INTERETHNIC SYSTEMS AND LOCALIZED IDENTITIES:
THE KHMU SUBGROUPS (TA707') IN NORTH-WEST LAOS

Olwer Evrard

Note

For Lao place names, there is no official transcription and spelitng can vary
greatly from one document or place to another. For names of provinces and
distnicts, | have used the transcription of the 1995 national census, and for
other names, a transcaption based on English pronunciation. For the English
spelling of Thai place names, I have used the official transcription taken
from the Romanization Guide for That Script (Royal Institute 1982). Unless
specified, all translations from Freach documents are my own. Transcriptions
of Khmu and Lao words follow phonetic English pronunciation, and do not
take nto account tones, vocalic length or consonant height. I would fike to
thank Frangois 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 dented
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 “fauled to uncover either social categories or mechantsms of change sumlar
to those described by Leach” and had led to “false conclusons on the nature of
ethmicily 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 of
Highland Burma. However, despite Cooper’s critique, I sce at least two
good reasons to re-engage critically with the Leachian model. First,
Cooper reviews—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 fieldwork and gather first hand observations,
to revisit and revise’ a comparative anthropology of Southeast Asia.

While Leach’s ‘oscillatory’ model is now widely criticized, both within
and outside the Kachin Hills,' a second and more important reason
to rewvisit Leach’s framework i1s that his analysis of Tai cultural and
political influence among highlanders 1s still relevant. Leach was one
of the first authors to 1dentify the ‘duality’ of Taization processes:* the
cultural influence of the lowlands resonates 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, translormation, and even the
increase (through fragmentation into subgroups, for instance) of ethnic
boundaries. An example to illustrate this point is that, despite the long
period of contact with Tai culture, Mon-Khmer groups of northern
Thailand and northern Laos not only continue to hold specific identities,
but also are distinctively known through various locahized ethnonyms,
which direcdy express their old relatonships with the lowlands.

This chapter focuses on the history of interethmc relatonships and
social change amongst Khmu villages (Mon-Khmer linguistic affilia-
tion) of the Nam Tha valley, in northwest Laos. It uses three kinds
of data: accounts of the area by colonial explorers or adminsstrators,
ethnographic studies, such as those of Karl Gustav Yzikowitz (and
recently of Guido Sprenger) on the Lamet, or of Damrong Tayanin
on the Khmou, and my own personal field data collected since 1994.
My purpose i1s not to demonstrate at all costs the validity of a Leachian
model for another Southeast Asian ethnic group. Rather, I have used
the model to facilitate my own understanding of the social reahty and
political history of the villages where I worked while researching my
doctorate {Evrard 2001). In essence, I have shown that such a model
holds heuristic value, through helping to find relevant facts and, through
comparison, avoiding false interpretations.

What I demonstrate in this paper 1s that the differences between
Khmu and Kachin relate matinly to their different interethnic contexts,

! See, for instance, the radical critique developed by Zusheng Wang (1997). For
neighbouring groups, see the work of Pascal Bouchery on the Naga (in this volume).
* I borrow this term from Grant Evans (Evans 1991).
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particularly their contrasting history of relations with lowland popula-
tions. Despite these differences, I argue against Cooper’s critique, and
in support of the continuing topical value of the Leachian framework.
I assert that Leach’s analysis allows a better understanding of how the
history of relations with lowland populations has created cultural and
political discontinuities in highland villages, which otherwise claim a
common ideatity. I support these findings through investigating the
origin and characteristics of the numerous Khmu #moy (subgroups),
and show how these intra-ethnic solidarities stull influence local social

and political dynamics.

ExteErRNAL MEecHANISMS OF SociaL CHANGE IN THE Naym THA VarLey:
A Brier OvERVIEW :

Comprising eleven percent of the total population of Laos, the Khmu
are the largest minority in the country and in some areas constitute
overwhelming local majonties (see map 1). This is especially true around
the Nam Tha valley in northwest Laos, where they are in contact with
mainly Tai populatons (Lao, Li and Yuan) and other small Mon-Khmer
groups, particularly the Lamet and the Samtao. In Nalae district (the
focus of this study), Khmu willagers constitute nearly eighty percent of
the total population, even without considering the mixed villages where
some of them live alongside Laos people (see map 2.

Khmu villages in this area share many economic and social charac-
teristics with the Lamet dwellings of the west bank. Villages have an
average size of approximately 250 people and 40 households, mainly
located in upland mountain areas between 800 and 1200 meters. Most
upland villages rely exclusively on stash-and-burn agriculture (with 8
to 15 year fallow peniods) for their subsistence, and have periodic rice
surpluses, which they barter with the neighbounng Tai populations for
manufactured products. The kaang (house), kork (local patnlineages),
ta’ (clans), and kung (village) constitute the basic social units of Khmu
villages, with clan membership playing a mostly symbolic role (Lindell
et al., 1979).

From the wvillager’s point of view, there are no real, absolute differences
in status becween lineages of a locality. The only exception concerns
the ritual status of the lineage of the founder of the village, whose
male elder has the utle of lun (priest), and conducts the rituals for the
village spirit. While differences of status can exist between individuals,
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this does not usually apply to the whole lincage to which they belong.
Important decisions are traditionally taken by the village assembly,
which is made up of elders from each lineage. Inhenitance is based
upon the principle of equal repartition of goods, though prestigious
items such as bronze drums remain the property of the lineage as a
whole. Parcels of land are divided equally, with a supplementary share
for the child who takes care of the parents (which is usually, but not
always, the youngest). A

Nevertheless, historical records and ethnographic data tells us that
differences in status amongst the Khmu villagers of the Nam Tha
occurred through political and economic relationships with the low-
lands. Three main aspects can be undedined: control over some goods
obtamed through trade and local specializations; temporary migrations
of young males; tides of nobility given to some Khmu leaders by the
Tai lords.

The Khmu intenviewed during this research say chat they have always
been dependent upon other populations to obtain the won bars from
which they make their agricultural tools. In several myths, it 15 said that
before the arnval of the Tai in the northern peninsula, the Khmu used
to cut the forest with stone axes. The iron bars were obtained through
trade wath Lao boatmen or through contacts with another Mon-Khmer
population known as Samtao.® Village prests in some villages had a
atual monopoly over working these iron bars. This feature, combined
with the prests’ ritual privileges cegarding the choice of paccels of
land, must have placed them and their relatives in a favourable position
within Khmu society, for they were able to exert some form of control
over several aspects of the agricultural cycle.

Anather significant process of social change has been the temporacy
migraton of young males from this area to the lowlands, which is con-
sidered the most common way to gain presuge. Historically, most of
the young Khmu and Lamet migrants went to work in eastern Burma,
and after 1880, also in the teak plantations of northern Thailand. The
French colonial administration became quite worried about these migra-
tons, which they tried to monitor and control through an ‘agency’ built

¥ This is a local name for a Palaung-related group whose members were famous
blacksraiths {more on this below).
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in Chiang Khong at the end of the nineteenth century? In 1930, three
to four hundred young Khmu men were continuing to arrive each year
in Chiang Mai, where they would stay for an average of two to three
vears (Lebar 1965: 8). Lampang and Nan were also common destina-
tions for these migrant labourers, but after the 1930s, they went mainly
through the border 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 bnde price and to set
up a family. In all the willages m which I have had the opportunity to
work, the ‘richest” men (the ones considered by the others as having
accumulated more prestige) had spent several years 1n either Thailand
or Burma. They usually possessed many buffaloes and gongs, and had
brought at least one bronze drum back from their tnp. Their wealth
was confirmed and validated through ntuals, as well as through the
possession of larger amounts of land.”

