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CHAPTER 10. THE KOHO 

~ECTION J 

INTRODUCTION 

The Koho-speaking peoples, composed of several distinct groups 
-the (,hrau, KiI, Lat. Laya. Ma.' Nop, Pm, Rien. SI·C. and Tring­
are one of the larger AIontagnard group' of the Republic of 
Victnam. The Koho inhabit an extensive mountainous area ex­
tending from Saigon in the Routh to Da Lat in the north. Despite 
their proximity to two major cities of the Republic of Vietnam. 
and despite the size of the area they inhabit. information concern­
ing all of the Koho groups is meager. 

The Koho language. spoken by all the groups with onlr minor 
variations. is Mon·Khmer in origin and is related to the lnngmlges 
of the Bahnar, Stieng. M'nong, and other important tribal groups. 
With the exception of the Ma, the Koho groups are matrilineal and 
live in village units of varying size. The village forms the highest 
permanent political organization attained by these group.<. 

Name and Siu or Group 

The Koho groups, also called Coho. Kohov, and Cohov, number 
approximately 90,000 persons.' 

The Kit. also known as the Cil or Chil, call themselves Kou N'Ho 
(Children of the Pines).' The Laya are sometimes identified as 
Rion or Riong, but the Laya and the Rion or Rien are usually con­
sidered two separate groups. The Sre are also caUed Cau Sre, 
which means "People of the Rice.''' 

A North Vietnamese source reported a total of 10,000 for the 
Lat, Nop, Laya, Co Don (unknown affiliation) and To-La (unknown 
affiliation) combined.' Population ligures are not available for the 
Chrau, KiI, Pru, and Rien groupings. The Ma number between 
20,000 and 30,000 persons; the Sre, about 30,000.' 

('ne Koho group, the Chrau, is believed to have several sub­
gro"ps: Ro, Bajieng, Mx-u, Jre, Buham, Bu·Preng, and Bla .... 

• i ('atl5e ttl" Ma I~ the 'Ill .. jtroup whkh lIllhstrmtinlly dhf" I.'t;'i; fIY'1T!. 1hto j!('n('rlll! Koh!'J cul\llr<t! 
I'fllt, n,. !»·J'fU."lte charter in this v"lume tro'lts the Ma ~""Ul'. Sok ('hlll'h':r 11, r. 4:;';. 
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l.o('ation and Tf'rrBin ,\huly",i!Ol or Trihlll ,\n'B 

Thp Kuho tPI· .. ilo .. y l'Xh'IHI~ rrum jU;l.l north of SaiJ.!HI1 10 Ow 
ar"" fOr Jla La1. In th., nnl'lh., .... Imrt or th!' Kohn a ... ", til., )'alll: 
man Mountains ri~c to about H,ooo r.'et alld overlook lhe ))a I~.t 

Plateau. Made up of rolling hills, the Da Lat Plateau is separated 
from the Bao Loe or Djiring Plateau by the wide alluvial valley of 
the Da Dung River. Northwest of the Bao Loc Platenn, near the 
great bend in the Da Dung River, there are sharp mountains rising 
as high as 4,:;00 feet. On both sides of the Da Dung River is dallll 
terrain, consisting of steep ridges reaching a height of app!'!))d­
mately 2,000 feet. A chain of mountain peak,. 3,000 feet high lies 
south of the Djiring Plateau, reaching as far south as Saigon, and 
continuing to the area between the coast and the lower Da Dunl: 
River. 

Much of the Koho land is covered with secondary forest growth, 
the result of reforestation of cleared land. This type of forest is 
abundant with vines and brush interlaced with a new growth of 
c100!ely spaced trees. Such tangled thicket makes tra"el through 
these areas very difficult. The i're, for example, live in V-shaped 
river valleys and are surrounded by secondary forest growth.' 

In some areas of the Koho territory, the higher mountain !'idge~ 
and peaks still retain a growth of primary rain forest. which h,,~ 
three levels. The highest level is a canopy formed br trees 7:' to 
90 feet high; some very old trees are 125-150 feet high and are 
especially venerated by tribesmen as the abode of spirits. The 
middle level has shorter trees and vines, while the lowest level con­
sists of seedlings and saplings.' Northeast of Da Lat, in the area 
inhabited by the KiI, are pine forests. 

The climate of the Koho area is affected by two monsoon winds, 
one coming from the southwest in the summer, May to mid-Sep­
tember, and the other from the northeast in the winter, November 
to March. Agriculture is greatly dependent on the summer mOn­
soons, which brings up to 150 inches of annual rainfall. Tempera­
tures in the Koho regions are at least 15 degrees lower at all times 
of the year than in the coastal regions. Da Lat, in the Koho area. 
was a French summer resort because of its cool mountain climate;' 

National Route 14 passes slightly to the west of the Koho area. 
while Route 20 runs through the area across the Bao Loc Plateau 
from Saigon to Da Lat. Other roads link Di Linh with Gia Nghia, 
Ph an Thiet with Di Linh, Ph an Rang with Da Lat, and Due Trong 
with Ban Me Thuot. 
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SECTION II 

TRIBAL BACKGROUND 

Ethnk and Raeial Origin 

All the highland groups of the Republic of Vietnam lire part of 
two large ethnic groups: The Malayo-Polynesian and the Mon­
Khmer. In terms of language, customs, and physical appearance. 
the Koho belong to the Mon-Khmer grouping. Indochina has been 
a migratory corridor from time immemorial, and the movement of 
the Mon-Khmer peoples into what is now the Republic of Vietnam 
probably started centuries ago. The :'Ion-Khmer peoples are gen. 
erally believed to have originated in the upper Mekong Valleys. 
whence they migrated through Indochina.' The Koho peoples are 
descendants of these ancient migrants and are related to the SHeng, 
Bahnar, and M'nong in terms of customs, language, and agricul­
tural techniques.' 

Languagf' 

The term Koho refers to a number of tribal groups, such as the 
KiI, Lat, Tring, Sre, Rien, and Nop, that have very closely related 
dialects. The dialects of the various groups called Koho peoples 
are so similar that communication is possible among them. Since 
no language barrier exists among the Koho, anthropologists Use 

the linguistic term Koho as the generic name for all these tribes. 
The various Koho dialects stem from the Bahnaric subgroup of 

the Mon·Khmer language stock and consist primarily of short 
monosyllabic words. 

The Koho groups have no written form for their dialects, al· 
though phonetic dictionaries and textbooks of their dialects do 
exist, thanks to the work of the !<'rench and, more recently, Ameri. 
ca'1 missionaries 'who lived among these peoples. In the 1950's, 
American missionaries reported some success In teaching a number 
of Koho, primarily among the Sre group, to read and write their 
own dialect; however, no detailed information is available concern· 
in, the number of Koho who have acquired literacy. One source 
sf Ites that most Koho are still virtually illiterate.' 

Under French colonial rule, little contact was permitted between 
tt; Vietnamese and the various Montagnard groups; thus, few 
K ho reaching maturity during the colonial period can speak Viet· 
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name~e. althntlgh some do ~ljeHk F"rcnrh. Kuho knuwlcn~c of 
\"ietname~~ depenrls lar!!"';' IIl,on proximity; Koho in th" south. or 
near the to\\'ns of Di I .inh or I):, Lat, probably have some knnwlet!l(e 
of Vietnam",,, !!ained thl'oul(h tradinl( PI' other tontads, lIlthoul(h 
it i~ doubtful that man~' haw H!'hicv('t! fltl!'ncr, 'I'll<' more isol"tt-d 
1\oho. "chlnnl in {'on tact \\'ith the Vidnam",,,, have little if :IIlY 
knowh~tI~p qf tIw lam.!\w~{·,1 'Mo!<lt Koho gl'(JUPS are mobile. :tnd in 
theil' travel>" cilh"t' ror huntiu!! or trading, th,,~' have "cquirerl an 
nnder:{t:mtiinJ,!' of the hmg'lIHge~ of neighboring tribc.~. ~uch n~ the 
Stieng and the M'ilOng." The KiI, !ivinl( within communities of 
other Koho groups, may be fllmiJinr with se\'e,'al of the Koho 
rlialeds; Kil men speak the dialect of the local arl'a, but the women 
speak only their own dialect,·," The dialects of some Koho groups 
are also understood by the neighboring Raglai. 

Legendary HistQry 

The following legend of the Koho in the vicinity of Di Linh 
de"cribe~ their origin. In the beginning of time, a birrl (a kite) 
anrl a crab quarreled; the bird pierced the crllb's shell with hi" beak. 
To re\'enge itself on the bird, who had flown away, the crab cau~ed 
the oceanR and rivers to swell to the sky. All thq creatures of the 
ear~lCrished in the water except for two human"-a man and a 
woman-who, accompanied by a pair of every 'mimal and bird. took 
reful(c in a wooden chest. 

The flood lasted 7 days and 7 nights. Then the man and the 
woman heard a chicken clucking outside of the chest. Sent b~· the 
spirits (!iauy), the chicken told those in the chest that they could 
come out. 

Soon the couple had no more rice and were on the verge of 
starvation. when they heard a sound from the earth: it was an ant 
holding in its mandibles a gift from the spirits, two grains of rice, 
The man, destined to become the grandfather of the I\oho group, 
planted the grains, and the next day a crop of gigantic rice covered 
tbe plain. 

Some years later, the grandfather drank rice wine and ren into a 
.,tupor. When his eldest son saw him asleep naked, he began to 
mock his father. A younger son reproached his brother and cov­
ered his father with a banana leaf. 

The grandfather awoke; and learning what had happened, he 
took away his eldest son's clothes and chased him into the forest. 
This eldest SOli founded the race of II10ntagnards (the Koho in­
cluded) who have no clothes. The old man's other two sons became 
t he ancestors of the Annamese and the Laotians.' 
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F •• tual History 

Specific information on the factual history of the Koho peoples 
is scanty. For centuries. more highly organized peoples, by pres­
sure and exploitation, gradually pushed the Koho out of the lu.h 
coastal areas into the more rugged country they presently inhabit. 
Rome groups, such as the isolated Kil, retreated into the hi.:h 
mount .. in" tn prescrv" th .. ir Iratlitiunal indep('nd,'nc... Others, 
such as the Sr,', Irad,'" with. worktod ror. :mll (lC("tsinnall)' int<'r­
married with l-ttrnngcr npjghhnn; lik(~ thp Cham HI' AtHlamt\S(~ 

(ethnic Vietnamese). ,,)Ihough not tn Ihe "1d,'ul or assimil:ttioll.' 
Between the 11th and 15th centuries, the general area of the 

mountainous upper Donnai region and the rugged but lower and 
more fertile country surrounding Di Linh and Da Lat served as a 
bloody battleground in the wars between the Khmer and Cham 
peoples. The Cham. the Annamese (ethnic Vietnamese), and 
eventually the French all exerted their influence in the Koho area. 
In 1699, the Annamese brought troops and settiers into the Donnai 
Delta and began to encroach upon the southernmost groups of the 
Koho. During this period. the Annamese considered the Monta· 
gnard. generally too savage to become subjects of Ihe l'Oy,,1 Anna­
mese court at Hue. The Annamese were primarily interested in 
keeping the Koho tranquil and away from the good irrigated rice­
lands. A few Montagnards were allowed into Annamese territory 
to barter.' 

In 1SS0, after the French pacification of the Koho area. a Frech­
man reported that Koho villagers were astounded when he paid 
for what he took and when he did not bum their village. He 
ascribed this as the reason for the Koho decision to ask the Freneh 
governor in Saigon for help against the Annamese and for Koho 
willingness to trade with the French.'· 

SeUlement Patterns 

Koho settlement patterns vary according to the geographic 
location. The Koho groups of the low hills and plain rountry li\"e 
in fairly permanent villages, while the nomadic inhabitants of the 
mountainous region of the upper Donnai River reside in isolated 
and generall~' temporary encampments. 

The majority of the Koho peoples inhabit the lower, more fertile 
lands. Their villages are composed of several longhouses, 60 to 80 
meters in length, which lodge several nuclear families. The houses 
built of bamboo are slightly elevated on numerous short piles. 
Bamboo balconies---i!ntrance platforms-are built on the front of 
the house. and wide ladders, sometimes ornamented or sculptured. 
pro .vide the only means of ascent. Entrance to the house is 
th ough two low doors. There are no windows or chimneys, so 
t h t smoke from the cooking fires remains in the longhouses. 
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Figure 23. T~pic"l K."" """"ea. 

Normal furnishings consist of jars, baskets, and mats. Goats and 
pigs are sheltered under the house. H 

The term village does not apply to the nomadic groups of the 
Koho, especially the KiI, because they live in temporary, often only 
one-house, encampments, frequently located considerable distances 
from each other. Their poor land, primitively cultivated, is quickly 
exhausted, requiring them to move frequently. The Kil are said 
to have the poorest and filthiest houses of any Montagnard group 
-reportedlY sharing them with their goats and pigs." 

Figure ~4. Layout 0/ typical Koho village. 
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Lat house 
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SECTION ID 

INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS 

I')h)"~ic.l ("haract(>Ti1'liies 

In general, the Koho are short, sturdy people with smooth brown 
or reddish-brown Kkin. Their normal height ranges from 5 feet 
2 inches to 5 feet 5 inches with an average weight of about 115 
pounds for the adult male. Dwarfs or malformed individuals are 
reportedly rare. 

Like other Montagnard groups, many Koho people file down the 
incisor and canine teeth of their children at puberty. They also 
wear their coarse. straight black hair coiled in a knot at the back 
of the head. with a crude wooden comb or hairpin inserted in the 
knot. Men and women stretch their earlobes by inserting various 
wooden or ivory plugs in them; in some extreme eases, the enor­
mous earlobes hang down to the shoulders.' 

The available information gave no indication that the Koho 
groups practice tattooing; however. some specific reports state the 
Sre do not use tattoos.' Neither do the Sre file their teeth or 
stretch their earlobes. Their women, however, do occasionally 
blacken their teeth with a substance extracted from various plants. 
The Sre have thick black or brown hair. frequently wavy and high­
lighted by tawny streaks. The Sre shift the customary hair knot 
from the back of the head to one Ride when carrying a basket on 
the head. The Mongolian spot (a bluish mark at the base of the 
spine) is common to the newborn babies of the Sre.' 

Ht'alth 

:lfany diseases in the Koho area are carried by insects, such as 
the anopheles mosquito. the rat flea. and the louse. Some diseases 
are caused by worms. other diseases result from poor sanitary con­
ditions and bad sexual hygiene practices.' 

Malaria is a common disease in the area. with most of the people 
having contracted it at least once in their lifetime. Two of the 
mo..t common types of malaria in the area are the benign tertian 
malaria. causing high fever with relapses over a period of time, but 
usually not fatal. and the malignant tertian malaria. which is fatal 
to both infants and adults.' 

Three types of typhus in the Republic of Vietnam are carried 
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by lice, rat lleas, and mites. Mite-borne typhus is reportedly 
especially frequent among the tribes.' Cholera, typhoid, dysentery, 
yaws, leprosy, and respiratory and skin diseases are common 
among the Koho peoples. Dysentery and yaws are responsible for 
many infant deaths.' Among the Koho, lepers are isolated in the 
forest and when they die an old man of the village buries therr" 
and bums their houses.' 

A study of birth and death dates in one Koho village reveale6 
that one-fifth of the adult women gave birth during the year; one· 
quarter of the children born to these women died within their first 
year. Despite the high infant mortality rate, the study indicated 
a slight annual population increase." 

Sanitary practices, at best primitive, are practically nonexist­
ent. The Kil and Sre subgroups rarely wash their clothing or 
bathe, although they do swim in the rivers for pleasure." 

The Koho share with other highland groups the belief that evil 
spirits rause illnesses and that only properly invoked spirits can 
cure the sick. Yang Chi, the spirit of the waters, is the particular 
evil spirit attacking man and making him m. 

When a Koho is ill, a sorcerer (be gin) or a sorceress is called to 
determine the spirit to be invoked and the sacrifices necessar~' 
to restore health. Among the spirits called upon for cure. are 
those of the earth, fire, forest, air, stone, or rice. The rice spirit 
is the most difficult to appease, requiring the sacrifice of a buffalo. 

