
HAL Id: hal-03554118
https://hal.science/hal-03554118

Submitted on 3 Feb 2022

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.

“ Names and Territoriality among the Phounoy : How
the State creates Ethnic Group (Lao PDR) ” pp. 79-99.

Vanina Bouté

To cite this version:
Vanina Bouté. “ Names and Territoriality among the Phounoy : How the State creates Ethnic Group
(Lao PDR) ” pp. 79-99.. Christian Culas et François Robinne (éds.); Christian Culas and François
Robinne. Inter-Ethnic Dynamics in Asia. Considering the Other through ethnonyms, territories and
rituals, Routledge, 2010, 9780415836784. �hal-03554118�

https://hal.science/hal-03554118
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


Inter-Ethnic 'Dynamics in 
Asia 
Considering the Other through 
ethnonyms, territories and rituals 

Edited by Christian Culas and 
François Robinne 

I    & t !  n  ,   u p  

LONDON AND NEW YORK 



First published 20 I 0 
b: Routledge 
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX 14 4RN 

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada 
by Routledge 
711 Third Ave, New York, NY I 0017 

Routledge is an imprint o f  the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business 
First issued in paperback 2013 
© 20 IO Selection and editorial matter, Christian Cul as and Fran9ois 
Robinne; individual chapters, the contributors. 

T: peset in Times by Wearset Ltd, Boldon, T,·ne and Wear 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or 
utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now 
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in 
any information storage or retrieval s: stem, without permission in writing 
f rom the publishers. 

British library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
A catalogue record for this book is available f rom the British Library 

libra,y o f  Congress Ca1aloging in Publication Data 
A catalog record for this book has been requested 

ISBN 13: 978-0-415-55936-2 (hbk) 
IS 13N 13: 978-0-203-86138-7 ( ebk) 
ISBN 13: 978-0-415-83678-4 (pbk) 

I 

Contents 

List o f  illustrations 
List o f  contributors 
Acknowledgements 

Introduction 

CIIRISTIJ\N CULAS AND FRAN<;:01S ROBINNE 

PART I 
Ethnonyms: naming oneself, naming others and being 
named in a multi-ethnic complex 

1 The ethnonyms of the Hmong in Vietnam: early history 
(1856-1924) and practical epistemology 

CHRISTIAN CULAS 

2 Rai, Kham bu, Subbu, Kirant, etc.: ethnic labels or political 
and land tenure categories? Logics of identification of an 
ensem hie of populations in Nepal 

GREGOIRE SCHLEMMER 

3 Making ethnonyms in a clan social organization: the case 
of the so-called Kach in subgroups (Burma) 

f-RAN<;:01S ROBINNE 

4 Names and territoriality among the Phunoy: how the state 
creates ethnic group (Lao PDR) 

VANINA BOUTE 

IX 

X 

Xlll 

11 

13 

42 

57 

79 



78 F. Robinne 

8 The eldest of three brothers, he is presented as the ancestor of 'the yellow race', the 

second as the ancestor of 'the black race' and the third as the ancestor of 'the white

race' and 'the red race' (Robinne 2007b). 
9 Pejorative appellation, known more in South-East Asia as Kala or Kula. Jean Baffie 

presented a paper on this subject during the workshop on the theme of ethnonyms

which took place at the lRSEA in March 2003. 
10 See, on this subject, Chapter 4 in this work. 
11 For a detailed anal) sis of clan correspondences, see Robinne (2007b). Actually, the 

clan correspondences are conditioned by the matrimonial alliances, and may var) 

from family to family. For example, according to Adee Che's own experience, his 

Lisu clan Ngaw shi is equivalent to the Jinghpaw clan Marip, and we could multiply 

the examples in Kachin State, in Shan State and everywhere the Lisu and Kachin live 

together (see Dessaint 2008: 98). 
12 Reference communicated by Yanina Boute. 
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4 Names and territoriality among 
the Phunoy 
How the state creates ethnic group 
(Lao PDR) 

