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POLITICAL PARTICIPATION AMONG
THE HMONG OF THAILAND'

Some Ideological Aspects

|
The Background

Although a chinese Communist Party of Thailand had been in existence since
the 1920s, and Ho Chi Minh himself had visited Northeast Thailand during the late
1920s, the CPT was not officially established until 1942, gaining military experience
through its operations against the Japanese in their occupation of Thailand during the
Second World War. For a period it operated legally in Thailand with the abolition of
the 1933 Anticommunist Act and party members participated in general elections
between 1946 and 1947, but shifted to the countryside after the passing of a new
Anticommunist Act in 1952 gave the Government unlimited powers to suppress anyone
defined as ‘communist’. It was not until 1961, after the execution without trial of a
former MP had followed Marshal Sarit’s military coup of 1958, that the party declared
its commitment to armed struggle (Morell and Chai-anan 1981). The following year
saw the despatch of 10,000 American troops to Thailand by Kennedy without previous
consultation of either Thailand or the Congress, as American engagement increased in
Vietnam.

The CPT initiated its campaign of organised resistance against Government
forces with the announcement over the ‘Voice of the People of Thailand’ radio of the
formation of a ‘Thai Independence Movement’ in 1964, and the ‘Thai Patriotic Front’
at the beginning of 1965. Considerable rural support was received in certain areas, as
the CPT challenged corrupt practices among loca} officials and opposed US
involvement in rural development projects, and a ‘People’s Liberation Army of
Thailand’ (PLAT) was organised in 1969. Escalation of conflict closely paralleled
events in Vietnam, at a time when US troops were using Thailand as a military base for
attacks over Laos and Vietnam. By January of 1969, as many as 11,000 Thai troops
were stationed in Vietnam. The CPT has historically maintained close connections with
the Chinese leadership, and has in addition received much fraternal assistance from
Vietnam and Laos.

In 1973, peaceful student demonstrations in Bangkok brought about the
downfall of the military junta which had ruled Thailand uninterruptedly since 1958,
and caused the flight of its lqaders from the country. A three-year period of
parliamentary democracy followed, in which the CPT continued to pursue a rural
strategy although the main focus of political activity had shifted to the capital, as social
struggle developed at a national level through the formation of powerful labour and
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members of the Pathet Lao during the early 1960s, where considerable disaffection had
been caused by local police policy after the 1958-59 Opium Act. Between 1960 and 1962
rumours of the birth of a Hmong ‘King’ which we examine below drew many whole
villages from Chiangmai and the tri-province area of Phitsanalouk, Petchaboun and
Loei to guerrilla areas in North Chiangrai province. Although some Thai Hmong were
recruited there to fight in Xieng Khouang province of Laos, returning to Thailand after
the Geneva Accords of July 1962, these early contacts were, if anything;
disadvantageous to the CPT, and it was not until the beginning of 1967 that armed
clashes broke out in Nan province.

During the course of fieldwork I had the opportunity to interview many recent
Hmong defectors from the CPT, and some who had been supporters of the CPT in
recent years. [ was able to visit some CPT-controlled areas to meet Hmong before they
surrendered to the Government. While some top cadres of the CPT are still reportedly
Hmong, I did not have the opportunity to interview any such people, and therefore my
data are inevitably biased”. [ suspect that if I had had such an opportunity, their analysis of
the social and economic conditions of the different Hmong communities may have
been more profound than those I was able to interview. However, it is fair to say that
most Hmong in Thailand are not top-ranking CPT cadres, nor even fervent supporters
of the CPT. The average Hmong in Thailand lives in a village which is part of the Thai
state, in that it has suffered inroads in the form of developmental and educational
innovations from the Thai state, and its trading network is connected to the main
market centres of the Thai state, but he probably knows or has relatives among those
who have been involved by the CPT in its struggle against the Thai state. Loyalties
remain over-ridingly towards other Hmong, through the medium of the clan-based
kinship network, and the sort of extreme political polarisation which occurred among
the Hmong of Laos (see Stuart-Fox 1982) has not yet occurred to a significant extent in
Thailand. Primary commitments remain towards the fields cultivated, the acting
networks of the lineage, and the ancestral practices of particular descent groups. The
Hmong are thus in the position of a client for whose support opposed political bodies
have vied, and there are primarily personal and idiosyncratic reasons for political
participation rather than firm, ideological commitments. This was certainly the
position of the majority of Hmong in the survey site®.

