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Becoming Marxist: Ethnic 
Hmong in the Communist 

Party of Thailand
Ian G. Baird1

Thousands of ethnic Hmong people joined the Communist Party of 
Thailand (CPT) in the 1960s and lived in CPT base areas between the 
late 1960s and the early 1980s. However, the extent to which Hmong in 
the CPT came to understand and internalise Marxism and Maoism is a 
topic that has so far escaped academic inquiry. Between the 1960s and the 
1980s, ethnic Hmong started to study politics with the CPT and later 
joined the armed struggle, particularly with the People’s Liberation Army 
of Thailand (PLAT). The Hmong became one of the key ethnic groups—
along with the Lua2—in the mountainous areas of northern Thailand 
controlled by the CPT. 

Beginning in 1968–69, several key CPT strongholds were established 
in the mountains where Hmong had previously lived. Most were along 
Thailand’s borders with Laos and Burma, including in Chiang Rai, 
Phayao, Nan, Phitsanulok, Phetchabun, Loei and Tak provinces. There 
is little doubt the Hmong were key combatants for the PLAT; however, 

1  Thanks to all the Hmong and Thai people whom I interviewed for this chapter. Thanks also to 
Marc Opper and Katsu Takahashi for useful comments on an earlier version of this chapter.
2  The CPT museum at Phu Phayak in Nan Province near the border with Laos demonstrates this. 
There are specific exhibitions devoted to the way the houses of two upland ethnic groups looked; one 
was the Lua (sometimes incorrectly referred to as being ethnic T’in) and the other was the Hmong.
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what was their contribution to the political doctrine of the CPT? The 
Hmong were certainly ‘communists’ by the time they took advantage of 
a government amnesty and left the forest and the CPT, but to what extent 
did they really understand and internalise the Marxist political philosophy 
the CPT espoused?

I have been researching Hmong involvement in the CPT since 2013 
and have conducted more than 200 interviews, mainly with Hmong 
previously with the CPT/PLAT, but also with some ethnic Thais and 
Chinese Thais.3 In addition, I have interviewed Hmong and people 
from other ethnic groups who sided with the government and fought 
against the CPT, and members of the military who fought against the 
CPT. However, in this chapter, I focus only on CPT/PLAT Hmong. 
Virtually all interviews were conducted in central Thai language—a 
dialect typically known well by former CPT Hmong. Apart from the 
interviews, I also gathered documents related to the CPT and particularly 
Hmong involvement with the party, in both Thai and English. These 
materials include newspaper clippings, internal party documents, orders 
and reports that relate in whatever way to Hmong involvement in the 
CPT. I have also reviewed the relevant published academic literature in 
Thai and English. I make use of historical and ethnic studies methods to 
discern the political development of Hmong in the CPT, Hmong political 
leadership and broader understandings of Marxism among Hmong CPT. 

I contend that all Hmong in the CPT understood little about communist 
political philosophy when they first joined. In extreme cases, some had 
never heard of communism when they entered the CPT. What I have 
heard from them is consistent with other communist revolutions in Asia 
during the twentieth century.4 At best, new Hmong recruits in northern 
Thailand knew very little about political theory. Rather, even before the 
Hmong began to join the CPT in larger numbers, the Thai military 
accused many of them of being communists, forcing them to flee into 
the forests after their houses were burnt to the ground (the first such 
incident occurred in Huai Chompu Village in Thoeng District, Chiang 

3  For ease of understanding, I will mainly refer to the PLAT as the CPT.
4  Jeffrey Race, War Comes to Long An: Revolutionary Conflict in a Vietnamese Province (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 2010 [1972]); David W.P. Elliott, The Vietnamese War: Revolution 
and Social Change in the Mekong Delta, 1930–1975, 2 vols (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2003); 
Lucian W. Pye, Guerrilla Communism in Malaya: Its Social and Political Meaning (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1956).
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Rai Province).5 This follows the logic laid out by Stathis Kalyvas and 
Matthew Kocher6 in their influential article showing that violence against 
populations can result in increased insurgent recruitment.

While no Hmong were ever appointed to the CPT’s Central Committee 
or Politburo, many eventually became party members, which certainly 
indicates they had strong political knowledge, for only trustworthy and 
knowledgeable people were invited to join the party. Some Hmong 
became base area/stronghold military leaders and a few men (and only 
men) eventually rose to become samachik kammakan khet or khana khet 
(‘zone party committee members’), which advised sapha tambon (‘district 
congresses’) where they existed. These sapha tambon were able to adopt 
somewhat different rules from place to place based on local conditions.7 
The highest level of membership for Hmong was as samachik kammakan 
changwat or khana changwat (‘provincial party committee members’). 

In addition, some young Hmong were assigned to work closely with CPT 
Thai-Chinese political leaders, including Politburo members, and these 
associations allowed some to learn a considerable amount about Marxist 
political philosophy through reading and political guidance. However, this 
knowledge was quite unevenly distributed across the Hmong population 
within the CPT strongholds. Hmong who lived in the villages in the 
strongholds generally had much lower levels of formal education than 
many of the Chinese Thais and Thais from other parts of the country who 
joined them, so they often knew less about political philosophy.

In the next section of this chapter, I explain my research methods. I then 
briefly outline the history of the CPT before considering how the Hmong 
became involved with the party. I then consider the circumstances that 
led many Hmong to join and stay with the party until its members 
largely accepted offers of amnesty from the Thai Government, at which 

5  Thomas A. Marks, ‘The Meo Hill Tribe Problem in North Thailand’, Asian Survey 13(10) 
(1973): 929–44, doi.org/10.2307/2643003; Jeffrey Race, ‘The War in Northern Thailand’, Modern 
Asian Studies 8(1) (1974): 85–112, doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X00004765; Ian G. Baird, ‘The 
Hmong and the Communist Party of Thailand: A Transnational, Transcultural and Gender Relations-
Transforming Experience’, TRaNS: Trans-Regional and -National Studies of Southeast Asia 9(2) (2021): 
167–84, doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.11.
6  Stathis Kalyvas and Matthew A. Kocher, ‘How “Free” is Free Riding in Civil Wars? Violence, 
Insurgency, and the Collective Action Problem’, World Politics 59(2) (2007): 177–216, doi.org/ 
10.1353/wp.2007.0023.
7  Sahai Khon (Wisut Sae Jiang), Pers. comm., Huai Loi Village, Boklua District, Thailand, 
May 2021.

http://doi.org/10.2307/2643003
http://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X00004765
http://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.11
http://doi.org/10.1353/wp.2007.0023
http://doi.org/10.1353/wp.2007.0023
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point the CPT rapidly disintegrated.8 I then consider Hmong political 
positions within the CPT and their engagement with Marxist political 
philosophy throughout the CPT period, before considering present-
day understandings of Marxist political philosophy among former CPT 
Hmong in northern Thailand.

The Communist Party of Thailand
The CPT was officially founded on 1 December 1942, after previously 
being known as the Communist Party of Siam. Communist organising 
apparently began in Siam (Thailand) as early as 1927, but initially most 
of those involved with the party were Chinese Thais living in urban 
areas, particularly the capital city of Bangkok. No Hmong were involved. 
However, in the late 1950s, after Mao Zedong led the communist 
takeover and establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the 
CPT decided to adopt a new approach, emphasising the building up of 
the party in rural areas.9 This shifted the CPT’s geographical focus, and 
recruiters started coming into contact with the Hmong.

There has been a considerable amount written about the history of the 
CPT, with Kasian Tejapira, Somsak Jeamteerasakul and Eiji Murashima10 
focusing on its early days, before it shifted focus from urban to rural areas 
in the late 1950s. 

However, the armed conflict between the CPT and the Thai Government, 
which began in north-eastern Thailand in 1965, has been the main 
focus. Another has been on the periods when university students went 
to the forests in large numbers to join the CPT (in 1973 and 1976). 
CPT history, however, has been written by people with quite different 

8  Thomas A. Marks, Making Revolution: The Insurgency of the Communist Party of Thailand in 
Structural Perspective, Studies in Contemporary Thailand No.3 (Bangkok: White Lotus Press, 1994).
9  Patrice de Beer, ‘History and Policy of the Communist Party of Thailand’, Journal of Contemporary 
Asia 8(1) (1978): 143–58, doi.org/10.1080/00472337885390071; Kasian Tejapira, Commodifying 
Marxism: The Formation of Modern Thai Radical Culture, 1927–1958 (Kyoto: Kyoto University 
Press, 2001); Somsak Jeamteerasakul, ‘CPT History of the CPT: Part 1’, [in Thai], Fa Dieo Kan 
1(1) (2003): 154–200; Somsak Jeamteerasakul, ‘CPT History of the CPT: Part 2’, [in Thai], Fa Dieo 
Kan 1(2) (2003): 164–200; Chris Baker, ‘An Internal History of the Communist Party of Thailand’, 
Journal of Contemporary Asia 33(4) (2003): 510–41, doi.org/10.1080/00472330380000311.
10  Kasian, Commodifying Marxism; Somsak, ‘CPT History of the CPT: Part 1’ and ‘CPT History 
of the CPT: Part 2’; Eiji Murashima, Kamnoet phak khommununit sayam [The Origins of the Siam 
Communist Party], [translated from Japanese] (Bangkok: Sinpawattanatham, 2012).

http://doi.org/10.1080/00472337885390071
http://doi.org/10.1080/00472330380000311
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perspectives, including members of the CPT itself,11 Thai academics,12 
Thai politicians and military figures,13 foreign academics interested in 
communist movements in Asia,14 other foreign academics15 and lowland 
urban Thai students who spent a few years in the forests with the CPT. 
Most of these students were motivated to join the CPT after the political 
crises in Bangkok that began on 14 October 1973 and 6 October 1976.16 

