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Abstract 

This study is based on a field study carried out in Thailand during November and December 
2009. The material is based on in-depth interviews with nine women that live in the northern 
parts of Thailand. Seven of them belong to the Karen minority group. The purpose of the study 
has been to highlight the different perspectives that exist in the city, and in the rural region, in 
the question of education and employment, equality in the household, and participation in 
society within the political area. The theoretical perspective has been preceded from a 
democratic perspective at an individual level. 

The results show that education is relevant in how women see themselves, and also gender 
equality in the household can be connected to influence in social life outside the household. This 
also shows that traditional norms play an important role. Especially in the case that the woman 
traditionally in Thailand has been responsible for the household, while the husband in the family 
has had responsibility for political decisions in society. Education can be seen to provide better 
conditions in life for women; an opportunity for more jobs, as well as an opportunity for an 
income. One difference is that for some rural women, educational aims are to learn to read and 
write Thai, while all the women in the city point out that a degree from the university is 
important.  

The comparison for women's responsibilities in the household and child-rearing shows that the 
rural women I interviewed in general are taking a greater responsibility in the household since 
the husbands are working a lot. The women in the city split the household chores more often 
between husband and wife. The Karen women I interviewed have highlighted the importance of 
the family, and then also their relatives. In the past, minority groups have been more vulnerable 
in the country, which could play a part in that family and relatives still are an additional safety 
net. 

In the area of participation in society outside the household, women in the rural area strongly 
believe that participation on a political level is an issue for men. And despite higher degree of 
education the women don’t have an increasing interest in participating. The women in the rural 
area though live close to the political authorities, which means that the majority of the women 
there have spoken directly to the leaders and thus can influence. Here, the level of education 
does not matter.   

The women in the city have not talked directly to the leaders to the same extent. Meanwhile, one 
of the women in the city has engaged herself politically. She thinks she could get respect, both as 
a woman and as Karen. She also sees that the possibilities for women to participate are growing 
in the cities, where the level of education generally is higher. Though, the other interviewees in 
the city would not want to be politically active. The only interest for them is to read about the 
situation and to vote. The women also speak about the leader as corrupt and selfish, which leads 
to low confidence in politicians.    

Finally, the study shows that traditional norms are still strong in the country, despite education 
and more equality in the household. Especially that woman should be responsible for the 
household, while the husband involve in social issues. This is shown particularly in the rural 
areas. In the city however, this is not highlighted in the same way. The women there have freed 
themselves more from the traditional norms. And two of the women with a higher degree, can 
run a household on only one salary. Several of my interviewees have also been moving between 
urban and rural areas. This makes transition between urban and rural areas not as strong as it 
were earlier, now it’d more gradual. At the same time the women have an everyday life in the 
specific social context, which result in that traditional norms are still stronger in the rural areas. 
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Sammanfattning  

Denna studie baseras på en fältstudie som utförts i Thailand under november och december år 
2009. Materialet utgår från djupintervjuer med nio kvinnor som lever i de norra delarna av 
Thailand. Sju av dessa kommer från minoritetsfolket Karen. Syftet med studien har varit att 
synliggöra de olika perspektiv som finns, i stad, respektive på landsbygd, i områdena utbildning 
och arbete, jämställdhet i hushållet, samt deltagande i samhällslivet inom den politiska sfären. 
Det teoretiska perspektivet har utgått från ett demokratiskt perspektiv på en individnivå. 

Resultaten visar att utbildning har betydelse för hur kvinnorna ser på sig själva, och även 
jämställdhet i hemmet kan kopplas till inflytande i samhällslivet. Här visar också att traditionella 
normer spelar en viktig roll. Speciellt i fråga om att kvinnan traditionellt i Thailand har haft 
ansvaret för hushållet, medan mannen i familjen har haft ansvaret för politiska beslut i 
samhället. Utbildning ses också som möjligheten till bättre förutsättningar i livet för kvinnorna, 
en möjlighet till fler jobb, samt en möjlighet till inkomst. En skillnad är dock att hos flera kvinnor 
på landsbygden syftar utbildning till att lära sig att kunna skriva och läsa Thai, medan alla 
kvinnor i staden framhåller att en utbildning med universitetsexamen är viktigt.  

I jämförelsen för kvinnornas ansvar i hushållet samt barnuppfostran, visar de intervjuade 
kvinnorna på landsbygden generellt att kvinnorna tar störst ansvar i hemmet då männen 
arbetar mycket. I staden är en uppdelning mellan hushållssysslorna större. Samtidigt kan två av 
kvinnorna i staden klara sig själva på en egen inkomst. De Karen-kvinnor jag intervjuat har lyft 
fram familjens betydelse, och då också sina släktingar. Tidigare har minoritetsgrupperna varit 
mer utsatta i landet, vilket kan spela in i att familj och släkt blir ett extra skyddsnät.  

Gällande deltagande i samhället utanför hushållet, menar kvinnorna på landsbygden starkare att 
detta är en fråga för männen. Trots utbildning för kvinnorna ökar inte intresset för att delta 
nämnvärt. En av kvinnorna känner dock inflytande med hjälp av sin utbildning.  Dock lever 
kvinnorna närmare de politiska makthavarna på landsbygden, vilket gör att majoriteten av 
kvinnorna där direkt talat med ledarna och på det sättet har inflytande. Här har inte 
utbildningsnivån spelat roll.  

Kvinnorna i staden har dock inte i samma utsträckning talat direkt med ledarna. Samtidigt har 
en av kvinnorna i staden själv engagerat sig politiskt. Hon kände där att hon kunde få respekt, 
både som kvinna och Karen. Hon ser också att möjligheterna för kvinnor att delta ökar i städerna 
där utbildningsnivån generellt också är högre. Allmänt är informanterna annars intresserade av 
situationen och går och röstar. Majoriteten har dock inget intresse av att själva delta. Kvinnorna 
talar också om ledarna som korrumperade och själviska, vilket leder till ett lågt förtroende för 
politikerna.  

Slutligen visar studien att traditionella normer fortfarande lever starkt i landet, trots utbildning 
och mer jämställdhet i hushållet. Där kvinnan ska ansvara för hushållet medan mannen 
engagerar sig i samhällsfrågor. Detta visas framförallt på landsbygden. I staden är dock inte 
detta lika tydligt och där har kvinnorna frigjort sig mer från traditionella normer. Flera av mina 
informanter rör sig också över stora områden och mellan stad och landsbygd. Det gör att 
övergångarna mellan stad och landsbygd inte blir så starka som de tidigare varit, de blir mer 
gradvisa. Samtidigt visar informanterna att vardagslivet i det specifika sammanhanget påverkar 
den sociala kontexten, vilket gör att traditionella normer fortfarande lever starkare på 
landsbygden. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Thailand has for a long time, with few setbacks, had a strong economic growth. The government 

has also had ambitions to consolidate its role in Southeast Asia and also worldwide. As a parallel 

to economic growth, the democratic development of the country has been setback, as reported 

in the media. There have for example been reports of demonstrations in the country, where 

people openly and aggressively protest against state corruption.  

Many citizens in the rural areas, especially in the northern parts of the country, have not taken 

part in the economic growth. The differences for social conditions between urban and rural 

areas are therefore greater. The Thai people in the rural areas, which are often characterized by 

many minorities, have continued to live in relative poverty. They have consequently not had the 

opportunity to participate actively in political life (Kislenko 2004:5). This can be seen in contrast 

to the cities where a large middle class has emerged, with high purchasing power and greater 

influence (McCargo et al 2005:3).  

Democratic development is closely linked to the ability of citizens to influence in the social 

development. In democratic values several factors are important, such as the importance of 

education, gender equality and influence in society. And one group that has traditionally been 

politically and economically marginalized is the women in the country. This depends on several 

factors that are still reflected in the norms today. Coming from a minority group has also 

problematized the existence and influence in society earlier in Thailand.  

Therefore, the purpose in this study is to examine how women in rural areas, and in a city in 

Thailand, look at their lives in the area of education and work, gender equality, and influence 

and political commitment, from a democratic perspective. I use a broader definition of the 

concept of democracy and bring it to a daily life level. This is because, in my opinion, the 

democratic values must permeate the entire social layer to be strong in the society. The thesis is 

based on nine women’s picture of what it is like to live in Thailand today. Seven of the 

interviewees also belong to the minority group Karen.  