Vanina Bouté 

Upon arriving in the northern province of Phongsaly (RDP Lao), I thought I 
would easily be able to define the population I was about to study with maps, 
census and, most especially, a name. At first glance, it appeared easy. I obtained 
some documents in French dating from the beginning of the twentieth century as 
well as other articles, 1 all of which led me to believe that the frontiers of the 
Phunoy ethnic groups were clearly delimited. Phunoy appear to be a Tibeto-
Burmese-speaking group of nearly 40,000 people, practising swidden agriculture 
in the mountainous Phongsaly district. Phunoy's villages were, moreover, 
located in a clearly defined territory - the south of the district - where they were 
the only inhabitants, with the exception of one or two Akha villages, recently 
resettled. Comparing the map drawn in 1924 by Commandant Roux and recent 
documents from the PDDP,2 one could see the names and the settlement of the 
Phunoy villages had changed very little. The Phunoy's contained and single 
ethnic habitat was quite striking in Northern Laos, where ethnic groups live in 
villages scattered in different provinces. 

However, the literature about the inhabitants of the district showed here and 
there unusual names. P. Neis (1885: 61) and P. Lefèvre-Pontalis (1898: 226, 
230-233) mentioned a 'Phay-Phunoy' group, whereas H. Roux (1924: 445) and 
G. Aymé (1930: 34) distinguished the Phunoy from the Phay, considering the 
latter to be similar to the Phunoy, yet settled a little further away to the east near 
the plain of Boun Tay. The 'Phay' group was also mentioned by O .  Evrard 
( 1998: 24), but he located them in the western part of the Phunoy's territory. M. 
Ferlus (1971: 2) talked about 'Ong Hyao' people, quite similar to the Phunoy, 
and driven out by the latter to the plain of Boun Neua. G. Aymé (1930: 66) and 
L. Chazée (1995: 104) also mentioned the 'Laoseng', similar physically to the 
Phunoy, but a Phunoy-speaking group according to Aymé and an Austro-asiatic 
speaking group for Chazée. Last, other names appeared in the various national 
and provincial census. In a country well known for its ethnic diversity, this mul-
tiplicity of groups was at first not too surprising. Each name should refer to a 
particular ethnic group, thus rendering evident the ethnic set-up of the district. 
Phongsaly district was populated by a major group, the Phunoy, plus several 
small ethnic groups (Phay, Ong Hyao, Laoseng, Poumon, etc.) speaking lan-
guages similar to Phunoy.
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However, the results of my f irst enquiries showed a slightly different and 

more confused situation. Certain populations living at the far east of the district, 
the other side of the U River, claimed to be Phunoy despite the allegations of 
their neighbours, who sometimes called them 'Laoseng' and sometimes called 
them 'Poumon', etc. Nor did I find any traces of the Ong Hyao or the Phay, but I 
discovered numerous other ethnonyms: Tang, Phongsek, Phonghu, Laopan, 
Tchaho, etc. Even though some of these groups consider themselves to be differ-
ent from the Phunoy - pointing to their linguistic and cultural specificity - my 
studies revealed that there are, in fact, no more differences between these groups 
and the Phunoy than amongst those Phunoy living in different villages, which in 
turn cause major variations. They all speak a language that can be understood by 
the others, have similar agricultural practices, and a similar social, parental and 
cultural organisation. I also noted that certain clan names of these groups are 
identical to those of the Phunoy. 

