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InTRODUCTION

Pierre Petit and Jean Michaud

A CcOMPULSION TO PRESERVE and pass on the memory of the past
has gripped Western European societies since at least the Industrial
Revolution {Nora 1997). By contrast, among the upland societies living
in the area covered by this book—that is, the connected highlands of
China, Vietnam, and Laos—the urge to investigate and own the past
i not even remotely as pressing. These three countries of the commu-
nist “red brotherhood” (Evans and Rowley 1984) have gone through
economic openings that have increasingly connected them with global
flows and the market economy, tourism, heritage industry, and digiml
technologies. But recalling the past in this region remains highly sensi-
tve. Among the local societies of the uplands, many may actively avoid
recalling the past for fear of endangering themselves and others. Such
contrast begs for careful investigation.

A similar level of complication arises regarding the matenal waces
of the past.! After the communist revolutions, artifacts and mopumenis
associated with the so-called feudal period had to be destroved for the
sike of building the modem socialist society. Years later, the language
of "heritagization” of upland "cultures” has saturated the national dis-
course in China, Vietnam, and Laos, This discourse has crystallized in
i selective way requiring total compliance with the national historical
narrative: some institutons formerly banned have now resurtaced, hur
mainky under the benign guise of “living fossils of the nation,” to use
the expression popularized by Chinese buremicrats in relatdon to the
“ethnic minority cultures” (shaoshie mifnzu).

James C. Scott’s (2000) The Art of Not Being Gooerned: An Anarchist
History of Upland Southeast Axia fostered, more strongly than any prior
publication, an interest in the so far neglecred history of this highland
region (which he calls Zomii). and espedally in the relations borween
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the lowland centers of power and their mountainous peripheries. Scott's
daring thesis wiggered vigorous debates, as in the special issues of the
Jeumnal of Global Histery (Michaud 2010b) and the Asia Pacific fournal of
Anthropology (Tappe 2015), and inspired more indirectly a recent spe-
cial issue of Social Anthrupology (Stolz and Tappe 2021).% Now, fifteen
years after the release of his book, it is time 1o uncouple the debate from
Scott's germane hypotheéses and consider the making of history iself as
a central challenge.

Working from disciplinary margins raises epistemic awareness, and
the very project of historical anthropology is by nature a perpetual
inducement to "rethink our practices of knowledge production” (Axel
22, 33). Producing history, ethnohistory, historcal anthropology, and
historical geography in the Southeast Asian highlands raises significant
questions relating to methodelogy, epistemology, and ethics, for which
most researchers in the felds of social sciences and the humanities are
often Hi prepared. There is still no single reference book on how 1w
navigate the margins between the fields of history and social anthropol-
ogy, where oral raditions and rare archives remain the main avenues
to visit the past.

Char initial questions were manifold. How can scholars manage w
competently access mformaton about the past? How do local socieries
produce and siore their stories in their own terms, terms that are often
ill at ease with national and Western categories? How is the memory
of the past transmitted—or not—and with what logic Regarding oral
testimony, who exactly are the “wise ones” researchers are routinely
directed to for their interviews? How can one handle the oftreported
matle authority on historical information, and how can historical nams-
tives better reflect the different voices behind the authoriative versions
of those in charge? How should one cope with key informants but also
with gatckeepers when working with minorities under authoritarian
regimes? How can historical statements be addressed as situated speech
acts and not mere “data™ And how is one o caprure historyin-the-
making through events, rituals, and performances rather than interviews
and surveys, including the elling of life stories and microstories?

Similar questions arise when perusing archives. If written archives are
the staple of historians, how should social scientists use them? Should
they proceed in the same way as historians, or should they develop a
specific method and agenda® How does archival research intersect with
fieldwork, and what kind of added value might it bring to it? Is access to
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natienal or regional archives restricted for politcal motives? If so, what
are the costs and possible compromises needed to access them?

And in terms of positionality, by what right can Western and//or
“white” scholars dig into the past of societies other than their own? This
1 an unsettling question that came to the fore amid debates on reflexiv-
ity and decoloniality, one that has become unavoidable and for which
there is no simple answer,

The necessity of working with a variety of dissenting sources across
disciplinary boundaries represents a common experience for those
working on history in the highland regions of Asia. One must then find
out how to use oral and textual information together—or, rather, the
conditions for their synergy. The same question can arise about archives
from different holding funds, from different epochs, written in differ-
ent languages, for different readerships, or managed and ordained
bv different political regimes with intentions often oumide scholarly
consideration. Historical criticism, reflexivity, and methodological tri-
angulation are simply essential in this context. And once all has been
gathered and put together in @ meaningful way, the final production of
history as texts, films, or exhibitions creates, in wm, a new flow of his
torical informartion that will one way or another feed back into the local
scenes. Are those retroactions common or exceptional? In them, who
speaks for whom and in what languages and seriptst How does the work
of scholars—national or international—when fed hack o their orginal
owners, impact the local sense of history and selfr What can be said on
the ethics of anonymity, authorship, censorship, and self-censorship?
Historical analysis in the shape of a scientfic discourse that refracts ide-
ological injunctions can easily annoy the powers that be, gatekeepemn,
and pundits, who develop and support canonical narratives about the
past they claim to be common {and beneficial) to the whole nation.
When producing knowledge that challenges such orthodoxies, schol-
ars are not the only ones who could find themsebves in the line of Gre.
even if unwittingly or by unfamiliarity with national canons—their infor-
mants and colliborators could be voo,

Facing such complications, this volume is intended as a guiding
companion for those confronted with such multifarious and at omes
daunting challenges. It is based on experiences and reflections rooted
in decades of work in the three MardseLeninist states who share
portions of the Southeast Asian Massif: China, Vietnam, and Laos
{see map 1). We are convinced of the relevance of reaching out bevond
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national borders not only because populations and fluxes straddle these
porous boundarkes, but also because heuristic exogamy is the best way
o refresh perspectives on research. Seventyfive percent of the indig-
enous highland populations of the Massit are concentrated in these
three countries (Michaud 2016, 3}, The challenges of social science
fieldwork in that area have been addressed in a volume edited by Sarah
Turner (2013a). With the present volume, we want to focus particularly
on history and the social sciences as fields of inquiry shared by a dozen
researchers with different backgrounds, mindses, and perspecrives,
with the aim of launching & construcdve discussion about ¢common
stakes—and mistakes,