If after the invocation of a spirit the patient's condition does not 
improve, the process is repeated, and other spirits are summoned. 
When the patient's family is wealthy, spirit after spirit may be 
invoked until the repeated sacrifices have exhausted the family's 
wealth. A long illness can ruin a family: sometimes 20 Or 30 sor­
cerers are used; and if the patient is cured each sorcerer receives 
a buffalo. However, if the patient dies the sorcerers must place 
items such as a blanket, belt, turban, bead necklace, or brass brace­
Jet in the coffin with the deceased patient," Reportedly a sorcerer 
may occasionally beat the patient to drive the evil spirit from his 
body." 

The Koho frequently run out of rice prior to the next harvest. 
Although they also grow com, it is not highly esteemed as a food 
and Koho villagers will reportedly trade corn for rice during food 
shortages. How the periods of food scarcity affect the general 
health of the Koho is naturally contingent on the duration of the 
shortage; prolonged periods, due often to successive crop failures, 
re,ult in malnutrition." 

The Koho seem to respond favorably to modern medical treat­
m "nt. Koho who have had contact with outsiders recognize the 
". >eriority of Western medical techniques and have communicated 
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this to their fellow villagers. An individual who hn.- worked 
among the Koho reported that they remained so close to the local 
hospital that they often became a nuisance." 

Enduu.tl« 

The Koho are a strong, hardy people accustomed to the hard­
ships of outdoor living. Among the Koho. the Kit are especially 
noted for their endurance. They inhabit the most rugged areas of 
the Koho territory and are the most nomadic. Their stnmina on a 
long march is legendary. The one-house encampments of the Kil 
are far apart; hence. if they wish to visit each other, they must be 
able to travel for hours over high mountains, through thick for­
ests, and across deep ravines!' 

Although no specific information is available concerning the 
endurance of the other groups of the Koho, the fact that hunting 
is their normal occupation would indicate their ability to cover 
considerable distances in a short time. 

r8,eta.lel'icat Charatt~ristitlJ 

Within the context of their culture, the Koho are generally an 
industrious and intelligent people. They work in sustained bursts 
of effort. When they plant or harvest the rice and com crops. 
they will toiliong hours; however. this sustained activity is often 
followed by periods of idleness. 

The Koho are reported to be honest and reliable in their dealings 
with out~iders; however. absence from the family unit over a long 
period of time diminishes the reliability of the individual Koho!" 

Christian missionaries report the Koho have a strong desire to 
learn. The missionaries also noticed that when a few Koho learned 
the basic rudiments of reading and writing, other Koho immediate­
ly clamored to be taught. Reportedly. several Koho youths ad­
vanced far enough to enter a Vietnamese high school." 
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SECTION IV 

SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

The degree of complexity and sophistication of Koho social or­
ganization varies among the Koho subgroups. For example, the 
more advanced and permanently settled Sre in the southern por­
tion of the Koho area have a relatively well-organized social system 
with classes from slaves to the very wealthy, but the Kit-less 
advanced and more nomadic-have little formal organization. * In 
general, however, Koho society is matrilineal and matrilocalt with 
the extended family and the village as the two most important 
social units.' 

Pia" of Men, WOlneR, and Chiklren in the Society 

In all Koho groups, the extended family is the most important 
social unit. The importance of the individual is subordinate to 
that of the family; the family is responsible for misdemeanors or 
transgression.~ committed by an individual.' With the exception of 
sorcerers, considered to be especially favored by the spirits, posi­
tions of power and authority are obtained largely as a result of 
their family relationships. Chiefs and notables are the most re­
spected male family heads with an extensive knowledge of tradi. 
tions, customs, and laws.' 

In the Koho society, women own and inherit most property, 
initiate marriage, and transmit the family name. After marriage 
the husband normally resides with his wife and her family. How­
ever, deviations from the matrilocal residence pattern do occur, 
especially when the bride's family is very poor or, In the rare case 
of polygamous marriage, when the bride will reside either in the 
groom's home or in the home of the groom's first wife.' 

Several families-husband, wife, and offspring-reside together 
in e<lch of the severallonghouses constituting a Koho village. Al­
though women own and inherit family property, the husban:l can 
acquire wealth and is, to some extent. the head of his nuclear 
family unit, making many of the basic decisions, disciplining chil­
dre~. and eventually supervising work of his sons-in-law.' 

• r ne rdlahle BOUroft' !!tatt'd th.t the' Sre ha.v~ • well-organiud aoel.) 'ntfllS. but 00 furth,,: 
intol lU.tion ... avail_Wit. 

t, ,mlrntionN Mrlie-r. tNo cne Kcho IJroup divltl'lJinR' lIiKnif'ieanU,. from lhi:l paUern--ttJe. M_­
aN' \ e .ub~t of a Mpal"llt.e ehapte-r. 
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The husband. however. j, ;\ubordinate to the nuthority of his 
wife'" family. The family authority i~ lI"u"II~' ,'xI·'·";",·,1 h)' th,' 
("1iI!";.;.t malt' of thf' wotnan'~ kin g't'Ollll. t\ hwdlillHI .·nnnnt nt'ilip\'f' 

an inflllential,K}:-tition in hi;.;. wir("~ family. aHh(ltlJ~h iw t':ln do ~o 
in hi~ ";.Ie .. ·~ r"",i\Y-lJventll,,II~' ",· .. n heroming til .. h,-,,,! of h(',' 
exten<\.·t\ family:' 

Men are ~enerally a}.u~iJ.!ll~d the ta~k,:.: of dearing the h1ntl. hnr­
veslinlr. huntinl!'. n"hinJ(. and b""ketmakinJ(; amI the women. ta"k" 
of preparation of meRI" and ri .... wine. and cnrinll" rot· the .. hil.\rcll, 
During the winter, huntinll" and fishing occupy mu('h of the men's 
time, while during the spring and summer, the primary activity is 
agriculture.' 

Children are well liked and well cared for in Koho society; fe­
male children are preferred over male children, as a female child 
will eventually bring into the nuclear family unit a son-in-law to 
assist the father in his work.' 

DaitJ--The daily routine of the Koho begins early in the morning, when 
the Koho women arise to prepare the first meal of rice cooked with 
other vegetabies, meat, or fish. Men attend to the routine chores 
of feeding the livestock. After the meal, the Koho women and men 
go to their respective tasks, as required by the season and the 
day of the lunar month (the Koho designate particular days for 
particular acti vities·) . 

Late in the afternoon the men return to the village; the women 
put aside their tasks and prepare a moderately large meal. After 
the meal, the Koho generally entertain themselves with discussion. 
singing, and storytelling around the hearth until about 10 o'clock 
when they retire for the night. 

A feast, funeral. sacrifice, or ceremony will alter the daily Koho 
routine,' 

Marriage 

Koho marriage is usually monogamous and is initiated by the 
women. Polygamy is permitted but is rare and seemingly restricted 
to the most wealthy and influential of the village chiefs and nobles. 
Marriage between persons with the same family name is deemed 
incestuous and is strictly forbidden. to 

Customarily, the Koho woman selects her husband from among 
the available men of her own or neighboring villages. After the 
man and his family have been approached and an agreement 
reached between the two families, the couple are considered en­
gaged. The marriage is usually celebrated after an engagement 
period of unreported duration." Customarily. the bridegroom's 
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parents are compensated for the loss of their SOil by t he bride'~ 
family prior to the marriage ceremony." 

At the marriage ceremony a sorrerer, or in his absence the bride'R 
mother, invokes the blessings of the spirits on the young couple. 
During the ritual, animals are sacrificed-bulfaloes, pigs, or 
chickens, depending upon the wealth of the bride's family_nd 
the sacrificial blood, mixed with rice wine, is used to anoint the 
newly married couple's feet. During the ensuing relebrntion 
much rice wine is consumed. The newly wedded rouple immediate­
ly set up housekeeping in the longhouse of the bride's family. Un­
like other Mon-Khmer peoples.-such as the Bahnar-a waiting 
period before the consummation of the marriage is not mandatory." 

The bridegroom resides with his wife's family, tilling their fields 
and working with his bride's family under the direction of his in­
laws. Any property or wealth he accumulates during his marriage 
will be inherited by his daughters: he is allowed to give little or 
nothing to his own parents. At the death of the wife, should 
her family fail to supply a replacement, the husband will return to 
his own family's house; however, children will remain with his 
wife's family. 

The Koho consider adultery a serious crime and punish it severe­
Iy. The guilty must pay fines to their spouses, to the families of 
their spouses, and to the village headman and elders. The culprits 
must also offer sacrifices for purification." The severity of the 
punishment is contingent upon the actions of the spouses of the 
guilty parties: fines are higher if the spouse of one of the guilty 
parties repudiates or divorces his or her wife or husband." 

Divorce alUl St-~0Rd Marrial(t"s 

Divorce and second marriages are permissible among the Koho, 
as is polygamy; however, divorce and second marriages are the 
exception rather than the rule. Divorce must be for rause, must 
follow the procedures governed by traditional customs and law, 
and must be sanctioned by the village headman and elders. The 
procedures for acquiring second and third wives are regulated by 
traditional law and custom; in any case, polygamy is probably rare 
be<-auoe the Koho society is matrilineal and matrilocal. 

Should a spouse desert the family, his or her parents must pay a 
fine to the parents of the deserted spouse and saerifice one buffalo. 
The deserted spouse may divorce the absent husband or wife. If 
one of the marriage partners justly accuses the other of impotence, 
lazllless, or incompatibility. divorce is pronounced by a council of 
the two families and the village m:'tables without indemnity or 
sacrifice. Usually, however, a man cannot obtain a divorce unless 
it : ; proven he has remonstrated with his wife several times and 
th, t the wife has continued to misbehave or refuse to work despite 
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f he rept'Hled exhortntion~ of hpI' hH~banJ nno thp members of hi...; 
family. Once dh'oH'e is sanctioned by the village'ehlers, the couple 
cannot continue living tOl!'ether,'" ' 

Polygamy is generally restricted to a few wealthy chiefs or 
elders. A man cannot marry a ~"eonti or third time without the 
permission of his first wife. In reality. the role of "e~olJ(t and third 
wives is that of a servant. In a JlolYJ..'amous marriage, the hus­
band nsually maintains his residen('" in the house of his first wife." 

Hirth 

When" pregnant Koho wuman feels the first lal>or pains, the 
midwife (mo IlOni) is summoned and usually stays in the huuse fOI' 
3 days after the birth to nurse the mother and the child, After a 
normal birth, the midwife and the father offer a sacrifice of a 
chicken and a jar of wine. Payment to the midwife is a bead 
necklace, a brass bracelet, and a blanket. 

If labor is difficult, a second midwife may be summoned. If she 
cannot deliver the child, a third, more expert midwife or 1110 booi 
giae will assist. Mo boai giac are very rare; there may be onl,,' one 
for every five or six villages, There are also some skillful male 
midwifes or :rc /JOni. The tribesmen believe that skilled midw;Ye, 
have received their expertise from heaven." 

Although it is known that the birth of abnormal children is 
accompanied by numerous sacrifices of pigs, goats, buffaloes. and 
jars of wine to appease the spirits, no information was available 
concerning tn .. Koho treatment of stillborn or malformed children 
or Koho attituties toward abortion.'" 

('hildhood and ('hild-R~arinJ{ Practi('t's 

The Koho like large families and rear their children with great 
(·are. Children are never abandoned; orphans are usually ~ared 
for by the mother's family, although occasionally they are cared 
for by neighbors who adopt them and treat them like their own 
children, Girls are particularly valued by the Koho.'" 

Instructed by their parents and by their mother's relatives in 
the family and village customs, children are assigned tasks to pre­
pare them for the responsibilities of adulthood. Boys are taught 
agricultural techniques and hunting and fishing skills, while girls 
learn the usual tasks of the village women--cooking, weaving, and 
the care of small children. 

The youngest daughter is required to remain with her parents 
to care for them in their old age. However, if an elder daughter 
lives with her parents, her YOItngest sister is free to leave her 
family. Should the elder dau:rhter die before the parents, how­
ever, the youngest daughter must return to care for the parents, 
Never are Koho parents abandoned by their daughters," 
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Missionary groups report that Rome Koho people" exhihit a 
great interest in learn in!: and arc ClIl(<'r tn hlll't' I hpir ('hil,lren 
educated." 

neath .nd lIurial 

The Koho divide death into two types-natural tI""th,. "lid 
deaths considered calamities--oc"ul'l'ing because or :u·ddent.<, 
viohmce, or during childbirth. The ,,,,,,,,nd IYIIC of d"al h. t he vio­
lent d{'ath, is helieved to he ",,"",'<1 h~' "vil ,piril" Th.· K"h" 1"'''­
ple~. particularly the Kil, react "tt'onl(ly to deal h.'" The Kil arc 
l'eporte<liy 110 affected by death that they flee their hOIl.<e when 
someone die,., returning only to 81,·,,1', On the dllY of the funeral, 
the Kil leave the burying ground to rush into the village, crying 
out loudly to frill:hten off any evil spirits." The fear of dying away 
from their own villages is common among the Koho groups. as 
weI) a' among other Montall:nard tribes." 

The Koho treat death as an occasion of great significance: death 
is accompanied by ceremonies, sacrifices, fixed mourning periods, 
and special procedures for the survivors. established by traditional 
law and custom. The rites connected with death and burial actual­
ly commence early-when an individual appears to be dying. The 
dying trihe.qman is bathed and dre3sed in his finest clothes; as 
soon as he dies. all sacrifices for his recovery are suspended. 
Should he die in the evening or at night, a buffalo. a pig. and a 
chicken are ~acrificed at sunrise. If he dies at about 6 o'clock in 
the morning, the sacrifices are offered immediately; if he dies 
during the day, the sacrifices take place at sunset. The method 
of the ""inUlI sacrifices is standardized: the buffalo must be pierced 
through the heart with lances; the pig and chicken must be killed 
with a burning brand. which is later placed in the tomb. Following 
the sacrifices. II jar and a cup are broken at the feet of the corp~e. 
amI the piet'es are placed in a basket left near the tomb. Offer· 
ings of food are made to the spirits. who are invoked to come for 
the deceased. A village feast follows. with the men eating first, 
then the young people, and finally the women. Some food is taken 
to the woodcutters who are fashioning a casket from a tree trunk. 
During the entire ceremony, friends and relatives of the deceased 
continue to arrive bringing buffaloes. pigs, chickens. and jars of 
rice wine with them. Huge quantities of food and rice wine are 
consumed by all the villagers. 

The actual burial normally takes place on the third or fourth 
dav after death, although some wealthy families among the Sre 
keep a dead parent in the home for 7 days. The food offerings are 
pu· in the same basket as the fragments of the broken jar and cuP. 
an I then the basket is placed near the tomb. When the coffin is 
ph ced in the tomb. any other caskets that might be inside are 
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removed and replaced atop the new coffin, the oldest one occupy­
ing the very top position." The burial ceremony may last several 
days. 

After the death of his wife, a Koho tribesman generally returns 
to the home of his own family, but his children remain in their 
mother's household." 

Generally both men and women observe a mourning period of 1 
year for the death of n spouse. A man, however. mlly be exempt 
f.-om thi~ practiee and may remarry before the full mourninl': 
period, if he obtains permission from his deceMcd wife'. family or 
if he marries a sister of his deceased wife." 

Inheritance CU8lomfl 
Among the Koho peoples, property is inherited by women. In a 

family of three daughters, the inheritance is divided in the follow­
ing manner: the eldest receives three-tenths, the second eldest 
two-tentha, and the youngest, one-half. This is the formula for 
division, because the youngest daughter is respo11l!fble for all the 
expellSe1l of her parents' death such as ritual sacrifices and main­
tenance of the tomb. AIl other family expe11l!es are divided among 
the heiresses in proportion to their inheritance shares. If all three 
girls live at home, thus all being reapo11l!ible for the parents' 
funeral arrangements, the inheritance and all other expenses are 
divided equally among them. 

