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The Relationship Between Thai and La Ha People

Dr. Tran Huu Son

There are 7000 La Ha people living in Thuan Chau and Muong La district of Son La
province, and Than Uyen district of Lao Cai province. La Ha people can only be found in
Vietnam, and is one ethnic group with their language belonging to the Ka Dai group. Thus,
studying the relationship between La Ma and Thai people is very important for understanding
the relationship among different ethnic minority groups within the Ka Dai language group. In
ancient time, they were all of one language source, and nowadays there are still a lot of

similarities in their language, material culture, and customs.

l. About the Language
1. About the basic vocabulary
Within the 100 units of vocabulary we have chosen for comparison, the number of common
words between La Ha and Thai language reaches 43%. This is not a small ratio, and what is
more is that these capital common words are distributed in different categories: about the
physical body, natural phenomena, about situations and properties.. . Because of this, the
study of the relationship between the origin of La Ha language and that of Thai language

should not be overlooked. Here are some examples:

English
La Ha Th i Vietnamese English
ta'lin® lin® 1-ii Tongue
ka'zx' Kx* Ca Neck
ka'ma' Mec? Tay Hand
ka'ta’ ta® mist Face
ka'ha' Hu:' Tai Ear
ma' luN' Law® Sao Star
la*kan® k“m®* ®*m Night
ta' (wn* ta'ven® mEt tréi Sun



kn' Qwn* Khai Smoke
Jaj' Sai* c.t Sand
PXm’ Pu:’ N&i Mountain
MXK’ Mx” mey Cloud
Ka'la' ¢'m’ GCn Near
Ka'l®i' Ik’ Xa Far
BaN’ baN* Mang Hip
PXm® PXm’ Trfn Round
LXi’ LXi® b-i Bird
zocn! Zocn® ®ang Stand
hop' Lom’ Thei Blow
ba Ma' Cha Dog
ndk’ Nok® Chim Bird
ma'la’ pa’ c
Fish
maj’ Maj® c © -y
Tree
sa’ SXn® hai (2)
Two

2. About pronunciation
There are quite a few situations in which words in La Ha and Thai languages have the same

pronunciation and meanings, like the following words:

La Ha Th,i Vietnamese English

tapl tap5 G n
Liver

Pum? pum® B é g
Stomach

la*/wdk’® lal/@k? N g c
Chest

baN* BaN* M a g
Hip

PXm® PXm’ T r n
Ruond

LXi? LXi’ B 1
Swim



ZOCn Zocn § @ n g
Stand

We can see immediately that there are just a few differences between different words in these -
two languages in their tonal pronunciation. And the positions of the vowels and consonants
are also the same. These words are distributed in different categories: different words of the
physical body (1), different words for situations and properties (2), and groups of words for

activities.

Besides, the different units of similar words in La Ha and Thai languages also reflect a few
phenomena of common changes of pronunciation in many other language groups in

Southeast Asia.

--Firstly, it is the process of turning into single consonant:

Among the different capital words of La Ha and Thai languages, we have found out that
the similarities between words of multiple consonants {La Ha) and single consonants {Thai)
are very clear. In La Ha languagg, the form of double consonants is still preserved for many
basic words about the physical body and different natural phenomena {may be it is the
ancient form). But in Thai tanguage, many similar words have undergone the process of

simplified pronunciation, like turning into single consonant.

La Ha Thai Vietnamese English

Ta'lin® lin® 1-ii Tonguo

Ka'ta' ta® M4t Eye
La‘kan’ k'm* ®"'m Night
Ma'luN' faw® Sao Star

Although nowadays the meanings of some elements (ia, ka, la, ma} of the La Ha language
has already been obscured, it is still valuable for studying the construction of words. The role
of the first consonant, like ka and ia, in acting as supplementary eiements in constructing the
different sounds of words is still very clear. This can be combined with words about familial
relationship and can act as calegery words cor nouns, such as:

Brother

Father



Among the 100 units of vocabulary of the La Ha language, we are examining 25 situations
which have the first consonant. This is the basis that has made linguists like A. Houdricourt
and Hoang Van Ma putting La Ha language next to the language of Pu Peo within Ka Dai
language group. Surely, the argument about La Ha language that Hoang Van Ma has
extracted from Noong Lay dialect has not yet shown clearly about the relationship of the
original sources of these two languages.

Here we would like to add some data from Ta Mit in order to shed new light on such

argument,
La Ha La Ha Thai Viethamese  English
(Tu MY1) (Noong Lay)
ma'luN' kluN? law® Sao Star
la' [wan? v v'n’/ vEn* Nguy Day
ka'ma' ma' moc? Tay Hand
ka'ha' xla' hu:! Tai Ear

Observing the above data we can directly see thal. In Noong Lay dialect, there are still traces
of double conscnant preserved in some combination of supplementary consonants:

The original sound + [ (kl, kht) in different words of kiuj (star) and Xla (ear), making it follow
one aspect of the Thai language, the Ta Mit dialect of La Ha language still preserves the form
of double consonant similar to that of Pu Peo dialect. This is the internal issue of the
transformation of La Ha language, different dialects of such language has already developad

in different ways. This can even be shown clearty in the number system:

Pu Peo La Ha La Ha ' Thai Vietnamese
(Tu MY1) (Noong Lay)
cja’ cm’ ¢'m® necN° 1
se’ sa* sa’ SXN' 2
r'w? t'w' t<pw’ Sam' 3
pe’ paI pa’ Si' 4
ma’ ma' ha® Ha® 5
Jm’ z'm' HXK’ HXk’ 6
tu’ TX' cet* cet’ 7



zoc! Ma'hu? pEt* pEt’
sja* Sawa’ kdw® kdw? 9

pdt® pdt® sep’ sip* 10

Next to the process of transforming to single consonant, when we compared the basic capital
words of the La Ha and Thai languages, we have also discovered that there are some similar
pronunciation that follow their own rules. For example, like different pairs of corresponding
supplementary first consonant of the two languages.

It is easy to see that in La Ha and Thai languages, the process of change has appeared in
the last sound of some supplementary consonants. From the above examples, we can see
that the historical changss of the pronunciation of languages have been following one ruie:
the last sound of a word that stopped at the throat /k/ in La Ha language would change into a
very obscure sound at the throat /?/ in Thai language. It is even possible that the structure of
the supplementary sound /?/ might have totally disappeared through time. Among the
different units of vocabulary of Thai language that we are examining, only the word "nguc” has
preserved the last sound /k/. More specially, this word has the trace of double consonants:
..... It may be asserted right away that this is a very ancient word and has been preserved In
Thai tanguage till nowadays, thus it has not been governed by the rule of changes in the

language.

--About the tones. The first thing we have discovered in La Ha and Thai language is that both
languages have 6 tones. In the field of sounds they can be divided into two groups: high and
low tones. About the feature of ..., both languages have one circular sound, all other tones

are comparatively fiat.

Through comparison, we can see clearly the relationship between La Ha and Thai language.
The ratio of the words of numbers and basic vocabulary reaches 43%. And in the field cf
pronunciation, the carrespondence between the La Ha and Thai language can fill up different
planes: mulliple consonants -- single consonants; supplementary first sound (/d-l/; / p-/), the
principal sound (the original singular sound - the original doubie sound); the {ast sound {(close

- open) and tones. The above elements are enough to prove the relationship of the same



original source of the two languages. Using the methodology of phonetics of M. Swadesh to
determine the time when the two languages were divided from one into two, we asserted that:
According to the basis of this methodology theory, in the usual situation, after some period of
time {(around 1000 years), different languages would have preserved some ancient basic
words and with a proportion similar to each other (around 86% of 100 basic words). This ratio
is called the preservation coefficient. The time that two languages would branch off from the

same origin can be calculated by this formula

In the above formula, the time that divides two languages (counted by 1000 years), C - the
number of general words of two languages, r - preservation coefficient {r =

0,86 with 100 basic words). We use some real numbers in the formula

With this calculation, we have come to a conclusion that it was about at the year 1247 BC, ie
the time when two languages branched off was 3000-4000 years ago. Comparing with the -
history of different Thai - Ka Dai languages (aboout 7000 years), the relationship of the same

origin of the two languages of Thai and La Ha is not too far from now.

It Traditions and Customs

It is easy to see the different cultural elements that Thai culture has brought into La Ha
culture, eg., in economy, material culture, houses, costumes, and the ways of communing.
Mcwadays, in customs and religious belief, Thai culture continues to influence La Ha culture

strongly.

1. About the concept of soul
The La Ha and Thai people, like other ethnic peopte, believe that both human beings and

animals have souls. But the domains of objects that are thought to be having souls are a bit

different:

1.1 Qbijects

The La Ha people only think that human beings and those things they are familiar with have
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souls (like poultry, and animals like tigers, bears...). They call these "Kai sam". Besides, some
important plants, like rice, corns, flowers, also have souls. Almost all things in the nature, and
different things created by man (different cultural products, like the house pillar, kitchen,
mountain field, gardens...) are all called "Ky Da" ghosts. For examples, mountain field ghost is
called "Ky da ung ha", garden ghost is called "*Ky da sun”...