Historically, 1t seems that m the villages where numerous young men
had undertaken this kind of migration, an ‘upper class’ developed: the
richest men received the title pis® among the Khmu of the Nam Tha,
and fem in Lamet villages (Iakowitz 1951: 347-352). These men often
distinguished themselves by weanng symbols of Tal anstocracy, such
as turbans or clothes decorated with silver. Special ceremonies were
organised when a man received such a title, and in the case of the
Khmu, a wooden drum was offered to his lineage by the lineage of
his wife-takers (Liundstom & Tayanin 1981: 175).7 Interestingly, such

* Lefevre Pontalis (1902: 113) wrote some few pages about the “exil des Khas [here
Khmu and Lamet] de Louang Prabarg et de Af. Pou Kha [ Viengphoukha] gue Pexplottation
des faréts de teck attire depus de longues années du coté de Xieng-Mm [Chiang Mai), sans qu’ils
renoncent jamais d’atlleurs 4 Pidée de retorner dans leurs foyers”™ {Lefévre-Pontalis 1902: 113).

® Increasing one’s status turns economic capital into social capital. The higher the
status, the better their ability to organise rituals (which implies the sacrifice of animals),
and own larger parcels of land. On buffaloes, prestige goods and relations with the
outside world among the Lamet, close neighbours of the Khmu in the Nam Tha area,
see the excellent analysis of Guido Sprenger (2005: 291-312).

¢ They were then called f pu, fa being the name used for every old man (more
precisely, for every man who can be considered as belonging to the generanon of
father’s father).

? Marriage with matrilateral cross-cousins (real or classificatory) is a social rule, and
the symbolic opposition and hierarchy between em (wife-givers) and perha (wife takers)
permeates neady all aspects of Khmu social and riwal hife. For the Lamet case, see

also Sprenger, 2006.
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ceremonies have also been organised more recenty, when young men
left their village to become soldiers throughout the Indo-China war.

These migrations not only allowed some young men to accumulate
prestige goods, but also constituted powerful vectors through which
many aspects of Tai civilisation were adopted, including house con-
struction, tattoo designs, clothing norms, and also many of the values
and beliefs linked to Theravada Buddhism and with Tai concepdons
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 margins of their
principaliies (miiang). Mon-Khmer populations often played the role of
guardians at the borders of the muang, and sometimes served as vassals
in the armies of the Tai princes. As reward, Tai rulers would bestow
tides of nobility (parya) to some of the most well-known or powerful
Khmu chiefs.? Some Khmu leaders even began to build pagodas in their
own village, or fund the construction of pagodas in the lowlands to
increase their own presuge (Lefévre-Pontalis 1902: 147). In this way, a
speaific political context combined with frequent individual contacts with
‘more sophisucated lowland ciilisations, led to the creation of hierarchy
networks amongst highlanders whose networks were, either wholly or
partially, modelled 1deologically on those of the Tai populations.

At the village level, Tai influences that were mediated through con-
trol over trade, temporary migrations or political agreements, favoured
either the development of a local ‘anstocracy’ holding both economic
and ritual power, or political instability due to tensions between these
two aspects of legitmacy. During his stay amongst the Lamet in the
1930s, Karl Gustav Izikowtiz (1951: 347-348) noted that in the villages
where many men had the tide of fm, the authority of the village remnia
(priest, or lkun in Khmu villages) was diminished, except if he himself
had obtained the ticle of lem. Similar processes were also operating in
Khmu villages. If the village priest was also a member of the richest

® Their role as ‘guardians of the edges’ s commonly cited in the literature. For
instance, on the Viengphoukha plateau, the Tai priace of Nan had concluded an
agreement with three Khmu panya who were in charge of waiching over the move-
ments of the Burmese armies on the plains (Extraits du_Journal de voyage de Lefévre-
Pontalis et de Macey de Louang Prabang i Xieng Khong sur le Mékong, Archives du
ministére frangais des Affaices Etrangéres, Aflaires diverses et Politiques 1813-1896,

tome [V, volume 11).
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group of men, he succeeded 1n keeping political status, resulting in
a relatively stable hierarchy (at least for one generation) between the
local anistocracy—allied to the ritwal power—and the commoners. .
Another situation that may occur is when ritual power conflicts arise
with younger men who have sufhicient prestige to contest the legitimacy
of the elder, and which subsequendy leads to a split in the village. 1
encountered two clear examples of this scenario during my fieldwork
in the Upper Nam Tha valley.

The first such example occurred in a Khmu village named Konkud
that sphit 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 ume 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 potentially n a position
to succeed the tkun afier his death. Their return coincided with the split
of their lineage nto two branches. The ‘youngest’ branch, led by Ta
Morn and Ta Tchoy, led the followers of several houses of other lincages
to settle a new village, and did not return to Konkud untl several years
later. 1t would seem that these young men had accumulated sufficient
economic power to contest the ntual power of the lkun. By founding a
new locality, these two men tried to acquire a ritual position that they
could not otherwise acquire in their own village. The name of the wil-
lage indicates that this was not the first ime that such a scenario had
occurred, as this name (&on, child; foud, return, come back, enter) ts
said to symbolise the impossibility that villagers will leave forever; and
that any sphit in the village populagon is only temporary:

Data gathered on the other side of the Nam Tha, in a Lamet village,
“shows that such conflictual relavonships between young migrants and
old ntual authonties stll occur in the present day. In Ban Chomsy, for
mstance, a thirty-five year old man who had worked in Thailand for
five years had returned and encouraged the other villagers to change
their way of life by modifying their agricultural pracuces by growing
cash crops. In February 1995, this man, one of the rnichestin the village,
was the only one to possess a fishpond and a large irrigated orchard.
He was helping to convince the vallagers to move downhill (as the local
administration was requesting), but a majority of villagers, led by the
previous chief of the village (who also had the title of priest), were still
refusing to move. Finally, after a few months the voung ‘progressive’
took his family with him and settled alone near the nver. Two years
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later; many other households had followed him to settle a new village,
for which he remains the aaiban (administrative chief) today.

These two biographies offer examples of how Taizaton processes
occur in Mon-Khmer villages of the Nam Tha valley. If some of the
external mechanisms (namely, migrations of young males) described
here are not mentioned by Leach for the Kachin, their impact at the
village level has led 10 similar trends, namely to the appearance of
traits of a dass structure and to political instability, sometimes with
the splitting of willages. However, what is relevant at the village level
can be misleading on a wider scale, and, as such, we must examine to
what extent Leach’s framework is relevant for an ethnohistory of the
Mon-Khmer populations of the whole Nam Tha valley.

LEACHS FRAMEWORK AND ITS ADJUSTMENT TO THE LocaL
InTERETHNIC CONTEXT

Twao key points should be made here. Firstly, it should be stressed that
social inequalities do not ‘crystallize’ into the social structure of the
Khmu to the same extent as Leach described for the Kachin. Indeed,
nowhere amongst the Mon-Khmer populations of this area can lin-
guistuc categories such as “gumlao™ or “gumsa’ (Izikowitz 1969: 148)
be found. Nor do we find Khmu words to designate a domain or a
domain chief. When rich men received specific titdes, such as lem in
Lamet villages or pea in Khmu willages, they obtained specific preroga-
tives, such as the possibility of choosing the best parcels of land (better
orientation, better soil quality, closer to the village, etc.) or receiving a
proportion of the fines that were paid during the resolution of conflicts.

‘et, this research has found that their titles were not hereditary from
one generation to another, and that upward and downward mobility
took place.