In my study, I compare what it is like to live in Chiang Mai, and in a village in the province of Mae 

Hong Son. Because such a study provides important indicators of how the larger social processes 

affect one group; the women, who traditionally have been marginalized as participants in the 

democratic development of society. 
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OUTLINE OF THE THESIS 

The essay is divided into two overarching themes, which are divided into three sub-chapters. 

The first part deals with the women of the village in the rural area, and their views on the topics 

of the three chapters; education and work, family and gender equality, and the chapter 

participation and political commitment. 

This is followed by the second part, which deals with women in the city and their perspectives 

on the specific subjects. Thus follows the same structure, as for the chapter of the rural women. 

In both of these overarching themes, I have mixed the interviewees perspective with more 

general theories, in order to give more depth to the stories.  

After these parts, an analysis and discussion follows where I compare the women in the city and 

the rural women with my own comments, and where I take a step back and analyze what the 

women have told. 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH  

The study is based on a field work, that’s been carried out for eight weeks in northern Thailand. 

The empirical material is based on in-depth interviews with nine women. Five of them are living 

in the rural areas of the Mae Hong Son area, about 200 kilometers southwest of Chiang Mai. Four 

of the women are living in the city of Chiang Mai. Chiang Mai is the second largest city in the 

country, and in recent years it has become a modern city. The surrounding countryside is 

characterized by the opposite, many minority groups, living a simple life with a high level of 

poverty.   

My contact persons in Thailand, who helped me to get in touch with the interviewees, are people 

from the Swedish Baptist Union. They work as missionaries in northern Thailand. In order to get 

the interviewees as representative of the district as possible I have in the discussion with my 

contact persons, been clear about what criteria’s I wanted of the women I interviewed. In order 

to discuss their experiences more generally as examples of Thai women's experiences, the 

criteria’s have included a specific age, education, ethnicity and family situation, and that the 

women have citizenship in Thailand. I have in the process also been aware that my contacts on 

site are missionaries and how it may affect the selection of interviewees. The women’s ideas and 

approaches therefore can vary from ordinary ideals in the country. Thus, I have also 

strengthened what the interviewees illustrated with literary material.   
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To use an interpreter have been a necessity, since I do not speak Thai. By using a female 

interpreter, my hope was to get the women as relaxed as possible, and to get them feel that they 

could speak openly about the topics I raised (cf. Agar 1980:80). To use an interpreter has 

required good communication between me and the interpreter. Therefore, I have for example 

before the interviews gone through the purpose and the topics with the interpreter, to make her 

more familiar with my intention with the interviews.  

In the rural area I used an interpreter on four occasions and I met her through my contacts in 

Chiang Mai. She herself originates from the minority group Pwo-Karen, and she now works 

primarily in the area that I visited. In Chiang Mai I used an interpreter for two of the interviews. 

Thus, the same procedure was used there as in the rural region. In the other two interviews the 

interviewees spoke English; therefore that language was used between me and the woman. In 

the interviews where an interpreter was used, I will, to a small extent use quotation in the text. 

That is why a quote from an interpreter, is not strictly the same as what the interviewee said. 

During the interviews I have also recorded and taken notes. In order to get a more coherent and 

comprehensible text, I have at the transcription of the interviews excluded certain spoken 

language, but I have not altered the content.    

To get the best understanding of the context and ideals, I have chosen to go to the places where 

the interviewee live or work, both in the urban and rural areas. The villages in the countryside 

that I chose to visit are located in the north-western province of the country. The landscape in 

that area consists approximately of 75 % forest and mountains, and is characterized by the 

various minority people that live there (Williams 2007:429). In order to understand everyday 

life better, I spent one night in a mountain village. After that I stayed four nights in a slightly 

larger village. And to retain the integrity of the interviewees I have renamed this village. 

Henceforth it will be called Sop Pon. Both villages are located about 200 kilometres southwest of 

Chiang Mai. In the village of Sop Pon the population is approximately 5,000, and many of the 

citizens originating from the smaller mountain villages in the surrounding area.  

At the interviews I have used a qualitative interview method, and my interview guide has been 

semi-structured. Thus, I have before the interview had a clear structure with topics I wanted to 

raise, with questions designed to open up for the women’s own narratives around these themes. 

According to Bryman, a semi-structured interview guide can make the interview situation more 

flexible, when a researcher together with the interviewee, can generate interesting discussion 

topics that go beyond the specified lines (Bryman 2001:127). This also gave me the opportunity 

to ask supplementary questions on what I found were unclear, and thus it gave the interviewee 

an opportunity to clarify. With this method their answers differ from each other, and therefore 
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the women’s stories illustrate different versions of what it is like to be a woman in Thailand 

today. I use these answers to illustrate variations and differences in Thai women's lives, and 

compare these with more general theories and studies of Thai urban and rural women (cf. 

Johannessen 2003: 97-98).  

My interviewees are Christians and they express God's guidance as important for them, for 

example in their life choices. This is different from the majority of Thai society that is Buddhist. 

Seven of my interviewees also come from the Karen minority group. It is the largest tribal group 

in Thailand, and approximately one million Karen’s are living today in northern Thailand, 

particularly along the border to Burma. Karen people are divided into different subgroups, one 

of which is Pwo-Karen. The majority of them lives in mountain villages and is self-sufficient rice 

farmers. The Karen people have been in the country for several generations. 

Earlier, it has been more difficult to belong to a minority group in the country. For example it has 

been difficulties to own land and to obtain citizenship. A large number of the Karen’s now live in 

the lower mountains, and are therefore not as isolated as other minority groups. They have 

collaborated in large measure with the Thai population, and many Karen villages now have 

electricity, dirt roads and running water. However, during the study I have kept in mind that the 

interviewees’ situation can differ from the majority populations more modern official ideals 

about women’s position and influence in society. It is thus interesting to study, when standards 

in the country become clearer if one looks at deviations from them. In the next section I will 

therefore present each of my interviewees shortly.  
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THE INTERVIEWEES  

Here follows a brief background on the interviewees, to give a basis for the future analysis. First 

I will present the women from the rural area and thereafter the women in the city. 

Rural area outside Chiang Mai 

The most mountainous province in the country, Mae Hong Son, is the northwestern province of 

Thailand. In these districts bordering Burma, I interviewed five women that were residents in 

or near the village of Sop Pon. 

Mewi 

Mewi grew up in a mountain village, which she left with her husband in 2000. She is now 32 

years old and lives in the village of Sop Pon. She is Pwo-Karen and she received citizenship in 

Thailand when she grew up. Mewi has good contact with all her siblings. She and her husband 

have two sons together.  

Roya 

Roya also belongs to the minority group Pwo-Karen, and she lives today in the village of Sop 

Pon with her husband and their son. She was born in a village approximately 300 kilometers 

from Sop Pon, and she has studied at the university in the city of Chiang Mai. Her relatives live 

far away, but she has contact with them by phone. Roya is now 32 years old. 

Sai 

Sai is 43 years old and she lives in the village of Sop Pon where she grew up. Sai is Pwo-Karen. 

Today she is married, and she and her husband have two sons together. Her parents also live in 

the house. In addition, she has two older sisters. Sai is, like the other interviewees, raised by her 

parents.   

Tao 

Tao is 36 years old and she grew up in a mountain village near Sop Pon. Tao married when she 

still lived in the mountains, but they moved to Sop Pon when their first child was born. Now she 

and her husband have three children together. Tao is Pwo-Karen, and she has a lot of contact 

with her two brothers. 

 

 



13 

 

Sie 

Sie works in Sop Pon. She is 43 years old and is also a Pwo-Karen. She grew up in a mountain 

village close to Sop Pon. Sie has actively opted out getting married, and today she lives as a 

single person. This is because she has a medical condition and therefore she cannot have a baby. 

She lives with her parents about 40 kilometers away from Sop Pon in a larger village.   

Chiang Mai  

Chiang Mai is the largest and most culturally significant city in northern Thailand, and it has 

recently become a very modern city. Here I interviewed four women. 