11  Jinta Tuangjinda, Khabuan karn khommunit haeng pratet Thai [The Communist Movement in 
Thailand] (Bangkok: Bhannakij Trading Company, 1974 [2517]); Communist Party of Thailand 
[hereinafter CPT], The Road to Victory. Documents from the Communist Party of Thailand (Chicago, 
IL: Liberator Press, 1978); Baker, ‘An Internal History of the Communist Party of Thailand’; 
Khunphol, ed., Phu wae phu phayak: Damnan dao phrao phrai [Wae Mountain, Phayak Mountain: 
The Story of the Stars in the Forest. Volume 1] (Bangkok: Art Age Graphics, 2005 [2548]); Khunphol, 
ed., Phu wae phu phayak: Damnan dao phrao phrai [Wae Mountain, Phayak Mountain: The Story of 
the Stars in the Forest. Volume 2] (Bangkok: Art Age Graphics, 2009 [2552]); Khunphol, ed., Phu wae 
phu phayak: Damnan dao phrao phrai [Wae Mountain, Phayak Mountain: The Story of the Stars in the 
Forest. Volume 3] (Bangkok: Art Age Graphics, 2014 [2557]).
12  Thawatt Mokarapong, History of the Thai Revolution: A Study in Political Behavior (Bangkok: 
Chalermnit, 1972); Somsak, ‘CPT History of the CPT: Part 1’ and ‘Part 2’; Kanok Wongtrangran, 
‘Communist revolutionary process: A study of the Communist Party of Thailand’ (PhD diss., Johns 
Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD, 1982); Kanok Wongtrangan, ‘The Revolutionary Strategy of 
the Communist Party of Thailand: Change and Persistence’, in Armed Communist Movements in 
Southeast Asia, Lim Joo-Jock and Vani S., eds (New York, NY: St Martin’s Press, 1984), 133–82; 
Kanokrat Lertchoosakul, The Rise of the Octobrists in Contemporary Thailand (New Haven, CT: Yale 
Southeast Asia Studies, 2016).
13  Saiyud Kerdphol, The Struggle for Thailand: Counterinsurgency 1965–1986 (Bangkok: S. Research 
Company Co., 1986); Saiyud Kerdphol, Ph.Kh.Th Hai Pai Nai? [Form Over Substance: The Communist 
Party of Thailand] (Bangkok, 2001 [2554]); Thannit Kraiwichian, Latti lae withikarn khong khommunit 
[The Ideology and Method of Communism], 3rd edn (Bangkok: Ministry of Education, 1977 [2520]); 
Jutcheep Chinwanno, Chanuan songkhwam: Thai chin and indochin [The Reasons for War: Chinese Thais 
and Indochina] (Bangkok: Samakhee Sasn Company, 1986 [2529]).
14  Stephen I. Alpern, ‘Insurgency in Northeast Thailand: A New Cause for Alarm’, Asian Survey 
15(8) (1975): 684–92, doi.org/10.2307/2643385; Marks, ‘The Meo Hill Tribe Problem in North 
Thailand’; Marks, Making Revolution; Glenn Ettinger, ‘Thailand’s Defeat of its Communist 
Party’, International Journal of Intelligence and CounterIntelligence 20(4) (2007): 661–77, doi.org/ 
10.1080/08850600701472996.
15  Katherine Bowie, Rituals of National Loyalty: An Anthropology of the State and the Village 
Scout Movement in Thailand (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1997); de Beer, ‘History 
and Policy of the Communist Party of Thailand’; Race, ‘The War in Northern Thailand’; David 
Morell and Chai-anan Samudavanija, ‘Thailand’s Revolutionary Insurgency: Changes in Leadership 
Potential’, Asian Survey 19(4) (1979 [1950]): 315–32, doi.org/10.2307/2643854.
16  Gawin Chutima, The rise and fall of the Communist Party of Thailand (1973–1987), Occasional 
Paper No.12 (Canterbury, UK: Centre of South-East Asian Studies, University of Kent, 1990); Janthana 
Fongthale, Jak doi yao theung phu pha ji: Bantheuk prawatsat kan dern thang khong num sao haeng deuan 
tula [From Yao Mountain to Pha Ji Mountain: Recording the History of a Journey of the Octoberists] (Bangkok: 
Phreo Samnak Phim, 2013 [2556]); Thonthan Looklanthai, La korn hin rong kla: Leuang neung khong 
khwam Song Jam Jak karn to soo khong Prachachon [Goodbye Hin Rong Kla], 3rd edn (Bangkok: Phimdee 
Ltd, 2011 [2554]); Khongchet Phromnamphon, Bantheuk phnom dong rak [The Phnom Dong Rak 
Mountains] (Bangkok: Samosorn 19, 1999 [2542]); Mai Lee, Phayu fon: Bon phu pha ji—pha chang 
[Storm and Rain: On the Pha Ji Mountain] (Bangkok: Rangsit University Press, 2016 [2559]); Phanthiwa, 
Nak samoraphum leuat: Phu sia sala pheua phaen din [The Blood Warrior: A Person’s Sacrifice for the Land] 
(Bangkok: Animate Group, 2005 [2557]); Meuan Fon, Su samoraphum neo na: Lang mik dao daeng phak 
2 [Frontline Battlefield: Behind the Mike of the Red Star, Part 2 (Bangkok: 6 Tula Ramleuk, 2008 [2551]); 
Thongchai Winichakul, Moments of Silence: The Unforgetting of the October 6, 1976, Massacre in Bangkok 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2020), doi.org/10.1515/9780824882853.

http://doi.org/10.2307/2643385
http://doi.org/10.1080/08850600701472996
http://doi.org/10.1080/08850600701472996
http://doi.org/10.2307/2643854
http://doi.org/10.1515/9780824882853
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Until quite recently, however, the literature has barely provided any 
point of view of the ethnic minorities who joined or struggled against 
the CPT in the 1960s and 1970s.17 Moreover, no-one has tried to assess 
the political importance of ethnic minority involvement in the CPT or 
the extent of minorities’ political engagement with Marxist and Maoist 
theory—something I do here, particularly in relation to the Hmong, who 
were one of the main ethnic groups to ally with the CPT.

The Communist Party of Thailand 
and the Hmong
Jong Teng Vang (sahai or comrade Kham) was probably the first ethnic 
Hmong to join the CPT. He was born in the rural mountains of eastern 
Chiang Rai Province, and his father died when he was young. As he was a 
member of the Vang clan, his mother urged him to travel to Laos to meet 
with the well-known right-wing Hmong head of Lao Military Region 2 in 
north-eastern Laos, General Vang Pao, in the hope the general might take 
pity on the fatherless boy from his own clan. In 1960, Jong Teng ventured 
out, but he had no idea how to find the general. Instead, he ended up in 
neighbouring Xayaboury Province, in north-western Laos, with Hmong 
communists led by Shoua Nou Xiong and Wakoua Yang, who were not 
aligned with the communist Lao People’s Liberation Army (Pathet Lao). 
Jong Teng was staying in a Hmong communist village in Laos when some 
Thai communists came down from China and heard there was a young 
Hmong Thai in the village.18

These early recruiters were associated with a faction of those who supported 
Pridi Banomyong after he fled to China following the November 1947 
coup d’état organised by Lieutenant-General Phin Choonhavan and 
Colonel Kat Katsongkhram in support of the return to power of Plaek 
Phibunsongkhram. Pridi apparently rejected overtures from Mao to 
become the political leader of the CPT, instead opting to retire to France. 
However, members of a more radical faction of those who fled to China 
with Pridi in 1947 took up China’s offer to support the building up of 
the CPT, following a new Maoist rural-based approach more in tune with 

17  For recent exceptions, see: Baird, ‘The Hmong and the Communist Party of Thailand’; Ian G. 
Baird and Urai Yangcheepsutjarit, ‘Hmong Women’s Rights and the Communist Party of Thailand’, 
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies (forthcoming).
18  Baird, ‘The Hmong and the Communist Party of Thailand’.
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Mao’s own revolution in China.19 Some of these early agents were the 
first to encounter Jong Teng, meeting him in Laos before they arrived 
in Thailand, travelling overland from China.20 They claimed Pridi had 
sent them, due to his name recognition, but it was probably Prayom 
Chulanont (Sahai Khamtan) who was behind the plan.21

Since Jong Teng Vang did not yet speak Thai, his first discussions with 
the Thai CPT recruiters had to be translated; they offered Jong Teng the 
opportunity to ‘study’. Initially, like others who would come after him, he 
did not understand what communism was, but he was interested in any 
opportunity ‘to study’, without really understanding what that meant. He 
thus became the first Hmong to study with the CPT, walking to a place 
along the Laos–China border called A-30.22 Some say it was in Louang 
Namtha Province; others believe it was in Oudomxay Province. In any 
case, it was a temporary camp and school in the forest where new CPT 
recruits from northern Thailand, including the Hmong, received basic 
political and military training generally lasting for three months.

Jong Teng was a student, but all the instruction was in the central Thai 
language. There were no Hmong–Thai translators at that time, so he 
had to plunge in and try to learn Thai as he studied. After three months 
of perseverance, he could speak basic Thai. Other young Hmong men 
arrived in A-30 from Thailand, and they, too, did not yet speak Thai. Jong 
Teng therefore became their translator, although translation must have 
been quite rough.23 Crucially for this chapter, those Hmong who came for 
basic political and military training knew little about Marxism or Maoism 
or what they were getting into. Rather, they wanted ‘to study’, as even 
though they had little contact with the lowlands at the time, children 
were beginning to understand there were schools in lowland cities, and 
studying was beginning to become an important ambition for many 
young Hmong, although it was initially out of reach for most. However, 
for the few who could access formal education, it was only for Hmong 
boys, not girls.

19  Christopher John Baker and Pasuk Phongpaichit, A History of Thailand (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005).
20  Baird, ‘The Hmong and the Communist Party of Thailand’.
21  Lo Meng Sae Fa (Sahai Surat, Phu Kong Surat), Pers. comm., Thung Sai Village, Chiang Khong 
District, Thailand, September 2016.
22  Baird, ‘The Hmong and the Communist Party of Thailand’.
23  ibid.
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Jong Teng was later sent to China for additional political training, 
including in Marxism and Maoism. After a few years there, he returned to 
Thailand in 1963 to help recruit more Hmong to join the CPT at A-30 
and beyond.24 The main message Jong Teng conveyed to other Hmong 
was that the CPT intended to end lowlander discrimination against them 
and make the Hmong equal to lowlanders in terms of wealth, status and 
power. This was a message that fitted well with the grievances Hmong 
already had. Thus, Jong Teng started teaching small groups in the forests 
surrounding their villages. He was mobile and moved from village to 
village on foot, from Chiang Rai in the north, where he was born, down 
the mountain range to upland areas in Phitsanulok Province. Initially, 
Jong Teng operated covertly. When asked why he was travelling from 
village to village, he often claimed he was looking for a wife, as this kind 
of travel by young men was often linked to such an activity. This allowed 
him to maintain his cover.

