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LAO REFUGEE WOMEN

TAKE CONTROL
by Ruth Krulfeld

How do refugee communities mobilize, organize,
and negotiate power within their new dominant
societies?

The answer is especially important in this time of
widespread xenophobia; funding cuts; and
legislation against legal and undocumented refugees,
immigrants, migrant workers, and their children.
Refugees lose power through forcible uprooting,
interim resettlement, and eventual resettling in new
societies. Under these circumstances, refugees
come with limited abilities to cope and ofien end up
in the lowest social and economic strata of society.
When self-empowerment occurs, it has far-reaching
consequences for self-esteem, self-determination,
and access to status and resources.

This article focuses on refugee women and their
self-empowerment through the formation of a new
organization for women, The Lao-American
Women's Association (LAWA). My research with
the Lao community began in 1981. Understanding
the  construction of organizations for self-
empowerment has implications not only for
academic research but also for public policy,
provision of service, and human rights.

LAWA

LAWA began as an idea around 1993; in 1995 the
association was granted non-profit status. LAWA
is crucial to self-protection as well as self-
actualization. Lao women, although influential
within the home, are disadvantaged in the public
sphere, where any power they may have is usually
covert. One of the officers of the women's
organization explained that women had to raise
men's self-esteem by publicly showing deference to
them, and even performing public rituals of self-
deprecation relative to men. Another officer listed
numerous cases of deferential treatment of men here
and in Laos, such as the monthly offerings of
flowers and incense women traditionally made in
Laos in supplication--or, as she put it, "worship,"--
to their husbands. In Laos, the husband attended

PTA meetings, always representing the family
outside the home. According to gender cosmology
in Lao Buddhism, women must be reborn as men in
order to become monks, thus maximizing their
chances to attain both great social status and
enlightenment.

In mobilizing women to form LAWA after
resettlement, the women challenged these gender
restrictions--and confronted opposition. Since the
planners and workers in this new organization all
hold at least one--and sometimes two or more--full-
time jobs, have families and great social demands on

their time, their involvement in this new
organization represents both daring and
commitment. Such involvement is even more

significant because challenging traditional status is
very uncomfortable in a society in which non-
confrontation is so highly valued--more so for
women.

Focus of Research

My research focused on several questions: 1) Why
did these Lao women decide to organize and
continue in the face of strong opposition; 2) What
was the opposition and why did it occur; 3) Which
influences promoted this organization, 4) Were
there any precedents for it; 5) Why did it occur
when it did; 6) What problems arose both internally
and externally; and 7) What was the impact of the
organization on both women who joined and the
Lao community?

New organizations such as LAWA are likely to
begin only after refugees have acquired such
necessities as learning a new language, job skills,
housing, and financial security, permitting them to
concentrate on less immediately demanding matters.
LAWA was started 16 to 20 years after initial
resettiement by most Lao refugees.

Addressing Community Problems

Who begins such an organization and why? The
organizers of LAWA were interested in attaining
public prestige and self-empowerment and
alleviating certain community problems. Prior to
LAWA, the organizations in this enclave refugee
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society were male-run--most of them highly  reducing involvement of youth in gangs and other
politicized and in conflict. There had been twelve  dysfunctional behavior.
opposed political parties in this relatively small
population, all with the agenda of reclaiming the 2) Publishing and circulating a newsletter, with
Lao government and each with a different idea of  information on immigration, citizenship, health,
what to do with it when they got it back.  resources for the elderly, schools, SAT exams,
Mobilization for these men's political organizations  advanced placement courses, and women's
began early on. They were recently formed into  conferences. Also included was recognition of
one large association, with a board and membership students who make honors, stay in school and
comprised of men, under which all Lao  graduate; women who obtain degrees; and L.ao who
organizations were to be subsumed. Eventhe PTA  achieve honors in the wider society.
was male-run. The political conflicts between such
organizations and the battles for personal power  3) As far as time and resources permit, visiting and
between men limited most other activity for  cooking for the elderly, the ill, and providing
community causes, except that already in-place,  transportation to doctors.
such as traditional cooperation to organize
celebrations and rituals. 4) At their general meeting in November 1996, the
women planned to enlarge their mandate to include
The women felt that the community was now organizing monthly meals and meetings for Lao
established enough that major problems should be elderly and arranging transportation for them.
addressed. The existing male-run Lao organizations  Because of increasing problems for aliens obtaining
were doing no more than talking about problems. welfare and health benefits, the women decided to
The women felt motivated to take action on such  provide classes to prepare people for the citizenship
issues as isolation and alienation among the Lao ~ exam. They will also coordinate transportation to
elderly, the threat of loss of Lao culture, the class and to the Immigrant and Naturalization
generation gap between children who spoke only Services (INS) for those who need it. They voted
English and numerous Lao parents and grandparents to set up a telephone hotline to remind women in
who either spoke no English or barely understood it the community to do monthly breast examinations
and who did not understand the culture in which  and have annual pap smears. They also decided to
their children were growing up. Health issues were  teach Lao cooking, taking turns in holding classes in
also a concern, as was domestic abuse, alcoholism, members' homes.
gangs, and children in prison. As social services and
outside funding have become increasingly restricted,
the women felt the community had to break the
pattern of dependency that had become established
for many Lao. So, community concerns and lack of
action by male-run organizations provided the initial
impetus for Lao women to mobilize.

