Sociocultural Perspectives on Gender Relations of the Hmong in Thailand

Peng Xuefang

Abstract:

This study explores and describes the Hmong gender relations through traditional marriage systems, birth culture, socio-economic change and modern educational development, and how they influence issues of gender.  The Hmong society is stratified by both age and gender. Women are considered inferior to men in the Hmong traditional society.  The prototypical gender image of man and woman in the Hmong culture is the father and mother.  Marriage is regarded as a precondition, and giving birth is the mark for a woman to shift her social status.  There was a strong bias against education for the Hmong women in the past. The Hmong women’s access to education has increased with recent developments in the socio-economy and modern educational system.  Today, there seems to be little discrimination against women in continuing their education beyond the compulsory level.  However, the conventional ideas that ‘marrying early, bearing early, and having many children are blessings’ are popular in the Hmong community.  Many girls of school age have left school for marriage.  Traditional convention is a tough obstacle to the female’s continuing education.  Adult and vocational education is an important way to improve the Hmong women’s educational level and skill for making a living.  Nowadays, the Hmong’s traditional subsistence economy has changed.  Hmong women are actively involved in business.  For the Hmong, improving women’s educational level and income-earnings is beneficial for gender equity.

Introduction
Gender issues are related to human rights, population, ethnicity, and poverty.  Gender impacts on both scholarship and social practice, a focus well prioritized in the modern societies.  Gender studies are also an important topic for anthropology and sociology.  The study of minority women and gender is significant, especially for developing multi-ethnic countries where one of their strategies for sustained development covers such measures as raising minority women’s educational level,  and changing the women’s disadvantaged status. In Thailand, much research on women and gender has been concerned with the majority Thai people, and only limited research is concerned with the Hmong people.  The Hmong have a long history and unique culture, and are found in China, Southeast Asia and recently, in some western countries.  In Thailand, Hmong are the second largest highland ethnic minority group. 

The Hmong have been subjected to ethnic discrimination and labeled “backward”, “forest destroyer”, “drug addict” and “revolt to Thai state” (Hengsuwan, 2003; Leepreecha, 2001), and their voice generally has not been heard. This is particularly true for the Hmong woman.  The Hmong ideology stresses male dominance and female submission, and obedience and deference from the young to the elders. (Symonds, 1991：115).  Women are considered inferior to men in the Hmong traditional culture.

This study explores and analyses Hmong gender relations through traditional marriage systems, birth culture practices, socio-economic change, and modern educational development and their influence on issues of gender.  The objective of the study is to assist in our understanding of the Hmong and their culture.  This study will also be useful for understanding the Hmong women and gender issues.  It will help Chinese scholars and Miao (Hmong) ethnic group of China to understand the Hmong of Thailand.  This research is a contribution to Hmong studies, particularly for women and gender studies in Anthropology. 

Theoretical and Methodological Framework 

In the study of gender, it is important to consider all aspects of gender roles and relations.  Some previous studies indicate the areas to be considered in pursuing gender studies.  Donnelly, for example, indicates that “The study of gender begins with describing how tasks and skills, attitudes, responsibilities, power, and material possessions are distributed among males and females in a social group, and finding out the symbolic or prestige values assigned to them” (1994:12). 
Gender studies are also concerned with race and ethnicity, and as Reid and Comas-Diaz (1990:400) suggest, “in gender studies which ignore race, ethnic studies which overlook gender present us with an incomplete and, possibly, distorted view of the behaviors we attempt to investigate” (Peplau, et al, 1999: 25).  Gender ideology is also influenced by cultural factors such as religious beliefs, values, traditions, and behavior patterns of a group.  Carole Wade and Carol Tavris point out that “a culture’s attitudes and practices regarding gender are deeply embedded in its history, environment, economy, and survival needs ”(1999: 20).