The domain of things that are thought by Thai people to be having souls are much wider:
human beings, all animals, products created by human labor all have souls {named Khuon or
Khoan); mountain field soul is "Khuon Hay", "Khuon ca”, while rice soul is "Khuon Kham"...On the
other hand, all natural forces (those which are not created by man) only have ghosts but not

souls. For example, they only talk about "Phi din®, "Phi nam"”, but not "Khuon din".

1.2 The number and role of the human soul in Thai and La Ha cuiture have points similar
as well as different.

La Ha people think that every person has 8 souls "Kai sam": head soul, nose soul, mouth
soul, chin soul, left hand soul, right hand soul, left .foot soul, and right foot scul. Thai people think
that peopte have 80 souls, 30 in the front and 50 at the back.

La Ha people and Pu Peo (La Qua) are both in the Ka Dai language group, they both think
people have 8 souls. It is yet not possible to make an account of all the souls within the Thai
concept. Perhaps, the number of 80 is just used to emphasize a number larger than 8. It is
possible that in ancient time, Thai people, like La Ha, La Qua, also have the concept that people
have 8 souls. It was only in later days that Thai people developed the concept of 80 souls. In the
cancet of souls of Thai people, La Ha people, and La Qua people, the soul above the head is
the most important one. When La Ha people dig, the head soul, the nose soul, the chin soul, the

mouth soul will all turn into a ghost called "Ky da khom".

2. About some major traditions and customs
Among seme of the major circular rites and customs, such as giving births, wedding, building
new houses, praying to ghosts and souls, the La Ha and Thai have many aspects in
common, eg., in different rites, formal ceremonies, and things used during the rituals. But the
details in the ceremonies and rituals are different. Within these, there are still some elements

in La Ha and Thai culture that are simiiar to culture of other ethnic groups which belong to the
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Ka Dai language group (like Le people, La Qua people), or similar to culture of the Tay and

Nung people in northern Vietnam.

2.1 Building new houses

The custom of building new house_s of La Ha and Thai pecple both have 3 major rituals: stay .

in a temporary shelter before moving into the new house, build the main pillar, and the rite of
moving to the new house. But in all these rites, there are some differences.

---La Ha and Thai people both have the custom of building a temporary shelter (at least for
one night), or a few nights before moving to the new house. The temporary shelter of the Thai
people is like a boat turning upside down. This shelter is buiit by two roofs holding onto each
other and has no walls. On the two sides, there are doors for entering. This style is similar to the
style of houses of the Le people of Hai Nam Island. The temporary shelter of the La Ha people
has only one roof standing on 4 pillars (the front is high, the back is low, it is like a cave, it is
also similar to the mountain shelter of the Tay - Nung people of Lao Cai).

---La Ha and Thai people are very concerned about building the main pillar of the house. .
For the Thai pecple, it is for the relatives of the wife to get the wood and build the main pillar. For
the La Ha, onfy the male household head has the right to get the wood to build the pillar.

---In the rite of moving into the new house, Thai people will bring with them some weapons
and tools related to growing wet rice {plough, the rope used to tie the buffalo). La Ha people
use their cross-bow to shoot into the principal pillar. The Quang families will even take the
shetter of the cat and throw it into the new house {to symbolise as if it is the house of the tiger).
Also, they will bring with them a melon for protecting the soul of rice-stalks and some tubercles
symbolising the leftover of rice-stalks...actually any produce related to the culture of melons,
bulbs, tubercles etc--the food that pecple in Southeast Asia depended on before they know how

to plant wet rice.

2.2 Wedding ceremonies
In the wedding ceremonies, different forms and procedures of the wedding rituals of the La
Ha and Thai people are also similar: feasting, going to stay in the bridegroom's house, and
rites for picking up the bride. However, some details of the procedures are not the same.

For Thai people and Mon - Kho Me people, the ritual of going to the bridegroom's house
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includes greeting and reporting to the house ghost, tying up the bride's hair (like a ball),
paying money to the bride's parents for their hard work in feeding their daughter, getting the
blanket and the mat...For La Ha peopie, there are some difference in the different parts of
the ritual. There must be some gifts: La Ha people must use field mouse meat, wine, a pole
for carrying the wine pot of the "Po Xu" grandfather, which symbolizes the male organ. One
the other hand, La Ha people do not have the rite of "Tang cau” like that in the Thai and Mon -

- Khe Me culture.

2.3 Funerals
Before the 50s of the 20th century, the rituals of paying tribute to the ghosts were quite
simpte for the La Ha people. The dead was wrapped with 8 bamboo mats before being
buried. They did not use coffins. La Ha people like to be buried near their houses. There are
no forest ghosts "Tron Pa Hiu". Nowadays, starting from the rite of shooting for reparting
about the death, the son of the deceased will make 8 symbolic cuts into ancestral table. The
wife of the deceased has to untie her hair before she cry loudly for the dead and to go into
the Kitchen to pay tribute to the kitchen ghost. Ali these are similar to the custor:nrs of the
black Thai. The special way of sending the deceased to the grave, the funerary cloth, the
rites of burying and addressing to the forest ghost, and the way of building the graves are
all similar to those of the Thai. One particular point is that in the customs of the Thai and
ethnic people belonging to the Mon - Kno Me language group, the role of the son-in-law is
very important. But for La Ha people, the role of the son-in-law is only secondary. The
person presiding the funeral ceremony is the village head and not the son-in-law. When
going towards the grave, for La Ha people, it is the eldest son, and not the son-in-law, who
should lead in the front and holds a torch. This custom is similar to that of Tay people in Thai

Nguyen: the eldest son or eldest grandson hold the torch and go first.

Il. Material Cuiture

Today, the costume of the La Ha has been deeply influenced by the Thai. Just by locking
at the costume of La Ha and Thai women, it 1s hard to tell which is which. They both wear a short

blouse with a line of white butterfly buttens in the middle front part, a black skirt with some white
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and red flowery decoration, and a green waist band. In Son La, the La Ha wamen also wear a
'pieu’ scarf similar to that of Black Thai women. The long dress of the daughter-in-law worn in a
funeral is also similar to the "Xua Luong" of the Thai. This is a robe with a big round neck, one
has to put it on through the head. Around the chest, there are different pieces of cloth of bright
red and yellow colors sewed together. In Than Uyen, the women also wear an apron in the front
or on the waist. It is like the women of Tay-Nung people in Lang Son and Cao Bang.

The houses of the La Ha and the Black Thai in the Northwest have many similarities. The
framework and the whole structure of the houses are the same. In Son La, one cannot tell the
difference between a La Ha house and a Thai (or houses of the Mon - Kho Me) house. But in
Than Uyen, the La Ha houses do not have a sign of the tortoise, like that in the houses of the
Thai and the Khang.

The houses of the La Ha do not have windows like those in the houses of the Thai.
However, other than that, the structure of the sleeping places, the living room for welcoming
guests, and all other ditferent parts of the houses are the same as the Thai houses. They call
these by the Thai language.

In Than Uyen, the La Ha do not place the ancestral table at-one corner of the house like
that done by the Thai ar:d Mon - Kho Me people. The ancestrat table of the La Ha is made by
bamboo and is placed between the guests' room and the household's roorn. The ancestral table
of the Quang lineage is made by bamboo pole and is placed in the same position like that of the

la Ha.

Like the ways of communing and transportation, the productive tools of the La Ha are alse

similar to those of the Thai.
IV Some Comments

1. La Ha people are also like same ethnic people of the Mon - Kho Me group (Khang,
Xin Mun}. They have been living on flat plains of the Northwest of Vietham for many
generations. The Thai only newly arrived in the Northwest (around the 11th and 12th century).
The fighting between the Thai and the Xa people (La Ha, Khang, Xinh Mun) was very fierce.
La Ha people was assimilated by the Thai, like the Thai in Phuc Son commune and Thach

Luong commune of the Van Chan district of the Yen Bai province (the land of the Muong
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Cha}. This is the place for the "Nam toc tat'. A part of La Ha people went to live in Than Uyen,
but they still used the name of their hometown "Xa Cha". The fact that La Ha people have
been living together and exchanging their culture with the different indigenous Man - Kho Me
(Khang and Xinh Mun) ethnic groups and the Thai has been going on for iong time
{thousands of years). In such process, La Ha people, like different groups of the Xa people,
have been influenced deeply by the Thai culture. It is due to the facts that, comparing to Thai
people, the La Ha has a smaller population, a less developed economy and less developed
social culture. In Son La, 60% of the La Ha language has been incorporated with the Thai

ianguage, and in Than Uyen, 43% the La Ha language has been assimilated.

