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Textiles and The Way of Life
of the Tai Lao Ethnic Group of the Ubol Line
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Textiles and The way of Life
of the Tai-Lao Ethnic Group of the Ubol Line

This research has 3 obdectives:'to collect, classify and document
the history of the various types of Tai-Lao cloth; to study the rolé
and uses of Tai-Lao cloth in the local way of life; and to study the
devélopment of cloth of the Tai~Lao ethnic group of the Ubol line.
This study was put together.through interviews of cloth weavers and experts
in 10 provinces; Ubolratchathani, Yasothon, Roi-Et, Khon Kaen, Buriram
Mahasarakham, Chaiyapum, Nong Kai, Udonthani and Sakon Nakhon. These provinces
all evolved, historically and culturally, from a common source in

Ubolratchathani.

The classification of cloth can be done through many categories.
For example, if we classify cloth by the raw material from which
it was made, we come up wiﬁh silk, cotton, etc. In the category of
production techniques and methods we have Pa Puen, Pa Yiab, Pa Khid,
Pa Yok, and Pa Mudmee. In the category of use we have subcategories such as
daily use for diépers, pillow cases, hammocks, blankets, Pa Phrae Mon
or Pa Paew, Pa Phrae RBieng, shoulder cloth, bedding, mosquito net,
curtains, Pa Somma, funeral cloth, handbags, Pa Sin, Pa Kaoma, Sarong etc.
In the ceremonial cloth subcategory there is Pa Chorn Kwan, Pa Yant,
sacred cloth, etec. In the religious cloth subcategory there are flags,

monks robes, scripture cloth covers, etc.



Apart from practical uses as clothes, implement in daily life
and work and in ceremonial and religious events; these cloths were
also used as barter materials and as tributary payments for corvee

labour by the goverment.

However, the main purpose of c¢loth is for use in daily life.
Therefore, cloth is woven according to artistic styles and trends.
This is especially so in the case of ceremonial cloths which
reflect. the skill, meticulous attentions to detail, perseverance and
imagination of the weaver. It also shows the intelligence involved
in using natural materials to give colour, design and beéuty to

the product.

Therefore, in the past woven cloth was perceived as a means
to determine an Esan woman’s ability to be a good wife. For this
reason women were the main medium for transmission of cloth weaving
knowledge within the family. The role of the men on the
other hand, was limited to the building of weaQing implements

such as looms.

A common thread 211 the way through the cloth weaving
process entails Esan folk beliefs and prohibitions called
"khalum". These folk beliefs provide the weaver with a guide
on the do’s and don’ts of weaving. For example, it is forbidden
to spin silk on Buddist worship days, or the belief that keeping
sacred religious objects near the Kaeng Mhon will make the silk

strands thick.



Buddhist, beliefs have also permeated the weaving process.
The weaving of robes and pillow cases for monk was believed to
bring great merit to the weaver. The use of virgin cloth as
covers for scripture, for instance, was to ensure the continuity
of knowledge and intelligence among one’s own children and grand-
children. It is common, therefore, to find remarkably beautiful examples

of old cloth presented to monks.

. The cloths used by community leaders and officials(Un-ya)
somehow differed from those of common villagers. This was due to
the outside influences of the nearby Champasak area of Laos and

of the royal court in Bahgkok.

Officials in Ubol in later eras used Pa Sin Yok and Pa Sin
Muk oﬁ special occasions and for religious ceremonies. These two types
of cloth was woven with materials unavailable to village weavers - - gold
and silver thread. Therefore cloth bearing gold and silver thread also

denoted the social rank and status of the weaver.

| One common practice among Esan women was to wear the Pa sin
(wrap—éround skirt) in "Lampiang” fashion. In this fashion a white cotton
or old silk Pa Sin was worn inside while a new silk Pa sin was worn
outside. This practice followed the belief that the elder of the house was
treated with respect, especially by a daughter-in-law. In this context
cloth also served as an instrument for observing social rules and

regulations.



Social economic changes in Thai society at large; whether
tﬁrough the free market, technology or goverment policy; have affected
community-based cloth weaving. Weaving for practical self use has
evolved into weaving for sale., This has resulted in materials, colours and
designs of these cloths have been modified into various household items

manufactured by major industrial operations.

Both publié and private séctors are now involved in the support of
weaving such as the Foundation of the Promotion of Supplementary
Occupations and Related Techniques of Her Majesty Queen Sirikit, the
Handicraft Project of the Community Development Department, foreign-~

supported NGO’s and the Industrial Promot.ion Department.

Community cloth weaving groups have been set up while the proéess
has changed from family to factory-bhased production. The weavers
themselves seldom use their own products, but instead, wear ménufactured
clothes which are cheaper and currently in fasion. Cloths used in
religiqus and ceremonial occasions have changed according to convenience
in buying rather than weaving for their use. Consequently, the passing
of the family expertise in weaving, as well as interest in treaditional
cloth weaving among the young, is believed to be steadily declining while
out.side agencies are now trying to ensure its continuity for later

generations.



At present Tai-lao traditional cloths have, therefore, found their
ways out of the life of the local people into the market place and have
adapted, in the production process, to meet the market deman%s. The self
use of hand woven cloth has regretably declined and inevitably been

replaced by more conveniently obtained materials.
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