Women Take Action

The LAWA board members turned their attention to
the following:

1) Running the Lao language and culture school for
the purposes of preserving Lao culture, reducing ~ Running the Lao language and culture school
inter-generational conflict, giving Lao children a  constitutes a major drain on time and resources,
sense of ethnic identity and self-esteem, and especially since the five most highly committed

women, who now constitute the LAWA board, do




in the wider society and even internationally. They
are proud of their achievements and speak with
pride of their own empowerment.

Further Reading

Baxter, Diane and Krulfeld, Ruth, eds. 1997.
Beyond Boundaries: Selected Papers on
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Refugee and Immigrant Issues. American
Anthropological Association Special Volume.

Ruth Krulfeld is professor of anthropology at
The George Washington University.

NEW RESOURCES FOR TEACHERS

Free Modules for Teaching Anthropology

The AAA's Council for General Anthropology has
produced three modules for teaching physical
anthropology:

Module 1: "Name That Fossil: An Exercise in
Hominid Taxonomy" by Patricia C. Rice and Philip
L. Stein includes introductory reading, sheets of
"fossil skulls," and further instructions for teachers.

Module 2: "Races Versus Clines" by Leonard
Lieberman and Patricia Rice shows that traits used
to identify "races" (skin color, stature, hair form,
etc.) do not covary. Instead they show independent
clines.

Module 3: "The Race Concept 1997" by Leonard
Lieberman provides an update on the issue of what
is race and how anthropologists deal with the
subject.

To obtain a free copy of any of these modules, write
or email Patricia Rice, Department of Sociology and
Anthropology, =~ West  Virginia  University,
Morgantown, wVv 26505-6326, email:
price@wvu.edu.

Seeing Anthropology, Cultural Anthropology
Through Film by Karl Heider (Allyn and Bacon,
1997).

A one hour and 40 min. video accompanies this
book containing film segments that match each
chapter. Book chapters cover topics for
introductory  anthropology classes including
fieldwork, the culture concept, production,
exchange, psychology and culture, religion, and the
contemporary world.
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Are you teaching Introductory Anthropology Fall
19987 Watch for an announcement and ordering
information of a new publication in the next issue of
AnthroNotes:

Anthropology Explored:

The Best of Smithsonian AnthroNotes

Edited by Ruth O. Selig and Marilyn R. London
Forward by David W. McCurdy

Drawings by Robert L. Humphrey

Available Spring 1998 from the Smithsonian
Institution Press.
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("Human Nature" continued from page 6)

and Reynolds 1965; Suguyama 1972. Goodall
1968).

Then, between 1974 and 1977, five adult males
from one subgroup were attacked and disappeared
from the area, presumably dead. Why after 24 years
did the patterns of aggression change? Was it
because the stronger group saw the weakness of the
other and decided to improve their genetic fitness.
But surely there were stronger and weaker animals
and subgroups before this time. Perhaps we can
look to Goodall's own perturbations for an answer.
In 1965, Goodall began to provide "restrictive
human-controlled feeding." A few years later she
realized that

the constant feeding was having a marked
effect on the behavior of the chimps. They
were beginning to move about in large
groups more often than they had ever done
in the old days. Worst of all, the adult males
were becoming increasingly aggressive.
When we first offered the chimps bananas
the males seldom fought over their
food;....now...there was a great deal more
fighting than ever before....(Goodall
1971:143).

