
Operation Brother h~sd (OB) is~ volunt2ry 
Filipino org3r-iizc:,ti11 ·,-;lJicL operates 
and health services in 1-::::s. 

P O R T R = I T O F A L A 0 

On the cold • orning of 7 January, we woke up, looked out the 
window, 2.nd sr.iw a Lao we.lking down the r:dsty street. 1ve do 
not knrw his nare, or whnt he does; we do not know if he is 
:m8-rris~l or net; we do not know hj_s f,'.:.',Dily or his friends. But 
we de; know what kind of a person he is; we have known hir,: for 
10 yec.:ccs. 

On that cold ~orning, OB ~arked its 10th year of service in 
Lac:J -- ,'1 full decade to forge a coI"lpanionship with the Lao 
int0 bonds of very intiDate familiarity with his character. 
Thut nuch period of contact with hi~ should be enough tiI"le 
to attempt distilling the ~ore distinctive marks of his charac­
ter; traits that are the sur::-1 of his accus-cor.1ed personal, social 
and religious vc1.lues '.,.nd which al te,get}H;;r ,~ iff erenti3.te hire: 
fror'i the Chinese or t~:co I~ilipifac, and whici1 define hi:1 as a Lao 

This then is the, OB Filipino's pertr~it · f the Lao character, 
a picture that took 10 ye:irs in tiF '.' _ug, The Lao he refers 
to belongs to the valley-dwelling _. ":_Lves rr:ost of v1ho• have 
settled the lowlands :? .. long the Iviek,~,ng and who e.re said to nunbe 
one h2lf of the kingDon' s estirnuted two c-....nd c'. hc:lf rlillion 
popul:J.ticn. The picture therefore exclt: [:; t~.:.e c<:her hclf -­
these who ihhabi t the I"}ountain sides f:1.n(~ its surrr,i ts -- the 
Meo and the Tai tribes and their ce.ny subtribes;- In the cour­
se of a dec3de there have been • any occas~Lons tc familiarize 
the OB Filipino with the peo~les of tnis other ::~lf of the 
nation but unfortunat.sly the occasions h3.ve not been as r1any 
and the situations net as idf.:3.1 and lJrolonged as those expe;ri­
enced with the vr::lley Lr,,,:,. He has been, for exar-:ple, fannli3.r 1 

the o.ggressi veness and physical star inn of the Mee•, the 
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unsophisticated curi~sity rf the Kha, ~· t not rnuch rnore about 
the•, nothing percq:ti"J, ,_i)cut tteir :0

;: • ":·1e1.es and values, 
which this essay ::tte,,-:pts to define ab._ut .;",J Lao • 

.Among the very first tc draw the 18.o' s por-trc:ti t was a Genoese 
I!.lissionary, Father Gi0van .. YJ.i Fili:9po c:.n M0.rini, who wrote in 
166,: 11 The Lar:tinJ1 pecple ;1re, tser:cr 1 . T speaking, and as befits 
their climate mid native country, v. -~- docile and very good 
natured and grent lovers of rest .:::nd qui:et; they pride themsel­
ves on their great in-genuousness and perfect sincerity, and 
sure enough they cl!'e nost frank and sincc,:Y:-E",, without dee ei t, 
17ost humble rmd riost courteous, of unal terrJ.Jle trustworthiness 
with regard to all things of what-ever sort that are entrusted 
to ther:: ••• very affable, accorunodating, open to reason, and 
very respectful, neither quarrelsome nor obstinate, but obli­
ging and su't:,rnissi ve when they are approached in good fo.i th ••• " 

The good f3ther, a true Christi&~, may have been too charit2blt 
On the other hand, a 20th century corr:ment2:.ry en the Lc:.o by an 
anthropologist is not too charitable: " •.• (the 13.o) does not 
value hard wcrk as a D.eru1s of iriprcving his position .•• ; cor:1-
pulsion, striving 2.nd urrency :c:re lacking ••• ; Westerners are 
struck by tho lack of recularity, discipline and regirentation. 

