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FOREWORD
This volume is one of a series of handbooks prepared by Foreign
Area Studies (FAS) of The American University, designed to be
useful to military and other personnel who need a convenient compilation of basic facts about the social, economic, political and
military institutions and practices of various countries. The
emphasis is on objective description of the nation's present society
and the kinds of possible or probable change that might be expected in the future. The handbook seeks to present as full and as
balanced an integrated exposition as limitations on space and
research time permit. It was compiled from information available
in openly published material. Extensive bibliographies are provided to permit recourse to other published sources for more detailed information. There has been no attempt to express any
specific point of view or to make policy recommendations. The
contents of the handbook represent the work of the authors and
FAS and do not represent the official view of the United States
Government.
An effort has been made to make the handbook as comprehensive
as possible. It can be expected, however, that the material, interpretations and conclusions are subject to modification in the light
of new information and developments. Such corrections, additions
and suggestions for factual, interpretive or other change as
readers may have will be welcomed for use in future revisions.
Comments may be addressed to :
The Director
Foreign Area Studies
The American Universiw
5010 Wisconsin Avenue, N.W.
Washington, D.C., 20016

PREFACE
This volume is a revision of the Area Handbook for Laos first
issued by Foreign Area Studies (then the Washington Human
Relations Area Files) in 1958 and republished with an updating
preface in March 1964. The purpose of this new edition is to consider the events and changes that have taken place and to utilize
new source materials that have become available since the earlier
volume was published.
When the original edition was written in 1958, Laos, after 5
years of insurrectionary warfare waged against the Royal Government by the Pathet Lao, was in the course of forming a Government of National Union, which was intended to bring together and
reconcile the contending factions. This attempt a t unification
failed. By 1966 forces of the Pathet Lao, inspired and backed by
the Communist government of North Vietnam, held nearly half
the country in a sort of military stalemate, interrupted by sporadic
outbursts of fighting. The territory controlled by the Pathet Lao
was inaccessible both to the Royal Government and to neutral
observers.
Laos was a fragile buffer in 1966, squeezed between Communist
and non-Communist countries, sustained in a precarious but officially recognized neutrality largely by United States aid. Its importance as one of the components of what had been Indochina
was overshadowed by the critical march of events in South Vietnam. The Royal Government pinned its hopes for survival on the
preservation of its neutralist stance while trying to develop a
national unity the country had never enjoyed.
Election of a new National Assembly took place on January 1,
1967, after completion of the research and writing of the present
handbook. The Pathet Lao boycotted the election, calling i t illegal.
They made no great effort to interfere, and the process was relatively free of incidents. A majority of the seats was won by supporters of Prince Souvanna Phouma, the neutralist prime minister.
The results were much a s expected and represented a definite setback for the right-wing opposition.
Analysis and description of the main sociological, political and
economic aspects of the society of Laos involve the usual difficulties
encountered in studying an underdeveloped country which i s passing through a process of modernization and change. These diffi-

culties have been complicated by the continuing state of crisis in
the country and by Pathet Lao control of much of the territory.
Recent information from the Pathet Lao areas is either not available or extremely biased and unreliable. Consequently, there are
questions that cannot be answered, and some parts of the total
picture are missing. Efforts have been made, however, to identify
the gaps and their possible implications.
The place names used in this handbook conform wherever possible to those approved in January 1963 by the United States
Board on Geographic Names. Other Laotian words and the names
of individuals are given in the most commonly known form, which
is a French transliteration in most cases. The short glossary included as an appendix is not in any way intended to be exhaustive,
but rather to provide a quick reference guide covering unfamiliar
terms that a visitor to the country might most often encounter.
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SECTION I.

SOCIAL

CHAPTER 1
GENERAL CHARACTER OF THE SOleLETY
When Laos gained full political independence from France in
1954, it already was involved deeply in the complex struggle of
nationalist, Western and Communist forces that continued in 1966
to wrack the states which hail comprised Indochina. French
colonial rule had not developed in Laos the economic and social
unity essential to an independent state. Thus, in 1966 the Laotian
Government was faced with the task of building a national society
at the same time i t maintained the state against foreign pressures.
Covering about 91,000 square miles, the landlocked country is
in the midst of the Indochinese peninsula (see fig. 1). Its lengthy
eastern border with North and South Vietnam extends through a
mountainous, sparsely inhabited region with only a few good
crossings. The legality of its political borders is not seriously disputed. Dominated by the Southeast Asian monsoon cycle, the
climate varies from tropical to subtropical, according to the elevation of the forested mountains which segment the country.
Available land is more than adequate to support the population,
which is estimated a t between 2 million and 2.5 million. More
than half the people live on the narrow plain formed by the Mekong
River and its tributary streams.
Laos is a constitutional monarchy, and in 1966 the king was a
direct descendant of the royal line of the ancient Kingdom of
Lan Xang. Lan Xang was established in the fourteenth century by
the ethnic Lao, a branch of the greater Thai family which had
migrated gradually into the region from southern China and had
come to dominate the various earlier inhabitants. Buddhism was
introduced from the south, and the country became an outpost of
Indian culture on the periphery of the Chinese sphere of influence.
Dynastic disputes wracked the kingdom during the eighteenth
century and resulted in the division of Lan Xang into weak
principalities. In the late nineteenth century the French reunified
the country and established its modern boundaries. The French
ruled indirectly, allowing many traditionally prominent Lao families to maintain their social position. The Japanese occupied the
country during World War 11, after which most of the Lao elite

worked against the reestablishment of French colonial rule. The
French eventually concurred in the formation of an independent
state, the government of which combines traditional Lao and
Western forms.
The Constitution provides for a limited monarchy and parliamentary democracy. The popularly elected lower house of the National Assembly enacts laws and nominates the prime minister
and his Cabinet, who together form the working executive. The
central government appoints provincial authorities and their subordinates. High political, civil service and military positions are
filled by the Lao elite, which continues to dominate the social and
economic life of the country as well.
Intermittent civil war has existed since 1953, when the Communist-inspired Pathet Lao (Lao State) movement, composed of
Laotian revolutionary exiles, occupied portions of the country.
The Pathet Lao accompanied Vietnamese troops of Ho Chi Minh's
Communist Viet Minh, which was fighting to expel Western influence from the entire peninsula. At Geneva in 1954 the major
Communist and non-Communist powers called for national integration and withdrawal of foreign troops. The Pathet Lao military
and political efforts to seize power from the constitutionally
established government continued, however.
In attempts to achieve reunification, Prince Souvanna Phouma
twice led coalition governments that included Pathet Lao leaders.
The second coalition was formed in 1962, when the Geneva powers
a t a second meeting again called for integration of the country,
whose neutrality they pledged to respect. The Pathet Lao soon
withdrew from the coalition. In 1964, Prime Minister Prince
Souvanna Phouma secured an increase in the already considerable
aid of the Western powers; this was an effort to meet renewed
North Vietnamese intervention on behalf of the Pathet Lao. As
North Vietnam became preoccupied with the conflict in Vietnam,
the Pathet Lao went on the defensive, and a period of relative
stability began. Prime Minister Souvanna Phouma continued to
seek Pathet Lao participation in his government, which was supported by neutralists and rightists.
The country is the least urbanized as well as the least populous
in Southeast Asia. About 5 percent of the people live in towns or
cities, and no marked general movement from the countryside has
developed. In the mid-1960's about 100,000 people lived in Vientiane, by f a r the largest and most rapidly growing city. Vientiane,
the national administrative capital and political center, shows the
greatest French influence. It is on the Mekong River, as are all the
major towns, including the traditional royal and religious center
of Luang Prabang in the north. The major towns serve as pro-

vincial capitals, ports of call for river shipping and trading centers
for nearby regions.
Villages along the Mekong River and its tributaries are permanent settlements. The villagers practice wet-rice cultivation of
nearby plots of land. In the less densely populated highlands, where
irrigation is not feasible, people practice shifting cultivation of
dry rice, which necessitates the periodic relocation of their villages.
The majority of both lowland and highland villages are selfsufficient, but in varying degrees they are linked to outside institutions. Considerable trade is conducted between lowland and highland settlements. The village headman, who is elected by heads of
households, is the lowest echelon of the government structure.
The official religion, Theravada Buddhism, is otherworldly in
orientation, and most people are Buddhists. All but the poorest
villages have pagodas served by bonzes (Buddhist monks). The
local bonzes are supervised by a religious hierarchy, which parallels the civil administration and culminates in Luang Prabang. A
belief in spirits, who are thought to involve themselves in the daily
activities of men, has persisted alongside Buddhism.
Theravada Buddhism offers to all a moderate way of life by
which to accumulate merit and perhaps gain a higher form of
reincarnation. It prescribes strict rules only for the bonzes, whose
asceticism is honored by the people and who traditionally have refrained from involvement in secular affairs.
Partly because it accords with their religious principles, most
people accept the typical foreign evaluation of themselves a s gentle
and unambitious. They are more interested in accumulating
religious merit than temporal wealth, and they generally work
only as long as necessary to fulfill their minimum physical needs.
Individuals commonly display a sense of responsibility for themselves and considerable respect for authority. Valuing tolerance,
they have a preference for orderly behavior. Family ties are close.
The kinship system emphasizes the household, which is directed
by a male head but has an equalitarian atmosphere.
About one-half of the people are ethnic Lao, most of whom live
in the lowlands. The government has made Laotian Thai the official
language, and it seeks to extend Lao culture throughout the
country. Dominating national life is the Lao elite, which consists
of about 2,000 individuals, most of whom are descendants of the
traditional nobility. Members of the elite are distinguished by
French education and are influenced by Western patterns of living. They have a sense of group unity which largely transcends
personal rivalries. Provided that they acquire some French education, persons who are not from elite families may gain social status
and political power, but few have done so. In the mid-1960's

there existed only a small middle class, composed mostly of lesser
civil servants and small businessmen.
Most of the minority groups which comprise the rest of the
population live in the highlands. Mountains have separated these
ethnically and culturally distinct groups from one another as well
as from the ethnic Lao. Their family and kinship organization
differ. The Mountain Mon-Khmer constitute the largest group and
occupy the lowest social position in the country. They consist of
many widely dispersed tribal elements. The Meo, who migrated
into the region centuries after the Lao, have a more complex social
organization and stronger traditions than most other minority
groups. Several less numerous groups are influenced by Chinese
culture.
Internal migration generally has been limited and largely seasonal. In the 1960's, however, undetermined thousands of persons
fled from the Pathet Lao to government-controlled territory.
Neither emigration nor immigration has been extensive. The overseas Chinese colony is one of the smallest in Southeast Asia. The
Chinese and the less numerous Vietnamese generally live in the
larger towns and engage in commerce. Most of the few thousand
Europeans are French. Virtually all of the small but growing
colony of United States citizens are associated with the extensive
United States aid programs.
The large quantities of foreign aid have aided the country to
maintain the administrative structure required of any independent
state and the armed forces made necessary by the Pathet Lao
insurgency. Based on self-contained farm villages, the country's
economy is the least developed in Indochina. There is no significant
industry, and manufactured goods are imported, mostly from the
United States. Because little is available for export, there has been
a persistent trade deficit. In an effort to reduce the high rate of
inflation, the currency was devalued in 1964, and an international
consortium was formed to support it.
No overall development plan was being implemented in 1966.
Tax and import policies were designed to encourage investment,
however. The government seeks to divert profits from import
trade, which consumes most of the limited available domestic
capital, into industrial activity. The country's considerable but
largely unexplored natural resources are believed to be capable
of sustaining some manufacturing. Nevertheless, the only commercially exploited mineral resource is tin. A regular labor force is
employed only in the tin mine, urban construction and the civil
service.
Limited industrial development, lack of trained manpower, a
small population and a quantity of unused land have combined to

operate against unemployment, but they also confine the people to
subsistence farming. In the early 1960's civil strife so disrupted
agricultural production that food had to be imported from Thailand. Production rose somewhat with the relative military stability
of the mid-1960's. Small plots of land are cultivated by families
and households, within which there is a division of labor according
to sex and age.
Rather than a truly national system of domestic trade, there are
several tenuously linked, semiautonomous systems. In the countryside barter is a common method of exchange. Deficiencies in both
internal and external transportation facilities are a major obstacle
to economic development. Despite its falls and rapids, the Mekong
River remains the principal route of domestic and foreign transportation and commerce. There is no railroad, and the road system
does not effectively link the majority of the towns. A few of the
considerable number of airfields can accommodate international
traffic. The government favors international schemes to develop
the navigational and hydroelectric power potential of the river
system, without which little measurable economic development
can be attained.
In the mid-1960's considerable foreign aid went into village
community development projects. Although the number of schools
had increased, in 1966 only about 15 percent of the people were
literate. Modern medical and sanitation facilities are gradually
being introduced. Living standards are high compared with most
East Asian countries, but the failure of a rice crop continues to
produce hunger, especially in the highlands. Houses generally
are simple wooden dwellings raised on poles. Colorful traditional
garments are being replaced by Western-style clothing.
The government believes that expansion of modern communications facilities, which in 1966 remained limited, will aid its promotion of a sense of common nationality among the diverse and often
remote inhabitants. Development of a general sense of allegiance to
the national government is of primary importance in view of
Pathet Lao efforts to subvert the established political system. The
country's strategic location between Communist China and North
Vietnam and anti-Communist Thailand encourages foreign pressures which further threaten its stability.

CHAPTER 2
PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
Laos is a landlocked and mountain-segmented country in the
heart of the Indochinese peninsula, sharing well-defined mountain, river and watershed boundaries with five neighboring states.
In late 1966 the significance of these boundaries was limited by the
fact that about one-half of Laos was under general control of the
Pathet Lao, supported by North Vietnam and Communist China.
This division had other effects on the study of the country's
physical environment. The general pattern of road systems in the
Pathet Lao areas was known, but only a rough estimate was possible concerning the mileage involved. Similarly, progress in the
exploitation of physical environment in general throughout these
areas was largely a matter for conjecture.
Climatic conditions are influenced by the country's tropical
location, its generally rather high altitudes and the fact that i t
lies in the belt of the East Indian monsoons-winds which bring
with them wet and dry seasons, each of about a half year's duration. Annual precipitation varies substantially from region to
region, but in most parts of the country the range is from about
50 to 90 inches. Temperatures, never extreme, are tropical to subtropical ; highs in the 90's are registered during March and April
in most of the country, and the low average of 60" F. to 70" F.
occurs in the dry season from December to February.
Geography has tended to isolate Laotians from one another and
from the rest of the world. Massive mountain barriers, even those
pierced by rivers, hinder communication with Burma and Communist China to the north and, except for a few routes through
mountain passes, with North and South Vietnam to the east.
AlIuvial plains of the Mekong River provide fairly ready access
southward into Cambodia. To the west, most of the frontier is
defined by the Mekong River, which serves, however, a s a link
rather than a barrier between Laotians and the related inhabitants
of Thailand. This river, together with its major tributaries, is also
the most important element in the country's transportation system,
which suffers from a poverty of roads and a complete absence of
railroads. Partially compensating for this shortage of surface
transport is a considerable number of airports and landing fields
and strips.

Except for the Mekong lowlands and the three major plateaus,
most of the country is mountainous and heavily forested, but in
some areas slash-and-burn farming has destroyed the natural
forest cover and exhausted the soil. Agriculture is completely
dominated by ricegrowing in nearly all parts of the country. Although a variety of minerals are known to exist, only tin has been
exploited on a commercial scale.
Physical environment exercises a compelling influence on all
aspects of the country's life. Isolation and the predominantly
mountainous terrain account to some extent for the country's relatively small population. Lack of communication routes between
populated areas, particularly in the north, does much to explain
the survival of a great number of clearly distinguishable and
unassimilated minority ethnic groups; Comparatively easy access
to Thailand offers a logical explanation both for the close ethnic
relationship between lowland Laotians and the neighboring Thai
and for the fact that it was Thailand (then Siam) rather than any
of the other neighboring states which for a time held suzerainty
over most of what is now Laos. Geographical barriers to internal
communication have discouraged development of an awareness of
nationality and helped to perpetuate village or family self-sufficiency rather than a growth of trade. Political activity is affected
by the monsoons because physical movement about the countryside
is very difficult during the wet season.
TOPOGRAPHY
The dominant relief feature of Laos (and of the whole Indochinese peninsula) is the main divide which, from Tibet to South
Vietnam, forms the watershed between the east-flowing rivers
leading to the China Sea and the south-trending rivers of all of
south Asia. This divide, with minor exceptions, forms the whole
eastern frontier of Laos; within Laos its trend is consistently
northwest-southeast. Branching from the main divide, near the
northern tip of Laos, is a series of generally parallel northeastsouthwest ridges, sharp crested and steep sided, between which the
rivers run in gorges sometimes 2,000 to 4,000 feet deep (see fig. 2).
These two mountain systems establish the character of the whole
of northern Laos down to the narrow neck of the country southeast
of Xieng Khouang ?s hilly to mountainous in all parts except for
the very narrow flood plains of the Mekong and its tributaries.
The highland Tran Ninh Plateau, the only area of low local relief
(3,600 to 4,500 feet above sea level) other than the small riverine
plains, is located in the area just north of Xieng Khouang. This
relatively infertile limestone plateau, surrounded by mountains,
is the source of rivers flowing east, south and west.
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Figure 2. Relief and Drainage of Laos

Economically unimportant, the plateau has achieved both world
fame and tactical significance under the popular name of the Plain
of Jars (Plaine des Jarres). This term applies correctly to only a
small part of the plateau and derives its name from prehistoric
large stone jars found in the area. Scene of probably the fiercest
fighting between Pathet Lao and Laotian Government forces during the early 1960's, this area was in Pathet Lao hands late in 1966.
Its strategic importance derives from the easy communication
route between i t and North Vietnam and the fact that i t represents

a ready approach both to the administrative capital a t Vientiane
and to the royal residence and religious center a t Luang Prabang.
The highest mountain in Laos, Phou Bia, rises to 9,242 feet
above sea level and is situated immediately to the south of the
Plain of Jars. The only part of Laos east of the main divide in the
mountain system separating Laos from North and South Vietnam,
drains toward and is easily reached from North Vietnam. It occurs
east and northeast of the Plain of Jars and includes the province
of Houa Phan and the eastern part of Xieng Khouang Province.
One of the country's main highways, National Route 7 connecting
Luang Prabang with North Vietnam, crosses the Plain of Jars and
moves through this eastward drainage area, following the gentle
gradient of the Song Ca valley.
The southern continuation of the main divide, the Chaine Annamitique, forms the whole of the eastern boundary of the
country and is a formidable and historic barrier to movement. A
fairly continuous range, whose peaks are from 5,000 to 8,000 feet
in elevation, i t is crossed by only three main passes, two in the
province of Khammouane and one in the province of Savannakhet.
West of the divide the range is buttressed by a series of plateaus,
separated by river valleys. Of these, the most extensive is Cammon
Plateau. From these plateaus the land falIs off to the alluvial plain
of the Mekong. North of Thakhek, in Khammouane Province, the
Mekong approaches the mountains most closely, and the intervening area is full of rugged hills, leaving only a narrow area of level
plain. In the south the plains are broader, so that movement is
restricted only by the necessity of frequent stream crossings.
Rising from the plain east of Pakse is the fertile and generally
rolling Bolovens Plateau, a t an elevation of about 3,500 feet.
The Mekong and its tributaries drain all of Laos except the Houa
Phan area. The Mekong, although a boundary, is the geographic
key of life in Laos. Its narrow flood plains form the wet-rice lands ;
its waters furnish fish, the protein supplement to the universal
rice diet; and the river and its tributaries carry the pirogues,
sampans and light barges which transport such freight as moves
in this country of general local self-sufficiency. On or near its banks
are all the larger towns-settlements of the dominant Lao.
Rising f a r to the northwest of Laos, near the borders of Tibet,
the Mekong flows through a very narrow valley-through gorges
frequently-to near Vientiane, where the valley starts to widen
and the tributaries to enter over somewhat more extensive alluvial
plains. The river is wide, never less than 500 feet and more than
1,000 feet a t the horseshoe bend 80 miles west of Vientiane. Rapids
are numerous over most of its length, except between Vientiane
and Savannakhet. Below Savannakhet the formidable rapids of

Khemmarat stretch over 80 miles; these are passable a t high
water by power launches. At the extreme southern end of Laos are
the double falls of Khone, impassable a t any stage of water.
Of the northern tributaries, the most important are the Nam
Tha and the Nam Hou, which, like the upper Mekong, flow in deep,
narrow valleys. Both offer some possibilities of water communication by pirogue and afford alluvial pockets or intervales where wet
rice may be cultivated. Below Vientiane, except in the bend where
the Mekong turns south and the mountains closely approach the
river, tributaries wind through broad mountain valleys and empty
through nearly level alluvial plains for the last 40 to 50 miles of
their course. Among these tributaries are the Nam Ngum, SC
Bang Hieng, SC Done and S6 Kong, with their affluents. The SC
Kong actually joins the Mekong south of Laos, but its middle
reaches in Laos form an extension of the Cambodian plain.
MONSOON AND FOREST
Laos, like a11 of the Indochinese peninsula, is influenced by the
monsoons which govern climate in all of eastern Asia from India
to Kamchatka. The agricultural cycle, which is the basis of life
in the country, is set by the two-season cycle of monsoon winds
and the resultant pattern of precipitation.
The monsoon cycle is the result of the differential in barometric
pressure between the vast Asiatic landmass and the oceans to the
south and east. In winter, over the center of the continent, the air
becomes cold and dense, forming an area of high pressure. Cool,
dry air is then forced toward the warmer, less dense Indian Ocean
atmosphere, a t lower pressure. From the prevailing direction of
these winter winds, the flow of air is called the Northeast Monsoon.
In summer, conditions are reversed. The air above the center of
the continent becomes warm, rises and creates a great low-pressure
area, which attracts the airmasses from the seas to the south.
These airmasses, heavily laden with moisture from traveling over
thousands of miles of ocean, rise on reaching the warmer land
and precipitate their moisture. From its direction (after crossing
the equator) this airflow is commonly called the Southwest Monsoon. There are local variations in wind direction caused by the
relief of the land.
In Laos the cycle results in two distinct seasons: the wet season
from May to October and the dry season from November to April.
Thunderstorms in late April precede the onset of the gentler and
steadier rains of the later months. By July and August, the months
of maximum precipitation, rain may fall steadily for several
days a t a time. As the season nears its end, rain may fall only in
the morning and evening. Thunderstorms reappear, dwindle and
then cease. By mid-November rain is a rarity.

Over practically the whole country the mean annual rainfall
ranges from 50 to 90 inches. Only a t places along the Mekong from
Luang Prabang to the mouth of the Nam Nhii2p does it average
less, and only in the Bolovens Plateau and the highest altitudes
of the ChaPne Annamitique is i t greater. The Bolovens Plateau has
the heaviest rainfall--over 160 inches annually (see fig. 3). The
country in general has 100 to 150 days a year with rain, two-thirds
of them within the rainy season, during which period more than
80 percent of the rain falls.
Temperatures are affected by altitude, latitude and the mon-

soons. The highest temperatures are in March and April just
before the rains, when the mean temperature rises into the 90's.
The summer rains usually bring temperatures in the mid-80's.
Winter temperatures during the colder part of the dry season
(December to February) average in the 60's and 70's, with perhaps a 20-degree daily range. In the northern mountains temperatures in the 30's have been reported.
The flooding of the rivers, particularly the tributaries, during
the wet monsoon assures enough moisture for the growing of
"wet" rice (which must be immersed in water to the depth of about
1foot throughout the growing season) even in areas where rainfall
alone is not sufficient for the purpose. There are no reservoirs for
the impounding of floodwaters, except as the small rice dikes
themselves accomplish this purpose. Water for flooding the paddies
comes from four sources : the backing up of the floodwaters of the
Mekong into the basins of its tributaries; the flooding of the
tributaries themselves; above flood level, the diversion of water
from upstream by small locally constructed trenches; and the rainwater itself (see ch. 19, Agriculture).
Precipitation, latitude and soil conditions combine to make a
land of tropical forests. The impression on the air traveler flying
over the country is of an almost unrelieved landscape of trees.
Treeless areas, whether natural or manmade, are either so small,
widely separated or both, that the mind retains only the general
picture of a heavily forested land. Both the tropical rain forest
and the so-called monsoon forest are found, the former being composed of broad-leaf evergreens and the latter of mixed evergreens
and deciduous trees, with the deciduous trees predominating. In
addition to these two broad classifications of forest, there are extensive stands of pine, interspersed with open glades, mainly
south of the Tran Ninh Plateau and on the Cammon Plateau (see
fig. 4) .
Primary rain forest is characterized by tall trees (80 to 100
feet) whose trunks rise straight and branchless for the major part
of their height. Their crowns form a fairly dense canopy, overtopped here and there by still taller trees. Beneath the canopy is a
second level of smaller trees, as well as seedlings and saplings of
various ages. Both hardwoods and softwoods compose this type of
forest. Lianas, parasitic vines, orchids and other air plants are
found. There is little underbrush in the perpetual shade of the
tree canopy. Secondary rain forest, which grows up in cutover
land, has fewer of the tall hardwoods and a much denser, often
impenetrable growth. Rain forest thrives best where the annual
precipitation exceeds 80 inches, but it will develop on less rain in
areas of moisture-retaining hardpan subsoil.
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Figure 4. Vegetation of Laos

Where the rainfall will not support the tropical rain forest or
where easily drained soils exist, the monsoon forest grows. This is
a more open stand of shorter trees than the rain forest and generally lacks lianas and air plants. Open glades are common. Underbrush is generally absent, but where i t does occur i t is dense,
thorny and impenetrable. A tall, coarse grass, locally called tranh,
is the usual ground cover. Nearly all trees are deciduous, shedding
their leaves in the dry season. The rai system of slash-and-burn
agriculture has produced, over the years, a considerable change
in areas naturally covered by monsoon f o r e s k h a n g e impossible

to depict on the map because of the continual shifting of cultivated
plots (see ch 19, Agriculture). As plots are abandoned a secondary
growth springs up, usually dominated by bamboo, scrub trees and
wild banana.
Treeless areas are relatively small and scattered. Among the few
large enough for depiction on a map of the scale used in this
volume are those on the Bolovens and Tran Ninh Plateaus. It is
probable that both of these areas were originally covered by monsoon forests. During centuries of agricultural use the forest growth
was discouraged, but clumps of trees, bushes and shrubs are, nevertheless, still present. The grass cover is largely the coarse, tall
tranh. The cause of denudation of the treeless highland area a t the
extreme northern boundary of Laos is undetermined, but it, too,
is probably the result of repeated burnings to clear agricultural
land (see ch 19, Agriculture).
RESOURCES AND ADAPTATION
The Lao and most of the other ethnic segments of the society
are farmers. Their use of the environment has stayed within this
character. Even the French, during their relatively short colonial
regime, took only preliminary steps toward exploiting o r even
surveying the existing resources. Consequently, there is no accurate knowledge of the full resource base. Deposits of coal, iron,
copper, lead, gold and precious stones are known and have been
exploited by primitive means a t one time o r another. Only tin has
been extracted on a commercial scale, by a French company. Salt
beds have been worked locally from time immemorial (see ch 20,
Industry).
Laotian exploitation of environment, then, has been confined t o
the resources of soil, forest and waters. Rice is the great staple,
but numerous other crops are grown, and there is considerable
gathering of wild produce. Timber is cut in the forests, mostly for
use in nearby housebuilding, for which it is sawed by hand. Few
sawmills are in operation. Teak is the only timber to be cut for
export. It is found in largest supply near the Mekong in Sayaboury
Province ; other stands exist, but in relatively inaccessible places.
Other forest products that are gathered a r e benzoin (used in
making perfume) and stick lac, a gum produced by tree parasites
and used in varnish. There is a wealth of game, and most rural
people hunt regularly. The elephant is captured and trained a s a
beast of burden. He is also symbolic of royalty and is shown on
the national flag. The buffalo used a s a draft animal is a domesticated variety of the local wild breed. The Mekong and its tributaries are the source of many varieties of fish, the principal protein
supplement to the rice diet. The rivers represent an enormous
potential of water storage and power which, except for the small

locally constructed takeoff ditches for the irrigation of rice paddies,
has not yet been tapped, although in mid-1966 plans had been made
for a fairly extensive hydroelectric development program on the
Mekong River system.
BOUNDARIES
The boundaries of Laos are well defined. Although the country
is populated by a variety of peoples and has been ruled by other
nations, the exact extent of Laotian territory has not been the
subject of serious controversy for many years, even though ethnic
or tribal groups overlap the recognized national boundaries in
many places (see ch 5, Ethnic Groups and Languages). A principal
reason for the absence of border disputes derives from the fact
that, although Laos is a landlocked country, its frontiers are
largely determined by natural geographic features. Its perimeter
encompasses more than 3,100 miles, but only two straight linestotaling about 40 miles on the Vietnamese frontier--are artificially
drawn. Most of the borders are based on treaties, some of them
centuries old. Where lines are not so delineated, the frontiers set
forth in various editions of the Carte de PIndochine, issued by the
Service Geographique de l'Indochine, have almost invariably been
accepted.
During recent years, border controversy has been limited to a
triangular area about 15 miles long and extending the same distance into Laotian territory athwart the demilitarized zone a t the
17th parallel separating North Vietnam from South Vietnam. The
controversy over this small area has not been of significance.
TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM
The Mekong River, together with its left-bank tributaries, constitutes the most important element in the country's transportation
system, but many falls and rapids limit its value as a means of
heavy transport over long distances or as a route of access to the
sea. Over half of the population lives in this lowland river plain,
and the numerous waterways provide invaluable communication
channels in a country which has no railroads and only a limited
number of roads and trails, the majority of which are impassable
during much of the half-year-long rainy season.
The fundamental pattern of the road system as established by
the French colonial government was keyed to routes facilitating
political and military administration rather than economic development. It was based essentially on a single north-to-south
road leading from Luang Prabang southeast to Saigon supplemented by a complex of east-west roads leading to towns of the
interior and, in several instances, across mountain passes into
North and South Vietnam.

In late 1966 the only artery which could be described as comfortabiy accommodating motor traffic was the highway linking
Vientiane to Thakhek. Extensions of this road reach southward to
the Cambodian border and northward to Luang Prabang. Another
road, leading from Thailand across Laos to South Vietnam, passes
through Savannakhet in the south. There is a limited supplementary road system in the south, but north of Luang Prabang
communication routes even broadly definable as roads do not exist.
Ground transport is by trail or path.
In 1960, Laos had a maximum of 3,500 miles of roads, about
half of which were classified as surfaced or otherwise improved.
Only a small fraction, however, could be termed all-weather roads.
Bridges were inadequate in number and extensively supplemented
by ferries, many of them small and primitive. Packhorse caravan
routes were almost the only means of access from the northern
frontier to Chinese Yunnan, whereas coolie transport along footpaths was an important means of movement across the borders
into North and South Vietnam. Animal and foot tracks and paths
had linked man population centers for hundreds of years, however,
and some were sufficiently wide and so hard packed by long use
that they seemed to be fairly susceptible to conversion into roads
usable by vehicular traffic.
In the mid-1960's the best known road in Laotian territory was
the so-called Ho Chi Minh Trail, a generic term describing an access system from North to South Vietnam which passes through
Laos. In reality the trail consists of an intricate and constantly
changing complex of roads, trails and paths, some dating from
French colonial days. Starting near Hanoi, i t veers in a southerly
arc to a point where its principal artery crosses into Laos through
the Mu Gia pass to the north of the 17th parallel. It then separates
into a t least three main branches and a variety of side trails and
paths leading southeast through mountains densely blanketed with
monsoon and evergreen forest t o points where the several routes
curve eastward through passes into South Vietnam. One authority
cites a t least nine major natural routes crossing the frontiers
between Laos and North and South Vietnam. In late 1966 the
system was reportedly being expanded and improved. A spur to
this system, referred to as the Sihanouk trail, was said to lead
still farther to the southeast to a point where it crosses the Cambodian border and diffuses into routes giving access to the Mekong
delta region ofSouth Vietnam.
Less known, but of potential strategic significance, is the road
system under construction during the early 1960's in the Communist-controlled northwestern area. Early in the 1960's the Pathet
Lao and insurgent elements of the neutralist Laotian forces gained
control of most of the area bordering on Communist China, effec-

tively isolating the region from control by the central government.
By 1964 a road had been constructed eastward from Meng La in
Yunnan to Phong Saly, capital of the most northern Laotian
province, also named Meng La. At the same time Chinese Communists were engaged in an extensive program of roadbuilding
in southern Yunnan, including a road from Meng La southward to
the boundary of Laos near the town of Nam Tha. This road was
projected to pass through the northern Laotian province of Houa
Khong to Houei Sai on the Thai border, connecting the Chinese
network with the main road system of northern Thailand.
Because of the general inadequacy of the surface traffic network,
a fairly extensive air transport system has come into being. In
1966 the country's largest all-weather international airport was
located a t Vientiane, and there were also airports capable of handling international traffic a t Pakse and Ceno, in the Mekong lowlands, and a t Luang Prabang. In 1960 there were more than 30
landing fields and strips used only for domestic traffic. In 1966
many had fallen into Pathet Lao hands; some had undoubtedly
been destroyed, and others had been built both in government and
in Pathet Lao territories.
Development of foreign trade by Laos has undoubtedly been
discouraged by the country's landlocked environment. Under the
French, most of the limited amount of foreign trade was channeled
through Saigon by way of the Mekong River. The Mekong represents an obvious means of access to tidewater, but the Khone Falls
on the Cambodian border are impassable a t all times. Formerly, a
railroad portage bypassed these falls, but it was abandoned in
1945 and has not been restored to use. Some truck portage has
replaced it, but this route has never been relied on heavily for
import and export trade. With the recession of French influence
since 1954, Bangkok-+ closer and more convenient focal p o i n t
has replaced the Vietnamese city as the principal Laotian port of
entry from overseas, goods moving by rail between Bangkok and
Mekong River terminals under terms of a transit agreement
between the Laotian and Thai Governments.
SETTLEMENT PATTERNS
Rural settlement is most dense in the Mekong River lowlands,
where a t least 50 percent of the country's population is located.
Probably more than 90 percent of these people are wet-rice
farmers. In the lowland areas villages are sedentary. In the
sparsely settled highlands they practice a shifting agriculture
which requires them periodically to move to new lands and relocate
their villages. Near the northern and eastern borders the terrain
is so rugged that there is almost no population.
It appears, then, that the location and size of villages are deter-

mined primarily by natural conditions. Cultural and historical
circumstances also play a role. Villages are organized on a n ethnic
basis, and the less culturally advanced ethnic groups have been
forced to settle in the higher reaches of the mountains. Geographical circumstances permit fairly ready communication between
villages of the Mekong lowlands by river, road, trail or path. I n
the mountainous north and east, where communication routes are
extremely limited, people in villages frequently live in virtual
isolation.
Villages a r e territorially grouped into larger administrative
units, which are related by ties to the administrative capital a t
Vientiane and to Luang Prabang. The ties that bind the hinterland
communities, weak as they are a t times and hampered by inadequate communication facilities, extend out from both the larger
commercial and administrative centers as well a s from individual
lowland villages. Though variable, they are usually in the form of
trade, taxation, police, military control and, sometimes, religion
and education.
Most lowland villages are located above flood level near a river
or tributary and frequently a t the confluence of the two. Those not
on a waterway are usually located along the main roads. They are
all permanent villages and may range from five o r six households
to several hundred, with populations from 50 t o 2,000 persons. A
clearing or "street," with dwellings on both sides, frequently divides a village; in the older villages there might be an entrance
from the watercourse, marked by posts or a kind of gate.
Every village that can support one has a Buddhist pagoda with
a t least one monk (bonze) and several novices. Normally the
pagoda compound includes a public building, a dormitory for the
monks and a special altar and retreat where they gather for special
ceremonies. It is in the public building that sermons are preached
for the villagers, but it may also double a s a school, village-affairs
meeting hall, guesthouse and dispensary if facilities for these are
not also present. In the small and poorer villages the pagoda is of
wood and bamboo and in construction not unlike the village dwellings. In larger, more prosperous communities it may be of brick
and tile, with elaborate carvings and murals and many memorial
shrines erected by individuals to honor their dead. A village too
small to maintain its own pagoda looks t o the nearest one in the
region as its center and for this reason is not really a complete
community.
Only 4 t o 5 percent of the population lives in cities and towns.
Vientiane, which is the largest city in the country, and the other
four most important towns are located on o r close to the Mekong
River, and all but Luang Prabang, which is situated on high
ground, are in the flood plain area. Again, except for Luang Pra-

bang, they are located in heavily populated regions for which they
serve as trading centers and as ports of call for river shipping.
They are the national capital and provincial capitals and are accordingly of administrative importance with jurisdiction over the
most populous parts of the country. Because all villages of any size
have their own pagodas and those too small to support one give
allegiance to the pagoda in an adjacent village, cities and towns
other than Luang Prabang are not of special importance for their
religious activities. None is important industrially, for industry is
almost nonexistent.
The cities of Vientiane and Luang Prabang form the focus of
the Laotian state. Vientiane, as the national Laotian capital, has
special characteristics. It is the center of the administration,
politics, education, communication (broadcasting station) health
projects and all other centralized activities.
Luang Prabang is the seat of the royal dynasty, the religious
capital of the country. Thus, it is the cultural, religious, spiritual
and traditional center. Though it has all the administrative apparatus of a provincial capital, i t is the city least affected by
French influence.

CHAPTER 3
HISTORICAL SETTING
The constitutional monarch in 1966 was descended from the
royal line of an ancient empire considerably larger than modern
Laos. This unified state of Muong Lan Xang, Horn Khao (Land of
a Million Elephants and White Parasol) was created in the fourteenth century by the Lao, a branch of the greater Thai family who
had migrated slowly from southern China. The Lao dominated
the various indigenous peoples, whom they had displaced from
the river valleys. Under the influence of Indian culture introduced
from the south, the Lao established Buddhism a s the official
religion. Autocratic rule, exercised through a complex bureaucracy, sustained Lan Xang for more than 300 years.
Beginning in the late nineteenth century, French colonial rule
reunited the weak and often quarreling principalities into which
Lan Xang had split. The French employed various methods of
indirect rule and maintained the royal house of Luang Prabang,
around which the independent Laotian state eventually was
formed. They brought domestic peace and territorial integrity
which lasted until World War 11.
Progressive occupation of Indochina accomplished by Japanese
forces during World War I1 discredited French rule by demonstrating the inability of the Vichy colonial government to maintain
control and its subservience to the Japanese command. Several
provinces were incorporated into the domain of the royal house of
Luang Prabang and the king appointed a cabinet. I n 1945 the
Japanese declared the country to be independent. At the end of
World War 11, General Charles De Gaulle's Free French government moved as quickly a s possible to reestablish French rule,
although this was against the will of a newly formed Lao independence movement, which had the support of most of the small, educated elite. Members of this movement went into exile for several
years, during which time the French granted the country increasing self-government. In 1949, Laos became a n Associated State
within the French Union.
Laos has experienced constant war since its establishment in
1953 a s a fully sovereign, parliamentary democracy. In that year
Pathet Lao (Lao State) guerrillas accompanied the Viet Minh
invasion launched from North Vietnam, and their forces con-

tinued t o occupy sizable portions of the country. The international
agreement concluded a t Geneva in 1954 provided for withdrawal of
foreign troops, incorporation of Pathet Lao troops in the country's
armed forces and reintegration of the national community by
means of free elections. Efforts to implement this agreement failed,
and in 1960 civil war broke out between forces of the Pathet Lao,
the rightists and the neutralists, each supported by foreign powers.
The Geneva Conference of 1962 produced another agreement calling f o r reunification of the country and guaranteeing its independence and neutrality. The provisional Government of National
Union-containing Pathet Lao, neutralist and rightist elementswas set up in an unsuccessful effort to end the continual strife
which had frustrated all attempts to develop a viable economy.
THE ADVENT OF THE LAO PEOPLE
The modern Kingdom of Laos derives its name from the dominant Lao, one of the Thai peoples, who, before they began to record
their history, occupied parts of what are now Yunnan and Szechwan Provinces in Communist China. These Thai peoples appeared in Chinese records from the sixth century B.C. as the "barbarians" beyond the Yangtze River. Under pressure from the
Chinese, to whom they sometimes paid tribute, they moved slowly
southward and eventually established the strong military kingdom
of Nan Chao. Nan Chao survived from the eighth century A.D.
until its destruction in the thirteenth century by the Mongols, led
by Kublai Khan. In addition to the Lao and the Thai, the kingdom
was peopled by the Shan, the Lu, the Tai and the more distantly
related Man and Meo (see ch 5, Ethnic Groups and Languages).
The Lao were unheard of for more than a century after the
recorded establishment of some of the Shan states, the large Lu
state of Lan Na (Million Ricefields) and the Thai kingdom of
Sukhothai. In the twelfth century, almost unnoticed, the Lao
apparently followed the south-flowing tributaries of the Mekong
River into the remote, rugged and sparsely populated hinterland
of the Khmer empire. Among the inhabitants of this region were
descendants of the darker skinned aborigines-who had occupied
the area when prehistoric land bridges connected Southeast Asia
with Indonesia, Borneo and the Philippines-and the Malay-Indonesian peoples, who came later, perhaps between 500 B.C. and
A.D. 500, and interbred with them. There were also Cham, Mon
and Khmer peoples, possibly also descended from the MalayIndonesians.
The early Lao infiltrated peacefully. They were few in number
and were either content to live under Khmer overlordship or too
weak to do otherwise. Tradition assigns a dozen successive nonLao rulers of Muong Swa before the first Lao chieftain assumed

power. Gradually, the Lao occupied the more desirable locations
along the rivers. They forced into the hills the less advanced
earlier inhabitants, whom, regardless of language or appearance,
they called Kha (savages or slaves), a term until recent times used
to describe their descendants. Reenforced by a new migration resulting from the breakup of Nan Chao, the Lao seized power.
Despite their proximity to the literate Chinese and their demonstrated genius for organization and assimilation, the Thai peoples
developed the a r t of writing only after they left Nan Chao and
became associated with the Indianized Khmer. Indian influence
was also evident in the rites and mythology which provided supernatural sanction for their rulers. The elaborate legend of their
origin provides a semidivine ancestor, the sage, Khoun Borom.
Khoun Borom was sent to rule on earth by the King of Heaven,
probably an allusion to China, the Celestial Kingdom. Mounted in
royal splendor on a white elephant and accompanied by two divine
wives, he reputedly arrived in the vicinity of the present Dien
Bien Phu. There, he found two enormous gourds which, when
pierced, produced men, women, seed, .domestic animals and all
types of useful materials, thus populating the world. (The darker
Kha were said to have emerged, sooty, from a hole burned with
a poker.) Khoun Borom divided the land among his seven sons, the
divisions corresponding to the various lands into which the Thai
peoples migrated. All the sons were adjured to establish dynasties
and to rule with justice. Khoun Lo, the eldest son, was given the
lands of Muong Swa, from which Lan Xang developed.
LAN XANG
The recorded history of the Lao began a hundred years after
the fall of Nan Chao, under F a Ngoun, who was reputed to be
the twenty-third successor of Khoun Lo. As a young man, F a
Ngoun found asylum a t the Court of Angkor and married a Khmer
princess. With Khmer assistance, he subsequently regained his
heritage in Muong Swa and carved out an empire comprising all of
present-day Laos and much of northern and eastern Siam (later
Thailand). In 1353 he united the conquered territory a s the Lao
state of Lan Xang.
At the behest of his Khmer father-in-law, F a Ngoun was converted to Theravada Buddhism. He received a mission of Cambodian bonzes (Buddhist monks), who carried with them a revered
gold statue of Buddha-the P r a Bang-that became the principal
religious symbol of Lan Xang and of modern Laos and in honor of
which Muong Swa was later renamed Luang Prabang. Despite F a
Ngoun's establishment of Buddhism as the state religion, the
majority of the people continued to worship the phi (spirits representing the forces of nature) (see ch 11, Religion).

An insatiable warrior-king, F a Ngoun forced the king of Annam
to accept Lan Xang's eastern border a t the crest of the Chaine Annamitique in the south and a t the Black River in the north. He extended his western boundary to the watershed between the Mekong
and Menam Rivers and further extracted from the king of Ayutthaya (Siam) promises of tribute and the hand of his daughter in
marriage. Constant warfare exhausted the people, however. F a
Ngoun's excesses and tolerance of the ruthlessness of his military
commanders finally caused his deposition in 1373.
It remained for F a Ngoun's son, Sam Sene Thai (r. 1373-1416),
to organize and consolidate the realm. He developed an administrative structure which lasted for centuries. Based on the principle
of absolute monarchy, the system employed princes of royal blood
as the king's principal advisers. These were supported by a hierarchy of officials, judges, tax collectors and minor functionaries.
The officials held their titles a t the pleasure of the King, only those
of the royal family being hereditary. Next to the King in political
power was the maha oupahat (second King), who was not necessarily of royal blood. The maha oupahat was the King's most intimate adviser and often acted in his stead. Governors of districts
(muong) might be royal appointees, sometimes princes, but often
were selected by a local council of notables, usually from among
the family of the previous incumbent. In theory, and frequently in
practice, any qualified person could rise to high office regardless of
birth (see ch 13, The Governmental System).
A census of adult males was conducted in 1376. It showed
300,000 to be of "Thai race" and 400,000 of non-Thai origin. On
the basis of the census the King chose the dynastic name, Phya
Sam Sene Thai (Lord of 300,000 Thai). He established a standing
army of 150,000, composed of five corps of 30,000 men each, supported by a supply corps of 20,000 coolies. Functionally, the army
was divided into an internal garrison or police force, a mobile
defense force and a reserve contingent. I t embodied infantry,
cavalry and an elephant corps.
During the reign of Sam Sene Thai, a man of exemplary devoutness, the bonze began to assume the place of honor in the
community which is traditional in Buddhist countries. He enjoyed
status as practitioner of the state religion, and the people showed
him deference. The pagoda became the center of community life,
serving as a school and a place of worship and social gathering.
F a Ngoun and Sam Sene Thai established Lan Xang when the
,
Angkor, Sukhothai, Ayutsurrounding s t a t e ~ A n n a m Champa,
thaya, and Lan Na, and those of the Shan and the Burmese-were
variously embroiled with one another or with China. Before these
neighboring states recognized the burgeoning strength of Lan
Xang, i t controlled more territory than any of them, most of it

carved from the border regions of the declining Khmer empire. The
subsequent history of the Lao has been one of struggle to retain
the lands of Lan Xang.
In the late fifteenth century Annamese troops captured the
capital before they could be driven out by a resolute Lao prince.
During the ensuing peace, Lan Xang tried to consolidate its external position by royal intermarriages and by increasing its trade,
mostly in forest products, with Siam. King Phothisarath (r. 152047) was notable for his devotion to Buddhism, his temple building
and his attempt to suppress the cult of the phi by royal edict.
He succeeded in strengthening the official position of the established religion, but the common people remained, as in 1966, as
much spirit worshipers as Buddhists.
Phothisarath also embroiled Lan Xang in a power struggle with
Siam and expanding Burma by taking advantage of an interregnum in Lan Na to obtain its throne for his son Setthathirath.
Siam was displeased but was temporarily unable to oust the Lao.
In 1547, Setthathirath inherited the throne of Lan Xang and returned from Lan Na with an important religious object and symbol
of sovereignty known as the Emerald Buddha. The strong Burmese
king disapproved of the increasing power of Lan Xang and initiated more than 40 years of warfare in which Siam and Lan Xang
were allied against him.
Until Setthathirath's unexplained disappearance in 1571, the
allied Lao and Thai repelled the Burmese invasion. In order to
facilitate his increasing trade with Siam, Setthathirath moved
his capital to Vientiane. There he built the Wat Keo and the That
Luang, in which were enshrined the Emerald Buddha and Buddhist relics, respectively, the ruins of which are venerated by
presentrday Laotians. Simultaneously, he gave the old capital,
Muong Swa, its present name of Luang Prabang. After Setthathirath's disappearance, Lan Xang succumbed to 20 years of Burmese
rule. Then the resurgent Siamese expelled the Burmese, securing
control of Lan Na for themselves.
Lan Xang soon entered a period of nondynastic rule, followed
by the ascendancy of a collateral line of the original royal family
and a power struggle from which Souligna Vongsa emerged as
king. His severe but just rule (r. 1637-94) held Lan Xang together.
Dutch trader and a Jesuit missionaryThe first visitors-a
arrived from Europe. No permanent contact was established because of the difficulties in transporting goods and lack of missionary success. Souligna Vongsa contributed to the fall of Lan
Xang by alienating the small but strategically located tributary
kingdom of Xieng Khouang, which later aided Annam, and by
refusing to stay the execution of the death sentence applied against
his only son, thus encouraging a struggle for succession.

DMSION AND FRENCH RULE
The succession struggle a t the beginning of the nineteenth century destroyed the territorial unity of Lan Xang. The prince ruling
a t Vientiane, which controlled a considerable area of both sides
of the middle Mekong, was tributary to Annam. Another prince
established a separate kingdom a t Luang Prabang and sometimes
held the allegiance of the semiindependent northern tribesmen. A
third prince established the kingdom of Champassak, which controlled the southernmost provinces on both sides of the Mekong.
Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Lao
states quarreled among themselves. They also struggled against
invaders from Annam, China, Burma and Siam. The city of
Vientiane declined steadily and obtained the withdrawal of the
Siamese troops which occupied it in 1778 only by accepting vassalage to Siam as well as to Annam. Such double vassalage was
possible because it customarily implied little more than a symbolic
act of deference and little other obligation or responsibility from
either party.
Prince (Chao) Anou (r. 1805-28), a former maha oupahat who
had obtained the throne with Siamese support, involved Vientiane
in a war with Siam. In 1828, Vientiane was destroyed, its 10,000
families forcibly resettled in Siam, Anou's family exiled and the
archives of the kingdom destroyed. Later campaigns similarly
depopulated Khammouane and central Laos, and more Laotians
were carried off when the Siamese army retreated after being repulsed in Annam. Later, Vientiane was annexed alternately by
Siam and Annam. So thorough was the systematic depopulation of
the conquered principality, in accordance with a centuries-old
custom of war in Southeast Asia, that in the mid-nineteenth century, Vientiane had only one-quarter of its population of 50 years
before.
Luang Prabang suffered from wars with Vientiane, Burma and
Siarn. Later, Meo tribesmen migrated into its northern territory.
Seminomadic farmers, the Meo were often rebellious. In the late
nineteenth century, in the aftermath of the Taiping and Moslem
rebellions, rebels and bandits ravaged the area. Simultaneously,
Siam tightened its control in an effort to prevent French encroachment. In 1885 it reduced King Oun Kham of Luang Prabang to the
status of a governor responsible to the Siamese commissioners a t
his court. Other Siamese commissioners directed the affairs of
the king of Champassak.
The French began to penetrate Indochina in 1858. After annexing Cochin China and asserting a protectorate over Cambodia,
they displayed interest in the area of present-day Laos. Ostensibly
to suppress the Chinese bandits but actually to prevent French

assertion of Annamese suzerainty claims, Siamese troops occupied
Xieng Khouang and Houa Phan in 1885. The French recognized
Siamese suzerainty, but they secured the right to maintain a vice
consul in Luang Prabang. They credited vice consul August Pavie
with winning the area of present-day Laos by convincing the royal
court of Luang Prabang that France had its best interests a t heart.
Apparently genuinely sympathetic to the appealing qualities of
what he called the "gentle and carefree Laotians," Pavie saved the
royal family from Chinese raiders and induced King Oun Kham
to request French protection.
Siam formally ceded its claims to all territory east of the
Mekong to France only after a French fleet moved up the Menam
River to blockade Bangkok in 1893. In 1896 a treaty with Great
Britain established the boundary between the Shan states of
Burma and French territory a t the Mekong. By 1905 a series of
treaties with Siam had expanded French territory to include the
west bank section of Luang Prabang and the province of Bassac.
By 1895 a series of treaties with China had established the boundary in the north along geographical features. An inconclusive
treaty in 1904 between France and Siam affected the border between Champassak and Cambodia. In fact, this boundary, like that
with the territories in Vietnam, was determined by French
administrators.
In 1899 a French re'sident supe'rieur was stationed in Vientiane,
and the territories of Luang Prabang and Xieng Khouang and the
former kingdoms of Champassak and Vientiane were given the
French administrative designation of Laos. The French reduced
Vientiane, Xieng Khouang and central Laos to provinces and
made no effort to revive their former royal families. After he
pledged loyalty to France, the only son of the late King of Champassak, who elected to stay in the country, was made governor of
Bassac; he was accorded no royal status, however. The king of
Luang Prabang retained his royal title and prerogatives under
French protection. His realm was indirectly governed by the
French. French commissioners, ultimately responsible to the
re'sident supe'rieur, more directly administered the eight provinces
outside of Luang Prabang. The French army commanded the
northernmost area, now Phong Saly, which was designated a
military territory.
On the whole, the hand of French rule rested lightly on Laos.
The French generally accepted the advice and employed the services of the local elite, especially tribal chiefs. Insofar as patterns
of local rule and local custom and tradition were compatible with
French principle and ultimate sovereignty, they were unmolested.
At the outset, the French were adamant only in abolishing slavery
and tightly controlling all fiscal administration. Gradually, they

influenced the judicial and educational systems and, later, made
a complete innovation by establishing a service of health and
sanitation.
After realizing that the Mekong River was not the important
communication route they had originally thought it to be, the
French considered annexing Laos to Annam. Lao resentment
caused them to abandon this idea. The traditional Lao mistrust of
the people "from the other side of the mountains," who were noted
for greater energy and personal aggressiveness, had been intensified by French introduction of partially French-trained Annamese
into minor positions in the government.
Otherwise, the Lao caused the French no trouble. Returning
from his studies in Paris to assume the throne of Luang Prabang
in 1904, King Sisavang Vong accepted French overlordship, as
had his predecessor. Only three situations required military force,
none involving the Lao. Between 1901 and 1907 a group of southern Mountain Mon-Khmer rebelled, apparently in opposition to
French suppression of their customary slave trading. Yunnanese
bandits kept the colonial army fully occupied in the military territory between 1914 and 1916. Finally, apparently excited by
visionary dreams of a messianic kingdom, the Meo raided the
Lao and various tribes from 1919 to 1921. Otherwise, the French
administered the country without incident until World War 11.
WORLD WAR n AND TRANSITION
By the time of the fall of France in June 1940, Japan in its
southward march in Asia had reached almost to the Indochina
border and had signed a treaty of friendship with Thailand. The
next Japanese move was to get from the Vichy French regime the
concession of moving troops into Indochina. Meanwhile, Japan
permitted Thailand (previously know as Siam) to seize the parts
of Luang Prabang and Champassak west of the Mekong that had
earlier been ceded to France. In July 1941 all of Indochina was
occupied. A few Lao engaged in underground resistance against
the Japanese, but, generally, the Lao showed little resentment toward either the Thai or the Japanese, and life went on much a s
usual. Inability to protect the country from Japan, or even from
Thailand, severely damaged French prestige, which further declined with realization by the people of Laos that their former
colonial masters were merely obeying the orders of an Asian power
that chose to rule through them.
In August 1941 a treaty with the Vichy French extended the
domain of Luang Prabang to include the provinces of Vientiane,
Xieng Khouang and Houa Khong. It also authorized King Sisavang
Vong to form a Cabinet composed of a prime minister and four
other ministers, appointed with Vichy French concurrence. In

addition to his traditional duties as maha oupahat, Prince Phetsarath assumed the post of prime minister
In March 1945 the Japanese decided to oust the Vichy French
officials, who were discredited completely by the Allies' liberation
of France, and declared the colonial regime ended. Whereas Tonkin
and Annam united to form the Republic of Vietnam and Cambodia
declared itself an independent kingdom, the aging King of Luang
Prabang and his son, Crown Prince Savang Vatthana-both unalterably pro-French--delayed the assumption of independent
status for 1 month. Even then, they left the southern provinces
free to decide for themselves. Angered by this delay, the Japanese
sent the Crown Prince to Saigon, leaving Prince Phetsarath a
relatively free hand in running the country. Vichy French officials
were interned and replaced with Japanese military representatives.
The vacuum thus created by the Japanese surrender on August
14, 1945, resulted in agitation. By terms of the surrender, the
Japanese were required to maintain order. They had few troops
in Laos, however, and looked favorably upon the development
of anti-European movements. Chinese forces, which the Potsdam
Conference had authorized to receive the surrender of the Japanese
as f a r south as the 16th parallel (the level of Saravane), did not
enter Laos until September. After assuming control of Champassak, the Free French prepared to reoccupy the entire country, including the area which had been temporarily occupied by Thailand,
and to reinstitute colonial rule.
On August 18, 1945, Prince Phetsarath declared the Japaneseinstigated declaration of independence from France to be in force
for all of Laos, unified under King Sisavang Vong. The Prince
formed a committee of Lao Issara (Free Lao), which soon included virtually all the Western-educated elite. Few members originally were motivated strongly by ideology or had any history of
resistance to colonialism. Most had served in the colonial administration, and a few had joined the anti-Japanese resistance.
Against the will of Prince Phetsarath, French paratroopers
soon occupied Vientiane, further alienating members of the Lao
Issara by ignoring them. Other paratroopers entered Luang Prabang, and a few days later King Sisavang Vong announced the
resumption of the French protectorate. Explanations of the King's
action differ, one version asserting that the Chinese, who arrived
a t that time, offered him a choice between French protection and
their o m .
These events stiffened the reaction of the Lao Issara members in
Vientiane. In response to Prince Phetsarath's dismissal as prime
minister and maha oupahat, the Committee of the People was
formed in early October. The Committee proclaimed a provisional
constitution, which provided for a legislative assembly. Prince

Phetsarath indirectly determined the policies of the Lao Issara
government that was then set up.
King Sisavang Vong refused to approve the constitution and
government, whereupon the National Assembly deposed him on
October 20, contending that he was not a free agent. No responsible
official was willing to accept the deposition of the King as a final
solution, and a delegation went to Luang Prabang to apprise him
of the attitude of the factions represented a t Vientiane and elsewhere. As soon as he realized the strength of the movement, he
accepted the constitution and denied any binding agreement with
the French. The National Assembly then unanimously voted to
reinstate him as a constitutional monarch. On April 23, 1946, amid
traditional ceremony, Sisavang Vong was enthroned as King of all
Laos.
Meanwhile, the French had assembled a larger ground force in
the south. Advancing up the Mekong, this force put down the
resistance offered by the small Lao Issara forces. Supported by
Communist Viet Minh troops sent by Ho Chi Minh, the Lao Issara
force broke up into guerrilla bands. Many of these bands escaped
into Thailand, followed by the whole Lao Issara government.
Prince Phetsarath then set up a government in exile and called
himself the Regent of Laos.
After reoccupying Vientiane and Luang Prabang, the French
became more conciliatory. A modus vivendi produced by a newly
formed Franco-Laotian commission was signed on August 27,1946.
It confirmed an autonomous country unified under King Sisavang
Vong, who was made a constitutional monarch. Prince Boun Oum
of Champassak renounced his sovereign rights to that principality,
in return for which his title as prince was confirmed and made
hereditary, and he was appointed inspector general of the kingdom
for life. The modus vivendi also provided for the election of a
constitutional assembly; the election was held in January 1947.
Forty-five delegates were selected despite widespread rural violence. The Constitutional Assembly produced the Constitution,
which was promulgated by the King on May 11,1947.
These events occurred during the absence in Thailand of most
of the politically sophisticated elite, whose government in exile
experienced dissension. Ambitious for the crown, Prince Phetsarath was resolutely anti-French. His next younger half brother,
Prince Souvanna Phouma, led those who desired complete independence but were inclined to work with the French to get it.
Half brother of the other two, Prince Souphanouvong, who had
commanded the Lao Issara army, advocated collaboration with the
Viet Minh, whose ideas and methods he favored. All intermediate
shades of opinion were represented. A homeward trend began in
late 1947 when the Lao Issara's continued operation in Thailand

was threatened by a change in the Thai Government. The Lao
Issara dissolved itself in 1949 after the conclusion of a new FrancoLaotian convention which fulfilled many of the Lao Issara's demands. With the notable exception of Prince Phetsarath, who remained in Thailand, the leaders of the exiles returned to reenter
government service. Prince Souphanouvong was expelled from
the Lao Issara shortly before its dissolution and went to Hanoi.
The Franco-Laotian Convention of 1949 inaugurated Laotian
independence as an Associate State of the French Union. Laos
obtained greater authority in the conduct of foreign affairs, including the right to apply for membership in the United Nations. As
a result of the open rebellion of the Viet Minh in Vietnam in 1950,
the French hastened progress toward Laotian independence. With
the conclusion of the Franco-Laotian Treaty of October 22, 1953,
Laos became fully sovereign.
It was constituted a s a parIiamentary democracy with the King
as titular head of state. Diplomatic representation abroad no longer
required French approval; French courts disappeared; and all
French control of ministries ended. Earlier attempts to create for
the Indochinese states certain common organs, mostly economic,
had failed. Thus, even though Laos voluntarily accepted the presumed benefits of membership in the French Union, the term
"Associate State" had little substantive meaning. In late 1954,
France and the Associated States ended the economic and customs
union established 4 years before. The kip replaced the Indochinese
piaster as the Laotian unit of currency. In 1956 the Constitution
was revised to omit all reference to the French Union (see ch 13,
The Governmental System).
INDEPENDENCE AND CIVIL WAR
Independent Laos immediately encountered economic, military
and political difficulties. Its perennial financial deficit was no
longer made up from the favorable balances of the other IndoChinese states, the newly independent governments of which had
their own troubles. In fact, political independence encouraged
economic dependence by requiring the support of a larger bureaucracy. Beginning in 1955, United States aid supported the currency
and the civil and military budgets of Laos (see ch 23, Foreign
Economic Relations).
In 1950 the French began to withdraw their troops from Laos
to points of more imminent Viet Minh attack elsewhere in Indochina. As a result, Laos was compelled to form its own army, which
was accomplished under French tutelage. This National Army
required complete French financial and logistic support, furnished
from funds and stocks supplied to France by the United States
(see ch 26, The Armed Forces).

An overriding complication was the constant threat of intervention by the Communist Viet Minh of North Vietnam. By March
1951, Prince Souphanouvong headed a group of Laotian dissidents
in North Vietnam known as the Pathet Lao. The Pathet Lao presented itself as the free government of all Laos and refuge of all
true opponents of French colonialism and United States imperialism. In 1953, encouraged by their increasing success in North
Vietnam, Viet Minh troops crossed into northern Laos, forcing
French and Laotian units from the area. The Pathet Lao came with
the Viet Minh, on whom they were dependent, and established a
resistance government in Houa Phan Province. Later that year the
Viet Minh and Pathet Lao approached the gates of Luang Prabang,
and the next year they nearly severed the country. Each time they
withdrew to the north and east.
The agreement reached by an international Conference a t
Geneva in July 1954 temporarily ended hostilities but left the
country divided. It called for withdrawal from Laos of all foreign
troops, excluding a small French training mission. Pathet Lao
forces were to regroup in the two northern border provinces of
Houa Phan and Phong Saly, pending their incorporation into the
National Army. The Royal Government would administer the two
provinces until elections, which were designed to reintegrate the
country. The Geneva Conference also established the International
Commission for Supervision and Control, composed of representatives of India, Canada and Poland. From the outset the Commission proved incapable of reaching the unanimous agreement required for investigation~and recommendations, the Polish delegate
exercising, in effect, a veto.
Inconclusive negotiations, occasioned by differing interpretations of the Geneva agreement and a later accord between the
Pathet Lao and the Royal Government, dragged on until mid1956. Pathet Lao leader Prince Souphanouvong demanded that
political integration precede military integration. Pathet Lao
troops resisted all Royal Government attempts to administer the
two provinces and attacked nearby National Army posts. In
further violation of the Geneva agreement, they increased their
armed strength.
The Royal Government conducted elections in December 1955
and claimed an 80 percent turnout despite the Pathet Lao boycott.
The ensuing Cabinet crisis ended with the formation of a government by Prince Souvanna Phouma. On August 5, 1956, he and
Prince Souphanouvong agreed, in principle, to establish the
Government of National Union, which would include Pathet Lao
representatives. This government would adhere to the five principles of peaceful coexistence enunciated by Jawaharlal Nehru,
pursue a neutrdlist foreign policy, renounce military alliances and

forbid the establishment of foreign bases. The Pathet Lao's political organization, the Neo Lao Hak Xat (United Lao Patriotic
Front), would be legalized. A cease-fire would occur, and mixed
commissions would work out details concerning the transfer of the
disputed provinces to the Royal Government and the integration of
Pathet Lao forces into the Royal Army. Elections by adult suffrage
and secret ballot would determine the membership of the National
Assembly, which would be increased to 60. The agreement reached
by the two princes in December generally reaffirmed their support
of the previous accord but implied that the Government of National
Union would be formed before elections were held.
In May the National Assembly approved the December accord
but voted no-confidence in the Souvanna Phouma government.
After an extended Cabinet crisis; Prince Souvanna Phouma again
formed a coalition government, even more conciliatory toward the
Pathet Lao, with which i t soon reached an understanding. I n November the National Assembly approved the formation of the proposed Government of National Union, which included Prince
Souphanouvong.
The Neo Lao Hak Xat and its sympathizers made a strong showing in the May 1958 supplementary elections, culminating 3 years
of steady Pathet Lao gains. An anti-Communist reaction then developed. Prince Souvanna Phouma gave assurances that the Pathet
Lao did not control the country and requested the departure of
the International Commission for Supervision and Control, which,
through ineffectiveness, had hindered the Royal Government.
Moderate and conservative forces, which had split their vote in
the elections, closed ranks. Spearheaded by the newly formed Committee for the Defense of National Interests (ComitC de la D6fense
des Intdrets Nationaux)-a progressive but strongly anti-Communist group-allied conservative parties managed to exclude the
Neo Lao Hak Xat from the government. They also blocked Prince
Souvanna Phouma's reappointment and formed a rightist coalition
under Phoui Sananikone. Prince Souvanna Phouma was sent
abroad as ambassador to France. Colonel (later general) Phoumi
Nosavan, the dominant power in the Committee, entered the
government.
In January 1959 the National Assembly gave Sananikone emergency powers after hostilities threatened to develop with North
Vietnam as a result of strict Laotian patrolling of their mutual
border. The Sananikone government devalued the kip and pressed
for the integration of two Pathet Lao battalions, forcibly if necessary. After most of the Pathet Lao troops escaped, the government
imprisoned Prince Souphanouvong and most of the Neo Lao. Hak
Xat members of the National Assembly.
The Communist powers accused the Sananikone government of

domestic repression and taking Laos into the United States sphere
of influence. In the summer of 1959, Pathet Lao forces in Houa
Phan began an offensive, which diminished only after the dispatch
of a special United Nations Security Council Investigation Subcommittee. The report of the United Nations mission in November
failed to substantiate Sananikone's allegations of invasion by regular troops of North Vietnam. Accompanied by an economic adviser, United Nations Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold conferred with Sananikone in Vientiane and reportedly encouraged
the adoption of a more neutral policy.
In December, Sananikone reconvened the National Assembly,
which had not met for almost a year. He dismissed from his
Cabinet a number of members of the Committee for the Defense of
National Interests, including General Nosavan. He also postponed
elections, extended his own term and that of the Assembly and
proposed negotiations with the Pathet Lao. National Army commanders protested these actions.
When Sananikone resigned a t the end of the year, General
Nosavan announced that the army would assume power until a
new government was formed. Military spokesmen denied the
imposition of a dictatorship. Meetings between the army command,
representatives of the Western powers and King Savang Vatthana,
who had ascended the throne upon the death of his father, resulted
in the return of power to the King. A rightest caretaker coalition
government controlled by General Nosavan, was formed on January 7,1960.
No candidate of the Neo Lao Hak Xat was returned in the April
election, all National Assembly seats being won by supporters of
the outgoing government. The imprisoned Neo Lao Hak Xat
leaders, including Prince Souphanouvong, escaped to rejoin the
Pathet Lao, which denounced the elections as fraudulent. The new
government formed in June by Tiao Somsanith was, like its predecessor, controlled by General Nosavan.
A young paratroop commander named Kong Le seized Vientiane
on August 9,1960, when the Somsanith government was in Luang
Prabang. Kong Le expressed dismay a t the constant war and support for a neutral government dedicated to integrating the Pathet
Lao. He offered the premiership to Prince Souvanna Phouma, who
denied any complicity in the coup. A majority of the National
Assembly, meeting in a building occupied by Kong Le troops, voted
no-confidence in the Somsanith government. The Assembly then
approved the Souvanna Phouma government, which had been proposed by the King.
Souvanna Phouma sought both Pathet Lao and rightist support
in an effort to restore the situation which had prevailed in early
1958. Despite immediate endorsement by the Pathet Lao, he in-

cluded only one leftist and no leader of the Kong Le coup in his
Cabinet. Moreover, after negotiating with General Nosavan and
Somsanith, he formed a new Cabinet, including General Nosavan
and five other members of the Somsanith government. Somsanith
then legally resigned, and the King approved the new Souvanna
Phouma government, which Kong Le reluctantly accepted.
General Nosavan declined to attend the inauguration, proceeding
instead to Savannakhet, where he set up a "revolutionary committee" nominally headed by Prince Boun Oum of Champassak.
The Pathet Lao demanded that Prince Souvanna Phouma dismiss
his rightist ministers and, in September, began a major offensive
aided by arms indirectly obtained from Kong Le. Both Boum Oum
and Souvanna Phouma declared martial law.
Prince Souvanna Phouma protested that Thailand, whose premier was related to General Nosavan, had imposed a de facto
blockade. He further protested what he called the United States
policy of supplying military aid to General Nosavan a t the same
time it recognized the Souvanna Phouma government. I n November Prince Souvanna Phouma and Prince Souphanouvong concluded a cease-fire between neutralist and Pathet Lao forces. They
further affirmed their support for neutrality and willingness to
accept Soviet aid. They invited General Nosavan and Prince Boun
Oum to join in a coalition government, providing they would
accept these positions.
Military officers who favored a neutralist policy but opposed
negotiations with the Pathet Lao joined the rightist government.
Prince Souvanna Phouma, who did not resign, fled to Cambodia
in December just before General Nosavan captured Vientiane.
A majority of the National Assembly then voted no-confidence in
the absent Souvanna Phouma and joined the King in asking
Prince Boun Oum to form a government. The Boun Oum government, in which General Nosavan was deputy prime minister and
minister of defense, was recognized by Thailand and the Western
powers.
Kong Le retreated to the Plain of Jars, where he was joined by
the Pathet Lao. In late January 1961 a leftist government, claiming authority from a minority of the Assembly and Prince Souvanna Phouma, whom it allegedly supported, was formed a t Xieng
Khouang. This government was recognized by India and the
Communist powers. Although in virtual alliance with the Pathet
Lao, Kong Le's supporters reaffirmed their neutrality and managed to keep their identity.
No action was taken on King Savang Vatthana's proposal for
the establishment of a new three-power supervisory commission,
which was contained in his declaration of Laotian neutrality in
mid-February. In March negotiators for Prince Souvanna Phouma

went abroad to secure international support for his policies. A
full-scale offensive by Pathet Lao and Kong Le troops, supplied
by a large Soviet airlift from Hanoi, forced the rightists to retreat
on all fronts. At this point the United States agreed to the convocation of an international conference on Laos, originally proposed
by Prince Sihanouk of Cambodia. The International Commission
for Supervision and Control had been revived by Great Britain
and the Soviet Union, the co-chairmen of the Geneva Conference.
The Commission reported the existence of a de facto cease-fire,
later repeatedly violated, and a 14-power conference convened in
Geneva on May 16, 1961. The conference dragged on for a year.
It was dominated by the United States, the Soviet Union and
Communist China, all of which encouraged the Laotian factions
to form a coalition government.
Prince Souvanna Phouma, Prince Boun Oum and Prince Souphanouvong conferred a t Zurich in the summer. They agreed to
the establishment of the provisional Government of National
Union representing all three factions. Members would be nominated by the King, the customary requirement of approval by the
National Assembly being waived. This provisional government
would appoint a single delegation to the Geneva Conference. It
would also enforce the cease-fire, release political prisoners and
organize a general election. It was bound to demand the withdrawal of all foreign troops, accept unconditional aid from all
sources and renounce the protection of any military alliance.
After another breakdown in negotiations, the three princes met
in October a t Ban Hin Heup. They agreed that Prince Souvanna
Phouma would head the provisional government, which would
consist of eight neutralists, four supporters of Boun Oum and
four supporters of the Pathet Lao. Subsequent negotiations stalled
on the question of distribution of the portfolios, and the Geneva
Conference co-chairmen reminded the princes that a Laotian
delegation was required for final agreement by the Conference.
In early 1962 the United States cut off economic but not military
aid to the Boun Oum government. Finally, a spring offensive by
the Pathet Lao drove General Nosavan and a number of his troops
into Thailand.
On June 11, 1962, Prince Souvanna Phouma formed the provisional Government of National Union, which was duly appointed
by the King after Prince Boun Ourn resigned. Souvanna assumed
the posts of prime minister and minister of defense. General Nosavan became deupty prime minister and minister of finance, thereby
controlling foreign aid funds and salaries of civil and military personnel. Prince Souphanouvong was named deputy prime minister
and minister of economic planning, thereby controlling expendi-

tures for economic development. Unanimous agreement was required for all major policy decisions.
The Government of National Union dispatched a delegation to
the reconvocation of the Geneva Conference in July. Laos issued
a statement of neutrality, renouncing all military alliances, specifically including the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization. The
13 other governments then issued a declaration in which they
promised to "recognize and . . . respect in every way the sovereignty, independence, neutrality, unity and territorial integrity
of the Kingdom of Laos." A protocol to the declaration regulated
the withdrawal of foreign troops and operation of the International Commission for Supervision and Control.
In October the Commission confirmed the departure of several
hundred United States and Philippine military personnel and
civilian advisers. It reported the withdrawal of 40 North Vietnamese troops, whereas the total number estimated to be in Laos
was several thousand. The Government of National Union agreed
to appoint a tripartite cease-fire commission and tripartite committees to supervise the integration of civil and military administrations. In late November, Pathet Lao, neutralist and rightist
representatives agreed to form a unified armed force of 30,000
men and a police force of 6,000 men to be drawn equally from
the three armed forces. A new and uncertain element .was introduced when Kong Le broke with the Pathet Lao, which he publicly accused of being directed from North Vietnam. A group of
leftists formerly under Kong Le's command then defected from
his force, joining the Pathet Lao and calling themselves the Laotian Patriotic Neutralist Forces.
AWARENESS OF HISTORY
The Lao citizen's knowledge of his country's history varies
according to whether he is a member of the small, educated elite,
or of the vast majority of the population, whose understanding
is based more on legend than on fact. Before the French arrived,
the pagoda schools taught an oral history engendered by and
engendering legend. The French taught French history. In the
1960's the considerable effort expended on improvement of the
generally s t r u g g h g schools promised some inroads into the
monopoly of historical knowledge previously accorded the tales
of bonzes and the songs of balladeers.
The ethnic minorities have only legend, which may be forceful,
as shown by the Kha's firm knowledge that they are the "elder
brothers" of the Lao, because they were there first. For the elite,
virtually all of whom are Lao, history is the story of the Lao, and
the golden age was Lan Xang. Writings on history stress the continuity of Lao tradition as the sole unifying human factor of the

Laotian state. The legend of Khoun Borom and Khoun Lo is widely
known. National heroes all belong to the Lan Xang peripd. The
founder, F a Ngoun, the consolidator, Sam Sene Thai, the pious
Phothisarath, the defender Setthathirath and the stern but just
Souligna Vongsa are celebrated. There is pride in the evidence of
unity in the long list of kings, all of the same family for 600 years
and, according to legend, for 200 years before that.

CHAPTER 4
POPULATION AND LABOR FORCE
There has never been a thorough census in Laos. During recent
years even estimates have been hampered by hostilities between
forces of the government and the Pathet Lao, which in 1966
dominated over half of the country's territory and a fraction of
the population estimated variously a t between one-fifth and onethird. Despite the virtual absence of specific data, however, enough
material is available to permit some general statements concerning
the country's demography.
Significantly influenced by geographic factors, the country's
settlement patterns have endured for centuries. The relatively
advanced Lao have occupied the best land along the river valleys.
The Mountain Mon-Khmer, who may have lived in the lowlands
centuries ago, survive a s distinct ethnic entities in the uplands.
Because of its generally mountainous, isolated and landlocked
character, Laos is the most sparsely populated country of Southeast Asia and probably the one in which the largest portion of the
population is imperfectly integrated in the national life. Nearly
all of the economically active population are engaged in farmingchiefly for their own subsistence. Although many farmers undertake nonagricultural pursuits from time to time, the full-time
industrial and commercial portion of the population is extremely
small. Overall, employment in industry is negligible.
The country's manpower problems can be reduced to four categories. First is the small, unevenly distributed and ethnically
diverse character of the population. Second is the lack of modern
skills among the working people. Training facilities are being
developed, but raising the general level of proficiency is impeded
by the fact that many workers customarily drift back and forth
between agricultural and other kinds of employment. The generally low level of literacy is another serious impediment to training
programs. Third is the absence of large cities to provide immediately available manpower pools and the immobility of the rural
population. Fourth is the meager national budget that has been
unable to support either an effective economic development program, which would provide employment opportunities, or a public employment service which might attract and place workers in
available positions.