The possibility that human interference was a main
cause of the unusual behavior of the Gombe chimps
was the subject of an excellent, but generally
ignored book by Margaret Power (1991).
Wrangham and Peterson (1996:19) footnote this
book, but as with many other controversies, they
essentially ignore its findings, stating that yes,
chimpanzee violence might have been unnatural
behavior if it weren't for the evidence of similar
behavior occurring since 1977 and "elsewhere in
Africa" (1996:19).

Further Evidence
What is this evidence from elsewhere in Africa?

Wrangham and Peterson provide only four brief
examples, none of which is very convincing:

(1) Between 1979-1982, the Gombe group extended
its range to the south and conflict with a southern
group, Kalande, was suspected. In 1982, a "raiding"
party of males reached Goodall's camp. The authors
state: "Some of these raids may have been lethal”
(1996:19). However, Goodall describes this "raid"
as follows: One female "was chased by a Kalande
male and mildly attacked...Her four-year-old
son...encountered a second male--but was only
sniffed" (1986:516). Although Wrangham and
Peterson imply that these encounters were similar
to those between 1974-77, no violence was actually
witnessed. The authors also refer to the discovery of
the dead body of Humphrey; what they do not
mention is Humphrey's age of 35 and that wild
chimps rarely live past 33 years!

(2) From 1970 to 1982, six adult males from one
community in the Japanese study site of Mahale
disappeared, one by one over this 12 year period.
None of the animals were observed being attacked
or killed, and one was sighted later roaming as a
solitary male (Nishida et al., 1985:287-289).

(3) In another site in West Africa, Wrangham and
Peterson report that Boesch and Boesch believe
“that violent aggression among the chimpanzees is
as important as it is in Gombe" (1986:20).
However, in the paper referred to, the Boesch's
simply state that encounters by neighboring
chimpanzee communities are more common in their
site than in Gombe (one per month vs. 1 every 4
months). There is no mention of violence during
these encounters.

(4) At a site that Wrangham began studying in 1984,
an adult male was found dead in 1991. Wrangham
states: "In the second week of August, Ruizoni was
killed. No human saw the big fight" (Wrangham &
Peterson 1996:20). Wrangham gives us no
indication of what has occurred at this site over the
last 6 years.

In fact, this is the total amount of evidence of
warfare and male-male killing among chimpanzees
after 37 years of research!! The data for infanticide
and rape among chimpanzees is even less
impressive. In fact, data are so sparse for these
behaviors among chimps that Wrangham and
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Peterson are forced to use examples from the other
great apes, gorillas and orangutans. However, just
as for killing among chimpanzees, both the evidence
and the interpretations are suspect and
controversial.

Can We escape Our Genes?

What if Wrangham and Peterson are correct and we
and our chimp cousins are inhgrently sinners? Are
we doomed to be violent forever because this
pattern is fixed within our genetic code?

After 5 million years of human evolution and
120,000 or so years of Homo sapiens existence, is
there a way to rid ourselves of our inborn evils?

What does it do for us, then, to know the
behavior of our closest relatives? Chimpanzees
and bonobos are an extraordinary pair. One, I
suggest shows us some of the worst aspects of
our past and our present; the other shows an
escape from it....Denial of our demons won't
make them go away. But even if we're driven to
accepting the evidence of a grisly past, we're not
forced into thinking it condemns us to an
unchanged future (Wrangham 1997:110).

In other words, we can learn how to behave by
watching bonobos. But, if we can change our
inherited behavior so simply, why haven't we been
able to do this before Demonic Males enlightened
us? Surely, there are variations in the amounts of
violence in different human cultures and individuals.
If we have the capacity and plasticity to change by
learning from example, then our behavior is
determined by socialization practices and by our
cultural histories and not by our nature! This is true
whether the examples come from benevolent
bonobos or conscientious objectors.