After the death of a wealthy Koho tribesman, a few buffaloes 
will be given to his mother and sisters, his other blood relativea . 
wll\ receive a present worth 2 or 3 piastres, and jars and any other 
valuable objects become the property of the widow. When a wid­
ower dies, his daughters inherit the portion of his property that 
would have gone to his wife." 
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Ht:CTION v 
CUHTOMS ANII TAIlOOH 

All a,pect., of Koho life are governed by custom. Virtually every 
act is influenced by the ritualistic traditions passed on from gener­
ation to generation. Houses are built according to specilic rules, 
and lield.~ are cultivated during the same time each year in the same 
traditional manner. A tribesman whose actions conflict with these 
traditions is subjected to great disapproval from his fellows. Main­
tenance of their traditional customs, not the creation of new ways, 
is the chief objective of Koho life. 

Dr ... 

Dress is quite simple among the Koho; ordinarily, the men wear a 
loincloth, and the women wear a skirt wrapped around their waist. 
During their annual trading trips to the coast, the tribesmen obtain 
Vietnamese and Western garments with which they supplement 
their traditionnl dress. Some tribesmen wear army surplus cloth­
ing.' 

The Kil, considered to be the least advanced of the I';oho groups, 
wear clothing made from tree bark.' 

For ceremonial occasions the tribesmen wear decorated cotton 
tunics embroidered with geometric designs and decorated with 
colored strings and balls. For great buffalo sacrilices, the men 
offering the prayers--the house chiefs and e1ders--wear red gar­
ments, for red is associated with power, joy, and magnificence.' 

Koho women wear large ivory discs in their earlobes; in time the 
earlobes may be stretched to reach their shoulders. They wear 
glass necklaces and brass rings on their ankles and wrists. Many 
items are worn both for their decorative effect and for the pleasing 
sound they produce. 

Children wear necklaces and bracelets with tiny bells attached 
to them. 

Tribal Folklore 

The Koho have a strong oral tradition of proverbs, riddles, leg­
ends, and humorous stories transmitted in rhythmic, poetic form. 
T' e following are samples of Koho proverbs: • 

If the .stars are green at night, it will be dry tomorrow! if they are 
sparkling. it will rain tomorrow. 
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If ~un H,'I' U "unke on yom· fJatt., }"(1U ",ill tinll whnt you nrt! looking fnr. 

U PI dOl! j,!'IY,'" birth to thl"t:'e PUJJpil'lii, thC'y ",iH be J,..'1)()d Cor hunting det"r. 

1l n dog ;rlve~ birth to t.wo puppi(>~. they will b(' good for chasing rnt:;, 

Tribal folklore reinforces and perpetuates the custom" and tra­
ditions of the tribe. Many proverbs cover aspects of behavior, 
establishing the traditional norms, or interpret natural event •. 

Sometimes the Koho speak obliquely; for example, if II tribcsm,m 
". y< he is going to look for woorl on the mountain. he may really 
Ill.'an he is going to hunt deer. Or if he SllYS, "You must cnt some­
thing, the bamboo is ready to ,"ut, "lire it," he ma)' mean the ricl' 
wine is ready to drink, and the time has come to drink it. This 
oblique speech is related to a customary dislike of sa;'ing certain 
things direetly. Also, these oblique phrases are traditiolUll, and 
their meanings are known by all the tribesmen. ; 

The Koho groups also have many riddles, which they enjoy in 
their leisure time. Some are the following: ' 

Wh.t torch is stron~ ('nough to illuminate the univer,;e! 
Answer: The moon. 

What is the red fruit which one cannot touch or t.ke in hj~ hand~! 
Answer: Fire. 

Who moveg his lips when his body doesn't move anymQre! 
Answer: The exhausted sorcerer who i!i' :!Itm murmurinJf incantations. 

Koho legends, often recounted as long, drawn-out stories to 
entertain the tribespeople in the evening, may be divided into five 
types: tales about the origin of things and the unh'erse; stories 
dealing with an age of legendary heroes, who may be equated with 
the yang, or spirits; stories with humnn heroes who performed pro­
digious feats; narratives about the activities of the evil spirit_ 
known as caa and the tiger men, the 80mri (men who the tribe$men 
believe can turn into tigers); and stories dealing with the forest 
Bnd jungle animals, who are treated as if they were human (as in 
Aesop's fables).' 

Folk Beliefs 

Taboos or interdictions among the Koho peoples comprise three 
groups: taboos called abany, forbidding a person to say certain 
things; taboos called leer, violations of which require sacrifices; 
and taboos called chong, prohibitions against mixing specified items 
together.' Chong taboos or prohibitions probably vary from village 
to village; no specific information was available. 

The following examples are given to indicate some types of Koho 
taboos. A Koho must not use the real name of his parents when 
addressing them, nor should he say he is thirsty, beeause this may 
mean he will not find anything to drink. A Koho should never say 
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that his ricefield is growing well, because this would put it in grave 
danger of failing. Other lesser taboos of this kind include the pro­
hibition against placing the drinking straw for rice wine jars 
toward the entrance of the house. Also, "oho custom decrees that 
II tribesman ~hould never disturb an anthill." 

AC('urding to the Koho, there arc lucky nnd unh ... ky day~. Odd 
tlH'y~ of the lunar mnnth lln~ (·fil1.~id('rt~tI lueky :md even (Iay~ un­
lucky. Cutting bllmboo to be u~",1 in Ih(' hou,.,' mu~t be done on 
odd day.. The be,.t time to ROW ric .. il! I he firHt or tbird day of 
the first quarter of the mnon, or u" Ih,' fu·,t, thi,·d. fifth. "eventh 
or ninth day of the Hecond quarter. A trading trip or a trip for 
personal affairs should begin on an odd day; fishing lind hunting 
are mo.qt productive on odd days. On the last day of the lunar 
month, no one may work in the fields. '" 

Months are also lucky and unlucky. Months are counted begin­
ning with the feast of the New Yellr. Lir llong, which comes about 
1 month after the Vietnamese celebrate their New Year, Tet. The 
fifth month of the year is judged the best for sowing, and the 
eighth is the worst for all farming." 

Members of the Sre group believe if certain prohibitions are 
broken, the guilty will be struck by lightning. The prohibitions 
include eating mango, silver-eolored fish. or meat and fish com­
bined; allowing a lizard to climb to the top of the house; putting 
a lizard on the back of a buffalo (the buffalo will be struck by light­
ning) ; using a deerskin lash to tie a buffalo to a yoke; blowing a 
horn inside the house; attaching a bell to a cat'" neck; getting on 
a billy goat while holding a sword; and committing incest." 

Eating and Drinking Cu"tOftl8 

The Koho believe that rice, the staple of their diet, was a gift of 
the gods, who taught them to cultivate and eat it. The Koho diet 
also includes wild herbs. vegetables, and meats. 

According to Koho belief, the great spirit Ndu taught men to 
eat meat: To satisfy their hunger. Ndu told men they could eat 
chicken. pork, buffalo, and deer with rice. 

Food preparation is subject to custom, and methods vary from 
village to village. For example, in one Koho village the prepara­
tion of spinach involves cooking over a roaring fire. amid complete 
silence-not a word to be spoken. Meanwhile the cook must remain 
in the same position during the entire cooking operation. Violation 
of these instructions is believed to result in bitter spinach.'" Prep­
aration of rice is controlled by customs regulating the quality of 
the cooking tire. 

A Koho legend relates that the porcupine taught the tribesmen 
t, e technique for the fermentation of rice wine. The porcupine 
t Id them not to ferment wine from berries. fruits, or roots but 
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only 10 use 1"1t.'P, Ri("~ i:{ ff>l"nwn1ed in pnrtit'ulm' jar~ with hE'rhl( 
for Havm".! I 

Orij.[ill"I1~· two tribal women were tallght the proctl'" or RIaking 
wine: hence. this is alway, the dut~· of the women. When a jar 
of riee wine is opened. the fir;;! cllpful is always offered to the 
spirits to thank them for having taught man how to make rice 
wine and to eat certain foods." 

The Koho persontdize unhusked rice (paddy}, believing that rice 
wine is the liver of the paddy, and cooked rice, the flesh of the 
paddy.'" 

Custems RE"faUng tu Animals; 

The Koho raise chickens. pigs. and buffaloes, primarily as sacri­
ficial animals. In addition. the Sre group uses the buffalo for culti­
vation of their rice fields. The buffalo is considered the prime sac­
rificial animal, while pig,; and chickens are used for secondary sac­
rifices. To the spirits. the sacrificial buffalo is believed to reprei\ent 
man; in fact. prior to their slaughter buffaloes are named and 
deemed part of the village. The sacrificial buffalo represents the 
j.[rievances or desires of the family or house offering the sacrifices. 
Once sacrificed. the flesh of the buffalo, divided among the spirits. 
famil~', and villagers, represent-~ a kind of communion uniting them 
all. " 

The Koho are forbidden to raise any goat which has managed to 
get to the roof of a house and walk upon it; nor mar they raise a 
litter of three piglets. To raise white and black pigs together is 
forbidden, as this will cause lightning to strike." 

('ustom" Relating to HousceI4 and ViUa~es 

At certain times a house may be considered taboo; that is, no one 
may then enter except those who live in it. The Koho believe a 
great misfortune would befall them if a nonresident were to enter 
a house under taboo. Houses are taboo for 7 days after the birth 
of a child. After certain sacrifices. a house may be taboo from 3 
to 7 days. When a sick person in the house is taking certain reme­
dies. or when the family's daughter-in-law gives birth, the house 
may also be declared taboo for a number of days. Among the Sre. 
a house is taboo after the family participates in a ceremony of 
washing the feet of the family buffaloes after the rice planting." 

Entrance into rice storehouses is forbidden, unless a sacrifice has 
been made. Among the Sre, no one may work inside a house for 3 
or 7 days after a burial. 

Each Koho village has a small stand of sacred trees called yang 
bri, which the Koho believe are inhabited by spirits. To cut even 
a twig frc;m the sacred trees is forbidden because the spirits inflict 
their vengeance by bringing sickness and death upon all the villag-
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ers. Consequently, when the village has an epidemic. the sorcerers 
and tribesmen believe the cause is a violation of sacred trees." 

Customs Relating to Ouuidns 

Early reports indicate that formerly the Koho were extremely 
suspicious of strangers, refusing to aid them in any way. Occa 
sionally, suspicion became outright hostility. resulting in the set 
ting of traps and barriers along village paths." More recent infor. 
mation shows a change due to increased contact with the outsid,· 
world. Now many Koho villages offer food, drink, and lodging b 
visiting strangers." Although the Koho are still too reserved b 
accord sincere generosity to any except proven friends, they do 
extend hospitalities to any powerful alien group because of their 
fear of reprisal." 



SECTION VI 

RELIGION 

Religion dominates the lives of the Koho. The beliefs of the 
tribesmen are animistic, involving absolute faith in a vast pan­
theon of spirits.' Tradition encompasses the requirements for 
,uece~sful interaction with the spirits through appropriate rituals, 
ceremonies, taboos, interdictions, and sacrifices. The basic beliefs 
and practic(\, are similar throughout the Koho areH. with ,pedfic 
details varying from village to village. 

l'rint"ipal SpiritlO 

In the pantheon of spirits sacred to the Kobo are the supreme 
being (Ndu) and innumerable other spirits, including thost" of the 
sun (Yang Tonl!'ai), moon (Yang KonghaiJ. earth (Yang Tioh), 
sky (Yang TrUll), and thunder (Yang Dong Ron!!'). Multitudes 
of spirit, inhabit various terrain features such as mountains, 
patches of forest, and prominent rocks. Tbe Koho people believe 
spirits inhabit certain animHls. such as tigers. and objects in tbe 
village-rice wine jars. the village gate, and tools. Although no 
temples, pagodas, or other religious structu res are bu ilt in honor 
of the.e spirits, tbe tribesmen do de"ignate patches of forest or 
particular rocks as sacred areas.' In addition to the good spirits, 
or yang. the Koho ha"e a group of evil spirits, or caa. believed to 
cause misfortunes such as accidents. illness, and death. 

Spirits especially important to the SrI" are the spirit of the 
mountain and the spirit of the waters. The spirit of the mountain 
is awesome, pictured as a tiger, a serpent, or a dragon; the spirit 
of tbe waters is evil, attacking men and causing them to fall ill. 
The yang ehe or spirits of the plants are benevolent and respon­
sible for all the rice the tribesmen eat, all the cotton used for 
~lothing, and all the materials used for building.' 

R~ligioU8 Ceremoni~8 

The principal religious ceremonies and sacrifices of the Koho are 
related to the agricultural cycle and the life cycle (birth, marriage, 
and death) The most important agric;Jltnral ceremony is the 
Feast of the New Year, Lir Bong. a celebration traditionally eoin­
ciding dth the annual planting. The date or this ritual "aries 
from village to village, but it generally occurs in tbe spring, be-
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tWl'Cll th" end IIr Mar;'" ,,1111 th!' 1>I'g-illlling- of M,,~·. Tloi" rill",1 
and itl< l-eremonial fen.~t invoke the spirit of dee and inclnde a 
,~eremonial blessing of the unhuoked rice to be planted at seeding 
time. Tbe participants in tbis ritual anoint tbe pillars and doors 
of tbe granary. the rice pile, tbe bOllse, and tbeir own chests witb 
a mixture composed of water. termite earth (similar to an anthill), 
and a few plants. The Koho believe this mixture regenerates the 
vital spiritual forces in botb the unplanted rice and in themselves.' 

The FelL,t of the New Year is essentially a family celebration. 
With the head of the household presiding over all tbe a""embleti 
relatives, the ritual is conducted in the family granary. All farm 
implements are laid out. A small jar of rice wine is opened and 
prepared for drinking, and a pig is sacrificed and grilled over a 
fire. The pig's entrails are placed in a bowl as an otrering to the 
spirits. Then the bousehold head otrers a long prayer to the spirit 
of rice, invoking by name the spirit for every mountain, hill, rice­
field, sacred wood, pond, prominent rock, and forest clearing in the 
tribal area. Next, everyone present drinks from tbe jar of rice 
wine; then everyone sbares the meat of the sacrificed animals.' 

Other ceremonies related to the agricultural cycle include sacri­
fices when fields are cleared and burned, when rice is planted, dur­
ing the growing phaBe (to assist growth), and at barvest.' 

Reliftious rraetitionerJol. 

The ceremonies of the agricultural cycle are conducted by heads 
of households and villages, who occupy an almost sacred position, 
for the tribesmen believe tbese men embody the traditions and 
practices of their people. 

Ceremonies to heal the sick are conducted by specialists called 
bojou. Among the Sre, Nop, and Kil, a bojou may be either male 
or female. Usually one bojou serves a group of villages in bis 
immediate area. Through divination, the bojou determines the 
nature of illness, identities the evil spirits responsible, and decides 
the sacrifices required to induce the spirits to take away tbe illness. 
Herbal medicines are used in conjunction with the sacrifices in 
healing ceremonies. f 
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SECTION VII 

ECONOMIC ORGANIZATION 

The Koho economy is based primarily upon rire cultivation ant! 
secondarily upon the home productivn of baskets, pottery, cloth, 
and other items. Except for the Sre subgroup, which grows wet 
rice on permanent irrigated flelds or paddies, the Koho use the 
slash-and-burn technique of cultivation, which involves clearing 
the foreated areas, burning the vegetation during the dry winter 
season, raising dry rice in the fleld until the soil nutrients are de-
pleted, and then moving to a new area. ..At 

The Sre cultivate irrigated rlcefields in valley bottomland" and 
along the slopes of valleys. Fields on slopes are constructed in 
tiers or terraces. SrI' ricetields are divided into sman units sepa­
rated by dikes, which often consist of two mud walls forming a 
channel for the irrigation water. Rivers and streams in the area 
are dammed and diverted into the irrigation channels, some of 
which are several kilometers long. 

A fter the tirst spring rains have soaked the earth, thl' villagers 
prepare the dikes and channels. Soon the streams carry sufficient 
water to permit irrigation of the fields. Then the tields are har­
rowed with wooden-toothed rakes drawn by buffalo, flooded, and 
harrowed again until the soil has the consistency of tine liquid mud. 
The soil is then kneaded and flattened by passing a large board over 
it. 

Rice is sown in this tine flat mud covered by a thin tilm of water. 
About the fifth day after planting, the water is drained from the 
tields. Once the shoots have grown a little, the paddy is again 
flooded and remains under water for the duration of the growing 
:;;eason.1 

Slash-and-burn agriculture is practiced by the other Koho 
groups. The tields are used for about 3 years, then allowed to 
remain fallow for a period as long as 20 years. During this period, 
furest growth re-covers the plot and revitali7es the soil. 