Moreover, and mosi unexpectedly, our collection has recently
acquired a dmely quality. A few months after we launched this editorial
project, the COVID pandemic ook off, changing everything, Traveling
for research became severely restricted, to the point that fieldwork and
ethnography became inaccessible m most researchers, Then, the war
in Ukraine and its unpredictable side effecs and long-term ripples fur-
ther increased the threat o international mobility, Last but not least,
scholars working in China, be they nationals or outsiders, currently face
increasing research and access limitations imposed ever more stiactly by
the present regime. Over what could turn into a lengthy period, many
among our colleagues have no idea about when they mav be allowerd
to resume their fieldwork, and they feel confused, Facing these major
obstacles, many researchers practicing ethnographic fieldwork had o
change their methods and wm 1w alternative sources of information,
This has become a time for many to delve into online ethnography and
archival work. In this context of multifacered change, researchers have
need of guidelines for alternative ways to document and reflect upon
Asian highland societies when access has become, at best, limited. Our
book can help to cope with this challenging sitaation,

Ten Issues Addressed in This Book

To bring order to these liminzal remarks, we propose a list of ten key
issues recurring throughout this book. Before enumerating this [ist.
however, it is necessary to clarify how the tevm “history"—beyond i
practical use referring to the past by contrast to the present—has
been used throughout the volume. “History™ ean refer o a very spe-
cific way to record and analvze the past, with a forus on chronology;
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history would thus be the specific domain of chroniclers, specialisis,
and trained historians. Alternatively, it refers to any narrative about
the past: a song, a ritual, an oral ale about origins, a story prompied
by a mnemonic device, chronicles written in archives, a book by a
local or professional historian, a personal memory of & past event, It
can narrate the past using not only chronological but also mythical
and genealogical means (Daniel 1996; Harrell 2001), This empirical,
extensive meaning from the ground up is the one that has been
favored by all our contributors, and it acts as a methodological foun-
dation for this book,

This distinction recalls the one drawn by Maurice Halbwachs
berween memory and history ([1950] 1997, 180-142). In Halbwachs's
view, memory i more popular, multiple, ted to emotions, embodied,
and collective, and only concerned by elements of the past that are rel-
evant for the present. History is by contrast more constructed, erudite,
objective, conceprual, and allembracing, and hovers above human
groups, In this sense, our book would be, for the most part, a contribu-
tiom to the study of the former: collective memory in the highlands.

But this still leaves another important dimension unaddressed: the
engagement people have with knowledge about the past, Rian Thum
(2014, 1-2) insightfully remarked that memory denotes o passive,
"mostly inveluntary participation” in the recollection of the past, By
contrast, the Uvghurs, who were at the center of Thum's research, were
driven by curiosity, intentionality, effort, and active engagement in their
relationship to the past. Thum argues that this active attitude is a defin-
ing teature of the practice of hisiory and hence considers that the rela-
tion of Uvghurs with their past has more to do with history than with
memory, We endorse this view, as it certainly applies to many situations
described in the next chapters, Defining history by engagement rather
than by methods i3 a creative way to address the conceptual issue we
reow discuss in this first poin.

1. A “Duty of Remembrance™

We begin with a critical reflecion on the way scholars themselves relate
to this past, with a reference to what is widely called in French deveir de
memoire. This reflexive stance sees social scientists as consttuents of the
research process, which helps avoid the trappings of “othering” the host
societes through their projection into a time of their own, different
from the present of the researcher (Fabian 2014),
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Fierre Nowa's (1997 Realms of Mewmory captures the “duty of remem-
brance” that pervades late industrial societies in Europe and most
Western countries. This fascination with the past goes well bevond the
sphere of scholars; it is noticeable in everyday practices, including the
way Western tourists plan o visit a city by debving into historical tourdist
literuture without which their experience would be deemed incomplete.

The contibutors to this volume share elements of this implicit con-
cern and see the sk of empowering highland communities with their
own history as & laudable endeavor. However, the intrinsic value of the
past, of historical evidence, and of witheszes' testimonies is not 10 be
assumed. If modern Western scholars take for granted that historical
knowledge is 10 be shared and the “truth” to be unveiled, this commit-
ment is not shared by all societies, and even less by all their members,
It may come as & surprise 10 many, but some highland groups have little
interest {not to be confused with capability} in preserving and transmit-
ting their historv, And far from being an exception, this might even be
the norm for some of them. According to James Scott (2009, chap. 6%
Michaud 2020a), this oblivion could be a defining trait of Zomian societ-
ies, Neglecting the production of a history of self protects one from the
burden of carrying the past on one's back, from self-proclaimed legit-
macies, and, ultimately, from the grip of the state, from whom crucial
information is withheld. The Bru of the Central Highlands in Vietnam
discussed by Gabor Vargyas are an excellent example of this notlon, as
we will see in issue 4 below. For some, the past is only cautousty evoked,
as in the chapter by Vanina Bouté, where the old institutions of the
Phunoy are explicitly stigmatized by the subjects themselves as archaic,
counterrevolutionary, and supemstitious. Such stimatization even made
it difficult for her o elicit comments on that period bevond prudent lip
service conforming to the official state version.

But who are we o demand “the muth™s Do Western and,/or white
scholars have the moral Aght o explore the depth of history among
Asian societies who have not conducted (or have not been seen to con-
duct, or have refused to conduct) this search by themselves? We strongly
adhere 1o the view that local histoay should be explored primarily by,
or at least jointly with, the holders of memory and not merely rely on
extracting data [Tuhiwai Smith 1999}, But with different culres hav-
ing drasticallv different visions of what history means and what purpose
it serves, many of which are unrelated to the principles of the Furopean
Enlightenment. collaboration raises real challenges. As argued above,



L) Introducting

revealing the past publicly and precisely is not as widespread an objec-
tive as one might think, and local upland groups under authoritarian
regimes are definitely not to be held solely w the stindards of scientific
positivism. That said, such an argument does not suffice to stop any sci-
entific consideration of the history of the Other in its tracks, especially
when that Other's history is being seized and edited by an internal elice
o perpemate forms of social inequality, or when it i enmeshed with
that of dominant societies that enforce contradictory and sometimes
conflicrual narratives about a socalled conumon past onto local groups,

The issue becomes further complicated when research is conducted
among/about/with ethnic minorites in former colonies by scholars
coming from former colonial powers and their associates, Becent exam-
ples include India with the subaltern studies debate (Chaturvedi 2012),
and the Americas with the push for “decolonizing” research among
indigenous subjects by agenis seen as connected to the former oppressor
{Quijano 2007). Without digging too deeply into a debate that exceeds
the parameters of this book {(see Axel 2002), we find that refraining from
conducting social science research in authoriarian Asian countries purely
on moral grounds (not being the right persons, from the right counmries,
collaborating with an “unjust” polity, and 2o on} and in the absence of
indigenous voices who have the right to be heard, would only encourage
guilty complicity. Such research may foster a mcit collaboration with the
systematic operation of silencing “national minoriy” groups conducted
by siate agents, whose role is to produce a normative story coherent with
the natonal political narmative (as will be unpacked in issue 7 below).
Currentdy, scholars devoting their energy to the Uvghurs or the Tibetans
will understand immediately what we mean here—"carrving a voice."
As an adapted response to this moral dilemma, the strategy known as
engaged or public anthropology (Low and Merry 2010; Bestemnan 2013)
has been sympathetically viewed by various scholars working in the region,
including several contributors 1o this book. Beside the production of sci-
ence, further carrying the voice of minorities under duress becomes an
aim and a powerful incentive to mindful researchers. Their work will not
be perfect, but an imperfect history conducted prudently is better than a
falsified one meant to suit ideclogical purposes.