This study uses the theories of gender and ethnic culture, making use of socio-cultural analytical method as its tools.  Central to the socio-cultural analysis of gender is the recognition that gender and culture are inseparable (Peplau, et al, 1999:34).  This study uses anthropological methods of participatory observation, interviews, and questionnaires in field investigation.  First-hand data was gathered from the Maesa Mai village (Blue/Green Hmong) in Mae Rim District, and Khun Klang village (White Hmong) in Chomthong District, Chiang Mai Province, Thailand.  Over one hundred local people were interviewed, including primary- and middle-school students, graduate students, teachers, farmers, government officials, and traders.  Of the interviewees, one-third were male and two-thirds were female.  Field research was carried out with the aid of an interpreter.  This research also draws on published and unpublished works about the Hmong of Thailand.  
The Hmong Culture and Gender Ideology

The Hmong in Thailand

The Hmong in Thailand bear historical relations with the Miao ethnic minority of  China.  The migration of the Hmong into northern Thailand is thought to have started around 1885.  Since by 1929, there had been Hmong around Tak Province in northwestern Thailand (Cooper, et al, 1996: 6).  In Thailand, the Hmong are divided into two main subgroups: Blue/Green Hmong and White Hmong.  It is believed that other subgroups of Hmong also migrated to Thailand but assimilated into these two main groups (Leepreecha, 2001: 32).  There are few behavioral differences between the two groups, except for their dialects and costume differences. The  Blue Hmong women can be identified by a blue skirt that is ‘batiked’, embroidered and pleated. On the other hand, the  White Hmong women wear plain white skirts or black baggy trousers and simple jackets with blue cuffs.
The Hmong are distributed in 12 provinces in northern Thailand.  They are settled in 253 villages with a population of 153,955 within 19,287 households and 24,551 families.  Within the population, there are 45,382 men, 45,703 women, 31,578 boys, and 31,292 girls.  The Hmong make up 16.52 percent of the total tribal population of Thailand.  (Tribal Research Institute, Chiang Mai, 2002).  

The Hmong are traditionally animistic and their religious beliefs focus on the worship of natural and ancestral spirits.  There have been some Hmong converts to Christianity through the efforts of Christian missionaries, and some have become Buddhist  through the influence of mainstream Thai society.  However, most of Hmong people still practice their traditional religions. 
Social stratification

Hmong society is patrilineal, with descent and inheritance traced through the male line.  To the Hmong, men are more important than women.  Men are perceived as the ‘skeleton of the society’.  Men may continue prosperity for the lineage and household, look after parents in their old age, and carry out essential rituals.  Women are regarded as ‘other people’s daughters’, since they must move into the husbands’ household after marriage.  The women have limited voice in the political, economic, or ritual areas having to do with the patriline.  Tapp (1985) used the metaphor of men as roots and women as flowers.  The roots of the tree, as symbolic of the males, are more valued than the flowers, which are symbolic of the females.

The Hmong society is stratified by both age and gender, and these are important determinants of social status.  As noted by Peplau, et al (1999:28): “Social status refers to a person’s rank, privilege, or power in a group. Traditionally, age and gender have been important determinants of status. In a system of patriarchy, the father or senior male is the acknowledged decision-maker for the family”.  Historically, the Hmong retained their own language without a writing system. Their traditional culture relied on oral history passed down by the older generations.  Hence, old people were accorded a great deal of prestige. In the Hmong society, the elders hold priority over younger people within the same gender group.  The older women have more authority than the younger women, especially daughters and daughters-in-law.  However, Hmong society operates as a patriarchy, with rank, privilege, and power residing with the males.  Therefore, in the relationship between gender and age, gender takes priority over age.  Younger men have more authority than older women.  These distinctions in social status and rank for the Hmong are fundamental to their social structure and social organization.
Gender roles

In the Hmong society, gender inequality begins at birth with the burial of the placenta.  A boy’s placenta is buried at the most important part of the house, near the middle place where the spirit of the clan resides. On the other hand, a girl’s placenta is buried under the bed of her parents where she was conceived, so that the girl will grow up to have many children.  Although today, many Hmong women give birth at the hospital, and have discarded the convention of burying the placenta, inequality in gender ideologies still remain, especially in the remote areas.