Among the Koho, the land under cultivation by this technique is 
called a mi,.. The mir is sown shortly after the beginning of the 
rainy season; the rice seeds are planted in holes f"ade with pointed 
dibble sticks. During the growing period the mirs are watered 
b,' the rainfall of the summer monsoons. The tield is weeded by 
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the tribesmen; fences and watchtowerR are erected to prevent 
marauding animals from deRtroying the croll. The rice is har­
vested in the falL 

Normally, Koho families cultivate mirg within an area deaig­
",.ted by tradition. Thus, the cycle of chan/{ing from one mir 
to another is established by custom. The tribesmen know where 
,'arh village hils its 11IIrlicuiar IU'~" and where e'H'h family tradi­
t ionll lIy h,,~ estnblished it~ mirs. 

'I'll(' Sn'. al1 hunch ~ hf!Y themR('lve~ maintain ll('rtnant'nt wct-ril'{~ 
~ield~. allow other /otroullH to UH" an'''" in HlPir forest land. The 
Kil, in 11IIrti<-ular, hecause of the (loverty of their own Ian"", oflen 
"uttivate mi," on Sre land. Thus, in the Sre area, lands held by 
one village may be cultivated by two entirely different Koho 
groups: the Sre villagers work the paddies, and another group 
cultivates the fields in the higher forest by the slash-and-burn 
method.' 

To supplement their diet, the Koho hunt, fish, and plant small 
gardens of beans, corn, and other vegetables. 

Koho arts and crafts include weaving, basketweaving, pottery 
making and ironworking. Basketmaking is particularly important 
amon/{ the Koho: baskets are desi/{ned to serve many practical 
needs of storage and transportation. The design and shape of 
I""lets vary from village to village. Villages located near good de­
posits of clay engage in pottery making. Only women are per­
mitted to make pottery.' The value of a pot is determined by the 
amount of rice or salt it will hold. 

Tudt" 

During the dry season, when aR'rkultural tasks have ceased for 
the year. members of Rome Koho j.>TOUpS t.'l.ke an annual trip to the 
coast to pay tsxes to the Vietnamese Government and to trade in 
the coastal towns. They exchange blankets, animal skins, and pigs 
for clothing, salt, and jars. The coastal trading cenlers are Phan 
Thiet, Phan Rang, and Nha Trang. The expedition to the sea 
takes several weeks because of the heavy burdens. Experiences 
on these trips become the subject of long evening storytelling 
sessions.~ 

Tribesmen probably also trade in highland towns, and they may 
deal with Vietnamese peddlers who Ilass through the tribal areas. 

For any important commercial transaction, the Koho use an in­
termediary (/am (1""(1), who receives a commission of about 10 
pefcent. For example, for hiring a servant, the intermediary re­
ceives a cow buffalo, a silk blanket, II silver bracelet, and a bead 
nt ·klaee. For the sale of jars worth three or four servants, the 
se .er may employ as many intermediaries as he wishes, and the 
in .;rmediaries divide the commission. The commission for jar 
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gales is the same number of buffaloes as the number of servants 
designating the value of the jar. Each intermediary receives a 
bl"llss bra~elet and a bead necklace in addition to his share of the 
I.uffaloes. After a sacrificial ceremony, the purchaser, seller, and 
interme,liary share a jar of rice wine and a ,·hicken. 

An interm .. di"I·Y is alwnys f(,"pOI"ible for paymentH for trllnH­
adiollH he ,·"n.-ludcH. If hiH .-li(,lIt is in""lvcnt, the intermediary 
himself must rna",' the 1"'.I'ml'nl. c"l'n if this mClm. that hiH own 
.. hil<lren mllst help him to m,,,,1. hi. obligntioll. 

Fo1' the :-;alc nf a !'\(\r\'ant. the ilitetnH...l(liat.\" l'unnot t'olled hiM fee 
for I year; should the "ervallt die within the year, he receives 
nothing. If the servant runs away during the year, the inter­
mediary must obtain restitution from the seller or personally pay 
the buyer. At the end of the year, the intermediary and seller 
are no longer held accountable. 

If, on the day of purchase, an animal dies in transit to the buy­
er's house, the seller must relinquish half of the price received; 
however, if the animal dies the next day, the transaction is con­
sidered closed, and neither the seller nor the intermediary is obli­
ged to give the buyer a refund.' 

The tribesman willingly buys on credit and will then meet his 
obligation as tardily as possible.' 

,iropt'l"ly Sysh'm 

Among the Koho, the women control the dispo.qal of all property. 
Before an item can be sold, the permission of the women must be 
oMaine<!. Property is inherited through the female descendants 
of the family.' 



SECTION VIII 

POLmCAL ORGANIZATION 

The village is the most important political unit among the Koho, 
although occasionally villages related by marriage will cooperate 
in a loose alliance. There is no political organization at the tribal 
level. 

Political authority within the village is exercised by a village 
chief (poa), chosen not because he is a man of physical strength 
but becaU1«> of his knowledge of tribal tradition. The chief is the 
symbolic repre1«>ntation of custom and is the guardian of the vil­
lage tradition. There is also an informal council of elders, com­
posed of household heads (po hiu) and the heads of extended fam­
ilies living in separate houses (kumy). This council apparently 
meets only to assist the chief in reaching decisions on particularly 
serious issues. J 

Several Koho villages may cooperate on events or issues of 
common interest. In such cases, the loose alliance is led by a 
headman (/'Ok/any) chosen from one of the participating villages. 

Under the French colonial administration, a French-appointed 
functionary selected from the village acted as the liaison between 
the French and the tribesmen, in addition to the chief chosen by 
the villagers. He was responsible for the initiation of French 
tribal programs, tax collection, and the communication of French 
decrees to the villagers. 

Following the departure of the French, the Diem regime at­
tempted to politically and socially integrate the tribal people into 
the Republic of Vietnam. Officially, the Central Government han­
dles relations between tribal villages, Government representatives 
de~l with groups of seven or eight villages; while the villages 
themselves are represented by their village chiefs.' 

Legal System 

Koho law. part of the oral tradition passed from generation to 
generation, is exPressed by taboos and prohibitions known and re­
sJ)<'cted by all tribesmen. These oral laws, called the nri, describe 
va: ious crimes in poetic and symbolic terms and state the penalties 
fO! nonobservance.' The Koho believe every crime upsets the 
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harmony of the world by disturbing the spirits. The angry spirit..~ 
punish offenders so that harmony is restored only when the guilty 
make a twofold restitution of offering a sacrifice to the spirits and 
paying a fine. Under the traditional Koho laws, there is no im­
prisonment or death penalty.' 

Examples of some specific Koho laws are listed below. Among 
the Sre, incest is the worst possible offense. Reparations must 
be made to the offended spirits and to all the villager". Tn appease 
the "pirit of the sun. the sacrifice ,,"d feast take pla"e in an Ollen 
Ilt:ltt 'I'll\' s:tt'riHdal animals mu!'\t he of the game ('olor and fype; 
for example. white chkkens. white pigs, or white buffaloes." 

Fnl' the involuntary homicide or IIny accidental death such as 
death by being caught in a trap, payment is exacted from the 
person responsible-payment in the form of servants valued at 
the same level as the deceased. However. If the fatal accident 
occurs in spite of due precautions-for example, precautions taken 
by the owner of a trap to mark its I()('ation-then the payment I. 
nine bull buffaloes.' 

When an animal left in the care of another person dies or ois­
appears due to negligence of the custodian, reimbursement must 
be made to the owner. In case of injury or accidental death of 
the animal, the custodian must immediately advise the owner, pre­
senting him with the horns and the freshly cut ears. Failure to 
fulfill this formality requires the custodian to reimburse the 
owner.' 

When a Koho commits suicide. his family must notify the vil­
lage elders, who immediately institute an inquiry. Failure to 
notify authorities results in a penalty of fines, or possible accusa­
tion of murder; in the latter case, the penalty is heavy-three 
times the normal fee.' The family must also sacrifice a male 
buffalo and offer a jar of rice wine to the spirits of the rice paddy 
or forest at the site of the suicide. If the site is on another fam­
ily's property, payment must be made to that family: one male 
buffalo, one jar worth four piastres, two bead bracelets. and a 
silver bracelet.' 

On the village. district. and provincial levels, a special system 
of courts was established under the French to adjudicate matters 
concerning the various tribal groups. In the village, a village 
court decided the sentences, which could be re\'iewed on the dis­
trict lev~1. Three members of the district court were assigned to 
each ethnic group in a district jurisdiction and handled only tribal 
matters. The district court officials selected a president to preside 
over the district court, which met in the house of the district 
chief." 

Under the French, those cases that could not be resolved on 
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the village level were sent to the Tribunal Coutumier. which con­
vened for the first 7 days of every month. In judging the cases, 
brought before the tribunal, the chief judge relied on traditional 
tribal law and customs." The tribunal dealt only with cases in 
which both parties were tribespeople. Cases involving Vietnamese 
and tribespeople were the responsibility of the province chief. but 
provincial authorities tried not to interfere with the operation of 
the tribuna I. 

The legal system instituted by the Io'ren~h "till governs th~ 
Montagnard tribe., but .teps have beNI taken by the Vietname"" 
Government to revi.e the I,·gi.latiVt' code in the tribal arc".. Untl,'r 
the Diem regime, an attempt was made to substitute Vietnamese 
laws for the tribal practices. This attempt was connected with 
Vietnamese efforts to integrate the tribespeopJe politically into 
the Republic of Vietnam. 

In March 1965. the Vietnamese Government has since promul­
gated a decree restoring the legal status of the tribal laws and 
tribunals. Under this new decree. there will be courts at the 
village, district, and province levels which will be responsible for 
civil affairs, Montagnard affairs, and penal offenses when all par­
ties involved are Montagnards." 

Village customs law courts. consisting of the village administra­
tive committee chief aided by two Montagnard assistants, will con­
duct weekly court sessions." When a case is reviewed and a de­
cision reached by this court, it will be recorded and signed by the 
parties involved. This procedure will eliminate the right to appeal 
to another court. If settlement cannot be determined, the case can 
be referred to a higher court." 

District courts. governed by the president of the court (the dis-­
trict chief) aided by two Montagnard assistants. will hold bimonth~ 
Iy court sessions. Cases to be tried by the district court include 
those appealed by the village court and cases which are adjudged 
serious according to tribal customs." 

At the pro\'ince level, a Montagnard Affairs Section will be estab­
lished as part of the National Court. This section, under the juris­
diction of a Montagnard Presiding Judge and two assistants, will 
handle cases appealed from the Montagnard district courts and 
cases beyond the jurisdiction of the village or district courts. It 
will convene once or twice a month depending upon the require­
ments. l

& 

SU:l\"er.sin~ lnftuences 

The main objective of Viet Cong subversive activity is to win 
th , allegiance of the Koho and to turn the tribesmen into an active, 
ht ltile force against the Hepublic of Vietnam. Another important 
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Viet Cong objective is to maintain their supply lines through the 
Kohoarea. 

Subversive elements generally infiltrate tribal villages and at· 
tempt to win the confidence of the whole village Ol' it" key mem­
bers, The subversive elements identify themselves with the vil­
lagers by providing assistan,'" for "illnge IIlld family projccl,. anti 
by giving medicul aid. A thorough knowledge an,1 ohservan,·c of 
trillal ('osloms nid th" Viet ("(lll;~ in their effort In win til(' "onfi­
dence of the tribeslJCoplc. 

After the villagers' sUsllidons have been allayed and their con­
fidence won. the Viet Cong Vl'o"eed with lUI illtel,"" Vl'ol",gllllda 
program directed against the Vietnamese Government. Individ­
uals within the tribe are recruited, trained. and then u~ed for 
various support or combat missions with the Viet Congo 

Occasionally, if propaganda and cajolery are not effective, the 
Viet Cong will resort to extortion and terror. The Koho are some­
times coerced into refusing to cooperate with the Vietnamese 
Government. The Viet Cong may also oblige the villagers to 
supply labor and materie!." 
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SECTION IX 

COMMUNICATIONS TECHNIQUES 

The principal means of diggeminating iuformation in the Koho 
area is by word of mouth. No information was available at this 
writing concerning the number of radios or Koho familiarity with 
them. However, radios are probably no less rare among the Koho 
than among other tribal groups of the Republic of Vietnam. Any 
radios in operation in the Koho area could pick up broadcasts from 
Saigon and provincial radio stations. 

Where feasible, short movies covering simple subjects and using 
the Koho dialect might be effective in communicating with the 
tribesmen. 

Written communications might have some effect on the Koho. 
Although most Koho are illiterate, the tribe does have a written 
language developed for them by missionaries in the 1950's.' Al­
though only a few Koho tribesmen can read this language, they 
are reportedly very eager to learn to read and write.' Other 
Koho may be able to read French and Vietnamese; they could 
communicate information in written materials to the remainder of 
the tribesmen. Data about the successful use of printed materials 
is not available at this time. 

Information themes to be used among the Koho should be 
oriented around the principle of improving the condition of the 
villagers. The control of disease, the improvement of agriculture, 
and protection against Viet Gong harassment are some possible 
themes for information programs. 
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SECTION X 

CIVIC ACTION CONSIDERATIONS 

Any proposed civic action should take into account the religiou~. 
~ocial, and cultural traditions of the specific Koho group. Initial 
contacts in villages should be made only with the tribal elders in 
order to show respect for the tribal political structure. The Koho 
tribespeople should also be psychologically prepared to accept the 
proposed changes. This requires detailed consultation with village 
leaders, careful assurance of results, and a relatively slow pace in 
implementing programs. 

The degree of tesponsiveness to innovation varies considerably 
among the Koho groups. For example. although the Kil remain 
almost completely isolated and wish only to preserve their tradi­
tional way of life, the groups near Di Linh and Da Lat (the Sre. 
Lat, and Tring) are reportedly anxious to gain an education and 
willing to accept change. These latter groups, likewise. are more 
accustomed to outside influences; some of their members have 
been educated in Vietnamese schools and hold positions with the 
Government.' 

Most Koho groups would probably respond favorably to ideas 
for change presented in terms of local community betterment. 
Civic action proposals should stress the resulting improvement of 
village life rather than emphasize ethnic or cultural pride. nation­
alism, or political ideology. The reasons for innovations should be 
thoroughly explained: the Koho resent interference in their nor­
mal routine if they do not understand the reason for it. 

Civic action programs of the Vietnamese Government have in­
cluded the resettlement of some Koho groups into new and Jarger 
villages, the control of malaria and other medical aid programs. 
agricultural assistance, and the provision of education facilities, 

The following civic action guidelines may be useful in the plan­
ning and implementation of projects or programs. 

1. Projects originating in the local village are more desirable 
than suggestions impoRed by a remote Central Government 
or by outsiders. 

2. Projects should be designed to be challenging but should not 
be on such a scale as to intimidate the villagers by size Or 
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strangeness. This consideration would limit activities among 
the KiI, while it would be less important among the Sre. 

3. Projects should have fairly short completion dates or should 
have phases that provide frequent opportunities to evaluate 
effectiveness. 

4. Results should, as far as J>O-~sible, be observable. measurable, 
or tangible. 

5. Projects should, ideally, lend themselves to emulation by 
other villages or 1~"rOUPS. 

('ivie ,\dion ProjKtR 

The civic action possibilities for personnel working with the 
Koho g,'oups encompass all aspects of tribal life. Examples of pos­
sible projects are listed below. They should be considered repre­
sentative but not all inclusive and not in the order of priority. 

1. Agriculture and animal husbandry 
a. Improvement of livestock quality through introduction 

of better breeds. 
b. Instruction in elementary veterinary techniques to im­

prove health of animals. 
c. Introduction of improved seeds and new vegetables. 
d. Introduction of techniques to improve quality and yields 

of farmland. 
e. Insect and rodent control. 
f. Construction of simple irrigation and drainage systems. 