Initially, the CPT did not want to provoke violence, for fear it would 
attract attention to the political work it was doing at the grassroots level. 
The party wanted to continue the small political meetings that were being 
organised in villages or in the surrounding forest without attracting the 
attention of government officials or security forces. Jong Teng and others 
who followed him, both Hmong and non-Hmong, gradually increased 
the number of villages in which they covertly operated. 

Fighting between Hmong and the authorities first occurred by accident, 
because of a conflict between Hmong villagers, lowland Thai Government 
officials and a unit of the Border Patrol Police (BPP). The conflict started 
when lowland government officials tried to fine four Hmong families 
in Huai Chompu Village, Thoeng District, Chiang Rai Province, for 
undertaking swidden agriculture in a restricted area. The officials and 
some BPP came to collect the fine on 8 May 1967, but the villagers had 
been alerted they were on their way and fled into the forest. The officials 
and BPP could not find anyone and started searching the bamboo houses. 
One Hmong woman who had fled to the forest realised she had left her 
valuable silver necklace in her house. She was afraid the officials would 
find it, so she returned to retrieve it. Some BPP saw her and followed her 
back to the forest, where they started shooting at the villagers. The Hmong 
fired back with their flint rifles. Jong Teng had already been providing 
some political lessons in the village before this incident, and the BPP 

24  ibid.
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may have heard rumours before they arrived. A Hmong man was injured, 
but a BPP soldier was killed. The BPP retreated. The Hmong were angry 
when they realised their houses had been looted, so they detained the 
lowland Thai subdistrict chief and declared they would not release him 
until their stolen goods had been returned.

The BPP, enraged the Hmong had killed one of their own and taken a local 
government official hostage, returned to Huai Chompu Village a few days 
later in much greater numbers. The Hmong heard a large contingent 
approaching, so they released their unharmed hostage just before the BPP 
arrived and fled into the forest. The BPP fired their guns in the village, 
killing some domestic animals. They then burned down all the houses, 
except for the one where the hostage had been kept. The Hmong whose 
houses were destroyed had nowhere to go, so they joined the CPT, who 
were waiting for them in the forest and were willing to support them to 
rise up against the injustices of the Thai state.25 

In late 1967, fighting spread further south to Nan Province.26 However, one 
event involving ethnic Lua and Hmong clashing with Thai Government 
officials in Boklua District in early 1968 was particularly important for 
escalating the conflict. In Tak Province, to the west, near the border with 
Burma, Hmong reportedly began fighting Thai Government security 
services in November 1967 when they attacked a police station. The 
next month, they attacked a border patrol station, killing 10 officers and 
capturing a quantity of rice sent to Tak by the Thai Government.27 

The BPP unexpectedly flew a helicopter to Doi Pha Daeng Village, which 
was about 10 kilometres from Huai Chompu, and arrested Nhia Ja Sae 
Fa, the village’s Hmong headman. They accused him of being linked 
to communists, but no-one in the village had been in contact with any 
communists. Indeed, they hardly knew what communism was. The 
villagers thought Nhia Ja had been killed; he was imprisoned for years, 
without anyone in the village knowing he was still alive. Anger about 
his abduction contributed to his nephew, Lo Meng Sae Fa, joining the 
CPT to avenge the death of his uncle.28 Other Hmong joined the CPT 

25  ibid. See other versions of this story by Marks, ‘The Meo Hill Tribe Problem in North Thailand’; 
and Race, ‘The War in Northern Thailand’.
26  Peking NCNA International Service, ‘Thais Will Oust US–Thanom Clique Hit by Hit’, Foreign 
Broadcasting Information Service, [Washington, DC], 28 January 1968. 
27  ibid.
28  Lo Meng Sae Fa, Pers. comm., September 2016.
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for less dramatic reasons, but even they knew little about its political 
philosophy. However, the CPT was able to link Hmong concerns with 
its anti-government politics. Once they had joined the CPT, those who 
were with the military or held other full-time positions with the CPT 
put considerable effort into learning Marxist political philosophy, even 
though they started from very low levels of formal and political education, 
which limited the advancement of many. 

In November 1968, the fighting spread further south to Nakorn Thai 
District, Phitsanulok Province, where Hmong CPT attacked village 
defence volunteers in Huai Sai Neua Village. This led to most of the 
Hmong population in Phitsanulok, Phetchabun and Loei provinces—
khet ngan 3 changwat (‘the three-province region’)—fleeing to the forest 
to join the CPT.29 

The Thai military moved aggressively to suppress the threat of communism 
in various Hmong areas in northern Thailand, but these operations were 
more likely to encourage Hmong to join the communists than discourage 
them, as the military was not adept at determining which Hmong were 
procommunist and which were not. The Hmong were subjected to 
simplistic ethnic stereotyping, which assumed they were against Thais—
something some members of the military tried to discourage.30 Soon, 
much of the Hmong population living on the Thai side of the border 
with Laos had joined the CPT and, by early 1969, a significant portion of 
the Hmong living in northern Thailand, except for those in Chiang Mai 
and Phrae provinces,31 were working with the CPT in the forest, although 
only some became party members. By this time, the CPT’s radio station 
in Kunming, China, was openly urging Hmong in northern Thailand to 
take up arms against the Thai military.32 This is not surprising, since they 
were an important ethnic group in the CPT in northern Thailand.

The main concerns of those who fled to the forest were: 

1. Predatory and unfair taxation by lowlanders.
2. Racialisation of Hmong by lowlanders.

29  Baird, ‘The Hmong and the Communist Party of Thailand’.
30  See Saiyud, The Struggle for Thailand.
31  See Nicolas Tapp, Sovereignty and Rebellion: The White Hmong of Northern Thailand, 2nd edn 
(Bangkok: White Lotus Press, 2005).
32  Voice of the People of Thailand, ‘Meo Tribesmen Urged to Fight Government (In White 
Hmong)’, Foreign Broadcasting Information Service, [Washington, DC], 30 August 1969.
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3. Unwanted sexual advances on Hmong women and sometimes 
the abuse of young and married Hmong women. 

4. The killing of pigs and chickens by security forces for food 
without asking permission or providing compensation.

5. Concerns about a lack of development and education services 
in their communities.

6. A sense that they were not eligible for citizenship in Thailand 
and were therefore not welcome in the country.

7. Particularly in the three-provinces region, extremely unpopular 
government plans to resettle Hmong villagers from the Khao 
Kho/Khao Ya area.33 

The CPT was able to connect its politics with the issues about which 
Hmong were already dissatisfied in relation to the government.

CPT strongholds in the mountains 
of northern Thailand
As a direct result of the mountainous terrain of northern Thailand, and 
its close proximity to Laos and Burma, by the 1970s, the CPT was able 
to establish 15 than thi man (‘base areas’ or ‘strongholds’) there. They 
were places where the CPT was able to impose amnat rat (‘state power’) 
within its territory. They were than thi man, khet daeng (‘red areas’)—
places where the CPT was in full control. Of the 15 strongholds, Hmong 
dominated 10—two in Chiang Rai, two in Phayao Province, two in Nan 
Province, three in Phitsanulok, Phetchabun and Loei provinces, and one 
in Tak Province. Only four strongholds in Nan Province and one in Tak 
Province were not numerically dominated by Hmong; the four in Nan 
Province were dominated by ethnic Lua (T’in).34 Crucially, these fully 
‘red areas’, outside the control of the government, only existed thanks to 
the high mountain topography, which was easy to defend. In other parts 
of the country, such as north-eastern and southern Thailand, there were 
only khet jarayut (‘pink areas’), which were not as secure as ‘red areas’.

The highest-level Hmong in the CPT were provincial party committee 
members. Each changwat (‘province’) had one or more khet (‘zones’). 
In  Chiang Rai Province, Lao Wit (Joowit Sae Yang) and Lao Phak 

33  Baird, ‘The Hmong and the Communist Party of Thailand’.
34  ibid.
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(Waseu Sae Yang), both from Saeng Maeng Village, were provincial party 
committee members.35 In the three-province region, there were three 
other Hmong provincial party committees: Somwit (Lao Jai Sae Vang, 
Phu Hin Rong Kla Village), Sai Kham (Jong Teng Vang, Huai Sai Neua 
Village) and Yang Seng Sae Xiong (Tapboek Village).36

In 1974, the CPT’s Kunming-based radio station, the Voice of the People 
of Thailand, openly broadcast that they had ‘liberated areas’ (strongholds) 
in the mountains of northern Thailand, and encouraged people to come 
to live there. They were organised as zones and the zones were grouped 
into provinces. The Hmong were the main group living in the part of 
Chiang Rai Province adjacent to Xayaboury Province in northern Laos, 
known by the CPT as Khet 8 (Thoeng and Wiang Kaen districts), and 
also in the small base area of Khet 52 (Chiang Khong, Chiang Saen 
and Phan districts). Further south, in what is now Phayao Province, the 
Hmong also dominated Khet 7 (Pong District)37 and Khet 9 (Chiang 
Kham District). Phayao was part of Chiang Rai Province until it was later 
established as a separate province. Once separated, Khet 8 was in Chiang 
Rai Province and Khet 7 and 9 were in the CPT’s Phayao Province.38 
Further south, in Nan Province, there were six strongholds in the 
mountain range that constituted the border between Laos and Thailand. 
The Hmong dominated two of these, Khet 1 in the far north of Thung 
Chang District39 and Khet 6 in the far south of Mae Jarim District.40 
Khet 2, 3, 4 and 5 were geographically in between, and were dominated 
by ethnic Lua and upland Thai Muang, rather than Hmong.41 Khet 1 and 
6 were both in Nan Province.42 However, the Hmong also dominated 