Such moral commitment may even stimulate applied projects aim-
ing to reactivate historical memory within specific groups, guided by
the concern that writng and diffusing local history should reinforce
the agency of subaltern groups and those who have routinely been
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mutec. This was the explicit objective of the project undertaken by
Sarah Turner and Sarah Delisle; young Vietnamese Hmong were asked
to collect life stories of elders from their group. The stories formed the
basis of a website intended to transmit history in a context where inter-
generational knowledge-sharing seemed at risk,

2. “Incidental” Historians

Compared o historians who are generally focused on the past, social
scientists are primarily interested in the present, Their analvses substan-
Hally aim to understand social relations, institutions, material culture,
and subjectivities in human societies based on ethnographic field-
work—that is, on participant observation and various forms of interlo-
cution. The chapters in this volume make it clear: social scientists, and
in particular social and culwral anthropologists, do not investigate the
past as an aim in itself; rather, they explore ivas a way to better root their
understanding of woday's sockety, In this sense. they hecome “incidental™
historians, much in the same way Western missionaries became “inci-
dental” ethnographers in this same region (Michaud 2N7),

In this book, interest in the past mainly takes two forms. First, social
scientists can simply not ignore the events thart led w the current sits-
tion. The concept of “regressive history,” a term coined by historian Marc
Bloch (1964), captures this movement: to make sense of the present, one
needs o shed light on the previous seate of things and see the continuities
and ruptures. Understanding current kinship hierarchies, agriculoral
landscapes, or the morphology of highland villages is pointles without a
sound historieal background. To analyze a ritual performed oday without
considering the impacts of wars, communist revolutions, the ensuing state
policies framing religious practices, and the recent call for ourist heritagi-
#tion would be plainly misleading, This is the argument of Sylvie Beand
in this volume. Beaud's anthropological research on the Guan Suo Opera,
now performed in a village in Yonnan, supposes not only unpacking the
troubled past that followed the Communist takeover of 1949, but also
unearthing of deeper lavers of history relating to the presence of imperial
troops in the region during the nineteenth cenmury. Neglecting such k-
ers of history could produce only folkloristic vigneties resting on a fallacy
of cultural simplicity and presumed continuities, Such is precisely the way
state ethnography has proceeded in many instances in the three countries
under investigation, with the view to dehistoricize and depoliticize npland
culmures (McElwee 2004; Pett 2008; Michaud 2009, 2022; Mullaney 2011).
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Besides the need to historicize woday's societies, social scientists have
found another interest in the past. This time, researchers focus on the
memories people keep of the past and on the past’s varous uses as a
resource. If the first, “regressive” movement aimed to understand the
present by looking into the past {the past being embedded in the pres-
ent), the second movement aims to decipher the intricacees of the
present in the recounting of the past {the present being in the past-asa-
narmative ). Indeed, history provides a frame to make sense of and justify
present instinations, Any reference 1o tadition or culture supposes asser-
tons on origins. This can lead to unabashed instrumentalizBon of the
past, as when communist states reconstruct local history to have it toe the
party line. But often, the process is not as blatant: the past is progressively,
incrementally, subtly, and even partly unknowingly remodeled to fit with
the current views of those in charge of narrating it For instance, the oral
raditions collected by Wang Ming-ke in the Aixigou Valley of Sichuan
describe the migraton of the Qiang using the trope of brothers founding
different villages, It is doubtful that this is an actual fact; rather it is a way
to shape the Qiangs” experience of the local world and to frame the rela-
tions of alliance, distinction, and confront@aion between communities.

In sum, any discourse on the past is related to the current time, to the
views and stakes of the society voicing it. This simple assertion explains
in part why historical memory is selective in forgetting or obliterating
clements; the past will be remembered only when it is deemed rele-
vant 1o and consistent with the present. This selective memory further
causes the discrepancy between the scientific work on history, which
maximizes the critical recollection of historical sources o produce
thick knowledge, and the vernacular memory of the past in highland
Asia as elsewhere, which has adapted o meet the needs of intelligibility
and legitimacy for the group today in an economical way. As argued by
Pierre Petit in his chapter, the minimalist ways in which local societies
record history presents a challenge for social researchers, creating “hol-
lews” that are more extensive than positive Information. This sitwation
is very different from more usual forms of ethnography where informa-
tion can be produced abundantly over time.

3MIMHMMMMMRHEIFEM

Whether their interest in the past stems from their wishes for a regres-
sive history to contextualize the present or from a willingness 1o under
stand how current discourses instrumentalize the past as a resource,
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social siientists have no choice but 1o come to terms with history. This is
often unexpected, and scholars usually contess thal they improvise with
this requirement.

To answer the challenge, most contributors to this volume combine
written and oral sources, and they praise the benefits gained from doing
30, The benefits of this crossover are many. Combining sources can con-
firm information, add details, and pose questions. Disparities between
written and oral sources often act as weasers for researchers, pointing to
unexpected directons to investigate and new guestions o address. In
his chaprer, Pedt explains that the informaton he found in the French
colonial archives of Aixen-Frovence were instrumental in designing
new questions about colonial fimes to ask during Aeldwork, notably
regarding past economic activities and trade routes, These refined ques-
tions prompied significantdy more comments from informants than his
previous, less precise ones. Converselv, when Perit cross-checked the
oral narratives he collecred during fieldwork with data he gathered in
the archives, further speculation ensued, moving back in time 1o evenis
up o the early nineteenth cennury, which incidentally demonstrate the
historical depth of oral tradifions in the region,

In most instances covered in this book, the iterative process began
with ethnographic field research, subsequently complemented and
energized by an exploration of archives and written documents. For
example, Yanina Bouté and Wang Ming-ke explain how merging oral
and written sources was kev to shedding new light on ethnogenesis
among the Phunov and the Qiang,/Rma. Vatthana Pholsena proceeded
similarly to analvee the rse in power of the Phu Tai in Central Laos
from the seventeenth century onward. For Christan Lente, on the other
hand, while his work started in archives, he also underscores the bene-
fits of his regular ravels to the Dign Bién Phii region, where he gained a
sense of scale, agricultural cycles, evolving toponyms, interethnic back-
grounds, and open-ended sie interventions—in short, of the vardous
“histarical rhythms® of that area. In his view, these intimate field experi-
ences entabled him to mentally reconstruct what happened in the 19:40s
and 1950s, when the region was progressively reframed as part of the
nascent Vietnamese state,