2. Transportation and communication 
a. Roadbuilding and clearing of trails. 
b. Installation, operation, and maintenance of electric power 

generators and village electric light systems. 
c. Construction of motion-picture facilities. 
d. Construction of radio broadcast and receiving stations 

and pUblic-speaker systems. 
g, Health and Sanitation 

a. Improve village sanitation. 
b. Provide safe water-supply systems. 
c. Eradicate disea~arrying insects. 
d. Organize dispensary facilities for outpatient treatment. 
e. Teach sanitation, personal hygiene, and Iirst aid. 

4. Education 
a. Provide basic literacy training. 
b. Provide rudimentary vocational training. 
c. Present information about the outside world of interest 

to the tribesmen. 
d. Provide basic citizenship training. 
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SECTION XI 

PARAMII.ITARY CAPABII.ITIES 

Given the incentive and motivation and provided with the nee,,"­
"al';' training, l"atierHhip, and "tlpport, the Koho ('an become all 
,,/T""tive foree against the Viet Cong. The tribesmen are potential 
tracker", guides, jnterpreter~, and intelligence agents, With in­
ten.ive training and support, the Koho can be organized to defend 
their villages against the Viet Cong; with good leadership they enn 
be organized into an effective counterguerrilla combat force. 

In the past, the Koho were considered capable fighters, whether 
fighting offensively in raids against other groups or defensh'ely 
within fortified villages.' Some Koho had military training with 
the French and are capable of sophisticated combat operations. 
Recently some Koho have been trained by U.S, personnel and are 
familiar with US. operational techniques as well as modem Ameri. 
can equipment, 

W-upons CtiJiud by th~ Tribe 

In the past, the Koho relied upon crossbows, spears, lance", 
"words. and knives and were very skillful in their use, Their rela­
tively small stature limits the weapons the Koho can use, but they 
are proficient in handling light weapons such as the AR.15 rifle. the 
Thomlh'On Rubmachinel1un and the carbine. The tribesmen are Ie"" 
proficient in the use of the M-l or the Browning Automatic Rifte. 
although they can handle larger weapons which can be disassem. 
bled and quickly reassembled. 

The Koho pride themselves upon their hunting skill and their 
mastery of traditional weapons; they are equally as proud of their 
skill and marksmanship with modern weapons. If a Koho can 
carry and handle a weapon conveniently, he will use it well. 

The Koho cannot handle sophisticated devices. such as mortars. 
explosives. and mines, as proficiently as hand weapons, They can­
not absorb the more abstract and technical aspects--such as tim­
ing trajectories--of such weapons. 

Ability to Absorb Military Instrudion 

The Koho can absorb basic military training and concepts. 
Their natural habitat gives them an excellent background for 
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tracking and ambush activities; they are resourceful and adaptable 
in the jungle. 

The Koho learn techniques and procedures readily from actual 
demonstration, using the weapon itself as a teaching aid. They 
do not learn as well from blackboard demonstrations, an approach 
which is too abstract for them. 

Some Koho are veterans of service with the French and are 
invaluable in training the younger tribesmen. 
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SECTION XII 

SUGGESTIONS FOR PERSONNEL WORKING 
WITH THE KOHO 

Every action of the Koho tribesman has specific silmitkancc in 
terms of his culture. One must be careful to realize that the Koho 
may not react as outsiders do. The outsider should remember that 
a relatively simple course of action may. for the tribesman, require 
not only divination but also a sacrifice. 

A few suggestions for personnel working with the Koho are 
listed below: 

Official AdivUiu 

1. The initial visit to a Koho village should be formal. Also it 
is advisable when visiting a strange village to be accompan­
ied by a guide from a nearby village. He will be held re­
sponsible for any infraction of customs and taboos and there­
fore will be careful to see that none are committed. There 
have been cases reported where persons have been denied 
entrance to a Koho village if unaccompanied by a person 
from another village.' A visitor should speak first to the 
village chief and elders, who will then introduce him to other 
principal ,-iIlage figures. 

2. Sincerity, honesty. and truthfulness are essential in dealinl!' 
with the Koho. Promises and predictions should not be 
made unless the result is assured. The tribespeople usuan~' 
expect a new group of personnel to fulfill the promise" of the 
previous group. 

S. Outsiders cannot gain the confidence of Koho tribesmen 
quickly. Developing a sense of tfUgt is a Rlow proc .. gs re­
quiring great understanding. tact, patience, and per~ona! 

integrity. 
4. An attitude of good-natured willingness and limitless pa­

tience must be maintained, even when confronted with re­
sentment or apathy. 

5. Whenever possible avoid project. or operations which give 
the tribe.men the impression they are being forced to change 
their ways. 

6. Tribal elders and the village chief should receive some of the 
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credit for project.q and for improved administration. Efforts 
should never undermine or discredit the position or influence 
of the local leaders. 

Soci.1 RtolaUonships 

1. The Koho should be treated with respect and courtesy at all 
times. 

2. The term moi should not be used because it means savage 
and is offensive to the tribesmen. 

S. Outside personnel should not refuse an offer of food or drink. 
especially at a religious ceremony. Once involved in a cere­
mony, One must eat or drink whatever is offered. 

4. A "ift. an invitation to a ceremony, or an invitation to enter 
a Koho house may be refused by an outsider, as long as con­
Ristency and impartiality are shown. However, receiving 
gift". participating in ceremonies, and visiting houses will 
serve to establish good relations with the tribespeople. 

5. Outsiders shOUld request permission to attend a Koho cere­
mony. festival. or meeting from the village elders or other 
responsible persons. 

6. An outsider should never enter a Koho house unless accom· 
panied by a member of that hOllO\!!; this is a matter of good 
taste and cautious behavior. If anything is later missing 
from that house. unpleasant and unnecessary complications 
may arise. 

7. Outsiders should not get involved with Koho women. This 
could create distrust and dissension. 

8. Teachers should be careful to avoid seriously disrupting cul­
tural patterns. 

Jte.Jjgious Beliefs and PracUct's 

1. Do not touch or otherwise tamper with Koho tombs. 
2. Do not enter a village where a religious ceremony is taking 

place or a religious taboo is in effect. Watch for the warn­
ing signs placed at the village entrances; when in doubt. do 
not enter. 

S. Do not mock Koho religious beliefs in any way; these beliefs 
are the cornerstone of Koho life. 

Livinlt Standard!'> and Routin~ 

1. Outsiders should treat all Koho property and village animals 
with respect. Any damage to property or fields should be 
promptly repaired andior paid for. An outsider should avoid 
borrowing from the tribesmen. Animals should not be 
treated brutally or taken without the owner's permission. 

2 Learn simple phrases in the Koho language. A desire to 
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learn and speak their language makes a favorable impression 
on the Koho. 

HeaJth arm Welfare 

1. The Koho are becoming aware of the benefits of medical 
care and will request medical a..sistance. Outside groups in 
Koho areas should try to provide medical assistance when­

,ever possible. 
2. M...liral team. shoul<1lJ<! prepllred to handle and should ha"E' 

adetillate supplie~ fot' cxh'us.ive trentmcnt of mnlaria. dy:-ten­
t I'ry, yaw~. t nU"tulOta, vcncl'f'nl di:\f.·n~e~, inlcNtinal parasites. 
awl variou:4 f'kill dif"eas.c~. 
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CHAPTER 11. THE MA 

SECTION I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Ma are one of several distinct groups which comprise the 
Koho-speaking peoples--sn important grouping of Montagnards 
speaking mutually intelligible languages in the Republic of Viet­
nam.-

The Ma speak one of the several closely related Koho dialects. 
These dialects all stem from the Bahnaric subgroup of the Mon· 
Khmer language stock. Although linguistically related, the Ma 
and the other Koho groups do not share the same type of social 
structure. t Ma society is based upon patriarchal. patrilineal, and 
patrilocal organization. However, like the other Koho groups, the 
Ma extended family and village fonn the most important social and 
political units. 

The Ma inhabit the rough, mountainous terrain and alluvial 
plains of the Da Dung River region. Due to the variation in terrain 
the principal crop, rice, is cultivated by both dry and wet methods. 
N ..... 1Id SI ... or Group 

Sometimes referred to as the Cau Ma, the Ma consist of several 
subgroups: To (ChoTo),Ro (ChoRo),tSop (ChoSop), Borse, Tou. 
Da Dong, Wang, Daa Guy, and the Krung.' According to a North 
Vietnamese source the Ma group numbers approximately 30,000; a 
South Vietnamese source estimates the population at 21,500.' 
IM.tien 

The Ma tribesmen inhabit a sparsely populated strip of land 
bordering both banks of the upper Da Dung River. Their territory 
includes the northeastern portion of Phuoc Thanh Province. the 
northern tip of Long Khanh Province, a southeastern portion of 
Phuoc Long Province, the western half of Lam Dong Province. the 
southern portion of Quang Due Province, and extends into the east· 
ern portion of Tuyen Due Province. Scattered villages are also 
found in a northern border area of Binh Tuy Province . 

• ,1 additiQn to tM Ma, lboP lCoho-"N'alt:ihjf ~ple!l Art;! mm~ or the fQllowlns )(rTIUJn: 

ChI'. J. Kil. Lat. Lan. Hup. Pru. Rien, Sre. and TrinK. 
t 'bI, ltl!fH!'l'el Kobo lIOCial .truetUl't pa~.rQ ia lfI.trillla,.t and matrilocaL 
t be ~phie ioeatlon fd lM Ro auh1rroup haa bOt been determlru;-d 41 of thia .ritin,.. 
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The tribespeople neighboring the Ma arc the M'nlln, to the north. 
variou.' Koho groUJl~ to the east and .outh. and the 8tieng tn the 
W"st. 

Terrain ,\ftaIYlolilo; uf Trihal .\n'it 

The left hank IIf th,' lJa Dung iUvt'r indlUles Ban I.,~' I'lalt·all. 
whi""h ha:> motit'l'Hh' reli,lf I"i~ing tn approximately :~.Hno flt(lt. ~han' 
nHHlTlLHin.s with all df'v:ltion of ahout I.nuu f('l~t. tlw t)"I)ical tt\rraill 
of the al'(>;( . ·Ow dflu!;-whlch ('ul1:-:>i,:-;ts of sharp muuntain ritlgp~ 
ri~inJ.t to a~)I)Jlt 2.01'0 f('('t ~ Hnci tht, allllvialllbdn,,, alonJ! t h(') lla nun~ 
River untl oth .. 'r w;lh~n'oUl'!<\C:-\ of lll .. • HI"Ca, The l"iRht hank of Hw 
DOl 1>UIJ,g RiveI' i;4 also dang ter,"ajn. 

The high amI relatively evenl~ distributed prel'illitation gives 
this area rain fore.t vegetation of two distinct belts. At the highe.· 
elevations is the primary rain forest where the trees average 75 to 
90 feet in height. forming a continuous canopy. Below this canopy 
are smaller trees of 45 to 60 feet in height, and below this second 
layer is a fair abundance of seedlings and saplings. Orchids. other 
herbaceous plants, epiphytes. and woody climbing plants known M 

lianas are profuse. Little light penetrates this tn,e of forest. and 
there is not much ground growth. During the dr~' season, this 
forest can usually be penetrated on foot with little difficulty. 

The !<econd belt or secondary rain forest which develops after 
land in the primary rain forest has been cleared and then left un­
cultivated, is more extensive in this area. In this forest the trees 
are small and close together, and there is an abundance of ground 
growth. lianas, and herbaceous climbers. Penetration is difficult 
without the constant use of the machete. 

The slimmer monsoon (April to mid-September) and the winter 
monsoon (November to March) provide a regular seasonal alterna­
tion of wind. Tn the summer these winds come mainly from the 
southwest, in the winter from the northeast. Agriculture is great. 
Ir dependent upon the monsoon-borne rain. Precipitation is high 
-a"craging more than 80 inches in the lower elevation and more 
than 150 inches in the higher areas. Temperatures in the Ma 
region are as much as 15 degrees lower than those of the coastal 
regions.3 

National Route 14 passes slightly to the west of the Ma area. 
Route 20 passes through the area across the Bao Loc Plateau, and 
a secondary road runs through the northeastern part of the area 
from Di Linh to Gin Nghia. 



~~;("J()N 11 

TIUlIAJ. nA(,K{:JWUNI) 

RChnic and Rarial Origin 

All the highland groups of the Republic of Vietnam are part of 
two large ethnic groups: the Malayo-Polynesian and the Mon­
Khmer. In terms of language, customs, and physical appearance, 
the Ma, as one of the Koho groups, belong to the ilIon-Khmer group­
ing. Indochina has been a migratory corridor from time imme­
morial, and the movement of the Mon-Khmer peoples into what is 
now the Republic of Vietnam probably started centuries ago. The 
Mon-Khmer peoples are generally believed to have originated in 
the Upper Mekong Valleys, from whence they migrated through 
Indochina. ' 

t..an«uagt' 

The term Koho refers to a number of tribal groups, including the 
Ma. Kil Lat. Tring. Sre, Rien, and Nop. that have very closely 
related dialect.. The dialects of the various groups called Koho 
people., are so similar that communication is possible among them. 
Since no language barrier exists among the Koho, anthropologists 
use the linguistic term Koho as the generic name for an these tribes. 

The various Koho dialects stem from the Bahnaric subgroup of 
the Mon-Khmer language stock and consist primarily of short 
monosyllabic words. 

The Koho groups have no written form for their dialects, al­
though phonetic dictionaries and textbooks of their dialects do 
exist, thanks to the work of French and, more recently, American 
missionaries who lived among these people. In the 1950's, Amer­
ican missionaries reported some success in teaching a number of 
Koho to read and write their own dialect; however, no detailed in­
formation is available concerning the number of Koho who have 
acquired literacy. One source states that most Koho are still vir­
tually illiterate.' 

Under French colonial rule. little contact was permitted between 
the Vietnamese and the various Montagnard groups; thus, few 
K oho reaching maturity during the colonial period can speak Viet­
TI ,mese, although some do speak French. Koho knowledge of Viet­
n ,mese depends largely upon proximity: Koho in the south, or 
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near the towns of Di Linh or Da Lat, probably have some knowledge 
of Vietoamese gained through trading or other contacts, although 
it is doubtful that many have achieved fluency. ~ome members of 
Prong subgroup of the M'nong tribe are believed to understlln<i 
some Koho dialect. •. 

1 ........ ''iCI.ry lIitdfJtJ 

Lik{! mnny or Uw hh!hland g,'OUI'S of th(l R"puhli~' uf Yit'lnmn. 
th., Mil h"v~ h!l{('uti" relle<:ting " h"Ii.'f lhat th".I· \\'('1'1' I h,' oriJ(ilwl 
inhabitant" of the ",orld. exist inJ( lit lit .. hpJ(;nninJ( of t imp. wit h 
few skill" lind dol hed only in lellVt·, "r lIl<' wild lmnarm tree. lIow­
ever, the great spirit N'duh and g.Kld spirit" !I""fl. who ",,,tehed 
over the Ma. were concerned with the welfare of these l>e<>ple. 
N'duh and the good spirits sent to the Ma legendary heroes, four 
of whom are K'bung, K'yae, K'hum, and K'tam, to teach the an­
cestors of the Ma useful techniques for farming, hunting. iron 
forging, and house construction, as well as to give the tribesmen a 
code of laws..' 
Factual_tory 

There is little material about the political and social history of 
the Ma people. Reportedly, the Ma tribesmen were once unified 
in the area stretching westward from the central Vietnamese eoast­
line to the mountainous course of the Da Dung River. Under the 
pressure of successive invasions by the Cham. Chinese. Vietnamese, 
and later the French. the Ma moved westward away from the fertile 
coastal areas into the rugged mountain terrain. where they could 
maintain their isolation. A restless. belligerent. and warlike pea. 
pIe, the Ma were not pacified by the French until 1937. The Ma 
have been considered one of the highland groups of the Republic 
of Vietnam who have most consistE'ntly resisted or ignored efforts 
to "civilize" them.· 

Settleau!nt Patterns 
!ofa villages are usually located near watercourses; however. the 

surrounding terrain determines the pattern of the villages. Upland 
or hillside villages comprise scattered farmsteads with their dry­
rice fields nearby. These villages change location every 10 to 15 
years as exhausted fields are abandoned in favor of new land. 

On bottom land. some Ma settlements cluster around wet-rice 
paddy fields. The more permanent villages along the bottom land 
comprise 4 to 30 longhouses and genE'rally form a rectangular or 
square pattern. 

