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NOTE

For Lao place names, there is no official transcription and speJJing can vary
greatly from one document or place to another. For names of provinces and
districts, I have used the transcription of the 1995 national census, and for
other names, a transcription based on English pronunciation. For the English
speUing of Thai place names, I have used the official transcription taken
from the Romanization Guide for Thai Script (Royal Institute 1932). Unless
specified, all translations from French documents are nJ}' own. Transcriptions
of Klunu and Lao words follow phonetic English pronunciation, and do not
take into account tones, VOCA.lic length or consonant height. r would like to
thank Francois Robinne, Guido Sprenger, Tim Wong and Mandy Sadan for
their reading and comments on early versions of this paper.

INTRODUCTION

In a short article published in 1978, Robert G. Cooper radically denied
the relevance and usefulness of Leachian ideas and concepts for a
comparative anthropology of Southeast Asia. According to Cooper, all
attempts to apply a Leachian style of analysis outside of the Kachin
Hills had "failed to uncooer either social categories ormedianisms 0/change similar
to those described by Leodi" and had led to "false condusions on the nature 0/
etlmiciry and interethnic relations in the area" (1978: 56). If Cooper was
right, there seems little point in questioning the topicality of Leach's
framework fifty years after Leach first published Political Systems 0/
Highland Burma. However, despite Cooper's critique, I see at least two
good reasons to re-engage critically with the Leachian model. First,
Cooper reviews-s-sometimes mistakenly-the work of various scholars
who have worked in Thailand and Laos, but he does not provide us, at
least in this article, with personal data gathered in the field. Following
decades of social and political instability, most countries in Southeast
Asia are now accessible again to researchers. This provides an excellent
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opportunity to carry out field\vork and gather first hand observations,
to revisit and revise' a comparative anthropology of Southeast Asia.

While Leach's 'oscillatory' mode! is now wide!y criticized, bath \vÎthin
and outside the Kachin Hills,1 a second andmore important reason
to revisit Leach's framework is that his analysis of Tai culturaJ and
political influence among highlanderS is still relevant. Leach was one
of the first authors to identify the 'duality' of Taization processes:2 the
cultural influence of the lowlands .-esonates within highland groups,
but the latter use their own cultural resources and systems of values to
transform this lowland culture into practices, behaviours and/or ideolo­
gies. In other words, Taization does not always lead to assimilation,
but may also lead to the perpetuation, transformation, and even the
increase (through fragmentation into subgroups, for instance) of ethnie
boundaries. An example to illustrate this point is t!lat, despite the long
period of contact ,\Vith Tai culture, Mon-Khmer groups of northern
Thailand and northern Laos not only continue to hold specifie identities,
but also are distinctive!y known through various localized etlmonyms,
which directly express their old relationships with the lowlands.

This chapter focuses on t!le hiswry of interethnic relationships and
social change amongst Khmu villages (!vIon-Khmer linguistic affilia­
tion) of the Nam Tha valley, in 110l1:hwest Laos. It uses duee kinds
of data: accounts of the area by colonial explorers or administrators,
ethnographie studies, such as those of Karl Gustav Izikowitz (and
recendy of Guido Sprenger) on the Lamet, or of Damrong Tayanin
on the Khmou, and my own personal field data collected since 1994-.
l'dy purpose is not to demonstrate at all eosts the validity of a Leachian
model for another Southeast Asian ethnie group. Rather, 1 have used
the mode! to facilitate my o\'l'n understanding of the social reality and
political history of the villages where 1 worked while researching my
doctorate (Evrard 2001). In essence, 1 have shown that such a mode!
!lolds heuristic value, through helping to find relevant facts and, through
cornparlson, avoiding false interpretations.

\Vhat 1 demonstrate in this paper is that the dilferenees between
Khmu and Kachin relate mainly to their different interethnic contexts,

1 See, for instance, the radical critique deve10ped by Zusheng Wang (1997). For­
neighbourlng groups, see the ,,'ork of PascÂl Bouchery on the Naga (in this ....olume).

2 r borrow mis term fH'lm Grant Evans (Evans 1991).
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particularly their contrasting history of rdations ","Ïth lowland popula­
tions. Despite these dilferences, 1 argue a.,oainst Cooper's critique, and
in support of the continuing topical value of the Leachian framework.
1 assert that Leach's analysisallows a better understanding of holA' the
history of relations with lowland populations has created cultural and
political discontinuities in highland villages, which otherwise daim a
common identity. 1 support these findings through Îm:estigating the
origin and characteristics of the numerous Khmu lm!?)' (subgroups),
and show how these intra-ethnic solidarities still influence local social
and political dynamics.

ExTERNAL MECHAl'JrsMS OF SOCIAL CHANGE IN THE NA"" TRA VALLEY:

A BRIEr OVERVIEW

Comprising eleven percent of the total population of Laos, the KJUllU

are the largest minority in the country and in sorne areas constitute
overwhelming local majOiities (see map 1). This is especiaUy true around
Ùle Nam Tha valley in nonhwest Laos, where theyare in contact with
mainly Tai populations (Lao, Lü and Yuan) and other small Mon-Khmer
groups, particularly the Lamet and the Samtao. In Nalae district (the
focus of this study), Khmu \,illag-ers constitute neariy eighty percent of
the total population, e\'en \\lthout coosidering the mixed villages where
sorne of them live alongside Laos people (see map 2),

Khmu villages in this area share many economic and social charac­
teristics \Vith the Lamet dwellings of the west bank. Villages have an
average size of approximately 250 people and 4(l households, mainly
located in upland mountain areas hetween 800 and 1200 meters. Most
upland villages rely exclusively on slash-and-burn agriculture (with 8
to 1S year fallow peoods) for their subsistence, and have peoodic ricc
surpluses, which they barter \Vith the neighbouring Tai populations for
manufactured products. The Mang (house), kiDrk (local patrilineages),
ta' (dans), and kung (village) corutltute the basic social unirs of Khmu
\'illages, \vith clan memLership playing a fll{)stly' symbolic mie (Lindell
et al., 1979).

From dle villager-'s poim of viel'; there aœ no real, absolute differences
in status between Iineages of a locality. The only e.xception concerns
the otual status of the lil1eage of the founder of the village, whose
male eider has the {ide of lkun (priest), and conducts tlte r:ùuaLs for {tIe
village spirit. \Vhile differencesof status can exist betwecll individuals,
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this does not usuaHy apply ta the whole lineage to which they belong.
Important decisions are traditionally taken by the \'illage assembly,
whidl is made up of eiders from each Iineage. Inheritance is based
upon the princip!e of equal repartition of goods, though prestigious
items such as bronze drums remain the property of the lineage as a
whale. Pareds of Land are divided equall)~ with a supplementazy share
for the child who takes care of the parents (which is usuaIly, but not
always, the youngest).

Nevertheless, historical records and ethnographie data tells us that
diffeTences in status amongst the Khmu viUagers of the Nam Tha
occurred through political and econornic relationships \vith the low­
lands. Three main aspects can be underlined: control over some goods
obtained through tude and local specializations; temporal)' migrations
of young males; tides of nobility given to sorne Khmu leaders by the
Tai lonis.

The Khmu întenlcwed during this research say ruat tlley have always
beendependent upon other populations ta obtain dle iron bars from
which (hey make their agricultural tools. In several mrths, it is said that
before the arrivai of dle Tai in the northern peninsula, the Khmu used
to eut the forest \Vith stone axes. TheiTOn bars were obtained through
trade with Lao boatmen or thro~uh contacts \vith an.other !Vlan-Khmer
population kllown as Samtao.1 Village priests in some villages had a
rituai monopoly over wading theseiron bars. This kature, combined
\Vith the priests' rÎ.tual privileges regarding the ehaice of pareds of
lan.d, must have placed them and their rdatives in a favourable position
widlin Khmu society, for they were able to exert somt: form of control
over severa! aspects of the agriculturai cycle..

Another significant process of social change has been the temporal:)'
migration of young males from this area to the lowlanefs. which is con­
sidered the most common way to gain prestige. Historically, most of
dle youn.g Khmu and Lamet migrants went to worX in castera Burma,
and after 1880, al50 in the teak plantations of northenl Thailand. The
French colonial administration became quite w<Jrried about these migra­
tions, whidl they tried to monitor and control through an 'agency' built

; This is a local name lor a Palaung-rdatcd group whosc members "'ere famous
blacksmiths (more on lhis bdow).
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in Chiang Khong at the end of the nineteenth century.4 ln ] 930, three
ta four hundred young Khmu menwere continuing to arrive each year
in Chiang "Mai, where they wouId stay for an average of tWo ta three
years (Lebar 1965: 8). Lampang and Nan were also cornmon destina­
tions for these migraotlabourers, but after the 1930s, they \-vent mainly
thmugh the bordeT areas of Chiang Saen and Chiang Khong.