Archives are unigue windows into the past, but historical crifcism
is mandatory to contextualize the documents (Stocking 19917 Pels
and Salemink 1999; Salemink 2003; Michaud 2007; Swoler 2009}, Jean
Michand notes that the field reports he collected were authored by



French military officers and showed the predictable stereotypes wypical
of the French colonial project. That said, he also notes that the ethnogra-
phies were usually written with care and provide consistent descriptions
of the highland societies at that time like no other contemporanecis
source, In rerms of methods, Michaod insists on patience and organiza-
tion when conducting in-depth archival search, as collections can be
scattered in diverse instimitons governed by different bodies. each with
their own sets of access and use rules. Both Michaud and Lentz point
out that luck plays a significant role when dealing with archives, and
they recommend that researchers keep snooping bevond and beside
the intended targets,

Historical information can be drawn from a wide array of sarting
points. Magnus Fiskesjd demonstrates that anthropological history ean
benefit from an inspection of names and anthroponyms; Bouwté and
Wang do the same with ethnonyms, as do Lentz, Bouté, and Beaud
with woponyms. These are all rich sources on the past, locales having
often been (re)nramed through time following major as much as minor
events. The landscape can also serve as a starting point for historical
interpretation {Pholsena and Tappe 2013}, and the technique of photo
analvsia can play a similar role, as exemplified by Michand in weaving
the story of a Hmong messiah from pletures {2020b), Ghost stories, leg-
ends, or "solidified” rumors linking historical events to hidden powers
can also be used as starting points for grasping the local sense of history
{Fwon 2008: High and Petit 2015).

Such diversity of sources and foci presents a real challenge for
untrained researchers. Faced with this trial, contributors to this book
seem to relish—and sometimes possibly indulge—in this largely unex-
pected change of registers, proiocols, and disciplinary mind frames
for their work, Eclecticism can become a treat to researchers, and
their curiosity, rekindled by new and onexpected material, added to
the body of their research and energizing it further. Enjoyment and
pleasure are also needed for carrying out research in the long erm,
Curiously, social scientisis are rather discreet, in their writings at least,
abour the pleasure they can derive from doing research, as if it were an
improper or shameful topic.

«. History—or Lack of History—from Below

Fifty vears ago, in the Amnual Review of Anthopology, Robert M, Carmack
ook stock of the field of “ethnohistory,” aiming 1o capture the various
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definitions, methods, and objectives allotted to this subdiscipline,
The final set of definitions he discussed equated ethnohistory with
“folk history"—that is, the wav local populations conceive history in
their own terms, in the same sense that ethnobotany is the endogenous
botany developed by a specific society (Carmack 1972, 230-249) We
propose that such considerations have not aged one bitand stll usefully
mform the way human groups construct their own history, and that
they should be dealt with more attentively, For instance, E. Valentine
Daniel (1% mlked about "historieal” vs. “mythical” representations
of the past. and Stevan Harrell {2001) contrasted a Chinese “historical”
representation with a Nuosu "genealogical” one, What are the represen-
tational, lexical, and material frames people activate when addressing
their past? What is an emic standpoint on history?

Several authors in this volume examine this isue, which is surpris-
ingly not frequently addressed in reference works on historical anthro-
pology (for instance, Axel 2002}, In some societies; history does not
seem to be & opic at all. Doing fieldwork in the 1980s among the Bru
of Central Vietnam, Gabor Vargyas was utterly surprised by their lack of
interest in things of the past. This Bru community had no local special-
ists of collective memory, no genealogies or yestervears’ heroes, and nio
oral tradition or public stonvtelling related to the past, Besides casual
comments addressed to the passing anthropologist, funerals seemed
to be the only public circumstance when the past could be rekindled,
though ina generc way: the ancestors had to be called to sately conduct
the process of turning the “recent” dead into ancestors. Otherwise, all
seemed to indicate that the Bru formed a historv-repellent society, so 1o
speak. Michaud (2020b) has also argued a very similar point about the
Hmong, expressed through the potentially strategic absence of a com-
mon senpt inw which their past conld be recorded,

O the other hand, Pascale-Marie Milan shows that the Na of the
Yunnan-Sichuan frontier favorably appraise the capacity to retell the
past, which is evenly distributed across the population and straddles
the borders of gender. "Telling stories about the past is useful wday”
was a saying often repeared to her. The Na vse lexical caregories in
refation to this aptinude. And the Tai Vag discussed by Petit refer to the
narratives of the main events of their past as pavat, 8 word they share
with their Lao neighbors. Pavat has a meaning close to a chronicle in
European historiography. For the male elites of the Tai Vart, hu:'ing ahle
to publicly tell stories about the past is a valued asset to gain respect.
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Sometimes, when there is no specific term to refer to historical nar-
ratives, the lawer may still appear as a practical category. According to
Wang Ming-ke, among the Qlang/Rma of Yunnan, there is no specific
word o convey the western meaning of history. Yet, people use the
expression “long ago” {(zegees) when they engage in narrating the past,
sommetimes repeated twice (o refer 1o the very distant past. Milan noticed
expressions used by the Na in conversation o underdine the historical
character of what they were saying: “this is how we sav" or “my mother
{or grandmother) told me the story like that.” The role of such locu-
tions when recalling the past emphasizes that discussions on history are
always siniated speech acts (Austin 1962). They rely on codes, are per-
formative, and are determined by constderations well beyond the unge
to pass on factual information about the past.

Back o our discussion on ethnohistory as folk history, favoring an
emic perspective also creates a distance from logaceniric approaches
often favored in Western historical analvsis. History from below and
without written text can be conveved by means other than language
alone, like material suppors and corporal performances. Beaud shows
that the Guan Suo opera performances send viewers back to the mmpe-
rial era in Yunnan. Fiskesjo recommends that physical supports of vari-
ous kinds must also be considered when probing historical memory, as
the skull alleys built by the Wa at the entrance of their villages, where
the bones of vanguished enemies are set on display to remind everyone
of the Aighting deeds of the communitv—until the Chinese Communist
regime put an end 1o them,

Research in the field of folk history has also long underscored issues
of a more encompassing nature, like the global perspectives on history
developed by different groups. Or the “cultural attitude a people have
with regard to the passage of ime iself” (Carmack 1972, 239), a concern
ittustrated by Benjamin Whorf's (1856) famous discussion on the con-
ceptualization of time among the Hopl, and by Marshall Sahlins (1985)
in fslands of History, Some contributors to this volume address related
concerns. Beaud highlights the crclical dimension of local history in the
Yunnan villages where she worked, a feamre she had w face to disenan-
gle what seemed like inconsistencies trom a chronological poine of view,
Fiskesj points wo the sense of decline pervading the Wa's conception
of their own history. The Wa see themselves as the original humans on
Earth and believe that this makes them the keepers of ritual smability for
all of humankind, a burden that they carry on despite the ungratefulness
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of others. The loss of their former antonomy due to their forced inchs-
sion into the Chinese nation has caused a deep feeling of alienarion,
triggering anxieties about the present and, by the same token, abour
what the future has in store for them.