All of them, including the Phunoy, when referring to themselves, use the 
expression Gubaya ('our group', 'our population') or guba Khong ('our village'). 
In comparison to the others, they can define themselves by the name of their 
village - Phongsek, Pumon, Tchaho, Laopan, Phongku or Tang - knowing that, 
generally, the size of a group does not exceed one, two or three villages. 3 

However, a real confusion can be observed when each group names or defines 
the others. The Phongku claim to be close to the Laopan. The latter, rejecting 
this affirmation, say they are close to the Tchaho, and that they were originally 
one sole group. The Tchaho refute this claim, insisting on their presence on this 
territory well before the arrival of other populations. The Pumon say that the 
Phongsek are pure Phunoy, whereas the Phongsek say the Pumon are Laoseng. 
The inhabitants of the Phunoy villages also do not agree on how the populations 
should be identified. It is possible to obtain almost as many combinations as the 
number of people questioned - 'The Pumon and the Ban Tang are Lao pan', 'the 
Tchaho are Laoseng', 'the Phongsek and the Pumon belong to the same group 
even though they do not know it', etc. Finally, on the left bank of the River Ou, 
a major waterway situated in the east of the district, there are several villages 
where the inhabitants are identified by the other groups and by the Phunoy as 
being Laoseng or Pumon. The inhabitants of these villages all claim to be 
Phunoy and not to have any other names. Finally, the only group that is identi-
fied the same way both by its neighbours and by itself is the Phunoy, living on 
the right bank of the U River. 

This diversity and confusion of names results in equally varied classifica-
tions. The divergence between my readings and the reality with which I was 
confronted led me to question the pertinence of ethnic classifications and to try 
to understand the reasons for this confusion. As I attempted to retrace the 
history of this region, and notably the impact of the politically dominant popu-
lations, the Lao and the Lü, the logic of the current identity configuration 
became clear. This work also enabled me to understand that the Phunoy identity 
was not evident, but that it resulted from a special relationship with the regional 
ruling powers. 
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The diversity of ethnic classifications 
The profusion of names and the confusion reigning around their usage, illus-
trated by the example of the Phunoy, is not an isolated case, and even seems to 
characterise all the populations in Laos. This diversity is a problem both for the 
local authorities, who try to establish, through census, a precise list of the ethnic 
groups in the country, and for foreign researchers, who want to do the same for 
scientific reasons. As with the native characterisations, the same dissimilarities 
can be found in the production of classifying terminologies and the criteria on 
which they are based. 

When the new Communist regime arrived in power in 1975, one of its main 
preoccupations was to consolidate the country, destabilised by internal clashes 
between rival factions. To achieve this, it seemed vital to create a feeling of 
national unity capable of reuniting the whole population. While trying to create a 
national image to which all the different populations could relate, the govern-
ment was confronted with the diversity of the many populations in the country, 
half of which were made up of ethnic minorities isolated in enclosed and little-
known areas. In the name of a stable national image, the Laotian government 

endeavoured to draw up a fixed classification of the number of ethnic groups 
registered in the country (Goudineau 2000; Pholsena 2001). This task was not an 
easy one: in the 1985 census, an open question was proposed in addition to the 
sixty-eight official ethnonyms, and several hundred new names appeared. The 
government was obliged to call in foreign experts ( from Vietnam, Russia and the 
West) to establish, according to their theoretically rigorous criteria, a classifica-
tion of the populations including a reasonable number of groups (Goudineau 
2000: 22). The number of ethnic groups registered was reduced from sixty-eight 
to thirty-eight, and finally stabilised at forty-seven. To preserve this number, the 
authorities decided finally simply to eliminate the names of certain populations 
mentioned in the provincial enquiries (Pholsena 2001). The number of popula-
tions registered is therefore not simply based on scientific criteria, but also meets 
the requirements of cultural policies. This is illustrated again in the 2000 census, 
where the term 'Phunoy' was simply removed and replaced by the term 'Sing-
sili', which the authorities presented as being the real 'ethnonym' of the popula-
tion. Following the example of the census carried out by their Vietnamese 'big 
brother', the Laotian authorities decided to rename groups deemed to have a 
pejorative name or which did not seem to be their real ethnonym (Pholsena 
2001) - but in fact no Phunoy ever uses this term when referring to themselves, 
'Singsili' being the Phunoy term to designate the town and the district of 
Phongsaly. 