1·,_drittc:;clly, :.' true b.':tlancEd picture sh0uld include botih extre­
yv,os cf view. i,nci he rein lies a prohl er-;: enc r:i&h t absorb only 
one c:..::tre:r:ie view by ccnst2.11t ccr1parj onship with one class of 
Lac· society which 1::anifests open:ly :~ ch.:::1racteristic or \set of 
trc:_j ts r.-:uted in another class. .c'or Le,'.· scciety~ like aG.l 
soc· : r~ties, has its stratificatio:-1s, wbor the ran.ls:::ing of: classer 
is ,·:est obvious to any foreign observer. 

There ure the elite, the Giddle class, nn( the villager. The 
Der:1bers of the E:l:i_te, esti;-v;atec; in 1959 b:,r the anthropologist 
at 2,000 persons fru.::i 20C farrdli8s, · ~ ~ cne or rrore r,r. all 
of the credentio..ls which set them ._,. ~, t and 2.bc,ve the ot"tier 
classos of L::10 scciety. ,'.;,lrwst ,,;li its r.;er;bers are fluent 
with French and o.re wise with French vmys and culture -- the 
result of an educ;:1tion in :i?runce. A nur-:bcr are descern.lunts of 
the rcynl families who reigned over th8 3 l:i~cdcns which used 
to co~pose Laos -- Vier.tiane, Lw:tng Prabc:.ttg and Ch:.~I!1passak -­
D.nd who now bear the titles of Tiao or Cheo before their narries 
denotin~ their bl ue-bloodecl lineage. Rcyal blc cd a.'1d a Frencl~ 
ec:ucation ( T'.:iost esr)ecially the lcLtter) qualify the elite, more 
th&n 2:,.nyb, cly else, for the tcp govern:-':ent p:)si t ic,ns, civilian 
and • ili tu.ry, ~:d tcday they occupy these posts. The third 
credential is r.:cney -- th:J.t which finances the educc.J.tion 
abroad, which in turn earns the skills t0 get the high-paying 
jobs and the t~::.,lcnt to inuul1c-;e in business -- all of which 
beget ~ere of the Goney that assures perpetuity of the elite 
whos~ r::a:ntel c:,f power is cs.rricd on by their children and 
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relatives. 

The midile clcLss was nc,n-existent in pr;,---·~· .~ch coloni::::.l times 
when there were but tv,c classes: the rcyal tJ ( cUld their courti­
ers) rilld the peasants. I1he last dee ade saw ~-.,o slow birth and 
growth of a rni~dle c~ass of junior grsde government employees, 
army and police officers, 0..11.cl prof' ess:~ · .·:• .:_s (doctors, engineers, 
teachers, ::--;ercl:ants) mcst of vvllo;"', c, 1

:: ishcd their place in. 
Lao sccicty o.s nore educz,~tj_c,nal oppc,_: .;uriities for:::erly open 
only to the elite, b~ 8.I'1e e.ve.ilnb:;_ e to others. Moreover, the 
2.rn:y, the pclice, and the schools, by thejr wide recruitment 
of r1..r1ybody intsrested in pursuing c ~1resrs in these services, 
took into their ranks the ar-bi tious and the tc~.lcnted frorn the 
:11asses who otherwis c would have remained peascJ.n ts. Son1e have 
penetrated the circle of the oli te by marriage wi t"i its :---:e!'1bers 
but ~any did [illd shall venture into the elite preserve by she~r 
Lggressi veness and cc,ripf;tenc e. 

Co~rosing the thir~ class ond occupying the lowest rung in Lao 
society arG the villagers. Sc2~ttered in hundreds of villages 
dotting the ccuntrysiJe, they hav~ re~ained through the centurieE 
the tillers cf the soil :Jnd the fishers of the rivers, outnum­
berin~ Ly the thcusand.s the eli to c::.nd the nicldle clnss who are 
concuntr,:~tecl in the urban areo.s of Vientiane, Luong Prabang, 
Thlli:l: -2}:, Pa~ksc :--mcl s.~~~-vcJ,r111cJct1ot. 

