


The Miao are the most numerous of the hill
tribes of Northemn Thailand. A remote an 1
colourful people, they have in recent times
appeared unwillingly on the political stage:
because of their migratory habits which do
not respect political boundaries and their
involvement with opium growing, they have
been branded as ‘insurgents’ by the govern-
ments of Thailand and Laos. On the basis
of his field-work among the Miao and his
official dealings with the Government of
Thailand, Professor Geddes has writien an
authoritative and wide-ranging study which
will be welcomed by anthropologists generally
and by all students of South-East Asia in
particular.
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PREFACE

My interest in the Miao was aroused by meeting a number of them
at the Chinese National Institute of Minorities in Peking which I
visited in May 1956. It was enlivened by talking with Dr. Fei Hsiao
Tung, the Vice-Director of the Institute, whom I had known previously
in London, about the studies of Miao culture which he was supervising.
At the time I was considering studying a mainland group practising
shifting cultivation as a comparison with the study of the Dayaks I had
made earlier in insular South-East Asia. The Miao promised to be a
colourful, exciting, and ethnographically important group for this
purpose.

I hoped to obtain Chinese permission to visit them in their heartland
either in Yunnan or Kweichow but when in later correspondence I
sought Dr. Fei’s help in this he replied that as he was studying them
in China it would be more useful if I were to study them outside China,
and then we could exchange notes—an intention unfortunately never
fulfilled because of Dr. Fei’s fall from official grace.

Awarded a Rockefeller Travelling Fellowship in 1957 I decided to
devote part of it to a study of the Miao in Laos or Thailand and finally
chose Thailand as the easier of the two countries in which to work.
By November I was resident in Pasamliem, a village situated at a
height of 5,000 feet on a ridge near Chiengdao mountain in Chiengmai
Province. Apart from a courtesy call on the Provincial Governor, who
gave me an introduction to a Thai tea planter who in turn gave me a
guide to Pasamliem, I had no official connection during this period,
and no official visited the village during my stay there.' I lived in
Pasamliem until May 1958, when I left for Europe, and again from
October 1958 until January 1959.

It took no time at all to discover that the Miao were a proud and
independent people. After I had enjoyed brief notoriety as a not too
. attractive oddity, they treated me with indifference, assuming that I

had come either to buy or to beg opium. I could purchase no food
from them and had to transport it all on my own pack-horse. They
would not help me to build a house even when offered quite a high
price, so I had to employ opium addicts from a Thai village lower down
the slopes. As the first months passed I gained a low status as a pro-
vider of second-hand entertainment, through having a tape-recorder,
as a photographer, and finally but most valuably as a medicine man.
Gradually relationships warmed and when I returned for the second
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period the Miao came down to the road with their horses to bring in
all my supplies.

In 1962 I returned to Pasamliem to find it abandoned but I spent
a short time with a group of the old residents who had formed a new
small village a few miles away.

My field-work amongst the Miao might have ended there had not
other unexpected events intervened. In 1961 the Department of Public
Welfare of the Government of Thailand initiated a socio-economic
survey of the Hill Tribes and sought the help of U.N.E.S.C.O., which
provided the services of the Austrian anthropologist, Dr. Hans
Manndorf, as an advisor. One of his recommendations was the establish-
ment of a Tribal Research Centre at Chiengmai to conduct research
which would provide a sound basis for the extension to the tribal areas
of educational and welfare services and measures for the improvement
of their economies. He suggested that as a first step the Government
seek through internatjonal aid programmes the services of a qualified
anthropologist to advise on the organization of the Centre and the
planning of research.

The Australian Government asked if I would be interested in the
position for a year or so and offered to support it out of its allocation
for civilian aid projects. The reason for the invitation was that in
public addresses to the Siam Society in Bangkok in both 1958 and 1962
I had argued the need for a more sympathetic appreciation of the
situations of the tribal peoples and for an adequate understanding of
their socio-economies before the introduction of any measures for social
and economic development.

Several factors seemed to make such measures inevitable. Amongst
the tribes themselves there was a growing desire for change which
varied in intensity according to their circumstances. Some of the
peoples, such as the Karen groups who were in closest contact with the
lowlands, were said by those who knew them best to seek full integration
into the Thai national system. The Miao retained a stronger addiction
to self-determination but they were becoming increasingly aware of the
superior status and services of the Thai in the lowlands in whose
benefits they wished to share.

Irrespective of the tribespeople’s own views of the desirability of
change there were two other factors making alteration of their modes
- of life apparently inevitable. One was the increasing pressure on land,
the nature of which is fully shown in this book. The other was the
pressure upon the Thai Government to eliminate opium production,
which to be effective would require basic changes in the Miao

economy.
It was the inevitability of the changes and not any wish to advocate
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them that led me to accept the invitation. No anthropologist who has
enjoyed the opportunities his profession offers him to experience
cultural variety can welcome its diminution. No one who respected the
Miao could wish to see change imposed upon them. No one who had
come to know their stubborn independence could expect that outside
direction, even if they had initially requested it, would not bring
strain between them and the outside agents. But in a situation where
measures affecting the people were going to be introduced in any
case the difficulties and the loss could be reduced by knowledge
of their social organization and sentiments. It was because I felt I
knew the Miao and their opinions a little better than any other
foreigner who was likely to be invited as advisor that I accepted the
position.

During my stay at the Centre, and I believe subsequently, members
of the staff were encouraged to regard their role as one of representing
the tribespeople to the Government rather than the Government to the
people. They did not engage in the promotion of developmental
measures, which was the province of other sections of the Hill Tribes
Division of the Department of Public Welfare. The lack of a positive
involvement in planning by the Centre later brought criticism from
some Thai authorities ! but it did serve the purpose, in circles where its
reports were read or its voice listened to, of attuning policy to the
tribes’ desires, and in the political troubles which came later to the
tribal areas there were no instances of conflict between the people and
members of the Centre.

I took up the position in July 1964, and in 1965 the Tribal Research
Centre was established on the campus of the new University of
Chiengmai. My recommendation and hope, like those of Dr. Manndorf
before me, were that after the initial organizational phase the Centre
would become a part of the University. But whatever its location in the
Thai administrative structure—to which universities in Thailand alse
belong—it was from the start a wholly Thailand institution. Foreigners
might be employed on contract to fill temporary gaps in expertise but
the permanent staff were entirely Thai nationals. That they did not
include at the senior levels any hill tribesmen was a defect which could
be explained by the lack of literacy in the hills, although the centralism
of Government departments might also cause problems in their
employment.

In conjunction with Khun Wanat Bhruksasri, the Director of the
Centre, a research scheme was developed whjch comprised basic
socioeconomic studies, each to take two years, of the six main

1 Bhanthumnavin Krachang, ‘Overcoming the Problems of the Hill Tribes’, Spectrum,
S.E.A.T.O., Bangkok, Vol. 1, No. 1, October 1972, pp. 24-5.
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tribes.2 Because there were only two trained Thai anthropologists both of
whom were required for teaching at Chulalongkorn University it would
be necessary for foreign anthropologists to conduct the studies but each
should be linked to a local national who should first act as field assistant
and then be given opportunity for postgraduate study in anthropology.
The anthropologist was to have complete autonomy in the conduct of
his research and the free right to publish his findings independently.
The Centre itself had no funds to employ the anthropologists but could
offer those who did have independent means the services of a local
assistant, the use of a small library donated by the British Government,
and some logistic facilities in return for a copy of the research findings.

To initiate the scheme I began a more systematic study of the Blue
Miao with Nusit Chindarsi, a Sooei (Kui) tribesman graduated from
Thammasart University, as my assistant.3 We chose the settlement at
Meto because many of the people there were former residents of
Pasamliem. Either Nusit or myself or both of us were present in the
village for almost all the time between November 1964 and January
1966. After my return to Sydney Nusit spent long periods there until
he too came to Sydney for postgraduate study in March 1968.

In November 1966 I returned to Thailand as a member of the
United Nations Mission to enquire into the economic and social needs
of the opium-growing tribes and in this connection revisited Meto
briefly. The aerial photographs used in the detailed study of Meto
agriculture in this book were obtained through the United Nations
survey.

When the United Nations mission ended in March 1967 I again
took up residence in Meto with my wife, remaining there until June.
During this period, as well as collecting further economic data, I
completed an ethnographic film subsequently edited under the title
Miao Year. On this occasion the research was financed by a grant from
the Australian Research Grants Committee, the main funding body
for research in Australian Universities. I visited Meto briefly again in
October 1968, when returning from the Eighth International Congress
of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences in Tokyo.

In September 1970 I returned once more to Thailand as a member
of the second United Nations Mission to the opium-growing areas,
this time charged with the task of drawing up a pilot plan for the

2 A fuller description of the Centre is given in W. R. Geddes, ‘The Tribal Research Centre’,
in Southeast Asian Tribes and Minorities and Nations, ed. P. Kunstadter, Princeton, 1967, Vol. 2.
My ideas for the research scheme were derived from that composed for Sarawak in 1948 by
Dr. Edmund Leach, a scheme in which I played a part.

3 The Sooei, sometimes spelt Sooai and known also as Kui, do not belong to the Hill Tribe
category as it is applied in Thailand. They are a Mon-Khmer people who in Thailand are
located mainly in the Surin district near the Cambodian border. :
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replacement of opium in selected areas. Both before the beginning of
the mission and during it I spent some time in Meto and in the village
of Pa Khia, which was also populated partly by former residents of
Pasamliem and to which some Meto residents had by now migrated.

Thus the fieldwork which provides the basis for this book spans
twelve years and includes a total actual residence in Pasamliem and
Meto of over two years. The fact that experience of the Miao was not
confined to these two communities is the justification for the form the
book takes. It is divided into two parts. The first part comprises a
general description of Blue Miao society in Thailand. It should be
appreciated that like all generalizations it evens out the differences and
therefore it cannot be taken as a description of every Miao community,
many of which will differ from the model in greater or less degree.

The statements are kept general in this first part of the book for two
reasons. Firstly it would have defeated its purpose to load it with
specific examples. Secondly it did not attempt to be a full statistical
survey, and therefore to list instances confirming the model, which is
based on Meto practices, could have created a misleading impression
of certainty. On the other hand, exceptions where they were observed
are noted. The generalizations are, however, based on a wide survey.
During the two United Nations surveys I spent many weeks visiting
by helicopter Miao communities in all Provinces where Miao live.
Because the helicopter had to return to its base every night the in-
vestigations were superficial, but they did provide support for the
statements made here. Further study may well prove some of these
statements wrong as generalizations, but at least they were based on
fairly extensive sampling.

The second part of the book provides the detailed validation of the
generalizations in the case of Meto with comparative data from
Pasamliem. It concentrates on analysis of the economy and does not
give great detail on other aspects of the culture such as the religion. A
simple reason for this is that otherwise the book would have been too
long. A better reason is that Nusit Chindarsi who worked with me in
Meto has completed a thesis on the Meto religious system which is to
be published by the Siam Society.

The people of Meto knew that I was writing down for others to read
all the information given in this book. When the film Miao Year was
completed I took it back for a public showing in the village to be sure
of their approval before it was released.

It is to the people of Meto and to those not amongst them whom I
knew at Pasamliem that my first thanks must go for their co-operation,
friendship, and the general pleasure of living amongst them and
enjoying their countryside; particularly to Kalaow, Aitong, and the
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whole family of Bwotong. In the same special category as the Miao,
who now treat him as one of their own, is my friend, companion in the
hills, and colleague in the study, Khun Nusit Chindarsi.

To the Government of Thailand I am grateful for the complete
freedom given to me to pursue my studies and express my opinions.
My closest and most pleasant relationship in official circles was with
Khun Wanat Bhruksasri, the Director of the Tribal Research Centre,
but much help was received also from the Director and other officers of
the Department of Public Welfare, particularly Khun Prasit Disawat
and members of the Hill Tribes Division.

Most if not all the tribespeople living within the borders of Thailand
recognize the supreme status of the King, whose position they generally
regard as founded in the nature of the cosmic order and therefore
independent of the actual functioning of government. The faith in his
benignity has in the reign of the present monarch been justified in
reality by a deep and growing interest in their welfare. Since this study
was completed the King has made several visits to Meto and it has
become a principal village in the programme of assistance to the
tribes which he personally directs and largely finances.

Particular thanks are also due to the following organizations and
people: the Rockefeller Foundation; the United Nations Narcotics
Division; the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research
for assistance in the cost of the film; the Australian Research Grants
Committee; the Australian Embassy in Thailand and the Australian
Department of Foreign Affairs; Mr. Donald Gibson, the British Consul
in Chiengmai; Mr. Richard Wood, Mr. and Mrs. Wilfred Brown,
Mr. and Mrs. Stanley Sewell, and other friends in Chiengmai. My wife
spent much time with me in Meto aiding the study in very many ways.
Mrs. Annelise Momoh, my secretary, and Miss Margaret Hamon were
of great assistance in preparing the manuscript.
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NOTE ON THE NAME ‘HMONG’

SiNcE this manuscript was prepared for publication, a strong movement has
developed amongst the people with whom it is concerned, especially those in
Laos, for official recognition of their name as HMONG and for the subdivi-
sion of the people with whom the book deals to be called HMONG NJUA,
for which they would wish the English translation tobe GREEN HMONG.
The origin of the term MIAQ, and of its alternative form ME O, is discussed
in Chapter One. We chose to use it in the text and in the title of this volume
because of its long establishment in the literature, its international currency,
and the fact that it is still the official name in Thailand. For the same reasons,
we decided to use the translation of HMONG NJUA as BLUE MIAO.
Amongst the Thai people with whom we worked, as indeed amongst the
wider academic public for whom the book is intended, the name MIAO
had no derogatory connotations, but linked the people to a recognized heroic
history. Nevertheless, we support the wish of the people to become known by
their own traditional name and hope that official classifications will recognize
this desire.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE ORIGINS OF THE MIAO PEOPLE

SaviNA begins his History of the Miao with the words:

From time immemorial there has existed in China a race of men whose origin
we do not know. Living continuously on the heights, away from all other
Asiatics, these men speak a particular language unknown by all those who
surround them, and wear a special dress which is seen nowhere else.?

To most visitors the Miao do appear strikingly exotic, mainly because
of the characteristics to which Savina refers. Except in dress, however,
their distinctiveness is less than he suggests, and he himself proceeds
to penetrate at least some of the mystery surrounding their origins.

The Miao are first mentioned in Chinese history, he says, about the
twenty-seventh century B.c. when they were living in the basin of the
Yellow River. Concerned at the rapid expansion of the Chinese, they
attacked them. At first they had some success, but then the Chinese
grouped together under Huan-yuan and defeated the Miao who were
led by Tcheou-yu.

Huan-yuan later took the title of Hoang-ti, or the Yellow Emperor
of China. Tcheou-yu, who Savina says was the leader of the Miao, was
the person called by other writers CGh’ih-yu. This is the form of the
name used by Lin Yueh-Hwa in his translation of a work written by
Lo Jao-Tien in 1847 based upon a study of Chinese dynastic histories.2
Ch’ih-yu, writes the author, supplanted the Emperor Yu and caused
discord and degeneration in China before being defeated by the Yellow
Emperor.

That Ch’ih-yu did have some kind of ancestral connection with the
people who are today called Miao is indicated by the occurrence of his
name in legends reported from several different Miao groups. Thus
Hudspeth writes:

All the Miao people look back to a common ancestor chieftain Ch’ih-yu, who
was defeated by the Yellow Emperor of China at a date prior to the days
when Abraham went forth from Ur of the Chaldees to go into the land of
Canaan. Of Ch’ih-yu these aboriginals still sing in their deeply moving

LF. M. Savina, Histoire de Miao, Société des Missions étrangéres de Paris, 2nd ed., Hong
Kong, 1930, p. vii (all passages from Savina have been translated by the present author).

2 Lin Yeuh-Hwa, “The Miao-Man Peoples of Kweichow’, Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies,
Vol. 5, 1940. This gives a translation of the Miao-Man Section of the Ch’ien-man Chin-fang
chi-lueh written by Lo Jao-Tien in 1847.
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sagas of the sanguinary defeats inflicted on their ancestors by the
Chinese.3

Thus the first reported location of the Miao was in the part of China
which today constitutes the Province of Honan.

According to Savina the Miao continued to resist after their defeat
by the Yellow Emperor.

They also refused [he writes] to recognise the Emperors Yao, Choun, and U
the Great, and the two races continued to fight during the first centuries of
Chinese history, now in the basin of the Yellow River, now in the basin of the
Hoai. Towards the Twentieth Century people stopped talking of the Miao
of the Yellow River Basin. The Chinese Annals imply that they were rele-
gated to the bend of the Yellow River, near the present Chen-Si and Kan-
Sou. Those in the basin of the Hoai crossed the Blue River, steered towards
the lakes Tong-t’ing and Pouoyang . . .4

The Emperor Choun to whom Savina refers is the person whose
name is more commonly writteh Shun. He is believed to have held
power in the latter half of the twenty-fourth century B.c. As one writer
has put it, Chinese history previous to Shun and Yao is regarded, ‘even
by the Chinese, as confused and fabulous’.5 About this time reports
appear of a group known as the San-Miao. Although Savina does not
refer to them by this name, this must be the group which he says were
driven from the basin of the Hoai (Hwai). There are many references
to them by other writers. Lo Jao-Tien states:

In the reign of Kao-hsin a certain San-Miao chieftain seized the region
between the lakes Tung-t’ing [now Tung Ting] and P’éng-li [now Poyang]
and established a state . . . When Emperor Yao succeeded Kao-hsin . . . he
commissioned Chung and Li to attack the San-Miao, and they subdued them.
Afterwards, they rebelled again. When Emperor Shun was regent, he com-
missioned Yii to conquer and exterminate them. Yi drove their chieftain into
San-wei and kept him there.®

The anonymous writer in the Canton Miscellanie of 1831 states that the
earliest notice he has found of the Miao occurs in the Sze-shoo in the
fifth chapter of Mang-isze, or sayings of the celebrated philosopher
Mencius, where it says: ‘Shun. .. overcame and destroyed the San-
meaou at San-wei . . .” He adds: °. . . the commentator on the Sze-shoo

3 W. Hudspeth, Stone-Gateway and the Flowery Maio, Cargate Press, London, 1937, pp. 9—10.

4 Savina, 1930, p. viii.

5 Anonymous writer, ‘Observations on the Meaou-Tsze Mountaineers’, Canton Miscellanie,
Vol. 3, 1831, p. 199.

¢ Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1940, p. 271.
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explains the above by saying, “San-meaou is the name of a nation,
obstinate and ungratefully rebellious, which would not submit. Shun
defeated them and slew their King.””’7

Hudspeth says: ‘From the Shu Ching (the Chinese Book of History)
we learn that four thousand years ago the Miao-tzu were strongly
entrenched in Hunan, where they occasioned considerable trouble to
such historic figures as Shun and his redoubtable successor the Great
Yu.’8

Lake Tung Ting is in Hunan Province and Lake Poyang in north-
western Kiangsi. According to Lin Yueh-Hwa, San-wei was a mountain,
the location of which is a matter of dispute. Thus, putting the various
accounts together, it appears that the Miao were driven off the fertile
plains of both the Yellow River and the Yangtze River some time
between 2700 and 2300 B.C.

But does this mean that at the dawn of Chinese history the Miao
were then driven into a rougher habitat? Or were they relatively
recent incursors into the lowlands from mountain bases which they still
held?

There are some accounts which suggest that they had come from the
rugged regions of the west or north. An early Chinese work states that
the San-Miao were ‘a race who came from the Western wilderness,
whose face, eyes, feet, and hands resembled those of other people, but
under their arm-pits they had wings, with which, however, they were
unable to fly’.? ,

Savina says that the folklore of modern Miao groups imply that they
came from the north. He writes:

Miao traditions lead us within the polar circle to the country of snow, ice and
days and nights of six months. We are ignorant of the time this people spent
in the ice and darkness of the North and we are also ignorant of the date and
reason of their leaving them. Nor do we know why and when they left them,

7 The work referred to is more usually termed the Ssu shu or Sze shu: literally the Four Books
a compilation of four early Confucian texts made by Sung scholar Chu Hsi (A.p. 1130-1200).
The last book is Meng-tzu or Mencius, the sayings of the Confucian philosopher Meng-tzu
(372289 B.C.?), supposedly recorded by his disciples.

8 Hudspeth, 1937, p. 10. The Shu Ching, or Book of Histery, is a collection of documents
traditionally dating from the third millennium 8.c. to the early Chou period (up to the 8th
century B.C.) but containing forgeries of a much later date. It was probably compiled around
the 5th—grd centuries B.c., although traditionally ascribed to Confucius (551-479 B.C.).

92 This quotation occurs in the K’ang-hsi Dictionary compiled in the reign of the Emperor
Sheng-tsu (a.p. 1662-1722), the second emperor of the Ch’ing Dynasty, whose reign title
was K’ang-hsi. The quotation in the Dictionary is taken from the Shik-chi, or Historical
Records, compiled by Ssu-ma Ch’ien (14590 B.C.) of the Han dynasty. The reference was
first noted in the article in the Canton Miscellanie, 1831, p. 199, where it was attributed to the
‘She-ke’, a historical work of the ‘Hea’ dynasty. The exact reference was traced for me by
Dr. B. McDougall of the Department of Oriental Studies, University of Sydney. I am in-
debted to her also for identification of other Chinese references.
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what neighbours they had, or what track they took to reach the banks of the
Yellow River.10

However, Savina says that the polar regions were not their first home:
“Their traditions say this. Traditions which lead us further towards the
south. . ..> His only specification of the south is that it was ‘towards
the ruins of the Tower of Babel’.11

The theory of an ultimate southern origin is supported by Graham
also on the basis of Miao folklore. He says that the traditions of the
Ch’uan Miao, a group which he studied in Szechwan Province, point to
their previous residence in a hot climate, and from this he concludes
that they probably came from the torrid regions of India, Burma, or
Tonkin into China where they migrated as far north as the Yellow
River.12

Whatever the remoter origins of the Miao may have been, many of
the writers assume that in earliest historical times they had become
concentrated in the fertile basins first of the Yellow River and then of
the Yangtze River, and that they moved into the mountainous regions
from there. Savina says that after their defeat by the Chinese those in
the basin of the Yellow River were ‘relegated’ to the borders of Shensi
and Kansu. ‘Those in the basin of the Hoai steered towards the lakes
Tong-t'ing and Pouoyang (Lake Poyang), straggled through the
present Hou-Pe (Hupeh), Kiang-Si, and Hou-Nan, then reached the
mountain chain which separates the basin of the Blue River from the
basin of the West River, and followed it up as far as Koui-Tcheou
(Kweichow), from where the Chinese have never been able to dislodge
them, and where they still are today.”!3 He believes that Kweichow
was the base from which they then migrated into other provinces:
‘From the Mountains of Koui-Tcheou, the Miao swarmed bit by bit
into the neighbouring provinces, Louang-Si (Kiangsi), and Kouang-
Tong (Kwangtung) in the south, Se-Tchouan (Szechwan) in the north
and Yu-nan in the west.’ 14

Graham has them following a different route. He says that from the
Yellow River they retreated south to Kwangtung and Kwangsi where
some were taken captive and released in the highlands of Kweichow
and Szechwan. He states that there is no evidence that there were any
people ancestrally identifiable with the modern Miao in northern
Kweichow or southern Szechwan prior to the Sung dynasty (aA.D.

10 Savina, 1930, p. 261. Koppers has suggested a possible connection between the Miao and
the Tungus. (W. Koppers, ‘Tungusen und Miao’, Mitteilungen der Anihropologischen Gesellschaft
in Wien, 60 (1930), 306—19). 11 Savina, 1930, p. 261.

12D, C. Graham, ‘The Customs of the Ch’uan Miao’, Fournal of the West China Border
Research Society, Vol. 9, 1937, PP- 18—20

13 Savina, 1930, p. viii. 14 Thid.



THE ORIGINS OF THE MIAO PEOPLE 7

960-12%9), and that most modern groups there owe their origin to
forced immigration in Ming or early Manchu times.s

Although differing in details regarding the supposed movements of
the people, these accounts have in common the assumption that modern
Miao groups in highland southern China and beyond derive from the
populations of northerly river valleys 4,000 years ago. The concept is
of a single migratory group of people who advancing out of the mists of
antiquity met at the limit of the migration another group of people—
the Chinese—who drove them from the valleys, causing them to scatter
widely through the mountains. Yang, Beh, and Morse express this sim-
ple theory when they state that all the Miao are ‘presumably the modern
remnants of the San Miao whose original habitat, roughly speaking,
was in the lower Yangtse River Basin’. 16

The migratory behaviour of the Miao in recent times, especially
their advance through Yunnan and down the Indo-Chinese mountain
chains, is impressive, and it may have led to an oversimplified view of
the nature of their movements. Savina states that their migration is
‘one of the longest trecks that history has ever recorded, for it extends
along almost fifty centuries’,!” and he speaks of the Miao as ‘stranger
and traveller for five thousand years in the middle of other peoples of
China’,18

This can have poetic truth only. The striking modern movements of
the Miao are not simple journeys onwards from place to place but a
pioneering of new areas from bases which continue to be populated.
Although of much greater complexity because of the presence of other
different peoples, their movements may not be dissimilar to those which
have led to the peopling of other continents within perhaps much the
same time span. One of the purposes of this book is to seek an explana-
tion of the modern Miao movement, and we shall later propose an
ecological explanation in terms of their technology and environment.

The movement may have begun with their expulsion from the
Yangtze River Basin. But at least equally likely is the possibility that
their presence in the basin was a phase in a movement extending much
further back in time—a phase which may, however, have been a high
point in Miao culture because of the more settled mode of life and
greater density of population which valley living would allow.

We have already referred to the Chinese legends which state that the

15 D, C. Graham, ‘Note on the Ch’wan Miao of West China’, Man, 1939, Nos. 171-2, pp.
174-5- '

16 Stephen C. H. Yang, Y. T. Beh, and W. R. Morse, ‘Blood Groups of the Aboriginal
Ch’wan Miao of Szechwan Province, West China’, Man, 1938, No. 66.

17 Savina, 1930, p. viii. Perhaps, if present trends continue, after another fifty centurie
Chinese history too will be assumed to have begun with a similar long march.

