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ABSTRACT

The study is focused on the process of social construction of motherhood in the context
of Lao social transformation through my own life experience as woman. It is found that
discourses on motherhood have been constructed by multiple sets of knowledge/realities: both
discourse on traditional motherhood and discourse on modern motherhood. According to the
Puan traditional discourse, motherhood was explained by animism, Buddhism as well as power
relations in Puan society which integrates status, role and duty of mother into role of daughter,
grand-daughter, elder sister, younger sister, young woman, and good wife who is expected to be
hard-working, diligent, grateful to parents, “elephant’s hind legs” and so on. This construction of
motherhood emerged in the past and has been reproduced by speeches, writings, and teachings
that were examined in stories, myths, poems, proverbs as well as “traditions” through the process
of socialization. Institutions, which involved in this process, are family, kinship/seniority,
religion, education and community. Women in the generations of my grandmother as well as my
mother experienced this kind of motherhood. In case of my mother’s generation, the formation of
a new discourse on motherhood occurred and it overlapped and conflicted with the traditional
discourse. The new discourse is about modern motherhood. It is named “modern motherhood”
discourse because it was constructed during period of Lao people’s struggle for national
independence, against France’s colonialism as well as the domination of the United States of
America in the Indochina war and since then, Lao society has gradually been changing to
modernization. At this stage, traditional Laoness was deconstructed and then modern Laoness
was constructed by discourses about independence, sovereignty, rights, liberty and equality in
socialism principles, including discourses of motherhood, such as “having a lot of children is to

build the nation”, slogan of women “three goods, two duties” which means that women were
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encouraged to be “good citizens”, “good mothers”, “good wives” and had duties to “protect and
build the socialist nation” as well as to “liberate other women”. This shows that motherhood,
which was produced by the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party (LPRP) and presented to my
mother’s generation, was changed from traditional power/knowledge to modern one. However,
motherhood has been reconstructed when there is a transition in economic development of Lao
focused on economic growth and free market economy. This transition affected women as well
as motherhood in many ways, e.g. predominance of heterosexuality, definition of reproductive
health (birth control, family planning etc.) Modern medical knowledge including reproductive
technology which is based on knowledge of “science” is used to justify the construction of
discourses about motherhood in capitalism by the state’s institutions such as hospitals, medical
schools, the ministry of public health and the Lao Women’s Union. Moreover, “market” takes
part in this construction. The definition of my motherhood is directly influenced by the discourse
on modern motherhood. But the traditional motherhood still occupies and takes the role of my
motherhood through management and anxious carefulness of my mother and elder sister.
Power/a set of modern knowledge of various organizations e.g. the LPRP, state, science and
commercial marketing that jointly constructed my good and modern motherhood as well as my
experiences has been suggested by doctors and nurses. Thus “I” as “subject” found that
motherhood is variety, complexity and difference in Lao society varying with period and
power/new set of knowledge when society defines new discourse on motherhood. This
“motherhood” maintains temporarily, and then it has been contested by new discourse on
motherhood, which has been changed by the construction of new power/new set of knowledge.
Therefore “I” as subject in mothering experience is not “rational subject” according to western
ways of thinking. The stories of three-generation mothers reveal that they have different
motherhood and experiences depending on “motherhood” discourse of each period and place. I
should be “subject” who has more rational choices but in real life I must choose and integrate
simultaneously both traditional and modern motherhood practices relying on power relationship
of persons around me who have different sets of discourse and conflict with me. As a result, [ am
the subject who does not have absolute power and unity but become flexible. Thus I am both

good and bad mother at the same time.