Whetl- ,Jr prince, c:.rJ1'ly ca.pt "in er plcdn farmer, the Lao of any 
cl~se PXhibits the traits ~hat Eark hir n Lao. The following 
are his r 1ore recognizable onc,s: 

1. He has gentle r::anners and speaks vvi tt · ~-~"'-restraint. This 
is the first and lusting i~pression which s~~ikes the foreigner. 
vvhat "serene" people, he cot·,;:·10n ts; 11 

••• even : :.1 the brink of 
disaster, (they) refuse to allow their placi0 ..• natures to be 
ruffled. 11 '.I'his trait finds e:cpressicn i .. : ~: ~1-exuber'.:m t, non­
explcsive gestures and in quiet spe-~h. Their code of good 
beh'.:wior teaches that "well bred pee 1. •• speak i"ii th T'",oderaticn" 
and tl1c,t 11 gooc t>eh,wior cay be reoor·n:i zed by its being inoffe­
nsive to the eye". Their !:any ::L.">1.d v,-iried f'CC::."'.[,ic,ns for feast­
!'19.kine:; (like the boun.s -- fund-raising L.i. :·.: i'cr their vill,s:ge 
ter:ples, anc: sukl1tLU1S ·-- spiri t-invokin.· c 1c;rer:onies for newly­
we~s, new arrivals, departures, and those celebr~ting personal 
victory over injury 2.nd dise:3.se) are well-stccked ,_,Jith lau-lau 
(a searing ricL wine) and i·portecl whiskies; but seldor1~e-­
these occasions Darred by clru.:·J~en beh,?vior, l1o·N-cver intiI'late 
and large the crowd. Twc, t;y-.-::ic::J_ chn.rr-ing exilressions of the 
I'lodesty of their physic,;;.l rS>fl•::Jxes are their wai o.n.cl the la:r:vong. 
The first is their tradi tiord gre.:::ting gesture i~ ii'ihich the handr 
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are joined Gogether in pr,1yer-lilu.· c' >: ~--~n, then brought 
gracefully u"p,( the chin with a sl ~- . : cw ancl a sy,-;ile. The 
second is their nnticnal social Q . .nee: the d~ncers revolve in 
a lqrge circle, their sw~ying hands and 8rcs tr~~ing languid 
patterns in the air, the feet shuffling in tiny, slew steps. 

2. He is gay. "They see:r; to be rather Jolly a!'"1d one goes nrcunc 
pretty rmch wi tn a snile OE his f c1c e," a fcreigner rer-::::.rked, 
sw:--marizing whst the ?rench -- the first fcreigners to c or;-ie 
in close crntact with the 120 -- discovered for the~selves. 
There is indeed rJuch evidence of gaiety: the bouns and the 
sukhuans, in the city, tow.n or village, are nur:,erous, a...11d the 
bigG;est, gran.dest annual festivals -- April's N'(3W Yea' and 
November's Boun That Luang-last fer a week. The stroin of 
g 0,.i 2ty runs c1 eeper th.'JI1 these ou tw ,:rd man if est ati ons. The Lao, 
p,trticularly the villager, is generally content with his life: 
a routine cycle:: of planting (,nd hnrvesting, dict2.ted by the 
rainy and c:ry se.'.tsons, ,we~ an in-between period cf rest and 
odd chores. lt is the tradi ticr1c.1l Jcsiar1 !'lgricul t1: .. ra.l w2 .. y cf 
life that he has not chru1ged through the centuries and will not 
ch~G~e bcc~use it has always beon that wGy and he knows no 
otter way. It is uncc~plicated, not the ulcer-breeding, buck­
hustlinc, status-seeking r:~ race of tbB industrial countries. 

Moreover, the L'.w rural inhD.bi ta.n.t is L. •::i':rnd with r:uch lnnd fo 
th(-: tc?.king 0,nd too fev, people to conpete ·,.·: ~ :;h for livelihood. 
The f 1lot ::ie tills yer,,T in and year out hc:-;,s .:oustainec1 hi:r1 and hG 
ln:.v:I8 it sh=-ul s.ust.:,in hh; ~rowing L~l"lily Ni th but a little 
r10re :'icre2ge hacked out of the surrc::_,:-:::.1110 abundant l~md; the 
rivers i_1nd the forests are bcunti~'•-~: c,nd if he suffers fro • 
r,alnutrition, he does net know it; ;:"::.re is olwo.ys fo0d around. 