18 Ibid., p. xi.
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Miao came ‘from the Western wilderness’. It will also be noted that
Lo Jao-Tien’s account, based on a study of the earliest Chinese written
documents, refers to the San-Miao chieftain as ‘seizing’ the region
between the lakes Tung Ting and Poyang. There are other indications
of an early connection with populations in Kweichow. Lo Jao-Tien
says that in ancient times the Emperor Yen married a daughter of a
chief of an area in the south of Kweichow. It was this Emperor who is
believed to have been supplanted by Ch’ih-yu, the legendary ancestor
of the Miao, who may also have originated in Kweichow. Lo Jao-Tien
also says that the influence and power of the San-Miao chieftain
extended to the present provinces of Yunnan, Kweichow, Szechwan,
and Kwangtung, and that ‘all the people of these places followed his
customs’.1®

These statements suggest that right at the dawn of their recorded
history the Miao were located in the southern regions and that even
then their strongest concentration may have been in Kweichow.
Certainly Chinese records do not support Graham’s contention that
people apparently identifiable as Miao came into Kweichow only
during and after Sung times. Lo Jao-Tien refers to a kingdom of
Tsang-ko in north-east Kweichow headed by a Miao which existed in
the time of Chou dynasty (1122256 B.C.).2°

The identification of Miao groups in ancient times is complicated by
the practice of Chinese conquerors of transferring leaders of peoples
they had overcome earlier to be overlords of newly conquered groups.
Thus it is said that at the time of the Warring States (481—221 B.C.)
Chuang Chiao, a general of Ch’u, destroyed Tsang-ko. He then
transported the clan of Ts-ai to be chiefs of the Miao there. Later
Emperor Wu of the Han dynasty (140-87 B.c.) transported four great
families of Szechwan, the Lung, Fu, Tung and Yin, to that region.2!

A sequel to this event is referred to by Ch’en Ting in his account of
his residence among the Chou Miao of Yunnan about A.p. 1667. He
writes:

During the time of the Three Kingdoms, two Lung brothers followed
Chu-k’o Liang [A.D. 181—234] against the southern barbarians. On account
of his merit, the elder was made prince of Eastern Yunnan and founded the
Lung clan. The younger was made prince of Southern Yunnan and founded
the Feng clan. Each changed part of his writien name. During later genera-
tions, these two clans were the chiefs of the Miao. They received their titles
from the Shu Han dynasty . . . Even now their houses are palatial.2

19 Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1940, p. 271.

2 Tbid. The account is derived from the Shi-chi and the Ck’ien-Han shu.

2 Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1940, p. 271.

22 7. K. Shryock, ‘Ch’en Ting’s Account of the Marriage Customs of the Chiefs of Yunnan
and Kweichow’, American Anthropologist, Vol. 36, 1934, p. 531.
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One may well ask whether the people whom Ch’en Ting refers to
as living in Yunnan almost 2,000 years ago were really of the same
ethnic stock as the people classified as Miao today. We shall discuss the
general question of identification later and note the confusion which
existed in Chinese classifications. Ch’en Ting appears to have encoun-
tered a mixture of peoples, probably because the noble family with
which he dwelt had suzerainity over a number of groups. But there are
distinct cultural resemblances between some of the people and Miao of
today. Thus he says: ‘The women wore short upper garments reaching
only to the waist, and long skirts. These skirts were of a hundred or
two hundred folds.’ 23

Graham may quite likely be correct in saying that ancestors of the
Ch’uan Miao he studied in Szechwan near the border of Kweichow
were brought by the Chinese as captives from Kwantung and Kwangsi, as
this was a practice the Chinese had apparently followed for centuries. But
long before this forced migration the Miao appear to have been widely
dispersed in the mountainous regions of all the southern provinces.

Lo Jao-Tien gives an account of the formation of a group known
as the Chung Miao in Yunnan. He writes:

During the period of the Five Dynasties (A.D. go7—60) the prince of Ch’u sent
soldiers to garrison Nan-ning?* and accordingly commanded them to keep
its Jand from generation to generation. These groups were desirous of differ-
entiating themselves from the Man people and accordingly took the surname
of their commander as their designation and called themselves Chung
people . . . Therefore, at the present time, the Chung Miao by reason of
their noble group still lord it over the Miao.?*

In a footnote Lin Yueh-Hwa quotes S. R. Clarke as saying “The term
Chung-chia is Chinese. Chung possibly means the second -of three
brothers; chia...means “Family” or ‘“Tribe”, and the term may
be used to convey the idea that they are inferior to the Chinese and
superior to the Miao.’ 26

Hints of an ancestral Chinese overlordship involving brothers also
occur in the mythology of the Meto Miao. Every household honours a
house spirit called Lau-tze.2” It is said that he was one of four Chinese
brothers to whom the people used to give offerings. One night he called
out from the darkness that all his brothers were dead and that in future
they should give offerings only to him. Although this was a lie, the people

 Shryock, 1934, p- 534-
2 This is not the same place as Nanning in Kwangsi. It was in north-east Yunnan.

25 Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1960, p. 277.

2 Jbid. The work referred to is Samuel R. Clarke, Among the Tribes in South-West China,
London, 1911.

21 In the spelling we have generally used, ‘Lowtsier’.
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adopted him as their protective household spirit from then onwards.

The echoes from the past are sufficiently numerous and clear to
indicate that people culturally identifiable with modern Miao were
living in Kweichow and neighbouring provinces of China at least 1,000
years ago and possibly for more than twice that length of time. The
preservation by the Miao of their ethnic identity for such a long time
despite their being split into many small groups surrounded by different
alien peoples and scattered over a vast geographical area is an out-
standing record paralleling in some ways that of the Jews but more
remarkable because they lacked the unifying forces of literacy and a
doctrinal religion and because the cultural features they preserved
seem to be more numerous.

Nevertheless the extent and constancy of their distinctiveness may
easily be over-estimated. Physical and cultural interchange with
neighbouring peoples must have occurred throughout their history.
The concept of two groups—the Miao and the Chinese—meeting first
on the Yellow River and each maintaining its original distinctiveness
in all subsequent encounters is certainly an over-simplification. The
Chinese who met the Miao on the Yellow River were probably much
different in their ancestry and customs from those who defeated the
San-Miao in the central Yangtse River area and very different again
from the Chinese in contact with the Miao in recent historical times in
Kweichow, Kwangsi, and Yunnan. The Miao, too, were probably
different in each case, but quite likely the Chinese had altered more
because they were a nation which expanded by absorbing many of the
peoples they met on the frontiers of their growing power.

Today the term ‘Han Chinese’ is frequently used to distinguish the
predominant people in China from the minority peoples. But even before
the Han dynasty (206 B.C.—A.D. 220) from which the term derives, the
Chinese were of composite origin. To quote a recent work by Moseley:

The empire of the Han dynasty, established on the basis of the unification of
China achieved by the preceding Ch’in dynasty (221206 B.C.), was already,
it appears, a ‘multinational state’, for one of the former feudal states incor-
porated in it, the state of Ch’u in the middle Yangtze valley, is thought to
have been inhabited by a T’ai people. The regionalism of the “‘Han Chinese’
is as old as this, too: for instance, the distinctiveness of the Szechuanese in the
west can be traced to the State of Shu which had a quasi-independent
existence prior to the Ch’in unification. Under the T’ang dynasty [A.D. 618
9o7] . . . the Cantonese area in south-coastal China . . . was welded into the
empire; and under Ming (A.D. 1368-1644), Yunnan and the southwest were
effectively incorporated.?®

28 George Moseley, (ed.), The Party and the National Question in China, The M.L.T. Press,
Cambridge, Mass., 1966, pp. 11-12.
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The reference to Ch’u as possibly comprising a T’ai people is
interesting, for it was said to have subdued the Miao kingdom of
Tsang-ko. If this is true, it shows that not only the relationships be-
tween the Chinese and the Miao but also those between the Thai and
the Miao have a very long history and that their character now is not
so very different from what it was 2,000 years ago.

Amongst the peoples absorbed into the Chinese nation, or into the
regional elements of it, there may have been some, or even many, Miao.
Certain writers,?° noting points of resemblance between the culture of
modern Miao and that of the Chinese, conclude that this indicates
that the Miao have become ‘sinicized’ in all these respects. The Miao
must, of course, have been influenced by the millennia of contact, but
there is no good reason to assume that the cultural influence was all in
one direction. History, the handmaiden of patriotism, naturally
reflects the Chinese view because the Chinese were the only people
able to write it.

Whether the Miao who survived as a distinguishable people were
merely those who, because they were living in remote areas, were less
subject to contact and conquest, or whether they represented the bulk
of the people whose way of life was preserved by a strong sense of
ethnic identity, is a question which probably can never be answered
satisfactorily. But if an answer could be given it would not be irrelevant
to the modern situation in which governments are forming policies
towards the Miao and other minority peoples. Edmund Leach 3 seems
to imply that ethnic identities can change easily according to the
dictates of economic and political circumstances. This theory, attractive
to proselytizers and administrators of every faith and political persua-
sion, could be dangerous if it gave apparent scientific backing to a view
which is incorrect. Therefore it is useful to speculate on the answer
even if the result is only to preserve a measure of doubt.

Miao groups in China today do present gradations of similarity to
Chinese in economic and, to a lesser extent, in cultural practices. But
even in cases where the resemblance is closest there appears to be a
strong sense of separate identity reinforced particularly by a lack of
intermarriage. Nearly every writer refers to this factor. For instance,
Mickey in her account of the Cowrie Shell Miao in Kweichow states
that despite much intermixing with other peoples including the
Chinese at markets the Miao marry only amongst themselves.3!

2 For example, Ruey Yih-Fu, “The Magpie Miao of Southern Szechuan’, Social Structure
in South-East Asia, ed. G. P. Murdock, Chicago, 1960, p. 145.

30 E, R. Leach, Political Systems of Highland Burma, G. Bell and Sons, London, 1954.

31 P. M. Mickey, The Cowrie Shell Miao of Kweichow, Peabody Museum, Harvard, 1947,

p-9.
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Ch’en Ting in his account of the Chou Miao written in mid-seven-
teenth century says: ‘These Miao were never married to ordinary
Chinese.’ 3 The same feature is noted in Miao groups outside China.
Thus Bernatzik, writing of the Thailand Miao, says: ‘I could not find
a single instance of a Miao who married outside his tribe.’ 33 Savina
records that the Miao of Tonkin explained their mountain living by
saying: ‘If we descend into the plains, our girls would marry people
who do not belong to our race.’ 34 _

In a more general statement Savina says: ‘The various people
encountered by the Miao during the fifty centuries of their history are
the I in the north and east, the Man, the Chinese, and the Thai in the
south, and the Lolo and the Tibetans in the west. We have already seen
that Miao beliefs are different from those of these peoples from whom
they have borrowed practically nothing.’3% Although this statemert
cannot be taken at its face value, it is indicative of the general view
expressed of Miao independence.

That the Miao lived independently in the mountains at least for
several centuries is indicated in the reports of the first European
observers. The Jesuit missionary, Gabriel de Magaillans, who travelled
over all the principal parts of China, arriving there in 1640 and re-
maining in the country until his death at Peking in 1677, wrote:

The independent mountaineers of Sze-chuen, Yun-nan, Kwei-chau, and
Kwang-si, pay no tribute to the emperor, nor yield him any obedience, being
governed by absolute princes, whom the Chinese call ‘local or native lords’,
and ‘local or native officers’. Their towns are, for the most part, environed
with high mountains and steep rocks, as if nature had taken particular care of
their fortification. Within these mountains lie extensive plains and fields, and
many towns and villages. Though they speak the Chinese, they have a par-
_ ticular language also, and their manners and customs are likewise somewhat
different from those of the sons of Han. Nevertheless, their complexion and
the shape of their bodies are altogether alike, but as to their courage, you
would think them to be quite another nation; the Chinese stand in fear of
them; so that after several trials which they have made of their prowess, they
have been forced to let them live at their own liberty, and to consent to a
free intercourse and traffic with them.3¢

THE MEANING OF THE TERM ‘MIAO’
Although some of the mountaineers whom Gabriel de Magaillans
was describing were probably of the same cultural category as the

modern Miao, it is unlikely that they all were. Often the term ‘Miao’
32 Shryock, 1934, P- 531. :
33 Bernatzik, H. A., dkha und Meau, Wagner, Innsbruck, 1947, p. 109.
34 Savina, 1930, p. 174. 35 Ibid., p. 261.
36 Quoted from W. Lockhart, ‘On the Miautsze or Aborigines of China’, Transactions of the
Ethnological Society, London, No. 1, 1861, pp. 182-3.
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has been used as a general name for all the mountainous people, or
even all the non-Chinese, of the southern regions. Lin Yueh-Hwa says
that since Ming times the term has become as broad as the term ‘Man’,
embracing all groups of the barbarous people. He points out, however,
that in earlier times the term was used with greater precision. The
Yuan shi lei pien compiled by Shao Yuan-p’ing (A.D. 1662-1722)
indicates that even during the Yuan dynasty (A.p. 1279-1368) it was
applied to a distinctive group of people who were subdivided into the
Hua (Flowery) Miao, the Pai (White) Miao, and the Ch’ing (Blue)
Miao. During Ming times a fivefold division was made into Flowery,
White, Blue, Black, and Red Miao.3” This categorization was followed
by Lao Jao-Tien in his work on Kweichow printed in 1847, from which
we have drawn some of the preceding historical speculation.38

The term ‘Miao’ was used more than 2,000 years ago in both the
Shu Ching and the Shik Chi.3° Although the evidence is slender, we
have given reasons why the people so designated may have been
cultural ancestors of the modern Miao.

The character for ‘Miao’ in Chinese writing is generally said to be a
compound term composed of one symbol meaning ‘plants’ and one
meaning ‘fields’. On this basis various interpretations have been made.
Williams, writing in the Chinese Repository of 1845, says: “The word
Miao is a compound term, formed by the two words tsaz, plants, and
tien, fields; and Morrison in his Dictionary defines it thus, ‘grain
growing in a field; the first budding forth of any plants; numerous
descendents etc.’4? An implication here could be that it referred to the
great number of barbarians encountered. Graves, writing for the
Chinese Recorder in 1869, says that the term means ‘grass springing up in
a field’ and hence designates ‘wild uncultivated tribes’.4! Frequently it
is assumed to indicate that the Chinese regarded the Miao as autoch-
thonous. For example Jamieson writes that the Chinese divided the
peoples they encountered into four great classes—Man (meaning ‘wild’
or ‘ignorant’), T°u, Miao, and Yao. ‘Miao,” he says, means ‘plant-
shoot’ and this indicates that the Chinese considered they were the
product of the soil, ‘which shows that they were there before the arrival
of the Chinese’.42

Generally most writers have taken the name to mean aboriginal

37 Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1940, pp. 278-9, n. 50. 38 Ibid., p. 278.

% See above, p. 8. The Shik Chi was compiled by Ssu-ma Ch’ien (145-go B.c.) of the
Han Dynasty (206 B.C.—A.D. 220).

4 E. W. Williams, ‘Notices of the Miao-Tze or Aboriginal Tribes Inhabiting Various
Highlands in the Southern and Western Provinces of China Proper’, Chinese Repository, Vol.
14, No. 3, 1845, p. 106.

“t R. H. Graves, ‘The Miao-Tze’, Chinese Recorder, Vol. 2, 1869~70, p. 1.
42 C. E. Jamieson, ‘The Aborigines of West China’, China Journal of Science and Arts, Vol. 1,

1923, p. 380.
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tribes with the added connotation of ‘uncivilized’. This view, however,
has been disputed by some writers. Lacouperie in his book on the
languages of China before the Chinese has the following argument.
‘Miao-tse’, he says, was translated as ‘son of the soil’ by the old sinol-
ogists, but they had been led astray by the modern character analysis
of Chinese writing. The character Mzao has been regarded as com-
posed of the particle ‘herbs’ and the particle ‘fields’. If one takes ‘tse’
to mean ‘child’ or ‘son’, the interpretation ‘son of the soil’ can then be
made. But in fact the ancient form of the character Miao represented a
cat’s head and meant ‘cat’. This was probably because their strongly
vocalized language seemed to resemble the miaowing of a cat.*3
Graham, too, although accepting the meaning ‘sons of the soil’, states
that the word is similar to the Chinese word for ‘cat’ and suggests that
it may have been related to the speech of the people.44

It is difficult to believe that Chinese seriously thought that there was
any resemblance between feline utterance and Miao speech, which in
most of its sounds resembles their own. There have been other cat
associations made for the Miao, by outsiders or by themselves, which
could account slightly more plausibly for the name if in fact it does
bear any relationship to the symbol for cat.

In early accounts of the Miao there are frequent references to their
having tails. Thus the Dictionary compiled under the direction of the
Emperor in the reign K’ang-hsi (A.D. 1662—1722) states of the Miao
that ‘according to popular notion they are said to have tails’.45 The
belief persisted for a long time. Lockhart writing in 1861 says: ‘One
tribe, inhabiting Li-po hien, is called yau-jin, wild men, and although
they occasionally come down to Canton to trade, the citizens of that
place firmly believe them to be furnished with short tails like monkeys.’46
Thwing, writing in 1896, says that he was told by the Cantonese that
-Miao children have tails which drop off when they are twenty days
old.#” The implication of the cat association therefore seems to be the

43 Albert Terrien de Lacouperie, The Languages of China Before the Chinese: Researches on the
Languages Spoken by the Pre-Chinese Races of China Proper Previously to the Chinese Occupation,
London, 1887, p. 108. This is referred to by A. Schotter, ‘Notes Ethnographiques sur les
Tribus de Kouy-tcheou (Chine)’, Anthropos, Vol. 3, 1908, p. 405. Schotter considers the term
Miao as synonymous with Yao and, in a complicated explanation, suggests that there could
be a connection with the ideographic sign for a cat’s head in ancient writing.

4 D. C. Graham, ‘The Customs of the Ch’uan Miao’, Journal of the West China Border
Research Society, Vol. 9, 1937, p. 18.

45 Quoted in Graves, 1869—70, p. 1. Graves refers to the work as ‘Kang IT’. K’ang-hsi is the
reign title for the Emperor Sheng-tsu, the second emperor of the Ch’ing dynasty.

46 Lockhart, 1861, p. 181.

41 E. W. Thwing, ‘A legend of the Tus’, China Review, Hong Kong, Vol. 22, 18969, p. 781.
‘Iu’ is a name sometimes used for the Yao tribe, and the people of whom both Lockhart and
Thwing were writing were probably Yao, but their use of the term Miao suggests that the
belief had a more general application to all the tribes subsumed under the general term
‘Miao’.
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same as that implied by the other derivation of the name: the Miao
were a wild species.

Sometimes the Miao associate themselves with a more formidable
species. In Meto we were told by Lowtong, the head of the community,
that all people have signs of tails, clearer in some cases than in others.
The tails are a manifestation of the commonalty of species between
men and tigers. All tigers are believed to belong to Miao clans and when
one is killed divination horns should be cast to determine the clan to
which it belongs, although there is no taboo on eating it.

The characteristics of the tiger-man category are believed to range
from purely tiger to purely human qualities. Along the range individuals
have greater or less potentiality to assume either the tiger or the human
form. Not all men have been tigers or all tigers men but there is a
danger of men turning into tigers after death, particularly the first and
last born in a family. It is said that a tiger with five distinct claws in-
stead of four is definitely human.

One explanation given in Meto of the Miao custom of wearing silver
neck rings was that it kept persons human. It was said that once upon
a time two people died. When the first was buried, tigers came to the
grave to call the spirit to join them. People saw them and shot them.
In the second case no one was around, so the spirit broke out of the
grave. Although tiger hairs were beginning to sprout it still had the
appearance of 2 human being and was still wearing its neck rings. The
neck rings were irritating it so it begged a passer-by to take them off.
When he did so it ran away into the jungle as a tiger.4®

Belief in association between men and tigers has been reported from
many Miao areas.*® Several stories of the Ch’uan Miao in Szechwan
recounted by Graham have lycanthropy as their theme.5® At least
three of the stories record a further transformation into a cat. In one
the first cat possessed by a Miao family was said to have originated
from half a tiger’s liver.5! In another a tiger wishing to capture a bad
Chinese official transformed himself into a cat and the official into a

48 Today tigers are uncommon in the Meto region. Only two were reported during our
residence there. Both were believed to be people who had died. The second case was in 1965
just before Sitoa died. It was said that ten years before he had had a love-affair with a girl
but her parents would not allow her to marry him. She later died. The sickness which led to
Sitoa’s death coincided with the appearance of the tiger, which was thought to be his lover
calling him. When he died the tiger was seen no more.

49 I, de Beauclair, ‘Culture Traits of Nine Chinese Tribes in Kwei-chow Province, South-
West China’, Sinologica, Vol. 5, Zurich, 1956, p. 33. He says that in the high mountains of
south-east China the ‘Raw Miao’ (believed to be the same as the Black Miao) believe the
dead may change into tigers and attack people to eat their blood. .

50 D, C, Graham, Songs and Stories of the Ch’uan Miao, Smithsonian Institute, Washington,
1954.

51 ITbid., p. 16.
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mouse so that he could carry him off from his house without alerting
the guards.>2

MIAO AND CHINESE CLASSIFICATIONS

The general term which the Miao use for themselves, whether in
China or beyond, is ‘Hmong’, or some close approximation to it. A
secondary word or words indicates the sub-grouping to which they
belong. Savina lists ten sub-groupings, or ‘tribes’, and says ‘this is about
all.’53 He adds. ‘As one can see, we are far from the fifty or hundred
tribes and dialects of the Miao which supposedly exist in Koui-tcheou,
but which, in reality, have never existed except in the imagination of
the Chinese.’ 54

Chinese accounts do indeed often show a multiplicity of names.5
Lo Jao-Tien lists fifty-three sub-divisions in Kweichow but states that
there were five major groupings to which many of the others were
subsidiary: the Pai (White), the Hua (Flowery), the Ch’ing (Blue),
the Hei (Black), and the Hung (Red).5¢ Analysing Lo Jao-Tien’s
account, Lin Yueh-Hwa concludes that the fifty-three sub-divisions,
which include some peoples other than Miao, indicate that the Miao
proper comprised ten groups 3’—which interestingly is the same number
as given by Savina, although comparison of the names is difficult
because Lo Jao-Tien gives the Chinese terms whereas Savina uses the
Miao dialect names.

Most frequently the Chinese distinguished the various groups by the
colour of their clothing, as in the case of the five major groupings listed
by Lo Jao-Tien, but a variety of other characteristics were used also,
such as geographical location, topography, items in use for decoration
and exchange, habits or physical attributes often of an uncompli-
mentary kind, making up a weirdly exotic list: the Western Miao, the
Eastern Miao, the Steep Slope Miao, the Trumpet Miao, the Robe-
Wearing Miao, the Pot-Ring Miao, the Iron-Making Miao, the
Tooth-Knocking Miao, the Dog-Ear Miao, the Horse-Saddle-Flap
Miao, the Crow-Sparrow Miao, the Magpie Miao, and so on.58

The assumption that the names which Miao groups apply to them-
selves are also based on the colour of their clothing has probably been
a cause of confusion because it is at best only sometimes true. When the
Miao do use a colour term it may not refer to their clothing. Even if it

52 Tbid., p. 139- 53 Savina, 1930, p. Xv. 54 Thid.

55 Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1940, Appendix A, p. 328, summarizes Chinese classifications which
have as many as 82 groups. .

56 Thid., p. 278. 57 Ibid., p. 283, n. 62.

58 All the names except the last are from Lo Jao-Tien’s list (see Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1940, pp.

279-83). The last is from Mickey, 1947, who states (p. 5) that in Kweichow there are as
many as 80 or go different names in use locally by the Chinese.
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does, it is not necessarily the same term which the Chinese have chosen
to designate that group because the costumes of many Miao are
multicoloured. One writer has described them as ‘marvels of barbaric
beauty’.5® Therefore choices of names tend to be arbitrary. For this
reason it cannot be assumed that a group called by a particular name
in China is. identical with a group called by the same name else-
where.

In the case of the Blue Miao of Thailand, with whom our study
deals, the identity of name cannot therefore be regarded as strong
evidence that they belong to the same group of people as those whom
Chinese writers have called Blue (Ch’ing) Miao. The brief descriptions
of the Ch’ing given by Lo Jao-Tien and others suggest that they do not.
Can we then discover a more likely identification for them?

In his History of the Miao, Savina writes: “The Miao dialect which is
most different from the others and which is also the widest spread is
that of the green Miao, Hmong ngioa, whom the Chinese, for some
reason or other, call red Miao, Houng Miao.’ 5% The name by which
the Blue Miao of Thailand call themselves is Hmong njua. Savina’s
term ‘ngioa’ is probably a different rendering of this term. The exact
translation of ‘njua’ is open to debate because the Miao system of
colour classification differs slightly from the European system. The
term can be applied to certain ranges of blue, such as the blue of the
sky, but most frequently it designates green. Lyman translates ‘Hmong
njua’ as Green Miao.5! The translation Blue Miao has been used here
simply because that is the established name for the group in Thailand,
probably because of an assumption that it refers to the basic colour of
the costume.

In the statement just quoted Savina identifies the group with that
called by the Chinese the Red Miao, or ‘Houng Miao’. However,
Lo Jao-Tien’s description of this group, called by Lin Yueh-Hwa in
his translation the ‘Hung Miao’, and of its sub-division the ‘Hung-t’ou
Miao’ does not suggest great similarity.

Of all the groups described by Lo Jao-Tien the one which has most
points of similarity with the Blue Miao of Thailand is the Chung-chia
Miao. He says:

The women cover their rolls of hair with flowery cloth. Their skirts are long
and minutely pleated with more than twenty pleats. Their upper garments

5 B, G. Tours, ‘Notes on an Overland Journey from Chungking to Haiphong’, Geographical
FJournal, Vol. 62, No. 2, 1923, p. 125.

% Savina, 1930, p. XV.

61 Thomas A. Lyman, ‘Green Miao (Meo) Spirit-Ceremonies’, Ethnologica, Neue Folge,
Band 4, Brill, Cologne, 1968, p. 1. Also personal correspondence. The Thai may refer to the
group as Meo Khiaw, which is usually translated as ‘green’ but may be translated as ‘blue’,
or as Meo dam, meaning ‘Black Miao’.
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are very short. They wear at their waists a piece of coloured cloth, like a sash,
which is pieced with blue cloth. By nature they are diligent in weaving. They
take the twelfth moon as the beginning of the year . . . Each year in the first
month of spring, the ‘Moon Dance’ is held. Out of coloured cloth they make
small balls called coloured balls. Aiming at their favorites they throw them . . .
In mourning they slaughter cattle and summon their kindred and friends . . .
They use large jars to hold wine. .. In burial they use coffins... When
sick, they take no medicine, but prefer (to rely on) witchcraft and
ghosts.%%

With very minor differences all these features occur with the Blue
Miao of Thailand but are not found in combination in other groups
which we have seen described. The resemblance is reinforced in the
accounts of the Chung-chia Miao by other writers. Sainson makes
reference to the ‘sailor collar’ which is a feature of the costume of Blue
Miao girls in Thaliand: ‘Les femmes se couvrent la téte avec de la
toile noire a la fagon d’un bonnet de bonze et y cousent des coquilles
marines: elles ont une veste et une jupe en toile de diverses couleurs.” ¢3
Their characteristic skirt of many pleats is mentioned in ZYen-chiao
chi-wen written by T’en Ju-ch’eng in A.p. 1558.54

Chinese manuscripts of unknown origin purchased by Playfair in
Peking and reviewed by him in 1876 describe some customs of the
‘Chung-chia’ or ‘Chung Clan’ living in the area mentioned by Lo
Jao-Tien. We are told that the women wear pleated skirts and gay-
coloured sashes. At the beginning of the year they have a dancing
festival at which ‘they make balls of coloured cloth; any one of the
dancers may throw this at the person best liked of the opposite sex.
Without further ceremony the two set out on a honeymoon trip without
being subjected to any interference.’ %5 This is a truncated but never-
theless unmistakeable description of the courting ball game at the New
Year festival at Meto.