The prototypical gender image of man and woman in Hmong culture is father and mother.  For all Hmong men and women, the goal in life is to find a spouse and reproduce offsprings, since marriage and reproduction contine the male descent line and the personal completion of everyone’s duties in life.  Gender role is one of the first identities that human beings acquire, first through investiture, and then through socialization.  To be a good man, he must be strong and intelligent.  He must work hard and not be lazy.  He must have responsibility for his family.  He must not mistreat his wife or children.  He must love and care for his parents and know the rituals needed to ‘feed’ them after they die.  He must not use drugs.  
On the other hand, a girl is trained from birth to be a good girl.  A good girl must be adept at needlework. The Hmong girls begin to learn needlework as early as six to seven years of age.  After marriage, a woman must become a good wife and mother and satisfy her husband’s family.  She must respect her parents-in-law and all the other elder people, bringing honor and respect to her natal family and husband.  Moreover, she must behave according to the traditional customs and habits. A good temper and work skills are the characteristics most valued in a young woman.  A good woman must work hard in the fields and in the home. She must also bear many children, especially sons, and she must train these children very well. 

Marriage Systems
Significance of marriage
Marriage is the most important goal in life for the Hmong, since it is the vehicle for parenthood and the continuation of family, lineage, and clan.  Marriage is the precondition for a woman to shift her social status. For the Hmong, a girl must marry someone, or people will think there is something wrong with her if no man marries her.  In the Maesa Mai Village, one spinster at the age of 30, who was a drug addict in the past, said that she would only become a good housewife if someone  marries her. The Hmong girls are afraid of being spinsters.  A girl who cannot marry is considered unfortunate because of her family’s loss of face, bride price, and social relationships with the other clans. When she dies, she is buried quickly and without ceremony after her death.  A women without a husband is ‘worthless’, hence, she is not respected within the community.  Therefore, the Hmong girls marry as soon as possible. The Hmong men tend to marry younger women.  Among the Hmong, most boys are married between the ages of 17 and 20, and common marriage for girls is between the ages of 15 and 18.  Some girls are married at the age of 13 or 14 and bear one or several children before the age of 20. 

Rules of marriage
1. 
Clan exogamy is the most important rule of marriage.  A clan consists of a number of families claiming a common ancestor. The Hmong society is organized into patrilineal clans by surname groups.  Marriage within the clan is not allowed. Marriage is extremely important to strengthen ties of status and economic assistance between the clans and lineages.  When a man and woman are married, kinship relations are established between the members of the two related families and clans.  The role of the wife is often central to kin-group relation.  Whether the kinship relation between clans runs smoothly or not, women play an essential role in it. 
2. 
The rule of cross-cousin and maternal parallel cross-cousin marriage is found in many societies.  The  Hmong society is no exception. The Hmong parents practice cross-cousin marriage to strengthen the alliance between the two related families.  If a women’s daughter marries her brother’s son, this means she is sending her daughter to her natal clan.  In the past, cross-cousin and maternal parallel cross-cousin marriages were common because Hmong parents preferred the practice and young people, especially girls, had no chance of finding acceptable marriage partners in the limited population within a given area.  However, today this practice has been largely discarded by the educated younger generation, since they have learnt about genetics in school and now have more choices in marriage.  

The Hmong like to choose a partner within their society itself.  One reason is they believe that their blood is better than that of others.  Another reason is they worry that the couple might not live happily because of cultural differences if marry into other ethnic groups.  In terms of marriage from the other ethnic groups, Yao people are seen as a good choice in marriage because there are similaraties in language and culture between the Hmong and the Yao.  In the past, the Hmong rarely married the non-Hmong, although marriage with the non-Hmong was permitted.  Nowadays, with more and more communication by the Hmong with lowland and people overseas,  the propensity to marry non-Hmong might be expected to increase.  There are a few cases in the Hmong villages whereby Hmong women were married to Thai, Japanese, and American men.  Hmong parents may also approve of their children marrying someone from another country as well as marrying non-Hmong.  However, marriage within Hmong society is still common and preferred. 
Bride Wealth