2. lL.a Ha people did not only assimilate into the Thai culture {the two ethnic groups have
been mixing with each other since the 11th and 12th century), they have also preserved
many of their own traditions like those of the Ka Dai peaple.

The houses of the Black Thai living in Son La, Than Uyen have round-shaped roofs like
tortaises, which hold onto each other. But the houses of La Ha people in Than Uyen have
straight roofs and squarely pillars like those of the Tay - Thai in the North of Vietnam, Quangxi
and Yunnan of China, and Lao. This is the style of the houses of the Thai before they-rhixed
with and incorporated the culture of Mon -Kho Me people. They are the ones who use a
round frame for the roof. The costume of the women in funerals includes an apron (it is like
the apron of the people living on the western border area between Vietnam and China). In the
custom of building new houses, both Thai and La Ha people have the ritual of staying in

temparary shelters.

The Le people of the Hai Nam [sland -- one ethnic people with their origin from the Ka Dai
group. Although the La Ha and the Py Peo (La Qua) are in places far away from each other,
their concept about the soul is similar (ooth have 8 souis, different souls at different parts are
all originated from the ancestral places). In the languages of La Ha and Pu Peo, there are
particular similarities. 27% of the L.a Ha language is similar to the Pu Peg language. Within
this, there are around 170 units that are present in the languages of La Ha, Pu Peo and Thai.
There are around 100 units that only appear in the languages of La Ha and Pu Peo. Just as

what Hoang Van Ma has argued, the L.a Ha language has the same origin with the Tay-Thai
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tanguage, however, it has a closer relationship with the Pu Peo language. What is more is that
La Ha and Pu Peo languages have more similarities in basic words such as in the spheres of
the physical body, natural phenomena and numbers. Moreover, the two languages have

similar preliminary consonants: Ka, Ma...which are not present in Thai language.

3. Thus, the La Ha and Thai people have relationships criss-crossing each other.

The first relationship is that in ancient time they are both of the same origin {in language
and customs)}. Today, their relationship is not only deep in the aspects of customs, religious
beliefs, material culture, but also deep in languages.

The second relationship is that the La Ha culture has been influenced greatly by the Thai
culture through a long period of time of exchange. This is reflected profoundly in language,
culture, and all aspects of traditions and customs. This relationship has a great effect on La Ha
culture and has brought about a crisis for this culture since it is gradually losing its own
characteristics. It is naturally assimilated by the Thai culture. Because of this, one urgent
probiem now is to study and find out ways to establish some policies for preserving the
characteristics of the La Ha culture.

The refationship of La Ha and Thai culture is very close and they were of the same origin,
And they are now in a process of getting closer again. This is reflected in both tangible and

intangible aspects. All these are also calling urgently for some solutions for preserving the

characteristics of the La Ha cuiture.
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The Cultural character of the Muong people: The comparative study between

the Muong culture and the Thai Culture

1. Tay Muong and Muong pecple

By: Dr. Nguyen Duy Thieu

According to the classification made by Vietnamese ethnologists, there are eight

ethnic minority groups1 speaking the Thai-Kadai language, which include: Tay, Thai,

Nung, San Chay, Giay. Lao, Lu, Bo Y (belonging to Tay-Thai group), La Chi, La Ha, Co

Lao and Pu Peo (belonging to the Kadai or mixed ethnic groupz), as being illustrated in

Table 1 below.

Table 1: Ethnic groups belong to the Thai-Kadai language-speaking ethnic group

in Vietnam.
Code Ethnic Population Other names Provinces where they
name inhabit
1 Tay 1477514 | Tho, Ngan, Phen, Thu | Cao Bang, Lang Son, Ha
Lao, Padi Giang, Tuyen Quang, Bac
Thai, Laoc Cai, Yen Bai,
Quang Ninh, Lam Dong.
Z Thai 1,328,725 | Tay, Tay Khao {White | Son La, Nghe An, Thanh
Tnai), Tay [Dam (Black | Hoa, Lai Chau, Lao Cai,
Thai), Tay muoi, Tay | Yen Bai, Hoa Binh
Thanh {Man Thanh}, Tay
Muong
3 Nung 856,412 Xuong, Giang, Nung An, | Cao Bang, Lang Son, Bac
Phan Sinh, Nung Chao, | Can, Thai Nguyen, Ha
Nung Loi, Qui Rin, Khen | Giang, Tuyen Quang, Bac
" Dr. Nguyen Duy Thieu, Institute for Southeast Asia Studies - Hanoi




Lai Giang, Lao Cai, Yen Bai,
Quang Ninh, Lam Dong,
Ho Chi Minh City.
4 San Chay | 147,315 Czo Lan, Man Cao Lan, | Bac Can, Thal Nguyen,
(Cao Lan, Hon Ban, San Chi (also | Bac Giang, Cao Bang,
San Chi) called as Son Tay, not| Lang Son, Lao Cai, Yen Bai
including  the San  Chi
groups in Bao Lac and
Cno Ra)
b Giay 49,098 Nhang. Dang, Pau Thin, | Lao Cai, Yen Bai, Ha
Pu Na, Cui Chu (Quy | Giang, Tuyen Quang, Lai
chau), Xa Chau
| !
: 6 Lao 11,611 Lao Boc, Lao Not Lai Chau, Son la, Thanh
Hoa, Lao Cal, Yen Bai
7 Lu 4 964 Lu, Nhuon (Buon) Lai Chau
8 BaY 1,864 Chung Cha, Trong Gia, Tu | Lao  Cai, Yen Bai, Ha
Di, Tu Din Glang, Tuyen Quang
9 La Chi 10,765 CuTe, La Qua Ha Giang
10 La Ha 5,686 Xa Khao, Khla, Phlac, Bo | Lao Cai, Lai Chau
Kho, Pa, Mu Di Pa, Xa
Pho, Pha, Va Xo. Lao, Pu
Dang
11 Co Lao 1,865 Ha Giang
12 Pu Peo 705 Kz Beo, Pen Ti, Lo Lo Ha Giang

Among the 12 ethnic groups listed on the Table 1, there is one group (i.e. group 2)

called Thai ethruc group, which is simply known in our daily civil life as Thal. According ta

the poputation census, the total populaticn of the Thai ethnic group was 1,328,725 as of




April 1 1999°. The Thai ethnic group in Vietnam is accidentally divided intc varicus locat
pranches and groups cwning to its natural emigration and re-adaptation ¢ specific living
conditions and environment. Three branches of these are more popular: Thai Den (Black
Thai), Thai Trang {White Thai), ang Thai Dc (Red Thai). it is a fact hcwever that the
concept of Red Thai branch within the community of the Thai ethnic group is very vague
due to different reasons”. 11 two provinces of the Central part of Vietham, Thanh Hoa and
Nghe An, Thai people are known by such different names as: Tay Jo, Tay or Tay Muong
(Thanh Heal, Tay Thanh or Man Thanh, Tay Muoi, Tay Khang and Tay Muong or Tay Hang
Tong {Nghe An). These names are used to differentiate one from ancther focal Thai ethnic
group"'. They pehold that "Thai® is the official ethnic name commonly calied for all groups,
therefore branch names such as Black Thai, White Thai, and Red Thai are rarely used by

them.

Tay Thanh is used to refer to the Thai ethnic group that emigrated from Muong
Thanh to Nghe An. Maong Thanh s possibly a word used for Thanh Hoa province, or
Muong Thanh in Dien Bien Phu (Lai Chau province), According to Cam Trong (Thai ethnic
group as in the Characteristics of National Culture and Revolutionary Tradition in Ky Son -
Nghe An province, the National Politics Publisher, Hanol, 1995) most of the Tay Thanh
ethnic group in Nghe An originates from Muong Thanh or Muong Then which literaily
means Sky Muong. Before moving to Nghe An, they directly or indirectly traversed through
Thanh Hoa. Other ethnic groups inhabiting in promixity with call the Tay Thanh as Man
Thanh. Man means small or inferior which is used by the Tay Muong in order to
discriminate inhabitant ethnic groups be considered by them as small, backward and

emigrated to Nghe An and scattered in the outer areas of the Tay Muong group.

Tay Muoi is used for a small group of the Thai ethnic who emigrated from Muoi
mucng (Thuan Chau, Son La province), and at present inhabits in Nghe An. As the time

goes, the word "Muzei" is pronounced into "M-=1" - Tay Muol.

Tay Khang, an ethnic group that normally settles down in a flat land area. It is in

ther research works lhat Vietnamese Thai researchers as Dang Nghiemn Van, Cam Trong,
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Vi Van Anﬁ, etc... do nct often mention this group since they believe that this group is
native from Laos rather than in Vietnam, Because of this, it is hardly to find statistics or
description concerning this inhabitant group given in any source of documents. According
to on-the-site study documents gathered (oy the writer of this paper himself - NDT), Tay
Khang people in Muong Xen (Ky Son, Nghe An) concentrated inhabiting in such ban
(villages} as: Xop Thap, Buoc, Chieng Lau, Tan Phan, Noong Ze, Na Loi, Na Ngoi, Kec

Luc, Xieng Hom, Dong Oh, Xieng Phen, etc...

