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Champassak Royalty and Sovereignty  

Sovereignty has o�en been studied through the lens of royalty, with 

absolute monarchs being recognized as having the ul�mate sovereign 

power to determine who lives and dies. However, there are a wide 

range of ways that sovereignty is asserted and prac�ced, and it ebbs 

and flows over �me and space. This presenta�on is about sovereignty 

and the Champassak royal family over history. I consider Champassak 

from its establishment, in 1713, un�l the present, with a focus on the 

later nineteenth and twen�eth centuries. I examine how sovereign 

power variously shi�ed over space and �me, with the goal of using 

Champassak royalty to be2er understand how royal sovereignty 

works. This study differs from others in that it relies on a combina�on 

of oral and wri2en sources. Many in-depth interviews with 

Champassak royals has made it possible to tell the Champassak story 

from the perspec�ve of people originally from places once under 

Champassak’s influence. In addi�on, rather than confining my research 

to a single na�on state, I consider Champassak from a more spa�ally 

expansive perspec�ve, focusing on southern Laos, northeastern 

Thailand and northeastern Cambodia, but also conduc�ng many 

interviews in France, the United States, and Canada. While the borders 

in the region ma2er, they are some�mes transcended, for a variety of 

reasons. Ul�mately, I forward the no�on that it is appropriate and useful to expand and nuance the ways 

we think about sovereignty, so that we conceptualize sovereignty as something that is much more 

con�ngent and variously understood, asserted and prac�ced than is o�en imagined. 

Dr. Ian Baird is professor of geography, director of the Center for Southeast Asian Studies, 

and coordinator of the Hmong Studies Consor�um at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.  

His research interests vary, but most of his scholarship relates to marginalized groups, 

history and nature-society rela�ons in Laos, Thailand and Cambodia, where he has been 

conduc�ng research since the early 1990s. His most recent book is �tled Rise of the Brao: 

Ethnic Minori�es in Northeastern Cambodia during Vietnamese Occupa�on (University of 

Wisconsin Press, 2020). 
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