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CHAPTER 17. THE SEDANG 

SECTION I 

INTRODUCTION 

Numbering between 40,000 and 80,000, the Sedang, aMon-Khmer 
tribal group in the Republic of Vietnam, speak a language related 
to those of the Bahnar, M'nong, Halang, Hre, Stieng, and Koho 
tribes. The village is the basic political unit; the household, con­
sisting of an extended family living in a longhouse, is the basic 
economic unit. The father is the head of the household, but kin­
ship is reckoned on both the male and female sides of the family. 
The Sedang have a subsistence economy based on slash-and-burn 
agriculture. Their religion is animistic, involving the belief that 
spirits inhabit the lands, vegetation, animals, and objects around 
them. 

The Sedang live in the area northwest of Kontum, the capital of 
Kontum Province and one of the larger and more important cities 
of the Republic of Vietnam. See the map for the location of the 
tribe. The first highland tribe to receive U.S. military training 
and equipment, the Sedang were also the first tribe to actively re­
sist the Viet Congo 

Name, Size. and Location &f Group 

The Sedang have referred to themselves collectively as Ha (rh) ne­
dea(ng).' Within the framework of this overall name, the tribes­
men employed two additional names to indicate a geographical 
distinction among their tribal members; they referred to mem­
bers in the eastern portion of their territory as Se-Dang, and to 
those in the western portions as He-Dang.' 

A North Vietnamese source gives the size of the Sedang popu­
lation as 80,000;' a South Vietnamese source, 57,376.' A mission­
ary in 1962 reported the number as 40,000.' The Sedang are con­
centrated in the Province of Kontum, with scattered villages across 
the horder in Laos. 
T~e Sedang tribe is composed of a number of subgroups, each 

with a distinct dialect. The subgroups include the Danja, the To­
dra}- the Kmrang, the Duong, and the Cor or Ta-Cor. The word 
lo-d 'lk means "brush" and the To-drah subgroup is known as the 
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"people of the sparse forest (brush)." The To-drah subgroup ill 
located northeast of the Rengao in the mountainous region between 
the Psi and Bla Rivers. The word kmrnng means "great forest," 
and the Kmrang subgroup is designated as the "people of the great 
forest." They live between the Poko and the Psi Rivers in the 
craggy mountains as far north as Ngoc Linh, the highest mountain 
in the Republic of Vietnam. 

The Jeh live to the north of the Sedang. To the northeast and 
east the Sedang are surrounded by the Kayong and Monom who 
separate them from the Cua and Hre. The Bahnar live to the 
southeast of the Sedang. The Rengao, whose name means "bor­
ders" and who are' believed to be a mixed Bahnar-Sedang tribal 
group, inhabit the area to the south and southeast of the &dang. 
separating the Sedang from the Jarai. Southwest of'the &dang 
are the Halang.' 

Terraill. Anal,5m 

The region inhabited by the Sedang is quite rugged with gran­
ite oul.l:ropJi,ugs, some of which reach 2,598 meters in height. such 
as the IJImlmit of N goc Linh.' 

The Poko, Kan Ta, and Psi Rivers join one another in the Sedang 
area and flow soutbward to form the Sesan River. which flows 
south and then west into Cambodia to become a tributary of the 
Mekong River.' 

The Sedang area is covered with monsoon and tropical rain for­
ests. The monsoon forest is fairly open and easy to travel through. 
since there mUtUe dense undergrowth. The monsoon forest turns 
brown during the dry winter season, and many of the trees lose 
their leaves. During the summer rainy season, when travel be­
comes difficult because of flooding, the elephant is a useful means 
of transportation.' 

The dense tropical rain forest has three levels: The highest level 
is a canopy created by ancient trees from 125 to 150 feet high; the 
middle level has shorter trees and vines; and the lowest level is 
underbrush. Little grass or herbaceous vegetation grows on the 
forest floor. A secondary rain forest. also in the Sedang area, de­
velops when a cleared forest area has been left uncultivated for a 
number of years. Here the trees are small and very dose to­
gether; an abundance of vines and brush entwined around trees 
forms tangled thickets, making travel difficult." 

The climate of the Sedang area is influenced by two monsoon 
winds, one coming from the southwest in the summer (April to 
mid-September) and the other from the northeast in the winter 
(mid-September to March). Agriculture is greatly dependent on 
the summer monsoons, which bring heavY rains-up to 160 inches 

122 



nmlunlly·-t'I',-utluJ,t' loc.'ul U{)nfh~. Tt'mllt'ralure~ in lhe r(~J.dun aTC 
U~ much llN 15 de~rc(·J{ lower than ainu}!' the (,HH~tHII()wlund l~(·J.d(ln~. 

National Route 14 extend .. llorthwe"t frum Kontum. throuJrh th., 
SedanJr area to flak To anti north tu b,'yonti flak Sut. where it 
turn~ ea~t to the coast at Hoi An. ",,"th (If Ila NanJr." 
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SEctION II 

TRIBAL BACKGROUND 

BthaN: _ad Rad •• Origin 

The Sedang are classified with the Mon.Khmer ethnic grouping 
in terms of language. customs, and physical appearance. As such, 
they are related to the Bahnar, the Stieng, the !II'nong. the Halang, 
the Hre, the Bru, the Katu, the Jeh, the Cua, and the Koho groups.' 

The Mon-Khmer ethnic grouping.is generally believed to have 
originated in the upper Mekong valleys. whence these peoples mi. 
grated in many directions.' The Sedang represent a people derived 
from thai stGek, but specific details of Oris relationship are not 
available at this time. 

Laftru_ 
The Sedang language belongs to the Bahnaric group of the lion. 

Khmer language.' Linguistically, the Sedang tribe is distinguished 
by numerous variations of dialect, each of which is ridiculed by 
members of other dialect groupings. At the borders of an al'ea 
where a dialect is spoken, it merges gradually into adjoining dia­
lects .• 

In 1963, a Protestant missionary group was reportedly devising 
a written form for the Sedang language.' However, neither the 
current status of their work, nor the earlier linguistic activities of 
Roman Catholic missionaries are known, Some Sedang under­
stand the language of the neighboring Jeh. The only Sedang able 
to read and write are the few who learned Vietnamese or French 
by attending government schools. The Sedang greatly admire 
people who can read and write.' 

u.gerulary Hislory 

The Sedang, like all the Montagnard tribal peoples, have legends 
that deal with the creation of the earth, the flood, and the a\:ti,;ties 
of legendary heroes. These legends, recounted in poetic language, 
provide entertainment for the tribesmen during their leisure time. 
The legends are passed orally from generation to generation and 
are part of the large body of oral tradition which includes the laws 
and precepts known by all the Sedang tribespeople.' Specific ex­
amples of Sedang legends were not available at this writing. 

724 



Factual History 

During the period of instability (from about 1859 to 1885). 
while the French were consolidating their power in Indochina. 
anarchy tended to increase among the mountain tribes. The Se­
dang intensified their raids on their less warlike neighbors .. 

For a very hrief time (1888-1890). a soldier-adventurer, David 
Mayrena, with the backing of the French adminLqtration and the 
assistance of the established Catholic missionaries. was able to 
form a loose "onfederation of the Bahnar-Rengan-Sedang tribes. 
The confederation did not survive Mayrena's departure from the 
Central Highlands . 

. After 1893, the French made little attempt to control the more 
independent tribes: the Sedang, Rhade, Jarai, and M'nong. Left 
to their own devices in their mountain isolation, the tribes became 
increasingly lawless. Raids and attacks against convoys and billets 
of Indochinese soldiers became common, leading, in turn, to the 
expansion of the French occupation of the mountain areas and the 
pacification of the tribes.' 

Settlement Patterns 

Sedang villages vary in size from 3 to 20 longhouses and usually 
center around a large common house. During periods of peace, 
the common house is used as the ritual center of the village and as 
the sleeping quarters for the unmarried young men. During pe­
riods of war, the common house serves as the traditional mobiliza­
tion center for defense of the village. Sedang village.q also have 
a miniature spirit house reserved for visiting spirits. Prior to 
French pacification, stockades were erected around the villages.'" 

The Sedang define a village as a group of houses receiving their 
water from the same water duct-water is brought into villages 
from its source through bamboo ducts. When a group of houses is 
served by two ducts, then the Sedang consider the group to be two 
"iI!ages and give each its own name. H 

The Sedang live in longhouses, each shared by many members 
of the same family--as many as 100 people may live in the same 
longhouse." The.~e longhouses are built above the ground on pil­
ings. although where the site slopes, one side of the house may 
rest on the ground. AU houses have an entrance at each end, with 
one end having a platfonn where rice is pounded.'" The Sedang 
longhouse is reached by a detachable ladder. During the day when 
the house is empty Or the men absent, the ladder is lowered; at 
night, when all occupants have returned home, the ladder is lifted 
onto the platform." 

T,e slightly inclined roof of the longhouse is made of bamboo 
tile' split in half lengthwise and placed in two layers, one layer 
corr "ing the other. 
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F'iOUNJ ,49. Seda-ng commu7tal house. 

The interior of the longhouse is divided into compartments by 
partitions of plaited bamboo." A common room at one end of the 
house contains the hearth or "soul fireplace" (mahua pia), believed 
to be the residence of the tribesmen's soul. Closely related groups 
within the larger family unit occupy separate compartments." 

Customarily, the interior of the Sedang longhouse is divided into 
two parts, the upper and the lower. In the upper half live the 
house chief (kan hngii) and his wife (tyin) or wives, or his oldest 
daughter. This is the only part of th", house where rice may be 
cooked, for the Sedang believe this area is the home of the rice 
soul or mo.hua pluI.e. In this upper half of the house, each nuclear 
family may have its own hearth on which to cook rice. lind the 

Figure so. Seda1tfl howte. 
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souls of the family may reside in their own hearth. However. 
since no rice may be cooked in the lower half of the house. all rice 
Is cooked in tite upper level and is then carried to the lower level for 
eating. TtI.e rice souls of those who live in the lower half of the 
house are belieVed to re!!ide in the chief'~ hearth on the upper level. 
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SECTION III 

INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS 

PbJ'lIIical Charu1eristies 

The Sedang show considerable variation in appearance. Gener­
ally, however, they are short-5 feet 4 inches to 5 feet 6 inc heR in 
height-and well muscled, with smooth reddish-brown skin, varr­
ing from dark to light shades. Their hair is long and black and is 
worn, by both men and women, in a chignon on the back of the head. 
The chignon is fastened in place with long strands of colored bead" 
which are also wound around the head .. The Sedang women have 
long bangs; their earlobes are pierced for wearing pieces of bent 
metal. Some Sedang tattoo three dots on either side of the mouth.' 

Formerly, upon reaching adolescence, many Sedang filed their 
teeth and lacquered them black. Now this custom is dying out.' 

Health 

Many diseases in the Sedang area are insect-borne---<:arrled by 
the anopheles mosquito, the rat Ilea, and the louse. Some diseases 
are caused by hookworms, some by poor sanitary conditions and 
inadequate sexual hygiene.' 

Malaria is a common disease in the area; most tribespeople have 
contracted it at least once in their lives. The two common types of 
malaria are the benign tertian malaria, which causes high fever 
with relapses over a period of time but is usually not fatal, and 
malignant tertian malaria, which is fatal.' 

The three types of typhus found in the tribal areas are carried by 
lice. rat lIeas. and mites. Mite-borne typhus is reportedly rampant 
among the tribes.' 

Cholera, typhoid, dysentery, yaws, leprosy, venereal disease, tu­
berculosis, and various parasitic infestations are also found in the 
Sedang area.' 

The Sedang believe that disease is caused by the activities of evil 
spirits and that only spirits can cure illnesses. To cure disease, the 
Sedang resort to sorcerers or shamans who determine, through di­
vim.tion, how many blood sacrifices are required to appease the 
spiJ :ts. As soon as the proper sacrifice to the spirits has been 
mao e, the Sedang believe that the sick person will recover. The 
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Sedang also believe a 80rcerer may cure illness Crom Ii distance with 
only a piece of clothing belonging to the patient.' 

Reportedly, during an outbreak of smallpox, the Sedang of Kon­
Krok visited contaminated villages for rice and salt. Because they 
entered aDd left the village during the night when the spirit of the 
smallpox was sleeping and could not see them, they thought them­
selves safe. When they did contract smallpox, they sought a sor· 
cerer's aid. 

Father Guerlach, an early French Catholic missionary in the 
area, had vaccine to innoculate the Sedang, but was denied access 
to their villages because the Sedang did not believe In Western 
medicine. Even the stream beds in the Sedang territory were cov. 
ered with small bamboo lances to prevent his approach.' Guerlach 
reported that he met considerable resistance in his attempts to 
provide medicnl treatment to the tribesmen. 

In many villages, killing lepers was common practice in the past. 
However, from time to time, powerCul families were able to prevent 
the elimination of afflicted relatives; II! a result. leper colonies were 
establishea; one still exists in Sedang bacII: country" 

The Sedang once killed defonned children in the belief thlit they 
had a ftligioUl! obligation to prevent the survival of "evil mono 
sters.1t 

11) 

Badllfuce 

According to an early report of Father Guerlach, the Sedang 
tribesman could travel quickly and for long periods of time in the 
mountains, but tired easily in the plains. n 

Pqclloloci<al Characteristics 

The Sedang are reported to be intelligent and to have a capacity 
for abstract thought. The anthropologist Devereaux, simply with 
the aid of a candle, was able to explain the Copernican system reo 
lating to the movement of the esrth around the sun. the phases of 
the moon, and the movement of the planets to a 17·year-old Sedang 
girl." Sedang tribesmen also told Devereaux that the quantity of 
numbers and fractions was infinite, and that one could count or 
divide them forever. 

The Sedang are aware of the value of schooling and literacy 
They envy and admire people who can read and write. 

The Sedang tribesman does not think of himself as an individual. 
but identifies himself in terms of his village. When asked, "Who 
are you?" he will answer, "I·am from village."" Only when 
he violates tabooa and custom is a Sedang an individual. When Ii 
Sedang is obt!el'Ving custom. he is doing so not as an individual but 
as a part of the village. A tribesman who persistently flouts custom 
-for example. by living incestuously with his sister~an be ostra· 
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cized from his soul hearth (mahua pia) and driven from the village 
into the forest. where antisocial behavior may be continued without 
interference, Oslracism to the fore~t is a mixed ble~~ing, for cul­
pril~ .. rten """umulale much weallh lht!re. ~ince ill lh,· (oreMt they 
lire not obligaled lo oITer HILeritic,,,. or PIIY line~. When the cull'rit.~ 
Ilre able lo !lIlY lheir fineM, th"y return t .. lhe villag" allli humiliale 
everyone with their amuence." 

The Sedang believe that they live in a hostile universe, where 
their gods and the spirits of their ancestors decree severe punish­
ment for any offense. As a result, the Sedang are defiant and quar­
relsome, taking advantage of anyone weaker than themselves." 