35  Both came from Rat Phak Dee (Saeng Maeng) Village, Thoeng District. Lo Meng Sae Fa, Pers. 
comm., Chiang Khong District, Thailand, April 2021.
36  Sahai Ek, Pers. comm., Huai Nam Khao Village, Phitsanulok, Thailand, May 2021; Blia Sae 
Xiong (Sahai Nomjai), Pers. comm., Toop Kaw, Dansai District, Thailand, May 2021.
37  Mai, Storm and Rain; Janthana, From Yao Mountain to Pha Ji Mountain; Khunphol, Wae Mountain, 
Phayak Mountain, Vol.2.
38  Technically, Khet 9 was in Nan Province, but it was under the management of the CPT in Phayao 
Province. It was a place for passing between provinces. Savengsak Suriyaphadoongchai (Ja Fua Sae 
Xiong, Phu Kong Pheung), Pers. comm., Telephone call to Santisuk Village, Pong District, Thailand, 
May 2021.
39  Khunphol, Wae Mountain, Phayak Mountain, Vols 1, 3.
40  Ian G. Baird, ‘Different Hmong Political Orientations and Perspectives on the Thailand–Laos 
Border’, Georgetown Journal of Asian Affairs 4(1) (2018): 29–36.
41  Meuan Fon, Frontline Battlefield; Phanthiwa, The Blood Warrior.
42  Chiang Rai, Phayao and Nan provinces were the same CPT province until 1973, when they 
were separated into three provinces. Lo Meng Sae Fa, Pers. comm., 2021. There were no Hmong or 
Lua on the Nan Province party committee. Daeng Noi Sae Lee, Pers. comm., Telephone call to Wiang 
Kaen District, Thailand, April 2021.
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Khet 10 and 15 in Phitsanulok, Loei and Phetchabun provinces to the 
south,43 and the Phu Khat (Khet 30, 561 or no number) stronghold as 
well. They were also in the three-provinces region.44 Finally, the CPT set 
up another two strongholds in north-western Thailand adjacent to the 
border with Burma, known as Khet Tai (‘South Zone’) and Khet Neua 
(‘North Zone’).45 Khet Tai was dominated by ethnic Karen people, while 
Khet Neua was dominated by Hmong, with a smaller number of Karen; 
both were in Tak Province.46 Several Hmong were elevated to become 
samachik sapha tambon (‘district committee members’). Although districts 
were not created in all strongholds, they were established in many and 
were equivalent to ‘amphoe’ in Thai. For example, although there were 
no tambon in Tak strongholds, Khet 8 had four tambon47 and there were 
tambon in Khet 10, 15,48 1, 4, 5, 6 and 7.49 

Walong Sae Lee (older brother of Wa Meng Sae Lee) was the head of the 
sapha tambon for Khet 15, which was generally responsible for organising 
the community and maintaining adherence to the rules.50 Tambon were 
only established in places where it was believed the civilian population 
was ready to govern. In contrast, in Khet 9 and 52, there were just single 
villages, so tambon were not established in either zone.51 Zone party 
committees generally had seven, nine or 11 members, depending on size.52

43  Baker, ‘An Internal History of the Communist Party of Thailand’.
44  There were three khet there.
45  There was initially just one khet in Tak, but later it was expanded to two.
46  Her Po Sae Xiong (Sahai Prasong), Pers. comm., Nam Juang Village, Chattakarn District, 
Thailand, July 2017; Sahai Lek and Sahai Narong, Pers. comm., Bangkok, April 2021.
47  One was centred on Lao Oo Village (Lor Yia Blia Sae Hang was village head), one on Phraya 
Phiphak Village (Sahai Pracha or Za Jia Sae Lee was head) and one on Saeng Maeng Village (Jooan 
Tsong Sae Yang was head). There were nine Hmong villages, and two to three villages per district 
congress, each of which had five members. There was also a sapha tambon nitibanyat (‘legal district 
congress’) based in Huai Han village and led by Lo Nhia Por Sae Lee, with Lor Nor Her Sae Yang 
(Jim Sieu Village) as his deputy. Lo Meng Sae Fa, Pers. comm., April 2021; Mo Daeng (Nor Daeng 
Sae Lee), Pers. comm., Telephone call to Huai Han Village, Thailand, April 2021. All three district 
committee members in Saeng Maeng Village in Khet 8—Jooan Tsong Sae Yang, Blia Yia Sae Hang 
and Pracha Sae Lee—were Hmong. The district congress often worked to solve local village problems 
or would investigate when soldiers were accused of bad behaviour.
48  In 1971, the Phu Hin Rong Kla stronghold (Khet 15) established three districts within it: Phu 
Hin Rong Kla (District 1), Phu Khi Thao/Pa Wai (District 2) and Khao Kho/Khao Ya (District 3). 
49  There may have been district congresses in Khet 2 and 3. Sahai Lek and Sahai Narong, Pers. comm. 
50  Sahai Phet, Pers. comm., Thonburi, Thailand, April 2021.
51  Savengsak Suriyaphadoongchai, Pers. comm., May 2021.
52  Sahai Khon, Pers. comm.
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Sapha tambon generally had one representative per village. In individual 
villages, there were also kammakan moo ban (‘village committees’), which 
generally had five or seven members. In Nan Province, for example, there 
were six kong roi (‘companies’), 301, 302, 303, 304, 306 and 309—one 
for each zone. Company 244, which was a rapid mobilisation unit, was 
also located there.53 These forces together made up the provincial Kong 
Thap Rot Ek Prachachon Haeng Prathet Thai (Thai People’s National 
Army) of the CPT in Nan Province. The leadership consisted of a political 
phu kong (‘zone commander’), a military phu kong and a phalithikan or 
phala (‘logistical leader’). Company 708,54 which was separate, was 
especially responsible for protecting the CPT headquarters at Phu Phayak 
(Khet 4).55

The ‘pink areas’, which were not as secure as fully communist-controlled 
‘red areas’ (see Figure 10.1), were never strongholds. For example, Nam 
Juang (also referred to as thap 4 or /4) never had a provincial party 
committee.56 The same is true for Khet Kiti, south of Tak, part of Fang 
District, in Chiang Mai Province.57 Another small zone was Khet 9, 
between Phayao and Nan provinces. There were just 30 soldiers assigned 
to each of these zones.58 Still another was Khet 16 in Santisuk District, 
Nan Province.59 These areas were considered expansion areas,60 over which 
the CPT was trying to gain more control.61

53  ibid.
54  It was initially 307 and then changed to 708.
55  Sahai Lek and Sahai Narong, Pers. comm.
56  Her Po Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
57  Sahai Lek and Sahai Narong, Pers. comm.
58  Savengsak Suriyaphadoongchai, Pers. comm., May 2021.
59  Sahai Chao (Soo Malee Sae Thao), Pers. comm., Tha Vang Pha District, Thailand, May 2021.
60  There was no zone commander based there, only a phu muat (‘platoon commander)—a Hmong 
man from Pha Mon who was responsible for 30 soldiers. There were also three doctors there, two of 
whom were Hmong who had studied in China, Sahai Taowan and Sahai Daw Deung. Lo Meng Sae 
Fa, Pers. comm., April 2021; Anonymous, Pers. comm., Thung Phatthana Village, Chiang Khong 
District, Thailand, April 2021.
61  Lo Meng Sae Fa, Pers. comm., April 2021.
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Map 10.1 CPT strongholds from the late 1960s to the early 1980s.
Note: Full strongholds were found only in northern Thailand, due to the mountainous 
topography there, which provided greater security.
Source: Author’s map.
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The leadership of the CPT
This section is designed to provide some information about the leadership 
of the CPT, to demonstrate who they were and that they were not Hmong.

Charoen Wan-Ngam (Sahai Mit Samanan), who was half-Thai, half-
Vietnamese, from Ubon Ratchathani, was the third CPT secretary62 during 
the period when Hmong were especially involved with the party, from the 
late 1960s to the early 1980s. He was apparently chosen because the party 
wanted more of a Thai (rather than a Chinese) face to the movement.63 
Few Hmong I have interviewed ever met Mit Samanan, although many 
knew of his revolutionary or forest name. He was sometimes in north-
eastern Thailand at Phu Phan in Nakorn Phanom Province, and he spent 
some time in Nan Province. He also spent a significant amount of time 
in China.

The leader of the CPT in northern Thailand, someone whom many 
Hmong did meet, was a Chinese-Thai man named Song Noppakun 
(known mainly as Sahai Ba). He was based in northern Thailand for many 
years, including at Office 708 at Phu Phayak in Khet 4 in the mountains 
of eastern Nan Province, near the border with Laos. This office was 
responsible for logistics for the CPT and PLAT. Many Hmong worked 
closely with him.

Another key CPT leader in northern Thailand was Damri Ruangsutham 
(Sahai Dang),64 a Chinese-Thai communist labour organiser from an 
elite background and a member of the CPT Politburo from 1953, who 
was responsible for Khet 10, 15 and Phu Khat in the three-provinces 
area. Sahai Dang was reportedly the chief of staff for PLAT at one point, 
although Phayom Chulanont (Sahai Khamtan), who fled Bangkok after 
the 1947 coup d’état (see above) and had a strong military background,65 

62  Lee Keung and Song Noppakun were secretaries general of the CPT before Charoen Wan-
Ngam. Thong Sae Xiong, Pers. comm., Nam Tuang Village, Mae Jarim District, Thailand, July 2017; 
Yingkiat Liu, Pers. comm., Bangkok, April 2021.
63  Sahai Lek and Sahai Narong, Pers. comm.
64  His aliases included Pradit Ruangsutham, Boo, Wong, Wang U, Som, Kist and Sanoh 
Charoenphanit.
65  Phayom Chulanont (Sahai Khamtan) was the father of General Surayud Chulanont (prime 
minister of Thailand after the 2006 coup d’état) and a member of the CPT’s Politburo. He was a 
lieutenant-colonel in the Thai Army before the 1947 coup d’état. He fled to China after the coup 
d’état that removed Pridi Banomyong as prime minster of Thailand.
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replaced him in 1971.66 Both worked closely with Hmong. The head of 
PLAT in the three-province area, which included three zones (Khet 10, 
15 and Phu Khat) was Sahai Phichai, the son of Khong Chandawong, an 
early CPT leader in north-eastern Thailand who was assassinated by the 
Thai military. Phichai was also a member of the zone party committee 
(Khet 15) for the three-provinces area.67

The other CPT Politburo members were apparently Wirat Akhalatthawan 
(Sahai Than), Thong Jamsri (Sahai Din), Lee Keung (an early CPT 
leader responsible for foreign affairs and mainly based in China), Udom 
Srisuwan (who looked after allied groups based near A-30 in northern 
Laos), Sin Dermlin (Sahai Prawat, who was responsible for southern 
Thailand) and Sahai Khap. Other leaders were Pluang Wannasi, Prasit 
Kapiangthong and Asanee Poljantra (Nai Phi). Some of these were on 
the Central Committee and some were also in the Politburo. The exact 
positions people held were never discussed publicly,68 resulting in some 
guesswork being required, even for mid-level political and military figures 
in the CPT.