Secondly, the idea of “vicious compeutions” (Leach 1986: 194)—
political competition for power and wealth—has less relevance to the
Khmu, either from an economical or a political viewpoint. In the eco-
nomic and ritual spheres, the concept of fertlity and abundance takes
precedence over the idea of surplus. In the case of the Khmu, (and
this could be applied to other Mon-Khmer societes as well), it would
then be excessive to speak about competitions between the houses of
a village or about calculations aiming to maximise either the yields or
the merit. This was one of the criticisms formulated against the theo-
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retical models elaborated by Friedman (1979) and Kirsch {1973). They,
for example, did not take into account the possibility of rapid reversal
of fortune through demographic recession or other events.® From the
political viewpoint, the differences appear even more striking: violent
contacts between Mon Khmer populations were rare, and neither the
stories told by the Khmu elders nor any written document mentions
competition between famous Khmu leaders supported by armed par-
tisans carrying out vendettas. _

A number of additional differentiating factors must be sought to
describe the interethaic context, and more precisely, its political and
economic characteristics. In northern Burma, the Kachin have played
the roles of turbulent allies or ‘political parasites’ (Leach 1986: 254)
of the Shan. In some areas, they have even driven Shan communities
from their homes and enslaved these groups to work lowland paddy
fields. Conversely, 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 fact they had most probably been
in contact wath the Tai for a long period prior to this. This spoliation,
then, gave birth to a rtual and hierarchical formalisation of interethnic
relationships,'® which is not the case in areas where the Shan-and the
Kachin are in contact. Moreover, unlike the Kachin, the stability of
this hierarchical relationship has not been threatened since the time of
the foundation of the Lao kingdom.

- From an economic viewpolnt, 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: 2353).
However, the opposite situation often prevails in northern Laos. Because
of the scarcity of flat land, the political domination of the Lao could
not be everywhere confirmed and secured by the development of large
areas of paddy field. On the other hZUld’ some of the Khmu p()pula[ions
kept control over large and fertile upland territories, where slash-and-
burn agriculture produced quite good yields. This is especially true in

* On the other hand, status change of an individual house by impoverishment is no
argument against the nofior of a status structure. [n capitalist societies, high class families
may drop out of their class the same way and jus( as quickly, but this does not change
the fact of the dass structure itself {Guido Sprcngcr, personat commumication).

‘% About the interethnic structure as it appears in New Year rituals in Luang Prabang,
sec Ajmer 1979 and Archaimbautt 1973,
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the Nam Tha valley, which became, as written by Lefévre Pontalis ‘the
granary of Luang Prabang’ (1902: 140). Lao boatmen paddled upnive:
at the end of the monsoon to exchange iron bars, salt, clothes or jars
against paddy, cotton or forest products. This trade of manufacturec
goods against natural products was well in favour of the boatmen. Ir
fact, it was so much so that some upland villagers, especially those
settled near the mouth of the nver and near the main Lao centres
were short of paddy for several moaths before the harvest. They hac
to borrow paddy from the Lao who, conversely, speculated on the price
of the paddy that they had bought a few months beforehand. However,
this was not the case everywhere, and unal quite recently in the upper
valley of the Nam Tha, most Khmu wllages did not regulady suffer
from shortages of paddy. '

In spite of these differences, it 1s sull possible to adjust the model
elaborated by Leach. From a geographical viewpoint, the dynamics
described above gave birth o three different wends. Firstly, differentia-
tton occurred between remate areas, usually higher in alttude, and
regions that were closer to the economic networks of the lowlands.
Such dynamics are already documented for the Chan {Lehman 1963),
the Lamet (Izikowitz 1951), and the Wa {Scott & Hardiman 1900,
cuted in Lehman 1963: 27). Leach {1961) considered that hus model
could be applied to all upland regions of Southeast Asia. Lehman, for
instanée, showed that the Chin, who lived close 10 the lowlands and
the Burmese populatons, had peaceful relatonships with neighbounng
groups. In contrast 0 the “remote” (or northern) 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: 44—46). This does not mean that highland
villages have a more ‘elaborated culture’ (Leach, 1961, cited 1n Lehman
1963: 43), as the proximity of the lowlands can also have a positive
mfluence, which does not necessarily imply an impoverishment of the
culture of the highlanders.

In northwest Laos, before the massive resetilements of the last
thirty years (more on this below], the socal organizaton of Lamet
villages was more hierarchical in the remotest communities, and more
egalitanian in those lying near the caravan path of the Viengphoukha
Kha plateau. In the former wvillages, temporary nugrations of young
males were more numerous, and the numbers of individuals who had
acquired the tde of lm was accordingly higher {Izikowitz 1951: 99,
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114, 347-348). I personally observed a similar trend 1n the Khmu vil-
lages on the east bank of the Nam Tha. Going further from the main
river, and to higher elevations, villages are generally bigger, agricultural
land is more intensively culuvated, and differentiation in status amongst -
villagers is more obwvious. These villages, at least in the Nam Tha area,
are also more prosperous, for the yields are better on the higher ridges
of the mountains.!' Paradoxically, the cultural influence of the lowlands
is often more obvious in these remote villages than 1 those setded at.
mid-distance from the river or the main roads, 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, also acknowledged by Leach, for
instance in the area of Myitkyina (Leach 1986: 243-244), 1s a very old
trend 1n the Nam Tha valley, and most probably occurred in the main
fluvial valleys of northern Laos and Thailand. Histoncally, seasonal
trade in the lower Nam Tha valley encouraged some Lao boatmen
to settle more or less permanenty near their Khmu or Lamet suppli-
ers and customers. Small trading posts developed, which were then
progressively established upriver and further into the valley because of
concurrence between the Lao boatmen (Izikowiz 1951: 27). Ac first,
such localities were usually mult-ethnic: Lao boatmen marned Khmu
or Lamet wives, and the latter brought with them some relatves to settle
near the river. When the locality became properly established, additional
Lao migrants would come to settle. A pagoda was then constructed and
the multi-ethnic ongin of the locality was then completely forgotten.
Such processes are still occurring today in most upper sections of val-
leys, where one can observe quite recent villages that were founded by
Lao boatmen who are marned with Khmu women, and followed by
several houses from each ethnic group (the Khmu usually being more
numerous). The Lao houses commonly specialize in trade, while the
Khmu pracuse slash-and-burn agriculture in the surcounding hills. The
poliacal context in which such villages are created today differs markedly

' Ia Nalae, usually the higher the village is, the better the yield. One can also
abserve that the ratio of eardy/late species of paddy is much more in favor of the lat-
ter in the upland villages, meaning that villagers have less problems with food secunty

between harvests.
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from eadier periods,'? hoivcvcr, the basic interethnic organizatio:
remains the same as it was in past centuries. :

A third phenomenon manifests itseff more specifically with the Khm
and is less well documented. Through political alliances with differen
Tai chiefdoms, and exposure to different regional economic influences
Khmu populations of the Upper Nam Tha valley acquired culturz
peculbarities that led to the creation of subgroups named imgy. This won
may have little geographic meaning outside of the Nam Tha valles
but, in this area at least, it can be demonstrated that the tmoy cleark
constitute a territonal system or, more precisely, a kind of cultural anc
political continuum {Evrard 2003). It scems that the tmgy of the westen
banks of the Nam Tha, which were more influenced by Tai culture
acquired more stratified social systems than on the eastern banks anc
this feature played a significant role during and after the Indochin:
war. The next section of this chapter goes into further detail, showing
the history of the émoy, and describes how their contemporary fate i
a perunent example to approach the topicality of Leach’s analysis fo
highland Southeast Asian peoples.