11 He dces not V?,lue hard work s.s o. r'eans of inprcving his posi,,.; 
tion," one obse:rver sc::.id. It is :Jere t;:>1.1 c to s.r:.y, 2.s another 
o berver wrote: "The La0ti:::u1 is will inf; to work hc,rd -- but 
only as hc:1.rd as necess:::1ry." And there, perhaps, lies the core 
of his gay nature, for it is clai~ed that, ta the Lno, increa~ 
sing one's r~,2terial possessions nerely for the ss.ke of accurrn­
lating surplus goods is not conso113.11t with his B1).ddhist 
doctrine's ~~phasis on self-restraint and generosity. Surplus 
wealth shoul(]_ be fer giving mvay, espcially to the r10nks, 
fer the purpcse cf acquiring and atoring I';erit, kncwn also as 
bou~ -- the absence cf which danns you ~fter deQth, or the 
surplus of which :reinc,rornr,tes you tc; 0, perfect, happier form 
of lif8, if while alive, you were solicitous in its quest and 
accur~ulation. "Giving, f eosting, and gaiety c°.Lre not only plea­
surable to the Lao but e~inently logical as well, for to hiE, 
the Eost readily grasped of the Buddhist tenets is its central 
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purpose of eradicating suffering, and pi- sure is evidence of 
success in this pursuit." The inage here should not be of a 
Lao who exists only for pleasure and leisure -- a satyr. Watch 
tin .c,t work with his hands in the fields, ri VE:rs and £'.,rests, 
without l,~.bor-s 'J.Ving rmchin es, and the oft-repeated descriptior. 
of the "e2,sy-going" Lao is shattered. 

The Lao villager hns no interest in nffairs outside his villagr 
for r:::irely clo these things affect his life to o. degr,_;e that he 
would. notice er undorstru1d. He srT:iles and. laughs easily becau::­
there is ,'":uch to laugh and sr::ile about when one is content wi tl 
one's state of existence. 

3. His ties with his far,ily are strong. A Lao soe;:y-in,'! goes: "Wh1: 
we go away, we lose our ground; v1hen we leave one's house, we 
lose our colun;ns" -- a :r;::i:inder tc the r.embors of the fan 1_ly 
that blood should ba thicker than tte waters of the Mekong 
river. The binding ties th~t develrp between the ue~bers of 
tf1e Leto f~·1~il:,r c1!~c tlit.' ,rer·y s:=tr.~_c~ s:·,r·t t>_;J~t ::re forged in a.ny 
fm~ily anyv11hcrc w!:LC)se r:ieribers rructic:,] , ; 0 :Live and die together 
generDticn after ,~er:E.:r.::.tion, i::1 the sr.~-- v~1lage. The village 
is the Lac's or:e :~,.:1cl .:1ly worlc'., wl-:.ose cor-'-·::_nes he seldo!:l len.vc 
for ,~;cod in his life-tirce; r~any of it'.'.1 200 ,_,:~ so inhabitants 
are relatec: tr:. each other by blocd c1~ kirc:;hi_p. 

Re;=::-:-)ect for one's superior i:1 3.ge -·- "c1e elder sister er broth;: 
and ~f course, for parents, and el~ers of the village is a 
les:.::.m taught fror.• childhcod. Tn the elite, kinship, it seer:is. 
is nore thc;.n a F:o..tter of' blood; it de:'ic,nc~s perpetuation in 
power and prestige of a clan nar::e. A stuC:.y of contempor2.ry 
Lao ",:/ho's Who" reve,0"1s, :::e;ain and ag:lin, the sn.y-,e 10 to 12 
faGily na~es in the nost important governnent rositions since 
Laos wus rc:-cosnized ,1s a nation. .And it is cor:~on knowledge 
th,::. t tr ... ese f o.ril ies anc' their ri::.trix of rel 2. i,i ve s hole, great 
sway over the country's destiny. 