5. A Gendered Access to the Past—and Writing about It

Pascale-Marie Milan, a single woman researching the matrilinesl society
of the Na in China, convincingly llustrates whar many have demon-
strated before and elsewhere—rthan is, how the gender of the researcher
impacts access to channels of knowledge, which also entails different
experiences and, ultimately, gendered outputs. It is no coincidence
that in this book, women's voices have been collected and transmiteed
maostly by temale researchers. While no chapter in this volume is specifi-
cally dedicated to the gendered dimension of memory, nearly all chap-
ters show that authors as well as a number of informants, aware of their
positionality, do factor in the implications of being (and being catego-
rized as) gendered.

In Asian upland societies that view knowledge on the past as an asset,
this domain can be the preserve of a few endogenons authorities, in par-
ticular male elders in power and/or ritual posidons, Such experts can
have no desire or pressing interest in sharing this privilege, as shown in
chapters by Magnus Fiskesjd and Pierre Petit. Often, knowledge about
times gone by i not treated a5 a common good in the highlands, The
ronntic representation of local societies as a milieu where the elders
generously hand over traditons 1o the vouth s generally mistaken,
Typically, elders use this license sparingly and only amid their peers or
o form the next generation of similar elites,

Gender asymmetries relate to acoess to knowledge in general,
including things of the past. In Jean Michand's study of French colo-
nial archives, it became clear that not only were all the French ethnog-
raphers who were recording data at the um of the wentieth centiry
male officers, but all their informants were nombles, meaning indig-
enons male leaders. And internally, among the Tal Vay, the spatdal con-
text where history is usually evoked favors transmission beoween efder
men: vounger men and women of all ages are not 1w be within hearing
distance of these discussions. In Petit’s chapter, as in Bouté's about the
Phunoy of northern Laos, women interviewed on the past nearly always
defer w men—except for some women married to local leaders, who
parteok in the daily practice of power through this reladonship.
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This obvious gender disparity regarding historical knowledge leads
to a further question: what could a history of the highlands recorded
and retald in a properly women-centered perspective be like? In all
our chapters, there is little evidence of literary genres produced or
retold by women, such as songs or oral traditions related to historical
contents. However, Turner and Delisle report having had rich oral
history conversations with elder Hmong women who could answer
& broad range of questions with similar assurance as elder Hmong
men, They also identificd fields of knowledge through time that
appear to be typically women-focused and on which men had little
to sav; this has more to do with cultural transmission than with his-
torical memory, properly speaking, but the two processes are partly
entwined, Another notble exception is life stories: Milan, Pholsena,
and Turmer and Delisle gathered women's biographies during their
research, revealing a women-centered historical competency—see
also Gail Hershatter (2011) on female historical memory among
northern China rural peasants, We suggest that it is imperative to
investigate this neglected field further.

Besides gender, aother social divides, such as age, lineage, ethniciry,
religion, and socioeconomic levels, may play a role in the unequal dis-
tribution of historical knowledge in highland societies. Moreover, these
tactors would all be promising entry points for new research, How do
voung highlanders appraise the local history of their group and their
region? How do they make sense of the past, caught as they are between
the national schoolbooks and the conversations they catch from elders,
as noted by Delisle and Turner? This question consequently demands
taking notice and addressing the coexistence of different narradves on
the past that will be further unpacked in issue 7 below.

&, War and Fialence

The legacies of warfare and violence are variables Jurking behind this
whaole book, It is an uncommon siniatdon that three countries with com-
mon borders could repeatedly share simultaneous oceurrences of wars
that were not fought primarily against each other. In China, Viemam,
and Laos, this refers to wars against imperial powers: in Vietnam and
Laos, agains France, and in China, against Japan and to a lesser degree
several European powers entrenched on s coastline, These gradually
morphed into civil wars fought internally between pro- and antirevo-
lutionary factions, They devastated all three for decades, involing the
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active participation of foreign powers of the fimt order—the Unived
States and the USSR with their respective allies, of course, and China
as one of the covert protagonists in the Indochina Wars. This simation
was particularly tricky as many of the upland groups were fighting other
nationals, not foreigners or even parts of their own groups, blurring the
limits of trust for a long time,

Besides the wars, selfcreated internal violence based on ideological
principles caused massive waves of diasporic flows combined with forced
mternment and communist reeducation of dissidents. In China, the
Greal Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution wmiggered the death of
tens of millions. Concurrently, the American embargo promoted hun-
ger and suppressed economic development in Vietnam for two more
decades after 1975, with the implosion of the USSR stanving that coun-
try as well as Laos for a decade, As if that was not enough, cross-border
wars directly involved upland populations, such as the Sino-Viemamese
conflict of 1979 and Vietnam's invasion of Cambodia in 1979,

Thus, it is necessary to consider life anywhere in these countries
as connected to warfare and violence: this has marked the landscape
and socioscape of the région, in all senses of the terms (Pholsena and
Tappe 2013}, Jean Michaud's chapter addresses this aspect the most
directly by focusing on the intelligence the colonial militay needed w
gather about upland cultures and social organizatons. War and ideo-
logical repression also appear prominently in the chapters by Vatthana
Pholsena, directing the spotlight on war veterans; by Chrisdan Lentz
with the natonal and intemational fame of his subject, the Dign Bién
Pha battles and the discourse about it today; and by Gabor Vargyas with
the war and postwar anxiety regarding recalling the past In the other
chapters, war and forced socialist normaliztion are always lingering in
the background.

Tellingly, the China-based chapters less explicitly raise issues of vio-
lence, in part because a certain idea of "peace” has been imposed on
the Chinese populaton after 194% and has strongly impacted local dis-
courses on the past. This absence might also, it could be argued, derive
from the dominant state narrative in China that now deliberately dis-
cards the “diseases” of the past (chiefly fendalism) and promotes a uni-
fied “happy” image of its populations on the margins. It is then in subtle
daily dealings, as shown in Magnus Fiskesjo's and Pascale-Marie Milan's
chapoers, that the issue of stroctural violence keeps arising, rarely ohvi-
ous but alwavs forcefully effective.



18 Intresiiietion

7. Local Stories versus National Metanarratives

“Distance-demolizshing technologies” (Scotr 2009, 11} have contribuated
to the integration, willingly or not, of highland communities into mod-
ern mition-states based on lowland cultural standards, Inclusion into
the national network of phvsical and virtual communication has greatly
facilitared the gencralizadon of mandatory schooling for all children
and, by the same token, the dissemination of an official vision of history
throughout the highlands. Also contributing greatly to the spread of
national narratives are television news and programs, advertisements,
monuments, tourist infrastrucoure, and official speeches. The coexis
tence of a national narrative with local versions of history is explicitly
addressed in over half the chaprers.