The same manuscripts describe close neighbours of the Chung Miao
‘called ‘Hua-miao’ or ‘Embroidery-Weaving Miao’ saying that they
make hair-dresses of horse-hair and mark their cloth with wax before
dyeing which when removed leaves the designs apparent. Several of
the clan names mentioned, such as Chang, Li, Ma, and Yang, are the
same as clan names at Meto and elsewhere in the Blue Miao area of
Thailand today.%®

62 Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1940, pp. 292-3.

63 Camille Sainson, Nan-tchao ye-che, Histoire particuliére de Nantchao, Paris, 1904, p. 185.
Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1940, p. 292, n. 133, also notes this reference.

64 Quoted by Lin Yueh-Hwa, ibid.

65 G. M. H. Playfair, “The Miaotzu of Kweichow and Yunnan from Chinese descriptions’,
China Review, Vol. 5, 18767, p. 94- See also W. Geil, Eighteen Capitals of China, Constable,
London, 1911, p. 132, for reference to the ball game amongst the Chung Miao.

96 Playfair, 1876-7, p. 95. ’
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The Chung-chia as a whole cannot be identified with the Miao. They
are normally classified as a sub-category of the Chuang group, which
includes the Tai peoples. In China the Chuang form the largest
nationality after the Chinese, numbering approximately 7 million. The
Chung-chia, also called Puyi by the Chinese, are the largest of the
sub-groups with a population of about 1} million located in south-west
Kweichow and Yunnan.

Amongst the Chung-chia, however, there appear to be some groups
which have had intimate connections with the Miao. Bruk remarks
that in the central part of Kweichow they ‘live together with the
Miao’. %7 Lin Yueh-Hwa refers to the ‘Chung-chia Miao’ although, on
the basis of Lo Jao-Tien’s statements, he differentiates them from the
‘Miao proper’ whom he concludes consist of ten groups (some of which
are subsidiary to others): the Pai Miao, Hua Miao, Ch’ing Miao, Hei
Miao, Hung Miao, Shan Miao, Ch’ing-t’ou Miao, Hung-t'ou Miao,
La-pa Miao, and Kao-p’o Miao. The Chung-chia Miao, he says, may
form an independent category.%® Other writers have mentioned cultural
features of the Chung-chia not shared with the Miao of Thailand—
such as building their houses on piles—and it has been suggested that
their language belongs to the Thai-Shan group.®® Lo Jao-Tien says
that they are a noble group founded by Ma Yin, Prince of Ch’u, who
migrated with five other families from southern Kwangsi during the
time of the Five Dynasties7? (A.p. go7—60) and that they still lord it
over the Miao.

This statement may hold the key to the situation. Although there
are probably many Chung-chia groups who have little or no Miao
connection, there may be other groups formed from a Miao population
subjected to a Chung-chia overlordship resulting over the centuries in
a unique cultural blend. Chinese contact—using the word Chinese in
its broadest sense—and probably Chinese overlordship at various times
in their history, has clearly left marks on many Miao groups. In
Thailand the Blue Miao commonly attribute to the Chinese certain
cultural elements, such as the titles given to sons to indicate their order
of birth,7! and their household gods. Although they seem to be without

67 S. 1. Bruk, Peoples of China, Mongolian Peoples Republic and Korea. (Naselentye Kitaya,
M.N.R. i Korei) Moscow, Academy of Sciences, U.S.8.R., Institute of Ethnography imeni
N. N. Miklukho-Maklay, 1959; translated by U.S. Joint Publications Research Service, No.
8710, Washington, D.C., 1960, p. 26.

68 Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1940, p. 283, n. 62.

® V. K. Ting, ‘On the Native Tribes of Yunnan’, China Medical Journal, Vol. g5, 1921,
PP- 163-4. This and references to later similar classifications are noted by Lin Yueh-Hwa,
1940, in Appendix A, p. 328.

7 Lin Yueh-Hwa, 1940, p. 291.

71 The birth order titles are: Laotow, Laolier, Laosang, Lowsier, Laowu, Laoliu, Laochi.
The term ‘lac’ would appear to be the common Chinese term for older person and the
suffixes, except apparently the first one, variants of terms for numerals in Mandarin.
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any sense of subservience to the Chinese as people, they respect them
as traditional teachers and regard Chinese culture, in a way, as a
‘father culture’.

Part of their regard is no doubt due to Chinese literacy. The Miao
frequently inscribe by careful copying Chinese characters denoting
ancestral names on the small silver plates which are attached by silver
chains to their neck rings. They do not, however, consciously accept
their own illiteracy as an aspect in which they are inferior to the
Chinese. At Pasamliem I was told by some of the people that long ago,
when they were still in China, they had a book like the Chinese. But
one day it got cooked up and was eaten by them with their rice. The
implication of this story was not, as I at first thought, that the Miao
thereby lost access to the knowledge in the book. On the contrary, it
indicated that they no longer needed the book because they had
absorbed the knowledge.”2

MIAO LANGUAGE AND ITS DIALECTS

More detailed information of the various Miao groups in China,
particularly in regard to language, is necessary before we can decide
which is the most likely cultural parent of the Blue Miao of Thailand.
But whatever the parent group—whether it be Hung, or Ch’ing, or
Chung or one of the other major sub-divisions—it is almost certainly
not derived in the main from Chinese stock. If the Miao groups had
been formed from various intermixtures of peoples occurring at widely
separated times in history, their languages might also have been
expected to show wide diversity. But this is not the case. Although there
are dialect differences between the groups, their speeches are mutually
intelligible so that we may speak of a general Miao language.

The correct linguistic classification of the language has been the
subject of much debate. It now appears to be fairly generally agreed
that the language belongs to the Sino—Tibetan group, although exactly
how it should be classified within the group remains uncertain.
Haudricourt 73 says that there is a strong Chinese overlay in the lan-
guage but that the form of the words in this overlay shows that they are
recent borrowings. Another part of the vocabulary has strong affinities
with Burman, a member of the Tibeto-Burman branch of the Sino-

72 A story in similar vein is reported by Graham from the Ch’uan Miao. In earliest times
the Miao and Chinese were all one family. The Miao were descendants of the older brother
and the Chinese of the younger. But in the centuries that followed the Chinese became more
powerful and denied their common ancestry, so that now the Miao are the younger and
weaker brothers and the Chinese the older and stronger. (D. C. Graham, ‘“More notes about
the Chwan Miao’, Fournal of the West China Border Research Society, Vol. 3, 1926—9, p. 112).

73 A. G. Haudricourt, ‘Introduction a la phonologie historique des langues Miao-Yao’,
Bulletin de I’Ecole frangaise d’extréme-orient, Vol. 44, 1947-50.

(49
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Tibetan family. On their map of ethno-linguistic groups of mainland
South-East Asia, Le Bar and others provide a separate classification
within the Sino-Tibetan group for Miao—Yao.74

It appears also as if the major sub-divisions of the Miao came into
being at a fairly early stage because the dialect distinctions are pre-
served over a wide area. Savina writes: ‘All the Miao dialects have this
in particular and that is that they do not vary from place to place. Thus
the white Miao, or the black or yellow Miao of Laos and Tonkin speak
exactly the same language as their fellows in Yunnan, Se-tchouan and
Koui-tcheou. It is the same with all the other Miao.” 75 Although we
are having difficulty in identifying the exact affiliations in China of
the Blue Miao, the other main group in Thailand, the White Miao,
appear to have very close dialect affinities with the Pai (white) Miao
of China.”®

THE MIAO AS ONE PEOPLE

Despite the differences in dialect and other cultural features between
the major sub-divisions, or ‘tribes’ as they have sometimes been called,
the Miao do have an over-all sense of being one people vis-¢-vis all the
non-Miao in the world. At least in the case of the Blue and the White
Miao in Thailand this sense of unity is reflected in the fact that inter-
marriage between them is quite common whereas it almost never
occurs with different ethnic groups.

The sense of unity exists even though there are normally no political
unions wider than villages or village clusters. Indeed this may be a
reason for it. Tribal lines in territory or political organization appear
never to have been drawn. The wider temporary alliances which have
come into being in response to outside threats have lasted only as long
as the threats, and in any case have often included portions of different
dialect groups. Therefore the unifying forces of common language and
general common culture could operate without political impediment
to create a sense of being one people. Thus when the word ‘tribe’ is used,
as it is in Thailand, to describe all the Miao people it is not without
meaning, although it may be regarded anthropologically as a loose
usage of the term. If the word is so used to designate all Miao then the
major sub-divisions, such as the Blue and the White Miao, may be
called ‘sub-tribes’.

That there is a general cultural resemblance between Miao groups
from widely separated areas is indicated in the descriptions of various

7 Frank M. Le Bar, Gerald C. Hickey, and John K. Musgrave, Ethnolinguistic Groups of
Mainland Southeast Asia (Map), Human Relations Area File, New Haven, Conn., 1664.

75 Savina, 1930, p. Xv.

76 Broadcasts from Communist radio stations somewhere north of the Thailand border
were using this dialect in 1965.
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writers. One of the best accounts of a group in China is that by Ruey
Yih-Fu of the Magpie Miao in southern Szechuan. I quote from his
description at some length in order that the parallels may be seen with
our later description of the Blue Miao community at Meto in Thailand.
The Magpie Miao live in villages, occasionally compact but normally
consisting of a cluster of separate hamlets. Unlike most of the Thailand
Miao, they have some wet rice ‘raised in padi on the rare stretches of
level ground, along the river banks, and behind terraces laboriously
constructed on the lower slopes of the mountains’, but they also grow
other crops by ‘slash-and-burn techniques on the higher mountain
slopes’. Cloth is woven from hemp, is dyed dark blue or patterned by
batik, and is sometimes elaborately embroidered. '

The case of the Miao hamlet [writes Ruey], or occasionally of an entire
village, is a localized patrilineal kin group, consisting mainly of the families
of men who bear the same surname. . . the normal residential unit is the
patrilocal extended family of the small or lineal type . . . not infrequently . . .
extended families of considerable size do occur. These seem, however, to
reflect the influence of the Han Chinese family organization.””

Ruey attributes several basic features of Magpie Miao social structure
to Chinese influence—not only the extended family but also their
patrilineal system and their system of patrilocal residence. These,
however, are general features at least of all the Blue Miao groups in
far-away Thailand. If they were adopted from the Chinese, they must
have been adopted long ago and are now fully established in Miao
culture.

THE ORIGIN OF PEOPLES IN THE MIAO VIEW

The Miao sense of tribal integrity is supported not only by similarities
of language, custom, and social structure which facilitate inter-personal
and inter-group relationships, but also by similarities of mythology.
For example, in widely separated areas the story the people give to
explain their own origin is roughly the same.”8

Savina’s version of the story, presumably collected in Tonkin, follows:

After the creation of the heavens and the first man, people had lived on the
earth for 9,000 years. That year two brothers who worked in the same field
noticed that someone was coming at night to undo all they had done in the
day. They waited and watched and saw an old man who filled in the furrows
they had dug. The elder of the brothers wanted to kill him but the younger
told him they should first ask him why he was doing this. He told them that

77 Ruey, Yih-Fu, ‘The Magpie Miao of Southern Szechuan’, in Social Structure in Southeast
Asia, ed. G. P. Murdock, Chicago, 1960, pp. 144-5.

78 There are other stories also common to many different areas explaining the creation of

the heavens and the first man, events which occurred ages before the flood described above.
The story is also reported from Kweichow by Geil (Geil, 1911, pp. 127-8).
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it was because they were working in vain as a flood was coming to cover the
whole surface of the earth. The two brothers realised that he was the Lord of
the Sky and asked him what to do to escape drowning. He told the elder, who
had a violent character, to build an iron boat. He told the younger, who had
a gentle nature, to build a wooden boat in which he was to take his sister, a
male and female of each animal species, and two seeds from each species of
plant. In the seventh month the rain fell for four days and four nights. The
iron boat of the older brother sank, but the boat of the younger brother
floated up to the sky. When the Lord of the Sky saw the earth was flooded he
sent a dragon in the shape of a rainbow to dry it out. The brother then wanted
to marry his sister. At first she refused but after various tests proving that it
was the will of the Lord of the Sky they married. The child of the union had
neither head, hands or feet. “This child is an egg’, they said to each other.
‘Let us cut it open.’ The egg contained no child but as they cut it apart, the
pieces which fell to earth became children. Seeing this, they cut it into the
smallest pieces possible. Thus they had an infinite number of children and
the earth was once more populated.”™

The version given by Graham collected from the Ch’uan Miao of
Szechuan is as follows:

Two brothers went daily to plow a field. At night Ye Seo came and turned
the soil back. Then one night the two brothers went to watch. They saw the
old man come and turn the soil back. The two brothers ran and seized the
old man. The older brother said, ‘Let’s beat him.’ The younger brother said,
‘Do not beat him but ask why he is doing it.” The old man replied, “The
older brother is not a good speaker. Let him go and make an iron barrel. The
younger brother speaks well. Let him go and make a wooden barrel. Do not
do any farming. A deluge will come and submerge the field and the earth.’
When the flood came the younger brother with his sister got into the wooden
drum and it floated. The iron drum sank and the older brother was drowned.
Ye Seo saw all this, and took the wooden drum into the sky. He used a
4-pronged iron weapon, and dug deep pits into the ground, and the water
receded down these pits. Ye Seo sent the brother and sister down to earth
and wrote their names in a book. The sister was unwilling to marry her
brother. But after various tests (which are described) they realised that it
was the will of heaven and became husband and wife. The next morning the
wife gave birth to a son. It was like a piece of wood. They cut it into pieces
and from these pieces people arose.’°

In Meto I collected several versions of the story which, in summary,
were as follows:
Joser, the Spirit of the Sky,? knew that a great flood was coming and sent
two spirits to warn the people of it. Some people weeding in their fields

7 This is an abbreviated version of two stories given by Savina.

8 Graham, 1954, p. 180. The above is a condensation of two stories given by Graham.

81 T have used this spelling to be consistent with that used by Nusit Chindarsi in his account
of the religion of the Meto Miao. The actual sound of the word makes it almost certain that
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found that the weeds were present again every morning. They watched and
caught the two spirits who were replanting the weeds just before dawn. One
man wanted to shoot them but his companion said they should ask the spirits
why they were replanting the weeds. The spirits said that they should not be
weeding the fields because a great flood was coming. Instead they should be
preparing drums. Only one man followed the advice. When the flood came
he placed his two children, a brother and a sister, in the drum and they floated
up to the sky. The children were beating on the inside of the drum. Joser
heard them and looking down saw that the earth was flooded. He took a long
stick and punched holes in the earth to let the water run away. This accounts
for the unevenness of the earth’s surface. When the surface of the earth was
dry the drum with the children in it rested on it. Joser asked which child was
the older and found out that it was the boy. He told them to marry as there
were no other people on earth. When they had married the girl gave birth
to a baby which had no head, legs, or arms. It was just like a marrow. The
parents complained to Joser. He told them to cut the baby up and it would
give rise to many people. He told them to cut it into many pieces and to throw
the pieces in every direction. Each piece gave rise to a different pcople—the
Chinese, the Thai, the Miao, and the other peoples in the world.

Another version of the story says that the pieces of the child formed
the different Miao clans and does not mention them as accounting for
the different peoples of the earth.82

The variations in the story can be accounted for by lack of written
records and its adaptation to the local environment. In Szechwan
Ye Seo (or Joser as we have rendered his name) was interfering with
a ploughed field and in Meto with a swidden; appropriately in the
former place he used a fork and in the latter a digging stick to let the
water out. But in both places he was the same deity doing the same
general things and thereby helping to establish a common tradition for
the Miao.

THE NUMBER OF MIAO IN CHINA

According to Chinese sources the Miao population of China in 1957
was estimated to number 2,680,000.83 In 1959 Bruk, on the basis of
a total population estimate of 2,511,000, listed their provincial distribu-
tion. His figures are given in Table 1.

it is the same god as that referred to by Graham as Ye Seo. He is the main protective deity of
the Meto Miao. The thunder is his voice and the lightning his sign.

82 A third version collected by Nusit Chindarsi brings in the four spirits who carry the
earth on their shoulders, causing earthquakes when they shift their burden. When Joser
looked down and saw the earth flooded he called out to these spirits to punch holes in it to let
the water out. A further version I collected says the man who heeded Joser’s advice got into
his drum himself with his own sister.

8 Moseley (ed.), 1966, Appendix A, p. 162. The figures are derived from Jen-min shou-ts’e
(People’s Handbook), Pekin, 1965, pp. 108-16.
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TABLE 1

Distribution of Miao in China by provinces

Kweichow 1,425,000
Yunnan 360,000
Kwangsi 204,000
Hunan 378,000
Szechwan 84,000
Kwangtung 16,000
Fukien 14,000
Chekiang 28,000
Hupeh 2,000

THE MOVEMENT OF THE MIAO BE?OND CHINA

Savina describes Miao as an ‘eternally footloose people’ and suggests
that their migrations could be traced all over the main mountains of
China.84 Their reputation as travellers, however, seems to have come
mainly from their movement beyond China’s national borders or
beyond the Chinese mainland. Whatever may have been the nature
of their movements within China, this was demonstrably a migration
because it was into areas where they were previously unknown and
for which the testimony of many writers and administrators is avail-
able.

It has been suggested that their presence in the south-western
area of China itself is also quite recent. Thus Major H. R. Davies,
who travelled extensively in western China between 1894 and 1900,
wrote:

The Miao or Miao-tzu, as they are called by the Chinese, give themselves
the name of Mhong. The Shans call them Meow or Hka-meow, and in some
districts also speak of them as Che-hpok, ‘white chinamen’, from their white
clothes. The real home of the Miao is in Kuei-chou province and they
probably extended into Hu-nan. In fact many of the Chinese of these two
provinces have doubtless much Miao blood in their veins. In Yun-nan and
western Ssu-Ch’uan they are comparatively recent arrivals, and many of
them only left their original homes in Kuei-chou three or four generations
ago. They are certainly not numerous in either of these provinces.?s

Although it is clear from accounts which we have quoted previously
that Miao were in fact in Yunnan much longer ago than the author
believed, his report does provide some support for the theory that the
movement which took them beyond the borders of China was a con-
tinuation of a process occurring within China, and that it may have

8 Savina, 1930, p. 230.
85 H, R. Davies, Yun-nan: The link between India and the Yangtze, Cambridge, 1909, p. 370.
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started as a comparatively recent wave from the Miao heart-
land.

An uncertainty also exists concerning a Miao movement into the
island of Hainan. Several writers have reported their presence on the
island. Swinhoe, writing in 1871, says they were brought by Chinese
from the provinces of Kwangsi and Kweichow to act as buffers between
the Chinese residents of the island and its indigenous mountain tribes
known as the ‘Le’.8¢ De Beauclair disputes this.87 Quoting in support
several other writers, including Savina who states that a Yao group
he studied in Annam are represented on Hainan, he says that the so-
called Miao on the island are really Yao. He writes that the Govern-
ment of the People’s Republic of China has perpetuated the error by
naming the autonomous region on Hainan the Li-Miao Autonomous
District.

This is indeed a curious error in view of the intensive studies of
minority peoples carried out by anthropologists of the Central Institute
of Minorities in Peking.®® In view of his erudition, de Beauclair is
probably right. But a measure of doubt may remain pending an
opportunity to carry out a thorough field investigation. De Beauclair
bases his opinion on the grounds that Miao have never been recorded
in Kwangtung province (whence some of the authors he quotes state
the Miao on Hainan to have come), that Yao patterns in batik and
embroidery have been ascribed to Miao, and that an important motif
in Yao folklore, the dog ancestor myth, has also been ascribed to Miao
who do not have it.

None of these particular arguments is completely convincing.
Writers we have quoted earlier, for instance Graham, do report Miao
in Kwantung and we must note that Swinhoe said that the Hainanese
Miao did not come from there in any case but from Kwangsi and
Kweichow. Moninger also assigns a Kweichow origin for them, stating
that they went to Hainan at the time of a big famine in their old home.?°
Photographs of the people accompanying Moninger’s account appear
to show likeness of costume to the Miao. The description given by
Gilman in 1891 also seems to fit the Miao better than the Yao: “Their
dress [of the women], which is also blue, consists of a jacket with
narrow sleeves, and reaches almost to the knee, and under this is a

86 R, Swinhoe, “The Aborigines of Hainan’, Fournal of the Royal Asiatic Sociely, North China
Branch, No. 7, 1871—2, p. 32. The ‘Le’ are termed by other writers ‘Loi’ or ‘Li’.

87 1, de Beauclair, ‘“Miao’’ on Hainan Xsland’, Current Anthropology, Vol. 2, 1961, p. 304.
Also Sinologica, Vol. 5, 1956, p. 22.

8 W, R. Geddes, “The Chinese Institute for National Minorities’, Journal of the Polynesian
Society, Vol. 65, No. 1, 1956, pp. 83-5.

8 M. M. Moninger, “The Hainanese Miao and their food supply’, Lingnan Science Journal,
Vol. 11, 1932, p. 52I.
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rather narrow skirt reaching to the knee. Both the jacket and skirt
have a conventional pattern in white, printed on the cloth before it is
" dyed.’ 90

The dog ancestor myth is certainly more characteristic of the Yao.
But although we have come across no reference to the Miao treating
dogs as actual ancestors they are important in the spirit cults of some
Miao groups. Writing of the Miao of Tonkin, Bigot states ‘un chien
est attaché par une patte 4 la main droite du défunt et est censé devoir
guider ses pas errants dans Pautre monde,’ °1 At major spirit ceremonies
of the Wang clan in Meto a dog is sacrificed as well as a pig.

In his Histoire des Miao Savina explicitly mentions Miao on Hainan
Island:

The Miao tribes who retired to the island of Hainan, to escape the civil war
in the south of China, defend the central massif they occupy with ferocity,
and all the Chinese who have tried to force a passage have been pitilessly
massacred. These tribes know that in fact, when the Chinese manage to
make themselves masters of these mountains, that will be the end of their
freedom.*?

This statement is interesting in view of the fact that de Beauclair
quotes another article by Savina in support of the claim that the
Hainanese ‘Miao’ are really Yao. Perhaps here lies a clue to the real
situation. The mountain people of Hainan may include both peoples.
After all, Mouly, one of the authors who believes they are Yao, entitles
his account: ‘Hainan, I’ile aux cent visages’.?3

Their number on Hainan, whatever they really are, is said to be
about five or six thousand.®4

THE MOVEMENT INTO INDO-CHINA

Whether or not they went to Hainan there is no doubt that they
went southwards into Indo-China. The date of their first arrival there
1s uncertain, but most writers believe it to have been within compara-
tively recent times—not much less than 200 years and probably not
more than 400 years ago.®s

% Frank P. Gilman, “The Miaotze in Hainan’, China Review, Vol. 19, No. 1, 1891, p. 6o.

91 A. Bigot, ‘Ethnologie Sommaire de L’Indochine Frangaise’, L’ Indochine Frangaise, Hanoi,
Nov. 1938, p. 56.

92 Savina, 1930, p. 234.

%3 R. D. Mouly, ‘Hainan, 'ile aux cent visages’, Bulletin de I’ Asie Frangaise, 1946.

% Ibid., p. 47.

95 Janse writes that they ‘have entered northern Indochina in the last few centuries’
(O. Janse, The Peoples of French Indochina, Smithsonian Institute, War Background Studies,
Washington, 1944, p. 24). Bigot, 1938, p. 47, says: ‘Leur pénétration au Tonkin est récente
et si au début, elle fut pacifique, elle n’alla pas sans violence a la fin du XVIII® siécle et au
XIXe siecle (1860).” '
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Savina sees it as part of a continuous migration:

From the mountains of Koui-T'cheou, the Miao swarmed bit by bit into the
neighbouring provinces . . . The Miao of Tonkin are all originally from
Yu-nan and those in Laos are originally from Tonkin. The latter are still
pushing towards the south and they have now [i.e. 1924] reached the
twentieth parallel, on the Annamite chain.%®

This statement may give the impression of a single company of migrants
Journeying steadily southwards. But the process is surely more complex
because in every area of Indo-China where they are present at all
there are more Miao to the north than there are to the south, just as
there are apparently more in Kweichow than there are in Yunnan.
The first group of people who came from Yunnan may indeed be the
same people, generations later, who have reached the furthest south
today. But other groups would have come more recently from Yunnan
also.

A simple analogy might be the waves of the sea. The first waves
seem to be pushed along by those coming from behind. But this is not
entirely correct because each wave also proceeds from its own force, -
the waves behind serving mainly to hinder its return when its force is
spent. This at least seems to be the nature of the process as we have
observed it within the limited area of Thailand. The Miao, as Savina
says, are indomitable pioneers. But they are not nomads and they are
not driven to travel by an innate compulsion. Our observation suggests
that every Miao, if asked, would say that he prefers to be settled.

The force which takes him along is his desire for productive land.
Whenever he settles he farms the land intensively until its productivity
falls below that which he believes he can find elsewhere. Then, un-
frightened by the prospect even of journeying far, he moves off to find
it. He knows that the old place will probably regain its fertility with
the passage of the years, and if it remains unoccupied it could come
back on his list of possible settlement sites. But he knows also the law
of the mountains which says that land which is not under settlement is
everybody’s land and, there being more people behind than in front
of him, he is prepared to keep moving onwards.

The people who do follow behind may have a lower range of expecta-
tions because they are usually farming land which has already been
occupied. Therefore those in the vanguard tend to stay there because
they have the greater incentive. Opportunity, too, is greater at the
frontier. Those behind may have to adapt to longer periods of settle-
ment, and modify their farming practices accordingly, because of lack
of opportunities to better themselves. Although we lack the facts to

96 Savina, 1930, p. viii.
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prove it, we suspect that the further from the frontier the more stable
the settlements.

The Miao are conditioned to adventure, however. They appear to -,
have little attachment to places as such. If they are ‘sons of the soil’,
they are not sons of any particular soil. Their folklore links them to
distant places and not to their present abodes in the south. Land is to
be exploited and its local spirits are placated not worshipped. They
seek always to maximize their opportunities. Therefore if a new territory *
appears before them their migration speeds up according to its
potentialiti€s.