The Sedang are an artistic people; many are talented musiCians, 
while others are gifted in the decorative arts--decorative weaving 
and basketmaking. They also apparently have some inherent me.­
chanical ability, as they quickly learn to operate and repair me.­
chanical devices. 
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SECTION IV 

SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

Among the Sedang. society is organized around the longhouse. 
the extended family. and the village. The village is the bsaie politi­
cal unit; the longhouse, or household, made up of a number of re­
lated JIIIelear families, is the basic agricultural unit:· A single 
extended family usually Jives in each longhouse, although the fam­
ily may be 80 large that it requires two or three houses. Likewise, 
the head of the household is usually the head of the extended fam­
i1y. But where the family is 80 large that it inhabits more than 
one house, there are two or three household chiefs, although there 
is still only one extended family head. The father is the head of 
the~family, but kinship is reckoned on both the father's and 
mothers'side. Intermediaries make marriage arrangements. Mar­
riage between close blood relatives is prohibited.' 

Kinship STete .. 

The Sedang have a bilateral kinship system, that is, family rela­
tionships are reckoned on both the male and female sides of the 
line. Upon mHrriage the young couple may go to live in the house 
of either the groom's family or the bride's family.' 

Here is a list of terms the Sedang use for various members of the 
kin group: ' 
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Father va 
Mother 

Father's elder brother 

Father's younger brother 

Father's elder sister 

Father's younger sister 

Mother's elder brother 

Mother's younger brother 

Mother's elder sister 

no 

ttl4 

ttl4 

meh. 

mie 

mie (woman's side) 
meh. (man' side) 

mie (woman's side) 

cya (woman's side) 
meh. (man' side) 



Mother's younger sister 

Elder sister 

Elder brother 

Younger sister 

Parallel cousins 

CroS!! cousins 

ella (woman's side) 
mic (man' side) 

na 

fao (woman's side) 
na (man's side) 

" 
Slime as fnr brothel'll find sister~ 

I'lare of Men, Womt"n~ aDd Children jl'l the 8«; .. ty 

Among the Sedang, the father is the head of the nuclear family. 
There are a few cases of polygamy among rich Sedang, but even 
wealthy tribesmen usually have only two or three wives.' 

The Sedang husband is responsible for the payment of damages 
incurred by his wife. The wife'. family is liable only if the husband 
cannot meet his obligations. A Sedang wife is not responsible for 
her husband's debt..; however, she usually helps him, if only par­
tially.' 

The men hunt and contribute the game to the household, while 
the women clothe the family by weaving the China grass from their 
gardens.' 

Both men and women participate in agricultural activities. Men 
prepare the fields and make the holes with digging sticks. Women 
plant the seeds, and the whole household group participates in the 
harvest. Women also cook, weave, and care for the children and 
the domestic animals. Basketry and any woodworking are ex­
clusively male functions. Young boys usually are responsible for 
herding the buffaloes. 

Marriap 

During childhood and adolescence, lovemaking short of actual 
sexual intercourse is permissible. A couple guilty of premarital 
intercourse is fined one pig by the village. Marriages are often con­
tracted to permit cohabitation without the penalty of a fine. 

The boy initiates marriage negotiations through his parents and 
an intermediary. The parents give a feast to announce the engage­
ment, and the couple drink from the same jar of rice wine. a cere­
mony formalizing the contract before the spirits.' 

The engagement is announced publicly with an exchange of neck­
laces. Engagements may be broken by mutual agreement without 
the payment of an indemnity or a ritual ceremony. If one party 
desires to end the engagement, he or she must pay a small indem­
nity and sacrifice a chicken. If, however, the agreement is can­
ce ed because of the misbehavior of one of the parties, the com­
pI, inant need not pay an idemnity or make a sacrifice.' 
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Marriage is prohibited between close lineal relatives, such a" 
brother and sister, uncle and niece, aunt and nephew. In addition, 
marriage is banned between an individual and a stepparent and be­
tween first cousins.' If a Sedang wishes to malTY one of his in­
laws or the spouse of his decease<! mother or father, he must per­
form a ritual purification ceremony to the ~Ilirit..' .. 

After the marriage ceremony, the couple may live in the hOllse 
of the parents of either the bride or the groom. If they move into 
the hOllse of the bride's parents, the groom must make a ritual 
payment to her family. If the young couple moves illto the house 
of the groom's parents, the same payment must be made by the 
bride." 

Should a young couple desire to move from the house of the 
groom's parents to the house of the bride's parents or vice versa, 
they must make a sacriflce so that the power of the rice soul* of 
the flrst house will not be diminished by their departure. The 
Sedang believe that an animal sacrifice will augment the strength 
of the rice soul of the house." 

A Sedalll! _ay take a second wife if he wishes, a custom preva­
lent alIIOn&' only the very wealthy tribesmen. First, permission 
must be obtained from his first wife, who may divorce him if she 
does not agree to the second marriage. More often than not, the 
flrRt wife accepts the second wife, receiving an indemnity payment 
from her husband. The flrst wife usually treats the second wife as 
an inferior or as a servant." 

Birth 

Birth occurs outdoors. The woman kneels over a shallow hole 
dug in the ground, grasping a bamboo pole for leverage and sup.. 
port. Another woman may assist the mother. After the baby is 
born, they bury the afterbirth before cutting the umbilical eord. 

A child is not suckled immediately after it is born, since It must 
be decided whether or not he is to live. The Sedang do not eonsider 
a child as being alive during this time. In the past, if babies had 
some physical defect or were illegitimate, they could be killed." 
However, if the villagers discovered the infanticide, a fine had to 
be paid to the village." 

The Sedang cause abortions by hitting the abdomen of the preg­
nant woman with their hands. No stones are used tor fear the 
result would be fatal. There are said to be old women in the tribe 
who can cause a woman to abort by merely touching her abdomen. 

The Sedang believe that drinking hot water will dissolve the 
fetus and wash it out of the woman, thus producing an abortion. 
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Figure 51. Sedanl/ tribesman m ceN1"Wniol dre ••. 
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When discovered by the Yillagers, abortion i~ venalized by the 
payment of a fine to the village. '" 

ChUd-Kt-arieg h;lttkcs 

Sedang children are given various responsibilities. Small boys, 
3 or >1 ~'ears old, watch buffaloes ,md other animals. Little girls 
carry, water, help with the cleaning, and care for their younger 
brothers and sisters. The children are disciplined from un em'ly 
age. Punishments include rubbing pepper in the eye., in the va­
gina, or under the foreskin of the penis." 

At the age of 6, boys may enter the common house to sleep every 
night, returning to their respective longhouses for meals. In the 
commOn house, the boys learn to be men; they are taught to hunt 
and fight, a.~ well as other skills expected of mules" 

l~uhl"Tty Rile 

In the past, at puberty, young men lind women had their frol1t 
teeth filed down and lacquered black. The young persol1', parent" 
gave permission for the performance of the operation. The upper 
teeth were filed with a piece of basaltic rock, while the lower teeth 
were protected by a piece of wood. It was considered unlucky for 
a tooth to break during the operation. Following the operation. the 
mouth wa.< washed out, and the teeth coated with a lacquer whkh 
turned the teeth black. The lacquer was derived from the followin!!, 
plants: the kme, long thang, long hrap, 10119 hot, and 10"9 "ghfk 
nhertg.1 9 

This practice of filing and lacquering the front teeth is now ap­
parently dying out. 

Death .nd Buria) 

Unlike many other tribal groups in the Republic of Vietnam, the 
Sedang have relatively simple burial customs. After a wltiting 
period of 20 to 30 hours following death, the body is taken to the 
graye where it is buried with appropriate religious ceremonies in­
volving the sacrifice of animals. 

Because they believe that the soul leaves the body about 6 da,\"s 
after death and is no longer present in the area of the grave, the 
Sedang do not visit the grave again or perform additional sacrifices 
for the deceased." 

Widows are prohibited from remarrying for a particular period 
of time after the death of their spouses. A widow who remarries 
after 9 to 12 months must sacrifice a pig at her husband's grave." 
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SECTION V 

CUSTOMS AND TABOOS 

The Sedang have many customs and taboos associated with their 
fear of offending the spirits. These are established by tradition, 
and each tribesman knows and attempts to observe them. Some 
customs and taboos may vary from village to village. Tribesmen 
in regular contact with outside influences may not observe their 
customs and taboos as closely as tribesmen living in greater isola­
tion. 

DraM 

Generally, Sedang men wear a loincloth, and the women wear 
only a skirt that reaches almost to their knees. For protection 
against the cold, an additional blanket.like garment of locally 
woven material is wrapped around the shoulders by both sexes. 
The material of this gannent has stripes and various border 
designs. 

Sedang women wear strings of colored beads wound a~ound head 
and neck. In their pierced earlobes, they wear metal loops or 
dangling pieces of metal. The tribesmen wear baskets or woven 
hags on their hacks to carry articles.' 

Folk Beliefs 

The Sedang live in con"tant awareness, and often dread. of the 
supernatural world, where nothing happens by chance. and where 
every bit of good luck. every success. every failure, every dream, 
and every accident is a sign from the spirits. Since everything 
means something, much of a Sedang's life is taken up with discover­
ing and/or interpreting the meaning of everything that goes on 
about him. Still more time is spent in attempts to ward off mis. 
fortune, to placate angry spirits, and to keep the favor of the more 
friendly spirits. In short. the life of the Sedang is continually 
overshadowed by an invisible world that, for the most part. is 
hostile. 

There are certain actions which a Sedang must not commit in 
order to remain in hannony with the spirits. The Sedang will not 
enga ~e in trade when about to build a house, as this would tempt 
an a' verse reaction from the spirits. Another interdiction forbids 
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a man to take a meal in his own house shortly after eating at the 
common hoU8e.' 

Before bllilding his house. a Sedang tribesman goes alone to a 
previ.-, selected spot and places seven grains of rice on a banana 
leaf held on the ground by a piece of wood. If the grains of rice 
are undisturbed on his return the following morning. the signs are 
favorable for his building the house and for the ricefield. to flour­
ish. If. however. the rice has been disturbed. he must select a new 
site and go through the same ritual until the signs lire favorable.' 

Some local taboos against specific activities vary from Village to 
village. For example, one village may have a taboo against making 
pottery. while a neighboring village does not.' 

Violations of taboos connected with agriculture (such as those 
pertaining to rice) and certain breaches of taboos Involving the 
desecration of the house are remedied by the collective action of the 
members of the house. and may necessitate sacrifices to placate the 
offended spirits.' 

Breaches of other taboos by any of the tribe may bring reprisals 
upon the entire village. Incest and sec"'t premarital intercourse 
are beliel'ed to result in the burning of the entire village b~' the 
spirits. The guilty parties must offer up sacrifices to placate the 
angered spirits and to strengthen the power of the rice souls of 
the hearths of the village· which these violations have weakened.~ 

RatinR •• Drinkinl' Cu5ioml'l: 

Rice, the staple of the Sedang diet, is supplemented by various 
vegetables, game, and fish. Although chickens, goats. pigs, and 
buffaloes are raised primarily for sacrificial purposes, the meat of 
the sacrificed animal is eaten following the ceremony. The Sedang 
fOllow traditional methods of cooking and preparing foods to avoid 
offending the spirits involved in the particular activities. 

Rice wine is prepared by the women according to traditional 
techniques handed down from generation to generation. The drink· 
ing of rice wine is an integral part of religious rituals and is con­
sidered a sacred act. Tradition also dictates the manner in which 
the rice wine is served and drunk. 

Specific details dealing with the traditional Sedang methods for 
preparing and consuming food and drink were not available at this 
writing. 

Cntoma Relating to Animal. 

The Sedang believe that to see a snake suddenly on the path when 
returning from a trip signifies future misfortune, but to encounter 
a snake when setting out on a trip means nothing. When a roebuck 
crosaes a tribesman's path, this is an unfavorable sign. A bird 
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singing on the right or left of the trail is a bad omen, but a bird 
singing in front or behind the tribesman on the trail is a good 
omen! 

Customs Relating to Outsiders 

The Sedang view the arrival of a stranger with reserve and caU­
tion: they will receive him hospitably but will observe him closely 
to determine his motives in their village. The tribesmen are also 
concerned about the reaction of the spirits to the Rtranger; they 
will watch for any signs that might indicate that the presence of 
the outsider offends the spirit.. Although an outsider with no 
known affiliation may be in danger in a Sedang village if he breaks 
a tribal taboo, an outsider who represents a powerful group will not 
be harmed. Observance of local taboos by an outside\' generally 
helps win the confidence of the tribesmen. but the Sedang do not 
expect outsiders to know and observe all their customs. 

CUJitoms ~JAting to Warfare 

The Sedang consider raids on other tribes permissible. but intra­
tribal raids are permitted only to avenge an injury.' Rarely does 
a Sedang war party attack a village directly, preferring instead to 
:;el7e men. WOfT'e". an'\ children who are farming ricefields some 
distance from their village! If the Sedang do storm a village, they 
rush in and slaughter all of the old men, considered useless as 
prisoners, and anyone else offering resistance. They then hastily 
retreat to avoid being cut off by possible reinforcements. 

While the Sedang women do not participate in actual warfare, 
they are expected to do all of the men's work while the men are 
fighting. Women also assist in preparing the village defenses, such 
as planting sharpened bamboo spikes in paths leading to the vil­
lage.'· 

A fixed ritual in the common house always precedes an attack 
against another village. A chief cuts a special root into three 
piecee. places the roots on the blade of his sword, and lets them fall 
one by one on his shield with a religious invocation. If the roots 
land in a prescribed position, the attackers will be invincible. Then 
the warrior considered by the village to be the bravest rises and 
asks the spirits for success, explaining the reasons for the war. 
He then leads the attack, running through the woods followed by 
the other warriors armed with shields, crossbows, swords, and 
lances. This war leader is usually not the viIIage headman, who is 
normally an older man. 

Each warrior wears his best b,elt and a piece of blue or white 
c10b across his chest; his only rations are enough rice and tobacco 
for ! or 3 days. Sometimes, the warriors break up into several 
ban .s and travel separately. meeting at predetermined rendezvous 
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points. En route, they listen attentively to every noise from the 
woods. If the birds are singing and no mice are on the trails, the 
warriors consider the operation progressing to the satisfaction of 
the lIPiriis. A bird of prey circling overhead is an omen of much 
booty." 

After a successful expedition, the Sedang return to their own 
village and immediately sacrifice a goat and drink wine to the ac­
companiment of drums and a monotonous blowing of a buffalo 
hom." 

Later, to celebrate the victory, there is a public feast, which i" 
announced 15 days in advance by the young people, who mareh 
around the common house every night beating drums. Buffaloes 
equal in number to the captured prisoners are offered for ~acrifice. 
For a day and a night before the feast, the buffaloes are staked out 
in the center of the village, while the villagers dance around them 
drinking many jars of wine." 

At daybreak of the feast day, in a ceremony known aR rOltHII/. 
the young men take up their well pons against the buffaloes who 
symbolize the defeated enemy. First the men shoot the animal~ 
with BITOIIVR, then they attack them with swords, cutting at the 
beasts' legs until they fall to the ground: and finally they kill th" 
animals with lances. The meat is then cut up anrl roasted; the vil­
lagers feast until dawn of the next day. 

