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Abstract

Why was a female lower garment once used as a wrapper for
palm-leaf manuscripts in Northeast Thailand? As a cultural symbol, a
female lower garment would never have been put in juxtaposition to a
religious written manuscript, These artifacts simply belonged to two
opposite cultural domains in the Thai-Lao cultural cosmology, fo which
the Isan people consider themselves to belong, What was the cultural
logic undetlying this contradiction? The authors addressed these questions
by carrying out brief anthropological ficldwork in Loei, Nakhon Ratchasima,
and Ubon Ratchathani areas as well as undertaking a critical review of
some related literature.

It is argued in this paper that the use of female lower garments as
wrappers of sacred palm-leaf manuscripts among Isan people, especially
prior to the 1960s, should be interpreted from a cultural semiotic
perspective. These cultural materials lend themselves as elusive, multiple
significations of Isan culture in practice. They represented symbolic as
well as practical expressions of Isan womens dynamic involvement in the
material and religious worlds. They can be further interpreted as a prime
symbolic example of the hegemonic domination of “modern Thai national
literacy” over traditional cultural capital in Isan, where local women and
men were severely marginalized along the path to modernization and
economic development in contemporary Thailand.

Keywords: female lower garment, palm-leaf maliuscript, female

gender, popular Buddhism, Isan or Northeast Thailand
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