POPULATION STRUCTURE
The government in 1966, like the French administration in
colonial times, relied on samplings and estimates for the demographic information it required. During recent years the government's statistical service has followed the practice of sending
questionnaires to government officials, from provincial down to
tribal village level, with requests for population estimates for
which the officials are responsible. These estimates are used in
apportionment of representation in the National Assembly and in
provincial civil appointments. As a consequence, estimates are
believed sometimes to be inflated. The problems of estimating
population have been aggravated during recent years by the
domination of a considerable portion of the country by the hostile
Pathet Lao.
Particularly in the mountainous and forested north, there are
villages practicing shifting agriculture that may have been overlooked entirely. There also is an intermittent, unregistered immigration from neighboring countries. In some of the tribal areas
the village headman, responsible for reporting the number of
people in his village, may not calculate accurately. Taking into
account widely differing estimates of the government and outside
agencies, the 1966 population was probably between 2 million
and 2.5 million.
The average density of the population, which was very unevenly
distributed over the country's 91,000 square miles, was under 40
persons per square mile in the late 1950's. Government sources
indicate that in 1959 the population density was greatest in the
Mekong lowlands along the Thailand border, where it averaged
about 180 per square mile. Next highest was the Vientiane plain
which, excluding the city of Vientiane itself, was estimated a t 77
per square mile in 1955. Lowest appears to be the Lamet tribal
area in the f a r northwest, which was indicated a t less than 7 per
square mile in 1951. Unfortunately, comparative countrywide estimates for a single year do not appear t o have been made.
The complex population pattern of the country is dominated by
the Lao, who make up between 40 and 50 percent of the population.
The Tribal Tai, who include a number of subgroups, make up
perhaps 15 to 20 percent of the population. They engage in wetrice culture, like the Lao, and live in mountain valleys and
plateaus of the northern and central regions. The largest of the
minority groups are the Mountain Mon-Khmer, who have lived
in Laos for a longer time than the rest of the population. Widely
distributed, the Mountain Mon-Khmer include a great number of
small and culturally diverse tribal elements. These groups constitute roughly 30 to 35 percent of the population. Perhaps the

largest single group of Mountain Mon-Khmer are the Khmu, estimated a t 100,000. Most are dry-rice farmers in the mountainous
areas, practicing shifting agriculture.
Probably next in size are the Meo (about 5 percent of the total),
who arrived from China in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Locating themselves high on mountain slopes centered in
Xieng Khouang Province, they also engage in shifting agriculture.
A few smaller ethnic groups, particularly in border regions adjacent to Burma and China, make up 1 or 2 percent of the population. These remain almost unassimilated in the national life
(see ch 5, Ethnic Groups and Languages).
Measurement of the size of the urban and rural population is
hampered by inadequacy of data, but i t is clear that the population is almost entirely rural. These rural dwellers consist of about
400,000 families, each with five or six members. In 1959 it was
estimated that urban dwellers constituted not more than 4 percent
of the total population, and it was doubtful that there had been
significant urbanization by late 1966. By any criteria, Laos is perhaps the least urbanized country in all of Southeast Asia. I n 1959
i t was concluded that Laos had only five towns over 5,000 in
population.
Like other demographic data, population figures for the main
cities and towns are inadequate, but some estimates have been
made. In 1965, Vientiane was experiencing rapid growth, had a
population of a t least 100,000 and may have had a s many a s
130,000. Only four other urban centers-Luang Prabang, Thakhet,
Savannakhet and Pakse-were
said to have had populations in
excess of 10,000. About 10 smaller towns had from 2,000 to 5,000
inhabitants. Even these low figures may be excessive.
POPULATION DYNAMICS

Laos has a population with limited immigration and very little
emigration, both movements occurring a t particular times for
specific reasons rather than as consistent flows. Neither malnutrition nor disease has caused a disproportionate number of deaths
in any particular age group, but hostilities between the forces
of the government and the Pathet Lao probably affect the death
rate of young men. According to the Statistical Service of Laos,
laws governing the registration of vital statistics are in existence
but have not been enforced. A recent official estimate, based on
a sampling of the population in the Vientiane area alone, showed
a birth rate of 51 per 1,000 and a death rate of 22 per 1,000. Life
expectancy a t birth was reported a t about 30 to 35 years. These
figures from Vientiane data cannot be taken as representative of

the country a s a whole, since the level of living and medical and
sanitation facilities in Vientiane are superior to those elsewhere in
the country (see ch 8, Living Conditions).
There is no marked trend toward urbanization. In 1964 i t was
estimated that the populations of the provincial capitals had about
doubled since 1920, approximating the increase in the population
of the country as a whole. Vientiane, believed to have approximately quadrupled in size, was a notable exception. Most of its
growth has occurred since World War 11, particularly since the
achievement of complete independence and the establishment of
the city as the administrative capital. In contrast, the religious
center and site of the royal residence, Luang Prabang, was the
country's largest city a t the beginning of the twentieth century
but seems to have grown little since that time. Since the 1950's
foreign aid from the United States and other sources has encouraged the growth of urban business and government services, particularly in Vientiane and a few other urban centers. In addition,
most immigrants gravitate to urban areas. Several provincial
capitals, however, appear to have grown a t a rate slower than that
of the population as a whole.
Rural Laos is made up primarily of farm villages whose dwellers work adjacent plots of land. I t was estimated in 1964 that
there were over 11,000 such villages, with populations ranging
from about 50 persons to almost 200. As the population of the
country has grown, the number of village inhabitants has grown
correspondingly. With the growth of the villages, many have
become big enough to support a blacksmith shop, and some may
have other kinds of business enterprise. They remain, however,
essentially rural in nature and most of their people engage in
farming.
A kind of temporary urbanization occurs during slack agricultural periods when some farmers, particularly from the rice
paddies of the Mekong lowlands, visit town or city to seek employment in industry or commerce. Customarily, however, they return
to their farm villages when the next planting season begins. Thus,
there is very little occupational mobility among the rural population. By tradition and preference the farmer devotes himself to
the ricefields, which provide his nourishment, and to other subsistence activities. He seems to have little desire to move to larger
urban areas for better paid occupations which require training.
Moreover, most of these urban areas are actually market towns
where the few trades offer little employment opportunity to
farmers.
Another sort of internal migration has been caused by the
political disturbances of recent years. One report in 1966 esti-

mated that a s many a s 250,000 refugees had fled portions of the
country under Communist control to escape the ravages of war
or to avoid recruitment as laborers or guerrillas. This figure may
be considerably inflated, but undoubtedly there has been a substantial amount of internal refugee movement during recent years.
There has been some immigration directed primarily toward
city and town. It has been estimated that between 1921 and 1943
the Chinese population grew from about 500 to 4,000, and the
Vietnamese (principally Annamese) inhabitants increased from
4,000 to 30,000. By 1966 i t was estimated that the country's
Chinese population numbered anywhere from 30,000 to 40,000,
and there were about 15,000 to 20,000 Vietnamese. The increase
in Chinese has in great measure been encouraged by the United
States aid program which, beginning in the 1950's, indirectly
stimulated the growth of commercial enterprises. The Chinese
have settled in Vientiane, in district centers of Savannakhet and
Sedone Provinces and in some smaller towns. They have assimilated well even though they maintain separate schools and cultural
institutions; there has been some intermarriage with Laotians.
When Laos gained independence there was an exodus of Vietnamese from the country which probably reduced their number
to 10,000 or fewer. A new influx of Vietnamese began in a short
time, however, as refugees fled from Indochinese hostilities or the
overcrowding of Saigon. These Vietnamese are concentrated in
Vientiane, Savannakhet, Luang Prabang and Thakhek (see ch 5,
Ethnic Groups and Languages).
Aside from Chinese and Vietnamese, immigration of other
Asians has not been significant. A possible exception may be
found in the considerable number of North Vietnamese and
Chinese who have entered Communist-controlled areas for such
tasks as roadbuilding and porterage. In 1966 their significance
could not be evaluated. They were accompanied by engineers,
teachers and political activists, however, and it was apparent that
an effort was being made to detach the inhabitants of the Pathet
Lao area-almost entirely minority groups-from the nation (see
ch 14, Political Dynamics).
In 1966 the number of Europeans in the country, including the
French, was quite small-probably only a few thousand. The
French continued to hold some advisory positions, there was
enough French financial assistance to require some staffing, and
the colonial heritage made the small French population assume
an importance out of proportion to its limited number. Similarly, the United States residential group was small, but i t was
growing and the fact that most of this element was engaged in
lending technical assistance and disbursing financial aid made i t

politically, economically and socially important. The number of
residents from the United States grew from some 500 in 1958 to
800 in 1964.
There is no evidence of forced migration in recent years. Under
French colonial jurisdiction some effort was made to encourage
the Meo tribesmen to leave their mountains and settle in more
productive lower areas where they might be more readily assimilated into the national life. The energetic and independent Meos
shows themselves not to be receptive and the effort was not further pursued.
In 1966 immigration had not yet become an important question
in the country. Land was plentiful and the people as a whole were
traditionally conditioned to a preference for rural living. There
was a need in the relatively urbanized areas for skilled industrial
and commercial manpower that under existing conditions could
only be met from sources outside the country.
STRUCTURE AND DYNAMICS OF THE LABOR FORCE
In 1963, on the basis of an estimated 2.3 million population,
the number of persons between 15 and 59 (arbitrarily determined
to be the limits for those of working age) was estimated a t 650,000
males and 620,000 females. The larger number of males was based
on comparative data for countries of similar ethnic structure. Of
the males within this working-age group, nearly 200,000 were
believed to be mobilized in the armed forces or temporarily withdrawn for varying periods from economic activity because of entry
into Buddhist religious orders (see ch 11, Religion).
Women who work with their men in the fields and handicraftsmen of either sex were relatively more important in the rural
than the urban economy. Women sometimes, however, worked as
coolie% on urban construction projects. They were also found
working for shopkeepers, and there were growing numbers of
younger women engaged in clerical and secretarial activities in
government offices, but their numerical importance in the urban
manpower pool was not great.
Agricultural Labor

Nearly all the population is dependent on agriculture and related
pursuits for a livelihood. Work on the farm represents the
country's general way of life. Agricultural unemployment is
virtually unknown, but there is considerable underemployment.
Most of this is associated with the seasonal nature of rice growing
activities. Between harvesting and planting there is little work
to do. Some of this time is devoted to handicraft work, and a few
seek urban industrial work a s seasonal unskilled workers. Also
contributing to rural underemployment is the attitude of the

farmer. He farms as his grandfather did and sees no reason to
produce more than is required for his immediate needs. Land
that could be made to produce a good crop by better farming
practices is not used to capacity or is permitted to lie fallow, often
for many years.
Industrial, Commercial and Governmental Labor
Admittedly incomplete surveys in 1962 and 1964 found a n
almost complete lack of skilled indigenous industrial workers,
but by 1966 no systematic industrial manpower survey had been
undertaken. A statistical office exists but i s not equipped to
undertake a venture of this sort. Consequently, information
concerning actual and potential industrial manpower is fragmentary a t best. It seems clear, however, that there is an untapped
industrial manpower potential of the unskilled, and, if there were
more job opportunities, rural dwellers might be encouraged to
leave their farms to secure industrial employment. A similar
situation occurs in commerce.
Indirectly, the limited development of industry and commerce
results in a lack of job opportunities in service occupations which
are limited almost excluiively to the few small urban areas. Service jobs are found also in the field of transportation, but in a
country with such poor communication facilities transport employment opportunities are not abundant.
Excluding government employees, most of the trained workers
are foreigners, a circumstance which a t least in part results from
the fact that the French did not develop a domestic industrial and
commercial work force in Laos, preferring to import Vietnamese.
Skilled industrial workers, such as carpenters, plumbers and
electricians, are predominantly Vietnamese; they also supply a
large part of the labor force in the country's single tin mine.
Chinese dominate commerce and are proprietors of a few small
industries. Such enterprises as banks, sawmills, rice mills and
insurance companies have Chinese capital and, often, Chinese
management. In 1959 it was estimated that 75 percent of the business enterprises in Savannakhet were operated by Chinese.
In 1966 there were no large commercial establishments in the
country, and commerce and its related transportation industry
gave occupation to only a limited number of merchants, porters,
boatmen and truck drivers. Only the tin mine in Khammouane
Province regularly employed a considerable number of industrial
workers. World War I1 and subsequent political disturbances
interfered with operations so that the mine was employing only
about 700 workers in 1957. Most of these were Vietnamese. More
recent employment data are not available, but increased production figures suggest that by 1964 employment had risen.

Aside from the tin mine, only the construction industry is active
enough and sufficiently intensive to support a regular industrial
labor force. Except for some public works, the construction indust r y is urban and concentrated largely in Vientiane. In rural areas
the people raise their own houses and do most of the other necessary construction work for themselves. There are numerous semiskilled carpenters, painters and masons in the urban centers.
Efforts are being made to correct a serious shortage of Laotian
plumbers and electricians.
Foremen are also customarily from North or South Vietnam.
Unskilled construction labor, such a s hod carrying, concrete
mixing, excavating and other heavy work, is usually done by
Laotians. These are primarily country people who work during
the dry season when they are not busy in their ricefields. When
they have worked long enough to acquire some clothing and a
supply of salt, used extensively for barter in the hinterland, they
return to their villages. Probably next in importance as sources of
industrial employment are the country's rice mills and sawmills.
In the transportation industry coolie labor is the general rule.
Loading and unloading, lifting and moving are done by hand,
although machinery is beginning to be introduced. Some years
ago when the Mekong receded from its flood stage the ferry landings were found to be covered with mud. Hundreds of coolie laborers were employed to dig them out before the transportation of
goods from across the river could begin again. Employing ancient
methods, the workers filled pails and baskets with silt and carried
it to a dumping ground.
Civilian government service is a coveted occupation. In 1959
there were about 7,500 government workers, of whom one-third
were in Vientiane. For those who have acquired an elementary
education, manual occupations are not desirable careers. The preference is for government white-collar jobs which, although the pay
is not high, constitute symbols of status and prestige.
Handicraft Skills
Handicrafts are widespread throughout Laos as part of the
generally self-sufficient village economy, and they occupy large
numbers of people. Handicraft products fashioned by villagers
are primarily for home consumption. A very few specialists make
some of the more intricate items which require a higher degree
of artistry and skill. The production of a certain few items is
concentrated in given areas. Information is lacking as to whether
any followers of village handicraft trades seek work in comparable
urban employment.
In the larger Lao villages there are blacksmiths and metalworkers. Brickmaking and pottery making, distilling and ironworking

are widespread as specialties of individual villages, but the fashioning of simple iron plowpoints is done by Lao villagers everywhere. In 1961 it was estimated that in 11,000 farm villages there
were 3,000 to 4,000 blacksmiths and 500 potters. Handicraft skills
are primarily related to village economy, however, and have only
a limited applicability to the needs of the modern economy. Lacquering, goldsmithing and silversmithing are confined to skilled
artisans in a few areas, being mainly practiced by a group of
artisans, in or around Luang Prabang, connected with the royal
palace.
There are certain areas along the rivers where women specialize
in weaving silk fabrics of intricate design. These are made into
skirts, scarves and other wearing apparel by the housewives who
acquire the fabrics. Lao village women everywhere, however, are
skilled in spinning and weaving fabrics for the family wardrobe.
They clean and prepare the cotton for spinning, sometimes with
the help of the children. In localities where silk is more plentiful
than cotton they tend the silkworms and unwind the cocoons as
they are ready. Recently, imported finished cloth has begun to
replace handwoven cloth, with consequent decrease in the practice
of this craft. In 1961 it was estimated that of 400,000 families, a t
least 100,000 included weavers.
Lamet men appear to occupy themselves with a greater diversity of handicrafts than do the Lao rural dwellers. Like the Lao
women, Larnet females do their own spinning and weaving of the
family's clothing and confine themselves solely to this homecraft.
The men make a diverse number of implements and weapons.
They are skilled a t constructing crossbows and arrows and a t
setting up a variety of animal and game traps. They also fashion
crude agricultural implements out of wood and bamboo, but none
of iron (see ch 5, Ethnic Groups and Languages).
Lamet men also do many kinds of plaited work and make a
great variety of baskets and mats. They fashion wooden bowls of
all sizes, %icemortars and other wooden vessels used by the women
for the household. The making of these and other implements is a
slack-season occupation, carried on especially during hot weather
when the fields do not demand attention. Another instance of a
craft specialty among the Lamet is the making of bark cloth.
This work is confined to the people of a single village, but there
is no information to indicate whether it is done by men or women.
There are only a few craft "specialists" among the Lamet, since
each family supplies most of its own needs.
The people of some of the other Mountain Mon-Khmer tribes
are said to be proficient in certain elementary crafts, including
the making of simple iron tools, such as hoes, axes and sickles.
They also make pottery.

Qualitative Factors and Productivity

The quality and efficiency of the labor force and its capacity to
perform the tasks required in a modern economy are limited. In
virtually all areas of economic activity there is a great shortage
of modern skills. The few industrial and commercial establishments that exist are largely manned by foreigners. The unskilled
as well as the skilled urban manpower pool has limited dimensions.
During the French colonial regime, the people of Laos were not
given the opportunities for training and education afforded the
Vietnamese and, to a lesser degree, the Cambodians. This was
natural because Laos came under French tutelage later than other
Indochinese states, and it seemed to have less developmental potential because of its rugged geography and its small population. The
country thus became a sort of economic stepchild of the Mekong
basin. While its neighbors were developing effective labor forces,
Laos was permitted to maintain its tradition-directed society. Vietnamese were usually imported to fill the more important jobs that
the European administrators judged could be adequately performed by Indochinese manpower.
In 1960 the International Labor Organization's evaluation of
manpower potential for the Lower Mekong Basin Development
Project found the manpower situation in Laos to be the greatest
problem in the development of an overall industrial manpower pool
for the entire project. It noted, however, that the problem was not
insurmountable. As the Mekong project progresses, it should become an increasingly important source of employment and training in modern industrial skills, and it could have a great deal to
do with developing a modern Laotian labor force (see ch 18, Character and Structure of the Economy).
In 1966 the government, with the assistance of foreign aid
funds and technical experts, was engaged in efforts to develop a
labor force adequate to meet the country's modern needs. Three
technical schools had been established, and the regular school
system was growing both in enrollment and in quality. Some indication of what the government regarded as the most immediately
needed industrial skills can be seen in the training courses offered
by the technical schools, which stressed diesel and other motor
mechanical training, general engineering, general electricity,
woodwork, metalwork, plumbing, forging and welding. Observers have expressed belief that the country has a large potential of men who, given the opportunity, would want to learn
modern technical and mechanical skills and put them to use. The
shortage in quantity and productivity of the country's industrial
and commercial manpower stems less from lack of potential than
from the underdeveloped state of the economy.

CHAPTER 5

ETHNIC GROUPS AND LANGUAGES
The population consists of a number of ethnically diverse groups
representing several of the major language stocks of eastern and
Southeast Asia. Some of these groups are segments of larger
ethnic communities found in greater numbers in adjacent states.
The politically and socially dominant group is the Lao (Laotian
Thai), which comprises about half the population. Linguistically
related to the Lao are the Tai-speaking tribes, who share an underlying culture with them but differ in some important ways and
are socially quite distinct. Still others-the Mountain Mon-Khmer
and the Tibeto-Burman speakers whose homeland is southern
China-have neither linguistic nor cultural ties with the Lao. The
extent to which these people speak Laotian Thai or have taken
on aspects of Lao culture varies but is, in general, quite limited.
Except for limited administrative control and some economic
interdependence in the towns and in the rural markets, the ethnic
groups of Laos have remained essentially autonomous. The dominant Lao have made some effort to assimilate the non-Lao to
Laotian language and culture, but the process has been a slow one.
Difficult terrain, lack of transportation and communication and
political difficulties, as well as the reluctance of many ethnic communities to give up their language and way of life, have provided
obstacles to assimilation.
The situation in late 1966 was complicated by Pathet Lao control of many of the areas in which the country's smaller ethnic
groups live. Information on the degree of change induced in these
areas by the Pathet Lao was not available.
ETHNIC AND LINGUISTIC CLASSIFICATION
Significant differences exist among the ethnic categories o r
terms used by the ruling Lao, the terms employed by members of
many of these groups to refer to themselves and the sometimes
conflicting classifications developed by scholars (see table 1).
The Lao inhabit chiefly the Mekong area of the country. They
speak Laotian Thai. One of the peoples speaking a Thai language,
they are closely related culturally to the dominant population of
Thailand and, a little less closely, to the Tai-speaking tribes. (The
spelling of "Thai" and "Tai" are based on the actual difference in

Table 1 . Ethnolinguistic Groups of Laos

I

Language family or stock and ethnic group

*

Alternate name in common r e

I

Tai (central Mekong River groups) :
Lao - - - - . . . - . . - - - - - - - -Lao,
- - Laotian
- - - Tai
Lu _ . _ - - _ _ - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Youanne
Yuan _ - - _ - - - - . - - . - - - - ---------Tribal Tai, Phou Tai
Tai (central uplands groups) .-- - - - - - - - - Black Tai . - - . - - _ - _ _ . . _ _Tai
- -Dam
---------Tai
Deng
Red Tai _ . - . . _ . . . . - - - - - - - -------Tai
Neua,
Niia
Neua . - - - - - - - - . . - . - . - - - - -------Tai Phuan
Phuan
Kha, Lao Theng, Phouteng
.-.
..---- --Mountain Mon-Khmer
Northern uplands groups :
Khmu,
Khmu . - - - - - - - . . . - - - . . - . . - .Kha
--- - - Kha
- - Mou
Kha Lamet
Lamet -. . -......
.- .- . - - -.
.. .-----....-Kha
- -P'ai,
P'u Noi
P'u Noi
Phai
T'in - - - . . - - - . - - - - - - . . . - - - -Kha
-------Southern uplands groups :
-- . - - - - Alak . _ - - - - . - - - - . . - . - - - Ataouat . . . . . - - - - - . . - - - . - . -----Lave, Love
Brae
-. - - - - Cao . . - - - - - - - . - . - - - - . . Halang
.-.-....--------Jeh (may include Duane, Halang Doan,
Menam, Noar and Sayan)
Kasseng _ - - _ - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Katang . - - . - - - - - - - . - . - . - - - - - - - - - Loven - - - - - - - - . . - - - - - - - - -Boloven
--.------Ngeh - - .- . . . - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -------Hoen
NhaHeun - . - . - - . - _ - - - - - . . . --------_ - - Oy (may include The) . _ . _ _ _ _
Sapuan
.
.
-.
_.
.._ _ _ _.
._ _ _ _ _
Sek _ . . . - - . - . - - . - - _ - - - - _ - - - - _ _ _ _ _ _
s o .-------------.-.-.-.-.----.---Sork . - . _ - - . - - - . - ~ ~ ~ ~~ ~ ~ ~ _ _ _ _ ~ _ _
Sou - - - - - - - - - - - ~ . . _ _Souk
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
Souei . - - . - - . . . . _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ - - _ _ _ - - Ta Hoi
Tau-oi ...- -.. - - - .- - - - - - - - - - - - - Ven _ ~ ~ _ . ~ _ _ ~Veh
_
~
_
_
~
~
_
Tibeto-Burman :
Akha - . - - . - . - . . - - - - - - -Kha
- - KO,
- -KO
- (Musseux)
Lahu - - . - . - - . - - - - - - - - - - . -Musso
.-------Lo10 . - - - - - - - . - . - - - - . - - - -Houo-Ni
----------Miao-Yao :
Miao,
Mnong,
Mon
Meo
..---------..-----.-----Man - - - - - - . - - - - - - - - - - . -Yao,
- -Mien,
- - -Mun
------ - -

I

-

- - -

- -

- - - - - -

-

- - -

-

~

~

- - -

- -

-

-

-

~

- - - - -

- -

Chinese (including Haw or Ho) and Vietnamese are omitted from this table.

Source: Adapted from Frank M. LeBar, Gerald C. Hickey and John K. Musgrave, Ethnic Groups of Mainland Southeast Asia, 1964;

the pronunciation of the original name of these groups for themselves: "th" is a sound like the English initial "t," and "t" suggests a "d" to an English-speaking hearer.)
The same names are used for different Tai tribes and appear
in widely separated parts of the country. Different names a r e
also used for the same group. There are such terms a s Tai Dam
(Black Tai) and Tai Deng (Red Tai)-supposedly based on the
color of women's costumes-and others, such as Tai Neua (Tai
of the North), Tai Phuan or Phong and Phou Tai. Phou Tai is also
a term applied to Tai tribes generally. Some of the names seem to
have been given by Lao to tribes they consider inferior and to be
based on some real or attributed characteristics of dress o r
behavior.
Most Chinese in Laos live either in the urban centers or in the
more densely populated rural areas. There are, however, small
groups of Yunnanese hill farmers and traders living in northern
Laos and called Haw (or Ho) by Laotians.
The small number of Tibeto-Burman-speaking peoples in Laos
had their origins in southern China, chiefly in Yunnan where most
of their ethnic brethren still live. Almost all Tibeto-Burmans
in the country live in northern or northwestern Laos, the Lolo
(Laotian name: Houo-Ni) , intermixed with upland Tai, the Akha
(Laotian name: KO or Kha KO) and the Lahu in their own areas.
The Meo and the Yao, although classified together, are only
remotely related. Both had their origins in southern China where
many Meo and Yao still live. Meo appears to be the standard term
used by the Lao and the French. Miao is the usual transcription
of the Chinese term and has been used by writers in English.
Their own term for themselves in Laos is Mnong or Mon. They
are divided into a number of groups named on the basis of the
color or design of their women's costume-in Laos, the white, black
and striped Meo. Associated with these groupings are dialect differences. Roughly three-quarters of the Meo (white and striped)
live in Xieng Khouang Province.
Yao is the Chinese name for a people called Man in Laos. The
people generally refer to themselves a s Mien or Mun. Most Yao
are found in mountain backwaters in Yunnan and Kwangsi in
southern China. There are only a few thousand in Laos but more
than 100,000 in North Vietnam.
Perhaps the largest ethnic category in the country next to the
Lao includes the many groups called the Mountain Mon-Khmer.
The peoples grouped as Mountain Mon-Khmer a r e scattered from
northeastern Burma and adjacent southern China through northern Thailand, Laos and North and South Vietnam, with a few
enclaves in Cambodia. It has been suggested that they represent

earlier populations than the groups now dominant in Southeast
Asia.
The Mountain Mon-Khmer do not constitute a coherent ethnic
group; estimates of the number of distinct units range from 25 to
more than 30. Some are closely related to others; for example,
the So and the Sek; others have only tenuously been identified as
Mountain Mon-Khmer. Many of the groups are quite small, ranging in number from 1,000 to 10,000. Only one, the Khmu, has been
estimated at 100,000 or more.
Traditionally, the Mountain Mon-Khmer and sometimes the
Tibeto-Burman peoples have been called Kha, which was often
prefixed to a local name. Kha is a Laotian term for savage or slave,
and i t has been resented by the people to whom i t was applied. A
nonpejorative term is Phouteng (people who live high up).
Laotian officiaIs, a s part of their emphasis on incorporating nonLao into the national system, have applied a four-part terminology
to the population. The Lao proper are called Lao-Lu or valley Lao;
the Tribal Tai are referred to a s Lao-Tai; the Mountain MonKhmer are called Lao Theng; and the Meo and Man are called
Lao-Soung, or Lao of the mountaintops.

THE DISTRIBUTION OF ETHNIC GROUPS
The official terminology reflects the distribution and settlement
patterns of the ethnic groups which show ethnic adaptation to
varying geographic characteristics, particularly those connected
with altitude. The deployment of ethnic groups by altitude has
has not always existed. The Mountain Mon-Khmer, now living on
mountain slopes, also occupied the valleys before the incursion of
the Lao and other Tai speakers about 800 years ago, and the mountain-dwelling Meo and Man, particularly the former, are latecomers, having arrived no more than 200 years ago.
The Lao proper live along the rivers, especially the Mekong
and its most important tributaries, and in the valleys of eastern
Laos. They seem to form a majority in the provinces of Vientiane,
Khammouane, Champassak and Savannakhet. Only in Vientiane
do they constitute the overwhelming majority. In provinces other
than these four the Lao range from just under 50 percent to less
than 5 percent of the population. Specifically, the Lao are a small
minority in all but one of the provinces bordering mainland China
and North and South Vietnam (see fig. 5).
The Tribal Tai, largely wet-rice cultivators like the Lao, also
tend to live in valleys, although they have sometimes been forced
to move up the mountain slopes for lack of space. Most Tribal Tai
came to Laos from their points of origin in southern China and
what is now North Vietnam, and most of them live in districts
near Laotian boundaries with those areas.

II

CAMBODIA

- I
I

Source: Adapted from Frank M . LeBar, Gerald C. Hickey and John K. Musgrave, Ethnic Groups
of Mainland Southeast Asia, 1964.

Figure 5 . The Distl.ibution of Ethnic Groups i n Laos

The Mountain Mon-Khmer, consisting of a large number of quite
distinct groups, are widely scattered on the mountain slopes of
southeastern Laos and westward to the edge of the Mekong River
valley in southern Laos. Many are found in the uplands of Xieng
Khouang, Luang Prabang and Sayaboury Provinces. Although
some groups have taken to wet-rice cultivation and to the growing
of cash crops, such as coffee (the Loven of Sedone Province), most
of them practice slash-and-burn agriculture, chiefly of dry rice, on

the mountain slopes, usually at altitudes between 1,500 and 3,000
feet.
The Meo are concentrated in Xieng Khouang Province a t altitudes ranging from 2,000 to 5,000 feet o r more. Clusters of Meo
tend to be scattered throughout the province, interspersed with
Khmu (Mon-Khmer speakers) a t lower altitudes and Tai-speaking peoples in the valleys;
THE PEOPLES OF 'LAOS
Beyond the linguistic differences that characterize them, the
ethnic groups may be broadly distinguished in terms of certain
aspects of culture, including religion, and in social organization
(see ch 6, Social Structure; ch 7, Family; ch 11, Religion). Generally, the Tai speakers, both Lao and Tribal Tai, were traditionally marked by organization into principalities, each of which was
ruled by a small, hereditary nobility and included a commoner
class consisting of farmers and artisans. There were differences
of status within Meo, Man and Mountain Mon-Khmer villages,
but they were not a s sharp a s among the Tai speakers. The inheritance of status was not as important as its achievement, and
political organization rarely went beyond the level of the village.
The Meo, however, have shown themselves capable of military and
political organization on a larger scale on a temporary basis.
The Lao proper were clearly distinguished from the Tribal Tai
because, unlike the latter, they were strongly influenced by Indic
culture, a s were the neighboring Siamese Thai and the Cambodians. Perhaps the clearest mark of this influence lay in the
acceptance of Buddhism by the Lao. Some of the other Tai speakers (the Lu and the Neua, for example) became Buddhists later,
but most Tribal Tai have retained their traditional religion. The
Mountain Mon-Khmer- and the Tibeto-Burman-speaking groups
also have held to traditional religions, although some communities
in each of these categories have taken to Buddhism. This acceptance of Buddhism and the widespread use of Laotian Thai as a
language are considered by the Lao as the significant indicators
of a group's becoming Lao.

The Lao
The Lao are distinguishable within Laos from other groups and
within Southeast Asia a s a whole from the Vietnamese and Cambodians, first by language, then by aspects of material culture, such
as costume, and only slightly by physical traits. In recent years
Western dress-such as khaki shorts and short-sleeved shirtshas become increasingly popular with Lao men everywhere, so
that the colorful traditional costumes can no longer be used as a
guide. Women a t times still wear traditional, formal silk skirts and

blouses but use less distinctive clothes for everyday wear; the
Westernized women usually wear an adaptation of modern Chinese
dress.
Tattooing was formerly widely practiced but is less so now.
It may possibly have served to distinguish the Lao from other
ethnic groups, but its present significance is not known.
Many local variations in dialect and custom among the Lao are
known to exist, but the extent and nature of the differences have
not been studied in detail. The Lao were originally a part of a
widespread ethnic group that came south from somewhere in what
is now China, and they thus share a basic culture-language,
social and political organization, agricultural methods and artifacts-with
the other Thai and Tai peoples. Moreover, since
arriving in their present location, they have been part of the great
group of South Asian peoples who have been influenced by Indic
culture. Religion (Buddhism), forms of government, temples and
house types, clothes, military practices and other aspects of culture were introduced from India, replacing or modifying earlier
ones. Early Indic influence apparently came to the Lao in the
fourteenth century through the Khmer of what is now Cambodia.
In more recent times the source of further extension of Indic
culture has been Thailand. The recent Westernization introduced
by the French has not had too much effect on Lao behavior a s
a whole. Since independence Westernization has gone forward,
but on the model of Thailand. The Siamese Thai, then, are to a
degree looked up to as cultural leaders to be emulated.
Tribal Tai
The Tribal Tai are mainly rice growers, using both terraced
and irrigated fields. They also raise corn, millet, sweet potatoes
and beans. Dry rice and wheat are raised on mountain slopes.
The tribes are largely self-sufficient in the basic necessities; they
do some trading, especially where opium is raised, but participate
little in the general economy of the country. In the past they
generally avoided towns and were thus a stronghold of resistance
to the newer urban-oriented Lao patterns. The various Tai tribes
are only partly integrated into the structure of the country.
The Black Tai are reported to be more conservative than any
of the other groups and to have retained more of their traditional
culture. This may be related to the fact that they live farther
away from the Lao, a t higher altitudes. They are said to have a
strong feudal social organization, with commoners tied to the
lord's land, a t least in theory. Similar customs are reported for
other Tai tribes (see ch 6, Social Structure).
The Lu (and the Yuan), although not Lao, are closer to them
than to Tribal Tai. The Lu are a part of a large, Tai-speaking

area, the Sip Song Panna, most of which lies in southern Yunnan.
The Lu are Buddhists and are characterized by a more elaborate
political organization than most Tribal Tai.
Meo and Man
The Meo and the Man are generally much more like their close
linguistic and cultural relatives in Yunnan than they are like
Tai or Lao. They exhibit strong evidences of influence from
general Chinese culture.
The Meo are among the most recent immigrants from China,
first appearing in Laos about 1850. Their outstanding characteristic is that they cannot or will not live a t altitudes less than 3,000
feet. They practice slash-and-burn agriculture to a more intensive
degree than other tribes and raise corn and buckwheat as well as
some dry rice. They breed domestic animals for trade and raise
most of the opium grown in Laos. With some exceptions, they live
in scattered, small villages on the mountaintops. Despite their
dispersed settlement, they have, nevertheless, achieved some degree of political unity in Xieng Khouang Province and have been
the only minority ethnic group directly represented in the National Assembly.
The Man, like the Meo, live in the uplands, above the valleydwelling Tai. Cultivators of upland rice or corn, they also raise
livestock. Because of their small number in Laos, there seems to
be no significant political organization beyond the village level.
It has been reported that some Man in Laos believe that a Man
(Yao) nation with its own emperor continues to exist in Kiukiang,
China.

The Mountain Mon-Khmer
The many groups categorized as Mon-Khmer speakers have no
sense of political and little of ethnic unity. The tribes so designated live in the higher mountain regions and subsist by cultivating rice, corn, tobacco, cotton and other crops, largely by means
of slash-and-burn methods. They also hunt and gather forest
products. Some of these groups have in the course of time become
acculturated to Lao culture and have adopted Laotian as a first
language. As acculturation to Tai or Lao culture proceeds, they
often take up wet-rice cultivation and engage in trade with their
neighbors, particularly in the southern provinces.
Tibeto-Burman Speakers
Except for the Lolo, who tend to live interspersed with the
Black Tai in Phong Saly, the other Tibeto-Burmans (Lahu and
Akha) live in rather isolated fashion a t high altitudes and supplement their slash-and-burn cultivation of corn or dry rice with
hunting and gathering. The Lahu particularly emphasize the

hunt and esteem highly the man who achieves the status of
supreme hunter.
In their homeland in the border areas of Szechwan and Yunnan
and to a lesser extent in other parts of southern China, the Lolo
are characterized by division into a noble (black bones) and
commoner (white bones) class. These distinctions do not seem to
be important among the scattered Lolo of Laos, and the village
appears to be the highest level of political organization achieved.
The Lahu and Akha recognize status based on differences in
wealth and on certain kinds of ability, but there does not seem
to be a hereditary ruling group. Some observers mention a supreme chief for the Akha of northern Laos during the period of
French rule, but it is not clear whether this office was instituted by
the French.
Although Buddhist influence has been reported among the Lahu,
they and the other Tibeto-Burmans adhere to traditional religions
variably influenced by tribal Tai and Chinese ideas (see ch 11,
Religion).
Foreign Ethnic Groups
Foreign ethnic groups of Asian origin include Chinese, Vietnamese, Thai, Cambodians, Indians, Pakistanis and Filipinos.
Only the Chinese and Vietnamese are there in substantial numbers. The Chinese were estimated a t 30,000 in the late 1950's and
early 1960's, but there may be more. Estimates of the number of
Vietnamese in the early 1960's ranged from 15,000 to 20,000.
Thais and Cambodians move back and forth across the borders,
and it is difficult to estimate either their numbers or the permanence of their residence in Laos. Indians and Pakistanis numbered
a few thousand and Filipinos a few hundred.
Most members of these groups are concentrated in the urban
centers where they work as merchants, artisans and clerks. Filipinos came to Laos as engineering and clerical aides in the United
States Agency for International Development Mission and are
temporary residents.
Although the Chinese are largely urban dwellers, many are
found throughout the rice-growing areas functioning as millers,
moneylenders and traders. Some of them, called Haw (or Ho) by
the Laotians, are of Yunnanese origin and have migrated to
northern Laos, where they are farmers as well as traders. Other
Chinese came from Canton, Hainan, Swatow, Hakka and Teochiu.
Occasional intermarriage with Lao women occurs, but the Chinese
generally maintain separate educational and cultural institutions.
With the exception of the Yunnanese farmers, the Chinese are
generally engaged in commercial occupations, ranging from bank-

ers and large-scale businessmen with international connections in
Bangkok, Singapore and Hong Kong to petty traders.
Under French rule Vietnamese were brought into Laos, first
as laborers, later for administrative and clerical duties. I t was
estimated in 1953 that there were 15,000 in the country. Much
disliked by Laotians, many left after independence. It seems,
however, that others have come into the country as refugees from
North Vietnam and from crowded Saigon. The newcomers are
said to be engaged chiefly in petty commerce, as artisans and in
the service industries.
According to information dating from the early 1960's the
Chinese and Vietnamese are grouped into regional units for
administrative and taxing purposes. Each of the foreign ethnic
groups in a given area chooses a representative through whom it
deals with the governmental authorities.
Westerners in the country in the middle 1960's included roughly
800 citizens of the United States, most of them connected with
government programs. The number of Europeans, including
French, is quite small.
A'ITITUDES AND RELATIONS AMONG ETHNIC GROUPS
Before independence the socially and politically dominant Lao
generally assumed their cultural superiority to other ethnic groups
in the country. Except to collect taxes and to make use of the
services of non-Lao either as laborers or in the marketplace,
there was little effort to make non-Lao a part of a nation. In the
years since independence some Lao in the Royal Government have
been concerned with the problem of integrating the minority
groups with Lao society, but there has been little systematic effort
in this direction. Even among those who have been concerned, the
assumption has been that integration will proceed on Lao terms:
the minorities will become Lao in language, religion, dress and
SO on.
Some segments of the noh-Lao ethnic groups have, in fact,
become Lao in many respects, usually as a result of sustained
economic and social contact with Lao. The Meo, however, have
managed to participate in the political system without giving up
their identity, although their leaders, two brothers named Touby
and Toulia Lyfoung, have become sufficiently familiar with Laotian Thai language and culture to deal with the dominant group.
In 1958 two Lao Theng ran successfully from Savannakhet and
Saravane Provinces as candidates of the United Lao Patriotic
Front (Neo Lao Hak Xat-NLHX,
connected with the Pathet
Lao).
The Pathet Lao has made a point of appealing to the non-Lao
peoples, and the areas they dominate are largely populated by

Mountain Mon-Khmer, Tribal Tai, Tibeto-Burmans and Meo. The
Meo have largely resisted Pathet Lao domination and have maintained their connection with the Royal Government. Pathet Lao
troops are generally Mountain Mon-Khmer in origin (see ch 14,
Political Dynamics).
Some Mountain Mon-Khmer are said to have accepted their
inferior status and some (Souei, Sapuan, So and Sek, for example)
have come to accept Lao culture and language. Others, however,
have resented their status and the pejorative term "Kha" used
by some Laotians to designate them. The Pathet Lao have apparently been able to capitalize on this resentment.
The Meo, who have always tended to be disdainful of the lowlanders and convinced of their own qualities, have more or less
made their way within the Lao system. With a few exceptions,
they have rejected Pathet Lao appeals.
Because of their linguistic similarity and their sharing of a
remote common heritage, the Lao attitude toward the Tribal Tai
is less condescending than i t has been toward nonrelated peoples.
Nevertheless, the two groups look a t each other askance: the Lao
consider the Tai not very advanced because they have clung to
their traditional religion and costume; the Tribal Tai consider
the newer patterns, especially of the Lao elite, unfortunate. Moreover, the Tribal Tai feel themselves subtly discriminated against
by the ruling Lao.
Except for villages f a r from market towns and other ethnic
groups, there has always been local interaction among members of
different groups. Because each community, adapted to its geographic zone, tends to produce a t least some foodstuffs differing
from those produced by others and because each ethnic group has
its own traditions of craftsmanship, there are opportunities for
trade, and markets are common.
LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION
Laotian Thai is the official language of the country, has a longestablished writing system and possesses a considerable amount
of ancient literature. The Royal Government is very firm in considering Loation Thai as the only official language in the country,
and there is great pressure on non-Lao speakers to learn it.
Laotian Thai is spoken as a native language by about half the
population. Local dialect differences exist but are slight. The
!anguage is closely related-in fact, $most identical in its literary
form-to Siamese Thai. Laotian Thai is spoken a s a second language by a t least some members, usually men, of the other ethnfc
groups of the country. In the villages of some ethnic groups,
which have had extensive contact with the Lao, the use of their
language is more widespread.

In Laotian Thai there are different styles of speaking for different classes of people, and special vocabulary items designate or
refer to the social relations between persons of different status.
Personal pronouns vary with rank and relative status. There are
also geographical differences and differences in style based on
education and on the kind of literary material being produced.
Tribal Tai dialects are of the same general structure as Laotian
Thai. They are largely mutually intelligible, and their speakers
can understand Lao a t least partially and learn it with ease. Some
of these languages have writing systems, usually based on the
same Indic source as the Laotian Thai and Siamese alphabets,
but very few speakers of the dialect can read and write. With the
spread of schools using only Laotian Thai, literacy in the Tai
dialects, already small, will probably decrease.
The Mountain Mon-Khmer (Lao Theng) are believed to speak
languages of the Mon-Khmer family, although only a few of these
languages (for example, that of the Khmu) have been studied
enough to confirm this hypothesis. Mon-Khmer includes Cambodian (Khmer) and various languages spoken in Burma and the
Malay Peninsula. Unlike these, however, none of the speakers of
Mountain Mon-Khmer have developed writing systems.
The Man and Meo languages are not mutually intelligible with
each other or with Lao. They are said to have writing systems
that are based on Chinese characters, limited in use to religious
texts and known only by priests.
The Laotian Thai alphabet, which came into existence about
the thirteenth century, is in all essentials identical to that used
in Siam. There are several styles or forms (analogous to our
roman, italic, black letter, etc.), one or another being preferred
in various parts of the country. The Lu and the Yuan for example,
use characters that are slightly different from those used by the
Lao and show Burmese influence, though they stem from the
same Indic source as the Lao writing. The spelling of the language
is not standardized, and there are many variations; there is also
no standard way of transcribing the alphabet into Latin letters,
so that Lao names may appear'in several versions in French or
English publications and often look quite different from similar
Siamese names.
Although there are no reliable figures, the literacy rate is low.
Many literate Laotian Thai speakers also have some literacy in
French.
In older literary Laotian Thai there was a large, specialized
vocabulary of religious and other technical terms taken from
Sanskrit and from Pali (the other ancient Indic language, in
which the sacred books of Theravada Buddhism were written).
During the French occupancy new technical terms of French

origin began to come in. Since independence there has been a
tendency to seek technical terms in Siamese; these are often
Siamese adaptations or analogues of words in Western Ianguages.
French, once the official language of the colonial power and
of all persons participating in the educational and political system of the country, has now been demoted to the status of a
useful foreign language. In the first draft of a constitution for
independent Laos, French was retained as an official language,
but this provision was eliminated by later amendment. All the
leaders of the country, however, having been educated either in
France or in French schools in Laos or Vietnam, are accustomed
to the use of French in all official and technical writing, a s well
as for communication with Vietnam, Cambodia and the Western
world. The lack of an adequate Laotian Thai technical vocabulary
makes it a virtual necessity to publish official and technical documents in both French and Lao. As a consequence, the use of French
is certain to continue for a long time and will probably even
spread.
All persons in Laos who know French are literate in i t and
thus have access to literate knowledge of other European languages. It is not known to what extent English is studied in Laos,
but there a r e some leaders who know i t in addition to French.
The Chinese and Vietnamese living in Laos use their native
languages among themselves. Urban Chinese are a t least partly
literate in their own language, and most of them know some Lao.
The Vietnamese in Laos are chiefly tradesmen and technicians;
they know French and probably some Laotian Thai.

CHAPTER 6
SOCIAL STRUCTURE
The society of the Kingdom of Laos is marked by ethnic and
linguistic diversity, a considerable degree of social, economic
and even political autonomy of its basic unit, the village, and
substantial differences in the ordering of social relations from
one segment of the population to another. There is some interdependence in the economic sphere, manifested in trade between
town and village and among villages of the same and different
ethnic groups (see ch 22, Domestic Trade). This interdependence,
however, is defined less by the boundaries of the country than
by regional and ecological considerations which cut across national boundaries (with Thailand, North and South Vietnam, Cambodia and even China).
Such integration as the kingdom possesses is provided by the
dominant group, the Lao. Their society, with a common language
and culture, is distributed throughout the lowland regions and is
linked directly or indirectly with the non-Lao communities. All
of the country's people are, in principle, members of territorially
defined administrative units dominated largely by Lao. Even the
Pathet Lao, which controls substantial sections of the kingdom's
territory (but less than half of its population), formally acknowledges the legitimacy of the Lao monarchy.
The Lao have been in a position to define the status of the
varied elements in the country's population. Among the Lao themselves a clear distinction was traditionally drawn between royalty
and the nobility on the one hand and commoners on the other.
Some of the latter could, however, rise to high office. The core of
the modern elite consists of the descendants of those who by birth
or achievement had constituted the old elite. Both before and
after independence the elite was small. It has always been open
to some extent, although i t may be a little easier now for a
commoner to move up than it used to be.
The elite, now largely urban centered, has exercised political
and social dominance over a vastly larger group of Lao villagers,
and these in turn have considered themselves superior to the nonLao peoples, particularly those referred to a s Kha (slaves o r
savages). Whatever the feelings of the non-Lao-there
were

occasional rebellions-the ordering of social strata and the criteria
on which that ordering was based remained in force through the
period of French control and continue to affect social relations
in the Laos of the mid-1960's (see ch 5, Ethnic Groups and Languages). A few non-Lao have risen to high office since independence, but they have not become a part of the core elite. The
Pathet Lao has made a point of appealing to non-Lao, but their
nominal leader is a member of a cadet branch of the royal family.
SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

With the evolution of the principalities of Luang Prabang,
Vientiane, Xieng Khouang, Savannakhet and Champassak in the
area now called Laos, there developed a relatively rigid system
of social status. The system was based in part on the hierarchy of
authority and in part on ethnic differences.
Among the Lao proper, the basic distinction was that between
the royalty and nobility and the commoners. The nobility consisted of those descendants of earlier kings who were not in the
direct line of succession to the throne. There is some indication
that remote descendants of kings lost noble status. Most commoners were ordinary villagers, but there were some who, by
virtue of education or in recognition for service to the king, occupied positions in the administrative hierarchy. These people were
given titles. After French times, a t least, they came to be called
collectively the mandarinate. Offices and titles were ranked, and
there appears to have been a distinction between high and low
mandarins, but the precise line of demarcation is not clear.
The emergence of a single dynasty under French rule and the
coming of secular education, a single state and some aspects of a
modern economy.have led to the development of an upper stratum
(often referred to locally a s the elite) somewhat different in
character and composition from the traditional one. Nevertheless,
the core of that elite consists of descendants of royalty, of nobility
and of the great (or high) mandarins. These are, however, because
of their education and Western-influenced way of life, even more
remote from the ordinary person (Lao and non-Lao) than their
ancestors.
Ranked below the Lao (in the Lao view) were all non-Lao, but
these were not undifferentiated. The linguistically related Taispeaking tribes were considered superior to the Mountain MonKhmer and some of the other mountain-dwelling peoples. Some
of the Mountain Mon-Khmer probably worked directly for the Lao
a s laborers on the land. Some, a t least, were slaves. Despite their
inferior status, Mountain Mon-Khmer have married Lao, and
they, or a t least their children, have become Lao. The process has

involved learning Lao, becoming Buddhist and acquiring other
aspects of Lao culture.
The generally low social status of the Mountain Mon-Khmer
has not precluded a t least one subgroup of the Khmu from enjoying a special ritual status in the Luang Prabang area. This group
is believed to have a special relationship with the spirits of the soil
and to have special competence a s magicoreligious practitioners.
The extent to which non-Lao have accepted Lao standards for
the assignment of social status is not clear. Tribal Tai have tended
to consider themselves equal if not superior to the Lao, who are
thought to have abandoned some traditional Tai ways and values.
The Meo, relative newcomers in the area, have more or less accommodated themselves to Lao political dominance, but there is no
indication that they consider themselves inferior to the Lao. The
Mountain Mon-Khmer, however, appear to accept the low status
given them. The apathy and the sense of inferiority shown by the
Khmu of Luang Prabang area are, in part, a consequence of cultural disintegration and poverty. Khmu elsewhere, who are a
little more prosperous and who have less direct contact with the
Lao seem to be less apathetic.
The Traditional Lao Elite
The most detailed information on the organization of the
nobility and the mandarinate comes from the principality of
Luang Prabang. The rulers of Luang Prabang (then called Muong
Swa) succeeded in establishing the state of Lan Xang, which was
composed of a number of Lao principalities and lasted from the
fourteenth to the eighteenth centuries. A smaller state, Luang
Prabang, emerged in the late eighteenth century after the dissolution of Lan Xang (see ch 3, Historical Setting). Its system of
ranks and titles persisted, with some modifications, through the
period of French rule and was reflected, in part, in the social and
political arrangements of the mid-1960's.
The king held absolute power, although the Lao theory of government held that the power was to be exercised in a humane
manner. In practice, the king was influenced by the advice of his
council and could be deposed by his ministers. The highest ministers and some of the other officials of the court were themselves
of royal family or of the nobility. Moreover, many of the heads
of the muong (constituent territories) were also nobles.
A special feature of the political hierarchy of Luang Prabang
was the office held by a man often called the second king. This
man, the maha ouwhat, had been the military leader (leader of
the advance guard) in the old kingdom of Lan Xang. The maha
oupahat was the second ranking official in the Kingdom of Laos
until independence. The last holder of this hereditary title was

Prince Phetsarath, leader of the Lao Issara movement, which
sought independence from France. He was given the title of viceroy when he returned from Thailand in 1948 (see ch 3, Historical
Setting; ch 13, The Governmental System; ch 14, Political
Dynamics).
Surrounding the royal house was the mandarinate, associated
either with the palace and central government or with the administration of the muong. Strictly speaking, the mandarinate was
not hereditary, for a son, though awarded an honorific of address,
did not automatically inherit his father's office, title or status. In
practice, nevertheless, the mandarinate, through the obvious avenues of favor and opportunity, tended to be self-replenishing. At
the same time, it was open to entry from below, since any person
demonstrating the requisite qualifications could be appointed to
it, and positions were also awarded to those who had earned the
gratitude of royalty.
Traditionally, the wealth of the royal house, of other nobles and
of the higher mandarinate was based either on control over land
or on the right to a portion of taxes collected. The king and other
high officials of the palace and of the muong held title to the land
which was tilled by commoners. The latter had the use of much
that they produced, but they were obliged to give labor and pay
taxes, which supported the nobility and the mandarinate.
Gradually, under French rule, direct control over much of the
land passed into the hands of commoners in the form of small
holdings. There are variations in the size of landholdings; the
king and the local nobility of the area around Luang Prabang,
for example, own large areas of irrigated land. There are also
Lao villagers without land who must work a s tenants. Nevertheless, the near-feudal pattern of landownership has not prevailed
for some time.

The Modern Elite
The coming of the French did little to change the structure of
the hierarchy of the mandarinate, but the functions were changed
considerably, in that French administrators held all real responsibility. Many in the lower and middle grades, especially a t the
larger centers of government, were replaced by French-speaking,
French-trained Vietnamese. Nevertheless, the great mandarins
constituted the wealthy class of the country-the only ones (aside
from the princes of royal blood) wealthy enough to afford a Western education a t the University of Hanoi and in France. Consequently, when events during and after World War I1 brought first
a measure of self-government and then independence to Laos,
these mandarin families had the education, the outlook and, in

varying degrees, the training to step into important positions in
the new constitutional government.
On the whole, the bulk of the elite is constituted by the descendants of the old mandarinate. Not all a r e in government, nor
do they all hold formal titles. Some have made their marks in
business, but even these have kin with government positions, and
it has not been uncommon for men in business to move into government for a time.
The elite was not a completely closed group traditionally, and
i t is, perhaps, more open today. It is possible for the son of a
farmer to be a general in the army and the son of a fisherman to
be a provincial governor. The army, in particular, seems to be an
avenue for social mobility.
Education and a position in the government, however, do not
alone make for membership in the elite. Deputies in the National
Assembly who have merely local reputations and do not maintain
a house in Vientiane are not quite part of the elite. The house in
town signifies both a level of wealthLand the opportunity to
engage in regular social relations with other members of the elite.
One of the common processes by which full elite status may be
acquired is marriage. A young man whose educational credentials
and prospects are good marries a daughter of an established elite
family. Their willingness to give their daughter in marriage
amounts to recognition of the man's achievement and potential.
Estimates of the number of families or individuals considered
elite vary considerably, ranging from a s few a s 20 great families
to 200 families (comprising perhaps 2,000 individuals-roughly
1 percent of the total population). The discrepancy between the
two estimates is accounted for in part by differences in the definition of family. Some of the great families (for example, the
Souvannavong, Voravong and Sananikone) consist of a number of
smaller units tied together by the name of an ancestor. Another
source of difference lies in the difficulties of clearly delimiting the
elite.
Not of the social and political elite are the people constituting
the small indigenous middle class. The two sources of the middle
class defined in economic terms are the lower ranks of government
(including elementary school teachers) and small businessmen and
traders. Neither was important until after independence, and both,
especially the merchant middle class, are still small.
During the colonial period, many of the lower ranks in government were filled by Vietnamese, and a secular school system
had barely begun. Although Lao commoners once had reputations
as traders (in the days of Lan Xang and its successor state a t
Luang Prabang) and Lao villagers engage in some petty trade on
a barter basis, most shopkeepers and larger scale traders and

artisans have been Chinese, Vietnamese and others. When the Lao
elite began to move into business, they entered a t the executive
level.
Although numbers in this middle category remain small, they
have been augmented by the increase in school teachers; petty
officials and white-collar workers, formerly non-Lao, have been
replaced, in part a t least, by nationals who are largely but not
exclusively Lao. Trade, in the mid-1960's, remained in other than
Lao hands, although there were some signs of change. Typically,
professionals (in medicine, law, etc.), who by economic standards
alone might be considered the upper segment of a middle class, are
socially a part of the elite. With rare exceptions, only the sons of
the traditional elite had the secondary education and the financial
backing required for advanced training.
Social Distinction in Language and Law

Traditionally, the distinctions between various grades of princes
and mandarins were marked by titles, and different vocabularies
were used in speaking to them. Deferential bowing, prostration
and even crawling on all fours were, a t one time, proper procedures
before a person of high rank. Although this kind of formal acknowledgment of rank has diminished in incidence and importance,
i t persists. The use of titles and special pronouns as signs of deference in speaking to those of high rank remains important (see
ch 12, Social Values).
Differences in rank are clearly recognized in the law. The
marriage payments (made symbolically to the household spirit but
going to the girl's parents) vary according to the rank of the girl
and are clearly set out in the civil law code of 1928. In the criminal
code, the penalty varies with the rank of the victim.

THE LAO VILLAGE
I n the political hierarchy the village is the smallest administrative unit. Its headman (pho ban), chosen from among the most
respected heads of households, is generaIly elected for life or until
he chooses to retire. He is usually one of the well-to-do men,
respected by the other householders for his community and religious activities and for the lavishness of the feasts he gives, the
elegance of his house and the contributions he makes to the pagoda
and clergy.
The uses of wealth rather than its accumulation determine the
choice of a village headman, for the way in which a man distributes
his wealth reveals his character. Nevertheless, a headman is, next
to the head of the pagoda, the most important person in the village,
and he m m t be able to maintain the dignity of his position-for
which he is not paid. Thus, a poor man, though he might be highly

respected for his industry, piety, generosity and knowledge, would
not be chosen as headman because he could not meet the obligations
the villagers feel to be necessary. I n some villages the title tends
to be hereditary, or nearly so; a retiring headman usually designates his son o r some other close relative to succeed him, after
which the villagers formally elect his choice.
The headman's authority is limited both by statute and by
custom. It is directed mainly toward organizing and supervising
work groups, settling disputes between households, welcoming
strangers, announcing government directives and referring matters that are out of his jurisdiction to the proper authorities (see
ch 13, The Governmental System).
The authority and activities of village headman and the head
of the village pagoda do not overlap. Bonzes are forbidden to enter
into secular matters a t all. Even the initiation and management of
money and labor contributions for the construction and maintenance of the pagoda are in the hands of a layman, either the village
headman or another respected villager specially chosen for the
task. Bonzes are, however, involved in various ways in the ceremonial and ritual life of the village (see ch 11, Religion). Because
of the respect given the bonzes and because they exhibit a discipline and organization in their own work habits, i t has been suggested that they could serve a s leaders of the community, even in
certain secular affairs, particularly those concerned with technological change. Such leadership would, however, have to be by
example rather than by the exercise of direct authority.
The Lao headman is first among equals. Important decisions
must be made in consultation with other household heads. The
village headman must suggest and persuade rather than order.
Differences in leadership ability and religious piety are recognized,
but there are no inherited status distinctions within the village,
and there is no division between groups on a class basis.
Although the Lao village is largely self-contained and selfsufficient, it by no means remains a discrete and isolated entity.
The two most obvious outside frames into which a village fits are
the religious and the political structures (see ch 11, Religion;
ch 13, The Governmental System). Despite the village's links with
the formal structures, the ordinary Lao in the rural areas rarely
sees or has direct relations with national figures. In the area
around Vientiane or Luang Prabang, members of the national elite
may visit villages occasionally, but most villagers see only provincial or district officials or their local deputy in the National
Assembly, and even these visit only occasionally.
Another important link between villages is trade. Every villager
depends upon manufactured goods that cannot be produced a t
home, and he must produce surpluses to buy them. Most inter-

village trade is carried on by special traveling merchants or
vendors, many of whom are Chinese. Plying the Mekong River
system in motorized canoes and boats, they stop a t villages to buy,
sell or barter. They also lend money against future crops, charging a high rate of interest (see ch 24, Financial and Monetary
System). Villagers themselves travel inland to obtain certain food
and raw materials from the hill peoples, for which they trade guns,
iron, tools, cloth and foods. The products they bring back are
used both for their own consumption and for bartering with the
river traders (see ch 22, Domestic Trade).
TRIBAL STRUCTURE
Generally, social relations marked by differences in power and
prestige are bounded by the limits of the village. Exceptions are
the Tribal Tai, traditionally characterized by the muong and a
hereditary class structure, and the Meo, who have sometimes
(usually in situations of rebellion) exhibited a capacity to organize
beyond the village level.
Tribal Tai

Traditionally, the Tribal Tai (including the Black and Red
Tai) were organized into muong, each of which was ruled by a
member of a noble patrilineal descent group. The ruler (chao
muong) and others of the group were considered to have a direct
relationship with the spirit of the soil (see ch 11, Religion). The
chao muong also held title to the land of the principality.
Among the Black Tai (Tai Dam), the nobility (tao) consisted
of members of two descent groups: Lo and Cam. One or the other
ruled in a muong. There is no information on competition between
them. Two other patrilineal descent groups-Luong and Kaprovided priests. The commoners, also organized into patrilineal
descent groups, included farmers, artisans and soldiers.
The ruler of a muong was entitled to some of the labor of the
commoners under him. Other members of the nobility also had
client villages to which they gave military protection in return for
agricultural labor.
In the indigenous political structure, there were two levels
below the muong :the commune, consisting of a number of villages,
and the village itself. The chief of the commune (ly truong) was
always a noble, but the village headman was invariably a commoner. The village headman was traditionally selected by the
heads of households from the respected and wealthy commoners
of the community.
Under French rule the chao muong lost his control of the land ;
it was allocated to household heads. The French also sought to
introduce the principle of election of the chief of the muong and

of the ly truong. Under both the French and the Royal Lao Government, however, these posts continued to be'held by members of
the nobility.
The pattern among the Red Tai (Tai Deng) closely resembles
that among the Black Tai. A tao (or chao) muong, aided by five
junior nobles, ruled the petty state. All of these posts were inherited in the male line. The hereditary nobility held the land and
the right to the labor of commoners, from whom they also collected
, village headmen were commoners.
taxes. ~ g a hthe
Little is known of .the Tai of the North (Tai Neua), except that
they too were organized in small states under hereditary princes
assisted by councils of ministers. Commoners had rights to the use
of agricultural land but owed labor and taxes to the chm muong.
The Lu of northernmost Houa Khong Province were part of a
larger group of Lu, most of them in southern Yunnan in China,
who were organized into a number of rnuong controlled by a paramount chief (sometimes referred to a s a king). One of these principalities, Muong Sing, has been a part of Laos since the beginning
of French rule in the area.
The head of Muong Sing is called the chao fa, and the position
is hereditary in the male line. It and other high positions in the
court of the chao f a are held by members of the nobility. Among
the Lu of China (about whom there is much more information
than the Lu of Laos), an administrative bureaucracy was staffed
by members of the nobility, but there were also local chiefs, direct
dependents of the chao fa, who administered local areas and were
entitled to a part of the taxes, labor and other levies paid by the
people in their territories. Members of: the nobility also held land
and had traditional rights to labor, taxes and goods'from the ordinary people who worked the land. It is not clear how much of this
applied to the Lu of Laos, but it is likely that the French attempted,
a s they did among other Tai tribes, to distribute land to household
heads.
Most Tribal Tai live in areas dominated, in 1966, by the Pathet
Lao. There is, however, no information available on the extent to
which the traditional, highly stratified systems of these people
have been retained or modified.
Mountain Mon-Khmer
These people, constituting roughly 35 percent of the population,

have no formal indigenous structure beyond the village level.
They are, however, tied to the government through the village
headman and engage regularly in trade with other tribal groups
and with the Lao (see ch 13, The Governmental System; ch 22,
Domestic Trade).
Information on the social structure of the village is available

only for the Lamet and, to a lesser extent, for the Khmu, both
northern uplands peoples. Little or nothing is known of the
southern uplands groups (see ch 5, Ethnic Groups and Languages).
Available material does, however, suggest that there are differences in wealth in most villages inhabited by Mountain MonKhmer tribes and that such differences affect, for example, marriage and funerary practices. These villages have headmen, but
beyond their role as links between Lao officials and villagers (in
the collection of taxes, transmission of orders etc.), the authority
of these headmen is not clear.
In the indigenous system of the Lamet there was no true headman. An individual, sometimes known as a priest-chief, was responsible for sacrifices made to various spirits of the village. He
had the responsibility for maintaining order in the village, so that
the spirits were not disturbed, and for supervising the men's house
in the village. The office of priest was hereditary in the male line;
in the absence of a son, the post went to a brother's son or brother.
Under the French, these priests were appointed as village headmen, but they exercised little real secular authority unless they
were also wealthy and had been admitted to the status of lem
(wealthy man). The report on the Lamet is based on research
undertaken in the 1930's, but i t is likely that the institution of the
priest-chief has survived.
Among the Lamet a clear line is drawn between the lem and the
ordinary men ( t o ) . The status of lem is achieved by acquiring
wealth in the form of buffalo, gongs and bronze drums, but a man's
status as a lem must be acknowledged by established lem, who hold
a feast in his honor.
The status of lem is not hereditary, but there was a tendency
for the members of the families of wealthy men to intermarry, if
only because a poor man could not make the marriage payments
demanded by a lern for his daughter. Although the status group of
lem is open, it is likely that there is a tendency for the status to
run in specific family lines.
The group of wealthy men apparently functions as dispute
settlers and decisionmakers for the village. There is no information on whether the wealthy men of a village always act as a
cohesive group.
Reference is made to village notables among the P'u Noi,
another of the uplands groups of Mountain Mon-Khmer, but no
mention is made of the source or basis of their status.

Me0
The Meo have a tradition of a king and great chiefdoms and
a record indicating the ability to organize on a fairly large scale

temporarily, usually for military purposes. Nevertheless, the Meo
in Laos have shown no indications of a permanent system of
authority extending beyond the village.
The Meo village consists of a number of extended family households (see ch 7, Family). In the province of Xieng Khouang the
average number of households in a village is 8, but there are some
villages with as many as 40 households. In many villages the heads
of households and their descendants are all members of a single
patrilineal clan, and the head of the clan is also the village headman. In other villages there are several clans and, in effect, several
headmen, although the government recognizes only one for official
purposes.
Unlike the headman of a Lao village, who is merely first among
equals, the Meo headman has substantial authority and the respect
of those under him. This is particularly so where the village is
settled by a single clan and he is head of both clan and village. On
important decisions he must, however, consult the household heads.
Among his other powers and responsibilities, the village head acts
as a judge in disputes between villagers, sees to it that the village
trails are maintained and has an important voice in deciding on
village migration. Meo villages migrate when the local soil has
been exhausted, but the exact timing and direction of the migration are matters for decision.
One prominent Meo leader, Touby Lyfoung, has represented the
Meo in the government; another, Faydang, has worked with the
Pathet Lao. Both enjoy a following larger than the membership
of their village or clan. Each has been able to organize the Meo for
some purposes; they have apparently succeeded a s individuals.
There is no indication that they occupy an already established
political or social role.
The Meo do, however, have a tradition of a powerful kingdom
whose king was also commander in chief of all ad-alt men who bore
arms. These men chose the successor to the king from among his
sons. Another tradition, perhaps more relevant to Meo organization in the mid-twentieth century, is that there were great chieftains who ruled over a number of villages (the number usually
cited is 20). Each chief was elected by arms-bearing men for his
lifetime. The organization was voluntary; the men could depose the
chief, and important decisions required their unanimous consent
in a popular assembly. The set of villages under such a great chief
might change after his death. Each village remained autonomous
in the sense that it could change affiliation.
A Meo pattern that seems to be related to the tradition of kingship involves a belief (most clearly expressed by the Meo of Thailand, but applicable to those of Laos) that sometimes a Meo king

will arise as a liberator (phoa thay) and lead the Meo against those
who oppress them. An example is provided by a French account of
a Meo uprising in 1919 which spread from Tonkin to Laos. According to the account, one of the leaders who took refuge in Laos
was able to convince Laotian Meo that a prophet from the sky had
predicted that a king would come who "accomplishing the will of
heaven, was to bring them happiness, peace and prosperity." Meo
armed bands did march against Xieng Khouang, Luang Prabang
and Samneua, but they were defeated by French military forces,
and their leader was killed.
I n 1959 a man in a Meo village in Vientiane Province received
some support when he predicted the coming of Jesus Christ (riding in a jeep and dressed in American clothes), when he would
lead the Meo to victory over their oppressors. The man was taken
into custody, and there was no actual revolt. Although this version
of delivery through a supernatural leader was clearly influenced
by Christian ideas (the man had worked for missionaries), the
pattern is consistent with older Meo conceptions.
Despite the autonomy of Meo villages, there is a latent tendency
toward a temporary supravillage organization. The tendency has
been expressed under conditions making for discount and
rebellion.
Other
The fragmentary material on the Man and the Akha suggests
that a group of villages in a specific locality may have a kind of
supreme chief, but his powers and functions in relations among
villages is not known. Apparently, he represents the headmen of a
group of Man or Akha villages in their relations with the government authorities.
Within the Akha village a headman is chosen by the villagers
(presumably the household heads) from among the well-to-do. No
information is available on how the Man village headman is chosen
or appointed. According to one source, some Man believe that
there is a Yao nation under a king in Kiukiang (China). It is not
certain, however, whether the chief of a group of villages is a remnant of an old hierarchy or a recent result of relations between the
Man and the French and Lao.

CHAPTER 7

FAMILY
The kinship system pervades all areas of life and is basic to
many of the society's economic, political and social institutions.
In the rural areas, both lowland and highland, family groups are
the primary units of production and distribution. Rules of inheritance largely control the transfer of landholdings, and the reciprocal obligations between kinsmen direct much of the circulation
of wealth.
Political status within the village is primarily a function of
position within the family and the extended kin group. Claims
to membership in particular villages appear to be related to claims
of kinship. In the few urban centers the obligations of kinship
are an important factor in defining the individual's access to
wealth, political power and social status. The operations of the
government are controlled by several large families, whose ties
with each other enable them to maintain themselves a s the social
as well as the political elite (see ch 6, Social Structure; ch 14,
Political Dynamics).
LAO FAMILY AND KINSHIP
The Household
In the Lao kinship system primary emphasis is placed on the
household group consisting of one or more nuclear families-each
comprising husband, wife and unmarried children-all living
under the same roof, working and living together and sharing
the same poverty or prosperity. Most households, a t least among
commoner Lao (those not of royal descent), a r e made up of one
nuclear family. Because the husband in a new marriage is
expected to live with his wife's family for a time before establishing his own household, Lao households may temporarily consist of two or even three nuclear families. A two-family household
often becomes a permanent arrangement when the youngest
daughter is married. Since she generally inherits the house and
house site, she and her husband continue to live there during the
lifetime of her parents.
The Lao house is a rectangular dwelling raised from 3 to 6
feet off the ground on piles. Across one long side, the front, is

an open, roofed veranda that can be closed with screens a t
night. The entrance to the house is always by way of railless steps
or inclined ladders leading up to the veranda. The inside of the
house is divided longitudinally by partition with doors that separates the large front room from the sleeping rooms in the rear.
In the front room there is a hearth for heat and light and an
altar where images of the Buddha are placed. There may also
be additional altars or offering places for household spirits. The
kitchen is a small area to the side or another open platform on the
end of the house.
The women work on the veranda and in the front room, and
there the household congregates and entertains visitors. The
bedrooms in the back are considered very private. Each bedroom
is divided from the others by partitions, and each family in the
household has its own bedroom. Young unmarried men, however, sleep in the front room or on the veranda.
The household grows its own food and consumes and distributes
most of what i t grows. Most of the food meets basic family needs,
but some of i t is contributed to the clergy, and some is used to
celebrate the significant transitional stages of household members.
The social position and status of the household are largely dependent upon the magnitude of these gifts and celebrations and
the general standard of living its members enjoy.
Every member contributes his labor for the benefit of the
group, and the organizer and director of this labor is the male
head of the household. The success or lack of success of the entire
household to a large degree depends upon the abilities and personality of its head.
Within the household, labor is divided along the lines of sex
and age. Men do most of the heavy work in the preparation of
the fields, but a t planting, transplanting and harvesting time
women and children also help. Men also fish, build canoes, make
and repair fishing gear and tools, hunt and go to the hills to
gather forest products o r to trade.
Women are responsible for the domestic tasks. These include
carrying water and wood, pounding rice, cooking, tending kitchen
gardens and livestock, spinning, weaving and making clothes.
Women may also occasionally go to market to sell or exchange
household surpluses. Old people and children are assets rather
than liabilities in this kind of economy. The children learn early
to help in the garden, haul water and do small jobs around the
house. If the old people are not able to assist in regular adult
activities, they can always look after the children and thus release
the mothers f o r necessary tasks.
The household is also the unit under which all the productive
property is combined. No one farms a plot of land for himself

alone or raises a buffalo for his own use to the exclusion of the
others. All productive property, just as labor, is mobilized for
collective use and mutual gain.
To the outside world the household is represented by its single
male head. It is he who sits in village meetings, and i t is in
his name that the census is taken and taxes a r e collected. He
also makes all loans, decides to sell most of the surpluses, works
out labor exchanges with other households, rents land and lends
buffaloes. Other males within the household, even those with
families of their own, are clearly subordinate if not also dependent on him. This has many of the external characteristics
of a strongly patriarchal and authoritarian kind of organization,
but this is because statuses and roles are very clearly defined
and differentiated; in fact, all observers agree that within the
structure of these statuses there is a strongly egalitarian atmosphere between the sexes and individuality is not stifled.
As long as there is a house site and a dwelling, the household
continues. It can even endure without owning ricelands, for these
can be rented or farmed in tenancy. The house site is always
in a village, and i t is usually separated or separable from its
associated agricultural plots. These plots can be divided and
redivided through sale and inheritance. More land can be added
by purchase or rent, but the household group that lives off this
land is flexible in composition and can, therefore, adjust its size
and composition to the varying amounts of productive land.
In principle, property of all kinds appears to be divided equally
among all of the children. In practice, however, sons seem to
be favored over daughters in the case of agricultural land, but
the reverse may be true in the case of the house site. Available
information suggests that the youngest daughter, usually the
last to marry, often inherits the dwelling and house site, but
another daughter or, in the absence of daughters, a son may
inherit them.

The Kindred
The Lao reckon descent equally through men and women,
although surnames are, by law, passed,from father to children. A
Lao distinguishes relatives on both sides of the family mainly by
their age, sex and genealogical distance from himself. As the
distance of relationship increases, the prerogatives and sentiments
of kinship decrease. For example, an uncle, cousin and nephew
are considered similar to father, brother and son, but the relationship with them is less intense.
An individual's kinship ties and obligations ramify through both
parents, but there is a tendency for the usages of kinship to operate
kindred-living
in
within a cluster of closely related kin-the

households located in one village or in adjacent villages. The rights
and obligations that exist between an individual and the relatives
who constitute his kindred are extremely important. A man borrows money and rents land from a relative because he can expect to
pay less interest and less rent than he would to a nonrelative.
When parental households disintegrate or are no longer able to
accommodate the grown children and grandchildren, a man or a
woman may look within his or her kindred for a relative whose
house group he can join. A person's kindred is also important a t
the transitional stages in his life and will always assemble to join
the ceremonies and festivities.
Kin ties between any two persons in the same village or in
adjacent villages tend to be multiple. An individual should not
marry a first cousin, but second and more remote cousins are
preferred marriage partners. There-is, in any case, a tendency to
marry within the village or in nearby villages. Thus, for example,
if a man's second cousin becomes his wife, her parents, also his
cousins, become his in-laws and grandparents to the children of
the union.
Family R d a t i ~ n s h i ' ~ ~
Behavior between persons of different age, sex and generation
is quite formal. Toward the Lao father one is obedient and always
respectful, and this is extended to all other men of his generation.
The same applies to the mother and other women of her generation
but is less pronounced. Behavior in these relationships tends to
be reserved. Respect is given also to an older brother, for the
society regards the elder a s having more authority than the
younger. Between brothers and sisters age is not as important
as sex; the relationship is informal and easy, but neither must
touch the other or be overly friendly in public, for this signifies
sexual interest. This kind of behavior between sexes is extended
beyond the bounds of kinship to all personal encounters in public
between a man and a woman. Even a husband and wife do not
publicly show their affection for one another.
The Life Cycle and the Household
For the individual the context of kindred, household and village
is always important. This is best seen a t the important stages of
life a s the Lao define them.
Shortly after a child's birth a naming ceremony is held. This
takes place in the household, but other relatives are invited. A
bonze (Buddhist monk) with some knowledge of astrology is
frequently asked to select a propitious name for the child. Following the brief ceremony, and depending on the wealth and position

of the household, there, is a feast to which the village as a whole is
asked.
When a boy is about 13 years old there is a ceremony to mark
his transition from childhood into preadult life. The nonreligious
ceremony consists of cutting the boy's hair and is followed by a
feast, with kindred and villagers participating. Young men were
formerly tattooed a t this time ; the decoration was an indispensable
mark of manhood, and no self-respecting male could be without it.
It also had magical value in protecting him from harmful supernatural agencies.
Although the marriage of one of its members is important to
the household, few marriages are actually arranged by the parents
or household heads ;considerable freedom of choice is allowed. The
Lao attitude toward courting and premarital sexual relations is
permissive. Young people are allowed considerable sexual freedom
-as long as they are discreet about i t ; should a girl become pregnant, however, both families indignantly insist that arrangements
for a wedding be made immediately. The permissiveness toward
sexual relationships thus tends to precipitate marriages rather
than postpone them.
At every large village celebration or feast, whether a cremation,
the new year fete or a temple celebration, it is accepted that the
young people will set up a "love court." Sitting in sex-segregated
rows facing each other, they engage in witty exchanges and sing
love songs to the accompaniment of gourd pipes (khene) . A young
man and woman sitting opposite each other do not touch or openly
suggest there are any intimate feelings between them, but they are
free to wander off casually into the dark to be alone.
Such customs tend to channel and confine marriages within the
village but do not exclude outside marriages. Persons residing
outside the village frequently visit relatives during celebrations,
and this brings marriageable boys and girls from outside into
participation in the "love courts." It has been estimated, however,
that marriages within the village run a s high as 80 percent.
When the decision to marry has been made and both households
agree to the match, a go-between is engaged to make the final
arrangements. These negotiations center around the amount and
kind of marriage payments the bridegroom must make, the future
residence of the couple and any inheritances either may eventually
expect to receive. When agreement is reached, the bonze will be
asked to name an auspicious day for the ceremony.
On the day before the wedding the marriage payment is delivered
to the bride's house, where it is counted and publicly witnessed,
the amount being recorded on the government marriage certificate.
At the same time a procession of the bridegroom's relatives brings

small gifts, consisting of betel, tobacco, fish, meat and cakes. At
last the official request for the bride's hand is made, through a
long ceremonial dialogue, during which the bride's relatives make
a great show of reluctance. The bride and bridegroom are finally
allowed to sit together before two bonzes, and the betrothal is
made and blessed.
The actual wedding takes place the next day a t a formal feast
(soukwan).The feast is preceded by a ceremonial procession of
the bridegroom and his relatives who, symbolically and with much
horseplay and broad humor, must fight and bribe their way into
the bride's house enclosure. The bridegroom must also pay the
bride's servants or sisters to wash his feet before he is permitted
to ascend the ladder of the house. Elopements without this ceremony and the celebration do occur, especially when the man's
household cannot pay the marriage payment demanded by the
girl's father. If elopement marriages last, they are legitimized
later.
A man may take a second wife, but polygynous marriages are
restricted to the few wealthy and important men. A second wife
is always subordinate to the first wife in status, but no distinction
seems to be made between the children of the wives. Among royalty
and the very wealthy, polygyny was a t one time almost universal,
and numerous wives were clearly a mark of social distinction.
Ordinarily, a man joins his wife in her parents' household for
a time. The length of the stay of the newly married couple varies,
but i t ideally lasts about 2 years, long enough for the wife to have
borne her first child and seen it through the first difficult year.
During this period the husband is under his father-in-law's authority and has little independent status in the village. Most men,
therefore, prefer to establish their own households. As the peer
of other heads of households, a man is then part of the village
council and has a voice in the affairs of his village. By directing
his own affairs he is in a better position to build up the necessary
surpluses of wealth and thus raise his social status.
If a man has several daughters, he will have the services of
each of their husbands in turn, and the husband of the youngest
daughter will stay because his wife generally inherits the house
and house site.
Typically, a given household changes its composition, but its core
tends to be a single married couple. In addition to unmarried
children and married daughters and their husbands, the household
may from time to time be joined by divorced children of the core
couple or by other kin who need a home and can contribute to the
labor resources of the household.
The marital bond appears to be quite firm. Divorces are easy
to obtain, but they seem to be infrequent. The stability of the

union is reinforced by pressures from the two parental households
who, in addition to being kinsmen, are concerned about the marriage payment involved. Laziness and adultery are the two complaints most often mentioned as grounds for divorce, and either
is a sufficient ground for separation. As long as they live in a
parent's household, the husband and wife are both expected to
mold their own ambitions to those of the household and to work
industriously toward these ends. If they do not do so, either can
be rebuked by his own household and by other relatives who will
attempt to bring the deviant into line.
Toward adultery, sanctions and pressures are applied differently.
If a wife is guilty her husband can immediately divorce her, and
he may mobilize his own kin and demand damages from the offending man. If the husband is the guilty one he fears no rebuke or
divorce threat from his wife or her family, but if the affair has
involved a married woman he can expect demands from her
husband. If divorce does occur, daughters and very young sons
remain with the mother; older sons with their father.
From the point of view of kinship, the largest and most important ceremony for the individual is his final one-the
funeral.
More than any other ceremony pertaining to the cycle of life, the
funeral is marked by participation of the bonzes, who pray and
recite litanies from the beginning to the end of the proceedings
(see ch 11, Religion). The actual cremation may be postponed to
allow kindred from other villages to assemble and, a t times, for
invitations to the cremation to go out to important government
and church officials. The wealthier the individual the longer the
postponement and the larger and more elaborate the whole funeral
will be, for the cost of a funeral is computed in terms of the
maximum rather than the minimum that can be afforded. During
the period before cremation the household of the deceased maintains an open house, a t which all the people who came to pay their
respects are lavishly fed.
The funeral is more than an assemblage of friends and relatives
who have come to pay their respects. It is a ceremony a t which
all the important structural relationships of the deceased are
formally acknowledged and then severed one by one.