After the victory feast, a peace ritual between the wal'ring vil­
lages is conducted through intermediaries. Two elders from the 
villages involved, a man from one village and a woman' from the 
other, meet in the victor's common house to undertake the nego­
tiations. Each elder cuts a finger, and the blood of each is mingled 
in a cup. With the proper religious invocation, each drinks from 
the cup. A few days later, this same ritual is repeated in the other 
village," thus formalizing the vows of the villages to live in peace. 
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SECTION VI 

RELIGION 

Religion dominates every aspect of Sedang life. The Sedang 
religion is animistic and involves th,' belief that g(ltl~ "I' ~)lh'i!~ 
inhahit the la"'ls. animals. trees. IIn.1 ob,je<·ts. There are good and 
evil spirits, "pil'its of the deceased. an.l );hosts. Sacrifices are 
offered to placate spirits who have been offended by tllhoo viola­
tions and to insure the fertility of soil and an abundant han·est. 

Print'ipal Spirits and lUtuals 

Among the Sedang, good spirits are called !/1l11g and bad spirits 
kia. Spirits may be classified according to their nature, residence. 
and duties. Generally. spirits go in pah-s-for example. the fun­
damental pair of yang and kia. Each yUllg spirit represents some 
aspect of good, and each kia spirit represents some aspect of evil. 
The Sedang attribute to the bad spirits all misfortunes, such as 
crop failure, sickness, and death.' 

There are spirits of the sun, the moon, the sky. and the cart h. 
The spirit of the sun represents fertility. and the spirit of the 
moon represents the rhythms of Iife--the calendar, vegetation, and 
the crops. The spirit of the sky is connected with agrarian rites; 
the spirit of the earth is associated with the growt hand j!E'nE'r!!­
tion of living things. The mo~t powerful Sedang sph'its ar", 
Grandfather and Grandmother Kanda. the creators of the world. 
Also important are the thunder gods. the tura. who are a<snciated 
with warfare.' 

There are also the spirits who inhabit all surrounding things. 
such as rocks, trees. buildings, tools. and rice. Each spirit plays a 
part in the considerations of the tribesmen.' 

The Sedang believe that the fertility of their dry-ricellelds is 
related to the power or strength of the rice soul (mahua phae) of 
the cultivator's house. If the rice soul is strong. the fields will be 
fertile; if it is weak. the crops will be poor. The strength of the 
rice soul can be increased by the performance of religious rituals 
by the household chief's wife (tyin), for the tribesmen believe that 
the :ice soul resides in her cooking h('arth. 

'T Ie sacrifice of a buffalo at planting time greatly strengthens 
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the !'ice "oul of a parlit'III"I' h'HI~l' al1d h'·I ... lil~ Ih,· ri"I,I~ hdulll,dlll{ 
to the hOIl~e. Olhel' hnu~chold" of the "mal{l' arc ill~ih',1 In the 
~acrilicial ceremony and fea~t. IIIIlI ~harc in the \)(,lIelit" of the 
buffalo 98crifice. The skull_ of "''''I'ifil'ed bulfaloe" are kept in the 
house to maintain the ~trenJ. .. 1h of it" rice "oul. Only the l'ulti\'l\­
tion of dry rice is considered a sacred activity subjet,t to reli!!ioll' 
requirement.~; there are no rites involved in the culti"ation of 
kitc hen gardens and wet rice.' 

At one time the Sedang offered a human slI(Tifiec whene"er a 
common house was built. A Iivin!\' man was put in t he hole dug 
dUI{ for a heavy column. After the column was placed in po.qition, 
crushing the man, dirt waR packed around it, completing the con­
struction. SUI·h sacrifices Were believed to please the "pirits and 
bring strength and protection to the village and the common house. 
Durinl1 the past 150 years there ha.e been no reports of human 
sacrifice;; amon!\, the Sedan!!.' 

Sedanl1 sacrifices vary with the particular ceremony or with the 
!\'ravity of the taboo violation. The sacrifices ranj1e from an offer­
ing IIf ... dlieken and a little rice wine to the sacrifice of buffaloes 
and large jars of rice wine. Between these extremell varying num­
bers of pi!.", and other animals may be sacrificed. 

The ceremony itself conRistR of prayerR to the particular spirit 
or spirits being honored, the ceremonial slaughter of one or more 
animals, and th~ drinkin!\, of rice wine by those attending the 
ceremony. 

ReUaiou Practitioners 

The Se<lang religious practitioners are the tyin and sorcerers 
(bojau). Since the basic Sedang agricultural unit is the household, 
which collectively cultivates and owns ita sacred dry-ricefields, and 
since the' rice soul is believed to live in the hearth of the house­
hold chief, the chief's wife or tyin, is considered a religious leader. 
The tyin is responsible for sacrifices held in connection with clear­
ing the fields, planting, and harvesting, that are designed to insure 
that the power of the rice soul will be strengthened and the crops 
abundant. Failure of the crops is considered a tragedy, as the 
Sedang believe crop failures result from a weakening of the rice 
soui. If sacrifices by the tyin do not strengthen the rice soul, the 
house chooses another tyin.' 

The chief funclions of the sorcerers or bojau are the determina­
tion by means of divination, of the causes of misfortune or sick. 
ness and the designation of appropriate sacrifices to mollify the 
spirit.~. ' 

Divination by sorcerers involves the use of dice and snails. 
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When a !juestion is asked of the spirits_ til<' <lice are thrown, reveal­
ing the answer by the way in whi"h they fall, Snails are used to 
foretell the outcome of military questions. Two rows of Hnails­
six in one row and five in the other-fate em·h other; the row mov­
ing into the other signifies the victorious )frOllp.' 
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SECTION VII 

ECONOMIC OR(;ANIZATION 

The SedanII' have a subsigtence agricultural economr ba"ed on 
the slash-and-burn cultivation of rke, The slash-and-blll'n te<'h­
nique of the Sedang involves the clearing of land by cutting and 
burning the original vegetation, using the a..hes liS fertilizer, cul­
ti\'ating the land for approximately 3 years until it is exhausted, 
and then allowing the land to lie flillow, for as long as R ~'ear", 
When fore"t growth ha.. re-covered the land and the soil has I'e­
vitalized itself, the land is once al[ain cleared and culth'"ted, 

During the dry sea..on the dearing is done: brush and trees al'e 
('ut down aad allowed to lie where they fan while the RlIIl tlrit'>' 
them thoroughly, When dried sulliciently, the IlI'Ilsh and tl'e<'~ 

are hu.'ned under prescribed ('"mlilions to preveut the "1l1'"",1 or 
fire, When a burnt field ha" cooled, most of the dehris is cleared 
away. leaving only large bouldel's and tree stuml"" Refore sowinl[. 
the remaining charred debris i., collected into small piles and burned 
ap-ain, The resulting layer of ash in t he field i~ ,;uh""'luentl," 
washed into the soil by the rain, As the rainy season starts, ~ow­
ing begins, The men go through the field making holes in the 
ground with dibble sticks, Women follow, placing Reeds in the 
hole~. and tamping earth over the seed, At maturity, the crop is 
han'ested and stored within the houses, 

The household is the basic and most important economic unit 
among the Sedang, Land for the cultivation of rice is owned col­
lectively by the members of the househo,lct and is admin;.tel' ... 1 by 
the household ehief with the all.'listanre of his wife, who perform. 
the religious agricultural rituals, Individual nuclear familie' ma,­
own their own land, but dry rice is not cultivated in these fields.' 

The Sedang have two types of cultivated land: dry-rice fields 
and all other fields. Dry-rice fields rtllekl are owne<1 by the house­
holds and tilled collectively, Considered lIacred, they require agri­
cultural rituals to insure their fertility; under the lea{lership of 
the tyin. every member of the household participates in these 
cerernonieR~ 

In other fields, not considered sacred, corn, vegetables, and a 
limited amount of wet rice are clllth'ated, Such fields are owned 
by individuals and nuclear families, The methods of culth-ating 



ea('h type of land are the same-ex,·"pt ill the l'a"" of wel-!'iec 
(laddie" which are noces"arily planted in bottomland along water 
COm'Ref:. ! 

Secondary crops grown by the Sedang include corn, millet, var­
ious garden vegetables, a "mall amount of tobacco, and ramie or 
China grass. The Sedang also keep domesticated animals. 
Special Arts and Skill!ol 

Se<iang men are skilled hunters and fishermen. Ther are also 
proficient at basket weaving. Iron working. a skill restricted to 
men. produces swords, hatchets, hoes, pickS, and spear points. 
Skilled ironworkers are believed by the Sedang to have special 
spiritual powers. 
Trade 

The i'ledang traue with Vietnamese peddlers who travel through 
their an·a. The Vietnamese also employ some Serlang tribesmen 
as middlemen. who trade on behalf of the members of their vil­
la!!e<. Individual tribesmen may 1I1so g" to town and trade directly 
wit h the shopkeepers there. The ~edallg trade b,,_kets. cloth. 
lant'es, and sabers for salt. clothing. and various metal goods.' 
Provt-·rty Sy~lem 

The Sedang village is eonsirlered the collective owner of all un­
cleared land in its area. while households and nudear families hold 
title to cleared and fallow land. The village must give permission 
to dear neW land or to rent or sell lam1.' 

Sedang households and individuals--both men and women·-may 
own hoth real and personal property. The household group owns 
the dry-rice land and cattle. The men are responsible for debts 
and damages incurred by members of their nuclear families, 
hut a Serlan!! wife is not liahle for debts or damages incurred by 
her hushand. :lfen and women have an equal right to own property 
anrl to conserve the fruits of their labor." 

After marriage each spouse retains possession of the personal 
property (fnmam kodih) which he or she hrought to the marrill!!e. 
Howe"er, property acquired after marriage as a result of " couple's 
joint effort is known as common property (tomam ofum) and is 
jointly administered. When a household chief dies, his share of 
common property is managed hy the next senior member of the 
extended family." 

When a spouse dies. the burial expenses are taken from his 
personal propert)'. and the remainder is divided among the descend­
ant~ Or other blood relatives of the deceased. Common property 
is didded in half, the surviving spouse rereh'ing one half. while 
the (ther half is divided among his blood relatives. Children gen­
crall' inherit equal shares regardle~s of sex, except that a young­
est r lild who has looked after his parents receives a double portion. 
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SECTION VIII 

POLITICAL ORGANIZATION 

The SedanII', like other highland groups of the Republic of Viet. 
nam, have no overall trIbal political organization. Although the 
SedanII' regard themselves as a distinct ethnic group, their highest 
realiud form of political organization is the autonomous village, 
which occasionally cooperates with other villages in the immediate 
area. As previously mentioned, the SedanII' define a village as the 
sum of all persons who drink from the same water source. There 
are no clans within the Sedang; only the village and family func­
tion as political units.' 

WitiliD'tl\e-village. the basic political unit is the extended family, 
consisting of as many as 30 nuclear families-man. wife. and un­
married children-living in the same longhouse and presided over 
by the eldest male member. the household chief or lea" hngii. In 
turn. the several household chiefs in a SedanII' village form the 
village council of elders which meets to solve village problems as 
they arise. 

The village headman or ka.! pley is selected by lot from among 
the household chiefs. or elders. He has only the power to voice the 
collective consensus of the village as expressed by the elders and 
to execute the elders' decisions. Although the headman has little 
personal political power. he does represent the village to outsiders. 
lead war parties. and act as priest at village sacrifices.' 

In addition to the traditional village headman; the French ad­
ministration created another village functionary-the tllulang. 
Appointed by the French from among the viJlagel'8. the tyulang 
was the liaison between the French and the SedanII'. Although the 
French delegated many responsibilities to him. such as initiating 
French programs. collecting taxes, and communicating French pol­
icies and decrees. he had little real local authority. The &ldang 
preferred to follow their own traditionally selected village head­
man. The tyulang merely served as a buffer between the French 
and the SedanII' village; if SedanII' villagers wished to ignore the 
French directives communicated by the tyulang. they did so­
often with impunity.' 

Although in theory the village headman takes precedence in all 
matters. in reality the household and the household chiefs have 
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most of the political power among the vilJallers. Should an imlivid­
ual, a nuclear family, or an entire household commit a crimp or 
oppose the majority of the other villager~. exile is an alternative to 
submission to the collective judgment of the village.' 

The village is the supreme political unit among the Sedanll, but 
the Sedang do have a concept of "region" ur kOll, a loose coopera­
tive organization of several villages, usuAlly of the same SUblll"OUP. 
The villages within a kon trade with one another, llcn('rally :lh~tain 
frum ruicls on each other. and fmmt'time:-:: IInitt· for offellsivp 01' 
derensiv€: war rare. Due to a ~cner;t! :<imiIHrit~· of law,. and {"u . ..;toms 
amung the villages, intervillage quarrel" :I'e u<II"II;' sctU.',1 hy 
dillCussion and agreement between "illage elders and hu:"lm('n. 
Although there is no formal political organization within the kon. 
an aggressive village sometimes becomes dominant. :tnd the other 
villages will follow its dictates. Occasion:tlly when such a domi­
nant village is subdued by an outside group. the other villages of 
the kon will also submit." 

The Government of the Republic of Vietnam handles relations 
between villages; a government representative neals with each 
group of seven or eight villages, while the villages themseh'e$ are 
represented by their village headmen. 

Legal SYRtem 

The Sedang reportedly have a complex legal system. Tradition­
al tribal laws are unwritten and are expressed by taboo~ known 
and respected by all tribal members. Disputes and pun ishments 
for violations are the concern of the family and village. The house­
hold chief administers justice and arbitrates disputes among mem­
bers of the extended family; however, the village chief and the 
council of elders must be informed of his actions; in the event of a 
serious violation, the village headman and council of elner" will 
take jurisdiction from him. The nuclear family and. ultimately, 
the household are responsible for violations by tribemen." 

lIlost laws are inforced through economic sanctions. Guilty per­
SOns are required to pay a fine to both the offended party ann the 
village; in addition, a sacrifice to appease the spirits is often re­
quired. In the past, capital punishment was not unusual among 
the Sedang; it was an alternative for those unable to pay the blood 
price-a fine in money or goods (usually a large number of buf­
faloes) paid to relatives of a murdered person by the murderer or 
his family to atone for the crime.' 

The French administration instituted a special legal system to 
govern the Montagnard tribes. Allowing the traditional system to 
~ontinue. they began the codification of tribal laws and the organi­
zatio , of native tribunals, located in the provincial capitals of the 
Cent al Highlands. Montagnarri judges sitting in these tribunals 
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handled cases that could not be settled at the village level. Judg· 
ments were made according to the various tribal law8. 

The legalJlYstem instituted by the French still governs the Mon· 
tagnard trihes. although steps have been taken by the Vietnamese 
Government to revise the legislative code in the tribal areas, Under 
the Diem regime, an attempt was made to substitute Vietnamese 
laws for tribal practices, TM" attempt was connected with Viet­
namese efforts to integrate Jl<llitically the tribal poople into the 
Republic of Vietnam, 

In March IlJ6:'. the Vietnamese Government promulgated a de· 
c,'ee restorinl\' the legal status of the tribal laws and tribunals. 
Under thill new decree. there will be courts at the village, district, 
and province levels which will be responsible for civil affairs, Mon· 
tagnard affllirs, and penal offenses when all parties involved are 
Montagnards, • 

Village customs law courl~, consisting of the village administra­
tive committee chief aided by two Montagnard assistants. will con­
duct weekly court ",,".ions:' When a ease is reviewed and a de­
cI.ion 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 reached, the case can be 
referred to a higher cour!.'" 

