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i Introduction 

j 

I 
I The present note is prepared at the request of the Mekong Committee 
i 
j for the examination on a smaller scale development of the Nam Ngum Project 
i 

in Laos with a view to facilitatir^ the financing of its initial stage 

developments 

The Committee requested us to include in our study a few alternative 

I plans instead of only one for this project, especially on the dani and 

! • power, so that the Committee may be able to select the most desirable one. 
1 

As the power market survey is now undertaken by French Mission assigned 
I 
! by the Committee and the result will be made available by the middle of 

• 

August in 1963, we have not gone much further into this study. At around 

that time, the review on hydrology is also to be completed by the UN-WIO 

expert. 

According to these suggestions, this note includes three possible 

alternative plans with more modest investment in the initial stage. 

In this note, some supplementary explanations are also given to clarify 

the major points which have been raised so far by the authorities concerned 

for the Comprehensive Project Report on the Nam Ngujc. 

It should be understood that the one scheme selected ly the Committee 

will have to be adjusted on the results of power market survey by French 

Mission and hydrologic review by UN WMO-expert and finalized in a form 

of revised Feasibility Report at a later date. 
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Part-I, Revised Scheme 

1. Sunmary of revised scheae 

In the Comprehensive Project Report, we have recommended that the 

dam should be built as high as 66 meters end the power installation 

should be 40,000 kilowatts, 2 units of 20,000 kilowatts each, for the 

f irst stage development, at a construction cost of 22 million US dollars. 

In this sch^e, the power capacity could be increased up to 120,000 

kilowatts ultimately. 

This scheme, as explained in the Comprehensive Project Report, has 

been determined at the lowest possible point that fal ls within the 

economic range which was assessed in due consideration of various bene-

f i t s to be derived from optimum use of water resources of the Nam Ngum 

River. Consequently, there migjit have possibly been some fears that this 

scheme involves too many factors î or the future aspects and the cost of 

the f irst stage developnent i s a l i t t l e overbuî den to this country in 

view of i ts initial investment. 

As an alternative plan for the above, a reduced scheme is shown 

for reference in the Appendix of that Report. It comprises a stage 

construction of the dam in which a smaller dam will f irst be built in 

order to generate th» power of 24,000 kilowatts, 2 units of 12,000 kilo-

watts at the f irst stage. The construction cost of this schane is 

17,700,000 US dollars. In this scheme, the additional power installation 

will be needed within a relatively short period. 

It is not possible to expect flood control and navigation to the 

extent that is planned in the recommended scheme. Moreover, this schem.e 

involves a complicated work of future hei^tening of the dam. In spite 
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of these, the initial construction cost can not bo reduced considerably 

as comjared with the case of the recommended scheme mentioned above. 

With these in view, we have recommended as an ideal plan that 

2 units of 20,CKX) kilowatts with full height dam should be considered, 

ITie two units of generating set have beer, aur.ed at a jtable supply of 

power in ihe initial stag^, as either one can serve as a stand-by. 

Now, however, the initial investment in this project should be as 

small as possible and this fact came to an overwhelming factor for 

bringing this project into realization. 

Prom this angle, we re-examined on the reduction of the project 

scale and worked out three possible alternative plans, viz. Revised 

Scheme I, II and III . 

Our studies indicate that it is practically impossible to construct 

any large reservoir in the upper reaches of the Nam Ngum because the river 

slope in the upper part is very steep as shown in Fig.-2- and no favourable 

reservoir site i s foimd for these reaches. It offers only a possibility 

of developing hi^-head power plant. 

In this light, our comparative study was made only on the same dam-

site. These results are suxmarized in Table - 1. 

According to the request of the Laotian Government, all of these 

three Sch^es were made so as to preserve the same flood control capacity 

as cont^plated in the original plan of the Comprehensive Pi^Ject Report. 

As Revised Scheme I, we revived the reduced scheme shown in the 

Appendix of the Comprehensive Project Report. This is the plan for 
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stage construction of the dam. In this case, the only power installation 

is modified from 2 \mits of 12,000 kilowatts to one unit of 20,000 kilo-

watts for the f irst stage and from 16,000 to 20,000 kilowatts for the 

second stage. This scheoe preserves every benefit as envisaged in the 

original plan of the Comprehensive Project Report. Namely, the power 

capacity could be increased up to 120,000 kilowatts ultimately. 

Therefore, i t could meet the power demand for some 20 to 30 years to 

come. This scheme is also preferable from the viewpoint of optimum 

use of water resources of the Nam Ngum River. 

We studied, as Revised Scheme II, a smaller dam project instead 

of stage construction of the dam which is 10 meters lower than that in the 

oritinal plan. It could gaierate 70,000 kilowatts in installed capacity, 

4 units of 17,500 kilowatts each, at its goal instead of 120,000 kilowatts 

in the above Revised Scheme I. The installation of one unit of 17,500 

kilowatts is considered for the f i rs t stage. With this initial instal-

lation, the power demand will be met for about 5 to 6 years according to 

our revised estimate of power denand as shown in this paper. The final 

capacity of 70,000 kilowatts will be able to meet the demand for 10 to 

15 years. 

Revised Scheme III is much smaller scale of development. It has 

a dam of 51 meters in height which is 15 meters smaller than that in 

the original plan. Under this scheme, i t will be possible to generate 

51,000 kilowatts in installed capacity at the ultimate stage. Of this 

total capacity, one unit of 17,000 kilowatts is planned for the initial 

stage. This power will meet the demand for only 4 to 5 years, And 

this project, even at the final development, could only meet the need 
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for the period of 7 to 12 years. In view of those facts, this schaae 

may not be so advisable thou£;h i ts initial cost is smaller than those 

in other schemes. 

At the initial stage in the above three Schemes, only one generat-

ing unit i s considered without installing any stand-l^ unit. This is 

the reason that in general the hydro-power may not need stand-by so 

often and the contemplated thermal power in Vientiane may serve as a 

stand-by to a certain degree when necessaiy. At present, the diesel 

power plant of 3,000 kilowatts capacity i s under construction in 

Vientiane with Japanese aid and also arvDther 1,000 kilowatts will go 

in soon with the aid of USA which is to be followed by additional 4,000 

kilowatts in the very near future. By adding 5f000 kilowatts of present 

diesel power to these, i t may be expected that around 10,000 kilowatts 

of diesel power will be made available in Vientiane within a few years. 

This may be considered as a stand-by power source for the Nam Ngum power. 

The power rate may be determined properly on the basis of the 

generating cost and in comparison with a cost of possible alternative 

thermal power. Also i t may be. referred to a standard rate commonly 

adopted in this scale of consuming area. Choice of an adequate power 

rate will make i t possible to reserve the fund necessaiy for future 

extension of the power plant as well as to ensure the amortization 

of capital. 

Assuming that a loan with very low interest become available for 

this project under the spirit of economic aid towards Laos, for 

instance something like 3 per cent interest loan, the power cost for 

the above three schemes will be calculated as 1 to 1.2 US cents at 
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the f irst stage which may be decreased down to O.4 to 0.7 US cent at the 

final. 

In Laos, generating cost by alternative thermal power is estimated to be 

as high as 5 US cent per kilowatt-hour due to the high costs of imported 

fuel and its transportation. On the other hand, the power rate for the 

municipal uses in other countries averages 5 to 4 US cents in ^-enoral. 

Based upon these figures, we have adopted rather low rate especially in 

the interest the people of this area and fixed at 3 US cents per kilowatt-

hour at the beginning. 

Thus, i f measures are taken to accumulate the fund hy starting at 

the power rate of 3 US cents and decreasing i t to 2 and 1.5 US cents and 

further down to 1 US cent ultimately as demands increase in future, the 

successive investment for additional installations could be met hy such 

accumulated fund from the sale of power. 

Such accumulated fund will also make i t possible to repay for the 

construction cost of irrigation system vfclch can hardly be financed by 

i t se l f , if the multi-purpose project of the Nam Ngum is operated under 

a same special authority to be organized by the Ck)vemment, By doing so, 

this project will attain i ts self-financing. 

The irrigation project was also revised so as to start with much 

smaller investment. For this purpose, ve divided the priority area of 

32,000 hectares into several smaller parts with an area of about 5,000 

hectares. Thus these areas could be developed one by one as occasion 

demands. 

For the f irst stage developoent, i t is advisable to start in the 

area of 5,000 hectares in the south of Vientiane at the construction 

cost of 1.9 million US dollars. 
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The fund necessary for each of i:.e three schemes are an follows: 

Ro'/ised Revised Revised 
Sche^ae-I Schenie-II 3chene-III 

Dar> and r)Ower plant 

Construction co3t 17,400.000 16,800,OX) 15,200,'XO 

Construction cost 
incladinc interest IB,220.000 17,610,000 IS,910,OX 
during construction 

Required fund 1B,?20,X0 17,610.000 1 7,010,000 ^^ 

Irrigation 

Construction cost 1,900,000 1,900,000 1,900,000 

Construction cost 
including interest 1,970,000 1,970,000 1,970.000 
during construction 

Reauired fund 1.97Q,0X> 1.970,000 1.970,>XX: 

Total required fand 20,190,000 19,^)30,000 18,960,000 ^ 
\,at peak time) ^̂̂  

Foreign exchan -̂e 650,000) (l3,040,aX)) (12,760,OK)) 

Local currency 16,540,'000) (6.540,000; (6,22^3,a)0) 

Besides the <ibove amount, 50^0,000 US dollars will be required for 

the initial investir,ent in irrig^ation faming. This ecount should be 

borne by the Governiient. 

With the above fund, this project could be extended to i t s ultimate 

sta£;e by self-finiincing as seen in Table 4 anvl 5. 

Re'/ised 3ohe:iie-I could preserve the ultirn-^te power potential of 

120,'XO kilowatts, while Revised Ccheir.e-JI and III will kill the pov:er 

potential by SO.XO ĉ nd 69,OX kilowatts respectively, therefore, the 

s^ipply period of power in the latter two schea^es is shorter than that 

in the foncer sciiecie. 

l / including: ad.i:tionul T-ind of 'J3A1,100»CXX) as shown in Table 5. 
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However, since the Pa Mong Project on the main Mekong and the Nam Lik 

Project on the tributary of the Nam Ngum which is necessitated for the 

perfect flood control of the Nam Ngum would be realized in the near future, 

it may be expected that the power could be supplied from these sources• 

Vith this in view, the latter two schemes should also deserve consideration 

as alternative plans# 

The results of comparative studies on the three Scliemes are sunimarized 

in Table-lo 
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Q«XgiU«IC. MMOaHAPHIC AMD ITIDIIC BACmaOWD OM lAOB 

geographic Setting 

land-locked in the center of Indochina la the Kingdom of Laos, 
hemmed In on the north by China, on the east by Vietnam, on the south by 
Cambodia, and on the vest by Thailand and Burma• 

In an area of approximately 91>000 square miles, or somevhat 
smaller than the state of Oregon or the British Isles, there dwell, 
according to 'jhe most optimistic estimates, only about thirty-three 
persons per square mile. In the most heavily populated area of IAOS, 
the Mekong River plains along the Thai border, the population density 
may reach up to l8o per square mile. This flgura is almost half that of 
the average for the whole of India or for a Thai village near Ban^ok, 
as Tiables h and 3 indicate. Compared to these areas, most of the Laos 
countryside is relatively empty. The topograjdiy of Laos provides a partial 
explanation, since most of the country is mountainous, particularly in the 
northern part. 

The Annamite mountain chain forming the eastern frontier with 
Vietnam plays an important role in conditioning the climate of the country. 
There are two distinct seasons, a wet period from May throu^ October, and 
a dry one from November through Apr11.^ About two-thlrts of the 100-I50 
rainy days in a year occur in the rainy season. The amount of precipita-
tion outside the wet season is only about twenty percent of the total 
anmial rainfall. (Table 2). The rice crops in both the paddy fields and 
the upland clearings are, of course, dependent on this rainfall pattern. 

Luang Prabang Province, along with most of northern Laos, is one 
of the drier areas of the coimtry, receiving annually approximately 
1000-2000 ram. (1^0-80 Inches) of rainfall, while the Bolovens Plateau 
area in southern Laos has well over I50 inches of jrainfall in Its central 
portions. Recent years have been relatively dry, resulting in considerable 
difficulties for rice cultivation. During the hei^t of the rainy season 
damage may be done to crops and overland transportation is rendered 
hazardous if not impossible. River transportation is Improved due to 
the rise in the rivers (Table 3), and air travel is affected adversely 
to varying degrees. 

Relative humidity is high, often reaching ninety percent even 
when it is not raining. During the wet season winds are predominantly 
from the southwest and dtiring the dry season from the northeast. In late 
April, prior to the onset of the rains, temperatures reach the maximum 
for the year. Of course, they vary significantly with altitude and to 
a lesser degree with latitude <> 

Once the rains begin temperatiures drop slightly, although the 
driest months of the year, January and February, are also the coolest, 
(Table l). These winter months are frequently chilly in northern Laos, 
presenting a problem to all but the more prosperous inhabitants, many of 
whom lack adequate clothing and shiver around fires in the early morning 
and evening. There is a considerable incidence of pneumonia during this 
season, 

From Hovember to March the plains and valleys are foggy until late 
morningo In the area around the royal capital, a small basin surrounded 
by mountains, planes frequently cannot land until the haze b u m s off around 
noon. Some observers have linked an all-day haze from March through May 
to the bia-ning of forest clearings which occur at this time. Although 
the firee are clearly visible and give off a fair amount of smoke, most 
geogiaphers doubt that it is sufficient to have any real meteorological 
effects. 

According to one recent writer Laos has a population density of 
19 per square wile (7,3 per square kilometer), with eight percent of the 
land cultivated. Comparing these facts with historical sources we find 
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that Reinach estimated the population density at 4,7 per squa-e mile 
(1.8 per square kilometer) and stated that twelve percent of the land 
surface was cultivated with the possibility that one-third could be 
cultivated in the future. He felt that potentially the country could 
support a population density of 26-30 inhabitants per square mile (10-12 
per square kilometer).3 Table 1 indicates that currently the population 
density of Laos ranges from 15 to 33 per square mile (6-13 per square 
kilometer) depending on the source used. Taking even the most modest 
present estimate of the population of Laos a minimum tripling of the 
population relative to the total land area in a little less than the 
past half century is indicated« 

Another way of viewing population concentration is to compaire the 
population density relative to the amount of arable land. Table 2 shows 
that Laos has the lowest density for any of the countries in Asia con-
sidered. The densely populated Mekong area is still less than the average 
for the Asian tropics a Thus despite the three-fold increase laos still 
remains one of the most sparsely settled countries in Asia. Although 
Reinach's prediction appears to have been overfulfilled it is still hard 
to visxaalize Laos as being crowded from any point of view-

Demography 

Commenting on the demography of Laos is a complirated undertaking 
in view of the fact that few of the available statistics are completely 
reliable. Ho complete official censvis has evoc been undertaken.^ Those 
figures that do exist have been collected largely by untrained local 
officialso These form the basis of the statistics collected by the 
French colonial administration, and many Trench sources specifically 
emphasize their limited reliability 

At the time when Laos was a French colony one of the chief uses 
for these figures was for tax rolls. Obvioxisly such figures should be 
interpreted with extreme caution, but this does not mean that they are 
completely useless provided a certain irii;ernal consistency exists and 
the figixres follow logical trend. As a ftirther cJieck, in certain cases, 
it is also possible to compare data from Laos with analogous areas in 
neighboring Thailand and other coimtries in Southeast Asia. 

A principal motivation for undertaking the present study is that 
since laos is one of the least known countries in the world it is hoped 
that bringing together in one place various bits of information from 
scattered soixrces may at least piov;lde a point of departure for futxire 
studies of the population« 

The basic place to begin la with an examination of the total 
population of Laos in historical pcirspectlve « Fortunately there exists 
a study by Pietrantoni which does im excellent Job of summarizing all 
of the informat'on available until 19^3. According to Pietrantoni, the 
only figures for the population of Laos prior to the establishment of 
the French Protectorate is the census of King Oun Huan^ son of the famous 
Pa Hgovim, traditional founder of tiis Kingdom of Lan Xang.> It was lander-
taken in 1376, and recorded 300,000 Lao-Thai malee between l8 and 60 years 
of age and 400,000 non-Thai. Frotr this a population total of 3 million 
inhabitants can be derived, but it is of limited utility for comparison 
with figures of our era because v/e do not laxow the precise boundaries of 
the kingdom at that time. These iIgures are also obviously very approximate, 
and there is doubtless a wide mar̂ '̂iLn of error. But fi-om what is known of 
the relatively complex political o-.'^g^lzation existing at that time, it 
seems reasonable to assume that a population of approxii-iately this order 
of maraitude existed in the general area now occupied b^ the Kingdom of 
Laos.^ 
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rr^ 
In 1900 the publication Notice Bur le IAO» Froncals, published 

In Hanoi, give® a population of ii70,000 for an area of >000 square 
kilometers, vhlch is probably equivalent to ^00,000 for the 225,000 
square kilometer area of Laos in 1912, the date of tlie first official 
figures. A guide of I9IO gives the population at 5^,000. These figures 
are summarized in Table 9. 

Comparing the growth of the Lnos population from 1917-19^7 and 
with the rest of the world for 1920-1956 (fcbles 10 and 11) we see that 
althouc^ the figures for Laos are hlc^ they are by no means unmatched by 
those of other areas) the close correspondence betveen Xsios and Cart>odla 
In Table llA is particularly striking, although this cannot be cited as 
proof of the accuracy of the Zaos figures« In any case, from what we know 
of population dynamics In predominantly agricultural and tropical countries 
analogous to Laos, It seems logical to suppose that the population grew at 
an increasing rate under French control. There are several reasons for 
making this assunptlono First, even if the birth rate remained constant 
during the more than half century of French rule, it was a period of 
relative peace and Laos was free of the debilitating wars with Thailand 
and her other neighbors, whldx had taken such a toll of the population, 
particularly during the early 19th century when the Thai decimated Tientlane 
and removed a large portion of the population of that area to the other bank 
of the Mekong.. 

In addition the French established a health serviceo Even assuming 
that it was not too effective on the local village level, particularly 
among the scattered mountain peoples, still hospitals and clinics were 
established in the major towns, and large numbers of rural patients were 
treated and innoculation campaigns begun, doubtless affecting the death 
rate, especially in those relatively densely populated plains surrounding 
the major towns. The large scale malarial spraying campaign currently 
being conducted by the government of laos should also have a significant 
effect on population increase, since malaria appears to be a major caxxse 
of death. Similar developments have been documented for other areas since 
World War II where DDT spraying dramatically decreased the death rate from 
malariac 

Table 7 gives the provincial bireakdown for the periods available« 
It can be seen that the various provinces have increased rather unequally o 
For example. Nam Tha has grown by a factor of less than while Saravane 
has increased over 10-foldo This may reflect a change in provincial 
boimdaries, as is obviously the case with Luang Prabang, or the fact that 
the more easily accessible (to the government official) and larger Lao 
villages constitute a greater proportion of the population in one province 
than in another. It would be risky, however, to attempt to read too much 
into these figures. 

The problems of using Lao statistical materials are well illustrated 
in Table 8 which provides a breakdown of the population by provinces and 
districts in the i.ost-war periodo Even excluding the three northern 
provinces for which insufficient information is available only half the 
provinces listed seem to show a pattern of inconsistent increaĵ e For 
example, in Saravane some Muong figures are higher in 1956 than in I96O; 
such a development is possible but does not appear likely. In the case 
of Attopeu certain districts are identical for varying years while others 
show a third increase. The situation is stmimed up in Table Ok where figures 
for seven selected villages for 1955 and I958 are compared. In certain 
cases predictable increase has occurred while in others there are random 
increases or decreases most likely reflecting the individml temperaments 
and abilities of village chiefs and the extent to which they wished or 
were able to comply with g^vemaent requests for population estimates-

In Table 6 some significant relationships can be established. There 
is a noticeable variation between the hilly northern provinces and the 
central and southern ones, the latter having considerable (for Laos) 
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rice-bearing plains bordering on the Mekong. Tlie former have for the 
most part less than 6 persons per square kilometer, while in the latter 
ve get figures as high as 10 and 12 in 1958• Pietrantoni documents this 
distinction in great detailo In Muong Thakhek, Khammouane Province, he 
finds a diinsity of 21 per square kilometer, 14 in Muong Bakse, Champassac 
Province, as contrasted with 2.6 for the whole of Nam Tlja or 2.4 for Phong 
Saly J l!b should be noted that even these highest figures fall short of 
the 69 (IBO per square mile) cited for certain areas of the Nskong plain 
in Table Althoufî  the population density appears to have increased 
about 50 |)ercent in the past 15 years, the relative distribution by provinces 
appears to have remained approximately the same. 

Tk̂ bles 14 and 15 clearly show that this population distribution 
by provinces which has been maintained historically is aUo closely cor-
related with villafle sise. Tfaua the oiost densely populated provinces also 
have the largest villages. Siese differences are particxOarly striking in 
coinparing Vlentlanfi, Attopeu and Zieng Ihoxxangs In the case of Zieng 
Xhoxmng ^ percent of the population is concentrated in villages of less 
than 200 inhabitants, while in Vientiane only kZ percent of the population 
is found there. In Xleng Khouang only 10 villages are listed as having a 
population of over 300 or less than 1 percent of the total compared to 
over 13 percent for Vientianev Vientiane, Savannakhet and Champassac all 
have average village populations of over 200, and they are also the three 
most densely populated provinces with densities of over 8a5 persons per 
square kilometer^ Similarly, Khammouane, Ham Tha, Phong Saly, Sam Heua 
and Luang Prabang all have a population density of less than 6 and an 
average village size of less than I30 persons, (T&ble 22)o 

If we look at the ethnic composition of the first group of pro-
vinces, we see that all are at least 80 percent lao-Tal, while in the 
second group only Khammouane has a majority of lao-Tai in its population 
(Phong Saly and Sam Heua have practically no lao villages, although they 
do have some Taio See Tfcble 31 for an ethnic breakdown of Phong Saly 
Province> and Table 27 for data on Sam Neua)u 

Ethnic Backgroimd 

Two salient geographic facts — the sparse, scattered population 
and the mountainous terrain — are most forcibly impresced on the traveler 
making a plane trip north from the administrative capital of Vientiane to 
the royal capital at Luang Prabango Circling over Vientiane one sees the 
town stretched out along the Mekong, surrounded by rice fields with 
occasional small patches of forest. Leaving the Mekong plain the land 
abruptly changes to rugged motmtalns cut by narrow valleys. looking closely 
at the settlement pattern below, the obsearver will see what almost amoxmts 
to a textbook illustration of ethnic stratification and economic-geographic 
adaptation to the land based on varying degrees of altitude ̂  The major 
etiinic groups ixihabiting the mountains and valleys of Laos and their ^ 
customary altitudes of habitation are svimmarlzed in Tables 16 and 20. 

Lao officials divide the inhabitants of the country into four groups 
lao-Lum,. or valley Lao; lao-Tial or tribal Tai^; Lao-Thenc or Lao of the 
mountain sides (instead of the derogatory term Kha); and Lao-Soung, or Lao 
of the mountain tops (Meo and Yao). Implicit here is an attempt to emphasize 
the unify of the country. These terms, however, are largely political and 
the imp|rtant cult\iral differences remaino^ 

Although the Lao and tribal Tai belong to the same general language 
group £uad share a common origin in China there are important differences o 
Scnie scholars have claimed that the tribal Tai are representatives of an 
earlier ̂ orm of social organization out of which the Thai (of Thailand) 
and lao %volved. The tribal Tai of whom perhaps the most important group 
in lao are the Black Tai are patrilineal, with a belief revolving around 
ancestral dieties, and there are also hereditary elite families in the villages. 
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At one time they were organised into petty kingdoms» The last of these 
collapsed after the Second World War^ By contrast the Lao and their 
associated sub-groups are bilateral in their social structxire, Buddhist, 
and without hereditary class groups within the village. Unfortunately 
there is insufficient information available for us to draw a rigid 
distinction between Thal-Iao and tribal-^llal. For example, the Tbi Iai 
in the area of Muong Sing bear many x*esemblance8 to the neighboring Tai 
Dam but unlike the latter are Buddhists (althouc^ they have not been so 
for very long). 

The Zao-Theng or̂  JQia Is the general name applied to the vmry 
diverse group of Indigenous Inhabitants who lack both a writing system 
and formalised political organisations beyond the villageo Those few 
who are Buddhisms have adopted the faith of the Lao relatively recently^ 
a few have become Christians, but the majority are anlmlats. In contrast 
to both the Lao and tribal TIal whose economy Is based largely on Irrigated 
rice, the Xha cultivate slaahHuxd b̂um fields. 

The MBO and Yao, althou^ cixlturally distinct groups, share in 
common a nxuober of important cultural traits <> Like the Kha they are 
Blash-«id-bum agrlcultxarlsts in most cases, but their distinction lies 
in the fact that they dwell high in the mountaiiui and raise opium as a 
cash crop« Both Neo and lao have strong patriarchal Influences in family 
and village organization and share a common origin in Chliia, from which 
they migrated relatively recently • Literacy in Chinese is also fairly 
widespread among these groups. Their religion has certain strong Con<-
fucianist and animistic Influences u Their dress is a further distinguish-
ing feature (Table 21A)u| 

'i 
Migrations and Distrlbutton 

1 
In general the Lao live along the rivers and in the valleys, and 

the T^i live in higher vs&leyso The Meo and Tao inhabit the mountains 
from about 600 to 1,800 mters while Lao-*Theng groups are irregularly 
distributed in between o^ mountain slopes o^^ Reconstsructing the patterns 
of migrations the Khmu a ^ other proto-'IndDchlnese groups appear to have 
originally been widely distributed In both the mountains and plains o 
About e i ^ t centuries ago the valley dwelling, wet rice cultivating Lao-
Thai appeared in Laos, mlgratl|^ south in response to the expanding 
paressures of the Han Chinesep^ Later (largely during ±he past few 
centuries), the Jfeo and the Tao tribes moved In from Yunnan and Tbnkin 
engaging in shifting coiltlvationo The current ethnic stratification, then, 
does not have very great historical depth v 

In the northern part of Laos the Tai and lao^^ are distributed 
along the Hekong and its tributaries <> In the eastern part of Indochina 
the T&.i are found in the vicinity of the Tonkin plain emd thence inland, 
while the Tai Dam a]^ Tial' Kao live In the hi^landa and to the south are 
found the Tai Dengo ^ 

The Tai Sam and Tai Kao are located to the north and east of Sam 
Heua in the former hth llilitary Territory of Indochina« Generally speak-* 
ing the Tai Kao inhabit the north of this territory and are not an 
important ethnic group in laos while the Tfeii Bam are found in the southern 
part partictdarl^ In the area of Dlen Blen Fbca located only a few miles 
from Phong Salyo^5 

^ 

The Tai Heua or i|>rthem Tai inhabit the Mekong valley from Yang 
Vieng to Sam Heua and part of that of the Salweena In I918 they were 
estimated to nuaber Vp to recent times there are said to 
have existed 28 Tai Heua .^strlcts some of which are felt to overlap 
vitli the Tai Lu of Sip Sc^ig Bbji Ha« 

i 
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The Tfetl lax, called byl the Chinese Ba-vl or Shui Ba-vlFInhabit 
the twelve Ban Nas (^'covintries" according to Seidenfaden and not 12,000 
paddy fields), eleven of which are situated on the West bank of the Mekong-
The tVTelfth Is Huong Sing In laos. Outside the Sip Song Pan Na there are 
many Tbl Lu groups in places such as Ghleng Tung in Burma, in Horth Thai-
land at Chleng Rai and lamphun and in ZAOS in the Ram Ou valley near 
Luang Prabong, The Lu of ore the descendants of prisoners of 
war taken 1^0 years ago when a Thai army invaded Chleng Tung in Yunnan. 
There are also a few hundred Lu in northern Tonkin. In I916 they were 
estimated to have numbered over 3^#000 in the Chinese owned Flan I m , 
with 50,000 in Chleng Tung and including those in TJaailand and Laos 
they my at present easily number over 750^000, or almost equal to the 
nvunber of Lao In Laos. 