FAMILY AND KINSHIP IN TRIBAL COMMUNITIES
To the extent that they are known, the family and kinship
systems of the uplands ethnic groups differ from that of the Lao,
and they also vary from one hill people to another. Perhaps the
most marked difference is the occurrence of named patrilineal
descent groups among many of the uplands peoples in contrast
to the emphasis, among the Lao, on descent through both parents.
The Lao kindred is a cluster of kin varying in composition and

never quite the same for any two people except full siblings. A
patrilineal descent group (variously called a clan, lineage or sib)
consists of all people claiming descent exclusively through males
from a common male ancestor. In the Lao system a man may be
a member of more than one kindred, each of which is centered
on a different person. Where patrilineal descent groups occur,
a person is a member of only one such group, usually by birth,
occasionally by adoption.
A second difference, perhaps not a s pervasive as the first, lies
in the tendency of a number of the hill tribes to organize larger
households than the Lao. Such extended family households ideally
consist of a man, his wife (or wives) and one or more married
sons and their families.
There a r e some similarities between Lao and non-Lao family
patterns. Polygyny is permitted in virtually all groups, but i t is
not frequent and tends to be limited to a relatively few wealthy
men. Widespread among both Lao and a number of uplands groups
is the practice of bride service in some form. Here the husband or
prospective husband lives a t and works for the household of the
bride's parents, either in addition to or instead of marriage payments. In some cases the bride service persists until the marriage
payments are' made.

Tribal Tai
The composition of the household varies from one group to
another and within groups, the latter usually in relation to the
status of the family. For example, among the Lu nobility, married
sons remain under the paternal roof, but this is not usually the
case in commoner households. The same pattern appears to exist
among the Red Tai. The situation among the Black Tai is not clear.
Among some, a period of bride service is followed by permanent
residence of the married son in his father's household.
Perhaps more frequent in Laos (in contrast to North Vietnam),
temporary residence in the father's household is followed by the
married son's establishment of his own household. Given such a
sequence of residence, household composition varies, but a t any
particular time many households, especially those headed by men
old enough to have children of marriageable age, are likely to
contain more than one nuclear family. Thus, a man with a son
and daughter may have either or both, with their spouses, living
for a time in his household.
Available information suggests that the Black and Red Tai and
the Lu, a t least, have patrilineal descent groups of some kind.
Among the Black and Red Tai these groups a r e stratified with
two noble clans, two priestly clans and a number of commoner
groups. The Lu have patrilineal surname groups, also apparently

stratified. The clans of. the Black Tai do not affect the patterns of
marriage : a man may marry a woman of the same group. Among
the Red Tai and the Lu nobility (particularly those most influenced
by the Chinese), however, a man may not marry a woman of the
same patrilineal surname group. In all cases there i a tendency
to class endogamy; men marry women of the same c ass.
Except for the fact that clan names serve to distinguish nobles
from priestly and commoner groups, i t is not clear what corporate
functions the clans have. They may constitute religious congrega
tions in the Tribal Tai cult of the ancestors, but there is no explicit
information.
Marriage arrangements among the ruling clans or families in
all the Tai (non-Lao) groups appear to be arranged and relatively
formal. For the Lu, a t least, marriage choice among commoners
tends to be similar to that of the Lao. Public courtship occurs,
and the parents enter the process after the young couple has come
to an 'agreement.
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Mountain Mon-Khmer
Information on kinship and family patterns is available for
only two groups-Khmu
and Lamet-both
northern uplands
groups. The Khmu is perhaps the largest of the Mountain MonKhmer groups. The Lamet is one of the smaller ones, but it has
been more thoroughly described than any of the others. So little
is known of the southern uplands groups that a definite statement
on their kinship patterns cannot be made.
The Khmu household is quite variable in composition. The
husband of a newly married couple usually goes to live with his
wife's family for 3 or 4 years. The couple may then return to
the household of the husband's father or establish a n entirely new
household. A household rarely contains more than three nuclear
families, and households consisting of only one such family a r e
not uncommon.
The Khmu are organized into patrilineal descent groups (lineages), which regulate marriage in that members must marry outside the group. Except for the fact that these lineages are associated with and named for animal or plant totems, there is little
other information about them. They apparently have no political
functions or control over property.
A newly married man generally lives with his wife's family and
works for her father. If he is unable to make the necessary marriage payments, this arrangement becomes permanent. If the
marriage payments are made, the couple may move out, either
to the husband's father's house or, more usually, to establish
their own household.
A girl may be married any time after about the age of 14 ; boys

are usually a little older. It is preferred that a man marry his
mother's brother's daughter o r a more remote cousin called by
the same kinship term, that is another girl of the same generation
of the patrilineage from which his mother comes. There is, however, no information on the incidence of these preferred marriages.
Among the Lamet a household should ideally comprise a senior
couple, their unmarried children and their married sons and their
wives and children. A son, when first married, usually goes to
the house of his wife's father to perform bride service and returns
to his own father's house only after a period of roughly 3 years.
A wealthy man may escape this obligation by making high marriage payments.
When a man becomes a father he establishes his own household.
Parenthood is necessary to the achievement of full adult status,
and a separate household confirms it.
Even an extended family household is likely to consist of a
mixed group: the senior couple, a temporarily resident daughter
and son-in-law and a married son and his family, whose length
of residence is uncertain. In fact, nuclear family households are
more common than any other kind. If the parental generation is
left alone, the old couple may abandon the household and live as
subordinates in the household of one of their children.
In addition to the regular households, each village has a communal house in which unmarried males past the age of puberty
sleep. Young girls sleep a t home where they may receive young
men.
The Lamet are divided into seven patrilineal descent groups
or lineages, and in each village men from a t least two of these
groups are represented. Only a few activities are organized by
group affiliation-marriage, location of the house site in the village,
provision for strangers and ceremonial observances a t death. A
person may never marry a member of his own lineage. The villages
are divided into two sides according to the lineage of the household heads, and guests from other villages are always given hospitality by members of their own group. At death, the village divides
for ritual observances. The side and lineage to which the deceased
belonged becomes restricted and isolated until the other side of
the village restores and secures order in the supernatural realm
by ritual performance.
Premarital sexual relations are apparently part of the courtship
process, the boys leaving the communal house to visit the girls
who live in the parental house. The substantial marriage payments
are usually made in part, in the form of bride service, but the bride
also brings a dowry to the marriage. Polygyny is limited to wealthy
men who, among the Lamet, occupy a clearly defined status (see
ch 6, Social Structure).

Meo
Ideally, and fairly often in fact, the Meo household consists of
an extended family, in which sons bring their brides to live,
more or less permanently, in the household of their fathers. Sometimes the household persists as an extended family even after the
father's death, the eldest son becoming the head. A married son
may establish his own house after a brief period of postmarital
residence in his father's house, but the new house is normally near
his father's, and he remains under his father's authority.
The extended family, under the father's authority, is apparently
the significant producing and consuming unit, but the precise allocation of rights and responsibilities within the unit is not clear
except for an emphasis on the prerogatives of seniority.
The significant unit beyond the extended family is the patrilineal
clan, each of which has a name and a myth of origin. In some
cases a clan may be coextensive with a village, but more often
there are two and sometimes more clans represented in a village.
Available information does not make i t clear whether any one clan
is represented in more than one village.
The head of a clan is ordinarily its eldest man in the senior line.
I t is not clear what his secular powers and responsibilities are,
but he presumably represents the clan in its relations with other
clans. He is also believed to have special powers which permit him
to communicate with the clan's ancestors in specific rituals.
Seniority seems to be the major criterion for ordering relations
within the clan. A member of the group refers to others in i t as
his seniors and his juniors, and respectful address and behavior
are required of the latter to the former.
A man must marry a woman of another clan, and marriage is
thought of as a link between the clans of the spouses. Apparently
there is considerable freedom of choice. At the lunar new year
and other village festivals one village issues an invitation to
another, and a ball game involving the tossing of a ball and singing
between a line of girls and a line of boys permits them to meet.
Courtships are expected to follow. The boy visits the girl's village,
and a trial marriage may ensue. Formal marriage arrangements
are usually made by a paternal kinsman (elder brother or uncle),
and the arrangements include an agreement on the marriage payments and the date of the wedding. Although the prospective
husband may be helped by his close patrilineal kin, he has the
primary responsibility for accumulating the marriage payments.
Following the formal ritual the couple lives a t the house of the
husband's father, but the bride visits her family from time to
time.
Polygyny is permitted, and wealthy Meo often have more than

one wife. Even some who are not so well off may acquire a second
wife by marrying the wife of a deceased brother.
Traditionally, i t was customary for the eldest son to inherit
the bulk of his father's property, although his widow (or the
brother who married her) retained control until her death. Under
Lao influence there has been a tendency toward equal sharing of
the father's property by all the sons.
Other Tribal Peoples
Of the remaining groups, all of them small, only the Akha have
been described in any detail. Among the Akha the extended family
household seems to be the significant unit. A newly married man
and his wife join his father's household. If they eventually leave,
as they do in some Akha villages, they commonly live in a house
adjacent to that of the husband's father. It is not clear how much
authority the father then retains.
Although the evidence is not decisive, it seems that the Akha
have both patrilineal clans and lineages. The lineages are localized
segments of the clans. Lineages representing several clans may
be located in one village. A man or woman should and apparently
does marry outside his own lineage.
Of these kin-based groups, the extended family is probably the
important economic unit, producing most of its needs and consuming most of what i t produces. The head of the extended family
household holds title to movable property and to cultivated fields.
Public courtship, including antiphonal singing, and p.remarita1
sexual relationships mark the process of choosing a spouse among
the Akha, and marriage sometimes takes the form of elopement.
Alternatively, the consent of the families of the pair is obtained
and an exchange of gifts occurs. Formal marriage payments are
not usual, but they are made in some Akha communities.
The widow of a household head controls title to the property
until her death when i t is divided equally among all the children.
There is some indication, however, that the eldest son gets a
special share.
The Lahu (Like the Akha, a Tibeto-Burman-speaking group)
and the Man are reported to have patrilineal descent groups. In
the case of the Man a t least, one must marry outside his own group.
In both cases bride service a t the household of the wife's father
is a frequent occurrence. Data on household composition are
fragmentary and sometimes contradictory, but i t is likely that
small extended families and nuclear families are both fairly common and that the extended family when i t exists shifts its composition from time to time.

CHAPTER 8
LIVING CONDITIONS
In matters of health and sanitation, the people are in a transitional stage between traditional and modern Western practices.
Without abandoning all traditional ideas and methods, they have
accepted many of the concepts and procedures of modern medicine.
There are variations in the degree of this acceptance among
different classes and areas of the country, but even the better
educated may resort to both traditional practitioners and Westerntrained doctors and technicians.
Following the French colonial example, the government of Laos
assumed the basic responsibility for public health and medical
care when the country became independent. Relying heavily on
foreign aid, the government has made progress in continuing and
enlarging the modern health facilities first introduced by the
French. By 1966, however, there were still very few fully qualified
doctors in the country, and there was a great shortage of medical
and sanitation technicians of all sorts. Hospital facilities were
very limited and situated only in the larger towns. Dispensaries,
sometimes widely dispersed, and mobile clinics were the only local
sources of modern medical care available to the villagers. Group
hygiene and the general public attitude toward modern sanitation
did not meet modern scientific standards.
Traditionally, the rulers of Laos assumed very little responsibility for public welfare as i t is understood in the twentieth
century. The concept of governmental responsibility for group
welfare was introduced by the French, but their efforts in promoting social welfare started late and were no more than a beginning.
Although the government of independent Laos undertook to carry
on the work, it was hampered from the outset by domestic warfare, lack of funds, poor communications and the absence of any
general demand for or understanding of welfare programs.
In 1966 the country had no overall social welfare system. A
number of programs aimed a t raising the general level of living
and building a physical and social base for economic development
were in progress and were enjoying some success. The main
targets were countrywide improvement of ground communications
and development of basic facilities, such as schools, dispensaries,

markets and water supply in rural communities. The community
projects were intended not only to bring the dispersed and often
isolated rural people and ethnic minorities into a more modern
world but to integrate them in the national life and create a greater
sense of nationhood. Of more immediate importance was a program to care for several hundred thousand refugees displaced by
Pathet Lao activities. These were all enterprises of the central
government, but they depended heavily on technical and financial
aid from foreign sources-mainly the United States.
HEALTH
Attitudes Toward Disease and Medical Treatment
Although attitudes toward disease and medicine differ somewhat among the country's varied ethnic groups, some understanding of the pattern among the Lao can contribute to a basic grasp
of minority tribal patterns as well. The people are in a transitional
stage, and new concepts of health are being assimilated.
There a r e several traditional beliefs about the causes of specific
ailments, not all of which are compatible with Buddhist doctrines.
In general, diseases are thought to result from pathological causes,
the intervention of phi (spirits), the machinations of unfriendly
sorcerers or the departure from the body of 1 or more of its 32
souls (see ch 11, Religion).
Treatment for an ailment depends upon identification of the
causative factor. The herb doctor, who handles most cases, combines prayers and ritual formulas with the use of a variety of
herbs, roots, powdered bones and horns and other materials. Hi,.
knowledge, drawn from the traditional medical practices of India
and China, has been handed down orally from generation to
generation, usually within a single family. Most housewives know
a t least some of the more common remedies, which often have
therapeutic qualities found in Western formulas. The use of
chaulmoogra oil for leprosy is an outstanding example.
The people also relate disease to the Buddhist concept of the
transmigration of the soul. I t is believed that the body houses 32
souls (kwan),one for each bodily function or intellectual faculty.
Only when all 32 are present and working is the body well. If one
wanders off for some reason, the corresponding organ ceases to
function. In such cases the healer, who is usually an elderly bonze
(monk), must entice the wandering soul to return by performing
certain ritual acts.
Many Western medical techniques have now been accepted as
complementing, but not necessarily replacing, traditional practices,
From the outset, French army units provided medical services to
the civilian population wherever they operated. The Indochinese
Public Health and Medical Service, founded by the French, built

hospitals in the leading towns and established infirmaries or dispensaries, maternity centers and first aid stations in many rural
areas. Health officers were appointed for the provinces. The facilities of the Pasteur Institute, which manufactured drugs and vaccines and studied local health problems, and the Hanoi Medical
School and other French public health services and schools were
made available to the people.
S'ince independence, there has been increasing acceptance of
Western medical practices. In the early 196OPs,this was accelerated
by the government's special emphasis on making more modern
medical service available to the country people and on making
them aware of its value. In none of the villages, or even in
Vientiane, were facilities or the understanding of the need for
them fully adequate by 1966. Where available, they were eagerly
sought, but traditional practices continued to exist.
Sanitation

By tradition and preference, the people like to be clean. They
bathe frequently, using a harsh, locally made soap, but they do
so in contaminated water, which often infects them with various
diseases. The sanitation standards of many hill people, especially
the Mountain Mon-Khmer, are particularly poor by modern
standards.
Only a few major centers and villages have a sanitary water
supply, and still fewer have running water. Most of the villages
draw water for all purposes from the rivers and streams in the
rainy season and from unsanitary open wells in the dry season.
Ineffective disposal of human waste is the chief cause of water
pollution, resulting in much parasite infection. In most regions
even pit privies are not used.
Unsanitary food handling and eating habits are a source of
many infections. No protection is provided against flies and other
insects that are prevalent, refrigeration is available to very few
families and no system of domestic food preservation is practiced
except pickling, drying or smoking. The habit of eating raw meat
and fish causes many parasite infections.
Meals are customarily served in a common bowl set on the
floormat, around which the entire family sits; all dip their hands
into the bowl. Hands are usually washed before and after eating,
but the water used is often polluted. Chopsticks are used by many
mountain Tribal Tai and by some other hill people of relatively
recent migration from China.
Sanitation was being improved during the early 1960's, but by
1966 there was still no adequate sewage disposal system in operation anywhere in the country. Septic tanks were found in some
towns, but indoor toilets were generally lacking, and concrete out-

door latrines were too costly to construct. A beginning, however,
had been made toward the establishment of adequate fresh water
supplies. Under a United States foreign aid program, village wells
were being brought in a t the rate of about 200 per year. In
Vientiane a filter plant and water system had been installed by
Japan as part of a war reparations project, and an agreement
for a loan to provide piped water in Luang Prabang had been made
with the Federal Republic of 'Germany. In addition, attention was
being given to teaching sanitation in schools and in rural adult
education classes.
Disease

During the early 1960's modern medicine was making progress
in controlling the diseases which had long been endemic to the
country, to its great disadvantage. Many maladies continued to
exist as major health problems, but inoculations, increased public
health facilities and related programs introduced by the government of the country or by cooperating foreign agencies, both
public and private, were making a good start toward improving
the general standard of health.
The bad effect of inadequate sanitation on the incidence of
disease is made worse in Laos by a climate that favors the survival
of insects and other disease vectors outside the human body.
Mosquitoes are abundant the year round, and the innumerable
mosquito breeding places in the forests, rice paddies and watercourses challenge even the most extensive control measures. Flies
of various kinds, Iice, fleas and mites-all disease carriers-thrive
in the environment. Because of inadequacies in the normal diet,
there is malnutrition among all age groups, which accounts for
dietary deficiency diseases and for a lowering of resistance to
infection.
Malaria is endemic to all parts of the country, and in 1966 i t
was the most important single cause of sickness, physical inefficiency and premature death. There are regional variations in
the incidence of malaria, but, as a whole, about 50 percent of
the country's inhabitants were estimated to suffer from the disease
in the early 1960's. The government had a mosquito control program to eliminate breeding places around the main towns and
many of the villages, and the people were learning to make increasing use of personal protection, such as mosquito nets and
insect repellents. Dengue fever, transmitted by several species of
the Aedes mosquito, is fairly widespread and frequent; such
dangerous mosquito-borne diseases as yellow fever, filariasis and
encephalitis have not been reported.
Upper respiratory diseases and pneumonia are common, particularly in the cooler regions of the country. The extent of prevalence

of tuberculosis was not known during the early 19607s,but i t was
not thought to be a major problem. Because of contaminated water
and soil pollution there is much dysentery, and the same conditions
invite typhoid fever, cholera and intestinal parasitism. Many
people are vaccinated against cholera, but typhoid inoculation is
less common.
Smallpox occurs in some areas despite fairly extensive vaccination programs. Typhus fever, including the bush or scrub
typhus transmitted by a mite, are known to be present, and there
are several types of relapsing fever. Substantial incidence of trachoma is caused mainly by the great numbers of flies found
around inhabited places. Venereal diseases are widespread, with
the heaviest incidence occurring in the towns along the Mekong
River. Gonorrhea is the most common type. There is some leprosy,
especially in the southern part of the country; most cases are unregistered and untreated, although there are several leprosariums.
Medical Personnel and Facilities

In 1966 the country had very few fully qualified doctors, and
most appear to have been foreigners. The majority of the other
medical practitioners had received limited medical training, usually
in Vietnam or in Cambodia or, since 1957, in the government's 4year medical college in Vientiane. Nurses trained to modern
Western standards were almost unknown, but there were about
400 practical nurses with state certificates, who had limited formal
and practical training, and several hundred midwives. Training
of domestic medical personnel in all categories was accelerating
in 1966, but a shortage of well-qualified medical personnel was
expected to continue for a number of years.
By 1966 over 600 persons had been trained or were under training in programs wholly or partly financed by United States foreign
aid. The most important program was being conducted by Operation Brotherhood-a cooperative enterprise originally sponsored
by the Junior Chambers of Commerce of the Philippine Islands,
the United States and several other countries. Staffed by Filipino
technical and administrative professionals and assisted by Laotian
personnel whom i t had trained, Operation Brotherhood operated
in 1966 under a United States foreign aid contract which fully
funded its activities and provided for use of the organization as
the principal United States agency for medical care and training
in Laos. The Laotian Government was taking steps to increase
its participation in the operations, with the objective of integrating them in the national public health program.
In 1966 Operation Brotherhood, often referred to as OB, operated 6 hospitals and furnished the personnel necessary to run
a government hospital in Saravane. These hospitals served also

as training centers for technicians and auxiliary nurses. Mobile
units, operating from the hospitals, made periodical visits to
nearby villages to give physical examinations, carry out immunization programs and conduct projects aimed a t protecting the
health of mother and child. Operation Brotherhood also operated
over 20 rural dispensaries and was the country's principal training agency for nurses, through its 2-year nurse's training course
in Vientiane.
In 1966 there were over 1,000 hospital beds in the portion of
the country under government control. Of these, about 600 were
in 6 hospitals administered by the Ministry of Public Health. The
largest, Mahosot Hospital in Vientiane, had 164 beds in 1964
and was operated with French assistance. Hospitals in Luang
Prabang and Thakhek, with a total capacity of about 175 beds,
received British assistance under the Colombo Plan, and Operation Brotherhood operated a 60-bed unit a t Saravane. The Ministry
itself financed and staffed hospitals with a total of some 200 beds
a t Savannakhet and Pakse.
The Operation Brotherhood hospitals were a t Vientiane, Paksong, Sayaboury, Attopeu, Keng Kok and Vang Vieng and had
a total capacity of 250 beds. The United States foreign aid program provided a 100-bed hospital a t Sam Thong, while Indian
medical teams maintained hospitals a t Vientiane and Pak Sane
with a total of 90 beds.
About 110 government-operated rural dispensaries and mobile
clinics were in operation during 1964, and 235 such units were
operated with United States aid, primarily in connection with
rural self-help and refugee programs. The government facilities
were estimated to have case loads of about 90,000 annually, and
the case load for the aid-assisted installations was about 750,000.
I n many cases, village facilities are in areas where the government is in competition with the Pathet Lao. Villagers have been
known to walk 30 or more miles, sometimes from dissident areas,
in order to receive dispensary treatment for themselves or medicine
for their families.
The Ministry of Public Health's draft budget allocation for
fiscal year 1967 (July 1, 1966-June 30, 1967) was K420 million
(approximately K240 equaled US$1 a t the official exchange rate).
This amount was somewhat higher than that for the previous
year, and the Ministry was able, with considerable foreign assistance, to finance a substantial part of the urban medical program.
In rural areas, however, the greater part of medical care was
furnished directly o r indirectly by the United States.

PATTERNS OF LIVING AND 'LEISURE
The traditional calendar is a complicated combination of the
lunar and the solar with adjustment by insertion of various intercalary days, resulting in the loss of only 1day every 61 years. The
Gregorian calendar is now used for dating the business of government and in all contact with the modern world, but i t is little
used or understood outside the capital and provincial towns. In
more remote areas it is still a fairly common practice not to use
a calendar a t all but to consult astrologers with regard to holidays
and to date the birth of a child not from a calendar date but from
such natural events as the flooding of a river or the planting of
a tree.
Some holidays are fixed by the Gregorian calendar and some
by the traditional. The customary legal holidays, usually 15 in
number but frequently supplemented by special days of rest, are
based on both calendar systems. The Gregorian New Year's Day
is observed, but the variable, traditional New Year's Day is also
celebrated toward the beginning of the monsoon rains and is the
occasion for an elaborate 3-day celebration, during the course
of which everyone douses everyone else with water. At this time
offerings are made to the spirit of the fields, and planting starts.
Independence Day, July 19, is set according to the Gregorian
calendar.
In addition to the regular holidays and the generally recognized
weekly day of rest, importance is given to the cycle of rice cultivation. Symbolic significance is attached to the times of planting,
transplanting and harvesting of the grain. On these occasions
semireligious ceremonies are called for, with animal sacrifices on
behalf of the leading spirit of the ricefields.
In practice, the wet and the dry seasons have more effect on
the leisure and working patterns of the rural majority than do
the generally recognized weekly days of rest and the national
holidays. The beginning of the monsoon rains a t the end of April
or beginning of May means the busy planting time. Throughout
the latter part of the growing season, until the rains terminate in
October, people are free from intensive work. The dry season
brings new activity corresponding to the harvest. During the
December-January period of harvesting the rice, all members of
rural families are so busy in the fields that school attendance
suffers severely.
The amount of leisure time and how it is enjoyed vary somewhat between urban and rural people and among ethnic groups.
In general, however, a high value is placed on leisure, and a Laotian is notably casual about time and appointments. The value
placed on leisure is accompanied by a love for organizing village

feasts (buon) , which are often extended late into the night. These
festive occasions are about the only form of organized entertainment available in the rural communities.
Urban life is cast in a more formal mold and has more outlets
for leisure, which is usually devoted by the convivial Laotian to
mixing with his fellows, listening to storytellers and participating
in festivals. Ethnic Lao and minority groups alike are addicted
to fishing in all areas along the Mekong River and its tributaries.
During the dry season several families or even an entire village
may organize a collective fishing expedition; during the rainy
season, flooded rice paddies may be seined by a large village group.
LIVING STANDARDS
Living standards are high by East Asian standards. By their
own standards the majority of the people are adequately fed,
housed and clothed. Exceptions are most likely to be found among
the minority tribal peoples, or among groups displaced by military
action. Class differences exist, but the Western-educated and
Western-oriented aristocracy is small, and its basic tastes in the
matters of diet and dress are not f a r removed from general
standards.
Diet

The people eat moderately and are satisfied with simply prepared foods. In 1964 the caloric content of the daily diet of the
average person was estimated a t 1,900 calories. The cooking is
considered very palatable by some foreigners, but the diet is sometimes deficient in proteins, minerals and vitamins. There is great
dependence on vegetables, less than 5 percent of the diet consisting
of food of animal origin. Meat is eaten perhaps once a week, and
chickens are used as egg producers rather than as fowl for consumption. Fresh milk is not used, but evaporated or powdered
milk is given to small children in urban areas. Although the
Mekong River and its tributaries abound in fish, there is no commercial fishing. Consequently, fish tends to be in short supply
in the towns, and imported dried fish and tinned sardines are
familiar items on the store shelves.
Rice, the basic item in the diet, is so important that in the
Laotian language the word "eat" is synonymous with the term
"eat rice." It is served a t almost every meal. Corn, the second most
important staple, particularly in hill tribe areas, is consumed much
less than rice. Because of transportation difficulties, much of the
rice for town use can more readily be imported from Tha:iland
than procured from domestic hinterland areas, and the country is
a substantial rice importer. The crudely milled product processed
in villages by foot-and-hand pounders is actually more nourishing,

but the polished rice from Thailand is preferred by the urban
population. The countryman devotes over half of his working hours
to growing enough rice to sustain his family. The average urban
government clerk is estimated to spend about one-seventh of his
salary on rice alone.
Even in times of rice crop failure there is rarely real hunger
in the lowland regions, for there are a number of secondary crops
to fall back on, some planted a s a safety measure as well as a
dietary supplement. Roots and fruits are also available in the
forests along the rivers, near the main populated areas, and enough
foreign aid funds have been available in recent years to finance
imports of supplemental rice suppliers. For the mountain tribes,
who lack the resources of the lowland dwellers, failure of the
main crops of mountain rice and corn is a more serious problem.
In the uplands, crop failure for any reason can mean near starvation.
Clothing
Western clothing, particularly for work wear, is rapidly supplanting the traditional, colorful, and often costly costumes of
the country's varied ethnic groups. Through much of Laos, particularly in the southern provinces, work dress is likely to consist
of old or nondescript garments. For men, Western shorts and a
slipover shirt or perhaps no shirt a t all are worn. For women,
the customary garment is a skirt and blouse, either of local fabrication or foreign made. In rural areas preadolescent children are
permitted to run about almost naked.
Except for the more prosperous and the urban dwellers most
influenced by Western ways, people of all ages rarely wear shoes.
Readymade clothing from Hong Kong and other Southeast Asian
manufacturing centers is becoming very popular, but most work
and festival clothing is made in the home. Hand-looming of cloth
is still customary, but imported cloth is increasing in popularity.
On festival occasions traditional attire continues to predominate,
and only the most Westernized men wear Western clothes. Even
these men are likely to revert to'laotian costume on special occasions, a t least to the extent of wearing the sampot (the traditional baggy knee-length trousers) below a Western coat and shirt.
Most of the women consider that formal occasions demand the
colorful Laotian skirt with its customary band of silver or gold
thread embroidered around the bottom. I n place of the sash that
once served as a top to the costumes, however, the women now
add embroidered short- or long-sleeved jackets and blouses of
velvet or native silk.
The Laotian skirt is a special source of pride to the women,
who usually own several of these costly and laboriously produced

homewoven garments. However casual a woman may be about her
attire around the home, she puts on a traditional skirt when going
out in public. In the northern provinces the skirt may be worn
even while housework is being done. Styles change slowly, and
women's attire may be handed down from mother to daughter.
Housing

For most of the population, housing is simple. Materials are
supplied by the neighboring forest, and the labor is performed by
the householder, his family and possibly his neighbor. The typical
Laotian house is rectangular and is built on long poles rising to
and supporting the roof. The floorbeams rest on niches in the poles,
6 to 8 feet above the ground. Walls may be made of planks, bamboo
or woven matting. Floors are usually made of planks, but they
may also be made of bamboo. The roofs are usually thatched.
The single floor has a veranda, which in the better homes is
usually roofed and serves as a common room for the family. Meals
are served and guests are received here. Inside the house, a partition stretching its length divides the main area into two parts,
the one nearer the veranda providing passageway to the sleeping
cubicles into which the other side is divided. The various interior
partitions may not reach to the eaves or ceiling and may be made
of woven matting or curtains to allow a free flow of air. The
passageway, if large enough, also serves as a common room. Only
close relatives or intimate friends will be admitted beyond the
common rooms. There are no heating facilities, even though
blankets and coats may be needed in winter.
The interior is somewhat dark. At night i t is lighted by candles
or lamps burning kerosene or native-made oil. Electricity is available only in the larger urban areas, and the supply is uncertain
and restricted even there. Furnishings are simple. Mattresses or
sleeping mats, cushions, stools, blankets, chests, floormats, and
pots constitute the inventory.
The area beneath the house serves as a stable for farm animals.
Beneath the veranda may be found the loom and dye vats and the
shop for repair or manufacture of farming and household tools
and equipment. The harvest may be stored in the attic or in a
separate storehouse. Cooking is done in a separate building, often
connected by a walkway. Sometimes the kitchen is combined with
the storehouse.
Houses of families with higher living standards are larger and
customarily of wooden construction, but they usually retain the
thatch roofing. The wealthy have homes with wooden plank or
tile floors and tile o r corrugated iron roofs. In towns, brick is
becoming increasing popular as a building material for the more

substantial dwellings, and a few have two-story villas built in
the French style.
There is no evidence of a housing shortage in the countryside,
where land is plentiful and dwellings can be cheaply constructed.
In fact, these are frequently abandoned. Some villages move to
new locations after a few years; nearly all relocate within 50
years. In contrast, there is a pronounced and increasing housing
shortage in urban areas; as early as 1960 this shortage was
described as critical, and many of the existing dwellings were
classed as substandard. In the early 1960's i t was estimated that
about 20 percent of the population of Vientiane, the most crowded
city, had an average of seven people living in a single room. Housing construction in Vientiane fell f a r short of the 3,500 new units
which were estimated in 1961 to be required annually.
Consumption Patterns

The rural family and village are remarkably self-sufficient.
Each family supplies so much of its own needs that there are only
a few specialized village artisans. The family produces its own
food, makes its own tools, clothing and fishing gear and builds
its own house, boat and cart. It is dependent on outsiders for a
few items, such as iron products from the local smithy, kerosene,
soap and salt. Few industrial manufacturers are required, except
in the towns where foodstuffs also have to be imported. Some
foreign products, such as work clothes and tools, however, are
becoming more common in the countryside, especially in farm
villages of the south.
Tobacco and betel nut are used. The tobacco is usually grown
by the farm villager himself or acquired locally. Opium is used
as a painkiller, even for children, but there appears to be little
addiction to the drug. Some hill tribes consume a s well as produce
it.
In general, the ethnic Lao rarely drink alcohol except for occasional ritual purposes. People of the hill tribes consume i t in
greater quantities. The Mountain Mon-Khmer use alcohol chiefly
for ritual purposes, but these rites may become virtual drinking
contests for the entire village and its guests.
The people generally are little concerned, beyond the subsistence
level, with material matters except where they play a part in the
festivals. Hoarding o r hiding of wealth is not customary. If a
Lao family enjoys increased prosperity, the increase is customarily
invested in women's jewelry. This is also true of most of the ethnic
minority groups. Many tribal women may be seen wearing a heavy
burden in silver bracelets and sometimes gold collars, necklaces
and leg rings. Some of the Mountain Mon-Khmer men possess

jewelry and similar finery as a means of storing and demonstrating
their wealth.
As important to the family as its own living requirements, a r e
its contributions to the pagoda, the bonzes and the frequent festivals that revolve around the Buddhist-oriented life. Every family
contributes according to its abilities. A family's usual daily food
contribution to the bonzes is about two bowls of rice and corresponding quantities of other available food. Additional gifts
are made on special occasions. Preparations for festivals at the
pagoda may be both costly and time consuming, occupying the
whole village population for days in advance.

WELFARE
Western concepts of public welfare are recent innovations.
Traditionally, the rulers of the country's principalities assumed
little responsibility for public well-being beyond providing for
foreign defense, general internal policing and overall protection
of religious institutions. In cases of serious natural disaster, taxes
might be remitted, but no active measures were taken.
The basic social structure was founded on the tightly organized
and cohesive village community (see ch 6, Social Structure).
Thousands of villages, usually each with its pagoda, were individual, self-contained, self-sufficient economic, political and social
units. Village self-sufficiency in public welfare matters was complete, so f a r a s the problems were recognized. Unemployment as
a social problem did not exist in the lowland ethnic Lao subsistencefarming community, and the aged and otherwise handicapped were
supported within the family. The only insurance needed was the
certainty that the change of the seasons would bring a new crop.
These conditions. persist in large degree among the ethnic Lao,
and there is still more pronounced isolation and self-dependence
in community welfare among the ethnic minorities.
Traditionally, the country's rulers had neither cause nor inclination to intervene in matters of public welfare. Intermediate
government centers, such a s the muong (district), were concerned
solely with general administration and tax collection. The royal
court found little reason for concern about things which normally
took care of themselves. If natural disasters took place, they were
the result of causes beyond the power of the prince to resist or
remedy.
The result was that first the family and then the viIlage looked
after their own. If disaster struck one of the villagers, his family
and neighbors helped him. Villages cooperated when flood or
typhoon brought destruction to the ricefields and dwellings, but
no aid was expected from the government or from the local aristoc-

racy. There is, thus, no tradition of public service or charity by
private secular or religious associations.
Under French colonial rule, welfare activities by the government were limited largely to the establishment of public health
facilities. The French also introduced the first sanitary regulations
and the first social welfare legislation. In cases of large-scale
natural disasters, government aid was provided to the affected
areas. Some other welfare activities were also initiated by private
secular and missionary organizations which founded and operated
orphanages and leper colonies. French efforts in social welfare,
which started late, penetrated barely below the provincial level,
and the institutions were generally local in scope.

The Role of Government
When independent Laos undertook the construction of a fullfledged government, on the French model, the requisite top structure was provided. The creation of a national Mi3istry of Health
out of the former French health services was followed in 1948 by
the formation of the Ministry of Social Assistance. The new ministry assumed responsibility for the protection of the population in
matters of health, sanitation, living conditions and labor, whereas
the Ministry of Health was concerned more with the care of those
already ailing. By 1966 the division of Cabinet responsibilities had
been reassigned. Primary responsibilities devolved upon the Ministry of Public Works and Transport, the Ministry of Public
Health and the Ministry of the Interior and Social Welfare. Lack
of money and of trained personnel, as well as the lack of a feeling
of need on the part of the people, was impeding the government's
work, but social welfare officers were being trained. Foreign aid
was furnishing technical advice and funds.
In 1966 the government maintained a retirement and disability
system with survivors' benefits for its civil employees, the armed
forces and the police. The system was administered by the Ministry
of Finance's National Pension Service. In general, full pensions
are awarded to employees with 30 years' service a t the age of
65, but reduced pensions are given without regard to age upon
request for retirement after 30 years of service. Full retirement
benefits are calculated a t 2 percent of the annual salary received
during the last 6-month period before retirement multiplied by
the number of years of employment. Reduced pensions are also
available under certain circumstances after 20 years of service or
for physical disability. The system is financed by a 6-percent deduction from the employee's hase salary. Except for this pension
system there was no governmental social security program.

Rural Self-Help
Rural self-help programs comprised one of the main features
of United States civil assistance to the country during the early
1960's. Other foreign governments and multilateral organizations
have contributed to rural programs, but largely for major public
works projects, such as bridges, roads and airfields.
In 1966 the rural programs sponsored by the United States with
the active cooperation of the government of Laos were aimed a t
contributing to the security of the countryside, establishing a
mutually confident relationship between the government and the
rural population and assisting in raising rural living standards.
The programs were applied to groups or clusters of villages potentially suitable for shared facilities and interrelated economic
and social development. They were initiated on a large scale in
1964, because earlier aid projects, having been designed to meet
specific needs in small rural areas, were achieving piecemeal
results rather than leading to a comprehensive goal.
By early 1966,12 clusters had been established under the Village
Cluster Program. They included nearly 900 villages with over
235,000 inhabitants. Projects carried out in the clusters included
building or repairing schools and dispensaries, bringing in wells
for water supply, constructing public markets and building or
improving roads, bridges and irrigation systems. The largest
cluster project in late 1966 was the Sedone Valley Development
Program, which involved some 650 villages with over 140,000 inhabitants in Vapikhamthong, Saravane and Sedone Provinces. The
remainder of the cluster villages were in Luang Prabang, Vientiane, Sayaboury, Borikhane, Savannakhet, Khammouane and
Attopeu Provinces. Some of the villages were located in areas of
marginal security.
Cluster activities stress the improvement of physical facilities
as a means of altering village attitudes and behavioral patterns
conducive to economic and social advancement. Villagers, in accordance with the basic concept of rural self-help, share with
government and United States advisers the responsibility for
choosing, planning and implementing specific projects. Through
this process it is intended that the villagers learn to accept their
government not simply as an institution which from time to time
attempts to impose taxes, but one which can help meet their basic
needs.
Late in fiscal year 1965 the Forward Area Program was undertaken to supplement the Village Cluster concept by meeting critical
short-range needs in areas too remote to warrant the establishment
of clusters and in areas of marginal security. The program concentrates on rapid construction of small schools, dispensaries,

dams and roads. As in the case of the Village Cluster Program,
interest of the government in the ,welfare of the villagers and their
need to contribute self-help are stressed. Forward Area projects,
unlike those of the Village Cluster, are of short duration. It is
contemplated that usually after a year the highly mobile Forward
Area team will move on to a new site, although help is to continue
on the basis of periodic visits by experts.
The government of Laos contributes land for structures erected
in connection with the Village Cluster and Forward Area Programs, as well as the technical assistance of the various ministries
concerned. Self-help by the villagers often includes the provision
of materials, such as brick and lumber, as well a s labor. Foreign
financial and technical assistance is furnished entirely by the
United States, with the exception of a few technicians assigned
late in 1966 by the 'United Nations.
Some urban improvements corresponding to those under the
rural programs have been accomplished in Vientiane under United
States auspices. These have included cleaning the city, construction
of playgrounds and parks and instruction in environmental sanitation. In addition, the United States Agency for International
Development has constructed and administers the Rural Development Center in Vientiane, which serves as headquarters for rural
projects in the provinces.
During the early 1960's the government of Laos provided full
cooperation and as much budgetary help as was practicable in
training nationals for duties connected with economic and social
development. The training was directed primarily a t support of
the rural programs. Considerable assistance was given by international organizations and foreign countries. Among the latter,
the Colombo Plan states and France furnished significant help.
United States assistance in training was of particular importance. Between 1955 and 1966 the United States financed training
courses abroad, most of short duration, for nearly 1,600 Laotians.
The majority were sent to Thailand, where language barriers were
a t a minimum. Others went to the Philippines, Taiwan, Japan and
a few to the United States and Cambodia. In addition, during the
fiscal years 1955 through 1966 the United States aid program
supported much, but not all, of the short-term programs for
training within the country. Formal course trainees supported by
the United States were reported to be over 5,000 and on-the-job
training was reported to be almost 1,300.
Refugees
Refugee welfare has been a problem ever since the country
became independent. In the early 1950's a flow of immigrants
from North Vietnam and Communist China strained the resources

of the government and of voluntary private organizations. Later,
the Pathet Lao insurgents commenced active warfare against
government forces, and what was to become a flood of refugees
began to leave disputed areas. By late 1966 their number had
reached about 250,000, a t least a tenth of the country's total population, and the flow was continuing.
Most have come from the north, and the majority have been
located in camps in secure northern areas. Some are persons driven
from their homes by Communists ; others have fled in advance of
Communist intrusion. There are also the families of hill tribesmen
who have retreated to government-controlled areas while their
own men remain to defend their villages. Meo families are the
most numerous in the last-named group.
The first step in dealing with this problem has involved assembling the displaced persons in safe areas and supplying them with
the necessities of life, usually by airlift or parachute drop. The
next phase has been the relocation in temporary village sites of
hill people who, i t is assumed, will ultimately return to their
mountain homes. There has also been a resettlement program
primarily involving the movement of lowland refugees to new
areas, where they are given assistance in making what are expected to be permanent homes.
Initially, the assistance to refugees was financed almost entirely
by the United States, but in 1966 the government of Laos was
beginning to assume a portion of the financial burden. During
fiscal year 1967 the government planned to place 10 social welfare
officers in refugee areas, their costs to be funded from the national
budget. It planned also to assume a more significant role in the
provision of refugee supplies.
The United Kingdom and Japan have contributed to the cost of
constructing resettlement installations near Vientiane. The United
Nations agencies and the United Kingdom have joined the United
States in furnishing technical assistance in refugee matters, and
Australia has donated commodities. Roman Catholic charities and
other private organizations have also participated, and Operation
Brotherhood has been a vital factor in furnishing medical care.
Late in 1966 the refugee problems were still formidable. Some
160,000 refugees in the northern provinces came empty-handed,
with basic living needs requiring satisfaction on an emergency
basis. About 40,000 displaced persons in Xieng Khouang and
Houa Phan Provinces and about 10,000 in Houa Khong and Luang
Prabang Provinces had to be relocated a t least temporarily. There
was also the task of resettlement of 40,000 refugees, already in
part accomplished, in the Mekong lowlands.
The ultimate significance of the refugees may not be clear for

some years. If the government, with or without foreign assistance,
is able satisfactorily to relocate or resettle the estimated 10 percent
of the total population that has fled from the Pathet Lao, the
political and social side effects could be great. These are people
from the remote countryside who have little, if any, sense of
nationality and in the past have been thoroughly content with
their village life. They have, however, found the Pathet Lao sufficiently distasteful to abandon their homes and accept the help
of a government almost unknown to them. If they are helped to
fashion satisfactory new lives, they may well find the sense of
national identity which the government of Laos is anxious to
encourage.

CHAPTER 9

EDUCATION
Since the early 1950's the government has devoted great attention to developing a modern school system capable of enlarging the
very limited educational opportunities available in the country and
geared to the needs of economic and social advancement. Some
measure of the progress made toward the goal is indicated by the
fact that by 1966 there were about 150,000 young people attending
school in the country compared to an enrollment of less than
50,000 in 1964.
The problems faced by the government in pursuing its program
are similar in their broader aspect to those affecting all other
services performed by the government for the people. They stem
from the fact that independence in 1953 and the consequent forced
assumption of responsibility moved ahead of general social development which in a more leisurely evolution would have provided
a sounder foundation.
In the pre-French days, in accordance with Buddhist thought,
the priests were assumed to be the natural teachers of the whole
way of life, and education was wholly within the pagoda compound
(see ch 11, Religion). The founding of a secular school system by
the French after they had established their rule was a direct result
of their need for French-speaking government employees, preferably with some Western orientation. Virtual competition between
the systems was inevitable. Under French influence, functions
gradually merged, and the pagoda system, even though i t never
disappeared, went into eclipse before the secular system reached
any high state of development.
After World War I1 the two systems were officially merged
under a colonial ministry of education. Both were still government
controlled in 1966, with increased definition of the functions of
each system. Compulsory secular education was decreed in 1951,
and a graded school system was established.
The educational system has grown considerably since the count r y attained independence, despite a number of fundamental
obstacles that continued to confront the authorities in 1966.
Political instability and armed conflict have interfered with
orderly development. There has been a lack of funds for expansion,

lack of trained teachers and administrators, lack of higher education for all but the few educated outside the country and vast
ethnic diversity. As a consequence, in 1966 the school attendance
had not reached a desirable level, distribution of the attendance
remained geographically and socially uneven and the educational
system as a whole had achieved only a limited extension to the
ethnic minorities.
EDUCATION IN THE PAST
Traditional

Traditional education was eminently practical. Boys were taught
manual arts in the pagoda schools so that they could become heads
of families in a subsistence economy; in the homes, girls were
taught to become housewives. All were taught reverence for their
religion and their king and the ideals of polite living, including
the a r t of versification. These were the skills and knowledge
needed to participate in society.
The Buddhist monks (bonzes), as the sole repositories of formal
knowledge, were schoolmasters of the boys. A child was turned
over to the head bonze of the local pagoda, usually a t the age of
9 or 10. He subjected the boy to a strict discipline, but with
Buddhist regard for human dignity. Reproaches and abusive language were never used, even when corporal punishment was
administered with a rattan switch.
Although every male was supposed to enter a pagoda during
his youth, there was no compulsory term of education for the lay
student, who might or might not pursue his studies to the extent
that would qualify him for ordination as a monk. Boys entered
and left the courses a t the will of their families, according to the
need for their services a t home, or even sometimes according to
their own desires. Teachers were monks or laymen who had once
been monks, all appointed by the head of the pagoda. Schedules
were not highly systematized ; the monks had many other tasks and
obligations, and ceremonies and fetes were frequent. Classes were
held in an open-sided pavilion in the courtyard. There was no
formal registration.
Following a system as ancient as the Kingdom of Lan Xang,
the full curriculum ideally included the study of religious texts;
tam characters, in which the texts, sermons and prayers in Pali
and Sanskrit were written; the Lao language, including the rules
of versification; religious ethics; domestic ethics, as exemplified
by maxims and sayings ; basic law, divination, medicine and politics; commentary on history and legend ; geography; and calligraphy, to permit the copying of ancient texts with style and distinction. Manual training in the utilitarian, artistic and religious fields
was also included.

Not all pagoda schools were equipped with enough texts or
instructors of high enough attainments to pursue the whole traditional program. All degrees of competence were represented ; the
schools in the more important towns were the most advanced. It is
probable that the majority of pagoda schools taught little more
than the Laotian Thai language and tradition, along with an oral
grounding in Buddhist doctrine and much practical manual training. Because of the lack of writing materials a t the village schools,
instruction was oral, with much memory training and singing
and many recited verses.
The schools, nevertheless, supplied graduates for both the
permanent priesthood and the mandarinate; in the latter case
candidates often owed their chances of obtaining a post to family
status (see ch 6, Social Structure). In theory, however, lack of
high birth was no bar to attaining rank in government service.
Because the vows of priesthood were not binding for life, many
monks left the pagoda or monastery for government posts.
Attainment in the pagoda schools, even when the student did
not join the priesthood, was recognized by the granting of titles
or honorifics-for
instance, maha for one qualified in Pali, and
nak tham for one who has passed an examination in dharma (body
of Buddhist doctrine). This practice continues to the present day.

French Secular Schools
As soon as the French protectorate was well established, the
French administrators, to fill the need for secretary-interpreters
and, later, minor functionaries, in 1902 and 1905 established two
schools of adult education for this purpose. Inevitably, this school
system expanded to include the elementary grades for children.
Teachers a t first were French, but soon were supplemented by
imported Vietnamese (who had already learned French) ; in 1909
a teacher training college was founded a t Vientiane for the purpose
of retraining monks as teachers in the secular system. This was
followed in 1911 by the establishment of three more teachers
colleges at Luang Prabang, Savannakhet and Pakse. The introduction of the traditional teacher, the monk, into the secular school
system pleased the people, but the experiment was not entirely
successful. Too many, after their course a t the college, sought civil
service posts where pay and the opportunity for advancement were
better.
With all of these evident handicaps, the secular school system
spread slowly. Where the schools existed (principally in the provincial towns and an increasing number of larger villages) they
competed with the pagoda schools and, because their curricula
pointed toward government employment, tended to overshadow

them in importance, despite the smallness of the secular enrollment.
Systemization increased under a French order of 1917, which
made the Laotian schools part of the common system for all Indochina. Under this order six grades were established, and standards
of supervision and teacher qualification were set. I n addition to
the graded school system "village" schools were authorized-the
village to provide the.sehoo1 building and a house for the teacher,
the government to provide the teacher and the school materials.
The war years brought a resurgence of national pride, with a
reawakened interest in education, replacing the apathy and discouragement apparent during the depression years of the 1930's.
Enrollment of 14,700 in 1946 represented a substantial increase
over that of a decade earlier, and many more schools were demanded. than the number of qualified teachers could support.
Manual training schools were also established after World War
11. A school a t Khong undertook the revival of the a r t of the silversmith; one for fine weaving was set up a t Pakse; and one for
ironworking and woodworking was established a t Vientiane. A
few young students were sent abroad to the School of Artistic
Mechanics a t Saigon, the Technical and Industrial School a t Hanoi
and the School of Cambodian Arts a t Phnom Penh.
During this period some tribal schools were established for a
few of the sedentary hill people. In 1944 the six tribal schools had
some 250 pupils. Mobile schools, established to move with seminomadic hill people, had 600 pupils. In the northern provinces,
which in the early 1940's still constituted the Kingdom of Luang
Prabang, a network of rural schools was opened. Most of the
students in rural areas were Laotian, but the majority of the
pupils in provincial towns and the capital were Vietnamese. In
March 1945 the Tafforin Graded School unit in Vientiane had a
total of 2,000 pupils, 1,150 of whom were Vietnamese and 850
Laotian.
During the latter part of French rule the pagoda schools made
some attempts to modernize their curriculum by including the
teaching of French and arithmetic. The attempts met with no
great success, for the teaching monks were inadequately prepared,
were not permanent enough and had to give too much time to
religious duties.
THE FORMAL EDUCATION SYSTEM IN 1966
A 1954 estimate classing only about 15 percent of the population
a s literate gave an indication of the society's need for a greatly
expanded modern educational system. By 1966, despite the advances that were being made, it was clear that in both the qualitative and quantitative senses the system was inadequate to meet

the requirements of a modernizing state. The governing elite a t
the higher levels appeared to recognize the shortcomings of the
existing system, but i t was questionable how f a r down the social
scale this perception of need extended.
Educational facilities have usually been considered the prerogative of the boys, although school attendance by girls has been
increasing. Similarly, most instructors a t all educational levels
have been men. The society is in transition, but the traditional
image of the woman as a mother and housekeeper who has no need
for formal education has yet to undergo substantial change.
Greater value is placed on education by dwellers in the few
urban areas than by the rural people a t large, mainly because
formal educational facilities of a modern sort are more readily
available and the benefits they offer are more discernible in the
towns than in the villages. Some modern schooling increasingly is
being made available in the countryside, but only a t the beginning
levels. Complete elementary schooling and all kinds of secondary
education could be had only in the main towns during the early
1960's.
In 1965 about one-third of the government's civilian employees
were schoolteachers, nearly all engaged in the elementary schools.
To be an elementary schoolteacher, however, did not confer any
great status, and such teachers were among the lowest paid government workers. This lack of reward for teaching was limited generally to elementary public schoolteachers. The monks who taught
in the many pagoda schools still in existence were held in high
esteem. Teachers in schools above the elementary level, who were
mainly foreigners, enjoyed relatively good salaries and were
looked upon as superior persons. The relation of the teacher to
society was reflected within the profession itself where the post
of village schoolmaster was considered inferior to that of an urban
counterpart, who usually had a better education and commanded
a somewhat higher salary,
The long predominance of the French educational pattern, the
reliance on French as the language of secondary education and
the practice of seeking higher education a t institutions in France
were for many years, and continued to be in 1966, important causes
for most of the educated elite of Laos identifying culturally with
France as much as with their own country. The most dynamic
influence on the development of an educational system attuned to
the needs of society in the 1960's was the government's effort to
fashion a system that would retain the prestige born of the French
background but would be distinctly national in orientation and
would allow Laotian Thai to replace French as the language of
instruction a t higher levels of education.

The larger and long-range problems of education in the 1960's
were closely tied to the whole socioeconomic problem confronting
the country. Strong social demand for broad educational opportunity did not exist because the economic system had not provided
the impetus to social mobility. For the economic system to develop
to the point where the advantages of such social mobility were
apparent, a more broadly educated population was one of the most
important prerequisites.
Administration

In 1966 the public educational system was under the jurisdiction
of the minister of national education. Under the minister, a director general of education was responsible for most of the operational functions of the ministry, which in turn were carried out
by the five departments of Primary and Adult Education, Seconda r y Education, Technical and Professional Education, Higher
Education and Teacher Training. Supporting the system were the
Literary Committee, Fine Arts Office. National Museum. National
Library, and Sports and Youth Services. The Advisory Commission provided counsel concerning educational questions as a whole.
Curricula are set by the Ministry of National Education, but
in other ways the day-to-day administration of schools is decentralized under the provincial governors, who act for the central
government except in technical matters. To supervise such affairs,
the Ministry of National Education has an inspector general in
each province or group of provinces, who works, however, in close
touch with the governor. Inspectors general were assisted by
inspectors in the 21 elementary school districts that were formally
in existence during 1966. One district, with headquarters a t Phong
Saly, was entirely in Pathet Lao hands, and the status of its 27
schools was not known. School districts appeared a t that time,
however, to be maintained in a t least parts of 14 of the country's
16 provinces.
Previously a function of the Ministry of Public Works, technical
education became a responsibility of the Ministry of National
Education early in 1955. Religious education is under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Religion, which in 1965 operated its own
program under a separate budget. This program did not apply to
the pagoda schools, which conducted classes in secular education
under the Ministry of National Education. During the 1963-64
school year, private schools were placed under the minister of
national education, who was authorized to open or close them and
to approve the appointment of their teachers. At the same time,
district inspectors were empowered to inspect these schools.

Financial Support

Although the operating cost per pupil in elementary school was
less than in the more advanced schools and institutions, pupils
attending elementary school comprised so great a proportion of
the overall school attendance that financing elementary education
represented by f a r the largest part of the government's expenditures on education during the early 1960's. Laws in effect, but
not strictly enforced, required that a t least part of the cost of the
country's elementary schools be borne by the local communities.
All citizens within 5 kilometers (about 3 miles) of a school site
were liable for the materials and labor for the construction and
maintenance of an elementary school building and teacher's residence, as they had been under the French. The national budget
provided some funds for the maintenance of elementary schools,
but during recent years a great deal of labor and some materials
have been contributed to school construction by villagers. In 1966
the government paid the public school teachers' salaries and
provided some books and supplies.
Budget estimates are prepared annually by school inspectors
for their districts. These go from the Ministry of National Education to the Ministry of Finance, which has the power to decide
what items will be incorporated in the draft national budget for
submission to the National Assembly. During the late 1950's a n
average of about 17 percent of the national civil budget was
devoted to education. By fiscal year 1965-66, the proportion had
risen to about 21 percent, constituting the largest single civil
budgetary expenditure.
This by no means covers the total cost of education in the
country. Direct assistance to public education from the United
States from 1956 to 1963 was about US$4 million. During fiscal
year 1964-65, United States foreign aid project funds allocated
to Laos for education amounted to nearly US$1 million and were
supplemented by a release of K175 million (approximately K500
equaled US$1 a t the free market exchange rate) in counterpart
funds. The most notable United States educational contribution
has been the help extended to the school-building program together
with the gift of elementary school textbooks in the Laotian Thai
l a n g u a g e t h e first ever to be printed (see ch 8, Living Conditions ;
ch 23, Foreign Economic Relations).
France, the traditional supporter of modern education in the
country, still provides important assistance. French aid in 1966
was on a smaller scale than that of the United States, but France
continued to predominate in furnishing the teaching staff to
secondary and normal schools and in providing educational guidance and overseas scholarships. It has also provided French-

language textbooks and contributed extensive support to secondary
and vocational schools. Other donors of aid, including the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization and the
Colombo Plan countries, have provided some technical personnel
and guidance, scholarships abroad and school construction material.
Organization and Operation of the SchooI System

The organization of the public school system follows the French
pattern. Elementary schooling is composed of two cycles of 3 years
each. The first 4 years of secondary schooling is provided in high
schools (coll8ges), and the final 3 years in lyce'es. Some lyce'es
offer the full 7-year secondary course. There are several teacher
training schools, in which students can qualify to teach the lower
elementary grades, and an institute for training elementary and
lower secondary school teachers. The country has no university.
Elementary schooling comprises a full 6 years of instruction,
but not all of the country's elementary schools offer the complete
course. A school that offers the full 6 years is known as a school
unit (groupe scolaire) and has been designated by the Ministry
of National Education as qualified to conduct the complete elementary course. Its director is a subadministrator under the district
school inspector and is responsible for a number of smaller schools
in his area. These full 6-year schools are confined to urban areas.
The limited school unit (demi-groupe scolaire) offers more than
3 years of instruction but usually less than 6 and has not yet been
recognized by the Ministry. Primary schools offer only the first
three and sometimes fewer grades. There is also the Rural Community Education Center (Centre Rural d'Education Communitaire), which offers from 1 to 3 years of elementary instruction.
Unlike the teachers in the other classes of elementary schools, the
teachers in the rural community education centers are not regular
employees of the Ministry of National Education but are monks
or village volunteers who are given a small monthly allowance by
the Ministry. The recorded 1965-66 enrollment in the school units
was about 53,000; in the limited school units, about 18,000; in the
primary schools, about 46,000; and in the rural community
education centers, about 18,000.
By law, school attendance is compulsory for children between
the ages of 6 and 14, but the requirement is applicable only to
those living within 1 kilometer (about 0.6 mile) of the school.
No penalty was imposed on parents who failed to enforce attendance during the early 1960's. This contributes to the failure of the
great majority of school-age children to attend school, much less
complete the elementary cycles. A United Nations survey found

that in 1956 only about 17 percent of the children of school age
were actually in school.
In 1966 not more than 30 percent were in school. The low
attendance rate does not result from lack of interest in education.
The demand for more teachers and schools, coupled with the
success of the rural community education centers and the fact that
in 1965-66 many town schools were holding double sessions,
suggests that lack of opportunity was the principal cause.
A heavy concentration of enrollment in the first three grades
could be observed in 1965. About 46 percent of the total elementary
enrollment was in the first grade; 20, in the second; 15, in the
third; 8, in the fourth; and 6, in the fifth. Only 5 percent was
enrolled in the highest elementary grade. School enrollment increased tremendously between 1959 and 1965, but these sixth
graders represented only about 20 percent of the number who
had entered the first grade 6 years earlier. The highest attrition
rate came between the first and second grades and between the
third and fourth because many of the rural schools offered only
a single grade; many others offered only the first three-grade cycle.
Problems created by the large number of children of school age
who do not go to school a t all and the high dropout rate are
aggravated by a high rate of grade repetition. I n 1965, 33 percent
of the rural and 20 percent of the urban students were required to
repeat grades. These phenomena derive from a variety of circumstances, of which the inadequacy of school facilities is undoubtedly
the most important. Economic problems, however, play a part.
Children of school age may be kept a t home to work in the fields
even in localities where fairly adequate schooling is available. If
there are many children in the family, some may attend school
for only a year o r so, after which they work in the fields while
the younger children are given a chance to go to school. School
attendance is not regular throughout the school year; i t drops
sharply during the harvest season of December and January.
The private school system, excluding the Buddhist schools, is
composed of the Christian mission schools and schools serving
mainly specific ethnic groups, such as the Chinese and Vietnamese.
Although much smaller than the public elementary system, i t is
growing rapidly. In 1955 there were 21 private schools. By late
1965 the reported number had reached 84, but 27 of these were
closed, presumably because of Pathet Lao incursions. In 1965 the
total enrollment was about 17,500, of which over 9,000 were students in Roman Catholic schools. Nearly half of the missionary
school enrollment consisted of girls. Some of the Catholic institutions included in their curricula practical courses in sewing and
the use of handtools. Although instruction in the private schools

was mainly a t the elementary level, there were 8 private institutions beyond the sixth grade. Most of these covered only 1 year or
2, but one offered 4 years of secondary education, and a Catholic
mission school offered 7 years' instruction which corresponded to
the full span of French secondary education.
On completion of the sixth grade, both public and private school
students who wish to continue their formal education may take an
examination for a primary studies certificate (certificate d'e'tudes
primaires). A status symbol and a credential for immediate employment, the certificate is usually required for entrance to any
secondary school. Of nearly 7,000 public and private school graduates who took the examination in June 1965, about 4,300 (over
60 percent) passed. This compares favorably with 30 percent of
the candidates who passed in 1955.
In 1965-66 the country had 6 public secondary schools with a
combined enrollment of about 3,300. The high schools offered up
to 4 years of education following the completion of elementary
school, whereas the lyce'es extended the instruction for another 3
years to make up the full 7 years of secondary education. Those
who passed an examination successfully after having completed
the first 6 years were awarded the first baccalaure'at (roughly
equivalent to a high school diploma). Another examination after
completion of the seventh year earned the award of the second
baccahure'at-usually
acceptable for admission to a French university. Satisfactory completion of the 4-year high school cycle
led to the diploma of primary complementary studies (diplome
d'etudes p r i m i r e s comple'mentaires) . This diploma was awarded
after an examination which only slightly over 50 percent of the
candidates passed in 1965.
In 1966 the Lyche Pavie in Vientiane was the only secondary
school that offered a full 7-year course. I t was originally constituted a s a French-operated and -supported school and still retained
about 54 French instructors in a faculty of 65. The student body
numbered some 1,600. Other lyce'es a t Luang Prabang and Pakse
offered 6-year courses and had enrollments of 391 and 445, respectively. Three high schools offering seventh- through tenth-grade
training were located a t Thakhek, Saravane and Savannakhet and
had student bodies of 222, 99 and 456, respectively. At these institutions a large majority of the instructors were French. In 1965
three new high schools offering a single year (seventh grade) were
opened by the government. It was planned ultimately to convert
these Cyear units. Two additional government high schools were
scheduled to open in 1967.
In 1966, French was still the language of secondary instruction.
The exclusive use of French as the language for relatively higher

education was of concern to the educational authorities, bat the
shortage of Lao teachers adequately trained for teaching in
secondary schools was such that recruiting from abroad continued,
and the day when secondary school instruction might be conducted
primarily in the language of the country did not appear imminent.
There were eight private secondary schools in 1965, but they
were small and most of them were around Vientiane. One of the
schools offered a full 4-year course, and one Catholic mission
school was the equivalent of a full 7-year lyce'e.
In 1966 the country had three schools that conducted technical
and vocational training. The first two to be established-the
Vientiane and Savannakhet Technical Colleges-were set up as
apprentice schools with French Government assistance; they have
received some United States help in the expansion of their facilities. Their enrollments in the 1964-65 school year were each
slightly over 300. Both offered courses in general engineering,
diesel motor mechanics, electricity, building and woodwork, tracing, metalwork, plumbing, and forging and welding. They also
conducted technical instructor training programs consisting of
either 2 or 3 years of study plus a year of practical instruction.
A third technical school, established with the assistance of the
Federal Republic of Germany, is the Lao-German Technical College in Vientiane. It had a 1964-65 enrollment of 45 and offered
courses in motor and general mechanics, electricity, forging and
welding.
A new technical craft school program was being organized in
1966 to supplement the work of the technical schools. In 1965
some 15 craft schools were started with United States financial
and technical support. The object was to provide up to 2 years of
prevocational training to persons who had completed elementary
school. Late in the year, however, only about 150 students in a
half dozen schools were enrolled. Ultimately, i t is planned that
these craft schools will be associated with district elementary
schools that offer the complete 6-year elementary course.
Information on Buddhist religious training is scanty but indicates that, with the growth of secular education, i t has been
progressively on the decline. In 1965, however, i t still had some
place in the training of monks and in the pagoda elementary school
education of village children. A seminary type of religious education was provided by the Buddhist Institute in Vientiane, which
operated a school corresponding to the eleventh through the thirteenth grades of the secular school system, with the objective of
giving a broad training to novices in both religious and lay
matters. The Institute also published religious works in Pali and
Laotian Thai, directed religious instruction in Pali and preserved

religious and historical documents. Buddhist libraries and museums in Luang Prabang, Vientiane and Pakse were also under
its direction.
In 1965 the pagoda schools were listed as part of the rural
community education centers and, with a little under 9,000 students, had suffered a slight decline from 1958 when almost 10,000
had been enrolled. Also in 1965 two Buddhist secondary schools
were functioning; they combined religious and secular training.
With a total enrollment of about 1,000, the Wat Ong Tu School in
Vientiane offered a full 7-year program, and the Pali School in
Savannakhet offered 4 years of study.
Because in 1966 the country had yet to establish a university,
students seeking higher education in professions or the liberal arts
could find i t only abroad, usually in France or in neighboring Asian
countries. In 1959 there were about 400 of these university-level
students overseas. France provided scholarships of 1 or more
years to over 170 students between 1955 and 1959, and the Laotian
Government had furnished over 100 between 1950 and 1959.
France appears still to be the most popular country for university
training and the country offering the most university scholarships.
The classical nature of French scholarship assistance, however, is
viewed with some misgivings by national educational authorities,
who recognize the need for further foreign educational assistance
both in scholarships and by other means but who see an increasing
need for technical education a t all levels.
In 1965 the closest approximation to university education available in the country was provided by the Royal School of Medicine
and the Royal School of Public Administration in Vientiane. The
former offered 4 years of premedical training to students who had
completed the tenth grade. The latter had a 6-year course in public
administration and law for tenth-grade graduates. The combined
enrollment of the two schools was about 150. Plans have been in
existence a t least since 1954 for the formation of the Sisavang
Vong University, which is to be established a s an expansion of the
teacher training school a t Dong Dok.
TEACHING STAFF
The teaching profession has suffered in the past from having
little prestige or hope of advancement. Although corresponding
civil service jobs enjoyed social prestige deriving from honorific
titles or decorations from the King, teaching positions had few
advantages. Teachers held none of the powers which made the
other governmental employees feared and respected. Above the
village level the teaching staff was divided into a few rigid
categories with little upward mobility.
After the coming of independence Laos commenced to make

teaching an attractive career. Recruitment bonuses were paid,
and professional examinations were offered a s a means of allowing teachers to rise from one rank to another, As school enrollment increased, the consequent need for teachers brought a lowering of standards which, in fact, had never been rigidly applied.
An attempt to correct this situation was the establishment in
1950 of a school for the training of teachers a t Vientiane, with a
4-year course. Since then, there has been a race between the
increasing numbers of new teachers for elementary schools and
the increasing enrollment of new students. In late 1966 most of
the demand for instructors above the elementary level continued
to be supplied from abroad.
By f a r the most important teacher training establishment in
1966 was the Upper Institute of Pedagogy (Institut Suphrieur de
Phdagogie) a t Dong Dok near Vientiane. Opened in 1959, i t
was constructed and has been expanded with the help of extensive United States assistance. Its principal function is to offer 4
years of instruction which will qualify elementary school graduates to teach in the elementary school system. In the 1964-65
school year, over 1,000 students were taking this instruction.
The school also offered two secondary teacher training courses
(one of 7 years' and the other of 9 years' duration) to a total.
of about 100 students. A fourth program was a l-year course at
the associated Vientiane Teacher Training School, also with about
100 students. The Upper Institute of Pedagogy a t Dong Dok
is divided on a language basis. For most of the students the
language of instruction is the customary French, but small sections have been added, in which instruction is given in English
and in Lao. Reflecting this diversification in the language of
instruction was the 1965 composition of the faculty of 63, which
included 40 instructors from France, 10 from Laos, 10 from the
United States and 3 from Thailand.
In 1962 teacher training schools which offered l-year courses
were established a t Pakse and Luang Prabang. They had a
combined enrollment of about 150 during the 1964-65 school year.
Both changed to 4-year courses of instruction in October 1965
and, a t that time, were reported to have virtually doubled their
enrollment.
The teacher training system a s a whole has had a strikingly
low dropout rate. In 1965 the 9-year course offered by the Upper
Institute of Pedagogy a t Dong Dok was still too new to produce
any graduates, but 11 had completed the ?'-year course, and 188
had finished the h y e a r curriculum. The 203 who satisfactorily
completed the l-year program a t the several normal schools included almost all of the students who had enrolled.

Teachers to staff the public elementary schools constitute
the system's greatest teaching need. The overwhelming majority
of all students are enrolled in the elementary schools. In this
part of the school system there is a rapid rate of growth, and the
student-teacher ratio is highest. In 1962-63, for example, the
student-teacher ratio was 45 to 1 in the first elementary cycle
and 30 to 1 in the second. In contrast, the ratio in technical
schools was only about 10 to 1.
Virtually all of the approximately 4,500 teachers in the elementary public school system in 1965 were citizens of the country.
Of the teachers regularly employed by the Ministry of National
Education, 76 percent had received only the teacher's certificate
based on completion of 6 years of elementary school plus 3 to 9
months of practical training. Some 22 percent had passed the
examination given on completion of the tenth grade, and only
2 percent had completed the full 7-year course in a teacher training college. Volunteer teachers in the rural community education
centers had sometimes completed no more than the 3-year first
cycle of elementary school.
Growth of the teacher training colleges is improving the general quality of elementary school teaching, but, unless the output
of graduates is further increased, the size of the teaching staff
will a t best do no more than keep pace with the growth of the
elementary school population itself. Furthermore, there will
probably be the undesirable side effect of further widening the
already wide gap between the quality of teaching available in
the countryside and in the towns, because i t is to urban schools
that the best qualified of the newly graduated teachers will be
assigned. In 1965 the urban school population was growing a t
the rate of over 8 percent annually, and the second cycle schools,
which require teachers with considerable training, were situated
in urban centers. The Ministry of National Education was giving
first priority in 1966 to the establishment of additional rural
3-year schools in order to afford some educational opportunity
to more of the school-age population, but for some time to come
i t is anticipated that these will be taught by incompletely trained
instructors.

CHAPTER 10
ARTISTIC AND INTELLECTUAL EXPRESSION
Artistic and intellectual expression in Laos has been subjected
to the influences of many cultures-Chinese,
Indian, Khmer
(Cambodian), Thai, Burmese and French. Although much of
the country's culture is derivative, the people nevertheless, have
modified foreign influences into an artistic heritage that is distinctly their own.
Despite their origin in southern China, the Lao, the dominant
ethnic group of the country, seem to have retained little that
is distinctly Chinese. Rather, the literature, religions and a r t
forms of India provided the cultural matrix for most of the
Indochinese peninsula. Brahman and Hindu influences found
their way to the country through Ceylon and the ancient Khmer
empire, but i t was the introduction of Theravada Buddhism in
the fourteenth century that provided the major source from which
most artistic and intellectual expression has been derived. The
introduction of Buddhism coincided roughly with the founding
of the ancient Lao state of Lan Xang. The P r a Bang Buddha, a
gift from the Khmer father-in-law of F a Ngoun, founder of Lan
Xang, remains the country's most venerated statue, after which
the royal and religious center of Luang Prabang was named (see
ch 11, Religion).
The power of the Khmer empire was in serious decline by the
fourteenth century, however, and its cultural impact on the count r y was limited to the southern areas. A long series of politiml
and military struggles involving Lan Xang, Siam (Thailand) and
Burma added another dimension to the country's cultural life, and
Siamese and Burmese architecture established the basic patterns
that would be followed in northern Laos.
French influence seems to have been limited to a small number
of persons who possessed the requisite economic and social status
to pursue higher education in France. The French contribution
to Laos' artistic and literary heritage was important, however.
A number of the country's architectural treasures were restored
with French help, and, through the efforts of perceptive and
appreciative French scholars, knowledge of Laotian culture was
made available to the rest of the world.

After independence this responsibility was assumed by a number of the Lao elite, Prince Souvanna Phouma among them.
Essays and monographs on Laotian literature, music and language
have been made available in French and English.
For most Laotians, art, poetry and song are an integral part
of their daily lives. There appears to be no instance where
creativity is directed a t questioning the accepted order of the
universe or a t criticizing the existing social order. In their view
the primary function of a r t is to demonstrate reverence for
Buddhism. Art is also used for the enhancement of social prestige
and for the adornment of the body. The elaborate structures
built for funeral pyres gauge social prestige, and the amount
of jewelry worn by a Laotian woman is an indicator of wealth
as well as a device for enhancing her appearance.
The country's literary heritage is largely derived from Indic
sources. Buddhist influences dominate strictly religious works,
but both Buddhist and Hindu traditions permeate secular legends,
tales and poetry. Most works are preserved in written form, but
they are usually presented orally, with local variations introduced
or invented according to the inspiration of the performer. Since
the literacy rate is not high, most people enjoy literature by listening to balladeers.
Methods of courtship provide young people with an opportunity
to excel a t recitation. At festivals "courts of love" are set up in
which, sitting in sex-segregated rows, the young people engage
in exchanges of poetry and song to demonstrate interest in and
affection for each other.
ARCHITECTURE AND SCULPTURE
The construction of religious edifices is the focal point of
artistic endeavor. Most of the ancient buildings were built of
perishable materials and have been destroyed by fire, weather
or invading armies. The Siamese sack of Vien Chang (now called
Vientiane) in the eighteenth century, in which the Emerald
Buddha was taken to Bangkok, deprived the country of one of
its major historical a r t treasures and the elaborate structure, the
Wat Keo, built to house it. The That Luang, the stupa or temple
built to house Buddhist relics, was spared by the Siamese, only to
be later destroyed by Yunnanese land pirates. It was restored
under the French.
Architectural forms are derived from the classic styles of
Angkor, the capital of the Khmer empire. Khmer influence was,
however, modified by the subsequent Siamese and Burmese domination of the country; i t is now confined to southern Laos. The
style of Chiengmai, a town in northern Thailand that was once

a part of Lan Xang, is evident in the steep upward sweep of
pagoda rooftops.
The corners of roofs are adorned with elaborately carved
snake-like figures called naga. The changing fortunes of the naga
in Laos illustrate the multiplicity of cultural forces that have
shaped the country's art, a s well a s the ingenuity of the people
in imposing their own stamp upon it. Originally meant to portray
a Chinese dragon, the naga was for the Hindu a water deity;
for the Buddhist, a friendly cobra who sheltered the Buddha
from a rainstorm; and for the Khmer, the progenitor of their
king. Although these different representations were no doubt current in Laos a t various times, the once-fierce beast has been
thoroughly domesticated into characteristic Laotian docility and
gentleness. In addition to representing the national spirits and
protectors of the king, the naga a r e regarded a s benevolent spirits
of the water, often serving as figureheads on pirogues in addition
to adorning pagoda roofs. The naga recaptures some of its original
ferocity only when used as a form for the rockets fired a t festivals.
It is perhaps in pagoda doors, pulpits and manuscript chests
that woodcarving in Laos reaches its highest level of development.
Pagoda doors are usually composed of highly stylized, elegant
human figures standing upright on a more or less mythical,
usually quite fanciful beast. These figures are superimposed on
a powerful relief of intricately carved foliage. The forms are
essentially abstract, nature being represented in the animals and
foliage as stylized almost to the point of distortion. The clear
and vigorous rhythm achieved by the deft use of line and colorbecause the carvings are often painted and gilded-give the work
a life and vitality that are seldom matched elsewhere.
Sculpture, consisting mainly of stone, bronze, brick or wooden
figures of the Buddha, has also been heavily influenced by foreign
cultures. One source claims that traces of Persian and Greek
forms can be seen in some sculpture and woodcarving. Some
figures show a strong Cambodian influence in the rigid design of
the face and a block treatment of the head. The most unusual
figures are the walking Buddhas, that occur in both Laos and
Thailand. The figure is standing, leaning slightly forward, and
is carved with thin and filmy clothing. A common trait dominating
all Laotian Buddhas is their serene and contemplative gaze.
Bronze statues are remarkable for their immense size and for
a high degree of stylization. The original statue of Buddha in
the temple of Wat Manorum in Luang Prabang was said to have
been more than 18 feet high. I t was carried off by the Thai to
Bangkok in 1827 and has since been almost completely destroyed.