After several years in the lowlands, these young men usually brought
prestige goods back to the Nam Tha Valley, such as bronze drums,
gongs and buffaloes, which they used to pay bride priee and to set
up a family. In ail the villages in which 1 have had the opportunity to
work, the 'richest' men (the orres considered by the others as having
accumulated mor-e p.-estigej had spent severa! years in either Thailand
or Burma. They lISually possessed many buffaJoes and gongs, and had
brought at least one bronze drum back from their trip. Their wealth
was confirmed and validatcd through ntuals, as weil a.~ through the
possession of larger amounti of land. 5

Histocical1y, it seems that În the villages where Ilumerous young men
had undertaken this kind of migration, an 'upper dass' developed: the
richest men received the title pin6 among the Khmu of the Nam Tha,
and lem in Lamet villages (Izikowitz 1951: 34-7-352). These men often
distinguished themsdves by wearing symbols of Tai aristocracy, such
as turbans or c10thes decorated \-vith silveL Special ceremonies \Vere
organised when a man received such a tide, and in the case of the
Khmu, a wooden drum was oflàed ta his lineage by the lineage of
his wife-takers (Lündstr6m & Tayanin 1981: 175).ï Interestingly, such

< Lefèvre Pontalis (1902: 113) wrote sorne fe\\' pages about the "exil des h7uIS [here
Khmu and Lamet] cU UJUtllIfj P1nhal'.g d tk Al Pou Ma [\'ïengphoukha] 'I"e {'explui/ahon
desforEts de laI a/tire depuiJ de kJogua annéu du côté de Xieng-A-fai [Chiang Mai), sans qu'ifs
renoncent jamau d'ail!euT$ à l'iJk de reûmmer dons leun fOyers" (Lefèvre.Pontalis 1902: 113).

5 litcreasing one's status turus economic capital inlO social capital. The higher the
status, the better their ability to organise rituals (which implies the sacrifice of animaIs),
and own larger pan::e1s of land. On butfaIoes, prestige goods and relations with the
o'utside world among the Lamel, d()se neighbours of the Khrnu in the Nam Tha area,
see the excellent analysis of Guido Sprenger (2005: 291-312),

6 They "'ere then caIled to. piJl, to. being the name used for every old man (more
pl·ecisely, (or every man who can be considered as belonging to the gelleration of
faÙler's father).

, J\Iarriage""lth marrilateral cross-cousins (real or c!assificawry) is a social rule, and
the symbolic opposition and hierarchl' between nI! (\\'Îfe-glvers) and perha (wife takers)
permeates nearly all aspects of Khmu social and ntual life. For the L,met case, see
a/50 Sprenger, 2006.



INTERETHNrc SYSTEMS AND LOC.6,LrzED IDENTITŒS 133

ceremonies have also been organised more recendy, when young men
left their village to become soldiers throughout the Indo-China \var.

These migrations not onl)' allowed sorne young men to accumulate
prestige goods, but also constituted pO\verful vectors through which
many aspects of Tai civilisation were adopted, including house con­
struction, taltoo designs, c10thing norms, and aIso many of the values
and beliefS linked to Theravada Buddhism and with Tai conceptions
of social order. The changing geopolitical environment of northern
Laos reinforced this process. Tai lords were often at war either with
each other or against powerful invaders, such as the Burmese, and
were constantly attempting to secure the mountainous margios of their
principalities (miiong). Mon-Khmer populations often played the role of
guardians at the borders of the muang, and sometimes seIVed as vassals
in the armies of the Tai princes. As reward, Tairulers would bestow
titles of nobi/ity (pan)'a) to sorne of the most well-known or powerful
Khmu chïefs.8 Sorne Khmu leaders even began ta bui/d pagodas in their
0\\-'11 village, or fund the construction of pagodas in the lowlands to
increase their own prestige (Letèvre-Pontalis 1902: l4ï)_ In this way, a
specific political context combined with frequent individual contacts "",.. th
'more sophisticated lowland ci\-ilisations, Ied to the creation of hierarchy
nen.vorks amongst highlanders \l'hose networks were, either wholl)' or
partially, modelled ideologically on those of the Tai populations.

At the v-illage lewl, Tai influencesthat were mediated through con­
trol over trade, temporary migrations or political agreements, favoured
either the development of a local 'aristocracy' holding both economic
and ritual power, or political instability due ta tensions between these
two aspects of legitimacy. During his stay amongst the Lamet in the
1930s, Karl Gustav lzikowtiz (1951: 34-ï-348) noted that in the villages
where many men had the title of km, tlle authority of the village remÎa

(priest, or lkun in Khmu villages) was diminished, e.xcept if he himself
had obtained the tide of lem. Similar processes were a/so operating in
Khmu villages. If the \,-ilLage priest was also a member of the richest

• Theil' mie as 'guardians of the edges' i5 commonly cited in the lite rature. for
instance, on the \rtengphoukha plateau, (he Tai prince of Nan had concludcd an
agreement with three Khmll paf/)'a who were in charge of \\'aIching ovcr the IlIO~'e­

mcnts of the BlIrmese armies on the plains (Extraits du Journal de ~"orage de Ldh-,e­
Pontalis et de Macey de Louang Prabang à Xieng Khong sur le Mékong, Archives du
ministère français des Maires Etrangères, Affaires diverses et Politiques 181.1-1896,
tome IV. volume Il).
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group of men, he succeeded in keeping political status, resulting in
a relatively stable hierarchy (at Ieast for one generation) between the
local aristocracy-allied to the ritual power--and the commoners.
Another situation that may oceur is when ritual power conRicts arise
,·vith younger men who have suffieient prestige to contest the legitimacy
of the eider, and which subsequendy leads to a split in the village. l
encountered twoclear examp1es of this scenario during my fieldwork
in the Upper Nam Tha valley.

The first such example occurTed in a KJUTIU village named Konkud
that split some sixty years ago. Two of the oldest and most respected
men of this village in the present day, Ta Mom and Ta Tchoy, were at
that time coming back from several years of work in the lowlands, the
former in Thailand, the latter in Burma. Both were members of the
lineage of the founder of the village and were potentiaUy in a position
to succccd the Ikun after his death. Their return coincided with the split
of their lineage ioto t\Va branches. The 'yaungest' branch, led by Ta
J\Tom and Ta Tcho}~ led the followers of several houses of other lineages
to seule a ne,\-' village, and did not return to Konkud until several years
later. Ir would seem that these young men had accumulated sufficient
economie power to contest the ntual power of the lkun. By founding a
new localil); these two men tricd to acquire a ritual position that they
could nat otherwise acquire in their own village. The name of the ·vi.l~

lage indieates that this was Bot the first time that s uch a scenario had
occurred, as this name (Kim, chiId; koud, return, come back, enter) is
said to symbolise the impassibility that villagers \vill Ieave {orever, and
that any split in the village population îs only tcmporary.

Data gathCTed on the other side of ÙIe Nam Tha, in a Lamet village,
.shows that such conflictual re.lationships between young migrants and
old ritual authorities still occur in the present clay In Ban Chomsy, for
instance, a thirty-five year old man who had worked in Thailand for
five years had returned and encouraged the other viUagers to change
tbeir \Vay of lire by modifying their agricultural praetices by growing
cash crops. In February 1995, this man, one of the richest in the "litage,
\Vas the on!y one to passess a fishpond and a large irrigated orcharcl.
He was helpillg to conv.Înce the vi.llagers to move downhill (as the local
administration was requesting), but a m;yority of villagers, led by the
previous chief of the village (who also had the title of priest), were still
refusing to move. FînaIJy, after a few months the young 'progressive'
took his f:'lmily v.'Îth him and seuled alone near the river. Two years
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later, man)' other households had followed him ta seUle a new village,
for wllÏch he remains the naihan (administrative chief) toda)~

These two biographies offer e..xamples of how Taiza.tion processes
oCCUJ' in Mon-Khmer villages of the Nam Tha valley.. If sorne of the
external mechanisms (namely, migrations of young males) described
here aœ not mentioned by Leach foi the Kachin, their impact al the
village level has Jed w similar tl-ends, namely ta the appearance of
traits of à class structure and to political instability; sometimes ",rith
the splitting of villages. However, what is relevant at the village level
can be misleading on a wider scale,- and, as sllch, we must examine to
what e:xtent Leach'5 framework is relevant for an ethnohistory of the
l'vIon-Khmer populations of the whole Nam Tha valley.

LuCH'S FRMtEWORK AND rrs AnJUSThIENT Ta THE LOCAL

INTERETHNIC CONTEXT

Two key points should be made here. Firstly, it should be stressed that
social inequalities do not <crystallize' into t:I1e social structure of Ùle
Khmu to the same extent as Leach described for the Kachin. Indeed,
nowhere amongst the Mon-Khmer populations of this area can lin­
guistic categories such as «gumlao" or "gumsa" (Izikowitz 1969: 148)
he round. Nor do we find Khmu words ta designate a domain or a
domain chiee \Vhen lich men recei\Td specifie tides, such as lem ln
Lamet villages or: pia in Khmu villages, they obtained specifie preroga­
tives, slich as the possibility of choosing the ocst pareds of land (better
orientallon, better sail quality doser ta the village, etc.) or receiving a
proportlon of the fines that were païd during the resolution of conilicts.
Yet, this research has found that theiT tides \Vere not hereditary from
one generation to another, and that upward and downwardmobility
took place.