District courts, governed by the president of the court (the dis­
trict chief) aided by two Montagnard assistants, will hold bimonth­
ly COllrt ~es~ion~, Cases to be tried by the district court include 
those appealed by the village court and cases which are adjudged 
seriou .. according to tribal eu~tomM," 

At the province level. II l\Iontagnard Affairs Section will be es­
tablished as part of the National Court, This section, under the 
jUl'iodietion of a Montagnard presiding judge and two assistanl_, 
will handle cases appealed from the Montsgnard dil'trict courts and 
cases beyond the jurisdiction of the village or district courts, It 
will convene once or twice a month, depending upon the require­
mentR.J:." 

Su.bve11ii.-e InlueftCeB 

Factors contributing to the vulnerability of the Sedang to sub­
version are geographic location, historical isolation, and traditional 
suspicion of the Vietnamese. Effective government presence and 
control in the Sedang area have been eroded by Viet Cong acth'ity 
during the past few years. 

The principal objective of Viet Cong subversive activity among 
the Sedang is to win the allegiance of the tribesmen and develop 
them into a hostile force against the Government of the Republic 
of Vietnam, 

Still other important Viet Cong objectives are the maintenance 
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of their supply lines through the Sedang area, the prevention of 
movement of Central Government forces in the area, and the de­
struction of any Government strongholds in t he region. 

Generally, the Viet Cong intiltrate a village, attempting to win 
the contidence of the whole village or its key indivitluals. This is 
a slow process, requiring the creation or a bond with the ,·iI1aj.(!'r" by 
helpinj.( them with community development and medi'~:ll aid. The 
Viet Cong usually have a thorough knowledge of tribal clIstoms; 
they will adopt Sedaml' dress to identify th .. mselves wil h the tribe. 

Wh.'n suspicions or the villagers an' ailay.'tl and tl",;,. ",,,,!i.l,·nre 
won, the Viet Cnng lwgin nn intense pn'pa!!,an(la rampai!!,n again,t 
th" Central (:overnment with the ultimate I,urp""c of r('<'rlliting 
and training the tribesmen for v:;rious support or combat missions. 

Should propaganda and cajolery fail, the Viet Cong will re,;ort 
to extortion and terror to coerce the Sedang into refusing to co­
operate with the Central GovernmenL" 

Great pressure has been put on Sedang tribesmen to aid the Viet 
Cong, but the Viet Cong have apparently had to resort to kidnap.. 
ping young Sedang tribesmen to get them to join active combat or 
support units." When villagers support the Viet Cong, they do so 
because their family or villages are threatened. Whether any 
Sedang have willingly joined the Viet Cong is not known. 

The Sedang were the first highland tribe of the RepUblic of Viet­
nam to be trained by the U.S. Special Forces. About two battalions 
of the Sedang were armed, and weapons were distributed to villa­
gers to enable them to defend themselves. In one case, the Sedang 
fought aggressively against the Viet Cong with only crossbows," 
indicating that they will tight the Viet Cong, whom they consider 
a threat to their way of life, with whatever arms are available. 
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SECTION IX 

C,oMMUNICATION8 TE(~IINI(lUES 

The principal means of relaying information in the Sedang area 
is by word of mouth. The Sedang do not have a written language, 
althouP one is now reportedly beiq devised by the miuionaries. 
Hence, written communicatiOllll would have little effect. A:ny radios 
in the SedaI\If area have probably been brought in by outsiders for 
military use. 

Because of their strong communal feelings, information activi­
ties &mOq the Sedang should probably be oriented around projects 
explicitly beneficial to the SedaI\If village. Possible themea are the 
conlin! "IlL disease, Improvement of agrieulture. and protection 
from Viet Coua harassment. 
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SECTION X 

CInc ACTION CONSIDERATIONS 

Any proposed civic action should take into account SedanII' re­
ligious, social, and cultural traditions. Because of the SedanII' 
political structure, all initial contacts should be made with the vil­
lage headman and the elders. The SedanII' must also be psycho­
logically prepared for the proposed changes. This requires detailed 
consultation with village leaders, careful assurance as to results, 
and a relatively slow pace in implementing programs. 

Because they are vilJage-oriented and prefer to remain isolated 
in their traditional way of life, the SedanII' respond most favorably 
to ideas for change presented in terms of local community b .. tter­
ment. Civic action proposals should stress the improvement of 
village life rather than emphasize ethnic or cultural pride, national­
ism, or political ideology. The reasons for an innovation should be 
thoroughly explained; the SedanII' resent interference in their nor­
mal routine if they do not understand the reawn for it. 

Current civic action programs of the Vietnamese Government 
include the resettlement of the SedanII' into new and larger villages, 
the control of malaria, medical aid programs, agricultural assis­
tance, and some attempts to educate the SedanII' tribesmen. 

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

L Projects originating in the local village are more desirable 
than sugR'estions 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 as to intimidate the villagers by size or 
,trangeness. Projects using familiar materials and products, 
as much as possible, are more easily accepted by the tribes­
men t"an projects requiring the use of strange materials or 
devices. 

3. Projects should have fairly short completion periods or have 
phases that provide frequent opportunities to evaluate effec­
tiveness. 

"1 Results should, as far as possible, be observable, measurable, 
or tangible. 

'151 



5. PrtJjed.~ ~hou1d. ide"lIy. 1"l1d th(!m~elve" to emulation by 
other villag"" or group •. 

CiviC' Aetion I'rwj .. d", 

The civic action possibilities for personnel working with the 
Sedang encompass all aspect.q of tribal life. E:"amples of possible 
projects are listed below. They should be considered representa­
tive, but not all inclusive or in the order of priority. 

1. Agriculture and animal husbandry 
a. Improvement of livestock 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. Techniques to improve quality and yields of farm land. 
e. Insect and rodent control. 
f. Construction of simple irrigation and drainage systems. 

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

generators and village electric light systems. 
c. Con.~truction of motion.plcture facilities. 
d. Construction of radio broadcast and receiving stations and 

public.speaker systems. 

3. Health and sanitation 
a. Improve village sanitation. 
b. Provide safe water supply systems. 
c. Eradicate disease-earrylng insect.~. 
d. Organize dispensary facilities for outpatient treatment. 
e. Teach basic principles of sanitation, personal hygiene. 

and first aid. 

4. Education 
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a. Provide basic literacy training. 
b. Provide basic citizenship education. 
c. Provide information about the outside world of interest to 

the tribesmen. 



SEf:,}'ION XI 

PARAMILITARY CAPABILITIEI; 

The Sedang have a reputation a' skilled and capable fighters in 
both offensive and defensive warfare. They have a long history of 
warfare and are proud of their skill as warriors and hunters. The 
Sedang have natural abilities and instincts which are useful in 
modern jungle warfare. Given support and leadership, Sedang may 
become effective forces in modern military operations. 

Prior Military Training and Experienet!' 

The Sedang were the first Montagnard tribe to receive U.S. 
military training and equipment, as well as the first tribe to actively 
resist the Viet Cong. Early in 1962 the Sedang began receiving 
U.S. assistance: by the middle of that year, they had been formed 
into a Montagnard Self-Defense Corps comprising two battalions 
of armed tribesmen. The platoons of this military force were dis­
tributed among 57 armed villages, with ahout one platoon of 10 men 
in each village. Approximately 6~O hand weapons were distributed 
among the villages. With these arms and training, the villagers 
aggressively resisted the Viet Cong. 

Tn June 1962, a Sedang village was attacked by a Viet Cong force. 
Armed with only traditional weapons, the villagers drove off the 
Viet Cong attackers. Two days fater, the Viet Cong returned: 
after an hour's lighting, they penetrated the village and took away 
all the young men. This and similar incidents have turned the 
Sedang against the Viet Gong.' 

Americans working with the Sedang evaluate them highly as 
fighters. It has been reported that every man, woman, and child 
in the Sedang area is an effective soldier.' 

WeapollS Utilized by the Tribe 

The traditional Sedang weapons are spears, swords, crossbows, 
and poisoned arrows. The Sedang are familiar with the use of 
traps. pits, and concealed, sharpened bamboo sticks-spiked foot 
trap~. 

A, noted, some Sedang have received training in the use of mod­
ern , 'eapons from U.S. military personnel. Their relatively small 
phys cal size makes the Sedang more comfortable and adept with 
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small, light weapons. Trnditionally the Sedang have taken good 
care of their weapons. 

Like many mountain tribes, the Sedang are skilled and proud 
hunters-their skill and pride are transferred to their use and eare 
of modern weapons. If a Sedang tribesman an conveniently carry 
and handle a weapon, he ean be expected to use it well. 

WiliingnHIJ 10 Fi .. ht 

In wllrf"ro on their own term", the ~'fI"l1g lire willing, oft"11 .'n'll 
nnxiou:i. tH Wit! otrcIlHiv(~ tad it·~. I(lIw(~vl'r, t hlly m"" l'~hU'lant tn 
light offensively without :!upcriurily in numhers .... in w""IJOlII'Y; 
neverthele.,x. the ~Iang defend their village" even if "U.llch'fl by a 
clearly .superior foree. Night attacks and fighting from ambush 
are their favorite methods. 
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SECTION XII 

SUG(;ESTIONS FOR PERSONNEL 
WORKING WITH THE SEDANG 

Every action of the Sedang tribesman has specific significance in 
terms of his culture. One must be careful to realize that the 
Sedang may not react as outsiders do. The outsider should re­
member 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 Sedang are 
listed below. 

Official.\('fivilit"s 

L Initial contact with a Sedang village should be formal. A 
visitor should speak first to the village headman and elders. 

2. Sincerity, honesty, and truthfulness are essential in dealing 
with the Sedang. 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 
previous group. 

3. Outsiders cannot gain the confidence of Sedang tribesmen 
quickly. Developing a sense of trust is a slow process re­
quiring 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 resent­
ment or apathy. 

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

6. No immediate, important decision should be asked of a 
Sedang. An opportunity for family consultation should 
always be provided; if not, a flat refusal to cooperate may 
result. 

7. Tribal elders and the appointed village chief should receive 
some of the credit for projects and for improved administra­
tion. Efforts should never undermine or discredit the posi­
tion or influence of the local leaders. 
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Social Relalieaships 

1. The Sedang 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. 

3. Outside personnel should not refuse a Sedang offer of food or 
drink. especially at a relill'ious ceremony. Once involved in 
a ceremony, one must eat or drink whatever is offered. 

4. A gift. an invitation to a ceremony, or an invitation to enter 
a Sedang house may be refuiled by an outsider, a9 long as 
consistency and impartiality are shown. However. receiving 
girts. participating in ceremonies. and visiting houses will 
serve to establish good relations with the Sedang. 

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

6. An outsider should never enter a Sedang house, unless ac­
companied by a member of that house; this is a matter of 
good taRte and cautious behavior. If anything is later 
missing from the house. unpleasant and unnecessary compli. 
cations may arise. 

7. Outsiders should not get involved with Sedang women. 
8. Generally. the Sedang are eager to learn; however, teachers 

should be careful to avoid seriously disrupting traditional 
cultural patterns. 

Relilioa8 Beli.f. aad Praclkos 

1. Do not enter a village where a religious ceremony is taking 
place or a religious taboo is in effect. Watch for the warning 
signs placed at the village entrances; when in doubt. do not 
enter. 

2. As soon as possible identify any sacred trees. stones, or other 
sacred objects in the village; do not touch or tamper with 
them. The Sedang believe these sacred objects house power· 
ful spirits. For example. if a sacred rock is touched without 
due ceremony, the village may have to be moved or expensive 
sacrifices may have to be made. 

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

LiviDI' St.Nt.rd. a!kl Routine. 

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

2. When trading with the Sedang, outsiders should always allow 
time for family conferences, as the individual Sedang is 
obliged by tradition to consult his family before selling 
anything. 

3. Learn simple phrases in the Sedang language. A desire to 
learn and speak their language creates a favorable impres­
sion on the tribespeople. 

Health and Welfare 

1. The Sedang are becoming increasingly aware of the benefits 
of medical clIre and will request merlical assistance. Outside 
groups in Sedang areas should try to provide medical assist­
ance whenever possible. 

2. Medical teams should be prepared to handle and have ade­
quate supplies for extensive treatment of malaria, dysentery, 
yaws, trachoma, venereal diseases, intestinal parasites. and 
various skin diseases. 
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CHAPTER 18. THE STIENG 

S .. ;CTION I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Stieng are a large tribal group living On both sides of the 
Republic of Vietnam-Cambodia border some 75 miles north-north­
west of Saigon. Of Mon-Khmer ethnic stock. the Stieng speak a 
language similar to that of the Bahnar. M'nong, Sedang, and other 
important Montagnard groups. 

The Stieng have a patriarchal society and live in villages which 
individually form the highest level of political organization they 
have attained. The SHeng have a subsistence economy based pri­

. marily on the slash-and-burn cultivation of dry rice and supple­
mented by hunting and fishing. 

An intensely religious people, the SHeng believe they live in 
constant interaction with animistic spirits. Among the last of the 
highland groups to be subdued by the French. the Stieng have II 

reputation for belligerence and. until recently. have remained 
isolated from ouL~ide influences. 

Naill", Size, and Location of Group 

The Stieng, sometimes called the Budip, number about 60,000 
people. Approximately 23,000 live in South Vietnam in the region 
northwest of Saigon, while the remainder live in the neighboring 
provinces of Binh Long and Phuoc Long; some Stieng are also in 
the provinces of Tay Ninh, Binh Duong, Phuoc Thanh, Quang Due, 
and, possibly, Bien Hoa.' 

Although specific information on the subgroups of the Stieng was 
not available, there appeared to be four subgroups-the Budip, the 
Budeh, the Bulach, and the Bulo. The specific location of these 
groups is unavailable." 

The Stieng inhabit an area bordered on the northeast by the 
M'nong tribe, on the east by the Ma group, and on the south by 
the Vietnamese. The Khmer, who are to the west and southwest, 
shill ~ a large portion of territory with the Stieng in the provinces 
of E.nh Long and Phuoc Long.' 
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Ter,ain Analy"," 

TIle !'>tieng area mrely excL'«I" 500 reet in elevalion. The lalltl· 
sc"pi? varic~ from low, undlliating roothill". Htrewn with 1"lCk" ,..1<1 
lava bloc .... , to lIat terrain. Th" gray. roo. or hrown ""iI" an' 
generully the compact btL~nltic type. The rOO Hoils nl'e deel> because 
of the decomposition of the ea..ify crumbled basalt or the volcanic 
ash. The brown soils. less rich in clay than the red soils, nl'e 
lighter. less cohesive. and easier to work. All the soils in the area 
are rich in chemicals and, when cleared. are excellent for the cuI· 
tivation of rubber trees. 