FOLK ART
Weaving is an outstanding Laotian craft, and basketry, wood
and ivory carving, tattooing, silversmithing and goldsmithing are
also well developed. Many of these crafts are considered household arts rather than the specialty of professional artisans.
There are, however, villages near Luang Prabang, where people
specialize in silverwork and goldwork; many enjoy royal patronage.
Weaving becomes an a r t as Laotians practice it. Scarves,
skirts and other clothing are woven of cotton or silk, often with
gold o r silver threads in a variety of designs. Skirts a r e usually
of a rather somber color with faint vertical stripes. Gold or
silver braid is often used in trimming a t the bottom, and there
is a red belt a t the top. Weaving is an exclusively feminine
occupation, and traditionally every young girl is supposed to
learn it. As a child she helps turn the wheel and prepare dyes.
As a young woman she weaves while being courted. As a married
woman she weaves so that her husband, children and herself may
have the most attractive wearing apparel possible, for Laotians
take pride in their appearance.
Carving, either in wood o r in ivory, in addition to being a
major form of architectural decoration, is used to adorn objects
in everyday use. Skills are passed on from one generation to
another, but such objects are allowed to disintegrate without
regret.

INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC
Instrumental music holds an honored place in Laos. Musical
pieces are usually transcriptions of folksongs, but they are frequently important parts of religious ceremonies. The people
have no system of musical notation, and musicians, whose skills
are primarily the result of aural training and native musical intelligence, play from memory. Compositions are simple and few
in number, and their structure consists primarily of the repetition
of short musical phrases.
Music has a range of seven tones comprising what corresponds
to one octave. This range corresponds to the scale of the khene,
the most popular and distinctively Laotian instrument. The khene,
a wind instrument fashioned from bamboo, has some of the tonal
qualities of both an accordion and a harmonium. Khene vary in
size from one and one-half to seven arms' length. Other instruments are the s6, a two-stringed viol instrument; the khuy, a
flute; the nang nut, a xylophone; and the khong vong, 16 cymbals
arranged on a semicircular frame of wood or cane.
There are two types of orchestra, and the composition of each
is determined by its function. The Seb Noi orchestra is made up

of the khene, s6, nang nut and khong vong. It functions as a muted
accompaniment to choral or solo vocal music. Music for royal
or religious processions is exclusively instrumental, and the Seb
Gnai orchestra used on such occasions has a clarinet-like instrument and large drums, but no khene or stringed instruments.
The Mountain Mon-Khmer peoples are fond of a battery of
gongs of different sizes and timbres. They also have flutes,
clarinets, single-stringed viol instruments and xylophones. Loud
music is employed to gain the favor of the spirits when illness
strikes a household.
The selection and training of musicians in the country seem
to be closely tied up with the traditional propitiation of spirits.
A musically accomplished male relative will undertake to instruct
a young boy in the making and playing of an instrument, for
example, the khene. The apprentice will make ritual payments to
his master, such as silver coins, clothing and little horns of banana
leaves filled with white flowers and candles. These offerings,
given in honor of the spirits of the master artisans who passed
down their techniques, also symbolize the gratitude that the
apprentice will continue to feel toward his master throughout his
life.
When the apprentice has perfected his art, he will set up a
small altar in his own house, and without fail on the seventh and
eighth days of the waxing and waning moon he will lay a small
bouquet and candles on the altar dedicated to the master. Neglect
of this rite is believed to incur punishment from the spirit of the
khene.
The khene maker does not limit himself to his craft; he fishes
and works in the fields for his livelihood and devotes his spare
time to playing the khene. The master khene player is very
important in ceremonies honoring spirits, who are supposedly
seduced by the sweet airs. In playing he is supposedly able to
put the world of man in touch with the spirit world.

DANCE AND THEATER
Dancing as a social activity in the Western sense is not popular
in the country, but many Laotians like to watch professional
dancers. Professional dance groups, all male, continue the court
ballets derived from the Indian epic, Ramayana. The dance is
very formal and symbolizes many aspects of the ancient Indian
and Siamese heritage.
Popular traveling troupes perform traditional dances a t pirogue
regattas and festivals. Other traditional dances, celebrating or
propitiating the spirit world on occasions of death, war or holiday,
are frequently performed by persons who are usually engaged in

ordinary occupations but who have been trained in the particular
steps and rhythms.
Lengthy plays, epics, religious stories, tales of war and romance,
and ancient legends make up the repertoire of Laotian theater.
Cambodian and Siamese influence is strong in the drama, which
interprets works taken from the Vedas, the Ramayana or the
Mahabharata, all of Indian origin. Some plays of Burmese or
Khmer origin a r e also produced. Only men perform in the dramatic
works, female roles being played by young men. Knowledge and
skills are passed on from father to son. Gorgeous costumes and
colored, lacquered masks are used; they provide splendor to
performances.
Shadow plays, in which the shadows of the actors are thrown
on a screen placed between them and the audience, are popular, as
are puppet plays. In the shadow and puppet theaters, Chinese and
Javanese influences are evident. Despite their foreign origin,
however, the marionettes represent local types and customs.
RELIGIOUS LITERATURE
Religious literature is divided into canonical and extracanonical
works. Canonical works derive directly from Indian sources. The
major formal work is the Tripitaka, composed of dogmatics,
disciplines and formal speeches. The Jatakam is a collection
of 550 tales of the former lives of Buddha in the various cycles
of his reincarnation from animal, human and divine existence.
It is the central core of Buddhist literature and, through oral
transmission, is familiar to the majority of the people. The tales
are moral, satirical, allegorical and comical and are always highly
entertaining as well as instructive. The last 10 tales, called the
Sip Xat, are the major source for edifying sermons.
Another canonical text, the Paritta, consists of Pali verses
to be recited as a litany recommended by Buddha as protection
against all harm to human life. The sayings have been changed
over time, new ones being added to provide against evils and
dangers not covered in the original text. Because of this flexibility,
the Paritta stands between strictly canonical and extracanonical
or postcanonical texts.
Extracanonical literature in Laos has been more adaptive and
expressive of particularly Laotian settings and characteristics.
The major portion consists of stories about the saints and gods,
and reflects a large element of Hindu and Brahmanic as well as
Buddhist thought. The Vedic god Indra is particularly popular
and is invoked as a providential force to protect the good and
punish the wicked. Lives of the saints, persons who have achieved
a high level of Buddhist sanctity, provide a rich source of edifying
tales.

Hymns, chants and "sermon songs" constitute minor religious
literature. In all of these, poetry is regarded as a kind of word
magic used to expel or cajole recalcitrant spirits. The sermon
songs of the bonzes (Buddhist monks) that developed and Aourished in the sixteenth century were probably an outgrowth of
the spiritually mechanistic verse formulas found in the canonical
Paritta. In the sermon song, the old forms persisted but the
content and purpose changed. Whereas the ancient use of verse
had been to ward off evil, the sermon songs tended to admonish or
instruct the hearer.
SECULAR LITERATURE
Secular literature had its beginning in epics dating from the
thirteenth century. Little is known of these works, and in the
sixteenth century they gave way to folklore from Indic sources.
The classical period of epic poetry in Laos, from the sixteenth
to the nineteenth century, was characterized by epics which were
almost all religious and of purely canonical inspiration. As written
verse, they were quite rigid in form, and the rules of Indian poetry
were strictly observed.
These poems were taken up by minstrels and gradually modified
into a more Laotian setting. Both the Indian epic Ramayana and
the Panchatantra, a collection of animal fables, are popular in
Laos, but in the course of time they have acquired distinctly
Laotian embellishments.
The greatest Laotian poem, one known by every lettered person,
is the Sin Xay. Taken from the Hindu Pannasajataka, i t has been
preserved in its entirety in 15 chapters and is noted for its philosophical and literary excellence.
The poems and songs popular in twentieth-century Laos are
still imbued with stong Brahmanic and Buddhist overtones, but
the settings and characters are Laotian. Music and poetry a r e
closely allied, for the people are more adept a t singing than a t
recitation. Their songs deal with legendary heroes and with love.
Some of the verse legends comment wittily on the discrepancies
between social ideals and practices. Brother Seven Jars, for instance, is full of grotesque and marvelous exploits, through which
the laxity of the bonzes, the naivete of the peasants, and the
avarice of the upper classes are held up to derision. The spontaneous comic verse, however, is untarnished by the bitterness
which often characterizes Western European social criticism.
The difference seems to lie in the fact that the Laotian accepts
the failings of his social order as a matter of course.
The witty, rebellious character common in Southeast Asian
literature, Xieng Mieng, is very popular in the country. Despite
the smiling satire with which his pranks are recounted, neither

the existing social order nor the Indian and Laotian heritage is
challenged; they are merely gaily and astutely commented upon.
All classes of society are represented and their activities described.
Certain concepts, such as respect of the servant for his master
and the authority of the king, are outside the target area of
satires. Where no such restrictions prevail, however, the wit is
biting.
The most modern of Laotian literature is derived from prose
novels based on Buddhist writings. Although some were based on
fourteenth-century legends, the form of the novels was changed to
verse in the nineteenth century. The main theme is love, and the
characters in these romances include a brave hero, a beautiful
and faithful heroine, a benevolent magician hermit and a ferocious,
giant monster called Yak. The almighty Vedic god Indra acts as a
deus ex machina, intervening for the hero's benefit.
These novels apparently are as stylized as morality plays;
they also reveal the degree ef literary and social development.
Social structures or relationships are not questioned. Rather,
man is viewed as a constant, and the various components of existence play around him and affect the conditions of his life but do
not actually modify his personal characteristics. There is no
development of character as in Western fiction. Events have no
catalytic effect. The external situations change, instead of the
attitude of the hero toward them, and even the external conditions
change only within set limits.
Buddhist cosmology appears to satisfy the intellectual curiosity
of most Laotians, for there has been no evidence of speculative
writing. The level of educational development had not, as of
1966, provided sufficient background to foster either a spirit of
scientific inquiry or the facilities for scientific research. As the
educational system develops, the country's need for the application of scientific knowledge to specific problems, such as agriculture and animal husbandry, may well produce a body of Laotian
writing on the biological sciences (see ch 9, Education; ch 11,
Religion).
Historical writing consists of anonymous chronicles in Pali.
The most famous of these is the Nilam Khun Borom (History of
King Borom), which relates the history from the foundation of
the Kingdom of Lan Xang to the end of the reign of Praya Sen
in the late sixteenth century. Many of the other Laotian annals
were destroyed by the Siamese.

CHAPTER 11
RELIGION
Theravada Buddhism (one of the two major forms of Buddhism) is the official faith of the Kingdom of Laos. The organization of the church closely parallels that of the government and is
tied to it by law. Most of the Lao, who comprise roughly half
the population, and a small number of non-Lao think of themselves as Buddhists, accept Theravada Buddhist ideas a s part of
their system of beliefs, engage in rituals sanctioned by Buddhist
doctrine and support the Buddhist bonzes (monks) in their communities. Until after World War 11, most education was in the
hands of the bonzes, and in 1966 some of i t still was (see ch 9,
Education).
Through the centuries, however, the cult of the phi (spirits)
has existed side by side with Buddhism. Together they constitute
the total system of belief and practice characteristic of most Lao.
A purer Buddhism remains the ideal to. which the Lao offers
respectful admiration until a proper rebirth allows him to live
that ideal. In the -meantime, he must cope with the phi who affect
his daily life.
Buddhism stresses the ultimate goal of nirvana--a state in
which desire and individual consciousness are extinguished and
suffering, the result of desire, is absent. In Theravada Buddhism
the ordinary believer (in contrast to the monk) is thought to
be quite remote from this and can hope only for a rebirth (reincarnation) which may bring him closer to the possibility of nirvana. In order to deal with the difficulties and desires of daily
life, however, he placates the spirits when he thinks them vengeful
or he seeks their favor when he is about to embark on a new
venture. He looks to them to grant a good harvest, and he performs the rituals necessary to propitiate them. Phi worship,
then, is meant to deal with the problems of this world. Buddhism
is oriented to leaving the world (see ch 12, Social Values).
Although some Tribal Tai (particularly the Lu), a few Mountain Mon-Khmer, and some others profess Buddhism, most nonLao adhere to a tribal religion sometimes influenced by Buddhist,
Brahmanic or Confucian notions (see ch 5, Ethnic Groups and
Languages). Generally, a spirit cult is the major element in these

tribal religions, but details of belief and practice vary considerably; in some tribes an ancestor cult is significant.
Both Roman Catholic and Protestant missions have made efforts
to convert the people, with very little success. Indifference rather
than hostility has marked the attitude of most of the people of
Laos to missionary activity. It has been estimated that roughly
no more than 50,000 persons (between 2 and 3 percent of the
population), chiefly of the minority ethnic groups, have been
converted by either Catholic or Protestant missions. The Catholics
have been more active, and the great majority of Christians in
the country are Catholics.
BUDDHISM
Buddhism emerged initially as an effort by Lord Gautama
(563 B.C.483 B.C.) to revive religious consciousness in India
a t a time when Brahmanism had become an elaborate sacerdotal
and sacrificial religious system. Gautama (in later life dubbed
Buddha-The Enlightened One) rejected his high status and the
rights and wealth his status conferred on him to establish a
meticulous and demanding asceticism. Gautama and his followers
during his lifetime saw the system he founded as the truest way,
within the Brahmanic framework, to escape the pain and sorrow
of life and to attain a sublime state. Gautama did not claim supernatural inspiration for his views.
For over two centuries Buddhism remained an ascetic ideal
governing the growing communities of monks who followed the
elaborate rules detailed by Buddha. The entire complexion of the
movement changed, however, when Asoka (d. 232 B.C.), ruler
of the area in which Buddha had lived and worked, accepted
Buddhism and then proceeded to conquer most of the Indian subcontinent. Buddhism was spread f a r and wide, being superimposed
upon the Brahmanism which was the pattern of Indian civilization. I n 246 B.C. the monk Mahinda converted Ceylon, and the
stage was set for the splitting of Buddhism into two great schools.
Buddhism as an ascetic ideal could not provide for the mass
of the people, and in the second century B.C. the Mahayana
(Greater Vehicle) doctrines were developed. By reinterpreting
what Buddha had taught about laymen, by incorporating into
Buddhist doctrines many aspects of other philosophical schools,
by deifying Buddha himself and by superimposing upon the entire
doctrine a pervasive optimism, a broader ethic was created.
Buddhism as interpreted in the Mahayana tracts offered hope and
salvation-nirvana-to
one and all, even though the ascetics
could achieve i t more readily. Mahayana Buddhism swept through
India, Central Asia, China and Japan.
I n Ceylon, however, the original doctrine was preserved and

perpetuated as Hinayana (Lesser Vehicle) Buddhism---or Theravada (School of the Elders) Buddhism, as its followers in Laos
prefer to call it. Theravada Buddhism was carried by the Singhalese eastward to Burma, Cambodia, Thailand and Laos, and
it is still dominant in these countries. Theravada Buddhism had
some influence in parts of Vietnam, but Mahayana Buddhism,
introduced through China, became more important there.
Theravada Buddhism brought with i t a scriptural and literary
language called Pali. Pali, of northern Indian origin and related
to Sanskrit, is still used in Theravada Buddhist liturgy, and the
schools for the training of monks beyond the novice stage are
called Pali schools.
Archaeologists have discovered remains of carved statues of
Buddha in Laos dating from the twelfth century, but there is
no historical record of the introduction of Buddhism into the
country until A.D. 1356. In that year a Buddhist pagoda compound,
the first Wat Keo, was built, and an official Khmer mission probably brought Theravada Buddhism to Laos. The P r a Bang Buddha,
a Singhalese carving, was presented to the king. Through the
centuries i t became the symbol of official Buddhism. The conversion of the Lao was no simple matter, and it took centuries
to make Buddhism the predominant faith. In the seventeenth
century the kingdom achieved a political prestige never before
equaled in Laotian history, and during that golden era Buddhism
triumphed within the kingdom.
Setthathirath, King of Lan Xang (r. 1547-71), with his capital
a t Vien Chang (now called Vientiane), made the kingdom a holy
center of Theravada Buddhism. Souligna Vongsa, whose reign
ended in 1694, established the first official schools of the Buddhist
faith in Laos.
The destruction of Lao power and the consequent weakening
of the official religion came in the eighteenth century. The Siamese
were expanding eastward, and in 1778 Thai General Mahakrassad
ravaged the country and captured the capital of Vien Chang.
The Emerald Buddha, originally taken by the Lao from the Thai
kingdom of Chiengmai, was carried off to Bangkok, where it has
remained ever since. Another Siamese conquest in 1828 caused
the destruction of scores of pagodas in the major towns, and in
1873, Yunnanese land pirates burned the That Luang, traditional
holy center and depository of relics a t Vientiane.
Basic Beliefs
Theravada Buddhism offers the direct path to nirvana to only
a few ascetics. It is not prescriptive, authoritarian, prohibitive
or exclusive in its attitude toward its followers or other religions.
Buddhism simply offers a way for those who will follow.

Buddhism is based on three concepts: dharma, the doctrine
of Buddha, a guide to right action and belief; karma, the retribution of actions, the responsibility of a man for the sum total of
his actions in all his incarnations, past and present; sangha, the
religious community, the ascetic order within which a man can
improve the sum of his actions. None of these concepts was original
with Buddha, but to the Brahmanic doctrine of rebirth with its
fatalistic determination of pain and sorrow in life after life
Buddha added a hope of escape. There was no promise of heaven
or of a life after death-Buddha
did not preach the existence
of a soul-but there was salvation in the form of a release from
the cycle of births and deaths. That release is nirvana (in Pali,
nibbana) .
The essence of Buddhism is contained in the Four Noble Truths
taught by Buddha: suffering exists; suffering has a cause, and
that cause is thirst or craving for existence; such craving can be
stopped; and there is an Eightfold Path by which a permanent
state of peace can be attained. Simply stated, the Eightfold Path
consists of right understanding, right purpose, right speech, right
conduct, right vocation, right effort, right thinking and right
meditation.
The Four Noble Truths illustrate the extent to which Buddhist
doctrine as it was developed by Buddha relies upon logic rather
than revelation or divine inspiration. The element of divinity
was not introduced until the Mahayana doctrine was devised.
Only the minimum of hope was offered the average layman.
By following as best he could the doctrine's basic rules of moral
conduct he could slightly improve his karma and better his condition in the next incarnation. The rules were to refrain from killing
living things, taking what is not given, unchastity or incontinence,
falsehood and intoxication. Adherence to these precepts is demanded of the monk, but the layman may make an effort to follow
them.
The ordinary Lao observes these strictures as best he can,
but his major effort to improve his karma takes the form of
merit making. He acquires merit by supporting the sangha.
Among other things, he gives alms to the bonzes, helps to build
the pagoda compound in his village and has his sons spend some
time as novices, which gains merit not only for the sons but for the
family.
Buddhism and the State
The Buddhist clergy is organized into a well-defined hierarchy,
and there are close connections between the religious and political
spheres. The Constitution of Laos designates Buddhism as the
official state religion and requires that the king must be a dedi-

cated Buddhist. The king is entitled "Supreme Protector" of the
faith and, subject to procedures involving the Ministry of Religion
and the highest levels of the religious hierarchy, has the power
to appoint the phra sangharaja (religious head of the Buddhist
Church). The king's role in the Church is largely ceremonial,
and his position as Supreme Protector appears to be displayed
more in ritual and charitable acts than through the wielding of
power.
One significant aspect of Buddhism in political affairs has been
the taking of the political oath of allegiance in a temple, an act
first required of all notables. After the Siamese conquest the oath
to Siamese suzerainty was required in the same temple, a s was
the oath to the French after their assumption of the protectorate,
and the oath of allegiance to the king is still taken there.
Political and religious hierarchies are parallel in structure and
closely interdependent. The provincial religious leaders (chao
khana khoueng) are nominated by the religious heads of the
districts within the province, in concert with the corresponding
political chiefs. These nominees are, then proposed by the phra
sangharaja and the Ministry of Religion, and they are appointed
by royal ordinance. Below the chao khana khoueng, religious
leaders are appointed by their religious superiors a t the next
higher level, on the recommendation of a conference of religious
and political officers of the area affected and with the concurrence
of the political chief a t the level of the appointing authority, who
has the implicit right of veto. Thus, the head of the district (chao
khana muong) is appointed by the chao khana khoueng, having
been nominated by the religious and civil officers of the moung
(district). A similar procedure is followed in choosing the new
chao khana tasseng (head of a canton) and the chao athikan
(head of a pagoda).
The phra sangharaja is nominated by a meeting of provincial
heads who make their choice from a list drawn up by the Cabinet
and presented by the minister of religion. The king then formally
makes the appointment.
Church organization includes a system of advisory and disciplinary councils. At the cantonal level there is the Council of
Discipline, presided over by the cantonal head priest and including the cantonal political chief, the leader of the pagoda, two
bonzes and a layman learned in Buddhist regulations. Each district has a religious tribunal over which the chao khana muong
presides. Its membership includes the chao mmzg or his delegate,
two bonzes and one layman. At the top the Religious Council, composed of five church dignitaries called chao rajakhana, advises
the phra sangharaja on policy and personnel matters.

Disciplinary councils may punish a bonze for infractions of
either the religious or the civil code with defrocking and sentence
of 6 months to 2 years in prison. One of the important regulations
enforced by these councils is the rule forbidding a bonze to use
opium or alcohol.
The degree of secular government control over the religious
hierarchy and the priesthood is manifested in the regulations
included in a royal ordinance of May 25, 1959. For example,
all correspondence between administrative levels of the sangha
must pass through government channels, and the construction of
a new pagoda requires government permission.
The close relationship between church and state has not led
to the direct involvement of the sangha or of individual bonzes
in politics. Occasionally, a monk--even one of long standinghas left the sanghu to enter politics, but he has done so as a
layman. The community of bonzes has been dependent on the
state and has developed no economic base which might sustain
or encourage independent political action.
There have been signs of dissatisfaction among the bonzes,
but sources are not altogether clear. According to anthropologist
Joel M. Halpern, some of the dissatisfaction has been attributed
to the discipline enforced by the government after the royal ordinance of 1959. I t has also been suggested that the increasing
secularization of the elite has led to a lessening of respect for
the bonzes. Moreover, bonzehood as such seems to some of the
younger monks less attractive than i t used to be. Halpern has
also noted that many monks have a general anti-American attitude
and oppose the government's policies. The Pathet Lao, aware of
the respect still commanded by the bonzes, has sought their support. In the first Government of National Union, established in
1957, the United Lao Patriotic Front (Neo Lao Hak XatNLHX), political organization of the Pathet Lao, sought and
obtained the Ministry of Religious Affairs for one of its members
(see ch 3, Historical Setting; ch 14, Political Dynamics).
The Bonzes and the Pagoda
There are two Buddhist orders of monks in Laos, the Mahanakay
and the Thammayut. The former is by f a r the larger of the two,
comprising many more monks and pagodas. The Thammayut
(introduced from Thailand in the mid-nineteenth century) is
largely a regional concentration in southern Laos. There appear
to be no basic doctrinal differences between the two sects, though
there are differences of opinion concerning the proper observance
of monastic rules. Thammayut bonzes insist upon strict adherence
to all rules, lead ascetic lives in self-imposed isolation from the
villagers and concentrate upon the holy writ; the Mahanakay

bonzes are more lenient. The difference between these orders
appears to have no effect on the beliefs or practices of the people
in their everyday life.
Nearly every sizeabIe village supports a t least one pagoda,
which is the focus of the religious and social life of the villagers.
In 1957 there were roughly 1,900 pagodas in Laos; the number
had probably not changed significantly by 1966.
A pagoda compound consists of the buildings directly connected
with the cult and others for the use of inhabitants and visitors.
The whole-called
the wat-is
enclosed by a fence. The cult
buildings include a temple for bonzes, another for lay worshipers,
libraries and shrines containing votive and sometimes funerary
monuments. Among the other buildings are dormitories, a guesthouse and reception halls.
Since the bonzes depend upon the local population for their
material needs, pagodas are always located near the center of
population. Larger towns have several pagodas, the number
varying with the size of the town.
The Theravada Buddhist rule that each male spend some part
of his life-at least 3 months-as a bonze still has significance
to the Lao, though the practice is apparently less widespread
than formerly. Both entrance into and separation from the status
of bonze are a t the choice of the individual. A person who has
spent some time as a bonze accumulates merit and receives added
prestige in his community. His family considers itself honored
and is so considered by others.
There are three categories of affiliation within the sangha.
The temple boys, from 10 to 15 years of age (called xieng or nen) ,
perform various personal services for the bonzes, assist a t ceremonies and help with housekeeping tasks. They also learn to read
and write Lao and begin to memorize parts of the Pali litanies.
In remote areas where the government school system has not
penetrated, this is virtually the sum of all education available
locally (see ch 9, Education). The next category comprises the
student bonzes or novices (hatit), who may be as young as 10
but are generally older and who undertake more advanced study
of the sacred texts in Pali, led along the Eightfold Path by their
elders. The full-fledged members of the sangha are the ordained
bonzes who have taken their vows and renounced secular life
for the period of their priesthood. There are six grades of bonzes
-somdet, xu, khrou, lakkham, loukkeo and nhot keo in ascending
order of their qualification in priestly learning and years as bonzes.
Only full-time bonzes are ordained, but many Lao males have
been students o r novices. A novice declares his desire to follow
the rules of the Buddha. This declaration is made before three

bonzes, the presiding bonze and two witnesses, who become
responsible for the novice's spiritual situation. The novice is
termed the "spiritual slave" of the three bonzes to whom he made
the pledge, but the phrase indicates only his spiritual dependence
and their responsibility until he becomes a full-fledged bonze.
Women may not take the vows of ordination. With this exception, women are accorded equal rights with men in the functions
of the Buddhist religion. I t is usually the women of the villages who
give daily alms to the monks and who make the sacred offerings in
the pagodas. There are some old women living within pagoda compounds, though not in the section of quarters reserved for the
monks. Their duties include small religious tasks, such as decorating altars, and they take care of some housekeeping chores. They
shave their heads and eyebrows and lead a life of asceticism.
The life of the monk is dominated by restrictions and prohibitions. He must scrupulously- obey the five basic precepts of
Buddhist morality. Moreover, he has duties to perform and other
prescriptions to obey. A partial list of regulations governing
the bonze's behavior indicates their stringency and ubiquity. He
must not use perfume or seek personal adornment. He may not
possess gold or silver, buy or sell articles or work for money.
He must neither eat nor sleep to excess. He may not seek pleasure
in looking a t women or in giving them gifts of flowers. He is
not permitted to till the soil. He must not consume food after
noon. His head, eyebrows and beard must be shaved every 2
weeks. He must offer advice to the laity on spiritual matters only
when requested and, when requested, he may not refuse. The
bonze may mingle in royaI (political) affairs only as they concern
religion, and he must not preach in any language other than Pali.
Altogether, the behavior of an ordained bonze is governed by 227
specific regulations.
A bonze's day is generally full and well ordered. He is up by
5 each morning and by 6, after his toilet and prayers, sets off to
beg his daily food, usually accompanied by a temple boy. The
bonze gives no thanks for alms received; indeed, he is supposed
to give no recognition by word or gesture that a favor has been
given him.
After begging, the bonzes return to the pagoda for a simple
breakfast, then each turns to his duties for the day: some study;
others teach; some perform necessary chores in the pagoda compound ; and others perform various ceremonies in the village and
pagoda. Shortly before noon they take their last meal of the
day, which is followed by a period of rest and contemplation.
At the end of the afternoon they return to their allotted tasks.
These prescriptions and obligations are not always scrupulously

obeyed. According to Nhouy Abhay, a Lao writing on Buddhism
in his own country, most of the bonzes are less rigid in their
attitudes and disciplined in their behavior than the monks of
some other Theravada Buddhist countries. Some members of the
political elite recently have complained of the indolent and undedicated men who have become career bonzes.
Nhouy Abhay has noted the minimal doctrinal knowledge of
most Laotian monks. Lao Buddhism has never shown much interest in doctrinal disputation or speculation ; the emphasis has been
on obedience to certain precepts and on performance of certain
ceremonies and rituals. The monks often do not understand the
import of the sacred texts, written as they are in Pali. The
populace understands even less. Except for the Sip Xat, the collection of 10 tales from the Jatakam (the 550 tales of the lives
of Buddha) and certain portions of the Ha Sip Xat, a collection
of 50 tales from the same source, there is almost no popular knowledge of Buddhist sacred literature (see ch 10, Artistic and Intellectual Expression).
Buddhist monks still have great prestige in the community.
This remains true despite the criticism directed a t some of them
and despite a slowly developing tendency for minor Buddhist
officials to discard their robes in favor of government employment,
in part perhaps because promotion within the Buddhist hierarchy
comes very slowly. Still, even with these tendencies, government
officials on tour show the proper respect for bonzes of even the
lowest degree. There have been no reports of declining popular
support for the faith and for the clergy. Giving alms to the monks
and supporting pagoda pi-ojects are still a basic part of the life of
the common believer who considers them to be effective ways
of gaining merit toward better reincarnations.
Moreover, the bonzes perform a number of functions important
in the life of the village. They officiate a t all the formal religious
festivals and ceremonies. Their presence is indispensable a t marriages and funerals, and they are often called in a t the naming
ceremonies of infants, since some of the bonzes specialize in the
astrological lore essential to propitious naming.
Awareness of the problem of standards among the bonzes led
to a royal decree in 1947 which established the Buddhist Institute
in Vientiane, with branches in each of the provinces. The chief
purposes of the Institute are to disseminate religious information
and to elevate the standard of education among the clergy. The
Institute also supervises education in the Pali schools, training
centers for future monks. In 1958 there were 100 Pali schools
with nearly 5,000 students affiliated with the Institute. Before
the establishment of these schools monks had to travel to Bangkok

for advanced and specialized training. The Institute, with the
aid of the government, is also collecting and preserving documents of religious and historical importance. Works on Lao
religious doctrine and on the history of Lao a r t are published in
Pali, Lao and French.
SPIRIT (PHI) WORSHIP
Antedating Buddhism, and mixed with i t still, is an ancient
and pervasive belief in various types of spirits (phi) present
throughout the universe. These phi hold great power over the
destinies of men. Belief in the phi appears not only among the
laity but also a t the highest levels of the organized clergy. Despite
sporadic attempts by various governments (beginning with King
Phothisarath's decree of 1527), designed to suppress the cult of
the phi, belief in the spirits lives on.
Nearly all Lao Buddhism bears a strong element of phi worship. A bonze may be called into a household in which one of
the members is sick in order to participate in the ceremonies and
musicmaking designed to exorcise the malevolent phi from the
body of the victim. Many bonzes are thought to develop a special
knowledge of the phi, and i t is not uncommon to see even within
the pagoda compound miniature houses set aside before which
offerings are made to the spirits.
Phi are ubiquitous and diverse. Some are connected with the
universal elements--earth, heavens, fire and water-each of which
has its phi. Many Lao also believe in an ancient doctrine that
the human being is a union of 32 organs and that spirits (here
called kwan) watch over each of them. According to one source,
20 of these kwan are said to be inherited from the father and
12 from the mother. According to another authority, these spirits
fly from the body a t death and unite in varying combinations
with spirits from other bodies to be reincarnated in another living
person.
Not reincarnated are the spirits of those who died in childbirth,
by accident or through violence. These spirits, called phi phetu,
are particularly malevolent and roam the earth tormenting the
living.
There are familiar phi of familiar places: the household, the
river, trees, the village (chuo phi) and the land. Others are unfamiliar and particularly fearsome, such as the phi of the forests
and other wild places. The unwary may enter there, never to
return or to return so transformed as to be unrecognizable by
friends and relatives.
The phi have power over all the affairs of men. Success in
any enterprise requires the favor of the phi. Nearly every house
has an altar on which offerings to the phi are made, and there

are shrines to phi in village lanes. Each phi is believed to be
pleased by different offerings and sacrifices, and a farm family
may sacrifice a substantial portion of its animals in sacrifices to
various phi.
Generally, sacrifices of offering and attendent ritual are performed by the individual directly concerned with gaining the
favor of a spirit or by the head of a household on behalf of its
members. In most villages, however, there is one person, usually
an older man, who is believed to have special knowledge of the
phi. He is called upon to use this knowledge and his understanding
of astrology and other matters to choose the appropriate day for
a wedding or other important event, to find lost things, to conduct the annual ritual of feeding the village spirits and, sometimes, to perform household rites. Such a man is not a full-time
priest or a member of any organization; he acquires his knowledge without formal training.
Important rituals for propitiating the phi are connected with
the growing and harvesting of rice. Formerly, the ruling family
in each kingdom or principality played an important part in the
ritual preceding spring plowing. It was held that the royal lines
had a special relationship to the guardian spirits of the land.
At least some kinds of illness are believed to be caused by
evil spirits. Other kinds are attributed to the loss of one o r more
kwan, since all must be present for perfect health. There are
several kinds of specialists who treat illnesses. The kind of illness
and its cause are determined by divination, and the appropriate
practitioner is called in. He may be a bonze (who sprinkles holy
water and recites Buddhist scripture in Pali), a herbalist or an
exorcist (often a woman).
Villagers may believe that important political figures are able
to drive out evil spirits troubling a community or to heal a sick
person. Such persons may be asked to help when they are visiting
the rural areas.
There is also a widespread belief that some people are possessed
b;- evil spirits or demons (ho). These people, called phi-pop, a r e
greatly feared by the community because they have the power to
cast spells and work magic. Some phi-pop are believed able to
kill animals and men by incantations and glances. The phi-pop
can reduce a buffalo hide to the size of a grain of rice; when the
victim swallows this grain it swells to its original size and bursts
the stomach.
A phi-pop is believed to inherit his power from a parent or
relative, but a victim of a phi-pop may sometimes become another
phi-pop. Sometimes a phi-pop may be persuaded to cure his victim.
In other instances, a practitioner is asked to effect a cure, usually

by removing the foreign object from the victim's body. Formerly,
a person believed to be a phi-po2, was often put to death by
villagers. Even now he (more often, she) may be ostracized and
forced to wander.

RELIGIOUS RITES AND FESTIVALS
Theravada Buddhism as practiced in Laos has never developed
a prescribed, priest-dominated ritual for the celebration or consecration of important events in the life of the individual, the
family or the society as a whole. Buddhism offers a way of life,
but i t prescribes rules only for the members of the sangha.
Consequently, although bonzes are present a s indispensable participants in virtually all the affairs of the people, it is the folkways
that set the patterns; and these folkways contain as much of phi
propitiation and popular customs as of Buddhist doctrinal practices.
The core of every popular festival o r celebration, whether
traditional, official or spontaneous, is the soukwan--invitation
and reception of the kwan (the mobile "souls" of man). Some
venerable person, usually an ex-bonze, after invoking the mythological deities, invites the kwan of all present, if wandering,
to return and bestow gaiety and well-being to their earthIy hosts
and feast with them from the phakwnn (repast of the soul)the tastefully arranged and decorated platters of food and drink.
A common element in Buddhist ritual is the use of water.
Such use has never been formally prescribed, but i t is important
to the faith and in any ritual the participants, the images of
the Buddha and the altars to the phi are sprinkled.
Rites of Transition
The ritual of marriage involves the bonze only in part. All
preliminaries having been arranged in traditional fashion and
the date set, the groom appears a t the bride's house the evening
before the actual wedding feast. In the presence of the bride and
groom the bonzes bless begging bowls filled with water. The
wrists of the couple and the bonzes are tied together with a
cotton thread, which is then tied loosely around the bowls of
water. This thus conserves and unites the kwan of the celebrants
in the presence of the consecrated water.
The bowls of water are carefully preserved overnight, and
early in the morning the same bonzes, the relatives and friends
sprinkle the young couple with the lustral water. Then comes the
soukuian, in this case the marriage feast, which is the clinching
ceremony. Its exact hour of commencement is set by astrologers.
After certain symbolic preliminaries bride and groom are seated
together in the presence of the friends and relatives, before the

feast and the wedding gifts. At this time two bonzes recite in
unison the prayers for the happiness of the union. Not all marriages are celebrated with so much formality. Both elopement
and simply living together are common, but the ceremony is a
traditional ideal favored by the well-to-do (see ch 7, Family).
Funeral practices are elaborate, and here bonzes play a greater
part, but again the ceremonial aspects are fixed by custom rather
than by formal religious prescription. Cremation is a principle
for Buddhists, and any family that can afford i t arranges such a
ceremony. After the body has been prepared and placed in a
coffin, a series of family ceremonies and feasts precede all public
expression. If there is any show of grief, i t is brief and takes
place early in this private period of the obsequies, for the Lao
believe that a family show of sadness would retard the rebirth of
the spirit of the deceased in a better existence or prevent its attainment of nirvana.
Bonzes are present during the entire period, praying and reciting. The burden of their recitals is the necessity of death as a
prerequisite to rebirth in a better life. They assure the kwan
of the deceased that his family takes account of his good fortune
in being liberated from this life-that they await their own turn
patiently and joyfully. "They are happy without you! Follow
then your own destiny !"
After the family rites the body is placed on display a t the
home. The wealthier the family, the more elaborate is the display.
A shelter is built in the compound or garden, and the public feast
begins. A constant stream of guests pours through the household
day and night, viewing the body and partaking of food and drink.
Cremation is delayed in proportion to the wealth of the family.
For as many days as the festivities last the bonzes continue to
recite the Pali litanies, singing and chanting endlessly as the
laymen celebrate the death as a happy event in the cycle of
existence. The phi are placated, as usual. Finally, the body and
its coffin are transferred to the cremation pyre, away from the
village in a field or on a riverbank. As much intricacy of design
and decoration in coffin and pyre as the means of the family permit
is the rule.
Around this catafalque the celebration by family, friends and
bonzes again goes on for days. While the bonzes continue their
litanies, both the feasting and the lauding of the deceased reach
new heights. The general festivity is also the occasion for courting
among the young.
Finally, after the opening of the coffin, a last ritual washing
of the corpse and its exposure to the open sky, the cremation takes
place. All present contribute their bit of fire, and those officiating

make certain that the flaming mass falls in an "auspicious" direction. The pyre of an official of the government should, for example,
fall in the direction of the capital. After the cremation, there may
be many other activities : wrestling matches, buffalo fights, coin
hunts, speeches, dancing and puppet shows. Buddhist belief appears to assign no value to the preservation of the ashes of the
corpse, though in the case of a high official or wealthy family a
shrine may be built in the pagoda compound and the ashes placed
therein.
If the family of the deceased is not able to afford this elaborate
ritual or any part of it, the body is placed in a roughhewn coffin ;
the bonzes recite the necessary litanies; and the body is buried in
the forest. The grave is unmarked, and the quicker the evidence
of the grave disappears the more auspicious i t is for the deceased
and the family. Otherwise, the spirit of the dead man may join
the phi phetu, of which there are already many to plague the lives
of the villagers.
For victims of childbirth, epidemics, suicide and certain other
extraordinary causes of death, there is neither burial nor cremation. The body is thrown into the nearest river. The French fought
this practice for the entire period of their protectorate, but they
were only partially successful.
When a child's hair is cut and when an individual dons new
garments, prayers are said in the presence of a bonze. Although
there are no Buddhist rites a t childbirth and none corresponding
to baptism, i t is most often a bonze who is asked to suggest an
auspicious name for the child.
Festivals

The expression of public faith is most evident during festivals,
both national and the innumerable occasions special to certain
pagodas, villages and districts.
The Laotian lunar year begins in December, but Lao prefer
to begin the year in the fifth month (April) when the astrological
signs point to light and prosperity and the hot season is about
to be followed by the rains. The end of the old year is celebrated
with a procession, prayers and a long period of festivities. The
houses are swept, symbolically indicating the expulsion of the evil
and marauding spirits which might have taken up residence. On
the first day of the year the bonzes and the people cleanse the
statutes of Buddha with holy water. I t is a time for visiting, and
all dress in their best clothing. Votive mounds (usually of sand or
stones) are erected in the courts of the pagodas and along the
banks of the Mekong ; streamers of colored paper bearing the signs
of the zodiac decorate homes and buildings.
In Luang Prabang the festival is elaborately celebrated with

the release of birds and animals, processions of royal elephants
and court gatherings. The king himself sprinkles the Buddhas
with holy water. Dances and masques commemorate the legendary
ancestors of the Lao, and offerings are made of fruits, flowers,
new vegetables and candles. ( I t is the growing season, and many
spring rites have crept into. new year celebrations.) The king gives
a feast for the bonzes in Luang Prabang, and since 1941 there
have been festivities especially for the children-who
are "exposed" to the good genie of the new year .
The festival of Vixakha Bouxa or Boun Bang-Fay, occurs in
the sixth month (at the full moon of May) and is popularly called
the Festival of the Rockets. I t commemorates the birth, illumination and death of Buddha. Bonzes are shown more than usual
deference a t this time. There are dances, processions, puppet shows
and general festivities even more jubilant than most Laotian
celebrations. Children, young people and expectant mothers are
blessed; there are offerings to the bonzes. The ideas of pilgrimage
and merit making play major roles in the processions, decorations
and puppet shows.
Grafted onto this Buddhist rite are two local aspects. The first
is the firing of the ritual rockets, which are meant to provoke
the spirits of the skies and cause them to hurl rain upon the earth's
inhabitants. The second is a pre-Buddhist fertility rite, which
observers refuse to describe in any other way than as "licentious."
The government insists that these rites are disappearing.
The sacrifice of the buffalo, a pre-Buddhist tradition, is also
celebrated in the sixth Laotian month. In legend a lord of the
sixth century A.D. raided a religious sanctuary and killed those
within; the buffalo sacrificed is supposed to atone for human blood
and make the violent death of humans unnecessary. In Luang
Prabang the festival has become the occasion for the honoring of
national spirits and protectors of the king.
the nag-the
Khao Vatsa, the beginning of a period of retreat in the eighth
Laotian month (the full moon of July), coincides with the first
month of the &month rainy season. Buddha and his followers
retire to Jetavana during the rainy season, primariIy because
animal life flourishes then, and i t is easy to destroy i t (a violation
of Buddhist principle). During Khao Vatsa the patimokkha, a
confessional formula, is recited by the bonzes, and extensive processions are held by clergy and laity. There is little rejoicing,
because the bonzes, so important in the life of the village, are about
to go into retreat for 3 months.
Ho Khao Padap Dinh (Feast of the Dead) occurs in the ninth
month (August-September). Its origin is Buddha's command-

ment to honor the dead with gifts, prayers and thoughts. There
are, as usual, gifts to the bonzes.
The festival of Ho Khao Slak, in the tenth month (SeptemberOctober), involves offerings to the bonzes. The sources of the
offerings are decided by lot. This has been also a traditional time
for giving children gifts of toys, sweets and other good things
to eat.
Boun Ok Vatsa is the occasion of general rejoicing a t the end
of the period of retreat in the eleventh month (October). The
bonzes the patimokkha, confess their evil and careless thoughts
and leave the pagodas for pilgrimages. They are given new mats,
robes, begging bowls and betel instruments.
The Festival of the Waters, in the eleventh month (OctoberNovember), is a time for decorating homes and pagodas, for
processions and for pirogue races on the rivers. Nominally, all
is organized for the naga and tutelary spirits, and there are
ceremonies for the ousting of the evil phi, who have been lurking
in the houses during the rainy season.
Makha Bouxa, in the third month (February), originates in
the Buddhist texts. I t commemorates the calling together of
Buddha's disciples before his death and entrance into a state of
nirvana. Prayers, processions, offerings and masques mark the
ceremonies.
Boun Pha Vet, in the twelfth month (November), also has its
origin in the sacred texts. At this time certain national rites are
held in the That Luang, the temple located nearly 2 miles from
Vientiane, traditionally the site housing a relic of Buddha. These
rites commemorate Lao origins and historical events, but they are
not celebrated outside the capital.
TRIBAL RELIGION
Tribal Tai
Belief in the phi is universal among the Tribal Tai. A strong
ancestor cult has also been recorded among some groups, particularly the Black Tai. In the absence of Buddhism in most Tribal
Tai communities there are fairly well-developed notions of life
after death and a fairly well-organized priesthood.
Only among the Lu of southern China and northern Laos has
Buddhism become important, but there are conflicting statements
on its status. Some observers report that Buddhism has taken
firm hold ; others, that it still has a missionary status in Lu culture.
In any case, the belief in phi persists, as it does among the Lao.
Among the Black Tai there are several classes of phi (here
called pi). An important class consists of the spirits of the soil
(called ten), arranged in a hierarchy. The supreme spirit of the
soil (ten luong) is responsible for soil fertility, and there are

spirits of the soil a t the level of the principality or district (pi
m u o n g ) and the village (pi b a n ) . Each year, before planting, a
ritual honors there spirits, and they are again honored a t harvesttime. In the meantime, individual farmers perform rituals to
their own ancestral spirits (when the buds appear on the rice) and
sacrifice a pig or a chicken to the new rice. A sacrifice is offered
to the rice spirit after the harvest to induce the spirit to sleep
in the granary.
Like some Lao, the Black Tai believe that each individual has
32 souls or spirits. In this case, i t is thought that the souls are
formed by two male spirits and one female spirit. The close tie
between the ruling families and the spirits of the soil is indicated
by the belief that 6 of the souls of members of these families a r e
formed by ten luong. The 32 souls leave the body a t death, some
going "beyond the sky," others remaining on the altar of the
ancestors.
The marked social stratification of the Black Tai is reflected
in their conceptions of life after death (see ch 6, Social Structure).
Commoners (those not of royal descent) go to a village in the next
world in which life is much as i t is on earth. Members of the
lesser nobility are distributed, according to their rank, to several
other villages, the very important chiefs going to a special celestial village where they live idyllic afterlives. Except for these great
chiefs, the souls of the dead eventually leave these villages and
return to earth. The souls of women follow the souls of their
husbands.
The priests associated with the cult or the spirits of the soil
are called m o and come from the Luong and Ka families (see ch
6, Social Structure). A son inherits the position from his father,
but he must undergo training. After passing through several
levels, a candidate for the priesthood achieves the title mwo lam
and is entitled to perform the rituals associated with the spirits
of the soil. There are, apparently, other types of practitioners
concerned with healing who may be hired by individuals.
The Red Tai believe in a hierarchy of gods and spirits, each
of which resides in an appropriate level or place in heaven or
on earth. Only the lower spirits-equivalent to the phi of other
Tai-speaking peoples--directly affect the lives of the people and
must be propitiated. The gods, however, a r e thanked for harvests
a t annual festivals.
Mountain Mon-Khmer
The little that is known of the religion of the Mountain MonKhmer tribes indicates that most of them believe in a range of
spirits, but that in some groups (for example, the So and the
Lamet) a cult of the ancestors is quite important. Buddhism is

well established in a few villages of some tribes. Buddhist influence
is said to be quite strong among the Sek of Khammouane Province,
and there are Buddhist villages among the Loven, the Oy, the
P'u Noi and the Khmu (see ch 5, Ethnic 'Groups and Languages).
Among the Khmu (the largest of these tribes) the spirits are
called hrooy. Like the phi of the Tai-speaking peoples, the hrooy
are everywhere, but the house spirit and one of the jungle spirits
appear to be especially important. Evil spirits may possess people
who then become dangerous (a pattern strongly resembling that
of the phi-pop among the Lao).
Religious practitioners are concerned chiefly with curing, since
much illness is believed to be caused by the activities of spirits.
There are, however, regular rituals connected with the agricultural cycle.
The rituals of the Khmu, especially those connected with the
guardian spirits of the village, tend to be surrounded by taboos.
The entrances and exits of the village are closed to strangers,
usually by bamboo symbols laid in the paths, and a stranger who
enters is held responsible for any misfortune that occurs.
A combination of spirit worship and an ancestral cult prevails
among the Lamet, but the salient characteristics of the religion of
these people is the importance of the priest-chief (xemia). This
office is usually inherited in the male line, but the candidate must
be approved by the married men of the village. His authority does
not extend beyond the village (see ch 6, Social Structure). His
religious duties consist mainly of carrying out the sacrifices to
the guardian spirits of the village.
Meo
The Meo pantheon includes a spirit of the earth, of heaven, of
the mountain, of thunder and of the dragon. There are also household spirits (tsao &en) and a variety of spirits associated with
fertility, rice, trails and other things and places. In addition, the
Meo have a cult of the ancestors, and a simple altar to the ancestors
is found in each Meo household.
The spirits are believed to control the fortunes of men and to
influence the behavior of individuals. Specifically, illness is attributed to the actions of evil spirits, although some illness is a
consequence of soul loss.
Curers, either men or women, have the power to heal, determine
the meaning of signs and communicate with spirits. They are
given their magical power by spirits who live within them. Fees
are paid to these practitioners by the individuals or families that
make use of their services.
Rituals connected with the cult of the ancestors are carried out
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by the heads of extended family households (see ch 7, Family).
Other rituals mark the time of planting and the lunar new year.
Other
The ethnic groups represented by small communities (Man,
Akha, 1,010 and Lahu) share with their neighbors a belief in a
wide range of active spirits, although the names, attributes and
loci of these spirits vary. The Man and the Akha also have a
significant ancestor cult. That of the Man resembles the ancestor
cult of the Chinese. The ancestors are venerated, particularly a t
a ritual occurring a t the time of the lunar new year. Among the
Akha, however, the spirits of the ancestors are assimilated to the
other spirits (ne) and, like them, are active in controlling the
affairs and behavior of men.
As among the other peoples of Laos, spirits are the providers
of good harvests and other good fortune, but some are responsible
for illness. All of these people have ritual specialists who are
concerned chiefly with healing and divination. The Man apparently
have a system of ranked priests who achieve their rank through
examinations. The lowest ranked priest is simply an exorcist of
evil spirits ;the next rank is a diviner and may officiate a t funerals ;
and the highest rank has power over all the spirits.

CHAPTER 12
SOCIAL VALUES
In principle, Buddhism provides the Lao with a set of values
or standards in terms of which personal relationships may be
ordered, individual or collective goals assessed and behavior evaluated. In fact, detailed knowledge of the values of the Lao is not
available, although some facts about their behavior are known.
Broadly, Lao behavior patterns that conform to Buddhist values
are marked by moderation and the avoidance of overt conflict
between persons. Still other aspects of Lao behavior appear to
be consistent with a Buddhist emphasis on the individual's responsibility for himself.
Despite years of French rule, there is little evidence that ordinary Lao have been significantly influenced by French values.
Some of the elite, however, manifest French attitudes and values,
particularly in their relations with foreigners and when they are
living outside their own country.
Even less is known of the values of the non-Lao components
of the population than of the Lao. Fragmentary information suggests considerable difference between one group and another.
RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE SELF
The precepts of Theravada Buddhism, which is the official
faith of the Kingdom of Laos, are nonprescriptive and nonprohibitory in relation to laymen. It accepts man's mixed nature in
his capabilities for good and evil and ascribes suffering to man's
struggles to fulfill his own desires. I t offers a way by which an
individual may acquire merit in a running account through a n
indefinite series of rebirths until nirvana (the end of the series)
is, ideally, reached. In principle, each individual is responsible for
his own fate, in the sense that his conduct in earlier incarnations
has to a greater or lesser extent determined his condition in his
present incarnation. Presumably, his behavior in this incarnation
is also determined by his past record, but there seems to be room
in the theory for effort directed toward improving that record
(see ch 11, Religion).
The contexts in which the principle of predetermination rather
than the principle of effort will be invoked are not established.
An unfortunate Lao is the butt of many jokes because i t is assumed

that he is paying in this life for his actions in previous lives.
Similarly, those who are successful in the world (for example,
those who achieve important positions in the hierarchy) are
thought to have done so less as a result of hard work than as a
consequence of merit acquired earlier.
Although these notions indicate that an individual in any given
incarnation has little or no control over his condition or his conduct,
there seems to be, in Buddhism generally and among the Lao
specifically, an expectation that a person can act to acquire merit.
The individualism of the Lao stresses responsibility for the
self rather than its aggrandizement. It is not, therefore, incompatible with the virtues emphasized by Buddhism : self-restraint,
modesty, generosity (particularly to the sanghcc-the religious
community of bonzes) and serenity, The practice of these virtues
contributes to the accumulation of merit and thus enhances a
man's chances of being reborn into better circumstances.
The implicit emphasis in Lao Buddhist life on the individual's
responsibility for what happens to him is reflected in the lack
of overt guidance given a child as he grows up. He is neither
encouraged to learn physical skills nor rewarded for learning
them. The child is expected to find his own path and to learn the
ways of competition, compromise and cooperation in playing with
his age-mates.
Punishment is rare, and its absence seems to be consonant with
the Buddhist notion that wrong conduct brings its own damage to
the individual. A corollary of this assumption is that man is not
to judge his fellow men. How this corollary is related to specific
behavior is not clear, but there is a tendency for Lao to be tolerant
of all but the most deviant behavior.
THE MIDDLE WAY AND THE ACCUMULATION OF MERIT
For the Lao layman, the path to the accumulation of merit is
the middle way: gentleness, acceptance of nature, avoidance of
conflict and respect for all life. Ideally, gentleness and the avoidance of conflict mark personal relations. Acceptance of nature
implies the absence of the drive, sometimes said to characterize
Western man, to master nature. Respect for life as an ideal does
not have the power sometimes ascribed to i t by a few Western
observers. Although the Lao are sometimes said to be pacific, they
have a history of warfare, with others and among themselves.
Their relative passiveness may be influenced more by a recent
history of defeat (by the Thai, the Vietnamese and others) than
by Buddhist values (see ch 3, Historical Setting).
In personal relations generosity becomes as important as gentleness and the avoidance of conflict, and in some situations generosity
and the avoidance of conflict are seen as part of the same complex.

Concretely, very careful attention to good manners and to hospitality are expressions of both values. There are, for example,
several ways of expressing thanks and asking pardon. Brusqueness
and casualness in such matters are very rare and disapproved.
The value given hospitality is clearly linked to the virtue of
generosity. A guest, whether expected or not, should be greeted
ceremoniously and courteously and given all the honor that the
host (who may be an individual or an entire village) can afford.
In some situations, however, hospitality is neither expected nor
given; a family will not act as a host during a serious illness or
a birth, nor will a village when all the men are away fishing or
hunting.
The emphasis on avoidance of conflict is manifested in the
tendency to moderation in speech, lack of argumentativeness and
the concealment of any displeasing emotion. Western observers
have noted that it is often difficult to get a Lao to give a frank
opinion; he apparently feels that expressing himself forthrightly
might bring disagreement into the open. Nevertheless, other observers have suggested that, among the elite, some have been quite
critical of their equals. It is not clear that such criticism occurs
in face-to-face confrontation. In any case, the elite constitutes a
very small segment of the population, more affected by change
than others. Open disagreement in daily relations among ordinary
people is probably infrequent. The absence of overt conflict is
not, however, to be taken as the absence of difference and antagonism. The occurrence of these and their modes of expression have
not been investigated among the Lao.
WORK AND THE PURSUIT OF PLEASURE
Hard work, either an end in itself or as a means to the accumulation of wealth, is not a Lao value. The pursuit of pleasure seems
to be, and i t requires a surplus, but one to be expended rather
than saved or invested.
The Lao's life of rice farming and fishing is not precarious.
There are periods of demanding work. Nevertheless, bad years for
wet rice are rare, and the farmer can usually raise enough for
his family's needs, with a surplus for feasts and celebrations and
to trade for such items as jewelry that he cannot make himself.
To these ends the Lao is willing to work hard-but only a s hard
as necessary. The family that works in this way and manages
wisely is respected. The girl who can do her share in the process
of cultivation acquires the reputation of being a good prospective
marriage partner, but a man who acquires a surplus and saves it
would lose rather than gain prestige.
The value of generosity, the accumulation of religious merit and
the pursuit of pleasure are all conducive to the expenditure of

wealth, often in the same or related activities. The acquisition
of merit and the demonstration of generosity are manifested in
the daily gift of food to the begging bonzes. This gift, however,
is mandatory in the Lao Buddhist view, and a Lao considers i t
less a gift from surplus than a necessity. Generosity, in the sense
of giving more than is necessary, is more clearly demonstrated
in the donation to the bonzes and the pagoda of materials, labor,
flowers, candles, robes and all of the necessities of living. Generally,
the whole village joins in giving, but some are able to give more
than others. All, however, are expected to give something and to
be generous and joyful in giving.
The same combination of giving for pleasure and merit is seen
in the ceremonies that mark the stages of life from birth to death.
All involve shared feasting and gaiety.
The emphasis on pleasure in connection with activities marked
by generosity and the accumulation of merit has sometimes been
attributed to the Buddhist stress on the avoidance of suffering.
I n Buddhist thought, however, desire-including the desire for
pleasure-is
a primary source of suffering. There has been no
investigation of the exact nature of the ordinary Lao's understanding of Buddhist doctrine, and i t is not possible to say whether
the pursuit of pleasure is linked to a Lao interpretation of Buddhism or has other causes.
The accumulation of wealth and its generous expenditure, particularly in connection with religious festivals and the support
of the sangha, not only confers religious merit but also prestige,
a t least in the village. The accumulation of wealth for direct consumption (giving material satisfaction to the consumer) seems
to be increasingly valued in the urban community among the elite
and others with a nontraditional education. Such consumption
may also confer prestige within this small segment of the total
population. Observations of this development, however, have been
casual.
The Lao's alleged lack of initiative, his lack of fondness for work
and his stress on religious o r ceremonial expenditure have been
attributed to the influence of Buddhism. At least one observer,
however, has suggested that the Lao villager has been used by
his rulers for so long in conditions where economic development
was not possible that he has developed an attitude of resignation
and acceptance. The relationship between Buddhist doctrine,
specific Lao values and attitudes and the concrete situations in
which ordinary Lao have found themselves has not been explored.
SOCIAL INEQUALITY
Traditionally, Lao society was marked by a small elite comprising members of the royal family, the nobility (remoter descendants

of kings) and a group of officials deriving from the commoner
(those not of royal descent) class. Since World War I1 the composition of the elite has changed a little, but its general outlines
remain as they were (see ch 6, Social Structure). Traditionally,
the careful distinctions between the various grades of princes and
mandarins were marked by titles. Different vocabularies were
used in speaking to them, and gradations in the types of pronouns
were used to do them honor. Complete prostration was formerly
the rule before royalty, and all commoners squatted as a high
mandarin passed. Such exaggerated forms of respect have been
eliminated, but different modes of address are still used.
Associated with these formal ways of recognizing social inequality were periods of license. On certain ceremonial occasions,
superiors could be wittily abused, and water could be thrown a t
anyone for several days during the New Year festival.
How completely the Lao villager now accepts marked social
distinctions is not known. Buddhism, although not the source of
the distinctions, may be used to accommodate the people to them;
since one's station in life is a consequence of behavior in earlier
incarnations, there is really nothing that can be done. There is
no indication that the Pathet Lao make a great effort to exploit
these social distinctions.
Within the Lao village, formal respect and deference a r e given
to one's seniors and, regardless of their age, to the bonzes. The
value assigned to seniority is clear; its causes and consequences
are not.

SECTION 11. POLITICAL
CHAPTER 13
THE GOVERNMENTAL SYSTEM
The government operating in 1966 united the traditional administrative forms of the dominant ethnic Lao with forms introduced by the French during their colonial rule. The basis of
government was the Constitution, which had been promulgated
in 1947 after Franco-Laotian agreements provided for the gradual
attainment of national independence. The constitutional monarch,
King Savang Vatthana, was a direct descendant of the royal
family of the ancient Lao Kingdom of Muong Lan Xang Hom
Khao. The government emphasized this historic continuity in an
effort to develop a sense of unity among the culturally disparate
and often physically remote peoples inhabiting the country (see
ch 3, Historical Setting).
Like the Constitution, the independent legislature, which had
a democratically elected lower house, the National Assembly, was
French inspired. The Prime Minister and the Council of Ministers,
who constituted the working executive, were subject to National
Assembly approval. The King's Council, the upper house of the
legislature, had its antecedent in the traditional body of princely
advisers. Judicial structure was French, but law embraced customary practice as well.
The boundaries of the 16 provinces that comprised the country
in 1966 reflected historical divisions. The central government appointed provincial authorities, sometimes simply confirming local
leaders in office. At the lower administrative levels and in tribal
areas traditional local rulers governed in the customary fashion.
In some areas central government authority was accepted only
conditionally.
Even before the attainment of full political independence in
1953, portions of the country had been controlled militarily by
the Pathet Lao. Governments of National Union formed in 1957
and again in 1962, in efforts to bring together opposing political
factions, failed to integrate the country's political life. The second
Government of National Union, a coalition of rightists, leftists
and neutralists, formed a t the time of the 1962 Geneva Conference,

convoked to end civil war in Laos, existed only in name in 1966.
For all practical purposes the coalition dissolved in early 1963
when the Pathet Lao members of the Cabinet left Vientiane to
establish themselves as part of the political apparatus in areas
occupied by Pathet Lao troops. By 1966 these areas comprised
somewhat less than half of the national territory, inhabited by
about one-fifth of the population (see ch 14, Political Dynamics).
In the mid-1960's the government renewed its efforts to meet
the newly articulated demands of its more remote citizens and
attempted to extend its administrative apparatus. It further tried
to develop a sense of national allegiance among the many persons
whose loyalty formerly had been only to family, village and tribe.
Efforts to exercise government authority throughout the country
have been hindered by the fact that the ethnic Lao elite have occupied virtually all high political and civil service positions.
PRINCIPLES OF GOVERNMENT
The principles and structure of government developed by the
ancient Lao Kingdom of Lan Xang survived succeeding periods of
territorial division and French colonial rule (see ch 3, Historical
Setting). In the traditional system only the royal family of Luang
Prabang and the ruling families in some conquered or attached
principalities had hereditary titles. In theory, the king's power
was absolute, and the Lao considered such absolutism the natural
order of things. Moreover, the king's power was tempered by
difficulties in communication and transportation. Hence, in practice, high government officials were more vulnerable than the
common people to royal disfavor. The ordinary man generally was
secure in his land, his house and his possessions, so long as he
paid his taxes and obeyed the laws.
There were three levels of officials. The powerful maha oupahat
(second king) commanded the army and often acted as the king's
alter ego in matters of routine administration. He might be the
crown prince, another person of royal blood or even a commoner.
The office of maha oupahat was discontinued in 1945 when King
Sisavang Vong of Luang Prabang deprived the incumbent, Prince
Phetsarath, of his authority because the Prince led the Lao Issara
movement seeking independence from France.
At the next highest level of traditional government was the
Council of Ministers, chosen from among princes of royal blood.
Arranged in hierarchical order, the four principal ministers had
prescribed advisory and executive functions. There also were a
number of lesser officials of royal blood.
Supporting this royal body of governing personalities was the
appointed and graded mandarinate. The mandarins formed the
backbone of government, filling all remaining posts from coun-

cilors to judges and tax collectors. They enjoyed great prestige and
had important powers and responsibilities. Their status was
achieved; titles were not hereditary, but were conferred by the
king on the basis of education and formal examinations. Salaries,
perquisites and gifts from petitioners gave the mandarins the
opportunity to acquire wealth.
Local government of the provincial subdivisions of the kingdom
was based on a system of elections. Village chiefs were chosen
in accordance with local tradition by the responsible heads of
families. Beyond this, delegates chosen in the villages met to select
the chiefs of larger groupings of villages and so on up the line to
the officials of the provinces. Where the governor of the provinces
was not a royal appointee, he too was chosen by the delegated
notables and responsible commoners. This system did not include
the administrative mandarinate, which was appointed from above.
The French established themselves in the country a t the end of
the nineteenth century and, like the Siamese before them, ruled indirectly. The country was formally considered a n extension of
France. I t was administered within the framework of the French
Indochinese Federation which included the colony of Cochin China
and the protectorates of Cambodia, Annam and Tonkin.
Except for the Kingdom of Luang Prabang, the French organized the country a s a colony, composed of eight provinces,
each under a French colonial official. In Luang Prabang the king
continued to reign, but under French protection. The royal lines
of principalities elsewhere in the country were allowed to lapse.
A re'sident supe'rieur, a t Vientiane, under the French governor of
Indochina, was responsible for the overall governance of the
country.
Routine administration was left to the traditional Lao elite,
and customs largely were undisturbed. Exceptions included the
suppression of slavery and the institution of a dual court system,
one for Laotians, another for French and other non-Lao residents.
The French also regularized tax collection and supervised fiscal
matters. The major innovation was the loss of absolute power by
the rulers, whose acts, in the last analysis, were subject to French
approval. Moreover, some members of the Lao elite were introduced
to European notions of government by education in French schools,
either in Laos or in France (see ch 9, Education).
An idea that the authority of the king should be limited constitutionally came to be advocated by many of the country's elite
at the time of the defeat of the Japanese in 1945. The principal
proponents of the scheme were members of a movement known
as Lao Issara (Free Lao) ; they viewed a monarchy with constitutionally limited powers as a safeguard against renewed French

rule through a protectorate. When the country, united under the
King of Luang Prabang, became autonomous within the French
Union of Indochina, an elected constituent assembly drafted a
constitution. In 1947 the king promulgated it, and a constitutional
monarchy was established.
The Constitution in 1966 was that of 1947, amended principally
to reflect the gradual attainment of full national sovereignty. It
proclaimed the country to be "a unitary, indivisible, democratic
Kingdcm." Unity and tradition were emphasized as, for example,
in the preamble :
Laos, aware of the role which has been handed down to it by history, conscious that its future must lie in the reunion of all the
provinces of the country, hereby solemnly affirms its unity and
independence.

The unity thus envisioned was based on ethnic Lao dominance and
the traditions of the ancient Lao Kingdom of Lan Xang, which
even provided the national emblem (see ch 17, Political Values and
Attitudes). Succession to the throne, which was traced back to
Lan Xang, was prescribed in detail.
The Constitution guarantees equality before the law, legal protection of the means of existence, freedom of conscience and "other
democratic liberties as defined by law." In 1956 the Constitution
was amended to delete guarantees of freedom of the person, of
speech and of assembly "subject to law." Statutory law subsequently affirmed a number of such rights. The Constitution
declares service to country, obedience to law, fulfillment of family
responsibilities, practice of national solidarity, work and education to be duties of the people.
Foremost among general provisions is the affirmation of national
sovereignty. The Constitution originally declared simply that sovereignty emanated from the people. A later amendment added that
sovereignty was to be exercised by the king in accordance with
the Constitution. Regardless of "race," persons permanently residing in the country and having no other national allegiance are
accorded citizenship. A 1956 amendment extends the suffrage to
adults of both sexes legally in possession of civil and political
rights. The only economic provisions of the Constitution relate to
the nztional budget and loans. The official language is Lao.
Buddhism is the official religion and the king its high protector
(see ch 11, Religion). A royal ordinance of 1959 increased government control of the clergy and spelled out the structure of its
administration. Lower clergy elect the highest religious official,
the phra sangharaju, from candidates nominated by the minister
of religion and approved by the Council of Ministers. Secular
officials participate in the disciplinary tribunals for Buddhist

monks, and all clerical correspondence passes through government
channels. Buddhist authorities generally officiate a t all public
ceremonies.
The Constitution sets forth the various organs of government
and generally defines their functions. Constitutional amendment
is a three-step process. Amendments may be proposed by the
King's Council, the Council of Ministers or the National Assembly
by a simple majority of members present. Thereupon, the king
convokes the National Congress, composed of the National Assembly and the King's Council. In 1957 the approval required
for constitutional amendment was reduced from two-thirds to a
simple majority of members of the National Congress present.
The Constitution prohibits the amendment of provisions related
to the unity and indivisibility of the national state and the principles of liberty and equality.
The royal family and other members of the Lao elite have
considered the Constitution a valid working basis for governing
the country. That they consider it flexible is attested to by the
vigorous debate which accompanies motions to amend it. No attempt has been made to nullify the provisions declared to be
immutable. Moreover, officials display notable care in observing
constitutional forms, even in exceptional circumstances.
Many persons who are not members of the elite do not know
of the existence of the Constitution, and few of those who have
heard of it understand that the Constitution forms the basis of
government. Nevertheless, the people a t large have participated
in several general elections. In the course of the often vigorous
preelection campaigning they were told about the Constitution and
what it was designed to accomplish.

THE EXECUTIVE
The King
Declaring dynastic and customary rules of succession to be
operative, the Constitution reserves the throne for the prince
designated as heir or another direct male descendant of King
Sisavang Vong. The King may appoint his heir and annul such an
appointment a t will. If he dies without an appointed heir, the
King's Council may nominate the successor, to be proclaimed King
by the National Congress. In the event of royal minority or
incapacity, the Crown Prince is to be designated regent. If there
is no Crown Prince or he is a minor, the King's Council with the
assent of the National Assembly appoints a regent from among
the royal family. The King is required to be a devout Buddhist.
The King is supreme head of state, chief executive of the
government and commander in chief of the armed forces. He
promulgates all laws enacted and signs all treaties approved by

the National Assembly. With the concurrence of the National
Assembly, he can declare war. The King presides over the Council
of Ministers, whose members he formally nominates after they
have been found acceptable by the Assembly. In exceptional circumstances he is empowered to appoint a government not requiring Assembly approval, or he can rule by decree, subject
to later ratification by the Assembly. The King authorizes all
regulations proposed by the Council of Ministers and countersigned by the responsible minister.
The King has the authority to establish governmental positions,
both civilian and military, making appointments to them according to law. He confers military and civilian honors and has the
power to commute death sentences.
Crown Prince Savang Vatthana, who had been appointed Regent,
succeeded to the throne in 1959 upon the death of Sisavang Vong,
who had reigned longer than any other monarch in the twentieth
century. King Savang Vatthana designated Vong Savang as Crown
Prince. Neither King Sisavang Vong nor King Savang Vatthana
exercised all of their constitutional power, and both remained
unknown to large segments of the population (see ch 14, Political
Dynamics).

The Prime Minister and Council of Ministers
Executive power routinely is exercised by the Prime Minister
and Council of Ministers in a resemblance to the French system.
The Prime Minister is president of the Council of Ministers, which
comprises his Cabinet. The Council is composed of the ministers
and secretaries of state who head the executive departments, called
ministries and departments of state, respectively. Beginning in
1962 there were two deputy prime ministers, appointed in the same
manner as the rest of the Council. In 1966, Prince Souphanouvong
nominally was a deputy prime minister although, in fact, he was
with Pathet Lao forces.
Council members may or may not be National Assembly delegates. If they are, they are not eligible to vote on motions of
confidence or censure. Otherwise, they enjoy all Assembly privileges, including parliamentary immunity and the right to introduce
legislation as individuals. Before investiture, the Prime Minister
and his proposed Cabinet are required to secure the approval of
the National Assembly.
In 1957 a prolonged Cabinet crisis dramatized the problem of
obtaining from the several loosely structured parties controlling
the Assembly the two-thirds majority required for a vote of
confidence. Consequently, the Constitution was amended to reduce
the requirement to a simple majority. The only attempt to govern
with a Cabinet that was not approved by the Assembly occurred

in 1960. In that instance, the Prime Minister, Prince Souvanna
Phouma, had been approved by both the King and the Assembly.
After 2 years of civil war, the Constitution was amended to
authorize the National Congress to request the King to appoint
an interim administration which would not need Assembly approval. Congress then made such a request, and the second Government of National Union, including Pathet Lao representatives,
was formed. When armed hostilities again broke out and Pathet
Lao members of the Cabinet left the capital for Pathet Lao territory, the Assembly again exercised its authority to approve the
makeup of the Cabinet.
By a motion of censure or of no confidence, which requires a
simple majority, the National Assembly can force the resignation
of the Prime Minister and his Cabinet. In a number of crises of
this sort in the past, the outgoing government has stayed on in
a caretaker capacity. In charge of current affairs, i t could not
introduce new legislation.
The Council of Ministers is empowered to initiate legislation.
With the agreement of the King's Council, i t can direct the King
to dissolve the National Assembly. The basic responsibility of
the Prime Minister and his Cabinet is to implement the laws
enacted by the Assembly. To this end, they are empowered to
issue decrees and regulations.
The relationship between ministers and secretaries of state is
not clearly defined in the Constitution. A minister nominally is
in charge of each department of state, but the number and functions of ministries and departments vary according to political
circumstances. Moreover, a single minister may have several
portfolios as, for example, in 1966, when Prime Minister Prince
Souvanna Phouma was also in charge of National Defense, Foreign
Affairs, Veterans Affairs and Rural Affairs. In 1963 the four
leftist ministers in his Cabinet had abandoned their posts when
hostilities broke out, but in 1966 they retained their nominal titles,
whiIe acting ministers performed their functions (see ch 14, Political Dynamics).
In 1966 there were 15 ministries and 4 departments of state.
Ministries were : National Defense ; Foreign Affairs ; Veterans
Affairs; Rural Affairs; Economy and Planning; National Education ; the Interior and Social Welfare ; Finance ; Justice ; Public
n Arts, Sports
Works and Transport ; Public Health ;~ e l i ~ i ;oFine
and Youth; Information, Propaganda and Tourism; and Post,
Telegraph and Telecommunications. Departments of state were :
Economic Planning, Social Welfare, Veterans Affairs and Public
Works and Transport. Each minister is assisted by a body of
advisers composed of directors of the various divisions into which

the functions of the ministry are grouped. The powers of the
various directorates, offices and sections are delimited by law and
regulation.
Several ministries, notably the Ministry of the Interior and
Social Welfare, which controlled the police in 1966, and the Ministry of National Education, operate field offices. Usually, these
are in provincial capitals. Sent out by the central government,
government personnel in the provinces report directly to their
respective departments in Vientiane. Posts in remote areas are
considered undesirable, and such assignments are sometimes used
by higher authorities as disciplinary measures. Veterinary and
customs services occasionally operate a t the village level. Because
customs receipts constitute a large portion of domestic revenue,
officials possess extensive powers, including the right of search
and seizure (see ch 24, Financial and Monetary Systems).
THE LEGISLATURE
The National Assembly
In 1956 the constitutional term of the National Assembly was
extended from 4 to 5 years. The Constitution provides that the
Assembly can be dissolved a t any time by the King, acting on the
request of the Council of Ministers and with the approval of the
King's Council. In this event new elections must take place within
90 days, and the new Assembly must meet within 30 days thereafter. The threat of dissolution, which jeopardizes the return to
office of each delegate, partially offsets the power of the Assembly
to force the resignation of the Prime Minister and his Cabinet.
In 1966 there were 59 Assembly delegates. Constitutionally
charged with representing the interests of the country as a whole,
they were elected from single member districts. These districts
were apportioned according to the number of registered voters,
rather than on the basis of population.
The electoral law enacted in 1960 raised educational and experience qualifications for candidacy and re'quired a deposit which
would be forfeited if the c a n d i d a t e s l e d to poll a t least 20 percent of the votes in his district. It also redrew district boundaries.
As a result, constituencies which previously had voted for candidates of the Neo Lao Hak Xat (United Lao Patriotic Front), the
political organization of the Pathet Lao, were split up. In 1965,
after Neo Lao Hak Xat officials in the second Government of
National Union had rejoined Pathet Lao forces, a limited election
was held in territory controlled by the government. In October
1966 the National Assembly was dissolved after it gave what was
tantamount to a vote of' no confidence in Prime Minister Prince
Souvanna Phouma's administration. A general election was scheduled for January 1, 1967.