This desire to reach a fixed number of ethnic groups partially explains the 
evolution of the various censuses. A detailed study of the proposed successive 
categories of populations highlights the fact that there is no logic in the way in 
which these have evolved. For example, let us look at the different ethnic cat-
egories used to describe certain groups in the Phongsaly region. In the 1995 
census, the Phunoy group is subdivided into branches described as follows: 'the 
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Xeng, the Fay (Phau Saly), the Lao Pane, the Phon Xet, the Phong Ku, the Phu 
Nhot and the Ban Tang'. However, two of these groups were not present in the 
previous census: the Pou Nhot (the name of a vii !age above the U River) and the 
Fay (a term completely unknown in the district, both by the populations and the 
by local authorities), whereas the Tchaho and the Purnon, which were indicated 
as 'Phunoy sub-groups' in the provincial census, did not appear. One could 
therefore question the criteria used to establish the denominations retained, as 
the names attributed to the groups are different from those used by the inhabi-
tants themselves. The example of villages situated on the left bank of the U 
River is very revealing in this respect. The provincial statistics of 1992 classified 
the villages as 'Phunoy', with the exception of one which was registered as 
'Laoseng'. However, according to the inhabitants, this village, founded some 
fifty years ago, originated from a neighbouring village which is classified as 
'Phunoy'. In 1996 all of these villages were registered as 'Laoseng', but they 
were ultimately, in 2001, defined as 'Phunoy' ! The enormous variety of the 
number of ethnic groups registered therefore appears to result not only from the 
diversity of names recognised by the groups in question, but also by the collec-
tion methods employed, where the criteria have no scientific basis. 

Several Westerners have also proposed a classification of the ethnic groups in 
Laos. Their methods and their results differ considerably. In certain cases, and in 
the absence of in-depth linguistic studies, 'cultural traits' (or those considered as 
such - e.g., habitat, local costumes, etc.) were used to separate the populations 
into different linguistic families. At the beginning of  the century the French mili-
tary classified the Phunoy as belonging to the Austro-asiatic group of languages, 
even though, strangely, they classified the Laoseng (identified as being Phunoy) 
in the category of 'Chinoasian' groups (Aymé 1930: 66). This classification 
of the Phunoy as an Austro-asiatic group (based on the habitat and customs 
deemed to represent this type of population) was notably taken up by 
Lebar et al. (1964:126). 

For certain linguists - such as J. Chamberlain (1995) and S. Wright (2003) -
ethnic identities are originally revealed by linguistic specificities. As J. Cham-
berlain wrote: 'Our experience in Laos has been that wherever a group identifies 
itself as having a distinct ethnonym, there are always explicit linguistic features 
that accompany and mark that distinction' (1995: 10). This supposition - that a 
name corresponds to a language and that a language corresponds to an ethnic 
group - leads him to register over a hundred ethnic groups (such profusion being 
for this author synonymous with scientific rigour) based on the supposed names 
of the populations in Laos. This type of  research, based essentially on biblio-
graphic references, cannot avoid falling into the trap of certain confusions. The 
spelling of the names of populations varying sometimes from one source to 
another, it can happen that one group is presented as forming two distinct ethnic 
types. J. Chamberlain registered in this way the existence of a group called 
Tchaho and another named Chalo, both localised in the province of Phongsaly. 
According to the sources indicated in the records drawn up by J. Chamberlain, 
under the first spelling the group was registered as Austro-asiatic by L. Chazee, 

Names and territoriality among the Phunoy 83 

and under the second it was identified as being Tibeto-Burman by Kamdeng. 4 

Another example of this confusion in the records is that of Laoseng, which can 
be found some pages later under the name of Xeng. 5 After a short stay in the 
Phongsaly province, an American linguist, S. Wright, basing her findings on a 
supposed correspondence between language and ethnic identity, isolated eight 
varieties of language within the Phunoy, concluding that each corresponded to a 
different subgroup. 6 She gave each of them a name which corresponded to the 
village in which each particular language had been identified, thus creating new 
sub-categories of the Phunoy population. Taking the opposite approach, D. 
Bradley (1983: 48) suggested considering that all the populations belonging to 
the linguistic branch of the southern Lolo group (these being the Pyen in Burma, 
the Bisu in Thailand, the Phunoy in Laos and the Cong in Vietnam) form one 
and the same ethnic group, due to the fact that their languages are very similar. 