The potentialities depend upon many factors—the total size of the
area, how well the terrain suits Miao preferences, the amount of
competition from other peoples, the political circumstances, and above
all the types of crops which can be grown and their profitability. The
conditions in Indo-China led to the growth of the sizeable but not huge
Miao population. In 1944 it was estimated that there were 40,000 Miao
in upper Tonkin and 20,000 in Laos.?7 These figures were probably an
under-estimate at the time. Certainly the population is very much
larger now. In Laos recent estimates have ranged from 150,000 to
300,000. No reliable information has been obtained on numbers in
Vietnam. )

As the Miao moved south of the Chinese border they acquired, in the
parlance of foreigners, a new name. In writings on both Indo-China
and Thailand, and in the official English rendering of their name in
Thailand, they are called ‘Meo’, which Janse says is a Sino—Annamite
rendering of the Chinese word ‘Miao’.?8 Regardless of foreign idio-
syncrasy, they continued to call themselves ‘Hmong’.

It is generally believed that they reached Thailand only at the end
of the nineteenth century. Writing of his experiences in 1894, McCarthy
who travelled widely in the hill areas of the north, says that they had
crossed the Mekong river only in the last eight years.®® But some Miao,
including the ancestors of the main group at Meto, appear to have come
via south-eastern Burma, and as the oldest men at Meto all say they
were born in Thailand,! this migration may have been at a slightly
earlier date. However, some of these men say that their parents had
lived in Burma, so we are probably quite safe in concluding that all
the Miao have come into Thailand within the last 100 years.

The entry into Thailand has been continuous over this period. As
recently as 1965, when border restrictions were being more strongly

97 Janse, 1944, p. 24- 98 Ibid.

9 J. McCarthy, Surveying and Exploring in Siam, John Murray, London, 1900, p. 149.

1In 1964 in the village of Doi Kam in the Hot District of Chiengmai Province I saw an old

man who villagers said was over 100 years old. He was too feeble to be questioned but mem-
bers of his household said he had been born in ‘China’.
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applied, a group who entered Chiengrai Province from Laos were turned
back. In earlier years there were few serious attempts to controlimmigra-
tion into the tribal regions. The rate of the Miao migration and its
fluctuations over the total period are not known. i

The southernmost group of Miao have now reached an area only 300
kilometres from Bangkok. They could not proceed further south in
Thailand without leaving the hills.

THE MIAO AS MOUNTAIN-DWELLERS

In what appears to be the earliest description of the Thailand Miao,
McCarthy notes three important features of their way of life: they
prefer to live on mountain tops; they move elsewhere when the soil is
exhausted; and they have ‘wide stretches devoted to poppies’.2

Throughout their migration down through Indo-China and into
Thailand the Miao, with very few exceptions, have kept to altitudes
above 3,000 feet. Various reasons have been assigned for this. Janse
says it was because the valley floors were already occupied.?® A 1962
Thailand Government Report states: ‘As a typical cool-climate popula-
tion the mountain peoples have difficulty in becoming acclimatized to
a tropical surrounding, which may be one of the reasons why they
have stuck to altitudes around and above 1,000 metres throughout
their history in Southeast Asia.’4 Both factors could have operated to
inhibit any moves to change their mode of life in South-East Asia, but
conditions in South-East Asia cannot explain why they followed the
same mode of life in the northern areas from which they came. The
ethno-linguistic map prepared by Le Bar and others makes it strikingly
clear how, even in China, the Miao are scattered widely in the southerly
provinces often in comparatively small groups the size of which was
probably determined by the availability of suitable terrain.’

When we survey the Miao scene as a whole, the two most striking
features are their mountain-dwelling and their wide-ranging movement.
Savina writes:

The normal and natural habitat of the Miao is the mountains. Only in the
heights are they in their element and elsewhere they are at a loss and ill at
ease. Fish in the water, birds in the air, and the Miao in the mountains, they
say. In fact, as far back as one follows them in history, right up to pre-
historic times, one finds them everywhere and always in the heights . . . Even
in our time one would look in vain for Miao settled in the plains.5

Savina says the people gave him many reasons for their mountain-
2 McCarthy, 1900, p. 42. 3 Janse, 1944, p. 24.
4 Report on the Socio-Economic Survey of Hill Tribes in Northern Thailand, Department of Public
Welfare, Bangkok, 1966, p. 8.
5 Le Bar et al., 1964. ¢ Savina, 1930, p. 173.
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dwelling but the real reason, he believes, was one which was unspoken—
that they were forced into the mountains by the hostility of other
peoples who occupied the plains:

Beaten by the Chinese they had to give way ... That is how the Miao became
mountain men, in spite of themselves, some four thousand years ago, and that
is how too they were always able to keep their independence in the middle of
other peoples, keeping intact, along with their language and their customs,
the ethnic character of the race.”

Whether or not it is true that they were originally lowlanders who
were forced into the mountains, factors which would tend to hold
them there are not hard to discern. One factor which would become
of increasing importance as time went on would be the presence of
other peoples in the fertile valleys below them. Janse, as we have seen,
gave this as the main reason for their keeping to the mountains in
Indo-China. Savina expresses the same view of their situation more
generally:

These people have stayed too long on the heights and there is no longer any
place for them on the plains. Everywhere they stop to raise their tents, they
find someone telling them ‘this is my land, keep on moving and return to
your mountains.’ . . . That fine rice they see growing at their feet in the plain
will never ripen for them. ‘tarde venientibus . . . montes!’8

He goes on to say, however, that ‘Far from showing any desire to leave
these arid mountains where they know they have been pushed, kept
apart and watched over by the races which surround them, they show
themselves, on the contrary, very attached to them. .. This is their
country and they know no other.’®

This is surely the crux of the matter. The Miao may yearn at times
for what they believe is the easier life of the lowlanders. ‘Each year’,
says Savina, ‘when these painful jobs [clearing the fields] come round,
the Miao, in spite of their love for their mountains, cannot help
glancing with envy on the neighbouring plains in which, they say, it is
enough to lead buffalo to make the rice grow, whilst they are obliged
to water their maize fields with their sweat.’ 1° In October 1970 I stood
on the top of Chiengdao mountain with a Miao whose maize and
opium field was just under the lip of the crater. As we looked down six
thousand feet at the cars moving along the road to Chiengmai he
remarked that he would like to die and be born again so that he could
live as a lowlander. But envious though they may sometimes be of what
seems the soft life of the plains, they are tied to the mountains by their
whole way of life. Love of their countryside may play a part. Their

7Ibid., p. 175. 8 Ibid., p. 175-6. 9 Ibid., p. 176.
10 Ibid., p. 180. ’ -

<
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physical constitution may do so also. Competition for land and political
circumstances certainly do. But most important is their ecological
adaptation worked out over hundreds, and possibly thousands of years.
They have developed an economy suited to their mountain environ-
ment, which acts as the core of their total culture. Very many aspects
of their way of life—their folklore, their religion, their songs, their
costume, and the nature and conduct of their social interrelationships—
depend on the economy or bear reference to the mountains which are
its setting. This is why my Miao friend thought that to change would
mean having to be born again.

Their wide-ranging movement may be seen as a consequence of
their commitment to the mountains. Simple population pressure could"
produce this result. In many places the areas of land on the mountains
suitable for agriculture are quite small, and therefore when the popula-
tion got above a certain size some would have to move. The effect of
this factor would be accentuated by their mode of cultivation, again
largely dictated by their mountain environment. Savina writes:

When the Miao settle on a mountain the first thing they do is to cut down the -
trees in order to prepare the ground for cultivation. Since they do not have
an inch of land on the plain, if they did not do this they could grow nothing
and would be condemned to die of hunger on their mountains. Thus they clear
the trees out of necessity: ‘primum vivere.’ The area that is thus cleared of
trees grows each year and at the end of some time all the forest has gone.
Thus the Miao are a people of wood cutters. They are the ones who cut down
the majority of the old forests of Asia. The few groves of trees which have
escaped their axes lie on the edge of streams and in places that cannot be
cultivated.!t

This slash-and-burn method of agriculture—or swiddening as it is
now generally called—is an old-established feature of Miao economy.
It has probably been followed continuously by many of their groups
ever since they first became acquainted with agriculture many thousands
of years ago, although the first clear description of the Miao use of the
method which we have come across is in Miao-fang pei-lan written in
1820: ‘In agriculture, the Miao men and women work together. They
have more mountain farms than irrigated fields. Burning the thorny
trees and decomposing plants and exploiting the mountain slopes, they
plant sesamun, millet, rice, wheat, beans, calyx grain, Kao-liang,
jungle-wheat—all these various crops.’ 12

The slash-and-burn method is followed by millions of people through-
out the world. It has been argued that it is the only possible method

1 [bid., p. 179.

12 Yen Ju-yii (1759-1826), Miao-fang pei-lan, 1820, 8.8b—ga. This is quoted by Lin Yueh-
Hwa, 1940, p. 289, n. 112,
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of cultivating many mountain slopes especially in monsoonal areas.
Certainly alternative methods would require developed technology or
far greater labour. The Miao, however, practise a variation of the
-method which, although not entirely confined to them, is not typical of
shifting cultivators in South-East Asia, and could significantly effect
their pattern of movement.

Most practitioners of the method cultivate the ground for one, or at
most two, seasons and then leave it fallow so that new jungle growth
can restore its fertility while other areas are utilized in other years.
The method is cyclical. Each portion of a village territory comes under
cultivation only perhaps once in every seven years or in ideal cir-
cumstances at longer intervals. By following this method a village may
remain stable indefinitely. The cultivations shift but not the people. .
The only threat to its stability is population pressure on the land which
may reduce the fallow period to a level at which fertility cannot be
maintained.

The Miao practice is often different. They do not operate according
to a cyclical system which will forestall decline of fertility but instead
continue to cultivate an area until actual decline makes further effort
unrewarding. Savina comments on this:

They grow the same crop on the same pieces of ground until the harvest
becomes too small. At that point they let the plots rest. They leave them
fallow, in total fallow, which they call # phdng. The fallow period is never
fixed . . . at the end of a certain number of years they can no longer feed
those who cultivate them. This is the main cause for the Miao migrations . . .*3

We believe that the Miao behaviour is largely due to the types of
crops they grow. When they are cultivating hill rice, which is the main
crop of most of the people who follow the cyclical method, they too
tend to follow it. But cash crops of various kinds induce a different
pattern. This is especially the case with the opium poppy. We suspect
that it is their devotion to the opium poppy which makes the Miao :
shifting cultivators in the complete sense of the term—mnot only the
cultivations but the people themselves shift. The main purpose of this
book is to show why this is so. ,

But in case we blame the poppy too much, we must note that the
rudiments of the method appear to predate the appearance of the poppy
in the Miao economy. The Miao-fang pei-lan, which does not mention
the poppy, states: ‘Having cultivated for three or four years, they
relinquish the old land and exploit new places because the land becomes
poor after intensive cultivation. After lying fallow several years, when
the soil is rich again, they continue to cultivate. . ..’ 14 Therefore the

13 Savina, 1930, p. 214. 14 L in Yueh-Hwa, 1940, p. 289, n. 112,
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poppy may merely have accentuated a pre-existing pattern. The
traditional mode of agriculture made the poppy readily acceptable into
it. In turn this reinforced the traditional mode. The Miao are thus
involved in a different kind of cycle—one which has sent them circling,
sometimes slowly, sometimes more rapidly, out of China, down through
Indo-China and now into Thailand.

The Miao have been called nomads. But may they not, after all,
really have been peasants who took to the hills? Their mode of farming,
despite the movements it causes, is in essence much closer to settled
agriculture than that of most shifting cultivators who populate the
hills.

In South-East Asia opium production has been the main sustenance
of most Miao groups. In descriptions of the people it has often not
been accorded the importance it deserves because the illegality associ-
ated with it shrouds it like the mountain mist, but Savina lists it among
the reasons the people gave him for keeping to the hills: ‘We don’t
want to go down into the plain because we could not grow opium,
maize or fruit trees there.’ 15

As we have seen, there are other reasons too—their love of in-
dependence, their suspicion of other peoples, the competition for land,
and their general cultural adaptation to the mountain environment.
Opium production reinforces all these factors and adds its own dynam-
ism, pushing the people ever further abroad in search of new uplands
where the poppy will bloom in renewed or greater splendour.

15 Savina, 1930, P. 174.



CHAPTER TWO
THE MIAO POPULATION IN THAILAND

PexprETON! and others have classified the geographical regions of
Thailand as follows: {1) the Central Plain; {2} the South-East Coast;
(3) the North-West Plateau; (4) the Central Highlands; (5) the North
and West Continental Highlands; and (6) Peninsular Thailand. The
Miao are found mainly in the fifth region and in a small part of the
fourth.

The ‘North and West Highlands’ are subdivided by Pendleton into
the “Northern Hills and Valleys’ and the ‘Western Mountains’. The
Miao are present in both areas but are more numerous in the former.
The Northern Hills and Valleys are a montane region, physiographic-
ally a southern extension of the Shan Highlands ot Burma. From the
Daen Lao range on the northern border parallel ridges extend south-
wards, including the peaks of Doi Inthanond (8,452 feet) and Doi
Chieng Dao (7,100 feet). Four main tributaries of the Chao Phraya,
the central river of Thailand, flow north to south between the ridges—
the Ping, Wang, Yom, and Nan. The great majority of the Miao live
on the ridges. In the Western Mountains sub-region, the Miao are in
the north-west strip of the central cordillera along the Burma border.
The streams off this ridge flow into the Chao Phraya or the Salween.

The Miao in the Central Plains regions are confined to a small
montane area north-east of the Central Valley and north-west of the
Korat Plateau.

In terms of the administrative sub-divisions of the country, the Miao
occur in eight different provinces (changwad). In preparation for the
visit of the United Nations Team to study the economic and social
needs of the opium-producing areas of Thailand, the Thailand Govern-
ment carried out a survey of Hill Tribe population and agriculture.2

IR. L. Pendleton, ‘Thailand, Aspects of Landscape and Life’, American Geographical Society
Handbook, New York, 1962. Amendments to the classification have been suggested by
Santhad Rojanasoonthon and F. R. Moorman in Soi! Survey Report No. 8, Land Development
Department, Bangkok, 1966. The classifications are discussed by John Phillips, in Report of
the U'nited Nations Survey Team on the Economic and Social Needs of the Opium-Producing Areas in
Thailand, Bangkok, 1967.

2 This report, which we shall hereafter refer to as the Thailand Government Survey of rg9b5, was
published in Thai and English in Bangkok in 1965. It is not easily available, having been
prepared primarily for the information of the United Nations Survey Team. In addition to
the published report, a number of detailed tables were prepared and it is from these that
many of my subsequent figures are drawn.
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On the basis of head counts in sample areas combined with the identi-
fication of all villages from aerial photographs, the total Miao popula-
tion was estimated to be 53,031, distributed in provinces as shown in
Table 2. There was a sampling error of 11 per cent. A complete census,

TABLE 2
Distribution of Miao in
Thailand by provinces
Phetchabun 24,681
Nan 9,454
Chiengrai 5,728
Tak 5,609
Chiengmai 4,725
Phitsanulok 1,790
Maehongson 858
Lampang 186
TOTAL 53,031

which has never been taken in tribal areas, would no doubt lead to an
adjustment of the figures, but the estimate is probably a fairly close
approximation to actual numbers.

Table 3, also derived from the Thailand Government Survey of 1965, |

shows the relative position of the Miao compared to the other main
tribes. It can be seen from this table that of the so-called tribal peoples

TABLE §

Villages, houseolds. and bopulations of the Main Hill Titbes in Thailand

Total
Number of Number of population of

Tribe villages households tribe
Miao 364 7,634 53,031
Karen 1.457 24.550 123,380
Yao 200 2,004 16,119
Lzhu 176 2.748 15,994
Lisu 110 1,726 9,440
Akha 48 1,021 6,442
Others and 362 8,350 50,843

unidentified

TOTALS 2,517 48.123 275,240
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the Karen are by far the most numerous, with 54.5 per cent approxi-
mately of the 226,405 persons who were tribally identified. Their actuat
number in Thailand is even greater because the survey took account
only of people living at a height above 600 metres and some Karen are
settled on valley floors.

The Karen differ from the other tribal peoples in three interrelated
respects. They have been in Thailand longer; the bulk of them live at a.
lower altitude; and they form a more cohesive population block, being
found only in the Western Mountains region. They can be seen, there-
fore, as a more settled people. Although some of them have moved into
their present locations in Thailand in comparatively recent times, they
are not a migratory people in the same sense as the other tribes. They
may be said to be living within or adjoining their homeland of at least
recent historic times.

Of the other tribes, comprising 45.5 per cent of the total, the Miao are
the most numerous, relative proportions being:

—

Miao 22-3%
Yao 7-1%
Lahu 7°1%
Lisu 42%
Ahka 2:4%,

iJnclassiﬁcd 2-29%,

Thus, although one of the latest arrivals in Thailand—only the Ahka
apparently being more recent—the Miao have either come in greater
numbers or shown a greater natural increase.

In average numbers per household, the Miao are exceeded only by
the Yao, the figures for all the tribes being:

Miao 6-9 N
Yao 75
Ahka 6-2
Lahu 58
Lisu 55
Karen 50

Another interesting conclusion from the Survey data is that the Miao,
equalled by the Ahka, have a larger average number of households per
village than any of the other tribes, the figures being:

Miao 21
Ahka 21
Karen 17
Lahu 16
Lisu 1)

Yao 10
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The Miao live at an altitude which, on the average, is probably
higher than that of any other tribe in Thailand. Saihoo3 gives a
schematic representation of residential heights which, in respect of the
six major tribes, is shown in Table 4. Relatively few Miao villages,

TABLE 4
Residential altitudes of main tribes in
Thailand
AILTITUDE IN
FEET TRIBES
5,000 and over Lisu, Miao
4,500 Lahu Nyi/Na, Akha
4,000 Lahu Shehleh
3.500 Yao, B’'ghwe Karen
3,000 Lahu Shi
below 2,000 Karen (P’wo, Skaw)

however, are above the height of 5,000 feet and it would be more
accurate to say that the majority of them lie between that height and
3,500 feet. The same is probably true of the Lisu.*

There are some major cultural distinctions amongst the Miao in
Thailand. Gordon Young? states that there are three main sub-
divisions—the Blue Miao, the White Miao and the Gua M’ba Miao.
The Report of the socio-economic survey carried out by the Department
of Public Welfare in 1962 gives a more detailed classification: “The
main divisions are: {1} The White Meo (Meo Khao}, and {2' The
Blue Meo, who in their turn subdivide themselves into the Black Meo
(Meo Dam), the Striped Meo ‘Meo Lai), and the Flowery Meo (Meo
Dawk). There is, moreover, a third division which i1s very small in
number, the Gua M’ba Meo, who are becoming more and more
absorbed by the Blue Meo. .. the Meo call themselves H moong.’®
Gordon Young estimated that there were only 200 Gua M’ba Miao in
1961. If they still exist in their distinctiveness, they are not a significant

3 Saihoo, Patya, The Hill Tribes of Nerthern Thailand, Typescript published by SEATO,
Bangkok, 1946. A fuller diagram giving the estimated heights of several smaller groups also
appears on p. 12 of the publication.

4 Some Yao viliages, too, are at heights above 3,500 icel.

S Gordon Young, The Hil! Tribes of Northerr. Thailand. Siam Society, Bangkok. 1062, 1. 26

€ Report on the Socio-Economic Survey of Hill Tribes in Northern Thailand, Department of Public
Welfare, Bangkok, 1066. The anthropologist largely responsible for the conduct of the survey,
which was carried out in 1962, and for the preparation of the excellent report was Dr. Hans
Manndorf, then a United Nations expert attached to the Department and later at the Univer-
sity of Vienna.
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group in Thailand. The Black, Striped, and Flowery classifications
appear to be Thai categorizations and, although occasionally echoed
by Miao, do not seem to be meaningful to them.

We may say, therefore, that there are two main divisions of Miao in
Thailand today—the Blue Miao and the White Miao. Young estimated
their 1960 populations as: Blue Miao 26,400, White Miao 19,200. The
total numbers are greater now but their relative proportions may be the
same. The 1966 Survey, being based upon the aerial identification of
villages, was not able to distinguish between the two groups.

The most noticeable differences between the divisions are in dress
and language. Blue Miao women invariably wear deeply pleated
hempen skirts, dark blue in colour, with a superimposed lighter blue
patterning above a band of highly coloured silken embroidery. White
Miao women may wear skirts also, but are commonly seen in loose
trousers. It is their skirts, however, which have given them their name
amongst the Thai. They are of undyed white cloth above the embroider-
ed band.

More study is required to determine the exact nature of the linguistic
differences between the two groups. Most Blue Miao can understand
White Miao, although not perfectly, and apparently the reverse is true
also. But there has been much contact and some inter-marriage between
them in Thailand and the mutual intelligibility could be due to partial
learning of each other’s language.

There are other differences, too. For instance, the White Miao house
is of a slightly different shape from the Blue Miao house and usually
has two doors, whereas the Blue Miao house has only one. To what
extent differences also occur in social structures and economies cannot
be stated until studies of the White Miao have been published.

The Blue Miao appear everywhere to call themselves Hmong Njua,
the significance of which name we have discussed in the previous
chapter.

THE MOVEMENT OF THE MIAO IN THAILAND

There is no doubt that frequent movement is typical of the Miao in
Thailand and that therefore conclusions about their socio-economy
drawn from the special study of the Meto community which follows are
likely to have a fairly general validity. I have visited one long-settled
village—Ban Miao Mor in Chieng Dao Province—which had been
stable for at least forty years, but such villages are relatively few.

Practically everyone who has written on the Miao remarks on their
residential instability. Bernatzik says: “The Meau as well as the Akha
of Thailand are semi-nomads who change their residence sites every
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couple of years . .. compelling circumstances induce them to under-
take the undesirable labour of moving a village.” 7 It is clear, too, that
it is a pattern they have carried with them into Thailand, for Halpern,
writing on the people of Laos, says: ‘In most regions where the con-
ventional economy is followed, the Meo move every decade or so once
they have cut over all the land within walking distance of the village . . .
[they] tend to migrate as family groups. . . quite extensive migrations
may be involved. Meo in northern Laos recall moves from Xieng
Kouang to Luang Prabang, Sayboury, and Vientiane Provinces.’ 8

There are two forms of Miao movement, which probably accounts
for apparent confusion in the reports of some writers, such as Bernatzik,
who will tell us at one time that the movement occurs about every two
years and at another time that it takes place about every ten years.
The first form of movement is that which is covered by his statement:
‘In general, if there is no compelling reason such as war, epidemics,
crop failure as a result of rice diseases, and the like, a migration is never
further than half or at most a full day’s march from the old village.’?
In this form of movement it is not the cultivations which are shifting
but the people to catch up with them. The cultivations have moved
earlier, perhaps creeping forwards, or crossing valleys within the same
region. Later comes the stage when, as Bernatzik writes, ‘After four to
. ten years, all the cultivable land in the vicinity of a village is
exhausted . . .’,1° and then both people and cultivations must move
together. The Miao do not progress through a country steadily; nor do
they wander as we would expect nomads to do; they move by hop,
step, and jump, and some of their leaps may take them to mountains
far away and across numerous intermediate people. We must note,
however, that not all the jumps are so big, and Halpern shows insight
when he writes:

Migration patterns of the Meo, Khmu and Lao need more study. Although
over the generations some of these people may move long distances, their
short-term circular patterns and reusing of certain areas suggests a possible
intensive—extensive hai cultivation that may become more important as the
population in the mountain areas increases.'!

In Thailand it does not take even one generation for the Miao to move
long distances. Nevertheless a circular pattern is discernible in the case
of some groups and is currently being manifested by some of the Meto
Miao.

The typicality of movement and its frequency is indicated by data

7 Bernatzik, 1947, p. 259-
8 Joel M. Halpern, ‘The Natural Economy of Laos’ (typescript), University of California,

Los Mgele§, 1960, pp. 23—4.
9 Bernatzik, 1947, p. 260. 10 Tbid., p. 259. 11 Halpern, 1960, p. 48.
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collected during the course of the Thailand Government Survey of
1965. Households in the sampling areas were asked how long they had
been in the present place of residence and the answers were projected
to give a table covering the total population (Table 5). In considering

TABLE §

Number of years Miao households
have been in location of present

residence

NUMBER OF

TIME HOUSEHOLDS
Less than 1 year 606
1 year 2,639
2 years 626
3 years 1,513
4 years 1,193
5 years 1,099
6—10 years 794
11—I5 years 452
16—20 years 188
20 years or more 15
Never migrated 69
Unknown 58
TOTAL 9,252

this table it must be noted that the figures cannot be taken as an exact,
or even fairly accurate, record of the situation. The question put to the
people was supposed to be how long had they been in their present
‘province’ (changwad) of residence. Clearly, there could not have been
so much movement actually between provinces as the table indicates.
Probably many people interviewed interpreted it as movement of any
kind, especially as numbers of them would be unfamiliar with exact
provincial boundaries. The projection from the samples to the total
population may also have involved considerable error. Finally, we must
note that there is a discrepancy between the number of Miao households
given in this table with the number given in Table 4.

But however inaccurate in detail, the figures can at least be taken
as evidence of the generality of movement. The frequency of their
movement compared with that of other tribes is shown in Table 6, in
which in order to reduce the probable errors in details we have used
wider time-divisions.

The results of the survey become even more striking when the
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TABLE 6

Number of years households of different tribes have
been in present location

Under 5 6-10 I1-20 Over 20 Never

_years _years _years _years moved  Unknown  Total
Miao 7,676 794 640 15 69 58 9,252
Karen 3,640 757 1,074 22 12,642 838 18,973
Yao 1,231 487 317 295 — — 2,330
Lahu 1,452 365 117 — 435 3 2,372
Lisu 270 714 216 — 113 10 1,323
Akha 627 112 761 100 — 1,518 3,118

figures are converted into percentages of the total number of households
surveyed in each group (Table 7). The Miao stand out as the tribe with
the least stable residential pattern. According to the survey, g2.1 per
cent of households have moved within a ten-year period. Well beneath
them on the scale are three tribes with figures closely approximating
one another—Lahu (76-7 per cent), Lisu (75 per cent) and Yao
(737 per cent). There is a further substantial gap to the Akha with
46-2 per cent, and at the bottom of the scale are the Karen with 24-4
per cent of households reported moving within the ten-year period.
Among the factors which may influence the differences in residential
stability of the tribes are the altitudes at which they live and the dates
of their migrations into Thailand. Neither factor, however, can
account for all the differences. In regard to altitude it is true that
cultivation areas tend to become more circumscribed the higher one
goes and, on the upper mountain slopes, there is very little opportunity

TABLE 7
Percentages of households which have been in same locations for various
time-periods

Under 5 6-10 r1-20  QOver 20 Never Total number

_years _years _years _years moved of households
Miao 835 86 7°0 02 o8 9,104
Karen 20-1 43 50 o1 697 18,135
Yao 52-8 209 13°6 12+7 — 2,330
Lahu 613 154 5'0 — 18-4 2,369
Lisu 206 54°4 16-5 — 8-6 1,313

Akha 39-2 770 476 6-2 — 1,600
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for the irrigated rice-growing which helps keep the Karen stable. But
altitude cannot explain the differences between the Miao and the Lisu
or between the Lisu and the Akha. The earlier migration date of the
Karen may be one reason why they are the most stable—they have
had a longer time to settle down; but all the other tribes are such
recent immigrants that relative date of arrival is unlikely to be an
important factor.