,

At the annual National Assembly session, opened by the King
in May 1956, the regular term of the Assembly was extended from
3 to 5 months. The Constitution provides that the King can prolong the regular session. He may also call a special session on his
own authority or a t the request of the Council of Ministers, the
National Assembly or the Interim Committee of the National
Assembly.
At the beginning of each regular session, the Assembly elects
its own president and vice president and provides them with a
small staff. I t also appoints five members to the Interim Committee, which sits throughout the year. The Interim Committee
acts on behalf of the King's Council, when the Council is not in
session. In emergencies, i t may legislate, or authorize the King
to legislate, subject to later Assembly ratification. The Interim
Committee provides liaison with the Council of Ministers, whose
acts it supervises. The National Assembly has the power to impeach individual ministers for treason or malfeasance, but by
late 1966 it had never exercised it.
The National Assembly is the sole authority on constitutional
interpretation and is also the only body authorized to enact
legislation. I t can act on the national budget and national loans,
ratify treaties, organize the kingdom politically and revise legal
codes. In 1956 the Constitution was amended to make the King's
right to declare war contingent upon approval of two-thirds of
the entire Assembly.
Individual delegates, the King's Council or, more often, the
Council of Ministers may introduce bills. In the absence of any
standing legislative committees, ad hoc volunteer committees report all bills. Measures are adopted by a simple majority vote.
They then pass to the King's Council for royal approval.
The King is required to promulgate within 2 months all measures passed by the Assembly. During the interim the King's
Council may exercise a temporary veto, which returns the measure to the Assembly for reconsideration. In 1955 the majority
necessary to override the temporary veto was reduced to a simple
majority. If such a vote is obtained, the King is required by
the Constitution to promulgate the law within 15 days; otherwise,
the president of the Assembly promulgates i t in the King's name.
If, however, the Assembly fails to override the temporary veto,
the veto stands, or the bill is amended according to the King's
proposals.
Delegates and persons employed in preparing the official records
of the Assembly enjoy parliamentary immunity. This important
free-speech guarantee enables opposition members to make statements otherwise within the scope of libel laws. Assembly pro-

ceedings are generally public. They appear, along with a summary of debates, in the Journal Ofifficield u Royaume d u Laos (Official Journal of the Kingdom of Laos). Published weekly in French
by the Ministry of the Interior and Social Welfare, the Joumzal
also serves as the official record of all laws, ordinances and regulations, as well as of executive and judicial proceedings.
In conjunction with the King's Council, -the Assembly forms
the National Congress, which is the governmental body empowered to propose and act on constitutional amendments. In
1956 i t gained the authority to proclaim the monarch on nomination of the King's Council if the king dies without designating an
heir.
Because there were no elected provincial legislatures during
the early 1960's, the National Assembly delegate was the major
popular representative and principal link between villages and
the government. Delegates presented themselves as protectors of
the villages. Beginning in 1947 the Meo were represented in the
Assembly and, occasionally, in the Council of Ministers. The only
other instance of tribal representation occurred when two Mountain Mon-Khmer, both pro-Pathet Lao, were elected in 1958. They
were unseated in 1960.
The King's Council
The Constitution provides for the King's Council, which is a
sort of upper house with considerable prestige but limited power.
A 1956 constitutional amendment increased the influence of the
National Assembly over the Council by expanding the Council's
membership from 9 to 12 and increasing the portion appointed by
the Assembly to one-half. The King has the power to appoint the
other 6 members of the Council. Councilors serve for 5-year terms
and have the same privileges and salaries as Assembly delegates.
Councilors, who generally have been elder statesmen; are constitutionally prohibited from serving concurrently in either the Council
of Ministers of the National Assembly.
The King's Council is empowered to introduce legislation, but
its major function has been to advise the monarch on bills originating in the Assembly. On behalf of the King, i t exercises temporary
vetoes and offers amendments, subject to National Assembly approval. The Council also renders opinions a t the request of the
Prime Minister and his Cabinet.
Constituted as the High Court of Justice, the Council may t r y
impeachments preferred by the National Assembly. I n the event
of the absence of the King, or his regent if there is one, the
Council performs executive functions. It joins the National Assembly to form the National Congress.

THE JUDICIARY
The judicial system is based on French juridical principles,
incorporating to some extent traditional local practices that were
adapted to modern French legal codes. The first formalization of
the system took place in 1949, when the Franco-Laotian convention, with it implementing conventions of 1950, established separate jurisdictions for Laotian and non-Laotian citizens of the
French Indochinese Federation and for foreigners. In 1953 the
French transferred all judicial authority to the Laotian Government, and since that time all residents of the country, except those
with diplomatic immunity, have been subject to trial by Laotian
courts. The judicial framework was reorganized by Law No. 67 of
March 31, 1950, and modified by subsequent laws and ordinances
in 1952,1954,1956 and 1963.
In 1964 a government commission was appointed to revise and
codify existing laws and suggest recommended changes. It was to
include revision and updating of the penal code and the code of
criminal procedure. The commission proceeded slowly with its
sizable task, and, though some results were accomplished, much
still remained to be done.
The Constitution affirms the independence of the judiciary from
the executive and legislative branches of government. I t establishes
a high court (the Court of Cassation), charged with defining the
rights and duties of judicial officials and ensuring their discipline.
I t further provides for the enactment of statutory law governing
structure and procedure.
In 1966 there were about 70 justices of the peace, each having
jurisdiction over all villages within his district. In each provincial
capital there was a first-instance tribunal having competence in
both civil and criminal matters. Situated in Vientiane, Luang
Prabang and Pakse, the three criminal courts each had jurisdiction over several provinces. They also served as courts of appeal
from judgments rendered by the lower courts. In Vientiane there
was also the Court of Cassation which served as a supreme court
in nonconstitutional matters (see ch 25, Public Order and Safety).
At the village level justice generally is handled in the traditional
manner. In event of a dispute the village headman calls a meeting
of heads of households. After the disputants present evidence and
solicit support from respected village elders, the headman announces a judgment. If the disputants refuse to accept this verdict,
they take the case to the canton chief. Generally, village discipline
is enforced by social sanction.
TERRITORIAL ORGANIZATION
The Constitution provides that each province (khoueng) have
a separate budget and be administered by a governor (chao

khoueng) . Statute law provides for central government appointment of the governor, who, like all civil servants in 1966, was
responsible to the Ministry of the Interior and Social Welfare.
The Constitution provides for elective provincial councils, but in
late 1966 none had been elected. A provision authorizing the
central government to grant virtual self-government to larger
towns was operative in the case of Vientiane and Luang Prabang.
I n 1966 the national territory was divided into 16 provinces,
the boundaries of which reflected former principalities and French
colonial provinces. Because of Communist military penetration,
somewhat less than half of this territory was under effective control of the government. Where the government had control, the
governor supervised the administration of the province and its
subdivisions and controlled the provincial police force and local
militia. The Ministry of the Interior and Social Welfare could
shift governors from one post to another. Nevertheless, in recoginition of the strong tradition of regional autonomy, i t often appointed a local leader.
Provinces generally are subdivided into seven or eight districts
(muong). The district chief may be posted to the district from
Vientiane, or he may be a traditional local leader simply confirmed
in office. In districts inhabited by mountain tribes he sometimes
is selected from tribal ranks. The Meo and certan Laotianized
Mountain Mon-Khmer tribes have chieftains (naikong Lao-theung)
whose authority corresponds to that of a district chief. The cities
of Vientiane and Luang Prabang are administered as districts
by chiefs, assisted by elected municipal councils.
Districts are composed of cantons (tnsseng) ,each incorporating
several villages (ban). Elected by the headmen of the villages
within the canton, the canton chief (chao tasseng) is confirmed
in office by higher provincial authorities, to whom he reports.
He enforces local law, collects taxes and coordinates the affairs
of the several villages. The headman (pho ban in Lao areas, mi
ban in most tribal areas and in the north) is the major authority
a t the village level. The heads of households in the village elect
the headman, who serves for life or until retirement. Like canton
chiefs, village headmen enjoy local respect and exercise real power.
They direct village affairs and arbitrate disputes.
Ethnic Chinese communities in urban centers are organized
into Regional Groups for Chinese Administration (Groupements
Administratifs Chinois Regionaux), which were first established
by the French. Under government supervision the community
elects a chairman, who often is assisted by a permanent salaried
staff. Larger communities, such a s that a t Vientiane, have several
chairmen, representing persons whose ancestors came from dif-

ferent areas of China. The group administers the community,
collects taxes and operates the Chinese school. North Vietnamese
communities are organized similarly.
In more remote areas clan networks and tribal and intertribal
relationships were more operative in 1966 than the Westernized
superstructure. Ruled in fact by local chieftains, many tribes are
virtually self-governing and accept central government only conditionally. Some of the tribal people, including most of the Mountain Mon-Khmer, have a rudimentary administrative system based
on autonomous villages. Tribes of Thai origin retain a memory
of loose tribal confederation. The Meo of Xieng Khouang Province
had virtual autonomy under clan leaders during the early 1960's.
Their strong opposition to the Pathet Lao derived more from
loyalty to their own leaders than from loyalty to the government.
Accepting what they consider to be their place in a traditional
hierarchy, most villagers regard the government as an external
force over which they have no control, and consider the government a protector and, increasingly, a provider.
After the country achieved full independence the problem of
developing national allegiance was exacerbated by Pathet Lao
efforts to subvert the government. Although the Pathet Lao was
never internationally recognized, i t ruled large segments of the
country beginning in 1952. Its control nominally ended when
Governments of National Union were formed in 1957 and 1962.
When armed hostilities recommenced in early 1963, the Pathet
Lao began to develop a more complex administrative structure
for the more than one-half of the national territory i t controlled.
Based on the village peoples' committees first employed in the
provinces of Phong Saly and Houa Phan in 1954, the expanded
structure generally paralleled that of the Royal Lao Government.
In 1966 the Pathet Lao had a t least nine administrators who
called themselves governors and claimed that they and not the
officials appointed by the government were the legitimate provincial authorities. Whereas the Royal Lao governors resided in
the provincial capitals, the rival Pathet Lao administrators resided
in a more remote area under Pathet Lao military control. The
Pathet Lao administrators collected taxes, assisted the Pathet Lao
army and operated some schools and clinics.
The series of public service and development programs which
the government began in the late 1950's were designed largely
to stimulate national allegiance. Civic Action, a crash program
initiated in 1957 by the armed forces and financed by the United
States, sent young men into villages to perform educational,
agricultural, public health and informational services. I n 1959,

Civic Action was superseded by Teams of Six, whose experts
reportedly visited 600 townships.
In 1960 the government, with the support of the United States
Agency for International Development, undertook a program based
on the approval of village projects proposals by provincial development councils. This program reportedly reached most of the villages in the country before i t was halted by the civil war. In
1963 the same agencies began the Village Cluster Program, which
was more ambitious and successful than its predecessors. Employing parallel Laotian and United States administrators reaching to
the village level, i t provided public services and conceived of
regional development based on selected villages.
PUBLIC SERVICE
In 1966 the small, Western-educated Lao elite maintained its
monopoly on high-ranking posts within the civil service as well
as on political office. Individuals moved freely between political
and civil service positions. Most came from less than 20 families,
ranging from the collateral royal line of Luang Prabang to the
royal lines of formerly independent or tributary principalities and
to families traditionally high in the mandarinate. Many established
a n economic base outside the government by entering into profitable business alliances with Chinese and European merchants
(see ch 22, Domestic Trade).
In 1960 there were about 7,500 permanent civil service employees, of whom more than 2,500 were schoolteachers (see ch
21, Labor Relations and Organization). Members of the Lao elite
were concentrated in policymaking positions in the ministries with
larger staffs, such as Finance, which employed more than 400
persons. They formed a high proportion of the staffs of the small
ministries, such as Foreign Affairs, which had less than 100 employees, half of them overseas.
A royal ordinance of 1949 prescribed general conditions of
civil service employment. In theory, positions were open to any
Lao citizen who had reached the age of 18. Additional, progressively more demanding educational and experience requirements
had the effect of disqualifying all but the elite.
A royal ordinance of 1957 established a uniform rank system
consisting of 3 major classes, each divided into 1 3 grades. The
highest level of officials, which included secretaries of state and
agency directors, was xan ek. The next level, xan tho, included
bureau chiefs and section chiefs. The third level, xan tri, was
composed mostly of clerical workers. There were also a number
of nonpermanent regular civil servants and a group called Employees of the Administration.

Ingrade promotions were automatic every 2 years. I n some
instances promotions could be obtained by examination. Salaries
varied with ranks, and supplementary benefits were available.
Because government service commanded prestige and frequently
offered the opportunity for profit, most persons who could meet
the specific educational and experience requirements sought posts.
In the early 1960's, however, inflation caused a number of employees to take supplementary jobs and the Laos Civil Servants'
'Union to press for higher wages (see ch 21, Labor Relations and
Organization).

CHAPTER 14
POLTTICAL DYNAMICS
The Constitution of 1949 superimposed a democratic parliamentary system upon the centuries-old pattern of rule by the
ethnic Lao elite. The political parties which then came into being
were formed around prominent members of the elite and developed
little popular support. Real power continued to lie with shifting
coalitions among the elite.
In 1966 the only formal party represented in the National
Assembly was Prime Minister Prince Souvanna Phouma's Neutrality Party. I t controlled only a minority of the Assembly, and
the Prime Minister's position was in fact derived from the internationaily recognized 1962 Geneva Agreement on Laos. The
rightists comprising the majority of the National Assembly were
organized into parliamentary groups supporting prominent members of the Cabinet who were, in turn, associated with officers of
the Royal Armed Forces. Military leaders began to exercise open
political influence in 1959.
In October 1966, National Assembly delegates allied with General Kouprasith Abhay rejected the Prime Minister's proposed
budget. The Prime Minister had the Assembly dissolved and
scheduled elections. While the Prime Minister sought political
support in foreign capitals, his stanchest military backer, General
Kong Le, lost control of his forces to General Kouprasith Abhay.
The Pathet Lao (Lao State) movement, which challenged the
authority of the government, was composed of a military force and
a legalized political arm, the Neo Lao Hak Xat (United Lao
Patriotic Front). A few members of the traditional Lao elite were
leaders of the Pathet Lao, but most members and sympathizers
were from lower social strata and ethnic minority groups. The
Pathet Lao won support by condemning what i t termed government indifference to the economic and social interests of the majority of the people. The movement received political and material
support from North Vietnam and Communist China, whose domestic and foreign policies it applauded. The Pathet Lao accused the
government of surrendering to United States imperialism.
In 1966, as throughout the years since national independence,
the Pathet Lao controlled parts of the national territory by means

of armed force. Pathet Lao leaders who had withdrawn from a
coalition second Government of National Union in 1963, were not
participating in the central government and denied the legitimacy
of Souvanna Phouma's rule. For its own part, Souvanna Phouma's
Cabinet was seeking to attain the paramount objective of integration of the national community, both by military measures aimed
a t gaining control of territory held by the Pathet Lao and by
social and economic measures, aimed a t countrywide development
of increased allegiance to the King and his government. Late in
the year, Souvanna Phouma made a move toward cooperation with
the Pathet Lao by inviting the Neo Lao Hak Xat to participate in
the general elections scheduled for January 1967.
SOCIAL BASIS OF POLITICAL POWER
In 1966 almost all persons who exercised political power were
members of the traditional Lao elite. Control of the Council of
Ministers, King's Council, National Assembly, armed forces and
civil service rested with descendants of the traditional royal families of the former principalities or of the official class. The Pathet
Lao, which challenged the right of the government to rule, was
headed nominally by Prince Souphanouvong. This suggests that
the organization recognized that the aristocracy (particularly the
royalty) was accorded a high degree of legitimacy by most of the
people. The fewer than 20 families that controlled the government
also had economic power, social prestige and some French education.
A member of a minority group or person from a lower economic
stratum could exercise political influence. Kong Le, though a
Mountain Mon-Khmer who became an army captain without this
qualification, accomplished a military coup in 1960 and retained
control of the neutralist army until the fall of 1966. The Lyfoung
brothers, who were Meo of Xieng Khouang Province, served for
years in the National Assembly. Several other individuals who
were not born into the Lao elite have served in the Assembly or
attained moderately high positions in the civil service.
By 1966 a relatively younger generation of elite largely had
assumed power from their elders who had dominated the first
decade of national independence. Whereas the older generation,
as exemplified by Prince Souvanna Phouma, relied on personal
politics, the more technically trained younger generation preferred
to work through more structured organizations. Most younger
men had entered politics through the Committee for the Defense
of National Interests, which in 1958 had blocked the reappointment
of Prince Souvanna Phouma a s prime minister. They favored some
governmental reforms and development programs and were suspi-

cious of attempts to conciliate the Pathet Lao (see ch 3, Historical
Setting).
The country's small middle-income group lacked economic independence and political organization. It was composed mostly of
lower ranking civil servants and Chinese entrepreneurs. Many
civil servants preferred to refrain from political activity, but after
1964, when Prime Minister Prince Souvanna Phouma induced
several prominent conservative politicians to campaign for him
among government employees, civil servants became a mainstay
of the Prince's power. The Chinese were wary of political involvement, and their communities were not as unified a s they were in
other Southeast Asian countries. There was evidence of some
Pathet Lao sympathy among the Chinese (see ch 13, The Governmental System).
Urban laborers and the more numerous farmers and tribesmen
constituting the vast majority of the people were granted nominal
political power by the democratic provisions of the Constitution,
but illiteracy and lack of transportation and communication facilities kept them from forming a clear idea of the state, let alone of
public issues and policies. Villagers had little contact with government officials other than their own headman (see ch 16, Public
Information).
Long accustomed to being directed by the elite, most people
remained politically inactive. Their participation in government
amounted to little more than voting for a National Assembly
candidate, usually a member of the local elite. Nevertheless, in
the early 1960's there were indications that the growing differences in way of life and the consequent lack of communicatim
between the elite and the majority of the people were leading to
some dissatisfaction.
POLITICAL CONDITIONS
Ever since the attainment of national independence, the armed
conflict had dominated the political life of the country. The international ramifications of the struggle in which the Pathet Lao was
aided by Communist powers led to continuing foreign pressures
which, in turn, affected the domestic situation. The Pathet Lao
insurgency necessitated the development of a national army which,
because of inadequate domestic revenue and trained personnel,
required foreign economic and technical assistance. The United
States furnished most of this defense support as well as the largest
portion of economic assistance.
The failure of all attempts to integrate the Pathet Lao was
largely responsible for the growing influence of military officers
among civilian authorities. Moreover, various proposals for ending
the conflict caused divisions among civilian officials, which hin-

dered efforts to deal with other national problems, many of which
were exacerbated by the conflict itself. The military split of the
national territory impeded the development of communications
between the ethnically and culturally heterogeneous peoples comprising the population, thus hindering efforts to develop a sense
of common nationality. Government energy was long diverted
from programs to broaden the educational system and to stimulate
economic and social development.
By 1966 the domestic armed hostilities were so closely related to
the war in South Vietnam as to be virtually an extension of it.
North Vietnam supplied the Pathet Lao with arms and advisers,
and North Vietnamese troops guarded the so-called Ho Chi Minh
Trail, which runs through eastern Laos from North Vietnam to
South Vietnam.
Among the Lao elite opposition to the Pathet Lao was motivated
partly by a sense of nationalism. The elite feared that a Pathet
Lao victory would result in North Vietnam's or Communist China's
absorption of the independent state. The government identified the
nation with the traditional ascendancy of Lao culture and patterns
of rule and appealed to the people to oppose the Pathet Lao so
that the nation would be preserved. However, nearly half of the
population belonged to various ethnic minority groups, many of
which showed little sympathy toward the government's policy of
assimilating them into Lao cultural and social patterns. The government made no concerted effort to appeal to tribal loyalties (see
ch 17, Political Values and Attitudes).
There was little information during the early 1960's concerning
the extent to which tribal and clan loyalty determined political
affiliation among minority groups. It appeared, however, that
tribal peoples, particularly the Meo, generally adopted the political
orientation of their chiefs.
Within the ruling group, family ties did not dictate political
affiliation. I n fact, related persons often supported different political factions. Nevertheless, family ties operated throughout the
administration and even connected a few members of the Pathet
Lao with government officials. The fact that Prince Souphanouvong
is the half brother of Prince Souvanna Phouma facilitated their
recurrent personal negotiations which occasionally produced more
far-reaching political results than did parliamentary decisions.
A t all levels of the society, loyalty to outstanding individuals,
whether or not they were related, was politically important.
Loyalty to a leader often superseded adherence to policy orientation.
By the late 1950's a cleavage of potential political significance
had developed between the towns-especially Vientiane-and the

rural areas. It was fostered by the growing difference between
the town and country dwellers in standard of living and way of
life. An additional divisive factor was that most townspeople
were ethnic Lao whereas many rural people were members of
ethnic minorities.
Many locally prominent persons had moved from the countryside to the towns. There they enjoyed new material possessions
and adopted new patterns of living. Rural people who occasionally
journeyed to the towns brought back to the villages information
concerning the new material possessions of the townspeople, and
many villagers began to want similar benefits for themselves.
Moreover, stimulated by Pathet Lao propaganda and the campaign
promises of candidates for the National Assembly, they began to
expect increased governmental services. When the newly articulated demands of the rural people were not met promptly, some
discontent developed. Some of the large number of rural peoples
who belonged to ethnic minorities attributed the slow governmental response to their demands to indifference on the part of the
ethnic Lao who controlled the government (see ch 5, Ethnic
Groups and Languages; ch 8, Living Conditions).
In 1963, partly in response to indications of developing rural
discontent, the new Ministry of Rural Affairs initiated the Village
Cluster Program for rural development, in which the United States
Agency for International Development participated. By 1966
there had been some progress toward raising the rural standard
of living and inducing wider acceptance of the national government (see ch 13, The Governmental System).
Continuing inflation of the national currency during the late
1950's and early 1960's affected rural people very little because
most did not participate to a significant degree in the monetary
economy. It did intensify divisions within the ruling group,
however. This source of conflict within the elite was largely
removed by the establishment of an international stabilization
fund to support the currency (see ch 24, Financial and Monetary
System).
Education was a major prerequisite to public office during the
early 1960's. Almost all members of the ruling group had some
French education and held French culture in high esteem. Partly
as a result, they were favorably inclined toward the French advisers employed by the government. Most of the common people
had little formal education. Among them the rate of illiteracy was
high, and personal contact was the most effective means of influence and a vital element in political campaigns. The substantial
increase in educational facilities of the early 1960's was expected
to contribute eventually to wider political participation. The Pathet

Lao also pledged to extend educational facilities throughout the
country. Its promise to establish schools in tribal languages evoked
some sympathy among the tribal people.
The greater part of the people had some knowledge of and identification with Buddhism. The common man's understanding of
the official religion, rather than stimulating social reforms, supported the traditional acceptance of authority. The government of
the early 1960's presented itself as the traditional protector of the
established religion and appealed for popular support on this
ground. The Pathet Lao also affirmed its allegiance to Buddhism.
It further alleged that the new way of life of government officials
and townspeople violated Buddhist principles of asceticism (see
ch 11, Religion).
POLITICALLY INFLUENTIAL GROUPS
Long the most organized political group in the country, the
Pathet Lao movement has functioned both within and outside the
legal system. It is composed of a military force, the Laotian
People's Liberation Army and a political organization, the Neo
Lao Hak Xat, which became a legal party in 1957. Beginning in
1963 the Laotian Patriotic Neutralist Forces, a group of leftist
neutralists who broke with Kong Le, operated with the Pathet Lao.
In 1966, Prince Souphanouvong continued to be chairman of the
Neo Lao Hak Xat Central Committee, which directed both military
and political operations.
When the second Government of National Union broke down in
early 1963, Prince Souphanouvong and the other Neo Lao Hak Xat
minister, Phoumi Vongvichit, rejoined Pathet Lao fighting units.
Keeping their ministerial titles, they refused to repudiate the
Government of National Union outright. Rather, they declared
that Prime Minister Prince Souvanna Phouma had forfeited his
authority when he had "abandoned the policy of peace and neutrality." The Pathet Lao demanded cessation of United States air
operations as a prerequisite for renewed participation in the
Government of National Union.
The Pathet Lao has declared allegiance to the king, the Constitution and Buddhism and has denied that it has violated the Geneva
agreements. It has made appeals to all groups, from the royal
family to villagers. In 1966 there was not sufficient information to
allow a precise description of the social composition of the movement or its sympathizers. I t appeared to enjoy its greatest success
among the least prosperous, particularly the tribal people. Exploiting local grievances and promising "social" justice, i t emphasized
the growing economic difference between the Lao elite and the
common people, which it attributed to the United States influence.

The Pathet Lao promised the tribal people increased representation in the central government and local autonomy. Among the
ethnic Lao its recruitment has been hindered by its reliance on the
North Vietnamese, whom the Lao mistrust.
The Pathet Lao has employed organizational forms similar to
those in other Communist regimes. Groups of 5 to 10 families
meet weekly in self-criticism and indoctrination sessions directed
by Pathet Lao officials. There have been reports of persons being
expelled from the movement or required to participate in reeducation programs. Mass meetings have been emphasized. Auxiliary
organizations, often paralleling groups operating in government
territory, have disseminated propaganda and sent representatives
to various Communist countries. There is a Laotian Women's
Federation, a Laotian Federation of Youth, a Combined Buddhist
Association and a Friendship Association of Former Laotian
Students Abroad. The Laotian Public Servants Association is
composed by bureaucrats within the Pathet Lao administration.
The Royal Armed Forces has been the most organized and
powerful group opposed to the Pathet Lao. Officers, whose viewpoints ranged from neutralist to rightist, have long exercised
political influence, and their personal rivalries have on several
occasions disrupted the system of government. In 1959 a group of
officers assumed the civil power in order to prevent the government from adopting a conciliatory policy toward the Pathet Lao.
In 1960, Captain Kong Le overthrew the administration in a coup
which resulted in a confused period of civil war before a recognized government could be reestablished. In 1964, General
Kouprasith Abhay, then deputy chief of staff of the armed forces,
temporarily arrested the Prime Minister in order to persuade him
to take a stronger position against the Pathet Lao.
The sangha (religious community) was the largest organized
civilian group, but in late 1966 its potentially great political influence had not been exercised extensively. Bonzes were honored in
the community, and their advice was sought on all matters, particularly by villagers. They were better educated than most citizens,
had greater contact with other areas of the country and often had
radios (see ch 16, Public Information).
The Pathet Lao turned some of the bonzes against the government by professing support for their asceticism and denouncing
the way of life of the elite. It demanded and obtained the position
of minister of religion in the first Government of National Union
and, as minister, Phoumi Vongvichit distributed Neo Lao Hak Xat
literature to the sangha in the 1958 election campaign. The subsequent conservative administration increased the already considerable government control of the sangha, which i t reorganized,

thereby further alienating some bonzes. There was no record of
later government efforts to conciliate the sangha or to enlist its
assistance.
The country's few occupational and civic associations had little
political significance. The only union of consequence was the Laos
Civil Servants' Union, and all labor unions were prohibited by
law from political activity. The Lao Women's Association, formed
in the late 1960's by the wives of ranking politicians and civil
servants, was not involved in political issues. It did, however,
attempt to increase the hitherto negligible role of women in
politics. No successful effort was made to use the small youth
groups for political purposes. Of greater importance than the
several other loosely organized civic groups were the social clubs,
which served as gathering places for the elite (see ch 4, Population and Labor Force).
THE PARTY SYSTEM
The Western-style party system introduced with national independence was without domestic precedent. The Lao Issara movement, formed in 1945, was the first organization remotely resembling a political party; i t included most of the elite, who agreed
on little more than the desirability of independence from France
(see ch 3, Historical Setting). The parties that formed later
centered on dominant personalities within the elite and lacked
grassroots support. Party members were united by expediency
rather than viewpoint, and individual politicians and business
interests financed campaigns. In the 1950's parliamentary politics
was characterized by splintering within parties and shifting
coalitions between parties. I n the early 1960's many candidates ran
for office as independents and chose party affiliation (not always
permanent) only after being elected.
Development of Political Partiee

Until 1958 the National Progressive Party and the Independent
Party dominated the National Assembly. Prince Souvanna Phouma
and several of the more conservative leaders of the Lao Issara
founded the National Progressive Party when they returned from
exile in 1959. The Independent Party, led by Phoui Sananikone,
was composed largely of members of the elite who had governed
in the absence of the Lao Issara. Both parties promised peace,
unity and higher standards of living and agreed not to oppose each
other in the 1955 election. In 1957 the National Progressives split
as a result of Prince Souvanna Phouma's acceptance of many
Pathet Lao demands. His policy was motivated by the belief that
if the Pathet Lao could be induced to join the Government of

National Union they could be separated from their foreign backers
and restrained by the legal system.
The National Union Party of Bong Souvannavong and the more
conservative Democratic Party of Katay Don Sasorith operated
as minor parties and reflected regional interests to a greater extent
than did the major parties. By means of alliances with defectors
from the major parties, they influenced government policy. I n the
mid-1950's Quinim Pholsena formed the Peace and Neutrality
Party, which operated in alliance with the Neo Lao Hak Xat in the
1958 supplementary election. Unlike most other parties, the Peace
and Neutrality Party presented a relatively coherent ideology,
concentrated on developing grassroots organization, and ran some
candidates who were not from elite families. With Neo Lao Hak
Xat support, the Peace and Neutrality Party won four of the six
seats it contested in the election.
In 1958 the Neo Lao Hak Xat campaigned throughout the
country on a platform of peace, neutrality, social justice and
extension of government services in rural and tribal areas. In the
villages i t established cells of about six persons each, composed of
Pathet Lao members who had failed to go north as required by
the 1954 Geneva Conference. The propaganda activities of the
cells were coordinated by a provincial cell, which reported to the
Neo Lao Hak Xat Central Committee. Neo Lao Hak Xat candidates
won 9 of the 21 seats a t stake in the election.
The Independent and National Progressive Parties, which together still controlled the Assembly, then merged to form the
Laotian Peoples' Rally, nominally directed by Prince Souvanna
Phouma. I t proposed to "unite the national forces for a resolute
fight against communism and subversion." Young members of the
elite formed the Committee for the Defense of National Interests,
which never became a formal party. The Committee denounced
communism and corruption and called for administrative and
judicial reform and increased discipline among the sangha. Committee members first entered the Council of Ministers after they
blocked Prince Souvanna Phouma's reappointment a s prime
minister.
The conservative government introduced educational and financial requirements for candidates in the April 1960 election. I n
effect, these requirements limited candidacy to persons from elite
families. Moreover, most of the Neo Lao Hak Xat's leaders were
in prison a t the time of the election. Members of the Committee
for the Defense of National Interests had considerable electoral
success. Committee leader General Phoumi Nosavan then replaced
the Committee with a formal party, the Democratic Party for
Social Progress.

The National Assembly which met after the election was controlled by the Democratic Party for Social Progress, which had
35 seats. The Laotian People's Rally had 17 seats, and delegates
unaffiliated with any party had 7 seats. The Pathet Lao rejected
the authority of this legislature, which served until mid-1965.
In July 1965 a limited special election was conducted in government-controlled territory. About 20,000 public officials, armed
forces officers and prominent businessmen elected Assembly delegates to a 2-year term, which the king could extend. By 1965 the
Peace and Neutrality Party had dissolved. The Neo Lao Hak Xat
refused to participate in the 1965 election. Consequently, the new
legislature was composed entirely of persons of neutralist or
rightist persuasion.
Parties in 1966

In 1966 the only formal political party represented in the National Assembly was Prime Minister Prince Souvanna Phouma's
Neutrality Party. The Neutrality Party controlled about onefourth of the Assembly seats and was moderately left of Center
in orientation. It favored conciliation of the Pathet Lao and
insisted that the Cabinet positions granted the Pathet Lao by the
agreements forming the second Government of National Union be
kept open for them.
In early 1966 Prime Minister Prince Souvanna Phouma took the
unprecedented action of having the King read the government's
program before the National Assembly. It appeared that the
Prince, whose family had been constitutionally excluded from the
throne and who had previously experienced differences with conservative King Savang Vatthana, had entered a closer working
alliance with the monarch.
Rightist delegates were divided into the Young Group and the
Group of Thirty-Three. The Young Group controlled about onesixth of the Assembly and was led by Minister of Finance Sisouk
Na Champassak, a nephew of Prince Boun Oum. It was supported
by many persons formerly associated with the Committee for the
Defense of National Interests. Members were skeptical about the
possibility of conciliating the Pathet Lao. They were favorably
inclined toward some domestic social reform and toward the
United States. The Young Group offered tentative support to the
policies of the Prime Minister, but, by the fall of 1966, most
members had rejected their leader's (Sisouk Na Champassak)
working alliance with the Prime Minister. They combined with
the Group of Thirty-Three to defeat the administration's proposed
budget. I n response Prime Minister Prince Souvanna Phouma
called for elections.
The Group of Thirty-Three, which controlled the Assembly, was

less coherent than the other two factions. It consisted of delegates
who supported Deputy Prime Minister Leuan Insisiengmay and
Prince Boun Oum. Like the Young Group, i t accepted the premiership of Prince Souvanna Phouma as a political necessity, but it
wanted the portfolios reserved for the Pathet Lao to be redistributed. Most members were strongly anti-Pathet Lao, favorable
to the United States and associated with the armed forces officers
led by General Kouprasith Abhay.
In November 1966 candidates had not yet filed for the election
scheduled for January 1, 1967, and i t was not clear what parties
or groups would participate. It was doubtful that strong, widely
based parties could be developed in the short time before the
election. It appeared that coaIitions of individuaIs would continue
to determine policy.

CHAPTER 15
FOREIGN RELATIONS
The government has no territorial ambitions, and the primary
aim of its foreign policy in 1966 was to secure the survival of the
national state. Lacking the domestic revenue to support even
routine administration and the military strength to suppress the
Pathet Lao insurgency or repel outside invasion, the government
relied on foreign aid for the country's existence. When French
assistance and protection was reduced in 1954, the government
turned to the United States.
Occupying a strategic location in the heart of Southeast Asia
and separating Communist China and North Vietnam from anticommunist Thailand, the country has been subject to the pressures
of the cold war. The government was precluded from alliance with
either the Western or the Communist powers by the 1954 Agreements. But, in fact, it accepted military assistance from both
France and the United States and followed an anti-Communist
policy until 1962. In that year, the Laos Government declared its
neutrality, in return for which i t received from both Communist
and non-Communist countries guarantees of its independence and
territorial integrity a t the Geneva Conference of 1962.
Despite these international agreements the Pathet Lao rebellion,
controlled by North Vietnam, resumed in late 1962. In response,
the government of Laos requested increased United States economic and military assistance. In 1966 troops of North Vietnam
continued to guard routes in eastern Laos by means of which i t
supplied forces fighting the government of South Vietnam and its
allies.
The government has joined many international organizations.
It strongly favors regional economic development programs. The
same qualities and conditions which keep the common people
uninformed and apathetic in domestic affairs operate against
their understanding of foreign affairs. Foreign affairs, therefore,
are the province of the small group of educated ethnic Lao who are
essentially the same group as those who control the government.
POLICY FORMATION AND OBJECTIVES
Lying among traditionally rival states and separating mainland
Asia from the rich Mekong Delta to the south of the Indochinese

peninsula, the landlocked country has been invaded from all dire^
tions. For 350 years it, nevertheless, was unified and independent
although a t war frequently with the ancient kingdoms established
in what are now Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, North Vietnam and
South Vietnam. Dynastic disputes, coinciding with an upset of the
balance of power which had sustained the Lao kingdom as a buffer
state, put an end to the unity of the country a t the close of the
seventeenth century, and the kingdom was divided.
Motivated originally by the belief that the Mekong River was
an interior avenue of trade, the French reunified the country in
the late nineteenth century. Although they loosely attached it to
other, more developed French possessions in Indochina, the French
maintained the country's territorial integrity and used it as a
buffer against possible British expansion from Burma (see ch 2,
Physical Environment ; ch 3, Historical Setting).
The Japanese occupied the country during World War 11, after
which the French reasserted their colonial rule. The military
advance of the Communist Viet Minh, based in North Vietnam,
eventually forced the French to grant the Kingdom of Laos full
independence in 1953. The country found itself between expanding
Communist regimes in North Vietnam and Communist China to
the east and north and anti-Communist Thailand to the west.
As a result, foreign pressures so exacerbated domestic tensions that
the very existence of the kingdom was threatened. Conversely, the
strategic location of Laos afforded the government leverage with
which to work through diplomatic channels for the country's survival, a factor of great importance in view of its lack of economic
and military power (see ch 18, Character and Structure of the
Economy; ch 26, The Armed Forces).
Leaders are proud of the country's independence and cite its
admission to the United Nations in 1955 a s incontrovertible
evidence that i t belongs to the world of independent nations. Domestic revenue is insufficient, however, to support even the civilian
administration and diplomatic missions, and it cannot begin to
finance the armed forces required to withstand Pathet Lao attempts to seize power. In order to function, therefore, the government must have foreign financial assistance. The search for
foreign aid has been complicated by the domestic armed hostilities.
The Pathet Lao and Communist governments have the government's receipt of large quantities of aid from the Western powers
a s submission to capitalist imperialism. The rightist politicians
protested the government's conclusion in the early 1960's of
limited aid agreements with Communist countries.
The problem of offending domestic factions and foreign powers
is even more pronounced in the area of military assistance and

protection. Leaders of all factions have feared that alliance with
either the Communist or the non-Communist powers would provoke intervention by the other. Therefore, the government has
sought since 1962 from both Communist and non-Communist
powers nonintervention and respect for territorial integrity. In
return for these guarantees, which were given on a multilateral
basis a t the Geneva Conference of 1962, the government has
pledged its neutrality.
Nevertheless, armed hostilities and foreign pressures have continued. After intensified Pathet Lao attacks in late 1963, Prime
Minister Prince Souvanna Phouma declared, "So long as the
Vietnamese problem is not settled as a whole, it must be feared
that Laos will know no peace." In 1964 he determined that the
United States armed air reconnaissance of Pathet Lao and North
Vietnamese forces would be useful in determining the extent of
their activities (see ch 14, Political Dynamics).
Pathet Lao, rightist and neutralist leaders all have affirmed that
relations with other countries should be guided by the five principles of peaceful coexistence first enunciated by Jawaharal Nehru
and Chou En-lai. These principles are: respect for each other's
territorial integrity and sovereignty, nonaggression, noninterference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence. In fact, however, the three factions
have advocated divergent policies.
The Pathet Lao has tried to bring the country into informal
alliance with the Communist powers. Alleging that the government has in fact succumbed to United States economic imperialism,
it proposes closer diplomatic and economic ties with North Vietnam and Communist China and calls for an end to Western
influence.
Rightist leaders have tried to align the country with the West,
particularly the United States, and with Thailand. They accuse
North Vietnam and Communist China of wanting to take over the
country.
Neutralists have denounced North Vietnamese support and control of the Pathet Lao and suspected North Vietnam of trying to
take control of Laos. Believing that, in the final analysis, the peace
and independence of the country depend upon the development of
a modus vivendi between the major Communist and non-Communist powers, neutralists try to placate both. Since 1962 leading
neutralist, Prime Minister Prince Souvanna Phouma has guided
government policy.
Only the small group of educated Lao elite that exercises political
power understands the government's foreign policies and the
alternatives proposed. The vast majority of the people have little

awareness of the complexities of foreign affairs (see ch 14,
Political Dynamics ; ch 16, Public Information).
The most important constitutional provision related to foreign
affairs is the declaration that the country is neutral. The Constitution also authorizes the king to sign treaties and to ratify
them after securing the approval of the National Assembly. With
the approval of two-thirds of the National Assembly, the king may
declare war (see ch 13, The Governmental System).
Unlike most other government departments, the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs remained under French control until 1953. In 1966
it was one of the smallest government departments, employing
about 100 persons, half of whom were stationed abroad. In 1966
the prime minister was also the minister of foreign affairs. The
government conducted formal diplomatic relations with 34 countries, but it had resident ambassadors or ministers in less than
one-third of them.
Economic, military and political vulnerability make foreign
relations a preeminent government concern. To counter this vulnerability the government relies on bilateral and multilateral conventions and strongly upholds the concept of international law.
Personal diplomacy is employed to a marked extent. A sophisticated and accomplished diplomat, Prince Souvanna Phouma has
made numerous trips abroad to visit other heads of government.
Sometimes he has sought financial assistance or promises of nonintervention ; a t other times he has tried to secure foreign support
in his dealings with domestic political factions. Other officials,
including the king, travel abroad to explain domestic events and
secure policy objectives.
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCES AMD ORGANIZATIONS
Under the co-chairmanship of Great Britain and the Soviet
Union, an international conference was held a t Geneva in 1954 to
end the war in Indochina. In addition to Great Britain and the
Soviet Union, France, the United States, Communist China, Cambodia, North Vietnam, South Vietnam and Laos were represented.
The Geneva Conference convened after French military defeats by
the Viet Minh army, which had invaded Laos and set up a Pathet
Lao resistance government. It produced separate agreements on
Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. The participating powers agreed to
refrain from intervention in the internal affairs of these countries
(see ch 3, Historical Setting).
The agreement on Laos denied the Pathet Lao the political recognition which had been accorded the Viet Minh in North Vietnam,
and it left the national borders intact. The agreement, however,
allowed the Pathet Lao to regroup its forces in two provinces pending general elections designed to integrate the country. The perma-

nent International Commission for Supervision and Control, composed of representatives from India, Canada and Poland, was
charged with supervising the cease-fire and reporting any violations to the conference co-chairmen.
The agreement restricted the national armed forces to the level
required for self-defense. Nevertheless, it did not void an earlier
Franco-Laotian treaty which provided for French maintenance of
a small military mission and prohibited Laos from applying elsewhere for military assistance unless France failed to supply the
requested personnel. Although the United States did not join in
the full declaration of the Conference, it declared its acceptance in
principle. It also announced that it would view future aggression
as a threat to international peace.
In an effort to prevent Communist China and North Vietnam
from filling the power vacuum caused by the reduction in influence of the former colonial powers, the United States secured
the formation of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
(SEATO) a few months after the Geneva Conference. The United
States, Great Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, Thailand,
the Philippines and Pakistan joined. The Geneva agreement raised
a barrier to participation by Laos. In a protocol to its basic treaty,
however, the organization offered the country military protection
and economic assistance.
The government of Laos initially responded with guarded acceptance. Then, when the government and the Pathet Lao reached
a preliminary agreement on the formation of a coalition, the
government publicly rejected the protection offered by SEATO.
In 1959 the government departed from its usual relianee on
specific bilateral or multilateral ad hoc agreements to protect
the country's interests in troubled Southeast Asia and brought
charges of North Vietnamese aggression before the United Nations. A special United Nations Investigation Subcommittee dispatched to the country failed to substantiate most of the government's charges, but the Subcommittee's visit and that of United
Nations Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold produced a reduction in the armed conflict.
Members of SEAT0 were divided into their estimate of Communist intervention in the civil war that followed a military coup
in mid-1960. In early 1961, in response to an informal request for
assistance made by the government of Prince Boun Oum, the
organization declared only that it would watch developments
closely and would take "appropriate" action if outside Communist
forces directly intervened.
In May 1961 a 14-power Geneva Conference was convened, this
one concerned exclusively with ending the hostilities in Laos. In

addition to the countries represented a t the Geneva Conference
of 1954, Burma, Canada, India, Poland and Thailand sent delegations. Whereas the Geneva Conference of 1954 had tried to reconcile two Laotian factions-the government and the Pathet Laothe Conference of 1961-62 dealt with three factions, rightist, neutralist and Pathet Lao. Representatives of each faction were seated
provisionally, but final Conference action awaited the formation of
a coalition government. Under repeated urging by theconference
co-chairmen, the United States and Communist China, the three
factions formed a coalition government in mid-1962.
Before the Geneva Conference of 1961-62 the United States,
which had supported the rightist government of Prince Boun Oum,
and the Soviet Union, which had supported the Pathet Lao and the
neutralist regime of Prince Souvanna Phouma, agreed to accept a
neutralist-led coalition. Therefore, the major issues before the
Conference were demands by the Communist powers that the protection of SEAT0 be withdrawn from Laos, that no provision for
integrating the contending armies be included in the Conference
agreement, and that peacekeeping machinery have only limited
powers.
I n July 1962 the Geneva Conference produced a declaration
which incorporated the Laotian Declaration of Neutrality and a
protocol. The Laotian Declaration of Neutrality reaffirmed support of the five principles of peaceful coexistence, pledged not to
permit foreign intervention in the country's internal affairs and
announced that unconditional economic aid would be accepted from
any country. It rejected the protection of any alliance, including
SEATO.
The declaration committed the Geneva Conference powers to
"respect . . . in every way the sovereignty, independence, neutrality, unity, and territorial integrity of the Kingdom of Laos."
They agreed to respect the Laotian wish not to be protected by any
military alliance, including SEATO. They further agreed to consult
with the Laotian Government and among themselves in event of
any threatened violation of the sovereignty or neutrality of Laos.
The protocol prohibited the introduction of all but conventional
weapons required for defense and strengthened the role of the
revived International Commission for Supervision and Control, in
its peacekeeping functions. It authorized the Commission, acting
with the concurrence of the Laotian Government, to investigate
alleged violations of the cease-fire. Commission recommendations
were required to be unanimous, but investigations could be initiated by majority vote.
The Laotian United Nations delegation has called repeatedly for
the restoration of peace in Asia. In late 1966, Prime Minister

Prince Souvanna Phouma addressed the General Assembly, denouncing North Vietnamese intervention and the concept of "wars
of national liberation." Like all other Southeast Asian members of
the United Nations, Laos participates in the meetings of the AfroAsian bloc, but its involvement is minimal. It has abstained on
many questions before the General Assembly and generally adhered to a policy of neutrality.
The government has joined a s many international organizations
as possible without jeopardizing its neutrality. Among the Specialized Agencies of the United Nations to which it belongs are the
International Labor Organization, the Food and Agriculture Organization, the World Health Organization and United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. I t also participates in the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the
International Civil Aviation Organization, the Universal Postal
Union, the International Telecommunications Union and the
World Meteorological Organization. It is particularly interested in
the United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the F a r
East. The government strongly supports the Committee for Coordination of Investigations of the Lower Mekong Basin (known
a s the Mekong Committee), which was established under the
Commission's auspices.
Of great importance have been the monetary stabilization arrangements designed by the IMF and participated in by the United
States, France, Great Britain, Japan and Australia. The government also participates in the Colombo Plan for Cooperative Economic Development in South and Southeast Asia. I t has indicated
interest in other regional economic development organizations and
has proposed the establishment of an association of Asian nations.
In early 1966 the prime minister attended the Conference for
Economic Development of Southeast Asia and expressed hope that
it would evolve into such an association (see ch 23, Foreign Economic Relations).
Beginning with the Asian Relations Conference in New Delhi
in 1947, delegations attended most regional political conferences,
but their participation has been circumspect. At the Afro-Asian
Conference in Bandung in 1955 the delegation generally concurred
with the positions of Thailand and the Philippines. A delegation
attended the Cairo conference of nonaligned nations in 1964.
RELATIONS WITH OTHER COUNTRIES
The Western Powers
The government has relied primarily on the United States for
financial aid and defense support. In 1950 i t joined the other Associated States of Indochina and France in concluding with the
United States defense pacts. The Geneva agreements of 1954 ac-

knowledged the virtual elimination of French military protection
and prevented Laos from forming any bilateral defense pacts. The
United States believed that, if the country were not supported, it
would fall under Communist control and this, in turn, would
threaten the entire region. Therefore, in addition to fostering
SEATO, the United States expanded its direct economic and defense support aid (see ch 23, Foreign Economic Relations; ch 26,
The Armed Forces).
Laotian officials have recognized that this substantial aid program has, in fact, sustained the government. Members of the
government are aware that the possibility of direct United States
military intervention has been their major resource in negotiations with Communist governments. Moreover, i t restrained Communist China from direct intervention and kept the Pathet Lao
from pressing the military advantage it enjoyed on several occasions. Conversely, the government has exercised some caution in
its relations with the United States for fear that open alignment
would provoke intervention from Communist China.
In early 1961 the United States reached an agreement with the
Soviet Union which cleared the way for the neutralist-led coalition
government sanctioned by the Geneva Conference of 1962. Subsequently, the United States coordinated its diplomatic efforts with
the other Western powers and the Soviet Union to sustain the
coalition.
The Geneva agreements of 1962 did not prevent the government
from applying for foreign assistance for self-defense. In view of a
concerted Pathet Lao-North Vietnamese offensive, in 1964 the
government asked the United States to increase its economic and
military aid and to undertake armed air reconnaissance over
Pathet Lao-held territory. The Prime Minister repeatedly announced that the air operations would stop when the Pathet Lao
agreed to a cease-fire and North Vietnam withdrew its troops from
the country. The Pathet Lao made new allegations of government
collusion with United States aggression, and the government replied that the military aid was necessitated by Pathet Lao and
North Vietnamese violations of the Geneva agreements.
Cordial relations have been maintained with the former colonial
power. French influence remains considerable despite the fact that
France supplies little military assistance. French aid concentrates
mainly on cultural assistance. French advisers, who often are
employed within Laotian ministries, draw upon past French experience in the country. Their ideas are received sympathetically
by the governing Lao elite, which holds French culture in high
esteem.
France encourages strict neutrality in accord with her concept

of a neutral Southeast Asia. Conceiving of Indochina a s a n economic unit, France envisions development of Laotian ties with
Vietnam. Out of power as well a s in, Prince Souvanna Phouma has
received support from France. Although relations have been
strained somewhat by the government's increasing reliance on the
United States, in mid-1966, France pledged considerable new economic and cultural aid.
The government has welcomed the diplomatic assistance rendered by Great Britain in its role a s co-chairman of both Geneva
Conferences. Although Great Britain has neither the historical
relationship of France nor the immediate strategic interests of the
United States, i t has consistently upheld the government's interests
against the demands of the Pathet Lao and the Communist powers.
The government also has welcomed Great Britain's limited economic assistance. In bilateral negotiations Great Britain has cautioned restraint in dealing with the Pathet Lao.
The country d s o has formal diplomatic relations with the
Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, Belgium, Denmark, West Germany and Italy. Dealings were limited, however, and in these
countries Laos had neither resident ambassadors nor ministers.
Communist Countries

Formal diplomatic relations were established with a number of
Communist governments in 1962. Before that time the government
had important dealings with North Vietnam, Communist China
and the Soviet Union. The government has viewed each of these
countries with suspicion, but the poorest relations have been with
North Vietnam.
Ho Chi Minh's Viet Minh army first invaded Laos in 1953, but
had withdrawn before the conclusion of the 1959 Accords for
which i t has always professed respect. Nevertheless, Laotian
officials have feared that control of their country has been the
objective of the North Vietnamese Government.
The government has elicted several pledges of nonintervention
in an effort to stop North Vietnamese assistance to the Pathet
Lao and prevent outright invasion. Nevertheless, North Vietnam
supplies arms, advisers and some regular fighting units to the
Pathet Lao, over which i t has maintained control despite attempts
by Communist China and the Soviet Union to replace its influence.
Since about 1959, North Vietnamese troops have occupied parts of
Laotian territory. Even after the 1962 Geneva agreements North
Vietnamese troops remained in Laos, both in the north and in the
panhandle where they hold the Ho Chi Minh Trail, over which
forces fighting the government of South Vietnam a r e supplied.'
Relations deteriorated markedly in 1964 when Prime Minister
Prince Souvanna Phouma publicly denounced "premeditated

Pathet Lao aggression . . . with the aid of North Vietnam." In
1966 he made his invitation to the Pathet Lao to participate in the
scheduled national elections contingent upon the withdrawal of
North Vietnamese troops, which he estimated to number over
15,000. Relations were not expected to improve until the domestic
conflict was resolved. Two other factors then could become relevant: the extent to which the road system constructed by the
Communist Chinese in northeastern Laos in the early 1960's has
bound that area to North Vietnam economically, and the traditional Laotian mistrust of the Vietnamese people.
Somewhat better relations have existed with Communist China,
which has not intervened a s directly in the Laotian conflict. Nevertheless, Chinese power and occasional vague claims to the entire
region evoke concern. Officials are apprehensively aware that their
country lies on the edge of the Chinese sphere of cultural and
political influence. They also recognize a s a potential source of
conflict the fact that approximately 30,000 persons of Chinese
ancestry live in Laos. In 1958 the rightist government replaced a
number of Chinese teachers accused of being pro-Communist with
Chinese teachers from Formosa.
Communist China's primary objective appears to have been the
diminution of western influence, rather than the exercise of direct
influence in Laos. China coordinates propaganda and diplomacy
with North Vietnam, but leaves troop involvement to North Vietnam. North Vietnam exerts primary control over the Pathet Lao.
Communist China participated in both Geneva conferences,
where it publicly excoriated the Western powers, particularly the
United States, but did not assume intransigent positions. In 1954
i t abandoned support of Ho Chi Minh's demand that the Pathet Lao
be granted two Laotian provinces on a permanent basis. I n 1962
i t privately worked for the establishment of a neutralist-led coalition, partly in order to secure the primary objective of removing
the protection of SEAT0 and partly to prevent the country from
falling under Soviet control.
Until mid-1964, Prime Minister Prince Souvanna Phouma enjoyed formally good relations with Communist China, which has
tried to blur the distinction between neutralists and the Pathet
Lao. Then, after he requested increased United States assistance,
Peking declared him to be "totally discredited."
The Soviet Union was the principal spokesman for the Communist powers and the Pathet Lao a t the Geneva conferences, of
which i t was co-chairman. In late 1960, Prince Souvanna Phouma,
who nominally was supported by the Pathet Lao, entered into
diplomatic agreements with the Soviet Union and requested supplies. In line with its position that the Pathet Lao should attain

power from within the coalition government, the Soviet Union
stopped supplying arms to the Pathet Lao in 1962. The government
continues to enjoy proper relations with the Soviet Union. I n 1964,
the Soviet Union then accused the government of "encouraging
military intervention by the United States" and threatened to
resign the Geneva co-chairmanship, but later abandoned this
position.
Laotian ambassadors are accredited to but not resident in
Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Mongolia, Poland, Rumania
and Yugoslavia. There is a Polish representative on the International Commission for Supervision and Control, established by the
first Geneva Conference. The government dismissed the Commission in 1958 after integration was completed. When the Commission was revived by the second Geneva Conference, the Polish
representative upheld Pathet Lao interests, but after the coalition
government breakdown in early 1963, Poland adduced compromise
proposals designed to bring about negotiations.
Non-Communist Neighbors and Other Countries

The country has ethnic and cultural links with Thailand, whose
nineteenth century domination produced no legacy of bitterness.
For centuries local commerce has crossed the Mekong River, and
in the mid-1950's Bangkok replaced Saigon as the country's outlet
to the sea. Both the United States and Thailand encourage the development of these economic ties.
During the civil war years (1960-62) the rightist government
asked for and received Thai support. Initially, relations between
the coalition government established in 1962 and Thailand were
cool because Thailand feared that the coalition would be controlled
by Communists, who could then directly menace Thailand. When
the Pathet Lao withdrew from the coalition and Laos adopted a
stronger position toward North Vietnam, the two governments
began to work in harmony (see ch 23, Foreign Economic
Relations).
Cultural ties also exist with Cambodia, but ethnic ties a r e
weaker. Differences between the two governments have arisen
from the Cambodian fear that Laotian ties with the United States
would prolong the struggle in Laos and result either in a Communist takeover, which would expose Cambodia to Communist
infiltration, or in a major war engulfing the entire peninsula. During the civil war, exiled Prince Souvanna Phouma received strong
Cambodian support. Cambodian Prince Sihanouk was instrumental in bringing about the Geneva Conference and facilitating
the tripartite talks which produced the second Government of
National Union.
Relations became strained in 1964, however, when Prime Min-

ister Prince Souvanna Phouma refused to accede to a Cambodian
demand that Laos recognize Cambodian borders. Moreover, he
insisted that an effective cease-fire and Pathet Lao withdrawal
precede the international conference proposed by Cambodia. I n
1966 the two countries maintained formal diplomatic relations
but did not exchange Ambassadors. Nevertheless, Laos commends
Cambodian efforts to secure an international guarantee of the
neutrality of both countries.
Relations with South Vietnam have been limited by the country's
desire to avoid direct involvement in the Vietnamese war. Only
formal relations have existed with the other neighboring state,
Burma, with which ethnic, economic and historical ties are weak.
Japan, Australia, West Germany, Canada, India and the Philippines have provided economic assistance. Relations with India have
revolved around the Indian Chairmanship of the International
Commission for Supervision and Control. In this capacity India
has tried to conciliate both the Communist and Western powers and
the Pathet Lao and the government. Diplomatic relations with
Indonesia, New Zealand, Nepal, Pakistan, Israel, Lebanon and
Turkey are little more than formalities, and the country has
neither resident ambassadors nor ministers in these countries.

CHAPTER 16
PUBLIC INFORMATION
Five daily newspapers were appearing in 1966. All were published by the government or by prominent political figures and
were produced on mimeograph or similar reproducing machines.
Vientiane had a modern photopress building, but otherwise there
were no modern printing presses in the country. Domestic book
publishing was limited to a few texts. Other books, in small quantity, were imported. Only about 15 percent of the population was
literate, and the informed reading public was largely concentrated
among the upper-class people and various foreign residents.
All authorized radio and telecommunications facilities in the
country were operated by the government during the early 1960's.
The principal transmitter of Lao National Radio, located a t Vientiane, reached most populated areas. The radio audience was expanding rapidly as a result of the introduction of transistor
receiving sets. The country had no television stations. Telegraph
facilities were limited, and service was intermittent. Telephone
systems functioned in Vientiane, Luang Prabang, Pakse and Savannakhet, but there was no long-distance service. Commercial cinemas were found in Vientiane and some provincial capitals. They
usually showed foreign motion pictures, which were a popular
form of entertainment and an important source of information.
Traditional news carriers-notably, itinerant merchants, bonzes
(Buddhist monks) and ballad singers-remained
important
sources of information in the lowlands. Transportation difficulties
caused by the rugged terrain, together with Pathet Lao operations
and the cultural exclusiveness of many ethnic groups, resulted in
the continued exclusion of the more remote inhabitants from news
of the capital and of the world. Pathet Lao propaganda was largely
directed toward minority groups. Disseminated by radio broadcasts from stations in Laos, publications and personal contact,
Pathet Lao propaganda was coordinated with that emanating from
North Vietnam and Communist China (see ch 14, Political Dynamics ;ch 15, Foreign Relations).
Economic progress, the exercise of the central government's administrative authority and the creation of a sense of national unity
have all been impeded by the state of communications. Recognizing

this fact, the government has undertaken to develop communications facilities, with the help of foreign financial and technical
assistance. Government officials and politicians have also recognized the effectiveness of personal contact for purposes of information and persuasion. Efforts to increase the flow of communications, however, have been hindered by civil strife and the continued
division of the country's territory.

CHANNELS OF COMMUNICATION
Dailies and Periodicals
In 1966 the country's 5 daily newspapers were all produced by
duplicating machine processes and consisted of between four and
eight pages. Most also put out irregular special editions with
pictures and longer articles. The major dailies were published in
Vientiane and flown, as circumstances permitted, to provincial
capitals. Combined daily and weekly circulation was estimated a t
21,000, or 11copies for every 1,000 people. Readership was heavily
concentrated in the capital city and virtually limited to the Lao
elite and foreign residents. Several people commonly read one copy.
The effectiveness of newspapers as a means of communication was
limited by the low level of literacy. Moreover, the printed word
carried less authority than personal contact (see ch 9, Education).
The Directorate of Information of the Ministry of Information,
Propaganda and Tourism published an official daily newspaper
with separate editions in French and Lao. Lao Presse Bulletin, the
French-language edition, had an average circulation of 1,350. The
edition in Lao, Kh.m Pacham Van, averaged about 650 copies.
News coverage, other than local, was obtained from Agence France
Presse, which also supplied advisory personnel. Lao Presse Bulletin
accepted news releases from the United States and other diplomatic
missions. In addition to domestic and foreign news, i t published
official decrees and announcements. Lao Presse Bulletin contained
little editorial comment. It was distributed to government personnel and leading merchants who made it aJailable to the public a t no
cost. In 1966 an effort was being made to fly editions to provincial
capitals every day.
The other dailies were primarily designed to express the viewpoints of prominent political figures. They generally obtained
foreign news by monitoring radio broadcasts and often reproduced
newspaper articles from Thailand. One newspaper was in Chinese;
the others were in Lao, with occasional editions in French. Although most carried a few advertisements and charged a small
fee for each copy, they were financed largely by their publishers
or by political interests.
The Voravong family published Sieng Lao (Lao Voice), which
had a circulation of 1,500. Sieng Lao was often critical of the

government, but like all authorized publications i t was non-Cornmunist. Pheng Phongsavan, the minister of the interior, published
the leftist-neutralist Lao Lan Xang (Lao Land of a Million Elephants), which averaged 1,200 copies. Sieng Mahason (Public
Voice) was published by Oun Sananikone, a prominent rightist
deputy. It expressed his point of view and circulated about 800
copies. The single Chinese-language newspaper was Whom Chiao
Sin Woun, published by Wong Zen Meng. It was neutralist and
averaged 300 copies.
These and other political figures published several biweekly and
monthly periodicals. In addition, various political groups produced
short-lived mimeographed sheets. In 1966 i t appeared that biweekly French-language newssheets had ceased publication. The
Revue de Presse, a digest of Lao newspapers under the direction
of Khambot-Pelletier, appeared semimonthly and had a circulation
of about 300 copies.
There were seven monthly or bimonthly magazines which averaged about 1,500 copies. The Buddhist Priests Organization published Buddhavong (Buddha's Successor) and P r a Sanana. The
Lao Women's Association published Phouying Lao (Lao Women).
Largest in circulation among government magazines was Suelcsathikane (Education), published by the Ministry of National
Education. The Royal Laotian Army published Khao Sane Thahane, and the Lao National Police had a periodical named Tamruat
Samphan. Chao Sopsaisana published the single French-language
magazine, Echo de la Liberte', which was neutralist in orientation.
Radio
In 1966 radio was the major communications link between
towns. It was also the principal means of foreign communication.
The Ministry of Post, Telegraph and Telecommunications operated
the Lao National Radio network, which consisted of a strong transmitter in Vientiane and substations in some of the provincial
capitals. The equipment a t Vientiane was relatively complete and
modern, and, broadcasting on a high frequency, the station reached
most populated areas of the country. Reception was clearer in
adjacent northeastern Thailand and in southern and central Laos
than elsewhere.
Lao National Radio broadcast daily from 6 :30 a.m. until 10 p.m.
It carried domestic and foreign news, commentary and both Laotian and Western music. Most programs were in Lao. Other languages employed were French, ~ h a i English
,
and Vietnamese. A
recent innovation was the use of Meo, the language of a n important
minority ethnic group. Special features included daily periods of
news in Lao, presented a t dictation speed, and a short daily English
lession.

The Royal Armed Forces operated several less powerful transmitters. These generally broadcast in the morning, a t noon and in
the evening. Programs were designed to encourage armed forces
morale and featured military news and music.
The rapidly increasing number of radio receiving sets in late
1965 was estimated a t about 70,000, perhaps 90 percent of which
could receive shortwave. Most receiving sets were owned by
government officials, merchants, bonzes and village headmen. As
a result, the radio audience was considerably larger than the
reading public. In order to broaden further the geographic and
economic base of the radio audience, the government was distributing transistor receivers to outlying regions. In addition to domestic
broadcasts, programs emanating from Bangkok, Saigon, Hanoi
and Peking were audible.
Other Means of Diaseminating Information

In 1966 there were no television transmitters. The less than
40 television receiving sets equipped with special antennas received broadcasts from Thailand intermittently. The limited availability of electric power generally precluded the use of loudspeakers, but portable speakers were being introduced where
practicable.
Government officials were becoming increasingly aware that
public speeches and personal corlversations were the most effective
means of communication with the majority of the people. Public
meetings, often combined with traditional festivals, were becoming
more common. The travels of public figures in rural areas have
been limited by the difficulties bf transportation. The weekly
market, a particularly important gathering place for the tribal
people, has not been used for disseminating information (see ch 13,
The Governmental System ; ch 14, Political Dynamics).
A handful of small and generally antiquated printshops, mostly
located in Vientiane, produced the pamphlets and leaflets used
increasingly by the government and politicians for information
and persuasion. Because of the high rate of illiteracy, this material
was mostly pictorial. A few textbooks were produced in the printshop owned by Bong Souvannavong. Otherwise, the small quantity
of available books were imported, generally from Thailand or
France. The Directorate of Information operated the modern
photopress equipment installed in 1963. The government also
sponsored the Lao Literary Committee, designed to encourage
authors and to develop book publishing. A major effort of this
committee has been the compilation of traditional poems.
Motion pictures have been popular despite limited facilities. In
1965 there were 12 cinemas, half of them in Vientiane, the rest in
provincial capitals. The price of admission had risen steadily

but was not generally prohibitive. I n 1965 attendance was estimated a t 400,000, a per capita attendance of 0.2.
The Ministry of Information, Propaganda and Tourism regularly produced newsreels. Two or three small, private film companies produced short motion pictures, the quality of which was
not highly regarded by Laotians. In an effort to encourage domestic
production, the government sponsored a film association. In 1966
most films were imported from Thailand, France, the United
States and India, the latter supplying religious films with wide
popular appeal. Less sophisticated audiences often regarded the
unfamiliar as magic, whereas they found familiar people and acts
convincing. As a result, instructive documentary films appeared
to have considerable informational and persuasive potential.
For centuries information was- transmitted by bonzes moving
from pagoda to pagoda, by boatmen and traders linking towns and
villages in the course of business and by ballad singers making the
rounds of popular festivals. In 1966 such traditional news carriers
continued to play a persuasive but limited role. Difficult terrain
generally limited their travels to the river valleys, notably the
Mekong, which had always been the major link between north and
south. The cultural exclusiveness of many segments of the population and hostilities between the government and the Pathet Lao
further reduced their journeys (see ch 5, Ethnic Groups and
Languages).
The degree of credibility with which the people received the news
and interpretations of the bonzes was somewhat uncertain. Traditionally, the bonze has been viewed more a s a spiritual and philosophical guide than as a worldly commentator, but his social status
and his occasional access to a radio receiver have lent authenticity
to his interpretations, as it did to those of the village headman.
Few traders have had formal education or contact with those
knowledgeable in the affairs of the capital or the world. Moreover,
the news and gossip the traders carried between towns and villages
were often weeks old. The extent of the journeys made by ballad
singers was undetermined. Skilled in improvisation, they wove
the people and events of which they had learned into songs of the
traditional sort (see ch 10, Artistic and Intellectual Expression).
GOVERNMENT CONTROL AND INFORMATION ACTIVITY
When France was fighting the Viet Minh, French military and
information services exercised censorship in conjunction with the
Laotian Ministry of Information. After the attainment of full
Laotian sovereignty in 1953, regulatory authority devolved upon
the Ministry of Information, and the Ministry of the Interior was
empowered to prosecute violations of these regulations. The preamble to the Constitution of 1949 specifically guaranteed freedom

of "speech, writing, and publication." In late 1957 a constitutional
amendment deleted mention of such rights, and that situation continued in 1966. Likewise, the general press law enacted in 1957
governed the situation in 1966.This statute provided for freedom
of expression but declared that speeches and articles must not
"jeopardize the King, the religion of the state, the aim of peace,
neutrality, democracy, or unity of the nation."
In 1966 the situation regarding official censorship was ambiguous. There was no known record of official censorship proceedings.
At the same time, Neo Lao Hak Xat (United Lao Patriotic Front)
and Pathet Lao publications were not freely obtainable in territory
administered by the Royal Government. The government produced
all radio broadcasts emanating from territory under its control,
and all publications were produced either by government agencies
or by political figures. All films, except those produced by the government, were required to display an official seal. Among the general public and government employees there was an established
tradition of freedom of expression. Criticism of the government
and of officials was common and forthright.
In addition to its regulatory powers, the Ministry of Information
was authorized to disseminate information. In 1966 the Ministry of
Information, Propaganda and Tourism was directed by an acting
minister because the official minister, Phoumi Vongvichit--the
secretary general of the Neo Lao Hak Xat--had been with Pathet
Lao forces since the spring of 1963. Efforts were underway to
train the relatively small staff of the Ministry, but few employees
of the branch offices in provincial capitals y e r e speciali~ed.Their
activities remained restricted virtually to the vicinity of the towns.
The Armed Forces Information Service also existed. It was
organized along military lines, with a central office a t army headquarters and a unit in each battalion headquarters. In addition to
communicating with military personnel, the Armed Forces Information Service reached civilians in the vicinity of military bases.
Its opportunities for contact with the population were a t least as
great a s those of the civilian information services.
In 1966 the Special Service for Political Propaganda was created
and placed under the direction of the prime minister. It was
originally designed to instruct the people in the duties of citizenship and to counteract Pathet Lao propaganda urging a boycott of
the scheduled elections. Its subsequent activities and its relationship to the Ministry of Information Propaganda and Tourism
were unknown.
Both the Ministry of Information, Propaganda and Tourism and
the Armed Forces Information Service have emphasized the two
basic objectives of encouraging support for the principle of Lao-

tian unity and countering Pathet Lao propaganda. Stimulating
national unity has been necessitated by the lack on the part of most
Laotians of the most basic notion of Laos as a nation or a state.
Many inhabitants do not even know the name of their king and
think that "Laos" is a place "somewhere on the other side of the
hill." The magnitude of the problem is indicated by recurrent proposals to rename the country Lan Xang, which ballads and
legends have made a more familiar symbol of unity (see ch 3,
Historical Setting). Government appeals have urged the people
to maintain traditions against alien influence. In addition to radio
broadcasts, the government has distributed pamphlets, leaflets,
photographs of King Savang Vatthana and paper flags.
Similar means have been used to attack Pathet Lao ideas and
methods. Because of Laotian mistrust of the Vietnamese, a particularly effective theme has been that of North Vietnamese control of the Pathet Lao. In the mid-1960's the first notable efforts
were made to reach non-Lao minority groups, which had been
prime targets of Pathet Lao propaganda.
The major activity of the Ministry of Information, Propaganda
and Tourism directed abroad has *been Lao National Radio's rebuttal of the accusations of Radio Hanoi and Radio Peking.
INFORMATION FROM ABROAD
In 1966 foreign information activities assumed two forms: the
dissemination of information and the provision of financial and
technical assistance to the communications program of the Royal
Lao Government. In both areas the most prominent country was
the United States, followed by France and Great Britain. All three
countries maintained information centers and libraries for public
use. The British library concentrated on material related to British
Commonwealth activities and culture.
French activity had declined from the level maintained during
political association with Laos, but it still remained considerable.
The Voice of France broadcast on Lao National Radio 1hour daily,
and Agence France Presse provided the official newspaper with
most of its foreign news. The major French informational effort
was directed a t perpetuating French culture. High priority was
assigned to the employment of French teachers in secondary
schools. The potential effectiveness of French informational activities derived from historical and cultural ties and the presence
of French advisers, often employed directly within the government
ministries. In 1966, France pledged to increase its cultural efforts.
The United States operated the largest information service and
concentrated on informing the people about their own country.
A central office was maintained a t Vientiane, and smaller posts,
each with a reading room, were situated a t Luang Prabang, Pakse

and Savannakhet. In addition to topical leaflets and posters, the
United States Information Service published a weekly news bulletin in Lao and English and distributed a Lao edition of Free
World of about 20,000 copies. It helped the Directorate of Information prepare its special weekly publication. A program to teach
English has been conducted among the country's bonzes, and considerable attention has been paid to exhibits and publications concerning Buddhism. In 1966 the Lao-American Association center
a t Vientiane, which had a program to teach English, was expanded.
The United States Information Service concentrated on radio
and films and emphasized political themes, notably support of
Laotian unity and opposition to Pathet Lao propaganda. The Voice
of America broadcast 7 hours a week in Lao, and the United States
Information Service placed 6 hours a week on Lao National Radio.
Programs consisted of news and commentary interpersed with
music.
Because of the small number of commercial cinemas, most
United States Information Service films were shown on the Service's equipment, which included mobile teams. Monthly newsreels,
monthly news features and documentary films, often incorporating
traditional a r t forms, were produced.
France, Great Britain and the United States were providing the
Royal Lao Government with equipment and technical advice during the early 1960's. In 1963, France and the United States modernized the telephone system in Vientiane. The United States
subsequently repaired the telephone system in Savannakhet. After
1963, Great Britain and Australia increased their financial support of Lao National Radio; Great Britain had already furnished i t with studio equipment. Participants in the Colombo Plan,
notably Great Britain, Australia and Japan, joined the United
States in supplying transistor radios. The United States completed the construction of the Lao Photo-Presse Building in Vientiane in 1961. It further provided personnel training and advisers
to the Ministry of Information, Propaganda and Tourism and
the Ministry of Post, Telegraph and Telecommunications.
ANTIGOVERNMENT PROPAGANDA
In 1966 both North Vietnam and Communist China broadcast
propaganda in Lao several times daily. Reception throughout the
country of Radio Hanoi and Radio Peking was a t least a s clear
as that of Lao National Radio. The Viet Minh propaganda effort
antedated its invasion of the country in the early 1950's, and broadcasts increased notably in 1958. Communist Chinese broadcasts
began later and increased about 1962. The Soviet Union has not
had regular Lao-language broadcasts. Propaganda activities of
the embassies of North Vietnam, Communist China and the Soviet

Union, like those of the other Communist countries diplomatically
accredited to Laos, have been limited in scale (see ch 15, Foreign
Relations).
Communist China and North Vietnam have coordinated their
propaganda with that of the Pathet Lao and the Neo Lao Hak Xat,
many of whose agents they have trained. Several persistent themes
characterized both foreign and domestic propaganda. The Pathet
Lao has been pictured as the heir of Lao Issara (Free Lao), the
movement which was formed in 1945 to end French colonial rule
(see ch 3, Historical Setting). The Royal Lao Government has
been accused of indifference to the welfare of the people and
subservience to the United States. France has been portrayed as
discredited, essentially defeated by the Viet Minh. The United
States has been charged with imperialism, warmongering and
corrupting the Royal Government and the Laotian people with
money. The Royal Government and Western powers repeatedly
have been accused of violating the Geneva agreements.
Other themes have varied according to circumstances. For example, during the negotiations leading to the establishment of the
first Government of National Union in 1957, both foreign and
domestic propaganda stressed the "democratic rights" of supporters of the "patriotic front." Differences in emphasis have appeared occasionally among the Communist groups, as when the
Viet Minh stopped referring to the Pathet Lao a s a "resistance
government" before the Pathet Lao did.
Since their formation, the Pathet Lao and its various front
organizations have emphasized personal contact and development
of grassroots support. During the first Government of National
Union, agents moved freely throughout the country, and their
effectiveness was demonstrated by the electoral success of the Neo
Lao Hak Xat in 1958. The Pathet Lao also has attempted to utilize
traditional news carriers. In the 1958 campaign, the Neo Lao Halt
Xat newspaper and the newspaper of the Peace and Neutrality
Party, with which the Pathet Lao had formed an alliance, were distributed free to bonzes. This operation was facilitated by the fact
that Phoumi Vongvichit-the secretary general of the Neo Lao
Hak Xat and the nominal minister of information, propaganda and
tourism in 1966-was then minister of religion. The Pathet Lao
had demanded this Cabinet post a s a condition for entering the
government.
In 1966, Radio Pathet Lao was broadcasting daily from transmitters in Houa Phan Province and in Khang Khay. The Khang
Khay transmitter was relatively powerful and had been captured
in 1963 from neutralist forces supporting Prime Minister Prince
Souvanna Phouma. The Neo Lao Hak Xat continued to publish Lao

Hak Xat, and the Pathet Lao armed forces produced a periodical,
People's Liberation Army. In addition, a group which had left the
neutralist forces to join the Pathet Lao broadcast.over the Radio
of the Patriotic Neutralist Forces.
Pathet Lao propaganda has been directed a t all elements of the
society, from the elite to the villagers, including such generally
unorganized groups as intellectuals and youth. Its efforts have put
stress on minority groups, both the Chinese and Vietnamese urban
communities and the often remote tribes. Special emphasis placed
on the Meo has met with little success. The Pathet Lao has exploited
various local grievances and emphasized the disparity in living
conditions between the Lao elite and the minority groups. It has
promised to help the tribal people "live on an equal footing" and
still preserve their cultural uniqueness. A major impediment to
the effectiveness of Pathet Lao propaganda has been the Laotian
mistrust of the Vietnamese, with whom the Royal Lao Government
has attempted to identify the Pathet Lao. It is noteworthy that
upland tribal groups appear to display less mistrust of the Vietnamese than do the ethnic Lao.