In the past, Tay Khang people inhabited in Sam Nua, Xieng Khoang of Laos,
where they were called in Laotian as Tay Cang or Lac Cang, meaning that mountain
inhabitants preferred establishing their settlements in relatively flat land areas. Having
arrived in Nghe An, the word "Cang” was changed intc "Khang” (i.e. ¢ is kh). For instance,
Nam Cang (in Mon Son, Con Cuong, Nghe An) was changed into Nam Khang which was
then Vietnamized as Giang river. As a rule of the thumb mentioned above, Tay Cang was
read as Tay Khang. Though being a member of the Thai ethnic family, Tay Khang peopie

have their cwn distinct practices and customs’.

Tay Muong or known as Tay Hang Tong is an inhabitant group that recognizec
lnemsclves the first group of the Thai ethnic establishing mountain viflages in Nghe An's
mountainous areas. Be:ng located at the center of mountain villages, they call themselves
as Tay Muong. it is likety that the name "Hang Tong" as imported to the Thai ethnic
community not so long ago. A substantial administrative reform was launched in the first
nalf of the 19" century under the rule of Ming Mang king in Vietnam. The reform brought in
the division of administrative institutions Into different levels, one of which was established
as "Tong". Tong was constituted by a number of communes, and regarded a social unit
standing in between of commune and district levels. Each Tong was headed by a Chief of
the Tong. During their domination pericd in Indochina, French colonists applied this model
to their colonies. Consequently, there appeared one social unit known as “Xong" in the
Laotian sccial institution. As far as the linguistic aspect is concerned, "Xong" in Lactian is

prabably created from "Tong” which was used to define a social unit in Vietnamese as well.




Having perceived that they were the first group of the Thai ethnic in Nghe An, who
had a stable life in a social institution set up like village and commune lying at the central
nart, having a better material, spirituzl and sociai living conditions, a group of the Thai
athnic in Nghe An proclaimed itself as "Tay Mucng" or 'Tay Hang Tong" (as being called
by the Vletnémese) in order to differentiate itself from other Thai ethnic groups (of which,
mainly from the Man Thanh). These groups were deemed by the Tay Muong smaller, more

infericr and of lower socio-economic development level.

'n mountainous areas of Nghe An, in some extent of meaning, Tay Mucng (or Tay
Hang Tong) was considered a member of the Black Thai branch, while Tay Thanh
belonging to the Red and White Thai branches. it is the same for mountainous areas of
Tnanh Hoa. Black Thai peopie, who inhabit at central parts and have a stable life as well
as a higher level of socic-economic development, recognize themselves as "Tay Muong’,
aiming at differentiating themselves from other groups (which may belong to the Red and
White Thai branches) inhabiting in outer areas with lower socio-economic level and more

. . e w 8ll
uncertain living conditions. These groups are known as "Tay Jo ™.

It is likely tc say that the concept of "Tay Muong" being discussed above is not onty
popular in the Thai ethnic in Thanh Hoa and Nghe An, but also in the Thai ethnic in other
piaces. For instance, Thai people in Chieng Mai of Thailand also recognize themselves as
"Tay Muongr"". Il is the same story in some other areas that we have not gathered

documents on.

So that, it 15 likely to say “Tay Muong" is a phrase used by a number of That ethnic
groups inhabiting in various places. lts aim is to recognize themselves of having a
development level nigher than that of other (Thai) groups. !t shouid also be noted that Thai
peaple in Vietnam use the phrase "Tay Mol" rather than "Tay Muong” to name another

ethnic group that nas inhabited in proximity with them for a long time, that is Muong ethnic.

Muang people




According to linguists and ethnologists, there is one linguistic group known as Viet
- Muong linguistic group, which belongs to the Austro-Asiatic linguistic family being

spoken by 4 ethnic groups {as being illustrated in Table 2 telow).

Table 2: Ethnic groups belong to the Viet - Muong Ianguage-Speaking group tn

Vietnam
Code | Ethnic name | Pogulation Other names Localities inhahit
1 Viet (Kinh) 65795718 Kinh Across the country.
2 Muong 1,137,515 | Mol, Mual, Moi, Mai Bi, Au | Sern Tay, Hoa binh,
Ta Thanh Hoa, Phu Tho,
Yen Bai, Ninh Binh
3 The 68,394 Keo, Mon, Cuoi, Ho, Dan | Nghe An, Thanh Hoa
Lai, Ly Ha, Tay Pong, Con
Kha, Xa la vang
4 Chut 3.829 Sach, May, Ruc, Ma Lieng, | Quang Binh, Quang
Arem, Tu vang, Paleng, Xo | Tri.
lang, To hung, Cha cui, U
mo, Xa la vang.

As the data in the Table 2 demcgnsirate, in 19399, the Muong ethnic group In
Vietnam has a population of 1,137,515, They mainly concentrated in Thanh Hoa and Hoa
Binn provinces, and scattered in such other provinces as Vinh Phuc, Phu Tho, Nghia Lo,
Son La, Ninh Binh, Son Tay, etc... Furthermore, about 90 househotds with 6G7 people of
the Muong ethnic are inhabiting in Sam Nua commune, Hua Phan province of Laos "
Normally, Muong people reside in fower land areas and in proximity with the Viet (or Kinh)
people in comparison to Thai people. In some places such as Mai Chau (Hoa Binh), Cam
Thuy, Ba Thuoc, Lang Chanh, etc... (Thanh Hoa), Muong people live in harmony and

interm:xture with Thar people.

Having studied various sources of document, especially archeclogical and

Inguistic materiais, researchers were able (o chart out the formaticn and development of




the Muong ethnic. As researchers put it, Muong and Viet {or Kinh) people traditicnatly are
of the same descendant, Vietnamese scigntists drew aut the evolution from the protc Viet-
Muong to the Viet-Muong common. It is widely said that ancestors of the Viet-Mucng
people were Lac-Viel people, one of the masters of the Dong Son culture. During the Hung
king period {which 's eguivalent to the bronze age in the archeology-based classification
and the following periods, the Viet-Muong remained a united block . It was not untit the
10" cenlury, since common ancestors of the contemporary Viet (or Kinh) and Muong
people gamned independence from the South Chinese regime, they staried building thair
own autonomous and independent states. In this process, thanks o being given oetter
and mare favorabile conditons to promote econamic, social and cultural development as
well as more exchanges with the outside, a segment of residents in plain areas had more
developed. This segment was canstituted inte a separate ethnic known as Kinn, that is the
ethnic inhabited in municipal and market areas. The remaining segment inhabited in the
midiands where living conditions were not favorable. Still, they communicated with
indigenous cultures of inhabitants around the high mountains, especially the Thai's culture,
Consequently, they develeped in ancther direction and gradually separated into another
ethnic group, that is the Muong today. The above mentioned process was not only justified
by sources of archeclogical and linguistic documents, but aiso iliustrated in an epic titled
"Give birth to land, give birth to water” composed by the Muong pecple. Having spoken of
ihe formation of the universe and man, how the man existed and developed, the epic did
retell a legend of chopping a stone tree that stood in Cha village (Thiet Ong commune, Ba
Thuoe district, Thann Hoa province), had red bronze leaves, brass flowers and zinc fruits.
The tree then was pulied downward to the lowland regicn to build the royal capital for Dit

Dang king in the municipal and market area.

According to researchers, the area considered as the cradie of shaping the
Muong people may by the mountain of Ba Vi, Son Ta province (which is located in
hetween Hanci and #oa Binh). Having been shaped, the Muong pecple gradually
expanded their residence area to Hoa Binh, Ninh Binn, Thanh Hoa, Phu Tho, Nghia Lo,
elc.. Muong people cal'ed themseives as Mol, that means human teing, while Thai

veopte called the Mucng people as Tay Mol (l.e. Mol people). Still, as researchers
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assumed that it was the name Muong used to call this ethnic group which just appeared
since the French's arrival in Indochina. This name may be used by the Kinh peopie to
indicate the segment of inhabitants, with whom they had the same descendant. However,
as they lived in proximity with Thai people, they borrowed the mode! of village-commune
instituton of the Thai In order to organize their own autonomous social institution for the

etnnic of Muong - that is a community existed in social units which were called "Muong®.

in this regard, we can say that Tay Muong is the name used by the Thai people
in order to indicate a number of local Thai ethric groups, while Muong is the name
probably used by the Kinh people to refer 10 a communily that traditionally had the same
descendant with. but inhabited in sccial institutions known as communes. Now that,

Muong 1s used to assaciate with a distinct ethnic group, that is the Muong ethnic.