The general script of official national history is largely shared by
the three Marxist-Leninist states, in particular when it relates to deal-
ing with upland minority groups, the “minority natonalities” (Michaud
2009}, History is appraised through moral and evolutionary lenses, and
the socialist revolution is presented as having rescued a powerless popu-
lation from feudal domination, colonial indolence—and violence—and
social backwardness. The "Liberation Wars" in China, Vietnam, and
Laos have been made the central rope of this narrative, amounting
to no less than the triumph of good over evil—"a tale of national salva-
tion" (Tappe 2013, 437}, Communist parties are now leading the three
nattons toward science, progress. prosperty, and the brightest pos-
sible future. As this official narrative hinges on the successful (rejuni-
fication of previously disunited countries, references to any rift along
ethnic lines are sirictly prohibired and, if need be, actively censored
{Vargvas, this volume; Petit 3013; Michaud 2022). This (r)evolutionary
metandrrative becomes the only possible version of history; it lays the
foundations of the single-party state and legitimates the regime, which
i5 the heir to the heroes of the liberation struggle. Therefore, anyone
guestioning this official history is lable to be deemed unpatriotic and a
threat to the nadon.

Local versions of history are impacted by the increasing pressure
of the national parvatve. Depending on context and power balance,
these local versions coexist and often hybridize with the national one,
or they are progressively demaolished by the state’s informational steam
rofler, Pascale-Mane Milan describes the coexistence of two sets of his
torical narratives among the Na of China, These are depicted in the
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official account of the Na as a surviving primitive matriarchal sociery,
which is consistent with the evolutionist perspective of Marxist social
history, Seeing an opportunity to partake in the tourist bonanza, the
Na adapt to this situation by making onstage performances that fit the
mainstream Chinese tourist expectations, notably that of going back to
the latter's own ancient roots in a kind of intemal orientalism (Schein
1547}, But a backstage also exists for the Insiders, as the Na are keenly
aware of the fallacy of what they pretend to be for ourist consumption.

Local learmned nombles, with knowledge and,/or texts about the past
of their communities, plav a pivotal role in articulating together the
different historical narratives. Often doubling as local historians, these
(mostly men) can promote a particular version of the local history and
tune it more or less precisely 1o the nattonal metanarrative, This 15 illus-
trated by Vatthana Pholsena, who details how a Bru officer of the Lao
Front for National Construction interviewed his informants according
to the script of the national historiography. Such figures fully partici-
peate in the ongoing local discussion about the past, influencing not only
the vernacular traditions but also, to various degrees, the official story.
Such elites become more and more common with the ongoing stratifi-
cation of upland socicties and increased access o (higher) educaton.
Certainly, the categery of “local historians” is an ahsiraction that covers
a diversity of situations, ranging from the schoolmaster whe jots down
the genealogy of the village founding families as docomented by Petit,
toy state officers who, following an administrative request or by their own
voliton, embark on writing the “true” history of the area where they
work and sometimes originate from, as shown by Bouté and Pholsena.
These histories often glorify the local heroes of the Liberation Wars,
sometimes even faulting the “mamstréam”™ histories for underestimat-
ing the role of their group in the national history (Harrell and Li 2004).
The: situation is different when such historians write from abroad, as dis-
cussed by Fiskesjo in this volume, or when war refugees of the diaspora
feel free to express themselves unreservedlv on behalf of their group,
or when they entrust a Western scholar with these refugees’ hisworical
drama (Jonsson 20147,

8. From Revolutionary Destruction to the

Glorification of National Heritage

Relating to the past in these nplands has never been a simple or stable
iffair. All three countries experienced a revolutionary watershed during
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which evervthing connected with the “feudal” past was deemed undesir-
able and condemned as anachronisms founded on superstiions that
could impede the harmonious development of the new socialist nation.
In Vietnam, friends of ours who were children in the 1980s confess that
when playing in local temples, they sometimes willingly broke artifacts;
such iconoclasm was considered cute and revolutionary by many adults
(zee also Bwon 20806, 106-107).

But after this frenzy of obliteration of the visible signs of a shame-
ful ancient regime, prerevolutionary monuments and symbols started
being restored in what can be considered an ambiguous process, taking
place in wavs that shrewdly evade the full rehabilitation of their for-
met status and symbolism. While this revisionism applies 1o the national
level, it also pervades in the highland margins. In the latter, the restored
cultural assets must obey a new, ascribed status of “heritage,” or of “liv-
ing fossil” {huo huashi in China). Sylvie Beaud describes how the Guan
Sun Opera was reshaped as valued locl heritage after decades of pro-
scription as an archaic superstition earmarked for eradication. On the
Yunnan-Sichuan border, as explained by Milan, the Na also had w adapt
elements of their culture 1o become acceprable to Han cultural canons,
turning them into a pretty “living fossil” suitable for consumption by
natonal toursts. Wang shows that the Qlang are undergoing a similar
process in relation to ethnie wurism, which induces the branding of
their aboriginality and magnifies their presumed backwardness, putting
them "at the edge of history.”

Summoning or restoring prerevolutionary times is hence thinkable,
but only along lines that make it harmiess (o the current regime, What
is thus kept alive boils down to “lovely” customs, “ravishing” architec-
mure, “colorful” dress, and "exotic™ ritual survivals that honor the deep
historical roots of the socialist nation, along entirely apolitical means
(Nyiri 2006; Petit 2008; Michaud 2009, In the longer term, will such
symbaols of the past and the diversity of the nation, duly tuned to the
glory of the harmonious multiethnic but single-minded socialist nation,
remain forever under the control of the state? Could some upland
groups divert and even subvert them to fit their own agenda, perhaps
only surreptitioush® In any case, it is plansible that the emerging strat-
egy of heritage-making can be increasingly harnessed by local groups to
unexpected ends. This is also true for the inscription of local histories
into national narratives by local historfang, as we have mentioned in the
last secton.
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9. Reflexivity and Positionality in Authoritarian Situations

In The Ethnography of Vietnam's Central Highlanders, Oscar Salemink (2003}
vividiy described the embeddedness of ethnography in the political, eco-
nomic, and sometimes militarisac context of jts time, On a more global
scale, Andrew Willford and Eric Taglincozzo (2008) explored the evolving
relations between history and anthropology, and argue for the necessity
of situating these relations in the broader political context of the colo-
tal and postcolonial waorld, No one speaks from nowhere, A critically
reflexive posture combined with transparent and explicit positionality
consideration has been agreed upon by all authors in this book, stressing
the practical, political, and cultural processes of their research and analy-
ses, Gender, age, ethnicity and racial ascription, natonality, language (s},
religionis), and other assigned categories all fmpact ineractions in the
cowrse of any research, and this book Is no exception (Bamn, Harrell,
and Luney 2011; Meadow 2015; Turmer 2013a; Schnegg 2014). We eon-
sicler it essential to make the readers aware of the conditions of our work,
while carefully dodging the type of near nardssism that could sometimes
surtace during the heyday of postmodernist sodal seience.

