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By no reasonable measure 1s Laos an integrated
country. Traditionally fragmented by historical div-
isions - now further'aggravated:by foreign involvement-
the political situation appears confused and chaotic.
Yet, behind the depressing prospects for an early unity
on a national level, encourdging but overlooked trends
have devaloped' on a smaller scale. In several Provinces
a new feeling of cooperation 1s evident. This coopera-
tion, too amorphous and embryonic to be called inte-
gration, represents the local political cohesion that
must precede the bulillding of national unity.
. Perhap fhe mpst striking example of this new local
cohesion, and potenfiallv the most significant, has

occurred in Xieng Khouang Province in north Laos,.

Of particular interest here 1:s f

(Ehe fact that Xieng Khouang and 1ts principal geo-
graphic’ . feature, the Plalne des Jarres, ére beset by
conditions - normally . . most unfavorable to
cohesion; e.g. an extremely mountainous and undeveloped
terrain, a widely disparate population, and almost
continuous fighting since 1954, But.'despite these
obstacles, the hetetogeneous. groups have begun to
think of themselves a;la peopleﬂinvthe sense that they

shere a real or imagined commonality in,their higtory;



culture, social organization and political experlence with
the outside world. In short, over the past 20 years,

these people - - > have slowly learned to work to-
gether to the point that they will fight together.

The abllity of the Xleng Khouang races to cooperate
in times of crisis 1s not altogether new. Several times in
developed

the last century unity has -~ - i in the face of a
threatening enemy. But in every case, calm brought disin-
tegration, Now, once again, war - presently in its 15th
year as a clvil war and in its 9th as a part of the Vietnam
war ( meaning substantial foreign 1nvolvement) « has been
the catalyst to cohesgion. Whether or not it can endure
peace this time lg not at all certaln. Bu! fTundamental
changes 1in political attitudes amoma the people of the
Province and in their orlentation to the ocutside world suggests
that it may; The reasons that underlie these

changes 1s the subject of this paper. They are the
elements of cohesion and they may be sufficiently gen-
eral to be relevant to the problems of minorlty peoples elsewhere,

To begin with, the geographical and ethnic condit-

ions of Xk Xieng Khouang are not as hostile to cohesion
as they might first appeary. Being the only large in-
terior plateau south of Dien Blen Phu as well as belng
atrategically equidistant from Vietriam and the Mekong
valley, the Plaine des Jafres has historically been

— -

a focus for routes and a catch basin for people

[



- from the pre-historic tribes
who littered the plain with man-sized jars down to the
Vietnamese battallions of the present day. In short,
relative to the land that surrounds it, the Plaine des
Jarres has been a place where people intermingle. Further-
more, the ethnic diversity of the people who came, while
nevertheless extreme, was not as much an obstacle to co-
hesion as 1t first appeared . The reason for this is that
most of the research and the knowledge accumulated by

the West has been aimed at identifying differences between
people rather than looking for the less obvious ties that keep
groups tomether. Such an avnproach has led to bhe unfore-
tunate result of putting btribes in iselated svd o changlug
environments. Often, of course, this viegjd/ mirrored by
the people themselves who had vested interests in per-
petuating Aifferences even if they were increasingly
symbolic. For example, many lowland Lao found it
advantageous to view the non-Lao as belng so different
from themselves that any real sharing of the political
process would be a waste of time and effort. Similarly,
many non-Lao have sought to enhance their importance

by emphasizing thelr unigueness. In such an atmosphere,

the forcés promoting cohesion are obscure even to the



participants themselves. It is not surprising, therefore,
that many have overlooked the fact that a functioning
system of interaction has existed in Xieng Khouang for some
tine.

As this inguiry is directed toward ——>» examining that
functioning system of cohesion rather than dissecting
ethnic differences, the peoples of Xleng Khouangz may be
thought of as being oriented either toward the upland Lao
or toward- the highland minorities. And both groups have
had to deal with the lowland Lao of the Mekong River valley.
These terms establish the dominant cultural and soclal

patterns of development, They have no relatinn to the

o
9

major political Alvisions 1n the country for =ach hag 3
share of preo and anti-Communists.