Tue Kunmu Suscroups, 7a0r, (N THE Nanm THA VarLiey:
DEepares anp Facrs

In Khmu language, the word &moy has several inclusive meanings
It can designate guests, or strangers, or, more generally, people whe.
share a common culture but who have different customs, language o
peculianities. This word is used to create specific ethnonyms by add
ing the name of a river (tmoy khong or khmu khong for those hving neai
the Mckong; tmey ou or khmu ow for those living near the Nam Ou)
the name of an area (tmgy luangphrabang), a Tai population {tmoy yuar

2 Traditonally, the banks of -the river in the uppermaost parts of the valley were
empty Numerous rapids prevented traders from reaching the town of Luangnamthe
by boat. After the war, and following the introduction of motorized boats, local officiak
encouraged the creation of new villages, both to develop trade with the Mekong valley
and to avoid the infiltration of some guerrilla groups, which were still active in lhi:_
acca untl the end of the 1980s. The current policy of the Lao State encourages anc
somnetimes forces upland villagers to move downhill, and to mix with already exist-
ing lowland villages. This now constitutes tlie main factor leading to the creation of
madti-ethazc localities in this part of the valley. These policies have directly contributed
to the depopulation of the highlands, which has in turn reinforced the instability of

the remaining upland villages.
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or khmu yuan; tmoy li or khmu li), a linguistic characteristic (fmoy me and
tmoy khat following the kind of negative particle that is used), or even
a detail of dress (tmoy treal for those wearing short vests; fmoy vang for
those wearing long shirts). Other Mon-Khmer groups such as the
Lamet (!moy lamet) can be ncluded in this classification by opposttion
to the Tai, whom the Khmu pejoraavely name &hae. William Smalley;
an American missionary who conducted some linguistic fieldwork in
Luangphrabang Province between 1951 and 1953, first mentioned this
word in 1961, and identified several fmoy, or ‘subgroups’, amongst the
Khmu populations (Smalley 1961 and 1965).

A debate has arisen amongst specialists of Khmu culture concern-
ing the nature and origin of such subgroups. For Knstina Lindell, who
conducted research on Khmu culture at the University of Lund for
thirty years, the fmgy constitute localised subgroups that can be viewed
as vestiges of old territorial organisation prior to the establishment of
the Lao kingdom of Lan Xang in Luangphrabang (Lindell, Samuelsson
and Tayanin 1979). Lindell idenufied seven fmoy and drew a map of
their location in the northwest part of Laos (Lindell 1982). However, she
does not provide any similar map for other parts of Laos, nor does she
mention that Khmu people can name many other fmoy beyond those few
she considered in her analysis. Finally, she does not acknowledge that
one can identify cultural vanatioas, especially from a linguistic view-
poiat, that do not exactly match her classification. For instance, while all
belonging to the so-called fmoy ok, villagers of Houn district (Qudomxay
Province) use Mt as a negative particle, while villagers from Nalae, Pha
Oudom and Paktha districts mostly use phe. In Luangphrabang, some
Khmu people use the term a/, and others use am.

Conversely, an American linguist, Franck Proschan (undated: 55), con-
vincingly demonstrates that it is illusory to attribute a precise territory
to each #moy. Drawing on a hist of fmoy names that he collected during
his research among Khmu populations of Thailand, Laos, Vietnam and
even America, he showed that it was impossible to account precisely
for the total number of such terms. Indeed, instead of a simple rela-
tion between a subgroup and a name, one can observe that the same
subgroup can be designated by different names according to the chosen
criteria {type of housing, clothes, dialect] or that the same name can
refer to mutually exclustve and geographically distant groups. Moreover,
people may consider themselves as belonging to a different fmoy than
the one attrbuted to them. Most of the time, people can easily tell
which ¢moy their neighbours belong to, but have dithculties in labelling
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themselves with a specific tmoy identity. Proschan {1997: 98-99) thus
asserts that the spectfic fmoy term should relate to the local and conver-
sational context 1in which 1t 1s used. Paradoxically, however, Proschan’s
analysis does not completely invalidate the data of the Swedish schalars
of Lind mentioned previously. On a local scale (i.e. the Nam Tha
valley), the tmoy clearly constitute a system of territorialized 1dendties.

Villagers of the upper part of the Nam Tha valley are able to des-
ignate six fmoy, four of which are Khmu: tmey yuan (Khmu yuan), tmoy
rok (Khmu rok), tmoy fi (Khmu [i), tmoy kwaen (Khmu keaen), and two
others belonging to Palaung-Wa related languages: Lamet (4noy rlame)
and Samtao (tmoy samtac). The territories of these fmoy—the Samtao
excepted—are quite precisely delimited (see maps 2 and 3): on the right
(west) bank of the river, the imoy kwaen, youan and lamet are arranged
from north to south; on the left (east) bank, are arranged the fmoy li
and k. The territories of each tmoy are expanding 1nto neighbouring
districts: the Khmu Awaen and youwan as well as the Lamet are also to
be found in Viengphoukha and Huoixai districts, while the #moy 4i and
10k occupy the entire mountain range separatung the Nam Beng and
Nam Tha valley (which includes the districts of Nalae, Beng, Houn
and Pa Oudom). Geographical borders between each frmoy are quite
well known by villagers themselves, and usually comncide with tributanies
of the Nam Tha river. In many cases, these border areas are empty
zones that take a full day to cross on foot Indeed, the footpath that
links Khmu wllages to the valley are often in better condition than
those linking villages belonging to different tmoy.

Members of these fmoy used to distinguish themselves' especially by
their clothing: short white double-breasted jackets for the Khmu yuan
{men and women); short blue jackets for the Khmu 4i (men and women);
short blue jacket with colourful stripes amongst the Khmu kween (men
and women); long 1ndigo shirts reaching the ankles (as a levite) for the
Khmu 70k {only for men). The hairstyle also varied from one tmoy to
another: in Nalae District, the Khmu villagers say that the Khmu yuan
men were the only ones who wore their hair twisted into a bun, while
the Khmu rek used to shave their heads entirely except for a small tuft
on the top of the head. Other disuinctive features induded the form
of housing, basketry, and even the construction and function of some
ron tools. The features described above allow people to designate the

'3 This is sull true today in some remote villages especially for dothing, but to a
lesser extent than before. ’
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tmoy using different criteria. For instance, instead of speaking about the
Khmu /i and the Khmu yuan, a Khmu villager can sometimes talk about
the tmoy klok (those who wear a white shirt) and the oy fin (those who
wear an indigo shirt). Similarly, someone could speak about the Khmu
rok by using the term tmoy vang (those who wear long shirts) comparing
them to #noy treal {those who wear short shirts).

Despite the multiplicity of ‘identity labels’, and the various forms
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
ethnographic or histerical evidence), that following Kristina Lindell’s
hypothesis, such intra-ethnic boundages constitute the remnants of a
political organization of the pre-Tai era. Rather, the fmoy should be
viewed as both the impnint of Tai political systems in these mountain-
ous borderlands, and as indicators of the intensity of the relationships

between Khmu and Tai populations.