Coi 

Coi grew up in Bangkok, but moved north when she was 31 years old. Today she is 41 years old, 

and after a divorce from her husband she lives as a single mother with her two children. She 

does not belong to any minority group. Coi does not have much contact with her parents and 

siblings, as she moved away when she was 17 years old. Her parents are now separated. 

Doya 

Doya also grew up in Bangkok, but today she lives and works in Chiang Mai, where she moved to 

study. Doya is 39 years old and she lives alone with no children. Nor does she belong to a 

minority group. Doyas parents are separated, and her siblings are scattered across Thailand and 

other countries. She does not have much contact with them today, and when she does, it’s 

usually over the phone. 

Keji 

Keji is 43 years old and she belongs to the minority group Pwo-Karen. She grew up in Chiang 

Mai, but her family is originally from Burma. Today, Keji is married and have three grown up 

children. She also has four siblings whom she has much contact with. Her parents are now dead. 

Maio 

Maio is 39 years old and she lives about 2 km outside of the Chiang Mai city center, with her 

family. She is married and has two daughters that are 7 and 3 years old. Maio is a Karen, and she 

grew up outside the town of Kanchanaburi. Maio moved to Chiang Mai when she was about 20 

years old. She moved to work with relatives, which she did for 5 years. She then began to study. 

She also has two sisters, but they live far away. Now she has contact with them by phone.  
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RESEARCH ETHICS  

According to the Research Council’s research ethics (URL 1:5-16) I have before each interview 

informed the interviewees about who I am, what I study and my purpose of the study (cf. Agar 

1980:111). The participants have attended voluntarily, and they have at any time been able to 

end the interview. I have also before the interview, informed them of that they will remain 

anonymous in my study. Therefore, in the thesis I have renamed all of my interviewees in order 

to maintain their anonymity. For the same reason, I have renamed one of the villages that I 

visited. I have also in the use of an interpreter, reviewed the purpose of the study closely with 

the interpreter before the interview.  

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION  

Participant observation has been used as a method for more in-depth understanding of 

women's everyday work and life, and to understand it in a Thai context. The observations have 

been made in various ways during the field work. I have taken the opportunity to study the 

environment, purely spontaneous at times, while I at other times decided to make an 

observation beforehand, for example, like in the interview situation or in public places like 

markets. My role as participating in the observations has also been more or less active, and I 

have taken notes when opportunity arisen.  

During the observations I have also considered how my background influences my 

observations. For example, I am a woman, relatively young and from Sweden, and that have 

certainly too some extent influenced what I chose to document. I have tried as far as possible to 

be aware of this and what it means. 

However, observations add important aspects to the study. Personal experiences provide 

valuable data. For example, the observation gives people an opportunity to behave as usual. 

Among other things, it’s the performance of everyday events. Thereby, participant observations 

also give concrete events and complement the interviews. The observations may also provide 

answers and information that is otherwise difficult to articulate in words. It thus also gives the 

interviews a larger context. With these comments, I believe that participant observation has 

been an important part of the method in this study. And they complement and provide context 

to the primary method, which is the interviews (cf. Agar 1980:156-160). 
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THEORETICAL REFLECTIONS AND STARTING POINT ON THEORY 

In my theoretical frame, I proceed from a broader definition of the concept of democracy. I 

focus on the content of democracy. Therefore, I will not discuss the forms of democracy, as in 

the sense of governance and decision-making processes. In reference to the content of 

democracy, I use an individual perspective. Thus, I take into account factors such as education 

and gender equality in the family, as significant components for the human ability to influence 

in a democratic society. 

Carole Pateman argues in the book “The Disorder of Women: Democracy, Feminism, and 

Political Theory” that it is not a matter of choice for women to participate in political life, 

because the women have historically had less access to factors such as education in the same 

way as men (Pateman 1989:215 ff). But because gender is a social and cultural construction, it 

also changes with time, place and between certain actors. And because Thailand is a rapidly 

changing society it is reasonable to expect that women’s and men’s roles and rights in society 

are also changing. Judith Butler discusses the role of women and identity in the book “Gender 

Trouble”, and she believes that gender is not biologically but culturally constructed. The 

concept of woman gender role is therefore something that is constantly created and 

transformed (Butler 1999:9 ff).  

To get an understanding of the role of women in contemporary Thailand, I would like to present 

a few theories. A more general theory of Thai urban and rural women is “Thai women in the 

global labour force”. Beth Mills argues in her book how sex and gender relations in 

contemporary Thailand are built and designed, how they are challenged and how they are 

transformed in modern Thailand (Mills 1999:4-6). She also describes how the experience of 

modernity often is used in connection with the emergence of new identities and / or revision of 

old identities, and argues that this is happening in today's Thailand. Mills also declares that the 

perceived opportunities for young Thai women to work in the city are linked to produced ideas 

about Thai modernity, and that they now have the opportunity to participate in the building of a 

modern and economically strong Thailand. Images of modernity have been spread by the media 

and are part of the development in Thailand. But despite this, modern ideas have not increased 

significantly, particularly not in rural areas (Mills 1999:15-16). To summarize, Mills is 

discussing what changes and challenges young Thai women must confront in today's Thailand.  

Such as maintaining responsibility towards the family and at the same time revise the identity 

to modern ideals.   
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Also Kazuki Iwanaga discusses in "Women and Politics in Thailand”, the woman's role and 

position, but in the political sphere in today's Thailand. She thinks that women who wish to gain 

influence in society, are facing many challenges and obstacles. These obstacles are based on the 

traditional standards that still exist in the Thai structure (Iwanaga 2008:ch 2). Mills, and 

Iwanaga, therefore find a common view that the traditional norms play an important role in 

today's Thailand, when weighed against the new ideals that are formed. These theories will be 

used as a base, when I move on to examine the interviewed women in the country. 

GENERAL FACTS ABOUT THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN THAILAND 

The Thai state would like to call itself a democracy, but in the public sphere, women are still 

discriminated against in the country (URL 2). For example women are still a minority in 

political life (Wren 1997:109). Men have traditionally been seen to taken care of national issues, 

related to society at large. Women on the other hand, have taken care of the household and the 

problems there. This norm still permeates society. Heins Potter describes for example how the 

husband in the family is involved in the school committee in the village. That committee has 

traditionally been an important arena for village politics, where the most powerful men in the 

village participate. The role of the woman as a social actor has instead been to cook food that 

can be sacrificed at the temple for example (Heins Potter 1977: 89, 93-94). Today a large 

proportion of women in Thailand are working outside the household, especially in the area of 

trade (URL 2). However, the women still have the greatest responsibility in the household.  

In Thailand, the family ties are generally very strong. Earlier it’s been common that siblings help 

each other for example with cash contributions for education, or to material things like cars. 

And it has been a common practice for those who move from the countryside into the city, to 

send some of the income home to family members still living in rural areas (Heins Potter 1977: 

61, 102). However, according to my interviewees and observations, the phenomenon to send 

money is declining and was more common in the past. This is partly because more people work 

far away from the household where they grew up, they get their own incomes, have fewer 

children and the population is aging. Though, sending money still happens, according to a few 

interviewees in the rural area.  

Following this introduction of women’s roles in Thailand, I will in the next chapter start with 

the interviewees from the rural area, and based on the specific topics in more detail watch their 

perspectives.  
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RURAL AREA 

Based on the specific topics raised in the study, this chapter provides perspective on how the 

role of women in rural areas, appears to my interviewees. On the basis of a democratic view, I 

thematically go through how they look on education and work, family and gender equality, and 

participation in the society outside the household.  

EDUCATION AND WORK 

To be able to influence on equal level regarding issues related to the individual in society, an 

important key is equal access between men and women to education (cf. Pateman 1989:215 ff). 

Education is also a solution to be able to absorb information related to social issues, and 

without being able to read the language, it becomes more problematic. 

The United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, Article 26, declares that "everyone has the 

right to education and it shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. 