As we hope to have made abundantly clear above, handling history
under socialist regimes requires great care. History is heavily politicized
as a body of instrumental knowledge, and hence, it is a treacherous
terrain to tread for individual social scientisis. When addressing deli-
cate topics regarding ethnic minorites in sensitive borderlands for
whom top<lown administration is the norm, potential pitfalls multiply,
Scholars’ frequent proclamations on the innocuons character of their
research, buitressed by their individual good will, do not ke reality
fully into account and could even be called naive. This then leads o the
additional conundrum of deciding what to publish and in what shape,
lamguages, scripts, and types of media.

The stakes in accessing the field are discussed by about half our con-
tributors, their anguments connecting to issues raised in books on field-
work in the region (Heimer and Thegersen 2006; Turner 2013a). A wide
range of postures have been taken by researchers in relation o state gate-
keepers policing access to feld sites and local populatons. Choice can
be very nammow at times, and many sitnations stand bevond researchers’
grasps; at other times, these postures can be adjusted through changing
circumstances. Among our authors, some prefer to keep a healthy dis-
tance from the representatives of state power. Vanina Bouté did her best
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o escape the muelage of the state officers who accompanied her in vil-
tages and hindered her research. Sarah Delisle and Sarah Tumer, along
with Jean Michaud, tried to associate with local state officials as litde
as feasible, knowing from experience that the former's presence would
wrigger reservations, selfcensorship, and truncated information among
their Hmong and Mien participants. Pascale-Marie Milan took great care
not 1o become even namowly connected with state representatives dur-
ing her field research, Such prudence does not prohibit linkages with
national scholars, but these are elected first for their higher degree of
ideological as much as intellectual independence. Formal and routine
mssociations with state-controlled organizations are treated with care.

Nonetheless, other researchers consider that it makes little sense to
pretend not o be working "in the footsteps of the communist party,”
in countries where state control s ubiguitous and where official sur-
vevs are common (Hansen 2006). Varthana Pholsena, Christian Lente,
Wang Ming-ke, Gabor Vargyas. and Pierre Petit have all worked in effec-
rive collaboraton with state insdmtdons—arge organizations. national
universities, natdonal academies, and district officers—as it seemed o
be the onlv way to access their field sites. The visibility of this tutelage
becomes instrumental in preserving researchers from suspicions of
espionage by the administratdon atall levels. This clearly does not mean
these rescarchers endorse the standards and ideologies of the authon-
tarfan state; 1t Is a pragmade strategy that can be tweaked daily at the
level of personal rapport, which, with time and the gradual building of
trust, can often develop into something less intimidating and restric-
tive than initally suggested. Here, Gabor Vargyas details the conditions
he faced in the late 1980s as & researcher from an Eastern European
socialist country (Hungary) conducting collaborative work in a “brother
country” (Vietnam). His intimacy with the socialist state of mind allowed
him and his local colleagues from the Viemamese Academy of Social
Sciences, once trust had been established, w shire common views on
the bureaucracy and the police-like surveillance system they had o
obey. In tum, this community of experience triggered a strong sense of
solidarity at the personal level. Among this book’s contributors, it is this
unique experience that led us to position Vargvas's chapter as @ sort of
thought-provoking epilogue o this volume,

Inside this atmosphere of state control and permanent surveillance,
all researchers experience various degrees of ansiety and fear. These
emations could relate to not being able to reach one's field site, being
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expelled from the field. concern for collaborators” safety during Seldwork
and after publication, and selfcensorship (by local and foreign scholars
alike) as a means to dull potential threats. One step further, chapters by
Bouté and Fiskesio also stress the disarray each experienced operating
m societies victim o various forms of viclence—physical, culmiral, struc-
tural, and symbolic—worsened by the societ’s marginal status.

Consequently, it should not come as a surprise that a large major-
iy of the scholars from the People’s Republic of China or the Soctalist
Republic of Viemam invited to join this book as authors, whom we can-
not pame for obvious reasens, did not feel comfortable encugh o take
up the oppormunity, Since its anthoritative turmn, the government of Xi
Jinping is highly suspicious of any critical take on the relation between
the central state and the internal peripheries, and the prospect of bear-
ing the brunt of the state’s wrath have made many very cautious. This
pressure 18 so strong that even some non-Chinese scholars working on
China were also wary of joining a project requesting them to show crit-
cal reflexivity and making positionality explicit. And understandably so,
in terms of safeguarding the right to return to their study sites in the
socialist nplands.

All this said, thiz book proves that field research can still 1ake place
under restricted circumstances and, as Michaud (2010a) discussed in
relation to Vietnam, that building relations of trust based on reciprocity
is a key to success, In his chapter, Lentz vividly describes how he man-
aged to break the ice with the emplovees of the archive center where
he worked in Hanod. Being an American working on the Indochina
Wars is not a stress-free position in Viemam. But after a rocky start,
he managed to join evervday interactions and become involved in the
stafl’s discussions about their professional concerns, This refationship
required sharing breaks and snacks with the staff, joining in with a few
dance steps, providing help 1o repair the airconditoning system, and
contributing to a trilingual edition of the user manual for the archive’s
holdings. Other related forms of everyday exchange and working coop-
eration are mentioned thronghout the volume, notablv in the contribu-
ton by Vargvas, who engaged in helping scholars of the Viemamese
Academy of Social Sciences to access funding to ravel abroad.

I10. Ethics

It flows from the previous points that the elephant in the room here—
ethics—matters greatly when conducting research with groups at risk
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within ideologically rigid states. We are not merely talking about pro-
cedural ethics following the development of ethics boards across North
America and bevond; we are above all concerned with the deeper mat-
ter of moral ethics, individual as much as collective (Harrell and Li
2003:; Guillemin and Gillam 2004; Dowling 2010).

Under regimes where the rule of law is not fully functioning, indi-
vidual rights are always at risk, and protecting research assistants and
research participants becomes a high priority. There is often a dilemma
between the option—or sometimes the Western institutional require-
meni—io anonymize information, cover tracks, and protect people
from retaliation, and the commitment to duly acknowledge all people
involved in the research process, Answering these two imperatives s
a balancing act anonymity is imprecise, unfair, frustrating, and possi-
bly unscientific, while nominal acknowledgment wields the potential
to inflict grievous harm. In our view, interaction with trusted persons
and research assistants in the field, diseussion with colleagues facing
similar issues, and finding inspiaton in codes of ethics like the one
popularized by the American Anthropological Association can all be of
value in making informed decisions. We are concerned that the grow-
ing buresucratic requirements in Europe, the Americas, and Australasia
regarding the use of official procedures and forms (for instance, writ-
ten informed consent) might mduce a guilt-relieving wreatment where
boxes are ticked and official permissions granted, putting personal
morals o rest. Our collective experience in China, Viemam, and Laos
rather pleads for a sensible, reflexive, context-driven, locally informed,
peer-discussed, and iterative way of dealing with ethical issues, far from
the mere rubberstamping based on bureaucratic principles.