THE Tasor as an ImpriNT OF THE Tar PoLiticarL System

The Khmu population of the Nam Tha valley are called the e Aao
{the old K%a) in the Lao chronicles {official histonical texts of the Lao
Kingdomj. They were chased away from Muang Swa (the old name
of Luangphrabang) when the Lao seized power in this city, and took
refuge 1n the area of Paktha. Later, the Lao king Fa Ngum resettled
some of the KAa Kao, and asked those who stayed in the area to protect
his kingdom from invaders (Pavie 1898). As mentioned previously, such
alliances between Tai Kingdoms and their mountainous borderlands
were quite common in northern areas, where they echoed, at least in
Laos, the geographic fragmentation of ethnicities and the economic
- interdependency between the highlanders (who produced most of the
paddy) and the Lao boatmen. Consequently, and despite the fact that
the mountainous margias of the miang kept intact their own internal
political dynamics, the Khmu became ‘connected’ to the Tai political
system and eventually became subsumed within 1t. In this histoacal and
political context, two main geopolitical divisions appeared amongst the
Khmu populations of the Nam Tha valley and constituted the basis
of the imoy 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. Dowmniver, the Mekong
was subdivided 1nto segments called miin and was controlled by the Lao
administration, while upriver it was under the control by the Siamese
(Lefévre-Pontalis 1902: 100)."* Consequently, the Nam Tha basin was,
for a long time, a kind of buffer zone, where Khmu populations gave
allegiance to different Tai princes. Khmu of the nght bank were linked
paolitically to the Tai Youan of Nan kingdom (itself a vassal of Lan Na
and then of Siamy), hence the name Khmu Youan or émey yuan used to
designate them. The Khmu of the left bank were under the control of
Lan Xang, hence the term kha lao that was used to name these people
in the past. This opposition predominandy concerned the lower part of
the Nam Tha valley, while, in its upper pact, Lao influence was much
weaker, due mostly to immigration of Lii populations from Aiiang La
{Mengla] at the end of the eighteenth century. These populations, who
settled near the banks of the uppermost part of the nver, sometimes
refused to pay taxes to Louang Prabang (Pontalis 1902: 142), as they
were trying to create their own independent chiefdom.
Consequently, the second geopolitical 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 Namtha plain from Nalae
district {created only in 1983 and called fasseng niia in the nincteenth
century). Downriver from this point, the Lao {(or La) paddlers were
still able to navigate to and {rom Paktha and the mountains, which
were controlled by Khmu populations owing allegiance either to Nan
ot to Louangphrabang Upriver, there were no possibiliies for water-
based transportation, and trade was carried out using mule tracks. In
these areas, the Khmu owed allegiance to Sip Song Pauna chiefdoms.
However, a sense of opposition remained 1n place between the popula-
tions of the east and west sides of the Nam Tha. In the mountains lying
west of the nver {(between the Nam Tha and Viengphoukha), Khimu
villagers belong to the kwaen subgroup. The kwaen (as the tasaeng in Lao
polities) were administrative subdivisions of the mountatnous margins
of the miiang i the Sip Song Panna chiefdoms {Lemoine 1997: 187).

" One min corcesponds roughly to the distance that boatmen were able to row
upriver, while a miin of wax {12 kilogrammes) burned Today;, Pakiha ¥ sull a major
military and customs checkpoint. There are sull fifteen miin between Louangphrabang
and Paktha {called Lok, Seuang, Han, Tan, Hang, Nang, Phai, Krong, Teuan, Tét,
Lz, Sit, Teun, Tom, Dai) and two others (Dan and Than) have been added between

Paktha and Huoixai.
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They were given a great deal of autonomy, and were coatrolled by
tribal leaders named Ao kwaen.

Coaversely, in the mountains east of the river, Khmu villagers were
considered as belonging not to the tmoy kwaen but to the fmoy 4. If, in
these two cases, the Sip Song Panna influence was predominant, the

- Khmu kwaen were placed under the control of Miiang Sing, while the
Khmu /i owed allegiance to the principality of Miiang La [Mengla].
The influence of Miiang La extended much further south than Miiang
Sing, since Khmu villagers in Nalae district still consider today that the
tmoy li includes all the villages on the left bank untl the nver Yang (huaey

_yang), located in the centre of the district (see map 2). Indeed, Miang

La used to control a great part of the Nam Beng valley (currendy
Oudomxay province) and this factor, added to the migration of Li vil-
lagers towards the Nam Tha valley at the end of the eighteenth century;
probably explains the geographical extent of the fmoy li today.

Tue Tafor as AN IDeEnTITY CONTINUUM

While the political history of Tai polittes gives clues to understanding
how the fmoy came to constitute a kind of ternitorial system in this area,
it proves to be of little use in grasping the meaning of two other tmay
names, 70k (one finds also the transcription of foc or Aok} and samtas.
While the first name designates a Khmu population, the second one
is applied to a group linguistically 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: 46).

The word 7ok is stll 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 rof, for this name has a pejorative meaning of
‘savage’, ‘backward’ or ‘inferior’. Consequently, outsiders can delineate
a ‘rok area’; but the relevance of this is lost when asking inhabutants of
the 7ok community."” Most of the criteria commonly used to identify
subgroups in a given culture have not proven to be satisfactory in the

¥ However, most of them acknowledge the use of Lhis name by their Tai neighbours
and some even tell proverbs in Khmu language about the so-called ‘rok’ subgroup. In
one Khamu village of Houn district, an elderly man said once “Cizeng mark, rok tang/
Ciiang mork rok hor™, which more or less meaas that Khmu rok are the people who are

the servants of Ciang, the mythical Khmwu hera.
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case of the Khmu, except maybe the forms of basketry that seem to be
- quite distinct from the other Khmu subgroups.'® If one tnies to examine

the criteria that are usually hnked with the so-called rok identity, one

sees that they often refer to an emptiness, absence or poverty. In other

words, the ok identity is often defined relative to other subgroups by

stressing 1ts inferionity: the ‘architecture is said to be more primitive;

the women do not weave or embroider; silver jewels are scarcer than
- amongst other fmoy, etc.

If some of these assumptions are wrong (architecture, for instance,
can prove to be no less sophisticated than in other fmoy), others were
certainly true, as I observed. For instance Khmu mk women do not
weave, contrary to Khmu 4 and Khmu yuan women. This is of great
concern for local officials who are trying, with little success, to get a
weaving school established in the Khmu rok area as part of a rural
development project. In addition, iron or silver carved objects—pipes,
for mnstance—are very scarce amongst the Khmu 7o4. 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
the Khmu sk villages, traditional pipes were made of roots and only
their extremites were sometimes decorated with iron or silver.'” It is
most hikely that pipes made from roots were quite common in the past
and that silver pipes appeared progressively as a symbol of affluence
and social sophistication amongst populations where outade activiues
had favoured the acquisition of silver coins. Conversely, their absence
among the Khmu 7k 1s 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 commeraal routes of the
nineteenth century (see map 3) clearly shows that the areas of the tmoy
keaen, li and yuan were cniss-crossed by several mule tracks. The main
one linked Viengphoukha to Miang La through the small hamlet of
Sop Ngim, which was lying near the confluence of two major tnbutar-
ies of the Nam Tha, one coming from Viengphoukha, the other one
from Namor. Sop Ngim was not really a major crossroads of regional

'* As much as weaving or ¢mbroidery, basketry is a meaningful identity marker,
especially among the Mon-Khmer populations, and as such would deserve an in-

depth study
7" A picture taken by the French traveller and journalist Alfred Raquez (1902: 227)

shows Khmu nk 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 (Lefévre-
Pontalis 1902: 44). Besides this main axis, several secondary tracks also
connected Viengphoukha to Ban Nalac or Ban Mo (now called Ban
Donethip) on the night bank of the Nam Tha. Duning the rainy season,
these secondary tracks allowed Chinese caravans coming from Miiang
Sing to fork cast after Viengphoukha and to use fluvial transportation
to reach either Siam or Louangphrabang. In this context, the tmoy yuan
and kwaen and even the Lamet (fmoy rlmef) were connected to regional
trade, while Khmu populations from the east side of the Nam Tha
were more isolated. This isolation and its consequences more likely
explain why the name rk was attnibuted to them.