Wirat Akhalatthwan was apparently a theorist who knew more about 
Marxist political theory than others in the Politburo and travelled and 
worked closely with Mit Samanan. However, he reportedly did not speak 
Thai clearly.69 He and many other leaders were Chinese Thais. None 
was from a Thai ethnic minority and all were men. I expected that this 
paradox of Hmong joining the CPT due to grievances with Thais and 
then finding the party was led mainly by Chinese Thais would have given 
them a negative impression. However, most Hmong did not seem to 
be concerned—something that still puzzles me a bit but is the opinion 
of the vast majority of the people I interviewed. They felt they had the 
opportunity to be promoted if they knew enough to justify promotion. 
In any case, I will return to the role of the Hmong in relation to Chinese-
Thai and other Thai leaders later in the chapter.

66  Daeng Noi Sae Lee, Pers. comm., Huai Khu Village, Wiang Kaen District, Thailand, June 2018.
67  Sahai Lek and Sahai Narong, Pers. comm.
68  ibid.; Thong Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
69  Sahai Lek and Sahai Narong, Pers. comm.; Thong Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
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The rise and fall of the CPT
In October 1976, progressive students were massacred at Thammasat 
University in Bangkok after they protested the return to Thailand of 
exiled military leader Field Marshal Thanom Kittikachorn.70 The military 
took control of the government and many students and other progressives 
fled to the forests and CPT strongholds in the mountains of northern 
Thailand, where many lived with the CPT.71 By 1977–78, the CPT was 
militarily and politically stronger than it had ever been, and there was 
hope it might be able to take power in the country if things continued to 
advance as planned.

However, several events in the late 1970s eventually led to the rapid 
decline of the CPT. First, there was a deep rift in the communist world 
between the Soviet Union and the PRC, and this greatly affected relations 
between China and Vietnam, which deteriorated badly in 1978–79. This 
related to escalating border tensions between Vietnam and Cambodia’s 
Khmer Rouge, with China coming down clearly on the side of its close 
ally the Khmer Rouge.72 Finally, in late 1978, the Vietnamese entered 
Cambodia and successfully removed the Khmer Rouge from power. What 
was left of the Khmer Rouge fled to the Thai border, which enraged the 
Chinese. Tensions also escalated due to the Vietnamese treating ethnic 
Chinese in the country poorly.73 Finally, a short but bloody war erupted 
along the China–Vietnam border, with Chinese troops entering Vietnam 
to teach the smaller country a lesson. However, the month-long campaign 
resulted in heavy losses on both sides, before the Chinese withdrew. The 
confrontation led to regional conflict that became known as the Third 
Indochina War.74

Given the CPT was politically aligned and materially dependent on 
China, it should be no surprise it eventually came down on the side of 
its most important patron. On the other hand, the Lao Government 
sided with Vietnam. This, in turn, led to a serious rift between the CPT 

70  Thongchai, Moments of Silence; Baker and Phongpaichit, A History of Thailand.
71  Thonthan, Goodbye Hin Rong Kla.
72  C.Y. Chang, ‘The Sino-Vietnam Rift: Political Impact on China’s Relations with Southeast Asia’, 
Contemporary Southeast Asia 4(4) (1983): 538–64; Ian G. Baird, Rise of the Brao: Ethnic Minorities in 
Northeastern Cambodia during Vietnamese Occupation (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 
2020), doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvz0h8kw.
73  Baird, Rise of the Brao.
74  Nayan Chanda, Brother Enemy: The War after the War (San Diego, CA: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1986).

http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvz0h8kw
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and Laos and, in January 1979, Laos ordered the CPT/PLAT to leave its 
territory within a month. This was a serious blow for the CPT in various 
ways. First, the CPT lost its safe areas and bases inside Laos. Second, the 
CPT received supplies from China through Laos, but this was no longer 
permitted. This had a huge negative material and moral impact, as the 
Chinese had been providing a lot of ideological and material support. 
Moreover, the disagreement between China and Vietnam seeped into the 
CPT, with most members sympathising with China and a smaller number 
thinking it was a terrible mistake to side with China against Laos and 
Vietnam.75 Some tensions also emerged between former students in the 
CPT and the older guard.76

To make matters worse, despite the CPT siding with China, China was 
chiefly concerned with supporting the Khmer Rouge, who were fighting 
the Vietnamese in Cambodia and, to do that effectively, they needed the 
cooperation of the Thai Government to transfer arms and other supplies 
through Thailand. However, the Thais would not cooperate unless China 
agreed to stop materially supporting the CPT. The Chinese agreed. On 
10 July 1979, it was announced that the Voice of the People of Thailand 
would cease transmitting, with the last broadcast the following day. 
Moreover, supplies stopped flowing from China to the CPT.77

In 1980, the Thai Government released Resolution 66/2523(1980), 
which amounted to an amnesty for those who had worked for the CPT 
or the PLAT. Although some took advantage of the amnesty during that 
year,78 many in the CPT did not initially trust that the Thai military 
was serious about the amnesty. However, after the announcement of the 
second amnesty, Resolution 66/2525(1982), which essentially repeated 
the amnesty offer of 1980, large numbers of CPT fighters and dependents 
surrendered. Many were demoralised due to the lack of material support 
from China, Laos and Vietnam, and because of internal ideological 
disagreements and general fatigue. 

75  Martin Stuart-Fox, ‘Factors Influencing Relations between the Communist Parties of Thailand 
and Laos’, Asian Survey 19(4) (1979): 333–52, doi.org/10.2307/2643855; Gawin, The rise and fall of 
the Communist Party of Thailand.
76  Gawin, The rise and fall of the Communist Party of Thailand.
77  William R. Heaton, ‘China and Southeast Asian Communist Movements: The Decline of Dual 
Track Diplomacy’, Asian Survey 22(8) (1982): 779–800, doi.org/10.2307/2643647; Robert Garson, 
‘China policy to Thailand 1958–1984’ (Master’s thesis, Carleton University, Ottawa, 1984); Baker, 
‘An Internal History of the Communist Party of Thailand’.
78  Siam Nakorn, ‘CPT Defector Interviewed on Communist Strategy, Problems’, Foreign Broadcasting 
Information Service, [Washington, DC], 1 November 1980.

http://doi.org/10.2307/2643855
http://doi.org/10.2307/2643647
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In late 1980, as the Thai military took Khao Kho and Khao Ya, Damri 
Ruangsutham (Sahai Dang), the leading CPT politician in the three-
provinces area, arranged with Thai authorities for more than 1,000 CPT 
insurgents to surrender.79 Damri did not surrender himself and instead 
tried to move to Surathani in southern Thailand, to where the CPT 
headquarters had been moved in late 1980 from Nan Province.80 He did 
not make it and, in April 1981, he was captured by the Thai military 
en route.81 According to the Bangkok Post,82 Damri claimed ‘he was on 
a mission to see former political activist Sang Patthanothai [a leading 
public figure in Thailand] to act as a middleman in truce talks between 
the CPT and the government in an effort to form a united front against 
the Vietnamese’.83 At the time, there was concern that Vietnamese forces 
based in Laos might invade Thailand.84

As the strongholds lost people, the movement lost momentum and those 
who remained became increasingly demoralised, the Thai military gained 
the opportunity to attack some of the strongholds and, while they had not 
had much success previously, the balance began to turn in their favour. 
By the end of 1982, all the strongholds had fallen apart—most as a result 
of the military campaigns,85 but also because of a lack of spirit among the 
CPT and because most inhabitants had taken advantage of the amnesty 
bills and surrendered to the government.86 However, some holdouts 
continued to operate along the border with Laos, including at Phu Soi 
Dao, until the mid-1980s (holdouts from the three provinces),87 and in 
Khet 6 in Nan Province until 1990.88 

79  Ettinger, ‘Thailand’s Defeat of its Communist Party’.
80  Baker, ‘An Internal History of the Communist Party of Thailand’.
81  ‘Army Captures Senior Communist Party Member’, Nation Review, [Melbourne], 19 May 1981.
82  ‘Critical Time for Thai Communists’, Bangkok Post, 22 November 1981, 6.
83  Sang Phathanothai was accused of being a communist when Sarit Thanarat was in power. He 
went to China and had a daughter named Daeng, who was said to be like an adopted child to Chinese 
leader Zhou Enlai. Apparently Sang liked Sudsai Hatsadin, to whom he was introduced by his first 
son, Dr Man. Amnuaysart (Jang) Hatsadin, Pers. comm., Bangkok, August 2015.
84  Saiyud, The Struggle for Thailand.
85  Bangkok Domestic Service, ‘Statement on Return’, Foreign Broadcasting Information Service, 
[Washington, DC], 21 November 1982.
86  Bangkok Domestic Service, ‘Supreme Command Reports on Anti-CPT Operations’, Foreign 
Broadcasting Information Service, [Washington, DC], 8 August 1982; Bangkok Post, ‘800 Communist 
Insurgents Surrender in Tak’, Foreign Broadcasting Information Service, [Washington, DC], 28 December 
1982; Yuangrat Wedel, ‘Current Thai Radical Ideology: The Returnees from the Jungle’, Contemporary 
Southeast Asia 4(1) (1982): 1–18, doi.org/10.1355/CS4-1A.
87  The leaders at Phu Soi Dao were Phu Kong Seum and Sahai Pritchai. Sahai Prawit was responsible 
for soldiers. Her Po Sae Xiong, Pers. comm., Nam Juang Village, Chattakarn District, Thailand, July 
2017; Prawit Sae Lee (Jooa Seng Sae Lee), Pers. comm., Khek Noi Village, Khao Kho District, Thailand, 
May 2021.
88  Baird, ‘Different Hmong Political Orientations and Perspectives on the Thailand–Laos Border’.

