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geopolitical periphery, as is a large regional category of ‘‘Lao Tai’’ in the North and
Northeast. The Lao Song, however, emerged and persist as a distinct people in the
central provinces, the heartland of the modern Thai nation.

Ethnographic and historical material in this article derive from field work
among Lao Song during August 1982-August 1983, and extensive archival research of
Western and Thai historical documents or treatments, Christian mission records, and
the journals of European travelers. Some details of Lao Song origin have been
documented in Thailanguage publications, but accounts in Western scholarship are
largely limited to Seidenfaden’s brief and tentative remarks, or references thereto (e.g.,
Pedersen, 1968 : 114), identifying Song as a branch of the Black Tai. Seidenfaden
notes :

Spread round about in the North, at Sawankaloke and Nakhon

Sawan, in the West, at Rajaburi and Petchaburi, and right down to

Bandon in the South, are settlements of the so-called Lao Song Dam.

They hail from the region east of Luang Phrabang, and they are

recognized by their black dresses with silver buttons, their women

wearing black phasins with thin vertical white stripes (1954 : 88).

The so-called Lao Song Dam in Central and Southern Thailand seem

to be Black Thai, both sexes dressing in black. They are the descen-

dants of former captives of war from Muang Thaeng (1958 : 89).

These people...were orignally prisoners of war and were, about a

hundred years ago, brought down here from the highlands lying to the

east of Luang Phrabang....and they present as such the curious fact of

mountaineers who have become plain dwellers...They still talk their

own dialect and have preserved many of their old traditions and

quaint customs (1931 : 4).

It is atypical that Black Tai and Lao Song resisted or were protected from a
greater degree of assimilation, considering the Tai experience generally.
Incorporation of political and religious culture from the Indic and Sinitic traditions has
been expounded as definitional in the florescence of Tai civilization in mainland
Southeast Asia, with all its ‘‘dialectal’”’ diversity (e.g., Coedes, 1968 ; Keyes,
1977 : 75). Beyond any accidental aspects of culture contact in the Tai migration into
the great flood-plains of the south, assimilation and acculturation have been
considered virtual ‘‘propensities’’ and adaptive ‘‘abilities’’ by observers (see Lebar et
al., 1964 : 187).

.The continuity of cultural form and common traditionalism noted between
Black Tai and Lao Song suggests a coherence of identity which is, in contemporary
terms, spurious. Despite that Lao Song have preserved much of Black Tai culture
through generations of separation from the northern homeland, the categories are
discrete. Relocation from semi-autonomous frontier polities to the capital region of the
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office and commune headmanship by divine imprimatur, owned all land and had
conscriptive authority over commoners. Commoners enjoyed freedom of local
affiliation restricted only by a system in which taxes were exacted according to both
jurisdictions of origin and residence (ESJ [anonymous, c.1981] : 181 ; Izikowitz,
1963). As with other Tai valley farmers, Black Tai claimed superior status over the
aboriginal or remnant groups of Austroasiatic speakers whose mountainside or forest
communities constituted frontiers between two or more myang to which they were
tributary.

Observers and scholars have ascribed an almost atavistic traditionalism to the
Black Tai. Apart from differences in political history with lowland Tai, upland Tai
peoples, ‘“‘notably the Black Thai...are set apart...by the retention of their traditional
dress, animistic beliefs, and their strong cohesion as a group’’ (Smith et al., 1967 : 569).
Among minority or tribal Tai, the Black Tai have been singled out as archetypal. ‘‘If
there is a general pattern of upland social structure...it is the system of the Black Tai”’
(McAlister, 1967 : 781). They are ‘‘more conservative than any of the other groups’’
(Lebar and Suddard, 1960 : 41), ““‘typical’ in that they have preserved much of what
was apparently the traditional Tai way of life prior to the expansion of Tai-speaking
peoples in Indochina’® (Halpern and Kunstadter, 1967 : 236). Compared with any
other Tai in Southeast Asia, their language and religious beliefs are less Indianized ;
among all peoples emigrant from the north, their language and political form are less
Sinicized, and ; in comparison with their closest cultural and regional neighbors, the
White Tai, they are less Vietnamized (Hickey, 1958 ; Seidenfaden, 1963 : 74 ; Gedney,
1964 ; Lebar et al., 1964 : 188 ; Pitiphat, 1980 : 37). By virtue of their ecological
adaptation, social organizational character, and cultural integrity, the Black Tai have
been called the ‘“original Thai’’, the “‘ancient Thai’’ (Senaphitak, 1978 : 7-8), and the
““Thai of yore’’ (Seidenfaden, 1963 : 74 ; referring to lzikowitz, 1962). Black Tai
retention of traditional culture has often been attributed to their occupation of
dispersed and remote areas (Hickey, 1958 : 206, 210 ; Schrock et al., 1972 : 50-51 ;
66-67 ; Pitiphat, 1980 : 36-38), just as acculturation among such upland peoples as the
Red Tai and White Tai (see Hickey, 1958 ; Gedney, 1964) and such ‘‘tribal’’ Tai
migrants in northern Thailand as the Lue (Moerman, 1965 ; 1967) has been associated
with contiguity to or other enduring alignment with majority lowland societies. Citing
some cultural diffusion from both lowland Tai and Vietnamese (e.g., adoption of
Indianized script, probable vocabular and phonetic adulteration), others have
questioned the significance of geographical barriers (Halpern and Kunstadter, 1967 :
237 ; Davis, 1984 : 33-34).