A difference between the tribes which does accord much more
closely with their various positions on the scale of stability is in the
amounts of opium they grow. The Karen at the bottom of the scale
grow very little. The Akha, next on the list, grow only a small amount.
There are grounds for suggesting that the positions of the other tribes,
all of whom are substantial opium producers, are in accordance with the .
amounts they grow or, if not with the absolute amounts, at least with
the relative importance of opium in their economies. _

The major difference in residential stability amongst the tribes
producing opium on a large scale is between the Miao and the rest.
There is a lack of clear evidence that the Miao produce more opium
per head of population than any other tribe, although we believe it
to be probable. Young implies that they are in more or less equal place
with the Lisu, saying of the Miao: ‘The vast majority are poppy
growers’,12 and of the Lisu: ‘The Lisu are second to none in the
vigorous pursuit of opium cultivation. They rank with the Meo of the
northern areas in the size of opium fields per family.” 13 No accurate
figures have been produced to determine the issue on a tribal scale.
The 1965-6 Survey was not able to produce from the analysis of the
aerial photographs a breakdown of the total area under poppies into
tribal ownerships and provided only an estimate of production figures,
based upon answers to a questionnaire, which were clearly inaccurate.4
In the absence of reliable statistics one can go only on impressions
gained by oneself and reported by others. Everyone would agree that
opium is a prime crop of the Miao. We ourselves in the course of two
extensive aerial surveys and during expeditions on foot have seen no
other tribe with such large areas of poppy.

Whether or not it is true that the Miao actually produce more
opium per head of population than any other tribe, it is almost certainly
the case that it is of greater relative economic importance to them.

12 Young, 1962, p. 41. 13 Ibid., p. 31.

14 The results of the questionnaire gave the following figures for production in kilogrammes
per head of population : Lahu, 0-54; Miao 0-31; Lisu 0-25; Akha 0-14; Yao 0-06. No observer
could agree that Akha produce more than Yao. The figures are out of accord with the total
production indicated by the aerial photographs. Opium is an illegal crop and the question-
naire was administered by Government officers who were strangers to the people. Possibly
the people who grew most were the most adept at concealing the amount,
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Amongst the Miao, Yao, Lisu, and Lahu opium is the main cash crop.
Secondary cash crops, however, appear to be more common at least
among the Yao and Lahu than among the Miao. The detailed study
described in this monograph demonstrates that at least in the case of
the Meto Miao opium is not merely a cash crop but the main, and often
exclusive, objective of their agriculture. Generalizing more widely on
the basis of this study and wider evidence we shall argue that opium-
growing has been the principal factor accounting for the frequency of
Miao migrations within Thailand.



CHAPTER THREE

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS AND
GROUPINGS

IT can be said that there is a general concept of Miao society as
designating a ficld of potentially intimate social relations. Miao may
visit Miao anywhere and expect to be received with courtesy, not as
strangers but as belonging to the same brand of humankind. Subject
to clan restrictions, they may seek marriage partners anywhere within
the field, whereas marriages outside it are not favoured. The sense of
society extends beyond the Blue Miao with less intensity to include the
White Miao as well.

Within this ficld each person belongs to a widening series of resi-
dential, local, and dispersed groups. The situation is represented in
truncated form in Diagram 1, the double lines indicating the resi-
dential groups, the single unbroken lines the local groups, and the
dotted lines the dispersed groups. A person also has his or her own
individual set of relatives which will differ from the sets of other persons
and which will extend across group boundaries.

We shall leave the consideration of residential groupings until
the next chapter. In this chapter we are concerned with the more
general types of relationships which we shall discuss in what appears
to us their order of importance in the daily lives of the people. It is
indeed their relative importance which is our main classificatory
principle, as is appropriate in a book concerned with economic
behaviour.!

The main relationship categories which we shall distinguish are
the family, the immediate relatives of the family, the house relatives,
the lineage, and the clan. As they are all parts of a total system the
meaning of each can be fully understood only when the whole is
described.

FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

The family is obviously the primary area of relationships because it
is the procreative and nurturing institution of the society. It includes

1 For this reason our categories differ in some respect from those often used in structural
analyses by anthropologists. We are less concerned with abstract or logical distinctions of
relationship type, as for instance between affinal and consanguineal connections, than with
the frequency and utility of the relationships. The former type of analysis may be better for
comparing kinship systems morphologically, but it may obscure the realities of social life.
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DiacraM 1: Social Groupings of the Blue Miao

the specific relationships of husband-wife, father—son, father—daughter,
mother-son, mother—daughter and brothersister. It would require
more space than we could give to it here to discuss their exact meanings
according to differences of circumstances. Some of them too are given
special loadings by the lineage and clan classifications yet to be describ-
ed. But we may say of them all that in normal circumstances they are
the strongest relationships of the Miao, and as we shall see from the
examples given in Chapters 7 and 11, any of them may be a factor in
bringing about resettlement.

A common feature of these relationships is that there are no inter-
mediate links defining them. It is this feature which has led us to
include the marriage relationship in the one fundamental category with
the parental and sibling relationships. The procedure could be justified
on practical grounds. Although marriage may be impermanent
whereas the other relationships endure so long as both parties live,
it is usually stable and the tie which one has with one’s marriage
partner possibly affects more moments of one’s life than any other tie.
But it is the characteristic which it shares with the others of being an
immediate link to the next range of important relationships that is the
main justification for our categorizing it with them. Indeed it is
consistent with its basic role in this regard that Miao culture through
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the institution of bride-price stresses the importance of marriage
and generally ensures its permanency.?

The second most relevant category of relationships embraces all
relationships one degree removed from the nuclear family circle. Let
us call these second-degree relationships. Specific ties are, inter alia,
grandfather-grandson, father’s brother, father’s sister, brother’s wife,
wife’s brother and daughter’s husband. As it is rather unusual in
anthropological analyses, the combining of all these relationships in
the one class may be thought to require some justification. It is true
that there would appear to be a good reason for subdividing the
category into consanguineal and affinal sets in that ties with one’s
grandfather and one’s father’s brothers are often stronger than with
one’s wife’s brother or one’s sister’s husband. They are not always,
however, more significant in determining practical choices in such
matters as where to live; and where it does exist the superior strength
of the consanguineal ties can be better accounted for by the operation
of the lineage and clan principles, which as we shall see later are not
explained in the Miao ideational system by a simple concept of blood
descent.

Our chief reason for designating all second-degree relationships
as a single category is to make clear that they stand as an area of
relationship independently of -the clan and lineage system although
they overlap with it. Each person has, to a greater or less extent, this
range of close relatives, many of them made through marriages, which
provides him with individual opportunities to vary his life and seek
improvement of his condition beyond his birthplace and the confines of
his clan.

The choices made vary greatly. One man may decide to migrate to
the land of his brother’s wife, another to that of a nephew and so on.
Close analysis would show that from a variety of causes some types of
relationships are more significant than others. For instance, sisters of
the wife or of the mother occur comparatively rarely in the examples
we have collected of relationships affecting migration. Such ties are
undoubtedly of importance to women, and a reason for their general
scarcity of mention in our records is that we have looked at the society
from a man’s point of view. Another reason, however, is that from the
Miao man’s point of view they are, for practical purposes, more
distant relations. Major decisions altering the circumstances of living,
such as moving to a new area, are taken between men. Therefore a

2 In some Thailand Miao communities, including Meto, marriage breakdown, although
still at a very low rate compared to western industrialized society, appears to be increasing.
The people themselves associate this with a general weakening of traditional cultural values
including proper adherence to the bride-price system.

c



48 SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS AND GROUPINGS

decision to go to live in the neighbourhood of one’s wife’s sister means
an agreement with the wife’s sister’s husband, who is one degree more
removed than the brother of one’s wife.

The importance of the category of second-degree family relatives must
be seen in the light of the migratory pattern of the Miao communities
we have studied. A kinship system provides various potentialities. In a
settled state the Miao may place a more exclusive emphasis upon
lineal connections. The flexible system we have described facilitates
their freedom to range over a wide territory both of clansfolk and other
folk related to them in a variety of ways.

The importance of non-clan ties mediated by women is symbolized
in ritual. For instance, at the funeral of a man his daughters should
jointly present one ox as a sacrifice, which should be killed by a son
of the eldest daughter. The brothers of his wife and his sisters should
give smaller offerings of rice, paper money, alcohol, and joss sticks
as well as carrying out ceremonial actions. The oxen which sons should
give should be killed by the brothers of their wives. When a bride-price
is received by the father of a bride he should, while retaining the bulk
of it himself, give portions not only to his father, his brothers, and his
sons but also to his wife’s sisters and his father’s sisters. During a
marriage the husbands and sons of the sisters of the bride’s father
should be given places at the ceremony at her house, and the husbands
and sons of the sisters of the bridegroom’s father at the ceremony at his
house when the bride is received.

Relationships do notstop at the second-degree range, but those beyond
it are generally less important. One reason is that normally as children
marry new second-degree relationships are constantly being made. Older
people who are no longer forming them and whose range of second-
degree relationships is dwindling have usually passed beyond the age of
family independence. Secondly, ties beyond the second degree have less
strength to compete with clan ties, so that a man finding himself
resident amongst only remote relatives is likely to move to an area
where he can feel more secure amongst clansmen. Thirdly, the number
of such possible connections could be very large, necessitating some
means of discriminating among them if they are to have any value as
providing special bonds in the general social world.

THE FAMILY LINE

One form of discrimination is made by a conception expressed in
ritual form which we may call the ‘family line’. In a sense it provides a
link between the pattern of individual relations and the clan categoriza-

tion.
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When a family makes offerings to the spirits, which most families do
frequently to secure their welfare in one respect or another, the spirits
honoured are those shown in Diagram 2. The invocation is as follows.
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Diacram 2: Categories of ‘ancestral’ spirits invoked at ceremonies

We have indicated the generation levels, beginning with the first
ascénding generation, by the use of semi colons:

‘Na hor, sier hor, Nyang hor, sier gier yer hor; pu nyang hor, yer hor; yer
gong hor, pu nyang gong; lao sier gong—come back to eat and drink.’
The spirit titles may be translated as follows. To understand the transla-
tion note should be taken of the wider denotation of the terms as shown
on the diagram:

‘Spirits of my mothers, spirits of my fathers, spirits of my father’s sisters,
spirits of my father’s sisters’ husbands; spirits of my grandfathers; spirits of

my great-grandfathers, spirits of my great-grandfathers’ wives and sisters;
all ancient spirits.’

The full justification of this translation would require more space
than can be given to it here but we may make reference to certain key
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words in partial explanation. ‘Hor’ (or ‘haw) means ‘spirit of deceased
person’; ‘na’ is the term for mother; ‘Nyang’ (which could be rend-
ered ‘ngang’) is that for sister; ‘sier’ (which could be rendered as ‘zer’
and is the same word that other writers have rendered as ‘jew’) is the
term for father and it may be extended to father’s brothers and to the
same categories of persons in ascending generations. It may also be
extended, apparently with a subtle tonal variation, to ‘husband’. The
more usual variant for ‘husband’ is ‘yer’ but either variant may in
certain contexts be used for a general classification which includes both
‘fathers’ and husbands. Precise identification when necessary can, of
course, always be made by descriptive terminology.? ‘Gong’ indicates a
spirit of remote generations.*

The line extends back in time the basic principle of family linkage.
It has several interesting features:

At all generation levels brothers of the father are classified with the
father as also are wives of these fathers’ brothers with the mother,
although distinctive terms for them are normally used in daily life.
Their classification in the ritual context as fathers and mothers can be
seen as a symbolic expression of the parental type of status which they
have and of the roles they may actually exercise in many families. For
the sake of simplicity we have so far spoken of the family as though it
comprised only true parents and children. In fact most Miao spend at
least part of their lives in extended families which include two or more
married sons of the family head, and in such families the parent—child .
relationships, although usually closer between actual parents and
children, are diffused over all the members of the respective generations.

A fully extended family would include not only married brothers of
the true father but married sisters as well. It is noteworthy that in the
ancestral line shown in the diagram married sisters and their husbands
are thus included. In Miao practice, however, the family is extended
only patrilineally. It is consistent with this practice that at the first
ascending generation i1n the ancestral set father’s sisters and their
husbands are not classified under family terms but are described in
terms of their ritual relationships. At this level distinction is significant
because they are a category of persons, closely associated with the
family but always outside it as a domestic unit, with whom practical

3 Miao kinship terminology is complex. In general the system at Meto was in many
respects similar to that described in detail by Ruey Yih-Fu, 1960, pp. 146~55. Full analysis
of the details of difference, taking account of tonal subtleties, would require longer study and
greater linguistic competence than I or Nusit Chindarsi achieved during our time together in
Meto.

4 Lyman says that the ‘Spirits of Ancestors’ are called ‘pu yaw tsi tsong’, which may be
shortened to ‘pu yaw’. As he translates ‘tsi’ as “father’ or ‘malée’, this could mean ‘female and
male ancestral spirits’ (Lyman, 1968, p. 27).
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relationships will be of a different érder from those within the family.

At high generation levels distinction is not likely to be significant.
It should be borne in mind that we are discussing the line in the context
of an ancestral ritual. The person carrying out the ritual—ego in the
diagram—will be the oldest man in the family, or someone acting on
his behalf. It would be a rare circumstance for him to have grand-
parents or their siblings living, and if they were the organization of
contemporary relationships would not involve them but their more
distantly related descendants. Therefore classifications become more
general at the second and third ancestral generations, and termino-
logical distinction disappears entirely at the fourth generation from the
living.

The line is not a complete family tree because parents of the mother
are not included. Nor, as we have seen, is it a simple patrilineal line.
What, then, can be its rationale ?

The line comprises the people who, had a family house endured
through many generations, would have lived in it. Wives come from
outside but are incorporated into the family. Daughters move away on
marriage but, as they have once been members, the family retains a
kind of residual interest in them and members of the separate family lines
into which they have been incorporated will constitute a special class
of remote and remoter relatives closer than others in the vast range
which the passage of years creates.

The ancestral cult symbolizes the spiritual unity of the family
household. Husbands of daughters are included because they are
directly linked to persons who have shared in the communion. On the
other hand wives who join the group participate in the communion
only after they have separated from their relatives who thus have no
direct link with it and are therefore not included. The total class of
relatives associated with the family line we may call the ‘house
relatives’. It will not be a significant form of relationship more than
three ot four generations from the living.

Within the general class of house relatives we may distinguish group-
ings of a closer order which we shall call lineages.

THE LINEAGE

Within the family line as shown in Diagram g there is an important
distinction between the persons in the centre and left-hand columns
and those in the column on the right. Whereas all the persons shown on
the diagram may be worshipped as ancestors, the worshipping group
itself includes only those in the first two columns. Persons in the right-
hand column will belong to different worshipping groups although
there will be an overlap of one or more ancestors in the sets honoured.



52 SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS AND GROUPINGS

For want of a better word we shall call persons in the first two
columns, so long as they remain a cohesive group and acknowledge
common ancestral spirits, a lineage. In using this term we are diverging
from its classical use in anthropology because in the present case the
group comprises not only patrilineal descendants but their wives as well.

This is not merely a definitional matter, as it could be said to be if
patrilineal descent were the group’s main criterion and the wives were
admitted simply as affiliated members. As in the case of all Miao social
groups patrilineal descent is of only limited relevance. The lineage is a
spiritual community united by the fact that all its members worship
the same set of ancestors. These ancestors no less than other levels of
the line include women, and after a very few generations they become
grouped together in a manner which eliminates the sex distinction.

If we consider only the ancestors shown in Diagram g it is obvious
that lineages cannot be of greater depth than two generations from the
living because after that there is no further specifying of the patrilineal
ancestors. In fact the Miao commonly recognize two orders of associa-
tion—that between brothers and their families, and that between this
group and their father’s brothers and their families. But it will be
understood that lineage membership may extend over more generations
than two because we are speaking only of the most senior men among
the living.

The only other way in which a lineage could be extended would be
by the recognition of a named ancestor. This is unlikely to happen to
any significant extent because of the nature of the ancestral cult.
Particular ancestors may be called upon by name. But the occasions
when the ritual is employed are usually when sickness or misfortune
‘has occurred. It is believed that both may be caused by an ancestor’s
running short of food or money in the afterworld and his indicating his
need for an offering. The identity of the ancestor may be determined
by the head of a household or a priest studying signs, such as the
appearance of the skull of a chicken killed for the purpose, or by casting
divination horns. The ancestors most likely to be troublesome are the
more recently dead. Therefore they are the ones most likely to be
remembered in the ancestral ceremonies.

It is true that sometimes an ancestor who is almost certainly more
remote is remembered by name and serves as a recognized link between
quite a large group of people. Even so, in all the cases we have recorded,
the genealogy linking him to the living is never longer than two
generations. Diagram 5 in Chapter Five illustrates a case of this kind.
This type of grouping differs from the kind we are now considering.
There is no cult of the ancestor concerned and no knowledge of the
precise ways in which the living are related to him. We shall discuss
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such groupings later under the heading of sub-clans, although even in
them the genealogical link is not the crucial criterion. The existence of
such cases can be taken as indicating a patrilineal bias in the society
but it is not a major structural principle, a fact which is shown in this
instance by the very abbreviated genealogy.

The spiritual structure of the lineage accords with its practical value
as a contemporary organization providing mutual support for its
members. Its personnel may be conterminous with a large extended
family living in one household, although in the descriptions of Meto
society which follow we shall in the interests of clarity use the term
‘extended family’ for persons still sharing the one household and
‘lineage’ for the types of association now being discussed which extend
beyond one household.

Each family is the embryo of a lineage. The foundations of its
practical meaning are laid in the co-operation of a common household.
The continuity of the household group is symbolized by the practice
when families leave a house to set up new houses of their taking with
them some ash from the big fireplace to deposit in the fireplaces of their
new homes, thus transferring the fireplace spirit. A symbolic connection
with the old house is also maintained by the practice of burying the
placenta of a boy beside the central post. It is believed that when he
dies his spirit will return to the site to resume the placenta before
returning to the spirit parents in the other world.5

When a section of a household moves to a new area and sets up its
own household it will usually encourage other sections of the household
to move with it or to follow. The maintenance of lineage ties is especially
valuable while the new households are small. The households of
brothers usually maintain close links. Although the households usually
work their fields alone, they may assist one another when there is a
need for extra labour or at times of sickness. They may care for one
another’s children. They will attend and assist at major ceremonies in
any of the houses. They will participate in marriage arrangements. They
will jointly contribute to the welfare of their parents if they are alive
and manage their funerals together. Socially, there is a great deal of
visiting between the households. Thus the ideology and practical co-
operation of a household persists in an attenuated form after it has
dispersed into a lineage. .

The principle on which lineages are formed is that of the family
extended through its male members. Of particular importance are the
bonds between father and children and between brothers. So long as
cither of these bonds persists, all the descendants in the male line of the

5 The placenta of a girl is buried beneath the bedroom floor. We did not record whether
or not it was resumed.
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persons so linked will consider themselves to belong together in a group
with special obligations to one another.

It follows that there will be lineages within lineages. Obviously the
categories will appear differently for different persons in the groups
according to their generation level, and even if we consider only
persons of a single generation, the practical relevance of their lineage
associations will change as time increases the number of their own
descendants. Thus two brothers may initially have close working
relations. By the time each has become a father or grandfather with,
say, ten sons each of whom may have sons of his own, the newer
closer family ties outclass in importance the earlier ones and the brothers
association, from being originally important economically, passes into
a largely sentimental association accompanied quite often by a wide
separation in space.

The situation is flexible. Larger lineages break down into smaller
ones, which then expand and break down again. There are many inter-
mediate situations. Sometimes persons belong coincidentally to a wider,
largely ritual association and to a narrower, economically co-operating
one. Sometimes they participate only in a small lineage. Sometimes
brothers continue to co-operate in a comparatively wide group because
their own families are too small or too immature to fulfil their economic
needs. :

When the father of the originating family of the lineage dies, his
widow may serve as the focus of the group. After her death the eldest
of her sons may provide a focus.

As a lineage widens and its economic roles tend to pass to narrower
subsidiary lineages, unity may be preserved through the expression of
ritual bonds in ceremonies additional to the ancestral rites. For instance,
in the cases of the widest lineages in which there are adult members in
the third descending generation it is usual for there to be periodic
ceremonies in which the male members of this generation may make
obeisance to the originating couple or to one of them if only one
survives.

Even after both have died similar ceremonial may be carried out by
junior members of the lineage under the direction of the eldest of the
surviving sons, who is now the lineage head. In this case the obeisance

- may be made to his wife’s parents or to one of them if only one is alive.
Although the person honoured is not a member of the lineage, the
ceremonial still unites the lineage members in common ritual action.

It also has other meanings. It expresses the important Miao value
of respect for age and it reminds the junior members of the lineage of
the connections they have with other clans through female members of
their family line.
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THE CLAN

The Miao are divided into a number of clans. Just how many there
are amongst the Blue Miao in Thailand is uncertain but the number is
usually said to be dbout twelve. We have encountered eleven: Tang,
Wang, Yang, Jang, Tong, Goo, Kloo, Mow, Jow, Her, and Tchai.
Some reports of greater numbers may have been confused by the fact
the Miao often have two names for the same clan, one used amongst
themselves and the other when talking to outsiders. Lyman ¢ says that
this is the case with all clans but we have noted it only in the following
cases: Tang to outsiders becomes Hang, Yang becomes Ma, Kloo
becomes Tow, Tchai becomes Lee and Mow becomes Song. The Miao
name may be prefixed by the Miao term for clan, which is Hmong,
and' the outside name by the Thai term, which is Seh. Thus Hmong
Tang becomes Seh Hang. Miao were unable to give us any explanation
of this double name except to say that it was traditional. It may derive
from ancient times in China when Miao were associated in States with
Chinese or Tai, as in the principality of Ch’u.

As with our use of the term ‘lineage’, we are using the term ‘clan’
for want of a better, although in this case there is also the additional
excuse that most other writers have so designated the named sub-
divisions amongst the Miao. They have done so, however, with stronger
reason because they have regarded the groups as patrilineal. Thus
Lyman writes: ‘Miao kinship structure is based on twelve exogamous
patrilinear clans....”” Following German usage in which ‘clan’ is
reserved for matrilineal groups, Bernatzik prefers the term ‘sib’ and
states: ‘Among the Meau . . . the family is organized strictly by father
right.”® Hudspeth, on the other hand, writing of the Miao in China
calls their divisions ‘surname groups’, and in our view he is closer to
the social reality.?

It is true that if the genealogical structure of a clan over several
generations could be determined it would be patrilineal in character.
It is true also that in any generation a majority of the members will
be patrilineal descendants of previous generations. It is a fact, further-
more, that children may be expected generally to belong to the clans
of their fathers. To this extent the term ‘patrilineal clan’ is justified
and it is a convenient short-hand term to use.

There are, however, important qualifications to the statements just
made. The genealogical structure of a total clan over several generations
is never known. Small sections of it may be aware of their genealogical
links but rarely to any great depth. In any generation up to half of the

6 Lyman, 1968, p. g 7 Ibid. 8 Bernatzik, 1947, p. 30.
® Hudspeth, W. H., ‘The Cult of the Door Amongst the Miao in South-West China’,
Folk Lore, Vol. 33, 1922, pp. 400-10.
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adult members may not be patrilineal descendants of previous genera-
tions. These are the wives, and as there is a high rate of polygyny in
many groups the percentage of married persons who are not in the
patrilineal category may be higher than of those who are. Finally,
although generally children may be expected to belong to the clans of
their fathers, a number of them will belong to the clans of their mothers.

The truth of the matter is that the recruiting principle of the clan is
not patrilineal descent but marriage. The fact that marriage is virilocal
—that is to say, that wives join their husbands’ group—gives the groups
their basically patrilineal appearance.

Therefore it is no oddity in the Miao case that wives become members
of their husbands’ clans. It is the crux of the system.? Children are born
to mothers; fathers (and father’s clan) acquire the women; therefore
they acquire the children. If fathers do not establish property rights
over the mothers by marrying them in the proper manner then the
children belong to the clans of the mothers.

In the Miao belief system children are not reincarnations of the
fathers or the mothers. Although the Miao know that sexual inter-
course is a necessary precondition of birth and men can be penalized
for their part in a pregnancy outside marriage, they believe that the
soul of a child comes from the afterworld where the souls of all the
dead are waiting to be reborn. The child may not have belonged in its
previous existences to the clan into which it is born but to another clan,
or another race, or to a lower level of the animal kingdom. '

The singling out of patrilineal descent as the criterion of Miao clans
could lead to a misunderstanding of the character of the groups and of
Miao social attitudes and behaviour. It may be regarded as implying
a concern with genealogies and an orientation to the past foreign to
Miao concepts as we understood them.

Certainly the clan sub-divisions to which they belong come to them
as a heritage from the past, but, for the very reason that they are part
of the nature of things, there is little need to bother about their history,
especially as they have no landed property over which there could be
dispute as to the original title. The clans are contemporary associations
serving current interests and thus they are oriented to the present and
future, not to the past.

10 This practice is characteristic of all Miao groups on which we have read reports.
Graham (1937, p. 26) says of the Ch’uan Miao of Szechuan that on marriage a girl changes
membership from her parents’ family to that of her husband. Hudspeth (1922, pp. 405-10)
says of the Miao he studied in Yunnan and Kweichow that the daughters are not allowed to
take part in the sacrificial meal to the door spirit of their household because later they will
marry and become part of another clan. Partaking of the meal would attach their souls to
their parental household thus causing their marriages to be unsuccessful. Bernatzik (1947,
p- 30) says ‘... married women belong absolutely to the family of their husband ... the
married woman . . . loses every connection with the sib.’ These are only a few of the references.
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The interests which the clans serve are security and prosperity in the
wide world of natural and supernatural forces. They do so by providing
combinations of persons united in spiritual strength and co-operating
in mutual help. In their mundane aspect the clans may be likened to
clubs and in their religious aspects to sects. As their religious aspect is
fundamental to their conception, we may define the clans and their
sub-divisions as essentially religious associations conferring rights of
community upon their members through the spiritual bonds between
them. Anyone admitted to the association has these rights irrespective
of whether he is linked to the others by blood descent.

