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PORTR.LIT OF AL AGO

On the cold morning of 7 January, we woke up, locked out the
window, aond saw a Lao walking down the misty street. We do
nct knew his name, or what he does; we do not kncw if he is
marrizd or nct; we do not know his family or his friends. But
we do know what kind of a person he is; we have known him for
10 years.

On that cold morning, OB rarked its 10th year of service in
Lacz -- a2 full decade to forge a companionship with the Lac
inte bonds of very intimate familizarity with his character.
That rmuch period of contact with hirm should be encugh time

to attempt distilling the more distinctive marks of his charac-
ter; traits that are the sum of his accustomed perscnal, social
and religicus values ~nd which altogether c¢ifferentiate him
frori the Chinese or tie Pilipinc, and which define him as a Lao

This then is the, OB Filipino's pertrcoit £ the Lao character,
2 pilcture that tecok 10 years in tns +: _ug, The Lac he refers
to belongs to the valley-dwelling .. “ives mest of whon have
settled the lowlands =long the Mekong and who cre said to numbe
one nalf ¢f the kingdor's estimated two and & helf million
populaticn, The picture therefecre exclu: +s the other half --
these who inhubit the mountain sides and its surrits -- the

Meo and the Tai tribes and their many subtritiéss In the cour-
se of a decade there have been many cccasions tc familiarize
the 0B Filipino with the peolles of this other nalf of the
nation but unfortunatsly the occasions have not been as many
and the situations nct as ideal and prelonged as those experi-
enced with the valley Lao. He has been, for example, familiar v
tho aggressiveness and physical starina of the Nec, the
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unsophisticated curirgity of the Xha, % not much mere about
then, nothing perccritive ohout +1(;11’ ot 5ades and values,
which this essay ottempts tc define about “ae Lao.

Among the very first tc draw the Lac's portrzit was a Genoese
missionary, Father Gicovanni Filinpo d¢e Morini, who wrote in
1663:"The Lactian pecple are, gencr 1.7 speaking, and as befits
their climate and natiee country, v - docile and very good
natured and great lovers of rest and guiet; they pride themsel-
ves on their great in-genuousness and perfect sincerity, and
sure enough they are most frank and sincere, without deceit,
rmost humble and most courteous, of unalterabie trustworthiness
with regard to all things of what-ever sort that are entrusted
to ther ... very affa ble, accermmodating open to reascon, and
very respectful, neither quarrelsome nor obstinate, but obli-
ging and supmissive when they are approached in good faith..."

The good father, a true Christizn, may have been tco charitable
On the other hand, a 20th century commentary cn the Loo by an
anthropologist is not toc charitable: "...(the Lao) does not
value hard werk zs a means of imprceving his pesiticon...; com-
pulsicn, striving and urgency o=re lacking...; Westerners are
struck by the lack of regularity, discipline and regirentation.

Adridittedly, o true valanced picture shoulcd include both extre-
rmes of view, Ana herein lies a DrChl ri: one right abserb only
one cxtreme view by ccnstant cemparnionship W1t1 one class of
Lac scciety which manifests oper 1v 5 cl4ract stic or lset of
tr=its ruted in another class. For Lac b(ClLtyY like all
sccieties, has its stratifications,wher: %the ranking of classes
is wmest obvious to arny foreign obserVa¢.

There are the elite, the riddle CldSo, anc the villager. The
nembers of the elite, estimated in 18598 by the anthropologist

at 2,000 perscus from 2CC families, %0 crne or mere or all
of the credentinls which set them -~ 25 and zbove the other

classes of Lao scociety. 4Llmost @il its members are fluent
with French and are wise with French ways and culture -- the
result ¢f an education in France. A nurber are descendants of
the royal families who reigned over the © kirngdoems which used
to compose Laos -~ Vierntiane, Lumng Prabang and Champassak --
and who now bear the titles of Tiao or Cheo before their names
dencting their blue-blocded lineage. Royal bluced and a Frenck
education (most especially the latter) qualify the elite, more
then anybody els8e, for the top governnent resitions, civilian
and military, and toeday they cccupy these posts. The thira
credential is money -~ thsat which finances the education
abrozd, which in furn earns the skills to get the high-paying
jobs and the tolent to inaulge in business -- 211 of which
beget ncre of the roney that assures perpetuity of the elite
whose mantel of power is cerricd on by their children and




relatives.