Although the Hmong prefer boys to girls, this does not mean that the girls are not appreciated.  Girls are also assets to the family because they bring bride wealth into their family. The payment of bride wealth, culturally known as the debt for ‘milk and food’, ties a woman to her husband and his lineage for her lifetime.  Upon marriage all rights to her labor, sexuality, and reproduction are transferred from her natal family to her husband’s (Symonds, 1991:114).  
Bride wealth consists of silver bars.  In the two villages under study, the bride wealth is normally four or five silver bars, equal to about 15,000 Baht, almost 380 U.S. dollars.  However, rich families may pay more if they wish, while a poor family may pay less or need not pay anything if the bride’s parents agree.  The institution of bride wealth should not be regarded simply as the buying and selling of women.  It constitutes social insurance for women.  If a wife is abandoned or mistreated by her husband, bride wealth cannot be demanded back after she returns to her parents’ family.  However, if a wife misbehaves or commits adultery, her husband has the right to divorce her and insist on the return of the bride wealth.  
The Hmong choose a marriage partner with great care.  Divorce was rare in the past.  Hmong women would not like to divorce even if they had been mistreated.  “if divorce occurs, it is almost always assumed the woman is the problem” (Symonds, 1991:114 ).  Nowadays, the rate of divorce has increased due to drug crime and domestic violence. Villagers can reasonably consider a divorce event and do not think divorce is always the woman’s fault.  Women may divorce more readily.  There was a case in Maesa Mai village in 2001 in which a woman, who was over 40 years of age, got a divorce because her husband was a drug user and often hit her.  This case may indicate that the Hmong women are now conscious about their rights. 
Polygyny
In Hmong society, a man may have more than one wife at the same time, but a woman may have only one husband.  Although the majority of families remain monogamous, polygyny is still practiced.  The reasons for this are 1) if a wife remains infertile or does not bear a son, a second wife will be taken into the household; 2) offsprings are needed for work in the field and more wives mean more offsprings to help in farming; and 3) large families are marks of social status for men.  Because of the requirement of a substantial bride price, only a wealthy man can have two or more wives (Cooper, et al. 1996:13).  However, in the field research sites some men take more than one wife even if they are not rich. 

In polygamous families, theoretically the first wife has a privileged position more than the other wives under the authority of the husband.  However, that depends on the situation.  In one polygamous case in Maesa Mai village a man, at the age of 38, took five wives.  His first wife remains in charge of household matters and controls the financial rights.  When wives do not agree with each other, the final judgment rests on their husband.  Other polygamous families may be represented by a different pattern of relationships.  In another case, a man at the age of 58, has two wives.  Because the husband loves the second wife very much, the second wife has a privileged position over the first wife.  Polygyny for Hmong women remains a viable social institution despite varying relationships in marriage.  

Birth Cultural Practices
Significance of reproduction 
Motherhood is seen by the Hmong as a positive part of being a women.  Giving birth shifts a woman’s social status in society.  A woman cannot gain respect and status until she has given birth to a son, because she has fulfilled the most important role of providing continuity for the patri-line. The gender roles for Hmong women are deeply embedded in the agricultural economic foundation of the culture.  Fecundity is integral to the women’s role, because having many children is important for one’s well-being in this life and in the afterlife.  Therefore, having children is highly desirable.  A woman who cannot bear children, or who has children who do not survive, is regarded as unfortunate.  She is not highly respected.  Male infertility is rarely acknowledged in many societies, particularly in patrilineal societies, and the Hmong are no exception.  Infertility is assumed as the woman’s problem in Hmong society.