Secondly, the idea of "vïcîollS competitions" (Leach 1986: 194)­
poli~icaJ competition for power and wealth-has Jess relevance to the
Khmu, either from an economical or a politïcal viewpoinL ln the eco­
nomic and rituaI spheres, the concept of fertility and abundance takes
precedence over the idea of surplus. In the case of the Khmu, (and
this coulcl be applied ta other ?vIon-Khmer societies as weil), it would
then be excessive to speak about competitions bet\veen the houses of
a village or about calculations aiming to maximise either the yields or
the melit. This \Vas one of the criticisms formulated against the theo-
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retical models elaborated by Friedman (1979) and Kirsch (l973). They,
for example, did not take into aCCOunt the possibility of rapid reversai
of fortune through demographic recession or other events.9 From the
political viewpoint, the ditferences appear even more striking: violent
contacts between Nlon Khmer populations were rare, and neither the
stories told by the Khmu eiders nOr any written document mentions
competition between famous Khmu leaders supported by armed par­
tisans can-ying out vendettas.

A number of additional ditferentiating factors must be sought to
describe the interethnic context, and more precisely, its politicaI and
econornic characteristics. In northern Burma, the Kachin have played
the roles of turbulent allies or 'political parasites' (Leach 1986: 254)
of dIe Shan. In sorne areas, they have even driven Shan communities
from their homes and enslaved these groups ta work lowland paddy
fields. Conversdy, the Khmu populations of northern Laos were driven
forcibly from the lowlands (where they had probably already created
some small kingdoms) in the fourteenth century following Tai usurpa­
tion of political power, despite the faet they had most probably been
in contact \vi.th the Tai for a long period prior to this. This spoliation,
then, gave birth to a ritual and hierarchical formalisation of interetlmic
relationships,lo ",°hich is not the case in areas where the Shan and the
Kachin are in contact. ~loreover, unlike the Kachin, the stability of
this hierarchical relationship has not been threatened since the time of
the foundation of the Lao kingdorR

From an economic viewpoint, in several of the areas studied by
Edmund Leach the Kachin were dependent upon the Shan for their
supply of rice (especially in what Leach called 'Zone B', 1986: 235).
However, the opposite situation often prevails in northern Laos. Recause
of the scarcity of fiat land, the political domination of the Lao could
not he evel)'where confirmed and secured uy the development of large
areas of paddy field. On the other hand, solUe of Ùle Khmu populations
kept control over large and fertile uplal1d territaries, where sJash-and­
bum agriculture produced quite good yields. This is especially true in

9 On (he o(her ha.nd. sta(US change of an iodividual house by impoœrimmen( is no
argumcn( against (he notWrz of a sta(u> S(n1ClUre. ln capilali>l socie(ici. high dass families
may drop our of (heir dass (he same way and jus. as quietJ}; but this does oot change
the faet of the dass scructure itsdf (Guido Sprcllgec, personal communication).

ID About dIe interethnie structure as il appcars in New \ear rituals in Luang Prabang,
sec Ajmer 1979 and Ardlaimbault 1973.
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the Nam Tha valley, which became, as written by Lefèvre Pontalis 'thj
granary of Luang Prabang' (1902: 14-0). Lao boatmen paddled uprive;
at the end of the monsoon to exchange iwn bars, salt, clames or jars
against pad<i); cotton or forest products. This trade of manufacture<
goods against natural products \'Vas \'Vell in favour of the boatmen. Ir
fact, il was so much sa that some upland \'Îllagers, especially thos<
settled near the mouth of the liver and near the main Lao centres
were short of paddy for several months before the harvesl. They hac
to borrow paddy from the Lao who, conversel); speculated on the prin
of the paddy that they had bought a few monthsbeforehand. However:
this was not the case c\'efY\vhere, and unol quite œcently in the uppel
valley of the Nam Tha, most Khmu villages did not reguJarly su1fel
from shortages of paddy.

In spite of these dilferences, it is still possible ta adjust the model
elaborated by Leach. From a geographicaJ viewpoint, the dynamics
described above gave birth to three dilferent trends. Firsd)~ differentia­
tion occurred between remote areas, usually higher in altitude, and
regions that were doser to the economic networks of the lowlands.
Such dynamics are already documented for the Chin (Lehman 1963),
the Lamet (Izikowitz 1951), and the Wa (Scott & Hardiman 1900,
cited in Lehman 1963: 27). Leach (1961) considered that his mode!
could be applied to ail upland regions of Southeast Asia. Lehman, fOl­
instance, showed that the Chin, who lived close ta the lowlands and
tbe Burmese populations, had peaceful relationships ,;vith neighbouring
groups. In contrast to the '<remote" (or northcrn) Chin, they did not
need to develop complex social organization or hierarchical political
systems to secure their access to the goods and technologies of the
lowlands (Lehman 1963: -14~46). This does not mean t!lat highland
..illages have a more 'elaborated culture' (Leach, 1961, cited in Lehman
1963: 45), as the proximity of the lowlands can also have a positive
influence, which does not necessarily imply an impoverishment of the
culture of the highlanders_

In northwest Laos, before the massive resettlemenls of the last
thirty years (more on this below) l the socîal organizatioll of Lamet
villages was more hierarchical in the remotest communities, and more
egalitariall in those I)~ng near the caravall path of the Viengphoukha
Kha plateau. In the former villages, temporary migrations of young
males were more oumerous, and the numbers of individuals who had
acquired the tide of Inn was accordingly higher {Izikowi tz 1951: 99,
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114-, 34-7-34-8). 1 personally observed a similar trend in the Khmu vil­
lages on the east bank of the Nam Tha. Coing further from the main
river, and to higher c1evations, villages are generally bigger, agricultural
land is more intensively cultivated, and differentiation in status amongst .
villagers is more obvious. These villages, at leastin the Nam Tha area,
are also more prosperous, for the yields are better on the higher ridges
of the mountains. 11 Paradoxically; the cultural influence of the lowlands
is often more obvious in these remote viliages than in tbose setded at
mid-distance from the river or the main mads, which have usually kept
more 'traditional' ways of life.

A second trend concerns the merging of segments of lowland and
highland villages, and the creation of multi-ethnic settlements along the
main transport routes. This feature, al50 acknowledged by Leach, for
instance in the area of Myitkyina (Leach 1986: 243--244), is a very old
trend in the Nam Tha valley, alld most probably occurred in the main
fluvial valleys of northern L'lOS and Thailalld. Historically, seasonal
trade in ÙIe lower Nam Tha valley encouraged some Lao boatll1en
ta settle more or less pemlanendy near their Khmu or Lamet suppli­
ers and customers. SmalJ trading posts developed, \\Ihidl ,vere then
progressivdy established upciver and further into the nlky because of
concurrence between the Lao boatmen (Izikowitz 19j 1: 27L At first,
such localities werc usually multi-ethnie: Lao boatmcll married Klunu
or Lamet wives, and the latter brought ,vith them some relatives to settle
near the river. \Vhen dIe locality bccame propcrly establi~hed, additiQnal
Lao migrants would come to settle_ A pagoda was then constructed and
the mulù-ethnic origin of the locality was then campletdy forgottell.
Such processes are still occurn.ng today in most upper sections of val­
leys, where one can observe quite recent villages that ""ere founded by
Lao boatmen who are married with Khmu "'omen, and followed by
several houses from each ethnie group (the Khmu usually being more
numerous). The Lao houses cornmonl)' spccialize in trade, while the
Khmu practise slash-and-burn agriculture in the surrounding hills_ The
political context in which such villages are created today di1fen markedly

., [0 NaJac, usually rhe higher the ,~II.age is, rhe bercer lhe yidd One can al50
observe thal the ratio of early/laœ spccics of paddy is muçh lIlore in l:avor of the lal­
ter in lhe upland villages, meaoio!!: dut \~lIagers have less pmblems \~;lh food security
betweeo halvesrs.
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from ear/ieT periods,12 however, the basic interethnic organizatio:
remains the same as it was in past centuriès.

A third phenomenon manifests itself more specificaUy with the Khml
and is less well docurnented. Through political alliances with differen
Tai chiefdoms, and exposure to ditferent regional economic influence
Khmu populations of the Upper Nam Tha valley acquirèd culture
peculiarities mat led to the creatÎon ofsubgroups named '1TU!Y- This won
ma)' have Little geographic meaning outside of the Nam Tha valle~

but, in this area at Jeast, it can he demonstrated that the tmq;' clearl­
constitute a tenitorial system or, more precisely, a kind of cultural an(·
politicaJ continuum (Évrard 2003)_ It seems that the tmoy of the westen
banks of the Nam Tha, which \Vere more influenced by Tai cultun'
acquired more stratified social systems than on the eastern banks am
This feature played a significant raie during and after the Indochin~

""dr_ The oext section of this chapter goes iota further detail, showin!
the history of the tmoy, and describes how their contemporary fate i
a pertinent example to approach the topicality of Leach's analysis fo:
highland Southeast Asian peoples.