The Xhmu are located mainly in the western part of northern Laos, 
up to the Bam Leng, a tributary of the lam Ou which Joins the Mekong a 
few miles north of Luang Ftabango The Xhmu of the Nam Leng mark the 
northern limit of the Khmu on lao territory with the exception of those 
in the area of Muong Sing.̂ ®^ They are particularly numerous in the 
mountainous areas between Vientiane, Luang Prabang and Xleng Khouang. 

The Meo are distributed sporadically in northern Laos from Yunnan 
south to Pliou Khao Qual^9 \,\xt are concentrated mainly in Xleng Khoxiang, 
The Yao are found in relatively large numbers in the northern part of the 
Tonkin plain and in the mountains to the west, and in laos they are located 
chiefly in southv;estem Bam Heua, around Ham Tha town, northwestern Phong 
Saly and to a lesser extent in the Luajag Prabang and Vang Vleng areas, 
as well as in northern Thailand® Their distribution Is Irregular and 
their villages are scatteredo^® 

Tlie Lao are tho\i^t to constitute about fifty percent of the total 
population of Laos (see Tiables 22 and 23). In any case, they are the 
dominant group politically, economically and socially« Their rellgloixs, 
linguistic and other cultural affiliations are with the Lao of Northeast 
Thailand« A handbook on Thailand published by the Thai government on the 
occasion of the Ninth Pacific Congress in 1957 makes the following state-
ment about the Lao: 

"Tlie Lao differ but little from the Thai, and 
are in reality as much Thai as are the Thaio The Lao 
do not call themselves lao but Thaio^^ The lao of 
Thailand are divided into two divisionss the Lao of 
nortliem Thailand or lao Phung Dam, and the lao of 
eastern Thailand, or Lao Hiung Khaoo (Black-bellied 
and White-bellied Iao)o" 

t 
1 

The terms refer to the fact that the men of the former are closely tat̂ ô̂ ..̂ ^ 
from waistline to mid-thi^s; this tattooing is absent in the latter o 

"The Northern Loo Inhabit the whole of Northern 
Thailando. ,In addition to the name Lao Phimg Dam they 
are frequently called by their nei^ibors lao Yuen or 
Thai Yueno Tlie Eastern Lao occupy a great part of the 
Khorat Plateau and the valley of the Mae Khong [Mekong], 
There are also scattered communities of both these lao 
divisions in Lower Thailand*.. 

"The Eastern lao can be divided into two Language 
^jroups: the Lao Uienchau [Vientiane] and tlie lao KaOoo. 
most of the populatipn of ttie three provinces of Prachin, 
Krabin oiid Nakljion Nayok are lao Wlengchan, all originally 
prisoners of war deported to these districts Just one 
hundred years ago...23 

"The dialectic difference between lao Wiengchan 
and Lao Kao is not great, but quite distinct to en 
observant ear• 
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Thu0 it becomes mite cleer thet the dletlnctlons between the 
neighboring peoples of XAOS and Thullimfl ere largely political. This 
is true of the tribal groups as veil as the IaOo (Table 6k). Movements 
due to warfare are significant (there have been similar types of move-
ments vlthln laos)^ althou^ eeonomlc eo&dltlons can also be persuasive. 
But in both cases the noveunt is aljaost always southward. This applies 
to all major ethnic groupso^^ 

nausner (1999) observes with regard to the Hoartheast Thai-Lao 
that villages mlgmted as units after first sending some responsible 
cltlsens to scout out the possibilities* The lao village in terms of 
its agrlciiltural econoqy is also not too stable a unlt^ at least when 
the matter Is viewed in terms of fifty years or more (Table 181.); the 
tribal villages are even less so, since they move every few decades. It 
can be truly said that almost none of the rural villages in Laos are really 
permanent. The few villages in the Tientlane area that have existed for 
several centuries are rare exceptions. Bom change every few dosen years, 
althouc^ generally speaking the lao and Black Tial^ tend to be more per-
manent than the Meo or Khmu because of the former's dependence on irrigated 
rice culture.^ This mobility of the population has been a major obstacle 
confronting potential mapHoskers and census takers as veil as government 
planners. 

Ethnic Composition 

It is certainly clear that a most Important fact concerning Laos 
is the ethnic composition of her population. In recent years it has 
become qtuite common when discussing the problems of Laos to assert that 
the lowland Lao who control thm gpvenaiient are not even a clear majority 
in their own country, and that at least half of the people belong to tribal 
groups. Otaforttanately, It is not possible on the basis of currently avail-
able information to furnish any detailed docutaentatlon on this point, but 
the figures given in Ttables 22-32 illxxstrate something of the complexities 
involved. Table 22 is Inconiplete since it omits the provinces of Sam Seua 
and Phong Saly, which at the time of compilation were under Communist 
control. 

One of the major complications Is that the Lao and Tmi are listed 
together and not broken down into separate categories as they were in the 
statistics issued during the period of French rule (see Tfctbles 23-32). 
The political motivation for this is obvious since it places the Lao in 
a more favorable position. Tet on a perstxial basis the lao sharply dis-
tinguish themselves from the Tai groups, althou^ without question they 
consider themselves to be more, closely related to the 1^1 peoples than 
to the lao-Theng or Heo-Tao groups. As we have Indicated, there are 
important differences between the Lao and various I^i groups in customs, 
religion and family structure, althou^ some of the latter are Buddhistso 
The various Ssil groups also had their own political hierarchies ^ich were 
not Integrated with those of the Lao. In fact, for the roost part their 
origin lies in Korth Tietnam, and without question some of the Tai peoples 
now residing in jaos feel themselves strongly drawn in that direction.^® 
This feeling is intensified by the fact that althou^ some Tai do occupy 
government positions^ they feel themselves to be discriminated againsto 
It is also i n t e r e s t t h a t the inhabitants of the Tai Dam refugee villages 
in the area of the towns of Vientiane and Luang Prabang appear to have 
integrated themselves into laotian society after the pattern of the 
Vietnamese rather than the Laou For example, they have become craftsmen, 
vegetable gardeners, petty traders and domestic servants, occupations 
approximating those of the resident Vietnamese. These p^icular groups 
are for the most part not Buddhist and share certain ritual observances 
vitli the Vietnamese. 

J 



Even assuming the Lao<-Tal to be a homogeneouB group^ ve can see 
in TWt)le 22 that they are in a clear majority in only 6 of the 10 provinces 
of Laos listed. Examining Table 23 ve are able to check tliese figures 
cotuparatively and at the same time achieve some historical perspective. 
As has been repeatedly emphasized, all Lao statistics should be treated 
vith some caution, yet they do shov a significant degree of internal 
consistency. Xhus the proportions, of the total population in each of 
the major ethnic groupings has retaalxied relatively unchanged in the 
period 1911-19'̂ 2« In 1911 the lao vere k'̂  percent of the total popula-
tion and in 19*̂ 2 they vere kk percent j the Kha vere 32 and 30 percent ; 
and the Tal vere 19 and 17 percent for the respective years. Only the 
Neo-Yao seem to have more than dodbled from 2 to 3 percent over the forty 
year interval (iWble 23) • In this latter case there is a very plausible 
ezplajiatlon many groups may have migrated south into Laos fkx>m neighbor-
ing China and lorth Tletnam over this period, follovlng earlier trends. 
In fAct, based on the fuestlonlng of conteuipormry groups there appears 
to have been a migratory trend fron the bordering provinces of the north ^̂  
into Luang FMbang, and subsequently into Sayaboury and Vientiane« 

It is poasible to see some' deliberate attempt at manipulation ^̂  
here, but this vould seem to be Inconsistent with the idea of hajdbasardly i 
collected statistics. Certainly on the local level, the village or dis-
trict officials vould have had to preserve some records in order to knov 
what they vere manipulating, az^ judging from the situation ezisting f 
today there does not appear to be* much support for this vlev» On the r 
national level, the Prezich administrators vould have had to engage In 
keeping two sets of books. Althouc^ there are many things of vhich the 
French as a colonial power may have been guilty, this does not appear to 
be one of theme Their failing appears to be more on the side of laxness 
in keeping statistics and emphasis on the Exnropean and m^tis population 
for vhich, in contrast to the other inhabitants of Laos, detailed records 
existo Yet, since tax assessments vere based on these records, there was 
considerable motivation for some sort of accuracy. ! 

Trying to assess the validity of the proportions expressed for 
1955 presents a number of difficulties« There can be noted interestingly ^ 
enough, a spectacular jump in the lao-Tai category from 6l to T'̂^ percent ^ 
and a decrease in the Kha figure, vith the Meo-Iao statistics remaining 
more or less constant. This reflects the absence of Phong Saly and Sam 
Heua from the 1955 calculations, Fortunately there are detailed statistics 
available for Bam Heua for 1936 (Thble 2?), which indicates a Tai popula-
tion of approximately 68 percent, rather close to the Lao-Tai average for 
all of Laos of percent for 1955 (based on the maximum population 
estimate), so that we may roughly assume that the omission of this one 
province would not have made a great difference in the overall average, 
if the percentage composition of the population had not greatly altered 
in the intervening nineteen years. But in this caea it must be reroembered 
that the "lao-Tai" are actually tribal Tkij there are virtxially no Lao in 
the province o This leaves Phong Saly, whose population was estimated at 
about 50,000 in ''955̂  or approximately k percent of the total population 
of LaoSo (Tfeible We must therefore look elsewhere for an explana-
tion of the increase in the Lao-Tai cooiponent of the population of LaoSo 

v. 

Table 2k gives us some help, but we mw^t be cautious in assessing ( 
the figures since the Tai column Includes proto-IndochlBese groups such 
as the Bouei, which in provinces such as Saravane constitute over 12 percent 
of the populationo The lao category, even though it is augmented by the r 
Tai-Lu, provides valuable help, lat us try to see specifically those areas , 
in which the ethnic valley-Iao total significantly more than half the total 
population and constitute a definite majority o In T&ble 23 we see that 
in 19^2 in the Kingdom of Luang Prabang, which included much of northern 
Laos (principally Luang Prabang and Sam Tha Provinces) they constituted 
only 35 percent of the population^ In a survey conducted by the French 
authorities in 1950 in Sayaboury Pirovince, the lao composed only 25 percent 
of the population in Hong Sa district and kO percent in PWk lay (Table 30) • I 
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Together these two districts constitute the majority of the province 
accounting for 229 and l66 villages respectively out of a 195^ total 
of 523^ or about 75 percent^ while the I96O census ficures give 76 
percent for Lao-Tai groups in the province« These sets of figures 
would incline us to treat with some reserve the lao-Tai percentages | 
given for these provinces in Tttble 22« T^ble 25 provides an extensive / 
satnple of the population of Xieng Khouangu The Ifeo figures arc almost 
identical to those in Tible 22 and one is inclined to doubt that they 
are complete for the larger population given in this table, since the 
population of the major towns appears to be excluded from Table 25^ Turn-
ing to Table 32 we see that in Nam Tha province the lao are not significant,. ̂  
In Muong Sing district they constitute only the officials and their families, 
while the Tai (principally hi) are 37 percent of the populationo In Ham Tha . 
and Hoiiei Sai districts the Lao are 2 and 6 percent respectively, while the * 
Tai are hk and percent« In Sam Jleua we have already seen that no Lao f 
are listed, while the ftii form approximately 68 percent of the population t 
(Table 27)« In Saravane (rCsble 28) the Lao are percent of the popula-
tion, while Tfeble 2k lists only 30 percent of the population as Lao-liai ! 
in Attopeu (see also Table 29)0 This leaves the Provinces of Khammouane, 
VientianeChampassac, and to a lesser extent Savannakhet as predominantly 
lAOu It is only in Vientiane Province that the non-Iao-^Tai peoples con- ] 
stitute a negligible minority« | 

It is not without significance that with the exception of the Pro- ^ 
vince of Khammoiiane, all of the provinces bordering on the Democratic ! 
Republic of Vietnam and People''s Republic of China contain only a minority j 
of Laoo This fact has made guerrilla and probing tactics such as occurred ^ 
during the summer of 1959 much easier for the DRV since the same tribal ^ 
croups are found on both sides of the bordero In the civil war in I96O-
1961 the question of Vietnamese infiltration has not been successfully ^ 
answered (tribal or non-tribal), nor of Siamese Thai for the Royal Government',. 

Another important factor is underestimation of the populationo 
Tlie villages of the tribal peoples are much smaller and more scattered 
over mountainous terrain than the larger settlements of the Lao located 
ill the valleyso Table 22 indicates that Vientiane is 99 percent Lao-Tai, 
vhile Xieng Khouang is kO percent Meo-Yao, and Attopeu is 70 percent Kha. | 
That is, the difference in village size on an ethnic baois (Table Ih) 
reflects the different geographic adaptations and Land use, The Lao I 
practicing irrigated rice agriculture are able to have the largestv most 
Ijermanent villages, while the Meo who live on the mountain tops appear 
to have the smallest and least pennanent, with the Kha occupying an inter-
mediate position in terms of geography, population and permanence . Tabler, | 
33-̂ 38 tend to confirm this generalization,. In Luang Prabang Piovince Meo 1 
villages of 200 or 300 do occur but are :rare, while those wltJi over I W ^ 
inliabitants are not unusual, in marked contrast to the pattern of Lao and ^ 
even Lao-Theng villages« An important factor not broucht out in tiiê .̂ 
figures is the occasional proximity of Meo vilJages to each other.. For 
the most part they do appear to be widely scattered in Luang Prabang^ but 
certain ecologi'^al factors may cause concentrations« Thus on a plateau 
several hours' walk from Luang Prabang town there are estimated to be sotrie 
3,000 Meo living in villages with as many as 80-9O houses etxch. Thi^; 
clustering is due at least in part to the fact that the soil has a higii 
lime content, making it good for growing opium By contrast, lao villages ) 
of 500-1,000 population are by no moans unusual in Vientiane Province (12 
percent of the rural population) although they are Less likely to occur ; 
in the north. It is also pertinent to note (Table 13) that the average 
size of villages in Laos has increased almost 50 percent in the past half-
century, althoxigli exactly how this has affected the different minority 
croups it is impossible to se^ in any precise way.. One raiglit infer, \ 
however, that since tlie lao villages are nearest the growing towns and j 
arc being rciached to an increasing extent by roads, that tliese trade .1 
contacts may have tended to promote population concentrations Therefore 
it is likely that the average size of the Lao villages has fprown to a ^ 
{.greater extent than those of the mountain peoples. It is likely, however, 
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that at least some Meo vlllagea such as those on the Xleng Khouang 
plateau have shown increaseso 

The smaller size, scattering and hence greater inaccessibility 
of non-Iao villages are implicitly acknowledged in the official five-
year development plan of the Iao governments There is considered to have 
been an underestimation of some 15 percent for certain poorly administered 
areas: the Provinces of Phong Saly, Vientiane, Savannakhet and Khammouane, 
and 20 percent for Saravane and Champassac, with kO percent for Luang 
Prabang, Sayaboury, Ham Tha and Sam N e m ^ Tiaklng the census of 1936, one 
then obtains a corrected figure of l,2Jf7#000 Instead of 1,018,000 for 1936| 
1,562,000 instead of 1,309^00 for 1951/ and 1,708,000 Instead of 1,575^50 
for 1957o If one takes the electoral lists, composed of approximately 
840,000 persons, an even hij^r figure for the total population appears 
reasonable — perhaps 1,700,000 inhabitantso The report concludes that 
a population of 2,000,000 is a reasonable estimate on which to base the 
1958-63 plan- This assxxmes an annual increase rate of lo5 percent, which 
is considerably less than that of 2o03 estimated for the most recent 
period (T^ble 6)o3l 

This official Bovrce also states (apparently quoting a French 
source for the census of 1936) that the lao-Tal were underestimated by 
a factor of approximately 15 percent, while for the proto-Indochinese 
(Kha or Indonesians as they are referred to in the report) it is per-
cent, and for the Meo 50 percent» Applying these figures to the propor-
tions given in the 19^2 census and extrapolating to a census figure of 
2,000,000, we arrive at a figure of 820,000 (>fO percent) for the lao, 
320,000 (16 percent) for the various Tiai peoples, 680,000 percent) 
for the proto-Indochinese and 100,000 (9 percent) for the Meo-Yaoo These 
figures are exclusive of other groups such as the Vietnamese, Chinese and 
Europecuis, who dwell in the towns u In fact, in most cases the Lao appear 
to be definitely a minority in the towns demographlcally speaking, e gu 
Pakse with its large Chinese and Vietnamese groups, while in Vientiane^ 
in addition to sizeable communities of these two groups, there also appears 
to be more immigrants from across the river in Thailand than from laos 
proper. According to Pletrantoni (1957 - 230) in 19'̂ 3 the lao made up 
61 percent of the population of Tjiang Prabang town and only percent 
in Vientiane, with I6, ik, 10 and 11 percent in Savannakhet, Pakse, Xleng 
Khouang and Thakhek respectively (Table 58)0 

Ethnically and Itngulstically speaking the point can be made as 
far as the rural and urban areas are concerned that laos has no character-
istic population groups that cannot be fo\md in greater numbers in neighbor-
ing states o A glance at Tables 6 5 s h o w s that far greater numbers of 
Meo and Yao reside in North Vietnam and China than in LaoSo A similar 
point can be made with regard to the Tai peoples o The Lao population of 
Northeast Thailand amounts to approximately 7 million, and of the Northern 
region some 5 milliono There exists a mild lao irredentismu More Important 
perhaps is the fact that the Thai have annexed parts of Laos when France 
was weak, eogo Sayaboury during World War II« As we have seen in the 
various tables, the Kha constitute a great many individual tribal urxits. 
These grovqjs also overlap into North and South Vietnam, Cambodia and 
Thailand (TIable 6k). 

Although it is of great significance that there are ethnic over-
lappings with North Vietnam and China, without doubt the most significant 
cultural relationships are with the lao of Thailand The borders with 
China and North Vietnam are in moxintalnous country that can be crocsed 
but with difficulty, while the Mekong which marks the Thai-Lao border for 
much of its length is in no sense an obstacle since Uie Lao are a riverine 
people. In fact it encourages contact since the Lao like to fish and 
traverse the river to trade. Cultural differences between the lao on 
the one hand and the Chinese and Vietnamese on the other are strongly 
felt. Ihere are differences in language, religion, etlios and food iiabits« 
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Dxiring the current civil var the Royal Lao government has talked darkly 
of "foreign" soldiers who use chopsticks and cat non-glutinous rice --
an oblique way of referring to the Vietnamese.. 

Tlie increasing population pressures generated by the Ilan Chinese 
(Table 68) provide part of the explanation for the Tliai-Lc.o migrations 
which culminated in the foundinr^ of tlie Tliai capital of Ayuthaya in 1350c. 
During the preceding century there vas a legendar̂ '̂̂  migration of Thai-Ieo 
people along the Nam Ou river to the present site of Luang Prabang.3^ 
This was an end result of a long series of southward migrations (Wienss 
1954^ 113)• During the pre-Chou period (approximately prior to 1000 B X . ) 
there appears to have been a belt of Thai people on the north bank of the 
Yangtze. Tattooing being a trait which has characterized the lao people 
up to the present time, some scholars feel that It may serve as an in-
dication of the presence of Eiai peoples in China. During the Han period 
(200 B,C.-200 A.D.) tattooed people were found scattered over much of 
southern China except Yimxian and Kueichouo Their absence from these areas 
probably indicates that they had not yet migrated to these regionso The 
general picture presented by the historical records is that of a migration 
of related Thai peoples, first east^j^ard from Szechwcin, then south, and 
again west and southwest« These migrations are still continuing, the 
latest arrivals being groups of tribal Tai people® who have crossed into 
northern Laos from Yunnan, fleeing the Chinese commune system, 33 

A similar situation occurred with regard to the Meo During the 
last 500 or 600 years the Nfeo have been subjected to pressures by the Han 
Chinese, who have steadily forced them into marginal and mountainous areas 
and. also pushed them southward« The Chinese undertook campaigns against 
the Meo in I698, 1732, 179^ and 1855- This warfare resulted In a series 
of movements by the Meo, one of which was to the eastern part of Yunnan 
and northern parts of Vietnam and LaoSo As indicated earlier, large numbers 
of Meo and Yao have entered laos since the beginning of this century . This 
fact is further confirmed by the present population estimates for the various 
ethnic groups o Tlie other ethnic groups have approximately tripled since 
1911, while the Meo have increased over slx-fold« Even discounting tJie 
degree of underestimation and confining ourselves to the official figures 
for 1911 and 19^2, wc see that in that period the Meo-Yao group more tlian 
tripled, while none of the other groups even doubled.o 

Urban Population 

So far we have confined our discussion to the rural pfjpulatioa of 
laoSo An important indication of a c o u n t r y s o c i a l , economic or cuHural 
development is its extent of urbanization. A glance at Table r learl;/ 
chows that laos is one of the least urbanized areas in Asia even by t.he 
most generous estimates (within the definition laid down In the table) , 
Yet it would be quite wrong to assume that the rest of Laos outside of 
Vientiane is composed only of villages, with a few ""overgrown viliafjcs" 
forming the provincial capitalso This is definitely not true in certain 
specific caseso Tlie royal capital of Luang Prabang --- the official resi-
dence of the King — is certainly not a large vilJage as its population 
of some 7>600 might lead one to infer. It has a long history as an ad-
tiinistrative center, and the fact that it is also the residence of the chief 
Buddnist monk of Laos emphasizes its importance as a religio\is center l^jang 
Prabang has paved streets, a power plant, hospital and airfields In addition 
to its administrative personnel there is a significant population of Chinese 
and Vietnamese who are engaged in conmierce and crafts o Clearly, althoiigli 
tlie town is a major trading center, only a minority of tlie population is 
ox.^ajGd In agriculture. 

AlUiou^;^! tixere is no other town in Laos that has the religious or 
cc^ cLxnial iuiportance of Luang Prabang, there are several otlier tov;n.s Lliat 
ax'e administrative and commercial centers. 
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If 5,000 is set as a minimum population figure, ve caxj include 
Savannakhet, Paksc and. Thaklick in this c a t e g o r y T h i s raises the 
question as to how to classify the remaining provincial capitals and 
toxms of lesser importance. Table 1̂-9 presents a list of kk communities 
which are classified as towns. In reality most of them are minor ad-
ministrative centers (muongs) containing, in many cases, the residence 
of the Chao Muong or district administrator, a lower court, a police post, 
a six-year school, perhaps an army cottipany and a practical nurse and xosually 
a few Chinese merchants. With the exception of Nam Tha, Sam Neua, Phong 
Saly, and possibly Attopeu, where the only lao are the officials, most 
of the others are lao villages where the majority of the inhabitants are 
farmers with trading sometimes a secondary occxipation. Many of these towns, 
particularly in the south, have road connections, and some are located along 
rivers; those which are not accessible in these ways in many cases have a 
landing strip which can be used during the dry season. As provincial 
capitals Attopeu, Nam Tha, Phong Saly, Sam Neua and Sayaboury would fit in 
this category. They are distinguished from other secondary towns in that 
they have regular air service (at least during the dry season), usually a 
post and telegraph office and often a larger military garrisonv Tliere may 
be other towns in the province which have an equal or greater commercial 
importance, e^g. Houei Sal in Nam Tha provinceo By even the most generous 
estimates 90 percent of the population of Laos are peasants or tribesmen 
living in rural area, engaged in agriculture or related occupations. Con-
sidering that a number of areas usually included in counting the population 
of the towns are predominantly rviral in character, it would seem safe to 
assume that about 95 percent of the people of Laos are either primarily 
or excliisively farmers, making it one of the most rural countries In the 
worldo 

The overwhelming importance of the Mekong is clearly demonstrated 
by the fact that all of the important cities of Laos are located along its 
banks from the trading post of Houei Sal in the north through Luang Prabang 
Vientiane, Thakhek, Savannakhet to Pakse in the souths Those towns located 
in non-Lao areas sucii as Sam Netia, Phong Saly, Nam Tha, Xieng Khouang and 
Attopeu are all distinctly of secondary importanceu The only town that 
does not fit into this clearly marked dichotomy is Sayaboury, but the river 
town of Pak Lay is almost as large even though it lacks the administrative 
apparatus of a provincial capital. French administrators hiave^ of coui-sev 
strongly influenced the development of these towns and they are largely 
responsible for the creation of Thakhek and Savannakhet., 

Within the last thirty years most of these towns have about doubled, 
approxitaating the increase in the population of Laos as a whole (Tables 50 
and 51)0 Vientiane, which has approximately quadrupledy is the outsttanding 
exceptiono In this case it is apparent that most of the growth has occurred 
since the end of the Second World War and the emergence of Laos as a nationo 
The large scale American aid program, by encouraging urban businesses and 
subsidizing the growth of government bureaus, the am^y and police, has 
greatly contributed to the growth of Vientiane and other towns as wello 
Not too surprisingly Luang Prabang /̂as the most significant town in laos 
at the beginning of the century when it was more than twice the size of 
Vientiane. If instead of the Census Bureau®s estimate of 11^000, we actept. 
the figure of 7^596 (subsequently obtained by the provincial office uf this 
bureau in the royal capital), it appears that its population has retn?iined 
remarkably stable during the last half century. This cannot be t>aid for 
tovms such as Xieng Khouang, Savajmakhet and Sar'avane, which have grown 
from villages, in some cases increasing more than twenty-fold. In Table 5I 
we note that with the exception of Vientiane the towns in the other two 

Iiices for vhich comparable figures are available appeared to have in-
ci'ca&ed at a somewhat slower rate than the population as a whole. 