Il. Similarities and differences: A comparative study on culture of Muong and Thai

ethnic groups
1. Cencerning language:

It is lIkely to say that language inter alia is the most visible difference between
Muong and Thai pecple. Muong language belongs to the Austroasiatic linguistic group,
while Tha: language is part of the Tha-Kadai linguistic group. As far as linguistic aspect is
concernad, linguists believe that Viet language is of the same origin with Muong language.
If comparison can be made in terms of grammar, vocabuiary, phonetics, etc... it is easy o
realize that Muong language is closer to Viet language, while absolutely different from Thai
language (see Table 3). Stiil, the diference of both Viet and Muong languages o Thal

language 1s that the two former are much closer to the Mon-Khme language.

Table 3 Comparison of some words in Viet, Muong and Thai languages

Engli |vidt |M-éng |Th i Englis | ViOt {M-éng  Th. i
sh h

O n & | mét met n-ngl Moon tr ‘ng t-1"'ng B-n

I two hai hal Xuang | star 880 khao ®ao
Threelba ' pa X a m]| stream suei h- 1= hu#i
four bén pwrl % ¥ | fire 18a cui phi
five rm ® m h M | thunder sEm khEm phthoong
s 1 x|s. u kh@&u n & ¢ |wind gia =4 l«m
seven| biy gy chdt| sun mEt tr& | m't ta ngh+*n
e ight|Etom th9m v P bt water 1 s la n’m
n i n e|ch¥n ch@n ¢ p oulrice n-ie ® 'k khuu




function of a canal is to provide water for irrigation of one or more rice-fields. Since they
inhabit in mountains, rice-field system of Muong and Thai people is not on a honzontat
area. Consequently, it is impossible to use the source cf water from a canal to irrgate rice-
ﬂeld's located at different altitudes. So as to overcome this problem, Muong and Thai
pecple constructed damps (phai) to stop the water current, aiming at raising water level of
the canal. It is important that the height of the damp should be adequate and equivalent io
the maximized raising level of water in the canal to flow over the damp inte rice-fields, but
does not affect the direction of the running canal. in other cases, if rice-fields are located
at & hugher altitude, Muong and Thai people use a Noria (Kan) to water rice-fields. Noria is
designed as & big wheel associated with bambce tubes which function as water scoopers.
Force s created by the power of water current, making the Noria work, Once the Noria
works, water pipes made of bid bambce trees (called as Lal) will be fill up with water.
Otherwise, rice-ficlds can be irrigatea directly by Noria. These rice-fields are called as Na
Lai, vaiuable rice-fields, because they are always fully provided with water. From Lai,

water can be led to further rice-fields by small bamboc-made pipes which are called "Lin".

By utihzing such above-mentioned irrigation system (mueng - phai - lai - lin),
Muong and Thai people can bring water intc rice-fields located at different altitudes. This
rrgation system is probably created by Thal people, and Muong people just borrowed it.
However, it i1s likely that in their re-adaptation 1o the same living environment, many ethnic
groups inhabiting at valleys of mountains, including the Muong and Thai people, had
jointly created this irrigation system. It is a fact that due to the limit of land exploitable for
making it rice-fields at valleys of mountains, the above mentioned irrigation system on the
other hand could not provide adequately water, consequently rice-fields used for growing
rice are constrained. Thus, in addition to their cultivation on rice-fields, both the two ethnic
groups had to cultivate on mountain-fields, which are called as Roong by Muong people
or Hay by Thai people, and werkers on mountain-fields calied as Tua Roong. In the
iraditional society of the Muong, Tua Roong is also a free inhabitart, but his sccial status is
much lower than that of a free inhabitant werking on water rice-fields {who is called as
Janl Men coming from the aristocracy {or Lang Dac) can get married to girls who helong
to the ordinary class and are inhabitants‘ cultivating on walter rice-fields, but they never

marty to girls from famities only cultivating on mountain-fields (or Tua Roong families). In
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the traditional society of the Thal, though more open sociat attitude is given to inhabitants
cuitvating on mountain-fields, generally speaking they are stil deemed as having an
inferior social status. The above-mentioned spirit may prevait in the community of Thai
pecple in Nghe An, where inhabitant groups .iving at lower land areas and cultivating on
water rice-fields to earn a living, recognize themselves as Tay Muong, implying that they
belong 1o & more civilized group, and call ather Thai inhabitant groups as Man Thanh with
the implication of inferior and barbarous. While in Thanh Hoa, Thai inhabitant groups
mainiy working on water rice-fields also call themselves as Tay Muong and other Thai
groups working on mountain-fielas as Tay Jo, implying that these groups reside an on an

uncertain land area, shifting cultivation and are more inferior than them (the Tay Muong).

As far as lachnigues working on mountain-fields are concerned, beoth Muong and
Thai people do follow the same procedures: cutting tree, firing, making holes, sow the

seed in these holes, elc.

Apart from cultivating on rice-fields and mountain-fields, both. Thal and Muong ge
hunting, grow different xinds of industrial tree such as: cotton, cinnamon, etc... to produce

cotton yard, oil for either use or sales. Still, they do alse other additional jobs.

3. Material culture:

Housing

Both Muong and Thai people live in houses on stilts, Locking from outside, it is
very difficult to distinguish wiach ane is built by Mueng or Thai. However, Mucng's house
Is normally surrounded by areca tregs, creating a unigue color. The space use for kitchen
is tengthened agown near the ground, and there is a rice mortar {(which is like rice mortar
created by the Kinh people. but ditferent from what is called Loong of the Thai pecple}. It
is likely to say that house roof of the Mucng people is similar to the Black Thai's style of
house roof. It iooks like a tortcise shell. The epic "Give birth {o land, give birth to water”
composed by the Mucong pecple re-tells the story of how tortoises teéch Muong pecple to
huild their houses, which are called Roo {that is houses have tortoise shell-shaped roofs),

as follows:

"Lock at the four tegs of tortoise o set up big pillars,
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Look at lang, short ribs to arrange raf-ter or lash,
Look at ears, eyes to make windows.

L ook at mouth, anus tc place the daocor,

Look at the two sides of torloise shell to make roof™.

Through such teachings in the epic of the Muong, it is supposed that house on
stilts with its tortoise shell-shaped roof is created by Muong peogle, and Black That people
apply this style to their house's architecture. It is difficult to examine the above argument,
right or wrong. House frame of the Muong people is relatively similar to that of the Black
Thai, put distnct points can be founc as well. For instance, rafter supporting the house
roof of the Muong normaliy is parallel rafier, and at the joint-point of the rafter and beam,
Muong peaple fix in with a pin {Cu or Pa wac in Muong language) to strengthen the house
(see attached pictures). Floor arramgéments in Muong's house are also relatively similar to

those created by the Thai.

Clotning

Popular costumes of both Mucng and Thal females are short shirt and dress.
However, the style may vary from tocalily to locality or region to region. For instance, in the
North-West region, White Thai females put on heart-shaped coliar shirts, but Black Thai
fernales wear round-coliar shirts. Nevertheless, both of these styles are short shirts and
decorated with a line of silver buttons in the front side. Traditionally, females of Thai ethnic

groups in Nghe An aiso put on the same style of shirts.

Muong peocple in Hoa Binh put on shirt with plain white color, short and open in the
front side (they rarely put buttons on). Inside of the shirt, Muong femaies wear-chest-
ninding jacket or bodice, and patterned dress which is put on a tittle bit up tc the chest.
They also put on a head scarf which is white, rectanguiar-shaped, not embreidered and

tighten on the back.

Thai females in Mai Chau {Hoa Binh} and Thanh Hoa wear one-hole collar shirts

which are like shirts put on by Muong females inhabiting in the same region.

12
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In order to realize who s Muong or Thai female, we can look at therr dresses. It can be
said that all Thal females (both White and Black Thai) in North-West provinces of Vietnam

wear simple black dresses.

While all Thai females in Nghe An (Tay Muong, Tay Thanh, Tay Muoi and Tay Khang) put
on btack and patterned dresses. The pattern may vary from group to group. Muong
females put on back and patterned dressed. The pattern is made around the dress edge.

This is a basic distinct between costumes of Thai and Muong femates.

Separately Thai females in Thanh Hoa, since they live in the same area with Muong
people, put on dressed patterned around the edge. However, the pattern pand on Thai

dressed in comparison to thal an Muong females' dresses is narrower and more simply.
Focd
It is very difficult to find ethnic characteristics of the Thai and Muong people when

we study their food and drinks, Both Muong and Thai people like drinking rice alcohot, and

their methods producing this kind of alcohol are similar.

They aise have sticky rice. and their-methods cooking sticky rice, rice in bamboo as well

as soup (mixed soup with rice and meat, or bitter soup) are the same too.

We can also find a lot of similarities in both tangitle and intangible culture of these

two ethnic groups.
4. Concerning social structure

Sources of document have shown that unity and link of commune institutions within
the Muong and Thai community in Vietnam remained in certain periods. These institutions
were organized in a manner that big communes, centered commune rules over small and
marginal communes. In most of periods, communes existed as autonomous and scattered
social units, which were organized whether by the Muong or Thai that we can find

similarities as being illustrated below.
4.1. Location of the Muong.

