LITTLE THINGS MEAN A LOT:
POTS AND CLOTH IN NORTHEAST THAILAND

H. Leedom Lefferts Jr.!
and
Louise Cort?

Abstract

Studies of Thai culture tend to focus on Buddhism and state; studies of Thai art
tend to focus on art as defined in Euro-American terms. This research report,
based on a decade of fieldwork with more under way, is intended as a thought-
piece to address ways of ascertaining the lives of everyday people through
everyday things. Our studies of weaving and pottery production in Northeast
Thai villages have provided ways to understand not only technology and
marketing but also such issues as the relationship of ethnicity to technology;
gender roles; social hierarchy of production; and the artistic dimensions of
traditional production wherein individuals engage in making more or less
standardized products. Weaving used to be a requisite skill for almost every
village woman; pottery-making takes place as a seasonal activity only in specific
communities that have access to clay. Our current study shows, in particular,
how systems of pottery-making technology sometimes align with, but some-
times cut across, conventional ethnic identities, and how earthenware produc-
tion seems to have provided a portable occupation for displaced ethnic/ social
groups.

Introduction

tudies of Thai culture tend to focus on

Buddhism and state, while studies of
Thaiarthistory tend to focusonartas defined
in Euro-American terms. Our paper offers
some alternative ways of addressing the
lives and arts of everyday people through
everyday things, using our studies of pots
and cloth in Northeast Thailand over the
past decade. This paper reflects a strategy
designed to deal with the present moment
among peoples for whom monumental
architecture, sculpture, and painting no
longer perpetuate regional styles but mirror
national — or even international — models.
This paper also reflects our conviction that
examination of the details of local products
such as cloth and pots brings to light realms
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of artistic production, technological styles,
and intricate meanings more truly reflective
of the complexities of local cultures.

Our region-wide surveys have revealed
unexpected ties, in the case of pots — or an
equally surprising lack of relationships, in
the case of cloth—to the commonly proposed
historical ebb and flow of diverse ethnic
groups within the region. Connections
embodied in the construction of a pot or a
length of cloth contradict concepts of
ethnicity associated with more prominent
monumental structures. In a region where
Khmer political influence waned in the
fourteenth century, leaving the great stone
structures to crumble, we find Khmer
patterns of technology hidden in the ongoing
production of potsby Lao-speaking women.
Throughtextilesand their usein ceremonies,
we see the perpetuation of statements of
meaning originating in Khmer usages, but
now applied in northeast Thai-Lao Thera-
vada Buddhist contexts.
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The area now known through political
affiliation as Northeast Thailand occupies
theKhorat plateau, an open but well-defined
region bordered to the north and east by the
Mekong River, to the south by the Dangrek
escarpment overlooking Cambodia, and to
the west by the Petchabun mountainsleading
to what is now called Central Thailand. This
area, lying at the heart of mainland Southeast
Asia, has been appropriated by successive
dominant cultures over the millennia,
beginning with the Ban Chiang efflorescence
and including the Dvaravati civilizationand
the Khmer empire. Khmer influence
seemingly waned with the decline of Angkor,
while, later, the populace of the Lao
kingdoms spilled across the Mekong to
occupy openland (Keyes 1976). Various Lao-
speaking ethnic groups predominate in
present-day Northeast Thailand, with
smaller populations of Khmer and Suay
living in the southern half of the plateau
(Lebar, Hickey, and Musgrave 1964 map).

Cloth

Anintensivestudy of textiles, resulting from
many years of work in the region, first gave
rise to the questioning of received opinijons.
It became apparent that textiles highlighted
and re-affirmed, in ways we had not been
led to expect, theroles of women in producing
and reproducing household, village, and
Buddhist social structures (Gittinger and
Lefferts 1992).

Focusing on textiles permits us to
hypothesize that women exercise a con-
trolling force on the trajectory of Theravada
Buddhism. This occurs through their control
of the production of cloth used to mark the
transition of a young man first to the liminal
status of ‘serpenthood’ and then to monk-
hood (Lefferts 1994). This hypothesis
contradicts the received opinion that men
are the important figures in Theravada
Buddhism. At minimum, textiles permit us
to visualize a complementarity between
women and men, resulting in a recon-
figuration of therole of Theravada Buddhism
in daily Thai-Lao life. Using textiles, we can

begin to bring contemporary Thai women
into Buddhist history. We can also describe
women as well as men as active agents in
Buddhism.

Focusing on textiles also initiated other
questions. These concern technology,
production, and ethnicity. First, we found
that textile productionis arguably the single
most complex pre-industrial technology in
Thai-Lao culture. Even rice cultivation on
the Khorat Plateau may not have used as
complex a set of tools and procedures as
does textile production, ranging from yarn
productionand finishing to dyeing, weaving,
and distribution. Moreover, all of these
processes classified under the rubric of
‘weaving’are women'’s work, whereas most
aspects of rice production are shared by
men and women.

Second, textile production requires years
of focused study for a woman to become
proficient. It was not unusual for elderly
women to tell us that they had started
weaving at age twelve under their mother’s
or a neighbor’s supervision and had
progressed in learning the repertory of
techniques in order to become skilled in
time for their marriage, at eighteen or so.
Brides wove specially required textiles and
presented them to their new in-laws. After
raising their children, some especially adept
women continued to perfect their techniques
and learn new ones, becoming recognized
as ‘master’ weavers. We have estimated that
Thai-Lao weavers had access to more than
thirty different methods for varying their
weaving in order to produce different
designs.

Third, the implications of weaving in
terms of ethnicity and politics contradicted
our expectations. It became apparent that
the women we talked to were part of a
regional distribution of yarn, designs, dyes,
loom parts, and completed textilesstretching
far beyond the Khorat Plateau or a single
ethno-linguistic group. Silk from China and
Tai Dam peoples; cotton from Laos and
Thailand; prohibitions on silk production
affecting some Theravada Buddhist women
but not others; the widespread distribution
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Conclusion

This paper shows that contexts of different
artistic media appear to vary independently
across what might be supposed tobe readily
identifiable ethno-linguistic groups. Cloth
production depends on extremely well-
trained women who manipulate complex
technologies, readily adapt new designs to
existing technologies, and are involved in
meaningful structural statements. Textiles
and their component technologies seem
today to move freely across the landscape of
people and cultures.

This differs from pot production and
distribution, wherein we see the distribution
of ethnicity coeval with distinctive
technologies and, in the case of Thai-Khorat
potters, an intensive division of labor
requiring both men and women. This
configuration has led us to wonder whether
so-called Thai-Khorat ethnicity may be
adopted by those people who take up pot-
making as a survival strategy, together with
constructed histories and possible fictive
kinship, regardless of what ethnicity they
might have claimed before (cf. Foster 1972).

Meanwhile, pots and cloth also vary in
the meaningsattributed to them within their
cultural frameworks. Textiles are
fundamental proxies whereby Thai-Lao
women assert themselves in social and
religious structures. Pots, by contrast, seem
to be more simply ‘things’ — produced and
used without great symbolic meaning or
overt Buddhist context.

For neither pots nor cloth do we find
simple correlations that support generally
accepted statements of the co-terminal
boundaries of material cultureand ethnicity.
Our research on the ‘little things’ of cloth
and pots has involved us in questioning the
idea that ‘art’is notan easy gloss for cultural
systems.
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