The area receives a great deal of rain. generally more than 78 
inches per year. The unusually heavy rainfall. during the period 
from Apn1 to mid-September, comes from masses of humid equa­
torial air moving from west to east. The air masses lose their 
moisture as they rise on their approach to the high plateau areas. 

Most of the Stieng area is covered with a dense rain forest of 
three levels. The highest level is a canopy created by "ery old 
trees. 125 to 150 feet high; the middle level has shorter trees and 
vinea-; anQ; tile lowest level is underbrush. Uttle grass grows on 
the fote.!lt lloor. Occasional glades are covered with tm"h 
(/mpemta C1Jlindrica) grass, while rocky areas of lava blocks and 
conglomerate ma. .. es are covered with light forests. consillting 
mainly of thorny bamboo. Areas along water-courses have par­
ticularly luxuriant growths of rattan and bamboo. 

Although the area has an annual dry season in the winter (No­
vember to March), the forest is almost always extremely humid. 
either because of the heavy rainfall dUring the spring and summer 
seasons or because of the seepage of water through the soil during 
the dry season. However. the vegetation along the riverbeds and 
In the occasional glades or rocky patches suffers severely from 
drought during the relatively dry winter months. 

The Stieng area has few large animals. with the exception of 
roving herds of elephants and boars. Hunting in the Stieng area 
is difficult because of the scarcity of large game. An inexperienced 
hunter might easily starve. However, many sma)) mammal_ 
porcupines, scaly anteaters, squirrels, civets, and monkeys--as well 
as reptiles. birds, and insects are found in this region. During the 
wet season, numerous leeches and other bloodsuckers appear in the 
forests. 

Many springs In the forest area are breeding places for malaria­
bearing mosquitoes. Cambodian and Vietnamese peasants in 
bordering locations are aware of the health hazards and are re­
luctant to go into the Stieng forest or to spend any extended period 
of time there. 

The lowlands in the southwest portion of the Stieng territory are 
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comparatively open "II(I are under !"l,11 ivali"n. Hub"" .. plantalion~ 
are scattered throughout the southern and we,tern purtioll' of thi, 
area, 

Many rivers and Rlreams lIow through lhe we,tern Stieng luw­
land area; muuntain streams are prevalent in the eastern part near 
the Annamite Mounlains. The Song Bo is the principal river. 

National Route 13 runs north to south in the western area near 
the Cambodian border; Route 14 runs southwest to northeast 
through the Annamite Mountains in the eastern section. Second­
ary roads and trails are few in the Stieng area. All roads in this 
region are difficult to maintain.' 
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S~;CTION II 

TRIBAL BACKGROUND 

Ethnk aad Racial O1'ilin 

Anthropologists consider the Stieng a Mon·Khmer people, reo 
lated. to the Khmer or Cambodian people. Several other tribes in 
the Republic of Vietnam-including the Bahnar, the M'nong, and 
the Sedang-are also of Mon-Khmer stock. These tribes have 
similJor customs and agricultural patterns. Their languages also 
are similar, though not mutually intelligible.' 

LaD",alle 

The Stieag language gives its name to a part of the Mon·Khmer 
family eafted the Stiengian subgrouping. The M'nong, Ma. and 
Sre lallguages are also members of this language subgroup.' 

The Stieng language is made up, for the most part, of mon.)· 
syllabic words. Word order in sentences seems to be flexible.' 
Available information does not indicate the existence of II written 
Stieng language. 

Stleng tribesmen have a limited knowledge of French, Viet· 
namese, and languages of neighboring tribes, probably obtained 
from trade contacts. Stieng tribesmen who served a..~ soldiers with 
the French army know some French, and members of the Budeh 
subgroup apparently understand some of the M'nong dialects.' 
Very few Stleng can read and write; the literate tribesmen prob­
ably attended Government or missionary schools, where the lan­
guages taught were French and Vietnamese. 

Lqeadary History 

According to a Stleng legend, their tribesmen once belonged to 
only one tribe and Jived along the shore of the China Sea. The 
legend relates that a god descended from heaven and married a 
tribal girl named Dai Cho Phek. The god and Dai Cho Phek had 
a son, Djleng, who was taken back to heaven, where he was taught 
magic and the trades. Djieng was very ingenious; he knew how 
to forge tools, to weave baskets, to build houses, and to till the soil. 
The god sent Djleng back to earth to teaeh the trades to his tribe. 
Djieng married a girl named Lo'm. and they both became immortal. 

The ruler of China made war on Djieng, who was compelled to 
retreat to the south with his soldiers and tribespeople. One day 
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Djieng and his soldiers crossed a stream by cutting their way 
through a quick-growing shrub, tom rklang. The rest of the 
tribespeople, who were somewhat behind, met a talking dog at the 
stream. The dog told them that Djieng and his soldiers 1>",1 J1a~"ed 
that way long before-a lie. "!'tee how dear thp w;lft'r~ of thl' 
brook are and how the bu~heJ\ ;II'(' IIll1li.ttll'h,~I." said lilt' dng. 
Djieng's followers believed the dug, not realizil1!{ th"t the fa~l 
stream had carried the mud away and that a new growth of tom 
rklang had appeared. The group of tribespeople remained at that 
site and founded the Stieng tribe.' 

Fattual History 

Little information concerning the factual hil<tory of the Stieng is 
available. However, they are known to have revolted against 
French rule on at least two occasions. In 1862, before the French 
were finnly in control of Cochin China, the Annamese (ethnic 
Vietnamese) revolted with the support of several Stieng groups." 
The Vietnamese, however, then invaded the Stieng territory; the 
lower regions were overrun first, and the invaders slowly moved 
inland. By 1875, most villages in the area of Hon Quan were 
designated by the Vietnamese names-An Loc, Binh Tay, Dong 
Phat. Dong No, and Xuan La-although they were inhabited solely 
by the Stieng. These ,illages made up two cantons of the Delega­
tion of Hon Quan and were subjected to Vietnamese law. By 
superior strength the Vietnamese were able to inflict their will on 
the Stieng. 

In the years following this first revolt, the Stieng peacefully re­
mained in their villages and were of little concern to either the 
French or the Vietnamese. Occasional travelers pa .. !.'ocd through 
Stieng territory, but they apparently met with no interference 
from the tribesmen. Largely because of the inhospitable terrain 
and climate of their area, the Stieng remained relatively i.'\Olated 
until the French began to develop the area in the 1920's and 1930's.' 

When the French found that the soils and climate of the Stieng 
area were favorable to rubber trees, they established large rubber 
plantations in the 1920's and 1930's. The French dispossessed the 
Stieng and attempted to use them as field laborers on the planta­
tions. Since the Stieng were not good fieldworkers, the French 
imported North Vietnamese--Tonkinese--to work on the planta­
tions. The loss of tribal land and the importation of the Tonkine.e 
created dissention between the French and the tribespeople, caUR­
in!" the Stieng to withdraw deeper into the tropical forests, further 
isolating them from outaide influences.' 

'n 1933, the second Stieng rebellion against the French occurred, 
ap larently due to the encroachment of the rubber plantation own­
er,. On October 29 of that year, Morere, a French official, was 
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.killed at a military post in Stieng territory. Over tbe tben newly 
constructed roads, tbe French quickly moved in tbeir troops, in­
cluding some Rhade tribesmen among tbe militia. Witbin 3 
montha, tbe uprising was crusbed." 

After the Stieng area bad been completely pacified by tbe Frencb, 
relations between the tribesmen ond the French improved. Stieng 
tribeimen began to serve in the Frencb army. and "orne fought for 
the Frencb during tbe Indochina War. Tbe Stieng lire still very 
proud of tbeir military service witb the ]<l'encb and proudly wear 
latteri'd remnant.q of their old uniforms." 

s.-Ulement 1'.Ueorns 

Every few years, the Stieng sbift tbeir agricultural activities to 
new sites; at tbe same time, tbeir villages are moved close to the 
new fields. Tbese sbifts are not migrations, as tbe new sites are 
usually not far from tbe old ones, but do constitute a regular move­
ment witbin the tribal area. The villagers tbemselves establisb 
tbe pattern of settlement, including tbe cboice of tbe village site. 

Stieng villages are usually small, seldom containing more than 
30 pe!'IIOII8 and occasionally consisting of only one family. The 
villages are widely scattered over the Stieng area; tbe distaoces 
between tbem are great enough to permit eacb village to be com­
pletely independent. 

In the past, wben intervillage warfare was prevalent, Stieng 
villages were fortified with walls of large logs covered witb tree 
branches. Thousands of sbarpened stakes were interspersed 
nmong the tree brancbes and arranged at various heights. In 
addition, tbe dense foliage of tbe jungle itself bid tbe fortified viI· 
lages and made detection difficult. H 

The Stieng live in thatcbed bouses built on bamboo poles about 
6 to 10 feet olr the ground. The walls of the typical Stieng house 
are made of woven bamboo screens, wbich slant sligbtly outward to 
join the roof of grass or palm fronds. The loosely woven bamboo 
floor permits refuse to fall tbrougb to the ground. 

A platform, 6 to 10 feet above tbe ground, is built at tbe entrance 
to tbe house and is reached from the ground by a bamboo ladder 
or a wooden log with notcbed steps. The entrance to tbe bouse is 
quite small, and one must stoop to pass tbrougb It. The door is 
apparently made in tbls fashion for easy defense against attaek." 

The interior of the house Ia divided Into two sections, one for 
sleeping and the other for communal activities. The sleeping area. 
raised slightly above the communal area, Is sectioned off Into COIn­

partments by woven bamboo screens. The communal area, longer 
than the sleeping area, is also divided into two parts: one area is 
used for cooking and food storage; the second area is used fO!' en· 
tertaining guests, eating, and storing valuables such as goag8, jars, 
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weapons, iron cooking pots, and gourds. Because the house has no 
chimney to carry away the smoke from the cooking fires, the air 
inside may be quite heavy and close. However, the smoke does 
serve as an insect repellent. . 

Some equipment is kept underneath the house, such as howdahs, 
baskets, and mortars and pestles for pounding husks from rice. 
Areas underneath and around the houses are littered with refuse 
that falls through the floor of the house, as well as that from the 
dogs, chickens, and pig" that live under the house." 

., ...... -
" .. ", '. , 

~\i'~~';;-'· ""':;'. 

Fig",.. St. Stitmg I""",.. 
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SECTION III 

INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS 

l·hy,d ... 1 CharartC"ri14tK-M 

A typicnl Stienj!' tribesman iM about 5 feet 5 inches tall. Hi~ 

skin iA dnrker than that of the Vietnamese and may ranj!'e from 
brown to copper. A Stieng wears his hair long. fastening it in a 
bun at the nape of his neck with one of many varying decorations. 

The Stieng tribesman is well built. strong and muscular. His 
thigh and chest muscles are especially well developed, although 
the limbs sometimes appear frail. Few Stleng are fat. The Mon­
R:olian eyefold is rarely encountered. Th. nose is more bridged 
than tIiat 8' the average Oriental, and the forehead is high with 
genemlly. prominent brows. The Stieng tribesman usuallr hM 
body odor, as he rarely takes a bath and he sleeps in a smoke­
filled house.' 

Distinctive physical eharaeteristics of the Stieng are pierced 
and elongated earlobes. The earlobes of the Stieng are usually 
pierced when they are very young. At first. a small wire or piece 
of cloth is worn in the hole in the earlobe; later. larger items are 
placed in the hole, until a plug, often ivory and approximately 1.5 
inches in diameter, is worn. 

The arms, chests, and foreheads of the Stieng tribespeople are 
often tattooed with various symbolic lines and triangles. They 
tattoo by puncturing the skin with a sharp piece of bamboo dipped 
in a root stain; after the wound heals, a blue design remains in­
delibly etched in the skin. Tattoos are losing favor among the 
Stieng who served in the French Army or have otherwise been In 
contact with outside groups. However, tribesmen living in remote 
villages and all the tribal women still use tattoos for personal 
decoration. ' 

Health 
Village sanitation and personal hygiene among the tribeapeople 

are very rudimentary. In the tribal area, diseases are spread by 
insects, worms. poor sanitation, and sexual contact.' 

Malaria is a major disease among the Stieng. In 1947, the 
French reported that 92 pe~nt of all infants In the Stieng area 
had malaria;' thus. by adulthood. every tribesman has probably 
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contracted the disease. Two common types of malaria in the 
Stieng area are the benign tertian malaria, which causes high 
fever with relapses over a period of time but is usually not fatal: 
and malignant tertian malaria, which is fatal.' 

The carriers of the three types of typhus prevalent in this area 
are lice, rat /leas, and mites. Reportedly, mite-carried typhus is 
especially prevalent among the tribes.' Cholera, dysentery, yaws, 
venereal diseases, smallpox, and various parasitic and fungus 
diseases are also prevalent in this area.' 

The Stieng believe disease is caused by evil spirits; for cures, the 
tribes people resort to a village sorcerer. The sorcerer knows how 
to use remedies concocted from herbs, barks, and other items: how 
to select the proper amulet; how to properly place curative objects 
in the house or village; and how to make the proper blood sacrifices. 
Blood sacrifices involve prayers, the sacrifice of a dog, pig, or buf­
falo, and the drinking of rice wine. Such sacrifices are most fre­
quently associated with birth and serious illnesses. At these sacri­
ficial ceremonies, the SOrcerers throw themselves into trances nnd 
writhe about on the ground.' 

Aside from the contagious diseases, the health of the Stieng is 
largely dependent upon the adequacy of food supplies obtained 
from farming, hunting, and fishing.' 

The Vietnamese Government operates medical facilities in towns 
near the Stieng area. In more remote Stieng areas, free from the 
Viet Cong, medical assistance teams have occasionally brought aid 
to the tribal villages. These activities, however, have met with 
only limited success because of the isolation of the Stieng villages, 
which cannot be ea.~ily reached by modern means of transport. 

The Stieng have been receptive to the Western medical treat­
ment available to them. Western medicine is known in most of the 
tribal areas, where tribesmen served in the French or Vietnamese 
armies, where U. S. Army medical teams have visited, and where 
the people are in contact with missionary hospitals. Western 
medicine would probably be resisted in only the most isolated 
villages. 

For hunting and traveling long distances through the forests, 
Stieng endurance is good. The Stieng are able to remain in the 
forests, hunting and living off the land, for as long as a month." 

The physical size of the Stieng tribesmen (about 5 feet, 5 inches) 
limits the size of the weapons that they can handle to lightweight, 
portable arms for mobile ooerations. In fixed emplacements, how­
ever, the Stieng could handle heavier equipment. 

PI!I~'ehologic.1 Charaderistics 

['he Stieng are considered one of the more warlike tribes of the 
R. public of Vietnam. Before the Stieng area was completely con-
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Lrnlk.lalld IN.l'ili,,1 uy II ... 1>',..'111'11 ",,,I Iht' Vi .. Ln:Il11t'"t', Ih.· SticlIK 
rllided othcr villagc" Cor "laves ill wl'II""I'KanihL'Ii ,tnd wcll"""L"{'uted 
attnck •. 