The Muong of the Muong and¢ Thai ethnics are, as a rule, set up in valleys located

at the foot of mountaing, with a smail nver or brook dividing the valley into two smaller
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areas, wet paddy land, the Ban (village} lccated on the fringe of the foor of the mountain
and facing the paddy fields (see the photograph). Looking from cutside, one can hardly
teli a Muong village from the Thai village. The above landscape determines the types of
cuitivated land of each Ban-Mucng: the main part involves wet paddy fields located in the
lower stretches of the valley and using the water from the river for irmgation; the other part
[ th.e forest land, lying bening the village, which can serve as hills and slope fields. Thus,
the living environment of each Muong is an agricultural ecclogical system confined to a
relatively large valley or a series of valleys contiguous to one another. As a result, most
Ban do not have enough wet paddy land for cultivation, and the Muong Institution and its
rulars usually played the role of agministrators of the public land that they aliccated to
eacn family in the Muong for cultivation. Each year or once in several years, public land
was redistributed again, This was no! done at random Dy any person or any organization,
but was carried out in accordance with the “Khong Muong” (Custemary law of the the
Muong) of each specific Muong. One can say that by controliing the public land the Phia
Tao {of the Thai ethnic) and the Lang Dao {of the Muong ethnic) were controlling the basic
means of preduction which made it possible for them to rute over the whole community in

each I\ﬂumgE

In terms of the living space cf each Muong, the Thai ethnic and the Muong ethic
do differ on cne poinl: the area of farest land for hills and slope fields of the Thai ethnic is
much bigger than that of the Mucng ethnic. The Thai forest tand s allocated not only to
poor inhabitants who are of the Thai erigin but also to other ethnic minority grougs. For this
reason, (as menticned in the following sections) the Lang Dao of the Muong only ruled
over poor people belonging to their ethnic group, while the Phia Tao of the Thai ethnic
ruted not only over people belonging to Thai ethnic group but also inhahitants from other
ethruc groups which were usually referred to in the Thai language as "Xa" or “Kha”

inhabitants.
4.2. The tand system in each Muong:

As mentioned above, due to the shortage of cultivable land, in the majority of
Muong of the Thar and Mucng ethnics, the land system mainly involves public land.

Decuments show that prior to August 1345 public tand was prevalent among the Thai and

14
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Muong ethnics, with the exception of Ban. Muong not belonging to central areas of the
Thai ethnic group. For example, in Nghe An province, as the Thai inhabitants were
scattered, when they migrated to a certain place the family clans wouid reclaim land and
then would own the land they had just reclaimed. A survey carried out in retrospect in
Muong Rech (a former Mueng of the Muong ethnic in Hoa Binh province) in 1966 and
967" gives the following ratios about various types of land in the whole of that Muong:
land belonging to Lang Dao: 29. 91%; public land: 60. 33%; private landg: 9,76%.
According 1o available documents,various types of land in the Muong of the Thai ethnic in
Northwest Vietnam during that pericd also had the same ratios. It is interesting to note that
the forms of land cwnership in the Muong of the Mucng and Thai ethnics were similar (see

table 3).

Table 3. Comparison of forms of land ownership of the Muong and Thai ethnics

Ethnic group Farms of land ownershipm
Muong Land of Lang Public land Private land
Thai Land of Chau Public land Private tand

As a result of the above basic ferms of land ownership, the traditional society of
the Muong and Thai ethnics had social stratas which were not much different from each

other.
4.3. Social strata:

The traditional society of the Muong ethnic was clearly stratified, comprising 2
distinct ciasses: The aristocracy (Lang) and the common people (Jan). The aristocracy
ruied over the common people. The Lang Cun (the head of the senior branch of each
anstocratic family clan) was the highest ranking person who ruled over the biggest Muong
and also ail the other Muong. In each Muong, the Lang Cun (of the local ruling Family
clan) headed the Muong administrative machinery and directly ruled over a number of Ban

in the Central area, which were calied as Ban Chieng. The Lang Dao {eidest son of junior
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branches of the ruling family clan} ruled over the other Ban in the Muong, each Lang Dao
ruling over one Ban or, in some cases, severat Ban. Thus, the Muong comprised many

Ban, the rulers of which belonged to one and the same ruling family clan.

The commen people made up the majority of the inhakitants in each Muong, and
comprise several strata. In the Muong ethnic, the Au were at the top of the common
people and were selected as officials who assisted the Lang Cun in the Chieng or the
Lang Dao in the Ban, and as a result were often allocated the best plots of public land.
Each Ban had several famitities who {ock turn in acting as Au and working for the Lang on
an hereditary basis. The remaining common people in the Ban were atlocated public land.
At a lower level were the “alien residents” who were not allocated public land and had to
cultivate hills and slope fields, and were called contemptucusly by members of the Muong
ethnic as “tua rong", that is, the tillers of hills and slope fields. At the bottom were the Mo
Bi, that is, persons who committed offences and were punished, or who could not repay
their debts..and therefore had to work as servants for their aristocratic owners from one

generation to another, and had ne right whatscever. Thus, they were family slaves.

The Tnai traditional society was also clearly stratified along a similar line, and
comprised two classes: tne anstecracy and the common people. in each Muong, the
aristocracy usually telonged to one family cian. The senior branch of the family clan hsld
the title of Phia, and ruled over Mucng as Chau Muong on a hereditary basis.The senior
offsprings of the junior branches of the same family clan held the tifle of Tao, and ruled
over the Ban as Tzo Ban un a hereditary basis, or ruled over the small Muong, the outer
Muong as Chau Muong. The Phia were collectively referred tc as “An nha”, officials who
collected land rents, imposed corvee (forced labour) on the whole community under their

respoctive Jurrsdiction.'
The Thai comman peaple comprised several strata:

- Free peasants (Pay or Tay) made up the majority of the Thai ethnic pepulation of
the Muong . They belonged tc the same ethnic of the Pria-Tao, and had been engaged in
reclaiming the land they were living 1in. They werg full-fledge citizens and were allocated a

part of the pubiic iand. and had the duty to contribute labour and money to the
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canstruction of public utility projects :n the Muong and serve as soldiers for defending the

Ban and Muong In case of war.

- Half-free peasants (Cuong. Nhoc) were alien residents, who did not belong to
the ethinic of the Chau, or the head of Muong. They were usually Kho Mu and Xinh Mun...
ethnics who spoke the Mon-Khmer Janguage, and were engaged in tifling hills and slope
fields. They were dependent on the Ban and Muong sccial system of the Thai, and were
referrad o by the Thal as "Xa: or “Kha", who were, slaves and dependent inhabitants.
Each "Cuong” and "Nhoc” must, on a hereditary baslis, work free of charge for a certain
gwner or provide offerings o the latter, who had the right to sell them, including the land
where they lived, o another owner. The "Cuong” and "Nhoc” were politicaliy dependent on
their owners, but were free to live together In a separate Ban or along with the other fres

peasants.

- Family serfs (con hucn, khoi huon) belonged to the same Thai ethnic with the
Muong ruler. but were extremely poor, could not repay their debts, were condemned to
death for offence, were widows..but had sponsors. They had no right whatsoever, and
were the servants in the famities of their owner-sponsors, and were compietely dependent

on them.

From the above, it is clear that the social strata in the Muong of the Mucng and

Thai ethnics were rather similar.

Table 4: Social strata in the Ban-Muong of the Muong and Thai ethnics - a

comparison.

Muong 1 Aristocracy: | Common pecple, | Half-free inhabitants, “Tua | Family serfs, |

ethnic Lang Cun, | “Jan" (recipients of | rcong” (tilling cnly hills | "Moi bi".

Lang Dac public land) and slope fields)
T h & I | Aristocracy: | Common people, | Half-free inhabitants, | Family serfs,
athnic Pria Tac “Tay" or “Pay” | "Cuong”, "Nhoc” (Xa, | "Khoi huon”,

I(recwpients of pubbc | Kha), did not belong to | "Con huon”.

land) the ethnic of Chau
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Muong, fived in the outer

areas

From the above, one can see that the traditional Ban-Muong institutions of the
Muong and Thai ethnics were roughly similar in terms of social stratification. But the Thai
Ban Muong institution was more extensive, and therefore could incorporate into thewr
society members of other ethnics who lived in the area under its jurisdiction. As a resuit,
the Thai aristocracy (Phia - Tao) not cnly ruled on its common people telonging to the

same ethnic, but also on peaple from other ethnics.
4.4. Administrative structure and sacio-political institutions of the Ban-Muong
Many Ban fermed a Muong, and many small Muong formed a big Muong

For the Thai etchnic, the Ban in the Central area where resided the Chau Muong
and where were located his headquarters was called Ban Chieng15 in both Muong and
Thai languages. The Central Muong were called as Muong Cuohg {Inper Muong) or
Muong Cooc (Root Muong). Mucng Cooc was usually a land area reclaimed by the Phia.
And the Phiz-Chau Muong (or eldest son of the Chau Muong) ruled over the whole of the
big Muong as also Muong Cooc, where were |ocated the administrative headquarters of
the big Muong. Might afso be found around the big Muong a number of other and small
Muong, ke Muong Nua {Upper Muong), Muong To (lower Muong), Mucng Nooc {outer
Muong) which were dependent on, and under the control of, the Central Muocng. The big
Muong were headed by the Chau Muong (eldest son of the senior branch of the
arstocratic family clan). while the small Muong and the Ban were headed by the Tao,
gidest sons of the juniar branches of the same aristocratic family clan. In general, aimost
the whole ruling machinery in the Muong was in the hands of one aristocratic family clan,
The Tao, members of the more distant junior branches of the same aristocratic family clan,

ruled over the Ban, each Tao ruling over one Ban or several Ban.