THE MMU SUBGROUPS, T4K:Jl; lN ruE NAAf TH.\. VAILEY:

DEBATES AND fACTS

In Khmu language, the \Var-cl tmOJ' has several inclusive meanings
l t can designate guests, or strangers, or, more generally, people wh( .
share a common culture but who have di/ferent customs, language 01

peculiarities_ This word is used to ere.ate specïfie ethnonyms by add­
iog the name of a river (t1llfljl khong or khmu kJlOng for those lÎ\'Îng neal
the Mekong; tmoy ou or Idzmu ml for those living near the Nam Ou)
the name of an area (tn10' luallgjJhrabang), a Tai population (tmqy yuar

" Tradirionally, the banb of the river in the uppermost pans of the valley wen
empty. Numerous rapids prevented tr-adecs from reaching the IOwn of Luangnamthé
by boat. After the war, and follo,,·ing the introduction of motorized boats, local official>
encou raged the cre<! ûoo of new villages, both to develop trade \Vilh the Mekong ...-alJe)'
and to avoid the infiltration of sorne guerrilla groups, which "-cre still acti,'e in t~

arca unlil the end of the 1980s. The curren( policy of the Lao Sute encourages anc
sornelÏllles forces upland vinagers tQ move downhill, and to mix with already exis(­
ing lowhnd ,ilIages. This no,," consLÎtutes the main factol-Ieading lo the creat~on of
mufti-l/anù !oca1ities in this part of the valley These policies have direcl1y cOlllnbuted
to the depopulatioll of the highlands, which has in turn reinforced the instability of
the remaining uplaud ....illages.
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or klunuyuan; tnwy Lü or l:Junu lü), a linguistic characteristic (tmoy me and
tmay khat follO\~ing the kïnd of n~oative particle that is used), or even
a detail of dress (tnwy lTea/ for those wearing short vests; tnwy vang [or
those wearing long shirts).· Omer ~{on-Khmer groups such as the
Lamet (tml!Y lamet) can be included in titis classification by opposition
to the Tai, whom the Khmu pejoratively- narne «/zae. \ViUiam Smalle)\
an American missionacy who cOl:i.ducted some linguistic fieldwoŒ. in
Luangphrahang Province between 1951 and 1953, first mentioned this
word in 1961, and identified severaL !mf!Y, or 'subgroups', amongst the
Khrnu populations (SmalLey 1961 and L965).

A debate has arisen amongst specialists of Khmu culture concern­
ing the nature and origin of such subgroups. For Kristina Lindell, who
conducted research on Khmu culture al the University of Lünd for
thirty years, the tmoy constitute locaLised subgroups that can be viewed
as vestiges of old territorial organisation priOf ta the establishment of
the Lao kingdom of Lan Xang in Luangphrabang (Lindell, Samuelsson
and Tayanin 1979). Lindell identified seven tmoy and drew a map of
their location in the northwest pan of Laos (Lndell 1982). HOWe\'el~ sne
does not provide any similar map for other parts of Laos, nor does sne
mention that Khmu people can name man}' otller tmoy beyond thase fc\'\'
she considered in her analysis. FinaUy, she does not ackoO\..:ledge that
one can identify cultural variations, especially from a linguistic \-Ïew­
point, that do not exacdy match herdassificatiol1. FOr instance, wltile aU
belonging to the so--called lml!Y Tok, ..illagers of Houn district (OUdOffiÀ-ay
Province) use Jdw.t as a negative partide, while villagers from Najac, Pha
Oudom and Paktha districts mostly use phi. In Luangphrabang, sorne
Khmu people use the term al, and others use am.

Conversel}~an American linguist, Franck Proschan (undated: 55), con­
vincingly demonstrates that it is illusory to attribute a precise ten'itor)'
to each tml!Y. Drawing on a list of tmoy names that he collected during
his research among Khmu populations of Thailand, Laos, Vietnam and
eve~ America, he showed that it was impossible to account precisely
for the total number of such tenns. Indeed, instead of a simple rela­
tion between a subgroup and a name, one can observe that the same
subgroup can be designated by dilferent names according to the chosen
criteria (type of housing, dothes, dialect) or that the saIlle name can
refer ta mutually exclusive and geographicaLly distant groups. Moreover,
people may consider themselves as bdong-ing to a diJferent lm,?-J! dlan
the one attributed to them. Most of the time, people can easily tell
which tmoy their neighbours belong to, but have difficulties in labeUing
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themselves with a specific tmoy identity. Proschan (l99ï: 98-99) thus
asserts that the specifie tmoy term should relate to the local and conver­
sational context În which it is used. Paradoxically, however, Proschan's
analysis does not campletely invalidate the data of the SW'edish scholars
of Lünd mentioned previously. On a local scale (i.e. the Nam Tha
valley), the tmf!)' dearly constitute a system of territorialized identities.

Villagers of the upper part of the Nam Tha valley are able to des­
ignate six tml!)', four of which are Khmu: tmayyuan (Khmu ..Juan), lmf!)'

rok (Khmu rak), tmf!)' lü (Khmu Iii), tmt!}' kwaOl (Khmu m:œn), and two
athers belonging ta Palaung-Wa related languages: Lame( (tmoy Tlamet)
and Samtao (tm'?)' samûw). The territaries of these !1Tlo/-the Samtao
excepted-are quite precisely delimited (sec maps 2 and 3): on the right
(west) bank of the river, the tml!Y kwaen, ..Jouan and lamet are arranged
from north ta south; on the left (east) bank, are arranged the tml!)' lü
and m/c The terri taries of each tmf!)' are expanding inta neighbouring
districts: the Khmu kwam and YOllan as weil as the Lamet are also to
be found in Viengphoukha and Huoixai districts, while the lm0' Iii and
rak occupy the entire mountain range separating the Nam Beng and
Nam Tha valley (which includes the districts of NaIac., Beng, Houn
and Pa Oudom)_ Geographical borders bel:\veen each tmf!}' are qllite
weil known by vil1agers themselves, and usuaUy coineide with tributaries
of the Nam Tha river. In many cases, lhese border areas are emply
zones lhat take a fuH day ta cross on foot. Indeed, the footpath thal
links Khmu villages to the valley are ofèen in betler condition than
those linking villages belonging to dilferent tmoy.

IvIembers of these tmoy used la distinguish lhemselves 13 especial1y by
their cIolhing: short while double-breasled jackets for the Khmu ..Juan
(men and V/omen); short blue jackets for the Khmu Lü (men and V/omen);
short blue jacket with colourful stripes amongst the Khmu lavaen (men
and women); long indigo shirts reaching the ankles (as a levite) for the
Khmll rok (only for men). The hairstyle also varied fmm one tml!)' 10

another: ln Nalae District, the Khmu viUagers say that the Khmu )'Yall

men were the only ones who wore their hair twisled into a bun, while
the Khmu rok used to shave their heads entirely except for a srnall tuft
on the top of the head. Other distinctive fealures indllded the form
of housing, basketl)i, and Even the construction and function of sorne
Iron lOols. The lèalures described above allow people 10 designate the

IJ This is still true toda)' in sorne remote \-illages especiallr for dothillg, but to a
lesser extent than before.



lNTERETHNlC SYSTEMS Ar'ID WCALlZEO IDENnTlES 143

tmoy using different criteria. For instance, instead of speaking about the
Khmu Lü and the Khmuyuan, a Khmu villager can sometimes talk about
the tmoy klok (those who wear a white shirt) and the t11ltry /ÜJl (those who
v/ear an indigo shiet). Similarly, someone could speak about the Khmu
rok by using the term Imoy wng (those who wear long shirts) comparing
them to lm'!]' trea! (those who wear short shirts)_

Despite the multiplicity of 'identity labels', and the various fOl-ms
of classification that it allows, there is a definite consensus amongst
Khmu villagers of the Nam Tha valley about the territoriality of such
subgroups_ It seems very doubtful, however, (and not grounded in any
ethnographie or historical evidence), that foUo\vÏng Kristina Linddl's
hypothesis, such intra-<thnic boundariesconstitute the remnants of a
political organization of the pre-Tai era. Rather, the tm<ry shoulcl be
viC\-ved as both the imprint of Tai political systems in these mountain­
ous borderlands, and as indicators of the intensity of the relationships
beth'een Kbmu and Tai populations.