The tmoy samtao constitutes a kind of opposite case compared to
the tmoy rok. First, the identity does not correspond to a precise area
in northwest Laos and has only 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 claim the name foumok (highlanders) and consider that samtae
used to be mostly a political category. Indeed, duning 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 Mekoag as Dot { Doi, 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 nfles made with the iron brought by
Chinese traders. “The Dot Samtao were producing 3,000 rifles a year and were
gwing more or less 200 of them to the prince of Xieng Tong for ther allegiance”,
wrote Garnier (1885: 416). The fact that some of the Samtao settled in
Nalae district shows that their reputation as blacksmiths and ironwork-
ers extended a long way from their place of origin. Nevertheless, this
never constituted a massive migration in the Nam Tha valley; rather,
Samtao seem to have followed the main commeraal axis, and become
mixed with other Mon-Khmer populations. Today, for instance, some
Samtao families in Nalae district are still living in Ban Hatnalaeng,
but only the oldest men stll claim such a name, as their children and
grandchildren now cousider themselves to be Khmu.

These two examples clearly show that the tmoy acquired a territo-
rial meaning mostly through their relations with the locally dominaat
Tai identity, with which they become more or less imbued. In other
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words, areas of variable size emerged by formalizing their relations in
specific ways with the political environment, and by developing {or not)
economic specializations or distinctive features. The case of the #moy
rok may secem different, but, indeed, it belongs to the same relational
structure, named only in a negative way: this fmoy is defined by what
could be called a “deficit of relations’, or through a lesser influence
of the political and economic environment. Conversely, the label tmoy
samtao refers to the propensity of this group to interact with their
external environment, and their reliance on economic specialization.
Beyond their linguistic differences, the so-called rok and samtao popula-
tions can be seen 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 trwy (rlamet, kwaen, li

and yuan) in intermediary positions.

Aot AND HIERARCHIES: APHICAL AND PoLmmicaL IATIONS
Trtor H (GEOGR: Pourmicar. Variar

Due to the lack of ethnographic studies conducted in this area, it is
difficult to know with certainty how vanious types of relationships with
the lowlands influenced local forms of social life. Conversely, we can
only guess about how the latter reinforced and perpetuated the dif-
ferences between the tmop. Despite the fact that all the Mon-Khmer
populations of this area possess the same social®® and economic (swid-
den agnculture) organisation, some clues indicate that local hierarchies
were more obvious on the right bank, amongst the Khmu yuwan and
kwaen, than on the left bank, especially amongst the Khmu rek. Firstly,
the villagers of the w4 area clearly affirm that none of their ancestors
had ever obtained the title panya from the Tai princes, while this tide
had been granted to several leaders of the Khmu yuan area. This is
confirmed by the data gathered by the first European explorers in
this area, especially Piecre Lefévre-Pontalis who wistted the Nam Tha
valley in 1893 and met three pampa in the Khmu kwaen region (1902:
145-166). It was here that the Tai influence had a great impact upon
bath territorial organization and the spread of Buddhism amongst
local leaders, some of whom either constructed pagodas in their own

'8 {ocal patnlineages, preferential allance with matrlatecal cross cousin, lack of
poliacal authodty beyond the village level, exc.
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villages, or made donations to the pagodas of their Tai neighbours
(Lefevre-Pontalis 1902: 147; Raquez 1902: 241).%°

A second clue lies in the toponymy of the highlands in the upper
Nam Tha vallev. I have already mentioned that the emergence of rich
individuals in a wvillage could lead either to a conflict with the ritual
power of the priest, or to a more or less stable hierarchy, where the
priest and the rich jointly held political power over a population of
commoners. In this second case, the hierarchy could influence two or
three neighbounng villages, with one of these being the histoncal and
ritual centre. In such situations, one usually finds that the Aung (villages)
have the same name, being differentiated only by opposing adjectives:®
tal (low), trt (maddle), and phe (high); prim (old) and me (new), nae (small)
and nam (big) for mstance. 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 penipheral willages are dis-
tinguished by their size (Kon Salai koung nam: the big Kon Salai; Kon
Salar koung né: the small Kon Salai) and the nitual centre compared to
a source, or more precisely to an ‘overflow’ (Kon salai koung piak).

All the lists available® regarding the villages of the upper part of
the Nam Tha valley suggest that the tendency towards the creation
of small sets of vilages with a common name is traditionally more
frequent in the moy yuan and khuen than amongst the tmoy rok. For the
Khmu, 1" a village keeps the same name as the village it has been
created from, it means either that it does not yet have an altar for the
70y kung (village spirit) and an lun (priest) to propitiate 1t {meanng that
it is not yet considered to be a permanent hamlet),” or that it stays
under the ritual power of the lun of the mother village. In this latter

!9 Unfortunately, the Khinu kwaen area is now completely empty since the massive
resettlements that were undertaken by communist troops after 1975.

2 The names are given here in Khmu language but the toponyms are most often
in Lao language.

2! Data of the 1995 census and of the survey done by the Ministry of Transport
(IRAP, Vientiane, 1997) can be compared with those given by Damrong Tayanin (1994,
45—48). Damrong quotes from memory the villages he crossed during a survey done on
behalfl of the Lao governmentin 1968. His data have the great advantage of respecting
the Khmu toponvmy and give a transcription in international phoneuc script Kard
Gustav [zikowiz (1951, 39-40) gave the list of the Lamet villages registered in 1938
in the province of ‘Haut Mekong” and in the prancipality of Louangplirabang.

2 In (his case, the name of the village is usually followed by a speaific term { pang
in Lao, re in Khmu) that indicates that the settlement is growing as an offshoot of the

older village on one of its swidden fields.
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case, the ceremony for the spirit of the wvillage will take place in the
titual centre and will be conducted by the prest for the whole set of
villages. Ritual hierarchies are then likely to be more developed in fmoy
yuan than among 7ok villages. This feature coincides, as shown above,
with the deeper political influence of the Tai polities, and more regular
connections to regional economic networks.

- Coaversely, in the area less concerned by the Tai influence, such as
the tmay rok, sets of villages could also be constituted, but following a
different process and without an obvious hierarchy. This is the case, for
1nstance, in the so-called fasaeng Sakaen, a subdivision of the district of
Nalae that includes seven villages (Konkud, Mokud, Sakaen, Lapoum,
Lava, Mokchong, Mokchak). During pre-colomal times, the tasaeng were
semi-autonomous networks of villages in the mountainous edges of the
miiang. These groups of villages had always belonged to the same ethnic
group, meaning that due to the numerous migrations and scattering of
different peoples in these areas, the word tsaeng did not always have
a territorial meaning. The colonial administration territonialized the
lasaeng, which then became a subdivision of the district miang. Officially,
the tasaeng as subdivisions of the district no longer exast in Laos and
have been replaced since the end of the 1990s by entities called kket,
which are usually larger than the previous tasaeng. What is important
to our understanding here, however, 1s that the villagers of the tasaeng
Sakaen consider that they have formed a single territonal entty for a
very long tume, certainly from well before the colonial period. A myth
collected in Konkud willage explains that these seven villages came to
consider themselves as part of the same territonal unit, not to copy a
Tai political model but precisely because they rejected it:

Before building their dwellings, all the inhabitants of the tasaeng joined
together at the top of the Head of Wild Buffalo Mountain to sacrifice a
buffalo. The blood of the buffalo spread on the slope of the mountain
and its meat was shared among all the pacticipants. The villagers took
one buffalo’s rib and an old woman, Ya Phan Pheng, wrote an oath on
it By this oath, the villagers swore always to oppose themselves to the
power of the {am. The buffalo’s rib was then bunied on the top of the
mountain. The wullagers went to build their houses and to share the land
by using the bamboo crosses, ialae. Later on, however, the b was dis-
covered and stolen. That day we lost the knowledge of writing and we
have since then suffered from the power of the lam.