Elementary education shall be compulsory" (URL 3). A low level of education has traditionally 

been a barrier to get a formal employment and empowerment. And a higher level of education 

has also shown that the likelihood that a woman will enter the labor market is greater, and can 

with a work at the labor market more easily participate in public life outside the household 

(Grown 2005:5, 92). Grown et al, also believe that higher education for women, shows that the 

likelihood is greater that they will work within the public sector than to be self-employed or 

doing informal work, which generally are paid less (Grown 2005:5, 93). However, in rural areas 

of Thailand, schooling often is incomplete when the children instead are needed for labor in 

agriculture. And it's a fact that women in Thailand still have higher illiteracy rates than men 

(Kislenko 2004:128). Otherwise, it is mandatory to attend school for nine years in Thailand 

(USA International Business Publications 2007:37). 

Mewi is an example of a woman in the rural areas that did not get schooling during childhood. 

She has, however, during the last three years studied at an adult school. She chose to study 

because she wanted to learn how to read and write Thai, and to improve the possibilities of 

getting a job. Today, she works in a shop in Sop Pon, but she wants to study more so she can get 

a high school degree. She says that education has played a role in how she now sees herself and 

her role in work life. Throughout the three years at school, she got a stronger self-esteem. And 

now she can also help Karen people with interpretation in the hospital, when they come down 

from the mountain villages to get help. Thus, the schooling for Mewi has had a dual impact, both 

on a professional level, but also on a private level.   
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Both Mewi and Tao originate from the mountain villages around the community where they 

now live. And none of them went to school as children. Tao is still linked to the mountain village 

because she and her brothers own a rice field together, where she sometimes works. Tao even 

so, most of the time works in the household as a housewife. Her confidence is low to manage 

other work, and she considers herself to be too old to start school. She says that if she had any 

knowledge of something, she would like to work and bring an income to the household. Tao 

therefore feels very limited, because she cannot speak and read Thai. She believes that in Sop 

Pon you need to know that to get a job outside the household. But Tao still insists on that she is 

happy with the outcome of her life. She says that it was a harder physical and economic life, 

when she was little and lived in the mountain village. Then Tao had to help her mother in the 

household with cooking, washing and with feeding the animals. Sometimes they had no food on 

the table. It is a life that she does not want anymore. And that is why she is grateful that she now 

can live in the village at the edge of the mountain and work in the household. 

Tao, Roya and Sai have all also accommodated themselves to the husband’s situation. This is 

because the men have jobs that need to be carried out in the community they live in. Roya 

describes the situation; "I moved here when I married and got a son, we needed someone to take 

care of our son. My parents live in Lampoon and it's far from Chiang Mai and my husband is from 

Mae Hong Son, Sop Pon, and his parents live close when we live here. Here my mother-in-law can 

help take care of our son." In that way both she and her husband can work in Sop Pon. But, her 

husband wanted to work for a better community in his village, which led to the move from 

Chiang Mai.  

Roya and Sai are both university graduates. Roya has a bachelor degree in management and Sai 

is a teacher. They both have adapted themselves to the family's situation after they married and 

had children. Both however now have jobs in Sop Pon where their education comes to good use. 

Also Sie has a university degree she can make use of in the village. She works as a nurse in the 

hospital. She does not have a husband, but she moved back to the society she grew up in, to be 

closer to her parents with whom she lives and now can take better care of.  

The graduated women are keen to highlight that they have chosen their education for 

themselves. The women's parents have no higher education, but the parents of Roya have been 

very eager to put their children through school, so that the family wouldn’t have to work on the 

rice field. Even though the farmers are self-sufficient, not dependent on anyone and maintain a 

strong community spirit, the work as a farmer is physically demanding and offers no significant 

income. It is a simple life that they live on the mountain side.  
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Therefore, all interviewees believe that education is very important to them. Because that gives 

more options in career choices, the possibility of a permanent job, a more secure income and 

access to basic needs, and hence a better life. As the interviewees also have revealed; it’s not 

obvious that everyone can read and write Thai and that’s important, especially for Mewi and 

Tao. At the same time Sie, Roya, and Sai confirm that a university degree also can provide a job 

with a good income in rural areas.   

The women believe that with education, they can leave the hard life in the mountain village 

with rice cultivation, and instead work with what they really want. With a job they can at the 

same time contribute to family finances, and be a part of controlling the expenditure of the 

family. The women have also shown the importance of the family as a unit, and several of the 

interviewees have for example adapted to the husband's work. The next chapter will therefore 

develop the perspectives on the family situation and gender equality in the household.  

GENDER EQUALITY AND GOALS  

Pateman argues that our definition on civil society is built on a patriarchal thought. Therefore, 

we must deconstruct the concept, and instead discuss public and private in the same term, to 

eventually get a full democratic society where both men and women are included in the same 

way (Pateman 1989:52-53). For that reason I have also in this study, based on the concept of 

democracy, combined gender equality with the interviewees’ goals. This to understand the 

women’s starting positions, based on their family situation. The women's goals in life illustrate 

what role they are taking, against their family and then out to the community, and if the goals 

are individualized or targeted more towards the family. This provides an understanding for the 

gender equality in the family. 

My interviewees in the village have different family formations. Four of the five women are 

married and have children of their own, Sie is the exception. Four of the five interviewees work 

outside the household, and here Tao is the exception. World Economic Forum argues that 

women in Thailand have a strong involvement in economic participation, but lagged behind 

with respect to gender equality. In the year 2007, 71 percent of the women took place in the 

workforce and 85 percent of the men (URL 4). Gender equality in the social sector is an 

important part, but a prerequisite for this is also the gender equality in the household. For 

women to be able to advance in the workplace, it requires an equal household where the 

husband takes part. That means, in the traditionally female field. 
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Of the four women who have children; three of them take the greatest share of responsibility 

for the household and child-rearing. For example, Mewi is working part time in order to be able 

to care for her family in the household. And Tao is solely responsible for the household and 

raising the children. Sai’s primary goal is to be a good mom, but she also has the opportunity to 

work full-time outside the household. She has a housekeeper and her parents to help with the 

household and with child-rearing. However, without them, it had been a difficult task to 

combine household, child-rearing and a job, when the husband works two full-time jobs. 

That thought is recurrent in the interviews, that the husbands to the women with children are 

working a lot and sometimes as much as two full-time jobs. This means that the women must 

take the greatest part in the household tasks and the upbringing of children. In Roya’s case, both 

she and her husband work full-time. They have tried to divide the chores at home. For example 

her husband often cooks the food, if they don’t buy it from the nearby restaurant. And Roya is 

responsible for washing and cleaning in the household. In the case of child-rearing, Roya’s 

family expresses an alternative to the other women. Her husband stayed at home with the boy 

when he was 1-2 years old. They solved it that way because Roya had to continue working 

when they were still living in the city of Chiang Mai.  

Rowley argues that women's jobs tend to be limited by the women’s responsibilities at home. In 

Thai society traditional values like to nurture and to care, are deeply rooted attitudes in the 

woman gender role. On a personal level, this means that women must juggle different roles as 

mother, homemaker and career woman. Society doesn’t expect a woman to pursue a career, 

instead of her husband. For various reasons women can therefore also be forced to choose 

between family and career. This also makes it difficult for women to take part in civic affairs 

outside the household (Rowley 2008:208-219). Rowley also believes that cultural norms are 

the cause, to that women continue to produce low self-esteem, and lack of motivation to work. 

Cultural norms and social attitudes are built up in the family and household, and thus is 

something that prevents women in the workplace and in the social life outside the household 

(Rowley 2008:208-219). 

Sie is the woman who is not married and does not have children. Because of her job and family 

situation, she is the person financially responsible for household expenditure, in contrast to 

Rowley's reasoning. Through her education and work, she can control the family economy. For 

example she plans to buy a new house for herself and her parents. Also different from the other 

interviewees is that Sies goals aim more to her. Her goal is to take care of her body, and not to 

worry about the future. Since she is a government worker, she also has a goal to retire in ten 

years and then get money from the state. 
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The other women’s goals aim more to the family unit. Mewi say that she does not have 

individual goals. She doesn’t think in terms of individuality, but she think of the family's goals. 

Mewi therefore argues that the family's goals are her goals, and her strongest desire is to work 

closely with her husband in church. Also Royas goals are directed primarily against the family. 