THE THor AS AN h,fPRlNT OF THE TAI POLlHCAL SYSTEM

The Khmu population of the Nam Tha valley are cal/ed the Kha Kao
(the old mw) in the Lao chmnicles (official histol~cal texts of the Lao
K.ingdom). They were chased away from ~'luang Swa (the old name
of Luangphrabang) when the Lao seized power in this city, and took
refuge in the area of Paktha. Lacer, the Lao king Fa Ngum resettJed
some of the Kha Kao, and asked those who stayed in the area ta protect
his kingdom from invaders (Pavie 1898). As mentioned previously, such
alliances between Tai Kingdoms and meir mountainous borderlands
were quite common in northern areas, where the)' echoed, at kast in
Laos, the geographic fragmentation of ethnicities and the econornic

.. interdependency between the highlanders (who produced most of the
paddy) and the Lao boatmen. Consequently, and despite the Cact tnat
the mountainous rnargios of the nlilang kept intact their own internai
political dynamics, the Khmu became 'connected' to the Tai political
system and eventually became subsumed \"i.thin il. In this historical and
political context, t\Vo main geopolitical divisions appearecl amongst the
Khmu populations of dIe Nam Tha valley and constituted the basis
of the tmf!)' system.

The first division is between the east and west side of the valley.
The Nam Tha river used to be the western border of the Lan Xang
kingdom. At the confluence of the Nam Tha and the Mekong, the
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village of Paktha was used as a customs post. DO\'VI1riyer, the Ivlekong
was subdi\-ided into segments caUed mün and \'\IdS controlled by the Lao
administration, while upriver il was under the control by the Siamese
(Lefèvre-Pontalis 1902: 100). Il Consequenùy, the Nam Tha basin was,
for a long lime, a !cilld of buffer zone, where Khmu populations gave
aILegiance to different Tai pl-inces_ Khmu of the right bank were linked
politically to the Tai Vouan of Nan kingdom (itself a vassal of Lan Na
and then of Siam), hence the name Khmu Vouan or /mtg]uan used to
designate them. The Khmu of the left bank ~vere under the control of
Lan Xang, hence the term Ma lao that was used to name these people
in the past. This opposition predominantly concemed the lower part of
the Nam Tha valley, while, in its upper part, Lao influence was mucb
\Ileaker, due mosùy to immigration of Lü populations from Ll.1Üang La
(l\·1englaJ at the end of the eighteenth century. These populations, who
settled near the banks of the uppermost part of the river, sometimes
refused ta pay taxes ta Louang Prabang (Pontalis 1902: 142), as they
were trying to create thelr own independent chiefdom..

Consequently, the second geopoliticaI division to be taken into
account is between the lower and the upper areas of the :Nam Tha
basin. The geographical limit of these two zones coincides more or
less with the rapids that separate Louang NamÙla plain from Nalae
district (created only in ]983 and caIJed tassmg llÜll in the nineteenth
century)_ DmmrÏver from this point, the Lao (or Lü) paddlers were
still able to navigate to and lrom Paktha and the mountains, which
were controlled by Khmu populations owing allegiance eil1Jer to Nan
or to Louangphrabang. Uprivel; there were no possibilities lor water­
based transportation, and trade was carried out usîllg mule tracks. In
these areas, the Khmu owed allegiance to Sip Song Panna chiefdoms.
HQ\,vever, a sense of opposition remained in place between the popuJa­
tions of the east and west sides of the Nam Tha. In the mountains lying
west of the river (between the Nam Tha and Viengphoukha), Klmlu
viHagers beJong to the ku'aen subgroup. The kwum (as the tasaeng in Lao
polities) were administrative subdivisions of the mountainous margins
of the müang in the Sip Song Panna chiefdoms (Lemoine 1997: 187).

Il One lilün corresponds roughly to the dislance t11al boatmcn were able to ro\\'
upnver, while a mÜll of wax (t 2 kjlogrammes) burned. Toda~~ Paklha 15 still a major
mililary and CUSloms checkpoînt. There are still tifteen lJtiiTl betwecn Louangphrabang
and Paktha (called Lo~ Seuang, Han, Tan, Hang, Nang, Phal, Krong, Teua.n, Tèt,
Lè, Sil, Teun, Tôm, Daï) and tl'l!O otners (Dan and Th.,m) have been added belwcen
Paktha and HUoL'<ai.
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They were given a great deal of autonomy, and were controlled by
tribal leaders named ho /cwaen.

Conversely, in the mountains east of the river, Khmu villagers were
considered as belonging not to the Iln0Y kwacn but to the /ml!! /ü. If, in
these two cases, the Sip Song Panna influence was predominant, the
Khmu Irwaen were placed under the control of Müang Sing, while the
Khmu lü owed allegiance to the principality of Müang La {M:engla].
The influence of Müang La extended much further south than Müang
Sing, since Khmu villagers in Nalae district stiJl consider today that the
/"W}' Iii includes ail the villages on the left bank unril the river Yang (huaey

yang), located in the centre of the district (see map 2). Indeed, Müang
La used to control a great part of the Nam Beng valley (currently
Oudomxay province) and this factor, added to the migration of Lü vil­
lagers towards the Nam Tha valley at the end of the eighteenth century,
probably explains the geographical extent of the tmO)' lii today:

THE T/.lor A.s AN IOENTITY CONTINUUM

While the political history of Tai polities gives dues to understanding
how the tmoy came to constitute a kind of territorial system in this area,
it proves to be of little use in grasping the meaning of t\'\'O other tmqy

names, /Ok (one tinds also the trans;cription of hoc or hok) and samf.an.
\Vhile the tirst name designates a Khmu population, the second one
is applied to a group linguisticaUy related to the Palaung-Wa family;
which is found in Laos and Thailand, but especially in the Shan States
of Burma (Howard & Wattana Wattanapun 2001: ~).

The ward rok is stiU used today to designate the Khmu populations
that are settled in the mountainous area at the intersection of the
Houn, Beng and Pha Oudom districts. Few Khmu of this area would
identify themselves as rok, for this name has a pejorative meaning of
'sa\-age', 'backward' or 'inferior'. Consequendy, outsiders can delineate
a 'rok area', but the relevance of this is lost when a.sking inhabitants of
the rok community.'; Most of the criteria commonly used ta iden tify
subgroups in a given culture have uot proven to be satisfactory in the

Li Howc"cr, mos! of thcm ackno..-Iedge the use of lhis namc by their Tai neighbours
and somc cven tell provcrbs in Khmu language abOlit the so-caUed 'roL:' subgroup. [n
one Khmu villagc of Houn district, an dderly man sai<! once "Ciiang mort. raie lang/
Ciiang mork rok !lor", which more or less means that Khmu Tok are the people who arc
thc SCI"y'UHs of Cüang, the my1hica1 Khmu hem.
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case of the Khmu, except maybe the forms of basketry that seem ta be
q uÎte distinct from the other Khmu subgroups_lii If one tries ta examine
the criteria that are usually linked with the so--called rok identity, one
sees that they often refer to an emptiness, absence or poverty. In other
words, the wk identity is often defined relative ta other subgroups by
stressing its inferiority: the architecture is said ta be more primitive;
the women do not weave or embroider; silver jewels are scarcer than
amongst other bnf!)', etc.

If sorne of these assumptions are wrong (architecture, for instance,
can prove 10 he no less sophisticated than in other lnu!1), others were
certainLy true, as 1 observed. For instance Khmu mir \\Iomen do not
weave, conlrary to Khmu Lü and Khmu yuan women. This is of great
concern for local officiaIs who are t!)'lng, with Little success, to gel a
weaving school estabLished in the Khmu rok area as part of a rural
developmeut project. In addition, iron or silver caIVed objects-pipes,
for instance---are very scarce amongst the Khmu rok. Such pipes are
mostly to be seen in the Khmu yuan area, where they are now consid­
ered as female objects and inherited from mother- to daughter: Among
tlle Khmu rok villages, traditional pipes were made of roots and on)y
their extremities were sometimes decOI'ated \-vith iron or silver- 17 ft is
most likdy thal pipes made from mots were quite common in the past
and that silver pipes appeared progressively as a symbol of affluence
and social sophistication amongst populations where outside activities
had LTvoured the acquisition of silver coins. Converse/y, their absence
among the Khml1 rok is probably the consequence of their isolation and
their- lack of economic integration within regionaL networks_

A map of the tmoy and one of the main commercial routes of the
nineteenth century (see map 3) cJearly shows mat the areas of the tmoy
favam, Iii andJuan were criss-cmssed by several mule trads_ The main
one linked Viengphoukha to Müang La thmugh the small hamlet of
Sop Ngim, which ,vas lying near the confluence of two major tributar­
ies of the Nam Tha, one coming from Viengphollkha, the other one
from Namor_ Sop Ngim was not really a major crossmads of regional

1'3 As much as 'H~a'-lng or embroider}; baskelrj' is a meaningful identlty ma.-ker.
especially among the: 1'<fon-Khmer populations, and as sudl would deserve an in­
depth stud>ê

l' A picture talen by the french traveller and journalist AJfred Raquez (1902: 227)
shows Khmu TIl!. people smoking such pipes_
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trade, but was still important enough for Chinese traders to set up
a permanent post there, where men and mules could rest (Lefèvre­
Pontalis 1902: 44). Besides this main axis, several secondary tracks also
connected Viengphoukha to Ban Nalae or Ban Mo (now called Ban
Donethip) on the right bank of the Nam Tha. During the rainy season,
these secondary tracks allowed Chinese caravans coming from Müang
Sing to fork east aCter Viengphoukha and to use fluvial transportation
to reach either Siam or Louangphrabang. In this context, the tmoyyuan
and kwaen and even the Lamet (tmC!)' rlmet) were connected to regional
trade, white Khmu populations from the east side of the Nam Tha
were more isolated. This isolation and its consequences more likely
explain why the name rok was attributed to them.