The Hmong society descent is traced through the male side only.  The Hmong hope to have more boys than girls.  From field research findings, an increase in fertility for Hmong is associated with the gender of their children.  If their earlier children are daughters, they will not stop child-bearing until they have one or several sons.  Therefore, the rate of population increase among the Hmong remains high.  According to field interviews of 44 married women in the villages, Hmong women bore children in the following averages: 10 women aged 20-30 had 2.3 children; 15 women aged 31-40 had 4.5 children; 6 women aged 41-50 had of 4.2 children; 8 women aged 51-60 had 5.8 children; 5 women over age 60 had an average of 10 children.  In the past, the mortality for children in Hmong villages was high because of lack of medical treatment, so women bore many children to secure the surviving children.

Birth Taboos
The Hmong women perceive pregnancy and giving birth as natural phenomena and part of a healthy state of life.  Many pregnant women still work in the field and at home. However, the pregnant women in a few households only do house chores.  Pregnant women protect themselves from accidents that might cause miscarriage and take special care not to lift heavy loads, reach up, or fall over.  They still have strong beliefs that these acts could cause miscarriage.

The Hmong women used to give birth at home, just at the husband’s.  It is prohibited for Hmong women to give birth in their natal home, since it will weaken their natal clan’s spirits.  This is considered a serious matter in the Hmong culture (Rice, 2000:90-91).  Nowadays, a few women deliver children at home, while most women of the two villages deliver children at the hospital.  Some women prefer bearing the first child at home rather than at the hospital because they are afraid the physician will use surgical devices during childbirth.  Since they attach importance to children, the Hmong have taboos to protect a new baby.  The same convention can be found in the Hmong communities in Thailand and China.  A pregnant woman is prohibited from entering the home of a new mother during her confinement period, the first month after birth, since the Hmong believe this might diminish the milk supply of the mother.  This prohibition extends to the husband of the pregnant woman as well.  The visitors who enter the house during the confinement period should not carry a bag or wear shoes.  It is believed that these acts will also take away the mother’s breast milk.  If visitors carry a bag or wear shoes into the house, they must leave their shoes and bags for one month with the host family.

Contraception
The men usually exercise dominant power over women in terms of decision-making in family planning.  If the couple have several children and feel the family is complete, or they would like to put a space before having additional children, they might use contraceptive methods. The Hmong prefer to use herbal medicines rather than contraceptive pills or injections to prevent pregnancy. In the Maesa Mai Village, contraception measures are almost always carried out by women, since most believe that birth control is a woman’s responsibility.  Husbands tend to play a passive role in birth control since they follow a patriarchal ideology and fear a loss of their masculinity. Only in one case was it noted that a man was involved in birth control.
Education for Women and Gender Equality 

Many of the disadvantages faced by women are associated with lack of education.  Hence, the strongest way to improve gender equality is to raise the women’s educational level.  The forms of available education include formal and informal education.

Gender difference in the Hmong educational levels
According to Thai scholars, there was a strong bias against education for Hmong females.  In the 5 to 14 year age category, educational attainment remained low, with only 25.5 percent for males and 8.2 percent of the females having attended school.  For those aged 15-34, only 27.7 percent of the Hmong males and 4.2 percent of the Hmong females had any education at all (Kamnuansilpa, et al, 1987: 26-27).  This reflected the educational situation of Hmong before the mid 1980s.  The table below provides a sample of Hmong educational levels in the late 1990s in Maesa Mai Village. 
Table 1: Level of Formal Education
   Male  Female     Total 
Never enrolled in school        300   434        734

Pre-school                    35    30         65

Primary school                351   261        612

Secondary school               98    51        149

Vocational college              16     6         22

University                     9     0          9
Total                        809   782       1,591