CHAPTER 17
POLITICAL VALUES AND ATTITUDES
The ethnic Lao elite is the element of the society which has
shown the broadest understanding of the constitutionally established political institutions and of the formal principles on which
they are based. Having a virtual monopoly of the political system,
this ruling group maintains a dominant social and economic position. It favors general economic growth in the context of traditional values, social relationships and existing political institutions.
Most members of this elite conceive of their group as distinct from
the majority of the people. Although their individual views on national affairs may differ in many particulars, they have a sense of
group loyalty that largely transcends personal disputes and rivalries. They ordinarily place a high value on accommodation.
The elite characterize the modern kingdom a s the successor of
the ancient Lao Kingdom of Lan Xang and have tried to instill in
their ethnically and culturally diverse countrymen a sense of common nationality. Ancient Lan Xang, today's institution of monarchy and Buddhism, which are all historically associated, a r e the
primary symbols of the nation. Laotian nationalism promotes
sympathy for other Buddhist peoples, other members of the greater
Thai family and, to a degree, other peoples associated with French
civilization. It tends to distrust the Vietnamese, the Chinese and
the Thais.
The great bulk of the people have little concept of themselves a s
citizens of a national state. They vary considerably in the degree of
their sense of participation in national affairs, depending on their
ethnic affiliation and their location with respect to the main towns
and communications lines. Virtually all, however, formulate their
political attitudes mainly on the basis of family, village and tribal
identifications. Nevertheless, many citizens-even those living in
the remote areas-are becoming increasingly aware of the existence of the central government. Most accept the rule of the elite,
but many have begun to expect increased services.
The military conflict has had a generally unsettling effect, not
only on the country's political life but on economic and social
affairs. Armed conflict and its ramifications have disrupted the
lives of many thousands of people. Having little understanding of

legal or ideological questions, most people seek as their foremost
objective the opportunity to go about their accustomed pursuits in
peace.
IMAGES OF THE STATE AND THE NATION
Only members of the Western-educated elite have a clear concept
of the country as juridically organized and having sovereignty.
Most of the elite are committed to the survival of the modern kingdom, which they feel competent to govern and regard as a guarantee of their social and economic position. Recognition that the survival of the state depends to an important extent on foreign aid
and protection causes some anxiety, but receipt of foreign aid
is not considered to be a violation of national sovereignty (see ch
14, Political Dynamics ;ch 15, Foreign Relations).
The common people, both ethnic Lao and members of ethnic
minority groups, have little concept of the state. In fact, most
people have no notion of their country's territorial extent, and
some cross back and forth over international boundaries without
realizing it. Few people are acquainted with regions of the country
other than the one in which they live. Their political horizons
rarely transcend their village or locale, and the only legal authorities with whom they have customarily had contact are local
leaders. Most people have little knowledge of the rights and duties
of citizenship, which is accorded every permanent resident who
does not profess allegiance to another state (see ch 5, Ethnic
Groups and Languages; ch 13, The Governmental System).
The elite has tried to imbue the country's diverse inhabitants
with a sense of common nationality. Laotian nationalism emphasizes values associated with traditional ethnic Lao culture and
patterns. It portrays the ancient Lao empire as a golden age and
the modern state as its successor (see ch 3, Historical Setting).
The modern kingdom has adopted the full and traditional name
of the ancient empire, Muong Lan Xang Hom Khao (Land of the
Million Elephants and White Parasol), and the national flag displays the symbol of Lan Xang. The elephants, represented by three
joined elephant heads and forelegs, stand under a seven-tiered
parasol of state. The government has encouraged perpetuation of
the many legends depicting the glories of Lan Xang, and these
legends are well known to almost all segments of the population.
The elite considers the present dynasty, which descends directly
from the kings of Lan Xang, to be the country's foremost source
of historical continuity. It prizes the monarchy more highly than
any other political institution and sees in the king some sanction
for the continuation of the traditional social system. The common
people, however, have little knowledge of the king. The government has conducted informational campaigns to stimulate wider

allegiance to the king and, therefore, to his government and nation
with which it identifies him (see ch 13, The Governmental System).
Theravada Buddhism probably evokes stronger sympathy among
the common people than does the monarchy. It is a source of pride
for almost all elements of the society, and not even the Pathet
Lao has objected to its position a s the official religion. The "Palladium of the Kingdom," a designation of the statute of Buddha commonly called the P r a Bang, is a revered symbol commemorating
the Golden Age. The statue was a gift from a Khmer king to the
first king of Lan Xang and now rests in the royal and religious
center of Luang Prabang (see ch 11, Religion).
Most of the many national holidays are traditional or religious,
and the two relatively new patriotic days of commemoration have
no great significance. Constitution Day, May 11, falls near the
Boun Bang-Fay (Fete of Rockets), which is one of the great
festivals and overshadows the newer holiday completely. Independence Day, July 19, is in the midst of the rice-planting season.
Moreover, i t closely precedes the beginning of a period of solemn
religious processions and self-examination when the bonzes (Buddhist monks) go into retreat for 3 months (see ch 11, Religion).
Little information is available concerning general immigration
and emigration. It is evident, however, that the conflict between
the government and the Pathet Lao has produced a pattern of
political exile. When government troops have advanced, Pathet
Lao leaders have fled temporarily to North Vietnam.
The Laotian nationalist seeks neither to expand the country's
borders nor to impose domestic patterns of rule on other countries.
He is sympathetic toward Buddhists and members of the greater
Thai family who live in other countries, generally indifferent toward the culture of the non-Lao within the country, and mistrustful of the Chinese, Vietnamese and the Thais. Members of the
elite consider themselves to be part of the greater community of
French civilization.
Radio broadcasts, printed material and films have been used to
stimulate nationalism. National flags and the king's picture have
been distributed widely. Schools teach the history of the country
as that of the Lao people and emphasize the glories of Lan Xang,
and candidates for the National Assembly have introduced some
national orientation. The gradual development of education and
communications facilities promises to aid in the promotion of a
sense of nationality. In 1966, however, most people, particularly
members of ethnic minorities, continued to identify more strongly
with their families, vilIages or tribes than with the country as a
whole (see ch 14, Political Dynamics; ch 16, Public Information).
The Communist aggression has impeded the creation of a co-

herent nation based on traditional Lao patterns and culture. Moreover, certain ethnic minorities, often those having a relatively high
degree of internal organization and pride in their traditions, have
shown some reticence toward being incorporated into the political,
social, economic and cultural system dominated by the ethnic Lao
elite. The Pathet Lao has tried to foster this potential discord, but
with limited success.

ATTITUDES TOWARD GOVERNMENT
Years of French colonial rule and a degree of French education
destroyed the traditional concept of absolute monarchy. After
World War I1 most of the ruling elite decided to limit formally the
power of the king, who opposed their efforts to obtain political
independence from France. They adopted the device of a written
constitution because i t accorded with French notions of government, which the elite considered to be advanced (see ch 3, Historical Setting).
Civilian authorities generally have complied with constitutional
provisions and legal formalities related to the parliamentary
system, which is based on the French model. In the late 1950's,
however, military officers began to exercise influence over the
civilian administration and on several occasions temporarily disrupted the constitutional order. Each time the concern over legality, which political figures showed, combined with foreign pressures to secure a formal return of power to the duly constituted
authorities. Neither the Constitution nor any political group has
stressed guarantees of personal freedom. Nevertheless, many
persons from various segments of the society have freely criticized
government policies and individual politicians (see ch 13, The
Governmental System).
The constitutionally established principles of popular sovereignty and universal adult suffrage lack the support of custom and
tradition and have had minimal effect. Most people retain to a
considerable extent their traditional acceptance of elite rule. They
have little sense of participation in the political process and slight
feeling of their own competence to govern. They also feel little
sense of obligation to the government, from which they have come
to expect increased benefits and services. For most citizens voting
has been a ritual performance. Few persons clearly understand
that their ballot is designed to procure for them a responsible
representative a t the distant capital.
The educated elite dominates parliamentary politics and diplomacy, which have been highly sophisticated. Politicians generally
seek and use political office pragmatically and value realism.
Loyalty to individual leaders commonly supersedes ideology. Many
politicians have renounced all party association and entered into

informal political alliances with armed forces officers (see ch 14,
Political Dynamics).
Despite differing shades of political opinion and sometimes sharp
personal rivalries, most members of the elite experience a sense of
class unity with their peers. Largely because of his royal title and
family relationship to Prince Souvanna Phouma, Prince Souphanouvong, the nominal leader of the Pathet Lao, has reentered the
government when he has chosen to do so.
Virtually all segments of the society view the ideal man as one
who is a superior family head and devout Buddhist. Traditionally,
public office has brought respect, not so much because i t indicated
upright character or dedication to the public interest, but because
it implied that the incumbent could financially afford the numerous
ceremonies and donations required of officials. Public office also
carried with it socially esteemed titles and offered the opportunity
for increased wealth. In the mid-1960's ranking political and civil
service positions were prized by those who could meet requirements
of education and wealth.

POLITICAL ASPIRATIONS
The values of compromise and cooperation which distinguish
all segments of the society operate throughout the political system
as well as the social system. Within this context, however, the
political concerns and aspirations of the elite and the rest of the
people often differ. The Pathet Lao has tried to intensify these
differences to the point of conflict (see ch 12, Social Values).
The Royal Lao government is engaged in an effort to suppress
the Pathet Lao movement, but some leaders would be content to
integrate it into the established political and social system if its
reliance on North Vietnam were ended. Whatever their varying
shades of opinion, however, virtually none of the elite want to
alter radically the existing system. On the whole the ruling class
has not demonstrated such a degree of concern over economic development as has been shown in most newly independent countries.
Nevertheless, the government, with foreign aid, has launched community development projects which give promise not only of favoring economic growth but of increasing the villagers' awareness of
the role of the central government in bringing material betterment
to their daily lives. The younger generation of the elite appears to
have provided most of the domestic initiative for these projects.
There is insufficient information from which to describe the
political desires of specific segments of the general population.
It is evident, however, that though few people think in terms of
national goals, most have become increasingly aware of the central
government. The war, national election campaigns, government
and informational activities and the expansion of development and

public service projects have brought the central government into
relationship with some of its more remote citizens for perhaps the
first time. Not all ensuing contacts have been received with total
favor.
Some people, particularly members of ethnic minorities, have
felt resentment over what they consider to be the indifference of
officials toward their circumstances. There has been some mistrust
of the government's presence, which occasionally has disrupted
customary activities. Conversely, many villagers have begun to
expect increased government services and to desire the new material possessions that have been introduced into the towns as a
result of foreign aid. Delays in the provision of such benefits are
sometimes attributed to indifference on the part of the ethnic Lao,
who are closely identified with the government. Moreover, criticism
of the ethnic Lao has tended to shade over into criticism of the
government, a potential source of alienation. All such potential
conflicts have been exploited, although without great success, by
the Pathet Lao, which, under control of the government of North
Vietnam, has resorted to open rebellion in its pursuit of power.
Rather than calling for elimination of such institutions a s the
Constitution, the monarchy or Buddhism, the Pathet Lao proposes
an imprecisely defined social revolution. It calls for expulsion of
Western influence and pledges benefits and social equality to the
common people and minority groups. The extent of popular sympathy for the Pathet Lao is uncertain. In the past the Pathet Lao
has attained electoral victories ; nevertheless, thousands of people
have fled areas of the country which i t controls (see ch 14, Political
Dynamics).

SECTION 111. ECONOMIC
CHAPTER 18
CHARACTER AND STRUCTURE OF THE ECONOMY
The economy is less developed than that of any other country
in the Indochinese peninsula. Ever since independence and the
withdrawal of the French, the country has been seriously disturbed
by domestic strife and battered by external warfare. Never an independent economic unit during modern times, i t has had little
opportunity to develop a viable economy, attuned to the needs of
the twentieth century.
In 1966 by f a r the greater part of the population consisted of
farmers who lived in self-contained villages and produced most of
the food and other items they needed for a living. Practically all
of the modern manufactured goods required by the country and a
substantial volume of foodstuffs for the towns and urban areas had
to be imported. Because the economy produced very little for export, there were continuing foreign trade deficits. For lack of
domestic financial resources, these deficits and a large share of the
current expenses of government had to be financed by heavy
donations of foreign aid.
PROBLEMS OF ECONOMIC INDEPENDENCE
In economic terms, even more than in those of physical geography, Laos is the hinterland of Southeast Asia. It was the "end
of the line" of France's colonial development of the economic
potential of Indochina. Although the country possessed extensive
and valuable natural resources with great potential for commercial
exploitation, not much was done to exploit them. The realization
of the country's potentialities, moreover, may be more distant than
that of sections of former Indochina not as well endowed with
mineral wealth, forests and other natural resources.
The fact that the level of economic progress in Laos is markedly
lower than that in South or North Vietnam or Cambodia is often
attributed to the role assigned to Laos in the scheme of French administration of the Indochinese peninsula. Laos was seen partly a s
a buffer against the eastern expansion of the Thai -and of the
British in Burma. The developmental efforts of the French were
devoted primarily to the construction of a road network whose

main purpose was to facilitate the political and military administration of the area. The strain of two world wars and a world depression on the economic stability of France itself precluded going
much further toward making the most recently acquired of
France's colonies a contributing member of the system. Laos, in
effect, remained a reserve pool of incompletely explored and almost
entirely unexploited resources. There was some investment of
private French capital-for example, in tin and coffee, both for
export-but the effect of these enterprises on the economy was
slight.
Under the development programs of the French administration,
Laos became part of the Indochina economic complex. No attention
was given to the creation of a viable Laotian economy capable of
survival as a growing twentieth century state-of
necessity the
goal of a politically independent Laos. Expenditures always exceeded the revenue which the local economy could yield, and internat~onalpayments were always greater than the foreign exchange
the Laotian economy could earn. The deficits were in both instances
.paid for out of the surpluses, the French derived from Cambodia
and Vietnam.
The low level of economic development in Laos is not, however,
completely attributable to the official French design for Indochina.
Nature itself posed huge obstacles to both public development and
private investors (see ch 2, Physical Environment). Laos is a
landlocked country, without easy access to the sea through South or
North Vietnam or Cambodia, and its own terrain can hardly be
regarded as inviting to private capital. The government built roads
and took some other steps that improved the physical climate of
investment, but the exploitation of natural resources was left to
private capital, and the inducements were few.
Moreover, certain characteristics of the Laotian people posed
labor problems for those companies that took a risk on the country's economic possibilities. The Laotians, practitioners of a subsistence agriculture eminently satisfactory to themselves, declined
to see any advantage in employment for hire. Their tastes had
never been activated by the availability of manufactured consumer
goods purchasable with cash, so cash in return for fixed hours of
work held no inducement. This exasperated the French, who called
the people of Laos indolent and unteachable and imported Vietnamese, already partially trained and conditioned by longer colonization to see advantages in cash income. Hence, no indigenous labor
force was created.
That this experience with the Laotian worker does not definitively characterize the potential labor pool as unsuited to modern
production techniques was demonstrated after World War 11. The

successful training of Lao to operate and repair military equipment
was proved feasible during the military mobilization effort of the
French in Laos.
This demonstration of ability to acquire new skills under conditions of military service and a beginning of habituation to the
idea of living in an organized community other than the family
farm and village (and getting paid for it) marked turning points
in the development of a laboring class willing to work regularly
for wages.
The arrival of large supplies of automotive equipment and other
evidences of Western technological progress have had an effect
not only on communication systems and other sectors of the economy but also on the people's social values. The stimulus of political
independence has somewhat defined the economic challenge the
country must meet, but the number of the people who realize that
a challenge exists is limited to a handful of the Western-educated
elite. The great mass of the people are for the most part still in
the category of "hewers of wood and drawers of water." Whatever
their occupation, they work hard a t it, and they are capable of
acquiring great skill in their traditional arts and crafts.

THE NATIONAL ECONOMY TODAY
The economy, itself a hinterland in 1966, was in turn a mosaic of
many hinterlands. Communication between them was difficult not
only because of inadequate transportation facilities but because
of armed strife. In fact, transportation was the major bottleneck
of economic life, both internally and in relations with other countries. Most of the people earned their living from subsistence
agriculture, usually combined with some form of handicraft production. There was little or no familiarity with any type of modern
farm machinery.
Marketing was small in relation to the value of the country's
total production of goods and services, and i t was often on a barter
basis. Paper currency had not yet been accepted with full confidence throughout the country, though it was finding its way increasingly into village marketplaces. In many respects the country
had the aspects of two distinct economic worlds: the hill country
and the lowlands. The demarcations of these two worlds would become less clear only to the extent that cultural and physical
barriers were overcome.
Village self-sufficiency and the interferences of domestic warfare left the urban centers greatly dependent during the early
1960's on imports of rice and other foods from foreign sources.
These factors, together with the transportation problem, also left
the villages themselves in serious straits if their own crops were

poor. Such a situation occurred in 1955, when rice had to be airlifted into several areas to avert famine.
Physical barriers divide the country's terrain, and institutional
barriers, no less real in their effects, in 1966 cut into the body
politic, separated urban from rural social values and delineated
economic systems based on ethnic as well as geographic factors.
Lines marking out labor specialization, however, were few. This
symptom of economic underdevelopment was to a large extent
attributable to the divisive barriers themselves.
Marketing of handicrafts and domestic produce other than rice
within the country is handled for the most part by the producers
themselves, although village shopkeepers and itinerant traders,
usually Chinese or Vietnamese, provide many other basic necessities to the rural people. As for imported merchandise, the dealer
is almost always a composite of importer and wholesaler. Foreign
and domestic trade in urban areas was still dominated by Chinese
businessmen in 1966, but nationals of Laos were engaging in this
activity in sufficient numbers and strength to pose a challenge to
the traditional position of the foreign businessman. This trend was
being fostered by the government, which favored Lao businessmen
in the granting of import licenses. Reorientation of much of Laos'
external trade from Saigon to Bangkok, beginning in the early
1950's, accelerated the formation of Lao-financed commercial enterprises by attracting Thai capital into Laos. In particular, Thai
are known to have combined with Lao investors to capitalize on the
new trade opportunities opened up by United States aid.
Although these shifts in commercial patterns hold some promise
for economic growth in the country, most of the very limited
amount of available private capital was going into trade during
the early 1960's. This did not satisfy the economy's great need for
investment in modern industries that could exploit the country's
abundant natural resources and produce manufactured goods for
domestic consumption. The problem was to develop a situation in
which the increasing profits earned from trade would be used to
capitalize industrial activity. The fact that most business in Laos
had been in Chinese hands in the past automatically earmarked
most of such profits either for expansion of those trading enterprises or for remittance abroad.
The government had a comprehensive 5-year economic and social
development plan covering 1959-64, but the plan was suspended
after the first year because of political instability and worsening
civil strife. Various development projects were continued on a
piecemeal basis, however, in areas of the country that were relatively secure from armed conflict. Emphasis has been on basic
economic and social infrastructure, such as transportation fa-

cilities, schools and medical installations. During the early 1960's
this work was being financed entirely by foreign aid. The most
important donor was the United States, which had program commitments for supporting assistance and technical cooperation totaling over $50 million from July 1, 1964, to June 30, 1965, alone.
How to bring about the reversal of an economic condition that
manifests itself in a restricted market lacking effective demand,
inadequate domestic savings and perennially serious deficits in
the internal budget and in international transactions-and
whose
betterment is seriously delayed by political uncertainties and civil
strife, impediments of physical geography and generally unenthusiastic popular attitudes toward change-invites a wide assortment of measures. None appears more basic than the opening of
communications, both internal and with the rest of the world.

CHAPTER 19
AGRICULTURE
Agriculture provides a livelihood for more than 90 percent of
the people, and its role is basically that of feeding the rural population. Although the country is potentially self-sufficient in agricultural production, inadequate transport facilities have prevented
development of a countrywide marketing system, and major towns
must depend on imports, mainly from Thailand, to satisfy most of
their food requirements.
Beginning in 1960, levels of production began to decline seriously, largely in response to political disorder and insecurity in
the countryside, and increasingly larger amounts of foodstuffs had
to be imported. In 1965, however, slight gains in production were
registered, and it was hoped that there would be a continuing trend
toward self-sufficiency.
Rice is the major crop and the dietary staple. Agricultural exports are small in volume and are confined largely t o green coffee
and forest products sent to Thailand, Cambodia, South Vietnam
and a few European countries. Although the sale of opium is
illegal except under government control, enough of i t is shipped
out of the country illegally-mainly
to adjacent countries-to
bring in a substantial return.
The two major types of cultivation practiced in the country
have been developed primarily in response to topography and soil
conditions. Sedentary cultivation, termed na cultivation in Lao,
occurs in the lowlands adjacent to the Mekong River and the valleys
of its tributaries. It is practiced primarily by Lao peoples and
focuses on production of wet rice and a variety of vegetables. A
system of shifting dry farming, called hai cultivation, is practiced
by the Mountain Mon-Khmer and other groups living in hilly areas
and on mountain slopes. The rapid depletion of soil fertility after
one-ortwo harvests of dry rice, supplementary corn and vegetables
requires that farmers shift the locus of cultivation fairly frequently, and hai cultivation, therefore, uses large amounts of land.
The major weaknesses of the two cultivation systems are a
need for a more dependable and controllable water supply for nu
cultivation and depletion of soil fertility, deforestation and potential erosion attendant upon shifting hai cultivation. Nearly all

agricultural units-both of sedentary and shifting cuItivators-are
small plots worked by families whose cultivation of a specific area
gives them usufruct rights and de facto control and possession,
although all land is owned, in principle, by the state.
The government is aware of the need to promote and support
agriculture through such projects as increased extension services,
experiment stations, veterinary service and irrigation projects,
but it has been hampered in its efforts by the recurring political
upheavals, a lack of funds and a lack of qualified personnel. A
number of plans drawn up by both the United Nations Economic
Commission for Asia and the F a r East and the government have
indicated that agriculture is considered the keystone to future development, but implementation of these plans has gone forward
very slowly. United States and Filipino technical assistance experts
are working in cooperation with government agencies to achieve
a higher level of agricultural development.
LAND POTENTIAL
According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, nearly one-third of the country's 91,000 square miles is
potentially productive, although only 8 percent was under cultivation in the mid-1960's. These figures do not mean, however, that
there is great scope for increasing the land area under cultivation.
Given the highly extensive land use practices of hai cultivation,
the amount of land required for reasonable land use and levels of
productivity is much greater than that under actual cultivation a t
any given time. Much apparently unused land, therefore, is in fact
an integral part of the shifting hai system. It is doubtful, because
of the existing level of capital equipment, technological knowledge
and irrigation capacity, that there is a significant amount of land
that is not put to productive use.
The regional potential of the land is determined primarily by
soil and topography rather than by rainfall, since nearly all areas
receive a minimum of 50 to 90 inches annually (see ch 2, Physical
Environment). Most of the mountainous areas, which cover more
than half the country, too rugged to hold rainfall, possess soils that
are thin and relatively infertile. The less rugged forest glade and
hilly areas possess soils that are sandy and highly leached by rain,
which removes most soluble minerals. They retain moisture for
only a short time but are rich in iron, aluminum and other nonsoluble minerals. These gentler mountain slopes and hilly regions
support shifting hai cultivation but are very susceptible to erosion
when denuded of vegetation for any long period of time.
The more fertile soils are found in the lowlands adjacent to
Mekong and its tributaries and in the Bolovens Plateau. Land suitable for intensive, wet-rice cultivation increases in area from north

to south. In the north topography limits cultivable areas, since the
river valleys of the Mekong and its tributaries are quite narrow.
The only large areas of wet, na cultivation in the north occur a t the
confluences of the Mekong and its tributaries. The grassy Tran
Ninh Plateau in the north is said to be suitable for relatively
intensive livestock production.
The south possesses more land suitable for intensive cultivation
where the Mekong and its tributaries flow through more level
terrain. A major center of rich, level land is located a t the confluence of the Mekong and SC Bang Hieng Rivers in Savannakhet
Province, where seasonal floods create marshes and deposit rich
alluvial soils on the Savannakhet plain. Similar conditions exist
near Saravane on the SQDone River, and south of Thakhek on the
SB Bang Fai River. The Bolovens Plateau in the south has fairly
good soil, and the high elevation creates conditions favorable
to the production of coffee, tea and temperate climate fruits and
vegetables.
LAND TENURE
The system of land tenure rests on tradition rather than law
and varies with local custom. In the days of absolute monarchy,
before and after the arrival of the French, all land was considered
the property of the ruler. He had the complete right to grant custody and usufruct and could expropriate a t will. Such absolute
dominion was unenforceable over all of the territory of the various
kings and princes, however, and in practice i t was limited by considerations of remoteness, the strength of various ethnic groups
and even lack of interest on the part of the ruler. The principle of
absolute dominion was, nevertheless, unchallenged and unchallengeable except by war.
Under this system i t appears that the ruler's absolute right
was seldom exercised capriciously, although individual officials or
families could experience royal disfavor by having their lands reassigned. In contrast, the rural farmers were ordinarily secure
in their tenure of lands traditionalIy occupied and could expand
their holdings by requests to local officials so long a s the proper
taxes and gratuities were paid. Under this system nearly every
type of landholding was developed-individuals, families, communities and ethnic groups all held land according to local custom.
There is no direct evidence of lands being granted in specific return
for military service, but in the northwest, in the area of Nam Tha,
even in the 1960's, noble clans often extended military protection
to local farmers in exchange for labor on the nobles' lands.
No concrete statement of the principles of land tenulre under
the constitutiona1 monarchy of the mid-1960's was available. The
Constitution gives no indication of the present status and contains

no guarantee of the individual's right to hold real property. It is,
therefore, probable that land tenure remains where tradition has
left it, with inalienable ownership vested in principle in the state
but with actual control left undisturbed in the hands of the technical usufructuaries, whether individuals, families or communities.
Generally, anyone who clears free ground and places it under
cultivation becomes the legitimate proprietor. Groups which
hold their land and work in common are regarded as a single civil
person. Property abandoned for more than 3 years is defined as
free ground and reverts to the state. Thus, groups which engage in
na cultivation are more likely to consider themselves permanent
holders of specific plots of land than are those groups engaged in
hai agriculture.
The government has attempted to determine exact ownership of
land but has been unable to do so because of political disorder and
lack of funds and trained surveyors. In most parts of Laos the
approval of a traditional leader of a district is still required for
transfer of land. In Luang Prabang district, members of the royal
family, others of noble rank and some wealthy merchants are
absentee landlords. Absentee landlordism appears to be limited to
Lao villages in Luang Prabang district and is less prevalent in the
rest of the province.
In Vientiane Province i t is estimated that more than 80 percent
of rural families own their own ricefields; a few rent land from
wealthier families. Rental fees for land use vary from 15 to 35
percent of the crop, but, if the landlord provides such improvements and equipment a s well-constructed irrigation systems, seed
and draft animals, the tenant may pay as much as half his crop as
rent.
Among those groups practicing hai cultivation in mountainous
areas, tenure arrangements are quite informal. The Lamet appear
to be free to clear and use any land unoccupied by other groups.
Among the Meo, the headman is considered owner of all uncultivated land, but any head of a family has the right to cultivate untilled land near the village. cultivated land belongs to those who
work it. Ownership accrues, therefore, by labor performed on the
land, but, because of frequent changes in the locus of cultivation,
land does not remain under specific ownership for more than a few
years.
ORGANIZATION AND OPERATION
Most of the farming population of the country live in villages
which vary from 50 to 200 inhabitants. Farmers leave their homes
daily to work in their fields, which are situated near the village.
Most units of land worked by an individual family are small, but
there is only fragmentary information on the size of individual

holdings or the size distribution. An undetermined degree of fragmentation exists in some river valley lands, reflecting a need to
distribute equitably the limited amount of available flatland. One
farmer may cultivate a s many as a dozen plots, located in different
areas.
Most families ordinarily till only enough land to supply their
immediate needs, and any surpluses are traded for a few necessary items, such as metal implements, textiles and salt, or a r e
sold for cash to pay taxes.
Nu Cultivation
Na cultivation is concerned basically with raising wet rice and
is a way of life intimately bound up with the supernatural. For
both the Lao and the Tribal Thai, rice is a sacred substance
guarded by a phi (spirit) which must be placated by a p p r o p r i a ~
rituals a t every stage of cultivation, harvesting, threshing and
storage.
More than half of the rural population practice sedentary na
cultivation along river valleys and in the alluvial plains of the
south. The Lao peoples are the major na cultivators, but the Tribal
Thai also practice wet-rice cultivation in those areas suitable for
it that are uninhabited by the Lao. In the late 1950's the government estimated that approximately 1.7 million acres of land were
under na cultivation, but it is likely that internal political upheavals have caused a decrease in total land under cultivation since
that time.
The lowlands adjacent to the Mekong and its tributaries and the
plains in the south are flooded annually during the May-October
monsoon season. Every year a layer of fertile silt is deposited in
the flood plain, enriching the soil. The water is held in the paddy
fields by means of shallow earthen dikes which also serve to keep
the silt deposits from being washed away. Above flood level and
where the slope of the land is not too great, diked paddies a r e
built and filled by the runoff of the heavy rains, and in some regions sophisticated irrigation systems are built to carry water to
slightly higher fields.
Among the Black Thai in Houa Khong Province, water wheels
carry water into shallow canals leading to rectangular fields surrounded by low dikes. The narrow riverbanks of the middle Mekong, however, do not permit flooding of neighboring lowlands,
but paddy fields in this area lie in local depressions where the
runoff from adjacent slopes provides moisture and mineral
nutrients.
Single cropping of rice is the rule, and there is only one harvest
per year. Three main varieties, which require different lengths of
time to mature, however, are sown. After the first rains have

softened the soil, the fields are plowed in April and May by a
simple, iron-bladed wooden plow drawn by an ox or a water buffalo.
Previously planted seedlings are transplanted into the paddy fields
in July and are harvested from September to January, depending
upon the variety. In lower Laos a crop of dry-season rice may also
be planted in October after the floods have receded but while the
dikes still retain floodwater; i t is harvested just before the onset of
the April rains.
Land use in wet-rice regions is highly localized, since each
topographic and soil area is utilized according to the degree of
soil fertility and the significance of the crop. Na cultivation
requires continuing investment, in order to maintain draft animals, a s well as dikes and irrigation systems. The yields of na
cultivation average somewhat less than 1,000 pounds of rice
per acre.
A variety of vegetables may be planted in paddy fields after
the rice has been harvested. Cucumbers, manioc, eggplant and
chili peppers are common. Vegetable gardens are cultivated along
riverbanks during the dry season. Both the Lao and Tribal Tai
frequently find it necessary to supplement wet-rice cultivation by
clearing adjacent land and planting dry rice and, occasionally,
corn.
Hai Cultivation
Hai cultivation involves planting crops in dry, hilly or mountainous areas where the fertility of the soil will not yield more
than a few years' subsistence, thus necessitating a frequent change
in the locus of cultivation. This pattern of shifting agriculture
is practiced by about 40 percent of the agricultural population,
mainly those groups which, for various reasons, inhabit the mountainous and hilly regions of northern and central Laos (see ch 5,
Ethnic Groups and Languages). The Mountain Mon-Khmer employ hai agriculture almost exclusively, but Lao and Tribal Tai na
cultivators also engage in hai cultivation when necessary to meet
their total needs.
In hai cultivation (sometimes referred to as rai cultivation or
swidden farming) a farmer chooses a piece of forest land, some
2 to 3 acres in area and a s close as possible to his village. At
the beginning of the dry season in January a slash-and-burn
method of clearing the land is employed. Trees and underbrush
are cut down to clear an adequate area; trees too large to cut
down are girdled; and a t the end of April the dried wood is set
on fire. Except for large stumps the land is thus cleared, and the
wood ash supplies mineral fertilizers.
Planting methods are simple. The plow is seldom used, primarily because stumps and roots remain in the soil. Holes for

two or three grains of rice are made about a foot apart with a
pointed, metal-tipped stick, and the seeds are tamped in by foot.
Little weeding is necessary until the second year of planting.
The hai cultivation of rice often gives a higher initial yield
than na cultivation, but yields decline considerably in the second
year of cultivation and may drop as much a s 80 percent by the
third year. Thus, hai cultivation can support a much less dense
population. Estimates of the time required for the land to regain
its fertility through natural reforestation range from 12 to 20
years.
Corn is often an important addition to rice in hai cultivation,
particularly among the Meo and in the northern provinces. I t is
planted either as a regular supplement to rice in areas where
yields are chronically low, or when i t appears that the rice crop
will be inadequate. Women and children cultivate kitchen gardens
of vegetables; peas, peanuts, sweet potatoes, beans and manioc
are produced, both as dietary supplements and as insurance crops.
Depending upon the specific ethnic group involved, labor involved in the entire hai cycle may be performed either by a single
family unit on its own plot or by the entire community. Like the
Lao many Mountain Mon-Khmer engage in rituals directed to
propitiating the spirit of the rice.
Decisions regarding frequency and distance of relocation are
made by either families or entire groups. In general, there is less
moving of entire villages than might be supposed. When cultivated plots are some distance from the village the men may move
to huts near the plantings during the season of most demanding
work. Villages, except in areas occupied by the Meo, are not
moved unless all land within reasonable reach has been exhausted.
It is also customary to return to previously used plots a s soon a s
fertility has been restored to the land, thus limiting the extent
of destruction of virgin forests.
Most of the forest that is cleared in hai cultivation is land that
has been thus cultivated for centuries. Hai agriculture appears
to represent the optimum form of land use in an area of steep
slopes and heavy seasonal rainfall, for soil fertility has been
fairly well maintained. Erosion, although always a potential menace, had not presented a serious problem up to 1966. Thus, success
of hai cultivation as a system of land use rests upon maintaining
a balance between soil fertility, the availability of land and the
numbers of persons who must be supported.
PRODUCTION
Production is directed primarily to meeting si-'xistence needs,
but nearly every household participates to some degree in the
market economy. A limited number of items--coffee, opium, forest

products and some spices-are produced or gathered specifically
for sale, but most goods that are sold for cash or bartered represent fortuitous surpluses of subsistence production.
Rice
Production of rice has declined substantially since the mid1950's. In 1954, with some 1.7 million acres planted in rice, the
harvest amounted to over 650,000 tons. Wet rice accounted for
about 80 percent of the total. As a result of the political insecurity
in the countryside, especially in the north, declines in production
assumed serious proportions in the early 1960's. By 1962 only
400,000 tons were produced, and imports from Thailand exceeded
43,000 tons. There was no information on the amount of land
under cultivation as that time.
Chronic shortages in northern areas, usually supplemented by
local production of corn and root crops, cannot be alleviated by
southern rice surpluses, even in periods of relative political tranquility, because of poor transport facilities. In some northern and
central areas, particularly those controlled by the Pathet Lao,
farmers abandoned cultivation and migrated to the towns.
In 1965, however, the situation had begun to improve somewhat because of a relatively greater degree of stability in the
countryside, particularly in the south. The crop was estimated a t
520,000 tons, although imports were still necessary to feed urban
centers and refugees from Pathet Lao areas. Furthermore, efforts
by United States and Filipino agricultural and rural development
programs were beginning to have some effect. The distribution of
improved varieties of seeds was expected to increase yields considerably. In the autumn of 1966, however, a flooding of the
Mekong River reached proportions serious enough to cause concern for the next crop.
Corn

Although corn is the second largest crop grown in Laos, annual
production is but a small fraction of the rice yield. It is grown
as a supplementary crop to rice, almost entirely for family consumption, although it is also used as a feed grain. More than 60
percent of total production comes from the northern provinces,
which produce the least rice, Houa Khong, Sayaboury, Houa Phan,
Xieng Khouang and Phong Saly. Nearly all ethnic groups in the
country prefer rice as their dietary staple, but those dwelling
in mountainous areas frequently must rely more heavily on corn.
This is particularly true of the Meo. Production has decreased
considerably since the 1950's, primarily because of the political
instability in rural areas. In 1958 an estimated 16,000 tons of corn
were produced on approximately 45,000 acres. In 1963 the area

undei cultivation had decreased, and only about 12,000 tons were
produced.
Secondary Food Crops

Every household maintains a vegetable garden to supplement
the diet of rice or corn. These crops may be raised a t the same
time a s the rice and corn crops, or they may be planted after the
major harvest as dry season crops. The most important vegetables
grown are beans, potatoes (white and sweet), manioc, onions,
garlic, tomatoes, cucumbers, squash, fennel and a variety of other
vegetables. Many vegetables grow wild and are used when major
subsistence crops faiI or are insufficient. Surpluses a r e traded on
local markets. Vegetable gardens are also maintained along the
riverbanks in towns bordering the Mekong.
The Bolovens Plateau and the area around the town of Xieng
Khouang could easily support intensive cultivation of temperate
zone vegetables, but political upheaval has hindered production,
and transportation difficulties have made i t virtually impossible
for these regions to produce for markets in Vientiane and Luang
Prabang. These towns must supplement vegetables brought in
from nearby areas with imports from Thailand.
Spices, primarily pimento and cardamom, grow wild in the
forest and are gathered for both domestic use and limited export:
Deliberate cultivation of these items appears to occur only on the
Bolovens Plateau. Cardamom appears to bring in a fair amount of
foreign exchange. In 1964 exports were valued a t K2.9 million
(approximately K500 equaled US$1 a t the free market exchange
rate during 1964--see Glossary).
Fruits usually grow wild, but some are cultivated domestically.
Tropical fruits include bananas, figs, oranges, tangerines, grapefruit, lemons, limes, avocados, mangoes, papayas, pineapples and
coconuts. Temperate zone fruits are produced on the two major
plateaus, and include melons, strawberries and peaches. Nut trees,
such as walnuts, chestnuts and almonds, flourish in a wild state
in much of the country.
Market Crops

Market crops are those which, although frequently an important
element in the subsistence economy of an individual household,
are produced or gathered primarily for sale on local markets or
to local merchants who may ultimately export them.
Tobacco, sugar and peanuts are the most important crops
traded in the domestic economy. Tobacco is planted in nearly all
villages. The two regions particularly adapted to its cultivation
are the lowlands of the Mekong valley and the Bolovens Plateau.
Before 1962 most tobacco was exported to Thailand, but the

establishment of a cigarette factory in Vientiane caused production to increase from a level of approximately 1,000 tons in the
late 1950's to about 1,400 tons in 1963.
Sugarcane is planted in some areas of hai cultivation, but a
major source of future sugar production would appear to come
from tapping the sugar palm tree, which has been cultivated for
centuries in the south, particularly around Muong Khong. Approximately 300 farms are involved in producing the sugar, which
invokes boiling down sap taken from the top of the tree. The
crystallized, boiled sap is broken into lumps and appears to command a good market throughout those areas where transportation
facilities will permit its distribution. Major impediments to increased production appear to be the lack of capital equipment for
boiling the sap into a more refined sugar and the narrowness of
the local market, for persons who produce this sugar, which is
a luxury to most consumers, do so only when more vital crops do
not command their attention.
Although peanuts furnish one of the major sources of vegetable
oil used in cooking, the total crop is small, limited by the small
amount of light, dry soil available that is necessary to cultivation.
Other sources of oils are coconuts and castor beans.
Cotton was a t one time widely grown, but its production has
been seriously affected by importation of cheap textiles. I n 1962
only about 700 tons were produced. The major cotton-producing
regions were the Bolovens Plateau and Sayaboury Province.
Planted immediately after the rice harvest, it exhausts the soil
rather rapidly, thus further limiting its potential as a profitable
crop. Most cotton is short staple and of low market value, but what
remains is usually woven into textiles for use by rural households.
Although ramie, hemp, jute and kapok grow wild, little is cultivated. Difficulties in processing the fibers into a usable form have
prevented their exploitation on a meaningful scale, either domestically or for export.
Coffee is by f a r the most significant export crop in terms of
monetary value, with the possible exception of opium. In 1964
export earnings from coffee were valued a t K15 million. Before
World War I1 relatively small-scale French plantations on the
Bolovens Plateau had produced a considerable amount of coffee,
primarily arabica. The plantations were abandoned during that
war, and production since then, carried on in small Lao and
Mon-Khmer family farms, has focused on robusta coffee. Production has been seriously affected by disease. In 1950 approximately
1,500 tons were produced, but in 1958 the crop fell to 500 tons.
By 1961 production had risen to a level of 600 tons.
Opium is the second major crop cultivated exclusively for cash

sale. It is the key factor in the Meo economy, where production
per household averages between 7 and 20 pounds per year. It is a
dry-season crop, sown in late fall and harvested in early spring.
The Laotian Bureau of Customs estimated in the late 1950's that
approximately 65 tons of crude opium were produced per year.
It was difficult to determine production levels in the mid-1960's,
particularly since the Meo areas have been one of the major centers of political upheaval and Pathet Lao concentration.
The sale of opium is illegal except under government control,
and most of it is smuggled out of the country to Saigon or Bangkok, from which cities most of i t is ultimately sent to Hong Kong.
Few Lao use opium, but some persons, particularly among the
Meo, may use i t to alleviate discomforts associated with old age.
LIVESTOCK
Nearly every agricultural household maintains some form of
livestock, primarily to meet its own immediate needs. Except for a
limited production of hides and skins, livestock is negligible in
the..cash economy. Before World War I1 livestock, particularly
from southern regions, was one of the major agricultural exports,
but restrictions on the part of neighboring states and a general
decline in the number of animals have resulted in the virtual cessation of livestock as an important export. Hides and skins do, however, still bring in some revenue. About K1.4 million was earned
in 1964 from exports.
Although standards of husbandry are usually casual and animals
are largely left untended to forage for themselves, they are generally quite healthy, and major epidemics of livestock disease
have not occurred in recent years.
Nearly all ethnic groups use the water buffalo when draft animals are important to the cultivation process. Buffalo are the
only beasts used in sedentary nu cultivation. The Meo tend to
use cattle more than buffalo, as the former are better suited to
mountainous regions. The Meo is the major group which uses
horses as pack rather than as draft animals, and they a r e noted
for the good care they give their animals, providing corn, bamboo
stalks and peas as feed.
There is little consumption of beef in the country and practically
no consumption of milk, primarily because of traditional dietary
preferences. There are a few organized slaughtering facilities
located near major towns.
Elephants were once the major source of power in transporting
teak logs and in other heavy lifting and carrying, but their importance is declining as tractors are provided, primarily by foreign
assistance programs.
Hogs and poultry provide the major source of meat consump-

tion. Care of these animals is extremely casual, and they are of
generally poor quality, frequently subject to disease. Ducks are
frequently kept, and both duck and chicken eggs are important in
the diet.
There was no information available in 1966 regarding the numbers of livestock in the country. Figures for 1960 cited 500,000
water buffalo, 300,000 cattle, 15,000 horses, 700,000 hogs and 5 million poultry. Livestock slaughtered in 1964 amounted to 5,000
cattle, 13,000 water buffalo, 68,000 hogs. The continuing instability
in the countryside has seriously affected livestock production.
Depredations by the various military forces in the country have
caused a significant decline in numbers.

FORESTRY
About two-thirds of the area is covered by forest, about half
of which is estimated to be of potential economic value. Forest
products play an important part in the subsistence economy and
in domestic and export trade.
Most rural households rely heavily on forest products for housing materials of rattan, bamboo and other woods, for wood and
charcoal fuel, and for materials for making household implements
and agricultural tools. Domestic animals depend on forest undergrowth for forage, and in times of hardship some people rely on
gathering roots and those fruits which grow wild. The sale or
barter of forest products represents a major source of incremental
income for many rural households.
Commercial exploitation of forests, for internal and export purposes, focuses on teak, a few luxury and high-grade woods and
secondary forest products, primarily stick lac and benzoin.
Teak is found in Sayaboury and Houa Khong Provinces. The
forests cover an area of slightly more than 1.5 million acres. In
the late 1950's more than 1,200 acres in the Pakse region were
planted with teak. In lumbering, the teak logs are moved over
logging roads on wooden carts hauled by oxen, or they are dragged
by tractors o r elephants. The major method of transport to the
ultimate export outlet in Saigon entails floating the logs down
the Mekong River. The process takes about 2 months, and, because
of the difficulty of the river's course, losses may be as high as
80 percent.
Except for teak, nearly all lumbering is directed a t the local
market, with limited exports of lumber across the Mekong to
northeast Thailand. A few sawmills operate outside the principal
towns, and a number of carpenter and cabinetmaker shops have
been established. There is considerable potential for developing
pulp and paper, plywood paneling and furniture from forest products, but effective exploitation of the country's forest potential is
limited by the small size of the local market and the transport

difficulties entailed in reaching overseas markets. Total timber
exports in 1965 were valued a t K12.7 million.
Secondary forest products have been important in the export
trade but are decreasing in significance. Stick lac, used in the
manufacture of shellac and varnish, is secreted by an insect living
in the pois d'angola trees, most of which are located in Luang
Prabang and Houa Phan Provinces. The market for stick lac is
quite unstable, and plastic substitutes seem to be a serious threat
to its future as a major earner of foreign exchange. In 1963,
30 tons of stick lac were produced. Exports in 1964 were valued
a t K180,OOO.
Benzoin, a resinous secretion of the styrax tree, is used as a
fixative for perfume. It is produced primarily in Houa Phan Province. The trees are planted in abandoned hai clearings and receive
no attention other than pruning and tapping. Known commercially
as Siam benzoin, the Laotian product is of a very high quality.
In 1963 approximately 5 tons of benzoin were produced. Although
the world market is very limited, Laos supplies approximately
three-fifths of the total world demand. Exports in 1964 were
valued a t K496,OOO.
FISHING AND HUNTING
Great quantities of fish are taken each year from the Mekong
River and its tributaries. Most of the catch is used by the fishermen and their families, but a substantial amount reaches the
larger centers of population and village markets. Although in
general, fishing is done on a part-time basis, some of the fishermen
make a commercial enterprise out of supplying fish to the markets.
The White Tai are especially noted a s fishermen.
Nearly all the Lao peoples engage in fishing to satisfy family
needs. Although relatively little time is spent on this activity, fish
nevertheless provide a major source of protein in the Lao diet.
Fishing is done with nets, traps and poles. In addition to fishing
in streams and rivers, nets may be used to catch fish in the
flooded ricefields in the early part of the rainy season before the
rice is transplanted.
Groups living in mountainous areas also engage in some fishing
in mountain streams, but hunting is likely to be more important
in their noncultivation activities. Hunting is unimportant among
the Lao, but i t is a significant supplementary economic activity
among the Khmu, Lamet and Meo. Guns, traps, nets and crossbows
are used.
ROLE OF GOVERNMENT
The goal of government assistance to agriculture in 1966 was
to achieve national self-sufficiency in food production. Achieving
this goal will not only entail programs to increase and improve
the quality of agricultural production but will depend heavily

upon development of an integrating transport and marketing
system to link the deficit and surplus food-producing areas and to
give farmers an incentive to increase production. Ultimately,
however, all progress in agriculture will be predicated upon the
achievement and maintenance of order and security in rural areas.
With the departure of the French, the government took control
of the agricultural experiment stations and animal disease control
installations, but i t lacked the funds and personnel to develop
them further. Five-year plans, adopted in 1952 and 1959, which
for agriculture, emphasized water control and crop and livestock
development, were never carried out because of the disturbed
political situation in the country.
The agricultural program of the government is one of the most
important programs being carried on in the country. The government maintains an agricultural service which administers all
agricultural programs other than those closely linked with rural
development. Most agricultural projects are carried out with
United States aid. In the 1964-65 fiscal year United States assistance to agricultural development alone totaled $1 million.
The major priorities of the programs are the improvement of
rice yields. Improved seeds have been distributed from special
warehouses built in the towns of Vientiane, Luang Prabang, Sayaboury, Thakhek, Savannakhet and Pakse, and numerous irrigation
dams, particularly of the small self-help type, have been constructed. Increased production of vegetables is another major
area of concern, and since 1964 the commercial production of
vegetables near Vientiane has met more than half of the total
demand of that city. Livestock improvement programs have centered on the introduction of improved stock for breeding, particularly hogs and poultry, production of feed grains and fodder crops
and disease control.
The Agricultural Development Organization was founded in
1965 as a joint venture of the governments of Laos and the United
States. I t is under the direction of the government of Laos but
is staffed by personnel of both countries. It handles the distribution of rice seeds and products and decides on equitable prices.
I t is expected to develop an agricultural credit mechanism to
furnish fertilizers, insecticides and simple tools and machinery.
I n 1957 the United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and
the F a r East published a report on a development program for
the entire Mekong River basin which would involve Cambodia,
Thailand and South Vietnam, as well as Laos. The major focus
of the report dealt with means of utilizing the resources of the
Mekong River both for hydroelectric power and for agricultural
purposes. It was estimated that the project would provide irrigation for 2.5 million acres along the border between Laos and
Thailand.

CHAPTER 20
INDUSTRY
There has been so little modern economic development in the
country that the industrial structure in place by 1966 was limited
to a few small enterprises, and industry's contribution to domestic production was unimportant. Manufacturing was confined
to small-scale production of light consumer goods. There was a
tin mine, some sawmills and a few construction, transportation
and electric power enterprises. Handicraft work, mainly by individual artisans, was widespread. Its output was in limited quantities for local use, designed to supplement income from agriculture
or to supply family needs. Whatever the economy required in
the way of durable manufactured goods, petroleum products and
a great many consumer goods had to be imported.
The country has many natural resources that might be exploited
industrially, but they have never been adequately surveyed or
assessed for economic feasibility. As essential preliminaries to
industrial development, the government was taking steps during
the early 1960's to improve transportation facilities, augment electric power capacity and train a modern industrial labor force.
In the virtual absence of an industrial structure there was no
occasion for regulation by the state. The government was encouraging new investments in productive enterprises by means of tax
concessions, but there was no development plan, and governmental participation in industry was limited to operating a stateowned electric power company.
MINING
During the early 1960's tin was the most valuable mineral under
exploitation and the country's leading export commodity. A single
mine a t Phontiou, just north of Thakhek, was being worked. Production averaged some 600 to 700 tons of 50-percent concentrate
per year. About 500 tons of ore were required to produce 1 ton
of concentrate, and proven reserves were estimated to amount to
about 70,000 tons of tin content. This product was shipped by
highway to a railhead a t Udon Thani in Thailand and thence to
Malaysia for smelting. The mining company was the main French
private economic interest in Laos in 1966 and the largest single
industrial operation in the country. New equipment was being
installed, and it was estimated that up to 3,000 tons of concentrate

per year could be produced if full advantage were taken of the
available reserves.
The country has a number of salt mines in Vientiane Province
and farther north. During the early 1960's they were producing
several thousand tons per year by evaporation methods, but the
output did not satisfy domestic demand and had to be supplemented by imports from Thailand. Other minerals exploited for
domestic use on a minor scale, mainly by handicraft methods,
included limestone, clay, gypsum, alluvial gold and precious and
semiprecious stones.
There has been some scattered prospecting for minerals in the
country, but no comprehensive geological survey has ever been
made, and the real extent and character of mineral resources
were not known in 1966. On the basis of preliminary surveys,
however, the country's iron ore deposits appeared to offer great
promise. An ore body discovered in 1959 near Xieng Khouang,
with reserves estimated a t a billion tons or more, was reported to
contain ore of 60 to 75 percent metal content. A second deposit
nearby has been examined and estimated to contain up to 100 million tons of iron ore of similar quality. These estimates are subject
Co confirmation by further exploratory work, which by mid-1966
had not been completed because of political insecurity in the area
of Xieng Khouang.
Sizeable beds of anthracite and lignite are known to exist in
the region north and west of Vientiane, and there have been
indications of petroleum farther south. Petroleum exploration was
to be undertaken under a 1959 agreement between the government
and a consortium of French oil companies, but up to 1966 the work
had not started. Scattered surveys have indicated the presence
of copper, manganese, lead, zinc and antimony.
MANUFACTURING
Sawmilling is the largest manufacturing industry. In 1965 there
were 32 mills, 7 of which were in Vientiane. Most of them were
small, employing fewer than 40 workers. Their average fixed
capital was estimated a t K15 million (approximately K500 equaled
US$1 a t the free market exchange rate in 1965-see Glossary).
The total installed capacity was about 12,000 board feet per day.
Actual production, a t about two-thirds capacity, was sufficient to
meet domestic demand and to permit some exports, much of which
consisted of cabinet woods. Because the lumber produced is
seldom cured properly, it is not entirely satisfactory for either
construction or woodworking.
Transportation of felled timber from forest to mill and of
lumber from mill to the location where it is to be used is difficult.
Because roads and trails are usually impassable during the rainy

season, mill operators must either stock heavy inventories of logs
or suspend operations during nearly half of the year. For this
reason and because most of the labor is performed by farmers
during the dry season when they are not occupied in their rice
paddies, sawmilling tends to be a seasonal industry.
The country is rich in clay deposits, which are widely distributed
and of good quality. This material used extensively in producing
bricks, roofing and floor tile and pottery. No recent count is available on the number of ceramic plants, but in 1961 there were estimated to be about 100, of which 14 were in Vientiane. Most were
devoted principally to brick production, but sometimes tiles were
also made and kilned simultaneously in the oven with the bricks.
The average brickyard had 5 to 15 workers, each of whom produced about 1,000 bricks daily. The ceramic plants are usually
established with a view to easy access to clay deposits, from which
the material is taken by hand methods. Production is customarily
a dry season occupation because drying of brick and tile in sunlight
is a necessary phase of the fabricating process. Thus, the ceramics
industry resembles sawmilling in that most of its employees are
farmers who work their own land during the rainy season.
Production methods vary but usually are primitive. Bricks and
tiles may be kilned, but frequently they are only sun-dried, and
they may or may not be made with straw. Little care is taken in
selecting the best available clay; sun-drying or firing is not carefully controlled; and there is no standardization of size or shape.
The result is a finished product of uneven quality. Production
does not satisfy domestic demand and has to be supplemented by
imports.
In 1965 the only manufacturing establishments using much
mechanical equipment were a few small factories producing cigarettes, matches, soft drinks, rubber sandals and plastic bags. All
but one were situated in Vientiane, and all had been established
since fiscal. year 1956, when direct economic assistance was first
received from the United States. Tobacco leaf for cigarettes was
available locally, but most other raw and packaging materials were
imported.
There were three cigarette factories, the largest of which had
a fixed capital investment of about K200 million and employed
60 to 85 workers. I t produced about 4,000 cases of 1,000 packets
each year, well below its 6,000-case capacity. The difference between capacity and production was attributed to limited domestic
demand. One match factory, capitalized a t about K15 million and
employing 20 to 30 persons, was also operating a t about two-thirds
of its 15-million-box capacity. Competition from imported matches

was given as explanation for the low production. Neither cigarette
nor match factories were planning any expansion.
A soft drink called "Green Spot" was produced by a plant in
Savannakhet. Capital investment was about K25 million, and about
40 persons were employed. Actual production in 1965 of 800
crates of 24 bottles per &hour day was well in excess of its rated
capacity, a circumstance attributed to an unexpectedly heavy hot
season demand. There were two other soft drink plants of minor
importance, and a second Green Spot installation in Vientiane was
planned.
A factory for the production of rubber sandals was capitalized
a t about K7 million and employed 30 workers. Although it was
operating a t only half of its capacity of 2,000 pairs per day in 1965,
a canvas shoe factory with an initial capital of about K5 million
was planned and completed late in 1966. The only other mechanized
establishment was a plastic bag factory.
In addition to these operating units, a cement plant has been
under intermittent construction a t Thakhek since 1963. Its fixed
capital is to be about K65 million, and its capacity is to be 2,000
tons per month. Domestic limestoie is available as raw material.
Projected but not yet under construction in 1965 because of lack
of capital were a pineapple juice plant, a factory to produce cement
slabs and pipes, a vegetable oil plant and a cotton ginning mill.
The country has many small fabricating plants that are almost
wholly hand operated. These are found in Vientiane and some of
the larger towns and include rice mills, iceplants, printshops and a
range of small enterprises producing charcoal, alcoholic beverages,
candles, soap and cosmetics.
Handicraft workers produce a large volume of goods for essential everyday use by the maker or for sale as barter in both the
towns and the countryside. In the towns the handicrafts are
customarily a full-time occupation, whereas in the rural areas
such work is generally secondary to the main occupation of
farming.
Specialized craftsmanship is usually identifiable by village in
the south and by family in the north. Fine work, such as goldsmithing and silversmithing, is a t its best around Luang Prabang,
probably because of its traditional demand by the royal court.
Household necessities are usually fashioned on a part-time basis
by farmers, whereas the production of more intricate goods tends
to be a full-time pursuit. The products of home industry are usually of better quality around the urban areas, although some
fairly complicated goods, such a s flintlock rifles and fireworks,
are often fashioned in the more remote villages.
The traditional craftsmanship is declining in importance, and

its products are gradually being replaced by imported goods or
goods manufactured by more modern domestic industry. This
does not mean that either an industrial or a commercial revolution
is taking place. The process has only recently become apparent,
is very slow and may even for a time be reversed with the increased availability of technical training in craftsmanship and
the emergence of marketing cooperatives which the government
was trying to encourage during the early 1960's.
The handloom in the home was still important in 1966, but
there was a 20-loom factory in Vientiane with its own retail outlet.
Imported readymade clothing was increasingly preferred to homefashioned apparel by those who could afford the cost, and handproduced pottery was being challenged by inexpensive metal
kitchenware imported from Hong Kong.
CONSTRUCTION
Construction, as an industrial activity, is largely concerned
with housing programs in Vientiane and the larger towns and
with public works, such as schools, dispensaries and transportation facilities. Housing is the most important type of building
construction in terms of man-hours devoted to it and the number
of units erected, but in this predominantly rural country only a
small fraction of the housebuilding is on an industrial basis. Most
of the rural dwellings are built of local materials, such a s bamboo
and thatch, by the occupants themselves, perhaps aided by relatives and neighbors.
Highway construction and other public works were of increasing importance during the early 1960's. In government-held territory, roads and bridges which had deteriorated for lack of
maintenance during hostilities after World War I1 were being
rehabilitated under various foreign aid programs. The road net
was also being expanded, to include a new north-south, all-weather
highway and a number of feeder roads.
The Vientiane International Airport was improved a s were a
number of the lesser airstrips in the country. The Mekong River
had been long neglected as a waterway, and during the early
1960's it was in need of dredging, navigation buoys and shoreside
facilities a t the principal river towns. When work is started on
the Lower Mekong Basin Development Project, a substantial
increase in construction activity can be anticipated (see ch 18,
Character and Structure of the Econbmy).
An upswing in industrial and public works construction activity
since the mid-1950's has been made possible largely through
United States economic and technical assistance, but France has
also given considerable help in some projects. During the early
1960's one of the most successful United States-sponsored ventures

was a rural development program. Villagers, through their own
local administrators, requested new bridges, wells, schools or
markets. The United States provided construction equipment and
building material not available locally, and the villagers did the
work.

POWER RESOURCES
During the early 1960's electric powerplants serving the public
relied exclusively on thermal energy. Firewood and charcoal were
the fuels most used to generate power. The country's installed
electric power capacity was very small and did not meet the needs
of Vientiane or any of the other urban centers. There was no
domestic production of natural or manufactured gas for power
or other purposes; all petroleum products were imported; and
hydroelectric resources remained untapped.
Only the larger towns, including Vientiane, Luang Prabang,
Pakse, Savannakhet and Thakhek, had electric service. The whole
town of Saravane, a provincial capital, was served by a single
30-kilowatt plant. The public powerplants were operated by a
state-owned company, the Rkgie Nationale d'ElectricitB Other
small powerplants were owned privately by enterprises, such as
the tin mine a t Phontiou, or were maintained by the military
establishment.
The country's electric service as a whole served only a small
portion of the population and was insufficient to support any
measurable economic development. In 1965 the largest single unit,
serving Vientiane and surrounding areas, was rated a t a 2,800kilowatt capacity, and the public units had a total capacity of
about 5,000 kilowatts. In 1964, however, the Vientiane plant provided over three-fourths of the electric power for public consumption. Except for the Vientiane installation, the powerplants supplied current only for the immediate centers in which they were
located. Despite limited capacity, consumption of electric power
by the public has increased during recent years. The countrywide
output of about 3 million kilowatt-hours in 1963 represented an
11-percent increase over the previous year. Similarly, per capita
consumption of electric power rose from 1.2 kilowatt-hours in 1955
to 6.2 kilowatt-hours in 1964.
During 1965 the installations supplied 110-volt alternating
current a t 50 cycles, but current fluctuated to such an extent that
equipment was frequently subject to damage which could not
be repaired anywhere closer than Bangkok or Hong Kong. In
Vientiane, particularly, there was need for a general overhauling
of production facilities. Notably, low- and medium-powered installations could not be coupled together to meet peak loads. In 1966
the government was planning a development program calling

for adoption of a uniform three-phase, low-tension distribution
system and a doubling of installed capacity for public use by 1974.
The plan called only for urban expansion. It was considered that
for some time rural electrification would be visionary in a hinterland geared to a subsistence agricultural economy.
In addition to this relatively 'short-term plan to develop electric power, there is a long-term program for the development of
the country's very large hydroelectric potential. A survey of the
lower Mekong basin conducted under auspices of the Economic
Commission for Asia and the F a r East (ECAFE) has led to
the initiation of a program for comprehensive harnessing of the
Mekong River and its tributaries for power generation and other
uses. Transformation of these plans into realities will call for
extensive capital expenditures, both from the four riparian countries-Laos,
Thailand, Cambodia and South Vietnam-and from
numerous participating foreign national and international sources.
Realization of this plan would immensely benefit Laos which, however, would have considerable difficulty in providing its required
share of the initial required capital investment (see ch 23, Foreign
Economic Relations).
The Laotian phase of the so-called Lower Mekong Basin Development Project calls initially for a dam and hydroelectric plant
on the Nam Ngum River in Vientiane Province. It would supply
electricity for Vientiane, neighboring regions of Thailand and
parts of Xieng Khouang Province and would ultimately have a
capacity of about 120,000 kilowatts. This addition to the country's
power capacity could be of particular importance in developing
the mineral resources of Xieng Khouang Province. Other hydroelectric development projects underway in 1966 included the dams
and powerplants on the Nam Dong for Luang Prabang; on the
Nam Theun for Thakhek, Savannakhet and Seno; and on the S6
Done for Pakse. Work on these lesser projects had commenced with
the assistance of long-term credits from the French Government.
ROLE OF GOVERNMENT
Governmental intervention in industry has been limited. There
has been little regulation of private industry, and the state's interests have focused on encouraging domestic and foreign private
investment and seeking foreign aid from bilateral and multilateral
sources. The state's direct participation in industry has consisted
almost entirely of its ownership of the public electric power system. The government-operated lending institution, Cr6dit National
Lao, is charged with various industrial development functions,
such as making industrial loans from its own resources, soliciting
foreign credits and participating in industrial enterprises. Funds

available to the agency have been very limited, however, and i t
does not appear to have played a significant role up to 1966.
A development plan for industry was drawn up in 1952 and
approved by the National Assembly the following year. Civil
unrest prevented implementation of any organized program until
1959 when a 5-year plan for social and economic development
was initiated. Its goals included mineral exploration, development
of certain specific industries and construction of transportation
and communication facilities. The program was abandoned after
its first year because of deteriorating political and security conditions and by 1966 had not been resumed. The government's planning office, however, remains in existence as a part of the Ministry
of Economy and Planning.
In 1966 the government had not formulated a foreign investment policy, although i t had concluded an investment guarantee
agreement with the United States a t the end of 1964. There was
no law limiting the kinds of industrial activity open to foreigners,
and the remittance of profits and capital was unrestricted. The
only foreign industrial enterprise, however, was the French-owned
tin mine. No specific encouragement was offered to either domestic
or foreign investment other than exemption from customs duties
of imports of certain industrial equipment and exemption from
turnover tax for given periods for newly established industries
(see ch 24, Financial and Monetary System).

CHAPTER 21
LABOR RELATIONS AND ORGANIZATION
Nearly all of the economically active population is engaged primarily in subsistence agriculture. Wage labor is not well-developed, organized or, apparently, very aware of its potential to
organize for the purpose of achieving benefits or self-protection.
This potential appears to be realized only by an association of
government employees (see ch 4, Population and Labor Force).
CONDITIONS OF EMPLOYMENT
The Labor Code
Laos inherited from the French administration the Labor Code
of 1936. It is a paternalistic and unilateral act of government,
so f a r as its application to Laos is concerned, rather than a piece
of legislation issued in response to any evolved demand, expressed
or implied, on the part of either employers or labor. The law
remains on the books but does not appear to be applied rigorously
by independent Laos.
The Labor Code of 1936 applied to indigenous Indochinese
workers. In 1937 it was supplemented by a decree establishing
similar rules applicable to Europeans, French citizens or persons
subject to French law, and Chinese. These laws, amplified by a
number of colonial decrees covering miscellaneous labor matters,
were incorporated into the law of independent Laos by legislation
enacted in 1951, which continued in force all labor statutes and
regulations of the French colonial regime. Since then, a few laws
and ordinances concerning labor and employer associations have
been enacted, but the body of labor law, as a whole, remains largely
inoperative.
The basic Labor Code prohibits forced labor and regulates labor
recruitment, apprenticeship, individual employment contracts,
wages, hours of work, annual leave, rest days, health and safety
provisions, work accident benefits, underground work, nightwork
and child labor. Certain provisions of the Code are for the protection of contract labor. Contracts must specify the period during
which work is guaranteed. Free transportation to the place of
work and return travel after conclusion of the contract are called
for. The Code stipulates that minimum daily wages, which do not
include food and lodging, shall be established.

Women may not work underground or do any nightwork in
factories, quarries, yards and workshops. Children under 12 years
of age are not permitted to work in industrial or commercial
enterprises. Boys under 18 and all women are prohibited from
working between the hours of 11 p.m. and 5 a.m., except in
agriculture.
For employees in industrial and commercial establishments, the
Code provides for regular working hours which shall not exceed
8 per day or 48 per week, but it makes no provision for overtime
pay. The limitation on working hours extends to establishments
that have religious or charitable connections and includes both
the private and public sectors. Additional rules issued in 1937
provide for exceptions where the work is necessarily intermittent
or where i t cannot be completed within the prescribed time limit.
Maintenance and custodial men and those engaged in jobs which
cannot be interrupted after they are started are allowed to work
longer hours. Temporary exceptions are made for such circumstances a s recovery of time lost because of accident or for emergency repairs, the celebration of local festivals and in the interests
of national defense.
A 1938 order, which also applies only to industrial and commercial activities, stipulates that contracts of fixed duration or for
the execution of a particular job cannot be terminated unilaterally
except under such specified circumstances as the serious violation
of employment rules by either of the parties, long illness of the
worker or bankruptcy of the enterprise. Unilateral termination
without notice may give rise to damages.
Where duration of the contract is not specified, as is frequently
the case, notice of intent to terminate employment is required of
both employer and employee. Length of the notice period varies
with the type of employment and the length of time the employee
has worked. Maximum required notice under the law is 15 days
for a permanent employee who is paid monthly and has worked
more than a year, and the minimum is 24 hours' notice for a
temporary employee who has worked lzss than a year and is paid
daily. Employees, except those engaged in piecework or paid by
the hour, are entitled under the law to 2 hours with pay during
the notice period to seek other employment.
In 1937 the French colonial authorities established the General
Inspectorate of Labor and Social Welfare to administer, coordinate
and enforce labor measures for Indochina through local agencies
in each of the associated states. No elaborate organization was
established in Laos, because labor affairs in that territory were
of little importance. Although earlier labor legislation was continued in force, the government, after the country achieved inde-

pendence, failed to provide any means of organizing and carrying
out the functions of labor law administration and enforcement.
Consequently, the Labor Code remained virtually unenforced during the early 1960's. Most of wage labor employers of any importance, however, generally complied with most of the applicable
provisions of the Code.
Employment Practices
There is no organized employment service, either governmental
or private, in the country. Where labor recruiting is necessary,
as for the larger operators, such as builders, workers are customarily hired through a labor contractor (cai), who makes it
his business to know where he can hire individuals and groups
of workers. The cai is given a lump sum by the employer, from
which he pays the workers, first deducting his fee from each man's
wages. Sometimes the cai is a gang foreman a s well.
Another hiring method is most often used in the provinces.
Some village chiefs keep registers of workers who apply to them
and try to also keep posted on where laborers are needed. When
an employer needs workers, he notifies the chief. Work of this
sort is customarily for a specific time or for a specific project.
It may be with or without a contract; in practice, the employee
often leaves his job or is released without notice.
Persons looking for employment are customarily asked to give
references. Inadequate telephone and mail service interferes with
confirmation of the authenticity of the documents presented. In
addition, references may be from French colonial enterprises
which have ceased to exist. Determination of educational qualifications is often difficult because technical education has usually been
acquired abroad, and verification of i t may be time consuming or
impossible. With the establishment of technical schools in the
country, confirmation of the educational background of skilled
and semiskilled personnel should become simpler as the growth
of domestic technical training facilities progresses.
Persons seeking urban employment usually find jobs on their
own, although there is some recruiting by employers. A common
practice is the inser,tion of notices of job openings in newspapers,
such as the Lao Presse Bulletin, but these are customarily for
professional or skilled occupations. Because of the serious shortage
of local personnel in these essential fields, larger enterprises often
recruit from abroad through branch offices of their firms or
through private employment agencies. In 1964 the United States
Embassy and the Agency for International Development were
employing from 250 to 275 professional and skilled persons recruited abroad. These people are known as "third country na-

tionals," in contradistinction to United States and Laotian nationals, and consist mainly of Filipinos and Vietnamese.
Forced labor is prohibited by law and does not exist as such.
The people have, however, known forced labor-even slavery-in
the not too distant past, and it is recalled with aversion. Labor
under formal indenture is not sanctioned by law, but some of the
tribal people, over the years, have fallen into a sort of debt peonage
because of the inability to support themselves. These people can
be found working in lowland rice paddies or in the lumber camps.
Tribal women may be employed as domestics in Lao households
in return for food, shelter and wages of a few kips per year.
Support for children is offered in some cases but not all.
Wages and Other Benefits
The small number of regular wage earners in the economy
makes money wages and related benefits matters of unimportance
to a large part of the population. Farm laborers who work for hire
are frequently paid in kind and are frequently reluctant to accept
payment in paper currency, although the Labor Code stipulates
that wages must be paid in legal tender. The Tribal Tai in the
north, particularly, have traditionally preferred payment in silver
on occasions when money has been used.
In private business enterprises basic and supplemental wages,
if any, are usually fixed a t the discretion of the employer. Consequently, wage scales are geared to the lowest amount necessary to
attract the number and quality of workers required. Because there
is keen competition for the services of the limited number of
workers available in semiskilled and skilled categories, there is
a large gap between the rates paid those with skills and those without them. Wages paid to women, particularly as laborers, are
ordinarily between 25 and 35 percent below those paid to men
engaged in comparable work. There was not much uniformity of
wage classification among the country's few business establishments of any size. The outline of a classification pattern was discernible, however, in average wages reported paid in Vientiane for
1964 (see table 2).
Pay increases and promotions for permanent employees in
the private sector are awarded on the basis of such considerations
as efficiency performance, seniority and education. Because of the
high rate of absenteeism that occurs among unskilled workers,
some establishments have found it useful to resort to an incentive
system based on the number of days of uninterrupted work. For a
given period of such work, the employee is given a bonus.
Fringe benefits for permanent employees are numerous but
follow no fixed pattern. Some enterprises provide bonus payment
plans ; family, cost-of-living, food and housing allowances ;medical

Table 2. Basic Monthly Salary, by Occupational and Skill Categories,
Vientiane, Laos, 1964
Salary range
(in kips 1)

Occupation and skill

Supervisory and managerial (directors, managers; section
6,000-22,000'
service and operations chiefs; foremen; and administrative assistants) ..
35,000-50,000
Professional (engineers, accountants, etc.) - _
_.
.
.-.
.- _ .13,000-65,000
Skilled (carpenters, electricians, mechanics and masons)
11,00040,000
Clerical and administrative (clerk-typists, stenographers
....
__
and special clerks-accounting, billing, etc.) ._ _ _
11,000-37,000
Custodial and service (watchmen, drivers of light vehicles,
- - - - - - _ - - - - - - - - _
messengers and janitors) ..-.
9,000-18,000
Unskilled (laborers) - - - . -.
...- -. -.
- - - - - -.
.
100-120 4
- -

- - - - - - -

-

~

- - - - -

-

-

Approximately K500 equaled U S $ l at the free market exchange rate during 1964.
Lower level.
a Higher level: one bank pays K80.000 to K180.000 to its top executives, all of whom are
French nationals.
4 Daily.
a

Source: Adapted from U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Labor Laws and Practice in the Kingdom of Laos (BLS
Report 290), 1965, p. 46.

care benefits; and funeral expenses for their staffs. Others provide
one or more of these benefits for all or some of their employees.
The type and value of supplementary payments vary widely with
the financial standing of the firm, but, where applied, they usually
are based on benefits prescribed in the Labor Code.
The wage classification and salary schedule of government
civilian employees, first established in 1954, were revised in 1963
with the intent of bringing wages more in line with those in
the armed forces and police. These wages were all doubled in
1965. In addition, a uniform rank classification was placed in
effect in 1957. Before that date each ministry had its own system
of titles, grades and salaries for its employees.
Because the rank of the newly appointed government employee
is based on his education and promotions are based on either
examinations or longevity, white-collar civil servants usually expect their salaries to relate to their formal education rather than
to actual skills or performance record. After the 1965 wage increases the salary of a permanent government employee a t the
middle of the lowest wage classification group was about K4,350
per month (approximately K500 equaled US$1 a t the free market
exchange rate in 1965). At the middle of the highest group the
monthy wage was about K17,500. Basic pay for personnel hired
on a daily basis was somewhat lower. In addition to the basic

salary, employees received supplementary benefits, including
family allowances, area cost-of-living allowances and special costof-living allowances for employees in the lower pay brackets. An
additional indirect benefit took the form of access to government
commissaries for the purchase of essentials a t less than market
prices.
Under provisions of the Labor Code, wages must be paid at
least once a month, except in the case of workers recruited on a
daily br weekly basis, who must be paid twice monthly a t intervals
of not more than 16 days. In the event of a dispute over wages, the
burden of proof of payment rests with the employer. In the absence
of an adequate labor law enforcement agency, disputed claims have
to be adjudicated by the regular courts.
Although pay on holidays is granted by some establishments,
the practice is not universal and is not applicable to all categories
of workers for firms that do observe it. Premiums amounting to
as much as double time, however, are sometimes paid for work
performed on official holidays. Employees of the government are
granted regular pay for the country's customary 15 legal holidays
and for the holidays frequently declared for particular occasions.
LABOR AND EMPLOYERS
Labor Organizations
During the time of the French colonial administration, labor
unions were prohibited by law in all of Indochina. In 1950 a law
was enacted giving citizens of Laos the right to form legally constituted associations among themselves. This legislation was
followed by other acts culminating in a law of 1955 specifically
authorizing the formation of labor unions by persons following
an occupation, including government employees, for the purposes
of defending their professional interests before public authorities.
Unions were, however, prohibited from taking part in political
activities.
In the mid-1960's this liberalization had shown few results,
largely because the economy's industrial and commercial sectors
and the enterprises comprising them were so small and wage
employment was so limited. The only major labor organization
formed by 1966 was the Laos Civil Servant's Union. Organized
in 1959 by a small group of fairly high ranking government
officials, by 1963 i t had about 4,000 members, or about half the
total number of civil servants. Membership is open to all active
or retired civil servants who have been employed for a period of
a year or more, and dues are nominal. Because of the wide distribution of its membership throughout the provinces and the inadequacy of communication facilities, the Union is decentralized and
has a rather cumbersome administrative structure. At the national

level it is headed by an administrative board made up of eight
national executive committee members and the presidents of
operating committees in the governments' major ministries or
departments. At the regional level i t is represented by regional
committees in each district, elected by an annual regional assembly
composed of members in the district.
The Laos Civil Servants' Union is not a militant organization,
but it does provide channels for submitting members' grievances
to the appropriate ministry in Vientiane for resolution. What appears to have been the Union's most aggressive action was a resolution of its first annual congress asking the government to grant
its employees the right to strike. Early in 1965 the right had not
been granted. The Union has followed a policy of seeking increases
in salaries and benefits for government employees and their
families and improved standards for promotion and for honor
awards.
In 1966 the only other group that might be considered a labor
organization was an association of local employees of the United
States Embassy, Agency for International Development Mission
and United States Information Service. Known as the Association
of Lao Employees in the American Missions, its principal objectives have been to better the status of Laotian employees of the
United States agencies and to seek more favorable recruitment,
promotion and pay policies. Its relations with the agencies have
generally been harmonious.
Employers Organizations

Because nearly all of the economically active population is
engaged in family-type subsistence farming and the typical business enterprises are either family-operated or employ fewer than
a dozen workers, the wage sector in private enterprise is very
small. There are no associations formed expressly for trade promotion or for mutual interest in a specific business activity, and
the concept of employers as a class or special group dealing with
labor problems does not exist.
The closest approach to an organization of employers is the
National Chamber of Commerce and Agriculture of Laos, which
is composed mainly of merchants and a few large farmers. It is
the central body for regional chambers of agriculture and commerce situated in Vientiane, Pakse and Luang Prabang. The
organization was estimated by one of its officials in 1965 to have
a combined membership of between 7,000 and 8,000 persons, but
the limited number and size of business enterprises in the country
suggest that this estimate may be unrealistically high. The limited
extent of the Chamber's activities is indicated by the fact that
its officers consist of only a president, a vice president and an

executive committee composed of representatives of the three
regional chambers.
Relations Between Employers and Workers
Except for the Laos Civil Servants' Union and the Association
of Lao Employees in the American Missions, there are no labor
organizations or associations that can engage in collective bargaining or otherwise take action to advance the individual or
collective interests of the wage labor force. Employers and employees deal directly as individuals with each other. The French had
a system of conciliation and arbitration by permanent labor boards
to handle labor disputes in most of Indochina, but the system was
never fully implemented in Laos because there was little need for
it, and since independence it has been completely inoperative.
There has been no apparent labor unrest, and very few disputes
have occurred. In practice, difficulties between employers and
employees are referred to local police officials. If the police cannot
settle such matters informally, they are referred to the courts.
Labor laws of the country do not cover the subject of disciplinary actions. In the absence of governmental machinery to
review employment regulations and penalties in the light of the
general law and for lack of collective agreements on disciplinary
rules and procedures, employers are free to establish whatever
disciplinary regulations they find advisable. As a rule, a t the time
of employment, workers are told-either in writing or orallywhat is expected of them, and disciplinary action is customarily
taken a t the administrative discretion of the employer. Because
many enterprises employ laborers who have not become accustomed to regular working habits, absenteeism is frequently not
penalized, although practices in this respect vary among employers.
On this generally informal basis, relations between employer
and employee are usually conducted with very little difficulty.
Workers are ordinarily deferential toward employers and supervisors, particularly laborers employed on roads, public works and
other heavy construction work.
Workers, however, are sensitive as to the way in which they
are disciplined, particularly to loss of temper on the part of a
supervisor, who must be careful not to cause loss of "face."
ROLE OF GOVERNMENT
Except as an employer, the part played by government in
labor affairs is conspicuously inactive. There is no ministry
charged with primary responsibility in such matters. With the
exception of a few ordinances issued since independence, labor
law has been carried over intact from the days of the French and
remains largely inoperative for want of an enforcement agency.

On the international scene, the country has been a member of
the United Nations since 1955 but did not join the International
Labor Organization until 1964. Since then, there has been no
reported participation by the Laos Civil Servants' Union in the
International Labor Organization, and labor representatives from
Laos have taken no part in trade secretariat activities in United
Nations organizations.
The civil service, which includes all permanent employees of
the central and provincial governments but excludes the armed
forces, numbered about 7,500 in 1960. In addition, there were
about 1,500 government employees without regular civil service
standing. This made the government by f a r the largest single
employer of wage labor in the country. The regular civil service
was divided into three principal classes under a rank classification
that was uniform throughout the service. Advancement from
lower to higher classes was based on a combination of longevity
and qualifying examinations.
About one-third of the civil servants and other employees were
stationed in Vientiane. Of those serving outside the capital, the
largest proportion was composed of teachers in the school system.
To supplement the regular civil service, there was a category of
auxiliary and service employees known as Employees of the
Administration. These employees were paid according to a lower
wage schedule than that of regular civil servants.
For a variety of specialized occupations up to middle level of
the regular civil service, there was a group of dayworkers. Individuals were put in this category when quotas prescribed by the
National Budget had been filled. They were thus without permanent status and employed on a day-to-day basis (see ch 13, The
Governmental System). Outside the civil service, the state was
the proprietor of several business enterprises, the most important
being the nationally owned electric company, which was the country's second largest industrial employer.

