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PREFACE

PROBABLY AT NO TIME IN HISTORY have thoughtful men everywhere
been so conscious of the need to know about the different peoples
of the world. Such knowledge is not in itself a formula for human
understanding but it is an indispensable first step. The Survey of
World Cultures, of which Laos is the eighth in the series, is one of
several means by which the Human Relations Area Files seeks to
promote and facilitate the comparative study of human behavior and
a greater understanding of cultures other than our own.

These surveys, though augmented by original research, are
primarily a collation and synthesis of the best and most authorita-
tive materials, published and unpublished, on the societies selected.
For many of these societies excellent specialized studies exist, but
the materials are often so widely scattered as to be virtually un-
available to all except the most determined scholar. It was to meet
the need for a comprehensive readable volume, bringing together all
those aspects of a country and culture usually studied separately,
that these books were undertaken.

The present series is based in part on background studies pre-
pared for limited distribution. Under the direction of the Human
Relations Area Files an interdisciplinary team with area compe-
tence was assembled for each study. The enterprise involved, in all,
contributions from several hundred scholars resident at some twenty
universities.

The original studies have been extensively revised: materials
have been added and the body of the work rewritten, edited, and
adapted to a new format. Owing to special requirements imposed on
the program, footnotes and citations customary in works of this
nature were omitted. Both lack of funds and dispersal of the original
teams of scholars have unfortunately made it impossible to supply
this critical apparatus. However there are cited in the bibliography
at the end of each volume the most important materials on which
each study is based.



One result of the process of collecting and selecting information
from many, often widely scattered, sources has been to reveal new
relationships, making explicit in these surveys much which had re-
mained implicit in previous separate studies. Gaps in existing knowl-
edge have become apparent. The series should, then, raise a number
of general questions, at the same time offering certain factual
answers and providing guidance for further research. That there
will also result increased understanding of the seemingly endless
and diverse ways in which men approach the experience of living
with one another is the wish of all who have participated in pro-
ducing this series.
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THE CULTURE AND THE SOCIETY

IN THE CONTINUING COLD WAR between East and West one of the
more critical battlegrounds — militarily, economically, and psycho-
logically —is Laos, a small Southeast Asian country strategically
located on the periphery of the Communist Chinese colossus. But
although millions of dollars in economic assistance from France, the
United States, and other countries of the free world are spent an-
nually to strengthen this tropical outpost, few Westerners have any
clear picture of the Lao and their culture — fewer still understand
the capabilities and probable future of this new and important
potential ally.

The independent Kingdom of Laos is less than twenty years
old, dating from the signing of an agreement in 1949 with France,
which for over half a century had administered Laos as a pro-
tectorate. The history of modern Laos may be said to begin with
the arrival of the French in 1893, but the Lao people — the domi-
nant ethnic group politically as well as culturally — trace their
history back to their flight south from China before the advancing
forces of Kublai Khan in the thirteenth century a.p. and the found-
ing of the Lao kingdom of Lan Xang in 1353. By the seventeenth
century Lan Xang (Land of a Million Elephants) had reached
a political apex and controlled sections of Yunnan, of the southern
Shan States, of the Vietnamese and Cambodian mountain plateaus,
and large stretches of present-day northeastern Thailand. For the
next two centuries Lan Xang went through a slow but continuing
decline, dominated by wars, periodic invasions and conquests of
Lao territory by the Annamese, Siamese, and Burmese, and division
of the kingdom into separate princedoms — Luang Prabang, Vien-
tiane, Xieng Khouang, and Champassak.
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The country the French found was, as it is today, almost
completely agricultural. Following centuries-old patterns, the over-
whelming majority of the people of Laos — as many as 95 percent —
are subsistence wet-rice farmers living in tiny villages along the
Mekong river and its tributaries or, in the case of the minority hill
tribes, dry-rice farmers leading a seminomadic life based on slash-
and-burn cultivation in the highlands.

To the villagers, most of whom %re illiterate, life is an annual
routine of planting, cultivation, and harvest — dictated by the
monsoon cycle and punctuated by exuberant village celebration of
the numerous religious festivals. In many ways the Buddhist temple
in every village is the very center of a villager’s life and his concept
of the world or even the rest of his own country is often ill-formed.

Sharing basic values and attitudes with the villagers but strong-
ly influenced by their contact with the French and other foreigners
are the Laotians living in the towns, particularly the five largest —
Luang Prabang, Vientiane, Thakhek, Savannakhet, and Pakse. Here
amid surroundings still reminiscent of the village are the evidences
of Western influence — air-conditioned movies, bars, night clubs,
postal and telephone service, newspapers. In Vientiane, the ad-
ministrative capital, are the central government offices, the foreign
embassies, police headquarters, an airport, the most advanced
schools, and the country’s only broadcasting station, Radio Vien-
tiane. Luang Prabang, more provincial in atmosphere, is the royal
residence, center of Buddhist activities, and social capital.

The wealthier townspeople, mostly merchants and government
officials, have been moving rapidly toward a Western standard of
living, but the social gap between the urban and rural populations
remains much less pronounced than might be expected, one reason
being the low level of industrial development.

The most important distinction is between the ruling elite, who
usually live in the towns, and the politically apathetic villagers.
It was this political elite, comprising a few hundred people from
less than twenty historically important families, upon whom the
French relied during the protectorate for implementation of colonial
policy. Though reserving all real control to a résident supérieur
appointed by France and using Vietnamese as interpreters and
minor functionaries, the French ruled through the king and the
local elite wherever possible. The appositeness of this at least
nominal recognition of the Lao nobility to the gentle but proud
Lao had the effect of encouraging loyalty and cooperation but pro-
vided little opportunity for the kind of political experience the Lao