It’s been like that since she got married, she says. Still, an individual goal is to move back to 

Chiang Mai and work there. But for now that dream has to stand back, when her husband has a 

mission to become politically active in the village they now live in. Sai’s goal is primarily to be a 

good mother. Job-wise, she would like to take a master's degree in teaching. But similar to Roya, 

her dream for work has to stand back when her family is now the most important thing, and she 

is needed at home regularly. Instead, Sai will possibly open a business with her husband. Even 

Taos primary goal is to have a good family, and to sell the farm so that she can have more time 

with her family. In summary, the family and the family's role are therefore very important for 

the women I interviewed.  

Also because the mandatory social insurance covers very little, the family becomes the main 

social security network, which creates a greater dependency on the family when poverty is 

widespread (Utrikesdepartementet:2). This thought has been very clear in the interviews, that 

the family is the most important. Secondary comes the individual goals. Heins Potter also 

compares the man and woman's traditional role as an elephant's legs. She says that the 

husband’s role in the Thai family has a symbol as the front legs and the woman as the back legs 

of the elephant. With this she argues that the man in the Thai society is considered more 

prominent and responsible for issues concerning society. The role of women is on the other 

hand still very significant for the whole family, but she is instead the most important for the 

household tasks and issues concerning the family (Heins Potter: 99-101, 123). 

In summary, the family ties are very important for the rural interviewees. In several cases the 

women set their own personal goals aside for the family's goals. This is because they see the 

family as a unit with common goals. The women have their own hopes and dreams of the future, 

but in several cases the husband’s goals comes in first place. The woman therefore supports the 

man's wishes, and she takes a large part in the upbringing of children and in the household. 

Equality in the household therefore suffers, when women generally do most of the work in the 

domestic area. Sie is the woman who does not have children on her own or a husband. In her 

case, her parents are very important and they split the household tasks. Though, she is the one 

in the family that get most income, and in that way she can steer the economy for the household 

in the direction she wants. Last but not least and worth addressing, all the women express that 
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they are happy in their situation as it is now. They have accepted their position and are happy 

with life as it is. 

Even though, the family situation is affecting their situation as workers, and also what they 

think about participation and political commitment. Therefore, I will expand this thought in the 

next chapter.   

PARTICIPATION AND POLITICAL COMMITMENT  

According to Pateman, an important unit in a democratic society is that citizens can participate 

in the political decisions of social issues (Pateman 1989:68-69). My interviewees in the rural 

area demonstrate in different ways how they feel that they can influence, and also limitations in 

the political platform of the society. 

The Thai politics is built on a local, regional and national level.  And all interviewees express 

their interest of the situation in society. They read the newspapers and are voting in elections at 

all levels. The women know who has the power, and that indicates an interest and also good 

access to information. Even though, none of the interviewees would like to get involved. Mewi 

does not think she has the knowledge, and she does not think she could manage a political 

mandate. She feels hampered by her low education-level. However, if the road in the area is bad 

it’s an important question for her, because her mother still lives in the mountain and sometimes 

she has to come to the hospital in the village. Hence, Mewi has talked to the local politician on 

questions regarding the road several times. She says that the response has varied, and thus she 

has not much confidence in the politician leadership.  

Iwanaga describes the modesty, lack of self esteem and lack of confidence in Thai women that 

result in their lack of desire to engage in political activities. The women rather take a more 

modest role in their commitment. It is partly because women are not encouraged to become 

involved, either from school or from society at large. Also to get financial support from a party 

and to combine politics with family, are problematic obstacles. Female politicians also need to 

combine roles as a good daughter, good wife and a good mother, even though their schedule is 

already full at work. The result is therefore that many women are reluctant to engage, or drop 

off, if they engage in politics (Iwanaga 2008:36-40). 

Roya believes that the role of women in Thailand is to not engage in political activities. She 

argues that it is difficult to gain credibility as a woman, and that the norm is that men are 

believed to be better educated for it. Thus, better and more suited to be politicians. Although 

Roya herself has higher education, she thinks this way. This thought is strengthened by 
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Iwanaga, who describes how politically involved women in Thailand have to cross barriers. She 

argues that society sees women stereotyped as weak, emotional, and dependent, among other 

things. And these qualities do not fit with the standards of leadership qualities (Iwanaga 

2008:36-32).  

Both the husbands of Tao and Sai have committed themselves politically, and also the husband 

of Roya wants to become a politician. Tao feels that she has the potential to influence through 

her husband's position. She means that she can gain influence and respect, despite her own lack 

of education. That's because her husband was a former village leader for eight years. She has 

many times spoken with the current sub district leader about the road that goes up to mountain 

villages, and she has come with suggestions for improvements.   

In church, she can also influence through her contacts. She has an assignment to be a cook 

leader there. Iwanaga argues that in today's rural community in Thailand there are projects 

which mobilize and organize for village development, but women rarely have leadership roles. 

They often get subordinated roles to take care of food and to clean. Political collections tend to 

show the same phenomenon (Iwanaga 2008:36-34). With this in mind it is nevertheless 

important to give these roles significant importance, since it’s a way to influence trough 

connections outside the household.    

About committing on a political level, Roya explains that ”it’s too many problems (to be active) 

and maybe I’m selfish, but to take care of my family is enough already”. Sai on the other hand 

believes that she can influence as a teacher. A teacher is respected and thus an important figure 

in Thai society. Therefore she can also speak directly with the leaders and get respect. She also 

serves in the election committee. Roya and Sai hence show very different perspective regarding 

influence in society, even though they are both highly educated. Unless otherwise, Roya still can 

influence through her husband. In her case that’s the channel most well used, since she does not 

have other connections to the area trough the rest of her family. In this case, the husband can 

push the issue forward to concerned politician, and the woman can still be neutral towards 

others (ct Bowie 2008).   

The Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), argue that the absence of 

active political participation in society mainly depends on poverty and low education. This is 

because most people have to work hard for survival which contributes to the fact that they 

simply do not have time to be politically active. Women more frequently than men also have a 

lack of social resources and they generally take on greater responsibilities at home. Like 

Iwanaga and the interviewees, Sida also argue that cultural values are factors that may 
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contribute to the lack of women participation and also the fact that institutions often are 

dominated by men (URL 5).     

Several of the interviewees are negative to how politics is conducted. For example, Sie believes 

that politicians are selfish, and that they are trying to get money from those who live in rural 

areas. She argues that politicians do not actually want to help them, they just want the position. 

Also Mewi and Tao are skeptical, and they believe that the politicians are good the first years 

but then they begin to drink more alcohol or start having other problems. Corruption is built 

into the structure and vote buying is common, they say. Hence those factors make the trust for 

politicians very low. Kumar Bhargava strengthens the fact that corruption has been a problem 

in the country for many years, and that it is seated in the system and still exists on all levels. 

According to him, it is also rooted in the culture and closely linked to rural poverty, which 

makes it difficult to defy and to challenge (Kumar Bhargava 2004:171 ff).  

In summary, the women show how education and work can have an impact for influence in 

society. Sai explains that she can get respect from leaders in her role as a teacher. Sie finds little 

interest in politics, and is negative to the system. She doesn’t think she can influence much. Four 

of the women have spoken directly to the village or sub district leader, mainly about the road to 

the mountain villages. Tao and Sai feel that they can get respect when they note these problems, 

Sai on the basis as a teacher and Tao on the basis of her husband’s status in society. Some of the 

women have commitments, but none of them have a position where they directly can influence 

the conditions in society. However, they live very close to the political leaders and they can talk 

directly to them.  

This review has dealt with the women from the rural areas, and their perspective on the topics 

studied. Therefore, in the next chapter I will deal with these issues from the perspective of the 

women in the city.  
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IN THE CITY 

This chapter will describe how the interviewees in the city look at their lives, based on the 

specific topics. I will thematically discuss how the women look at their lives in the area of 

education and work, family issues, and how they participate in the democratic society and 

political life in the city. 

EDUCATION AND WORK 

Education provides tools to build a more democratic society, and it provides better conditions to 

participate in community life. It also gives people greater potential to influence their lives in 

both work and income. An income from work also provides a powerful position in a family's 

finances and not having to depend on other family members' income (cf. Mills 1999:148). 