The ethnic compositioa of the towns is clearly shown iu Table 5G.35 
The most outstanding fact emerging from these tables is that the towns of 
Laus are predominantly non-Lao in ethnic composition, an exception t^exng 
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Luang Prabang where 6l percent were Lao in 19^3 <> But if the predominantly 
nrral areas usually included within the town limltfs were excludedit is 
likely that the percentage of lao would fall even lower. In any case, 
In I9U3 approximately 30 percent of the "urban" population (in termfl of 
the towns listed in Table 58) was lao, the remainder being predominantly 
Vietnamese and Chiiiesea When comparing the growth of the Chinese and 
Vietnamese communities between 1921 and 19^3 with the increase in the 
population of laos as a whole, we find some impressive differences. In 
these 22 years the population of the country as a whole did not quite 
double according to the official figures, yet the population of the 
Chinese increased from approximately 5OO to k,000, or by a factor of 8, 
while the Vietnamese increased from some h,100 to 30,700, or more than 
7 times. The tot^l gain was approximately 30,000 for both groups during 
this period. This population alone is almost sufficient to account for 
the total growth of the major towns during part of this period as given 
in Tfeible 50. Although not all of these people settled in the major towns 
it is safe to assume that most of them did, since the Chinese came 
principally as merchants, petty traders and in some cases as coolies, 
while the Vietnamese came as craftsmen, gp-rdeners, and many were recruited 
by the French to serve as technicians and administrators of various kinds,. 

Between 19^3 and 1959 a number of important changes have occurred^ 
but unfortunately statistics for comparison are not available. We must 
attempt to ascertain the situation indirectly. Among the more significant 
has been the departure of a large number of Vietnamese, particularly those 

were in government service, since laos gained her independence. As 
colonial administrators the Vietnajnese were very much resented by the lao. 
This feeling has a strong traditional basis, since the Lao both fear and 
distrust the more aggressive Vietnameseo Others who worked as truck-
^^ardeners in the area of Vientiane also left. A number of them were 
Catholics and the deserted churches in some of the villages around Vien-
tiane testify to this facto It should be noted, however>hat this IOBS 
was not a total one, since a number stayed on^ Also, with the recent 
gro'/th of Vientiane a nvunber of Vietnamese have emigrated from overcrowded 
Saigon and set up small businesses or found Jobs in the various service 
tradeso In 1957 approximately 1?0 more Vietnamese were entering Laos each 
month than were leaving, so tliat one could estimate the einnual inrrear^e by 
iamigration at about 1,500 36 

The situation for the Chinese is somewhat different since> unliKe 
the Vietnamese, they were not involved In the governmentu They prospered 
greatly in commerce, as the increase in their population attests. Accord-
ing to Table 58 there was an increase of over seven-fold in the Chinese 
population in the sixteen years between 19̂ +3 and 1959.w or proportionately 
equivalent to the increase which had taken place in the preceding 31 yearso 
Beyond doubt the Chinese population did increase but it would be unwise to 
give to these figures an absoluteness they do not merit« Many Chines^=; 
cigrated to laos after World War Up They came from a number of places 
for a variety of reasons. First, a significant number of coldiexs and 
officers of the Chinese nationalist Army crossed over into Imob from Yunnan 
after the occupation of that area by the Communists <. Many of these men 
settled in various towns particularly in the north, established busine-socs 
and often married Lao women, since there were few eligible Chinese Another 
source of Chinese immigrants has been the cities of Hong Khng, Saigon and 
Bangkok. Many of them were attracted to laos by the lure of profits to 
be made as a result of the com; .xial boom indirectly fostered by the 
American aid program, Although easy money was no longer to be made in 
1V59 aî î i960 as it was in 1956 and 1957> many of them have stayed on.. 

Tables 59-60 provide further ixil'ormation on the Chinese and VicL-
iiamese. It should be noted tlriat in 1953 Ij&os had not yet assumed de iacto 
control of her o\m administration, so that many Vietnamese probably left 
after that date. Today Vientiane remains an iiTiXxjrtant center for both 
t^roups, and the Vletioamese as well as Chinese communities in towns such 
as Pakse and Savanaakhet are still strongs One of tlie difficulties In 
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evaluating Table 6l Is that the Chinese and Vietnamese communities^^ are 
roraposed not only of forelg^ born individuals» but also of many people 
vho vere b o m in LaoSo This fact is not made evident in the official 
statistics 

The Indian population, composed mostly of cloth merchants> has 
grown from 6 individuals in 1912 to some 957 in 1958 <. French and Americans 
also figure appreciably in the Lao urban population. It was estimated that 
in 1959 there were approximately 8,000 Frenchmen in Laos. Presumably this 
included the military garrison stationed at the Seno base., Large niombers 
of Frenchmen serve as military and civilian advisors to the government 
in various parts of Laos, and there are also many businessmen. Like the 
Chinese, Frenchmen in this category seem to have Increased in recent yearsc 
Without a doubt there are more French now in laos than at the time It was 
a colony a In 1912, for example, there were only 226 French citizens in 
the whole covmtry, and in 1 9 3 7 5 7 ^ (the only exception to this statement 
being the time of the Indochina War, when large numbers of French troops 
vere fighting in Iaos)o 

As to the Americans, except for a few dozen missionaries^ almost 
all of them work for the American government in one of its aid or informa-
tion programso A reasonable estimate would be 500 including families. 
In addition there are a few hundred Filipinos vho work in the American 
aid program, as veil as a number engaged in an independent rural medical 
program called Operation Brotherhoods, Both the Americans and Filipinos 
are new elements in the ethnic mosaic of Laos which did not exist as 
recently as ten years ago„ 

If one were to approach the que-^tion of Lao urban population 
composition on a formal statistical basls^ this m l ^ t veil be the end of 
the discussion, but it would have overlooked one of the most cxvcIhI 
groups, which does not appear at all in the official French statisti^s 
in any meaningful vay«39 These are the Thai and Thai -lao from the north-
east provinces of Thailand. The French vere interested in emphasizing 
the integration of Laos vith the other provinces of Indochina bordering 
on laoSo Although some migration statistics do exist they are obviously 
not very reliable in a country with only a small number of poorly r>upervii.̂ ed 
custom i>osts and an easily navigable river separating the two countries for 
much of their common border y par ticularly in the most populous regions 

It is necessary to define our terras, for the distinctions between 
the Lao and the Thai-Lao are not readily apparent^ First It should b̂ -
noted that a number of Thai businessmen from Bangkok have come to Vien-
tiane in recent years ̂  as have a nvimber of students seeking Job^y but 
they are certainly a small mlxiority compared to the Chinese or Viet.natijese. 
Excluded from our consideration are the crosBlngf* of villagers who live 
on opposit>e sides of the Mekong and exchange produce ̂  Also exchxided are 
the many Lao (elites as veil as peasants) vho have left their cô -unt.ry for 
an education, Job or business venture in Thailand and later returned 
VJliat ve are particularly interested in is the large scale migrations., 
often of a temporary natiire, of farmers and coolies from the poor aiid 
overpopulated Northeast Thailand to the tovjxB of Laos bordering on the 
Mekong, particularly to Vientiane.. Here most of the samlav dTivert* ax»d 
coolies engaged in construction vork (both men and women) are f rom the 
other side of the rivero It is estimated that in 1959 there vere 5iO<jO 
samlavs in all of laos, of vhich a majority vere probably operated by 
Kortheast Thai--Lao> vho also monopoliJied this trade in Bangkok before it 
vas banned there« In addition, many come to vork in the villages around 
Vientiane particularly at planting and harvest time. 

Of eq\xal importance is the cultural impact the Timi have had on 
tiie lowna of liios; althougti there is a strojog French influence in the 
public buildings and adrainistrative organization, as veil as on the vlev-
point of the educated classes, Hiai culture is felt more strongly by the 
lover classes in terms of item© such as movies, mass circulation newspapers 
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and magazineB (roost of the migrants from the Wortheast are literate) It 
is possible that the sitmtion in laos may be uniqxie, at least in degree: 
that is, the IndigenoiLS population is poorly represented in the towns, 
the only people of Laos living in them being the Lao officials and some 
merchants and craftsmena 

With the exception of Xieng Khouang where a few Meo have settled 
in the towns, the non-Lao tribal peoples do not live in the townso A 
partial exception are the Khmu who come to work as coolies in towns such 
as Luang Prabang but usually return to their own villages in a few months o 
Conversely there are, however, some Chinese merchants scattered in certain 
of the larger Lao villages in the countryside« 

Age Structure 

Although ve have previously Indicated the severe limitations of 
lao and French colonial statistics regarding the total population and its 
ethnic composition, an even worse situation exists with regard to statistics 
relating to birth and mortalityu Although the lhaited Nations Economic 
Commiiision for Asia and the Far Bast has published a. set of figures (see 
Tables 46-48), the sources on which they are based are unknown, and in any 
case not available to the Lao Bureau of Stat5.8tics, nor published in any 
French periodicals« Pietrantoni (1953s28) concludes that those figures 
which were collected by the French administration on natality and mortality 
are not of any scholarly useo 

A somewhat better situation exists with regard to materials on the 
age structure of the Laos population, but liere too there are severe dls* 
crepancies in many government reports. Tte-o^ appears to be a tendency in 
aany cases to virtxaally ignore the group ever 60 and to underestimate the 
number of people under 15« Table kj brings together material bearing on 
the Iblo from diverse sovurces in both ruiral Thailand and lao® whicli shows 
a great deal of consistency in a comparative sense« Table kl shows the 
close compeirability of the data obtained by Pietrantoni for all of Laos 
in 19^3 and the figures obtained from Lao government sources for 1957-
The data from the Kha and the Jfeo-Yao groups are less satisfyingo It 
does not appear logical to attribute the widely varying differences for 
the tribal groups to different demograpl-iic features, although these may 
exist, but rather to censvis difficulties. On the whole it is reasonable 
to assume that they would be less cooperative« It is quite possible that 
these groups have a higher infant mortality rate and a shorter life span 
than the lao, but on the basis of the available data we would not be 
Justified in coming to any firm conclusionso There appears to be less 
reason to doubt the data in Table k3k since this was obtained from the 
•records of the local Chinese community• The relatively small number of 
women and of people over 60 seems to be a natural consequence of an im-
migrant commianity composed cbiefly of males, which established Itself in 
the area during the past few decadeso In general, the structure of tlie 
Iao jwpulation conforms to the age pattern common to the whole area of 
Southeast Asia (Table The marked larger population under 15 and the 

smaller proportion of people over 60 sure rather striking when contrasted 
with industrl "' Ized countries like France, the Ifaited States and even Japan 

As a final note, it can be added that on the basis of the available 
information there does not appear to be any consistent differences in family 
size between rtiral and urban areas (Table 57)« There are, however, important 
differences between ethnic groups, with the Yao and Black Tal having larger 
household groups than the Lao (Tables 53-55)* 
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F O O T H O T E S 

1 Some observers prefer to divide the year Into three seasonss summer 
from March throxigh June, the rainy season from July through October 
and VInter from November through February, 

2 lafont (1959s 9,11)-

3 Relnach (19OIS 92-93)-

If One vas planned within the next few years, "if sufficient funds are 
available," but the Lao government is largely dependent on outside aid 
and a census as such does not appear to have a very high priority o With 
the present civil war it appears ualllDely that any prograjo of this sort 
will be xmdertaken in the near future. 

5 The Lao do not place any great emphasis on exact records. The chaotic 
condition of official Lao records is in part a result of a lack of 
technical facilities and in part a lack of interest in precise detail« 
An aspect of this attitude is that most Lao officials aure extremely 
generous in making available those records they do possess« 

Referring to the Kha, one investigator states, •There is no system of 
countings If you want to know how many men there are in the village, 
the head man goes around with a bamboo stick, breaking one knot for 
each person met, and gives you the knots to count. There is no record 
of birthso Their children were b o m ®when there was prosperity that 
year, when the tree was planted® and so on« A schoolteacher, when 
asked for the birthdates of his children, simply named dates in a series, 
made up in order to have something for the school records" Jumsai 
(1959s 20). 

6 "la Population du Laos de I912", 19^5, Bulletin de la Societe des Etudes 
Indochinoises^ H, So Tome XXVIII, NOo 1, 1953o 

7 Pietrantoni (1957^ 226-28) o 

8 It should be emphasized that these groupings are approximate, and that 
these tables represent only a summary« One of the greatest difficulties 
in attempting to identify the various ethnic groups in Laos lies in the 
fact that they are known by a great variety of names, different ones 
often used in French, English and Chinese sources while often there 
are additional Siamese and Lao names for these people as well as names 
by which these groups refer to themselves o "Heo" is xised by tlie Lao 
and the French, "Miao" is usually found in Chinese and English language 
sources, and some Meo groups refer to themselves as "Mung" or "Mong<" 
In the case of a major tribal Tai group we have Black Tal^ Tai Holx ̂ ^ 
or Tai Dam, English, French and Lao versions of the seune namCo Several 
attempts are made to summarize the available Information (Tables 21, 65, 
TJj 79)» hut in most cases the available sources are based on inadequate 
information o The best attempt to date has been made by John Embree 
and William Lo Thomas in Ethnic Groups of Horthem Southeast Asia (Yale 
University, Southeast Asia Studies, Hew Haven, 195®)- It cannot be too 
strongly emphasized that Laos, despite the work of French ethnographers, 
remains one of the most poorly known areas of the world from the point 
of view of ethnography o 

9 Tlie distinction in spelling is arbitrarily established here for purposes 
of clarificationo 

10 This system of classification also appears to reflect the desire of 
lao government to spread Lao culture £ind civilization (principally as 
reflected in language and religion), tendencies which seem to have been 
encouraged by certain French colonial eidminlstrators who used lao officials 
to oversee Kha groups« An excellent example is provided by tlie Kin^^m 
of Luang Prabang which was a semi-autonomous area during the French 
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F O O T H O T E S 

(Continued) 

period. One French writer remarked, 'Vhen the Commissioner assumes 
his office [in Luang Prabang], he quickly learns that he has to ad* 
minister not only the lao but also the la, Tai Weua, Tiai Dam, Tii Houn, 
Mu, Lamet, Kho, lantene. Hoc, Neo, Yao, E6, Fho^jitai, Chinese, Vietnamese, 
and Indians.** 

11 Althou^ this is true of laos, these divisions are not irreversible 
in peurts of China the Meo live in valleys and cultivate irrigated rice, 
e.g. Bfargaret P, Mickey, The Covrie Shell Mlao of KweichowM Peabody 
Museum, Volo 32, HOo 1, 19^7« Seidenfaden in his epilogue to Wilhelm 
Credner's Cultural and Qeogpaiphlcal Observatt^^r^s Made jŷ  the Tall^ (Y '̂ n̂ftin) 
Region (Siam Society, 1935/^ P* 19p cites the "case of the lao Song (a Thai 
group) of Petchaburi who a little over a hundz-ed years ago were living 
on the plateau of Xieng Khouang from where t̂ .ey were deported m prisoners« 
of-war by the Siamese to Southern Siamo In ';3rtain cases Meo, Yao and 
Khmu are also settling in the valleys of lacf̂  in response to modem 
economic drives. 

12 The Kingdom of Luang Prabang is said to hav/ been fovinded in 1353 hy Fa 
Kgum (D. 0. Eo Hall, A History of South>Ba?;t Asia> Y,, 1 9 ^ , p. 207 )o 

13 Iwata speaks of 12 subdivisions including :he Ihai Souei, T(ht)ai Neua, 
Thai Poua, Thai Pouan, Tai Deng, Thai Dai Thai Hoioan, Thai Porong, Thai 
Et, Thai Soun, Thai 0, Thai Sot Bau, T(h?jai Heua and Tai Deng. These sub-
divisions are indicative of minor dialect /ariations and also tend to in-
dicate the place of origin such as Xieng 7ho\j«ng or Sam Heua (Table l8) o 
There also appear to be some minor differmces in customs» Generally-
speaking there does not seem to be restr:. :tions on inter-marriage and 
in man^' cases the Iax> are not even svtre ?'rom which group they have 
originatedo As they come more into contact with the towns these minor 
variations among the Thal-Iao become les- significanto 

In Lao Dam is black, Kao white fuid Deng redo 

Vj Koux (195^2 364). 

16 Seidenfaden (1958s 21^-25) o 

17 Hang-Seng (1914-95; l) identifies them in tl '̂ ee different groups« 

18 Roux (1954s 301-2). 

19 This settlement, about kO miles north of '̂ 'ientiane and also known by Its 
French name of Ritaville, appears to be t e southernmost extension of the 
Meoc It is only a few decades oldo 

20 According to the French scholar Andre Fr»-.sse there have been Yao in 
northern laos for three or four centuries while the Meo have come less 
than a century agOo 

21 This is trxae in Thailand where the lao re^iresent a minority of inferior 
social status and the above statement clei.̂ l̂y shows the government's policy 
of emphasizing theoretical unity and equaMty^ In laos the terra Lao .. n 
prestige associations. 

22 Many of the older men in the Luang Prabai ,5 area today axe tattooed in this 
fashion, axxd in the villages even some ol tlie younger men, but in general 
the custom appears to be dying out. Khmu are also tattooed. 

23 They are descendants of Lao from Vientiane who were taken to Thailand after 
the destruction of the Lao capital by an :ixvading Thai army early in the 
19th century o 
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T h e Meo of Northern Laos 

The People and the Area: ̂  

The Meo people spread over the mountain areas of much of 

Southeast Asia. T h e M i a o , a mountain dwelling people in 

South and West China, constitute one of the largest aborig-

inal groups^of'South China,numbering in the millions." In 

North Vietnam the Meo number about 60,000,^ ^^ Thailand a 

few thousand and " in Laos they live scattered in high 

mountain areas and are said to number about 50,000."^ 

The Meo are in the process of drifting southward. Since 

they are such vast numbers and yet have no territory of their 

own, they have been in a state of unrest for centuries.^ 

R o u x , who has followed the development of Meo history in 

Indochina, states: It seems, if one can judge by the trans-

formations which they (the Meo) have carried to the terrain 

during the forty years that I have followed them, that their 

first migrations do not go beyond 120 to 140 years. Those who 

1. See John Embree and Lillian Dotson. Bibliography of the 
Peoples and Cultures of Mainland Southeast Asia. In this 
book these people are listed as the Miao in the •Tribes'' 
sections under Thailand and China and as the Meo in the 
•Tribes" sections under Laos and Vietnam. 

2. Ibid., p.803 
3. Ibid., p.752 
A. Ibid., p.549 
5. Ibid., p.460 
6. Hugo Bernatzik, Akha und Meau: Probleme der angewandten 

Voelkerkunde in Hinterindien, vol. I, Chapters 2 - 3 . 
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were already 'village elders,' some of whom were over fort^ 
» 

years of age, informed m e that that their fathers came from 

the extreme west of the Chinese province of'Sze-Tchouan' from 

the eastern slopes of the H i m a l a y a s T h i s would give cred-

ence to statements of the writer's informants that their an-

cestors first entered Xieng Khouang Province about a century 

ago, 
g 

Xieng Khouang Province is located in northern Laos. The 

provincial capital which carries the same name is located about 

193.5 degrees east of Greenwich and about 19 degrees north of 

the equator. The province is largely a plateau of about AOOO 

feet altitude surrounded by mountains which rise 1000 to 5000 

feet above the plateau. 

Roux states that an estimated 30,000 Meo lived in the east-

9 

ern part of the Province of Xieng Khouang in 1920. It is not 

surprising, therefore, that a recent estimate (1953) placed 

the number of Meo in the entire province as 45,000. This 

estimate was given in conversation by the Laotian governor. 

In the Province of Xieng Khouang there is a general class-

ification of the three major ethnic groups according to the 

topography: 

L a o . The Lao live principally in river valleys, where they 

7. Henri R o u x , "Quelques Minorites Ethniques du Nord Indo-
Chine," France-Asie, vol. x , p. 388. 

8. See maps in Appendix. 
9. R o u x , o£. cit. . p. 387 
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carry on irrigated wet rice culture. In addition to this staple 

crop they grow tobacco, straw for making thatched roofs, and 

divers minor crops. They know some crafts, such as pottery 

making and weaving, but very few of their number approach the 

status of specialists. The L a o live in elevated bamboo or 

wooden houses with thatched roofs. A very few live in better 

houses with plastered walls and tile roofs. These are usually 

government officials and merchants. 

The Lao are politically dominant in L a o s , but maintain only 

a narrow margin of authority in Xieng Khouang. They are 

Buddhistic, and their strong adherence to their religion is a 

cohesive integrative force in their society. Most males spend 

some years in the "pagodas" in study. The Lao society and 

culture appears well integrated with no major areas of stress. 

or unsatisfied needs being evidenced. 

Khmu; The K h m u , who are located in the foothills, carry on 

both wet rice farming and mountain rice horticulture. They 

live in houses which resemble the Lao in style but which are 

generally of bamboo, and less durable. 

T h e Khmu are decidedly a political minority. They give 

little indication of attempting or desiring to attain political 

autonomy or political recognition. 

...the Khmu show signs of deterioration and disintegration. 
The gongs and jars of tremendous value which are character-
istic of tribal peoples in southeast A s i a , and vyhich are 
remembered as a part of Khmu culture of the past, are 
virtually gone. In all of southeast Asia these gongs and 
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jars are a focal point of interest in the culture. They 
are symbols of prestige and wealth. The fact that they 
have disappeared among the Khmu, and that apparently ^^ 
nothing has replaced tham, is certainly of significance. 

The Khmu, who have borrowed much from the L a o , have not 

adopted Buddhism. Thay have a foim of animism. 

Meo: The Meo are usually located high on the flanks of 

the mountains but just below the sijmmit. Their culture is 

described in greater detail below, but a few items are given 

at this point for comparison with the Lao and Khmu.^^ 

The Meo engage primarily in ''slash and burn" agriculture. 

Dry mountain rice is their staple food. Their homes of rough 

wooden boards are built on the ground. Corn and some veget-

ables are grown, but they are particularly known for their 

production of opium. 

The Meo appear to have maintained a higher degree of social 

and political solidarity than the Khmu. In the material 

culture, the Meo have retained their distinctive dress, are 

10. William A . Smalley, "The Gospel and the Cultures of Laos," 
Practical Anthropology^ vol. H i , no. 3, 1956, p. 50 

11. The Meo of Xieng Khouang are of two major dialects. The 
•'white Meo," "mon tleu," are known by the clear white 
pleated skirts worn by the women. The "striped Meo," 
"mon len," are associated with the colorfully embroidered 
skirts worn by their women. The two dialects are mutually 
intelligible. The Meo language is largely monosyLiable, 
contains 53 consonant phonemes, 13 vowel phonemes, 
(9 simple vowels and 4 vowel clusters) and 7 tone phonemes. 
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reluctant to use the official local currency, and persist in 

their traditional habitat. In the abstract and subjective 

realm, the Meo continue in an acute consciousness of Meo so-

ciety and culture, and reflect this consciousness in their rigid 

refusal to adopt freely elements of Lao culture. 

Minor Ethnig Groups: With rare exception, the minor ethnic 

groups of the province are located in or near Xieng Khouang 

town. The town, with a population of about 1500 people, serves 

as the administrative and commercial center for the province. 

Vietnamese artisans, Chinese traders, Indian cloth merchants, 

and representatives of Western cultures may be found in town. 

The western cultural influence is carried on by those who rep-

resent Western governments, serve as missionaries, operate the 

office of a commercial airline, and a few legionnaires who have 

settled in the area as ranchers or artisans. 

Since this paper will deal with the Meo who live in the 

general proximity of Xieng Khouang town, the writer feeld it 

worth v^ile to give just a brief description of the area. 

T h e most prominent building in the town was a huge palatial 

structure which served as the residence for the French Counsellor. 

The Laotian governor, entitled ''Chao Khoueng,'' lived in a large 

but less imposing home. These and a few other buildings were 

constructed of brick and tile. Such buildings belonged tc 

officials, the French army, and a few local business men. 

Public buildings consisted of a school, a health cliaic, office 

buildings for the government, and the daily market pavilion. 



6. 

Only one street ran through the town, with the above mentioned 

buildings and eight small shops being located along Its sides. 

Back of these more prominent buildings, the general population 

lived In scattered clusters of homesteads. Some such clusters 

might be limited to a single ethnic group, while others might 

be Inhabited by several groups. T h e dwellings were of any 

architecture and built of any combination of materials. One 

sensed that most of the inhabitants considered their residences 

to be only temporary. 

Only the eighth month festival and the daily market served 

as Integrating elements for the community in Xleng Khouang town. 

The school was limited in its enrolment, and the numerous re-

ligious groups precluded any cohesion along religious lines. 

Before the arrival of thn writer in this area, a road had 

been maintained from the Coast at V i n h , Vietnam, to the border 

of Thailand, This road passed through Xleng Khouang, Because 

of difficulties of maintenance during the Communist activities, 

this road was closed. Travel in and out of the province had to 

be by plane. A small airline operated the sturdy DC3 planes 

during the dry season, and a smaller bush plane during the rainy 

season. Communications were made either by letter or by the 

public wireless. These services followed a semblance of reg-

ularity, but were never certain. 

T h e rainy season served to Isolate the area for the most part 

Trails were slippery and dangerous, landslides were -ommon, and 
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air travel infrequent and dangerous. Often weeks would pass 

with no plane being able to land, but supplies and mail con-

tinued to come to the area by parachute. In sharp contrast, 

the dry season brought much activity in to%n\ and even to the 

remote parts of the province. Fields were being cleared to be 

burned off later. T r a i l s , roads,bridges and buildings were 

repaieefl, and merchants competed with one another to charter 

planes to bring in new stocks and to replenish their supplies, 

prices would begin to drop as scarce items became plentiful 

and the rice was being harvested. Nevertheless, air freight 

charges made imported products two and three times higher than 

prices at the coast. People moved about, and the market became 

an exciting place with many new items appearing on the racks. 

Such was Xieng Khouang town around which lived the M e o , L a o , 

and Khmu in ever widening arcs. Rxcept for some groups who had 

moved into temporary quarters close to town, the nearest Meo 

village was an hour away by trail. Other villages which were 

five days away from Xieng Khouang still considered the town as 

their administrative and trading center. 

Xieng Khouang was also the home of a very important Meo 

p e r s o n a g e named T o u ^ . H e is singled out at this point because 

of bis unique position. Touby was recognized by the French 

colonial government, and now is recognized by the independent 

Laotian government as the representative of the Meo people. He 

is highly respected by both the government and his own Meo society, 
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Touby and the provincial governor are comparatively young men 

and maintain a close relationship on both personal and official 

levels. 

Touby has championed the Meo people. While holding a pos-

ition of influence with the administration, he also commands 

the respect, confidence, and support of the M e o . H e is knovjn 

throughout the whole area, and the Meo are quick to respond to 

requests made by him. 

Just how and when Touby attained this status is not known 

to the writer. H e lives next to the Lao governor, maintains 

a Meo militia, and has been influential in having Meo young 

people admitted to the public schools. During World War II 

and again during the Communist invasion of 1953-1954, he was 

given a field station beside the French and Lao commanders, 

and through his Meo militia furnished the government forces 

with almost uncanny intelligence and "guerilla®' support. Per-

haps the latter is a factor in his present ••role." Both the 

French-Lao administration and the Meo people hated the Japan-

ese and Communist forces. Touby helped to integrate the two 

groups in driving out these invaders. 

Today the government sees Touby as the representative of 

the Meo and the communicator between the Meo people and the 

administration. T h e Meo see Touby from the other side, as one 

who can influence the government and communicate the "mind" of 

the Meo to the government in an effective manner. T1 ir, Touby 
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appears to be the "connecting link" between the Lao govern-

mental organization and the Meo's indigenous political system 

which extends only to the district level. In effect, the 

various districts are now brought together in an office which 

they have not instituted but in which Touby has been installed, 

with power, by the government. H e is in a position to bring 

pressure to bear on the government in behalf of the M e o , and 

likewise he is able to influence the Meo toward adherence to 

the government's programs. For the purpose of this paper, the 

writer considers Touby as the "paramount chief" of the Meo in 

Xieng Khouang Province. 