(Source: Leepreecha, 2001: 148)
Thus, it can be seen that 1) 37.08 percent of the males and 55.5 percent of the females never attended school; 2) 43.39 percent of the males and 33.38 percent of the females attended only primary school; 3) 12.11 percent of the males and 6.52 percent of the females attended secondary school; 4) 1.98 percent of the males and 0.77 percent of the females attended vocational college; and 5) 1.1 percent of the males and no females attended university.  In general, the Hmong’ levels of educational attainment were low.  For example, 46.16 percent of villagers did not attend school and 38.47 percent of the villagers attended only primary school. 
A majority of the villagers did not continue education beyond the compulsory years. Comparatively, the Hmong women’s educational level was lower than that of the men.  From field investigation, it was found that many women over the age of 30 did not attend school during their school-age years. One of the reasons was that there were no schools in their villages and it was inconvenient for girls to attend school outside their villages. Another main reason was that women were considered inferior to men according to Hmong traditional conventions. The parents kept the girls at home to work on the land and only boys went to school. 

The Hmong women’s access to education has improved over the past twenty years.  In Thailand, education is compulsory up to the sixth grade.  Today, there seems to be no discrimination against girls continuing their education beyond the compulsory level.  This is because socio-economic developments have changed the educational attitudes of the Hmong.  Many parents said they would like to support their sons’ and daughters’ further education. The Hmong villagers perceive that higher education will bring in higher income and better job opportunities. They also expect their children to land a good job in the city and not follow an agricultural way of life.  Even though there are free primary schools in the villages, some parents would like to pay more to send their children to primary and middle school in town.  One reason is the poor quality of the village schools.  Another reason is that parents want their children to adapt to the mainstream culture early so they may have a better chance to pursue higher levels of education.  To send children away from the village for their education demonstrates the parents’ determination to provide a good education for their children.  Education is seen as an avenue for upward mobility for the younger generation.  Some graduates from town schools would not return to their village but rather find a job in town and become temporary or permanent rural-urban migrants.

Nowadays, more Hmong women attend colleges and universities.  For example, before 1998, no females attended university in the Measa Mai Village, but now there are several female undergraduate students from this village.  Most of the students finance their university by taking out loans.  These students will begin to pay back their loans two years after graduation, paying one percent interest on loans within a fifteen-year term.  This helps students from poor families when they want to pursue higher education.  The Thai government and some non-governmental organizations also provide scholarship funds and welfare schools for poor but bright students.  These measures have also promoted the higher education of the Hmong women as well. However, although the Hmong women have equal opportunity to continue their education beyond the compulsory years, the fact remains that the rate of educational attainment for the Hmong female students is lower than that of male students in the middle school and university. 

Factors that limit education for Hmong females

First is the economic condition of the household.  Although many parents are willing to support their daughters’ higher education, girls from well-off households have greater opportunity to continue higher education than those from the poor ones.    For example, in Khun Krang Village, the only female graduate student was from a well-off household.  Another girl in the same village wanted to continue her education after graduating from secondary school, but she had to give up this plan because her family was poor. 

Second is the need for the girl to work for the family’s economic needs. If a girl is the eldest child in the family, she has to sacrifice her educational opportunity since she is burdened with a heavy workload.
Third is the traditional convention which is seen an obstacle for girls to continue their education. Like in the Hmong areas in China, the conventional ideas that ‘marrying early, bearing early, and having many children are blessings’ are also popular in the Hmong community in Thailand.  Many girls just finish primary school or lower middle school and then leave school for marriage.  It is a common phenomenon in the villages that Hmong girls at the age of 14 or 15 are already married and have one or more children before the age of 20.  From the field research findings, the girls’ marriage age is connected with their educational years.  Usually, the girls who are educated above the secondary-school level marry later than the girls who only finished primary school.  In order to delay marriage and reduce fertility rates, girls should be encouraged to further their education.  

Fourth, school achievement and interest in education for girls.  Parents claim that children’s unwillingness is a major factor for discontinuing their schooling.  Some girls stated that they did not want to continue their education due to low academic achievement. 
Fifth is that the educational level of the head of household influences the girls’ education. Uneducated parents do not attach importance to education for their daughters. 

Sixth, the lack of employment opportunities after studying. Some girls said they did not want to pursue higher education because their friends who graduated from the university did not find jobs. The fear of low returns from educational investment made them give up on furthering their education.