By Western standa,·ds. the Stieng mlly IIllpellr lazy. for they do 
not submit to the ob!lervllnce of re)!'ular hour"." Judged by their 
performance of tasks of a routine mlture. the Stieng are IIp'dthetic 
and seem incapable of sustained effort." Hence. the Stieng were 
not considered satisfactory worker. for the rubber plantations in 
the area. Nevertheless. the Stieng are capable of hard work. in 
terms of seasonal activities and their own culture. The Stein!!:. for 
example. work long and hard in the late winter and early sprin)!' to 
prepare for planting; at other times. they are very active in hunt­
ing, fulhiag, and harvesting. 

The Stieng love their independence and will obey a chief's direc­
tions only if they agree with them. In diRputes with chiefs, vil­
lages have been known to Ilplit, lind members to leave the villages," 
Stieng tribesmen are oriented first toward the family and then 
toward the village. The individual tribesman trusts the members 
of his family. bec."luse he is familiar with their obligations to him 
as well Ill! rih their behavior. Loyalty is centered in the family 
antI. to II del!'ree. in the villll!!,l'. 
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SECTION IV 

SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

Stieng society is patriarehal. family and village centered, and 
generally monogamous. Social status is determined by affluence; 
families own land, while individuals own personal items. 

The Stieng have never had overall tribal unity or an overall tribal 
leader. nor do they appear to have a clan structure.' 

Place or Me, Women. and Childreh ih the Society 

The Stieng have a patriarchal society: the women are subordinate 
to the men, who hold all positions of authority. Upon marriage. 
the men remain in the household of their fathers, in contrast to the 
custom among the Rhade and Jarai, where the man goes to live in 
the house of his wife's mother. Among the Stieng. inheritances 
and the family name are passed through the male line. again differ­
ing from the Rhade and Jarai.' 

Stieng men do the heavy work. such as clearing the land and 
bringing in the harvest; they also hunt and IIsh. The women per­
form lighter farming tasks and are responsible for collccting edible 
tubers and other foods from the forest.' 

The Stieng greatly prize their children. who are allowed much 
freedom. 

Marriage 

Since the Stieng have a patriarchal society. the male selects his 
future spouse, either directly or through a go-between who is a 
member of his family. However, mutual consent is the rule, and 
only rarely will parents, unless driven by need. sel! a daughter to 
the highest bidder. Normally, young people yield to their mutual 
desires, often having intercourse before the wedding. 

Once the young Stieng has made his choice. his parents sound out 
the girl through a female go-between. If the girl accepts. the two 
families confer and agree upon the terms of the marriage contract. 
Each family chooses a witness. a nak mha or a konran sai, who 
knows the traditional customs. as weI! as the prayers to invoke the 
spirits. The wedding is celebrated by tying the wrists of the couple 
wit ':I a cotton string and asking the spirits to bless the union with 
he: lth. love. wealth, and many offspring. Following the ceremony. 
th. two witnesses, the two families with their kin and friends, and 
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the village notables are invited to the feast. When the groom's 
family is wealthy, a buffalo and three pigs are sacrificed, and a 
number of jaIlS of rice wine are provided for the feast; a poor family 
will PNoYille Pigs and serve one jar of rice wine. 

If a tribesman wants to set up hi. own home or bring a wife into 
his own family, he must pay his wife's family a bride price-money, 
property, or services given by or In behalf of a prO"II!'etiye hllsb:md 
to the bride's family. In addition 10 the b"id" pric(', variou< <ilC­

rirkill) objet'L" mu"L be deliver,," ),,,ro .. ,, Lh,' w,·,),!ill~: "'It' "I~ rur 
Lhe IIpiriL, .. r (he fu .. ,·"I. 0111' ,.i/! ro,' 1 he 11"",,,,h,,III /!Il,ts. a 1 hi ... I)!;/! 
in honor of the witne"xes, IIntill bulTa)t! in hon"r of 1111 .. r the wed­
din~ guests. 

If no bride price is paid, the groom joins hi. wife's family. and he 
becomes a djo'ma sai (adopted son). When his in· laws die, he stays 
on in their house, or at lell8t in the same village. This custom cor­
responds to lam re (making a son-In.law) in Vietnamese society. 

Adultery by a husband is tolerated by Stieng custom; adultery 
by a wife is treated lI8 a transgression. When a husband deceives 
his wife, she cannot ask for a divorce; she may only reproach him 
and a.!Ik that he sacrifice a chicken in conciliation. 

When 11 Stieng wife commits adultery, her partner must make 
restitution to her husband. This payment is customarily a fine­
cattle, pigs, gongs, or jars of rice wine-or reimbursement of the 
husband's bride price.' The severity of the penalty is determined 
by the site of the offense (the fine being higher if the offense occur· 
red in the house of the adulterer) and identity of adulterer (8 
stranger paying II lar~er fine thun lin acquaintance). 

If the wife rcpellt~ the adulter" .. ~ lid, her husband willll.k for 1I 

divorce and for the repllymenl HC hi~ bride price by either her Im'er 
or her family. A woman with several lovers i~ repudiated as " 
common prostitute. 

Divorce and SPcond Marrhlges 

Divoree, allowed by Stieng custom, is based on the consent of 
husband and wife, the consent of their families and child,';!n, and 
the reimbursement of the bride price to the husband or to his 
family. 

When the husband, with the consent of his wife, wishes a di •. 
vorce, her family keeps the bride price and receives, in addition, a 
sacrifice of a pig and a jar of rice wine. If the wife remarries, her 
family must return half the bride price. The children go with their 
mother when the father has initiated the divorce. 

When the wife wants the divorce, her family must return the 
bride price, the gifts, and cost of the wedding ceremony and must 
offer a sacrifice of a pig and a jar of rice wine. In this case, the 
children remain with the father. 
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When II SHeng husband has been absent for several years, his 
wife may ask her in-laws for permission to remarry. If the in-laws 
give their consent, the second husband must reimburse them for 
the bride price. 

If a woman dies from a miscarriage or in childbirth, and if the 
husband,living with his in-laws, seeks to remarry, he must pay the 
entire bride price plus a sacrifice of a buffalo and a jar of rice wine.' 

In general, Stieng society perIl'lits the widow or widowe,' to re­
marry according to hi" or her own choice. IIowever, a widow is 
free to marr,' a!rain ollly if her husbHllcl did not fully PH)' for the 
presents due his wife's family: if the presents were given and paid 
for, the widow is compelled to marry the brother of the deceased 
husblmd, even if thi>' means relegation to the rank of se"ond wife. 
nefusal to follow the tradition automatically entails return of the 
bride price: 

Hirlh and Abortinn 

Apparently, SUeng women in childbirth are attended by mid­
wives who receive no payment. Information on deli,·crr. birth 
ceremonies. and p"~thirth acti\'ities is not ",·ailable. 

Birth of II stillborn child, in normal course of events. does not 
result in punishment of the wife. Rut if the wife induces auortion. 
her husband may abandon her: in case the bride price has not 
been paid, the wife i~ returned to her family, without indemnit)·; 
if the bride price has been paid, she must remain with he,' in-laws, 
If II wife is aborted by someone else, in agreement with her hus­
band, nothing is done, If the abortion was without the husband'" 
consent. the person performing it must care for thp wife until she 
is completelY recovered, must pay the husband ''" intl",mnit)· of 
eij!'ht buffaloes, and must offer an appropriate ,Herilic." Should 
the "'oman die, the pemlll who performed the abortion must pnr 
damages to the husband and the woman's fnmily,' 

The Stieng rarely tolerate infanticide, which todllY is punishable 
by severe penalties-€ven the death sentence. In the past, how­
e"er, the Stieng reportedly killed deformed infants, 

CIa !'IS Structure 

The Stieng have three classes: wealthy tribesmen, ordinar)' 
tribesmen. nnd slaves: The wealthy Stieng achieV(' their position 
iJy accumulating slaves, elephants, mluable jars, and gongs. The 
vast majority of Stieng, however, are born into ordinary families. 

The Stieng have two types of slaves: permanent idaves, captured 
or purchased, and considered permanent pl'opert~· of their owners; 
and temporary slaves, in bondage for debt. Orphans are sometimes 
Fold '" slaves, and occasionally a family might even sell a child to 
sati, 'y debts. 
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DeI!I'ft of Koclal M"bilit, 

There is mobility IImong the three Stieng Modal classes, especially 
between the ordinary tribesmen and the slaves, because tribesmen 
freqtH!iltly go into debt and temporary slavery to buy animals for 
religiou~ sacrifices. Thu~, II trihl. ... mlln mlly move up or down with­
in the social structure. 
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SECTION V 

CUSTOMS AND TABOOS 

Almost all Stieng activities are regulated by numerous customs 
and taboos. There are prescribed methods and procedures govern­
ing everything from dress to construction of houses to the settle­
ment of disputes and individual behavior. Having no written 
language, the Stieng have passed down these prescriptions from 
generation to generation until they have attained the force of cus­
tomary law. Believing that the world around them abounds in 
both good and evil spirits, the Stieng are constantly trying to avoid 
actions, activities, and contact with objects or animals that they 
believe might displease the spirits. 

Dress 

In the Stieng area, men usually wear a simple loincloth. On cere­
monialoccasions, they also wear a thigh-length coat which buttons 
down the front. Men who served in the French Army still wear 
remnants of old uniforms. Other articles of Western apparel are 
also seen, and T-shirts are especially prized. Neither the men nor 
the women wear sandals. 

Stieng women ordinarily wear a short skirt, and leave the upper 
part of the body nude. On ceremonial occasions the women usually 
wear a cloth, 9 to 12 feet long, draped over one shoulder and tied 
under the opposite armpit. This long cloth is also used to carry 
their babies. 

SHeng children wear no clothing until they are abou t 6 years old; 
their hair is always cut very short, except for a single lock at the 
crown. 

Jewelry or other ornaments are worn by all the Stieng. Women 
wear heavy brass or copper bangles on their ankles. Both men and 
women wear copper or brass bracelets. Large plugs of ivory are 
worn in the earlobes, and the tribespeople are tattooed with sym­
bolic lines and triangles.' Hairpins are worn to keep their hair in 
place. Children usually have jewelry around their necks. and from 
birt'l until about the 4th year they wear an anklet with two bells. 
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.'olk II<lid. 

Numerous fear~. superstitiQns, and prejudice~ are associated 
with the SHeng's animistic religion, The Stieng believe that good 
and evil spirits inhabit all the Qbjects Qf their world, including such 
things as streams, rocks, the soil, crossbows, jars, and gongs. The 
evil spirits actively cause trouble for the man who. fails to. Qbserve 
the appropriate actiQns when dealing with any Qbject Qr when per­
fQrming any task. The spirits cause evil to. befall the offending 
person Qr the village; hence, the Stieng live so that they will not 
Qffend the spirits. Stieng customs deal with human-spirit rela­
tions, taboos, and the penalties fnr vinlatiQns. For example, a 
person entering a taboo village is thereby respnnsible for an~' iII­
ne.aes nr accidents subsequently occurring in the village. fnr he hn. 
offended the spirit~ who., in retaliatiQn. cause illnesses and 
accidents. 

The mo.~t Rigniticant custnms and taboo.~ are di"cu .... ~ed in the 
,ediem. which follQw. Tribe.men vinlnting the tn"'"," tire pun­
ished; Qutsiders from a pnwerful groull, such liS the ViC'tmlmese ('1' 

United States Gnvernment, are not usually held re"llOnsihle for 
vinh.tinll8 of tribal tabOO>!, However, the Stieng long remember the. 
person flnuting their custnms and may associate the group, M well 
as the individual nffender, with the taboo vinlatiQn. 

CustOMS Relating to OutRiderH 

Because life amQng the Stieng is village centered, nnntribal mem­
bers and nQnvillage members are treated alike: all QIIt.~iders are 
viewed with suspicinn. The villager's main CQncern is, "Will the 
presence Qf the Qutsider Qffend the spirits and bring illness and 
accidents upon the village?" Persons who. so Qffend the spit'it" 'Ire 
called cang rai. If an Qutsider, by his presence, offends the spirit. 
and does nQt perform the apprQpriate placating sacrifice. he has, in 
the eyes Qf the tribesmen, committed an extremely serious Qffense. 
BefQre the Stieng area was cQmpletely pacified by the French. such 
Qffenses were a principal cause Qf cQnflict in SHeng villages; report­
edly. many Qffending Frenchmen lost their lives.' 

AlthQugh the Stieng are cautiQus in receiving outsiders. they are 
usually hQspitable, even appearing to be happy to. receh·e the 
visitQrs, as this is a good excuse for a rice wine ceremQny. The 
visitor is CQurteously received, fed, and hQused during his stay. 
The Stieng manner Qf receiving visitQrs is quiet and civil with a 
natural curiosity. 

While the Stieng receive strangers CQurteously, they do so cau­
tinusly, as they are suspiciQUS until they can determine the 
strangers' motives. In additiQn, religiQn probably plays a part, as 
the SHeng are alert and sensitive to the presence Qf the stranger 
who. may Qffend the spirits. The rice wine ceremQny fQr greeting 
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_trange"" probably al"" has II religious fundion--Iladfying the 
spirits for the presence of the "tr'lIlgt'r in lilt' villllge. 

J':atin~ and U .. inllinJt ('Ut4tom~ 

Hie" iM the ba,.ic ,.taple 10 the Stil'lIl1 <lit·!. Inc!"" .. ". til,· Sti(>!lg 
~ometimc~ u~e ('hOJlHt ickM to eat rh.'C', hut in t ht' lit'lti nr whill' t .*a\'{,I­
inl( they eat with tll"ir hands. A t. .. wl or wall'" is \.Ian·" "nfong 
the diner" so they may wet theil' !"IIl'!"; Ih'·II. wil h ", .. t ling,·"s. 
they roll Ii,.lfuls of rice into small balls without having the ril'e 
stick to their linge", After two "'. three mouthful,.. the~' tllke a 
piece of uncrushed salt to crack between their teeth for fh.voring. 
Pimiento iR also used for flavoring. After the meal. the Stieng 
drink water stored in a bamboo tube. The floor is covered with the 
skin of a cow or deer. used as a tauleclolh, 

In addition to rice. the Stieng eat soup!< made of flowers. lem·es. 
gourds. or pumpkins. Other Stieng foods are fish. wild game. buf­
falo. snails, rats, lizards. crickets, scorpions, snakes. toads, chickens, 
ducks, eggs, worms, and ants. Tauoo foods are tigers, turtles. and 
domestic elephants.' 

Wee wine drinking is a key clement in all Stieng ceremonies, 
The wine is prepared by fermenting It mixture of lInhu~ked rice 
(paddy) and water in a large jllr. Arter the mixture is nHowed to 
ferment for about HI day~, it is poured into another jar. The 
Stieng drink the wine through uamboo straws dil'edly f"tlm this 
<eeond jar. In order of rank, the participltnts in the cerem()n~' 
take turns drinking from the jar. iteportedly, the Stieng drink 
great quantities of rice wine and are often drunk for long periods 
of time, 

CU!ol.toms Relating to the nll.llfE' 

OutsiderR are forbidden entrance into a Stieng "illa!!e under 
certain circumstances. The first 7 days following a formal in­
auguration of a newly built village are considered sacred. No 
strangers are allowed to enter the village during this time. It is 
also forbidden to bring in paddy, jars of rice wine. mortars. pestles, 
and winnowing baskets. During this same period, there is no 
cooking in the houses, and no vegetables, pork, or chicken ma~' be 
eaten. While sacrificial poles-to which sacrificial buffaloes lire 
tied-are being built in the new village, all the men must sleep in 
the forest. The sign outside the village warning awa~' strange" 
is a rope. intertwined with a handful of leaves, across the dJlage 
gate." 