Meo Social Organization. 

It appears that a patrilineal clan system not only dominates 

Meo social organization but also serves as a primary integrating 

factor in Meo culture as a whole. It functions in a cohesive 

manner to interrelate the social, political, economic, and re-

ligious aspects of Meo culture. 

T h e household is the basic unit in the Meo social structure. 

The term "household" must be treated somewhat loosely, s m c e it 

need not refer only to those who live in one house. Rather, it 

includes those persons who are under the authority of the house-

holder. This means that a man's (householder's) household will 

consist of his wife or wives, his children, their wi^js and 

children, and possibly children in the next generation. In 

addition, the household may have a few relatives who ^re ^oo 
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feeble, either physically or mentally, to maintain normal re-

sponsibilities, and are dependent upon their relatives in this 

particular household. 

Members of a household always carry their clan name in ad-

dition to their given names. The clan names generally find their 

origin in mythology. Complete strangers who are unable to dis-

cover any common ancestry but who have the same clan name con-

sider each other to be "clan brothers" and consequently observe 

any formalities or behavior which are therefore incumbent upon 

them. 

Members of the same lineage refer to one another in a common 

term, kja ^ kew ti. "my youngers and olders.'* In the household 

the members call each other by specific terms which designate 

the actual relationship of "ego" to any other members of the 

household. Thus even in every day speech language serves to 

reinforce the traditional social structure in the minds of the 

Meo and implicitly indoctrinates the children in the same. 

T h e numerical factor determines the actual domicile of the 

members of a household. One may observe as many as 35 people 

living under one roof. Frequently a married son may erect a 

house close to his father's home into which he moves after a 

child is born. This would not be considered as a new household 

in the sense that the term is used in this paper. 

The household as a unit serves to train the children. 

Although children are basically the responsibility of their 
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immediate parents, it appears that everyone in the household 

takes a part in the informal education and training of a young-

er person. Corrections may be made by elders without incurring 

the bad will of the parents. One never observes corporal pun-

ishment of children, but deep respect and obedience to parents 

and elders are characteristic of the Meo. 

The Meo place high value on old age. In their conception, 

anyone of old age should have respect. T h e term of respect in 

Meo is Txi L a u , "grandfather," or Na L a u , "grandmother." These 

terms may be applied to younger people who have attained special 

status and deserve this sort of respect. The Meo train their 

young people to be self-reliant, and they admire a strong indiv-

idualistic spirit. A stranger is impressed by the manners and 

poise that a young Meo boy will demonstrate when he is alone. 

Among his elders, he is just one of a group in the presence of 

the respected elders. 

Within a household a young man may disagree with his father 

only in the mildest terms, although he may oppose him strongly. 

As a man assumes family responsibilities, he may become increas-

ingly self-assertive, but should always pay deference to bis 

aging father. The women are recognized as possessing authority 

over the children, but in all family considerations the father's 

word is final authority. Yet should a father be the son of a 

householder, he is expected to acquiesce to the will of the 

householder. 
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In a Meo village one may find from one to forty houses. 

Ihe average village has about eight houses. A village may have 

but one household, in which case the householder has the status 

of authority. Often there may be several households in a vil-

lage, in which case the eldest housholder usually functions as 

village head. Furthermore, some large villages have more than 

one clan represented. In this latter case, some complications 

appear in the pattern. This will be more fully discussed under 

"Political Organization. 

While a distinct unit in the social organization, the house-

hold operates in a sphere which is largely defined by the patri-
is 

linear clan system. This illustrated in the concepts of marriage 

^ and the events leading to it. 

The practice of exogamous marriage is part of the customary 

law- In keeping with the principal that no one should marry a 

person of his own clan, a modified brother-sister taboo is ob-

served between members of the opposite sex when they are of the 

same clan. Therefore, it is improper for a young man to manifest 

frivolity with a girl bearing his clan name. 

After puberty a young man may attempt to gain the attention 

of a young girl of his liking. Of course she must be from a 

different clan. Acquaintance is often mad3 and developed at such 

events as the New Year Festival Season. A village usually invites 

villages of another clan to come for festivities, which include 

games, contests, visiting and feasting. The village is likely to 
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receive a reciprocal invitation before the five day period is 

ended. 

At such times everyone comes in his or her best clothing 

along with all the silver ornaments that can be accumulated. Girls 

proudly wear their colorful skirts as a display of their ability 

to sew and embroider. The young men demonstrate their prowess 

with horses and in contests. The playing of various musical in-

struments and the constant serenades add to the atmosphere of the 

occasion. 

A hand ball game is always in order. Lines of young men foirm 

opposite lines of young women. Partners, each from a different 

clan, stand facing each other. T h e girl produces a ball which she 

has made from wads of cloth. This is tossed back and forth with 

her partner. Serenading accompanies the tossing of the ball, and 

may continue for hours at a time. Traditionally, scores are kept 

of all dropped balls with each error being penalized, whereby the 

guilty party must discard one garment, as in •'strip'* poker. The 

writer never observed this practice in either Christian or non-

Christian villages, but he noted other penalties being paid, such 

as gifts or ''dates" for the evening. However, flirting would be 

a mild term to use for the boy=girl relationship during such 

festival seasons- T h e writer has been told by his informants that 

sex-play is quite free during the evening hours. 

If the relationship between a boy and a girl develops into a 

serious interest for each other, the boy finds excuses to visit 
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her village. Trial marriage, a normal practice among the M e o , 

is carried on with a semblance of disapproval by the girl's par-

ents. It is customary for a girl who has attained puberty to 

sleep on a platform apart from the rest of her family. T h e young 

suitor may be expected to visit her during the night, but must 

come and go surreptitiously while the rest of the family is asleep. 

If the young girl responds favorably to the young man*s advances, 

the romance should end in marriage. 

H o w e v e r , tdarriage can only be realized after considerable 

maneuvering. The young man must secure a "go-between,*' usually an 

elder brother or paternal uncle, who will carry on all negotiations 

with the girl's parents concerning the young man's intentions, 

Several developments may occur. T h e parents may insist that the 

marriage be postponed until an elder sister's marriage. A satis-

factory amount of bride-wealth may not be agreed upon. T h e par-

ents may insist that their daughter is needed at home for another 

year until the smaller children are older. If a settlement can-

not be reached and the young people are extremely interested in 

becoming married, they may resait to an elopement. In such a case 

settlements and adjustments must be made later and often involves 

a decision being made by a panel of neutrals. 

If the mediary for the young man is successful in arranging a 

satisfactory amount of bride-wealth with the parents of the girl, 

marriage is guaranteed. If the bride-wealth is immediately avail-

able, marriage formalities may be carried out without delay. 



15. 
Silver neck bands are usually exchanged between the bride and 

groom. 

The family or household of the groom gives a feast for the 

household of the bride. This is followed two days later by a 

reciprocal feast being offered by the household of the bride. At 

these feasts smaller gifts, such as silver rings may be exchanged 

between the jparents and/or the householder, as the case may be. 

These foinmalities are the official announcement and legal evid-

ence for the marriage of the young couple. At the same time it 

serves to encourage close relationships between the two house-

holds involved, and to some measure, between the two clans. 

Marriage has very important effects on the girl's relation-

ship with her parents. In theory, she leaves her father's family, 

household and clan. She becomes fully identified with the family 

of her husband. Should he die, she is responsible to the family 

of her husband. She has no demands whatsoever on her own father's 

family. In actual practice she may visit her home frequently, 

and even continue close relations with her family. After all, 

there may be other marriages being planned between the two clans 

or even between the two households. H o w e v e r , the wife never 

benefits from any inheritance in her original family. 

Polygyny is common among the M e o , but is usually the result 

of the levirate. One case of soral polygyny was observed by the 

writer. Wealthy men may be able to have several wives. O n e of 

them is considered the more important "big wife,*' and directs 
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the activities of the other wives in the matter of household 

duties. All wives live together under the same roof, and us-

ually share the same sleeping area. They give no appearance of 

emotional complexes. 

Divorce is possible, but not frequent. T h e Meo frown upon a 

young man who "runs around®' promiscuously in the guise of trying 

to find a wife. Likewise, the Meo dislike divorce, and attempt in 

every way to avoid it. The writer was invited to sit on a panel 

which was to hear the complaints between a young wife and her hus-

band. The panel consisted of the householder from the young man's 

household, the householder from the wife's former household, and 

the district chief in whose district the two households were lo-

cated. Both the young wife and the young husband were permitted 

to voice their complaints and counter-complaints. Then the panel 

discussed the situation. The district chief finally summarized 

the discussion of the panel in strong terms of advice to the young 

couple. The advice was heeded, and the divorce asroided. This is 

the general procedure in such controversies, and it helps to main-

tain the stability of a marriage. 

It would seem that the patrilinear clan system of the Meo 

serves to solidify the marriage and at the same time uses marriage 

to integrate the clans. Good marital relations are conducive to 

good clan relationships, which in turn are conducive to further 

marriages within the clans. T h e reciprocal element in the fest-

ivals , in the marriage feasts, and in finding marriage partners 
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is a strong cohesive factor in inter-clan relationships. The 

patrilinear clan system must be considered most important to the 

solidarity of the Meo social organization. 

Meo Political Organization. 

It is difficult to determine the full scope of the traditional 

Meo political system by observing the people in the Xieng Khouang 

Province. From the history of the Meo it appears that they poss-

essed a strong and organized kingdom at some time before they 

12 

entered Laos. 

Today the Meo are under the authority of an independent Lao 

government. Until recently, they were under the French in an 

"indirect rule" form of administration; this rule was preceded by 

Japanese occupation troops during World War II, and formerly by 

the rigid "old colonial" French authority. In spite of this con-

fusion at the summit of administration, the Meo appear only mildly 

disturbed, and continue with a local political system which seems 

close to indigenous forms. 

The patrilinear clan system with its household unit is an in-

tegral factor in the Meo system of authority. On the level of the 

household, the Meo^s .social and political systems find root in 

common soil. Thus in describing the household it seems that one 

is actually describing the foundations for both Meo social organ-

ization and Meo political structure. 

Political authority appears to involve the Meo concept of 

respect for elders. A child is responsible to his father. If he 

12. Bernatzik, o^. cit. . Chs. 2, 6. 
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is not a householder, a father is responsible for his family to 

the householder, who is usually his father, grandfather, or an 

elder brother. The householder apparently holds an ascribed 

status of authority which extends over the members of his house-

hold. In the smaller conjugal family units v^ich make up the 

household, the parents must answer to the householder for the be-

havior of their children. This does not prevent any older person 

from assisting in the training of any child, as has already been 

indicated. 

The householder has the final authority in matters of the 

household. Such authority is not of a dictatorial n a t u r e , but 

reflects the householder's considered opinion after discussion 

with the adult men under his authority. It appears that the de-

gree of authority which the householder holds over his children 

and his children's children may vary with the proximity of these 

offspring. The writer illustrates with three examples. 

(1) Zon Tsho with his wife and child left the village of his 

father, and settled several days away in the Xieng Khouang town 

area. H e did not appear to incur any disapproval from the Meo in 

either area. They considered that he had established a new house-

hold. 

(2) Ba Si and his wife lived with his parents in their house. 

His father, the housholder, was addicted to opium, and contrib- i 

uted a minimum of effort in providing for the household. This 

may have been a factor in Ba Si's defection from traditional Meo 
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behavior. Much to his father's disapproval, he frequently pro-

cured odd jobs for cash income instead of assisting his father in 

the householder's rice fields. Although the vnriter feels that the 

father was quite incapable of adequately administering his house-

hold, the general attitude of the Meo was one of criticism toward 

Ba Si for his lack of respect and deference to his father. A few 

criticisms were leveled toward his father for not having properly 

trained Ba S i to conform to the Meo pattern of authority. 

(3) Ntrua, an adolescent, worked for the writer. H e lived 

in Xieng Khouang town. His father came periodically to receive 

Ntrua's wages. In turn h e gave his son some money for necessary 

purchases, such as rice and other items for his livelihood. T h u s , 

although he was some distance from his father, Ntrua was clearly 

under the authority of the father. This was probably due to 

several factors: the proximity of town, his youth, and the tem-

porary situation of his employment. 

H o w e v e r , it would seem that the authority of the householder 

is not absolute, but may be modified under certain conditions. 

Ntrua submitted to his father's will without any question or sign 

of reluctance. Ba S i incurred public disfavor because of his 

lack of parental respect. Zon Tsho was considered to be follow-

ing proper procedure in establishing a new household. H e was not 

without a superior authority, since he was still subject to the 

district chief and also was under the sanctions of his clan. 

A village chief is a householder. In a village of one house-
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holder, the selection of the chief is automatic. In a village 

of more than one household, the eldest householder is customarily 

the village chief. T h e writer has observed exceptions to this, 

but can not explain such unless it would be in recognition of 

military honors which the individual has received from the gov-

ernment . 

On the village lebel this chief functions between households 

in much the same manner as the householder does between members 

of a household. T h e village has a good measure of autonomy. 

Therefore the village chief is more than just a representative 

of the village; he is an honored leader on the local scene. H e 

holds a place of prestige at the local festivals, is the judge in 

inter-household disputes, and is expected to administer to the 

good of the community. H e is responsible for the maintenance of 

the trails, for opening new orvas ^ and for moving operations 

should the entire village move to a new location. H e has author-

ity in emergencies. During the Communist occupation, he was re-

sponsible for the evacuation of his village and its defence. 

Even as the householder in the household, so the chief in his 

village is not a dictator but with the counsel of other house-

holders he serves to make the community a cooperative unit. Oc-

casionally some family may feel abused, and move to take up res-

idence in another a r e a , thus forming a new household. This means 

some hardship until such time as they are able to gain an adequate 

subsistence in the new location. 
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When a village consists of more than one clan, problems of 

harmony are more common. The writer is unaware as to just how 

these villages developed in this manner. Apparently the govern-

ment recognizes one chief for such a village, while the local 

population generally considers two men to be chiefs. The eldest 

householder of each clan is recognized by his clansmen as their 

village chief. This is an ascribed status from the Meo viewpoint. 

In most local affairs there appears to be harmony, but difficulty 

arises and tensions develop when outside or upper level authority 

attempts to enforce certain measures through only one of the 

chiefs. Strong feelings may result in the loss of cooperation 
I 

between the clans. T h e writer observed one case which resulted in 

the minority clan group moving to a new site only five minutes 

away. Subsequently, the two groups regained friendly relation-

ships, but remained apart. Inter-marriage appeared to be a real 

factor in this amelioration. 

Above the rank of village chief is a district chief. H e may 

have as many as forty villages under his supervision. It may be 

at this point that the resemblance with the traditional political 

organization of the Meo begins to break down. T h e district chief 

id appointed by the ''paramount chief," T o u b y , in conjunction with 

the Lao governor of the province. It seems that Touby attempts 

to conform with a semblance of what may have been the former Meo 

pattern in that the district chief is usually a village chief and 

is selected from the clan which is predominant in the district. 
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T h e district chie£ is primarily the comnunicator between the vil-

lage and the high office. T h e district chief is often called to 

settle disputes between villages or members of different villages. 

For example, h e sat on the panel Co listen Co Che c£ise of Che 

yo\ing married couple mentioned above. T h e husband and wife had 

been from different villages, and the parents of each desired the 

district chief to attend. 

T h e Meo are desirous of settling disputes at the lowest level 

of authority. T h u s , Inter-famlly disputes would be settled within 

the household. Inter-household within the village, Inter-vlllage 

disputes within the district, and Inter-dlstrlct within the sphere 

of Touby's authority. This does not mean that such disputes had 

to be between mass groups, but might be between Individuals from 

within these unit categories. Seldom do disputes between Meo go 

beyond Touby. In cases Involving the Meo with members of another 

ethnic group, Touby served as counsel for the M e o . H e has proved 

himself most Influential in this respect before both the Lao and 

French officials. 

T h e economic returns of the political offices are significant 

but not sufficient to support fully the man and his family. The 

village chief receives gifts from the villagers, but these do not 

appear as payment to any overt obligation but rather to assist him 

in the hospitality he is expected to show to all travelers. Both 

the village chief and the district chief are supposed to receive a 

small commission on all taxes and fees collected. Fees and taxes 
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have been exacted of the Meo only in recent years. Fees may be 

gathered for marriage and birth certificates. T h e cooperation 

of the Meo in this program is increasing. 

The writer considers the village to be the extent in which 

the indigenous Meo political system operates today. T h e district 

level seems to be a transition zone which might be likened to a 

bridge which is anchored on one side in the traditional Meo 

system on the village level, with the other side being firmly 

entrenched in the national government complex. It seems that 

Touby is a major factor in the maintenance of this relationship. 

It is important to observe that the household is not seriously 

affected in this situation, and even as it continues to function 

as the basic unit in the Meo social structure, so it also serves 

as a strong integrative force in the Meo political organization. 

A brief word may be given to indicate the Lao plan of adopt-

ing a policy to incorporate all ethnic groups into their polit-

ical system. Some years back, any individual residing in Laos 

who could not give sufficient evidence that he was a citizen of 

another nation was made a citizen of Laos. H e was made re-

sponsible for taxes, military service, and conformance to Lao 

law. Enforcement of these rulings, with all the implications 

involved, has been gradually developed. The various ethnic 

groups are gradually being introduced to the political system . , ' 

both as it concerns their responsibilities and as it concerns 

their privileges. Taxes are collected by cash payment or con-
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tributed labor. T h e Meo send representatives to the national 

assembly, as do the other ethnic groups. 

As yet one is not sure whether this is an honest attempt to 

have these peeples fully represented in the federal government 

or whether it is a stop-gap measure to stem the apparent nation-

alistic tendencies of the Meo. The honor and prestige given to 

Touby and other Meo leaders, the educational facilities being 

offered to the Meo on an increasing scale, and the other benefits 

now available would indicate the former motive. A firm ruling 

against the Meo having their language in written form might in-

dicate the latter motive. At any rate, the political system 

appears to be in a process of change, and the influence of 

French domination is decreasing. None of this seems to have serr 

iously affected the indigenous Meo form of authority on the 

local village level. 

Meo Economy 

The role of the household in the Meo social and political 

structure is reflected and illustrated in the Meo economy. The 

division of labor is clearly related to the social and political 

patterns. Subsistence, lanfi tenure, property rijits, inherit-

ance, and the economic factors relating to marriage and relig-

ious rites are all tied in to the socio-politico aspects of the 

household. 

Rice is the basic food staple for the Meo population in 

Xieng Khouang. Its production requires the full cooperation of 

the entire household, and is supervised by the householder. A 
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regular annual cycle is followed in this rice economy. 

Planting is carried out at the beginning of the rainy season 

in late April and May. The v^ork may be done by any members of the 

family. During the rainy season some cultivation is done, but 

generally the rice stalks must fight their own battle with the 

weeds. 

In late October, at the close of the rainy season, the grain 

ripens quickly and everyone joins in the harvest. Temporary 

shelters are erected on the field, since it must be watched until 

the harvest is completed and the rice is safely stored in the vil-

age. Hand sickles are used in cutting the rice stalks which are 

gathered into large stacks right on the field. This is done in 

urgent haste for fear of losing the over-ripened grain. 

The stalks are then flailed and the grain is stored in huge 

carrying baskets. This work is the main concern of the women. 

Transportation of the rice to the village may be by human carrier 

or pack horse. A rice field may be as far as a full day's travel 

from the village. While the flailing is done by the w o m e n , the 

men prepare granaries to receive the rice. Some are built on 

strong platforms outside the h o u s e , v^hile smaller ones may be e-

nected inside the dwelling. These granaries are usually made of 

tightly vTOven bamboo. 

During this entire harvesting process every member of the 

household is involved in the cooperative effort. Feeble elflers 

v^atch the infants and prepare meals for everyone. Young boys may 

be seen leading the pack horses laden with grain. Young girls 
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assist their sex in flailing the rice stalks, gathering rice in-

to baskets and performing other chores. 

Assured that the harvesting process can be successfully com-

pleted, a selected few of the stronger men may actually commence 

the task of cleaiing new ground for next year's planting. In the 

"slash and burn" technique for clearing the field, the heavy veg-

etation and trees are cut down early in the dry season to give 

the sun as much time as possible to carry out the drying process 

before burning time in March. When the rice harvest is complete 

the men are joined by others of the household who methodically go 

through the site of the new field and cut down all vegetation. 

By March the area should be dry enough to burn and is set 

afire. After the field has cooled, the entire family sets about 

clearing the debris, allowing only boulders and tree stumps to 

remain. The soil is loosened as much as possible after the first 

rainy days, followed by the planting of the rice, and thus the 

cycle is continued. Ideally, nev^ ground is cleared each year, and 

some poorer soil is allowed to lie fallow. A field may be used 

for three or four successive years. 

Potatoes, corn, squash and other minor food crops are grown 

by the M e o , but play a small part in the economy. Potatoes are 

sometimes sold to Westerners, but are most commonly used as 

fertilizer in the opiuty field. Corn and squash are used to feed 

the livestock unless the rice harvest is very slight. 

Another important but non-edible crop is the opium poppy. 
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Every household has its opiurj field. The men erect a woven bamboo 

fence around a plot of ground near their village. As just mention-

ed, potatoes are used as fertilizer, and the soil must be care-

fully prepared. The opium harvest requires much skill and care. 

Most of the entire process is carried on by the women. 

Opium is the main source of cash revenue for the M e o . In fact, 

it often serves as a medium for exchange. T h e first missionaries 

in the area were quite shocked to find carefully wrapped •'globs" 

of opium in the offering at church. Embree writes: 

Supposedly the production of opium is controlled 
by the French authorities, but both they and 
others are of the opinion that much illicit trade 
in opium does take place. Some of this doubtless 
goes to Siam in payment for manufactured goods 
from England and the United States.^^ 

At the time of the writer's field w o r k , Xieng Khouang was the 

only province in all of Indochina where the government officially 

permitted the cultivation of the opium poppy. T h e French admin-

istrator told the writer that an estimated 607o of the men of 

Xieng Khouang Province were addicted to opium. Its great worth 

and economy of transport makes opium of unique value to the Meo. 

One kilo of opium is worhh one-half ton of rice. It is used as 

barter in the Xifeng Khouang daily market as well as in the dis-

trict markets and in the villages. Obviously opium plays a major 

role in the Meo economy. 

13. John Embree, " A Visit to L a o s , French I n d o c h i n a , J o u r n a l 
of the Washington Academy of Science, vol. 39, 1949, p. 155 
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Flax is probably less important today than in earlier Meo 

history, Chinese merchants trade yard goods for opium. Yet one 

still sees the women spinning the flax on their thighs and stor-

ing it in large balls. It is later woven into long lengths of 

ctoth, and through a mixture of techniques, including cire perdu 

and dyes, becomes designed materials for the typical Meo skirt. 

The hem of the skirt is beautifully embroidered in cross stitch 

with silk threads. Pleats are sewn in by hand and a beautiful 

skirt is formed, being approximately twenty feet wide at the hem. 

Livestock plays a very important part in the Meo economy. 

Poultry, goats, pigs, buffalo and cattle are found in most vil-

lages. They are used for meat in the household and as cash in-

come at the market. The Meo are considered adept in their care 

of animals. This is confirmed by comparing their livestock with 

those of other ethnic groups including the European ranchers. 

Little milk is produced by the cattle. Goat's milk is more 

commonly used by the M e o . Poultry is used for m e a t , and serves 

as the most common sacrifice in cases of sickness. Eggs are eat-

en only occasionally. Other meat-supplying animals may be used 

for sacrifice if severe illness requires it. A cow would be the 

last and most expensive sacrifice. 

For the M e o , a horse serves very practical purposes both for 

traveling and for transport of material. They are vTell groomed, 

fed, and splendidly trained. Meo horses demonstrate amazing 

sure-footedness and endurance on the steep and rugged trails of 
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Laos. They will generally biing a better price than the average 

oriental horse. 

Every household has at least one h o r s e , and more often will 

possess several• T h e horse appears to have prestige value in 

addition to economic worth. The horse, owned by the household, 

is under the supervision of the householder. It seems that a 

member may consider the horse to be h i s , but in actuality he 

means that it is his to use and that he is responsible for its 

care. 

The writer has previously mentioned two young married m e n , 

Zon Tsho and Ba S i . Both of these young men purchased horses. 

Meo public opinion again was evident and vras consistent with its 

previous expression. It was perfectly legitimate for Zon Tsho 

to ovm a horse, since he had established a new household a long 

distance from his parents. Ba Si was again out of order in con-

sidering his purchased horse as his own, since it belonged to 

his father, the householder, in accordance with recognized Meo 

political, economic and social sanctions. 

Meo Material Culture 

T h e Meo house is made entirely of wood. Beams, boards and 

shingles are hewn out by axe. Inside the structure, a sleeping 

platform is erected, and may or not be enclosed. There are no 

windows, but there are plenty of cracks and also two doors. Two 

fireplaces are found in every house. One is for cooking, and 

the other forms a center for all social gatherings. One area of 

the wall is reserved for a shrine or altar for the spirits, or 

I l a a -
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Every household has at least one rice pounder, a rather clum-

sy but effective device for knocking the hulls off the rice. One 

corn mill of rotating stone grinders is also the common property 

of a household. This particular item is not found among other 

ethnic groups in Laos. 

T o o l s , saddles, cross-bows, Meo-made flint lock g u n s , musical 

instruments, and the various items needed for food preparation 

make up most of the material goods which one finds in all Meo 

households. Wealth is tied up in livestock, opium and silver. 

The Meo use solid silver in bars for trade and in other pieces 

for ornaments. If one travels a day from Xieng Khouang he will 

find it difficult to do any buying with the Lao paper currency. 

H e should carry old silver coins issued before World W a r II. 
I 

In addition to the implication of division of labor which has 

been given above, it should be noted that the women are respons-

ible for the preparation and serving of food. This includes the 

pounding or grinding of the grain, the winnowing, and the cooking. 

The women carry all the water. 

Young men have one special function in food preparation. They 

pour steamed rice into wooden troughs during festivals, and beat 

this into a pulp. Then they make patties of it, wrap the patties 

in banana leaves, and roast them to make what the Meo call their 

greatest delicacy. 

Firewood is brought in by the boys, although the older men 

assist them from time to time in felling trees and cutting the 
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wood into lengths for carrying. 

The men build and repair buildings and fences. They care for 

the livestock. Clearing the fields is mainly their responsibility 

as well. Specialists serve as silversmiths and gunsmiths. However, 

this does not provide them with emough income to refrain from the 

regular work cycle in production of the rice staple. 

Land is owned and used by the ones who have cleared it. 

Usufruct of land is quite common. Usually a Meo household will 

have three or four rice fields and one opium field in production. 

This varies with the size of the household, number of families, 

wives and children. A married son may start work on a field of 

his o w n , if he can carry on without upsetting the distribution of 

labor in the household interests. 