The Ban and Muong structure of the Mueng ethnic was no different. Lang Cun, the

eidest son of the senior branch of the most powerful family clan ruled over the whole
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Mucng. Lang Dao, the eldest sons of junior branches of the same aristocratic family clan,
ruled over the outer, peripheral Muong. The Lang Cun not only direcily ruled over the
Mucng, but alsoc the Ban in the central area which was also called as Ban Chieng, while

the Lang Dao also ruled over other Ban, each Lang Daoc ruling over cne or several Ban.

Thus, for both the Muong and Thal elhnics, members of the ruling machinery in the
Ban, Muong belonged to the aristocracy. Depending on the nature of the kinship between
the Tzo and the Phia (in the Thai ethnics} or the Dac and the Cun (in the Muong ethnic),
the persons concerned may receive an important or less important function. For example,
a Tac or a Dao mignht be appointed as Chau of a small Muong, or head of a number of Ban
or even a Ban. Of course, the more important the post, the bigger were the privileges and

benefits accruing from it. These titles and functions were hereditary.

A few persons from the stratum of common pecgle were also included in the ruling
machinery as assistants 1o the Heads of Ban and Muong in the collection of taxes, rents or
enforcement of corvee (forced labour)... These officials who served on a hereditary basis,

were called as Lam (in the Thai ethnic) and Au (in the Muong ethnic)

One can say that the administrative structure and socio-political institution of the
Ban-Muong of the Thar and Muong ethnics were gradually expanded in accordance with
the pattern ot two concentric circles. The first circle involved administrative units gradually
expanded in geographic terms: Muong Cuong (or Muang Cooc) was iccated at the centre
(the centre of a valiey at the foot of mountains), with Muong Nua, Mucng To around it, and
Muong Nooc at the fringe. Within the scope of ane Mueng, ban Chieng was located at the
centre, with Ban Nua, Ban To around if, and Ban Xa, Ban Kha at the outer fringe of the
circie. in terms of social strata, the aristocracy, that is the Phia - Tao (Thai ethnic} or Lang -
Dao (Muong ethric) usually lived in Ban Chieng, the central area of the Muong, while the
surrounding Ban were inhabited by the common peeple, that is, persons belonging to the
same ethnic with the Chau Muong, and the Ban in the fringe. peripheral areas, often on the
slope of mountains, were inhabited by half-free inhabitants, usually from other ethnics. By
juxlaposing the socio-political institutions and the administrative structure of each Muong,

both of Thai and Muong ethnics, we can make seme interesting remarks.
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admimnstrative structure in each Muong

Table 5: Relationship between the population stratas in the society and the

Muong of | - Ban Chieng | - Ban Nua, Ban To, Ban | - Ban Xa, Ban Kha, Ban
the Muong | (Centre aof  the | Cuong..(in the central | Poong (located on
athme Muong) area of the Muong) mourdain slopes)
- Ban Chieng, the | - In these Ban lived the | - In these Ban lived half-
place where lived | free commen people | free inhabitants who
the aristocratic | who belonged to the | belonged to different
family clan same ethnic with Lang - | ethnics (Xa, Kha..)
- Ban Chieng was a0 - The Au (of the common
directly ruled by |- These Ban were ruied | people) worked as
Lang Cun (eldest | by the Dao (eidest sons | assistants to Lang Cun and
son of the senior{ of the junior branches of | Dac in administering tha
branch of the 1 the artistocratic family) Muong and Ban
aristocratic  family
clan)
Muong of | - Ban Chieng (the | - The Ban located in the | - Ban Xa, Ban Kha, Ban
the Thai | Centre of Muong) central area of Muong Poong (located an
ethnic mountain siopes)

- In Ban Chieng,
ved the aristocratic

family clan

- Ban Chieng was

ruled by the Phia.

| (Tay  or

- In these Ban lived the

free common people

Pay), who
beionged to the same
ethnic with the Chau

muong.

- These Ban were ruled
by Taoleldest sons of
the junicr branches of

he aristocratic family)

- in these Ban lived half

free inhabitants who
belonged to other ethnics

(Xa, Kha.)

- The Lam {who belonged
to other ethnics) worked as
assistants to the Phia and
Tao in administering the

Ban and Muong

20

¥



ny

A |

4.5. Forms of exploitation:

As a Thai saying goes, "Din An Nha, na Pho Ban”. This means that all fands,
mountains, forests, rivers and brooks..including all rescurces and inhagtitanis thereof
belong to the *An Nha” - the lord of the land'", while paddy flields helong to the Ban chief
(public iand was administered by the Ban chref).. Because of this public ownership, the
Lord of the land had supreme power over all resources and inhabitants in the areas under
their jurisciction. Following a reform taunched by Emperor Minh Mang in 1821, the titles
and functions of the Thal rulers underwent some changes. Articie 6 in the “Law of Muong”
of the Black Tha: in Thuan Chau Muong {Son La province} stiputated the following
concerning the offerings in case of hunted animals and slaughtered domaestic animals,

and on the enjoyment of the truit of hurting:

The An Nha. the clerks and assistants, the Phia Ly, Phia Pho (head and deputy

head of Ban} would enjoy offerings of hunted animals as follows:

If an inbabitant of the Muong could hunt a deer, or a wild boar, a bear, a wild bull,
the person must offer a hind leg, a big piece of lean meat, a medium-size piece of lean
meal, wo small pieces of lean meat, and a piece of ordinary meat; in case of a deer, he
must in addition offer the tall and the haired skin; in case of a bear, he must in addition
offer 4 legs and the gall; if the person cannot offer the fillat of the deer, he must offer
instead a feg. Offerings must be presented through the Lam Pcong (the Lam who served
as cleark in the village of haif-free inhabitants -Translator's note) who would carry out
distribution: the leg must be offered to An Nha {or the clerk, assistant, the Phia Ly and Phia
Pho), the Xen(assistant of Phia Ly or Phia Pho)must be given a big piece of lean meat, the
Ho Luong (assistant of Phia Ly or Phia Pho) must have a piece of fean meat, the Poong
Cang (head of a village of hall-free inhabitants in the centre of the Ban) must have a piece
of lean meat. the Poong (heaa of a village of half free inhabitants) woulg have an ordinary
piece of meat, while the Lam Poong would also receives a piece of ordinary meat. If
offering must be to ancther official, the An Nha or clerk, assistant, Phia Ly, Prhia Pha should

cut off a piece of meat from the teg given to him for that purpose.
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If a young antler, bear gall, tiger bones and skin must be offered to the An Nha
and Phia, the An Nha and Phia concerned should calculate the price and pay to the hunter

a sum tantamount o 2/10 of the value of the specific commodity.

If & "cuong” or "nhoc” in the Muong could hunt an animal, he should only offer a
hind leg to his own master and a tig fillet to the An Nha. He must also offer young antler,
bear gall, tiger bones and skin to his own master who should give him a sum of money

tantamount tc /10 of the value of the specific commodity.
With respect to slaughtering docmestic animals:

If an inhabitant or official of 2 Ban wanrts to staughter a buffalo, he must seek the
permission of the An Nha and Phia, and following the siaughter must offer a big piece of
lean meat to the An Nha, another piece of lean meat to the Xong (Canton Chief) and the
Ban Head of Ban). In case, a buffalo is killed by a tiger, the inhabitant concerned must

only offer a piece of lean meat to the Xong Chief or the Ban Chief.

In general, reclaiming land, or exgloiting the natural resources therein the Mucng
must receive the permission of the Chau Muong and must involve tax payment in
accordance with the regulations. But the main form of exploitation, both for the Muong and

Thai ethnics, was “corvee” (forced iabour) based on public land..