The property of a clan is its members and the more people who
belong to it the stronger it is conceived to be. In a ceremony which we
witnessed at Meto in 1965 carried out by members of the Tang clan in
order to subdue a spirit called ‘Suter Sublong’ who periodically harasses
the people, part of the spell chanted by the leader was:

Let the Tang clan be so numerous that when they walk the sound will be
like thunder. Other clans will then say that the Tang are so many that they
make a great commotion walking. Our clan will grow and spread like the
forest, and none will die like the trees in it.

To increase its strength, or even to maintain itself, a clan must
acquire new members. It could do so by children being born to women
who have themselves been born into the clan. But this rarely happens
because sexual relations between clan members are incestuous and
cohabitation within her parental house between a girl and any man
offends the house spirits. Thus the only effective way for a clan to keep
up its membership is to obtain women from outside thereby acquiring
rights not only over them but also over their children.

MARRIAGE AND BRIDE-PRICE

The women are brought in as wives and their transfer from the clans
where they were born to those of their husbands is effected by the
payment of bride-price.

The rights which a husband’s clan then has over a woman whose
price has been paid are entitlements to retain her and her children as
members of the clan. If her husband dies his younger brother has a
superior right over anyone else to take her as a wife without the
payment of bride-price. If she is not remarried within the clan, consent
of clansmen should be obtained before she marries outside and bride-
price should be paid to the near relatives of her former husband. In
this respect her position is similar to that of a clan daughter.

Relative to the Miao economy bride-price is high. It is calculated in
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Indian silver rupees!! and must be paid in silver, either as rupees or
ingots or neck rings made from melted silver. The price appears to be
fairly standard averaging in marriages we studied about 350 rupees,
equivalent in United States currency to approximately $200. There are
other costs too. The bridegroom’s party should provide chickens for
sacrifice in the bride’s house, and rice, alcoholic drink, a pig, and more
chickens to feed spirits and guests on their return with her to the house
of the bridegroom. The total expenses would be more than the savings
of most households for at least one and possibly several years.

To persons who are not anthropologists familiar with such systems
the high bride-price may give the impression that women are bought
and sold like chattels. In fact the transactions are not aimed at economic
gain, nor do they yield it to any extent. In the first place the price is
offset to some degree by the fact that, according to the best Miao
traditions, the bride’s father should give her a dowry of an ox, a pig,
silver neck rings, and a new embroidered costume. Secondly, the need
for women is reciprocal so that what a clan receives for its daughters is
more or less counterbalanced by what it has to pay out for its wives.
Thirdly, the amount gained for a girl by a family is not usually equal
to the loss of her value as a worker.

The high price serves a number of social ends in addition to marriage
itself. It displays the status of a family which can amass the bride-price.
Some families are unable to achieve this status by the time of the
marriage, and have to offer promises along with part payment. It gives
a family temporary prominence and its head leadership in the small
circle of clansmen who are called upon to help in arranging the
marriage. It bestows prestige on the bride and her family. It cements
friendships in a party atmosphere. In short, once subsistence needs are
provided for, it offers one of the most satisfying uses of wealth.

The main utility of bride-price, however, is the symbolization it
gives to a new creative act in the Miao social universe. The symboliza-
tion is both general and particular. There is probably significance in
the fact that the price should be paid in silver and not in ordinary
money, thus setting it apart from a commercial transaction and relating
it directly to the traditions of Miao culture. The most precious metal,
the material of ornamentation as well as wealth, symbolizes the most
important occasion and celebrates the worth of the woman. The way

1 These rupees, bearing dates from the reigns of William I'V to Edward VII but mainly
Victorian, still circulate in the hills of Burma and northern Thailand where they are used
mainly in traditional exchanges but also as standards of weight and for making ornaments.
In 1958 they could be bought from Chiengmai Indian traders for 8 baht apiece. In 1965 the
price was 11 baht so the cost of traditional exchanges, such as in marriages, had actually
risen in terms of ordinary currency. During the period of this study one American dollar was

worth approximately 20 baht.
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the price is contributed by a group of the husband’s relatives and
distributed to relatives of the wife gives particular significance to the
new relationships brought into being. These are not only clan ties,
although they are our present concern. Marriage is the creative act at
the centre of almost all new kin relationships, which otherwise can
arise only rarely and through misbehaviour and are therefore more
limited in scope.

These symbolizations might, of course, be achieved in other ways than
by a bride-price, for instance by the type of reciprocal exchange which
occurs in many societies, or simply by a celebration party. In attempt-
ing to set the Miao bride-price in its wider symbolic context, therefore,
we do not wish to argue away its meaning as a price. Miao clans are
exclusive groupings in several respects and women are important
assets to them. Through marriage, a clan gains new spiritual adherents
and its constituent households mothers, housekeepers, and workers in
the fields. It is appropriate that these assets should be paid for to
validate the transfers in the public eye.

That the women are not treated simply as property to be bought:
and sold is further evident from the fact that they do not lose their
integrity as persons. The claims which clans and their constituent units
exercise over any of their members, men or women, are limited. Miao
society is not autocratic. The concept of individual rights is strongly
embedded in the culture. One of the earliest indications of this is the
right of a new-born baby to its mother’s milk. No other being can
share in this so long as the child lives, and if milk drops accidentally
from the mother’s breast on to an animal it should be killed.

The rights of the child in respect to the mother are reciprocated
by the rights she has over it. In the first instance it is her child and
unless a bride-price is paid for her the father has no rights over it and
it will remain within her clan. Even when a husband has acquired
rights by payment of the bride-price the primacy of the mother’s rights
remains so long as the child is immature. If a marriage breaks up she
may take her children with her provided arrangements are made to
compensate her husband for their loss.

The nature of these arrangements varies as they are subject to
disputation and negotiation. If the woman remarries into another clan
and takes with her all the children her full bride-price should be paid
back. Sometimes it is argued that an additional price equal to half the
bride-price should be paid for each child taken. If she leaves children
behind, the bride-price to be returned is reduced. We heard different
opinions in Meto as to what the reduction should be. One was that the
price should be reduced ten rupees for each child left; another that if
any child was left no bride-price need be returned. In practice no



6o SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS AND GROUPINGS

attempt would be made physically to restrain a woman from taking
her children even if no price had been paid, although this would
inevitably lead to dispute between the new husband and the old.

A woman is not obliged to remain with her husband if he physically
maltreats her, and in such an event she can return to her parents’
home, although her husband may raise objections to her remarrying
unless the bride-price is first returned. It is a rare event because
‘husbands know that if they get a reputation for ill-treating women they
may find it impossible to gain other wives. Also, although a younger
brother has the right to an older brother’s widow, she may refuse to
allow him to exercise the right. She may not marry elsewhere unless a
price is paid to him, but she cannot be forced to cohabit with him
against her will.12

It is only young children not often above the age of seven who would
be involved in transfers from their father’s group. The Miao have no
rites of passage marking the transition of a child through stages of
immaturity to adulthood, but each passing year further establishes the
father’s claim over it in virtue of his contribution to its upkeep. Also
in the extended family pattern of the Miao the diversification of bonds
quickly strengthens the child’s attachment to its natal group, to break
which against its will would be an infringement of its own individuality.
In extremely exceptional circumstances even an adult may may change
his clan affiliation, but normally a person’s own identification with a
particular clan and that which others make for him render change
impossible after the early years of childhood.

SEX AND CLAN MEMBERSHIP

From the above discussion it will be clear that in respect of clan
membership there is a difference between men and women in that men
remain members of the same clan all their lives whereas women
normally change from one clan to another. This has some practical
consequences.

Although we have said that a woman changes clan membership upon
marriage this statement requires some slight qualification. Her position
is in fact somewhat ambivalent. It appears that her natal clan never
entirely relinquishes interest in her or she in it. We have noted earlier
that sisters of the father and grandfather appear in the lists of spirits
which are honoured by families. Surveying the family line in the other
direction we can distinguish the same enduring interest in the female
members expressed in the custom of child betrothal which, although
not a regular practice, is also not uncommon.

It occurs between a boy and his father’s sister’s daughter. It is
12 A case occurred during our stay at Meto.
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dependent upon the agreement of the father of the girl and his superior
rights are symbolized by the boy’s father giving to him articles of fine
clothing for her, a bottle of alcoholic spirit, and four silver rupees. The
eldest brother of a family has the first right to betroth his son to his
sister’s daughter and thereafter the right descends to younger brothers
in order of seniority. When the age for marriage is reached either party
may opt out of the arrangement, but if one does it must pay to the other
the sum of forty silver rupees. If the marriage does take place no bride-
price is required. :

The residual bond between a woman and her natal clan is shown too
by the fact that if a marriage ends she may return to it.

The ambivalent status of women compared to the certain status of
men in respect of clan membership also supports the political dominance
of men. A widow may sometimes become the effective head of a large
household, and although we encountered no cases of women as village
leaders amongst the Blue Miao, we did do so in the case of one large
White Miao settlement. As shamans, too, women may exercise con-
siderable influence upon community affairs. But generally women’s
voices are limited to the private deliberations of the family circle.
Public debates and inter-group negotiations, such as the arrangement
of marriages, are the preserves of men.

None of the qualifications we have just mentioned alter the truth of
the statement that once bride-price has been paid for her a woman
belongs to her husband’s family and clan. She can only return fully
to her natal group with their agreement and usually only after com-
pensation has been paid to them. The residual interest in her which we
suggested was indicated by the custom of child betrothal can only be
expressed in this form with the agreement of her husband.

But most of all her new clan membership is manifested in her
changed spiritual allegiance. When a bride is first brought to her
husband’s house she is introduced to the house spirits. Thereafter she
participates in all the ceremonies of the clan and its sub-divisions. If
she falls ill, it is the guardian spirits of her husbands’ household or clan
who are appealed to and not those of her own birth group. If she is
visiting her parents, takes ill, and is believed to be dying, an effort
should be made to take her back to her husband’s home, and if this is
not possible she should be taken to another house. When she does die,
her spirit joins those of her husband’s clan.

THE COHESION OF THE CLAN
Membership of a distinctive spiritual community is the criterion of

clanship. Admission is by birth to a clan member, by marriage, or by

adoption. In fact all may be seen as forms of adoption because the
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children themselves are gifts of the gods and may have been linked to
other clans in other times. Membership is signified by a distinctive clan
name and expressed by adherence to particular ritual observances.

The ritual distinctions which mark off one clan from another may be
only small differences in procedure in ceremonies which otherwise are
common to all clans. In his description of “The Cult of the Door’ among
the Miao of south-west China, Hudspeth says that there are very
definite variations in the forms of the ceremony associated with each
surname. Some of the differences are in the types of animals sacrified,
others in the way offerings to the spirits are laid out, and others in the
way invocations are rendered. Surnames ‘Hmao-tang’ and ‘Hmao-
chih’, he writes, open and close the door three times saying: ‘May we
come to be rich. May our children be numerous! May our cattle
multiply !’ 13

Amongst the clans we encountered in Thailand there were similar
variations in ritual practices. A full description of the differences would
take more space than we can devote to it but we may mention some of
the more general types. Frequently the differences concern the ‘house
spirit’. Every Blue Miao household has a shrine for this spirit, both
shrine and spirit being called ‘Sier Klang’. It is a white paper about
nine inches square to which red neck feathers or white breast feathers of
fowls sacrificed to it are stuck with blood from the sacrifice. Some clans
have the shrine on the wall immediately opposite the door of the house;
the Tang clan has it on the wall just to the right of the door.

Some clans sacrifice a dog in major ceremonies as well as pigs and
chickens, and eat portions of the cooked body. Others sacrifice a dog
but do not eat it. With other clans, such as the Tang, dogs have no
place in the ceremonies.

Many, if not all, clans acknowledge the existence of the harassing
‘Suter Sublong’ spirit but differ in the details of how they deal with it
and in the timing of their ceremonies.

Slight mythological differences as well as actual distinctions in ritual
procedure may also mark one clan off from another. The Tang clan
in Meto explain the origin of the Sier Klang 4 spirit by a story which
says that there was once a family with seven sons, all of whom helped
each other in the fields except the fourth son who was very lazy. His
brothers disliked him, would not help him when he fell sick, and when
he died held no funeral ceremonies but threw his body away in the
forest as food for the wild animals. The brothers then fell sick and their
animals began to die. They consulted a shaman who told them their

13 Hudspeth, 1922, pp. 406-10.
14 A literal translation of ‘sier klang’ might be ‘father spirit’, but he is not considered a

Miao ancestral figure.
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fourth brother’s soul was very angry at his body’s being cast away like
that of an animal, and that they should hold a ceremony to apologize
to him. They were to light joss sticks for him, offer him paper money,
sacrifice a cock to him, and ask him to stay in the house as their pro-
tective spirit.

The story of the Jang clan is different. It says that there was once a
family which was very poor. Its members sickened and their animals
died. So the head of the family went to the Chinese to ask what was the
matter. The Chinese told himn how to hold the ceremony to invite the
‘sier klang’ spirit to take up residence in the house.

The ritual distinctions mark off one clan from another. By doing so
they contribute to clan identity, but the inner strength of clanship
comes from the relationship members conceive they have to one another.
Persons come into the clan in the context of a family, and the rules and
sentiments of clanship can be seen as the widest extension of the family.
Of course, as we are dealing with an on-going cultural system, we are
not suggesting that they are so derived in each individual case, but
rather that clan and family conform to the same paradigm and because
of this mutually reinforce each other, the family forming an early
model of behaviour and the existence of the same rules in a wider
context strengthening its authority.

As the families display the incest taboo so do the clans, which are
therefore exogamous. Respect for the household gods is duplicated by
respect for the clan gods. Mutual help and protection, friendship, recog-
nition of the decision-taking role of men, respect for age, and to some
extent common property rights are the basis of the moral code in both.

It is true that the clan as a whole appears to diverge from the family
pattern in that it has no single head. Partly this can be explained by the
fact that the paradigm is not that of the nuclear family, which as we
have seen is not a Miao ideal, but the extended family in which
authority is less strongly particularized. An over-riding reason, how-
ever, is that the clan as a whole is a dispersed group some of the
members of which may be in China and others scattered throughout
all the mountains to the south where the Miao pause in their migrations.
In its group functions clanship operates through lesser sub-divisions, and
the smaller and more localized these become the closer the approach to
a leadership pattern. But before discussing these sub-divisions let us
try to assess the over-all role of clanship.

THE SOCIAL VALUE OF THE CLANS

We have already said that clanship operates as a general area of
reciprocity. At the widest clan level this amounts to little more than a
general friendliness and a willingness to render help provided it does
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not conflict with narrower interests or closer liaisons between kinsmen
or sub-clan members. Reference was made also to some conception of
common property rights. Although land under use or intended for use
is individual or household property, clansmen will usually recognize a
right of fellow clansmen to settle within a general territory which they
might otherwise try to preserve for themselves. Thus clan ties can be
an important aid in migration.

In its most general sense clanship enlarges the social horizon,
allowing each person a wide range of social contacts which he may use
to his personal benefit. The dispersed nature of the clans and the fact
that they are associations of mutual aid not dependent on specific ties
between members make them of high value to people who frequently
move over long distances. The mere possession of a common clan
name is enough to ensure a friendly reception amongst people who
would otherwise be strangers. Not all the journeys are for the purposes
of resettlement. They may be to explore, to seek marriage partners, or
to visit relatives. The wide scatter of clansmen provides staging posts
over much of the countryside.

The horizon is not limited only to members of one’s own clan. Links
with other clans through marriage also facilitate entry to communities.
Diversification of clan ties is encouraged by the Miao belief that it is
bad practice for more than two marriages to take place between the
same families. Inter-clan ties, however, are of less intensity than
common clanship; they usually involve only those of the other clan who
have been co-resident with or are close relatives of the families which
provide the links, and they tend to evaporate with deaths of the
generations which created them. In a general sense, too, clanship
enhances the moral strength of the lesser groups within its span by
placing them in the context of a wider, more powerful, if vaguer,
union.

Their dispersed nature precludes the clans from operating as unified
groups. They never come together in assembly and they have no
political organization. This does not mean, however, that they have
no roles as groups. On the contrary, their very lack of total political
organization means that their local representatives can be regarded as
representing the whole.

Through the clan system many Miao social events, instead of being
the affairs of individuals and families, become the interests of larger
sets of people. We have already spoken of the value of this in creating
inter-personal ties. Equally valuable is the enrichment it gives to social
life by bringing people together from far and near, producing variety,
excitement, and the general warmth of greater social intercourse, and
providing scope and rationale for diversified ceremonial.
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The group functions resulting from differences in clanship are most
clearly evident in marriages. On most other important occasions the
clans are represented in some roles as distinctive groups. For instance
at funerals the body should be washed and clothed by the children and
grandchildren, male and female, of the deceased person. Although they -
perform this particular duty in virtue of their family relationships they
almost always comprise members of two or more clans. In the assign-
ment of other special duties clanship is the primary criterion. Special
shoes for the corpse should be made by men of a different clan from
that of the deceased. The chanting may be performed by an expert of
any clan but he should be accompanied by representatives of the clans
into which the deceased and his or her spouse were born. The cooking
of the funeral feast should be supervised by two persons only one of
whom should be from the clan of the deceased, and other duties—the
coffin-making, the cutting of firewood for cooking the food, the dish-
washing, the firing of the gun to salute the soul—should be given to
men of different clans. The grinding of rice for the feast should be
done by at least two women of different clans, and a man belonging to
a different clan from the deceased should arrange the payment of any
outstanding debts on behalf of the deceased’s sons upon whom the
responsibility devolves.

THE SUB-CLANS

Within the clan there are associations of persons who regard them-
selves as more closely linked with one another than with other members
of the clan. These groupings we shall call sub-clans. Their uniting
principle is the same as that in the clan: they are spiritual associations
symbolized by the same ritual practices and the same mythology. It is
the differences they display from the otherwise common ritual pattern
of the clan that mark them off as separate groupings. Unlike the clans,
however, they do not have names to perpetuate their distinction. They
exist as single groups only so long as the ritual of all their members
remains the same. Separation by time and distance causes divergences
so that sub-clans may sub-divide into further sub-clans and there may
be various degrees of association between them.

Because they are based on known or presumed former family
associations, perhaps in ancient times, the sub-clans are extensions of
lineages with sentiments of the same type uniting their members but
becoming less binding the more distant the relationship is regarded as
being. Persons encountering strangers of the same clan may inquire
into their ritual practices to determine how close is their association.

The ritual differences which mark off the sub-clans are various.
Different names for the spirit honoured in the ceremony for the door
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spirit of the house indicate a considerable separation, but generally it
appears to be the number of differences rather than particular items
which count. Common differences are the manner in which oxen
sacrificed in ceremonies to cure sickness are divided up; variations in
the forms of respect shown to the house spirits; and in the times of the
year when ceremonies are held.

The sub-clans are most important locally. Within a settlement area
they have considerable significance as providing circles of friendship
and co-operating bodies in ritual. Members of a sub-clan are expected
to live in close harmony. For instance, before a head of a household
carries out the ceremony for the spirit of the central post of his house,
which he should do every three years if the household is to prosper, he
should ensure that he has good relationships with the members of every
other household in the sub-clan, and he should invite them all to the
ceremony. Often members of the sub-clan will farm together in the
same part of the village territory, and they can call upon one another
for help should occasion arise.

On the local scene the sub-clans are usually distinguished from one
another by the names of principal members, often by that of the man
most socially prominent in each, although as they have no organized
political roles vis-d-vis one another, and decisions within the group
depend largely on consensus, there is no emphasis on particular
leadership.

The sub-clans also have potential significance beyond the local area
as aid in resettlement. Clansmen in general, but sub-clansmen in
particular, should extend hospitality to one another and allow new-
comers to settle amongst them, providing them with land whenever
possible. The difference appears to be that whereas members of other
sub-clans will be accepted into the local community if they so request,
members of one’s own sub-clan may be actively invited to join it. This
frequently happens in the early phase of a settlement when the pioneers
seek the company of those most close to them in the clan in order to
increase their security and perhaps improve their status in relation to
other groups in the neighbourhood.

Because of the value of wider ties of sub-clanship members of a
dispersed sub-clan may seek by ritual means to preserve their sense of
union. The longer the separation, however, the greater the likelihood
of divergence which could ultimately lead to sub-clan division. On the
other hand small groups in long association may tend to coalesce.
The extent to which either separation or combination occurs will
depend much upon circumstances, as intra~-clan behaviour appears to
be fairly adaptable to immediate needs. In a large congregation of
clansmen minor ritual differences may be emphasized because there is
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value in circumscribing interest groups, and also because a diversity of
groups permits a more varied ceremonial life. Small groups entering a
new situation where they are faced with larger combinations may find
common ground for union. The embrace of common clanship makes
such rearrangements easier.

As an illustration of the workings of sub-clans in the ritual sphere we
shall describe in a little detail one of the ceremonies concerning the
Suter Sublong spirit, which we attended at Meto in 1965. We have
already referred to this spirit as one which most clans believe to harass
them. The name means ‘the fire and blood spirit’. It may burn down
houses, make the blood flow from wounds, and cause other forms of
sickness. Therefore at one ceremony it must be trapped and beaten,
and at another it must be burnt and drowned. It revives and the
sequence starts again. '

Most clans and sub-clans hold the first type of ceremony every year
for three years in succession followed by the second type of ceremony
for each of the three subsequent years. The various sub-clans within
a clan may differ in the dates for the ceremonies. Thus within the Jang
clan the sub-clan of Tungsang holds them on the last day of the new
moon in the seventh month but the sub-clan of Jusu on the last day
of the new moon in the sixth month. In the case of the Tang clan all
the sub-clans hold a ceremony every year on varying dates except the
sub-clan of Yaitong which holds it every three years on the last day of
the new moon in the twelfth month. In every sub-clan and clan all
members must refrain from work on the day when a ceremony is held,
and all males should participate.

The sub-clan of Yaitong now carry out only the first ceremony—the
trapping and beating of the spirit. Each time a different house is
selected as the ceremonial place so that eventually they will all have
had the spirit driven from them. Early in the morning every male in
the sub-clan within walking distance should come to the house.
Females of the sub-clan may come if they wish. All the members of the
sub-clan must be careful not to handle knives or guns on this day
because if they injure themselves they will bleed to death.

A member of the household who is either a first- or last-born son will
have been chosen to lead the ritual. First he goes all around the inside
of the house chanting and scattering rice to attract the spirit. Over his
shoulder he carriés a leafy sapling of a certain species of tree favoured
by the spirit which has tied to it flaming wooden torches to direct the
spirit to it. When it is considered that the spirit has had time to settle
in the leaves, he carries the sapling outside, where all the clansmen now
assemble and are surrounded by a band of white cloth to separate them
from the spectators and to symbolize their common bond. In front of
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them are piled all the agricultural implements and all the weapons
belonging to the household.

Many times the man circles the group and the implements, uttering
a chant which in part says:

“This is not the day for prayers for wealth, or for the old people, or for the
house or for the children, but the day for the prayer to Suter Sublong. If he
comes to the doors of our houses he eats the women;; if he goes to the working
places he eats the men. Today I shall kill Suter Sublong. Whoever believes
1 have not killed him will die; he will die down like the fire. Today will be a

good day?

Thereafter follows the part of the invocation we have already quoted
on page 57. As he continues his chant he directs his words to particular
localities. None of these is higher than the village in which the ceremony
is taking place, for which the reason given is that water flows downward
to the village from higher places. This suggests that the evil spirit
follows the stream upwards from the lowlands, and perhaps, therefore,
it is a symbolic representation to Miao minds of the dangers which
threaten the tribe from the alien powers in the plains.

At Meto the man carrying out the ceremony repeats his chant for
the following localities in descending order of altitude: 1. Bo Sali (the
headquarters of the tambong, or administrative sub-district); 2. Hot
(the headquarters of the amphur, or administrative district); 3.
Chiengmai (the headquarters of the changwad, or province); 4.
Bangkok (the national capital); 5. the sea. He prays that the spirit, if
it is in the forest, the trees will fall on it; if it is on the plains, the wind
will blow it away; and if it is on the sea, a sea serpent will eat it.

When the chanting is completed, the sapling is planted in the ground.
Suddenly, the man leaps towards it and severs the base of it with a
knife so that it falls to the ground. The cloth is unwound from the
assembled clanspeople. In front of them an arch is made by the man
holding from one side the knife used to fell the sapling and by another
person on the opposite side holding a cross-bow against the knife. The
clanspeople file beneath the arch to end the ceremony.

The disposal ceremony is similar in many respects. A first- or last-
born son officiates, the clanspeople assemble as witnesses and are
surrounded by a white cloth. Three samplings of the proper species,
one for each year the spirit has been trapped, are tied together with red
cloth and are held in a fire while prayers for the destruction of the spirit
are chanted. They are then taken to a stream, submerged, and covered
with stones.

When members of this particular sub-clan migrated to Meto they
left behind at Pasamliem other members of the same sub-clan. In an
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effort to preserve their sub-clan unity in the face of the long distance
separating them an agreement was made before they parted that on the
same day every three years those at Meto would carry out the trapping
ceremony and those at Pasamliem the disposal ceremony.

Other events which occurred at Meto in 1965 illustrate the opposite
situation—the relative weakness of bonds when intra-clan relationships
are not considered to be close. Having heard a report that good land
was available at Meto six Tang households from a place in Chiengrai
Province more than 5oo kilometres away arrived at the village and
sought the help of the predominant Tang clan in settling there. Inquiry
showed that the name of their principal spirit was different and there
were several major distinctions in ritual. They were received with
courtesy, permitted to build their houses near those of the other Tang
clansmen, and were given land.

However, the land they were given comprised fields which had been
abandoned after long cultivation by the Tang people already resident
in the village. There was no ill-will towards them in this. In more
favourable circumstances they would have been more actively welcomed
as co-residents. But Meto was already at the end of its reserves of new
land and for the Tang clansmen to give them better fields would serious-
ly have reduced their own ability to stay much longer in the area,
a sacrifice to which the distant clan relationship did not induce them.

While the new arrivals stayed at Meto they were treated with the
respect due to fellow clansmen but their Tang brethren did not appear
in general to develop as close an intimacy with them as they had with
the sections of different clans with whom they had been co-resident
for many years and with many of whom they have inter-familial
relationships. The situation may have changed in time and clan ties
asserted themselves more strongly, but after harvesting their first crops,
which were poor, the Chiengrai settlers abandoned their new-built
homes and returned whence they had come.

CONCLUSION

The example just given draws us back to the opening remarks of
this chapter—that each person has a range of possible relationships of
different types the degrees of importance of which are determined
principally by the extent to which they serve life interests. The categories
which we have defined are the immediate family (including the
family of birth and the family of procreation); the immediate con-
nections of the family; the family line; lineages of up to four genera-
tions’ depth in which at various stages of his life a person may occupy
any of the generational positions; the clan and the sub-clan.
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It will be noted that the categories are not exclusive. The family
itself is part of the clan and so are some of the immediate connections
of the family and most members of the family line. On the other hand
the categories do not constitute a hierarchy of inclusive groups. Many
of the family connections and some of the family line are outside the
clan groupings.