Married daughters receive no inheritance from their father's 

estate. Household property is under the supervision of the 

householder. Upon his death, the property is really not inherit-

ed, since it still belongs to the household. The property now 

comes under the supervision of the new householder, who may be a 

younger brother or the eldest son of the deceased. 

In the event of the death of a husband in the household, the 

wife has the use of the materials which he had ''possessed." Un-

less she is quite elderly, she is very apt to become the second 

wife of her husband's brother. Upon her death, the material she 

had from her first husband is re-distributed within the household. 

In marriage, the bride-wealth is supposedly the responsibility 

of the groom. The entire household may assist him in procuring 
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the needed amount, but this help is apparently left to the dis-

cretion of the householder. It may be conditioned by the latter's 

evaluation of the bride and also the manner in which the young man 

has participated in the task of providing for the household. In 

any event, the young man is expected to lay aside any wealth vghich 

he can accumulate in anticipation of marriage. This reserve may 

come from extra labor, w a g e labor, gifts from the householder, 

and other good fortune. 

In the actual marriage rites the practice of reciprocal feasts 

and gifts by the two households are always involved. Such pro-

cedures are carried out by the household as a w h o l e , and the en-

tire unit therefore carries the economic obligations which are 

involved. This all serves to integrate the young man nore firmly 

into his household, to make firmer ties between the households 

and the clans, and to legalize the marriage. 

In religious rites, taxes, and funeral expenses, the entire 

household again carries the financial responsibilities as a unit. 

Thus again, in the economic sphere, one observes the integral 

part played by the household in relating this aspect of Meo life 

to the social and political spheres. In actuality it is impossible 

to segregate clearly one aspect from either of the others, because 

they are so tightly interwoven on the household level. 

Meo Folklore and Beliefs. 

Meo folklore which carried the •'History of the Meo*' is of a 

vocabulary little used in the current vernacular. Either the 
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forms have passed out of use or reflect contact with the Chin-

14 

ese. It is given orally in couplet form, and can be recited 

for days by the few old men vTho still remember it. Their histo-

ry contains certain ancestral heroes who are supposed to have 

taken on pseudo-spirit qualities and continue to aid the Meo to-

day. Certain other ancestral spirits became jealous, and contin-

ue today their attempts to thwart the benevolent ''spirits" or 

Tlan as the Meo call these spirit phenomena. 

The folklore gives accounts of a first creation, a universal 

flood with two survivors in a barrel, and a great series of con-

flicts and exploits leading to the clan •'fathers.'' Apparently 

these are vaguely identified with the present clans.^^ 

Many stories are attributed to the mythology. They usually 

revolve about two brothers, one of whom is rather stupid but 

strong, and the other who is a cunning trickster. These two are 

usually involved in conflict with malevolent Tlan who are intent 

on harming the Meo.. 

14. "There are the very old songs which are almost exclusively 
Chinese in form, and there is much the same for the words 
of ritual in the sacrifices.*' F.H.Savina, "Dictionnaire 
Miao-Tseu-Francais, "Bulletin de L'Ecole Francaise d'Ex-
treme Orient, p. Ill 

15. The writer's actual knowledge of Meo folklore is limited. 
F e w actually know the entire folklore. Pages of text were 
finally secured, but the evacuation of Xieng Khouang took 
place before hardly any translation of the text had been 
made. The very extremely rare vocabulary defies trans-
lation now. 



In just what manner one might relate the folklore to present 

day beliefs and Meo culture is difficult to determine. It appears 

that the Meo clan system is tied in with the folklore both as far 

as origin is concerned and as far as internal organization is con-

cerned. It seems that the relationships between personages in the 

folklore pattern are consistent with the household and clan complex 

described in this paper. 

Present day beliefs among the M e o are vagvie and inconsistent 

concerning life after death and the spirit realm. There is a con-

cept that after death the soul remains in the house and inhabits 

the next child of the family. Some deny this concept and believe 

that the soul goes to dwell in the land of the Meo T l a n . At the 

time of death, the dead person was traditionally given a seat of 

honor in his house, where he remained several days before burial. 

Feasts vrere conducted in his h o n o r , the T u ua neng had special 

rites with the Tlan world in behalf of the deceased, and many 

dirges were chanted. These were normally sung by young men who 

hhd learned them from the Tu ua neng. After the proper period of 

time, the body was buried outside the village, after which the 

spirit either returned to dwell in the house or went to the land of 

the Tlan^ depending on v7hose concepts one accepts. 

The Meo observe an annual visit with their household T l a n , which 

some believe to be the representative of their ancestors. The doors 

are shut, and no one is allowed to enter or leave until the visit is 

over. This may last one or several days. A friend who has traveled 
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days to visit the household must find lodging elsewhere until 

the taboo period is over. Informants reported that they never 

saw or heard anything during this period, but knew that they 

should all be gathered in one house so that the Tlan would find 

them. 

T h e Meo are animistic. They have numerous Tlan which are 

classified according to their functions. There are the Tlan of 

of the wator, of fertility, of the trail, of the hearth, of the 

sleeping quarters, of the rice field, for hunting, and numerous 

other categories. 

16 

T h e Tu ua nong in a Meo village has a very important role. 

H e has certain powers which help to define his responsibilities. 

These powers are recognized by the Meo to have been given to the 

Ili lis. Heng by the Tlan. This power, possibly a Tlan which dwells 

in h i m , ^^ enables the Tu ua neng to cure the sick, determine the 

meaning of signs and dreams, give security to a new infant, pre-

dict the future through ordeals, and in general communicate be-

tween the living Meo and the Tlan world. 

T h e ua neng may be male or female. H e or she is given an 

ascribed status by the Meo on the basis of his relationship to 

the Tlan. However, there is an achieved status as w e l l , which is 

determined by the degree of effectiveness the Tu ua neng's in-

fluence carries in the T^lan world. This is reflected in his 

ability to cure the sick, to drive away malevolent T l a n , and to 

16. The writer is using a M e o term, T u ua neng for a person who 
functions as a religious practitioner in Meo society. T h e 



36. 

influence the TIan world for the welfare of Meo society. T h e 

Tu ua neng is responsible for making all fetishes, erecting al-

tars in the homes and placing shrines along the trail and at the 

rice fields. His role does not compete with that of the house-

holder or chief, since he operates in a different sphere of life, 

although it might appear that their areas of influence overlap. 

In cases of illness, the T u ua neng is called. T h e Meo con-

sider that the soul (pli) is attempting to leave the body of the 

sick person. If the person becomes unconscious, it has departed 

and will depart for good unless it can be brought back. The Tu-

ua neng arrives, and orders the area around the altar cleared. 

The body of the sick person is brought and laid before the altar. 

With various ''sacred*' gongs and rattles the T u neng at-

tempts to call kindly Tlan for help. Having achieved this, he 

launches into a chant which develops into garbled sounds when 

"real communication" is being made. Meanwhile, members of the 

18 
household kill a sacrifice at the doorway. - The blood of the 

terms ••shaman" and sorcerer" do not seem to fit the role as the 
w r i t ^ observed it. For similar purposes, the Meo word Tlan is 
used in place of "spirits." 

17. See above footnote. 

18. A sacrifice may be anything from a chicken to a buffalo or 
cow. It may be determined by the wealth of the household, 
the prestige of the sick person, etc. Usually a chicken is 
first offered, and larger sacrifices will follow if nec-
essary. 
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sacrifice is poured on a paper doll that represents the sick 

person. This is then buried kh the doorway. At the end of the 

ceremony, which may take many<hours, the T u ua neng casts the 

split horn of a cow on the ground. T h e manner in which the two 

pieces fall determines whether the person will recover. This 

sort of oracle is also used for other situations. 

In time of epidemics, the Tu ua neng erects a type of doorway 

on each trail leading into the village. T h e Tlan is thereby 

urged to protect the village. Such frames are commonly encount-

ered on the trail. 

T h e Meo do not consider a T u iia neng categorically to pass 

on his role to his or her child, since the position is not in-

herited but requires appointment and enablement by the T l a n . 

This appointment is attested to by effective power in pragmatic 

tests. A village of any size may have more than one T u \m neng. 

Some are recognized as having special powers for certain situ-

ations. Small fees are paid for services of the Tu n e n g , but 

he must subsidize this small income with a considerable amount 

of rice horticulture. 

T h e Meo appear keenly aware of the unusual. The Tlan may 

cause good and bad fortune. Therefore it is little wonder with 

the increasing political, social, and economic pressures that 

the Meo endeavors to employ the spirit realm to afford some con-

trol on their environment. A fallen tree, a washout, a strange 

rock formation, lightning striking a tree, and many other phen-
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omena require Interpretation by the T u ua neng with any subse-

quent taboos which he may consider essential. One seldom travels 

any distance on a trail without observing areas where great num-

bers of sticks are standing on the ground. This part of the trail 

is thought to possess some strange Tlan> as a murder, accident or 

illness overtook someone there. Placing the sticks in the ground 

by the traveler indicates his recognition of a T\an presence, and 

guarantees the individual safe passage. Likewise, a drop or in-

crease in the price of opium, r i c e , and taxes are accredited to 

good or bad relationships with the Tlan as the case may be. 

T h u s , with the Meo there is a constant awareness of his 

associations with the Tlan and of the requirements and duties 

which are incumbent on him if he is to cultivate their good will 

and secure their aid. In keeping with this concept, the Meo are 

continually showing deference to the Tlan by innumerable taboos 

and ceremonies. Examples of such are the fetishes placed on the 

body following birth, blessings sought at marriage, before trail 

journeys or hunting trips, and solicitation of Tlan help during 

the crop seasons. 

Individuals vary in their attitude toward the T l a n . Some ap-

pear to be deeply confident of the effectiveness of the varied 

observances. Others appear to hold to it because of tradition 

and hope it may do some good. It would appear to this writer 

that the Meo whom he observed may have been involved in much more 

detailed attempts to control the Tlan world than would be indie-
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ated by reports given by Bernatzik and other investigators whom 

he quotes• At the same time, it appears that the Xieng Khouang 

Meo are quite disunited in any pattern of beliefs. 

Therefore one questions if this may not indicate an attitude 

of insecurity among the Meo. Although the clan and household unit 

remain as integrative units, there appear to be separations from 

the traditional pattern of Meo life--especially in the matter of 

belief. It seems that this is the first real piece of evidence 

of any major break-down in Meo culture. 

Before leaving the religious aspect of Meo beliefs, there 

should be mention of the Mao concept of a supreme being whom they 

cal Fua T a i . The writer does not believe that the nature of his 

work in Laos has influenced his understanding of this concept. 

In Meo thinking, Fua T a i created all things and originally had 

close communication with man. H e became distraught with m a n , and 

left him to the ''spirit" world. Fua T a i still exists, but is no 

longer concerned with the affairs of man. 

The Meo Life Cycle. 

With the M e o , life is conceived as one long series of events 

with no great traumatic experiences leading from one stage to 

another. Birth and death are considered the major crises, while 

marriage is an important event that assures the continuance of 

the Meo society and culture. T h e household functions throughout 

the life of the M e o , and serves as the mold in which life is 

lived. 
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The Meo father is recognized for the part he plays in causing 

the conception of a child. A t birth, he assists tYvs w i f e during 

» 

the delivery, and receives the child. H e cuts the cord, and im-

mediately bathes the baby with ^arm' water. T h e writer has observed 

a father dashing water over a new-born infant as he squatted in 

the doorway of his house on a frosty morning. T h e writer does not 

know of any significance which the Meo place on the father's 

assisting with the delivery. If it is associated with the couvade 

it is such in only a minor form, inasmuch as the father does not 

observe any period of confinement. The writer did not observe any 

teboos on the part of the father. It was evident, however, that 

the Meo expect the father to be present for the delivery. On one 

occasion a catechist asked to be excused from school until his 

child was born. H e was asked when he expected the child, and re-

plied that it would depend on the sex of the baby. If the baby is 

a girl, the Meo claim that it takes nine months for maturity; ten 

months are required for a baby boy. 

Shortly after birth of a child, a Tu ua n e n ^ is summoned to 

place fetishes on the child's neck and limbs to encourage the soul 

to stay in the body. A l s o , these fetishes may guard against a 

malevolent tlan which might attempt to claim the life of the infant. 

This fear is emphasized by the fact that Meo children, who are 

often given numbers instead of names, are never named number one. 

The Meo state that the tlan might not look for number two until he 

has found number one. 
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During Infancy the child Is cared for by mother, father, and 

any of the other children. T h e mother will generally remain In 

confinement for only a few days unless she Is from a wealthy house-

hold. Children are allowed to nurse as long as the mother has 

milk. There Is no traumatic weaning experience for the Meo child. 

It Is common to observe a mother nursing a child in her a r m s , and 

simultaneously nursing another who stands beside her. There ap-

pears to be little toilet training, and only after adolescence has 
I 

begun does the Meo go beyond the village limits to perform his 

toilet. Children are frequently pacified by manipulation of their 

sex organs. This causes no apparent sexual irregularities in 

later life. 

During childhood the children commence to share in work re-

sponsibility. Both boys and girls may follow their mother about 

and assist her. Boys may follow their father about as he performs 

his tasks. Primarily, the children serve as ''baby sitters'* and 

also gather firewood. They observe the duties which will later 

fall to them because of their sex, and make attempts to perform 

these tasks. They get their first introduction to riding horses, 

shooting the cross-bov7 and hunting. 

Childhood is a time for recreation, also. Games of tag and 

hide-and-seek are common. Every boy has bis spin top, which is 

used for a game in which the older boys and even the men may en-

gage to amuse themselves. These tops, wound about with strong 

cord are set spinning at high speed. Experts can place them on a 

precise spot from some distance. In the contests, one person 
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attempts to dislodge and replace his opponent's spinning top 

with his ovTn. 

No specific rites are performed at puberty. T h e Meo girls 

may start wearing white scarves over their heads to indicate 

that they have reached puberty. These scarves are often used to 

cover half the face as an indication of real or affected shyness. 

Adolescence is conceptually a time for preparing for marriage. 

Both sexes become proficient in discharging the work responsi-

bilit-ives that Meo society demands of them. Recreation takes on 

new dimensions. Horse racing is common, and sexual adventures 

become a frequebt activity. 

Young couples interested in marriage usually practice trial 

marriage, as has already been described. Although this is 

spoken of in a joking manner by the M e o , they consider it an 

essential phase in the life cycle and necessary for securing a 

suitable partner. Except at the time of the festivals, little 

affection is shown between the sexes in public, although there 

is little doubt that such relationships persist between them. 

As the young people gain maturity and become increasingly 

aware of their desire for marriage, each will seek more earnest-

ly to prove his or her readiness for marriage by demonstrating 

the perfection of his or her labors. The young man begins to 

lay aside a reserve for the bride-wealth, while the young lady 

makes additional skirts and secures a silver neck piece to pre-

sent to her husband at marriage. The process of contracting a 

marriage has been discussed above and does not require repetition. 
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Adult'hood is considered to begin with marriage. T h e prime 

objective in adulthood is to carry on the process of the cycle 

of life, i.e., raising children and training them in the trad-

itions of Meo society and culture. T o be considered as good 

parents the adults must not only provide for their family but 

must successfully rear their children in the Meo way of life. 

Life is meaningful to the adult M e o , not do much in his prepara-

tion for old age and death, but as he sees the development of his 

descendants in the Meo tradition. H e finds that life has special 

satisfaction if he can observe this continuum in the life of his 

own grandchildren. 

Old people are highly respected by all the people in the 

village. Those who have attained success in the matters of the 

previous paragraph enjoy the highest prestige and deference. The 

writer has often observed the great care and attention which an 

entire village shows to elderly people, and the measure of pride 

displayed when he was introduced to these aged Meo. 

Death closes the life cycle for the M e o . Adjustments are 

difficult for the bereaved. Traditionally, the Tu ua neng is 

called to perform all that is essential to ensure the deceased 

a safe journey into the next realm. The deceased continues to 

live in the memories of the bereaved. Dreams are considered 

desirable, since they are means by which the departed spirit 

communicates with the living. 

From birth to death the individual is not only made aware 
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of his responsibilities to the household, but he also learns to 

reckon on his household for security and status in the social, 

political, economic and religious spheres of Meo culture. 

Recent Changes in Meo Culture 

Among the Meo of L a o s , the decade from 1940 to 1950 brought 

about many observable changes in culture. These people had been 

in a southward drift from China for about three generations. They 

had entered an area where they were more accessible to other eth-

nic groups and Western influence, and where they were engulfed in 

a sequence of wars and political upheavals. Since 1940 control 

of Laos has passed from the French to the Japanese, to the L a o , 

and back to the French from whom it has only recently been dis-

engaged. During these times of stress, the various local ethnic 

groups were placed under common dangers and hardships. Such con-

ditions resulted in closer communication and cooperation between 

them. T h u s , in addition to the constant change which takes place 

within any culture, the Meo were under severe pressures from with-

out. 

Comparison of the Meo situation before 1940 with that which 

existed after 1950 is amazing. The writer does not attempt to 

psychoanalyze these changes which have occurred in the major phases 

of Meo life. 

A market scene in 1950 shows a large number of Meo participat-

ing in both the buying and the selling. A decade earlier, they 

were rarely seen in town. 
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Many Meo now engage In wage labor. T h e airline company has 

Meo employees handling the freight. The Meo assist local artisans 

in brick making, wood work and building. Others are employed 

for domestic tasks in homes and gardens. Still others have jobs 

with the Travaux Publiques in road maintenance and in repair 

shops. The writer docs not wish to imply that there is a mass 

movement to wage labor, such as are found in the mining areas of 

Africa. The Meo uses wage labor as a source of cash income to 

supplement the livelihood derived from horticulture. 

There are a few instances of Meo actually changing their 

economy. The writer knows a few who have been able to lease 

terraced fields for irrigated rice farming. Some of these were 

encouraged and underwritten by touby. Still other Meo have be-

come mechanics, trained medical practitioners, and specialists 

in other types of wort. 

Most of the Meo still maintain a basic mountain rice economy. 

Nevertheless, it is evident that there is a trend toward a mod-

ified cash economy. T h e Meo are anxious to possess western sad-

dles, western knives, savjs and other tools. Those who live near 

town purchase bicycles, motor bikes, and some even own jeeps. 

Most of the Meo wish to own Western guns. They want to buy med-

icine, sun glasses, colorful h a t s , footwear, flashlights, and any 

number of miscellaneous items which may be purchased in the 

Xieng Khouang shops. These "needs*' require cash income. This 

cash is obtained largely through opium, wage labor, and the sale 

of surplus items. 
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T h e Meo have a faculty for inquiry into and adoption of 

new items. This is illustrated again and again as new elements 

have been introduced into their area. T h e inquisitive Meo will 

flock to an airstrip to see a p^ane. When the first one appeared 

on the outskirts of Xieng K h o u a n g , the Meo not only joined the 

crowd as observers, but were found in the pilot's cabin attempt-

ing to determine the functions of all the gadgets. T h e writer 

has experienced the same with a jeep. The women are quick to 

employ a sewing machine. T h e men are quick to use new tools. 

Whether it be an imported doll whose sex they must determine, 

a soccer ball, a bicycle, or any other new itom®, the Meo are 

anxious to investigate and adapt it, if it will fit into their 

way of life. 

Recent changes are also affecting the political sphere of 

Meo culture. The political bridge, on the district level, which 

ties the Meo into the national government of L a o s , has already 

been indicated. However, intelligent interest in this larger 

political configuration is only beginning to emerge, as the Meo 

have come to be considered citizens of Laos and also to be 

represented in the National Assembly. 

Increased enforcement of taxes, marriage licenses, and 

various permits for such things as selling and wood cutting 

directly affect the Meo and have stimulated their interest in 

the larger political sphere. This political interest is augment., 

ed further by increased literacy, more frequent contact with 
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Xieng Khouang town, and Meo candidates for provincial and 

national political offices. 

As yet these changes have not seriously affected the Meo polit-

ical organism on the local village level, because the traditional 

channels of authority are used. Nevertheless, the increasing 

measure of participation in government programs of taxation, 

legislation, and the military indicates a strong change in the 

basic Meo attitude toward authority. 

W i t h this cooperation, the Meo are receiving greater opportun-

ities for education, medical attention, and recognition in all 

civic functions. Perhaps the most significant progress has been 

made in the area of education. In many Meo villages schools have 

been set up by the village households. Often the village has been 

able to pay a higher salary to a Lao teacher than the government 

pays in the official public schools. Literacy has been extremely 

low among the M e o , but is increasing now at a rapid pace. 

In Xieng Khouang the public school has admitted Meo children 

who have the ability to read and write in Lao. Those whp maintain 

consistently high scholarship are permitted to complete their 

elementary education. Some have gone to Ivcee at Vientiane, and 

the writer knows of at least one who is attending college in 

Saigon. Others are receiving special training in various trades 

and professions. 

Economic, political, and educational changes are certain to 

have some effects in the social sphere. T h e intrusion of cash 
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economy, participation in a broader political sphere, and ed-

ucational developments (especially school programs which nec-

essitate young people being away from home for extended periods) 

have all put strain on the primary integrative force in Meo 

society--the household. 

Briefly, one can see the points of steess. A child attends 

school in Xieng Khouang town for many months. H e has not been 

subject to the direct social sanctions of his household. H e 

returns home to be intellectually superior to his elders, and 

may eventually wish to dominate the household, or he may move 

away to become a specialist in some new line of work. There are 

those who remain integral members of their household, use their 

new abilities to augment its economy, and participate as much 

as possible in its traditional affairs. Others appear to forget 

their household's claim on them, and become independent. Such 

are subject to general criticism from the Meo population. 

W a g e labor is part of the problem. T h e household has at-

tempted to meet the need for cash through endeavors in which 

the entire household participates, e.g. the opium complex, 

raising and selling surplus products, and other communal pro-

jects. T h e communal endeavors reinforce the regular social 

pattern of the M e o , but the wage labor and individual special-

ization of labor tend to put strain on the framework of Meo 

social structure. 

Political change has not caused severe hardship on the 
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VILLAGE FIELD O F F I C E R R E P O R T ON VIENTIANE PROVINCE 

Introduction 

This report is the result of a brief survey of sixteen Lao 
villages in Vientiane province. In no way docs it pretend to be 
a definitive work, nor is it necessarily applicable to conditions 
in Laos other than those in Vientiane province. The villages 
visited v/ere in an a r e a / t h o extremities of which are Ban Naia Ka 
Din in the Southwest, Dan Pon Soung in the North, and Ban, Hap 
Souk in the W e s t . Though tho northern area of Vang Vien was 
not visited due to impassable roads at this season, a villager 
from that area was intervlev/ed. 

This report does not pretend to treat any one particular 
village, but endeavors rather to present a brief, conglomerate 
picture of Lao village life and its problems in Vientiane 
province. If details are desired on any kspect of this report, 
please contact Howard Kaufman, U S O M . 

Demography 

The villages,- for the most part, arc located on main roads 
and along river b a n k s . About 15 percent are located in tho 
interior and are accessible only by narrow cart tr'^ils or foot 
paths. The villages range in size from 10 houses to 4 0 0 , with 
the mean about 50. Population ranges from 50 to 1800 persons, 
with tho menn about 250, thus giving an average of approximately 
five persons T}er household. (This average is u s e d throu^jiJ-iout 
this report.) 

Houses are built on wooden piles, have wooden floors, and 
use either bamboo matting or thatch for walls and roofs. Tho 
older houses, and those of wealthier f.^^milios, may have uoodon 
walls and roofs of either tile or corrugated iron. Each house 
has one large socir.l room l^h:lch servos as living and dining 
room, one small room for cooking, and one or tuo partitioned 
areas for aleeping. In most cases, furniture as such is non-
existent. 

Social Organization 

Social organization of the Lao may be called loosely 
structured. Unlike many rural peoples and relatively speaking 
primitive societies who have strict patterns for m r r l a g e , the 
Lao are free to marry whom they please. One can find paront-
arrr?Jiged marriages here and there, but thoro Is a rapidly develop-
ing trend for tho younp; people to sook tho spoviso of bholr choice. 



Second cousin mp.rrlage is proforred, althouch by no raoans th(3 
rule. First cousin mnrri'^.go, however, is tnboo^ In general 
a girl inarrios between the '.»sos of 16 and 20, a hoj between 18 
and 24, Personal considerations for r̂. marriage include wealth, 
industriousness, personality, proximity, and pulchrifiude, in 
this order, A mutual friend of the two families serves as a go-
between and makes arrangements for the m/arriage, A bride-price 
is discussed in terms of k i p — s i l v e r . One k i p — s i l v e r is valued 
today at 40 k i p — p a p e r . The average b r i d e — p r i c e is 50 kip--
silver (2000 kip) which the boy's parents pay to the girl's 
parents during the marriage ceremony. If the boy^s family 
cannot affort the asked-'lf^for sum of the bride-^price, it is quite 
frequent for the young lovors to elope, 

Residence is matri-local, i^e,, the husband goes to live 
with his wife's fninily. This is a natural result of the very 
old system of matrilineal rule of inheritaxice, It is only 
natural that in a society vjhere the girl inherits the property, 
the husband should come to live with her in order to work on 
this property. 

The basic social relationship in the village is that of 
older-yoxmger (pee'^nuung), Ago is respected ojnd everyone gauges 
himself as either" older or younger than the next person, and 
behaves accordingly. An exception to this is the layman-priest 
relationship, The latter, regardless of ago, is one of the most 
respected member of the community. Next to the priest, and a 
close second, comes the school teacher; then the village headman, 
the male village elders, and the hardor-worlfing, non-drinking 
farmers, in that order. Because of the B u d ^ i s t philosophy 
which places women on a metaphysical level below that of men, the 
village vxomen are lowest in the social hierarchy. Nevertheless, 
women are well treated. 

Children are v/antod and loved. Nearly all families are 
indifferent as to ^/hether they have boys or girls• The old 
adage that "children should be seen and not heard" is highly 
exemplified in the overt behavior patterns of village children 
when they are with adults. Children, on the other ha.nd, are 
not excluded from passive participation in all functions and 
conversations regardless of how intimate• 

Sustenance 

The staple diet in these villages is glutinous rice. The 
average individual consixmes roughly 1,3 pounds of rice per d a y . 
The average household consumes roughly 200 pounds of rice per 
month, or closer to 2500 pounds per year. Three meals a day are 
consiimed by 60 percent of the villap^ors, vxith 40 percent eating 
only two m e a l s . There seems to be no correlation between wealth 
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and the number of meals taken per day; it is moro likely a mnttt^r 
of h a b i t . In addition to rice, a meal consists of locally 
caught fish or fish bought in the m a r k e t . A family of fivo con-
sumes approximately 1,8 pounds of fish a day, or roughly six 
ounces per capita» In addition to fish, the meal include 
fish paste, pak bimg (a universally found wild, ;.^rcen vegetable)^ 
cucumber and peprorr.• Between m e a l s , locally grovm or purchosed 
fruits'.are e a t e n — t h e soanon and area dofcorninln/; Lho typo and 
quantity of finiits consuraod. Eggs arc rarely eaten, but for 
those who can afford them, oggs are con^jumod about once a w e e k , 
ravx or mixed in with other f o o d s . W a t e r , obtained from i>rells 
and rivers, is taken, like fruit, only between m e a l s . The wat<.;r 
is never boiled, bhe villagers maintaining they do not enjoy 
the taste. Salt is procured from neighboring groups through the 
bartering of rice, or is purchased in the local m a r k e t . Serious 
shortages of food occur between June and September. 