As previously mentioned, the education level is generally higher for those who live in the cities 

compared to in the rural areas of Thailand. My interviewees in Chiang Mai have different levels 

of education. Coi and Doya, both have university degrees. Keji has studied as an adult to get a 

degree in Home Economics. And Maio is the woman with the lowest education in the city, four 

years in school as a child and three years as an adult. In the case of Maio, the three years in 

school as a child can be traced to the place where she grew up. Originally, she was born outside 

the village of Kanchanaburi. In the village the girls were not encouraged to continue study after 

four years in school. And after that she was needed in home for work. When she moved to 

Chiang Mai in adult years she got a scholarship, which again gave her an opportunity to study.  

Like Maio, a large number of women in Thailand migrate to the cities as adults. More jobs are 

available and there are higher wages. Many women leave their families in the rural areas, to 

work and to send money home when they get their salary (cf. Mills 1999:4, 80). Though, my 

observations and interviews reveal that the phenomenon of sending money tends to decrease, 

and was more common in the past.   

Still the phenomenon of migration is worth a closer look, since a large number of women are 

moving from rural to urban areas. Many women migrate from rural areas to the cities in order to 

find work. Like Mills, also Phongpaichit, observe the women moving to the cities, and especially 

those who become masseurs. He discusses the causes of migration, the experiences of the 

women, and the impact it has on the families that the women leave behind in their home villages. 

Interviewees tell that they do not want to escape their family ties when they move into the cities 

to work. Instead, they move to have an opportunity to feed their family still living in the rural 

(and poorer) areas. They feel it is an opportunity to meet the obligations that they consider 
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themselves having against their families. They feel that they should strive for earning money, 

since it’s considered as part of a customary role in Thai society. To move to the city and earn 

money can also help the women to move up the social ladder (Phongpaichit 1982: s 1-5, 71, 76).  

When many women move over large areas to work, the migration becomes a link between the 

countryside and the cities. Mills believes that when the areas interconnect like this, also the 

differences in norms will balance between rural and urban areas. And they will become more 

like one unit. At the same time, women moving to the cities also get an opportunity to become 

more independent, have the power over their own income, and can arrange their lives according 

to the modern ideals that are more prominent in urban areas (Mills 1999:129, 163 ff). 

For Maio the move to Chiang Mai also meant that she can work outside the household and 

contribute with an income to the family. She currently works as an errand girl for a Non 

Governmental Organization. This means that she uses a motorcycle to move within the city 

limits with different missions, depending on the day. Thus, it’s not a qualified job as for the 

interviewees with a higher level of education. But it’s still a job outside the household that gives 

an income to the family. Coi and Doya on the other hand, have professions that can be linked to 

their university degrees and where their knowledge from the university is imbued in everyday 

tasks. They both work in offices in town, and they have salaries that they alone can support 

themselves or their family on. The women highlight that they have chosen their area of degree 

for themselves, and they both have an origin in families where the parents have a higher 

education level. I therefore perceive that the parents' view of higher education also can play a 

role in the election to go to college or not.  

All the interviewees in Chiang Mai highlight the importance of higher education, and they see it 

as a basis for better conditions in the future life. Keji also wishes that her children will take at 

least one degree from the university. She, who has a degree in Home Economics, also shows that 

it is possible to find work outside the area studied. She has earlier worked for thirteen years 

with a Non Governmental Organization, to make children's lives better. Since her degree is in 

another area, she can see that the interest for Non Governmental Organization-work comes from 

her parents. And their influence is therefore strong. Both her parents were in fact very active in 

Non Governmental Organization's and compassionate organizations. In the case of organization 

and education, also Doya express her interest. She hopes that she in the future can build an 

institution, where she can teach children and adults. 

In summary, the interviewees express that education is important to them. They express for 

example that a degree from the university can provide better conditions on the labor market. Coi 
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and Doya also show that a degree can provide a good job in the city, with an income where they 

doesn’t have to depend on any other person financially. They have with their own interests as a 

basis, chosen what they want to study and now have qualified jobs. And except Keji who works 

part-time, all my interviewees in the city works full-time outside the household. Thus, a degree 

doesn’t have to be the only way to an income in the city, however in this case, a safer one. A job 

that requires a degree runs for a longer time and has better benefits, such as higher pension 

from the state when the women get old. 

As I have shown in this chapter, the women in the city all work outside the household and in that 

way they take part in the society change. But in the household an interesting aspect of 

democracy is found and that is how gender equality is built in the lives of the women in the city. 

This topic will be discussed in the next section.  

GENDER EQUALITY AND GOALS 

The concept of democracy is to me about something broader than freedom to vote for what you 

want in an election. In Thai society the women traditionally did the household chores, and let 

the husband deal with public issues. Thus, it had also been more difficult to take an active role 

in social change, and influence to the ideals women wished for. In this way, gender equality in 

the household is also linked to the democratic concept. Consequently, also an important part of 

women's place in society. The aspect of women's goals in life also gives an insight in how they 

see themselves, from a family perspective or more as individuals. This provides an 

understanding of what their situation looks like in the household.   

Coi who is a single mom with two boys, alone takes care of the household, while she at the same 

time works full time in an office. She thinks there is much to take care of by herself, but she does 

not want to marry again, just to have someone to share the household chores with. However, 

she tries to minimize the work in the household, and she does not want to buy a house; "I do not 

need to buy a house, it's too much to take care of, like to clean. I do not want many things, because 

then I have to take care of many things". When she was married, her husband's parents took care 

of her first child when Coi had to work. But according to Coi they did not treat the boy well, and 

sometimes he was dirty when she came to bring him home in the end of the day. When she had 

her second child, that behavior resulted in a reassignment and hence she took care of the boy 

herself. She felt that the boy was more important than work, and she wanted to take care of him 

and give him the love she felt he deserved. 
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Coi can thus be seen as a very modern woman, and to be a full-time working single mother of 

two boys is a demanding task. But on her salary she can still manage to work and at the same 

time run a household. Inglehart argues that this equality in the choice of career, partners and 

life choices are recent; "but history has recently taken a fundamentally new direction. In 

postindustrial societies, women no longer accept their traditional role limitations, and female 

empowerment has moved to a higher place” (Inglehart 2005:273). Especially I note these ideas 

among the women I interviewed in the city. They highlight that a combination of work, family 

and participation in social life outside the household, is possible.   

Even in the case of their life goals, a recurrent ambition for the interviewees in the city is higher 

education, and they highlight the importance of it. The three women who themselves have 

children; have a desire that their children get university degrees. Doya, who does not have 

children on her own, highlights the importance of education in that she wants to build an 

institution where she can educate children and adults. Maio also has a desire to help those with 

less education, especially in the rural areas.  

Thus, the goal of higher education is a goal in one way directed outside the family. Keji say for 

example that she wants her children to get degrees from the university, and she wants to learn 

English better so that she can get another job more easily. The goal aims more to the individual 

than to the family’s well-being. The thought is that with higher education the individual’s ability 

to survive on her own are greater. Coi thinks this way about her boys; "only they can grow up 

and get an education, so they can take care of themselves". It may also be that education at a 

higher level is a very important part to get a good job with good income in the city. That the 

opposite option, to not have a high level of education, makes life more difficult in the city than it 

would for a life with low education level at the countryside.  

Keji and Maio both have families and are married. Both say that the goal for the household tasks 

is to divide relatively equally with their husbands. However, Keji could not share child-rearing 

with her husband because he was forced to work. Otherwise, they would not have food on the 

table, she says. She stayed at home with the children and they had help from a nanny. When the 

husband was at home however, he helped to take care of the children, washing and cooking. 

Today Keji is trying to find a job where she can work more outside the household. 

In Maio’s family, she and her husband divide the household tasks and child rearing equally. 

Maio was not able to be away from work for more than two months when the children were 

born. Now both she and her husband work full time, and they have managed to combine their 

jobs with household tasks. Sometimes they also have relatives to come and help them. In 
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summary, Keji and Maio therefore show different ways for a family in the city to solve the 

dilemma of combining household and work.  

Inglehart argues that "modern women do not need to tie themselves to a family or a male 

breadwinner in order to earn a living" (Inglehart 2005:278). This is explicit from the women I 

interviewed in the city, who have a strong desire to work outside the household.   

