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Mobility among the Tai peoples of Sourh China

David Holm
The University of Melbourne.
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Ja crois quel on n'a jamais fait d ‘énude comparative sur I'importance de la moblité.
— Karl Gustav Izikowiz, ‘Propos sur les Thats” (1981)

My main aim in this paper is fo clucidate. in a preliminary fashion. evidence for
pattemns of mobility among the Tai peoples of South and Southwest China

By “Tai’ I mean speakers of Tai-Kadai languages. such as Zhuang and Bouyei in
Guangd, Yunnan and Guizhou, the Dai in Yunnan, Kam (Dong) and Sui (Skui) in
Guizhou, Maonan. Yangimang, Mojia and Mulam (Mulao) in Guangxi and Guizhou,
Lingao, Cun and Li on Hainan and Ning and Thé in the northern part of Vietnam

My main focus is empirical. and T am interested only secondarily in theoretical
mattess. It is worth noting. however, that bhigh levels of mobility are often said fo be a
characteristic of modern societies. and that pre-modern societies are s2id to be
relatively static. The picture in our mind's eye of pre-modern rural communities. in
particular, is still one of a largely self-contained world in which people ase aftached to
the land and enmired in “the idiocy of rural life” (Karl Marx). A wide range of
western social sciences from their inception have taken this imagined stasis as a

it in framing their and intellectual projects
‘The long dominance of village studies as 2 model in anthropology is well knows. but
in linguistics and dialectology. oo, the usual premise has been that speakers of rural
dialects live in static communities and represent homogenous local specch varieties
For the Tai, at least. these assumptions may be in need of some revision.

In the case of the Tai or Zhuang, mobility historically took place within a particular
‘geographical and political context. The typical Tai o Ziniang domain was a narrow
flat-bottomed siver valley (dongh). susounded by wooded slopes (ndloeng) or karst
peaks (bya). The siver valley furnished the space for the establishment of wet-rice
agriculture in wet-fields (naz). while the lower slopes could be cleared for the
cultivation of dry-land crops such as beans and cucurbits in dry-fields (7efh). The
higher wooded slopes provided firewood and game, most preeminently muntjac
‘Water transport upstream and downstream was relatively easy at most times of year.
Thus domains frequently encompassed quite a number of natural villages, and were
Tinked in wider alliances. Movement between one river system and another was much
Tess easy. and land transport depended largely on pack-horses

Zhuang society was highly stratified, with political leadership in the hands of a
chieftain and his lineage. whose absolute power was consolidated in recent centuries
by a patten of inperial enfranchisement (the so-called rust 41 system). The starus
and mobility of villagers was defined by quite particularistic relations between
villages and the chiefly lineage. Some villages were of quite servile status. Others

" On the ‘valley kingdoms” see D. Holm, Recalling Lozt Souls, Bangkok: Whits Lotuz, 2004, p. 16.
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