The midéle class was ncn-existent in prewf <.ch colonizl times
when there were but twe classes: the roya ¢ rd their courti-
ers) and the peasants., The last decade de t;e sicow birth and
growth of a middle ckass of Junior grade goveruament employees,
army and police officers, ¢nd prOonom'”‘“b (doctors, engineers,

teachers, merchants) most of whorm czt: ished thelr place in
Lao sceiety as mere educational opposvunities forrmerly open
only tc the "114u, became avallavie to ctherss. Mocreover, the
arry, the pclice, and the schools, by their wide recruitment

of anybody interested in pursuing careers in these services,
took into their ranks the armbitious and the ta2lcnted from the
masses who otherwise would have remained pessants. Some have
penetrated the circle of the clite by marriage with its renbers
but many did snd shsall venture into the elite mreserve by sheer
sggressiveness and conpetance

Comrosing the thir
scciety are the v11‘J

and occe upv1nf the lowest rung in Lao

8 %,Mt ered¢ in hundreds of villages
dott¢b& the OChMtTJql hey have remained through the centurie:
the tillers cf the 5011 and tbc fishers of the rivers, outnum-
bering by the thcousands the elite cnd the nmiddle class whe are
concentrated in the urban arens of Vientiane, Luang Prabang,

)

Thakbrek, Pskse and Savannakhet.

JL/Q }—"
o

H W
0

Whetlhor prince, army captoin : y the Lao of any
class #xhibits the traits that mark hirm o Lac, The following
are his ricre reccgnizable oncs

1. He has gentle manners and spesks with " “-restraint. This
is the Iirst and lastinz inmpression whicih sor-&cs the foreigner.

What "serene" people, he connents' ", ..even i1 the brink of
disaster, (they) refuse to allow their placiu...natures to be
ruffled." This trait finds expressicn i » a-exuberant, non-
explcsive gestures and in quiet spe-ch., Thelr code of good
behavior teaches that "wellbred pec . . speak with moderaticn”
and that" good behavior ray be regognized by its being incffe-
nsive tc the eye". Thelir rany and varied cceosicns for feast-
making (like the beuns -- fund-raising forco for their villszee
terples, and sukhuuns "—-- spirit- 1nv<iln; cereronies for newly-
weds, new arrivals, departures, and those celebrating personal
victory over injury and disease) are well-stccked with lau-lau
(a searing rice wine) and i-ported whiskies; but seldorm are
these occasions marred by drunken behavior, how-over intimate
and large the crowd. 7Two typical charring exhbressions of the
nodesty of their physical refle are their wai and the lanmvong.
The first is their traditicidl grecting gesture in which the honds
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are joined\together in prayer-like o "=».con, then brought
nrﬂcefuLIy uX the chin with a sl7 ~: Low and a smile. The

: the deoncers revolve in
nd arms tracing languid
ng in tiny, slow steps.

seccend is their naticnal sccial d.nce
large 01rcle, their SV’VlnF hands 2a
Latterns in the air, the feet shuffli

¢. He is gay. "They seem to be rather jolly and one goes arcux
pretty ruch with a2 smile orn his face," a foreigner reudrkec,
surmarizing what the French ~- the first fcreigners tc come
in close centact with the Lac -- discovered for thermselves
There is indeed much evidence of gaiety: the bouns and the
sulthuans,in the city,town or village, are nureruus, and the
biggest, grandest annual festivals -- April's Hew Year and
November s Boun That Luang-last fcr a week. The strcin of
golety runs deeper than these outward manifestations. The Laoc,
particularly the villager, is generally content with his life:
a routine cyclice of plantimg nnd harvesting, dicte ted by the
rainy and &ry seascns, and an in-between pericd cof rest and
odd chores. It is tue traditicnal Asian agriculturel way cof
life that he has not changed through the centuries and will not
change becnuse 1t has always been that way and he knows no
cthicr way. It is un "”“110¢t€d nct the ulcer-breeding, buck-
hustling, status-seeking rat race of the industrial countries.

1

Moreover, the Lac rural inhabitant is b e:sed with ruch land fe
the uuklng and toc few pecple to conmpete with for livelihocod.
The vlet he tills year in and year out has sustained him and he
knows i1t shzll sustoin his growing femily with but a little
nore acreage hacked cut of the surrcunaing asbundant land; the
rivers and the forests are bountiz 7; znd if he suffers fron
relnutrition, he dees nct know it: Sl.cre is always fond around.

"He deoes not value hard work as =2 reans of imprcving his posie
tion," one observer said., It is mcre tru: to say, as ancther
oberver wrote: "The Laotisn is willing te work hard ~- but
only azs hard as necessary." And there, perhaps, lies the core
cf his gay nature, for it is clairmed that, to the Lao, increas
sing one's raterial vpossessicns merely for the sske of accuru-
lating surplus gocds is nct consonant with his Buddhist
doctrine's emphasiu on self-restraint and genercasity. Surplus
wealthi should be Tor giving away, espcially to thn monks,

fcr the purpcse of acquiring and storing merit, known zlso as
boun -- the ubsence c¢f which danns you after death, or the
surplus of which reincernates ycou to a perfect, happier form
of life, if while alive, you were sclicitous in its quest and
accurulation. "Giving, feasting, and gaiety are not only plea-
surable to the Lac but eﬁinentlv logical as well, for to him,
the mest readily grasped of the Buddhist tenets is its central
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purrose of eradicating suffering, and pi: sure is evidence of
success in this pursuit." The image here should not be of a
Lao who exists only for plessure and leisure -~ a satyr. Watch
hir =t woerk with his hands in the fields, rivers and frrests,
without labor- s;v1n riazchines, and the oft-repeated descriptiorn
of the "easy— zoing" Tao is shattered.