CHAPTER 22

DOMESTIC TRADE
In 1966 there was no overall system of domestic trade that
effectively channeled the flow of goods among all geographic
regions and economic sectors of the country. Rather, there were
several different types of trading patterns, each of which operated
on a relatively autonomous basis and was only tenuously and
intermittently linked to the others.
The major patterns of trade were concerned with movements
of domestically produced agricultural and handcrafted household
goods and imports. Trade in agricultural goods-foodstuffs
and
forest products-occurred
extensively throughout rural areas,
often conducted directly by the producers, but sometimes by professional traders. Imported goods, simple manufactures and basic
necessities, such as salt, were distributed in rural areas through
village shopkeepers and itinerant traders.
Agricultural produce was being marketed in increasing quantities in major towns. Both producers and professional merchants
brought produce to urban markets. Wholesale and retail trade in
the towns was characterized by a heavy reliance on imports.
Currency is the general medium of exchange in the towns, but
barter is still prevalent in the countryside, particularly among
the Meo and Khmu, who are frequently suspicious of paper currency. The value of items traded may often be reckoned in monetary terms, however, even when currency itself is not used. Other
media of exchange often include bricks of pressed tea leaves, salt,
opium and tobacco. Exchanges are usually effected by bargaining,
since even in the larger towns fixed prices are rare.
In 1966 persons who engaged in trade a s a major source of
livelihood made up a very small fraction of the total population
and were usually of foreign origin. Chinese dominated trade in
the larger towns, followed closely by Indians, Pakistanis and Vietnamese, and in the late 1950's Thai began to enter into commerce
in the towns. In rural areas professional trading was again
dominated by the Chinese, particularly in northern and central
parts of the country. Vietnamese were important in rural trade
in southern and eastern Laos and especially so in those areas under
Pathet Lao control.

The country's rough terrain has greatly hindered the development of a transportation network which would act as an integrating force to draw geographic regions and economic sectors into a
national economy. Transport facilities developed under the French
were dictated by strategic and political considerations and had
little impact upon the economy.
The rural people depend heavily on the country's waterways
for transportation, but neither the Mekong nor its tributaries provide year-round routes over long distances. The road network
links only major towns, and much of it is impassable during the
rainy season. In 1966 there was no railroad. Air transport served
many parts of the country, but i t had little impact on the daily lives
of most of the people and did little to further the development of
commerce.
The government, with assistance from the United States, was
undertaking a major program of road construction and improvement in 1966. More effective use of the country's waterways was
being studied by the Committee for Coordination of Investigations
of the Lower Mekong Basin (known as the Mekong Committee) of
the United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the F a r
East. There were some indications that the government was trying
to weaken the Chinese and Vietnamese preponderance in commerce, but in late 1966 it appeared that its efforts had done little
more than change the composition of ownership in a few large
import houses.
PATTERNS OF RURAL TRADE

Although the volume of goods traded is not great and the areas
within which goods move are often quite limited, patterns of
exchange indicate a high degree of economic interdependence in
rural areas. This interdependence is deeply rooted in ecological
limitations and in trading habits that represent centuries of slow
migrations, movements and settlements of the various ethnic
groups.
Trade is rarely the sole means of livelihood for rural dwellers,
but i t is often an important adjunct to their farming activities.
Geographical isolation and transport difficulties have forced many
rural communities to be content with a bare level of self-sufficiency,
but all groups depend in varying degrees upon trade among themselves or upon the wares that Chinese, Vietnamese or Indian
village shopkeepers and itinerant merchants offer in order to
maintain a minimal level of consumption. Villages located on
plains are somewhat less dependent on trade than are mountain
villages or those located near rivers.
The major type of exchange among rural people is between the
valley-dwelling Lao and groups living in the mountains, particu-

larly the Meo, Man, Khmu and Lamet. Markets are held in lowland villages a t regular intervals, perhaps on one designated day
each week. Women predominate a s traders among the Lao in the
market bazaars, but trading is not an exclusively female activity.
Partly because of the long distances that must be traveled, men
make up the majority of the mountain groups that come t o trade in
the Lao village.
The mountain peoples offer forest products, such a s firewood,
charcoal, bamboo, rattan, wickerwork, honey and beeswax. Rice
and vegetables may also be offered when there has been a good crop.
These items may be exchanged for money or traded for cloth, salt,
metal implements and jewelry.
The Lao have developed the highest level of economic specialization of any of the country's peoples, except perhaps for Meo
opium production. Where ecology permits, some farmers may
specialize in the production of one or two agricultural items
destined specifically for trade. An example of this is the relatively
large-scale production of pineapples near the town of Pakse.
Potters and weavers market their own merchandise in bazaar
stalls. Ironwork appears to be done on consignment to Chinese
shopkeepers, and the smiths do not work directly for individual
purchasers.
For many years trade between the Lao and Khmu took place
through a specialized intermediary called a lam. The lam was
usually a Lao who could speak the Khmu language. He arranged
trade between the Khmu, who would bring him their forest products, and the shopkeepers or itinerant merchants, usually Chinese, who would provide salt, clothing, pottery and metal implements. Sometimes the lam would engage in commerce, and, a s a
merchant, he frequently enjoyed a complete monopoly on trade
within a given area.
In 1966 it appeared that the institution of the lam was gradually disappearing, and some Khmu had begun to market their
own produce. Often a group would build a bamboo raft, load it
with produce and float i t down to a major river town, frequently
Luang Prabang. They would sell the goods, including the bamboo
from the raft. After making the necessary purchases, if any, they
would then walk back to their mountain homes.
The Meo have a long history of trade with the Chinese from
Yunnan, often called the Haw or Ho. For decades, horse caravans
came down into northern Laos, and the Haw would exchange iron
and copperware, swords, silk, cotton, wool, tea and horses in
exchange for Meo opium. This form of trade has virtually ceased,
however, and in the 1960's most Meo opium trade took place in
Luang Prabang.

Xieng Khouang is another major center for Meo trade. Vietnamese artisans, Chinese traders- and Indian cloth merchants offer
their goods in exchange for duck eggs and opium. A grand festival
is held in Xieng Khouang on the eighth lunar month of each year,
and a number of different ethnic groups come to meet and exchange
their produce.
Generally, the minor tribes engage in trade with Chinese merchants in the north and with Vietnamese in the east and south.
There appears to be a substantial amount of exchange between
these tribes and Lao villagers wherever terrain permits. The
Tai peoples appear to have achieved a higher level of self-sufficiency, for they engage in much less regional trade than do other
groups. The Red Tai (Tai Deng) near the border of North Vietnam
enter into some trade with Vietnamese.
It is through the Chinese, Vietnamese and Indian traders that
imported goods find their way into the countryside. The Chinese
also act a s moneylenders. In addition to itinerant traders, merchants maintain small shops in the larger villages. The merchants'
rather narrow supply of basic necessities may frequently be
supplemented by such imported items as condensed milk and
canned goods.
URBAN TRADE
Except for the Lao, Meo and a few other rural peoples who
bring their products to open-air markets, trade in the larger
towns is dominated by Chinese shopkeepers. A small number of
Indians, Pakistanis and Vietnamese also maintained retail establishments in the 1950's, but their number in 1966 was not known.
Most retail shops do not differ in the kinds of merchandise
they carry. Cloth, thread, needles, buttons, an assortment of vessels
and other receptacles, salt, spices and some furniture are more
or less standard stock. Stores are usually ranged side by side
and are very narrow, since taxes are levied in proportion to street
frontage. Almost all of the merchandise is imported. Retail establishments in the cities contribute almost nothing to the flow of
locally produced goods.
Wholesale trade consists almost wholly of imported goods. Before independence Pakse was the major wholesale outlet for
imports, but the change in the country's major port of entry
from Saigon to Bangkok resulted in a shift to Vientiane as the
delivery center for imports.
The 1956 devaluation of the currency and liberalization of
foreign exchange caused a reduction in the number of import firms,
many of them fictitious, which had flourished during the previous
period of exchange control and import licenses. It is not known
what effect the subsequent reimposition of exchange restrictions

in 1960 and 1962 had on the number of import houses or on the
structure of wholesale trade. The 1964 devaluation and the reordering of exchange rates in accordance with foreign-financed
commodity import and monetary stabilization programs may have
had some impact on the nature of available goods, since imports
at the lower exchange rates were restricted in 1965 to essentially
necessary items (see ch 23, Foreign Economic Relations).
Wholesale trade is dominated by the Chinese, but the change
from Saigon to Bangkok has brought a number of Thai into
wholesaling. Some of the Lao elite also play a role in importing,
but the nature .and extent of their participation could not be
exactly determined.
The larger towns are becoming increasingly important a s outlets for produce of nearby villages. Each morning dozens of
pirogues loaded with rice, fish, fruits and vegetables arrive in
major centers, and the products are traded a t open-air markets for
currency or bartered for needed items.
Vientiane possesses two daily open-air markets, one functioning
in the morning, the other in the afternoon. Luang Prabang is the
major center for the produce of tribal peoples, particularly the
Meo, Khmu and Lamet. Pakse is the major center through which
rice from Thailand is shipped to the provinces of Vientiane,
Khammouane and Savannakhet. It is also the major outlet for
livestock exports to Cambodia and South Vietnam. In Savannakhet
the central market has been outgrown, and a number of smaller
markets have been established on the outskirts of the town.
Transport costs are a decisive factor in determining the amount
of rural produce offered for sale in the cities. One source indicates that rice from the surplus-producing area of Houa Khong
Province, in being transported overland on mountain trails to
the Mekong River and then by barge to Luang Prabang, more
than trebled in mice. Even salt, which has a higher unit value,
quadrupled in price in being transported from the Bo Tene mines
near the Chinese border to Luang Prabang. Likewise, pineapples
from southern Laos are much more expensive by the time they
reach Luang Prabang from Pakse. Retail prices in Luang Prabang
are consistently higher than in Vientiane, primarily because of
transport difficulties.
Rural producers have responded with alacrity and enthusiasm
to the commercial possibilities made available by the completion
of an all-weather road between Luang Prabang and Vientiane.
One source states that the road has assumed the character of a
navigable river, so great is the flow of goods. A small number
of villages have been established along the road, specifically for
the purpose of trade, and the towns of Vang Vieng, Muong Kassy

and Xieng Ngeun have greatly expanded their trade centers asresult of the road, growing from small provincial seats to large
villages with stores.
Vientiane is the major center for such services as banks, insurance companies, hotels, theaters, restaurants, garages and
filling stations. Many of the services are foreign owned, Most
service establishments are heavily dependent upon the continuance
of foreign aid programs for their survival, since they are based
upon activities that are financed by foreign aid or are patronized
primarily by the foreign community. Services are provided in
provincial towns on a much smaller scale than in Vientiane and
are more directly related to the needs of the outlying rural
population.
TRANSPORTATION
The inadequacy of the country's transport network is perhaps
the single most important obstacle to economic development.
Exploitation of forest and mineral resources for both domestic
use and export cannot begin to assume economically significant
proportions until a low-cost method of transport is developed.
Agriculture, the foundation of the economy, is also dependent
upon improved transport for growth and development. Although
the country, even a t the level of agricultural technology prevailing
in the 1960's, given internal security and favorable weather,
could achieve overall self-sufficiency in basic food needs, the
virtual impossibility of moving rice from areas of surplus production to deficit areas or to the cities has necessitated large quantities of food imports from more easily accessible Thailand. Equally
important are the difficulties of marketing surplus production.
This has been a major restraint in inducing the ordinary farmer
to expand production and enter more fully into the cash economy,
which in many cases would occur if he could be assured of ready
access to markets and a fair price for produce.
For centuries the natural waterways, supplemented by rough
trails and cart tracks, provided a minimal level of mobility to
the subsistence economy. The French brought some engineering
improvements to river navigation and began to build a road
system. This was done, however, less to promote internal trade
than for military and political reasons and to remedy the isolation
of Laos from its neighbor states of Indochina. The only railroad
built by the French was a line long enough to bypass the unnavigable Khone Falls on the Mekong River.
Since World War I1 the recession of French influence and
internal insecurity contributed to the deterioration of both internal
transportation and the country's access to its neighbors. In the
late 1950's, however, an effort was made to improve the transpor-

tation network. Progress was slight a t first, but since about 1964
a significant beginning has been made, largely with United States
economic and technical assistance.
River Transport
The principal and most important artery of transportation in
the country is the Mekong River, which runs the entire length of
the country-approximately
620 miles-and
forms much of the
boundary between Laos and Thailand. Its rapids and waterfalls
and its often narrow channel make navigation difficult for all but
highly experienced boatmen and seriously impede river traffic.
Engineering work, however, has made all but two sections navigable, a t least by small craft, throughout the year.
The two major obstacles to navigation are the Khone Falls
and the Khemmarat rapids. The Khone Falls are again a major
obstacle since the railroad that once bypassed them has fallen
into disrepair. The Khemmarat rapids, formed by a series of
ledges along an 80-mile stretch about 30 miles south of Savannakhet can be negotiated by launches and steamboats of 6-foot
draft only during the July to October high-water season. During
the remainder of the year only small craft can navigate the rapids.
The four major navigable reaches of the river are between
Houei Sai and Luang Prabang, between Luang Prabang and
Vientiane, between Vientiane and Savannakhet and between the
Khemmarat rapids and Khone Falls. Between Houei Sai and
Luang Prabang navigation is limited to pirogues of 30 to 40 tons.
The stretch between Luang Prabang and Vientiane can be negotiated by barges and launches of 70 to 100 tons during the highwater season, but only pirogues of shallow draft can be used
during the remainder of the year. This is generally true also for
the stretch between Savannakhet and Vientiane. Between the
Khemmarat rapids and Khone Falls launches of 70 to 100 tons can
be used on a year-round basis.
The total navigable distance of the tributaries of the Mekong
is about the same as that of the river itself. Only four of the
many tributaries, however, are navigable to craft of the barge
and launch class, although many long stretches can be traveled
by sampan.
Pirogues and sampans are the most common types of river craft.
They are used primarily by the Lao, but other groups frequently
use them to float produce to market towns. Pirogues average 25
to 35 feet in length, although they may be as much as 70 feet in
length. A large pirogue can carry about 7 passengers and a pay
cargo of half a ton. Some large pirogues are equipped with
engines of 50 to 80 horsepower.
Chinese operate heavy river barges that can carry large-scale

freight, but these can only be used on limited stretches of the
waterways. The Khmu, who neither build nor operate pirogues,
often construct bamboo rafts to float their produce to large villages
and towns.
Road System
The highway system instituted by the French was never completely developed. It was based on a single south-to-north road
from Saigon to Luang Prabang, closely paralleling the Mekong,
supplemented by a trellis of east-west roads leading to towns of
the interior and in four instances across mountain passes to the
coast of Vietnam.
Although there were approximately 1,190 miles of roads listed
as surfaced in the late 19509s, much of the surfacing was of
crushed laterite, which did not hold up well in the wet season.
Road maintenance has deteriorated seriously since World War 11,
and many bridges were destroyed, some being replaced by unsafe
log structures.
Road construction programs financed by United States aid
have made considerable progress since 1964 in improving existing
roads and in extending a network of secondary roads. In 1966,
for the first time in the country's history, an all-weather road
linked Vientiane to Pakse, and work was in progress to complete
paving from Vientiane to Luang Prabang.
A road from Sayaboury to Thadeua on the Mekong River was
also being put on an all-weather basis in 1966, as well as roads
from Paksane to Muong Cao in Borikhane Province and from
Thakhek to Nong Bok in Khammouane Province. Feeder roads
were completed or in progress around Vang Vieng, Phone Hong,
Ban Keun and Keng Kok. Secondary roads were also being constructed from villages that were part of the Village Cluster Program for rural development, and from major villages to major
roads or to rivers. Finally, an asphalt road was being constructed
from Pakse to the Thai border.
Air Transport
Because of the inadequacies of road and waterway networks,
air transport facilities are quite extensive, and flying is a common
form of transport for both freight and passengers. There are
10 airports which can receive aircraft of the DC-3 type, located
in such centers a s Luang Prabang, Thakhek, Pakse and Saravane.
These airports are all-weather fields, and most of them have regularly scheduled services. Smaller fields serve smaller aircraft on
unscheduled flights.
With assistance from the United States, Wa.ttav Airnort at
Vientiane has been developed to the point where it can handle

DC-6 aircraft, and facilities have been installed with a view
to making it into a full-scale international airport in the near
future. Regular, twice-weekly flights operate between Vientiane
and Bangkok, Phnom Penh and Hong Kong. In 1965 there were
1,170 international arrivals a t Wattay Airport, accounting for
17,000 passengers and 465 tons of freight. Local arrivals totaled
2,271 flights, with nearly 30,000 passengers and 900 tons of freight
handled.

CHAPTER 23
FOREIGN ECONOMIC RELATIONS
Foreign economic relations are characterized by a large and
persistent trade deficit and by a yearly inflow of large amounts
of foreign aid. The small volume of exports, valued in 1964 at
K213.3 million (approximately K500 equaled US$l a t the free
market exchange rate during 1964--see Glossary), consists mainly
of tin, green coffee, cardamom, and wood and forest products. A
consistently high level of imports, in 1964 valued a t K6,123.6
million, is composed primarily of manufactured goods, petroleum
products, machinery and transport equipment and, since 1962,
has been augmented by increasingly large imports of food. The
resulting 1964 trade deficit amounted to K5,910.3 million.
During the period of French control, Indochina functioned a s
an economic whole, and Laos' trade deficits were absorbed by the
surpluses of its neighbors or were financed through the French
colonial budget. Since independence the deficit has been financed
by foreign economic assistance. In 1964 more than 90 percent of
the country's imports were financed by foreign aid. The United
States provided a t least three-quarters of this aid. Other contributors included the United Kingdom, France, Australia and Japan.
The persistence of the country's trade deficits reflects a number
of fundamental realities that are imbedded in the basic structure
of the economy. The subsistence agriculture that provides a livelihood for most of the country's population has produced goods for
export only as a casual adjunct to production for immediate home
consumption, and mineral exploitation is on too small a scale to
provide large export revenues.
The country's landlocked status also provided a major obstacle
to more effective exploitation of its export potential, since transport via Thailand, Cambodia and South Vietnam is difficult and
expensive, and a more effective route through North Vietnam has
been closed because of the political and military situation. The lack
of any significant industry has required that most manufactures
be imported, and industrial development has been hindered in part
because the small monetary income of subsistence farmers has
severely limited the domestic market for industrial products.
Since World War I1 a growing demand for a more sophisticated

level of living among urban groups, particularly among the elite,
has greatly increased the level of imports and has added to such
traditional requirements as textiles, more expensive imports, such
as transport vehicles and petroleum products, and a wider variety
of imported food products.
Efforts to spur economic development by the government and
by various foreign aid donors have led to still another change in
the character of the country's imports. In the mid-1960's items
such a s agricultural machinery, utility vehicles and construction
materials were making up a larger share of total imports. The
high level of basic food imports was made necessary by insufficient
domestic food production. There was little prospect that such
imports would decrease unless the country could achieve the
internal security that would permit full exploitation of its agricultural resources.
Financing the trade deficit took the form of direct cash grants
from foreign governments in the late 1950's, but by the mid-1960's
more than 90 percent of the country's imports were financed by
commodity import programs maintained by the United States, the
United Kingdom and Australia and by a foreign exchange stabilization fund established in 1964 by the United States, the United
Kingdom, France, Australia, and later joined by Japan. Additional
foreign aid, most of which is provided by the United States and
France, has taken the form of humanitarian relief programs,
educational assistance and long-term development projects.
The foreign exchange stabilization fund has been particularly
effective in maintaining the value of the country's currency since
early 1964. Before that time methods of financing the country's
large deficits and a high rate of inflation so undermined the value
of the kip that two devaluations were required. In 1958 the k i ~
was devalued from K35 to K80 to the dollar a t the official rate,
and in 1964 a second devaluation changed the official value to
K240 to the dollar. A free market rate of approximately K500 to
the dollar has been maintained under a foreign exchange stabilization operation, and in 1965 i t appeared that prices had begun to
stabilize.
COMPOSITION OF TRADE
Tin accounted in 1964 for over three-quarters of the total value
of exports. When the 1964 devaluation is taken into account, the
value of tin exports increased 32 percent from 1963. Wood exports
also showed a gain in 1964. All other exports, however, consistently
declined in value between 1961 and 1964 (see table 3 ) .
The overall downward trend in export earnings reflects a smaller
physical volume of goods exported yearly rather than a decline in
prices. This is particularly true of coffee, livestock, leather and

Table 3. Exports and Imports of Laos, 1961-64

(in millions of kips *)
Commodity

1961

1962

1963

1964

Imports :
Rice and vegetables
Animal and dairy productsIndustrial food products
Textiles and fabrics - - . - - - - - - Wood and paper products
Glass and ceramics--Minerals and oil - - - . - - - - - - - . - - Metals and metal productsMachinery
---.-Transport vehicles ...-.--.Chemicals and rubber . - - - - - - Other . _ . ~ ~ _ ~ _ . _ - - _ - - - ~ _ _ _ - _ _ _
-

- - - - -

- - - - -

~

- -

- - -

-

- - - - -

- -

~

- - - - - - - - ~ -

-

Total imports

1,327.5

.

Exports:
Tin
.
.
.
19.8
35.1
37.2
Green coffee
-.
-.
-.
2.0
11.5
5.1
Cardamom ..
5.8
2.8
2.7
0.9
Wood . _ _ - . - - _ - - - - - -4.4
--__
- _ - -2.9
-Leather and hides
.--1.8
2.3
1.7
Stick lac - - - - - - - - - - ..- - - -1.5
----0.2
0.5
0.9
Benzoin . . . - - - - - _ - . - _2.1
. - .
Other _ _ _
_ _.
__- ___-_ ___
11.3
9.2
6.2
- - - - -

- -

- - -

- - - - - - - - - -

- - - - -

- -

- - -

-

Total exports

* K80 equaled US$l

- -

- - -

- - - - - -

-.
- -

- - - -

48.7

62.0

57.2

213.3

until January 1, 1964: thereafter. K240 equaled USS1.

Source: Adapted from Far Eastern Economic Review Yearbook, 1966,
pp. 217-219; United States Agency for International Development,
Statistical Report, Laos, June 1966.

hides, which in the 1950's had been more important components
of the country's exports but have declined consistently since 1960.
Other products, traditionally more important exports than in
1964, have declined because of shrinking world markets. Cardamom exports have been affected by competition from other spiceproducing countries which have a geographical advantage over
landlocked Laos. Synthetic substitutes for stick lac, an ingredient
in varnish manufacture, have seriously affected Laos' market for
that product. The almost exclusively French market for benzoin,
a perfume fixative, has declined slightly.
The value of imports rose more than 50 percent between 1961
and 1964. Much of the increase was the result of large food

imports, primarily rice and vegetables. As a whole, food imports
increased about 45 percent, and rice and vegetable imports alone
nearly doubled between 1961 and 1964. Food imports during this
period represented approximately one-third of the value of total
imports.
Increased domestic production of food requirements represents
the major possibility for cutting the high level of imports. A
slight improvement in the agricultural situation during 1964
resulted in the first significant decrease in the level of food imports
since the late 1950's (see ch 19, Agriculture).
The bulk of imports, however, is made up of petroleum products,
machinery, vehicles and manufactured goods. Given the rudimentary level of industrial development in the 1960's, there would seem
to be little scope for future domestic production of these items,
and a high volume of manufactures and industrial imports will
probably continue to be necessary (see ch 20, Industry).
Trade in gold, which since 1961 has not been recorded in official
statistics, provides a major source of revenue to the government.
Unlimited amounts of gold may be imported into the country, and
the government collects a 6.5 percent customs revenue on these
imports. In 1965 gold imports were estimated a t $44 million, three
times the amount of the previous year. Imports in 1966 were
expected to double the 1965 level.
The gold trade is based upon a constellation of factors peculiar
to the political and economic situation of certain Southeast Asian
states in the mid-1960's. The desire of many South Vietnamese and
Thai for gold as a hedge against the future has presented Laotians
with a lucrative market for the gold, which they may import freely.
Commercial exports of gold are forbidden, but reports from Hong
Kong indicated that there was a considerable illicit trade, in the
form of bars and crudely fashioned jewelry, with South Vietnam
and Thailand during 1966. There are no reliable figures on the
income accruing to Laotians engaged in this gold trade, but the
1966 estimate was that profits of more than 50 percent on a
transaction might be achieved.
It is relatively easy for Laotians to purchase gold. This is done
primarily through the French-owned Banque de l'Indochine, which
buys gold in Switzerland or on the London gold market and can
guarantee delivery within 72 hours. More than a ton of gold bars
is flown into Vientiane weekly. After the government has collected
customs revenue, which in 1965 amounted to K600 million, or
one-quarter of the government's earned income, the gold is
smuggled into Thailand and South Vietnam. There is a question
whether some of the gold finds i t way, via the Pathet Lao, into
North Vietnam, but direct evidence on the matter is lacking.

DIRECIlON OF TRADE
The bulk of the country's exports is directed to nearby Southeast
Asian states. In 1964, Singapore and Malaysia absorbed K180.9
million, or over 80 percent of total exports (see table 4). Thailand
is the major market for wood, wood products, hides and skins, and
South Vietnam takes most green coffee exports. Bangkok, Saigon
and Hong Kong serve as the major transit points f o r Laotian
goods, which, in being shipped from these cities, a r e frequently
lumped together with local produce and no differentiation of
national origin is made. I t is, therefore, difficult to ascertain the
final destination of much trade in such exports as coffee, cardamom,
leather and hides. The small amount of exports to the United
States probably consisted of cardamom and stick lac.
Saigon was for many years the major transit point for both
exports and imports, but since the early 1950's Bangkok has
assumed increasing importance. By 1965 nearly all recorded
imports came through Thailand. I t is possible that cost advantages
could be gained in the shift from Saigon to Bangkok as a major
port of transit, since there is a substantial reduction in the time
involved in moving merchandise from ocean ports to the Laotian
border. Shipments from Saigon to Vientiane-by truck from Pakse
or Savannakhet and by boat on the Mekong to Vientiane-required
about 16 days. Shipments from Bangkok, by rail and road, take
2 days. Goods move by rail from Bangkok to about 3 miles short
of the Laos border, then by road to the Mekong, across the river
by ferry and then about 15 miles by road to Vientiane. Up to 1966
lower costs had not resulted from the shorter route, however,
primarily because of the high rates on freight charged by the
Thai Government transport monopoly. In 1966 a joint Lao-Thai
commission was trying to achieve agreement on both transit rates
and customs arrangements for goods in transit through Thailand.
A major shift in the source of the country's imports occurred in
the mid-1950's as United States foreign aid dollars gave the country a wider range of markets in which to purchase goods than i t
had enjoyed when, before 1955, most aid was given in francs.
Accordingly, France, the source of more than half of the country's
imports in the mid-1950's, in 1964 accounted for less than 5 percent
of total imports. Its place has been taken by the United States and
Thailand, each of which provides approximately one-quarter of
total imports. The United States provides primarily manufactured
goods and machinery, and Thailand provides rice and vegetables.
The United Kingdom was in 1964 the third largest source of
imports, and Indonesia, which provides petroleum products, is the
fourth. Japan has steadily increased its share in the country's
imports, primarily in textiles and wearing apparel.

Table 4. Direction of Trade i n Laos, 1961-1964

(in thousands of kips)

Exports

Imports

*

Balance

Exports

Imports

213,345

6,123,600

Balance

Cambodia - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - France _ _ - . . - - . - - . - - - - - - - - - - - Hong Kong - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Indonesia . . - - - _ . - - . - - . . - - - - - - Japan - - - . . - _ _ - _ . - - - - _ . - . - - - - Singapore and Malaysia- -.- - - - - South Vietnam ..-........_ - -.
Taiwan ..- _- .
- - - _ - - - _ - - - -.
.- Thailand - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - United Kingdom ......- - _.
.. - --.
United States -.-..
-.
.- . - - - - - - West Germany - _
...
-.
.- - _ - - - - _
Others - - - - . - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Total

......--------.-..48,628

1,327,500

-1,278,872

-5,910,255

KBO equaled U8$1 until January 1, 1964; thereafter, K 240 equaled USS1.

Source: Adapted from Far Eastern Economic Review Y e w b o o k , 1965, p. 202; United States Agency for International Development Statiatiecll Report, Laos,June 1966.

FINANCING INTERNATIONAL TRANSACTIONS
During the early 1960's the current account on the country's
balance of international payments showed continuing deficits.
The country's expenditures for foreign goods and services exceeded its receipts by wide margins each year. Recorded capital
outflows were relatively negligible. The magnitude of the current '
account deficit-basically a trade deficit--is illustrated by the fact
that from 1960 to 1964 commodity exports paid for only between
3 and 5 percent of imports.
The K5,910.3 million trade deficit in 1964 reflected only the
international transactions recorded by the National Bank of Laos,
K213.3 million of exports and K6,123.6 million of imports. Trade
in gold and illegal movements of opium and other goods are not
estimated in official statistics. Movement of goods other than gold
and opium may amount to as much as 40 percent of the value of
total exports.
The balance of trade was, nevertheless, slightly improved in
1964 over the previous year. When the 1964 devaluation of the kip
from 80 to 240 to the dollar is taken into account, exports increased
nearly 25 percent, and the value of imports decreased by 12
percent.
The large deficits perennially incurred by the country have
been financed primarily by net' capital inflows in the form of
unilateral transfers of foreign economic assistance. This assistance, since the late 1950's in the form of cash grants and commodity import programs, provided large amounts of foreign
exchange to the economy.
The massive amounts of purchasing power injected into the
country by these programs, coupled with large budgetary deficits
financed by borrowing from the National Bank of Laos, led to
serious inflation in the late 1950's and the early 1960's. The inflation, plus sporadic attempts to maintain free convertibility of the
kip into foreign currencies, thoroughly undermined the value of
the kip. From 1953 to 1958 the official exchange rate was K35 to
the dollar, but the black-market rate was almost three times
greater, and there was a large capital outflow. A devaluation
occurred in 1958, and the official rate was changed to K80 to the
dollar.
Although the 1958 devaluation stabilized the currency for a
few years, continuing trade deficits and inflation exerted such
pressure that by the end of 1963 the effective rate of exchange
fluctuated between K300 and K600 to the dollar. Upon the recommendation of the International Monetary Fund, a second devaluation occurred in January 1964, and a more determined effort was

made by the government and foreign aid donors to maintain the
value of the currency.
The official exchange rate was established a t K240 to the dollar,
and this was the rate a t which goods were to be purchased u n d e
the commodity import programs maintained by the United States,
the United Kingdom and Australia. Purchases under the United
States program, commonly referred to as the USIP (United States
Import Program) totaled K2,141 million in 1964, approximately
35 percent of the value of total imports. Commodity programs of
the United Kingdom and Australia provided a total of K400.1
million (see table 5).
During 1965, however, it was found that many import dealers
were buying goods a t the official 240 rate and selling them a t much
higher rates of exchange. Beginning in September of that year,
therefore, the United States restricted the list of authorized USIP
imports to petroleum products, rice, agricultural machinery and
utility vehicles. The funds allotted to the USIP were substantially
reduced in fiscal year 1966.
Upon the advice of the International Monetary Fund, a program
aimed more specifically a t maintaining the value of the kip was
initiated in January 1964. A consortium consisting of the United
States, the United Kingdom, France and Australia established a
kip stabilization fund, usually referred to as the Foreign Exchange
Operations Fund (FEOF). In calendar year 1964 this fund provided $7.5 million, of which $4 million was contributed by the
United States. Japan joined in 1965. The 1965 allotment totaled
$11 million. The United States contributed $5.2 million; the
Table 5 . I m p o r t s of Laos, bg T y p e of Financing,1964
Millions of kips

Type of financing

United States Import Program (USIP) - .- .- --..
.Other licenses
- .
-- ~ - . - - - -.
- -.- .Foreign Exchange Operations Fund (FEOF) .
- .- United States direct project aid.. .
. _
.....----Royal Laotian Army . - - - - - - - - . . . _ - - - _ . . . _ - - - - - . - .
French direct aid - - - - - - - . . - - - - . . . . . - - - - - . . - . - - . . . - - - Colombo Plan
--------------.------...------.Other aid
-.
.
..---.-----.-...----Imports for embassies and foreign missions
..
-.
.
-

- - - - -

~

- - - - -

- - -

- - - - -

-

-

~

- -

- -

~

-

- -

-

- - - -

Total

-

6,123.6

. - - - - - - - - - . - _ - . - . . - . . . - - - - - - - -

1 UStl

equals K240, except for FEOF sales, which equal K500.
United Kingdom and Australian commodity import programs.

Source: Adapted from United States Agency for International Development,
Statistical R e p o r t , Laos,June 1966.

United Kingdom, $1.7 million; France, $1.3 million; Australia,
$400,000 ; Japan, $500,000 ; and Laos, $1.9 million.
The foreign exchange provided by the FEOF is to be used for
needs less critical than those met under the commodity import
programs. A legal free market rate of exchange for such purchases
has been maintained a t approximately K500 to the dollar. By late
1966 the FEOF had been very successful in maintaining the
stability and convertibility of the kip, and inflationary pressures
within the country had abated somewhat.
Additional assistance on financing current account transactions
is provided by the United States invisibles assistance program.
In 1965, $3 million was contributed for this purpose.
UNITED STATES FOREIGN AID
Between July 1954 and June 1963, United States aid to Laos
totaled $328 million. Until 1955 the assistance had been channeled
through France and was paid in French currency, but since that
year it has been paid directly to the country in American currency.
Until 1962 much of this aid was military assistance. Economic
assistance took the form of cash grants and a commodity import
program. By the terms of the Geneva Conference of 1962, all
military assistance, "except such quantities of conventional armaments as the Royal Government of Laos may consider necessary
for the national defense of Laos," was prohibited, and American
aid was to be focused thereafter on direct project assistance, the
commodity import program and cash grant budgetary assistance.
During 1965, United States aid comprised three major categories: stabilization pr&rams aimed to maintain the value of the
kip and to stabilize internal prices ; immediate humanitarian relief
programs; and projects of long-range economic development. In
fiscal year 1965 (July 1, 1964, to June 30, 1965) total economic
assistance amounted to $50.9 million. Stabilization programs accounted for $14.9 million, or approximately 25 percent, and humanitarian and development projects absorbed the remainder.
Funds allotted for fiscal year 1966 were to total $55 million, but
no information was available as to the breakdown of funds into
categories of assistance.
Humanitarian assistance focuses upon refugee relief and resettlement programs and the provision of public health services.
Refugee assistance, amounting to $5 million in 1965, provided
rice, clothing and simple agricultural tools to more than 250,000
persons who had fled Pathet Lao-held areas. An extensive program
of resettlement was initiated, and a number of refugees were
resettled in the central Sayaboury valley.
In the field of public health $2.8 million was spent by the United
States in fiscal year 1965 on programs of rural health improvement.

More than 100 dispensaries were built and staffed, and a new
hospital was built in San Thong. United States public health assistance to urban areas consisted primarily of cooperating with
programs staffed by Filipino doctors and public health officers.
Projects of long-term development assistance came to a virtual
standstill between 1960 and 1964 because of political instability
and insecurity in the countryside. In 1965, however, more stable
conditions prevailed, and considerable progress was made on
economic development projects. Development assistance was concentrated on roadbuilding, rural development, agriculture and
education.
The need for an extensive system of all-weather roads is a major
obstacle to the country's development, and in 1965 the United
States devoted $4.8 million to reconstructing main roads, building
new access and feeder roads and maintaining existing roads.
Supporting these efforts is a program to train personnel in road
construction and maintenance.
The rural development program is perhaps the most important
single aspect of assistance from the United States. I t consists of
providing a number of social and economic infrastructure facilities
-water supplies, medical dispensaries, access roads, schools and
agricultural extension and marketing facilities-to a number of
communities. These programs had been scattered throughout the
country, but in early 1964 it was decided that the development
efforts would be more effective if they were more intensively
concentrated in specific geographical areas. The new program,
called the Village Cluster Program (Knet Phatanakane in Lao)
focuses development efforts on selected groups of villages chosen
for their strategic value,~economicpotential and population density.
Proponents of the program hoped that concentration of development projects not only would increase the economic benefits but,
by demonstrating the effectiveness of such projects, would encourage more active interest and participation in development efforts
on the part of the rural population in general. In 1965 there were
12 such village clusters, located in 8 provinces, most of them in
Vientiane, Borikhane and Savannakhet Provinces.
Similar projects were being carried out in a less intensive
fashion in more remote areas or in areas only recently retrieved
from Pathet Lao control. These areas are called Forward Areas
and are situated in Xieng Lom, Muong Kassy, Muong Soui and
Saravane. American expenditures on both programs of rural
development in fiscal year 1965 totaled $2.8 million.
Programs of agricultural development, amounting to $1 million
in 1965, are concentrated on improving rice yields, irrigation and

flood control projects, agricultural credit and marketing facilities
and livestock improvement (see ch 19, Agriculture).
Educational assistance has focused primarily on teacher training, but more than 850 primary schools have been built undel'
programs of school construction. United States aid was also
instrumental in preparing the first primary school textbooks in
the Lao language.

OTHER FOREIGN ASSISTANCE
Substantial development aid has been arranged by a special
body of the Committee for Coordination of Investigations of the
Lower Mekong Basin, which was created by the United Nations
Economic Commission for Asia and the F a r East. This new body,
known as the Mekong Committee, by 1966 had collected a total of
$22.8 million from various countries to build a dam and power
station a t Pa Mong, near Vientiane. Among the contributions
were grants from the United States of $12.0 million; Japan, $4
million; the Netherlands, $2.0 million ; Canada, $2.0 million;
Denmark, $600,000 ; Australia, $500,000 ; and New Zealand, $350,000. Thailand was to donate cement valued a t $1.0 million, to be
repaid by Laos in power when the dam and powerplant a r e completed. In late 1966 no information was available as to the possible
date of completion.
The country was receiving additional multilateral aid under the
Colombo Plan. The 'United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand
were the principal contributors to a sum totaling $900,000 in 1964,
but there was no information regarding the exact purposes of this
assistance.
Methods of providing the funds are designed to reduce a s much
as possible the inflationary impact of increased purchasing power.
Accordingly, kips generated by the various types of assistance a r e
to be directed within the economy in ways that will not add significantly to the country's money supply. Funds for development
projects do not generate local currency and must be used directly
by the government of Laos to purchase the necessary equipment
or to pay the salaries of foreign technical personnel. The costs in
kips of development projects are to be met from currency generated by the USIP and the invisibles counterpart funds. Finally,
kips generated by FEOF sales of foreign exchange are to be used
by the government to retire its debts to the National Bank of Laos.
These methods of financing, in the opinion of the International
Monetary Fund, had been quite successful in stabilizing the domestic price level and in maintaining the value of the currency (see
ch 24, Financial and Monetary System).
Because exact figures on the total amounts of aid received from
countries other than the United States were not available during

the early 19609s,i t was difficult to determine the relative contributions of each. It appears, however, that France was the second
largest donor of foreign aid. In addition to contributions to the
FEOF, France offered a sum of $600,000 to the Mekong Committee, and, in 1964, $4.2 million was given as direct assistance. Since
the educational system of Laos was modeled after the French
system, most of this direct assistance focused on providing
teachers, scholarships and teacher training.
British aid was substantial. The FEOF and commodity import
contributions totaled more than $3 million in 1964. Japanese
donations to the FEOF and the Mekong Committee have been
augmented by technical and financial assistance in building a water
and sewage system for Vientiane.
Australian assistance amounted to $1 million between 1954 and
1964, and the scope of assistance has expanded greatly since then.
In addition to foreign exchange and commodity import programs
and the Mekong Committee contributions, technical assistance in
cattle breeding and communications was provided. Australia made
a donation of broadcasting equipment in 1966.
In the early 1960's there were a number of offers of assistance
from the Soviet Union and Communist China. The Soviet Union
was to build a hospital, radio station and hydroelectric plant, but
in late 1966 these projects had not been started. Since the spring
of 1963 no assistance has come from the Soviet Union.
By 1963, Communist China and North Vietnam had built highways from their borders into areas held by the Pathet Lao. These
roads were of strategic value, but contributed little to the country's
economic development.

CHAPTER 24
FINANCIAL AND MONETARY SYSTEM
Since independence, the government's need to maintain a n extensive and costly military effort has been the single most important
obstacle to the achievement of financial and monetary stability.
Heavy defense expenditures and the extremely limited sources of
revenue available in a predominantly subsistence economy have
been the major factors contributing to endemic inflation and
frequent currency devaluations. Budget deficits have been met by
assistance from fokeign governments, primarily the United States,
but a continuing and fundamental problem affecting the country's
entire financial system has been that of finding some .way to
provide such assistance without exacerbating the existing inflationary pressures.
The National Bank of Laos (Banque Nationale du Laos) is the
country's central bank and sole currency authority. It acts a s
banker to the government, regulates the activities of the commercial banks and is the major government body entrusted with
responsibility for maintaining monetary stability. The National
Bank carries considerable, if not overriding, weight in government
decisions having bearing on any financial matters.
The country's currency, the kip, is a paper currency whose value
is set by government decree. In 1966 there were two legal rates of
exchange for the kip, established after a devaluation in January
1964. The official rate of K240 per US$1 governed transactions
and goods purchased under commodity import programs financed
by foreign aid. All other transactions occurred a t the legal free
market rate of K500 per US$1. This rate was maintained through
the efforts of the Foreign Exchange Operations Fund (FEOF),
a currency support consortium financed by the United States,
France, the United Kingdom, Australia and Japan.
Although the price level increased more than five times between
1960 and 1966, inflation did not seriously affect the majority of
the population, subsistence farmers who participate only marginally in the monetary economy. T$e official currency is used
extensively in cities, but in rural villages barter and other media of
exchange, such as opium, gold, silver and tea, may be more acceptable, particularly among non-Lao ethnic groups. The constant

decline in the value of the kip between the late 1950's and 1964,
when some degree of monetary stability was achieved, had its most
serious effect among urban dwellers and in financing government
and international transactions.
Two budgets, separating military from civilian functions, are
prepared yearly. Military expenditures are usually more than 50
percent higher than amounts spent on civilian functions and economic development projects. Within the civilian budget, the largest
expenditures are on such public works as roads, bridges and dams,
projects deemed vitally necessary to promote general economic
development.
Approximately 20 percent of total expenditures are financed
from domestic sources of revenue. Of this, customs duties normally
account for about two-thirds. Government receipts from direct
taxation are negligible.
The large deficits are financed by foreign assistance. Until 1955,
France, assisted by the United States, financed over half of the
government's expenditures; i t still makes a sizable contribution
to the support of the country's economy and military defenses.
The majority of foreign budgetary support in the mid-1960's came
from the United States, primarily through counterpart funds
generated by commodity import programs and the FEOF.
I n 1966 the statbs of public finance was unclear. The 1966-67
budget proposals, which anticipated a K10.2 billion deficit, had
been defeated in the National Assembly in early October. The
King dissolved the Assembly in that month and, pending elections
to be held on January 1,1967, Prime Minister Souvanna Phouma's
Cabinet continued to administer basic services in a caretaker capacity under a legislative resolution that maintained the levels of
the previous year's expenditures. Currency stabilization was continued, as well as work on aid-financed development projects, but
there was no indication of the level of expenditures ultimately
to be established or of the specific manner in which the eventual
deficit would be financed.
CURRENCY
The country's official currency before World War I1 was the
Indochina piaster, issued by the private, French-owned Bank of
Indochina (Banque de l'Indochine), but linked directly to the
French franc. It circulated in Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. The
wartime occupation policies of the Japanese thoroughly undermined the value of the piaster, and French postwar policy, by setting the value of the piaster a t an artificially high rate, attempted
to regain the confidence that the piaster had enjoyed.
This overvaluation did little either to restore confidence in the
currency or to induce healthy growth in the economies of the

Indochina states, and a profusion of illegal financial transactions,
most of which originated in Saigon, presented a continual drain
on the French treasury. In 1949 the French Government assumed
direct control of the piaster, which was then issued by the joint
Bank of Issue of the Associated States (Banque d'Emission des
Etats AssociCs) of ~ndochina;
In 1953 a devaluation set the value of the currency a t 10 francs
to the piaster. With a franc to dollar r a t e of 350 to 1, the piaster
was, therefore, valued a t 35 to the dollar. The currency of independent Laos, the kip, came into use on January 1, 1955. Issued
by the new central bank, the National Bank of Laos, its value was
established a t that of the old piaster, 35 to the dollar.
Budgetary deficits and inflation, chronic features of the postwar
economy, increased in scope after independence. Increasingly
larger amounts of United States aid injected additional purchasing power into the economy and contributed further to inflationary
pressure. Exchange controls and a system of import licensing
made possible a considerable degree of foreign exchange speculation that exacerbated the fundamental situation. Pressure on the
kip was so great that black-market rates of exchange frequently
reached more than 100 to the dollar.
The government was very hesitant to devalue the currency to
a more realistic rate because i t tended to attribute the inflationary
situation to the preindependence devaluation of 1953. I n 1958,
however, the official rate was finally changed from K35 to K8O
per US$l. Exchange controls and import licensing were suspended,
and a short period of monetary stability ensued.
The period from 1959 to 1964 was characterized by growing
political insecurity and concomitant financial instability. Heavy
military expenditures increased budget deficits, which were
financed by foreign aid and by borrowing from the National
Bank of Laos. Erratic crop yields reduced the amount of goods
available to the economy and thus contributed further to inflation.
In 1960 exchange controls were imposed, and convertibility of
the kip into foreign currencies was suspended. Convertibility was
restored in 1961, when the level of foreign exchange reserves,
primarily United States aid dollars, was deemed adequate to back
the currency. Convertibility was again suspended in 1962, when
withdraw1 of United States aid deprived the government of the
major source of its foreign exchange reserves and budget support.
The money supply increased 81 percent in 1962, primarily a s a
result of government borrowing from the National Bank to cover
the budget deficit. Aid was resumed in late 1962, but by mid-1963
inflation had assumed such proportions that the black-market rate
of exchange had soared to between K300 and K600 per US$1, and

the money supply had increased 54 percent in 1963 alone. A t an
exchange rate of K80 to the dollar, counterpart funds made available to the government through United States foreign aid did not
have a high enough domestic value to meet the budget needs of the
government, and borrowing from the National Bank continued.
In late 1963 a program of monetary reform was drawn up with
the help of the International Monetary Fund. The kip was devalued, and two new exchange rates, effective on January 1,1964,
were established. An official rate of K240 to the dollar was to
govern transactions taking place under the commodity import programs maintained by the United States, the United Kingdom and
Australia, a s well as specified export revenues and invisible transactions.
A kip stabilization fund, the FEOF, provided foreign exchange
to finance imports not covered by the commodity import programs
a t a legal free market rate which has been maintained a t about
K500 per US$1. Maintained by the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, France and Japan, the fund provided $7.5 million
in calendar year 1964 and $11 million in 1965 (see ch 23, Foreign
Economic Relations).
By late 1966 the monetary reforms had been very successful in
maintaining the stability of the currency and price levels. Exchange specuIation was negligible, and inflationary pressures
abated considerably. On December 31, 1965, the country's money
supply of K9,066.2 million was composed of K8J13.3 million of
currency in circulation and K952.9 million of demand deposits.
These figures represent a 4-percent decrease over the 1964 money
supply.
THE NATIONAL BANK OF LAOS
The governor and deputy governor of the National Bank of
Laos are chosen by the Council of Ministers, the prime minister's
Cabinet. The governing board is called the General Council and
consists of the Bank's governor as president, its deputy governor
a s vice president, three members who represent private agricultural, industrial and commercial interests, the inspector general
of the kingdom, who acts as general counsel, and representatives
from several of the ministries.
The three General Council members who represent the private
economic interests are chosen from a list of nominees selected by
the groups concerned and serve without compensation. Government representatives are paid by the departments they represent.
The Bank is responsible for issuing the country's currency and
managing its money supply. I t is required by law to maintain a
monetary reserve in the form of gold and foreign exchange equal
to 30 percent of the money supply; that is, the combined value of

notes in circulation and the demand deposits of the entire banking
system. In practice, the level of coverage of the money supply,
rather than the money supply itself, has fluctuated considerably
in direct response to changes in the level of foreign exchange holdings. These changes have often been so abrupt and of such magnitude that the Bank was unable to keep the money supply in line
with the statutory reserve requirement.
In January 1962 foreign exchange holdings were so large that
74 percent of the money supply was covered, well above the legal
minimum coverage. Withdrawal of United States aid shortly thereafter, coupled with a rampant inflation, caused the level of coverage to fall to about 5 percent by March. According to official National Bank statistics, coverage of the money supply by foreign
exchange reserves in 1964 and 1965 fluctuated between 10 and
17 percent. Presumably, the need to maintain the statutory reserve requirement has been lessened somewhat by the readily
available resources of the FEOF.
Foreign exchange transactions are handled by the National
Exchange Office of the Bank. Licenses must be obtained for exchange a t the official K240 per dollar rate and are issued only for
such purposes as study abroad, family maintenance abroad and
government purchases under the commodity import programs. All
other foreign exchange may be acquired from the Bank without
license a t the free market rate of K500 per dollar. Capital movements are free from exchange restrictions; all such transactions
occur a t the free market rate.
As banker to the government the National Bank has been a
major source of funds for financing budget deficits. It is authorized
to lend money to the national treasury for periods of 3 months.
From 1955 to 1960 these advances were not to exceed 50 percent
of regular government revenue in the preceding year. In 1960 the
limit was lowered to 25 percent. Since foreign aid by definition has
been included within the scope of government revenue for lending
purposes, however, these limitations have not proved to be restricting.
The degree to which the government depends upon borrowing
from the bank varies almost inversely with the amount of revenue
it receives from other sources, particularly foreign aid. Thus, when
United States aid was temporarily suspended in 1962, the government was forced to rely almost exclusively on borrowing from the
National Bank to finance the deficit. Resumption of aid and the
effects of the monetary reforms of early 1964 have greatly lessened
this dependence on the Bank as a source of revenue, and counterpart funds from the FEOF were being used to retire the government's debt to the Bank. In fiscal year 1965 (July 1, 1964, to

June 30,1965) government borrowing from the Bank amounted to
K4,858 million. Total government debt to the Bank, registered as
an asset in the Bank's financial statement of assets and liabilities,
amounted to K9,029.1 million.
The statute setting up the National Bank provided for a capital
stock of KlOO million to be subscribed in full by the government,
but a t the time of the Bank's establishment in 1955 the government
was able to provide only K66.7 million. The government is to be
reimbursed out of the Bank's operating profits, half of which are
to be allocated to this purpose. The other half of net profits must
be allocated to the development of a reserve fund. When reserves
reach a level of K60 million, the total net profit is to be used to
repay the government's capitalization loan.
The National Bank limits the amount and types of loans offered
by the commercial banks. The minimum reserve requirement is
a t least 15 percent of all demand deposits, and the Bank may raise
this to 50 percent. The Bank lends to commercial banks a t 7-percent interest. Commercial banks may not charge more than
11-percent interest on loans, although rates outside the banking
system are usually considerably higher. In 1966 the Bank was
trying to assert a restraining influence over commercial bank
lending in order to control inflation.
The Bank may deal not only with the government and commercial banks but also with private individuals. It may accept
deposits from individuals and engage in regular commercial banking transactions, and it is authorized to buy private securities on
the open market. The Bank is charged with responsibility for the
development of financial institutions designed to assist agriculture,
handicrafts and industry; it may participate in the financing of
such institutions up to 25 percent of their capitalization.
OTHER FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS
In 1966 there were six commercial banks operating in the
country. The Bank of Laos, the Bank of Lao Vieng and the Lao
Commercial Development Bank were relatively small, each being
capitalized a t K15 million. The Lao-Thai Bank was dominated by
Thai capital, with some participation by local Chinese. The Bank
of Tokyo and the French-owned Bank of Indochina operated
branches in the country. All of these banks were located in Vientiane. Only the Bank of Lao Vieng maintained other branches, one
in Pakse, tlle other in Savannakhet.
The earliest commercial bank to serve Laos, the Bank of Indochina, began its operations in the country only in 1953. The subsequent appearance of the other banks, almost all of them between
1955 and 1957, was due to the large increase in import transactions, an increase brought about primarily by the foreign aid
commodity import programs. The commercial banks engage in

foreign exchange transactions through the National Exchange
Office of the National Bank of Laos and extend short-term credit
to finance foreign trade. There was no evidence of long- or
medium-term lending for development purposes.
Few individuals maintain large accounts in commercial banks.
Those persons who use money to significant degree, virtually all
of them urban dwellers, either keep their cash in their homes or
invest i t in jewelry or other portable objects. Since there a r e no
exchange restrictions on capital movements, individuals are not
precluded from maintaining funds in banks outside of the country.
The financial institution with which most Laotians come into
contact is the informal, uncontrolled moneylender, usually Chinese,
sometime Indian or Vietnamese. Borrowing from moneylenders,
a t rates of interest that may exceed 100 percent per annum is
usually a secret transaction, as a precaution against theft and
possibly against criticism for usurious practices.
If the moneylender is Chinese, he is most likely also a middleman who buys any goods the villager has available for market
and sells him supplies. Since payments on loans from Chinese
moneylender-middlemen are usually made in produce at harvesttime-valued a t low prices to be sold later a t higher prices-the
terms of the loan may seem more attractive than the currency payments called for in loans negotiated with banks or with other
moneylenders who serve no other economic function to the farmer.
The greater availability of Chinese loan capital is a factor in the
perpetuation of the Chinese moneylender. Other factors a r e his
ancillary roles a s a purchaser of marketable produce and a source
of essential operating supplies, as well as the familiarity of the
Lao farmer with the moneylender a s a person and with his way of
doing business. Any government effort to compete with the moneylender in providing rural credit must take these factors into
account.
In the late 19509s,in an attempt to provide medium- and longterm credit to small-scale entrepreneurs, the government established the CrCdit National Lao, a financial institution concerned
with the development of agriculture, commerce and industry. Its
activities were limited, however, by the small amount of funds
made available and by a lack of legislation defining rights and
obligations of borrowers and lenders. In 1966 the United States
contributed $500,000, and the West German Government gave a
sum equivalent to $1.6 million to the agency for the specific purpose of assisting the development of small industry.
THE BUDGET
The budget, encompassing both military and civilian functions,
is compiled from the requests of the various ministries and services. The minister of finance is charged with the responsibility of

keeping requests a t levels consonant with the prevailing political
and financial situation. The completed budget is presented by the
prime minister, with the approval of his Cabinet, to the National
Assembly. Rejection by the National Assembly is tantamount to a
vote of no confidence in the government, and the rejection of the
budget in October 1966 resulted in the resignation of the Cabinet
and the dissolution of the National Assembly by the King. Most
government functions continued, however, pending the results of
election of a new assembly (see ch 14, Political Dynamics).
Expenditures

Expenditures have risen constantly since independence, largely
because of the rising costs of national security. In mid-1964 military requests for a total budget expenditure for 1964-65 of K11.7
billion were rejected by the Cabinet. A lower budget of K7.7 billion
was approved, representing K3.9 billion for military expenditures
and K3.8 billion for expenditures on civilian functions.
The 1965-66 budget estimated expenditures of K14.7 billion and
revenue of K3.7 billion. Much of the increase in expenditure over
the previous year was attributable to a doubling of the salaries of
civil servants and military personnel, an attempt to restore a n
acceptable level of purchasing power to persons whose real incomes had been seriously curtailed by the previous inflation. Military expenditures totaled K8.4 billion, of which K7.2 billion was
allocated to the Royal Laotian Army and K1.2 billion to the Neutralist Army supporting the government. Civilian expenditures
of K6.3 billion represented about a 65-percent increase over the
previous year's civilian allocation. The largest increases were in
the ministries of Public Works and Transport, National Education,
Health and National Economy (see table 6).
Revenue

Between 15 and 25 percent of total expenditures are normally
met from domestic sources of revenue. I n 1965-66 customs receipts
of K2,467 million provided nearly two-thirds of total domestic
revenue of K3,735 million (see table 7). Direct taxes and fees
from public services each usually contribute from about 3 to
10 percent of total domestic revenue.
The customs tariff, adopted in March 1959, was designed primarily to generate revenue. Subsequent modifications of the tariff
have been focused on raising the ad valorem rate on specific items.
Imports other than those financed by commodity import programs
are valued for customs purposes a t the legal free market rate of
about K500 per dollar.
Duties on luxuries, personal motor vehicles and goods competing
with domestic commodities (with the exception of vitally impor-

Table 6. Laos Central Government Budget, Estimated Civil Ezpenditures,
1965-66

1

(in thousands of kips ')
Amount

Item

502,021
General administration ?.............................
29,554
Council Presidency ...................................
8,574
Rural affairs .......---............--.........-.......
196,211
Interior ............................................
1,136,863
Police ..............................................
Inspector general ....................................6,686
447,403
Public works and transport ...........................
128,626
Post, telephone and telegraph.. .........................
42,452
National defense ......................................
25,860
Veterans affairs . . - ---.. .- . - - -. - - - - - - -- -- --.
.
23,788
Sports and youth ....................................
152,886
Justice .............................................
..
Religion - - - . - . . - - . - - - - - - . - - - - - . - - - - - - -34,406
---------Health . . _ . _ _ _ - - - - - - - . . _ _ - - - - - - - -356,030
--.-------406,169
Foreign affairs ......................................
21,286
Fine arts ...........................................
1,106,025
National education ...................................
63,909
Information .........................................
41,927
Social affairs ........................................
185,483
Finance .............................................
18,142
Planning ...........................................
National economy _ - - . - - - - - _ _ _ _ - _ - - - - .118,123
-.._----.1,298,000
Miscellaneous .......................................
-

Total expenditures

-

6,350,424

.............................

The fiscal year runs from July 1 to June 30.
Approximately K500 equaled USSl at the free market exchange rate in 1965.
General expenses not attributable to individual ministries.

Source: Adapted from Royaume du Laos,
pp. 6-9.
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1965-66,

1965,

tant food imports) are set between 30 and 60 percent. Duties on
raw materials and machinery range from zero to 25 percent, and
special preferential rates are given to enterprises which are
deemed by the government to be making a significant contribution
to the country's development.
A 6 percent tax on gold imports brings in about 40 percent of
customs revenue. The high and increasing level of gold imports
indicates that revenue from the gold trade will be an increasingly
important part of government receipts (see ch 23, Foreign Economic Relations).
Direct taxes, primarily personal income taxes, contribute little
to government revenue. The possibility of increasing revenue from
direct taxation is severely limited by the low money incomes of

Table 7. Laos Central Government Budget, Estimated Domestic Revenue,
1965-66
(in thousands of kips ')
Item

Amount

Direct taxes . - - - - - . - . - - . - . ..-----.
-.
..
..---.-.Indirect taxes - . . - - - - . - - - . - - . - . - - - - . - . - - - - . . - - - - - . . . Registration fees .
-.
..
-.
.
-.
. ..
-.
.
Royalties on forests - - - - - - . . ....--.
---.
... ---.-.-.--Post, telephone and telegraph fees
- -.
-.
-.
-.
.
Administrative service fees
-.
.- -. - .- -.
...
Customs and excise . _ - - - - - . - . - . - - - - - - . - - - - - . . . - - - - - . .
Other receipts
Reimbursement of advances - . .
-.
..-.
. ..
-

- - - -

~

- - -

- -

Total estimated revenue

~

- - -

-

- - - -

- -

-

- - - -

.- . --.
- ...-

- - -

-

- - -

-

-

- - - - -

- - - -

- - - -

- - -

.-

- -

-.
.-

3,735,143

'The fiscal year runs from July 1 to June 30.
Approximately K500 equaled US$l at the free market exchange rate in 1965.

Source: Adapted from Royaume du Laos, Budget de Z'Etat, 1965-66, 1965,
p. 2.

most of the population. All incomes of less than K12,000 are exempted from taxation. Rates range from 1 percent on the first
K10,000 of taxable income to 25 percent on incomes of more than
K300,OOO. Corporate profits do not appear to be taxed directly, but
a s components of a shareholder's personal income. In 1965 an additional 10 percent withholding tax was levied on basic salaries of
government officials, including those of the military and police.
Government receipts from other sources include royalties on
timber concessions, registration fees on the recording of business
transactions, the operation of postal, telephone and telegraph
services, and the government lottery.

FINANCING THE DEFICIT
The perennial budgetary deficits have been financed by a combination of borrowing from the National Bank of Laos and financial
assistance from foreign governments. Until 1955 the deficits were
met directly by the French treasury. Since then the United States
has assumed an increasingly larger share of budgetary support,
aided in the mid-1960's by France, the United Kingdom, Australia
and Japan.
When the United States began to give direct dollar support after
1955, the wider market for purchases thus opened up to the government, plus the system of direct cash grants whereby the National Bank created kips against the aid dollars i t received, proved
to be inflationary. Fluctuations in the amounts of aid received by

the government--a result of frequent changes and uncertainties
in the political situation-increased
the government's dependence
on borrowing from the National Bank. In 1962 such borrowing
constituted the major source of financing.
The monetary reform of 1964 also encompassed a reorganization
of the manner in which aid was provided for budget support. Two
major types of financing were established. Counterpart kips generated by sales in the commodity import programs a t a rate of
K240 per US$1 were made available for deficit financing. In fiscal
year 1965 more than 40 percent of the budget deficit was financed
by counterpart funds.
Kips generated by sales of foreign exchange through the FEOF,
a t a rate of K500 to US$1 are made available to the government
to retire part of its debt to the National Bank of Laos. In 1965,
K3,150 million from the FEOF were used to retire the government debt to the bank, thus enabling it to borrow from the Bank
to cover the remainder of the deficit without adding to inflationary
pressures.
There was no available information in late 1966 regarding the
exact breakdown of financing the 1966 deficit of K11 billion. Since
the United States' contribution to the commodity import program
had been reduced in that year, with an offsetting increase in its
contribution to the FEOF, i t was likely that more of the deficit
would be financed through the Fund than in the previous year.

SECTION IV.

NATIONAL SECURITY

CHAPTER 25

PUBLIC ORDER AND SAFETY
There are no published statistics on crime, but incomplete records available in 1966 indicated a low incidence of lawlessness.
Larceny, bicycle theft and banditry were the most prevalent types
of offense, and crimes of violence, from assault to homicide, were
relatively rare. Although frequently threatened in many areas by
the hostilities of warring factions, life and property were generally
secure from crime. Laotians have, of necessity, accepted the violence of warfare, but they have done so with reluctance, and
neither their observance of the law nor their respect for authority
has been seriously affected.
The penal code and code of criminal procedure introduced during the colonial regime were still the country's basic criminal law
in 1966. The government had made numerous revisions in its
judicial system, but the changes were not great and did not depart
from familiar French precedents. Courts were generally equitable,
and justice tended to be lenient.
Law enforcement is in the hands of the Lao National Police
Corps, a centralized force responsible for the entire country.
Numbering over 5,000 men, it was completely reorganized in 1966,
and a t the end of the year was still in a state of transition. In
recent years the police force was often neglected by the government and, a t times, used by various factions as a political tool.
There were prospects that the Royal Ordinance of May 25, 1966,
effecting its reorganization would ensure a n independent, modern
force that could devote its energies exclusively to the maintenance
of law and order and fulfill its function of protecting the internal
welfare of the nation.
There is virtually no information available on public order in
the areas of the country controlled by the Pathet Lao. From all
indications, strict discipline is imposed by them and by their backers from outside the country, but no reliable data have been made
public concerning the police, the court system or the incidence of
crime.

SOCIAL CONTROLS
Respect for constituted authority has been traditional in Laotian
society, and the influence of family and kinship group has made
for an attitude and outlook responsive to an ordered and disciplined code of behavior. Loyalty to and respect for the king,
which is ingrained in the average citizen, has served as a restraining influence in governing individual conduct, and the traditional
hierarchy of authority is recognized and accepted. Buddhist doctrines of resignation and tranquility have also had an important
role in conditioning the Laotian. This is evident in his calm
acceptance of adversity, his lack of aggression and his kindliness
to his fellow man and to animals.
At the end of the nineteenth century the French colonial regime
introduced a modern judicial and police framework patterned after
that of France. New in form, but not radically different in principle or concept, i t followed generally accepted attitudes toward
crime and punishment. Acceptance was further facilitated by
retaining many traditional forms and usages and incorporating
them into the new codes. The people had no difficulty in adjusting
to the new patterns of behavior.
There is no marked trend toward urbanization. Social and economic changes have come relatively slowly, and as a result the
country has escaped most of the modern categories of crime associated with mushrooming cities. Wants are few, and the subsistence economy provides an acceptable standard of living with
the exertion of a minimum of effort. Throughout the part of the
country controlled by the royal government, the concept of public
order based on the supremacy of national law is generally accepted
without question, and the modern courts are the instruments of
official authority. The restraints instilled by family and group ties
continued to exert their influence, but the control mechanism of
the country was considerably more modern than traditional.
The public's attitude toward the police has fluctuated over the
years, usually in response to the state of the force itself, but for
the most part, the police were generally effective ;they were heeded
and obeyed and, in some instances, feared.
CRIMINAL COURTS AND PROCEDURE
The first modern penal code was introduced by the French in
1900. It has not been fully codified or modernized, but i t has been
periodically revised over the years, the latest revision being that of
1953, as amended in 1963. Although the code has generally served
its purpose, its lack of definition, together with an acute shortage
of qualified legal personnel, has a t times handicapped the efficiency
of the judiciary, despite an elaborate court structure built up on

the framework established by the French and patterned along
Western lines.
The court structure is fundamentally an adaptation of the
French system of the colonial era, although it has been reorganized
on various occasions and expanded substantially since independence. Law No. 67 of March 31,1950, specifies in general terms
the types of courts authorized and prescribes their composition
and limits of jurisdiction. The criminal court structure in 1966
comprised four types of tribunal : the Court of Cassation ; courts
of appeal and criminal courts ; courts of first instance ; and justice
of the peace courts.
The Court of Cassation was located a t Vientiane. It served as
final arbiter on questions of law and fact and in criminal matters
was the final court of appeal. It did not t r y cases, but i t reviewed
the findings of lower courts as needed and adjudicated appeals
based on questions of proper interpretation of the law raised by
the decisions of the subordinate courts. The court was composed
of a president and four counselors, who acted in the capacity of
assessors or lay judges.
There were three courts of appeal, which sat in the cities of
Luang Prabang, Vientiane and Pakse. They reviewed cases on
appeal from the courts of first instance and were concerned exclusively with the appellate function. The court consisted of three
judges who were advised and assisted by four counselors, or assessors. Offenses committed within their areas of jurisdiction were
referred for trial to a justice of the peace in the case of minor
infractions, or to a criminal court in more serious cases.
The three criminal courts were associated geographically with
the courts of appeal, but they were not permanent tribunals. They
were constituted annually for the duration of a single session to
handle their accumulated docket but, if required, could be called
into special session a t any time by the minister of justice. These
courts were courts of general jurisdiction, which tried serious
cases involving felonies and major crimes. Composed of a president and two judges, they could impose any legally recognized
punishment. They sometimes used two assessors, who acted in the
capacity of jurors, but whose recommendations were not binding
on the magistrates trying the case.
Courts of first instance were found in all the provincial capitals.
Those in the provinces of Luang Prabang, Vientiane, Khammouane, Savannakhet and Sedone were designated courts of first
instance of the first class, and those of the remaining 11 provinces
were called courts of the first instance of the second class. The
first-class courts were composed of a president and two other
judges ; the second-class courts had a single magistrate presiding.

All heard appeals referred to them from the decisions of justices
of the peace and had original jurisdiction in cases of lesser criminal offenses. They could impose fines or other correctional penalties
and imprisonment up to a maximum of 5 years.
Justice of the peace courts were established a t the district level
in each province, but reports from 1963, the latest available, indicated that of 103 authorized courts, only 68 were functioning. At
the lowest level of the judicial hierarchy, these courts consisted
of a single justice whose jurisdiction was limited to misdemeanors.
His judgment was final in cases where punishment was limited to a
fine, but only in the first degree, that is, subject to review and
appeal, in cases where the penalty involved imprisonment. Justices of the peace could generally impose a maximum of 5 days'
incarceration.
Justices of the peace in rural sections held "extended competence," which gave them jurisdiction over all the village groups
within their district. In some of the more inaccessible areas, village headmen still adjudicated minor infractions of the law in
traditional tribal courts.
The entire formal court apparatus is under the minister of justice, who names all magistrates subject to confirmation by the king.
His ministry publishes the JournuZ Judiciure, or official legal
journal, which is issued periodically and contains a record of
major judicial actions, developments in jurisprudence and personnel information. Apart from the formal court structure, there
is another body with judicial powers under specified conditionsthe King's Council. In addition to its executive and legislative functions, this body has the constitutional authority to declare itself a
high court of impeachment in cases of Cabinet members arraigned
by the National Assembly on charges of crimes or offenses committed in connection with their official duties.
Procedures in criminal matters are governed by a code that has
its roots in the colonial system of jurisprudence. After the French
relinquished control of the legal apparatus in 1953, the Royal
Government had plans to revise its procedures, but in 1966 there
was no comprehensive clarification or codification of the pertinent
statutes. As a result, criminal procedures continue to follow a
definitely French pattern, although numerous laws and ordinances
have effected a variety of changes to adapt the code to local needs.
The code for the most part provides general guidance rather
than specific instruction, but it does prescribe the jurisdictions of
the various types of court, the responsibilities of judicial officials
and the conduct of preliminary proceedings and trials. The principal departures from French procedure are in the preliminaries
rather than in the mechanics of trial, the most noteworthy change

being the broadening of authority for the apprehension of offenders. Because of the shortage of law enforcement and judicial
personnel, arresting authority has been extended to include district
and township officials and, in some cases, village headmen.
As in the French system, the prosecutor is the key figure in
criminal procedure. Offenses reported to any civil or police official
are officially submitted to the prosecutor, who determines disposition, jurisdiction and venue in the case. He may refer a case directly to a lower court or, in cases involving more serious crimes,
submit it to an examining magistrate for examination. Under the
supervision of the prosecutor, the examining judge makes a judicial investigation of the case, collects evidence and interviews
witnesses, whom he may call as needed. As a result of his recommendation, the case may be dismissed, referred to a lower court
or returned to the prosecutor for arraignment of the offender
before a higher criminal court.
The conduct of trials closely parallels French procedure, and the
law specifies an open and public court. Lower courts are summary
in nature and generally quite informal, but the procedure followed
in a multiple-judge trial, such as a criminal court, follows a
rigidly prescribed routine. There is no jury system as such, but
both criminal courts and courts of first instance employ assessors,
or jure's, as they are called, who assist and advise the judges and
make recommendations on the findings. These lay judges participate fully in the procedings, and, though the verdict of the presiding magistrate need not conform to their recommendations,
their views generally carry considerable weight.
A trial a t a criminal court opens with a reading of the charges
and the entering of pleas. After opening statements by the prosecution and the defense, the court proceeds to interrogation, which
may begin with the questioning of the accused by the presiding
magistrate.
Witnesses are then examined and cross-examined, after which
arguments are given by both sides. The judges then retire, along
with the assessors, to reach their findings by majority opinion of
the judges. Court is then reconvened, and the verdict is announced,
after which the prisoner is either discharged or sentenced.
There are no formal rules with respect to the admissibility of
evidence, and such matters as hearsay and leading questions are
evaluated by the judges on their own merits. Bail is provided for
but is not often used, and the right of a hearing on a writ of habeas
corpus, which is a relatively recent concept in French jurisprudence, is still somewhat of an unfamiliar novelty in Laotian law.
In actual practice the procedures prescribed by the code are followed as guidelines rather than strict rules.

THE NATIONAL POLlCE
In late 1966 the Lao National Police Corps, the Tamrouat, was
in a period of transition that was the latest in a series of shakeups
and reorganizations that i t had undergone periodically since the
country achieved its independence. The Corps was returned to
civil jurisdiction under the Ministry of the Interior in 1964 after
almost 5 years of military control during which the force virtually
lost its identity and suffered serious damage both in its professional competence and in its rapport with the people.
The rift that characterized the nation's political situation was
reflected to an extent in the police. Information concerning procedures and organizational responsibility for carrying out civil
police activities in Pathet Lao territory was lacking in 1966. The
area under government control, however, supported two distinct
establishments, the national police and the neutralist police associated with Kong Le's forces. There were plans to consolidate these
two forces, and some progress had been made in discussing a basis
for agreement. At the end of the year, however, this integration
had not been successfully accomplished.
Background

During the period of the protectorate, the French employed a
variety of law enforcement organizations, and the country frequently had as many as four different police establishments operating a t the same time. These included the Indigenous Guard, the
Siiret6 F6dCrale (Federal Security Police) and the Colonial Gendarmery. Although the rank and file of these units included some
Laotians, they were composed mostly of Vietnamese, and command
was almost exclusively in the hands of French officers.
It was not until 1947 that local organizations were formed, with
the creation of the Police and Indochinese Immigration Service
(Service de la Police et de 1'Immigration Indochinoise) and the
Laotian Gendarmery Force (Forces de Gendarmerie Laotiennes) .
The immigration force was under the Ministry of the Interior; it
was charged with "controlling aliens and maintaining law and
order." It started off with a strength of 8 men; later it was increased to 30. The gendarmery was patterned after the gendarmery of France and numbered 2,500 officers and men. I t was
largely made up of Laotians, a few of whom held noncommissioned
officer rank, but the command consisted exclusively of French
gendarmery officers. The unit was under the Ministry of National
Defense, and its mission was "to enforce law and order in rural
areas, to combat Viet Minh activity and to patrol the borders."
During this period many urban police forces were created in the
country's cities and towns. They were financed by and responsible
to the municipality, and they served to furnish strictly local protec-

tion. The SQretC FCdCrale, however, had jurisdiction over all of
Indochina and functioned as a national criminal investigation
agency; several other organizations also had extensive and sometimes overlapping jurisdictions that confused the situation and
resulted in frequent clashes. The first unified police organization
was created in 1949 by Royal Ordinance No. 147 of November 9,
which instituted the Lao National Police Service. Most police
organizations continued to retain their individual status for
another 5 years, and in fact a number of others were created and
disbanded during this period.
By 1961 all of the various police forces had been consolidated
into the Lao National Police, as it was then called. The Gendarmery and the SQretd FddCrale were merged with the national
establishment in 1955, and the Commandos National Guard, which
had been formed in 1951, was disbanded in 1958 and its personnel
integrated into the regular police. With the dissolution or absorption of the other existing units, the unified service embarked on a
broad training program that was to result in a marked upgrading
of police effectiveness and a general improvement in all phases of
its operations.
The police training program was mostly under the sponsorship
of the United States Police Aid Project, which began operation in
1955 in response to a request from the Royal Government. The
United States provided nine police advisers and four technicians
from countries other than the United States and Laos and furnished large-scale commodity support in weapons, uniforms, vehicles and communications equipment. Counterpart funds were
also made available for the construction of a number of precinct
stations and the National Police Academy a t Done Noune, 7 miles
from Vientiane.
The United States aid project was discontinued in 1961 a s a
result of a series of upheavals within the country which brought
about a disruption of police activities and threatened to destroy
the national identity and usefulness of the force. In August 1960,
Kong Le's coup resulted in his occupation of the National Police
Academy and the disarming of the police in Vientiane. For the next
4 months the police in the area virtually ceased to function as a
law enforcement organization. In December of that year General
Phoumi Nosavan's counterrevolutionary forces took over the city
of Vientiane after a 3-day battle. He set up a paramilitary organization called the Directorate of National Coordination and gave
command to one of his supporters, Lieutenant Colonel Siho Lamphoutacoul, who was later promoted to general.
In January 1961 the Lao National Police was removed from the
control of the Ministry of the Interior, and its members were

absorbed by the Directorate of National Coordination and the
armed forces. For the next few years Nosavan supporters were
brought in in large numbers, most of them untrained for the police
profession. This undermined the force's integrity and capability
and reduced the efficiency of police operations.
This state of affairs continued until 1965. In February of that
year the Directorate joined rebellious army units in an unsuccessful coup led by General Nosavan. Nosavan and Siho were forced
t o flee to Thailand, and the Lao National Police regained its independent status. The government indicated that it intended to reorganize the force completely and requested the United States to
reinstate its assistance program. A survey was conducted by the
Office of Public Safety of the United States Agency for International Development (AID), and its report, published in May 1965,
indicated a favorable reaction to the request.
Plans for the reorganization of the police were completed by a
royal ordinance on May 25, 1965. At the end of the year the force
was in the process of transition to the new structure. I t had been
designated the Lao National Police Corps, and its subordination to
the Ministry of the Interior was confirmed. Most of the changes
effected were designed to strengthen civilian control, and the grade
structure was completely revised to get away from military ranks.
The neutralist police came into being in 1962 as a result of
Kong Le's rapprochement with the government and the continuing
autonomy of his regime. With virtually absolute control in the
areas of the country that he occupied, he assumed direction of such
police a s there were in his territories. His force was small. Although he claimed a strength of close to 500 men, indications were
that he had something over 200. The men a r e poorly trained and
have practically no equipment. At the time they were visited in
1965 by the United States Aid Survey Team, team members reported that not one man had a complete uniform, and the force had
no weapons, vehicles or even a headquarters.
According to the AID Survey Report, officials of both the national and neutralist police expressed agreement in 1965 that the
two forces should be consolidated. Despite this general view, the
merger had not been accomplished by late 1966. Differences over
the command and grade structure, training procedures and other
lesser details prevented any real progress in bringing the forces
together. With the many obstructions to integration, United States
AID officials were of the opinion that police consolidation could not
take place until there was a higher level amalgamation of all of
Kong Le's military forces with those of the government.

