strata and
sgcial positions )

Symbolic meaning

sacred social
= A sacred space where m» A social

ai immigrants feel
they can improve their ~ SPAC€ where

store of meritorious Thai
acts through alms immigra nis

offerings to the .
Buddhist monks and from all social

through doing good class strata
deeds to others. can aftend.
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" Marriage Migration: Experiences of Village Women from Northeastern Thailand with Western Men"

Summary of the main argument

= | argue that what is transnational is

actually embedded in the local.
Local/global relations do not cause the
isappearance of local culture in the
global context. Thai diasporic subjects
do maintain a strong sense of belonging
to and connection with their home of
origin.

Summary of the main
argument (2)

» These women are conscious social
actors (agents) who aspires to attain
economic success by redefining and
reinterpreting their cultural values in light
of their own local cultural practices and
those introduced by Western thinking
that would serve their current interests
and position, despite their constrained
and subordinated positions within the
existing systems.
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Summary of the main
argument (3)

» Their lived experience plays out in relationships not
only to inter-ethnic groups and boundaries, but also
to the connectedness and disconnectedness of other
articylated fields of identity- of class, religious,
gender, and place. Although a Buddhist center has
seved as their ‘imagined community’ where their
llective ethnic Thai identity is perceived and
xpressed, their multiple contested articulated fields
of identity persist. | investigate the intersection of
personal subjective experience and the social,
cultural, economic dynamics of both home and host
societies that have influenced the experience.
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