The interviewees in the city have shown that their personal situation determine how their 

household tasks are divided. The women that have children have tried to share the household 

tasks between man and woman as far as possible. The women who live alone have shown 

examples on how to be financially independent in the city, and to be capable to live on their own 

salary. At the same time the life goals of the women have an individual approach, even though 

the family is still important. The goals refer to higher education and to a rich social life. In the 

next section I will develop the perspectives about to take an active part in the community 

development outside the household, especially on the subject of political influence.  

PARTICIPATION AND POLITICAL COMMITMENT  

Participation and problem solving of issues related to life outside the household, is an 

important element in a functioning democracy. These issues have traditionally been the man’s 

area to solve in Thailand, and these norms are still very strong. Iwanaga argues about 

participation, that "in both formal and informal politics in Thailand, dominant socio-cultural 

factors play an important and decisive role in shaping women's and men's perceptions ... about 

politics" (Iwanaga 2008:29).  

The women in the city present mixed results in the area of political commitment. In terms of 

political participation they raise the fact that they vote in elections. All interviewees believe it is 

important to vote, and this is something that they are proud to tell. Though, Coi, Doya and Maio 

do not want to engage themselves in political activities in any way. They think that someone 

more suited should deal with the problems in society.   

Coi is however skeptic to the policy makers. She believes that "the leaders in Thailand are selfish 

and they take time or money to get it themselves. But when they try to do anything, it’s never really 

a success, everything is very slow". That credibility is low for political leaders can hence result in 

that interest to influence decreases, especially when there’s lack of someone listening and/or 

lack of someone improving what’s a problem in society.  Here the traditional norms also can 

play a role, or its lack of interest. Since both Doya and Coi have a high level of education, they 

still don’t want to take part in public affairs at a political level.  
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Maio on the other hand, falls back on her low level of education and says that she does not 

consider herself able to engage in political activities, that she does not have the knowledge for 

it. She cannot find a reason why she would not leave it to others more suitable for it. However, if 

there is a direct question concerning the three women, they all know of channels to influence 

through, for example going to the local leader, call open phone lines, or to send email. 

Nevertheless, they have not used the options and thus not attempted to influence.  

Iwanaga argues that the structure rests on a historical basis of patron-client relationship, which 

consequences that political parties and social groupings are organized according to this 

principle. As a result some leaders have high status, with lower-status followers. Long-term 

personal relationships with a mutual give and take have been beneficial for men, where the 

structure is created by men. The biggest chance for women to become part of the system is 

therefore to take the role as wife or daughter, of the directly involved man. Hence, women are 

still today seriously under-represented at all political levels in Thailand (Iwanaga 2008:29 ff).   

Keji, however, express an opposite role in this. She is very interested in the political situation in 

the society. Of all of my interviewees she’s also the one who are most politically active. The 

parents of Keji were very active in various organizations, and this had an impact on her when 

she grew up. Keji argues that it’s especially important that those who are Karen have good 

leaders, since belonging to a minority group earlier have been very difficult in the country. She 

argues that they must stick together and choose good leaders, and for example fight against 

those who say that they cannot cultivate at specific locations. She herself has also committed 

herself politically on a local level, for a district in Chiang Mai. This assembly included both Thai 

and Karen, and they decided, inter alia, on how the land should be used and what the garbage 

disposal should look like. Keji says that she could influence, she felt that they listened to her, 

both as a Karen and as a woman. She argues that she has also witnessed an increase of women 

in similar councils in Chiang Mai.  

Today, Keji is no longer a member of the assembly, but she know where she can influence if she 

has an issue that she wants to be solved. She has asked several times in areas concerning 

vermin and health issues. Keji still have contact with those who today are members of the 

assembly, especially with the Karens involved. She sees progress in the area, and she sees that 

there are improvements in society. Therefore, she is also very positive with the way politics 

works. 

Iwanaga describes how women from the Thai middle class, which is increasing in large cities, by 

factors such as increased education and increased age, are more likely to participate in politics 



31 

 

(Iwanaga 2008:ch 8). An example of this is Keji. Otherwise the interviewees in the city are 

interested just to read about the situation in society. They all know who has the power and they 

know what channels to influence through. Yet it can be seen that although both Coi and Doya 

have higher education, they are skeptical about how politics is conducted. And they do not 

believe that their political influence in society is high. They are not very optimistic about getting 

a response or improvements if they tried to influence and they have not tried. Except to vote in 

elections, Coi, Doya and even Maio take a passive role, and they let others make decisions 

concerning the society. 

Next chapter ties together the various themes introduced in the study, and develops the 

comparison of interviewees’ perspectives, from both rural and urban areas.  

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study has been to highlight the different perspectives that exist in urban 

and rural areas of Thailand and more specific to highlight differences in the areas of education, 

work and gender equality in the household, and participation in society, from a broader 

democratic standpoint. The result shows that there are differences between the women in my 

study. The interviewees also indicate that the differences are great also within their own 

groups, in the sense of urban opposed to rural. The situation for Thai women also looks 

different across the country. Therefore, to make general conclusions about women in Thailand 

based on my interviewees are not fair to other women in the country. However, the nine 

women have given insights and examples of what the situation can look like for women in 

Thailand today, from a rural and urban area perspective.    

Education and work  

The women in the city highlight the importance of education. They see education as a solution 

to a better life with more opportunities, for example in the work area. They think education is 

important both for themselves, for their children and also for others. The women in the rural 

area also believe that education is important and that it provides better conditions. One 

difference I can note between the interviewees is that education among rural area women aims 

more to teach basic skills, like reading and writing Thai. This is especially important if you come 

from a minority group, since it gives better opportunities to take part in the community life. 

Among the other women it’s also notable that a university degree can provide a job also in the 

rural area. If more interviewees in the rural area seek to have education in Thai, more in the 
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urban area seek to have a degree from the university. This is probably because the knowledge 

of the Thai language is seen as more obvious to know in the city, than in rural areas. 

The educational level of the women’s parents in the rural area is lower than for the women in 

the city. I interpret this to mean that historically education was not seen as that important, since 

labor was instead needed in the rice fields. Hence it was not as important to know Thai in the 

rural areas, compared to the cities. To a certain extent this has also been reflected in the norms 

for some of the rural area women, even though they now think Thai is important to know. Also, 

since university education is found mostly in the urban areas, one explanation is that more 

people stay there after they get a degree from the university, since the job opportunities are 

greater.  

From the answers I can also note that education is important for the women that do have a job 

outside the household today. This seems especially important in the city. With higher education 

they have greater opportunities to get a good income; hence they do not need to be dependent 

on others financially. Despite a degree Keji though has problems finding more work than the 

part-time job she currently has. She feels limited because she cannot speak and read English.  

In the rural areas the connection between education and work is more distinct. The three 

women, who graduated from university, are all working full time outside the household, and 

even though two of them are dependent on the additional income which the husband brings. It 

seems important to have an education in these areas, since women with little or no education in 

the rural area feel limitations in their working lives because of the low education level. For 

example they mention lack of self-esteem and fewer opportunities in the work area. Through 

these examples it is possible to note that a degree gives better opportunities to find 

employment for women, both in the city and at the countryside. Through a higher level of 

education, they can get a better income, contribute to family finances and then if they want 

more easily participate in civil life outside the household. 

Goals and gender equality  

The interviewees have dreams in their life. In the city the goals aim more towards obtaining a 

higher education. To me it’s more directed towards the individual than to the family, and thus to 

the individual’s ability to stand on her own. Education consequently reflects several aspects of 

life, more than just obtaining a job, and is therefore important on several levels.   

I note that rural women in general have goals more directed towards the family, compared to 

the women in the city. However, they also have individual goals, even though not as a primary 
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aim. The individual objectives are secondary to the family. My view on this is that family is very 

important in rural areas on different levels. It can act as a strong social safety net, which is more 

important in the rural areas compared to the city. The women stand behind their husbands and 

in some occasions the husbands goals become the family dream. As a safety net also the 

extended family is important i.e. as siblings, parents and relatives. This may be even more 

important for the Karen, since earlier they have been an underprivileged minority group. The 

importance of the family can therefore also be an economic issue, and that wages in the rural 

area are often less than in the city.  

The women who live by themselves in the city can manage a life in the city on their own income. 