The Lao villager has nco interest in affairs outside his village
fer rarely do these things affect his life tc a degree that he
would notice cor understand. He smiles and laughs easily becaus
there is much to laugh and smile a2bout when cne is content with
cne's state of existence.

3., His ties with his farily are strong. & Lao 8971ﬂ€ goes: "he
we go away, we losc our ground; when we leave cne's house, we
lose our columns" -- a reninder te the riembers of the family
that blocd should be thicker than the waters of the Mekong
river. The binding ties that develcp between the members of
the Loo farily are fthe very sare sort Shat are feorged in any
farmily anywhere whose rmenbers practicui - live and die together
generaticn after rsenerntiocn, in the sae viilage., The village

is the Lac's one =ad wdﬁy worid, whose corni'ines he seldom leave
for :;cod in his life e many of its 200 o7 so inhabitants
are related to each t“cr by blocd cr irship.

Resvnect for one's supericr in age -- ~ae elder sister cr brothe
ant. cf course, for parents, and elaers of the village -~ is a
les.on taught fror childhcod. To the elite, kinship, it seems.
is more than a matter of blood; it demands perpetuation in
power and prestige of a clan name. A4 stucy of contemporary
Lao "#ho's Who" revesals, sgain and agsain, the sare 10 to 12
farmily names in the most important government positions since
Lacs was recognized as a nation. And it is common knowledge
thzt these fariliies and their motrix of relatives held great
sway over the country's destiny.

4, He is censervative, in t‘e sense that he perseveres with hi:
present system or life (actunlly ages old) becnuse he finds it
fulfilling what he con81ue*' all his needs. The new method oz
the cslien idea is not easily acceypted becouse his traditional

way of doing things and of uhl iking have so far been satisfac-
tory to hirm. (The elite and the riddle class, enlightened by
educaticn, =are not at s2ll that conservotive.) This characteris
is ncot peculiar to the Luo slone, for it alsc marks mest Asians
who value the old ways,

Having diseovered four of the Lac's nore significant character
troits, the OB volunteer finds it nct © » difficcult to adépt
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himself to an encounter with = native, and to develop an acqua:l
tance into a friendship, warr, brcotherly and horest, The
pitfalls becorme ocasy to avoid: not to be boeistercus and loguacic
("when one is anong vultures, one becomes a vulture" -- the
Lzo say); nct to shun their festive, merit-making bouns;tc
respect elders, to recognize the rankings of classes; to go
easy 1in forx 01.;t one's attitudes and ccnceptions. Soon he learn:
the finer co's and den't's of Lao etiquette: to return a wai
with a wais never, never to tcuch or peint at znctner's nead
(tn: abode, the Lao believe, of the chief kuan,one of the 32
culs of the hurman bedy whlch flees when ownted at and causes
1ts owner physical harrm, such as 51CK“eso§; not tc show affecti
publicly (even with ycur wife of husband); to announce one's
entrance intc a2 house with a1 cough and a resvectful call, and
net with = knock.

ind as the 0B Filipinc is taken ints the confidence of more and
more representatives ol esnch sccial clqso, he glimpses more
facets of the Lao that gli-mer deep in character, He
discovers for exsmple that the Lsc disliktes orgunent, seeks
cov}rﬂm1sv, prefers to nmesk dis plelblng emctions under a rolite
plecsant nmanner. (He caon be so polite he will tell you what

you oxpcet to hear even if it is wnet whot you want to hear).

And them hec loarns viiat the key to the sere-
nity, the pleasantness, the modasi:, the compronising ways of
the Lao lies in his Buddhist religion which exhorts the acqui-
sition of these very same virtues for thnse whe seek the peace
of the Buddha. He values his religicn sc ruch that all Lao
males are proctically cobliged to spend a peried, nowever brief,
of their life, 2s = nonk inside the village wat. The monk,
whatever his age, remains cne of the nost resvected figures in
the Lazo corvrunity.

But thne most satisfying discovery the OB Filirinc nas made afte
1C years with the Lao is that he is a most hospitzble host --
whose affection he lavishes on the CB member, now gone or now
serving in his country, rmust not be tarnished with complacency,
ccncelt or o patronizing cttitude on the part of the O0R velun-
teer.