The tmC!)' samtao constitutes a kind of opposite case compared to
the tmC!)' rok. First, the identity does not correspond to a precise area
in northwest Laos and has onl)' a few members, most of whom are
scattered in different villages. Secondly, it designates a population that
used to be famous for its political and economic integration. Samtao
themselves daim the name toumok (highlanders) and consider that samtao
used to be mostly a political category. Indeed, during the nineteenth
century, this term referred to a semi-autonomous political area linked
to the chiefdom of Xieng Tong in Burma and inhabited by Palaung
populations, known on the Lao side of the Mekong as Doi [Doï, Doy],

- who were found mostly in Long district, Louang Namtha province. As
noted by the French explorer Francis Garnier, the main area of the
Samtao in Burma was inhabited by around 10,000 people and was
quite famous for its production of rifles made with the iron brought by
Chinese traders. « The Doi Samtao were produci.ng 3,000 rifles ayear and. u:ere

gi.vùzg more or l.ess 200 qf tIzem to the prince qf Xieng 1OngJor tlzeir all.egimue",
wrote Garnier (1885: 416). The fact that sorne of the Samtao sett/ed in
Nalae district shows that their reputation as blacksmiths and .ironwork­
ers extended a long wayfrom their place of origin. Nevertheless, this
never constituted a massive migration in the Nam Tha valley; rather,
Samtao seem to have followed the main commercial axis, and become
mixed with other Mon-Khmer populations. Today, for instance, sorne
Sarntao famities in Nalae district are still living in Ban Hatnalaeng,
but only the oldest men still daim such a name, as their children and
grandchildren now consider themselves to be Khmu.

These t\Vo exarnples clearly show that the bnoy acquired a territo­
rial meaning moscly through their relations with the locally dominant
Tai identity, with which they become more or less imbued. In other
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rl'fap 3: Khmu sub-group areas and old commercial networks
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wards, areas of variable size emerged by formalizing their relations in
specifie ways with the political environment, and by developing (or not)
economic specializarions or distinctive features. The case of the tmoy
Tok may seem dilferent, but, indeed, it belongs to the same re/ational
structure, named only in a negative way: this lmoy is defined by what
could he called a 'deficit of relations', or through a lesser influence
of the political and economic environment. Converse/y, the label tmoy
51lmlao refers to the propensity of this group to interact with their
external environment, and their reliance on economic speciaLization.
Beyond their linguistic dilferences, the so-called roI. and samtao popula­
tions can be secn as two symmetric cases inside the same territorial and
relational system, or, in other words, as two ends of a continuum that,
if represented as a line, would include the other~ (damel, kwaen, Iii
andYUlln) in intermediary positions.

TMOI· AND HIERARCHIES: GEOGRAPHIC.U- AND POLITICAL V ARIATWNS

Due to the lack of ethnographie studies conducted in this area, it is
difficult to know \vith certainty ho\\' various types of relationships \Vith
the lowlands influeneed local forms of social life. ConverseL):; we can
only guess about hoH' the latter reinforced and perpetuatcd the dif..
ferences between the tmoy. Despite the fact that ail the ~'fon-Khmer

populations of this area possess the same sociaJl8 and economic (s'v\rid­
den agriculture) organisation, sorne clues indicate that local hierarchies
\Vere more obvious on the rigut bank, amongst the Khmu /vuan and
kwaen, than on the left bank, espeeiaHy amongst the Khmu rok. firstly,
the \'illagersof the mk area c1eariy affirm that none of their ancestors
had ever obtained the tide pa'!.~ [mm the Tai princes, while this tide
had been granted to several Leaders of the Kilmu )'uan area. This is
confirmed by the data gathered by the first European explorers in
this area, especially Pierre Ldèvre-Pontalis who visited dIe Nam Tua
valley in 1893 and met th ree paJ~va in the Khmu bvatn region (1902:
145-166). lt \Vas here that the Tai influence had a great i.mpact upon
bath territorial organization and (he spread of Buddhism amongst
local leaders, sorne of Wh{)Ol either constmcted pagodas in their own

18 Local pa{rilineages, prcferen{ial alliance ....;th matrilatua/ cross cousin, lack of
poIineal authorit>, bcyond {he village 1e~1, etc.
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villages, or made donalÎons to the pagodas of their Tai neighbours
(Lefèvre-Pontalis 1902: 147; Raquez 1902: 24-1)_19

A second due lies in the toponymy of the highlands in the upPer
Nam Tha valley.. 1 have already mentioned that the emngence of rieh
individuals in a 'village could Iead either to a conflict \Vith the ritual
power of the priest, or to a more or less stable hierarchy, where the
priest and the rich jointIy held political power over a population of
commoners. In trus second case, the hierarchy could influence two or
three neighbouring villages, with one of these being the historical and
ritual centre. In such situations, one usually finds that the laing (villages)
have the same name, being differentiated only by opposing adjectives:20

tal (low), Mi (rniddle), and plu (high); prim (old) and me (new), nae (smaH)
and nam (big) for instance. One also sometimes finds these toponyms
embellished with images, such as in the example given by Damrong
Tayanin (1994: 45--48): the two satellites or peripheral ,.illages are dis­
tinguished by their size (Kan Salai koung nam: the big Kon Salai; Kan
Salai koung nè: the small Kon Salai) and the ritual centre compared to
a source, or more pœcisely to an <overflow' (Kan salai koung pÙlk).

Ail the lists available21 regarding the villages of the upper part of
the Nam Tha valley suggest that the tendene)' towards Ihe creation
of small sets of \tillages with a common name is traditionally more
frequent in the bllf!J}'uan and khuen than amongst the tm<!p l'Ok. For the
Khmu, if a village keeps the same name as the village it has been
created from, it means either that i t does not ret have an altar for the
10)' kUllg (village spirit) and an IJam (priest) to propitiate il (meaning that
il is not yet eonsidered to be a permanent hamlet),22 or Ihat il stays
under the rituaJ power of the lkun of the mother village. In Ihis latter

19 U nfonunately, the Khmu kWiUn area ïs now completely empty since the massi,,'C
resettJements that "'ere undertaken by cornmunist tmops afier 1975.

20 The names are gîven here in Khmu language but the toponyms are most often
in Lao ,language.

21 Data of the 1995 census and of the su",oey done by the tvliniscry of TI<lf1spon
(IRAP, Vientiane, 1997) can he compared with those g1ven by Damrong Tayanin (1994,
'15-+8). Damrong quotes from memory the villages he cr05sed during a survey done on
behalf of the Lao gO~'ernment in 1968. His data have the great ad\'3ntage of respeeting
the Khmu toponymy and give a transcription in internalÎonal pnonetic script. Karl
Gustav Iziko"ùz (1951.39'--40) ga\Oe Ihe list of the Lamel villages n~g1stered in 1938
in the province of 'Haut Mekong' and in the principality of Louangphrabang.

12 ln this case, dle name of Ihe ,;JJage is usually followed b)' a specifie terrn (Jiang
in Lao, ri in Khmuj .ha! indicalcs tJlat the seulement is growillg as an offshoot of the
older village on one of its s"idden fields.
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case, the ceremony for the spirit of the village will take place in the
ritual centre and will he conducted by the priest for the whole set of
villages. Ritual hierarchies are then likely to be more developed in tm!!Y
yuan than among mk villages. This feature coincides, as shown above,
with the deeper political influence of the Tai polities, and more regular
connections to regional economic net\vorks.