The word lam refers to a specific politico-admiaistrative position (which
was often hereditary) in Tai polities. The lam, who were sometimes
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called pho lam (pho, father, protector, patron and lam, translator, go-
between) were appointed by the local Tai ruler to keep control over
the population of the miiang. The larm had real power (tax collection,
settlement of disputes) and constituted a kind of parallel power that
facilitated relations between the ruler and his vassals (Lemoine 1997:
180). They were also in charge of relations with the highland popula-
tions in the margins of the miang (Reinhorn 1970: 1780).

The myth above refers to the em of Miang Beng and Miang Houn,
two litde miang of the Nam Beng valley (East of the Nam Tha river),
and from where the main attempts to control the 70k area seemed
to have occurred. The refusal of the Khmu rok to accept the power
ol the lam finds interesting echoes in the ANithan Khun Borom (the Lao
Chronides), in which it is wntten that Fa Ngum, the first Lao king,
found support among the kha kao while fighting against the lam of
Miiang Hun (Hoshino 1986: 110111 and Pavie 1898). The end of the
myth may refer to the colomal period, during which the power of the
local Tai notables was bolstered by the French administration.” One
can also interpret this as an influence of the Marxist historical analysis
mtroduced and spread by the Pathet Lao during the war (on this issue,
see Halpern 1964: 93-95 and 156157, and also Guido Sprenger in
this volume). This myth is also mixed with older mythical frameworks
explaining how the Khmu were dispossessed of their pawer by the Lao:
in another version, a dog eats the buffalo skin on which the Law was
written, resuling in the loss of the wnitten Khmu language.

This example shows that Tai influence did not follow the same pat-
tern everywhere. In many cases, it allowed the creation and perpetu-
ation of statws inequalities amongst highlanders, while in other areas,
such as the Khmu 4, it gave birth to local mythologies or territonal
organizations based precisely on its negation. In other words, there
was both acceptance and rejection of Tai influence by the Khmu 1n
different areas and such variations from region to region have played
a crucial role in the recent history of northern Laos.

% Most of the tasaeng in Nostheen Laos were then regrouping several highland wl-
lages under the control of one Tai village, a situation that contributed to exacerbating
tensions between the highlanders and the lowlanders.
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Tue ToepicaLity oF THE Tmor: THE WAR, THE STATE aND RuraL
DeverLopsent Poricy N Laos

In past decades, numerous migrations and resettlements of Khmu vil-
lages in the lowlands, most of them implemented by the communist
Lao State,?* have weakened, and sometimes nearly erased, the territorial
basis of the tmay. Highlanders have abandoned their previous territodies
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 different imgy, sometimes
containing both Khmu and Tai populations. This is especially true
for the tmoy kwaen, whose previous territory is now entirely empty: In
the meantime, however, fmoy identities have been treated as separate
ethnicities and these identities promoted accordingly for tounsts. For
instance, it is quite common today to see hotels of Huoisar displaying
signs indicating that the tourist who will boat up the Nam Tha rver
to reach Luangnamtha town (2 days trip) will “encounter numerous ethmc
tribes, Lii, Yuan, Lamet, Rok and Kivaen, recogmzable by their costume and the
shape of ther basketry”.

It would go too far, however, to conclude that the #mgy remain ounly as
essentialized folklore entirely emptied from any termtonal and political
content. Membership of a #noy greatly influenced the coucse of the
1945-1975 war at the regional scale, but to varying degrees depend-
ing on the geographic area and period. Khmu men got involved either
with the communist 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 undoubtedly contrbuted to define relanons between
the villagers and the new State, their involvement in new local politi-
cal structures, and their autonomy in the face of rural development
policies implemented by the provincial admumstration. In other words,
. members of some tmoy have dicectly suffered from the new social and

political order, while others have been able to profit from the dynamics
of this transformative process.

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

* On the issue of resettlement as the main tool for rural development policy in Laos,
see Goudineau 1997 and 2000, or Evrard and Goudineau 2004. For a good overview of
all the reports and articles written on that subject, see Baird and Shoemaker 2005.
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and mfantry skirmishes were more numerous in the east along the
Vietnamese border, but also occurred in the northwest throughout this
period. Between 1946 and 1954, during the so-called first Indochina
War, battalions of Lao Chasseurs commanded by French officers were
patrolling in the then-named ‘IVth Military Terntory’ (covering more
or less the current Luangnamtha and Bokeo province) to fight and dis-
arm small ‘Lao-Issara-Vietminh’ groups (or LIV, in the language of the
French ofhicers). The latter were very mobile and were regulary attack-
ing mule caravans (for optum], or Lao garrsons {for weapons). They
found support amongst some of the highland populations, especially
Akha and Khmu groups, among which they were diffusing natonahstc
ideas and discourses.

One nteresting point undedined by some of the mission reports
given by French officers to their superiors, concerns the methods used
by colonial troops 1 the field. They leaned on local hierarchies, and
especially on the positive attitude of most of the panpa towards the
French, to progress in mountainous areas and to surround guerrilla
groups. This strategy did not work everywhere, however, and some areas
were entirely bevond the control of the French. This was notably the
case for the Khmu ot of Miang Hun, known locally as Afa #4a,*® who
were renowned for refusing any collaboration with colomal authonides.
Interestingly, however, the Khmu of this area had welcomed and helped
some French officers in 1945 while they were escaping the Japanese
forces and helped organize guerrilla actions to regain control over the
Lao terntory (Caply 1966). It seems, then, that this Khmu subgroup,
thought of by many as being more ‘backward’ than other Khmu, have
always taken sides with guernlla movements agarnst regular forces.

During the 1950s and the 1960s, a frontline progressively appeared
on each side of the Nam Tha with the Nam Ha valley (tributary
of the Nam Tha, on its nght bank) as a northern limit. On August
13th 1950, a communist resistance front called Neo Lao Issara was
created, subsequently renamed Neo Lao Hak Sat (NLHS) in 1955,
along with a | 2-point political program adopted by its leaders. From
this time, military actions of communist troops were backed up with
attempts to influence directly the everyday life of the villages that they

2 This surname refers to the linguisac particulanity of the Khmu of Miang Hun
area who, or some of them, use Akat as a negative word while 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 ideclogy amongst
inhabitants. Fox (1986: 20) states that in 1353: “twenty-seven zones of
operations had been established throughout Laos, mainly in frontier
areas inhabited by tribal minority peoples, among whom Pathet Lao
recruitment was particularly effective.” In northwest Laos, three zones
covered some parts of the Viengphukha plateau, the core of the Nam
Beng valley, and the area of Namo (Deuve 1984: 35). In the following
years, royalist forces took back control over the Viengphukha plateau,
but the Nam Beng and the Namo areas came to consttute a single
“rebel” zone, coverning the Khmu /i and rek terxitories and entirely
coutrolled by the NLHS troops (Deuve 1984: 96, 166 and 210).