When a stranger comes to live permanently in a Stieng village. 
he mllst sacrifice a chicken or a pig and rice wine, He must then 
live i I the field he is CUltivating-not within the confines of the 
viIlag )-until the village is moved to a new location, In this way 
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the stranger will Dot offend the evil spirits, thus causing illness and 
accidents in the village. 

There are also certain times when entrance into a Stieng house Is 
forbidden. A house is taboo for 3 days after the birth of a child 
or the birth of a buffalo or pig belonging to thnt household. How­
ever, if the buffalo or pig is born in the forest mtht'r than near the 
house, the house is not considered taboo. No one may enter a hut 
on a cultivated field for 3 days after a child has been born in it. and 
II house is taboo for 3 days after a sorcerer has conducted a healing 
ceremony in it. 

Warnings that a house is taboo are a closed door and a bamboo 
pole. with leaves fa..tened at the top, stuck in the ground in front of 
the house.' 

Cwo_" JUlalin« to Warfare 
The Stieng techniques for defensive and offensive warfare are 

discussed el~where in this study.· Little information is currently 
available concerning customs and taboos during war. An early 
account stated that if a group of warriors en route to an attack 
saw 9&mething that might be an evil omen, the attack would be 
abandoned! 
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SECTION VI 

RELIGION 

The life of the Stieng is dominated by their animistic belief that 
the gods and spirits inhabit every animate and inanimate object. 
The Stieng pantheon comprises good and evil spirits, principal and 
le~ser gods. spirits of the deceased. and ghosts. Sacrifices to pla­
cate spirits offended by violation of taboos are the primary re­
ligious ritual. 

Principal Spirit~ 

The most important Stieng spirits are those of the sun. moon. 
earth. sky. and lightning. The spirit of the sun is responsible for 
fertility; the SI}irit of the moon. for the rhythms of life. such as 
the calendar. \'egetation. and crops; the spirit of the earth. for the 
grnwth or things; and the ,;pirit of the sky. for agrarian rites. The 
spirit of lightning is especially feared b." the tribesmen; if certain 
tauoos are broken. they believe this spirit will strike down the 
guilty party.' 

The Stieng also have numerous local spirits. including the spirits 
of the trees. ponds. rocks, and implements. that require certain 
behavior on the part of the tribesmen. For example. if a tree is to 
be cut down, the tribesmen will make a small sacrifice to the spirit 
of the tree in order to avoid arousing it,. anger. These local spirits 
take their names from the objects the~' inhabit; for example, the 
spirit of a particular mountain is called Y""O (spirit) and the name 
of the mountain." Evil spirits, or good spirits that are angered by 
the tribesmen, are believed to cause misfortune. illness, and death. 
The Stieng believe the evil spirits can "eat the soul" of a living 
man. thus bringing illness and death.' 

Religious Ceremonies 

Seasonal sacrifices are made for clearing the land and planting 
the rice in the spring and for the crop harvests in the fall. Every 
1; years or so (approximate time of recurring crop failures) a large 
sacrifice of buffaloes---sometimes as many as 70-is offered to the 
most important spirits. 

An' illness, disease, malady. or violent death is regarded as 
punis Iment for the violation of a taboo, thus necessitating sacri­
fices "effect a cure. The appearance of a stranger in the village 
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and trading (before and after the exchange of goods) may also call 
for sacrificial rituals? 

Stieng religious rituals consist of prayers to the offended spirit 
or sp.il:its. the ceremonial slaying of the sacrificial animals. and the 
rite of rice wine drinking. With one exception, all sacrificial cere· 
monies occur in the village: sacrifices necessitated by the occur· 
renee of violent death are held in the forest so that the ghost of the 
deceased will not return to haunt the village. 

The gravity of the taboo violation of the offense to the spirib 
determines the kind of sacrifice required. varying from minor offer· 
ings of a chicken and a little rice wine to major immolations of on;> 
or more buffaloes and very large jars of rice wine. Some sacrifices 
involve a number of different animals of the snme color; for 
example, after the discovery of incest. the sacrifice calls for white 
chickens, white pig~, and white buffaloe •. 

Neighboring villagE'S may be invited to attend the important 
ritual., ,uch as the "eMonal ceremonie,.. 

MiMionary Contuta 

In 1851 a Catholic mis-'ion was established at Hrolam; in IRSl 
Father Azemar came to the area.' The Protestants arrived in 19:;4 
with the Christian and Millsionarr Alliance. sending n Pastor Sung 
to Nui Bara. Reverend and Mrs. Duncan. assigned to Budop in 
1959. are no longer in the Stieng area. presumably because of Viet 
Cong terrorism.' 

There is little evidence to show that missionary work among the 
Stieng had any substantial effect on the tribesmen. Not only wel'e 
the mi~~ionaries confronted with the obstacles of a harsh climate 
and unhealthy living conditions, but they were also pitted against 
II primitive culture with a strong animistic religion and the ele. 
mental tradtion of the extended family. Individual conversion., 
at best difficult to achieve. are few among the famil}'·dominated 
Stieng. 

IWli .. iou8 Tenns with Resped to Warfal«! 

There appears to be no religious influence on warfare other than 
certain ceremonies connected with military activities. Before the 
French administration, it was reported that ceremonies calling 
upon the spirits for help and protection preceded all Stieng raids.' 
Whether the tribesmen consider such rituals necessary today is not 
clear from available information. 
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Type or Economy 

SECTION VII 

ECONOMIC ORGANIZATION 

The Stien~ have a ~ub!<iRten{'e e{'onomy ba.<ed upon !<widden or 
"lash-and-hurn a~ricu1ture amI ""pplemented by hunting and fish­
in,;. The family i" the bask economi{' unit among the Stieng.' 

In the "lll..'h-and-hurn method of cultivation used by the Stieng, 
a future field is Relected by the men in March; the field is cleared 
of brush, bamboo, and trees; and the dry, dead cuttings are burned 
just before the rainy season. The fir~t rain then washes the ashes 
into the ground and the field is ready for the planting of rice. 

Sowing rice, the principal crop of the Stieng, is a communal 
operation. Neighbors come to eaeh family plot: the men, armed 
with two sticks, poke holes in the ground at regular intervals; 
the women, following behind the men, throw se\'eral grains of rice 
into each hole and cover them with soil. Pumpkin seeds and grains 
of corn are also sown, as they grow faster than rice and help the 
tribesmen subsist while the rice crops are maturing. 

Hunting and fishing are important activities among the SHeng, 
for the rice crops are frequently insufficient to carry the tribes­
men through a whole year.' 

S"ed.1 Arts and Skill. 

The ordinary tribesman can track and Rtalk game with great 
skill. His principal weapon is the crossbow with poisoned arrows, 
and he is also skillful in the use of pits and traps. 

The SHeng are versatile and accomplished in the use of bamboo, 
from which they make the columns, floors, and roofs of their 
hOllses, vases, pots, water jugs, baskets, chests, lances, knh'es, 
scabbards, and earrings. From the small quantities of cotton they 
grow, the Stieng weave cloth. They also make primitive pottery, 
which they occasionally sell. > 

Although the Stieng have little experience in the use of West­
ern tools and machines, they have simple tools of their own: light 
weaving frames or looms,' two fire-making devices--a bamboo 
tube containing an oblong iron flint and a sliver of silica, and a ro­
tat ng bamboo tube inside a hole in another bamboo tube '-and 
iro ,-bladed tools, such as knives, coupe-coupea (machetes), axes, 
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and hoes. Before the advent of the Vietnamese traders. the Stien/{ 
worked iron forges. but that art has largely been lost .. 

E •• ha .... 8,.,- .nd TrtiI. 

Althauch they have recently become acquainted with money. 
the Stieng basically depend upon a barter system of trade. The 
principal unit of value for barter is the butfalo; lesser units of 
value are jars. gongs. weapons. and clothes. On occasion. human 
beings are traded, either as slaves or as Indentured servants, in 
exchange for a service or a material object.' 

Stleng trade seems to be largely limited to trade between their 
own villages. However, they do trade some animal aad forest 
products, especially supposed aphrodisiacs. with the Vietnamese 
in return for salt aad highly prized gongs aad jars.' 

P~811t ... 

Goods. such a.s gongs. jars. animals. and tilled lands, belong to 
the family and are. under the control of the husband. Untilled 
lands are the common property of the entire village and are under 
control of the village chief." Individual tribesmen own only their 
pers.-l dects and weapons. 
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SECTION VIII 

POLITICAL ORGANIZATION 

The village is the highest degree of political organization 
achieved by the Stieng, while the extended family is the basic 
political unit. The Stieng have never had an overall tribal or­
ganization, and before the arrival of the French, the SUeng had 
never recognized any outside governmental or administrative au­
thority.' 

Stieng villages are autonomous and can best be described as 
a.sociations of autonomou8 extended families. often interrelated, 
having common economic interests. Each village has an elected 
chief and a council of elders-"the notables" -made up of the 
most influential and affiuent heads of extended families. 

Primary political authority within a Stieng village rests with 
the family chiefs, usually the eldest males of the extended fam­
ilies. Thus the authority of the chief is limited, making the polit­
ical unity of any Stieng village loose. Frequently, because of dIs­
putes or disagreements, individual families will leave the village 
and start a new village or join another village.' 

Method of Sel..,tinc Leade .. 

The eldest male of a Stieng extended family is the head of that 
family. The most influential and affiuent heads of extended fam­
ilies form the village council of elders. 

When a village chief dies. the elders of the village ask the vil­
lagers to consider the election of a new chief. After consideration. 
a general meeting for the election and consecration of the new 
chief is held in the common house. This important session in­
cludes the sacrifice of several piga. oxen, Or buffaloes, and many 
jars of wine.' Over the years, this method of selecting leaders 
has changed little, despite French and Vietnamese efforts to bring 
the Stieng under a central authority. 

A Itlhoril7 With;'. the Village 

The authority of the Stieng village chief is limited; the heads 
of the various autonomou8 families within the village actually have 
mo~e real power. At festivals and ceremonies, the village chief is 
giv ~n the first place, and he presides at village assemblies. In the 
pai t, he led the villagers in battle; in recent years, his orders have 
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Ilffll oh''.\'I'" onl.l' ir the l'iIla,,'C'rl' wi .. hed to do "0, lind hi:, tone hlL~ 
bet'om!' 011<' or )'''11111',,1 )'ulhel' than ,·ommand.* N,·",·rlhl'l"AA. the 
villa,,'C· (,hier i" held 1'''"I>OI1"ihlc hy the Vi~tname:<e Gove)'nment for 
lIetio". h'ken by h i~ villn!!e." 

The household head" of the Stienl! determine when aDd where 
to move or to plant cropl'l and rc"olve di"pute~ within the families. 

The council of elders make.~ colledive deci..ions for the villaJre 
and serves as a group of advisors for the village chief. 

Le.a' SY81 ... 

Like other tribes in the Republic of Vietnam, the Stieng have 
long po1l.Qessed many unwritten laws expressed in terms of taboos 
and sanctions. The..e laws, known and respected by all member.! 
of the society. are enforL'Cd within the family by its head and are 
implemented in the village by the council of elders and ehief. 

Traditionally, sanctions were primarily eeonomic, based on the 
payment of fines. The entire family of an accused individual, not 
only the individual himself, was responsible for the payment of 
fineR or proper sacrifices, Even voluntary homicide, except in the 
ca.qe of a seeond oft'ense, could be atoned by the payment of a fine. 
AlthDUgb the guilty man could be condemned to death, his Ufe 
could be pUr<:'hased by his family by paying the material value of 
two to four human lives and conducting a special ceremony called 
IJlli kIWI'," 

The death penalty was imposed upon seeond offenders whose 
familie.. refused to help them and upon individuals considered dan­
gerous to the whole village. sueh as those believed capable of cast­
ing an evil spell, or c/lk. The condemned were killed with n lance 
or a machete; their goods were confillCllted, and their wives and 
children were "old to pay their debts.' 

llefore the French occupation, Stieng justice was administered 
at two levels or degrees, without any differentiation between civil 
lind criminal oft'enses and without opportunity of appeal. First. 
degree judgments involved infractiOIlll with a muimum penalty 
not exceeding two buffaloes. These judgments were determined 
by a tribunal preaided over by the village chief assisted by two 
village elders experienced in local tradition." In litigation between 
persollll from two different villages, both village chiefs attended, 
The plaintiff and his chief traveled to the village of the defendant.' 
No kin of either involved party was allowed to sit on the tribunal; 
if partiality was proven, the deeision of the tribunal was con­
sidered void. 

Second-degree cases were heard by the chief of the village, as­
sisted by a tribunal chosen from among the chiefs or elders of 
neighboring friendly villages, known for their integrity and compe­
tence in jurisprudence. Cases involving punishments equivalent 
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to more than two buffaloes are heard in second-degree tribunals.'· 
The French administration allowed the basic, traditional system 

to continue, reinforcing the authority of the Stieng village chief, a 
heretofore purely nominal position. U On the village, district. and 
provincial levels, a special system of courts was established under 
the French to adjudicate tribal matters. In the village, the chief 
presided over the village court and decided the sentences. His 
sentences could be reviewed on the district level. Three court 
members were assigned to each ethnic group in a district's juris­
diction, and such groups handled only tribal matters. Each group 
selected a pre.~ident to preside over it and the court met in the 
house of the district chief." 

Under the }i'rench, those cases that could not be resolved by the 
chief were sent to the Tribunal Coutumier, which convened for the 
lirst 7 days of every month. In judging the cases brought before 
the tribunal, the chief judge relied on the numerous traditional 
tribal customs.'" The tribunal dealt only with cases in which both 
parties were Stieng tribespeople. Cases involving Vietnamese and 
Stieng were the re.~ponsibility of the province chief. but provincial 
authorities tried not to interfere with the operation of the tribunaL 

The legal system instituted by the French stU! governs the 
Montagnard tribes, but steps have besn taken by the Vietnamese 
Government to revise the legislative code in the tribal areas. 
Under the Diem regime, an attempt was made to substitute Viet­
namese laws for the tribal practices. This attempt was connected 
with Vietnamese efforts to politically integrate the tribal people 
into the Republic of Vietnam. 

In March 1965, the Vietnamese Government promulgated a de­
cree 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, Mon­
tagnard affairs, and penal offenses when all parties involved are 
Montagnards ... 

Village customs law courts, consisting of the village administra­
tive committee chief aided by two tribal assistants, will conduct 
weekly court sessions." When a case 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 an­
other court. If settlement cannot be determined, the case can be 
referred toa 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 
inch, ie those appealed by the village court and cases which are 
arlju IgOO serious according to tribal customs." 