http://doi.org/10.1355/CS4-1A
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Some CPT members escaped to southern Thailand, where they continued 
their struggle for some years. The last holdouts ended up living in 
Phetburi (Khet Tai) and Prachuap Khiri Khan (Khet Neua) provinces in 
western Thailand, near the border with Burma, where they were able to 
operate with support from the Burmese Communist Party and Bo Mya, 
the leader of the Karen National Union. There were more than 100 CPT 
fighters in the two provinces at the beginning of the 1990s, of whom 
about 20 were Hmong.89 Finally, in 1993–94, the last CPT members in 
the forest gradually left and secretly integrated into Thai society without 
surrendering. The CPT had essentially ceased to exist. Even before then, 
many CPT operatives in the cities found the party stopped contacting 
them, without providing a reason. Notably, however, a small number of 
Hmong were committed enough to the CPT that they were among the 
last to give up the fight. They had spent more than 25 years in the forest 
with the CPT and their commitment to continue, even as many others 
gave up, indicates their commitment to Marxist politics.

Hmong knowledge of the politics 
of the CPT
I have interviewed dozens of Hmong men and women who went to study 
at A-30 between the early 1960s and the late 1970s, and all reported 
knowing very little about communist theory or political philosophy 
before making the trip to the Laos–China border.90 After basic training, 
which generally lasted three months, some were selected for further study 
in either China or Vietnam. Some received military training in northern 
Vietnam, while those studying politics, medicine and other subjects went 
to China, either Yunnan Province or the capital, Beijing. However, almost 
everyone reported deciding to join the CPT for reasons other than political 
theory. In those times, the general idea of ‘studying’ carried great weight, 
signifying the path to modernity and advancement. Most joined because 
they wanted ‘to study’ since formal education was limited or nonexistent 
in many Hmong villages, and the CPT offered them the chance to gain 
knowledge, without telling them explicitly what they would learn. For 
most, they only started to understand the political philosophy of the 
CPT once they began training at A-30, although sometimes they learned 

89  Thong Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
90  Baird, ‘The Hmong and the Communist Party of Thailand’; Baird and Yangcheepsujarit, ‘Hmong 
Women’s Rights and the Communist Party of Thailand’.
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some general information about the party being against discrimination 
and for equality before this. Sometimes students joined the CPT without 
their parents’ permission, while in other cases parents or other relatives 
encouraged their children to take the opportunity to learn from the CPT. 
Experiences varied, but the point is that the children almost never chose 
to study ‘communism’ per se; they chose ‘to study’ more generally. This 
broadly coincides with the experiences of ethnic minorities in Laos who 
went to ‘study’ in Vietnam via the Pathet Lao communists in the 1950s 
and 1960s.91 

After studying with the CPT, many Hmong continued to receive political 
training while doing different kinds of work. For example, one young 
woman studied at A-30 for three months and was then sent back to one 
of the strongholds in northern Thailand, where she was assigned to do 
propaganda work with civilians. This was known as muanchon or ‘public 
work’. After a year working in Hmong villages for the CPT, she was given 
the opportunity to study to be a doctor in Yunnan Province in south-
western China. Once she completed her studies, she returned to one of 
the northern Thai strongholds to work as a doctor. She continued working 
there until the stronghold was taken over by the Royal Thai Army.92

This, however, is not the end of the story. Even though the Hmong knew 
very little about communist political philosophy when they first joined 
the CPT, over time, many did learn a considerable amount about Marxist 
and Maoist thought. It is not easy to estimate the exact level of political 
knowledge each person gained and some were more focused on practice 
than texts. However, the number of Hmong who joined the party and 
gained higher political positions is a good indicator of the trust put in 
them politically and the knowledge some of them gained. In the CPT, as 
with other communist parties around the world, one could not simply ask 
to join, as is the case for political parties in multiparty democratic systems. 
Instead, only those deemed to have the qualities necessary to make them 
‘party material’ were invited to join—first, as an alternative party member 
and, later, as a full party member once they had proven their worthiness 
to other members. Some became party members through political work; 

91  See: Vatthana Pholsena, ‘Highlanders on the Ho Chi Minh Trail’, Critical Asian Studies 40(3) 
(2008): 445–71, doi.org/10.1080/14672710802274151; Vatthana Pholsena, ‘War Generation: Youth 
Mobilization and Socialization in Revolutionary Laos’, in Changing Lives in Laos: Culture, Politics, and 
Culture in a Post-Socialist State, Vanina Boute and Vatthana Pholsena, eds (Singapore: University of 
Singapore Press, 2017), 109–34; Baird, ‘The Hmong and the Communist Party of Thailand’.
92  Baird, ‘The Hmong and the Communist Party of Thailand’.

http://doi.org/10.1080/14672710802274151
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others entered the party through medical service, as doctors and nurses; 
and still others joined the party through military service with the PLAT—
something that was especially common for the Hmong, since many had 
lower levels of formal education than their Thai colleagues from other 
parts of the country.

Party membership was secret and, even now, some are sensitive about 
discussing who were party members and who were not, although many 
people knew who other members were. More than 100 Hmong—mainly 
men but also some women—in Thailand became full CPT members, 
and the number might have been significantly higher. There was an even 
larger number of Hmong soldiers and officials who never became party 
members, and of villagers who joined the mass organisation set up by the 
CPT. Because of the secrecy associated with party membership, it may 
never be possible to know the true number. 

There were training schools created in most large districts in northern 
Thailand, including two at Khet 8 in Chiang Rai.93 A Hmong man, Lo 
Meng Sae Fa, was the military zone commander at one of the schools. 
At Khet 15, there was a basic training school for new recruits, where 
a Hmong man named Phu Kong Rak94 was responsible for the military 
training, while a Chinese-Thai man named Lao Ya oversaw political 
training.95 The school was moved after its location was revealed to the 
enemy and bombed; a new school was established near Nong Mae Na on 
the Khek River.96 There were apparently schools for new recruits in most 
zones in northern Thailand.97 Lo Meng Sae Fa was clearly considered 
someone who understood politics well before then, as he was a teacher 
for two years at the CPT’s basic political training school, the ‘October 6 
School’, which was located on the Lao border, about 5 kilometres inside 
Laos near Phu Chee Fa, in Thoeng District. Most of the students, and all 
new recruits, had to complete a three-month course before being allowed 
to operate.98 This ensured everyone working with the party in stronghold 

93  ibid.
94  He was known as Phu Kong Rak, but he was not a phu kong. Sahai Fong, Pers. comm., Bangkok, 
June 2021.
95  ibid.
96  ibid.
97  Pornsuang Phothong, Pers. comm., Bangkok, April 2021.
98  The first school established in the area was called the October 14 School, and was about 1 kilometre 
inside Laos. After 6 October 1976, many more students started arriving and a second school was built to 
accommodate them. Wanchai Chaloonsakonwong (Jooan Tsong Sae Yang), Pers. comm., Rat Phak Dee 
(Saeng Maeng) Village, Thoeng District, Thailand, June 2015.
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areas had at least basic political and military training. Lo Meng Sae Fa 
provided the military training, while another teacher was responsible for 
teaching politics.99 There were basic training schools in other strongholds 
as well—for example, in Phayao Province (Khet 7) and at Phu Hin Rong 
Kla (Khet 15). At the latter centre, one of the first trainers was a Hmong 
man named Sor Lor. Later, another Hmong man, named Thongsuk Sae 
Lor, became a trainer.100 The Hmong trained others, including ethnic 
Thai recruits.

Nor Her Sae Yang, a Hmong man, was the president of the Khana Sapha 
(‘Assembly Committee’),101 which included 30–40 people.102 In Khet 7, 
Joo Sua Sae Xiong, who had studied politics in China, was the president 
of the Assembly Committee.103 

A smaller number of Hmong were elevated to zone party committee 
membership,104 the level above district committee. Provincial party 
committee membership was the highest political position held by 
Hmong. No Hmong were ever elevated to the CPT’s 23-member Central 
Committee105 or the seven-member Politburo. According to Wiang Sae 
Xiong, who stayed at Khet 1: ‘There were no Hmong in the Central 
Committee. They did not have high enough knowledge.’106 This idea of 
‘knowledge’ related to a certain type of formal theoretical knowledge 
or even formal education.

Several Hmong obtained positions on zone party committees, although 
for some this occurred not long before they surrendered to the government 
in the early 1980s. The first Hmong zone party committee member in 
Khet 15 was Jong Teng Vang (Sahai Sai Kham), as already discussed. 
He was followed by You May Sae Lee (Sahai Narong).107 Eventually, 
in Khet 15, there were four Hmong zone party committee members, 
Sahai Somwit (Lao Jai Sae Vang), Sahai Sai Kham (Jong Teng Sae Vang), 

99  Lo Meng Sae Fa, Pers. comm., September 2016.
100  Nor Jai Sae Lor, Pers. comm., Khek Noi Village, Khao Khor District, Thailand, August 2015.
101  Wanchai Chaloonsakonwong, Pers. comm.
102  Kriangsak Anusawaleedoi (Wakua Sae Lee), Pers. comm., Huai Khu Village, Wiang Kaen 
District, Thailand, June 2015.
103  Savengsak Suriyaphadoongchai (Ja Fua Sae Xiong, Phu Kong Pheung), Pers. comm., Santisuk 
Village, Pong District, Thailand, October 2016.
104  The zone party committee’s head office was called samnak khet.
105  Baker, ‘An Internal History of the Communist Party of Thailand’.
106  Wiang Sae Xiong, Pers. comm., Pak Klang Village, Pua District, Thailand, October 2016.
107  You May Sae Lee (Sahai Narong), Pers. comm., Nam Juang Village, Chattakarn District, 
Thailand, July 2017.