Organization 'and Operation

In 1966 the Lao National Police Corps was the country's onIy
law enforcement agency with a formal organizational structure.
With a strength of over 5,000 men, it was a highly centralized
force under the Ministry of the Interior and Social Welfare and
was designed to fulfill the functions of both a local and a national
police. Its mission was to "maintain public security and the execution of laws and regulations, and to insure the maintenance of
order in collaboration with the armed forces and public services
of the realm."
The reorganization of the national police, which was completed
in 1966, was concerned more with matters affecting personnel than
with basic operational structure. Few changes were made in the
established framework, but some minor positions were consolidated, and a number of designation changes were effected. A new
grade system, converting all military ranks to police equivalents,
was introduced, and distinct police uniforms and insignia of grade
were authorized.
Police authority traditionally has been subordinate to that of the
local administrative chief. Ordinances enacted in 1957 clearly
established the provincial governor (chao khoueng) a s the senior
civil official in the province and the district chief (chao muong)
as the senior authority in the district. Although these ordinances
were largely ignored during the period of police domination by the
Directorate of National Coordination, the official government
position was reaffirmed in 1964 in a joint directive issued by the
prime minister and the minister of the interior, which stated that
the provincial governor was the senior official of the government;
i t exhorted local police officials to give him direct cooperation and
collaboration.
The Lao National Police Corps consists of a central headquarters, called the General Directorate of National Police, and two
major subordinate operational elements, the Urban Police and the
Surburban (territorial) Police. There is a deputy director and, a t
the Directorate level, an assistant for inspection and one for administrative services. Directly below this level are two additional
operational sections concerned with special duties, the Judiciary
Police Service and the Immigration Police. Three staff sections,
Materiel, Communications, and Training, complete the headquarters organization.
The General Directorate is in Vientiane. From its central headquarters it directs all of the country's police components ; i t determines policy, supervises operations and guides the activities of
subordinate elements on a nationwide basis. Although remoteness
and difficulties of communications give many of the field forces a

degree of autonomy in handling local problems, basic policy guidance and overall control are firmly maintained by centralized
administration and a program of frequent supervisory inspections.
At the headquarters staff level, the Materiel and Communications Sections are charged with the supervision of their respective
fields on a national basis. The Training Section is directly responsible for the activities of the National Police Academy and exercises indirect supervision over all field training, which is the responsibility of provincial commanders. In addition to the staff
elements, the Immigration Police and the Judiciary Police Service
both work directly out of police headquarters.
The immigration unit is concerned with the movement of people
in and out or within the country and is responsible for issuing
visas, residence permits and travel authorizations. I t also maintains all immigration, census and vital statistics records. The Judiciary Police Service by law includes all government officials who
have any connection with detecting, investigating and prosecuting
crimes; consequently, all government attorneys and their subordinates are judiciary police officers. Apart from these, however,
the active police element of the Service constitutes the country's
criminal investigation department and is concerned with the prevention and detection of crime and the apprehension of criminals.
It is the Corps' detective force, and operates almost exclusively in
plain clothes.
The principal components of the law enforcement mechanism
are the Urban Police and the Suburban Police. Comprising all the
metropolitan and rural forces stationed throughout the country,
they constitute the bulk of the country's police strength. With
similar duties, the two elements are distinguished only by their
locales of operation. Their uniformed members are the patrolman
on the beat, the country constable, the defender of the law and the
protector of people and property.
Urban Police units operate within the limits of cities and towns
and are found in urban centers with a population large enough
to warrant a concentrated law enforcement effort requiring a t
least 100 policemen. There is usually a police commission headed
by a commissioner, and the city is divided into precincts, each
normally commanded by an inspector. Urban Police have the duties
and responsibilities of a standard metropolitan force and, besides
the usual control of crime, additional responsibilities associated
with urban life, such as sanitation, traffic control and suppression
of vice.
The Suburban Police constitute the law enforcement elements
that control the outlying rural areas of the country. Under direct
command of the General Directorate of National Police a t Vien-

tiane, units are decentralized to the provinces, where each provincial commissioner has a force composed of subordinate police sections, normally in charge of an inspector, or smaller brigades,
under command of a noncommissioned officer. Units are deployed
as dictated by concentrations of population and conduct regular
su,rveillance of their assigned areas of responsibility. They usually
cover a sizeable territory, but they are prepared to move quickly to
any threatened locality in the event of emergency. In 1966 there
were provincial police commissions in all the provinces except
Phong Saly, Houa Phan and Xieng Khouang, all three of which
were largely under Pathet Lao control.
The new grade structure introduced with the 1966 reorganization represents a radical departure from past practice where army
ranks had been used exclusively for police officers and noncommissioned officers. The new designations generally follow the
French police pattern, and each level incorporates an in-grade promotion system of classes that moves a man up from lower to first
class and to "principal," the highest designation authorized for
any specific grade. Principal controller, the equivalent of general
officer, is the highest position authorized, and the men a r e policemen, with "brigadier" used for noncommissioned officer rank. Pay,
which is good by local standards, parallels comparable army scales
(see table 8).
Uniforms closely resemble those of the army and are basically
khaki, with a white uniform authorized for ceremonial and dress
wear. Policeman and noncommissioned officer grades are indicated
by chevrons, and officers wear green shoulder boards displaying
insignia of rank. A patrolman third class wears one white chevron,
and first class wears three. Brigadiers use silver or silver and gold
combinations, according to class. Officers' insignia are similar to
army equivalents, but employ a rosette rather than a star. First
category officers have a silver border around their shoulder boards,
and first class commissioners and above add elaborate embroidery
and crossed palms. Regulations provide for campaign, work, leave,
ceremonial, parade and evening uniforms, but only rarely are more
than one or two categories of dress furnished.
Training

Police training in late 1966 was just entering a new cycle after
the progressive and profitable era from 1955 to 1960 which was
interrupted by the fallow Directorate of National Coordination
period from 1961 to 1965. The government had reinstituted a broad
and comprehensive program, and substantial progress was being
made.
From early 1957 to the end of 1960, a total of 812 policemen
received 3 months' basic training a t the National Police Academy.

Table 8. Grades and Pay of the Lao National Police C q s , October 1966
Grade

Maximum monthly pay
(in kips )

Former designation

First category :
Principal controller - - - Major general . - - - - - - - - - - Controller
From colonel to brigadier
Fourth to first class.
general.
Commissioner
Lieutenant colonel to colonel.
Seventh to first class.
-

Second category :
Assistant commissioner Major - - - _ _ _ - - -.- - -..- - Sixth to first class.
Inspector
From lieutenant to captainSixth to first class
and student.
-

-

-

Third category:
Principal brigadier
Three classes.
Brigadier
Three classes.
Under brigadier
Three classes.
Policeman
Two classes and
probationary.

Master sergeant

-

-

- - -.
----

Sergeant first class- . _ _ - - - - Staff sergeant

_---- -- -_ - .

Private to sergeant

- - - - - .

Approximately K500 equaled US$l at the free market rate during 1966see Glossary.

Some 387 other policemen were trained locally in different sections
of the country in courses conducted by United States technical
personnel and third country contract technicians. An additional
838 police officers were trained abroad. Over 400 of these were
sent to Thailand, and the rest attended schools in the United
States, the Philippines, Singapore, Hong Kong and Malaya. The
United States bore the cost of this training except in the latter
three countries, where costs were shared with the British. The
French sponsored the training of 61 officers in France, and an
equal number completed the 4-year course a t the Thailand Police
College under a n agreement between the Lao and Thai Governments.
With the closing of the National Police Academy in 1961, formal
police training came to a virtual halt. Some on-the-job instruction
was conducted, but it. had little professional guidance and was not
very effectual. The one exception was that about 10 officers were
sent each year to the Thailand Police College.
Upon the return of more normal conditions in 1965, the director
of the Lao National Police Corps instituted refresher courses to

reindoctrinate his personnel in civilian police concepts. By mid1966, 248 police officers and noncommissioned officers had been
graduated from a special training course a t Camp Don Tiou about
14 miles from the capital, an interim facility set up pending the
reopening of the Police Academy a t Done Noune. Three officers
were also sent to the United States to attend the course a t the International Police Academy in Washington.
The Police Corps has several ambitious plans to ensure the
quality of its training. In addition to reactivation of the Police
Academy, a school for inspectors and a high-level institution for
commissioned officers are projected. Decentralized local programs
are being coordinated and standardized, and a maximum of personnel is being sent to overseas training schools. Continued progress on all of these projects depends on the availability of funds,
but these appear to be forthcoming, steadily, if somewhat slowly.
THE PENAL SYSTEM
There is scant information on the prison and correctional system
of the Royal Lao Government and none on the facilities or operations of the neutralists or the Pathet Lao. The government maintains a rudimentary prison system, but i t comprises the barest
facilities and is not organized or centrally controlled. Although
the Ministry of Justice is officially charged with the responsibility
for prisons and most such institutions are on police property, for
the most part the army is relied on for their upkeep and operation.
Each provincial capital has a prison which is controlled and
operated by the governor's staff. In addition to the provincial prisons, the National Prison in Vientiane serves in the dual capacity
of national and provincial prison. It is the country's most elaborate
penal institution and virtually the only one housed in a finished
building and with even the barest facilities. Half of its space is
allocated for use of the military. There is no national law controlling the operation of provincial prisons, and government guidance
or coordination appears to be entirely lacking.
Most detention facilities are extremely primitive. Construction
usually consists of an enclosure of frame or log surrounded by a
barbed wire fence. There are no amenities or facilities, and few
programs exist for the utilization of prison labor. In military
compounds an effort is made to reeducate captured enemy
soldiers, but in general there a r e no programs of prisoner welfare
or training. Prison administration is elementary but prisoners
generally get sufficient food, and there is no widespread mistreatment or brutality. The prison system appears to be generally
accepted by the people, and there is no evidence of dissatisfaction
or military crusades for improvement.
Continuing hostilities have created a need for additional deten-

tion space, and since 1954 the government has periodically resorted
to the use of internment camps to house its prisoners. These have
been makeshift compounds stressing security but little else. They
have usually maintained three levels of restraint, ranging from
Class I internees, made up of rebel leaders considered dangerous,
to Class 111 prisoners, comprising individuals suspected of subversive activity. Many of these camps have been set up, abandoned
and often reactivated in response to changing conditions in the
political climate.

CHAPTER 26
THE ARMED FORCES
At the end of 1966 there were still three separate armed forces
in Laos, the Lao Armed Forces, the Communist Pathet Lao and
the Neutralist Forces of General Kong Le. They had been engaged
in sporadic guerrilla warfare virtually since the country gained its
first limited independence from France in 1949.
The Lao Armed Forces consisted of the Royal Laotian Army,
which claimed a strength of some 65,000 men, the Royal Lao
Air Force of approximately 1,000 men and a small naval force
of 450 men called the Laotian River Flotilla, which operated
on the Mekong River. The central government could also call
on the Lao National Police Corps of approximately 5,000 men
and a variety of irregular local defense units totaling some
28,000 partially trained tribesmen.
The Pathet Lao is the military force of the Communists, and
it supports the Laotian Communist party and the Neo Lao Hak
Xat. It consists of only ground forces, and in 1966 was estimated
to have a strength of 20,000, augmented by about 15,000 regular
Vietnamese troops and advisers.
It also included up to 3,000 dissident former neutralists who
defected to the Pathet Lao under the leadership of General Khammouane and Colonel Deuane.
The Neutralist forces numbered approximately 10,000 men.
It was once allied with the Pathet Lao, but switched to fighting
the Communists in 1962 after growing ideological differences
and Communist intransigence demonstrated that the two groups
could not work together. The Neutralist Army was set up a s a
result of a coup by Kong Le in 1960.
None of the three armed forces has had sufficient time or the
resources to develop a well-rounded establishment, and all have
been handicapped by inexperienced leadership, a scarcity of
technical skills, training deficiencies and an inadequate logistical
support structure. Continuous warfare has, nevertheless, given
them a background of combat experience that has forged them
into veteran forces well adapted to their operational tasks.
The country's divided forces reflect the political rift in a
land where one of its segments is dedicated to the overthrow

of the legitimate government. At the same time, the position of
national unity is maintained by a facade of integration a t the
top government level, by repeated but fruitless efforts to achieve
nationwide coalition and by a leadership that continues to view
its divergent courses as possible paths to unity.
There have been efforts to integrate the three diverse forces
into a single national army, the latest under the provisions of
the 1962 Geneva Agreement on Laos. By the end of 1966, the
neutralists were in close coordination with the regular armed
forces of the government and were working on the details of
integration.
MILITARY TRADITION IN NATIONAL LIFE
I n the distant past, great empires flourished and declined in
the Indochinese peninsula, and the history of Laos began with
a distinctly martial flavor. F a Ngoun, who founded the Kingdom
of Lan Xang in the fourteenth century, consolidated by force of
arms a realm that was considerably larger than present-day Laos.
For .the next 334 centuries Lan Xang held its own, with varying
fortunes, in the turbulent company of aggressive Siamese, Burmese
and Annamite kingdoms.
In 1707 the direct royal line expired, and the kingdom was
divided into three parts. This brought to a close the era of
Laot military distinction. Thereafter, the area that is now Laos
became subject, a t different times, to its western and eastern
neighbors, Siam and Annam (now Thailand and South Vietnam).
Under the French protectorate established in the nineteenth
century, Laos again acquired a degree of sovereign entity. From
the time of the first French military representation in 1893
until its withdrawal in 1954, France's colonial army in Indochina
was charged with the internal security and defense of the kingdom.
This period of foreign domination and tutelage was not one to
create an atmosphere furthering a sense of national purpose or
inspiring outstanding military achievements.
The military establishment of the central government had its
legal basis in the Franco-Laotian Convention of 1949, which
established the kingdom as an independent state within the French
Union. Starting as ,a 1,200-man constabulary-type force, which
was named the Laot National Army, the army grew steadily over
the years and became an increasingly important factor in the
country's subsequent development. It was, however, commanded
almost exclusively by French officers and noncommissioned officers
and was under the operational control of the French commander
in chief in Indochina.
I n 1950 the deteriorating military situation in Vietnam required the transfer of all available French troops from Laos

into the threatened area. The weakening of troop strength made
i t imperative that Laos develop its own forces, and this was made
possible by the allocation of funds from the joint revenues of
the Associated States (Indochina). By the end of the year troop
strength had been increased to 3,000, and in December the Laotian
National Army, commanded by French officers, smashed a Viet
Minh attempt to establish a permanent base 60 miles east of Pakse,
in what is now Sedone Province. In late 1952 the Laotian National
Army had grown to over 12,000, and Laos was the most peaceful
state in Indochina.
Steady increases in strength continued over the next few
years, and Laotian officers and noncommissioned officers eventually
replaced the French. After the departure of the French colonial
army from the area, the country was thrown on its own resources
to meet its increasing military commitments, although substantial
aid in arms and materiel was forthcoming from both France and
the United States. I n 1966 the armed forces, then called the
Armed Forces of the Kingdom, had a strength of over 50,000 men
and was an increasingly significant factor in the political and
cultural life of the nation.
The development of a new military tradition has been slow in
the face of an irregular, ruthless type of warfare where the
issues were not always clearly defined and the enemy was often
a fellow countryman. Moreover, for both the population as a whole
and the armed forces themselves, identification with the nation
was a relatively new concept, since traditionally the interests of
most people were focused locally on their village or kinship area.
There were, nevertheless, indications that a national military
tradition was gradually developing. Years of warfare were
creating a bond that fostered the growth of national consciousness.
The importance of the military to the country's safety, welfare
and stability was being stressed by government officials and
furthered by army psychological units throughout their command
areas. Parades and ceremonies were frequent and well received
by the people. National symbols with military significance, such
as the three-headed elephant of the national flag, were given
ready acceptance and acclaim. In the Royal Armed Forces there
was evidence of improved spirit and morale.
The attitudes and values of the non-government forces in 1966
were more difficult to determine o r to assess. From what is known
of the activities of the Pathet Lao i t is clear that they pursue
the Communist line, and their troops are subjected to propaganda,
indoctrination and ideological coercion. Political commissars attached to military units h d d scheduled periods of instruction to
mold the minds of the men along prescribed lines, and the instill-

ing of a traditional image as liberators resisting the "imperialists"
undoubtedly forms an important part of the program.
The men in the Neutralist forces appeared to be following
an ancient Asian, warlord tradition, with loyalties focused on
an individual leader. The fact that Kong Le kept his forces virtually intact for over 6 years demonstrates the strong hold he
had on his men.
FOREIGN INFLUENCES
The armed forces have always been the product of French
guidance and design, molded by French military tradition and
usage. From the time of the earliest French penetration, the
country was suffused in a French military atmosphere, which was
fostered and maintained by the presence of French troops and the
integration of Laotians into the French colonial army.
When the Lao territorial Army was formed in 1949, the original
cadres were all veterans of French colonial service who carried
over to the Laotian forces the French patterns of their training,
in concepts and physical externals. For the first few years of
its existence, the army continued to rely exclusively on the
French for the schooling of its officers and the training of its
enlisted men; French tactical and theoretical doctrines became
so thoroughly ingrained that they still bear significant weight in
influencing military thinking.
After 1954 (the year of the fall of Dien Bien Phu), however,
France's declining fortunes in its colonial empire and the gradual
increase of United States involvement in Asia had brought about
a pronounced change in the Lao military support situation. A
sizeable United States Military Assistance Advisory Group from
1959 to 1962 had taken over a large part of the training of Lao
forces.
The 1962 Geneva Agreement prohibited the "introduction into
Laos of armament, munitions, and military equipment of all
kinds," except for "a specified quantity of armaments in categories
classified as necessary for the country's defense." The agreement also banned all foreign troops except for a small French
military mission which was permitted to remain and is continuing
its military assistance program, though on a considerably reduced
scale. United States influence left its imprint, however, and many
aspects of its military theory and doctrine are clearly in evidence
in the functioning and operations of the government forces.
The history and activities of the Pathet Lao clearly indicate
that the movement is dominated by the ideology of international
communism and is especially closely related to the communism
of North Vietnam. The movement began in 1950, the result of
subversion instigated by the Communist-backed Viet Minh regime

of North Vietnam, which a t that time dropped its nationalist
facade and openly proclaimed its Communist character (see ch 3,
Historical Setting).
The movement gained adherents over the years and, with
increasing assistance from and participation by its Communist
neighbors, improved steadily in organization and strength. Viet
Minh cadres formed the backbone of its military organization and,
by unceasing coercion and propaganda, made every effort to instill
a spirit of militant aggressiveness in the Laotian soldiers. The
combat efficiency of Pathet Lao units has demonstrated the effectiveness of Communist political indoctrination and rigorous training methods.
There was little indication that General Kong Le's Neutralist
forces had been exposed to foreign pressures or influences of
any significance. The paratroopers of the original battalion employed for the coup had been French trained, and had experienced
the usual contacts with instructors and mission personnel. This,
however, was probably not of sufficient length of time or concentration to have had any particular effect on their views or attitudes.
The General's early acceptance of Pathet Lao support appears
to have been opportunistic rather than stemming from conviction,
and, in fact, the intrusion of Communist pressures and propaganda
methods into his operations was one of the factors that contributed
to his later separation from the Pathet Lao.
THE ARMED FORCES AND THE GOVERNMENT
In theory the country's three separate armed forces are subordinate to the same government. Because of failure to effect
a fusion of the military establishments as called for in the 1962
Geneva Agreement on Laos, however, these forces remain divided,
serving different masters. The Provisional Government of National Union authorized by the 1962 agreement was the legitimate
government of the country in 1966, so the relations between the
government and the armed forces were those with the Armed
Forces of the Kingdom, including the Neutralist Forces (see ch 13,
The Governmental System).
The basic relationships between the government and the armed
forces are governed by the Constitution of 1947, promulgated
under the colonial regime but extensively amended after independence. I t declares Laos to be a unitary, indivisible democratic
kingdom. National sovereignty derives from the people, and the
king is to exercise that sovereignty in accordance with the provisions of the Constitution. The king is the supreme head of the
armed forces and is empowered to establish civil and military
posts and make appointments to them in accordance with the

law. He may not declare war without the agreement of two-thirds
of the membership of the National Assembly.
The king's actual command of the armed forces is, in fact,
restricted, as he must exercise his powers through the intermediary of the minister of national defense. The minister, in turn, is
responsible to the National Assembly for the proper direction of
his department. The Superior Council of the National Armed
Forces acts in the capacity of a joint staff as a consultativle
and advisory body on matters of defense policy. It is made up of
the chiefs of services and designated staff officers.
The military high command, directly subordinate to the minister
of defense, is headed by the commander in chief. He has two
deputy commanders and a General Staff. The General Staff of
the Armed Forces is under a chief of staff, who is assisted by a
director of administration, plans and training. Two deputy chiefs
of staff, for operations and logistics, respecti\-ely, complete the
General Staff. Subordinate to the chief for operations are directors
of psychological warfare, operations, plans and training, and
intelligence; the chief for logistics has subordinate directors of
personnel, logistics and transportation.
Because almost continuous warfare has marked the country's
brief span as an independent nation, its military leaders have
necessarily exerted a significant influence on the political scene.
There has been a degree of separation between the civil and
military components of government, and the civil administration
has generally been supreme, but there has been a noticeable
tendency in recent years toward increased involvement in politics
on the part of the military. This is probably unavoidable, since
most ranking officers are members of the small number of wealthy,
influential families that normally furnishes the country's leadership.
MILITARY ESTABLISHMENT AND THE NATIONAL ECONOMY
A large percentage of the government's revenue-usually over
50 percent--is devoted to the support of the Royal Armed Forces.
Budget estimates for fiscal year 1966 (July 1,1965-June 30,1966)
indicated that the armed forces were allotted K8.4 billion, or 57.1
percent, of the country's total budget of K14.7 billion. This compared with K3.9 billion (50.6 percent) in 1965, and K3.5 billion
in 1964 (approximately K500 equaled US$1 a t the free market
exchange rate during 1966-see Glossary).
Despite these expenditures-which are large in a country with
a subsistence economy based almost entirely on agriculture-the
armed forces are largely dependent on aid from foreign sources.
The high percentage indicates that the government recognizes
that support of its military operations is essential.

The influx of aid funds, for any purpose, bolsters the economy
somewhat, as these funds represent revenues that the government
would not be receiving from other sources. The sums channeled
to the military provide a sizeable group with cash assets that
they would not normally have; they eventually filter down into
local economies. The number of men in military service represents
some 25 percent of all eligible and qualified males, a relatively high
ratio for the area. Many members of the armed forces receive
technical training of value to the civilian economy that they could
not acquire outside the military.
There are no details available on the economic aspects of the
support received by the Pathet Lao. It is known that the Pathet
Lao military effort is entirely Communist supported and receives
a11 its funds, armament and most of its supplies either directly and
largely from North Vietnam, or to a much lesser extent from
Communist China. Budgets, if they exist, are not made public,
and there is little effort to maintain the fiction of identity with
the Government of National Union, although in theory Pathet Lao
areas should participate and share in the national budget. As the
Pathet Lao accept support from a power that is interfering
militarily in Laos, however, i t would be difficult for i t to obtain
a share of the Lao government revenues. From all indications,
Communist aid is provided directly, on an informal basis of demonstrated needs.
MANPOWER
Military manpower statistics are of uncertain reliability. There
has never been an official census, and there are few demographic
figures available. Early 1966 estimates indicated a population of
between 2 million and 2.5 million, with approximately 500,000
men of military age. Of these, about 50 percent are considered
physically fit for service. Probable averages of men reaching
the military age of 18 would indicate some 20,000 annually.
Although many young men in Communist-controlled areas are
not available to the central government, there are still enough
to meet the requirements of the armed forces, but standards of
physical and intellectual fitness are low, and candidates for enlistment require careful screening.
The armed forces have been maintained on a volunteer basis
since their inception under the French protectorate. Once accepted
for service, the Laotian soldier has demonstrated a ready acceptance of discipline and a capacity to endure physical hardship and
primitive conditions. This is somewhat offset, however, by a low
educational level and a complete lack of technical skills ; illiteracy
is about 70 to 75 percent.
Even those who meet physical standards for enlistment are

vulnerable to many ailments that undermine the health of the
population a t large; they often suffer from a variety of endemic
diseases that sap their energy and reduce their effectiveness.
Among the more prevalent diseases are tuberculosis, dysentery,
yaws, malaria and trachoma, all present a t generally high rates.
Dietary deficiencies and debilitating parasites further contribute
to a reduction of physical standards.
There are no exact figures available, but it is recognized that
the manpower of the government military forces is drawn principally from the Lao ethnic group. Estimates in 1966 placed
the percentage a t 56. The Lao are the country's politically dominant and best educated group; they furnish virtually the entire
leadership of the armed forces. The Meo, hardy mountaineers,
mostly from Xieng Khouang Province, make up some 24 percent;
the Tai, 10 percent; and the other 10 percent are from the balance
of the minority groups. The Pathet Lao are reported to be recruited
principally from the Mountain Mon-Khmer and Thai tribes.
I t is unlikely that more than a small handful of the country's
military is in the service because of basic ideological conviction.
Location, circumstance and self-interest usually determine their
affiliation, and in time their loyalties are fixed by association and
mutually shared experiences. In few cases would a soldier have
an alternative to a military career. With a history of constant
warfare that has spanned most of his adult years, military service
has become a way of life.
Procurement and Training of Officers

From 1959 until 1962 the United States Military Assistance
Advisory Group contributed substantially to the training of the
armed forces. The Advisory Group was withdrawn in 1962, and
the training function reverted to the French, who had been authorized to assume sole responsibility under the provisions of the
1962 Geneva Agreement. Except for the short period of United
States participation, training has been conducted almost exclusively by the French.
In addition to attendance a t numerous training establishments
set up in various parts of the country, a number of officers of
the Armed Forces and a few enlisted specialists are sent for
additional schooling to training facilities in neighboring countries
and France. Over 10 percent of the officers have attended French
schools and academies and taken specialized courses in various
branch and service institutions, and military medical and technical
schools. Some have been sent to the French Staff College (Ecole
d'Etat Major) and the War College (Ecole Supkrieur de Guerre).
There are two officer training facilities in the country, the
Lao Military Academy for regular officers and the Reserve Officers

Training School. Officer procurement is on the basis of selection
from the ranks or voluntary application, but because of a shortage
of qualified candidates the schools rarely operate at capacity.
Although they t r y to be realistic in the matter of entrance requirements, training academies must maintain relatively high standards, and, as a result, i t is rare that a new class is able to open
with a full complement. The required scholastic and physical
qualifications generally limit the field of applicants to young men
of the well-to-do families, with an education well above the country's norm. Although there have been marked improvements in the
last few years in the civilian school system and in the diffusion
of educational opportunities, it will be some time before this will
be reflected in an increase of qualified candidates for officer training (see ch 9, Education).
Procurement and Training of Enlisted Personnel

In 1950 the central government issued a decree requiring. 18
months' military service for all qualified males, but i t has never
been necessary to resort to conscription. The country's economy
offers young men few career opportunities, and the high pay and
relative advantages of military service usually attract a surplus
of prospective recruits eager to volunteer for the armed forces.
Minimum age for enlistment is set a t 16, and a man may sign
up for a period of from 6 months to 5 years. The shorter terms
are designed to provide a military background for schoolteachers
and other specialists and technicians essential to government
operation. Recruiting offices are available in most centers of
population, and new men are accepted as vacancies or needs arise.
They are given physical examinations, and those who qualify are
sent to one of the several basic training centers in the various
geographic areas of the country. Upon completion of basic training, which may last from 6 to 12 weeks, a man may be assigned
to a tactical unit or be selected for specialist training, in which
case he is sent to a technical school.
Once assigned to a unit, a man's training is continuous throughout his military career. When not actually engaged in combat, he
receives on-the-job instruction in his specialized field. Noncommissioned officers usually come from the ranks and a r e selected
on the basis of experience and proven capability. Most are career
men with several years' service, and the corps of noncommissioned
officers generally constitutes one of the principal mainstays of the
military services. A few have been able to attend formal courses
for specialized training, but their number has not been sufficient
to ensure a uniform or consistent quality of supervision and
instruction. The Noncommissioned Officers Training School in
Vientiane offers advanced professional training for selected senior

noncommissioned officers. Although this school has a capability for
handling some 500 men a year, actual attendance is usually well
below capacity.
The training mission maintained by France is not prepared to
provide a broad program covering the entire military establishment. Its efforts a r e confined to specific essential areas; in other
fields much of its work is only superficially advisory. In the fields
that i t covers i t does provide an effective level of training, but
this is not of sufficient scope to meet the full needs of the armed
forces. The armed forces has been further handicapped by the
almost continuous state of hostilities, which has required the
commitment of a large proportion of its strength to military
operations; thus, i t has been unavailable for any comprehensive
program of individual and unit training. Results consequently
have been spotty and, in many areas, inadequate.
The little that is known about the training of Pathet Lao troops
conforms to the expected Communist pattern. Most training,
including unending political instruction and indoctrination, is
conducted or supervised by the Vietnamese advisors or Chinese
observers attached to Pathet Lao units. The performance of North
Vietnamese troops in the field would indicate a relatively good
quality of instruction. There is no information on schools o r more
formal aspects of training, but it is known that periodic quotas,
usually men selected for their political reliability, are sent for
advanced training to technical facilities in Communist countries.
Service in any of the armed forces offers the average young
man a desirable and respected career that for the most part is
eagerly sought after. There are indications of some involuntary
impressment in Pathet Lao areas, but in the government forces the
number of volunteers more than meets military personnel requirements. As an individual the serviceman in the royal forces
is in a favored segment of the society, and his environment and
conditions of service meet a high local standard. Although his
routine is relatively arduous and on occasion he must face the
hazards of his vocation, he has status, a degree of security and
many amenities and advantages that would be difficult to obtain in
civilian life.
MISSION AND ORGANIZATION OF THE ARMED FORCES
The mission of the armed forces is the preservation of the
kingdom's national integrity. This entails the traditional military
responsibility of maintaining a state of readiness to defend the
nation and implement its military policies. The Pathet Lao, on
the other hand, have an avowed mission to win the support of the
people, suborn the government and establish a Communist regime
over the entire country.

The ground forces in addition to territorial defense, have had
a further responsibiIity to preserve internal security. The mission
of the Royal Lao Air Force is the air defense of the country and
provision of air support to the ground forces. This includes reconnaissance, medical evacuation and tactical air support. The Laotian
River Flotilla is charged with patrolling the Mekong River and
transporting military personnel and supplies as required. Years
of constant warfare have given the armed forces a background
of combat experience that has resulted in an army of battle-hardened veterans. I t was, however, experience based on limited operations, usually confined to small-unit tactics in engagements using
only small arms. None of the country's armies as constituted in
1966 was a balanced force, and none was a sophisticated military
establishment in the modern sense.
The limited scope of the country's military establishment has
dictated a basic organizational structure that is direct and uncomplex. Both government and antigovernment forces follow the
same general pattern, but a somewhat more formal framework is
evident in the more sophisticated establishment of the royal
government.
The Royal Armed Forces comprise the ground forces the Royal
Lao Air Force, Lao River Flotilla and Auto Defense Forces. The
ground forces are the dominant component and, in effect, control
and direct the other elements of the armed forces. Headquarters
of the armed forces, as well as the headquarters of the air force,
are a t Vientiane, where the General Staff of the Armed Forces of
the kingdom is located.
Directly under the General Staff are the arms and services,
the Artillery Command, Armored Command, Air Force, Quartermaster, Engineers and Medical Corps, as well as two major tactical
commands, the Northern Front and the Southern Front. These
control the seven military zones into which the country is divided,
and each zone commander is charged with responsibility for
operational and administrative control of all troops and installations in his area.
The battalion is the largest tactical unit and is composed of a
headquarters, a headquarters company and three field companies.
Rifle companies have a headquarters, a heavy weapons platoon and
three to five rifle platoons. Paratroops battalions are similarly
organized, and artillery and armored forces operate in battalionsize elements called "groups." These usually operate independently
under direction of the commander of the zone in which they are
located.
In late 1966 there were sufficient stocks of small arms and
individual equipment for the government forces. These consisted

generally of conventional, infantry-type weapons and included
machineguns, recoilless rifles, grenades, mortars and some artillery. Largest weapons in the inventory were United States 105mm howitzers. There were a few old tanks and armored cars,
but these were limited, as was the artillery, to passable main roads
and could not be employed during the rainy season. Vehicle and
equipment maintenance was marginal and was complicated by
shortages of spare parts and qualified maintenance personnel.
Both the air force and the river force were small and had a
simple organizational structure. Both were component elements of
the army. The Royal Laotian Air Force consisted of a single
squadron, with operational flights designated for transport and
tactical air support.
The Lao River Flotilla was organized into a headquarters section and five squadrons. It had its headquarters a t Chinaimo,
in the vicinity of Vientiane. Its equipment consisted of landing
craft and a variety of miscellaneous patrol and cargo craft. These
were mostly shallow-draft vessels designed for river operations.
I n late 1966 the River Flotilla had over 50 craft, which were conducting regular patrols along all the navigable sections of the
Mekong and its major tributaries.
The Auto Defense Forces constitute a type of regional militia
that is used as a guerrilla force to support the regular army.
They are indirectly responsible to zone commanders through the
local army commanders in their areas. Most of them are loosely
organized into companies of approximately 100 men; in practice
they are usually more responsive to their local leaders than to .the
regular military chain of command. The troops generally operate
in their home areas and some are used extensively in irregular
activities.
Information on the Pathet Lao forces is scanty and generally
unreliable. The Neutralist forces adhere to battalion composition,
but data are not available on the specifics of its organization.
Neutralist headquarters are a t Vang Vieng in Vientiane Province,
and most of the troops are concentrated in that area and around
Muong Soui. The Neutralists a r e reported to have some artillery,
up to 105-mm howitzers. While he was supported by the Pathet
Lao, Kong Le received about 40 light tanks from the Soviet Union,
but by 1964 he had lost over 30 of them; by 1966 he had none
that were operational.
The Neutralist force is neutral only in that i t has so f a r resisted integration with the Royal Armed Forces. The army affirms
its loyalty to the king. Although nominally subordinate to the
General Staff of the Regular Armed Forces, the Neutralist forces

operate much more independently than the Regular Armed Forces
and to date maintain a distinct identity.
Most of the information about the Pathet Lao and the Communist forces supporting them stems from intelligence estimates
based on observation, interrogation and, much of it, on surmise.
It is, nevertheless, valid for the most part for forming an approximation of the general situation. It is known that, following the
usual Communist pattern, the Pathet Lao forces are completely
subordinate to the local political organization, the Neo Lao Hak
Xat. Communist advisers, both Chinese and Vietnamese, are attached to virtually all units, and i t is probable that they direct
most of the operations. Vietnamese troops are integrated into
Pathet Lao formations, either by cadres in individual units o r by
incorporating North Vietnamese units into the Pathet Lao organization.
Pathet Lao forces also included two relatively small groups
who deserted from the Neutralist forces. These were known by
the names of their commanders and designated the Deuane dissidents and the Khammouane dissidents.
CONDITIONS OF SERVICE

The general environment and physical conditions surrounding
military life have not changed significantly since French colonial
times. Many facilities constructed under the French protectorate
continued in use, and many of the newer ones still followed
familiar French patterns. Despite almost 15 years of independence,
most military installations still retained the appearance and atmosphere of a French colonial garrison.
The life of a soldier in the Pathet Lao was somewhat more
austere than in the government forces, due in part to circumstances of geography, and in part to differences in attitudes and
outlook. In the government forces, however, the serviceman was
for the most part well cared for by the authorities, and his
conditions of service were a t a high level of dignity and comfort
in relation to normal local standards. The serviceman's life was
not one of ease. Discipline was strict and could be severe, but if
a man observed the rules he could expect fair treatment and
recognition for his efforts.
Military posts were scattered throughout the country; these
adequately met the needs of the services. I n general, quarters,
food and pay were as good a s a man could find outside the service,
and in many cases they were considerably better. There were
separate accommodations for officers, and on some stations there
was housing for families. Troop barracks were mostly of wooden
frame construction with corrugated tin roofs, but occasionally
there were more elaborate buildings of stucco with tile roofs.

There were other advantages that added attraction to a military
career, such a s accrual of leave, medical care, survivor benefits
and plans for a retirement system that was expected to be adopted
in the near future. Rations were generally superior in both quantity and quality to the food consumed by much of the population ;
standards of nutrition were higher and provided greater variety
and a more balanced diet. Menus were built on a rice base and
conformed to local dietary patterns ;the average soldier considered
himself well fed.
Military pay was good by Southeast Asian standards and was
a significant factor affecting the high enlistment and reenlistment
rate. There was no valid comparison with civilian earnings, as
there was no wage-earning labor forces to use as a yardstick,
but servicemen make up a sizeable percentage of the small number
of Laotians who are on a money economy.
UNIFORMS, INSIGNIA AND DECORATIONS
The rank and grade structure of the Armed Forces is the
same for the army, air force and river force and has undergone
virtually no change from that in use in the French army during the
colonial era. It follows the army pattern, which generally conforms to standard Western equivalents. The Neutralist forces
adhere to the same pattern, and the Pathet Lao is similar in most
respects, but with some changes in designations and terminology.
In general, areas of responsibility for commissioned officers follow
usual military practice, with lieutenants commanding platoons
and captains in charge of companies. Among noncommissioned
officers, squad leaders are usually sergeants, and corporals serve
as assistants; higher grades may occupy staff positions or serve as
platoon sergeants or unit sergeant majors.
Officers' insignia of grade are displayed on shoulder boards, and
noncommissioned officers' chevrons are worn on the upper sleeve.
I n 1959 French insignia, which had been used exclusively up to
that time, were replaced by a new Laotian system, although
French nomenclature was retained. Shoulder boards are red, with
a %-inch gold border for general and field grade officers, and a
thin-line gold border for company grade. Starting with field grade,
a gold device of a wreathed trident is augmented with the appropriate number of stars to indicate grade. Field grade stars are
mounted on a circular lotus-leaf rosette. For field wear, shoulder
boards are replaced by a small rectangular cloth tab bearing the
insignia and worn over the right pocket. Noncommissioned officers'
chevrons are of gold o r silver cloth, worn with the points down.
There is little strict uniformity, however, and many variations are
seen (see table 9).

Table 9. Rank and Insignia of the Royal Armed Forces of Laos, October 1966
Rank

United States equivalent

Insignia

GCnCral de division. - Major general
- - - 3 silver stars
GCnCral de brigade- - - Brigadier general - - 2 silver stars
- -.
- - - Colonel - - _ _ _ _ _ - - _ Field grade device and 3 gold
Colonel - -..- -.
stars
Lieutenant colonel - - Lieutenant colonel 5- Field grade device and 2 gold
stars
_ _ Major - - - - - _ - - - - - - Field grade device and 1gold
Commandant _
star
Capitaine _ - - - _ - _ _ _Captain - - - - - - - - - - - 3 gold stars
Lieutenant ._ _ _ _ _ _ _ First lieutenant - - - - - 2 gold stars
Sous lieutenant _ _ _ _ Second lieutenant - - 1 gold star
Aspirant _ _ _ _ _ -.._ .Officer candidate - - - 1yellow stripe across end of
shoulder board
Elhve officier - _.
..
Cadet or probationary 1 yellow stripe broken by 2
transverse black bars
officer
Chief warrant officer _ 1 gold stripe across end of
Adjudant chef ..
shoulder board
Warrant officer .- - - - 3 gold chevrons
Master sergeant - - - 2 gold chevrons
1gold chevron
Sergeant first class
Sergeant - - _ - - - - - - - - 3 silver chevrons
Corporal - - - - - - - - - - - 2 silver chevrons
Private first class- - - - 1 silver chevron
Private - - - _ _ _ _ - - - - - None
-

-

- - - -

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

- -

The uniforms of the country's armies are basically similar;
they are built up from tropical khaki shirts and trousers and
elaborated with identifying accessories and insignia to lend a
factional or national character. The uniforms of the government
forces have been furnished by France or the United States and
follow their standard pattern and design. Pathet Lao forces receive
their uniforms from North Vietnamese or Chinese sources, and
their cut and tailoring reflect Communist styling. Uniforms are
simple and utilitarian, and are designed for operational use rather
than formal or ceremonial wear.
The basic uniform of the Royal Armed Forces is the khaki
shirt and trousers. Shirt sleeves are rolled above the elbow for
field wear as the weather dictates; trousers are tucked into combat boots or leggings for field or garrison wear and worn loose
with low-quarter shoes for dress. Headgear is usually the red
beret or khaki fatigue cap for enlisted men; officers wear the
peaked garrison cap. Air force men sometimes wear the blue
French calot, or overseas cap. Officers also have a khaki coat and
a white dress uniform f o r off-duty wear. Class A uniforms and
garrison caps are sometimes issued to enlisted men for special

duties or assignments. The king's Royal Guard and other special
ceremonial formations wear the red beret with a red web belt.
All troops wear plain red shoulder boards for dress.
Troops are issued garrison uniforms, battle dress and fatigues.
These are known as the number 1parade uniform, combat uniform
and work uniform. Field uniforms are identical for officers and
enlisted men are are sometimes worn with a steel helmet. Khaki
trousers and long-sleeved shirts are worn by noncommissioned
officers and men for dress. Battalions have distinctive unit badges;
officers wear them as metal devices suspended from the button
of the right breast pocket; enlisted men have cloth patches worn
on the left sleeve a t the shoulder. Identifying branch insignia
of metal are worn by officers and occasionally by enlisted men.
French-type paratroops and airborne badges are sometimes worn
-the former over the right pocket of the shirt and the latter
usually on the right side of the beret. Pilot's wings closely resemble
the United States insigne.
When possible, each man is furnished a complete set of uniforms, web belt, canteen, mess gear, raincoat and other necessary
equipment. In addition, he receives a supply of personal items,
such as towels and socks. Clothing and equipment are of generally
good quality, are simple and comfortable and adequately meet
the soldier's needs. His appearance has not changed radically from
the soldier of the French colonial forces, but accessories and
distinctive devices are designed to stress his consciousness of
service to an independent nation.
There are three major national decorations that may be awarded
for military accomplishment or outstanding civil service. The
country's senior decoration is the Order of the Million Elephants
and the White Parasol. Established in 1844, i t closely parallels the
French Legion of Honor in form and structure and consists of
five grades ranging upward from chevalier through officer, commander, grand officer and grand cross. The ribbon is red decorated
with a yellow line design. It may be awarded to foreign personnel
as well as Laotians.
The Phagna Mahonosit order serves the same purpose, but has
a lower precedence. I t is named after Mahonosit, a famous historical military leader; Phagna indicates honor or award. It is
presented to nationals only and carries with i t titles in various
degrees somewhat similar to the British orders of knighthood.
The third ranking national order is the Order of the Reign.
This is awarded in three classes, distinguished by medals of gilt,
silver or bronze. I t is a circular medal bearing the king's profile
on the obverse. The ribbon is yellow with red edges. In 1962 an
additional medal for meritorious service was established, the

Medal of Government Recognition. It may be awarded to both civil
and military personnel for outstanding accomplishment during
times of hostilities.
There are two service-type medals for military personnel.
The Combat Medal is similar in purpose to the United States
Combat Infantryman's Badge, and the Order of War Veterans
is a general service award for active duty during hostilities. The
ribbon is red, with wide white stripes edged in yellow. The country
has several other specialized orders and awards to recognize
achievement in various fields, such as the Order of Civic Merit and
the Order of Agricultural Merit. These are closely patterned after
French counterparts.
LOGISTICS
The logistic support of government forces is almost entirely
dependent on outside aid and assistance, mostly from the United
States and France. Virtually all military supplies must originate
outside of the country, as there is no internal capability for the
manufacture of arms, munitions, vehicles or other items of military hardware, and there is an extremely limited maintenance capability in qualified personnel or equipment. Internal distribution of
supplies is effected from central depots to the military zones. This
is the responsibility of the general staff, where individual technical
service chiefs directly subordinate to the Deputy Chief of Staff for
Logistics maintain and control base depots in the Vientiane and
Savannakhet areas. These depots are also responsible for fourth
echelon, or depot level maintenance.
In general there are adequate quantities of basic items on
hand, such as uniforms and personal equipment for routine operations. Sufficient quantities of modern individual weapons exist,
and they are maintained in good condition. There are only limited
stockpiles of reserve materiel, however, to meet emergencies or
cope with special situations. The shortage of transportation is
the result of the high percentage of vehicles out of operation
because of the lack of spare parts or unavailability of maintenance
technicians. Telecommunications equipment is obsolete for the
most part and often in a state of disrepair. In spite of the problems, however, materials do get through, and the forces are able to
maintain the limited-scale operations they are prepared to undertake.
The armed forces control no military hospitals, and civilian
hospitals, which are responsible for both military and civilian
patients, are utilized. Most hospitals have a separate military
section which includes a laboratory, storerooms and, in some
instances, separate operating rooms. X-ray facilities are used
jointly. In cases of emergency near centers of population, ambu-

lances assigned to civilian hospitals are used. Although there is
no formal system of medical or battlefield evacuation, most sick
or wounded troops are evacuated by air.
Although little is known of the logistic arrangements of the
Neutralist forces and the Pathet Lao, there is every indication
that they are faced with similar problems. The neutralist forces
are becoming increasingly dependent on the central government
and, thus indirectly, on foreign aid. They have also received some
direct assistance from other countries. Pathet Lao requirements
are met from Chinese and North Vietnamese sources, but there
is no specific information on their modus operandi. Experience
in the field and examination of captured men and materials have
not indicated any relatively greater capability or success in Communist logistic operations.
Military justice during the colonial era relied entirely on the
established system found throughout the French military establishment. This u7as based on permanent military tribunals that
were set up to try all offenses subject to the military penal code.
Each -of the component areas of Indochina, Laos included, had its
permanent court that handled all military cases except those involving minor infractions subject to nonjudicial punishment.
After independence the country established its own system,
patterned largely on French precedents. In 1966 the system was
still in a period of formation and development because of a
perennial lack of qualified personnel to administer it. Little information has been released on the details of its operation, but it
is known that the normal judiciary functions of the armed forces
are under the direction of a chief justice who heads a headquarters
staff section called the Military Justice Division. I t has been difficult to find qualified personnel for this staff section, and a t no time
has i t had more than a handful of officers and men.
There are indications that only one type of court is used, convened as needed and made up of officers selected from prepared
lists of eligibles. Courts-martial appear to be used only in cases
of serious offenses, and usually they sit a t army headquarters in
Vientiane. In like with the precedent of the French army, both
officers and noncommissioned officers have relatively wide latitude
in dispensing summary justice and ay mete out punishments
within prescribed limits, including estriction and confinement,
without resorting to a formal trial. In practice the greater percentage of military offenses is handled in this way.
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GLOSSARY
baccalaure'at-Secondary school degree in Laos. First baccaluuriat
is conferred on those completing 12 years of school; second
baccalaure'nt marks completion of final (thirteenth) year. Popularity known as the bac.
ban-The
village in Laos and the smallest administrative subdivision of the national territory.
Cluster Progra-Development
program administered by the
government of Laos, supported by United States foreign aid.
Its purpose is to provide health, educational, transportation
and agricultural facilities and services for selected groups of
villages.
collgge-In Laos, an intermediate school offering only the first 4
years of the full secondary school course.
Colombo Plan-Devised
a t Colombo, Ceylon, in 1950 by British
Commonwealth foreign ministers. Its purpose is the cooperative
economic and social development of the countries of South and
Southeast Asia.
Foreign Exchange Operations Fund--A consortium representing
the United States, France, the United Kingdom, Australia and
Japan, which maintains a mutually agreed upon exchange rate
for the kip, q.v. Sometimes known as FEOF.
Forward Area Program-Rural
welfare program undertaken in
1965; financed by United States foreign aid and designed to
meet critical short-range needs of communities in areas threatened by the Pathet Lao.
hai cultivation--System of farming found in the uplands. Involves
shifting to newly cleared fields every few years when fertility
of old fields is exhausted. Sometimes called rai cultivation or
swidden farming.
K h e T r a d i t i o n a l name used by ethnic Lao in referring to the
Mountain Mon-Khmer. A Laotian term meaning savage or
slave. It is resented by those to whom i t is applied. Nonpejorative
term is Phouteng.
khene-A seven-tone musical wind instrument; most popular of
the traditional Laotian instruments.
khoueng-The largest administrative subdivision of the national
territory; a province.

kip-Currency unit in Laos, written K. The official exchange rate
for certain transactions was K240 per dollar in late 1966, and
the legal free market rate for all other transactions was held
a t K500 per dollar by the Foreign Exchange Operations Fund,
q.v. These rates were set on January 1, 1964, after devaluation
of official rate from Kg0 per dollar. No par value agreed with
International Monetary Fund.
Lan Xang-The Lao kingdom which flourished between the midfourteenth and late seventeenth centuries. A period considered
by the ethnic Lao a s the golden age of Laos.
for national independence a t the end of
Lao Zssara-Movement
World War 11. Engaged in by prominent Laotian political figures,
most of whom had to live in exile until 1949.
Laotian People's Liberation Army-The
military force of the
Pathet Lao.
lgce'e-Educational institution normally offering a complete secondary school course, the satisfactory completion of which is
prerequisite for entrance into a university.
Mahanaby-The larger and more worldly of the two Buddhist
orders of monks in Laos.
Mekong Committee-Committee for the Coordination and Investigation of the Lower Mekong Basin. Under the auspices of the
United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the F a r
East, i t is concerned with planning and policy direction for
development of the mineral, hydroelectric and irrigation potential of the lower Mekong River and its tributaries.
Mountain Mon-Khmer-An ethnolinguistic category composed of
a number of distinct units of highland villagers. The largest
minority grouping in Laos. See also Kha.
muong-Administrative
subdivision or district, composed of a
group of tasseng, q.v.
Muong Lan Xang Hom Khao-Land of a Million Elephants and
White Parasol. Full and traditional name of the Kingdom of
Laos.
ncc cultivation-Sedentary farming system found in river valleys
and lowlands, utilizing irrigation and basically concerned with
raising wet rice.
nai ban-Title
of a village headman among ethnic minorities of
Laos. See also pho ban.
Neo Lao Hak Xat-United Lao Patriotic Front. Political organization of the insurgent Pathet Lao; a legally recognized political
party in Laos since the mid-1950's.
Operation Brotherhood-Privately sponsored organization, staffed
mainly by Philippine professional personnel and financed by
United States foreign aid. I t operates medical facilities in Laos
and trains medical technicians. Sometimes known as OB.

Pathet Lao-Lao State. Military and political movement of Laotian
revolutionaries. Nominally directed by Prince Souphanouvong in
1966, the Pathet Lao has been associated with the Viet Minh
since i t was formed in 1951.
phi-According to belief in Laos antedating Buddhism, the spirits
of nature that control man's daily life and must be placated.
pho ban--Title of a village headman among the ethnic Lao. See
also nai ban.
Phouteng-See Kha.
phra s a n g h a r a j e T h e head of the Buddhist religious hierarchy in
Laos.
sampot-Traditional baggy, knee-length trousers worn by men in
Laos.
sangha--The Buddhist community of monks.
tasseng-Administrative subdivision composed of a group of villages (ban) ; roughly equivalent to the French canton.
Thammayut-Smaller and more ascetic of the two orders of Buddhist monks in Laos, concentrated largely in the south.
Theravada Buddhism-School of the Elders. One of the two major
forms of Buddhism and the official religion of Laos.
USZP-United States Import Program. A commodity import program.
Viet M i n h c A Communist-led Vietnamese organization which
actively opposed the French and the Japanese during World
War 11. After the war it spearheaded Vietnamese resistance to
French rule, and in 1953 invaded Laos, accompanied by Pathet
Lao forces.
Village Cluster Program-See Cluster Program.
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209-275 (see also physical environ- Executive, the: 157-160 (see also political dynamics)
ment)
the King: 157-158
agriculture : 215-228
the Prime Minister and Council
domestic trade : 247-256
of Ministers : 158-160
(ECAFE) ,Loatian phase: 235
economic independence problems : ?thnic groups and languages: 49-50
(table I ) , 51-61
209-211
ethnic and linguistic classificaexpenditures, Government : 276tion: 49-50 (table I ) , 52 (see
277 (table 6)
also individual groups)
exports: 215, 258-259 (Table 3 ) ,
distribution of: 52-53 (fig. 5), 54
261-262 (table 4)
the peoples of Laos: 54-58 (see
foreign assistance : 263
also social structure; family;
foreign economic relations : 257religion)
268
attitudes and relations !among
industry : 229-236
ethnic groups : 58-59
labor relations and organization:
237-245
language and communication : 59national, current economy: 21161
213
foreign: 57
potentials : 225
Europeans : 43
problems of economic indepen'amily: 75-86 (see also social strucdence : 209-211
ture; political dynamics)
trade, external: 212
Laos family and kinship : 75-77
education: 105-118 (see also religion)
household : 75-77
education in the past (traditional) : 106-107
family relationships : 78
French Secular schools : 107-108
kindred : 77-78
educational system, public: 110,
life cycle and the household:
112-116
78-81
educational system, formal
family and kinship in tribal com(1966) : 108-118
munities: 81-82
elections : v, 32
Tribal Tai : 82-83
elections, January 1, 1967 : 270
Mountain Mon-Khmer : 83-84
electric service: 234
(see also social structure)
elephant : 15
Meo: 85-86
elite, Western-educated : 29, 66, 94,
other tribal peoples : 86
204
: 23-24,38,119
Fa
Ngoun
Emerald Buddha : 25,120,129
employment conditions : 237-242 (see ?arming: 149
Faydang: 73
also population and labor force)

1

foreign influences : 298-299 (see also
historical setting)
Communist-backed Viet Minh regime : 298
French guidance (military) : 298
French tactical and theoretical
doctrines : 298
Loatian integration into French
army: 298
Pathet Lao movement and North
Vietnam communism : 298-299
effectiveness of Communist political indoctrination and rigorous training methods : 299
forestry: 15,226-227
forest products : 226
forest products, secondary: 226
formal educational svstem (see educational system, formal)
Forward Area (U.S.) Program: 100101 (see also Glossary)
France: 1-2, 15, 18, 20-21, 26-28, 30,
32, 45, 51, 58, 60-61, 72, 74, 87,
117,119,197,268
aid: 101, 111, 181, 188, 233, 235,
257
colonial period: 21, 26-28, 48, 66,
99,153,182,206,209,242
educational influence : 105-109,
111,116-117,206
military : 29-30,32,74,302
Sjam treaty (1904);27
France and Associated States: 31
Franco-Loatian commission : 30
France-Laotian Treaty (October 22,
1953) : 31,185
Free French government, de Gaulle's :
21
French Indochinese Federation : 163
French Escole SGperieur de Fuerre :
302
Fl-en& Staff College (Escole d'Etat
Major) : 302
French
: 31
Free Lao (see Lao Zssara)
Free World (weekly news) : 200
Friendship Association of Former
Laotian Students Abroad : 175
funeral practices : 81,139-140

FEOF (see Foreign Exchange Operation Fund)
1
fertile soil : 216-217
I
festivals : 140-142
1
financial and monetary system: 269279
the budget: 275
expenditures : 276
revenues: 276-277 (table 6),
278 (table 7)
currency:270-272
financing the deficit: 278-279
National Bank of Laos : 272-274
other financial institutions : 274275
fishing: 149,227
food crops, secondary : 223
folk a r t : 122
foreign aid :
United States: 42-43, 111, 257,
265-267, (see also agriculture)
Technical advice : 99-102
foreign relations : 181-192
policy formation and objectives :
181-184 (see also physical environment ; historical setting ;
character and structure of the
economy; the armed forces;
political dynamics; public information; the governmental

system)
International Conferences and
Organizations : 184-187
Relations with other countries:
187-192
foreign economic relations : 257-268
composition of trade: 258-259
(table 3 ) , 260
direction of trade : 261-262 (table
4)
financing international transactions : 263-264 (table 5), 265
United States Foreign Aid : 265267
other foreign assistance : 267268
foreign assistance, Communist :
268
Foreign Exchange Operations Fund
(FEOF) : 264-265, 269-270 (see
aIso Glossary)
foreign exchange stabilization fund:
258

General Staff : 305
Geneva agreements, 1954: 22, 187-188
Geneva Agreement on Loas, 1962 : 169,
298
Geneva Conference : 36-37

Geneva conference, 1954: 32, 177, 184
(see a b o historical setting)
Geneva Conference, 1961: 185
Geneva Conference of 1962 : 153, 181,
188-189,265
Germany, West : 115,192,275
Glossary : 331-333
gold market, London : 260
gold : 230,260
government, principles of: 154-15'
(see also historical setting; educa
tion; political values and attitudes
religion)
Government of National Union: 22
32-33, 36-37, 132, 153 160, 165, 173
175,177,191,201
government, role of:
agricultural assistance : 227-228
industry: 235-236 (see also finan.
cia1 and monetary system)
labor affairs: 244-245 (see alsc
the governmental system)
government system: 153-167 (see alsc
political dynamics)
principles of government : 154157 (see also historical setting;
education; political values and
attitudes ; religion)
the Executive: 157-160
the Legislature : 160-162
the Judiciary: 163 (see also public order and safety)
territorial organization : 163-166
public service: 166-167 (see abc
domestic trade)
Great Britain : 36,189,200
Great Britain Treaty, 1896: 27
Gregorian calendar : 93
Group of Thirty-Three : 178-179
gypsum: 230

health: 88-89 (see also living conditions, religion)
High Court of Justice: 162
highways: 10,17-18
highway system: 233,254,266
historical setting: 21-38
advent of Lao People: 22-23
awareness of history : 37-38
Division and French rule: 26-28
Independence and Civil War: 1,
31-37
Lan Xang : 23-25
World War I1 and transition: 3831
Ho Chi Minh : 189-190
Ho Chi Minh Trail: 2, 17, 30, 172, 189
holidays : 205 (see also religion)
Hom Khao (Laud of a Million Elephants and White Parasol) : 21
Hong Kong : 58,95,225,233,260
horses: 225
hospitals : 91-92
Houa Khong : 28
Houa Khong Province: 71, 102, 222,
226
Houa Phan: 10,27,32,34,165,291
Houa Phan province : 10,32,222,227
Hindu influence : 119
housing: 96-97,233
hnnting : 227

images of the State and the Nation:
204-206 (see also political dynamics ; foreign relations ; ethnic groups
and languages; the government system ; religion ; public information ;
historical setting)
import programs, commodity : 263264
imports, United States: 4
imports: 259 (table 3), 260, 261-262
(table 4), 264 (table 5), (see also
hai cultivation: 215, 218, 220-221 (sen
agriculture; industry)
also ethnic groups and languages; Independence and Civil War: 1, 31,
and Glossary)
37-38, 182 (see also foreign ecoHalpern, Joel M. : 132
nomic relations ; the armed forces)
Hammarskjold, United Nations Secre- [ndependent Party: 176
t a r y General Dag : 34,185
[ndia: 35,119
handicraft skills: 46-47 (see also eth- [ndian culture : 1
nic groups and languages)
[ndian influence: 23, 5655,119
handloom : 233
[ndian traders : 247-248,250
Hanoi: 36
[ndic language: 60, 120
Hanoi Medical School : 89
[ndochina: v, 21, 26, 28, 31, 43, 48,
H a Sip Xat: 135
252,257
hatit : 133 (see also education)
[ndochinese peninsula : see x (fig. I ) ,
Haw (or Ho) : 51,53 (fig. 5), 249
7,119

IndoChinese Public Health and Medi
cal Service: 88
Indonesia : 192
industry : 229-236
construction :233-234
manufacturing : 230-233
mining: 229-236
power resources : 234-235
role of government : 235-236
information activities, foreign : 199200
dissemination of information : 19:
(see a b o historical setting)
financial and technical assistance,
200
information, other means of dissemi.
nation: 196-197
Insisiengmay, Deputy Prime Ministel
Leuan: 179
internal security : 258
International Monetary Fund (IMF) :
263-264, 267 (see also financial and
monetary system)
international transactions, financing :
263-264 (table 5), 265
iron: 230
intellectual operation : 119-126
International Civil Aviation Organization: 187
International Commission for Supervision and Control: 32, 36-37, 185186
International Conferences and Organizations: 184-187 (see also historical setting; foreign economic relations)
International Labor Organization : 48,
245
International Monetary Fund (IMF) :
187
International Telecommunications
Union: 187
Israel: 192

Ka: 70
karma: 130
Kha: 23, 52, 59 (see also Glossary)
Khammouana mountain : 9 (fig. 2)
Khammouane province: 10, 45, 52, 283
Khemmarat : 11
khene: 79, 122 (see also Glossary)
Khmer see Cambodia : 23,55
Khmer empire: 22,25,119-120,121
Khmu: 41, 52-53 (fig. 5), 54, 60, 72,
83, 144, 227, 247, 249, 251 (see also
social structure; ethnic groups and
languages)
Khone Falls: 11,18
Bhong: 108
khoueng : 163 (see also Glossary)
Khoun Borom: 23,38
Khoun Lo: 23,38
King: 29,31,34-36,131, 141, 153-154,
178, 276 (see also historical setting;
political dynamics)
King, The: 157-158 (see also political
dynamics)
chief executive of the government: 157
commander in chief of the armed
forces : 157
duties of the King: 157-158
rules of succession: 157
supreme head of state : 157
Kingdom of Laos : 63-74
King's adviser : 24
King's Council (Upper House) : 153,
162,284
King Savang Vatthana : 34,153
kip: 31 (see also Glossary)
Kiukiang, China : 56,74
tiong Le (see Le, Kong)
Kublai Khan: 22
kwan: 88,136,138-139
Kwangsi: 51

abor and employers : 242-244
labor organizations : 242-243
Japan: 1, 21, 29, 101-102, 182, 192,
employers organizations : 243-244
257-258,267-268
relations between employers and
Japanese Treaty-Thailand : 28
workers: 244
Jatakam: 135,141
Labor Code : 237-239
Journal Judieiare : 284
abor force: 4, 44-48 (see also populaJournal Ofieiel du Royaume du
tion and labor force; religion; charLaos (official Journal of the Kingacter and structure of the economy)
dom of Laos) : 162
agriculture : 4 4 4 5
Judiciary: 163 (see also public order
industrial, commercial, and govand safety)
ernment : 44-46
handicraft skills : 46-47
Junior Chamber of Commerce, P.I. : 91

qualitative factors
productivity : 48
structire and dynamics: 4 4 4 8
labor organizations : 242-243
labor relations and organization : 237245 (see also population and laboir
force)
conditions and employment : 237242
labor and employers : 242-244
labor relations : 244
role of government : 244-245
labor, Vietnamese: 210
Lahu: 51,53 (fig. 5), 86,145
lam: 249
Lamet: 72, 83-84, 143, 218
Lamet men: 47, 83-84, 227, 249, 253
(see also ethnic groups and lan.
guages ; social structure)
Lamet women : 47, 83 (see also ethnic
groups and language)
landlordism : 218
land potential: 216-217 (see alscI
physical environment)
land tenure : 217-218
languages: 49-50 (table I ) , 53 (fig. 5)
(see also ethnic groups and languages)
language and communication : 59-61
language family or stock: 53 (table 1 )
language, Loatian Thai : 49,59
language, official: 3
Lan Na (Million Ricefields) : 22,24-25
Lan Xang: 1,23-27, 65,106,119,121,
156, 199, 204 (see also historical
setting, and Glossary)
Lao: 21-22, 25, 28, 46, 49, 52, 55-56,
59-61, 71, 81, 115, 119, 142, 171,
219-221,248,250
Lao elite: 1-3, 59, 66-68, 109, 120, 153,
166, 170-171, 183, 188, 202-204, 251
Lao elite, modern : 66-68
Lao elite, traditional: 65-66, 170, 172
(see also historical setting; governmental system; political dynamics)
Lao ethnic group : 302
Lao ethnic segments: 15, 94, 119
Lao-German Technical College, Vientiane: 115
Lao Hak Xat : 201-202
Lao, history of: 23
Lao independent movement: 21
Lao Issara: 29-30, 31, 176, 201, (see
also historical setting; and Glossary

Lao Literary Committee :
Lao-Lu : 52-53 (fig. 5)
Lao men: 75, 80 (see also family)
Lao Military Academy : 302
Lao National Police Corps: 281, 286292 (table 8 ) , 293
Lao National Radio: 195, 199-200
Lao Photo-Presse Building, Vientiane :
200
Lao Presse Bulletin : 239
Lao-Soung (see Meo)
Lao-Thai commission : 261
Lao Theng : 58
Lao Village social structure : 68-70
(see also the government system;
religion ; financial and monetary
system; domestic trade)
Lao women: 47, 54, 75, 82, 249 (see
also ethnic groups and languages;
family)
Lao Women's Association: 176, 195
Laos: v, 8, 10-11, 18-19, 21, 27, 2932, 37, 39, 41 48-49, 51-53, 58, 117,
119,121,185,252
Laos (1949) -Associated State, French
Union: 21
Laos Civil Servants' Union: 167, 242
Laos (1953) parliamentary democracy: 21
Laos, peoples of: 54-60 (see also social structure, family; religion)
the Lao: 54-55
Tribal Tai : 55-56
Meo and Man : 56
the mountain Mon-Khmer: 56-57
Tibeto-Burman speakers : 56-57
foreign ethnic groups : 57-58
Laos, rural : 42
Laotian costume : 95
ILaotian Federation of Youth: 175
ILaotian Gendarmery Force (Forces de
Gendarmerie Laotiennes) , 1947: 286
ILaotian independent state: 21, 31
ILaotian literature : 120
ILaotian nationalism : 204-205
ILaotian neutrality : 35
ILaotian Patriotic Neutralist Forces:
37,175
Laotian People's Liberation Army:
175 (see Glossary)
Laotian People's Rally: 178
I
Laotian Public Servants' Association:
175-176
ILaotian River Flotilla : 305
I>oatians: 25, 27, 32, 36, 282

liI ]

' Man and Meo languages : 60
Laotian Thai : 3,60-61,109
Laotian Thai literary vocabulary: 60,l manganese: 230
115
manufacturing: 230-233
Laotian Women's Federation : 175
matches: 231
Le, General King: 34-35, 37, 169-170, meat consumption: 225-226
medical personnel and facilities : 91-92
175,288
, Mekong River: 1, 5, 7, 10-12, 15, 18Le, Kong neutralist police : 286
19, 26, 28, 30, 40, 42, 46, 4849, 52Le, Kong troops: 35-36, 306
,
53, 70, 91, 94, 102, 181,215, 217, 219,
lead, 230
226,228
Lebanon: 192
Mekong, Lower-Basin Development
legislature : 160-162
Project: 48
National Assembly: 153, 160-162
, Mekong Committee (United Nations) :
King's Council : 153,162
! 187,267-268
lem: 72
Menam River: 24,27
limestone : 230
Meo (Lao-Soung) : 22, 28, 44, 52-53
literature: 120,124-125,126
(fig. 5), 54, 56, 58-60, 72-74, 85-86,
livestock: 225-226,251
144-145, 162, 164-165, 218, 222, 225,
living conditions: 5, 87-104 (see also
227 247, 249 (see also ethnic groups
religion)
and languages ; family ; social struchealth : 88-94
patterns of living and leisure: 93ture)
94
merit: 148-149 (see also historical setliving standards : 9 4 9 8
ting)
Mhong or Mon: 51, 53 (fig. 5)
welfare : 98-103
Miao: 51,53 (fig. 5)
living standards : 94-98
logistics : 311-312
Mien or Mun: 51, 53 (fig. 5)
Lolo (Houo-Ni): 51, 53 (fig. 5), 145 military alliances renounced: 37
military establishment and the naLoven: 144
tional economy: 300-301
Lower Mekong Basin Development
Government of National Union :
Project: 233 (see also character
and structure of the economy)
301
Royal Armed Forces: 300
Lu: 54-55, 60, 71, 82-83, 127, 142
military tradition in national life:
Lu States: 22
296-298
Luang Prabang: 2, 9-10, 12, 20-21,
25-30, 32, 34, 4143, 47, 53, 65, 69, minerals: 15
102, 107-108, 117, 119 (see also re- mining: 229-230
ligion), 121, 140-141, 155, 164, 166, Ministries: 99, 110, 159, 277 (table 6)
Ministry of Economy and Planning:
205,218,228,251,283
236
Luang Prabang-Vientiane road : 251
Ministry of Finance: 166, 178, 275
Luong : 70
lyee'e: 112, 114-115 (see also Glos- Ministry of Health (1965): 276-277
(table 6)
sary)
Ministry of Information, Propaganda
Lyc6e Pavie, Vientiane : 114
and Tourism: 195, 197-198
Lyfoung, Touby: 28, 73, 170
Ministry of the Interior and Social
Lyfoung, Toulia: 58, 120
Welfare : 159,164
ly truong : 70-71
Ministry of National Economy: 276maha: 107
277 (table 6)
Mahanakay: 132-136 (see also Glos- Ministry of National Education: 110,
112, 118, 276-277 (table 6)
sary)
maha oupahat: 24, 26, 29, 65, 154
Ministry of Post, Telegraph and TeJecommunications : 195,200
malaria: 90
Ministry of Public Health: 92
Malay-Indonesians : 22
Man (Yao) nation: 51, 53, 56, 74, 86, Ministry of Public Works and Transport : 276-277 (table 6)
249

1
'

Ministry of Religion: 131
Ministry of Rural Affairs : 173
monetary reform : 272
moneylenders : 275
Mongols: 22
monk see bonze
monsoon and forest: 11-12 (fig. 3),
13-14 (fig. 4), 15 (see also agriculture)
motion pictures : 196-197
mountains : 9 (fig. 2), 10-11
mountain passes : 10
Mountain Mon-Khmer : 27-28, 39, 41,
49-50 (table I ) , 51-54, 56, 59-60,
72, 83-85, 89, 97, 127, 143-144, 164165, 215, 220-221 (see also the governmental system; domestic trade;
ethnic groups and languages; political dynamics, and Glossary)
Muong Sing: 71
Muong Soui: 306
Muong Swa: 22-23 (see also Luang
Prabang)
muong: 24,65-66,70,98,131,164 (see
also the government system, and
Glossary)
Muong Kassy : 251
Muong Khong sugar palms: 224
Muong Lan Xang : 21
Muong Lan Xang Hom Khao (Land
of the Million Elephants and White
Parasol) : 204 (see also Glossary)
music : 122-123

National Chamber of Commerce
Agriculture of Laos : 243-244
National Congress : 157,160-162
national flag : 204
National Progressive Party: 176
National Union Party: 177
Nehru, Jawaharlal : 32
Neo Lao Hak Xat (United Lao PaI triotic Front) NLHX: 33-34, 132,
160, 169-170, 174-175, 177, 198, 307
(see also historical setting; political
dynamics, and Glossary)
Neo Lao Hak Xat newspaper, 1958:
201
Nepal: 192
Netherlands : 267
Neua: 54
Neutralist Army: 276
Neutralist forces : 299, 306-307, 312
Neutrality Party: 169
New Zealand : 192,267
nibbana: 130
Nilam Khun Borom :126
NLHX: 58
Nosavan, General Phoumi : 33-36, 177

I

Operation Brotherhood : 91-92, 102
(see also Glossary)
I~fficers,procurement and training of:
302-303
t~rganizations,employers : 243-244
opium : 248-250
Oun Kham, King: 26-27
IOum, Prince Boun (of Champassak) :
3536,178,185
n a cultication: 215, 217-220 (see also Oy: 14,34
Glossary)
Pakistan : 192
naga: 121,141
Fakse: 9-10, 41, 107-108, 114, 117,
nai ban: 164 (see also Glossary)
226,228,250-251,283
naikong Lao-theung : 164
Pali : 60,106-108,115,129
nak tham: 107
"Palladium of the Kingdom" : 205 (see
Nam Hou river: 11
also P r a Bang)
Nam Ngum : 11
Pa Mong dam and power station
Nam Nhi6p : 12
(Vientiane) : 267
Nam Tha : 217
Party System: 176-179
Nam Tha river : 11
Pasteur Institute : 89
Nan Chao : 22-23
Pathet Lao: v, vi, 2, 5, 7, 9, 19, 33-37,
National Army: 31 (see the armed
39-41, 49, 58, 71, 73, 92, 102-103,
forces)
132, 153-154,160,165,169-172,174,
National Assembly: 2, 30, 33-36, 40,
176-179, 182-185, 188-191, 206208,
56, 69, 111, 160-162, 169-171, 173,
222, 260, 268, 281,286, 291, 301
176,178,276
Pathet Lao and Communism: 175
National Bank of Laos (Banque Na- IPathet Lao forces: 33, 154, 170 (see
also political dynamics)
tionale du Laos) : 269, 271
National Bank of Laos: 263, 272-274 jPathet Lao (Lao State) guerillas: 21
t

Pathet Lao logistics : 312
Pathet Lao mission: 304, 306-307
Pathet Lao propaganda : 198
Pathet Lao radio : 201-202
Pathet Lao recruits : 302
Pathet Lao-Lao
State: 169-171 (se
also Glossary) Communist power
political aid
Pathet Lao territories : 18
patimokkha: 141-142
Pavie, August : 27
Peace and Neutrality Party: 177
Peace and Neutrality Party newspa
per: 201
peanuts: 223
. penal system : 292-294
pensions, government : 99
People's Liberation Army: 202
personal freedom: 206 (see also thl
governmental system)
phakwan: 138
Phetsarath, Prince : 29-30, 66, 15.
(see also historical setting; the gov
ernmental system; political dynam
ics )
Philippines : 37,101,222
phi (spirit) : 23, 25, 88, 142-143, 21!
(see also religion; living condition:
and Glossary)
phi phetu : 140
phi-pop: 138
phoa t h q : 74
pho ban: 68, 164 (see also Glossary)
Phong o r Tai Phuan: 51, 53 (fig. 5)
Phong Saly: 9, 27, 32, 110, 165, 222
291
Phontiou : 299
Phothisarath, King (r. 1520-47) : 25,
136
Phou Bia mountain : 10
Phouma, Prince Souvanna: v, 2, 30,
32-36, 120, 160, 169-172, 176, 178179, 183, 187, 189-192, 207, 270
Phou Tai: 51,53 (fig. 5)
Phouteng-See Kha: 52 (see also Glossary)
phra sangharaja: 131, 156 (see also
Glossary)
Phya Sam Sene Thai, King: 24
physical environment : 7-20
boundaries: 16 (see also ethnic
groups and languages)
monsoon and forest: 1, 7, 11-14
(fig. 3), 15 (fig. 4)
resources and adaptation : 15-16

settlement patterns : 18-20
topography: 1,7-9 (fig. 2), 10-11
transportation system : 16-18
142-143
pine : 13-14 (fig. 4)
Plain of J a r s (Plaine des Jarres) : 9
(fig. 2), lO,35
plastic bags : 231
pois d'angola trees : 227
Police and Indochinese Immigration
Service, 1947 (Service de la Police
e t de 1'Immigration Indochinoise) :
286
police grades and pay: 292 (table 8)
police pay: 291
police rank and uniforms: 291
police survey by AID : 288
political : 153-208 (see also political
bibliography 319-323)
political aspirations: 207-208 (see also
social values; political dynamics)
population : 9 (fig. 2), 39-48,50 (table
1 ) (see also ethnic groups and languages; political dynamics)
composition: 40-41, 50 (table 1 )
density : 40
dynamics : 41-44
growth :44
labor force: 39-48
structure: 4041, 50 (table 1 )
centers : 9 (fig. 2)
French citizens: 43
United States citizens : 43-44
Potsdam Conference : 29
Tower resources : 234-235 (see also
foreign economic relations, ECAFE,
Rbgie Nationale d'Electricit6)
'ra Bang Buddha: 23,119,129,205
~recipitation:7, 11-12 (fig. 3), 13
Iress law enacted, 1957 : 198
'rime Minister and Council of Ministers: 158-160
~roblems of economic independence :
209-211
wopaganda, antigovernment: 200-202
(see also foreign relations; historical setting)
'rovinces: x (fig. 1 )
'rovisional Government of National
Union: 299
rovincial governor (chao khoueng) :
289 (see also police organization and
operation)

public information : 193-202 (see als
political dynamcis; foreign rela
tions)
communication channels : 194-20:
government control and activity
197-199
information from abroad: 199200
antigovernment propaganda :
200-202
public order and safety: 281-294
social controls : 282
criminal courts and procedure
282-285
National Police : 286-293
training: 291-292 (table 8 )
293
penal system: 293-294
public service: 166-167 (see also do.
mestic trade; labor relations anc
organization)
public works : 233
publishers : 194-195,200
P'u Noi : 72,144
radio : 195-196,199,201-202
Radio Peking : 200
Radio Hanoi : 200
rai cultivation: 14, 220 (see also ha2
cultivation)
rainfall: 12 (fig. 3), 13
Red Tai (Tai Deng) : 70-71, 82, 250
refugees: 43,101-103
RCgie Nationale d'Electricii5 : 234
Regional Groups for Chinese Administration (Groupements Administratifs Regionaux) (see Chinese communities)
religion : 127-145 (see also education;
ethnic groups and languages; social
values; family; historical setting;
political dynamics)
Buddhism : 128-129
Spirit (Phi) -worship : 136-138
religious rites and festivals : 138142
Christians : 128
Tribal religions : 142-145
Religious Council : 131
religious rites and festivals : 138-142
(see also family)
Reserve Officers Training School: 303
re'sident supe'rieur : 27
resources, natural: 4,15-16

resources, unexploited : 210 (see also
physical environment)
revenues, government : 276-278 (table
7)
rice: 3, 7, 56, 93-95, 143,149, 215,221222 (see also wet-rice)
rites of transition : 138-140
marriage: 138-139 (see also family)
rivers : 7,9 (fig. 2), 11
rivercraft : 253-254
river transportation : 253-254
t-oads (see highway system)
Roman Catholic activities : 102, 113,
115
Royal Armed Forces: 33-34, 169, 175,
196,276,305
Royal Government: v, 32-33, 59, 71,
198,265
Royal Lao Air Force: 305-306
Royal Lao Government: 202, 207
Royal Lao Government prison and
correctional system :293
Royal Lao governors : 165
ioyal School of Medicine, Vientiane:
116
Xoyal School of Public Administration, Vientiane: 116
-ubber sandals : 231
wral trade, patterns of: 248-250
-ural trade : 248-250
Saigon : 16,18,29,226,251
;alt mines : 15,230
a l t (Bo Tene) mine: 5,251
Samneua : 9,74
ampot : 95 (see also Glossary)
;am Sene Thai (r. 1373-1416) : 24,38
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