Within and adjacent to the Ma villages are small storehouses. 
small houses for the sick. grazing land, and plots of tobacco. No 
large communal houses were reported among the Ma." 

Although some Ma longhouses are built upon the ground, the 
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/<'igure 26. Layout of Jln villiJge. 

majority rest on pilings. Each longhouse, averaging approximate. 
Iy 40 meters in length, provides living quarters for 10 to 20 lam-. 
ilies.< The houses are constructed of hardwood beams and pillars, 
with sides of palm fronds and thatching and roofs made of palm 
branches. For the animals, an enclosure of bamboo and rattan is 
built adjacent to the house.' 

The longhouse has a main entrance at one end. Facing the en· 
trance to the house is an altar to the spirit of the hearth. C{l1IaQ or 
nan, made of painted or engraved planks ending in crosses of ferns 
and sprays of frayed bamboo fibers. Above the altar, from the 
smoke-blackened roof the Ma hang objects which symbolize every 
important event.' Every household birth is recorded in this man­
ner, a small bamboo bow for a boy and a little bamboo fishing 
basket for a girl. Among the upland villages, before a new field is 
cleared, a branch, a leaf, or creeper is picked from the selected 
location and added to the collection hanging above the altar.' 

In the front area of the house the Ma designate a hearth to be 
used only for lighting the pipes of guests. Weapons and tools are 
also stored in the front part of the house, and ftshing gear is placed 
nearest the entrance. Toward the rear of the house are located 
the cooking hearths and compartments for the nuclear families. 
Rice is stored on shelves under the roof; jars of rice wine are placed 
near the hearths to hasten the fermentation process." 

«1 
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SECTION III 

INDIVIDU AL CHARACTERISTICS 

Physical CharaC'le-rutH:ft 

The Ma tribesman is generally short-!'i feet 2 inches to 5 feet 5 
inch_sturdy, and well proportioned.' His skin is smooth and 
reddish brown. Both sexe.q have broad faces and dark brown eyes, 
and wear their coarse, straight, black hair coiled in a bun at the 
nape of the neck. Various ornamental objects such as knives, 
pipes, various feathers, and wooden combs are inserted in the bun. 
The upper incisor teeth of the Ma are filed down to the gum line. 
resulting in a sibilance in their speech. Tribespeople stretch their 
earlobes with large ivory loops or thick ivory plugs.' 

Health 

The health of the Ma who reach adulthood may be described as 
good, since they have survived in spite of a very high infant mor­
tality rate and exposure to many endemic diseases. Village sani­
tation and the tribesmen's personal hygiene practices are rudi­
mentary. 

The principal disease among the Ma is malaria-most tribespeo­
pIe contract it at least once during their lifetime. Two common 
types of malaria are found in the tribal area. One, benign tertian 
malaria, causes high fever with relapses over a period of time but 
is usually not fatal. The other, malignant tertian malaria, is fatal 
to both infants and adults.' 

The three types of typhus found in the Ma area are carried by 
lice, rat fleas, and mites. Mite·borne typhus is reportedly ramP.llnt 
among all the Montagnard tribes. ..-.,.. 

Cholera, typhoid, dysentery, yaws, leprosy, venereal disease, tu­
berculosis, and various parasitic infestations are also found in the 
area.' In addition, many of the women in the southern parts of the 
Ma area are reportedly alflicted with goiters.' 

Disease in the tribal area is spread by insects. including the 
anopheles mosquito, rat flea, and louse; some diseases are caused by 
worms, including hookworms; and some diseases are associated 
with poor sanitation and lack of sexual hygiene.' 

. 'he Ma believe that disease is caused by evil spirits as punish­
mt .It for offenses committed by an individual, a family, or a vi!-
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lage. When a person becomes ill, a healer or I(0O<I sorcerer. camllli/. 
is summooed. With It talisman or lick to which the Ma attribute 
great spiritual powers. the cHnang determines the nature of the 
disease and its probable cause; then he prescribes the appropriate 
sacrifice necessary to appease the spirits and relieve the illness. 
The canang recites incantations and administers medicines extract· 
ed from herbs and plants. Under pain of punishment prescribed by 
traditional Ma law. the canang must respond when called to heal 
the sick.' 

Ma villages have a special small house ror isolated family care 
of very sick persons. In some villages, the sick person is left alone; 
the villagers check from time to time to see if he ill still alive. 
When the "ick person dies. he is buried. and the small house is 
hurned." Lepers are usually i"lliated in the forest far from the 
villages. When they fail to eat the food left for them. they are 
presumed to be dead and are burned in their houses. The tribe&­
me,,'. fear of the disease-causing evil spirits, rather than any fear 
of cO'llbq'ion, is responsible for the isolation of lepers and the very 
sick. 

Psych()logieal Charaderistin 
Although normally gregarious, talkative. and fond of mischief. 

making. the tribesmen are excitable, argumentative, and belliger­
ent. Not completely pacified by the French until 1937, the Ma are 
reserved with strangers and resent any intrusion upon their tradi­
tional way of life. The Ma make positive judgments and voice 
strong opinions without hesitation." One observer noted that some 
Ma tribesmen stated that were it not for the law and order main­
tained by the presence of outsiders. the Ma might well have killed 
each other off due to their inclination to fight among themselves." 
Like other highland groups in the Republic of Vietnam, the Ma live 
in constant fear of the evil spirits and become greatly agitated 
wben confronted by omens believed to be evil. They are somewhat 
fatalistic, believing their lives are subject to the whims of the 
spirits." Industrious and comparatively hard-working people. the 
Ma have a reputation for being wily, skilled traders, and bargain­
ers. \$ 



S.;( "fiON IV 

SOCIAl, STIU1(,'IIIU: 

The Ma have a patri"' ... ·hal. patri!in .. al. lind I'lltril,,,,al ~(ldal or­
Il'anilllltion which centers around the family and vjIJll!(e. Men pIa,\' 
the dominant role, filling l)fincipal po.ition~ of status such as \'i1-
lage chief, sorcerer, judge (usually a village elder). ironsmith. 01' 

canoemaker. Ma women are generally subservient to their men. 
although traditional laws allow them some freedom in selecting a 
husband. Their duties include motherhood, weaving, cooking, and 
assisting the men in agricultural chore •. 

Ultimate authority within the longhouse customarily rests with 
the oldest male member of the family line. Secondary authority 
among the member family units is held by the husb.~nd of each 
,'cparate fllmily. When an individual cannot discharge his resllOn­
"ibilitie., his family is obligated to do so., 

The Ma patrilineal kinship system determines that the famil~' 
name and property be pa.~sed down through the male line. If It 
father dies before his son is old enough to assume responsibilities 
lIS head of the family, the father's holdings are managed by his 
brother or, if he has no brother, by his first cousin. However, when 
the eldest son reaches adulthood, all of his father's property and 
prerogatives are transferred to him. 

The Ma residency pattern is patrilocal. A daughter is considered 
only a temporary member of her father's family, for upon marriage 
she generally moves to the home of her husband and his familr.' 

Among the Ma group no social structure seems to exist at the 
clan or tribal level; the family and village form the main units of 
organization. 

Family units are the extended type with many nuclear families 
(husband, wife, children) living in one longhouse. Villages com­
prise several longhouses, each containing as many as 10 to 20 nu­
clear families of the same patrilineal line.' 

Daily Routiae 

In most highland villages the women rise at dawn to prepare the 
first meal of the day. Then the men arise and release the animals 
fror < the pens where they are kept overnight. 

T Ie men perform their early morning chores unhurriedly and 
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d,'libt','uh'ly; liltl~ "'o,'k i~ ulI<il'rlal«'n Iwro..,' tI", lir~t nlt'al II", 
main ;\Ileal .. I' II", day, 

Aftertile morning meal the family group ~e,,"r"te~, each member 
going about hig individual tagk, hll\'ing " light ~nack at midda~', 
At sundown the family returns tn the longhouse for all e\'('ning 
meal of lefto\'ers, By ten n'clock the "illager, u8ually retil'e for 
the night, 

In addition to working in the fields lind hunting. the men make 
canoes, work with iron, gather da)'. and fish, Th .. Ma women 
make potter~', doth, and baskets.' 

During the winter, no work ig done in the field", and the men 
wander about the village or occupy themselves with repairing their 
tools, homes, and weapons, 

During a festival. ceremony, or period of deliberation by village 
elders, the tribe.people engage in activities associated with the 
special event, thus altering their daily routine, 

lIIar,... 

The)la ordinarily marry at the age of 15 or 16; by then the girls 
have reached puberty and the young men are old enough to work 
full time alongside their elders, Marriage between persons related 
hy blood is prohibited." 

Formal engagement. occur only among prosperous and influen. 
tial Ma families who wish to conserve their wealth or strengthen 
family alliances, When a young Ma becomes formally engaged he 
gives his future in·laws a jar as a bride price, He also sacrifices a 
chicken and a jar of rice wine to his fiancee and gives her a neck· 
lace, bells, a comb, and other small ornaments, If the girl breaks 
the engagement, she must give the young man two jars and a pig 
as compensation for the bride price,' 

Women may, if the opportunity arises, also initiate marriage 
proposals. A young girl or widow approaches the man she desires 
through an intermediary and her family. who olfer the man's fam· 
ily a brass bracelet and a necklace of beads: if they accept these 
gifts, a Wedding date is set. 

On the wedding day the bride carries a basket of firewood to the 
groom's house; there she is met by the groom's mother and led into 
the house to deposit her basket, 

During the marriage rite.~ sacrifices are olfered, The intermedi­
ary olfers the groom a handful of cooked rice six times followed by 
a cup of rice wine. The groom drinks half of the wine, giving the 
rest to his bride. 

The wedding night is spent drinking and celebrating to the ac· 
companiment of gongs and drums, The couple spend the following 
night in the nuptial chamber, while the festivities continue for 4 
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m· r, dnY!i with wilw und ftM)ti:.-.tuffH pr(Jviilt~\1 hy lhH J.(J'Hom'M pnr­
enbl.' 

In marrin,Kux nmnitg thu leM.~ prH!'(p('rum~ Ma fnmili(\'i, t h(' younj! 
boy will often g" to liv(' in the hou"" of a OJ- "'. (i-year-uld j(irl wh", ... 
ramily wi:>hes them to marry later. When the girl r"aches l,uUerty, 
the marriage is consummated without any ceremony except the 
ritual sacrifice of a chicken and a jar of rice wine. Ten or fifteen 
days later, the girl visits the home of her husband's parents and a 
similar sacrifice is performed. Intermediaries at these weddings 
are paid only a bead necklace and a brass bracelet of little value.-

After the marriage and the payment of the bride price, the couple 
normally move into the longhouse of the husband's family. Excep­
tions occur when the prospective groom is too poor to pay the bride 
price. He then usually resides with his future parents-in-law, 
working their fields until the debt is paid. When a man marries a 
girl from a family wealthier than his, he may be adopted into her 
family with the dowry then given to his family." 

Intest aad Adultery 

Incest is coRllidered the most serious offense a Ma can commit. 
According to generations-old Ma tradition, all routine activity 
cea.~es in the village where the incest occurred. This interdiction, 
known as bar polt, lasts 14 days, suspending nil farming, forging, 
and weaving activities during this period. In addition, the two 
guilty individuals must sacrifice a buffalo to the local spirits (yang 
logar) , a gost at the trail to water, a duck at the trail to the paddy, 
a goat at the trail to the taboo woods, and a pig to the spirits of the 
two homes that have been shamed, as reparation to all persons-­
intermediaries, chiefs, and master of the land and forest-who 
have been defiled." 

Adultery is also considered unlawful behavior and the traditional 
Ma law requires the interdiction bar poh. If both the offending 
parties are married, the male must pay reparation both to his wife 
and to the husband of the girl. If a husband has betrayed his wife 
with a young, unmarried girl, both he and the girl must make 
amends to the wife. When a wife has wronged her husband with a 
bachelor, both must pay compensation to the husband." 

Divorce aDd 8«olld Marriage 

By Ma custom divorce is permitted if the marriage is not consum­
mated because of physical reasons or unwillingness by either part­
ner. In cases of proven adultery or mutual eonsent, divorce may be 
granted only after the village elders have failed to reconcile the 
cot.ple.l# 

. 'he partner judged guilty of causing the divorce must give 15 
olf jars to his or her partner and must offer a sacrifice--usually a 



pig Ilnd '" jllr-lo th ... inlerm!',li"r;,'" who ne!(ntiah>,1 lh,' dh''''''''' 
with Lh.· \'inH~f\ ddt'rl-l, At>l'ortlili~ (0 M;l ("ustuJlI. ttl(' inf"rllH'tlinT­
i(l~ IUlI.!-Il h,' !'4h·tlU){i'r:-t to hoUt falllili(·~ of Iht, (·Huplt· 1" l)t~ dinltli't'tl. 

A fl,'r t.he niv"r,'e the ral h"I' 1I111"t. ~t ill 1""'li"lIy SIII,,,,, .. l I h., .. hi!. 
nren until lhey Ilre about 6 year~ ohi." CustUdy or I h" eldest. mal" 
child is granted to the fath('r, although the child may remai'll with 
the mother while very young." 

Polygamy i~ limited to chief~ and other wealthy Ma. A hu~band 
must first obtain the penni"Rion "f his first wife, then an inter­
mediary takes his prop"sal to the pmqpective second wife, If she 
accepts, the husband goes to her house and sacrifices a jar of rice 
wine and a chicken, and they may consummate the marriage that 
night. After a period of2 days to a month the husband returns to 
his first wife, and for several months he resides alternately between 
the two wives. Then the second wife visits the house of the first 
wife, performs a symbolic act of submission, and offers her services 
In case of illness. The following day the first wife returns the \'Isit 
to indicate her good wishes. The second wife washes the face. 
hands • ...,d feet of the first wife and at nightfall offers a sacrifi ... e 
con~isting of a pig. a chicken. and a jar of wine. Subsequently, the 
wives exchange gifts. a ritual which signifie.< that the villagers may 
begin to celebrate. and that the two wive.. may now live together 
with their hu.band and share his sleeping mat for a few month. or 
indefinitely. If, however. they live in separate quarters, the hus­
band cu.tomarily resides 3 months with his second wife and 1 
month with his first wife; should he spend more than 1 month in 4 
with the first wife, she must pay the second wife a fine." 

!Hath and Burial 

Like other Montagnard groups, the Ma attach great significance 
to funeral rites. A complete ritual-chants, prayers, sacrifices. 
interdictions, and abstentions-accompanies the burial. 

A common Ma belief involves an afterlife where the soul of the 
deceased continues to lead a lifelike existence. When a death oc­
curs, members of the family handle the body with great care and 
respect, since they believe that the living soul of the corpse is care­
fully obaerving how they treat its earthly form. 

Normally the deceased is placed in a coffin during the evening of 
the second day after death, although actual burial does not occur 
for another 1 to 7 days. During this interval, the living entertain 
the dead in a specific and important ritual known as the Boh ChoU' 
A small house and a reproduction of a rice granary, erected at the 
burial site, serve as a depository for offerings and a place of com­
munication between the living and the souls of the dead. Offerings 
include goods belonging to the deceased-such as clothing and 
jewe!ry-.s well as food, cooked rice for immediate consumption, 
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and uncooked riee to sustain the sout in it..~ new horne. Specific 
lamentations and prllyers accompany every ph,,~e of the funeral 
ceremony.IJ 

Completion of the funeral rite r("luirc~ a hufTal .. , pig, 01' "hkken 
sacrifice. I.ater the meat i~ eaten by th" living, wh .. odic\',' thnt 
numerou,( ~pirib and ",mI. of the dead .h,,,·,· their feast. ('resum­
ably, the wul of the sacrificial animal follows tht! ""ul or the de­
ceased into the netherworld. 

Variations in the ba.~ic funeral ceremony exist lIm.mg some .ub­
groups of the Ma, who reportedly keep the coffin in the family house 
for a month, rather than the usual 1 to 7 days. A bamboo tube 
attached to a jar is inserted into a hole under the coffin; the jar is 
emptied regularly. When nothing more runs into the jar from the 
coffin, the body is buried." 