Comparing those consumption patterns with those which I 
have observed in '-^'hailand, I feel it safe to assume that the 
average daily per capita caloric intake ranges from 1500 to 2000, 
sligjitly under tĥ ;; 170O to 2300. daily intake found in T h a i l a n d . 

Agriculture 

ITie plowing begins as soon as the rp. ins have arrived and 
go^ound has softened (usually in late M a y or early June). The 
buffalo, rented or owned, is attached to the wooden plowshare 
and the farmer merely guides the animal in a criss-cross fashion 
over the bunded area, exerting only a small amount of energy. 
Meanwhile, the paddy seedlings from last years crop are soaked 
for four days in a small wq-ter-filled, ttoouglied-out area. Follow-
ing the plowing, the fields are harrowed. One small section of 
paddy field is selected and the seeds are then sown in broadcast 
fashion over the area. A frjnily of five plants on fm average 
of 300 pounds of rice seed a season, ruid receives at ]\arvest 
time betvjeen 6000 and 8000 pounds of rice (depending upon th(' 
soil}, or rougjaly 1200 to 1600 poimds of rice per capitr p^r 
year. In wooded areas whore the slash and burn method Is u s o d , 
the yield is 70 to 80 percent less. Approximately 20 porcenl of 
the farmers must rely on this unprofitable moans of rice culbiva-
tion (Slash and burn is a system whereby the farmer cuts away the 
brush and small trees in an area; burns the area, believing that 
the ashes enrich the soil; and then sov/s his crop by brop.dcast 
m e t h o d . This area is then left follow for th(3 following fivo 
years, at the end of which time, it is slashed and bin^ntui again 
i>rhile the other areas are left fallov;. Soil exlv-'UsLion is very 
rapid under this system,) 

In approximately six weeks comes the arduous t'.sk of trrns-
planting. This is nearly always a g r o u p ^ c o o p e r a t i v e enterprise. 
Small groups vjill pick the rice ̂ seedlings, remove the m u d from 
the roots, and tie it into small bunches with paddy stems. Another 

carry the bunches and deposit them in the corners of 
fields. All groups then begin the laborious task of 
re-planting. 
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Three types of rico rro used: heavy, niLKilmn, end li^^^t, 
with the grep.tost porcent^.^se being of tha heavy bype, Those 
throe typos of rice raaturc in 150, 120, and 90 dayn Pc^apoctively, 
and are used in lYic larger fnrms in order to stnr;i-e.r the labor 
recruiting probloivie vjhich arii:o diiring the short iiarvost season. 

Following the harvest, the chaffinrT, of the r:''.ce bof^ins. 
This is accomplished by either boating; the plant.s against boards 
or by boatinri; the plants with sticks. The next stop, that of 
raining, is done v/ith a v/oode.n foot-pedaled, nortar-pestlo dovico. 
It is interooting to note th'^t, in contrast to ricc-cyclc-; mebhods 
used in Thailand, ixi Laos the buffalo arc never used for the 
chaffing procedure, and tho simple wood-toothed stone millin(;5 
mechanism is completely absent, 

Paddy is stored in r.v:t bins at the :>;round level, or in 
small storerooms raised on piles. The stocks are drawn upon 
according to the need of the farm- r . The rico stalk is often 
piled up and used as fodder for the buffalo. 

For the most part, no second crop is planted in the idle 
rice fields. This deplorable condition exists primarily from 
lack of sufficient water, secondarily because of lack of imple-
ments for irrigation, and only thirdly from lack of "know-how". 
Where an adequate water supply is available, cucxoiribcrs arc growi 
in the paddy fields, as well as manioc, and in some areas corn. 
Only an acre or less is devoted to the f o m e r two crops, whereas 
one to two pcres may be devoted to the letter cTOp. In each 
compound, tho farraor grows sorae poppers, cucunbers, sugar cane, 
betal, and three or four fruit trees. Families located near 
rivers plant patches of tobacco and vegcvbables along the river 
banks, but these are b.arely sufficient for local consumption. 
No compost or other fertilizer whatsoever is used in c^.ither field 
or garden^ 

Livestock and Poultry 

ii^ighty percent of tlio households ovm at ienst four chickens 
v/ith a few ovjning r:s many as sixty. In bhe Paksan area, hc)wev.:)r, 
only 15 percent of the households own oliicllr.ens. In all cases, 
they are raised as a small cash product, and are consumed only 
on special occasions. The eggs represent the bulk of the income 
h e r e , ^ucks are raised by only 10 percent of the Irouseholds, 
Again in this case, eggs are the primary cash product, Cholca-^a 
ecttacks the ducks nearly every rainy season and, as a result of 
this, most farmers hr.ve given up their productions. 

Two or three pigs are raised by about 40 percent of the house-
holds. The villagers claimed that there was never ono-Rgb. food 
for these animals and that dizrixig the rainy season the soil was 
too muddy, rendering it difficult for tho- anijials to forage for 
themselves. Half of the households possess one buffalo. 
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Twenty percont of the households had two, and wealthier farmors 
three or m o r e . The buffalo aro used primarily for rice cultiva-
tion, and occasionally aro sold for slaujr^tor. Those households 
with wagons will also possess two oxen for pulling the cart. 
Prior to 1938, these wagons were the solo means of transportation. 
Cows and oxen are found belonging to the wealthier families 
and serve as a moat-cash commodity. Cows* milk is not used by 
the peoples east of India. This^ is interesting vjhen one considers 
the large quantities of canned milk, both powdered and evaporated, 
bought b y the farmer for his children^ 

Economy 

The rural economy in Vientiane province is predominantly 
cash, although a rice-barter economy bocomos prevalent during the 
two months that follow the harvest. At this time rice is used as 
the medium of exchange for salt, fish, tools, clothing, etc. 
Rice is also sometimes used as payment for small services rendered, 
e.g., a midwife*s foe is five kilos of rice. Rice is also the 
moans of payment for lands rented during the rice cultivation 
sec93on. Anywhere from 30 to 50 percent of the yield reverts back 
to the land owner. However, the renting of land for rice 
cultivation is peculiar to Vientiane province^ 

Family income is obtained by various means: 1) the sale of 
paddy; 2) the sale of forest f o r a g i n g s — b a m b o o , mushrooms, h e r b s , 
birds, end small animals; 3) the sale of domesticated animals, 
fowl, and eggs; 4) sale of home prepared foods; 5) hiring out of 
services; and to some extent 6) sale of truck garden produce. 

A farmer receives 200 kip for a grown pig, 2 kip for a duck 
Ggg^ 3 kip for a chicken egg; a po\ind of paddy brings 1.3 k i p . 
If we subtract the seed needed for planting and the minimum 
rice needed for consumption, there remains roughly 2000 pounds 
or a value of 2300 kip. If we stop to consider that a "store-
bought" shirt costs 200 kip, this gives us a rough index of the 
value of the kip, as well as a forceful picture of what the 
farmer is up against. 

Prices in rural stores range from 10 to 20 percent higher 
than in the town of Vientiane. The smaller local stores sell 
such commodities as candles, cigarettes, matches, local crude 
tobacco, cotton thread, Chinese cakes, Cliinese soda pop, hard 
candies, beer, canned milk, salt, Chinese and Thni medicines (all-
purpose pills), and canned fish, which is grovsring in popularity. 
The larger stores carry a bigger selection and greater range in 
quality of merchandise than the sm^^ller stores. For example, 
blankets. Hong Kong made shirts and pants, soap povjders (Tide), 
Royal Standard cigarettes, eau de cologno, Pepsi Cola and more 
expensive brands of rice whiskey and wines. 
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Trips are made by the vlllcgcrs to Viontiano for tho purpose 
of purchasing tools, clothing, mudicino, 9nd for the purpose of 
investing their monoy in cold bolts and jowelry for tho women. 
These latter items nro not only objocts of boauty to tho villagers, 
but also servo as nn investnont whicli is rlwavs carried on one's 
person. (This has Its advp.ntages in caso of emergency flight, 
flood evaculction, or more commonly, hoixr^ohold robberies.) 
The sale of gold is monopolized by tho Chine so. It ranges from 
20 to 24 karat, and nearly all of it com^ s from Bangkok via 
Nongkai. A very minute portion ie prnned from tho rivers of 
Mamtha province. The Chinese do not diviilgo their sourco of 
gold, or the price they pay. Gold jewolry is sold by waiight and 
only a small percentage of the cost goes for tho workmanship. 
Money is often borrowed using those gold belts and chains as 
collateral. Interest ratus range from 10 to 15 percent per month. 
These loans are always trrnsactod in secret with one or two 
witnesses, usually relatives. Secrecy is merely a precaution 
against theft, inasmuch as loans may involve as much as 10,000 
kip. Loans are ma do for tho purchase of rice seed, tools, buffalo, 
and land^ 

Average family expenditures for a one year period are as 
follows: 

Special gifts for th© Wat (including rice) . . . 800 kip 
Gifts of money to the priests on holy days , ^ . 300 " 
Clothing 2500 " 
Tools 1000 " 
Meat and vegetables 6000 '' 
Gambling at the bouns 1000 " 

In addition, there may be other expenses such as: 

750 pounds of rice - poor families . . . . . . . 900 Kip 
Ordination ceremony . , 1500 " 
Cremation ceremony 800 " 

_ Marriage -2000 " 

Small Industry andi Commerce 

In most households, the older women and mrny of the younger 
women know how to weave, though m^my have been forced to give up 
this skill because of growing preferunce amongst tho villagers 
for imported, ready-made clothing. Movertheless, r^bout G5 per-
cent of the households have looms which nro operated sporadically 
for making ^shirts and men's pahkatima. "Store-bouf^lrit" clothing 
carries more prestige for the wearer. This is particularly true 
of men's clothing. 

Quite a few villages have their own blaclcsmi'to. Thtjse men 
work in pairs; ono man operates tho crude, piston--i|bullows, tho 
other hammers out the much needed machotc.; find ax(3 blades used 
by the villagers. 
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In the Irrgor one? finds oncv or two tailors (inalo 
or fomalo) w?io earn thoir livollhood making pymt'j, yhxrtr,, 
mosquito nets, shoots, utc, Thuy have purchrsod thoir foot-
pedaled sowing machine; s in ^iuntianu. Ono or two mombora of 
tho community supplomont thoir moagru incomc by being hurb 
doctors or midwivt^s. There is also usually a b?^rbur or two in 
the village. Hembors of poor frmilios will hiru b?ionisolvo3 out 
during the rico season. For those services tho man vrill rocuiv^-i 
2600 pounds of rico, tho woman 1600 pounds, 

Children and women of tho village will sot homo-mado i>raros 
.such as cakes, noodles, sugar erne, utc,, on trays or in baskv-ts 
and squat along the rords or near the ]tir}t on holy days soiling 
and chatting. Average individual income is 15 kip not per day. 

Property 

I'he amount of land on &n average compound including the 
house site is approximately ono-eigth of an acre. Most families 
(70 percent) own their own rico fields, A ''poor" fojiily is con-
sidered to be one which owns loss than eight raj (5.!? acres), 
a wealthy family, ono which owns 20 or more ra i (eif^it acres), 
Avernge holdings besides the compound arc^ about four acror;. 
Those who do not own land, rent land from wealthier farmors in 
the .community, In these cnsos the former turns ovor nnywh^iro 
from 20 to 50 percont of the rico yield to tho owner, Tho 
amount of rent paid is determined by a) tho ;\ffinal proximity 
of the parties involved, and b) the dogrc;e of fertility of the 
soil. Absentee landlordism in rural areas is virtually non-
existent. 

All property is divided equally among tho progeny, with the 
eldest daughter inheriting tho house. This emphasis on the 
principle of primogenitor is quite common amongst rural peoples 
in many parts of thw world. I might add, hoxNrover, that inheritance 
t h r o u ^ the matrilinoal side of the fr^mily is not necessarily 
typicnl of all southest Asian countries. In Thailand, for 
example, sons as well as dnuf^liters inherit the property and tlie 
youngest son inherits the house, (Ultimo-genitor). 

The Rolo of the Chinese in Lao Hural Life 

In the larger villages tho Chinese control over 80 percent 
of tho local commercial market, o,g,, the stores, etc. In 
addition, they servo as middlemen for the rico mills. They know 
how to ingratiate themselves with the Lao villagers. They are 
liked by the villagers who regard them, so to speak, as their 
source of bread and b u t t e r . The middlemen aretho persons who buy 
the villagers' rice. They also loan money to the villagers at 
what appears to the farmers to be a lower rate of interest than 
they can got from their own clansmen. In actuality, it comes to 
the same, the only difference being thot interest is paid in rice 
with the next harvest crop. Psychologically speaking, a farmer 
would rather part with 100 pounds of rico at harvest time when 
he has thousands, than part with 100 kip cash, 
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I iiantilon therje civv.v,. iv^trnoe.s for jI^o bo nexlt of those v/ho 
^lay plan to set up any foi?v: of coo;o(vrr.tivoa unorr; the fnrnors. 
If the latter plan is ever ymt into effect, the inntlgators 
must concomlttantly plan to substitute the complete role (both 
physical and psychological) that these Chinese play in the rural 
community, 

i^ducation 

There are over 12,000 students goin^;: to school in Vientiane, 
This represents 23 percent of all students in Laos, All schools 
lack sufficient equipment and all schools are over-crowded. In 
some schools, there is one beacher for 70 pupils; in some 
schools 70 to 80 students, representing three classes, are cirowdod 
into one small classroom, with four pupils occupying a desk 

.adequate for tv/o. In some areas where a school exists with two 
classrooms, there are over 200 eligible studentar, of which about 
40 percent show u p . In all villages there are students who wish 
to continue their education, having completed their three years, 
but because of the absence of facilities are forced to give up 
their aspirations. 

There are five categories of schools: 

1) The•Pagoda School; The education here consists of throe 
grades in which the studentn, tauf^t by priests, learn reading, 
writing, arithmetic, and some simple stories concerning the 
Gautama's life in which tlie moral aspects are emphasized. These 
schools are closed every holy day (4 eacli month), but classes 
are held Saturday and S^onday, 

2) The rural public elementary schools; There are 9o in 
Vientiane province. Here a similar academic program exists with 
greater emphasis on the throe "r's" and only two hours a week 
being devoted to religious and moral fcrsining, 

j^^e rural school centers; There are 19 in Vientiane 
province. Here the training is similar to the rural schools 
except that theteachers teach only half a day and devote the 
rest of their time to distributing medicines and to helping 
the farmers to improve thoir agricultural techniques, 

'I'he "Groupe Scolaire" schools; There are 21 in Vientiane 
province, 'xTie¥e are YouncT'Vnly'^in the larger (city) areas. 
They are built by the government, contain seven grades, and as 
many teachers. This is in contrast with the rural schools with 
three grades, one or two teachers, an.d constr\ictl on done by the 
villagers. In theory, a vill:?ge of 50 eligible pupils in entitled 
to a school. The govermaent pays for tho materials and tlie 
villagers contribute the labor, Tho govormiiont in bho past fv)w 
years has had no moaey. 
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5) "College" (found only in tho city of ^lentlnno) con-
sisting of the four upper f;rado3 (sevon to eleven). There iti 
also of course the Lycco In fchcj city of Vientinno. 

The prestige of the toachor ia second only to that of the 
priest. The teacher hps himnelf, in most cases, undergone only 
six years of schooling, Fis income averages 5000 kip per month 
if ho is mrrried and has one child. 

Classroom discipline is a "cola v̂ ^ sans dire" mode of 
behavior. To talk back to Lhe tcachor or to disobey him would 
be unheard o f . This exemplifies to some extonb tlie rmra under 
which the rural teacher is ?ield. 

There is never enoU(;;;t). chalk, pencils, or notebooks to lost 
through tho academic yeor of nine months, t-'lackboards are often 
absent, roofs have inany large holes, and floors are quite often 
precariously nailed down. 

General Knowledge 

Of tl^ 16 villages visited, only two had e v e r | hoard of 
American ^ i d . These two villages were those with a dispensary 
and the medicines^ they all knewy had been given by tho Americans, 

As to general knowledge of the world, the villagers were 
ir^norant. Ninety percent of the people did not know whei»e thair 
King lived, nor vrho was the Prime Minister, The i^rld was flat 
and consisted of Lao peoples, vrith a handful of Chinese and white 
people coming from some where far away, Svirprising as it may be, 
literacy was relatively higli, ranging from 30 to 50 percent with 
80 percent of tiiese being m e n . These latter had learned to 

read while serving in the priesthood. 

Religion 

The Hinayana ^tiddhism of Laos is tho som.o as that of Burma, 
Ceylon and Thailand, In Vientiane province over 90 percent of 
the villages have their own wat (church) compound. In a village 
of 300 persons one will find three or four priests and four or 
five novices, (A priest must be a m a n / at least 20 years of age, 
and ho must try to follow tho 223 commands of Buddha, Tho novice 
is a male between 8 and 19 years of age, and must follow only 
the first ten of the 223 commands^ . In Laos only five purcent of 
the eligible male community joins the priesthood. This numbur, 
compared with the same situation in Thailand, is extrumely lev/. 

The village wat consists of a jmblic hall (sala) where 
sermons are given every eight days, a small dormitory for tho 
priests, and a special altar building (bod) where tlio pri(^sts 
convene on spocial ocof-^sion.s, and whore tht) or'd.ination, ceremony 
takes place, 
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Early every morning, except on holy days and rainy days, 
the priests go about the village In single file nilontly bogging 
for their food for that day. On rainy days and holy days, and 
at the eleven oWilock offering, women of tho villago bring foorl 
to the wat for the priests. The early morning food offv^rlnf.s 
consist only of rice; tho late morning offc^rlngs (11:00 a.»m.), 
besides rice, consist of raeat and vegoteoles. •̂ liddhi,'̂ 't law 
forbids consuinption by prio.sts of solid foods after midday. 
Liquids, with tho exception of alcohol, -riMy be taken at any time. 
Smoking is not prohibited, no 1* is DO tol chewing. 

In theory, all young nuAi upon roacliing the age of 20 are-
expected to join the priesthood for onu Lunten period--July 15 
to October 15. The fact that tho cost of an ordination ceremony 
is 1500 kip is only a minor factor explaining the paucity of 
young men joining the priesthood. Tho more important reasons 
are the accelerated pace of living, tho Increasing interest in 
material things, the lure of high pay in tho army, and the slow 
decline in the prestige of the church. 

The priests are still, however, tho most highly respected 
members of tho community. The"educational level of the priests 
varies from throe to six years. During their stay at the wat, 
they study for the yearly priest examinations. Tho 
t,hree levels to which thoy aspire are Chan Tri (third level), 
^han Tho (second level), and Chan Egg "(first or top level). In 
the province of Vientiane, only one pcrccint of the priests 
aspire to the even hi^^her Bnrion examinations, of wliich tliurt; are 
an additional six levels. 

The functions of the wat in tho community are m a n y . Aside 
from its function as the spiritual centur of the community, it 
may serve as a school for tho villagus in i^icli government schools 
are absent. The priests are the instructors and a great dual of 
emphasis is placed on religious education. In addition, it 
often serves as the recreational, social, medical, and advisory 
center for tho community. It can well be said that the wat is 
the community center of the village. 

Each village elects one of its most respected members to 
servo, without salary, as keeper of the w a t . It is his duty to 
supervise and handle all contributions for wat construction, 
maintenance, and socio-religious activities," be it in the form 
of currency or commodity. It is also his duty to recruit and 
supervise the villagers in all programs of wat construction and 
maintenance. 

I / 

Throughout the year, there are special Buddhist festivals 
observed by the villagers. (Th(3 followlnp; dates are npproxirnr'to, 
being based on tho liinnr calendar for 1951).) On uh*̂  fiJ'toontli 
day of Jul?/, the eighth'month of the-Lao year, Iha Lonten nerj.od 
begins. During the thrpe months that follow, tho priests load 
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a more austere, disciplined life than at other times, i.o,, thc^y 
devoto more time to stud;/, thoy munt return to their respectivo 
wats by sunset, etc. 

At the taegin.iliig of ^ieptombor comos the festival of the 
Kowpadapdoen» This festival is primarily one in which the spirits 
of the deceased arc invited back to partr^ke of tlie offered 
food^ In addition, this festival celebrates the half way jaark 
of the lenten period. On the fifteenth of September comes the 
festival of Houkowsah, in which the farrn^irs brini;; rice offerings 
(which have been blessed at the wat) to the fields, requasting 
the goddess of rice to portrke of this food and in ruturn to 
bring them a rich harvest. In Vientipno and other more 
sophisticated areas, it is rlso a festivol for the spirits of 
the dead. 

On the fifteenth day of October, occurs thco festival cele-
brating the end of the Lenten period knowi as AugPhaasa. Within 
the next few weeks comes the festivrl of Thaud'TCatin. Each wat 
reserves a certain day for this festival at which time the people 
of the village present the priests with yellow robes for their 
use during the ensuing year, as well as presenting them with 
small utilitarian gifts such as cigarettes, soap, etc. At the 
end of the Katin season, there follows a scries of bouns knovm 
as Boun Fawq^yd. These are the popular bouns with which many of 
us are already acquainted. Each wat sponsors its own boun, the 
objective being to raise money for wat maintenance and construc-
tion. Hamwong dancing, boxing, leekay (popular drama based on 
the Ramayana) 7 gambling are the main nttrnctions. 

On the fifteenth day of February is the ceroriony of Fabat. 
On this occasion the foot-print of the Buddh:^ covorod witli 

gold leaf by the villager^> as a token of respuct. Thc^ gold 
leaf is sold by the priests and the proceeds arc) used for \>fat 
maintenance. 

On the eleventh of May begins the three-day Now Years festi-
val known as Songkran. Although thisis a layman*s celebration, 
thw wat always plays an important role. On the last day of this 
festival comes thec^celebration of Bahng Fai with its fifteen foot 
long rockets, its phallic symbols, figures, etc. 

In the more sophisticated rreas two festivals celebrating 
the birthday and death of ^uddha are held, but in the rurc-^l 
areas they are merely treated as ''nether holy day. 

Holy days (Wan Phra) fall on the seventh or eighth, four-
teenth or fifteentli days of both the waxing and waning m o o n . 
On these days, the older members of the communAt.; brliig gifts 
of food to the prlv^sts, and spend the buiJc of tin. morrilng the 
sala listeniiig to sermons, chfU;ting amonf';st tliuui.solviis, and 
seeking personal advice from t}i.e prlosts. 
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Throughout the course of the year the priests serve in such 
household functions as a new-house warming ceremony; a household 
blessing ceremony in which P11 members of the household are 
blessed; a pre-cremation ceremony. Though marriage is a layman's 
ceremony, completely executed by the villagers, the priests will 
be asked to choose a propitious time for the ceremony, by 
astrology. 

In addition to i^uddhism, there is a strong current of Animism 
which permeates the entire religious behavior of the villagers. 
Earth, trees, fire, sky,water, etc., all have their guardian 
spirits. The most important of these is the guardian spirit of 
the rice. Offerings of rice are made at various times to 
propitiate these spirits. The most common animistic ceremony 
involves the calling back of someone*s khwan (soul) which has 
left the body and lost its way or tarried too long. The concept 
of the khwan explrins the unconscious state of sleep as well 
as explaining ill health. 

Government 

The governor is the executive head of the provincial gov-
ernment. His officers serve as the provincial arm of all the 
various ministries represented, fiach province is sub-divided 
into countries (meang) in which a Jow Moang performs the executive 
duties. Each county is further divided into districts under a 
district head called the Tahso^g. These districts are composed 
of from six to ten villages. Each village has its headman 
(Naibahn). The headman is elected for life by the mer.ibers of 
the vilTage. The Tahsang- is elected by the headmen in the district, 
Retirement is voluntary and usually takes place at about 55 years 
of age. The Jow Meang is appointed for an indifinite period by 
the provincial governor and is the lowest level, but a definite 
part of the Civil Service. All orders or matters of policy .^per-
taining to the villages are transmitted from the ministries to 
the governor, bo the county head, to the Tahsang, to the N a i g a h n , 
to the villagers. 

Practically speaking, village government consists merely in 
the settling of local domestic disputes. 'I'he headman will be 
asked to arbitrate family quarrels, to witness financial trans-
actions, etc. Discipline in the village is enforced principally 
py social sanction. As x>ras mentioned above, the headman is 
elected by public vote for life and ramains in office until he 
dies or feels th£it he is old enough to retire. Qualities con-
sidered necessary by the villagers for a village headman are 
temperance, industriousness, and adherence to the Buddhist way 
of l i f e . Wealth plays a minor role. 
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In Vientiane province there is a relatively large number 
of young headmen. Of the sixteen villages visited, thirteen 
of the headmen are under 40, and of these thirteen nine are under 
30 years of age. All of them can read and write Lao, and each 
has had approximately three years of education, The headmen 
receive no salary. 

The Tahsang is elected b y the various headmen in his 
district. He receives (in principle) a small stipend of 600 
kip a month paid by the offices of the county. He meets once 
or twice a year with the village headmen, members convening 
only as the urgency demands. At these meetings the topics of 
discussion usually concern those which the Talrisang has discussed 
with the county head during their monthly meetings: such topics 
as preparation for festivals, propar^^tlon for visiting officials, 
needs and complaints of the villagers, conscription, fixing 
of local prices for the army, coolie corvee for the army, 
taxes, etc. As with the village headmen, retirement Is volun-
tary and usually takes place at about 55 years of a g o . 

Health and Sanitation 

A great percentage of the villagers suffer from inalnutri-
tlon. This is evident to some extent when one observes the 
length of time that sores seem to fester. Polished rice is 
preferred to the more nutritional umpolished rice. The farmers 
claim that not only is the taste better but nlso that u n -
polished rice is the food served to prisoners. Malaria is 
rather common,as is trachoma. Nearly all villagers complain 
of frequent attacks of dysentery, especially during the rainy 
seanon. Water is boiled only for women during later pregnancy 
and post-labor periods, in the belief that boiled water increases 
the supply of mother's m i l k . Body lice is frequent; chest 
pains are a common complaint. Defecation takes place in bhe 
rivers and open fields for no privies exisb. Micturation Is 
done at every and any locale. The Lao are, relatively speak-
ing, a clean people. A villager will descend bo the rlvor or 
collect water from the well In order to bobho at least once a 
day. Soap is used when afforded. 