These studies result in very different ethnic divisions being described. In the 
case of the Phunoy and small groups speaking the same language, it is obvious 
that the criteria proposed - language and the ethnonym - are not sufficient to 
establish the frontiers between these populations. If identity is defined in relation 
to the methods of identification, be it mutual identification (Poutignat and Streiff-
Fenart 1995) or of the greatest number, we are obliged to observe that the iden-
tity of these groups in the Phongsaly region poses a problem, as the names that 
the groups give themselves and those that are attributed by outside members are 
not the same. 

The Tay denominations 

Despite the confusion regarding the attributions of names, these populations -
Phunoy and other small groups - share a characteristic trait: their names are all 
of Tay origin. This is clearly the case in the name 'Phunoy', which can, accor-
ding to the tone and the pronunciation, take on several different meanings. The 
colonial administrators favoured the translation 'small people' (phu noy, Lao), 
arguing that the people composing this population were a size smaller than the 
others. A few Phunoy suggested the translation 'small crabs' (pu noy, Lao), 
saying that the Lao named them so on seeing them gathering small crabs. For 
certain Phunoy, the term should be translated as 'small mountains' (phu noy, 
Lao) in reference to the mountains (even though the highest in the region) which 
are at the heart of their habitat. For others, the term could signify 'small (in 
numbers) population' (phu noy, Lao) as the original inhabitants of the region 
were very few. There is one last meaning that could be possible for this tenn, the 
only one that the Phunoy omit to mention but one that their Ho and Tay Lu 
neighbours like to remind them of. According to the latter, the term means 'little 
person', not in the sense of size, but referring to social status. We will demon-
strate later why this translation is certainly the most justified. 

The names of certain small groups are also of Tay origin. The Poumon say 
that their name is derived from the Lao 'phu mong' (wood men, Lao). It would 
seem that the Lao gave them this name as, in the past, the village people 
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frequently went to Luang Prabang to sell a type of wood called 'mong'. The names 
Phongsek and Phongku are themselves composed in part of the Tay word 'Phong', 
designating large villages inhabitated by non-Tay populations. The Phongsek say that 
the 'sek' added to 'Phong' is onomatopoeia for the cry of a royal elephant lost in the 
region. It should, however, be noted that 'sek' is also a Tay term designating prisoners 
of war (Doré 1998: 487). 'Ban Tang' means in Tay 'different village', a translation 
readily agreed by the inhabitants of the village, who tell that the Lao had named them 
thus as they were different from the other groups. The term 'Phay' has a complex 
history, to which it will be necessary to return later, but we can say here that the term 
signifies 'a non-Tay subject'. The oldest inhabitants of the villages situated on the left 
bank of the U River (which, as we have seen, call themselves Phunoy) remember that 
the Lao from Miiang Hun (a village below the river), for whom they had to carry out 
fatigues and other duties, referred to them by this term. 

The fact that certain observers have taken these Tay terms for endonyms of the 
groups (whereas some of them are generic terms applied to several populations) 
explains notably the confusion that reigns amongst the different classifications of the 
populations of the region. M. Ferlus notes that both the T'in from the province of 
Sayabury and the populations of the left bank of  the U River were designated by the 
term Phay. This is perhaps why L. Chazée, in  L 'Atlas des ethnies et des sous-ethnies du 
Laos (1995: 104), presents a map of where the 'Phay' are located and situates them, as 
if they were one and the same group, in the provinces of Phongsaly and Sayabury. 
However, the former speak a Tibeto-Burmese language, whereas the latter's language 
is Austro-asiatic. In  the same way, A. Spangemacher (1997: 118) notes that the Bulang, 
or Plang, a population speaking an Austro-asiatic language and living in the Sipsong 
Panna (currently south Yunnan) would have been called 'Puman' by the Tay Lu. 
Having learnt of the existence of a group called 'Pumon' in  the region of Phonsaly, 
she therefore supposed that it belonged to a Plang group. The author maintains, 
however, that this term comes from the Tay,7 as she writes that it comes from !ti 'phu 
man', wild mountain people, but seems to reject the idea that, because of this, it could 
have designated any mountain group in the region. 