791 



At the province level, a Montagnard Affairs Section will be es­
tablished as part of the National Court. This section, under the 
jurisdiction of a Montagnard presiding judge and two assistants, 
will haIIdIe eases appealed from the Montagnard district courts and 
cases beyond the jurisdiction of the villsge or district courts. It 
will convene once or twice a month, depending upon the require­
tnents.lI 

8.bYe ... in~ IDI~ 

Factors contributing to the vulnerability of the Stieng to sub­
version are geographical location, historical isolation, and thell' 
traditional suspicion of the Vietnamese. Due to Viet Cong ac­
tivity, effective governmentsl presence and control had been on 
the wane. in the Stieng area during the early 1960's.'" 

The principal objective of ~ubve""lve activity among the Stiellg 
is to divert tribal support and allegianl'e from the Government to 
the Viet Congo The Viet Cong also seek to control the Rtratpgic 
highways (Nationsl Routes 13 and 14) in the Stieng area, which 
are essential for communication and supply between Viet Cong 
bas_in tile tribal area and across the border in Cambodia and 
their mlUtary operations in the Mekong Delta. 

Generally, the Viet Cong infiltrate a village and work to win 
the confidence of either the whole village or its key individuals. 
Usually a slow process, this is achieved by providing community 
services and by adopting tribal mores and customs. 

Once the villagers' suspicions are allayed and their confidence 
won, the next phase is an intense propaganda program directed 
against the Government of the Republic of Vietnam. 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 
resort to extortion and terror, which usually results in passive 
resistance to the Government or active support for the Viet Cong." 

Reportedly some Stieng served with the French at Dien Bien 
Phu during the Indochina War. These Stleng are proud of their 
accomplishments and might be effective elements of opposition 
against the Viet Cong; however, little specific information is avail­
able concerning the extent of current tribal opposition to subver­
sive elements." 
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SECTION IX 

COMMUNICATIONS TECHNIQUES 

The principal means of information diH"emination in the Stieng 
area is word of mouth. 

No information is available at this writinR" concerning the num­
ber of radios in the tribal area and the degree of Stieng familiarity 
with them. Presumably, however, radios are nO less rare among 
the Stieng than among other tribal groups in the Republic of 
Vietnam. Any radios operating in the Stieng area could pick up 
broadcasts from Saigon and provincial radio stations. Wherever 
feasible, short movies in the Stieng language covering simple sub­
jects could be an effective means of communication. 

Available reports indicate that the Stleng have no written lan­
guage, although various missionary groups have attempted to 
devise a written language for them. No information is available 
concerning the success of those efforts. 

So little is known about the roles of storytellers, minstrels, and 
criers among the Stieng that it is impossible to make a definite 
statement about this means of communication. Available infor­
mation, however. indicates that music plays a large part in the 
life of the Stieng. At all religious festivals and at all other cere­
monial occasions, there is music of the typical oriental five· tone 
scale played on gongs, which are the most valued possessions of 
the Stieng. Therefore, it may be advisable for personnel to have 
in mind both the value of gongs as gifts of friendship and respect 
as well a.~ the necessity to express appreciation of Stieng music. 

Apparently the Stieng prefer the colors of red and black, but 
they do not especially avoid any specific color.' The Stieng tattoos 
are symbolic lines and triangles, the meaning of which is not 
known. 

Information activities should be oriented toward improving the 
living conditions of the Stieng as individuals, families, or villages. 
Information should be connected with programs explicitly bene­
ficial to the Village to elicit any cooperation. Control of disease, 
improvement of agriculture, and protection from Viet Cong har­
assment are possible themes. Care should always be taken to 
avo d taboo violations in the presentation of ideas. 
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SECTION X 

CIVIC ACTION CONSIDERATIONS 

Any lJropolled civic "ction should take into ""c(>unt Rtieng reli· 
gious. Roeial, and cultural trnditiun". Becnuse of the Stieng puliti· 
cal Mtructure, all initial contact-. "hould be made only with the vii· 
lage chief and the elders. In addition to considering specific social 
and cultural factors in developing individual civic action projects. it 
I,. eSRential to psychologically prepare the Stieng to accept the 
proposed changes. This requires detailed consultation with village 
leaders. careful assurance as to reRu)t,.. and· a relatively slow pace 
in implementing programs. 

1l~IU"e they are village-oriented and prefer to remain isolated 
in their traditional way of life,' the Stieng respond mo..t favorably 
to ideas for change presented in terms of local community better. 
ment. Civic action propo..al should "tress the resulting improve· 
ment of village life rather than emphasize ethnic or cultural pride. 
nationalism, Or political ideology. The reasons for an innovation 
should be thoroughly explained; the Stieng resent interference in 
their normal routine if they do not understand the reason for it. 
Current civic action programs of the Vietnamese Government in. 
c1ude the reRettlement of the Stieng into new and larger villages. 
the control of malaria. medical aid programs. agricultural assis. 
tance, and SOme attempts to educate the Stieng tribesmen.' These 
programs have not been wholly successful because of the iso­
lation of the tribesmen, their traditional suspicion of the Viet· 
namese, their stUbborn adherence to traditional ways, and Viet 
Cong interference. 

The following civic action guidelines may be useful in planning 
and implementing projects or programs. 

1. Projects originating in the local village are more desirable 
than SUggestioll8 imposed by a remote Central Government or 
by foreigners. 

2. Projects should be designed to be challenging but should not 
be on such a scale as to intimidate the villagers by size or 
strangeness. Projects using familiar materials and products, 
as much as possible, are more easily accepted by the tribes­
men than projects requiring the use of strange materials or 
devices. 
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:\. Projects should have fairly shorl ~oml'letion dales or should 
have ph,,~es that provide frequent opportunities to e\'aluate 
effectiveness, 

4. Results should, as far as possible, be observable, measurable, 
or tangible, 

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

6, Credit for succe.~s should be attributed to the Republic of 
Vietnam's civil and military authorities, as appropriate. 

Civic Adion l'7Gj«ts 

The civic action possibilities for personnel working with the 
Stieng encompass all aspects of tribal life, Examples of possible 
projects are listed below, They should be considered representative 
but not all inclusive and not in the order of priority, 

L 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. 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 

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

publlc-speaker systems. 

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

4, Education 
a. Provide basic literacy training, 
b. Provide basic citizenship education. 
c. Provide information about the outside world of interest 

to the tribesmen. 
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i;Jo;t'TION XI 

PARAMiLiTARY (:AI·AIIILITI .. :S 

The Stieng are reportedly skilled and cal'able tighters, both 
offensively and defensively. They are skilled hunters, trackers, 
scouts. and guides with experience which, if coupled with intensh"e 
modern training, support, and leadership. could result in the de­
velopment of exceptionally effective units for jungle combat. 

Or,aniuti01l for DefellH 

In the past. organized under the leadership of the village chief. 
the Stieng tribesmen fought well. Prior to any military action. 
plans were considered fully. being discu.'!8ed by every villager. 
Women played an active supporting role by outlltting and lluppl}'­
ing the men with weapons and food before II raid and by assisting 
in preparation of the almost impenetrable barricades around the 
village. The barricade wa.s a formidable, circular wall of fellerl 
trees with leaves and branches facing away from the village. Many 
branches and pieces of bamboo were placed on top of one another 
and interlaced, concealing thousands of razor-sharp pointerl stickl\, 
traps, and snares to confront the enemy. The Stieng simply "'aited 
behind the barricade and picked off their enemies as they IIt­
tempted to light their way through the barrtcade. The density of 
the obstruction would render the enemy momentarily defensele!l.q. 
unable to use his weapons.' 

At present. there is no formal. adequate organization for the 
preparation of offensive or defensive action under modern condi­
tions. To establish such organization. capable hunters and village 
chiefs who are recognized and respected among the Stieng would 
appear to be the persons to initiate action. 

I ... liaatlaa to Fillht Dden.;nly 

Despite a reputation for vigorous defense the Stieng determina­
tion to defend themselves is strongly influenced by estimates of 
probable success. If faced with an enemy of numerical and weapon 
BUperiOrity, the Stieng will capitulate rather than light. Ii char­
acteristic not unique to the Stieng but common among people in­
sdequately armed, trained. and led. 

Given suitable weapons. training. and leadership. it is believed 
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that the traditional Stieng desire to defend themselves, their 
families, and villages would express itself effectively. 
Inelination to Fight AgJrressively 

Although the Stieng prefer defensive warfare, reportedly, they 
are aggressive if provoked; in the past they have mounted well­
organized attacks on distant villages. However, the tribesmen 
have a history of raiding other tribes, sometimes traveling long 
di~tanees by foot. In the past, Stieng raiding parties of between 
100 and 200 men would set out on an expedition without any real 
order and, although avoiding excessive noise, without observing 
absolute silence. Proceeding surreptitiously through the jungle, 
avoiding rieefields and main roads, and camping overnight near 
water sources, the Stieng would time their arrival for a sudden 
surprise atulck just before sunrise. 
Wt>apons UtilizM by Tribt-

Traditionally, the Stieng have relied upon spears, swords, bill. 
hooks, crossbows, and poisoned arrows and were familiar with the 
use of traps, pits, and concealed sharpened ;;ticks used as spiked 
foot traps. Some Stieng are trained in the use of modern weapons, 
and some have military knowledge gained from service with the 
French. 

Because of their relatively small physical size--an average 
height of about 5 feet fi inches-the tribellmen lire more com­
fortable and adept with small light weapons. such as the AR.15 
and carbines, rather than the heavier M-l rifle or BAR. The tribes­
men can use weapons easily disassembled and quickly al\Sembled. 
The Stieng have a tradition of takinl( 1(00<1 care of their weaponll. 

The Stieng are skilled hunters and excellent marksmen. The~' 
take great pride in their careful and skilled handling of weapons. 
When the Stieng can carr~' and handle a weapon com·enientl~·, they 
will generally ulle it well. 

The Stieng can handle devices such as mortars, explosh·es. and 
mines; however, their proficiency with these weapons ill limited br 
their lack of understanding of the more theoretical and technical 
aspects of timing and trajectory. Nevertheless. the Stieng are 
capable of being trained in the use of some sophisticated dedces. 
Ability to Absorb Military Instruction 

The Stieng may be capable of absorbing the more basic military 
training and concepts better than many of the neighboring tribes, 
for their history shows an aptitude for such training. They are 
accomplished in their Use of terrain, tracking, and ambush, and 
they are resourceful and adaptable in the jungle. The Stieng learn 
readily by actual demonstration of techniques and procedures. The 
trl ·esmen who have seen service with the French are an asset in 
th, training and instruction of their fellow SHeng. 
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SECTION XU 

SUGGESTIONS FOR PERSONNEL 
WORKING WITH THE STIENI: 

Every ad;on of the Stieng lI'ib'-IIman hm! IIIK.'(-ilic lIignilicance in 
term .. nf hi. culture. One mll .. t he .. " .... flll tn renli7.e thnt the Stieng 
may not rCRct M out,ider~ do. Thc uut,ider should remember that 
n rellllivcly IIimple course of IIclion may, for the tribesman, require 
not only divinRtion but also a sacrifice. 

A few suggestions for personnel working with the Stieng are 
listed below. 

Ollleial Aeti.~ 

1. -Initial contact with a Stieng village should be fonnal. 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 Stieng. Promi_ and predictions 8hould not be 
made unless the result is a.~ured. The tribespeople usually 
expect a new group of personnel to fulfill the promises of the 
previous group. 

3. Out.iders cannot gain the confidence of Stieng tribesmen 
quickly. Developing a sen~e of trust is a slow Ilroces. .. requir­
ing great understanding, tact, patience, and personal integ­
rity. 

4. An attitude of good-natured willingness and limitless patience 
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; Personnel should require some fonn of payment for services 
to the tribe. Something useful to the village should be ob­
tained from the tribespeople themselves in return for the out­
side a.,sistance. 

7. Tribal elders and the village ehief should receive credit for 
projects and for improved administration. Elforts should 
never undermine or discredit the position or influence of the 
local leaders. 
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Social RelaliOl\$hips 

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

2. The term 1110; should not be used because it means savage 
and is offensive to the tribesmen. 

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

4. A gift, 1m invit:tUnn to a ceremony. or an invitation to enter 
:t SUeng house may be rerused by an outsider, as long as 
consistency and impartiality are shown. However, receiving 
gift~, participating in ccremonjeg. and visiting houses will 
serve to establish good relations with the trilJespeople. 

!i. Outsiders should request permission to attend a Stieng cere­
mony, festival. or meeting from the village cIders or other 
responsible persons. 

6. An outsider should never enter a Stieng house unless accom­
panied by a member of that house; this is a matter of good 
taste and cautious behavior. If anything is later missing 
from the house, unplea.<ant and unnecessary complications 
mayari:<e. 

7. Oul'iders should not get involved with Stieng women. 
R. When helping the Stieng learn new techniques, methods, and 

concepts, be careful to avoid ~eri()uRly disrupting traditional 
cultural patterns. 

ReJi~if)us UcliefH and Pradit-es 

1. Do not enter a village where" religious crremony is taking 
place or a religious taboo is in effect. Watch for the warning 
signs placed at the village entrance.~; when in doubt, do not 
enter. 

2. As soon as possible, identify any sacred trees, stones, or other 
sacred objects in the village; do not touch or tamper with 
them. The Stieng believe these sacred obiects house powerful 
spirits. For example, if a sacred rock is touched without due 
ceremony. the village may have to be moved or expensive 
sacrifices may have to be made. 

8, Do not mock Stieng religious beliefs in any way; these beliefs 
are the cornerstone of Stieng life. 

Living Standards and Routines 

1. Outsiders should treat all Stieng property and village animals 
with respect. Any damage to property or fields should be 
promptly repaired and lor paid for. An outsider should avoid 
borrowing from the tribesmen. Animals should not be treat­
ed brutally or taken without the owner's permission. 
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2. lIitlicult. ril!orou~ work l'holll.l be d,m" "arly in the morning. 
rrom dawn tu 10::10 or II ;00 A.M. A nap during the middlt· 
or the "".v i~ clI~t()n""·.v. nll<l lij!hl work i~ d",w in the aftel·­
noon. 

:I. Learn simple phra.<es in the Stieng language. A desire to 
team and speak their lanj!'ual!e creates n favorable impres.<lon 
on the Stieng. 

Hnlth .nd \V .Ir.~. 

L Thf' SHeng al"p 1)(,("Oflliu,K U,\\'HI*l' HC ItU) "(~uctit~ uf Oledidnt' 
:ltul will rt.'4Jut:~1 ml'ilit'al u:-t.."IisLnlU·('. Ou~i(le J{roUI):i in Slit.~ng 
al'~fl~ l'\huuld try to 1))"nvi~J(! nU'dh'ul m.:;si~t.nnt·C whenever PO!-l~ 
sible. 

2. Ml~licat learn" should be lu't'parl'tl lu handle and have ade­
quate SUPI.lics for "xt,,",,;V" treatment of malaria, dysentry. 
yawlI. trachoma, vencrenl ";"""ses, intestinal parasites, and 
varioUR "kin diseascs. 
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