A fundamental neutrality was evinced with regard to most matters affecting
the Thai state which did not concern them directly, since although they were in the
position of having to suffer extensive Government interference with their customary
modes of subsistence, nevertheless villagers were able to maintain them to a very great
extent. However, should Government intervention have become too severe (should, for
example, their crops have been destroyed), should an individual fear imprisonment,
relocation, retaliatory murder, bankruptcy, starvation, or persecution of any sort from
the authorities, an alternative did exist in the form of those areas controlled by the
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his life from the relatives of the Karen he had killed after his release, and died within a
year. With only one brother left in the family, it was difficult for Nyiaj Ntxawg’s
father to make ends meet. It is in such a situation, or to avoid such a situation, that the
CPT has provided an alternative.

It was after several years of intensified Government intervention in the Hmong
economic system, catalysed by official local protection money demanded for poppy
cultivation, that many Hmong initially fled to safer CPT zones. There is a certain level
beyond which a social system cannot support the dues demanded of its economic base,
at which passive resistance must become violent confrontation. As in the case described
above at an individual level, it is out of the economic dilemmas into which the Hmong
have been forced that the political dilemma into which they are, likewise, forced,
arises. The feeling in the Hmong Village, therefore, remains normally one of neutrality
until a certain level of localised grievance is reached, and this eclecticism towards
opposing forces is symbolised by the Hmong language radio broadcasts which are
received from China, Laos, Vietnam and Chiangmais. The attempt to maintain
neutrality lowever, in the face of what has until recently been increased confrontation
between the two parties, has increased the tension and uncertainty of the average
villager’s existence. The account of Tsheej, a returnee to the focal village with whose
surrender I was involved, will clarify some of these points:

‘Thirteen of us came back with nothing. I myself had not been as far
as China, only as far as Laos. In Laos I saw nothing. We only saw
Thai students from Bangkok there. Some of them had been to China
and had come back to struggle for the towns from the forest. They
told us they were only Thai students—from the south, the centre, the
north, and the northeast. They came back after studying in China
saying we should arise and make war—Thailand was too full of
oppressors to live there any more. They went to the forest because two
or three thousand people had been killed by the officials. They were
very disturbed, and did not wish to live in the towns any more. If they
had stayed in the towns they would have been killed with no chance to
protest, so they had fled to the forest, so that if they were killed, at
least they would be killed (for the sake of) the country. That is the way
they talked. If we made war, once the land was secured we would no
longer be looked down upon. We could become officials . Everybody
would share their food and drink with everyone else, and help each
other with clothing. And so everybody believed. For a long time we
made war, but in the end it was not good, it was not as they had said.
We had so many problems for living. We had no money and no
clothes, no rice and no food. Whatever we grew they bought from us
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communists, or else it would be as his friend in the spirit country had
prophesied’.
(Hapo, January 1982)