As mentioned above, public land was the main form of land ownership in maost of
the Muong. But information from many sources show that the big dignitaries in the Muong
usually appropriated about 40% of the existing public tand in the Muong and compslled
the inhabitants to cuitivate this lanc free of charge for them. The remaining public land was
allocated te the free common peopte in the Ban who, in return, must perform their duty
toward the Ban or Muong by contributing labour and material means which were used by
the Community in digging irmigation ditches, building dams, roads, bridges, public houses,
reclaiming new land, hosting guests, and organizing festivals. In addition, the recipients of
public land must each year work free of charge in a number of days for the heads of
Muong and Ban. In particular, they must use their own buffaloes and agricuttural
implements to plough, harrow, transplant, weed out, irrigate and harvest paddy on the
fields of the Heads of Muong and Ban and carry the harvest paddy to the haouses of the

iatter.
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Half-free inhabitants who usually befonged to other ethnics and were not allocated

public land, did not have to perform the tasks of the free common people but must work

free-af-charge for their owners.

Table 6: Some forms of forced labour in the Muong of Muong and Thai ethnics

Muong | Free inhabitants perdormed | Free inhabitants | Moi Bi, Au ta, as

ethnic forced tabour (Xau) for the | performed forced labour | family slaves,
Lang Ccun; half-free | (No)for the Lang Dao; haif | performed forced
inhabitants performed forced | free inhabitants performed | labour  for  their
lzbour far the Lang Cun forced labour for the Lang | individual owners

Dao

T h ai](Pay, Tay) free inhabitants | {Lam) half-free inhabitants { Khoi  huon,  Con

ethnic periormed farced labcur for | performed forced labour | huon, as  family
the Phia; (Cuong, Nhocjhalf | for the Tao slaves, performed
free inhabitants performed forced labour for
forced abour for thoir‘ their individual
individual owners.. owners,

4.6. The Muong in the cosmology of the Muong and Thai ethnics

Both the Muong and Thai ethnics believe that the Universe has 3 layers.

[n the view of the Muong ethnic, the three layers are:

- the midale layer is Muong Pua (flat Muong), which is the world of human beings.

- above Muong Pua is Muong Kioi (the Heavens Muong) which is inhabited by

various deities, souls and spirits; Muong Pua and Muong Klei can communicate with each

other, but is separaied by a big and fierce river named as Khang river which only a

Shaman provided with magical powers can cross. After the death of a human being, his

soul can only reach the Heavens Muong with the Shaman acting as a guide.
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- below the Muong Pua is Muong Pua Tin where live pigmies who, in the past,

opened the earth so that human ancestors could reach Muong Pua.
The Thai concept of the 3 layers is not as clear as that of the Muong ethnic:
- they also conceive Mueng Con as the layer where live human teings

- above Muong Con is Muong Then (the Heavens Muong) which is inhabited by
various deities souls and spirits, and is divided info several distinct layers. Muong Con and
Muong Then can communicate with ecach other but are separated by Phi Pay, a fierce
water fall or river, which only a Shaman provided with magical powers can cross in order
to reach Muong Then. Only with the guidance of Shaman the souls of dead human beings

can reach Mucng Then

A group of Thai inhabitants believe that there is below Muong Con another Muong
calleg as Mucng Lum which s inhabited by living spirits, living ghosts (and not by pigmies

as conceived by the Muong ethnic).

What have been presented, of course, are the most essential and simpiest aspects
concerning social institutions of Village - Commune organized by the Muong and Thai
people. However, i is inleresting that we can see similarities of social institutions
organized by the two ethnic groups differing in descendant. These similarities

demaonstrate at least in three following maiar fronts:

+ The aristocracy of both Mucng ang Thai people benefit and make up their

interests on the basis of water rice-fields.

+ The main exploit is land-based labor. This exploitation is established on pubiic

rice-fields.

+ Rule s established by the might of family tradition, and the principle of traditional

patriarchy.

lll. For the final words: Exchanges, communication and recigrocal impact between

Muong and Thai cultures

Though what we have presented alove remain poor, they can speak of some

matters.
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Firstly, why do Muong and Thai people, the two ethnic groups are of different
descendant, speaking different languages, have such similar cultural characteristics? In
order to answer this question, much study is needed, but within the space of this paper,

we can come to initial cbservations as follows:

- These two ethnic groups inhabit in & similar living environment, that is around the
valleys of mountains, This context seems tc be a pre-condition shaping cultural

characterstics of these two ethnic groups.

+ Since they live in proximity with each other for a long time, there appears an
interchange in culture of the two ethnic groups. This process should be considered a

communication taking place in different paeriods.

It is likely that during the first stage. when Muong ancestors moved to inhahit in
proximity with Thai people, and in the process of their re-adaptation o the new living
environment, they recewved Thal's cultural factors and graduaily form their own cultural
etnnic identities. This is a iong and complicated process. That's culture strongly 'mpact on

and to some extent provides basic factors that constitute the Muong's culture.

When Muong's culture is affirmed, it can stand independently and even has
adverse impacts to Thal inhagitant groups living in the same area with them.
Canseqguently, a number of Thai groups in Mai Chau (Hoa Binh} and Thanh Hoa, has been
"Muong-mixed” in terms of culture. The evidence for this argument is not only reflecled
through house building methods, costumes design, etc... as bheing mentioned above, but
alsc demonstrate in other fields of the cultural life of Thai people in Thanh Hoa. For
nstance, gong traditionally was used by the Muong only, but this instrument has been
ocpularized in Thai ethnic groups in Mai Chau (Hoa Binh) and Thanh Hoa. it is possible to
speak of many other cuitural activities that Thar people in Thanh Hea have learmned from
Muong's culture. This has made cultural coler of the Thai in Thanh Hoa closer 1o Muong's
culture. It is tikely to say that Thai's culture and Muong's cuiture are the two neighber and

close cultures which have lots of similarities.

+ In canclusion, studying the exchange and communication process as well as
reciprocal impacts between Thai' cuiture and Muong's culture in Vietnam, especially in

mountains of Tharnh Hoa, has not only helped us understand strong vilality and openness
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of the Thai's culture, but moreover will contribute to the theory of the Anthropology in

respect of cross-culture study./,
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which came into being in the process of history and shared a common language,
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General, General Departmant of Statistics of the Sacialist Repubtic of Vietnam.
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10. Excluded from Vietnam, there are 4 ethnic groups in Laos speaking the Viel - Muong
language, as follows: 1. Tum (2042 people, as of the 1985 population census); 2. Mon
{Muong, 2022 people); 3. Nguon (998 people); 4. Krih (924 people). See Nguyen Duy

Thieu: Ethnic structure of Laos. Social Sciences Publisher, Hanoi, 1996, page 31,

1. Pham Duc Duong - Ha Van Tan, Concerming FProto Viet - Muong language, the

Ethnology magazine, Hanol, 1978, Vol 1. pages 46-49.

12. Cam Trong, the Formation of Muong wvilage and renewed village-commune of the
Thai ethnic group in the Northwestern region of Vietnam, the Efhnology magazine,

Hanol, 1998, vol.4.
- Tran Tu, Concerning forms of Lang rice-figld exploitation,

- Nguyen Duy Thieu and Khampheng Thip Muntaly, Concerning the public rice-fieid
system and labor forms of Phu Thay ethnic in Hua Phan province (L.aos), ihe Review
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14. Public tand, Lang land, Private land were divided into various categories. For example,
according to Nguyen Duc Tu Chi (see item 11), in the past of the cultivated land of the
Muong ethnic was divided into 7 categories: 1. Na Lang {land of Lang). 2. Na Tao
{land of Tac). 3. Na Au (land of Au). 4. Na Po (land of Bo, an official with a rank that
was lower than that of the Au). 5. Na Coong Kho (Public tand aliocated to persons
who had rendered a service to the Lang or rescued the latter). 6. Na Wiec or Na Ti
Phu (land for aliocation to the inhabitants as and when they were entrusted with
specific tasks by the Ban Chief or those who were ordered to perform public- labour
for the Central Government), Na Ruom (private land).. According to Nguyen Duy
Thieu (see item 10), public land of the Thai ethnic was divided in various categories,
as follows: Chau land {of the Head of the Muong). 2. Land of Ban-Muong officials, 3.
Land for hosting guests. 4. Land the owner of which was zbsent. 5. Land for
allocation to new residents from the Thai ethnic. 6. Land for allocation on an equal

basis te family househelds in the Ban which had mate labour.

15. In the languages of the Thai and Muong ethnics, the term “Chieng” designates the
central area of a Muong, the place where was located the source (mo) of water, and
the place where lived and woerked the aristocracy. In more developed societies, such
as the Laotian society, Chieng could develop into Xieng or Vieng., The administrative
headquarters of a small Muong were focated in Chieng, those of a bigger and more
oconomically and socially developed Muong were focated in Xieng, and those of
much 2igger and much more econcmically and socially developed Muong were
located in Vieng, usually provided with fortified ramparts and fortresses (sae Nguyen

Duy Thieu, Ethnic structure of Laos, item 6).

16. An nha: a lord, who rules over a big commune, head of a Chau (eguivalent to a
province). Big fords are called An nha Luong, who normally contro! their land area and

also are highly respected by other big communes in proximity /.
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