The success of communist forces in these areas, and their ability to
recruit many of the young men living there, can be explained by the
conflictual relationships between the Khmu /i or #k {and some of the
Hmong populations of Namo) with the fam, whom I have mentioned
previously. These lam were the Tai administrators—most of whom were
Li or Phouan—who were exercising their power over these areas In
the name of the King of Lan Xang. The tax and terntonal reforms
introduced by the French in previous years had given more power to
these Tai nobles, even though Tai villages were largely in a minority
n these areas.

The profound resentment against these reforms manifested 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 order that they should pay less tax), and was then trans-
formed into open conflict following the increasing presence of NLHS
troops and Vietnamese military advisers. In 1933, one of the local Tai
admunistrators of Muang Beng was killed in an ambush while he was
trying to go to some Khmu «illages, despite the warning sent to him
- by Khmu leaders who had let him know that they would not accept
additional attempts to collect taxes or to search for escaped prisoners
in their temmtory: In July 1954, a telegram sent by the governor of
Luangnamtha to the French Commander ol Louangphrabang, inform-
ing the latter that the mountainous area between the Nam Beng and
the Nam Tha (the area of the tmgy li and k) was “100 % Viet” and
that “access to the highland villages is forbidden for lowland people” (Milicary
Acchives of Vincennes, file 10H5650).

The political and military opposition on the two sides of the Nam
Tha valley became tncreasingly obvious during the 1960s. Royalist
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forces settled several military camps near the right bank of the river
and, following the takeover of Luangnamtha by communist troops in
1962, received much stronger military backing from the United States.
Several Khmu % and mk villages were bombed by the US Air Force
duning this penod, and US Green Beret instructors actively recruited
Lahu, Hmong, Khmu juan and Lamet men of the Viengphukha plateau
to train them in guernlla Aghting and commando techniques. Those
paramilitary and multi-ethme groups conducted several ambushes against
NLHS troops, and even won back control of Luangnamtha town for
a short period at the end of 1967, before being driven back by the
NLHS and Vietnamese forces. )

It would be an overstatement to say that all Khmu and Lamet men
living west of the Nam Tha niver supported the actions of the royalist
traops and anti-communist commandos. Commonly, only a few men
in each village became soldiers, and their enlistment was motivated
more by a pragmatic analysis of the local geopolitics, and sometimes
by financial motivation, than adherence to a real political project,
such as the case of Khmu sk and {i in the eastern part of the valley.
However, old cultural and political contrasts between the eastern and
the western fmoy were brought ‘up to date’ and transformed by the
course of the conflict. A broad distincdon was made by the new com-
munist state between the ailasen (heroes) and the saiu (enemies) of the
revolution, which still directy affects the relatons of these populations
with local admunistrations.

One of the consequences of the conflict in the Nam Tha area
concerns the reversal of the ‘values’ or “tmages’ attached to the tmoy.
Those who were considered as the most ‘enlightened’, because they
were most influenced by the Tai way of hife, are treated as enemies by
the new regime, whilst those previously considered the most ‘backward’
are given a new respectability through their association with the vic-
tory of the communist troops. Such a hierarchical reversal has obvious
implications at the local level. For instance, in Nalae district, all the
cao miiang appointed since 1975 came from the tmoy 4, while at the

% Things are changing, however, and for the first time since the end of the war,
a cao milang with a Khmu yuan origin was appointed in Nalae district in 2001, Some
locals commented upon this nomination by saving that the period of ‘insecurnity’ is
now over on the east side of the valley and that the Pouthin area, where this man is
from, will be a development focal zone in the next few years. Indeed, a track has been
reopened there and it is now possible 0 Tink Vieng Phou Kha and Nalae in less than

one day dunng the dry season.
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provinaial 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 left bank that was bombed three times by the US Air Force
during the 1960s. In the neighbouring provinces, especially Bokeo
and Oudomxay, Khmu o4 men also received high positions in the
provincial administration. Conversely, it is still unusual to find high-
ranking local officials recruited from Khmu yuan or kwaen, or even
Lamet populations.

Such political reorganization led to particular directions for policies
on rural development, and, especially, ways in which the resettlernent
of highland villages was conducted. From the end of the 1960s, com-
munist leaders offered matenal and logistical support to ‘alhed” highland
populations who would agree to go down to the valleys and cultivate
nce fields abandoned by those of the Tai-Yuan and the Tai-Li popula-
tions who had fled to Thailand. Several hundred Khmu rot and Khmu
fii famihes were then able to sette in the lowlands of Hun, Beng, Xay
and Namtha districts. Some years later, the return of some of the Tai
owners gave nise to land conflicts i these areas. Most of the Khmu
migrants had to give back their land, but they usually received some
compensation from the provincial administration in the form of cattle,
buffaloes or even rural development projects (Evrard 2002).

During the same peniod, the continuation of an anti-communist
guernlla movement on the Viengphoukha plateau led to the authon-
tarian resettlement of numerous Khmu yuan and kwaen populations,
along with Lamet, Hmong or Yao villages. Unlike the resettlement
mentioned previously, these involved the {orced relocation of entire wvil-
lages, which were obliged to move under pressure from the Lao army.
Most of these migrations took place between 1975 and 1985, and were
especially numerous in 1977, when Lao troops, backed by Vietnamese
forces, launched a vast security operation following the assassination
of the governor of Viengphukha district. Most of the Khmu villages
that are found on the banks of the Nam Tha nver, or along the road
near Viengphukha, were resetded under these circumstances. Unlike
the Khmu rok or Zi migrants, those who were forcibly removed did not
receive any aid during the tmtial years, and most of them experience
very difficult living conditions (Evrard 1997).

The division of Laos into two opposing camps during the war led to
a blurning of ethnic identities between different ethnic groups. In the
case of the Khmu populations of the Nam Tha valley, these groups
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drew upon previously existing intra-ethnic solidarities, which were
‘crystallised’ through their involvement with the war and transformed
through political affiliations with prevailing power structures in war
and post-war coatexts. The fmoy yuan and kwaen experienced brutal and
significant reductions in their territories, while the tmoy 7ok and lii have
until recent times kept quite autonomous highland territories connected
to the lowlands via familial and institutional networks.

ConNCLUSION

This chapter has shown how Leach’s framework can still be used
accucately for a contemporary anthropology of highland populations
in Southeast Asia. If the concept of an “oscillatory model’ 1s mislead-
ing both inside and outside the Kachin Hills, the interactionist kind of
analysis on which it relies appears well suited to the analysis of other
groups, provided the specificities of the local interethnic contexts are
taken into account.

Political and cultural influences of the lowlands bring deep changes
into the lives and cultures of highland groups, but are nonetheless
subject to a form of appropriation that is mediated and encoded
through specific cultural and cognitive grids in order to be understwod
and adopted by the group concerned. Added to geographic, historic
or economic features specific to each area, this leads to the creadon
of cultural discontinuities, specific ‘labels’ and intra-ethnic solidanties
among populations that still claim a common identity. Brought about
through historical processes, such phenomena can be well seen amongst
the Khmu populations of the Nam Tha valley.

Similar analysis can be conducted nearly everywhere in northern
Laos, where hybnd ethnonyms are often derived from the Lao language
to name highland groups or subgroups, either from Mon-Khmer or
Tibeto-Burmese linguistic backgrounds. Instead of considering each of
these populations separately, and trying to define their cultural char-
acteristics, Leach invites us to consider them as pivotal categories in a
single interethnic context. What 1s especially teresting in the case of
the Khmu is that, 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 communst State
came into being, and how it used and transformed, rather than erased,

such intra-ethnic solidanties.
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