4. He is crnserv2tive, in the sense th[1t he perseveres with hi< 
present system of life (actuully ages old) bec~use he finds it 
fulfilling wh2t ho co12.siders all his needs. The new method 01 
the 2.lien idea is net e1.sily o.cce:;::,tod bec::mse his trrtdi tional 
w:-:i..y of doing things 'ln.d of thinking ha.ve su far been satisfac­
tory to hin. (The elitG and the riddle class, Hnligbtened by 
educc....ticn, [i.rc not at 8.11 th:Jt ccnserveti ve.) This charactcri.c 
is not peculinr to the L~o alone, for it nlso carks most Asian[ 
\V110 v~llue tf'.:. 12 old 'i~1u.:l3. 

Ravine disco7·f;rcd fc;ur c-f ,:he' L;,1,c,' s r,c,rr0 

trnits, the OB volunteer finds it nett 
significant character 
difficcult to adapt 
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him self to nn encounter with a nr::. ti ve, ::ir1d. to develop an acqua:l 
tnnce into a friendship, war10., brctherly and honest. The 
pitfalls becice oasy tc ::~void: not to be boisterous and loq_uaci( 
( "when one is c::..r.1ong vul tu.res, one becc,r:1es a vulture" -- the 
12.0 say); nc.,t to shun their festive, rerit-~aking boun.s;tc 
respect elclers, to recognize the rs.x1kings of clssses; to go 
easy in forcint;:: one's c.tti tud.es ond ccnceptions. Soon he learn· 
the finer C.:.o' s arid den' t' s of Lao eticuette: to r,:0 turn a Wfd 

with a wai; never, riever tc, tcuch or 1;oint 2.t anctner' s heG.d 
(tlE abod.e, the Lao believs, cf the chief kuan,one of the 32 
souls of the hu:'ian body which flees when :pointed at and causes 
its owner physical ho.rn, such as sickness); not to show affecti 
publicly (even with ycur wife or husband); tD announce one's 
entrn.nce into a house with ,i cough ruid n respectful call, and 
not with 8 k~cck. 

Lnd as the o~:; Filipino is tween i:nt,, the confic:ence of r10rc and 
r:ore repro:3 en tuti vec of e:~ch sec :ial class, he r;l i;11pses • ore 
facets of the Loe: th:J_t gl.i'T1er ,:'.c:>ep in :·_:i.s charPicter. He 
disc0vers for exG~ple that the Lqo disii~es QrguDent, seeks 
cor;pr:-,;,is e, prefers t, • &sk displeasing eri,_,tions under a :polite 
ple~,s2-r:t ns.nner. (He cc:..r1 be sc: polite he •;,·:11 tell yn1 what 
you oxpoct tG hear even if it is nC't vfr",t ynu want to hear). 

And then ho loc_rn.s 011at the key to the sere-
nity, the pleas8..11tncss, the moclcis-~~--, the ccl:1pror:isin? ways of 
the iuo lies in his BudJhist religion which exhorts the acqui­
si t:v.1n of these very sa!':e virtues for th•:is•~ whc see1;: the peace 
of the BudJha. He vnlues his religion sc rn1ch that ull Lao 
males are pr~ctically obliged to spend a period, however brief, 
of their life, ,w c~ ncnk inside the village wat. The monk, 
whatever his :.::i.ge, reriains cne of the nost- res:Jected figures in 
the Lao CO":r,uni ty. 

But the !::est satisfying clif1C(JVery the OB Filipi:nu has Viade aftE 
lC years with the Lao is that he is a ~ost hospitable host -­
whose c~ffection he: lavishes on the OB r.1e• ber, new gcrne er now 
servine in his country, :-~ust n,Jt be ts_rnished vlith ccmplacency, 
co~ceit or c p~tronizing 2ttitu~e on the psrt of the OB volun­
teer. 