From the research findings, crime is also related to educational level.  Two years ago, there were over 100 drug addicts or drug dealers in the Maesa Mai Village.  Among them were thirty-three females aged from teenage to over 50 years.  They all had low education levels or were uneducated.  These females involved in drug crime were often influenced by their family members. 

Adult education for the Hmong women
Adult education is a relevant and appropriate way for the Hmong who live in the traditional community. Some young Hmong women have to stop attending school after finishing compulsory education because of various reasons.  Due to the change in social circumstance, these women expect to pursue continuing education. Adult education programs in town give them a chance to study, and they can spend spare time to go to school without neglecting work in the fields and at home. Some single women hope to at least pursue a higher diploma. Some married women are also eager to learn useful knowledge through adult education in the village.  In the Maesa Mai Village, an adult education class was opened in late 2003 and ten women registered.  They were aged from over thirty years old to more than fifty years old.  Women attended the class to learn the basic skills in writing and reading Thai. The women are also taught elementary knowledge of sanitation and health, environmental protection, raising children, and traditional herbal medicine. They realize that education gives them knowledge and advantages in society.
Vocational training for the Hmong women 

Vocational training is required to change lifestyles and enhance skills for making a living.  Over the past three decades, the integration of women into development has occurred, opening up social spaces for them to participate in and gain from the fruits of development.  Just as with other hill tribes, the Hmong women have more access to other education support from the different levels of government.  The following is one case.  The vocational training program on tailoring began in Maesa Mai in the spring of 2004.  This project was supported by the Chiang Mai provincial government.  Its primary objective was to promote women’s skills, thereby increasing opportunity for greater income.  Thirty women applicants attended this training class.  Most trainees felt their skill was enhanced during the training and it was useful for them.  In addition to tailoring, classes in advanced flower cultivation technology and the art of flower arrangement were offered by the vocational training programs.  Overall, vocational training raised the women’s sense of self-worth and enhanced their ability to adjust to social and economic change. 

Social Change and Women’s Status 

Hmong social change may result from development programs and other broader social forces.  The implementation of the Royal Projects and the Thai government’s integration policy has a great effect on the life of the Hmong.  Traditional swidden agriculture has been abandoned, and modern agricultural technology introduced.  Poppy growing has been replaced by the cultivation of cash crops.  The Hmong are no longer migratory, and have taken up a full and permanent village way of life.  Roads have been built to reach every Hmong village.  Many households own modern vehicles such as pick-up trucks and motorcycles.  It is now convenient to travel to town. The villagers often drive trucks or motorcycles to the fields to work.  Water-pipe systems, electricity and health centers have been provided.  Since the 1970s, Thailand has made great progress in primary compulsory education in the countryside, including the hill-tribe communities. Nowadays, it is easy to find schools in the Hmong villages.  Educational rights no longer belong only to men. The Hmong women now also have equal opportunities in education.
In the past, the women were restricted within the private sphere of the family. They could not easily leave their homes and villages, except in special cases such as taking the children to see the doctor.  It was uncommon to find Hmong women in Chiang Mai City, but today, many Hmong women trade in the night bazaar and weekend market in Chiang Mai as well as throughout the country. Some young Hmong businesswomen speak not only Thai but also a little English, Chinese, and Japanese when they are dealing with clients.  They have become good business people.
The reasons Hmong women are involved in business
1. Cultural support for high fertility leads to an increase in population, adding to the pressures on land.  Moreover, some villages are located in national forest-protected areas.  In order to protect the natural resources and the environment as well as supplement household incomes, it is necessary to promote non-agricultural occupations for the villagers.  Capitalism and a market economy have integrated the Hmong into this mechanism, making them rely on commerce and business (Hengsuwan, 2003).
2. Before tourism developed in Chiang Mai, a few foreign traders went to the Hmong villages to purchase their traditional clothing and handicrafts.  Henceforth, the Hmong villagers began to recognize that their traditional culture was an economic resource.  When the Chiang Mai night market was just set up in the early 1970s, a few Hmong women began to trade in the market.  Furthermore, with the development of tourism in Northern Thailand, more and more tourists were attracted by the Hmong’s excellent clothing and handicrafts.  This has provided a good chance for Hmong women to make money. The women are actively participating in business, contributing to the sustenance of their families. 
Hmong women’s trade ways: 
1. Trade in local villages. In tourist villages such as the Khun Krang Village, women need not leave home, but rather may sell their goods in the market alongside the road.  This roadside market has been operating for the past seventeen years.  More than 50 families own their booths in this market.  The sellers are mostly female and the oldest one is over 70 years old.  They sell all kinds of handicrafts and local agricultural products such as flowers, vegetables and fruit, etc. 
2. Trade in Chiang Mai City. Many of the Hmong women who trade in the Chiang Mai night bazaar come from the Maesa Mai and Doi Pui Villages. In Maesa Mai, some Hmong villagers have been selling all kinds of souvenirs in the market since the 1970s.  Now most of businesswomen still live in the village.  They travel between Chiang Mai city and the village every day, working in the village during the day and trading in the night market in the evening.  These Hmong women who are engaged in business are farmers as well as traders.  However, some women have moved from the village and now live near Chiang Mai City.
3. Trade in other cities.  Some women from the village engage in trading as a permanent occupation.  They settle down in the lowlands and often go to Bangkok or other cities to trade.  About one hundred Maesa Mai villagers live in Southern Thailand.  Some of them are married women and have moved away from the home village with their families to engage in trade on a fulltime basis.  