The situation is explained by the dual nature of the family. It is
part of the clan system but it is also the nucleus of new relationships
arising out of the alliances which form it. The alliances formed within
one generation continue with lessening force into the next generation
thus creating the concept of the family line.

There is no contradiction in principle between clan and non-clan
alliances because they follow different principles and fulfil different
needs. Recognized connections of kinship and affinity radiating from
the family offer a suitable basis for many of the inter-personal relation-
ships useful in daily life. They cannot, however, offer a suitable basis
for clanship because they exist only so long as they are recognized, and
memory of them must weaken as the number of intermediate links
increases. Clanship, on the other hand, is based on the concept of an
enduring group unaffected by generational distance or spatial dispersion
its value being that it provides a spiritual association of a wide order
between people, increasing their security in the material and immat-
erial worlds. The aspect of the family which serves as the model for
the clan is not that of the family as the nucleus of radiating con-
temporary relationships but that of the family as a unitary household
group worshipping its house spirits.

In discussing the family line we said its central core comprised
people who would have lived in a family house had the house endured.
We also described it as a link between the pattern of individual rela-
tionships and the clan categorization. At the limit of fading memory it
symbolizes the parting of the ways.

Thereafter persons who were once in the house—that is, daughters
who married—are forgotten. The house then comprises only those
born into it or who come into it through following the rule of patrilocal
marriage. They worship the same distinctive spirits and jointly perform
the same distinctive ritual. All that would be necessary to make them
a clan would be for the house to have a name and for them to have no
memory of ever having been a part of another house.

There are therefore two basic principles which determine the
practical ties which people will have with one another—the degree of
relationship, whether it be affinal or consanguineal, and their clan
affiliation. Let us call them the principle of relative immediacy and the
principle of clanship.
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Analytically, there might seem better sense in distinguishing cate-
gories not as we have done but according to whether the relationships
are by lineal descent or by marriage, a practice which is much more
usual in anthropological analysis. If we disregard Miao ideology—a
big step to take—it could be said that all ties within the clan area—
other than those with wives and mothers—are lineal ties, and it is true
that generally they are stronger than those with non-clanspeople. But
such a categorization would obscure the fact that within the clan area
the principle of immediacy operates also, and that its operation outside
the clan area may offset the strength of clanship. It is the operation of
the two principles in conjunction that determines the categories which
we have set forth above.

If both principles come together, as they do within the family, the
extended family, and the lineage, the ties are especially strong. In the
case of the wider lineage, however, and sometimes within the narrower
lineage if its membership is dispersed into several houses, the bond of
clanship may be offset by the greater distance of relationship so that
a relationship, say, to one’s wife’s brother may be utilized in preference
to one with one’s father’s brother’s son. Within the total range of close
relatives personality and practical advantage also often play decisive
roles in determining choices. With increasing distance of relationship
clanship becomes the predominant principle. The principle of immed-
1acy then operates within a restricted sphere in determining closer ties
with sub-clansmen than with other clansmen.

Clanship also has group functions which individual relationships
cannot fill. Therefore although a person in his daily life may associate
more with non-clansmen than with clansmen, and although he may
utilize a non-clan tie to gain entry to a settlement, he will seek some
association with fellow clansmen, for otherwise he will be an outsider
in ceremonial life, be insecure in the spiritual world, and lack a reliable
group of allies in wordly competition and crises.

The importance of different categories of relationships will depend
very much upon the social interests concerned. In listing them in the
order given above we had in mind mainly economic affairs which are
the subject of this book, but a different viewpoint, as for instance that
of religion, might yield another order. The roles of the relationships
can be assessed only in terms of cultural contexts and the particular
circumstances in which the people are situated. This is the case with
all so-called social structures, but it is very clear in the case of the Miao
where there is considerable flexibility in social behaviour. With regard
to settlement arrangements, for example, there appears to be only one
compulsory principle: that marriage may not be matrilocal. It may be
virilocal but the effect of the rule, in the Miao cultural context and
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in the situations of the groups we studied, is to make it generally
patrilocal. Otherwise there is no certain pattern. Clansmen tend to
congregate in settlements but their representation in a particular
settlement may be as low as a single household.

Relationships are constantly being varied according to contemporary
circumstances. In the migratory way of life the younger generations are
the pioneers and therefore the new relationships which they make
become the focal points of new alignments, convenience in the present
being of greater importance in many cases than association in the past.
The social system is suited to this condition. As we have seen, in neither
the clan system nor the pattern of individual relationships is blood
descent significant. The creative principle is marriage. It will connect a
girl not only to a new set of clanspeople, and her old clanspeople to the
new people, but also her blood relatives to all the relatives of her
husband’s family; and her children, legitimized by the marriage
process, will perpetuate the clan.



CHAPTER FOUR
THE HOUSEHOLD AND THE VILLAGE

THE HOUSEHOLD

THE primary local group in Miao society is the household comprising
the people resident in a single dwelling. It may consist of one person,
although this is extremely rare, a married couple, a simple family of
parents and children, a polygynous family, or a patrilineally extended
family which may or may not have polygynous extensions.

The largest household we saw was in a village in Tak Province which
had forty-four members in five families some of which were polygynous.
The largest household at Pasamliem, which was larger than any at
Meto, had twenty-six members comprising the household head, his
wife, his six sons and an unmarried daughter, the two wives of his
eldest son the first of whom had two sons and three daughters and the
second of whom had one son, the wife of his second son who had one
son and three daughters, the wife of his third son who had a daughter,
and the wife of his fourth son who had a son. Households of more than
twenty persons are not uncommon. The most frequent household form
is that comprising a simple family, but the majority of such families
have previously been part of a larger extended family household and
will develop into another such household before a further separation
occurs. Although the Thailand Government Survey quoted in Chapter
two gave the average household size for the Miao as 6-5 persons, the
average in the villages we studied was 7—8 persons.

The household is the basic socio-economic and religious unit. It is a
property-sharing group in which the interests of its individual members
are qualified by the interests of the whole. Its material property is its
house, its padi fields, its pigs and chickens, and its common food stocks;
its immaterial possession is the protection offered by the house spirits.
Padi fields are worked conjointly, there is a single cooking-place and
common meals, and all the members participate in the ritual which
secures their collective welfare.

Order and authority in the household are maintained by respect for
age tempered by recognition of capacity. Through the kinship termin-
ology, through the birth-order titles, through the attitudes encouraged
in the children, respect for age is constantly emphasized. Younger
brothers respect their older brothers, sons respect their fathers, and
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nephews respect their fathers’ brothers in order of their seniority of
birth. Therefore, nominal authority in the household belongs to the
senior man in it. If he dies, a measure of his authority may pass to his
widow.

Miao, however, do not tend to cling to the direction of affairs once
they cease to be leading actors in them, Such a situation would not be
consistent with their migratory pattern because, if a man clung to the
rigid control of his household’s affairs right through old age, the easy
household segmentation which facilitates migration would not be
possible. One informant stated that ‘when a man gets to thirty years
of age he becomes a child again’. This was an exaggeration, due
probably to the fact that there is no accurate reckoning of chronological
age, but it is true that once a man gets well into the grandparental
phase of his life, his effective leadership passes to the most senior man
of the most active generation. There are intermediate phases, too. As
men’s families grow, they tend to have more say in the general affairs
of the household which functions very much as a co-operative organiza-
tion, sufficient order being given to it by the presence of the old man to
act as counsellor or, very occasionally, as arbiter.

In a large household comprising an extended family, the families of
married sons are subsidiary units in which each controls its own part of
the economic proceedings concerned with the acquiring and expendi-
ture of wealth. It has its separate poppy fields, it conducts its own
trading activities, it stores its own silver, and it disburses its wealth to
its own members or contributes it separately to the general needs of
the household. Fathers have the first say in the marriages of their
children. There may also be some ritual distinction in that where two or
more fathers are each qualified to perform rites for the ancestral spirits
they may have separate altars on the house wall. But the families are
not self-contained units because a good part of their labour goes for
general household purposes, they will help the head of his household
with his poppy fields, and part of their opium or silver is used to buy
household food or to pay for its ceremonies. When one of the two or
more qualified persons carries out ancestral rites he always does so on
behalf of the household as a whole.

The differences in the organization of the cash and subsistence
activities of a household should be seen in the light of the changes which
a household may face through time. The activities which are concerned
solely with its maintenance in the one place are joint affairs. But those
which will be involved in its dispersion are the affairs of the subsidiary
units which may divide from it. Padi fields are important for food only,
as rice is not normally traded. House repair and ritual activities are
tasks which keep the common venture going. But when a component
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family is migrating away, neither the padi fields nor the house can be
taken with it, and at most only a small quantity of rice can be carried.
On the other hand money, or the wealth which can be converted into
it, is needed to provide for the family during its migration and until it
can harvest fresh fields. Therefore, the separate management of its cash
affairs by each family in a large household preserves a measure of
independence for it which will enable it to migrate more easily.

There is, also some distinction between groups of mothers and
children within a polygynous family, but it is too slight for them to be
considered as subsidiary units. In some polygynous systems elsewhere
in the world, the wives each have their separate dwelling places and
the husband will visit each of them on different occasions, so that the
situation is in effect a number of nuclear families with a common
father. The Miao situation is by no means so clear-cut. The wives do
not have separate dwelling places. They do not even have separate beds,
but share a common bed with their husband. All immature children
will sleep in the same place or in unpartitioned portions of the house.
As we have said, infants are fed from their own mothers’ milk, and
generally mothers spend more time with, and have a closer attachment
to, their own offspring. But there is a considerable merging of maternal
care, especially as the children get older. The fact that the father is
present all the time and has an equal link with all the children further
modifies the separation. Between half-siblings the distinction of relative
age is more important than distinctions of maternal parentage.

The ritual unity of the household

Household unity is given moral sanction by religious beliefs and
practices which play an important part right from the time a house-
hold is formed.

When a site has been selected for a new house, a small hole is dug in
the ground and a grain of padi is dropped into it for each person who
will live in the house. The hole is covered for the night. The next
morning it is uncovered. If any grains have disappeared, the site will
be abandoned and another selected because the disappearance means
that there will be sickness and perhaps death in a house built there.

In addition to the house spirit, Sier Klang, mentioned previously,
there are four other spirits important to a household—the spirit of the
door; the spirit of the central post; the spirit of the big fireplace where
food for the animals is cooked and other large cooking tasks, such as the
making of maize spirit, are carried out; and the spirit of the small
fireplace. Except on special occasions as when a house site is being
abandoned, the fireplace spirits are not the subject of special ceremo-
nial, but the first two spirits are honoured at regular intervals.
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The ceremony for the spirit of the door, Klang Kla Chong, should
" be carried out every year. Some households may fail to hold it in some
years because of shortage of animals for sacrifice, but a special effort
to carry it out should be made within the year a new house is built, if
ill-fortune is to be avoided.

The atmosphere of the ceremony is almost conspiratorial.! It must
be held at night and is normally attended only by close relatives of the
same sub-clan. Married daughters are excluded. The main sacrificial
animal must be a sow, which is accompanied by chickens. When the
pork is almost cooked the head of the household shuts the door saying:
‘I have shut the door not to keep out money, silver, and gold, but to
feed the door spirit.” When the offering of cooked pork has been
arranged in the correct manner, he pours juice from the pot into
specially made bamboo cups, saying: “The souls of money, silver, gold,
pigs and chickens, and the souls of everybody in this household, please
come to stay inside this house.” After the people present have eaten he
opens the door, saying: ‘I open the door, not to let diseases in or the
souls of money, silver, and gold go out, but to let the souls of money,
silver, and gold, and good fortune come in.” After the ceremony has
ended and relatives have left, only members of the houschold are
permitted to enter the house for three days.

The ceremony for the central post should be held every three years,
although sometimes, at the risk of ill-health or misfortune, it may be
longer delayed. The mythology supporting the ceremony is that during
the migration of the Miao from north to south they were attempting to
cross a large river when their raft became stuck in the middle. They
got free by promising the spirits of the river a human sacrifice. The
leader sought a child for the sacrifice from several men but when all
were unwilling to render it he asked a poor woman for her only son.
She yielded him on condition that the leader would care for her now
that she was losing her only future support. Before he died the boy,
called Esor Jineng, said he would come to eat a large sow every three
years. He would first sit on the roof of the house and then enter it by
the central post.

Each year at the time of the New Year Festival a ceremony is held
for the Sier Klang, the protective house spirit. It must be carried out
by the head of the houschold. Standing in front of the shrine of the

1 Faitei (House 10) carried out this ceremony in May 1967. I was not present in the village
at the time but Nusit Chindarsi witnessed it. He was allowed to attend on condition that he
spoke only Miao while it was in progress. The reason Tang clansmen give for the secrecy is
that an ancestor wishing to carry out the ceremony had no pig and was forced to steal one.
He insisted that the ceremony be carried out at night and only Miao speech be used so that
strangers would not become aware of the theft.
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spirit and holding a cock he calls upon the house spirit to look after
the members of the household and their animals. He then kills the cock
and affixes some of its small feathers with its blood to the paper hanging
on the wall which constitutes its shrine. The fowl is cooked and along
with paper money offered to the spirit with a further request for pro-
tection for the household and its animals. The head of the household
then casts his ‘divination horns’ until they show, by one falling on its
face and the other on its back, that the spirit has given its assurance.?
Only members of the household are permitted to eat the fowl. It is
believed that if any non-member did partake of it the household would
become unhappy and beset by misfortune.

On New Year’s eve—that is on the day before the moon reappears
in December—the souls of all the household members together with
the souls of animals and crops are summoned to the house where they
are enjoined to stay at home for the three following days of festivities.
When households can afford the number, a chicken is sacrificed for each
human soul; in other cases one or two chickens are offered for the
souls of male members and the same number for female members;
when resources are lacking even for an offering of this extent, eggs may
be substituted for chickens. The offerings, with burning sticks of
incense, are placed just inside the door of the house. The head of the
household stands behind them looking out the door and intones:
“Today the New Year is about to come. The old year is going to pass.
All souls please come home. We have plenty of food for you. Please
do not believe those who are trying to persuade you to go elsewhere.
Come and stay until you are old, until your hair has become white as
silver, All the souls of horses, cattle, pigs and chickens please come
home.” .

On this day too sacrifices are made to spirits of the family line. Two
or more chickens and paper money to a nominal value of 1,000 rupees,
conveyed by burning, should be presented to them conjointly with a
request for their help in the protection of members of the household
and its crops. Similar ceremonies to cure or prevent sickness are carried
out by most households once or twice at other times during the year.
If there is a member of the household qualified as a priest he will
conduct them. Otherwise a close relative who is a priest will be called

2 The “divination horns’ are 4—5 inches long, curved, and with one side convex and the
other flat. They are either of bamboo or of buffalo horn. Lyman says that the bamboo speci-
mens are imitations of buffalo horn (Lyman, 1968, p. 12). Nusit Chindarsi says that Miao told
him they were originally made from the roots of bamboo and that buffalo horn was adapted
later when it was found to be more durable. They are used to determine the will of spirits on
many different occasions and the interpretation of the way they fall differs according to the
context of the ceremony and the questions asked. In certain ceremonies only bamboo speci-
mens are used and must be destroyed afterwards.
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on. It is said to be possible for women to become priests of this cult, but
it is rare and all we have known were men.

We were present at a typical ceremony in the house of Yaitong in
Meto in 1964. His eldest son, Wang, had developed a swelling in his
neck. He was first trqated by a Chinese trader with an injection of
penicillin, which failed to show any effect. One evening shortly after-
wards, his father, carrying a chicken as an offering to the ancestral
spirits and a burning joss stick to attract their attention, uttered a
chant, calling on Wang’s soul to return to him, first at the entrance to
Wang’s sleeping compartment and then at the doorway of the house.
The chicken was sacrificed. The ceremony was repeated at dawn the
next day. The tongue of the sacrificed chicken and the colour of its
skull were studied for signs of the cause of the sickness, and Lowtong
cast the divination horns to find whether the ancestors had been
responsible. The signs made it clear that they had. The chickens,
together with an offering of paper money, were considered sufficient
in the meantime, but Lowtong promised an ox when his opium harvest
had been completed. He also treated his son by skin puncture learnt
from Chinese. Wang recovered rapidly. The ox was not sacrificed and
the failure to do so could provide an explanation for a future case of
sickness which, if serious, might occasion the sacrifice.

Another class of ceremonies carried out by households are those
conducted by shamans. The role of shaman is much more difficult to
acquire than that of priest as it requires special characteristics to begin
with and longer learning periods. The performance is more exacting
because it involves not only memory of complete incantations but spirit
possession. The possessing spirits 'do not belong to the ‘ancestral’
category described above; they are familiars of the shaman living in
the supernatural world and they can act as his agents there. The
shamans are as powerful as their familiars. They differ in their ratings,
assessed by their degrees of success, but all are believed to have powerful
influence. Women as well as men become shamans but generally the
male practitioners have higher prestige.

Shamanistic ceremonies are more elaborate and costly than most
priestly ceremonies. They are therefore engaged in by houscholds less
often, but all households wish to hold them at least every year or two.
Their capacity to do so will depend upon their resources because at
least one pig must be sacrificed as well as several chickens. Although
the reason for a ceremony is usually a serious sickness or a specific
threatening circumstance of some kind, advantage is taken of the pres-
ence of the shaman to drive away all evil influences from the household.
In the secular world the ceremonies provide visible evidence of house-
hold wealth.
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The marriage process

Marriage is a precondition for the formation of a new household,
although it does not usually lead to it immediately because most new
families begin their existence within established households from which
they may separate later.

Marriages are the concern of whole families and, less intensely,
of the clan groupings of which the families are parts. Their arrangement
therefore follows the pattern of authority and respect within the family,
based upon age and sex, but also takes into account individual rights
and the desirability of achieving general agreement.

A father has the right to propose marriages for his sons and to judge
upon those proposed by them or proposed by others for his daughters.
He should pay regard to the opinions of older sons, especially those who
are already married. Women of the family generally have less say in
the matter because a wife is expected to accept her husband’s decision in
household affairs and the daughters are in any case almost always
Jjunior members of the household who will leave it upon marriage.

In a large household where the father himself is the son of the house-
hold head he should consult with this person, to whose opinion he
should pay particular regard. Although we have no instances to con-
firm the practice it appears that he should do so even if the household
head is not his father but his father’s widow who is his mother. He
should also consult with his brothers. But he has the ultimate right to
decision because in matters of marriage, as in all other matters con-
cerning family future, the subsidiary families within a household
manage their own affairs.

The wishes of the person to be married are also an important con-
sideration. This is clearer in the case of a boy than a girl, because male
status is generally higher, but rarely are marriages made against the
wishes of either. On occasions the couple may assert their own wishes by
eloping, and will not be forcibly returned to their families. Such unions,
however, cannot be regarded as marriages until bride-price has been
paid, and the dependence upon the father for bride-price usually makes
agreement between father and son essential.3

A girl is expected to accord more readily with the wishes of her
family. This does not mean that her own inclinations do not often play
a part because a boy is not likely to be attracted to an unwilling partner.

3 Sometimes marriage is delayed by the inability of father and son to reach agreement. A
case occurred in Meto in 1965 while we were in the village. Wang, the son of Yaitong, the
village headman, was in love with a local girl of whom his father disapproved on the grounds,
so he said, that her family were poor and lazy. He took his son on a visit to a village in Tak
Province where he maintained there were several suitable girls. Wang looked them over and
declared that all were ugly to him. Lowtong was very angry with Wang but, after a year,
allowed him to marry the first girl.
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If for some reason a marriage is wholly against her will she may be
permitted to avoid it. Such cases are rare, but we shall refer to one
which we recorded because it also illustrates an unusual form of
marriage arrangement recognized by Miao custom.

It is a form of ‘marriage-by-capture’. A girl of another clan may be
seized by a group of men as a bride for one of their clan. She may be
captured only when outside her village environs. She will be taken to
the house of her intended husband and the following day emissaries
will be sent to present her father with the fait accompli of cohabitation
and to negotiate bride-price. Marriage of this type will rarely be
attempted with a girl from a family of secure status in a village because
it will place the family at a disadvantage in bride-price negotiations
and thus arouse the anger of its members and their near clansmen. It
happened, however, at Meto in 1965. Pai, the pretty daughter of
Bwotong of the Wang clan, was seized as she was walking to her fields
by men of a Tang sub-clan including Yaitong, the village headman, and
his brother Ger, as a bride for Ger’s son Tong. Bwotong was the only
member of his sub-clan living in Meto and was also an opium addict
with little wealth. Pai was taken to Ger’s house and put in a sleeping
compartment with Tong, but in the evening she made an excuse to go
outside and ran home. Although the Tang sub-clan demanded her
return, Bwotong refused, causing Yaitong to declare that in future his
clansmen would not enter into marriages with members of the Wang
clan related to Bwotong wherever they lived.®

In marriages which follow the regular course the intention to make a
proposal should be communicated by the father of the boy to all near
clan relatives and ideally to all accessible members of the clan. A group
of clansmen led by the father will visit the home of the girl to initiate
arrangements. The girl’s father will be the chief representative on her
side, but his consent to the marriage should also be conditional upon
that of his own family, his close clan relatives,and ideally of all accessible
clansmen.

The age of marriage

It is difficult to determine the average age of marriage in a society
where there is no precise reckoning of chronological ages. Some
informants said that it was the girl’s qualities—especially her industry
and her kindness to visitors—that mattered, and her age relative to
that of the boy was of no importance. Others said that boys usually

4 This form of marriage is reported by Graham as occasionally occurring amongst the
Ch’uan Miao of Szechuan Province in China (Graham, 1937, p. 36).

5 Bwotong’s family continued to have an unhappy history caused both by Bwotong’s
addiction and its relative isolation. Pai, who never did marry, took her own life by swallowing
opium in 1970,
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married when 15 or 16 years old and girls at about the age of 20 years.
In cases we observed the boys did appear about 16 years old and the
brides at least two years older. This situation accords well with the
polygynous system of the Miao. Second and later wives are rarely
older than their husband. The relative age seniority of the first wife
gives her greater status in a society which in many ways emphasizes
respect for age, and assists her in her role as the leading woman in the
household.

Marriages within and outside the village

Men must marry outside their clan. This does not mean that they
must necessarily marry outside their village, or village area, since most
local communities are multi-clan in composition. Yet extra-local
marriage is regarded as preferable. The reasons for the preference are
related to the character of Miao society, which outside marriage helps
to perpetuate.

There are some inducements to marriage within the local community
and advantages resulting from it. The close proximity of the potential
partners provides greater opportunity for courtship. Although the
bride-price is usually much the same for a girl close at hand as for a girl
who is taken from a strange village, in the latter case it must be paid in
full before she is allowed to go whereas in the former case promises
alone may suffice and be long delayed in fulfilment.

Other marriages may result from pregnancies. Love play is a
permitted and highly popular game of the young unmarried men and
women of different clans. Although it usually takes the form of small
groups of men laying siege to one or two girls and is confined for the
most part to teasing, a girl may agree to go off alone with a favoured
partner, and no criticism is made of her if she does. Although it is a
stated ideal of the Miao that a girl should maintain her virginity until
marriage, it is also a code amongst the young that she should not resist
intercourse for more than two such private meetings with the same boy-
friend. The number of pregnancies resulting from the liaisons seems to
be small, but they probably do precipitate some marriages.

For these reasons there are many marriages within local communi-
ties, especially when they are large and comprise several different clans.
There are also factors which might appear to discourage marriage into
outside communities. In such cases the receiving family will be intro-
ducing a stranger. For a girl who leaves her home to join her bridegroom
in a distant place the breach is severe. She is losing the clan member-
ship which has given her security, comfort, and companionship all the
years of her life to become possessed by strangers. Many Miao songs
have as their theme the sadness of a girl at departing from her relatives
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and village, and her fear of the servitude and loneliness that may await
her. The spectacle of her leaving, as she weeps and is half-dragged
away by her girl friends in the bridal party, seemed to us to express not
merely a cultural mode but genuine distress.®

Given the advantages and the inducements to intra-village marriage
and the strains associated with marriage outside the village why then
do men so often seek brides further afield; why are they encouraged to
do so by their families; and why do girls and their families so often
oblige them?

The reason seems to be that the benefits of marriage outside the
local community outweigh the disadvantages. The benefits are both
short-term and long-term. Firstly there is economic advantage to a
family which can gain the whole bride-price at one time, and doing so
will make marriage arrangements for its sons easier. Secondly the
payment of the total bride-price is an assurance to the girl that she will
be highly valued, and hence probably well treated by her husband’s
family. i

Generally marriages outside the local community are more pres-
tigious for all the parties concerned. To seek and be sought from afar
elevates the status of both boy and girl. It might also be suggested that
it is more exciting. The status of the families, too, is enhanced by
demonstrating wealth and the power to attract it.

The greatest long-term benefit from extra-local marriages is that they
increase the range of social relationships for the marriage partners and
their relatives. Not only do the new connections provide occasions for
inter-visiting, thereby adding to the interest and variety of life, but
more importantly they promise greater possible opportunities for
resettlement, an important asset to the Miao who are constantly seeking
more productive land. ' _

Communities which are largely endogamous are often poorer com-
munities to begin with, and their endogamy tends to perpetuate their
relative poverty. The poverty plus the endogamy probably accounts
for the fact that poorer communities tend to be more residentially
stable than the richer communities.” A poor community tends to stay

6 Savina, describing the bride in her new home before her friends leave, says ‘. . . . as she is
crying she sings to her girlhood friends who are trying to console her, the touching “song of
the bride” . . . part of which is “attracted by the song of the treacherous decoy, the poor forest
bird is caught in the trap. Shut up in a cage, he looks with sorrow at his companions flying
by. Such, alas, is my sad fate . . . Tomorrow when you leave . . . go up the slope slowly so
that I can see you the longer from the bars of my prison.””” (Savina, 1930, pp. 227-8.)

7 The hypothesis does require further testing, but it appeared to be confirmed by investiga-
tions we made in Ban Meo Mor in Chiengrai Province. According to the residents, the
community had been at its present location for over forty years. It was almost entirely endo-
gamous and the reason given was that persons could not afford the bride-price for outside
marriages.
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stable because it does not have the wealth to make wider connections.
On the other hand a wealthy community has the means to make wider
connections which allow its members, when the productivity of their
land begins to dwindle, to escape into richer environments. At first
sight there may seem to be no reason why once they are in such an
environment they should not remain as stable as any other community.
The fact is, however, that the wealth and the exogamy which got them
there will also tend to drive them out.