Conclusion

The theory presented by Wrangham and Peterson,
although it also includes chimpanzees as our
murdering cousins, is very similar to "man the
hunter" theories proposed in the past. It also does
not differ greatly from early European and Christian

beliefs about human ethics and morality. We are
forced to ask:

Are these theories generated by good scientific fact,
or are they just "good to think" because they reflect,
reinforce, and reiterate our traditional cultural
beliefs, our morality and our ethics? Is the theory
generated by the data, or are the data manipulated
to fit preconceived notions of human morality and
ethics?

Since the data in support of these theories have been
weak, and yet the stories created have been
extremely similar, I am forced to believe that "Man
the Hunter" is a myth, that humans are not
necessarily prone to violence and aggression, but
that this belief will continue to reappear in future
writings on  human nature. Meanwhile,
primatologists must continue their field research,
marshaling the actual evidence needed to answer
many of the questions raised in Wrangham and
Peterson's volume.

Robert Sussman is professor of anthropology at
Washington University at St. Louis and editor of
the American Anthropologist, the journal of the
American Anthropological Association.
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("Kennewick" continued from page 8)

that some groups have displaced others in distinct
geographic regions, rather than one culture evolving
directly into the other.

Establishing clear cultural affiliation of such an early
individual to any present-day Native American
group is likely impossible. Scientific study of
Kennewick Man and other early remains, however,
can help answer questions not only about the life
and health of early inhabitants of North America,
but also the range of physical types or human
variation of these early people. Investigating these
areas may help solve other mysteries, such as the
puzzle of the origin of the Ainu people of Hokkaido,
Japan, who are considered perhaps the oldest
population of that region with features resembling
those of caucasoids--more body hair, less facial
flatness.

For many, "Kennewick Man," along with other very
ancient remains, holds national and international
significance, and therefore represents an inheritance
for the entire human family.
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Fagan, Brian. 1995. Ancient North America: The Archaeology
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For updated information, see the Smithsonian's Arctic Studies
Center web page: http://www.nmnh.si.edu.arctic/.

P. Ann Kaupp




SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION BuLk RATE

ANTHROPOLOGY OUTREACH & PosTtaGE & FEES PAID
PuBLIC INFORMATION SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION
NHB 363 MRC 112 G-94

WAasHINGTON, DC 20560

OFFICIAL BUSINESS
PENALTY FOR PRIVATE Use S300

ADDRESS CORRECTION REQUESTED

AnthroNotes offers in-depth articles on current anthropological research, teaching activities,
reviews of new resources, and summer fieldwork opportunities. AnthroNotes, originally part of
the George Washington University/Smithsonian Institution Anthropology for Teachers Program
funded by the National Science Foundation, is published free-of-charge. Previously published
three times a year, an expanded version will appear fall and spring, beginning fall 1997.

AnthroNotes has a three part mission:

1) to more widely disseminate original, recent research in anthropology in order to help readers
stay current in the field;

2) to help those teaching anthropology utilize new materials, approaches, and community
resources, as well as integrate anthropology into a wide variety of curriculum subjects; and

3) to create a national network of anthropologists, archaeologists, teachers, museum and other
professionals interested in the wider dissemination of anthropology, particularly in schools.

To be added to the mailing list, write: Anthropology Outreach Office, NHB 363 MRC 112,
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC 20560; email: kaupp.ann@nmnh _si.edu. This newsletter |
with its cartoons may be reproduced and distributed free-of-charge by classroom teachers for
educational purposes. AnthroNotes is now available on the WEB
(http://www.nmnh si. edu/departments/anthro.html).

AnthroNotes Staff: P. Ann Kaupp, managing editor; Ruth O. Selig, Alison S. Brooks, JoAnne
Lanouette, editors; Robert L. Humphrey, artist. Illustrations, Robert L. Humphrey, copyright 1997.

-

Have you moved recently? Please don't forget to notify AnthroNotes editors! If you have not notified us or your
forwarding order has expired, the issue is returned to us marked "Forwarding Order Expired" or the Post Office returns a
copy of the back page, discarding the rest of the issue. We have to pay for the initial mailing, pay for the return, and then
pay to mail you another copy! To keep our expenses down, we will no longer automatically send a second copy of the
issue to you. Please help by sending your change of address as soon as possible. AnthroNotes' email address is

kaupp.ann@nmnh.si.edu. @

recycled paper




