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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an anthropological feminist study on the Kmhmu’ ethnic group
converted from traditional religion to Christianity; it also studies a transformation of gendered
power relations. There are 3 main objectives as follow:

1) To study the socio-economic and political factors influencing the conversion of the
Kmhmu’ to Christianity;

(i1) To study whether the religious conversion affects the Kmhmu’ s way of life;

(iii) To study and analyze effects of the religious conversion on the gendered power
relations in the Christian Kmhmu’.

The study analyzes the oral testimonies and daily life performances of individual
Kmhmu’ including the interpretation of rituals. Data were collected through formal and informal
interviews, participatory observation by staying at the research sites and participating in religious
rituals and daily activities of the Christian Kmhmu’.

It has been found that there are three main influential factors of the conversion of
spirit worship of the Kmhmu’ to Christianity. First, Kmhmu’ in the research area have been
affected by the state development policy such as the policy to end forest clearing for farming, the

policy to end opium cultivation and the policy to eradicate poverty. The first two policies affect



directly on their migration, having to face the condition of poverty in the fields plagued with more
problems than their previous home bases.

This has affected the Kmhmu’ with the second factor - the economic pressure resulted from the
change of a subsistent economy which relied on farming, hunting, and food gathering from the
local ecology to a market economy dependent on cash. As a result, some of the Kmhmu’ have
adopted an option to convert to Christianity. The researcher has found that this is one of the
surviving tactics to respond to the new situation or the changing context.

The third factor is a transformation of the ethnic identity to that of a more
diversified, complex and flexible. That is to say, a religious conversion is a part of an identity
politics re-defined by the Kmhmu’ with a reference on the tradition, Lao-ness and being
Christian. It addresses the context of the new bases surrounded with diversified ethnicity and
different powers. Such identity politics is a negotiating tool to access resources, state and non-
state services.

It has been found that the gendered power relations in the traditional Kmhmu’
society is patriarchal in which farming mode of production and food gathering are related with
biological sex. Additionally, it also leads to other outcome, for instance, a division of labor etc.
Patriarchy is also reflected from the decision making power in various matters e.g. how to earn a
living, how to decide on the family members’ marriages and family lineage etc. Nonetheless,
women still have many roles especially in the rituals in relation to life, for instance, birth and
production.

Moreover, there are some cases that women make their own individual decision in
converting to Christianity, but men’s decision to convert or not convert somewhat affect other
family members and family lineage.

However, the researcher has found that the conversion to Christianity of the
Kmhmu’ does not have a significant implication on the gendered power relations in the manner
that the women are to be more empowered. The significant factor of the gendered power relations
seems to be the economic one, that is, for example, the capability to generate cash for the

expenses.



State and relevant parties have to understand and accept that the ethnic diversity also
includes that of culture and religion. This understanding is to be set as a policy and measures need
to be taken up seriously. It is due to the fact that the Kmhmu’ of Thongnamy Village still firmly

consider themselves as both Kmhmu’ and Lao.