In the first place the Miao usually seek to exploit their resources to
the limits of opportunity. Land in excess of subsistence neceds will be
planted with opium poppy, and if their means and location permit
they will employ outside labourers to increase the area which they can
work. Secondly, the wider connections which they have through
marriages can also be utilized by others to join them in their rich
environment. Their coming will be encouraged because generally the
Miao favour large communities, and this is especially so when they
have wealth which can give them prestige in the eyes of neighbours.
Thirdly, their wealth enables them to practise polygyny, bringing more
women than average directly into the community, increasing the
number of children, and further widening the connections which tend
to swell their numbers. When density of population and exhaustion of
land make a further move imperative if standards of wealth are to be
maintained, their exogamous connections provide outlets to new areas
where the process may be reduplicated.

It is not to be wondered at, therefore, that marriage outside the
community is favoured. It facilitates success in the geographically
expanding economy which the Miao have so far been able to practice
in their movement through northern Thailand. Its economic benefits,
however, are dependent upon their having before them new areas to
exploit, and it will be interesting to see whether as these dwindle the
marriage system will become more narrow.

Polygyny

A majority of Miao men who survive until middle age will have had
more than one wife simultaneously. Sometimes they have three wives
and very occasionally more, but two simultaneously is the most
common polygynous situation. Because men do not usually take second
wives until some years after their first marriage, a majority of families
at any given time in a village will have a monogamous form, but, since
these families as they expand often come to include second wives, most
persons in the course of their lifetimes will have direct experience of a
polygynous household, either as children within it or themselves as
partners in a polygynous union or as both.
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Polygyny therefore is accepted as a legitimate and normal mode of
marriage. There is no moral sanction either for or against it. The main
value which it serves, and therefore the main inducement to it, is
economic. A second wife not only increases the work-force but enables
a more effective division of labour in that one wife may look after the
house in the village while another attends to duties in the fields. It also
tends to enhance a man’s social status both by increasing his wealth
potential and by making it evident that he already had enough wealth
to get a second wife. A further important value which polygyny has is
in ensuring family continuity for a man and his children in the event
of one wife’s death. Thus the practice should be seen in the context
both of the Miao economy and the uncertain life span of a people
without great medical resources. ‘

Against the advantages of polygyny must be set disadvantages of
which the Miao are well aware. These are less for the men than for the
women. We have heard men at times complain of the difficulty of
living with two women who may be in competition with each other,
or sometimes of the even greater difficulty of dealing with them in
combination, but generally a polygynous household produces greater
rather than less ease for a man.

The situation of wives is often not so happy. Although there is no
formal hierarchy, second wives have less prestige than fiist wives and
being usually younger in age and newer members of the household
they have less authority. For this reason girls are generally reluctant
to become second wives and their fathers reluctant to pass them over
to that condition. On the other hand senior wives often feel hurt by the
competition of younger women for their husband’s affection and
attention. Depressed by what she felt was her husband’s greater interest
in his second wife, the first wife of the headman in Meto told us she
would commit suicide if it were not for her love for her children. We
gained the impression that if decision on Miao custom were left to the
women rather than the men then the society would be monogamous.

Because of the lower intrinsic appeal of second marriages both to the
girls and to their families, wealth is more important in securing them.
Whereas a family may be content to wait for payment of a bride-price
in the case of a first marriage, it is likely to insist on full prior payment
in the case of a second marriage. The security and prestige which
membership of a rich family will give to a girl, and the advantages of
the connections it will provide for other members of her family may
outweigh the lower social evaluation of the position of second wife.

Thus polygyny has some of the same social implications as we dis-
cussed in the case of extra-local as compared to intra-local marriage.
It tends to depend upon wealth and it tends to increase wealth, al-
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though we can speak safely only of tendencies because the fortunes of
families tend to rise and fall according to a variety of circumstances.

Not all second marriages are based on a cool calculation of utility.
Because they have less social standing, and also because the men
contracting them are in a stronger social position to press their claims
against parental reluctance, the preferences of girls themselves, based
on love or perception of advantage, may play a greater part than in
first marriages. Their fathers, even though polygynous themselves, will
usually counsel them against the unions. But they will not prohibit
them, as it is believed that a girl’s persistence in a desire to contract a
marriage against what appears to be her best interests indicates that
the spirits who sent her back to earth meant her to do so.

The event which occasions many second marriages is the pregnancy
of the girl. Unmarried Miao may court freely with persons of different
clans. The acceptance of polygyny extends this privilege to married
men. A married man, however, should not have intercourse with a
girl unless he is prepared to marry her if she becomes pregnant, and
heavier sanctions in the way of a fine and public disapproval should
fall upon him than upon a single man if he fails to do so.

The arrangement of second marriages is less formal than in the case
of first marriages, being generally left to direct negotiations between
the man contracting the marriage and the family of the woman.

The segmentation of households

As wives for sons are brought into parental homes, simple families
with sons who marry will always, for a time at least, change into
extended families. For two years after marriage sons are expected to
work with their father and not to engage in independent cash-cropping.
Members of an extended family are also united by close spiritual bonds
and a morality of mutual help which are most fully expressed by their
living together. Respect for the leadership status of the father further
reinforces the cohesion of the group. Therefore we may say that both
marital practice and ideology support the co-residence of the extended
family within a single household. It is not an obligatory form of group-
ing, however, and there are contrary factors which tend to divide it.

If the main efforts of the members are devoted to the production
of subsistence crops, a large household may be kept up without much
inconvenience, and it may be advantageous. It permits the clearing of
larger units of land and allows division of labour, with some adults
caring for the children and the home while others work in the fields.
It is probably for this reason that the growth of households appears to
be greatest during the expanding phase of new settlements.
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With increasing size of households difficulties may begin to arise.
One of these is simply the problem of containing everybody com-
fortably within a single dwelling and feeding them from the single
cooking place which is the physical and symbolic centre of the house-
hold. Another problem is managerial—the difficulty of maintaining a
common budget. It is probable too that inter-personal tensions are
more likely to occur the more complex the constitution of a house-
hold.

The greatest difficulties for extended family households develop
from cash-cropping. After the first two years of marriage sons will
establish their own poppy fields and begin their separate accumulation
of wealth. No longer does the household head have the power to
organize the work of all the members, and their differing ambitions in
regard to cash-cropping may make it hard for him to get a fair sharing
of subsistence activities. Richer and poorer, indolent and industrious,
now share the common hearth.

In the early years of settlement, although poppy fields may be
planted, enough land is usually cleared to provide the padi needs of a
household. As the amount of fertile land dwindles more of it is given
over to poppy until most households are able to produce less than half,
and some of them none at all, of the padi they require. The household
has then lost most of its utility as a common subsistence group.

It is thus in the late years of settlement that the divisive forces in a
large household become strongest. This fits well with the Miao pattern
of ecological adjustment? in the environments in which we have studied
them because it is at this time that the need for further migration
becomes evident.

Households may divide without migration for the reasons already
stated. But migration is the most frequent occasion for division. Not
only may it provide a convenient excuse for families feeling strain in a
union which they do not wish to appear to disrupt without good cause,
it also provides in fact a very good cause. It is both inconvenient and
unsafe for large households to migrate as groups. One subsidiary
family will usually move away first, knowing that it has behind it a
base to which it can return should the venture prove unsuccess-
ful.

The rest of the household may follow later. They will rarely
reassemble as one houschold, but will take up neighbouring cultiva-
tions, the division of fields and labour force no longer posing problems

8 Ruey, who describes a similar family structure among the Magpie Miao, or Hmong Ntzu,
of southern Szechuan, gives a different explanation. He concludes, he says tentatively, that
the structure has developed under influence from the Han Chinese by whom the people are
surrounded, and that neo-local residence may have been the former Miao pattern (Ruey
Yih-Fu, 1960, p. 147).
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because they begin their farming operations separately. An obligation
rests upon the youngest son to stay in the household of his father.

The segmentation may take different forms. Often it is older sons
and their families who separate first. Sometimes a father accompanied
by his wife and younger children may move, perhaps to an area where
he has a married daughter, leaving his older sons in the village. In such
a case, if two or more of the sons are married they will not long con-
tinue to live together in the same house because it is not customary, in
the Miao communities we know, for married sons to participate in a
common houschold without a parent.®

A form of segmentation which appears to occur fairly often is for the
sons of one wife in a polygynous, or formerly polygynous, household
to move away, usually after their mother has died. This is under-
standable in view of the fact that the household they are leaving could
in time come to be headed by a woman who is not their mother. In
such a case the sons may form a grouping in one or more households
distinct from the groupings formed by the sons of other wives.

The segmentation of an extended family into separate households
does not usually mean the complete break-up of the social group
because it will persist in whole or in part as a local lineage. Brothers
will tend to follow brothers and fathers to follow sons. The reunion, in
the form now of household groupings, may never be complete, and it
may go through a number of different alignments in various places of
settlement, but in whatever areas they settle families will seek to have
the company of other families of their lineage.

It may not always prove possible. A migrating family can hope to
attract other related families to join it only if it can provide them with
access to promising land. In most large settlement areas today one may
find a few families without lineage connections with other families in
the neighbourhood. They are almost always late arrivals who have
found the best land already occupied.

The factor which brings them to the area in such unfavourable
circumstances is usually their pre-existing poverty. They may have had
to seek land in desperation at the exhaustion of their land in their old
area; or when their previous group migrated they may have been the
last to leave because they did not have food stocks or silver to support
them in a pioneering enterprise. Their poverty will tend to perpetuate
itself. Their lack of lineage connections where they now are will mean
less chance to profit from new migrations, and their relative poverty

9 This does not accord with the statement of Ruey: ‘Not infrequently, however, brothers
continue to live together after the death of their parents, or a young married couple may go

to live with an older brother of the husband . ..’ At Meto, there were no cases of this, and
although it may occur amongst the Thailand Miao, it is certainly not frequent (Ruey, 1960,

P- 145)-
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will give them less status in the community and therefore poorer
opportunity to improve their connections through favourable marriages.
Thus some families may remain poor even for generations.

Such families are not common but their existence does point up the
importance of lineage and close clan connections in providing entry
to communities and prosperity once there.

THE VILLAGE

A map of Miao areas in Thailand would show settlements varying
from two to three households to a hundred or more. The distribution
would not be uniform. In some areas there may be a single large village;
in others all the houses may be dispersed in a number of small clusters;
or, most commonly, there may be a main village with a few small
clusters in other parts of the territory.

An analogy could be with a flock of birds of a socially inclined
mountain species, each bird representing a household. Sometimes a
whole flock settles together. Sometimes it is scattered in smaller groups.
Sometimes the main part of the flock is in one place but there are a
few smaller groups picking on the outskirts. Solitary birds are rarely
seen. Those which do forage on the outskirts of the flock will often
rejoin it to stay with it or just to share its companionship for a while.
Sooner or later, when food is exhausted in the area, the whole flock
flies off to seek new mountainsides, passing over the territories of alien
species in between. They may not all keep together. Some fly away to
join other flocks from which perhaps their mates have come.

The analogy is not far-fetched. Yaitong, the headman of Meto
village, used a simpler, ruder version of it when he told us that the Miao
in regard to land were like vultures which fly in search of dead animals.
When they find them they stop to eat. When they finish eating they
fly in search of others. Savina, too, quotes a Miao proverb: ‘Fish
swim in the water, birds fly in the air, and the Miao live on the
mountains’.1® As with the birds in the analogy, two factors influence
the settling patterns of the Miao—the desire to get the best pickings
they can from the countryside and their love of the company of their
kind.

Savina, speaking of the Miao of Laos, suggests that they have a
preference for small settlements:

There are indeed Miao villages containing fifteen, twenty, or even thirty
houses, but they are rare and much less numerous than those containing only
five, six, or even two or three houses. In short, the Miao do not seem to like

10 Savina, 1930, p. 172.
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big settlements. They prefer to live in little groups making up hamlets rather
than real villages.!*

Bernatzik, too, on the basis of his observations in Thailand, states
that ‘the villages of the Meau consist of only a few houses’.12

Savina, however does not tell us how close the hamlets were to one
another, or what relationships their distribution bore to the total
population of an area, to the length of settlement in it, or to its fertility.
Bernatzik apparently encountered recent pioneers into Thailand who
were not yet in sufficient numbers to have developed more extensive
settlements.

Certainly today in Thailand there are many settlements of thirty or
more houses and quite a few of a hundred or more, although it is
true that there is often some dispersion of sections within the total
settlements, which might therefore be better called ‘village complexes’
rather than villages. The situation as we interpreted it is that, in the
absence of economic incentives to the contrary, the Miao prefer large
settlements because of the satisfaction and security they give, but their
type of farming disperses them to a greater and less degree and for
shorter or longer periods.

During the pioneering of a new area the number of households will
at first be small, and different groups of migrants may settle in various
parts of the territory. If the fertility and size of the area allow it, some
of the settlement centres will grow through further immigration, and
then the attraction of their greater size may draw in other groups from
the other parts of the territory. Thus a large village, or village complex,
is formed which at its peak may embrace all the residents in an area.

As time goes on, however, a new dispersion may occur. When a
village is first formed, the farms are usually close to it, but when the
nearby land is exhausted the farms get further away. The difficulty of a
village distant from the fields is mitigated by the fact that every house-
hold has a shelter of some kind on its farm. Usually it is only a small
hut, but in some cases it may grow.to a secondary house with a barn
attached. In many cases only some members of the household will stay
in the farmhouse at any time, leaving at least one or two persons in the
village house. In other cases, the whole family will close their village
house and live for lengthy periods on their farm. The situation will
depend a little on the age composition of the household, old people
tending to spend more time in the village.

Even when it is not used a great deal as a residence a village house
may retain some value. The Miao keep many pigs and fowls because
in this way they can use the large quantities of maize which they grow

U Thid., p. 182. 12 Bernatzik, 1947, p. 102.
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on their poppy fields. The animals are taken with them to the farm-
house for much of the time, but they should be kept away when crops
are young. The village house provides a base for them at such times,
and is also a convenient base for other economic activities such as
cloth-making. On the other hand there is the disadvantage of the long
walks to and from the fields. It requires therefore more than economic
reasons to explain why the people are reluctant to give up their village
houses. ‘

The village is the centre of community life. A house there provides
identification, prestige, companionship, and security. It acts as a
magnet holding households attached to it even when their farms lie
far beyond its outskirts. But it can do so only as long as enough people
stay there to make it worth while as a social centre. In time some
families grow weary of the constant journeying. The secondary houses
become their main and only houses. Others migrate elsewhere. The
dwindling village loses its attraction and is abandoned. If parts of the
territory are still capable of further exploitation groups of houses
there may form the nuclei of new smaller settlements. Otherwise the
households which no longer have a village centre in their neighbour-
hood will seek to migrate to where they can be reunited in larger
communities.

The clan composition of villages

Most Miao villages or village complexes in Thailand comprise
sections of several clans because this is the composition which provides
the most satisfactory social life. Describing the Cowrie Shell Miao in
China, Mickey says that each village usually has only one surname 13
—that is to say, one clan. We never encountered this situation in
Thailand and it probably occurs only in fairly densely populated areas
where there are other villages with different clans not far away.

The situation in Thailand can be accounted for by the migratory
pattern which is still generally followed. If people move into a new
area distant from other Miao, then they will want an association of at
least two clans and if possible of several. Often the move is deliberately
planned to produce this situation, but sometimes it just develops owing
to the fact that relationships which induce or facilitate migration are not
just clan ties but marriage connections which imply differences of clan.

If the village area is very large, as in the case of Meto, all or the major-
ity of a particular clan may live in a cluster of houses separated from
the others by any distance from a hundred yards to a few miles. A ten-
dency to clan cohesion becomes manifest with growing population. Given
long stability of residence in an area, the clans may come to occupy

13 Mickey, 1947, p- 9.
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separate villages, as they did in the case of the group studied by Mickey,
but they will probably remain linked as parts of a wider social complex.

The importance of the village

The local community—be it a single large village, a cluster of
villages, or a main village with smaller satellites—offers economic, social
religious, and political advantages. Its main economic importance is
that it is usually a trading centre. Opium buyers will come there, and
a large village usually has one or several stores run by Chinese or
Thai traders.

Socially, the village is the venue of a large part of the excitement in
Miao lives, in small daily events or on special periodic occasions. Those
who have a house there can obtain a much better share of it and a bigger
village is more exciting than a small one.

For the young, courting, to which we have already referred, is a
great pastime which a large village offers in good measure. On the fine
evenings, especially when work in the fields is light, it is a common
sight to see boys dilly-dallying in a house carrying blankets under their
arms before moving out in courting parties. On the edges of the village
the boys will seek to pet the girls, and in most cases, the night is spent
in the art of concession and retreat—coaxing, yielding, and resisting in
the semi-public shade. There was some difference as to the age at which
boys should begin courting. All informants agreed that they should not
be too young, and then one man, trying to be more specific, said they
should be at least seven years old. Although not at quite such an early
age, practice does begin before adolescence. Courting is by far the most
popular game of the young. It cannot be played alone. It cannot be
played with one’s clansfolk. The village provides the best milieu and
the most exciting variety.

The village is also the theatre for more organized festivities ranging
from household ceremonies to greater occasions involving large parts
or the whole of the village community. Even the smaller ceremonies
which offer only limited participation provide spectacle, and for every-
body the sense of important things happening.

By far the largest and most popular festivities are those of the great
New Year Festival. This begins on the first day of the waxing moon in
the twelfth month, provided the padi harvest has been completed. If it
has not been completed, the spirits must be asked to allow a postpone-
ment until the following moon. Thus the Festival is partly a harvest
festival and partly a festival to make the new year begin with a bene-
ficent aspect. Everyone comes back to the village for it. So too do the
souls of the crops. On the morning it begins, a member of each house-
hold visits its fields to call them. He brings back a sheaf of padi from the
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field stack and some maize from the granary in the field hut. The soul
of the opium is called but none is collected as in most fields the poppy
heads are not yet ripe for tapping.

A large part of the enjoyment comes from the Festival games. There
is top-playing for the men, skipping, and stick- and sword-dancing,
often to the accompaniment of pan pipes. But of all the festival games
none other matches in colour, gaiety, and interest the ball game which
is played by the young persons of both sexes and played only at the
Festival.

The Miao ball game is essentially a courting game played to the
general delight of the village. It is a simple game, its attractions being
the spectacle of bright, intricate costumes and the adventures of love
which it mediates. Boys and girls, in opposing lines anywhere from
twenty to fifty feet apart, throw soft black cloth balls to one another.
On the first day of the Festival, partnerships are random and constantly
changing. By the second day boys and girls are becoming selective,
tentatively matching themselves in challenges of love in which, to
conquer, the boy must prove his superior skill.

The contest is gentle. The ball must be thrown so that it can be
caught with both hands. If it can be reached with only one hand and
the catcher misses, no penalty is incurred. But if it is a legitimate throw
and the catcher misses, then a forfeit can be called for by the thrower.
It will be some article of adornment—a sash, a silver belt, or another
dispensable part of the festival costume. At night, when the games are
over, the boy may go to the girl’s home and from the wall outside the
part of the house where he knows she will be call her softly. Or he may
play a jew’s harp, the tunes of which can be varied to convey messages.
He calls upon her to come out to redeem her forfeits.

Every unmarried girl tries to have a new kilt ready for wearing for
the first time at the New Year Festival. Nearly all the moments that can
be spared from duties in the house or fields throughout the year go into
its elaborate silken embroidery and into the making of her jacket with
its decorated collar,’® her turban, and her other accoutrements. She

14 Bernatzik, 1947, p. 64, says that the original meaning of the top-playing has been lost
and contrasts this ignorance with the situation among the Lahu tribe where it is believed
that the playing of the game gives the spirits special pleasure. The Miao in Meto, however,
declared that this was a reason for all the festival games.

Other writers report similar beliefs of the Miao elsewhere. e.g., Savina writes: ‘All these
games which take place at the new year are called Dha Cha, dances of renewal, by the Miao®
(Savina, 1930, p. 224). Broumton, writing in 1881 of a visit to tribes in Kweichow, says that
they have a tradition that if the festival is not celebrated they will have a bad year (Broumton,
‘A Visit to the Miao-Tsze Tribes of South China’, Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society,
No. 3, 1881, p. 226).

15 The full beauty of the costumne is not to be seen by every eye. The collar is decorated only
on the inner side.
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must have silver neck rings to go with the costume—the more she has
the more she shines—silver ear-rings, silver bracelets, and, if possible,
silver finger rings as well. The unmarried boys should also have new
costumes and everyone present at the Festival should wear at least one
silver ring on their neck. For babies there are decorated hats, different
for a boy and a girl.

The village is important not only at festival times and as an adventure
ground for love but also as a field of social relationships of many kinds.
Inevitably the clans intermarry, creating a network of affinal ties
crossing clan lines. These and other ties of friendship broaden social
life, for the adults and for the children, providing support in trouble,
mediation in disputes, and greater honour in death. Interweaving with
one another and with the clan ties, the networks contribute to the over-
all cohesion of the village.

At the simplest level the very fact that on certain important occasions
all the households carry out the same actions at the same time provides
some acknowledgement of village identification. For instance, the first
morning of the New Year Festival is the time when every household
honours the house spirit, killing a pig as a sacrifice and a basis for the
feasting to follow, and invoking prosperity for the housechold members,
their animals, their implements, their weapons, their money, their
silver, their padi, and their opium. At a wider level of group co-opera-
tion there are the ceremonies during the Festival at which members of
each local clan or sub-clan assemble to give offerings of alcohol and
food and to make obeisance to their elders; or those at which some clans
pay honour to others with which they have particularly valuable rela-
tionships.

There may be other ceremonies which more explicitly symbolize
village unity. Often there is a local mountain spirit which is regarded
as the guardian of the village. At Meto it was believed to inhabit a tree
of near-perfect shape close to the peak of Umlong. On the second day
of the New Year Festival a ceremony was carried out to secure its good
will in the coming year. Each household supplied paper money to burn
at the foot of the tree. Emissaries of the clans climbed to the tree, and
at an altar affixed to it offered chickens and maize alcohol.

Although representatives of all the clans in Meto participated in the
ceremony, it was first instituted and thereafter conducted by the Jang
clan, which was the only one in Meto which knew the details and made
a practice of carrying it out in the villages with which it was associated.
It is not therefore a universal aspect of village religious activity. Never-
theless, it is clearly a widespread and probably long established feature
of the culture of many Miao groups. Schotter, writing of groups in
Kweichow, remarks that every village worships some tree or stone,
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which is particularly effective when situated on a hill higher than the
houses which it can thus watch, which is its duty.'® Vannicelli gives the
following description, derived from a report in the Chinese Recorder of
1931, of a ceremony carried out by the Hua (‘Flowery’) Miao in the
same Province. Apart from details such as buckwheat instead of padi
and the month in which it is held, the ceremony parallels closely that
which we witnessed in Meto in 1964:

The sacred tree is situated on a hill and is regarded as the protector of the
village. To cut its bark or break a branch is sacrilege. A ceremony of public
worship is performed to it by a priest at the second moon, before the work in
the fields commences. Fertility is sought for the fields and for the cattle.
Although this is a public ceremony, women cannot take part, but children
can. Buckwheat and a rooster are needed for the sacrifice. The priest builds a
little altar of branches near the tree and, kneeling before it, divines whether
the tree will accept the sacrifice. If the omen is propitious, the priest pro-
ceeds to kill the bird, cutting its throat and holding it so that its blood runs
onto the trunk of the tree above the altar. During the ceremony the wor-
shippers stand in front or at the side of the tree, but they are not allowed to
stand behind it. The rooster and buckwheat are then boiled. After being
cooked, three pieces of flesh, a part of the claw and part of the wing, together
with four small portions of buckwheat are placed at the side of the altar,
while the priest recites the following prayer: ‘O tree! O hill! We pray you to
guard our village. Protect us from the tiger, from the wolf, from the leopard,
from thieves, from destructive rains, from hail and from illness.’17

The village as a political unit

The identification of members with a village and the concept of
collective interest which the shared activities and common ceremonies
promote is important for its successful operation as a political unit. The
village was probably traditionally a political unit, but in Thailand, as
in most other modern situations of the Miao, its position in this respect
has been affected by the national administration, which may give
official status to a selected headman. How well he succeeds will depend
upon how closely his qualities accord with those which the people
consider desirable in a leader.

Leadership operates in two spheres—mundane affairs and those
concerning the supernatural. For convenience we may call the two
types of leadership ‘secular’ and ‘religious’, and initially discuss them
separately although in practice the two types are not always separable
and the most powerful leader is the person who combines both roles.

16 A. Schotter, ‘Notes ethnographiques sur les tribus de Kouy-Tschou (Chine)’, Anthropos,
Vol. 6, 1911, pp. 324-5.

17 Luigi Vannicelli, ‘Il culto religioso presso i miao’, Festschrift anlasslich des 25-jahrigen
Bestandes des Institutes fur Volkerkunde der Universitat Wien, 1929-1954, Verlag Ferdinand
Berger, Vienna, 1956, section 3.
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The secular leader should first of all be a man highly regarded by his
own clan for his judgement and selected by consensus as the most
suitable person for the office. He may not be the most senior man in the
clan because the Miao prefer to have active men as their leaders and
older men appear to relinquish office willingly, favouring the man in
the next generation of their clan who appears to have the best talents
for the position. Secondly, he should belong to the predominant clan
in the village. Most villages do have one clan numerically stronger
than others, a situation which is usually determined by the circum-
stances of the migration.

From various causes the actualities of leadership may diverge from
the ideal. This may occur especially when the leader is appointed by
the Government agency and given a charter which will keep him in
office despite changes in village political circumstances. For instance,
in Meto a complex situation developed. At the time of the first settle-
ment 2 man called Jusu, the leading member ©f the Jang clan, was
appointed. He too, being also a leading shaman, Jocated and honoured
the mountain spirit and so got spiritual support for his leadership. At
this time the Jang and Tang clans were about equally represented
among the settlers. Later Tang numbers grew to predominance. Jusu
fell .out of favour with the sub-district head, a Thai official from a
lowland village, and also lost popularity with the villagers because
opium addiction made him unreliable. The sub-district head appointed
Yaitong of the Tang clan in his place.

The capacity of Yaitong to lead the village was reduced by the
behaviour of Jusu who, dissatisfied, moved away to a hamlet consisting
mainly of his Jang clansmen on the outskirts of the village territory.
Being now out of the area under the influence of the mountain spirit, he
felt no need to honour it at the subsequent New Year Festival. Yaitong
could not do so as he was not a priest of the right category in any case
and he lacked the special relationship to the spirit which Jusu had as its
discoverer and medium. He and the village generally felt uncomfortable
on the territory of a spirit now possibly alienated from them. Declining
crop yields and sickness in the households were attributed to this cause,
and the following year the village dispersed.

So long as he holds office a headman always receives at least some
respect. This may be given a ceremonial expression at the time of the
New Year Festival, as at Meto in 1964 when groups representing all
clans in the area visited Yaitong’s house separately during the three
days of the festival to express their regard and bow down before him.
They also bowed down before the certificate of his official appointment
which he had placed on the spirit altar in his house as a mark of respect
for the Thai District Officer (Nai Amphur) who had presented it to him.















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