323

10. BECOMING MARXIST

Sahai Narong (You May Sae Lee) and Sahai Lao Sai. Sahai Charoen (sapha 
tambon/amnat rat [‘district assembly/government power’]) also had an 
important position.108 

In Khet 10, six of the 15 members of the provincial party committee 
were Hmong: Wa Meng Sae Lee (Phu Kong Chot), Chue Jong Hua 
Sae Lee (Sahai Charoen),109 Ya Seng Sae Xiong (Tabboek Village), Phu 
Kong Somwit (Phu Hin Rong Kla Village), Phu Kong Seum and Phu 
Kong Bouaphanh (political side). Most of the other members of this 
committee were Chinese Thais from central, southern and north-eastern 
Thailand.110 Lao Saeng (Sahai Ia), from Phu Miang Village, was a zone 
party committee member at Phu Khat/Nam Juang.111 Khet 10 had the 
strongest PLAT contingent and was politically the strongest. They fought 
more than PLAT units elsewhere, so they especially needed to come 
together as a coercive unit.112 

In Khet 8, one of the most secure strongholds, six of the nine zone party 
committee members were Hmong: Lao Wit and Lao Phak (both also 
provincial party committee members), Wa Ger Sae Yang (Phu Kong Lao 
Yee, Pho Luang Kert Phanakamneut), Lo Meng Sae Fa (Phu Kong Surat), 
Cha Sae Lee (Sahai Cha) and Khammouan Sae Yang.113 Jia Kua Sae Vang, 
who had studied politics in China, also played a significant role here at 
one point.114 Phu Kong Lao Ji, a Hmong from Phraya Phiphak Village, 
was the zone commander responsible for soldiers in Khet 8 until he was 
killed in battle.115 

In Khet 7, a little to the south in Phayao Province, there were at least four 
Hmong men who became zone party committee members, including Jua 
Leng Sae Vang (Sahai Suphot, Santisuk Village), Long Jue Sae Vang (Sahai 
Santi) and Lao Ying Sae Hang (Sahai Saeng).116 The fourth, Nu Shua 
Sae Xiong (Sahai Xiong Sang), still lives in Khun Kamlang Village, Pong 
District. Although the CPT valued literacy and formal education, Xiong 

108  Sahai Ek, Pers. comm., May 2021.
109  Thong Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
110  Wa Po Sae Yang (Sahai Saweng), Pers. comm., Nam Juang Village, Chattakarn District, Thailand, 
July 2017.
111  Her Po Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
112  Sahai Fong, Pers. comm.
113  Lo Meng Sae Fa, Pers. comm., April 2021; Mo Daeng, Pers. comm.
114  Savengsak Suriyaphadoongchai, Pers. comm., October 2016.
115  Sahai Boon, Pers. comm., Chiang Mai, Thailand, June 2021. 
116  Savengsak Suriyaphadoongchai, Pers. comm., October 2016.
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Sang admitted to being illiterate. Yet, the CPT leadership clearly felt he 
had sufficient political knowledge to become a zone party committee 
member. He told me he was often called on to resolve conflicts between 
villagers over party theory and rules.117

In Khet 9, which was closely connected with Khet 7, there was one 
Hmong zone party committee member, Lak Sao Sae Xiong, whose older 
brother was Phu Kong Pheung, the military commander of the rapid 
mobile company in the area.118

In Khet 1, in the north-east of Thung Chang District, Nan Province, 
there were at least two Hmong zone party committee members: Shoua 
Sae Thao (Sahai Laola), a soldier, and Sahai Lao Yia Chiang from Many 
Pheuk Village, even though he could not speak Thai well.119 

A Hmong man named Nu Cha Sae Lee (Sahai Cha), and possibly other 
Hmong, was a provincial party committee member in Tak Province.

Some Hmong only gained these higher political positions in the early 
1980s after the CPT was critically weakened by internal strife, including 
between the old guard and student leaders, and by the loss of Chinese, 
Lao and Vietnamese support. Those in the CPT knew this time as the 
wikritsathan or ‘crisis period’. For example, Lo Meng Sae Fa became 
a zone party committee member in Khet 8, but only after wikritsathan 
when they were becoming weaker. He did not serve for long before he was 
forced to flee to Burma as the stronghold fell to the Thai Army.120 

The Hmong especially excelled in the military, probably because they were 
used to hunting and moving around in the mountains and forests. As an 
indication of how well they did in the military, at least 13 Hmong men were 
elevated to the level of zone commander, in six different strongholds: Phu 
Kong Prayat/Soo (Nhia Ja Sae Xiong) and Daeng Noi Sae Lee, Company 
306, Khet 6; Phu Kong Pheung (Savengsak Suriyaphadoongchai, Ja Fua 
Sae Xiong), Khet 7; Phu Kong Somwit (Lao Jai Sae Vang), Phu Kong 
Cheep (Sae Vang) and Phu Kong Saveng, Khet 15, Nam Juang Village; 
Phu Kong Chot (Wa Meng Sae Lee), Company 515; Phu Kong Seum, 

117  Nu Shua Sae Xiong (Sahai Xiong Sang), Pers. comm, Khun Kamlang Village, Pong District, 
Thailand, June 2018.
118  Savengsak Suriyaphadoongchai, Pers. comm., May 2021. 
119  Suthipong Thiwannan (Sahai Man), Pers. comm., Pang Kae Village, Thung Chang District, 
Thailand, October 2016.
120  Daeng Noi Sae Lee, Pers. comm., June 2018.
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Phu Kong Leu and Phu Kong Kriang (both at Nam Juang), Company 
520, Khet 10; and Phu Kong Lao Yee (Wa Ger Sae Yang), Phu Kong Surat 
(Lo Meng Sae Fa) and Lao Vue Sae Fa (Kamnan Boonchert, logistical 
leader), Company 85, Khet 8). Phu Kong Somwit and Phu Kong Seum 
were responsible for thahan thong thin (‘village militias’) in Khet 10 and 
15. Somwit had only studied for three months in Vietnam, so had limited 
formal knowledge. Another Hmong man, Phu Muat Dao Thong, spent 
longer studying in Vietnam, but was killed in a battle in Phetchabun 
Province not long after returning to Thailand. He stood up to launch a 
rocket-propelled grenade and was shot; he had commanded a nuai book 
(‘offensive unit’).121

The Hmong who learned about politics 
with the leaders
Some Hmong gained political knowledge through specific training and 
study, while others learned political philosophy simply through spending 
considerable time with CPT Politburo leaders. These Hmong included 
Thong Sae Xiong, Daeng Noi Sae Lee, Lao Zong Sae Vang, Ya Seng 
Sae Vue (Siriphat Vonviriyachat, Sahai Than) and Jua Saeng Sae Lee 
(Sahai Prawit). 

Thong Sae Xiong (Ja Her Sae Xiong) learned a lot from spending time 
with CPT leaders and was the thahan phithak or ong kharak (‘personal 
guard’) for Politburo member and party secretary Thong Jamsri for six 
years when the latter was based in southern Thailand in the late 1980s. 
Later, Thong Sae Xiong lived in Phetburi Province in western Thailand 
until 1994, when he secretly left the forest and slipped back into society 
without the authorities knowing. Thong Sae Xiong said he studied three 
of Marx’s theories when he was with the secretary general of the CPT: 
wiwattanakarn sangkhom (‘evolution of society’), pratya wattooniyom 
wiphat (‘philosophy of dialectical materialism’) and wa duay thun 
pheua attibai sangkhom niyom wittayasat (‘capital and the explanation 
of scientific socialism’). He was aware of the political differences that 
existed between Chinese and Soviet communism at the time but said 
both sides agreed Thailand should be characterised through the paen kan 
chon chan kamacheep (‘plan of the proletariat class’). However, according 

121  Sahai Phet, Pers. comm.; Lo Meng Sae Fa, Pers. comm., April 2021; Prawit Sae Lee, Pers. comm.
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to Thong: ‘The Soviets wanted to put all classes together, while China 
did not.’ The conflict between Stalin and Mao took place at the Third 
Congress of the Communist International. Hồ Chí Minh was the Asian 
representative of the Soviet Union. Thong told me: ‘Stalin, Lenin and 
Mao had different theories. China wanted to get peasants to revolt but the 
Soviets wanted to support the proletariat workers.’122

Daeng Noi Sae Lee learned a considerable amount about politics from 
spending time with CPT leaders. He was the personal guard for Song 
Noppakhun (Sahai Ba),123 the CPT’s chairman for northern Thailand124 
as well as a Politburo and Central Committee member125 in the 1970s.126 
In 1980, he was made the zone political commander for Company 
306 in Khet 6, with Nhia Ja Sae Xiong (Sahai Prayat/Soo) as the zone 
military commander. However, he held the position for only three to four 
months in 1980. He was later sent to do political work with the people 
in CPT areas. Daeng Noi became the second secretary of the CPT in 
Phetburi and Tak provinces in the 1980s, where he was close to Politburo 
member Udom Srisuwan.127 According to Sahai Prayat/Soo, ‘Daeng 
Noi knows most Marxism and Maoism, as he was with leaders all the 
time, and he reads a lot’.128 Daeng Noi was the only Hmong observer 
at the CPT’s Fourth Party Congress in Surathani Province in southern 
Thailand in 1982, at which only members of the Central Committee 
were officially allowed to participate.129 However, other Hmong were 
involved in preparatory provincial-level meetings, including provincial 
party committee members Jong Teng Vang (Sahai Sai Kham), who joined 
the discussions for Phetchabun, Phitsanulok and Loei provinces, and Nou 
Cha Sae Lee (Sahai Cha), who participated in discussions in Tak Province.