It is these sort of mechanisms which are activated to prevent the increasing
threat of political polarisation. What is extraordinary about such stories is the way
current political actualities are articulated with a mythological past. It is possible for
this to happen because the Hmong Otherworld (like that of the Chinese, cf.
Feuthtwang 1975) is closely modelled on this world, through a series of inverted
oppositions. Thus the meeting place between the two realms is invariably symbolised
by images of exchange, transformation, substitution and barter which are clearly
derived from the historical position of the Chinese market at the frontier of the Hmong
world of forest and mountain. Thus the boundary between ethnic groups becomes the
boundary between natural and supernatural realgis. The Hmong supernatural
Otherworld forms an inverted image of the social otherworld represented formerly by
the Chinese state bureaucracy, and now to some extent by the Thai state bureaucracy,
both replete with images of guilt and punishment, both characterised by uncontrollable
alien daemonic forces which must be placated or appeased. Hence the Head of the
Spirits is Nyuj Vaj Tuam Teem, who judges and collects taxes (sau se) in the afterlife.
He is described as zus plaub, the Arbitrator, and is seconded by Ntxwj Nyug, who is
said to issue licences for life'?. Moréchand (1972) has pointed out some of the
connotations of the White Hmong phrase ua npau suav, or ‘to boil a Chinese’, used to
refer to a nightmare: the common identification of daemons with foreigners, coupled
with the disturbance of the waters which similarly invariably divide the supernatural
from the natural realms.

In 'the above account we see an example of what Coleridge considered the
synthetic, shaping power of the ‘Imagination’, which blends and fuses disparate
elements, dissolving in order to recreate; a modifying, esemplastic power, which he
distinguished from the aggregating faculty of the ‘Fancy’l3 . This is a kind of
‘bricolage’ which combines elements of the traditional belief system with current
actualities and the changing course of events.

I hope that here I have shown something of what the conflict between the Thai
Government and the CPT had meant to the Hmong, how the alternatives of
insurrection or loyalty to the Thai state as symbolised by the Thai King are defined by
fundamentally instrumentalist concerns which arise out of economic alternatives
and how a typical Hmong village may be defined in terms of such alternatives'*.

m
Ideology

Although the CPT formerly maintained a number of‘large, well-organised
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refuse. The sound of shelling echoed about the settlement every evening, but waking in
alarm my first night there, I was told by the Hmong who was my companion,

‘It is nothing. It is only the Thai soldiers, firing at the mountains
because they are afraid’.

It is hard to convey the mixture of kind regard for my well-being, and scorn
for the Thai soldiers, with which this was said. But perhaps the essential powerlessness
of many Hmong individuals and settlements in the ideological cleavages which have
riven the Thai state cannot better be expressed than by the following account by a
Catholic missionary to the Hmong, who has spent more than eleven years working in
an identical settlement:-

‘In 1974 we met Lao Nia Kao, who had surrendered two days before.
He had never been a communist, he explained. He had never shot at
anybody and Qad not even any arms. The attack of 1968 had surprised
him in the forest, but the very place where he lived was still peaceful,
so he had remained there. That lasted for six years. The communists
patrolled the region, and they met ocassionally. Every second month
they were visited by two of them who chatted for a few minutes and
gave them some medicine, generally out of date. Life became harder
and harder. They were afraid to make too big fields for fear of being
seen by the helicopters. They could not go to the market. They had
neither salt nor cloth. Their clothes were falling into rags, and for two
years, ‘‘his trousers had a hole in the seat”’. He no longer cut his hair.
He decided to surrender’.

(Mottin 1980, p.62)

Many of the Hmong who originally burnt government schools in the hills in
retaliation for the Doi Chompoo incident, affrighted by the napalming of their villages
and fields which followed, never surrendered or settled in the Centres established for
them once the Government had reversed its policy, but remained in the deep forests
which were also the province of Thai insurgents, and thus inevitably fell under their
command. Individual cases such as the one above have, however, also been common.
From my observations in the village [ would opine that Hmong in general do not suffer
from the rooted dislike of solitude characteristic of many Thai, and I certainly met
Hmong who were living by themselves, or with a wife and a small child, or with a
friend, at the edges of the fields they were working, for months or years on end, and
only rarely returned to their original village.

Alkhough the neutrality of the Hmong towards the crisis of legitimacy in Thai
politics was becoming more a matter of conscious strategy than a result of naivety as
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