A small dispensary can be found in some of the larger 
villages (population of 400 or over). However, stocks are 
always mildewed and depleted. The mzile nurse attendant has 
had a training course of from one to six months; his salary is 
from 750 to 4000 kip per month. For all intents tmd purposes, 
his training is highly inadequate. ^'Thesomlde" is given for 
nearly all illnesses. Injoctionr'- ore given with un-storilized 
hypodermic needles vhlch arc simply wiped off with a dirty-
clobh after u s e . Mouldy medicines sit on dirty shelves, in 
some cases, medicines which require refrigeration. Medicines 
are received from the Vientiane hospital every six months (en 
princlpe) in insufficient quantities, which results in thoir 
being exhausted within a two month period, 
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In villages whore thore are no d i s p o n s a r i e s / t h e sick 
villager goes first to tho priest (if there is ono who claims 
curing powers), and secondly to the local villpgo doctor. These 
local doctors have learned their trade from their fathers or 
through contact v/ith the local doctor in another village. They 
use certpin herbs and formulas for exercising many common ill-
nesses, For exami^le, ono coimnon technique is to spend ten to 
fifteen minutes blowing on the pained area. Ghaircoal and soot-
covered spider webs are used on wounds pnd cuts. 

Though a woman may givci birth to e child every 18 months, 
the infant mortality rate ranges from 55 to 65 percent, which 
immediately strikes one as not only being consistent in its 
small 10 percent range, but also as boin^^; disturbingly hii:;h. 
On the other hand, fatality of the mother child birth is 
only about five portent. 

Transportation 

Nearly all transportation within the daily living pattern 
is by foot; food and water supplies cro Cr?rried in baskets 
(often waterproof) attached to a shoulder pole, tillages 
located along the river will paddle sixpples in long dug-outs 
from village to market. Ox carts are owned by most of the 
inland households, by many of the river brnk households and are 
used for transporting rice, pigs, sugar cane, bamboo, etc, from 
village to market, and store supplies from market to village. 
Households along thercad may also own bicycles which are used 
for gaining access to neighboring villages and to Vientiane. 
Along the main arteries to Paksan, Ba.ngkoon, and Hinheub, 
there is dally bus service in the dry season. Mnny farmers 
bring their produce, (if not too bulky) by cai't as far as the 
main road and then travel b;/ bus to Vientiane. 

Trends in Hural Vientiane 

There is a definite trend away frx)m tradltionp.l values 
and towards new ideas and ;.ui accent on educated youth. (of 
the 22 village headmen and district heads, over half wore under 
35 years of age). All this is a result of the influence of 
urbanization. There is also a strong trend towards **rising 
expectation" as bus service and bicycles rre enabling more and 
more people to visit Vientiane and see fnctory made o r o d u c t s — 
such as tools, clothing, sadgets--and to desire these articles. 
The prices are too prohibitive however to sho\^ much teclrinical 
changes in the rural areas. Nevertheless, the availability of 
factory made articles has caused a gradual but observable decline 
in village industry. 
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There is a growing tendoncy for the youth of the village 
to join the army because of the relatively high sfilaries, thus 
causing not only a shortage of eligible males, but also chang-
ing the traditional values (both moral and monetary) within the 
village socio-economic structure. A restlessness and dissatis-
faction with village patterns of behavior is observed within 
villages where large percentages of younr^ men have loft to join 
the army. This restlessness is even more evident in the return-
ing soldier. 

A concurrent lessening of interest in the village wat is 
unfortunate. That vrhich once served as the socio-roligious 
center of the community/ is gradually losing its hold on the 
younger members of the village. Thu govornmont lins gradually 
taken the responsibility of education away from the w a t . Easier 
accoss to Vientiane, movlen, lorge bouns, etc, have supplantud 
the older functions of the w a t . ' • 

The villagers are slowly losing respoct for their gov-
ernment, and are becoming more and more imbuod with the 
philosophy, of "Wo*re only farmors, so whrt's the use?." This 
fatalistic outlook Is deploro.ble in the light of the present 
political situation. Todoy, when the future of the country 
potentially offers them more than it ever could before, see 
them losing faith in their government and developing a frf^me of 
mind that could easily cause them to fall prey to Communist 
promises. 

Expressed Needs^ Desires^ and Anxieties of the Villages 

1 , In nearly every village, one of the basic "felt needs" is 
land. The farmer is willing to clear and level the jungle and 
develop it into paddy fields, Hovrovcr, his lack of knowledge 
concerning whom he should contact, whose property it is, deters 
him from taking action. Recently squatters in certain areas 
have been requested by govt;rnment officials to vacate their 
homes and fields. Concurrontly, there is in many areas a 
growing anxiety among the Lao farmors concorning the largo 
infiltration of I'hal fannors into potential Lfio farming areas• 
The Thai come across the river in search of available Irnd, 
squat In an area and begin clearing and occupying it. The fact 
that these Thai are desporafce for land mrkos them more industri-
ous than the Lao^ which adds to the resentment felt by the latter. 

2 , 2 . The second most common "felt nood" is irrigation. The 
farmers are anxious to raise a second crop during the post-rico 
season (December through M a y ) , but are unable to do so because 
of the paucity of x>raterk Connected here is . the frequently 
occurlng request fo^r your-round wells. Theru are two or three 
wells per village. They range from 4 to 6 motors in depth and 
contain a water supply for only 8 months out of the year. The 
few villagers who own wells do not permit the other farmers to 
use them during the dry months w h e n water is at a minimum^ 
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3 . Thorc is r constant demand for tools for digging, 
cutting and chopping. The villagers complain bhnt thoy cannot 
afford these tools at the present m r k o t jorice, Parmors, though 
capable of performing various tasks for thomselvos, lack the 
necessary tools• 

4 . Several farmers in various areas roquosted loans at a 
reasonable rate of interest. At present they hnve little 
collateral and as a result mujjt pay exorbitant rates of interest, 
often as high as 180 percent p-^r year, and ?^lways as high as 
120 percent. One farmer said that he wished to clear some land 
in order to raise kapok, for Torhich operation ho needed 10,000 
kip. Ho was sure that ho could pay back thif: debt within 12 
months, but knew he couldn't afford bho high interest rate. 

5. Nearly all farmers desired to raise truck gardens which 
would include such vegetables as onions, garlic, lettuce, 
kalampeo, and such fruits as mangoes, pineapples, and papayas. 

6 . A dispensary is desired (and needed) by all villagers 
in areas where there is n o n e , l/fhere a dispensary is in existence, 
there is always a need for frequent renewal of such stocks as 
cotton, syringes, penicillin and especially aureomycin. 

7 . In areas where no schools exist they are earnestly 
requested; and, in areas x-Jhero schools do exist, over-crowding 
is so extreme that anne::es are requested. I^^any of the young 
people who have finished tht)ir three years of local schooling 
expressed a keen desire to continue their education but could 
not afford lodging in another village where advanced schooling 
was available. Only 1 percent of potential advanced students 
come to Vientiane for furthur education. Many adults expressea 
a desire to learn to read and write. In nearl\r every village 
there were severr-l young men who expressed a willingness to come 
to Vientiane to study î̂ jiimal husbandry, agriculture and nursing, 
if room and board were provided. 

8 . The rural school teachers vrore originally intended to 
teach only in the mornings, pnd to give out: medicines and advice 
to the farmers on methods oT agricultur'^l imprnvement in the 
afternoons. However, due to their inadequate training in agri-
cultures-two months in Xieng Khouang--thoy feel incapable of 
offering any advice to the veteran farraors who **lcnov7 much more 
about farming than we do.'* Concerning the distribution of 
medicines, once their meagre supply is exhausted, they are left 
idle. Several of them have mentioned that thoy v/ould like to 
continue their studies in medicine or agriculture. Inasmuch as 
they are well above the average in intelligencu, bheir talents 
should not be wasted. 
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9 , Tho Tahaengs complained that thoy rarely recolvod tholr 
salary. Thoy also lamentcd tho fact that though tholr job 
held some prestige vnlno in tho community, it nevortholoss re-
sulted in tholr losing a groat de^l of incomo, i.e., so much 
time vjas required for the execution of the governmontal duties 
that thoy had no time to woi-̂ V- their fields. 

10» All households expressed an interest in raising 
telapia fish. Here again, lack of water was their cxil do sac. 

* 
11. The teachers in tho rural school centers complyinod 

that tho soods given to them by U30M arrived boo late to bo 
planted that season. They folt that if they kept them until 
after the rainy season, tho seeds would mildow and become use-
l e s s — w h i c h is. exactly whr.t happened. 

, On the other hand, the Black Thai recoiv^'.d their seeds on 
time 8.nd proceeded to plant them immediately. But h e r o , un-
fortunately, no instructions vrero given as to how to plant and 
water these American type seeds. Tho Black Thai watered them 
in the morning and in the afternoon, with tho result that the 
soil dried out during tho midday sun, and the plants withered. 
It was later suggested, aftur a post mortem insioection by tho 
Deputy Governor that these seeds should have boon watered once 
a day at svoa dovm using twice as much water. 

1 2 . 2500 Black Thai refugees from tho Dion Bien Phu area 
(via Saigon and Xieng Kliouang) have been settled at kilometer 
30 on the Luang Prabang road, and have been loft pretty much 
to their own initiative. Rico, garden seeds and tools have 
been furnished by U S O M . A large tract of land has been cleared, 
originally to serve as rice fields, but now to be used as tho 
village site. This too ivras financed by USOM. 

Tho chief of the Black Thai tms recently returned from a 
sojourn in Prance and has requested tho Lao Government to permit 
the entry of an additional 15,000 Black Thai refugees who are 
now miserably located in the Dalat area of Vietnam. The implica-
tions and innuendos are that USOM will bo asked to contribute 
additional funds for their resettlement. 
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There are many groups in northern Laos, such as the Lao, the 

Meo, the Yao and the Kha Mou (Phou Theng), interspersed among one 

another. It is an area where the ethnic structures are complicat-

ed and the cultures are mixed. I am limiting my consideration to 

the district of Pha Tang and its vicinity, and will try to make 

clear the relationship of the Yao to the other groups. First, I 

will present some data on the Yao tribe in the village of Kaisou, 

their settlement patterns, social organization and religion; then 

I will show their contact and interrelationships with the surround-

ing groups. In the vicinity of the village of Pha Tang, the Yao and 

Meo are found in the mountainous districts, the Phou Theng settle 

on the slopes and at the foot of the mountains, and the Lao live in 

the valleys and on the plains. 

From September, 1957,to April, 1958, the author traveled in 

Thailand, Cambodia and Laos as a member of the party for Research 

on Rice Culture in Southeast Asia. From January to April, 1958, 

the writer lived in the village of Pha Tang in northern Laos and 

did research on the Thai villages in the area.^ Pha Tang is a Lao 

village located between Vientiane and Luang Prabang. In the vicin-

ity of Pha Tang there are many mountains which rise 1,000 to 1,700 

meters above sea level, and between them the two rivers — the Nam 

Pha Mone and the Nam San flow toward the south. They meet at the 

southern border of the village, becoming the Nam San and the Nam 

Ngun before Joining the Mekong River east of Vientiane. Ban Pha 

Tang is located in a valley. On the same river there are sev-

1 



eral other Lao villages at intervals of a few kilometers. Among 

these are some Thai Deng villages, originally from other areas.The 

language of the villagers differs slightly. Most of them are im-

migrants from Sam Neua and Xieng Khouang. The Meo and the Kha Mou, 

(the latter also known as the Phou Theng or Thai Theng)^ are lo-

cated in the mountains and at the foot of the mountains in this 

district. There are also a couple of Yao villages. While they 

preserve their own cultural traditions, they also maintain close 

inter-relationships with the other groups. Although they are not 

all content, in general, they live together peacefully. The com-

plexity of the ethnic structure is one of the remarkable character-

istics of this district.^ 

The pvirpose of research in this village (Ban Pha Tang) was an 

intensive study of the society and the cultute of a Lao village; 

and to collect data for comparative purposes, we visited as many 

as possible of the surrounding Lao villages. Accordingly, at first 

there was no intention of researching the minority groups, but the 

sight of their extraordinary costumes, and the smoke rising from 

the top of the mountains whetted a desire to seek their culture and 

society. I visited the Yao village of Kaisou first on January 24th 

and again on February l4th to the 16th. At the time of the first 

visit, I took Po Boua and Tondi of Ban Pha Tang, and a porter. On 

the second visit I took Po Boua and a porter. Of course, they were 

not primarily interested in our research. Po Boua was the land-

lord of the house where I stayed, and Tondi the landlord of the 

house next door. Our research was done in a short period of time 
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and we had many difficulties, one of them being the language (even 

though the Yao spoke Lao quite well), so we could not get suffic-

ient data. I should restrain myself from publishing data in this 

form, but we do not have much data on the Yao so I hope this report 

will offer new knowledge on the Yao.^ 

Yao tribes are found in great niombers in the northern part of 

the Tonkin Plain and in the western mountains, but in Laos they are 

found mainly in the southwestern part of Sam Neua and around Nam 

Tha, and in the northwestern part of Phong Saly, There are also a 

few- Yao villages around Luang Prabang and some in the northern part 

of Thailand.^® In contrast to the Lao, the geographic expansion of 

the Yao has been erratic, Yao youths around Luang Prabang frequent-

ly take the three-day walk to visit the Yao villages near Pha Tang, 

and when I showed them pictures of Yao in the highlands of Tonkin, 

they looked eagerly and made a note of their location. 

Now let us extend our scope to the whole of south China and look 

at the distribution of the Yao tribe. For this purpose, we have 
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only the maps of Bernatzik, Eickstedt and Wiens. From these 

we know that the Yao tribe is now widely distributed in Kwantung, 

Kwangsi, Hunan and Yunnan provinces. If we compare these maps with 

those of the distribution of the same tribe in ancient times by 

Wiens, we can surmise that formerly the Yao were widely scattered 

all over the districts south of the Yangtze River, and later were 

gradually forced into the mountain districts. But is this true? 

Wiens^^ summarizes tribal relationships in south China as fol-

lows: 1) The Chuang or T'ai, are the wet-rice cultivators located 3 



in the valleys and plains. The central location of the Chuang 

culture is in Kwangsi Province, but they also extend into a large 

part of Kwangtung and Fukien, Chekiang, Kwangsi, Hunan, Kweichow, 

Szechwan, Yunnan and Kiangsi Provinces. In Yunnan the Chuang 

culture is comparatively isolated as a minority group, but in the 

eastern part it made a great contribution to the ancient Yueh cul-

ture, and in Kweichow and Szechwan it has undergone some changes 

and has become integrated with the local culture. 

The Yao established their influence all over south China. Eick-

stedt mentions that Hsia-min in Fukien is one of the Yao tribes in 

a broad sense. It is said to be the Yao and not the Thai who are 

the oldest inhabitants (Urbewohner) of the coast of south China, and 

it is the Thai, not the Yao, who were the next group appearing 

there. According to Eickst6dt, the Yao language belonged to 

"monkmerische Sprache" from the beginning. 

Liang Shun Sheng's^^ view is as follows: The ancient Man is the 

same as the present Yao and Hsia-min groups. The Man tribe, in a 

broad sense, is identical with the Meo tribe. But in a narrow 

sense, the Man tribe refers only to descendents of'P'an-hu.*' Hsia-

min are scattered in Fukien, Chekiang and the northern part of Ton-

kin. Man is the Yao's name for themselves. The areas Inhabited by 

the Man before the three ancient dynasties (Hsia, Shang and Chou) 

were the southwestern parts of Hunan in the Chou period, and were 

located in the Yangtze valley. In the Sung period they were called 

Man-Yao, and migrated south to Kwangtung and Kwangsi. Later, they 

divided and the eastern group entered Fukien and Chekiang and be-
4 



came Hsia-tnin; the western group moved into Yunnan via Kwangsi and 

have been called Man. The people who stayed in Hunan and Kwangsi 

are called Yao. 

Hsu Sung Yu's^^ History of the People in the Yueh Chiing Valley 

was also useful for my research, even though there were some quest-

ionable points in it. Above all, his free linguistic interpretation 

was instructive. According to him, the places of origin of the Yao 

are Kwangsi, Chekiang and Fukien. In sum, Yu considers the Yao tribe 

moved first to the southwestthen w e ^ , aTnld -finally to Indochina. 

We can summarize these statements as follows: They all agree 

that the place of origin of the Yao is the eastern part of south 

China, but there are many disagreements as to the course of migra-

tion, the relation between the adjacent tribes and the classifica-

tion of their language. Recently Benedict classified the Meo and 

Yao languages together with the languages of Thai, Kadai, Indonesia, 

Monkhmer and Vietnamese as proto-Austric languages.^^ But to clar-

ify the origin and course of Yao migration, we have to depend on 

the further development of anthropological and archaeological re-

search. Here, I only want to make the following points: 

1) due to the pressure from the Han (Chinese) to the north, the Yao 

have spread to the mountainous area of south China, and their cul-

ture has gained many elements through long contact with the Han and 

adjacent groups, especially the Thai and Meo, and 2) the western ex-

tremity of their distribution is in northern Laos, and the southern 

boundary is approximated by Pha Tang village. This village is the 

south-western frontier of the Yao and as such reflects accretions of 
5 



patterns from northern Indo-China, south China as well as the in-

fluences of surrounding local cultures. 

Culture and Society of the Yao Tribe 
What is the culture and society of the Yao tribe like today. 
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Eberhard summarized it as follows: 

Economy: Mountainous habitat with shifting cultivation; frequent 

change in settlements, and hunting and gathering of 

edible plants. The cultivation of potatoes is signifi-

cant. 

Social Structure: Neither a ruling class nor a tribal organization 

are well developed. They have a strong patriarchal clan, 

and practice exogamy, with frequent cross-cousin mar-

riages. Other traits- include the .custom of spontaneous 

exchange of poetty, and trial marriage. The formal mar-

riage rite is performed only after the child is born. In-

itiation ceremonies into the adult life exist. 

Religion: Worship of the dog god and P'an-hu. They have both dog 

and tiger tabooB, and tiger worship. At the end of the 

year they perform the No play masquerade rite. They have 

memorial tablets and worship their ancestors. The de-

ceased is placed in a coffin and buried. Shamanism forms 

an important element in their religious practices. 

Domestic Life: One-story houses with earth floors, no veranda. A 

fire is in the center of the floor; along the walls there 

6 



are pallets; the cooking is done in a corner of the rectangular 

house, over a crude stove. Most of their houses are for small fam-

ilies, They wear short coats and do not wear shoes. Their hair is 

carefully braided. Burdens, supported by a headband, are carried on 

their backs^ 

These are some of the generalized features of the Y a o . N o w let 

us describe the Yao in northern Laos.^^ T h e following data on the 

Yao pertains to Ban Kaisou unless otherwise specified: 

(1) Houses and Settlements. 

In the mountainous areas near Ban Pha T a n g , there are three Yao 

villages, Kaisou, Pha Louang and Pha Nam P i n . All of them lo-

cated in Muong Vang Vieng, are between 1,000 to 1,700 meters 

above sea level. In Muong Kassy (north of Muong Vang Vieng) 

there is a Yao village called Pha T i o u , but only the three vil-

lages in Muong Vang Vieng are in direct contact with the Lao 

in Ban Pha Tang. There are 27 houses in Ban Kaisou, making it 

a comparatively large Yao village. T h e other two villages are 

much smaller; Pha Louang has only 5-6 houses and Pha Nam Pin 

has 7-8 houses. There are also several Yao villages near Luang 

Prabang sub-divided into hamlets, e.g. Pha Koum is composed of 

the hamlets of Nja Kha (25 houses), Cm Se (4-5 houses), and Tam 

Yat (10 houses). But in the villages near Pha Tang there is 

only one community and one Nai Ban (village headman) who super-

vises the three villages. 
To reach Kaisou from Pha Tang it is necessary to walk for 

four hours to Den Din (occasionally trucks are used) then turn 
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right into the forest; cross a single bamboo-pole bridge (which was 

subsequently rebuilt) over a small stream 3 meters w i d e , and then 

climb a steep slope. At places there are log huts where people rest 

when carrying heavy burdens, and there are also caves providing 

shelter from the rain. In about an hour a ridge of the mountain is 

reached and then the path crosses the ridge. After a while we eome 

to a rotted-bamboo gate which seems to be the entrance to Kaisou 

village. After another h o u r , a wide field suddenly opens up and the 

Yao village appears in the basin surrounded by many limestone peaks. 

The village is located on the south side of the basin, 980 meters 

above sea level, surrounded by the sharp peaks of Pha long Ching. 

In the surrounding areas there are forested limestone slopes inter-

spersed with a few patches of grass. In the center of the basin is 

a small stream, but during the dry season there is no water. The 

houses stand in one or two lines in the shape of a right angle. They 

are situated very close to each other. Scattered nearby are rice 
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granaries, pig pens, horse stables and chicken coops. There are no 

boundary fences. In the center of the village is a fenced-in area 

where plants from which dyes are m a d e , are cultivated. Tea plants, 
21 

peach trees and other plants are nearby. In the northern part of 

the village there is another field of tea plants, and beyond it 

there are poppy and vegetable fields. I'Jhen the author visited the 

village at the end of January, there were white and purple poppies 

in full bloom. Corn, red peppers and cabbage are interspersed in 

the poppy field. The western part of the vill<^ge is covered by 

shrubbery but some areas have been cleared to cultivate coffee. 8 



According to the Yao the coffee plants had been brought from the 

Boloven plateau tp the Lao but did not grow well in this area. The 

south of the village is dense forest which spreads over the ridges 

and the mountain tops» T h e Yao village is like an oasis in the 

desert, a "hidden village*' in the tropical forest. 

The size of the houses in this village varies. In Figure 2 , 

the houses numbered 11, 22, 23, 26 and 27 are very small. Some of 

them are so small that they look like storage houses or tool sheds, 

while some are well-built. This seems to indicate social strata in 

the community. Generally speaking, the houses are made of wood with 

earthen floors and gabled roofs. Some of the houses have thatched 

roofs while others have wood shingles. Two or three of the houses 

use the wave-shaped galvanized iron sheets (Japanese made) on one ^ 

side of the roof. The slope of the roofs is very steep, and the 

rain water is conducted through bamboo pipes into a w e l l , which is 

not used during the dry season. Pallets are built in a row on one 

side of the room; on the opposite side are pallets for guests. The 
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fireplace and cooking stove are built on the floor and an altar 

is placed on one side of the wall. There a r e , occasionally, several 

papers pasted near the altar with the saying, ''Directly overhead, 

pure wind blows; H e grows wings and flies away,** written in Chinese. 

At times, on a board over the entrance there are very expertly writ-

ten Chinese characters indicating the year and date of the construct-

ion of the house. Since the houses are built on the slope, one side 

of the house is on stilts, and on this side are generally placed 

the beds for the guests,and the pig-pon. The horse stables, chicken 9 



coops and the rice granary are attached to the houses. The floor of 

the rice granary is built high on pillars with board planks to pre-

vent mice from getting into the rice. Occasionally, the pig-pens 

are built separate from the house. 

Kaisou was founded 14 years a g o , Pha Nam Pin 20 years ago and 

Pha Louang village is more than 50 years old. 

Agriculture and Livestock. 

H o r s e s , cattle, pigs, chickens and dogs are kept. Water buffalo 

cats and geese do not occur in Kaisou but they are found in Pha Koum 

village. At a distance from the village, fields have been cleared 

(by burning the grasses and trees) for cultivating poppies, dry rice, 

sugar cane, corn, sweet potatoes and bananas. On the ridges and 

slopes, a distance of 2-3 hours walk from the village, there are 

rice fields, and also three groups of houses; one group of two, an-

other of three and a third one of five can be seen. Wood and bamboo 

are used for construction and for making paper. They also mine sil-
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ver and lead. Recently, the population has increased and the 

fields have expanded from Kaisou village to the Den Din ridge (675 

meters above sea level). 

Their main agricultural products are opium, rice and corn. Pop-

pies are harvested three times a year -- first the poppy seeds are 

sown in July and harvested in September. Second, the sowing is done 

in August and the harvesting in December, and the same procedure 

again in September, with the harvest in January or February. They 

gather the milky liquid from the poppy seeds and make raw opium. 

This is their main source of cash income. 10 



They have several kinds of dry rice, of which the author obtained 

samples of three tiypes. Rice is sovm in March or April and reaped 

in September. Their staple food is non-glutinous rice. Corn is 

used for livestock. 

They have several horses, used for transportation. They also 

have cows. According to the Y a o , the Lao buy cows from them and the 

Meo. Beside wild birds and animals, pork and chicken are very im-

portant food items. 

Food Habits 

They take their breakfast at 11:00 a.m. and have two or three 

other meals, but usually have two formal meals per day, and when they 

are hungry between meals, they eat baked sv/eet potatoes, baked ban-

anas or chew on sugar cane. They sit down around a round table or 

take their seats around the fire. Men and women never eat together. 

If the family is large, the head of the family and the elder males 

eat first; next the rest of the males, and last are .the females,who 

eat by the stove. During meals the head of the family is eeated 

first and prays before all begin to eat. At the time of a formal 

party for a festival this procedure is more complicated. First, the 

village headman or the eldest man gives a long prayer in a low voice; 

next, the host stands and passes the wine glasses to the guests, one 

by one. The glasses are received by the guests then returned to the 

host. N e x t , the guests individually pass the glasses to the host. 

Then a toast is made, the wine is drunk and the eating begins. Long 

tables covered with banana leaves are prepared for parties. If there 

are many guests, they are divided into two or three groups, the first 11 



group being the eldest males, the second the remaining male guests, 

and last, the male miembers of the host's family. In the case 

of a wedding party the fathers of the bride and bridegroom eat lastt 

and finally the women, by the stove. The women do the cooking, 

and the young unmarried girls serve the food under strict super-

vision. 

The staple^ food is non-glutinous rice, which is served in a 

cooking bowl, and chopsticks are used. At a formal meal glutinous 

rice is also eaten, steamed and occasionally served on banana leaves. 

Some of the rice seems to be steamed, then fermented, while another 

rice dish seems to have sweet rice alcohol poured over it. Tbey are 

especially fond of this type of food. A soup is made of pork fat 

and bamboo shoots; as the meal is eaten, boiled vegetables are 

placed in the soup. Braised ground pork, boiled chicken legs and 

wings are also favorites. Raw cabbage and roasted pork are also 

served. The foods are usually saturated with pork fat. There are 

two kinds of rice alcohol, red and white. Some of the older people 

keep saccharin which they put in the alcohol when they drink. They 

refer to the saccharin as "sugar." As the dinner progresses, pig 

blood which has coagulated into the consisti^cy of pudding is placed 

in a wash basin, and passed around. Sometimes chopped green onions 

are placed in this dish, which is considered an energy-producing 

food. Tea and opium are also taken -- the tea leaves being toast-

ed and then placed in the hot water. Opium is eaten only by the 

adult males, never by the younger boys. The same is true of tobacco. 

There seems to be a strict rule concerning age limits with respect 
12 



to eating opium and smoking tobacco. The older men eat opium in the 

afternoon, especially after their tneals, and because of this habit 

many of them appear pale. The headman of the village spent most of 

the time lying down, v/rapped in blankets, and appeared to be addict-

ed to opium. The Yao import Nescafe and condensed milk from the Lao 

villages, and the rich people favor coffee. 

The Yao people like their costumes and do not change them for 

their daily labor or to take part in rituals. Their clothing is 

made of roughly woven black cotton, most of which is made in Japan. 