The pittalls of field research for collaborators and researchers alike
appears clearly in Gdbor Vargyas's chapter, In 1989, he secretly inter-
viewed a2 B man who ended up on the wrong (ie.. South Vietnam/
American) side during the Second Indochina War., This interview
happened only due o oust berween the two men. The interiewee
at first proclaimed that if his story was to be disclosed, “the Kinh (the
Viemamese ethnic majority} will slaughter me,” The series of nightly
discussions resulted i a lengthy recording whose transcription and
translation, due o strategic and ethical considerations, was only com-
pleted in 2007 after the death of the interdewee. Due to a tense polit-
cal situation in Vietnam's Central Highlands at the time, Vargyas alwavs
feared that local policemen might enquire more insistently and leamn
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of the content of the interview. This could have resulted in harmful
consequences for Vargyas himself and for relatives and acquaintances
of the late interviewee.

Vargyas also faced the dilemma of how to make this material reach
the public eve. More than thirty vears after its collection, he has decided
o publish the life story in full. With the interviewee now gone, along
with presumably the whole generation of those who have been involved
in the events, the potential harmful consequences stand at a lower
level, The process is still challenging for various reasons, and far from
com pletion,

Finally, ethical concems also have much 1o do with our institutional
collaborators, especially with our local research assisrants, whatever
their ethnicity might be. How can we muke sure no harm is done o
them in the process? How can we help them in their career as they do
tor us (Tumer 201 36)r How cin we make sure that despite anommiry,
reciprocity remains key in avoiding the stigma of extractive research?
These questions remain open,

Concluding Thoughts

Considering the authors asembled in this book and the rich expen-
ences they have shared with us, we believe it matiers greatly 1o keep
in mind that long-term, in some cases lifelong, research devored to a
society of limited demography and territory—one peripheral o the
larger dominant cultures of a region—can be hard to sell to shor-term
and result-oriented funding bodies, universines, and sometimes even
colleagues. We believe this book will provide arguments for a reasoned
answer reaching beyond statstical weight, normativity, and supposedly
immanent macroscopic truths. It is a plea for the individual, the hid-
den, and the infrequent, in other words for whart life is really like on
the ground. as opposed to imagined homogeneity, recurrence, leg-
ibility, and unambiguousness, It is a plea to embrace the challenge of
complex thinking. Soctal scientists interested in microsocieties on the
margins of strong centralized states can be derided by other, often state-
focused scientsts, as unpractical idealists and dreamers—"hasket weay-
ers,”™ Historians engaged in micro-history, in comparison with those
involved in the more classical approaches of their discipline, can also
be routinely reproved. Yet, the most central benefit of a historical read-
ing in the social sciences applied 1o highland societies in Asia has been
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most fiingly underscored by historian Victor Licberman, in his com-
ments on Scotts The Arf of Nt Betng Governed: "Scow’s central achieve-
ment, then, s to bring hill peoples into the mainstream of regional
history by uncovering their relagion to lowland states and sociedes. [ . ]
Scott has rescued hill peoples from assamptions of stasis, primitivism,
essenbaliam, and isolaton” (Licberman 20010, 36), In short, he has car-
ried their voices and highlighted their agency,

Scott was not the first one to do that of course, but he is the most
widely read scholar o have done so, Indeed, conducting historical
anthropology is instrumental in multplying standpolnts on historical
processes that have otherwise been approached solely from the perspec-
tive of the dominant politics controlling the fertile and heavily popu-
lated lowlands, thus depriving local upland subjects from their capacity
for original agency. This is all the more visible in relation o martters like
ethnogenests or wars in the near as much as distant past. This also fosters
subsmantial knowledge on the relationship between dominated societics
and the mationstates with which they now find their destiny enmeshed,
In this sense, the contributions to this volume substantiate what 18 argu-
ahly the central project of historical anthropology: “show(ing) up the
ways that the supposed margins and merropaoles, or peripheries and
centers, fold into, constitute or disrupt one another” (Axel 2002, 2,

Bevond the reduoctionist binary of submission versus resistance,
there is ample and inviting room for other relations made of vernacu-
larization. hybridimtion, accommodation, tweaking, and coexistence
on many different scales. To be hluntly realistic, in situations of political
and demographic weakness and cultural vulnerability, forms of accom-
maodation are mandatory for the smaller players. There is no possibil-
ity to escape the heavy presence of the smte—strongly encouraged
by international bodies and global strategies—as well as the symbolic
and institutional straijacket it imposes on subaltern societies dwell-
ing in borderlands and internal peripheries, This is as true for upland
Southeast Asia as it is for aboriginal Australia or indigenous Americas.

Biographies are highly relevant in producing a change in the scale
of analysis (Waterson 2006). Thev help bring information to the fore
that would remain towmlly invisible when adopting solely a macroscopic
appraisal of historv. Vatthana Pholsena provides & fine example of that
potential with her chapter based on lile stories of Lao women engagesd
in the Revolutionary War. She argues that such an approach sheds light
on local lives that would have otherwise remained below the radar if
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examining history through an event-oriented bias or a focus on politcs
and institutions, With her view from below, we see in all clarity that
oral history is a way 1o investigate the gray zone hetween the E:I.-L'ELIB]III.T
of events and what lies inside the witnesses” minds. This approach pro-
motes 4 rich way to explore the subjectivity of experience in history, its
phenomenology, but also the agency of the various actors aking part
in the events.
This, in truth, is whar this whole book is about.

MNoles

1. Including through archaeology. The field of archaeology is vet 1o
expand into much of the highlands of Southeast Asia (Michaud 2016,
13=14} amnd it was therefore left out of this discussion,

2. Although, it would not be fair to ascribe the whole scholarly pro-
duction on history in the highlands 1o the influence of Scott’s book. For
instance, monographs authored since the 2000s include Vargyas (2000,
Michaud (2007), Bouté (2011, 2018), Le Failler (20143, Davis (2017), Lentz
(2019}, Nguyén (2019), and Petit {2020}, underscoring the vitlity of his-
torical anthropology in this highlind region,

3, This was actually how some political scientists cheekily labeled sactal
anthropologists in the Centre for South-East Asian Studies at the University
of Hull, UK, when Jean Michaud worked there in the lae 19908,
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