Lao Zong Sae Vang, a Hmong man, spent considerable time with the 
CPT’s political leaders while serving as the personal guard for Politburo 
member Damri Ruangsutham (Sahai Dang), who was responsible for the 
three-provinces area.130

122  Thong Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
123  He also had the aliases Phairat, Mu, Prasong Wongwiwat, Dang, Som and Ba.
124  Daeng Noi Sae Lee, Pers. comm., June 2018.
125  ibid.
126  Her Po Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
127  Thong Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
128  Nhia Ja Sae Xiong (Phu Kong Prayat/Soo), Pers. comm., Nam Tuang Village, Mae Jarim District, 
Thailand, February 2017.
129  Daeng Noi Sae Lee, Pers. comm., June 2018.
130  Her Po Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.



327

10. BECOMING MARXIST

Ya Seng Sae Vue (Sahai Than) also worked closely with CPT leaders. 
Between 1975 and 1981, he was the personal guard for Damri, based 
at Office 708 at Phu Phayak, Nan Province, until Damri left northern 
Thailand to try to reach the south of the country but was arrested. Ya Seng 
Sae Vue had carried messages for him. He was under orders to destroy the 
messages if captured and be prepared to die to keep the information secret, 
but fortunately, although he was willing to kill himself for the party, he 
was never captured. He travelled with Sahai Dang on trips and served as 
his food taster to ensure his food was not poisoned.131 Sahai Than was 
certainly committed to the party.

Sahai Prawit was another Hmong man who worked as the personal 
guard for a Politburo member, Prayom Chulanont (Sahai Khamtan).132 
He ended up leading those CPT members who refused to give up after 
the three-provinces region fell to the Thai military in 1980–81 around 
Phu Soi Dao.133 There were also other Hmong who worked closely with 
political leaders for many years and learned political theory through them.

Other Hmong also learned a considerable amount about political theory. 
According to Sahai Prayat/Soo, Mo Daeng (Nor Daeng Sae Lee) knew 
a  lot about politics;134 he studied to be a doctor and acupuncturist in 
China, and later worked as a doctor in Khet 8. 

However, Wa Meng Sae Lee (Phu Kong Chot), who was himself 
a  provincial party committee member, told me there were no Hmong 
political intellectuals with the CPT. He felt Daeng Noi Sae Lee was not 
higher than others, as Phu Kong Prayat/Soo had said. As he put it: ‘All 
party members knew the same. They had to be fair people and have 
leadership skills.’135

One indicator of the extent to which Hmong people internalised CPT 
political theory is how they view those ideas today. In the houses of former 
CPT Hmong, it is not unusual to find photos of Mao Zedong on the 
interior walls, CPT flags, or the communist hammer and sickle symbol. 
There are also frequently old photos on display of the men from their 

131  Siriphat Vonviriyachat (Ya Seng Sae Vue, Sahai Than), Pers. comm., Jaeng Phatthana Village 
(Phu Khat), Chattakarn District, Thailand, July 2017.
132  Urai Yangcheepsutjarit, Pers. comm., Chiang Mai, Thailand, July 2013.
133  Lee Long Fue, Pers. comm., Khek Noi Village, Khao Khor District, Thailand, July 2013.
134  Nhia Ja Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
135  Wa Meng Sae Lee (Phu Kong Chot), Pers. comm., Village 16, Phop Phra District, Thailand, 
May 2017.
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time with the CPT. There are also sometimes CPT-produced communist 
books and magazines lying about. Moreover, since it became legal to 
commemorate the CPT some years ago, former CPT Hmong often 
wear their CPT/PLAT uniforms for community and group ceremonies, 
including official functions, and when protesting in Bangkok for land 
rights. They now refer to themselves as phu ruam phatthana chart thai 
(‘people who are helping to develop the nation’)—a term the government 
also uses. They are clearly not ashamed of having been in the CPT; in 
fact, they are proud of it. Many have organised to receive monetary 
compensation from the government that was promised but never given 
after the government amnesties for CPT members in 1980 and 1982. 
Some have refused such compensation and instead have lobbied to be 
allowed to return to areas where they lived before the CPT period, many 
of which are now national parks, wildlife sanctuaries and other types of 
protected areas, making it difficult for them to achieve their objectives.136 

Finally, memorials associated with the CPT period have been established, 
such as one for dead CPT soldiers near Santisuk Village in Pong District, 
Phayao Province; a major museum at Phu Phayak Mountain in Nan 
Province; and another monument, in Thoeng District, Chiang Rai 
Province. Thus, the politics of representation has become important for 
Hmong former CPT members.

The new party
Two crucial indicators of the extent to which Hmong with the CPT 
internalised Marxist politics are their present-day political beliefs and 
associated political activities. In fact, those previously with the CPT, 
whether Hmong or from other ethnic groups, have become involved in 
a wide range of political organisations. For example, some sided with the 
royalist Yellow Shirts, while others sided with their political rivals, the Red 
Shirts, in recent protests. 

Crucially for this chapter, however, many former CPT leaders, including 
several Hmong, remain highly engaged in leftist politics. Thong 
Jamsri,  the last secretary general of the CPT, who died in 2019 at the 

136  Yuttapong Suebsakwong and Ian G. Baird, ‘Ban Khee Thao, a Site of Political History, and 
a Symbolic Space of Resistance and Land Politics of the Hmong in Thailand’, Thammasat Review 
Journal 23(2) (July–December 2020): 73–105.
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age of 98,137 reportedly organised a secret group of former CPT members 
in 2009–10, which included some who had been in the Politburo and 
Central Committee, and some Marxist theorists. They changed the name 
of the party to Phak Prachathipatai Prachachon Haeng Prathet Thai 
(‘People’s Democracy Party of Thailand’), but people generally refer to it 
as the Phak Mai (‘New Party’). Many Hmong previously with the CPT, 
including some of my informants, are involved in this group.

All the positions in the New Party were filled with representatives from 
all regions in the country, and a central committee with 35 members 
and a politburo with nine or 11 members were established. The New 
Party considers Thailand to be a sakdina (‘feudalistic’) country: thoon 
niyom mee amnat neua rat (‘feudalist capitalist country that has powers 
above the government’). They secretly organised a party congress in 
2013 and approved four political documents. There are apparently secret 
underground units in each region of Thailand and rules for admitting 
new members. There are also new rules for those joining and they have 
a new flag that is red and white with a red star in the centre. People in 
the New Party use the terms phrai (‘serfs’) and amnat (‘the powerful’) 
and consider themselves to be neo ruam (‘allies’) of the Red Shirts, many 
of whom were allied with former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, 
who was removed from office during a military coup in 2006. Crucially 
for this chapter, many Hmong previously in leadership positions in the 
CPT have joined the New Party,138 although it is safer for them not to 
mention their names here. The involvement of several Hmong in this 
new clandestine political party clearly indicates their continued belief in 
CPT-inspired Marxist politics.

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have considered the various ways Hmong people engaged 
politically and gained Marxist knowledge through involvement with the 
CPT between the 1960s and the 1990s. There is no doubt that few if 
any Hmong initially joined the CPT because of a deep understanding 

137  Teeranai Charuvasta, ‘Thong Jamsri, Thailand’s Last Communist Leader, Dies at 98’, Khaosod 
[The Fresh News], [Bangkok], 10 July 2019.
138  Prayuth Chumnasiew, Pers. comm., Ubon Ratchathani, Thailand, November 2016.
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of Marxist political philosophy. Rather, some joined simply for the 
opportunity ‘to study’, some joined after being attacked by the military 
or BPP, and many had not even heard of communism when they joined. 

However, it would be a mistake to assume that because the Hmong knew 
little about Marxism when they joined the CPT, they never learned much. 
Many Hmong learned a lot, studying politics at various levels, in the forests 
and CPT political schools and the bases of CPT leaders, but no Hmong 
ever made it to the Politburo or Central Committee. A number did reach 
middle-level positions, such as district leaders, zone commanders or 
committee members, and provincial committee members. Most Hmong 
political leaders in the CPT shared similar sentiments to those of Jong 
Teng Vang, who said: ‘I am not disappointed that Hmong were not in 
the Central Committee.’139 Their argument was this was because Hmong 
had less political knowledge than others, and they would not have been 
prevented from serving in higher political positions, including on the 
Central Committee and Politburo. Phu Kong Lao Yee said: ‘The CPT 
leadership didn’t look down on the Hmong; they just wanted people who 
were capable.’140 To my surprise, many others made similar comments. 
It appears the CPT made this clear over time.

There were, however, other views. According to Phu Kong Pheung, there 
should have been Hmong on the central committee. In fact, Pheung 
explained that because membership of the Politburo was kept secret, he 
and others initially assumed there were Hmong in the Politburo given 
the party’s politics of equality. When they later realised there were no 
Hmong members, they were a little disappointed, but still believed the 
CPT had good policies. As Pheung put it: ‘Maybe the leaders in the CPT 
were prejudiced against the Hmong.’141 A small number of others echoed 
that view. For example, Daeng Noi Sae Lee said: ‘It took me a while to 
realise it, but the Hmong were not always appreciated by Chinese Thais 
in the central committee.’142 He meant the Chinese Thais did not always 
value the practical knowledge of the Hmong compared with their own 
theoretical knowledge.

139  Jong Teng Sae Vang, Pers. comm., Huai Sai Neua Village, Thailand, June 2014.
140  Pho Luang Kert, Pers. comm., Khun Klang Village, Thailand, May 2014.
141  Nu Shua Sae Xiong, Pers. comm.
142  Daeng Noi Sae Lee, Pers. comm., June 2018.
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Although the CPT disintegrated in the early 1980s, and the last vestiges 
of the armed struggle ended in the 1990s, it is noteworthy that many 
Hmong formerly with the CPT remain nostalgic about their time in the 
strongholds. Moreover, many continue to display photos of Mao and 
wear their CPT uniforms for both celebratory events and protests. Some 
even joined a new underground political party inspired by former CPT 
leaders. While they knew little about Marxist or Maoist politics when 
they first encountered the CPT, there is no doubt many were profoundly 
affected by the party’s politics and they continue to believe in many of the 
core political ideas associated with it.
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