Their caps are decorated in the center with red yarn pompoms, while 

the sides of the caps have red woven cotton material. The same red 

cotton is woven into the collars and sleeves. Silver braiding is 

also used along the collars and sleeves. Usually, no underwear or 

shoes are worn. The women place a piece of red material on top of 

their heads and wrap a turban on top of that. The material used for 

the turban is also used for their sash, but the flower embroidery on 

the turban is a little smaller. Silver earrings and several brace-

lets are also worn. The skirt worn by the women is divided into 

three panels. Red yarn is used on the collar of the blouse, which 

is held together with two rectangular silver-plated hooks. Their 

trousers are embroidered with flower patterns and a sash is worn over 

the skirt and trousers, with one end of the sash tucked in at the 

waist. Undergarments are not worn. The women do not bathe at all 
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and their body odor is overpowering. 

Literacy in Chinese 
In addition to the board above the entrance to a house with the 
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year and the date of construction, there were also Chinese charaxrters 

beside the altars. On the wall of the house where I stayed, I found 

a paragraph of Chinese writings..• 

••My country is large and has a large population, and there 
were formerly 28 provinces. After victory in the war, we 
took the northeastern part (Manchuria), and made it into 9 
provinces. Since the recapture of Formosa from Japan, there 
are now 35 provinces." 

The family had a dictionary published in Shanghai and they also had 
a textbook of social studies, which was used in their daily life, 
A record of the opium sales was kept in a kind of account book by 
brush-writing on the bamboo paper they made. They write not only 
records, but also something approaching poetry, and I was very much 
surprised by a 15-16 year old boy who wrote a Chinese poem. The 
following are examples of their poems (in rough translation): 

•*Those who share a common destiny will meet though far apart, 
But if they do not have a common destiny, they will never meet. 

"Those who share a common destiny will be related to each other 
as brothers by a miracle sent from heaven. 

"In the beginning our ancestors all lived together, but now we 
are scattered all over mountainous places. 

Chinese is also used in letter writing; the following is a letter 

a villager wrote to me asking for incense burners from Japan: 

"I am very sorry to trouble you, but if you will, please get 
ten incense burners and ten bowls regardless of the price." 

According to their geographical concept^, Japan is located next to 

Vientiane. 

A teacher from the Ho tribe teaches Chinese. ( The Lao refer to 

the Ho as the Khon Ho, whom they believe to be descendents of ref-

ugees from the Taiping rebellion in China.) Some of the Ho under-

stand Yao while others do not. The Ho teachers are under contract 

to the Yao for a certain period of time to teach Chinese to the 

young people. In the village of Pha Koum near Luang Prabang, many 

14 



25 
Ho teach Chinese and receive 1,100 kip. In Kaisou, a Ho teacher 

from Yunnan taught Chinese, but he died five years ago. Ho teachers 

•are not found in all Yao villages. For instance, there are none 

in Pha Luong or Pha Nam Pin. Therefore, the young people in these 

two villages do not understand much Chinese. Generally speaking, 

the women are not literate in Chinese. 

Contacts with other Groups and Trade 

Both the Yao and Meo are very curious by nature in comparison 

with other groups. When the Yao come to a Lao village, they walk to 

every c o m e r of the village, looking inside temples, watching car® 

penters at work and picking up every article in the stores for in-

spection. They also observe the fish in the small rivers, the meth-

od of breeding pigs and chickens; cultivation, and the possessions 

of strangers including the author ( neither the Lao nor the Phou 

Theng would think of doing this). There are two or three houses 

with battery radios, and one house with a bicycle which is not used 

and is covered with dust. There are a few homes with kerosene lamps. 

Galvanized iron roofing is used, following the pattern of the Lao. 

Saccharin is taken with coffee. Formerly they tried to plant coco-

nut palms and betel nut trees but failed. The Yao would like to 

open up the valley to shifting cultivation, and purchase an automo-

bile to connect their village with Vientiane. They would like to do 

this in order to bypass the Lao intermediaries with whom they trade 

opium for their necessities. According to the Yao, they had saved 

sufficient money to purchase an automobile but had decided not to 

do so. 15 



Household Units and the Village 

Among the Yao in northern Laos there appear to be- twelve sub-

groups, and those of Kaisou as well as Pha Luong and Pha Nam Pin 

are classified as Yao Khaw. There are 27 households in this village 

and the names of the heads of the families and the number of people 

in each household is as follov^st 

1. Chao Wen Lung — 18 15. Cheng Fu Sheng -- 9 

2. Chao Lung Sheng — 8 16. Cheng Wen Szu --• 5 

3 Chao Chin Sheng * 11, Chao Wen Kyn 14 

Chao Lung Ching *-- 10 
18. Chao Wen Hsiang — 6 

4. Chao Lung Huan * 
Chao Lung Tang - 13 19. Chao Wen Sheng -- 10 

5. Chao Chin Mao -- 8 20. Cheng Kuei Chu --- 7 

6. Cheng Kuei An — 11 21. Chao Wen Shou -• . 6 

7. Cheng Kuei Fu -- 5 22. Chao Wen Tsung -- 5 

8. Cheng Chin Chang — 6 23. Cheng Kuei Tsung — 6 

9. Cheng Kuei Tang — 6 24. Chao Wen Tang --. 13 

10. Cheng Chin Sheng — 10 25. Chao Chin Shou -.. 4 

11. Cheng Chin Fu -- 3 26. Cheng Tsai Ching -- 3 

12. Chao Lung Hsiang -- 5 27. Chao Lung Fu — 4 

13. Li Lung Tsung 7 * In regard to no. 3 and no. 4, 

14. Chao Lung fizu — 7 two couples share one home. 

There are 27 homes with a population of 209 in the village of Kaisou. 

The average number of members in one household is 7.74. There are 

some families with only 3-4 members, others with about 10, and the 

maximum is 1 8 members in a household. The full names of No. 2,3 and 

5 are: Chao Lung Sheng Kun, Chao Chin Chin Sheng and Chao Chin Mao 
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Ming. Kxin and Ming are their fathers' names. 

The 'actual; age of a person is knowi only to himself and to 

his family members. In general, it is not nesessary for them to count 

their ages numerically. The four families considered no.l, 3, 8 and 

17 are unilineal and consist of at least three generations, and there 

are 2-3 couples in each generation. The marriages in all 27 house-

holds are monogamous, but in Pha Koum there are several polygamous 

marriages, and the village headman has three wives. Next, let us 

look at the birthplace of the husbands and their wives. There are 

only a few couples among whom both the husbands and wives were born 

in different villages (two couples out of five, in the households 

surveyed). These facts are reminders of their traditional migratory 

life, i.e., the village is like a temporary, mixed household, with 

the people coming together foom different villages; but consanguin-

ity still has a strong influence in village structure. Marriage ties 

extend widely to other villages beyond the limitations of their own 

mountain area. Cases of village endogamy are relatively few. Mar-

riages are all initially matri-local: after the wedding ceremony the 

26 
husband and wife go to the bride's home where they work for two 

years (one year if the wife's home is far away), then they return to 

the husband's home. For example, in Chao Chin Sheng's house a man 

called Pan Kuo Sheng is living with them. He is the husband of a 

granddaughter of Chao Chin Sheng, and after working two years there 

he will return to Pha Koum with his wife. It is noteworthy that the 

premarital sexual relations of Yao girls are free, and it does not 
17 



matter to which group their partners belong. There are many cases 

of marriage in which the wives are of the same age or older than 

their husbands. In one case I observed a marriage between a 17-year 

old bridegroom and a 25-year-old bride. 

As we can see from the list of names of family heads, among the 

Yao many names are similar: in the village of Kaisou there are only 

three name groups: Chao, Cheng and Li. Families with the same names 

are referred to as ton sinh or ton fi:nh. This, however, does not 

indicate a common ancestor. They distinguish this latter fact by the 

name chuan tsaou. In Kaisou there are four chuan tsaou:(households 

nos.l, 17, 18, 19, 21, 23 and 34) and nos. 2 , 3 , 4 , 5 , 1 2 , 14, 25 and 27 

as well as nos. 6 , 7 , 8 , 9 , 1 0 , 1 1 , 1 5 , 1 6 , 2 0 , 23 and 26, and last, one 

family, no. 13. Chuan tsaou.- is a lineage, and marriage within the 

same lineage is not permitted, that is, they may marry people of the 

ton sinh but not of the chuan tsaou. Some people think families 1, 

17, 19 and 21 are of the same chuan tsaou but families 18, 22 and 24 

belong to other chuan tsaou's. According to the Yao the Lao word for 

chuan tsaou is sua diaw kan.27 

The Yao kinship structure belongs to the bifurcate-collateral 

type which distinguishes the paternal line from the maternal line, 

and the direct line from the collateral, and it also belongs to the 

Eskimo type in refering to names of cousins, which do6s not disting-

uish cross-cousins from parallel-cousins. 

Religion 

I am not able to describe the general religious patterns of the 

Yao, but during the second visit I was able to observe a festival, 
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( It was on February l4th, December 28th by the Yao calendar) when 

Pu-tou:n (festival of their ancestors) occurred. At this time the 

divination of the coming year was held. The Lao people refer to 

this festival as Boun Phi Mai, meaning the New Year Festival, but 

according to the Yao people the Sian Hvan Sio Penh (Yao for New 

Year Festival), is held on January 1st. This festival (called Tsa) 

was not celebrated by the whole village but by only the second 

chuan tsaou group in the village. The following is a description 

of this festival: 

On February 14th, around 3:00 p.m., I arrived at Kaisou and went 

to the home of Chao Lung Sheng. Suddenly, I heard the sound of 

drums coming from the center of the village. Accompanied by young-

sters, I went to one home where the drums were sounding. There were 

many Yao gathered there on the earth floor. As I entered into a 

small room of the house, a person by the name of Chao Lung Szu beck-

oned to me. He was the head of this household and about 60 years 

old. He was lying down, wrapped in blankets and smoking opium. I 

sat beside him. The sound of zon (drum) and the two kinds of bells, 

(man and chao tsoui) became gradually louder and louder. The drum 

and the bells were being sounded in one corner of the house, and a 

large number of people had gathered around. A space 2 yards square 

was cleared and on the mien tia Ion (altar) incense and candles were 

burning. 

The altar is the shrine of the ancestor. It is made of wood and 

decorated with paper cut»outs in the form of the sun, moon and a 

star. On a table, placed to the left of the altar, was a skinned 
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pig. There was a wine glass placed in front of the pig, and behind 

the pig were 15-16 triangle-shaped white paper flags placed upright. 

To the right of the altar was a stool. For a while, nothing happen-

ed — then one Yao man pushed open the side entrance door and rush-

ed in, pushing the people aside. He was hatless, with closely crop-

ped hair except for the back of his head where the hair extended 

down to his shoulders. He was in a trance and moving around wildly. 

He was then seized by the others and taken before the altar, where 

he began mumbling in a low voice while scattering salt around him. 

Next, he pulled out a chao (bamboo sticks); holding it in his 

right hand and bending his body forward a little, he dropped the 

sticks on the floor. He watched the position of the sticks as he 

dropped them two or three times, then turning toward the people he 

dropped his head forward. His face was pale and he was breathing 

heavily. Lung Szu, who had been lying down, suddenly got up, and 

pushing the people aside, sat on the stool by the altar. He then 

began shaking his right foot, then his left foot, repeatedly, and 

continued this for twenty or thirty seconds. With his long hair 

disheveled, he stood up before the altar and started to pray. He 

tossed around several handfuls of rice, then began to dance in 

circles around the floor. While holding out his right arm and his 

left leg before him, he held his left hand to his head, hopped a -

round in a circle about three times, then stood before the altar. 

He picked up the chao sticks and dropped them to the floor several 

times in an experienced manner. At times the sticks would pile up, 

one on top of the other, while at other times the sticks would 
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separate. Following this, he stood beside the first man, then he 

dropped his head forward and started to touch his hair with his 

left hand. There was a moment of silence. 

Another man in the crowd suddenly threw off his hat, then sat 

on the stool and began to shake his foot. Going into a trance, he 

rushed forward, fell to the ground and started to writhe. Several 

men picked him up, and brought him struggling before the altar. In 

this manner, seven men were brought before the altar, facing the 

assembled people. (One of these seven men had cut short the hair 

on the top of his head, leaving the sides and back long; another 

had his hair cut off short on one side of his head; another had 

very long hair, each of the others in like manner had their hair in 

an unusual arrangement.) 

The seven men began to hop in a circle in one direction, shout-

ed •'ha-ha*' and reversed their direction. This was repeated two or 

three times. The men went to the altat where each man picked up 

two flags and started to dance holding them -- one waving the flags 

over his head, another holding the flags on his shoulder, another 

put a flag between the toes of his left foot. They proceeded to 

dance around in a circle several times, then planted the flags in 

the center of the circle and got together to drop the chao. 

In the meantime the drum and the bells were sounding loudly. A 

man brought out a plate of white rice, placed it in the center of 

the floor and replaced the flags around the plate. The wine glass-

es were placed around the flags, and wine was poured into the 

glasses. Each man was given a chicken, with Lung Szu receiving 
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three chickens. The men held the chickens high above their heads 

and proceeded to dance around several tnore'tim^s, with^uC say-

ing a vTord. During this procedure the chickens squawked and flut-

tered their wings wildly. The circle was made smaller and the 

men crouched down and strangled the chickens. Four or five young 

men appeared with swords and cut the neck arteries of the chickens. 

The seven men raised the chickens, with the blood still dripping, 

over their heads, and danced again for a short while. Again they 

gathered in the center, and crouching on the ground, threw the 

chickens behind them. Additional chickens were brought in and the 

same routine was repeated. 

A handsome rooster was given to Lung Szu. He gazed at the 

beak and at the claws of the rooster for a few seconds, held the 

rooster over his head and started to dance. The rooster fluttered 

wildly, Lung Szu^s hair was disheveled, and he presented an un-

earthly appearance. The rooster's blood colored the rice and the 

flags again, and the glasses of wine were dyed red. When this was 

finished, the seven men stood before the altar while the chao 

slipped through Lung Szu's hands several times with the men watch-

ing the results of the fall of the chao on the ground. I could 

not tell whether good fortune or bad was indicated. Lung Szu's 

expression had not changed. 

The seven men before the altar faced the crowd and again drop-

ped their heads forward. The sound of the drum and bells ceased, 

the crowd dispersed, the festival came to a close. The seven men 

came out of their trance, back to life. 
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A party was in progees in the homes of Chao Lung Szu, Chao Lung 

Huan and Chao Chin Mao. The headman of the village and thirty or 

forty guests attended, proceeding from one house to the other dur-

ing the party. After the men I finished, the womenfolk came to eat. 

The Yao religion is generally considered ancestor worship, but 

judging from the previous description, it is also connected with 

shamanism. The village shaman was the man who rushed into the 

house where the festival was being held. The Yao people refer to 

the shaman as Hung Chia Jen ( in this case his name was Cheng 

Tsai Ching). The Lao people refer to him as Mo Mo (meaning con-

jurer in the Lao language). What is worshipped at the altar is 

the spirit of the ancestors, but besides this, in the home of the 

village headman some local Taoist Deity is also worshipped. All 

the Yao people are trained to go easily into a trance from youth, 

and they dance with a live chicken held; over their heads, mimic-

ing the chicken in flight. Drums also play a prominent part. 

These facts point up the role of shamanism; but in this festival 

many other factors are also involved and it has a complex char-

acter. The people in the village of Kaisou do not want to show 

this festival to outsiders, and they particularly do not want to 

talk about the shaman to outsiders. My friend, Cheng Chin Chung 

wrote the name Hung Chia Jen in my notebook, but he immediately 

erased it.^® 

In this Yao village, there is no village shrine. Lao villages 

have a village shrine which is called Ho:phi (meaning the house 

of the spirit).^^ 23 
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Other Inter-Cultural Relationships 

There are many minority groups located in northern Laos, but 

they are firmly tied together by bonds of common commercial inter-

est, in which the Lao play the central role. Actually, the villages 

of the minority groups are geographically separated and the people 

of these villages live in isolation, but at the same time they have 

a close inter-relationship with each other. For example, in the Nam 

Tha market in northern Laos, the following people gather: Thai Dam, 

Meo, Yao, Lu, Kha Mou, Kha Kho, Lanten, as well as Pakistani, Viet-

namese and Chinese merchants. On the other hand, the Kha Mou 

people, Yao and Meo meet in the neighborhood of the Thai village of 

Pha Tang. Pha Tang is the central trading place for many minority 

villages.^^ 

With regard to specific trading patterns, in the Thai-Lao vil-

lages there are straw hats made by the Phou Theng as well as baskets 

and kon to. a type of raincoat; carrying baskets and children's hats 

are made by the Yao people. On the other hand, the architecture of 

the houses in the Phou Theng villages shows Yao influence. Grinding 

stomes are another instance of this influence. Necklaces made by 

the Meo tribe, bracelets made by the Yao, woven cloths, skirts and 

head turbans made by the Lao are also widely used. In Yao villages 

the tarn (chair) made by the Lao, is frequently observed, and bac 

nam (bamboo pipe) for scooping water also seems to be from the Lao. 

A variety of merchandise from Europe, Japan and Hong Kong is import-

ed through the Lao. 

With regard to methods of communication among the groups, the 

Lao language plays the chief role among the Yao, Meo and Phou Theng 
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tribes. The three groups speak the Lao language (for trade pur-

poses). On the other hand, the Lao do not have a knowledge of 

any other language. Very few Lao know Phou Theng words and even 

fewer understand Yao or Meo. The inter-relationship between the 

Lao groups and the other surrounding peoples is not new but has 

considerable time depth. In the vocabulary of the other groups 

are many words borrowed from Lao; e^g., in the Phou Theng lan-

guage the numerals are completely replaced by Lao words, and such 

words as tau, kad, om and £g, are from the Lao language. Bo 

(negation) is also occasionally used. On this point, there is a 
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difference between the northern and southern Phou Theng tribes. 

In the Yao language there are the words tae, hiw, mae. which may 

possibly have a common origin, although I cannot confirm this. 

With the exception of one case (the husband is Phou Theng) 

marriages of the Yao people take place mostly within the tribe. 

Contrary to a widespread idea that the Lao do not intermarry with 

the Phou Theng and Meo, in reality there are a surprising number 

of such marriages. I cannot decide whether trade among the dif-

ferent groups has brought about intermarriages or whether the con-

verse is true. However, the existence of intermarriage itself, is 

an undeniable fact. 

The interchange of materials, people and linguistic patterns 

among the tribes is not always on an equal basis. Each group 

occupies a different position. 
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In Pha Tang and its vicinity, Lao culture is the dominant 

influence. The clearest distinction is found between the Lao and 

the Phou Theng. The latter v?ork for the Lao at very low wages, 

and they /outwardly/ accept their position as servants of the Lao 

people. The Phou Theng, as seen by the Lao, are not clever but 

good workers. I sympathized with the Phou Theng people who ex-

ercised self-control and responded timidly to the Lao. The culture 

of the Yao and the Lao is on the same level, but some of the Yao 

look down on the Lao. For their part, the Lao consider the Yao 

as temporary inhabitants, and think it only natural that the Lao 

profit from them by acting as intermediaries in the opium trade 

and associated commerce. The Lao wish only to collect rent, meta-

phorically speaking, from the Yao, but they are not willing to 

maintain political and social relations with them. As seen by the 

Lao, the Yao are good workers and wealthy people, and are second 

in wisdom to the Lao. Some Yao are attempting to participate in 

Lao society. When they visit Lao villages in the valley, some of 

them change their clothes, put on wool sweaters, and mingle with 

the Lao. They acknowledge the King of Laos and their subordin-

ation to the Lao government. On the other hand, they have not for-
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gotten the existence of the mythical Yao King. The relationship 

between the Lao and the Meo, at least in the vicinity of the vil-

lage of Pha Tang, is not as close as it is to the Yao. The few 

Meo villages are located at a great distance. They are poorer 

than the Yao people: here the Meo are located at the edge of the 

Lao world. Briefly, the cultural position of each group is taken 26 



with respect to the Lao, who are the central focus. 

Naturally, today's order of the local culture is not perfect. 

One day, Cheng Chin Chang (a Yao youth) wrote the following sen-

tences in my field notes, in Chinese: 

^'Today in this world, unfortunately, many people are not able 
to live together; there are a few people in many places who 
live isolated in the mountains. If we are able to have a 
brother return to preserve our way of life, that is very good.*' 

This report has been vTritten in the spirit of Cheng Chin Chang's 

comments. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. Keiji Iwata: "In the Valleys of Northern Laos," Geography. 
Vol. 3, No. 12 and Vol. 4, No. 1. Although this article la 
a part of the report of the village life in Pha Tang, it does 
present the routine of everyday life in the village. See LalDS 

Project Paper No. 15 for further details on Pha Tang. 
2. Keiji Iwata: "Tribal Distribution and Migration in the Valleys 

of Nam Song and Nam Lik," Journal of Japanese Society of Eth-
nology . Vol. 23, Nos. 1, 2 - 1959 

3. Kha Mou (Khmu,. Khamuh, Kamhmu:) is the name which they call 
themselves.. "Kha" a s supposed to mean "slave" in the Thai 
language, but I am not sure, Kha Mou also means "man." 
They do not like to use this name; therefore, in Laos, they 
generally refer to themselves as Phou Theng (Phou=man, Theng= 
highland). 

4. Halpern, J. M.: Aspects of Village Life and Culture Change in 
Laos. 1958. In this article, the tribal structure in Luang 
Prabang Province is described particularly with reference to 
Luang Prabang district. 

5. Takuji Takemura: "Contribution of Chinese Ethnology to the 
Study of non-Han Tribes in South and West China" Bibliography 
II. Social Anthropology. No. 2, 1958. 

6. Credner, W.: "Vb'lkerschichtung und Vb'lkerbewegungen im Mittle-
ren Hinterindien", Geografiska Annaler. 

7. Thai Souei, Thai Neua, Thai Pouan, Thai Poua, Thai Deng, Thai 
Dai, Thai Nouan, Thai Porong, Thai Et, Thai Soun, Thai 0, Thai 
Sot Ban. They are also classified into two, i.e., Phou Thai 
(Thai Deng) and Thai Lao (including other 11 groups). 

8. Quelques Minorities Ethniques du Nord-Indochine. France-Asie, 
92-93, 1954. 

9. This distinction depends on differences in their costumes, 
such as the length of the men's coat and the women's skirt, 
e.g., the women of the Meo Lai tribe wear a pleated skirt. 

10. Thailand, (H.R.A.F. Country Survey Series, 1957) or Thailand. 
Past and Present. 1957. We also find more details in E. G. 
Sebastian, "The Yao" The Journal of the Siam Society. Vol.XIX, 
Part 2, 1925. 

11. Bernatzik, H. A.: Die Neue Grosse Volkerkunde. Bd. II, 1954. 
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12. Eickstedt, Ei^ von: ibid. S. 148-161. 

13. Wiens, H . J.: China's March Toward the Tropics, 195A. 
Reviewed with detailed analytical comments by Junicbi Tsunejni 
Social Anthropology, No.2, 1958. 

14. Eickstedt, E. von: ibid. S. 1948, 161. 

15. Liang Shun Sheng, Jin I Fu: Report on the Investigation of 
the Meo Tribe to the West of Hsiang River. 

16. Hsu Sung Yu: "History of People in the Yueh Chiang Valley, 
1939. Japanese Translation by Iwata Ide. 

17. Benedict, R.K.: ®'Thai, Kadai and Indonesian: A New Alignment 
in Southeast Asia,®' American Anthropologist, Vol.44, No.4, 
pt. 1, 1942. Osamu Matsuyama gives a different view from that 
of Benedict with regard to the origin of the Thai language. 
Area and Culture Studies. 3, 1953. 

18. Eberhard, W.: Kultur und Siedlung der Randvolker Chinas.19^2 
(Quoted from Wiens ibid. pp. 51-52) 

19. I do not know much in general about the Yao within Laos. 

20. The administrative system in Laos consists of Ban (village), 
Tasseng (5-10 villages), Muong (county), Khoueng (prefecture), 
and Muan (country). 

21. Coconut palms and betel nut trees do not grovr in Yao villages 
any more. Banana plants and sugar cane are cultivated in the 
fields outside of the villages. 

22. The fireplace is very simple and made on the floor. Because 
the village is located in the mountains, it is very cold at 
night and the people get warm by burning wood in the fireplace. 
Of course, they sometimes boil water and cook food in the 
fireplace, but they usually prepare meals on the kitchen stove. 

23. They melt lead and pour it into one half of a bamboo which 
has been split lengthwise between the joints. This is the 
unit of their monetary value. 

24. They do not make their cloth but buy many kinds of fabric 
from Lao merchants (the wool yarn and black cloth are mostly 
from Japan). When I visited the village, they were in need 
of beads for tassels. Earrings and necklaces are all silver 
and these are made by the people themselves. The price of 
the ornaments depends on the weight and not the quality of 
the workmanship. Some of the men wore a ring on their finger. 
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Every house has a bellows and simple farming tools and other 
utensils are made. Their bellows are styled after those of 
the Chinese, The ingots they mainly use are made in Bangkok. 

25. The official exchange rate was one dollar to thirty-five kip 
in 1957 (but the market rate was considerably higher). 

26. The procedure for a wedding is as follows: 1) The bride arrives 
at the bridegroom's house and bows to the ancestors of the 
groom's family. The bride's father and the girls of the vil-
lage accompany her to render assistance. 2) The marriage cer-
emony takes place and the groom's father presents silver to 
the bride's father. At this wedding a lump of silver (called 
Ngun Yao, meaning silver, or money of the Yao), of 2.5 cm. in 
width, 1.5 cm. in height and 11 cm. in length, and 1/8 cup of 
silver coins of the colonial period, is presented. Then the 
fathers of both sides and the village headman, together with 
several influential villagers join them for dinner. 3) ?3ext, 
the wedding reception takes place. 4) They chant a wedding 
song, the beginning part of which is as follows: 

"We use the green grass to make paper to write the wedding 
announcements. We spread the paper over the earth to let 
all the people know. In the beginning. Pan Wang came to the 
earth and established the Heavens, the earth and 10,000 
people. He raised the people so that the women can marry 
and the men can grow in strength to be able to lift the 
heavy incense burner...." 

27. Takuji Takemura: ''On Several Characteristics of Social Organ-
ization of the Yao Tribe." Social Anthropology, Vol.2, No. 2, 
1959. Fong or zong in his article seems to correspond to 
chuan tsao in this paper. The Lao word sua diaw kan seemingly 
corresponds to patrician, but in some phases it corresponds 
better to patrisib. 

28. I did not study their religion and their myths in general. The 
youths of the Yao tribe did not know about P'an-hu. However, 
it appears in the wedding previously mentioned. 

29. Sebastian, E.G.: "The Yao," The Journal of the Siam Society. 
1925. According to this article the Yao have three kinds of 
altars, i.e., 1) the altar for ancestors, 2) for heaven, and 
3) for the spirits of the forest or town. 

30. Keiji Iwata: The Social Order of Village Life in Northern 
Laos (in preparation). 

31. Cf. Tsa-Khmu's vocabulary in France-Asie; Quelgues Minorities 
Ethniques du Nord-Indochine, 92-93, 1954. 

32. The Yao people believe there is a Yao nation and the emperor 
of that nation lives in the Kiukiang district. 30 
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