Both positions have merit, describing actual features of Black Tai environment
and culture. On one hand, several Black Tai population centers are proximal to
historically important trade routes, and the region has been a focus of intensive
competition from neighboring statek in every direction for centuries. On the other, no
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many military campaigns directed by Siam against the Lao states and upland Tai
myang, During the reign of Rama III, Chao Anuwongse of Champasak attempted to
end Siamese rule over his native Wiengchan, taking the city and from there attacking
Nakhon Ratchasima and Saraburi, north of Krung Thep, in 1827. The Siamese
regained Wiengchan, lost it a second time when Annam came to the rebels’ aid, and
finally reoccupied the Lao capital with Chao Anu as prisoner in 1829 (Vella, 1957 :87
ff). During this conflict, Siamese armies moved into Myang Teng and again took
captives among the Black-Tai, moving them to Phet Buri. In 1836, a rebellion of three
Black Tai myang against Luang Phrabang resulted in the relocation of additional
captives to the expatriate Black Tai community west of Krung Thep ; unrest in the
Sipsong Chao Tai encouraged enslavement again in 1838, 1864, and at various other
times in the last half of the nineteenth century (Buruphat, 1983). Under Rama III
(1824-1851), it is estimated that some 46,000 inhabitants of frontier and foreign locales
were taken captive (Vella, 1957 : 78).

Siam faced recurrent problems of local unrest in the Lao and western Tonkin
vassal states, aggravated by the rival claims of Annam, but had retained at least
nominal allegiance from the northern chao since the beginning of the Chakri dynasty.
During the reign of Rama V (1868-1910), Siam’s hold over the middle Mekhong and
Tai uplands was lost, not through rebellion or threat from its perennial rivals, but the
westward expansion of French rule in Indochina. The Siamese Field Marshal, Chao
Phraya Surasak Montri (Chamuan Waiworanart), sent by Rama V ostensibly to rid the
frontier of Ho bandits---Chinese expatriates who moved in at the close of the Taiping
rebellion against the Manchu in 1864---led the last Siamese campaign in the Tai uplands
during 1887 and 1889. At Myang Teng, Surasak’s army was met by Auguste Pavie,
accompanied by several hundred troops of the French colonial forces. With French
occupation a fait accompli, the Siamese field marshal attempted to impress upon the
French representative the historical claim of Siam to the Sipsong Chao Tai and its
peoples. As reported in a communique with Rama V, Surasak focused on Siam’s heavy
expenditure of lives in pacifying the feudal states, as well as the resettlement of Black
Tai families to Phet Buri as points of argument with Pavie. He noted :

When Somdet Phra Nangklao Chao Ju Hua (Rama 111, author) was

graciously pleased to have those Black Thai establish a place to live at

Myang Phet Buri, it was expected that Lao Song would have sons,

grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, now numbering many

thousands of persons. In raising the army for this campaign, many
hundreds of able-bodied Lao Song men were also conscripted. And

these men have met many relatives who live in Myang Thaeng,

because the Lao Song/Black Thai people use patrilineages, in the

fashion of the Chinese (Thatsanasuwaan, 1964 : 65, citing Montri,

1961 : 580, in Thai).
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differentiation and the maintenance of tradition.