As the names of these populations are of Tay origin, what criteria were used to 
attribute the name 'Phunoy' to a group of villages to the exclusion of others? One 
could suppose that the Tay would have used the existing frontiers of ethnic groups in 
order to name each population; however, this is not the picture por-trayed in the Phunoy 
writings relating to their settling in the region. On the con-trary, they underline the 
fragmentation of the group into clannish units or villages. 

The Pltunoy migratory narratives 

The Phunoy date their arrival in the Phongsaly region sometime between the end of the 
eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries.8 This period corresponds 
roughly to the arrival o f  other populations speaking a T.ibeto-
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Burmese language in the north of the Indochinese peninsula, who were seeking 
refuge in the mountainous regions situated on the outskirts of the Tay principali-
ties and fleeing from the interminable wars between these principalities. 9 Ce1tain 
documents suggest that the ancestors of the Phunoy lived previously under 
Burmese domination. 10 Some who had enrolled as foot soldiers in the Burmese 
army had fled after a severe defeat inflicted by the King of Luang Prabang; 
others were captured and brought to Luang Prabang from where they escaped, 
and managed to reach Phongsaly by the U River. 

Let us now look at what the writings of the Phunoy language group recount 
about how they settled in the territory. The most striking element in these stories 
is the insistence on discord and the ensuing battles. 

The migratory stories describe a progressive but violent settlement in the 
region by several small groups bearing names that are today known, as we have 
mentioned, to be names of clans of Phunoy language groups. M. Ferlus 
described, about thirty years ago, a major corpus of writings relating the installa-
tion of certain clans in the Phongsaly region. Four clans were supposed to have 
arrived first: the Tongseu, the Phonglang (divided into two subgroups, the Salang 
and the Tesun), the Levap and the Tongcham. It seems to have been their time of 
arrival in the territory that distinguished them from each other. The name of the 
Tongseu clan signifies 'the first arrivals', and that of the Tongcham clan 'the last 
arrivals' (F erlus 1971 : 3): 

After having escaped from the Burmese, we went towards Phongsaly. Then, 
we arrived near to Bun Tay and founded the village of Tjamlang (today 
Samlang) in the hills. From Tjamlang, the Taa Phu Ya group left to found a 
new village. The P'sung group stayed, but then some of them left to found 
the village of Phatan (today Montjao). When the village grew larger, the 
Pong Lang group arrived. And when they in turn had settled, the Tong Seu 
Ba arrived. They were called thus as the name means 'men who make new 
fields'. The last few people who arrived no longer had any place to live. 
They were called the Tongcham. As the population increased, the inhabit-
ants of Phatan no longer had any room to cultivate freshly cleared land. 
They left to found a new village and they were named the 'Mating'. Others 
went towards Bun Neua to found other villages. 11 

These settlement stories also mention a period of war between the different 
Phunoy language groups, the causes of which were clearly land possession. A 
Phunoy from the Siman clan recounts: 

The Tapat was made up of at least a thousand families; they left to found a 
village on the road to Hatsa, but there were always fights between the Tapat 
and the Ong Hyao. The Ong Hyao then went near to the Chinese border 
towards a village called Sentan, and the Tapat went to settle near to Ban 
Montjao. The land in fact belonged to the Ong Hyao as they had settled 
there first. As for the Tongseu, they fought against the Tongcham as there 


