Conversely, in the area less concerned br the Tai influence, such as
the tm!!Y rok, sets of villages could also be constituted, but folIm\'ing a
dilferent process and without an obvious hieraochy. This is the case, for
instance, in the so-called tasaeng Sakaen, a subdivision of the district of
Nalae that indudes seven villages (Konkud, Molmd, Sakaen, Lapoum,
Lava, Mokchong, Mokchak). During pre-colonial times, the tasaeng were
semi-autonomous networks of villages in the mountainous edges of the
mii.ang. These groups of villages had always belonged to the same ethnie
group, meaning that due to the numerous migrations and scattering of
di/ferent peoples in these areas, the word lasaeng did not always have
a territorial meaning. The colonial administration territorialized tlie
lasaeng, which then became a subdivision of the district nlÜang. OfficiaIly,
the lasaerzg as subdivisions of the district no longer exist in Laos and
have been replaced since the end of the 19905 by entities caUed khet,

which are usually larger than the previous lasamg. \Vhat is important
to our understanding here, however, is that the \'ÏlIagers of the ÙlSl1eng

Sakaen consider that they have formed a singie territorial entity for a
very long cime, certainly from weil before the colonial period. A myth
collected in Konkud village explains that these seven villages came to
conside... themselves as part of the same territorial unit, not to copy a
Tai political model but preeisely because they rejected il:

Before building their d wellings, aIl the inhabitants of the tasaeng joined
together at the top of the Head of \'\Iild Buffalo Mountain to sacrifice a
buffalo_ The blood o( the bulfaJo spread on the slope of the mountain
and its meat \Vas shared among all the participants_ The villagers took
one buJfalo's rib and an old woman, Ya Phan Pheng, wl"Ote an oath on.
il. By this oath, the \.~lIagers swore always to oppose themselves to the
power of the wm. The buffalo's rib \....as then buried on the top of the
mountaÎn. The \~Ilagers went to build their houses and to share the land
by using lhe bamboo crosses, taloe. Later on, however, the rib was dis­
covered and stolen. That day we lost the knmvledge of writing and we
have since then sulfered (rom the power of the /am.

The word Lam refers to a specifie politico-administrative position (which
was often hereditary) in Tai polities_ The wm, who were sometimes
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called pko lam (pho, father, pmtector, patron and lam, translator, go­
between) were appointed by the local Tai mler to keep control over
the population of the rniimlg. The /am had real power (tax collection,
settlement of disputes) and constituted a kind of parallel power that
facilitated rdations between the mIn and his vassals (Lemoine 1997:
180). They were also in charge of relations with the highland popula­
tions in the margiris of the mümrg (Reinhorn 1970: (780).

The myth above refers to the /am of Müang Beng and Müang Houn,
two litùe rnüang of the Nam Beng valley (East of the Nam Tha river),
and from where the main attempts to control the TGk area seemed
to have occurred. The refusal of the Khmu roI. to accept the power
of the {am finds interestîng echoes in the Nilizan Khun BOTom (the Lao
Chronicles), in which it is written that Fa Ngum, the first Lao king,
found support among the fJuz Kao while fighting against the lam of
Müang Hun (Hoshino 1986: 110-11 L and Pavie L898). The end of the
myth rnay refer to the colonial period, during which the power of the
local Tai notables was bolstered by the French administration.23 One
can aIso irrterprer this as an influence of Ùle Marxist historical analysis
introduced and spread br the Pathet Lao during the war (on this issue,
see Halpern 1964-: 93-95 and 156-157, and also Guido Sprenger in
this volume). This myth is also mi-,,:ed with aIder mythical frame\·vorks
explaining ho\\' the Khmll \'Vere dispossessed of their power by the Lao:
in another version, a Gog cats the hutfalo skin on which the Law was
written, resulting in the Ioss of the wntten Khmu language.

This example shows that Tai influence djd not follow the same pat­
tern everywhere.. In man)' cases, it allowed the creation and perpetu­
ation of statllS inequalities amongot highLanders, while in other areas,
such as the Khmlt rok, it gave birth to locaL mythologies or territorial
organizations based precisely on its negatioll. In ather words, there
was both acceptance and rejection of Tai influence by the Khmu in
ditferent areas and such variations from region to region have played
a crucial mie in the recent history of northern Laos.

~, l'dose of rnc taJlltng in Nor1hcm Laos wc..c theu r-cgmuping scvc..aJ highland "il­
lages unde.. the control of one Tai village, a situation that conuibuted 10 exacerbating
tensions between (he highlandccs and (he lowlanders.
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THE TOPICALITY Of THE Tuor. TIŒ \-'\fAR, THE STATE AND RURAL

DEVELOPl\.ŒNT POUCY IN LAos

lu past decades, numerous migrations and resetdements of Khmu vil­
lages in the lowlands, most of them implemented by the communist
Lao State,2t have weakened, and sornetimes nearlyerased, the te rritorial
basis of the fnu!J- Highlanders have abandoned their previous territories
and settled along the banks of the Nam Tha, or on the dusty edges of
the main road linking Luangnamtha and Viengphukha, where one can
now find villages with mixed populations of dilferent fJ1loy, sometimes
containing both Khmu and Tai populations. This is especially true
for the lmf!Y Ja..oaen, whose previous territory is now entirely empty. In
the meantirne, however, tmoy identities have been treated as separate
ethnicities and these identities prornoted accordingly for tounsts. For
instance, it is quite cornmon today to see hotels of Huoisai displaying
signs indicating that the tourist who will boat up the Nam Tha river
to reach Luangnamtha town (2 days trip) will "encounter numerous ethnie
trihes, Iii, l'Uall, Lamet, Rok and Kwaell, ruognizahle Iry duir costume and the
shape rf their boskelry".

It would go tao far, however, to condude that the tmO}' remain only as
essentialized folklore entirely emptied from any territorial and political
content. Membership of a tln0Y greatly inftuenced the course of the
1945-1975 war at the regional scale, but to varying degrees depend­
mg on the geographic area and period. Khmu men got involved either
\Vith the cornmunist troops or with the Royalist Troops backed up first
by the French (1945-1954) then by the US (1960-1975). Local geo­
politics have then undoubted1y contributed to define relations between
the villagers and the new State, their invo1vement in new local politi­
cal structures, and their autonomy in the face of rural developrnent
policies implemented by the provincial administration. [n other words,
members of sorne lmay have directly suffered from the new social and
political o~der, while others have been able to profit from the dynamics
of this transforrnative process.

Between 1945 and 1975, almost the entire area of Laos became
involved in wars at sorne time or other. Heavy bombing, artillery duels

2' On the issue of Tesettlement as (he main 1001 for rural dcveIopmen( potiey în Laos.
see Goudineau 1997 and 2000, or ÉV"ard and Goudine.au 2004. fur a good oven,;ew of
ail the reports and articles wrÏtten on tha( subjea, see BaïJd an<1 Shoernakec- 2005_
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and infantry skinnishes ",ere more numerous in the east along the
Vietnamese border, but aIso occurred in the northwesl throughout this
period. Between 1946 and 1954, during the so-called first Indochina
'Var, baualions of Lao Chasseurs commanded bl' French officers were
patrolling in the then-named 'Nth Military Territory' (covering more
or less the current Luangnamtha and &keo province) ta fight and dis­
arm smalJ 'Lao-Issara-Vietminh' groups (or LI\~ in the language of the
French officers). The latter were very mobile and ",..ere regularly attack­
ing mule caravans (for opium), or Lao garrisans (for weapons). They
found support amongst sorne of the high1and populations, especiaUy
Akha and Khmu groups, among ~\'hich they \Vere diffusing nationalistic
ideas and discOUTSes.

One interesting point underlined by sorne of the mission reports
given br French officers ta theïr superiors, concerns the methods used
by colomal troops in the field. They leaned on local hierarchies, and
especially on the positi\'e attitude of most of the pml)'a towards the
French, ta progress in mountainous areas and ta surround guerrilla
groups. This strategy did not work everywhere, hO\vever, and some areas
were entirely beyond the control of the French. This was notably the
case for the Khrnu 10k of Müang Hun, known locally as Ma khaL,25 who
were renowned for refusing any collaboration \.-,'ith colonial authanties.
Interestingly, hO\vever, the Khrnu of this area had \\'elcomed and helped
some French officers in 194-5 wlliIe they were escaping the Japanese
forces and helped organize guerrilla actions CO regain control over the
Lao territory (CapJy 1966). It seems, then, that this Khmu subgroup,
(hought of by many as being more 'backward' than other Khmu, have
always taken sides \Vith guerrilla movemenls against regular forces.

DUling the 1950s and the 19605, a frontJine progressively appeal-ed
on each side of the Nam Tha with the Nam Ha valley (tributary
of the Nam Tha, on its right bank) as a llorthern limit. On August
13th 1950, a communist resistanœ froOl called Neo Lao Issara was
created, subsequently renamed Neo Lao Hak Sat (NLHS) in 1955,
along with a 12-point politicaJ pTOgram adopted by its leaders. From
this time, military actions of communist troops were backed up with
attempts to inRuence directly the everyday life of the villages that they

OlS This surname refers 10 the linguisric par1:iculanty of the Khmu of 1\lüang Hun
area who, or sorne of !hem, use khat as a negative word ....-hile Khmu living in Nalae
or Vieng Phou Kha usually used phe.
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had succeeded in controlling (e.g., initial attempts at agrarian reform,
building of schools), and to spread Marxist-Leninist ideology amongst
inhabitants. FOx (1986: 20) states that in 1953: :<twenty-seven zones of
operations had been establlshed throughout Laos, mainly ill frontier
areas inharnted by tribal rninority peop1es, among whorn Pathet Lao
recruitrnent was particuLarly effective." In northwest Laos, three zones
eovered sorne parts of the Viengphukha plateau, the core of the Nam
Beng valley, and the area of Narno (Deuve 1984: 35). In the foLlowing
years, royalist forces taok back control over the Viengphukha plateau,
but the Nam Beng and the Namo areas came to eonstitute a single
"rebel" zone, covering the Khmu Lü and Tok temtories and entireLy
controlled by the NLHS troops (Deuve 1984: 96, 166 and 210).