Among Song, the sing is a category, rather than a structured, localized group,
whose members trace descent through unknown linkages to a mythic founding
ancestor. The sing is without corporate function or property, excepting common
worship of the founding ancestor and tutelary deity of the clan. These clan deities are
among the class of the most powerful heavenly spirits, responsible for the creation of
the world and its inhabitants, the governance of human conduct, and regulation of the
seasons. As with Black Tai, some clans observe prohibitions regarding the
consumption or use of undomesticated flora and fauna, and certain distinctions of
ritual practice among the aristocratic and commoner clans. Pu tao ancestral spirits are
more powerful than those of pu noi, and thus require more elaborate propitiation and
deference ; this has no discernible effect on noble/commoner relations. In their
manifestation as spirits, the tao are privileged with greater control over the living clan
members and inhabit an exclusive abode in the land of the dead, but this affords no
prerogative to their mortal descendants. The worldly status preferment of the pu fao is
part of a bygone era in which the nobility controlled access to wealth, prestige, and
positions of leadership through divine right of inheritance. For rural Song, no formal
political offices other than elective village and commune headmanship exist. Although
traditionally a heritable office among Black Tai, village headmanship was not exclusive
to the tao (see Halpern, 1961 : 142 ; Whitaker et al., 1972 : 51) ; and, while communes
among the Black Tai were led by nobles, the scattered distribution of Song
communities in Central Thailand and external imposition of administrative divisions
result in many communes including non-Song villages. Nor have the t@o assumed
positions of leadership in the political setting of Central Thailand.

Summary

There were two significant aspects to Tai ascendency over the great valley
civilizations : one was the dynamism of the Tai autocracies which succeeded the Khmer.
and Burmans as lowland state powers, relative to those of the upland frontier ; a
second was the impact of Tai feudal organization on the political demography of
Southeast Asia. In pursuit of their own baronies, the sons of ruling Tai chieftains
fragmentated the vast Khmer and Burman territories into a number of more-or-less
autonomous feudal polities. Tai ethnocultural differentiation has an historical basis in
this fragmentary expansion and the florescence of political centers.

It is probable that Black Tai identity emerged as a frontier category during the
formation of a Tai-dominated mainland Southeast Asian society. This society was
structured by profound differences in the political ambitions, martial power, and
administrative ideologies of culturally cognate populations and of encapsulated and
surrounding peoples having divergent cultural-linguistic traditions. The social
institution of internal Black Tai organization, directly responsive to external political
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reasonable to assume that patrilineal structure and morality also operated at the local
level, providing one institutional framework for daily social life. In this respect, the
Siamese government was complicit in the preservation of kinship communities. From
the earliest period of resettlement, the maximal patriclan represented an important
social category in terms of marriage prohibitions, ritual observance, and local
economic activity. That it also provided for myang leadership among Black Tai in the
uplands is appropriate to the particular circumstances of political conflict which
obtained in the Sipsong Chao Tai.

Following emancipation, many Song migrated voluntarily or were dispersed
under government direction to isolated and agriculturally marginal rural areas
throughout Central Thailand. In these locations, they organized as separate, initially
small villages. Given the number of marriages between members of the same maximal
patriclan, it appears that individual identification with local patriclan segments
superseded the importance of affiliations with any more extended kin category, which
is more characteristic of the densely populated Phet Buri villages today. The testimony
of elders indicates a purposeful withdrawal from interaction with non-Song ; villages
were bounded and centralized, and ethnic intermarriage is claimed to have been rare or
non-occurrent. As with the Phet Buri colony, however, physical seclusion from other
pioneers to the internal frontier surrounding the capital may have been an important
factor in perpetuating ethnic enclavement. It is only within the past thirty years that
roads and rural marketing networks have expanded to the remote locations typical of
Lao Song settlements. Since dispersal throughout Central Thailand, the nucleated
village or hamlet has emerged as the largest, significant supra-family social .arrangement.
Over a period of .several generations, Song villages and different regional
concentrations of Song settlement have developed certain, trivial distinctions among
what are regarded by each as customary practices, or proper forms of customary
practice. In recent years, some haphazard acculturation has occurred—increasing
attendance to Buddhism, formal education, adoption of Western dress styles,
incorporation of local folk rituals, and engagement in non-traditional occupations and
exchange systems—though not uniformly among Song communities nor to a degree
that emblematic cultural practices and membership boundaries have disappeared. In

- fact, the persistence of patriclanship and kinship-related ritual ideology reveals the
maintenance of a societal institution which likely extends a millenium. The diminution
of the patriclan system from Black Tai feudalism to local patriclan segmentation
among the widespread, pre-modern villages, and to the present conservation of the
local segment as a ritual and land proprietary group, may be considered an adaptation
of the central institution of social articulation within the Black Tai/Lao Song tradition
to changing external circumstances.

The similarities between Black Tai and Lao Song cultural form, as well as the
common attributions of traditionalism, must be considered separately from their
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