They are therefore not economically dependent on any other person. For the Thai women in the 

city, their relatives also are scattered over a large area. They do not have the contact within the 

family group like the Karen does. Neither do they support one another financially, like several of 

the Karens do. Also the Karens in the city have strong contact with their relatives outside their 

own families. And also in this case one can note the importance of this as a social and economic 

safety net. 

An interesting observation is the division of household-tasks, and about gender equality and 

responsibility for the household. My interviewees in the city argue that the husbands have 

responsibilities in the household. However, in the case of child-rearing, the women in the city 

show a mix of different examples, where the husbands do not take part to a large extent. I 

interpret this to mean that they have to adapt to the specific situation in every family. Except 

child-rearing, the household tasks are generally equally split between men and women for the 

Karens with family in the city.  

In the rural areas four of the women have children, and these women take the greatest 

responsibility at home. This is mainly due to the husband’s long work hours. Therefore child-

rearing and household tasks follow each other, since the women take the greatest 

responsibility. The exception from the interviewees regarding child-rearing is Roya, who 

worked while her husband stayed at home with their son when he was little. Also they try to 

live in a relatively gender equal household. In comparison between urban and rural areas it can 

therefore be seen that all families have adapted to their own situation. However, the rural area 

women have greater responsibility in the household, as several of the husbands have to work 

long hours. The rural area women with low education have also had to adapt more to the 

family's situation than the other women. Their husbands work to an extent more outside the 

household, and the women have less help from others. In summary, the women in the rural area 
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therefore more often take a lot of responsibility in the household and for the family, which is 

also traditionally associated with the woman's role in Thailand. 

Participation and political commitment  

In the city of Chiang Mai the majority of the interviewees are interested in the political situation 

and to vote, thereafter they want to leave the work to others. The women do not want to get 

involved, but they know who has the power. They know channels to influence through, but they 

do not believe that they could influence or get a response for improvements, even though two of 

them have a degree from the university. The women do not have much confidence in the 

leadership, although Keji is an exception here. Of my interviewees she is the one that has been 

most politically active. She argues she could get respect both as a woman and as a Karen. She 

also has strong confidence in the leadership, and she knows how she can influence. She thus 

provides a different picture of women's political influence in Thailand. 

The women in the rural area also vote and have an interest to know about the situation in 

society. That they consider it important to vote can also be a reflection of the law that says that 

everybody in the country shall vote. In the rural areas, women feel some influence even if they 

do not want to get involved in politics. Despite this, four of them have talked directly with 

community leaders about the road to the mountain villages. Though, the response has been 

varying. Two of the women also feel a stronger influence. Tao says that through her husband 

and his political past she can influence, effect changes and gets respect. Sai says that she can get 

respect through her profession. Education levels here thus show different examples. Roya 

argues however despite her higher education, that it’s difficult to influence as a woman. In her 

case it depends much on her origin, that she doesn’t live in the village where she grew up. But a 

common thought among the women is that it’s a man’s work to be active in the social 

development.  

In comparison I can note that more women in the city, than in the rural areas, live psychically 

further away from influence in society and from the political arena. One thought is that they do 

not have any specific problems that are recurring, as in the village with the bad road. The 

problems in the city can be more individual, and also that they have less direct contact with the 

leadership. Education seems to be important to get respect, even though more elements are 

essential for influence, like the family's political status. The only one who directly can feel that 

she can influence with the help of her education is Sai, who is a teacher.   

Important to accentuate is that even though they don’t feel that they can influence, more rural 

women have spoken directly with community leaders, than the city women. In the rural area 
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they also have one question that unites them, and it’s the issue about the bad roads in the area. 

It is an issue that affects many and they have this question in common. 

Traditionally, the woman in the Thai society has not engaged politically. The woman has been 

the ones who have the greatest responsibility in the household, while the husband has the 

greatest responsibility in national affairs. Several of the women's husbands in the village also 

show interest in politics. That Keji can influence in the city, may be due to that the position of 

women’s role has changed in society from the traditional pattern. At the same time it can be 

seen that the rural women have more power overall than the interviewees in the city, since they 

can talk directly to the leaders, having done so and in some cases, gotten respect and seen 

improvements. Although they consider themselves to have low power, I can see that they have 

an obvious channel to use. Though, traditional norms are still prominent in the women’s 

thought of their own role to influence.   

Also recurrent in the interviews is that women talk about the leadership as selfish and corrupt. 

This also contributes to the low level of confidence for the leadership. Four of my interviewees 

in the rural area are critical of the system, and also several of the women in the city. This has 

therefore provided a hostile attitude towards politics among the majority of the interviewees. 

Discussion 

Several of the women migrate between the city and the rural area. In this way the transitions 

between urban and rural areas are not as strong as they previous have been in Thailand. The 

differences are more gradual. The boundaries become blurred when migrant workers are 

moving from rural to urban areas. The connections are also often maintained, for example when 

women that migrate send money home to the family. At the same time everyday life is constant 

in different places with different conditions. With this said, conditions in urban and rural areas 

continue as before. An example of this is Roya, who sees herself as a city woman. She does 

however, for now, stand behind her husband's desire to develop the local society. By this choice 

she also feels that her influence decreases in the social life, since she comes from another part of 

the country. She is also willing to support her husband if he will become politically active, which 

also means that she would give up some of the time she otherwise would work to bring an 

income. Therefore she takes on the traditional role of the women in Thailand, which she maybe 

hadn’t done if they were still living in the city. 

The Karen people have also revealed the importance of a strong social network. The whole 

family is therefore large, a unit that extends beyond their own families. This also means that they 

often support each other in different ways and have a large contact net which is spread over a 
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large geographical area. They repeatedly highlight the importance of the family. In one way this 

is also a reason to talk about blurring of the differences between urban and rural in norms. At 

the same time in the area of political commitment, Keji shows an example that differences still 

exist for women that are politically active. Several factors indicate that it had been more difficult 

for her to directly engage in politics in the countryside.  

From a democratic perspective, the study has revealed that education, family situation and 

political interest are affecting the possibility to become involved in community development. At 

the same time it appears that the structure is very complex in these matters. I have given 

perspectives of what nine women in Thailand struggle with today. And differences between 

urban and rural areas and among my interviewees are possible to notice in these questions, 

which I have highlighted here. Traditional norms are still strong in the country, particularly in 

the rural areas. At the same time rural women exploit their positions and try to challenge the 

norms, for example that Tao use her contact net to gain influence. Another example is that Roya 

works hard and tries to live in a gender equal household. And Mewi, Sie and Sai are working to 

improve the lives of other people on a social level.   

The women in the city have instead been emancipated from the traditional ideas. And they have 

all in different ways distinguished from the traditional woman role. Coi raise two boys by herself 

while working outside the household, Doya is living alone and has a career, Maio has a goal to 

live in a gender equal household and Keji is a woman that has committed herself politically and 

feels that she can use her influence to create a better community. They are all strong women 

who struggle with their own issues, while at the same time they’re helping to lead the country 

towards new standards and ideals, new identities and new goals. 

Afterword 

In this study I have given an insight into a different cultural world than I myself am used to. A 

further study in this area I would like to do is to interview women who have committed 

themselves politically in Thailand. From their perspective it would be interesting to see what the 

political involvement looks like on different levels in the political hierarchy. It would also be 

interesting to compare different areas of Thailand and see what differences and similarities 

there exist on the whole.  

This study has given me many new experiences. To work in another country than my own has 

been new to me, as to work in a culture so different from that of Sweden. This has also forced me 

to test my personal approach, for example during the interview situation. I have also been 

challenged to work in another language than my mother tongue, as well as to adapt myself to a 
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culture to which I am not used to. It has been a worthwhile experience and so much fun. The two 

months in the northern parts of Thailand has given me insight on how I function, both privately 

and in a work situation.  

This work has overall been very independent, and at the same time I’ve been in contact with 

many people who helped me in different ways, both in Sweden and in Thailand. To them, I am 

very grateful. In my exchanges with them, I have also received new insights about my own life 

and personality. And it has given me new perspectives on my life in Sweden. I can see that I have 

learned to be more forward as a person and to take new initiatives. At the same time, I have also 

become better to re-evaluate individual situations, and to take new decisions during the process. 

Thus, this project has been a fun and educational journey.  
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