The success of communist forces in these aœas, and their ability to
recruit many of the young men living there, can be explailled by the
confiictual relationships between the Khmu [fi or rok (and sorne 0 f the
Hmong populations of Narno) with the [am, whom 1 have mentioned
previously: These Lam were the Taï administrators-mo5t of whom "cere
Lü or PhOllan----v..·ho \Vere exercising their power O\:er these areas in
the name of the King of Lan Xang. The tax and territorial (-eforms
introduced by the French in previous years had given more power to
these Tai nobles, even though Tai villages were largely in a minority
in these areas_

The profound resentment agai.nst these reforms rnanifested itself
first in a kind of passive resistance (for instance, through a systematic
underestimation by the highlanders of the number of inhabitants in
each village in arder that they should pay less tax), and \Vas then trans­
formed into open conRiet following the increasing presence of NLHS
troops and Vielnamese military advisers. In 19:>3, one of the local Tai
administrators of Müang Beng was kiLLed in an ambll5h while he \'Vas
trying to go to some Khmu villages, de:>pile Ihe warning sent to him
by Khmll leaders who had let him know tllat they would not acçept
additional attempts to colleet taxes or to seareh for escaped prisoners
in their lerritory: ln July 1954, a lelegram sent by the governor of
Luangnarntha to the French Commander of Louangphrabang, Înform­
ing the latter that the mountainous area ben'ITccn the Nam Beng and
the Nam Tha (the area of the lmoy lü and rok) was <'<100 % Viel" and
that u tUaSJ liJ the highlalld vil!<lges i.s joriJiddenjor lowlœu1 people" (Militai)'
Archives of Vincennes, file IOH5650).

The political and military opposilion on the two sicles of (he Nam
Tha vaUey became inereasingly obvious during the 19605_ Royalist
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forces settled severa! rnilitary camps near the I-ight bank of the river
and, following the takeover of Luangnamtha by communist troops in
1962, received mucll stronger military backing from the United States.
Several Khmu lü and rok villages \Vere bombed by the US Air Force
during this period, and US Green Beret instructors actively recruited
Lahu, Hmong, Khmu)'U(J]1 and Lamet men of the Viengphukha plateau
to train them in guerrilla fighting and commando techniques. Those
paramilitary and multi-ethnic groups con<lucted several ambushes against
NLHS troops, and e\;en won back control of Luangnamtha town for
a short period at the end of 196 ï, before being driven back by the
NLHS and Vietnamese forces.

It would be an overstatement to say that aIl Khmu and Lamet men
li\ring west of the Nam Tha river supported the actions of the royalist
tmops and anti-communist commandos.. Commonly, only a few men
in each \rjJJage became soldiers, and their enlistment was motivated
more by a pragmatic analysis of the local geopolitics, and sometimes
b)' financial motivation, than adherence to a real political project,
such as the case of Khmu rak. and lü in the eastern part of the valley.
However, old cultural and political contrasts betv,!een the eastern and
the western lmo.-v were brought 'up to date' and transformed by the
course of the confJicL A broad distinction was made by the new com­
munist state between the l'îlason (beroes) and the satu (enemies) of the
revolution, which still direcdy affects the relations of these populations
\Vith local administrations.

One of the consequences of the conflict in the Nam Tha area
concerns the reversaI of the 'v<llues' or Cimages' attacned ta the Imf!Y.

Those who were considered as the most 'enlightened', because the)!
were most influenced by the Tai way of life, are treated as enemies by
the new regime, whilst those prc,,-iouslyconsidered the most 'backward'
are given a new respectability thmugh their association with the vic­
tory of the communist tmops. Such a hierarchical reversai has obvious
implications at the local levet For instance, in Nalae district, ail the
cao müang appointed since 1975 came from the Imf!)J 1ii,26 while at the

26 Things are ehanging, however, and for the tint time sinee the end of the war,
a cao mua"!', with a Khmu )'uall origin "'as apJX>imed in Nalae district in 2001. Some
locals commented upon tois nomination by saying that the period of 4inseeUlity' is
no\\' over on the easl side of Ihe "allev and Ihal Ihe Pouthin area, where this man is
from, \\"ill be a development focal zon~ in the neXI few years. Indeed, a tTack has been
reopened there and it is now possible 10 link Vieng Phou Kha and Nalae in Jess than
one day during the dry season.
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provincial level, the Khmu rok have kept the most influential positions.
Between 1975 and 1998, two provincial governors were appointed in
Luangnamtha and both of them came from Ban Mokkoud, a village
from the IeH bank that was bombed three times by the US Air Force
du ring the 1960s. In the neighhouring provinces, especially Bokeo
and Oudomxay, Khmu rok men also received high positions in the
provincial administration. Conversely, it is still unusual to find high­
ranking local officiaIs recTltited from Khmu yuan or kwaen, or even
Lamet populations.

Such political reorganization led to particular directions for policies
on rural development, an~ especially, ways in which the resettlement
of highland villages was conducted. From the end of the 1960s, com­
munist leaders offered material and logistical support to 'allied' highland
populations who would agree to go d~wn to the valleys and cultivate
nee fields abandoned by those of the Tai-Yuan and the Tai-Lü popula­
tions who had Red to Thailand. Severa! hundred Khmu rok and Khmll
fü families were then able to seule in the lowlands of H un, Reng, Xay
and Namtha districts. Sorne years Jater; the return of sorne of the Tai
owners gave rise to land conflicts in these al-eas. tvlost of the Khmu
migrants had to give back their land, but they usually received sorne
compensation from the provincial administration in the form of caule,
bulfaloes or even rural development projects (Évrard 2002).

During the same period, the continuation of an anti-communist
guerrilla movement on the Viengphoukha plateau Ied to the authori­
tarian resettlement of nllmerous Khmuyuan and kwaen populations,
along with Lamet, Hmong or Vao villages_ Unlike the resettlement
mentioned previously, these involved the forced relocation of entire vil­
lages, which were ohliged to n)(we under pressure from the Lao army.
l'vfost of these migrations took place bet\veen 1975 and 1985, and were
espeeially numerous in 1977, when Lao troops, backed by Vietnamese
forces, launched a V<L'it security operation following the assassination
or the governor of Viengphukha district. Most of the Khmu villages
that are round on the banks of the Nam Tha river, or aJong the road
near Viengphukha, were resetded under these circumstances. Unlike
the Khmu rok or Lü migrants, those who were forcibly removed did not
receive any aid during the initial yeaTS, and most of them experience
very dillicult living conditions (Évr.ud 1997).

The division of Laos into two opposing camps during the war led to
a blurnng of ethnie identifies bet\\'een different ethnie groups. In the
case of the Khmll poplilatiollS of the Nam Tha valley, these groups
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drew upon previously ex:isting intra-ethnie solidarities, which were
'crystallised' through their involvement with the war and translOrmed
through polirical affiliations \-vith prevailing power structures in war
and post-war contexts. The bnoyyuan and Irwaen experienced brutal and
significant reductions in their territories, while the lnzO)I 1"Ok and lü have
until reœnt rimes kept quite autonomous highland territones connected
to the lowlands via familial and institutional netwooo.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has shown how Leach 's framework can stiJl be used
accurately for a contemporary anthropology of highland populations
in Southeast Asia. If the concept of an 'oscillatory mode!' is mislead­
iog both imide and outside the Kachin Hills, the interactionist lcind of
analysis on \.vhich it relies appears weil suited to the analysis of other
groups; provided the specificities of the local interethnic contexts are
takeo into accounL

Political and cultural influences of the lowlands bring deep changes
ioto the lives and cultures of highland groups, but are nonetheless
subject to a form of appropriation that is mediated and encoded
through specifie cultural and cognitive grids in order to be understood
and adopted by the group concerned. Added to geographic, historie
or economÎc features specifie to each area, this leads to the creation
of cultural discontinuities, specifie 'labels' and intra-ethnic solidarities
among populations that still daim a common identity. Brought about
through historical processes, such phenomena can he well seen amongst
the Khmu populations of the Nam Tha valley:

Similar analysis can he conducted nearly every"''''here in northern
Laos, where hyhrid ethnonyms are onen derived from the Lao language
to name highland groups or subgroups, either from Mon-Khmer or
Tibeto-Burmese linguistie backgrounds. Instead of considering each of
these populations separately, and trying to define their cultural char­
acteristics, Leach invites us to consider them as pivotai categories in a
single interethnic context. What is especially interesting in the case of
the Khmu is tflat, as in the case of the Kachin, such sub-groupings
acquired opposing political meanings or values during the war. Thus,
they allow a better understanding of how the Lao communist State
came into being, and how it used and transformed, rather than erased,
such intra-ethnic solidarities.
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