Traditionally the Ma feared dying far away from their village, 
reportedly because the family of the deceased could not recover the 
body for proper burial." 



SECTION V 

CUSTOMS AND TABOOS 

Almost all Ma activities are regulated by numerous customs and 
taboos. There are prescribed methods and procedures governing 
everything from dress to the construction of houses, from the Mt­
tlement of disputes to patterns of individual behavior. The Ma 
have passed down these prescriptions from generation to genera­
tion until they have attained the force of customary law. Believ­
ing that the world around them abounds in·both good and evil spirits, 
the *·arl!'constantly trying to avoid actions, activities, and con­
tacts with objects or animals that they believe might displease the 
spirits. Tribesmen who are in regular contact with outsiders may 
not observe their customs and taboos as closely as tribesmen Ih'ing 
in greater isolation. 

Dr ... 

During the performance of their everyday tasks, the Ma tribes­
men generally wear a simple loincloth; but for ceremonial or fes­
tive occasions more ornamental clothing is worn.' Then. the men 
wear indigo-eolored belts from which dangle red pompons and bells; 
however, the main item is a white, sleeveless vest with colorfully 
embroidered borders. Woven into the vest are elaborate patterns 
representing the scales of pythons, the mouths of leeches, the foot­
prints of monkeys, the feathering of arrows, the teeth of tigers. 
l!owers, palm leaves, peacocks, chickens, turtle shells, and other 
objects familiar to the tribesmen. 

Ma women usually wear a knee- or calf-length skirt of coarse, 
blanket-like material. A thin belt holds the skirt in place. Gen· 
erally. the women are barebreasted. but occasionally they may wear 
a blanket or cloth draped tunic-like around the upper torso.' 

In addition, both men and women wear glass bead necklaces 
draped over brass and pewter neck rings, plus earrings and numer­
ous bracelets. Around their legs the women also wear brass wire 
rings which sometimes extend from the ankle to the upper calf.' 

Folk Belier. 

Customarily. the Ma designate as sacred certain prominent geo­
graphical features, such as nearby patches of forest, waterfalls, 
mountain tops, or large rocks. These sacred areas are inhabited 
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by the 8pirit.~ Bri Krung and Bri Yang. Any stranger who may be 
in Ma territory is responsible and punished if he--even unwitting­
ly-profanes these sacred or taboo areas.' 

The following incident, witnessed by a missionary who visited a 
Ma village, is indicative of the way Ma villagers may associate evil 
with a seemingly harmless object. One night the missionary WaR 

awakened by yelling and screaming villagers outside his house. 
The reason for this demonstration, he learned. was the appearance 
of a peculiar bird in a tree near the village. Two years earlier. on 
that sam~ day, a .imilar bird had been sighted. :md five villager~ 
had died of a mysterious disease. Thereafter the villages associ­
ated the birel with death. Whenever the bird reappeared the vil­
lagers began a ceremony of sacrificM und drinking. The ~'el1s and 
scream •• which awakened the missionary. concluded the ceremony 
intended to drive away the death-bringing spirits embodied in the 
bird.' 

The Ma warned another missionary and his relatives to avoid at 
all times any contact with a wild chicken. for even the accidental 
touching of its feather or its droppings would result in horrible ill­
ness and death. The power of evil spirits was illustrated by another 
Ma. who related that his father had unwisely used the forbidden 
great bamboo in building a house; the evil spirits retaliated by 
taking the lives of the father and three of his children.' 

Catttoll'ls Rel.tin .. to Out skiers 

The Ma are reported to be more reserved than some of the other 
Montagnard groups.' Although contacts with other tribes have 
become more frequent in recent years. with the probable decrease 
of Ma sUI.picion regarding strangers. it is doubtful that they trust 
any stranger prior to a period of careful evaluation. Apparently 
a meal of pork liver shared between a Ma chief and a stranger (and 
possibly with other members of the village) is part of a ritual de­
signed officially to elevate the stranger to the status of friend or 
ally of the chief and, therefore. of the village itself.' 

There was no indication in the available information of recent 
attacks on strangers by Ma tribesmen. Nevertheless. past expe­
rience would indicate that. when provoked. the Ma might resort to 
violence if the odds and omens were favorable. In addition to 
direct attack, the Ma can be provoked by the violation of a taboo. or 
by the profanation of a sacred plaee--accidental or deliberate. 

Customs Re-Ialing to Ani:mals 

In addition to the specific taboos against eating the flesh of par­
ticular animals which apply to an individual. family. or village, 
there are reportedly many distinctive customs relating to animals. 
Like .ther tribes in the Republic of Vietnam. the Ma regard the 
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tiger (more common to the Ma area than 10 other aren>l) with awe 
and trepidation, believing it h .... >lpecilll power •. 

'J'he dume.li,· animnl" k('pt b~' thO' l\In--lmfrnh,,·._ Ktm! •• I.ill._ 
chickml~-~ar(' rai:'wd ,JI'inml'i1y fur l"Cr .. 'nlnnhtl (lr Nfu'rifk:ll pur­
ptl~eM, rather lhan for foOtI. alth(Jugh tlurinJ.( U l'ef(lm(my "f ~acrifice~ 

the llllcriticilli animal i. ealen. 
A Ma'" wealth is measured by the number of buffaloes he owns 

or has sacrificed. 
Traditionally, one tribesman waH usually designated to guard the 

village animals. If an animal died or disappeared due to negligence 
while under his care he reimbursed the owner. If, however. the 
animal's death was due to another cause, the guard presented the 
horns and freshly cut ears to the oWller. Failure to perform this 
formality would require the guard to reimburse the owner for the 
dead animal.' 
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SECTION VI 

RELIGION 

The Ma religion is animistic and involves the belief that good 
spirits. yang. and evil spirits. ea. inhabit the lands. animals. trees. 
and objects. According to Ma tradition. a supreme spirit. N'duh, 
created all things.' 

The Ma have a concept of life after death. The soul of the de­
ceased person is said to enter a "country of the dead," 01' nether­
world, where all things are opposite to existence in the real world. 
For ex.ample, In the netherworld night is day, broken jars are used 
for drinking, and dull wooden knives are used for cutting.' 

,trinripal Relil(ioul'o> HoUda)'ft 

The seasonal rituals associated with clearing fields. planting rice. 
and harvesting crops are based upon Ma religious beliefs and prac­
tices. The New Year in the spring, probably their most important 
religious holiday. includes a ritual marking the beginning of the 
annual agricultural cycle;' During this ritual each family sacrifices 
a chicken in the family granary. Then the paddy, the pillars and 
doors of the granary, and the house are anointed with a mixture of 
the chicken blood, scraps of banyan bark and lianas, earth from a 
termite mound. and rice wine. This anointing mixture is also 
rubbed on the chest of each member of the family. For three 
nights the villagers drink and celebrate, and each is presented with 
a New Year's gift of a small package of rice. 

Relhrious Ceremonies 

Sacrifice is the principal religious ritual among the Ma: its pur­
pose is to calm offended spirits and to appeal to the spirits for a good 
crop. 

Choosing the time for a sacrifice is a ritual in itself. Villagers 
go to the sacred forest, pick pieces of rattan. and count every fold 
or crease, each of which represents one night. Thus they learn 
from the spirits the date for the next sacrifice.' 

A ritual sacrifice is a colorful spectacle which may last several 
days. The men don feather headdresses and loincloths decorated 
with nod pompons and carry gracefully curved machetes or scythes; 
the w, men wear bright skirts with elaborate patterns and gJltter­
ing br cBS hairpins.' Each family is represented by a pua, or holy 
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man, who acts as intermediary between the family and the spirits," 
Before the ceremonies begin, buffaloes-the principal sacrificial of­
fering-are tied to stakes, The pua I'ather around II jar secured 
to one of the hearth IM)sts In invnke the "llirils,' They Ih"n go intn 
the heart of I he forcsl to visit I h .. /(mlill spit'ils whn (h'I' I h"fI', 
During this ritlUlI the pun "prink I .. l'hi.-k,'u hl"IO,1 ami """eml ,Irol's 
of fl'I'mcnt .. tI "il''' wine on the stllmp "f II large trl'c. BnuuliKhin!1' 
their machetc" and waving th"ir drinkin!\' strltws, thpy summon Ihl' 
krong and the yang to participate in the villltge ccrE'monr. The 
pua return to the village, each carrying over his head II shrub which 
is then attached to the hindquarters of a buffalo. 

Meanwhile in the village the people make final preparations for 
the rites. Through divination and by the use of a knotted string. 
they choose a girl to greet the spirit guests, The first guests. thE' 
krong spirits, are welcomed by fifes, gongs, and horns; Inter thE' 
yang are greeted by essence of sandalwood perfume. 

At sunrioe the next morning, the sacrillce is performed. Drums 
and ...,nl!~ are ~ounded, and a cock i~ sacrificed on the veranda of 
each Iwuse. Then the buffaloes are stabbed with knives and a 
spear is thrust into their right side. When a buffalo breaks loose 
and is killed trying to escape, the omens are considered to be un­
favorable; hence the supplemental sacrifice of pigs is necessary to 
assuage th~ krong.' 

Whenever II ricetield is opened for cultivation, a buffalo is sacri­
ficed, First, the animal is led through the field to bless it, then the 
po u or master of the land wounds the beast repeatedly with his 
machete: finally, the liturgical posts are anointed with buffalo 
blood and the villagers commence feasting,' 

An agreement between two villages for the division of a forest 
area is another important occasion calling for a sacrifice.'" 

Rt'n~ioQR Praditiont-rs 

The Ma recognize both good and evil sorcerers. They believe good 
sorcerers (canang) can cure illness with incantations and herbal 
medicines, while bad sorcerers (calt or caa) eat the soul (sa soon) 
of the person they wish to harm." 

The Ma believe they can differentiate between a good and a bad 
sorcerer. When a sorcerer makes strange incantations, or acts in 
an unusual way, or possesses strange talismans, he is suspected of 
being an e'>11 sorcerer. If a Ma becomes ill or dies after having been 
threatened by a sorcerer, or if II well-known healer extracts strange 
objects from the body of a suspected evil sorcerer, the sorcerer is 
completely incriminated, Reportedly a person suspected of witch­
craft or evil sorcery must undergo a trial by ordeal to prove his 
innocence.!' 



S.;CTION \,11 

.;CONOMI(' OIWANIZATION 

The Ma economy i" based on rke cultivation. slIl'plenWllh'd b~' 
fishin~, hunting, ironworkin!!,. cloth and I","ket weaving. pottery 
making, canoe making, and trade. In the bottom land along- the 
riverbanks. rice is cultivated by the wet-rice method (irrigated 
paddies) ; on the slopes. the slash-and-burn method is used.' 

Common to all the highland groups of the Republic of Vietnam. 
the slash-and-burn method of cultivation involves cutting down. 
during the winter months. all vegetlltion in the new area and burn­
ing it to clear the fields. The ashes produced serve as fertilizer, 
which permits crops to be grown for 3 to 4 years. When the fields 
no lon!!,er support a crop, the village moves to a new area, allowing 
the old fields to return to jungle; then the village repeats the slash­
lind-burn clearing proce.,s in the new area.' 

Rice sowing, in both the dry fields and the wet paddies, starts 
shortly before the rainy senson. The men walk through the cleared 
field making holes at regular intervals with one or two pointed 
stick": then the women follow, dropping a few grains of rice into 
each hole.' Cotton is planted among the clusters of rice paddies 
in the dry fields. 

While the rice crop is ripening, the Ma subsist on fish, which 
abound in the Da Dung River. Ma tribesmen are s.'lid to be good 
fishermen, skilled in the use of fishhooks (ndar) , harpoons (coraM, 
and casting nets (jaa!).· 

S_;ol Artl! and Skill. 

After the rice is harvested, the women pick the cotton. boil it in 
large pots, and then spread it out to dry in the sun. When the eotton 
i" dry, it is carded on racks (tok). stretched and twisted on spindles 
(khong) and finally wound on bobbins (sonar tany brae). Then 
some cotton threads are dyed indigo or red and woven very 
slowly and tightly onto a frame (bono b08a). By this method, 
approximately one yard of cloth can be woven in a month.' 

The Ma are particularly noted for the designs and colors used in 
their weaving. Many other Montagnard tribes weave cloth, using 
designs with little contrasting color.' The Ma, however. like sharp, 
eont, tSting colors in intricate designs. They specialize in making 
blanl els, some of which have alternating red and dark blue stripes, 
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al! hHn~h many ditfel'('nt !-it>'lt .. ~ :"'(1 uliliz(I(I.' 
'1Ih(~ Ma a"~o l'mhrolt1('1' t fwit- whHe: t tluit')o( wit h ('ulot'~'(1 t hl'Pall 

mill ~·W n~1 f .. inJ.!'t' 011 t h .. il' 1()1I~~ itl~figo 1)(511.~.'" 'I'h,' Inu.";. d"hul'ah' 
<It',iJ.llI" ill faltd,'" ar,' WOW'II in th,' M" villaJ.l"" nil Ih,' Idl hallk Ill' 
the DII Dung Hiver." 

Beside" cloth weaving, the Ma women also ure skilled weavers of 
traps, fans of bamboo, and rattan," 

The Ma in the villages of Bun Gor. Bun Pang, and Bun Rdy collect 
clay from the Da Kluho River which the women then mould by 
hand into very evenly shaped pots, Then the pots are polished' 
with a damp cloth. dried in the sun. and baked over glowing embers. 
Finally, the pots are filled with a concoction made from tree bark 
and boiled for 2 days-a process producing a stain that turns th(' 
pots black." 

The villagers on the banks of the Da Dung have learned to make 
strong canoes by hollowing out tree trunks with an ax. An even 
thickness is obtained by putting identical iron pegs in the bark for 
measuring guides. A fire is built in the hollow trunk until the wood 
i~ charred; then it is filled with water and left standing for several 
days to make the wood more pliable." 

The Ma also fabricate kites of forest materials for their chil­
dren." 

The Ma on the Bao Lac Plateau have ironsmiths who make tools. 
weapon.~, and ornaments. In addition, the ironsmith has a quasi­
religious role and is frequently consulted as a soothsayer." 

Trad. With Oth.r Groups 

The prevalence of crafts among the Ma results in a good deal of 
local trade. as well as trade with outsiders. Blankets, tunics, and 
belts are woven primarily for sale to the Vietnamese for money, 
which the Ma promptly spend on alcohol or imported cotton goods.'" 
The Ma frequently trade with the Vietnamese at the markets of 
Di Linh. Eao Lac, or Da Lat.'" 

Neighboring tribes with an abundance of rice trade their sur­
pluses for Ma blankets and clothes; the villages specializing in 
canoe building trade their products with other river-bank dwellers 
for rice, blankets. jars, and occasionally piasters." 
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SECTION VIII 

POLITICAL ORGANIZATION 

Ge-nff.l Political Organisation 

The Ma have no overall tribal political structure; their highest 
form of political organization is the autonomous village, which may 
occasionally cooperate or form an alliance with a neighboring 
village.' 

The basic political unit of the Ma is the extended family, con­
sisting of 10 to 20 nuclear families (husband, wife, and unmarried 
children), living in the same long house and presided over by the 
eldest male member.' 

A chief provides the principal leadership within a Ma village. 
He represents the village to outsiders, leads war parties, and pre­
sides at sacrifices. To become a chief, a Ma must belong to a 
family of influence. Considered the guardian of Ma custom, a 
chief must be versed in the tradition of the Ma-the sole frame­
work of the tribe-and must also pos.~ess potions which guarantee 
power and wisdom. Frequently he is skilled in a noble craft, such 
as making canoes or forging arms.' 

The chief is advised and assisted by a council of elders, usually 
consisting of the household chiefs and family heads who are fa­
miliar with traditional law and custom. Whenever necessary, the 
council of elders will meet to deliberate on problems confronting 
the village.' 

Under the French colonial administration, a French-appointed 
functionary selected from the village acted as the liaison between 
the French and the tribesmen. in addition to the chief chosen by 
the villagers. He was responsible for the initiation of French tribal 
programs, tax collection, and the communication of French decrees 
to the villagers. 