The educational development of the Hmong women and their important economic role in society help raise their social status and that of their families.  Some Hmong women such as female representatives elected by the villagers participate in deciding on the important affairs of the community.  The women’s social status can be viewed from the decision-making processes in the family.  In some families, the wives can join their husbands in deciding on the important family problems.  Some men said that they would listen to their wives’ sensible advice. 

Conclusion
The Hmong gender relations and traditional culture are inseparable.  In Hmong traditional society, gender inequality begins at birth with the burial of the placenta. The burial of placentas signify the distinction between the males and females.  Men are considered superior to women.  For a traditional Hmong woman, her value lies in being a good girl, a good wife, a good mother and mother-in-law, and a good grandmother.  To meet these demands, the traditional Hmong women are faced with many social requisites, including those from the family, clan, and village.  Meanwhile, the Hmong women have a limited voice in the affairs of their society outside of the responsibilities in the home, and consequently, limited power in decision-making.  The Hmong women’s disadvantage was often associated with their lack of education.  Hence, the best way to improve gender equality was to raise the women’s educational level. 

“The status of women has been assessed by measures of economic security, educational opportunities, access to birth control and medical care, degree of self-determination, participation in public and political life, power to make decision in the family, and physical safety” (Wade and Tavris, 1999:18).  Since the traditional subsistence economy of the Hmong has undergone changes, factors such as education, information, new kinds of crops, and a strong engagement with the market economy have transformed the Hmong way of earning a living. The Hmong women are no longer restricted within the private sphere of family. They are now actively involved in business and play an important role in economic development. They also participate in decision-making in the family and community.  
However, the bargaining power of each woman varies because of different conditions.  For illiterate women, they might not think much about power, but rather emphasize traditional gender ideologies or moral norms concerning gender relations.  Their status has not changed much, since power and control remains mostly in their husbands' hands.  For educated younger women, their social status is undergoing a great change since they have brought home new concepts regarding gender roles.  It is apparent that women’s education and related income-earnings help improve gender equity.  

Alhough the Hmong have retained many aspects of their identity and culture, it is inevitable that changing gender roles may become points of conflict between the men and women, and between the generations.  However, the modern Hmong woman appears to be integrating, with some success, their choices and roles in many areas, including marriage, family, economic activities, and education.  At the same time they are gaining some power over decision-making within the family and community.  These changes are leading to greater gender equality for the Hmong. 
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