Following the departure of the French. the Diem regime at­
tempted to politically and socially integrate the tribal people into 
the Republic of Vietnam. Officially. the Central Government han­
dles relations between tribal villages; Government representatives 
deal with groups of seven or eight villages. while the villages them­
selve:< are represented by their village chiefs.' 
Lell'al ,,.st ... 

Th . Ma have a very intricate legal system: laws are transmitted 
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orally from generation to generation and are expressed by taboo~ 
and SIlIletions known and respected by all the tribe. people, m,­
putes aDd punishment for violations at'., the com'ern of both ("mily 
and village, The household chi,,( , .. lmini.l"r. jll"tice ,md ",'bi­
trat,," di.puh," amOllj{ the mcml,,'r. of I h<' exh'lld"d (aHlil~', Th,' 
villaJ.."C chief :,1111 the coundl o( <,III"r:<, howev",', Hlll"t alwars Ix. 
informed of hi. aelions: in the {'vent o( a .edo,,< violation. ther 
will a. ... <ume jurisdiction, Ultimatf'ly an the member. of an extell(l­
ed family are responsible for any misdemeanors committed by its 
members, 

Most laws are enforced by economic sanctions, which ditter ac­
cording to the offense and vary from village to village, In general. 
an individual Ma will pay as much of a judgment against him us 
poslIible. and the remainder becomes his family'" responsibility: 

Disputes among the Ma are settled either b~' di:!Cussion and 
deliberation or by arms. When a quarrel occurs. the two ad"e!'­
saries agree on a judge, who is usually a village elder. Interroe­
diarie:tt or advocates. men well grounded in Ma tradition. are then 
selected by each party. A minor dispute may be discus,;e(1 at the 
home of one of the contending parties: however, if the matter is 
serious, the village chief summons the two disputants to a meeting 
on neutral ground in the forest. After a ritual invocation, the two 
parties sit on a bamboo trunk and argue their cues.' 

When general hearings of grievances are held in Ma villages, a 
){roup of tribespeople go from house to house announcing that 
amicable discussions are open to those wishing to settle disputes.' 

On the village. district, and provincial levels, a special system of 
courtll was established by the French to adjudicate matters con­
cerning the various tribal groups. In the village. a village court 
decided the sentences which could be reviewed on the district leveL 
Three district court members were assigned to each ethnic group 
in a district jurisdiction, and these members handled only tribal 
matters. The district court officials selected a president to preside 
over the district court, which met in the hOllse of the district chief." 

Under the French, cases which could not be resolved on the vil­
lage level were sent to the Tribunal Coutumier, which convened (or 
the lirst 7 days of every month. In judging the cases brought 
before the tribunal, the chief judge relied on traditional tribal law 
and customa." The tribunal dealt only with cases in which both 
parties were tribespeople. Cases involving Vietnamese and tribes­
people were the responsibility of the province chief. but provincial 
authorities tried not to interfere with the operation of the tribunal. 

The legal system instituted by the French still governs the 
M<:>ntagnard tribes, but steps have been taken by the Vietnamese 
Government to revise the legislative code in the tribal areas. 
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Under the Diem regime, an attempt W/IS made to substitute Viet­
namese laws for the tribal practices. This attempt was connected 
with Vi"tnamese elTorts to integrate the tribespeople politically 
into the Republic of Vietnam. 

In March 1965. the Vietnnme:<e Government promulgated a de­
cree restoring the legal status of the tribul laws and tribunals. 
Under this new decree. there will be courb at the village, district. 
and province levels which will be re.qponsible for civil alTairs, 
Montagnard affairs. and penal offenses when all parties involved 
are Montagnards." 

Village custom law courts, consisting of the villalt"e administra­
tive committee chief aided by two Montagnard assistants, will 
conduct weekly court sessions." When a calle is reviewed and a 
decision reached by this court, it will be recorded and signed by 
the parties involved. This procedure will eliminate the right to 
appeal to another court. If settlement cannot be determined, the 
case can be referred to a higher court." 

District courts, governed by the president of the court (the dis­
trict chief) aided by two Montagnard assistants, will hold bi­
monthly court sessions. Cases to be tried by the district court 
include those appealed by the village court and cases which are 
adj udged serious according to tribal customs." 

At the natiollllilevel, a Montegnard Affairs Section will be estab­
lished as part of the National Court. This section, under the juris­
diction of a Montagnard presiding judge and two a.qsistants, will 
handle cases appealed from the Montagnard district courts and 
ca,.qeg beyond the jurisdiction of the village or district courts. It 
will convene once or twice a month depending upon the require­
ments. I !"' 

SubnrHive Infturnres 

Their isolation and marginal subsistence make the Ma suscepti­
ble to the subversive activities of the Viet Congo The primary ob­
jective of the subversive elements is to win the allegiance of the 
Ma and to turn the tribesmen into an active. hostile force against 
the Government of the Republic of Vietnam. 

Generally, the Viet CRng infiltrate a village and work to win 
the confidence of either the whole village or its key individuals. 
Once the villagers' suspicions are allayed and their confidence won, 
the next phase is an intensive propaganda program directed 
against the Government of the Republic of Vietllllm. Then indi­
viduals are recruited, trained, and assigned to various Viet Cong 
support or combat units. 

When propaganda and cajolery are not effective, the Viet Cong 
re ort to extortion and terror, which usually results in passive 
rE ,istance to the Government or active support for the Viet Cong." 
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SECTION IX 

COMMUNICATIONS TECHNIQUES 

The prineip:ll mean>! of ,Ii~~"mill"ling infOl'ma\ ion in the Ma 
area i~ by word of mouth. No informatioll waOl available at this 
wl"ilinll' concerning Ma familiarity with or lll'ee~~ to radio... Any 
radio~ in operation in the Ma area were probably brought in by 
military personnel. 

Where feasible, short movies covering simple subject.~ and using 
the Ma dialect might be effective in communicating with the 
tribesmeB. 

WritteD communication would probably have little direct effect 
on the Ma, since the tribe does not have a written language and 
very few of the tribesmen can read French or Vietnamese. The 
few literate tribesmen could, however, be expected to communi. 
cate information in written materials to the rest of the tribes. 
people. Data about the successful use of printed materials are 
not available at this time. 

Information themes to be used among the Ma should be oriented 
around the principle of improving conditions in the tribal villages. 
The control of disease, the improvement of agriculture, and pro­
tection al!ainat Viet ConI' harassment are some possible themes 
for information programs. 
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SECTION X 

CIVIC A(TION n>NSIII.:llATIONS 

Any l,rnp0!4pti ('ivie action :4holllll f .. kt' illiu mO('lIlm! th(' 1'(·liJdoHS. 
Rot'inl, :md t"ultural traditiHn~ or fhf' Ma_ Initi~d <'ouhtt'l;{ ill vjlfaJ!('~ 
should be made nnly wilh the chief and tribal ehler" in ""der In 
show respect for the tribal political structure. The tril;e"people 
should also be psychologically prepared to accept the propo~ed 
changes. This requires detailed consultation with village leader.. 
careful as .. uranee of results. and a relatively slow pace in imple­
menting prollTams. 

Most Ma tribesmen would probably respond favOf'ably to ideas 
for change presented in terms of local community betterment. 
Civic aetion pro~als should stress improvement of village life 
rather than emphasize ethnic or cultural pride, nationalism. or 
political ideology. The rea .. ons for innovations should be thorough­
ly explained; the Ma resent interference in their normal routine 
if they do not understand the reason for it. 

Civic action programs of the Vietnamese Government have in­
cluded the resettlement of some Ma tribespeople into new and 
larger villages. the control of malaria. medical aid program ... agri­
cultural Msistance. and the provision of educational facilities. 

The following civic action guidelines may be useful in the Illan­
ning and implementation of projects or programs. 

1. Projects originating in the local village are more desirable 
than suggestions imposed by a remote central government or 
by outsiders. 

2. Projects should be designed to be challenging but should not 
be on such a scale a.q to intimidate the villagers by size or 
strangeness. 

3. Projects should have fairly short completion dates or should 
have phases that provide frequent opportunities to evaluate 
effectiveness. 

4. Results should as far as ~sible. be observable. measurable. 
and tangible. 

5. Projects should, ideally, lend themselves to emulation by 
other villages or IITOUPS. 

Civic \dion Projects 

T: e civic action possibilities for personnel working with the Ma 
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encompa.,s all agllects of triua) lif('. Examples of pos..iule project~ 
arc listed below. The), ~h"uld be c .. n<idered representative uut not 
all indu~ivc and not in the onler of priority. 

1. Agricultur(' and animal hu<uan<iry 
a. Improvement of livcsl"l'k qualitr throuj!h intl'Oduction of 

betler breed •. 
b. In"truction in elem~ntary veterinary te"hniq",~< to im­

I' .... ve health of 'lOimall'. 
c. Intrmlu ... tion or imlu'o"!'il se{l.(l~ :md new vCg'piahIPR. 
t1. .ntrofiUt,tion or lcchni'llw:-; tn improve quality and yil'ld:{ 

of farml:mtl. 
e. In""et and rodent control. 
f. COMtruction of simple irrigation and draina!!"e systems. 

2. Transportation and communication 
8. Roadbuilding and clearing of trails. 
b. Installation, operation, and maintenance of electric power 

generators and village electric light systems. 
e. Construction of motion picture facilities. 
d. Construction of radio broadcasting and receiving stations 

and public speaker systems. 
3. Health and sanitation 

a. Improve village sanitation. 
b. Provide safe water supply systems. 
c. Eradicate disease-earrying insects. 
d. Organize dispensary facilities for outpatient treatment. 
e. Teach sanitation, personal hygiene, and first aid. 

~. Education 
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a. Provide basic literacy training. 
b. Provide rudimentary vocational training. 
c. Present information about the outside world of interest to 

the tribesmen. 
d. Provide basic citizenship training. 



i'ECTION XI 

I'AltAMJI.ITAR'· CAPAHIUTIES 

(;iven the incentive ami motivation and provided with the nL"'CS­
sary training, leadership, and RUPPO!'t, the Ma can become an effec­
tive force against the Viet Congo The tribesmen can sen'e as in­
formers, trackers and guides, intelligence agents, interpreters, and 
translators. With intensive training and support. the Mil can be 
organized to defend their villages against the Viet Cong; with good 
Jeader~hip, they can be organized into effective counterguerrilla 
combat units. 

In the past, the Ma were considered capable fighters. whether 
fighting offensively in raids against other groupa or defensively 
within their villages. 

HostilE' Adi'f'ity Toward the Ma and Tribal Readion 

When psychological pressures to win Ma support fail. the Viet 
Cong have resorted to outright brutality and terror. Frequently. 
the Ma yield and cooperate with the Viet Cong; without Govern­
ment training and support. they do not have the wherewithal to 
oppose the Viet Congo Ma villages have no organization for de­
fense except those equipped. trained, and organized by the Govern­
ment. Ma villages with adequate training and support will defend 
themselves and will occasionally initiate aggressive action against 
the Viet Congo 

The inclination of the Ma to fight aggressively is one that must 
be de\'eloped and supported with modern weapons and training. 
They defend them"elves vigorously when they. their families. or 
their villages are threatened and when they have adequate re­
sources and chance for success. 

We. pons Utilized by the Tribe 

In the past. the Ma relied upon crossbows. spears. and long 
knives. Nearly every Ma tribesman is equipped with a machete, 
a long. iron.bladed weapon with a curved handle that fits over his 
shoulder so that it may be easily carried. They often carry round 
wooden shields or khel. Fashioned from a tree trunk. these shields 
are dEcorated with circles and triangles symbolizing tiger teeth, 
fish. a ,d the kapok flower.' The Ma also are familiar with the use 
of tra )8. pits. and concealed sharpened sticks used as foot traps. 
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The tribesmen who rcceived military training from the French arc 
familiar with modern weapons. 

Their relatively small stature limits the weapons the Ma can use, 
but they are proficient in handling light weapons such as the AR.15 
rifle, the Thump.son submachinellun, and the carbine. The tribes­
men are less proficient in the use of the M-l or the Browning Auto­
matic Rifle. although they can handle larger weapons which can be 
disassembled. carried by two or more men, and then quickly re­
assembled. 

The Ma pride themselves upon their hunting skill and their ma:<­
tery or traditional weapons; they are equally as proud of theil' 
skill and marksmanship with modern weapons. If a Ma can car.')I 
and handle a weapon conveniently, he will use it well. 

The Ma cannot handle sophisticated de"ices-such as mortm ... 
explosives, and mines--as proficiently as hand weapons. They find 
the more abstract and technical aspect.q of such weapons-such a" 
timing trajectories--diflicult to absorb. 

Abiti." To AbRwb Militlry lnRtru~tion 
The Ma can absorb basic military training and concept.. Their 

natural habitat gives them an excellent background for tracking 
and ambush activities; they are resourceful and adaptable in the 
jungle. 

The Ma learn techniques and procedures readily from actual dem­
onsmtion, using the weapon itself as a teaching aid. They do not 
learn as well from blackboard demonstrations, an approach which 
is too abstract for them. 

Some Ma. veterans of service with the French. are invaluable in 
training the younger tribesmen. 
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SECTION XII 

SUGGESTIONS FOR PERSONNEl, WORKING WITH THE MA 

";very 'WtiOIl of the Ma trilJeMmulI h'L" Mpecifk Hignilicanc(' ill 
term" IIf hiM (·ulture. One mu"t be careful I .. realize that the Mil 
may not reart all out"iders duo The outsider "hould remember that 
II relatively "imple course of action may, for the tribesman, require 
not only divination but al80 a sacrifice. 

A few suggestions for personnel working with the Ma are listed 
below: 

OIicial Adjviti" 

1. The initial visit to a Ma village should be formal. A visitor 
should speak first to the village chief and elders who will then 
introduce him to other principal village figures. 

2. Sincerity, honesty, and truthfulness are essential in dealing 
with the Ma. Promises and predictions should not be made 
unless the result is assured. The tribespeople usually expect 
a new group of personnel to fulfill the promises of the pre· 
vious group. 

3. Outsiders cannot gain the confidence of :Ma tribesmen quick­
ly. Developing a sense of trust is a slow process requiring 
great understanding, tact, patience, and personal integrity. 

4. An attitude of good.natured willingness and limitless pa­
tience must be maintained, even when confronted with 
resentment or apathy. 

5. Whenever possible, avoid projects or operations which give 
the tribesmen the impression they are being forced to change 
their ways. 

6. Tribal elders and the village chief should receive some credit 
for civic action projects and for improved administration. 
Efforts should never undermine or discredit the position or 
influence of the local leaders. 

&xi a' Relationships 

1. The Ma should be treated with respect and courtesy at all 
times. 

2. The term moi should not be used because it means savage 
at j is offensive to the tribesmen. 

3. A ;rift, an invitation to a ceremony, or an invitation to enter 
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.. Il00,,,,, may be refused by an out.ider, as long as consistency 
and ilftpartiality are shown. However, receiving gifts. par­
ticipating in ceremonies, and visiting houses will serve to 
establish good relations with the tribespeople. 

4. Out.iders should request permi.sion to attend a Ma cere­
mony. fe."tival. or meeting from the village eltlet·s 01' other 
responsible persons. 

5. An outsider should never enter a Ma house unless arcom­
panied by a member of that hou.e; this is " matter of good 
taste and cautions behavior. If anything is later missin!! 
from the house. unpleasant and unnecessary romplirations 
may arise. 

6. Oulsiders should not get involved wilh Ma women. 
7. Teachers should be careful to avoid seriously disruptin!! 

cultural patterns. 

Rt'lhdou8 I .. fs and Pradict'1i 

1. Do Nt mock Ma religious beliefs in any way; these beliefs 
an the eornerstone of tribal life. 

2. Do not enter a village where a religious ceremony is takin!! 
place or a relill'ious taboo is in effect. Watch for the warnin!!" 
sjlms placed at the village entrances; when in doubt. do not 
enter. 

Livinl' Stand.ards and Routines 
1. Outsiders should treat all Ma property and .ilIa!!"e animal;: 

with respect. Any damages to property or field. should be 
promptly repaired andlor paid for. An outsider should avoid 
borrowing from the tribesmen. Animals should not be treat­
ed brutally or taken without the owner's permission. 

2. Learn simple phrases in the Ma dialect. A desire to learn 
and speak their language creates a favorable impression on 
the tribe.."people. 
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