The upland Lao consist mostly of those Tal groups
who did not follow the bulk of their fellow tribesmen into
‘the Mekong valley, but who settled down on or near the
Plaine des Jarres. Calling themselves Tal Phuan, they
formed the core of the historic Kingdom of Xieng Khouang.
Although defunct for two centuries, the identity of that
Kingdom-is kept.allve through the inherited right of the
descendants of the last King to the Provinclal Governorship.
Until very recently (1945 ) the ethnic identity of these
fpeople was further perpetuated through the name of the

Province, Kwaeng Tal Phuan. It was changed to Xieng Khouang



in order to allay the fears among the lowland Lao that
the people of Xleng Khouang were thinking of independence.
The point to be established here is that long before Xieng
Khouang became identifled wlth the highland minorities - as
is now the cagse - the upland Lao were at odds with the low-
landi Lao. |

Related to the upland Lao of Xieng Khouang are the
Tal tribes - principally the Black, Red, and White Tai. Al=-
though increasingly numerous 1in the Province, the majorityof
these people — > remain‘further north - in Sam Neua Pro-
vince and in North Vietnam. The reason for including them
here is twofold; first is the fact that they share with the
upland Lao a "poor country coucin” relationship vis 5 rig
the lowland Lao, and second, they have played a plvotal
role in linking the upland Lao of Xieng Khouang - who in
many ways are indistingulshable from the lowland Lao - with
the highland minoritiles.

The highland minorities are more heterogeneous. Para-
mount among them are the Meo of whom much recently has been written,
s~ ~-— But while the Meo are the dominant group:, they are
by no means the only one.. Larger ln number are the Lao
Theung or Kha peoples who have had considerable influence on
the Meo desplte:thelr subservient status. Dl
Ié is generally thought that the Lao!Theung were the fTirst
‘pf-the migratory peoples to enter Laos. Since that time they

repeatedly have ‘had.alien-cultures and social systems forced upon



them while gradually being deplaced up into the mountains
where they now co-exist W}th the Meo. As the reciplents
of much of what might might be called the generalized
culture of Laos, the Lao Theung frequently acted as
cultural brokers between the Meo and the valley people,
Despite a sort of love-hate relationship, the highland
minorities have found common ground in their suspicions
of the Lao and the knowledge that they had been lumped
together and dismissed with equal disdain.

The third group, the lowland Lao, reprresents the
society and culture that develouwged in the Mekong vallerv.
Although sharp differences exist among the reglornal elltes
of the lowland Lao ( Luang Prabang, Vientiane, Savannakhet etc.)
the;a{r;ditionally been united in their condescending

attitudes toward the upland Lao and indifference toward

the highland minorities.

It 1is among these three groups that the critical changes
in attitude have occurred and while the war accelerated
the process, it did not initiate it. The first change
took place within the highland minorities at a point when
they accepted the fact that in some vague way they had
more to galn from trying to move into the Lao system than to
rémain outside of it. However, thigf was no sudden break-

through, no obvious turning point, but only the gradual



adaptation of tribal socletles toward?ébmpatibillty with
the upland Lao. Then, as this trend became more clear, the
upland Lao - notably the Governor of Xieng Khouang - took
positive steps to include the minorities in the political
process of the Provinoce ., "Finally, as the two groups in
Xieng Khouang coalesced, they have gradually convinced

the lowland Lao that the Province is not only vital to

the survival of the country but also that the people of

Xieng Khouang are too:powerful to ignore.

One may begin this examination of the elements
of eohesion by looking at the common cul tural herltage
which in some cases has aluayvs bee- aceepted while 19
others is being achieved threugh consciuous maniplation
of myth and history.

Both the lowland and upland Lac have long recog-
nized their common ancestry in the Tal tribes who mi-~
grated into the region many centuries ago. Coedes has
analysed the different life styles that subsequently

evolved in the following way:
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The most striking aspect of Coedes' remarks, how-

ever, 1s how closely hls characterization of the Tal soclety

corresponds to that of ‘the highland minoritlies even

though these

evolved seperately

groups are generally thought to have

with little contact between them.

This indicates one of two things; either the upland Leo

and highland minorities share in common an older, perhaps

1 Coedes (1967:32-33)



megalithic, ancestry)or alternatively that the two groups

have been in contact with one another for a sufficient

length of time for the minorities to adopt similar in-

stitutions, One indication that the latter might be

G e case)may be found in the similarities existing in the

respective myths of origin. For example, the standard

Lao myth states that;
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The myth of creation among the Meo is virtually the
same and 1s obviously derived from the Lao story. The only
change involves an addendum wherein the first man and

woman produced a gourd instead of a baby. and were instructed

2 Berval (1959:379-380)
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by a God to scatter the seeds of the gourd in the mud
and throw the meat into the Jjungle. From the former grew
the Tail and from the latter the hill tribes,

But the similarities between the two groups are not
restricted to myths of lmpractical consequence, however
Interesting they may be. Indeed, there is a positive
correlation in the forms of leadership. Among the Tai
and Meo tribes the local village or district leader is
something of a semi-religious patriarch - a "father" who
combines religious prestige with political status. Accord-
ing to at least one scholar, Quaritch Wales, this form
of leadership is derived from a pre-historic megalithic
culture which was general throughout the area and in
which the chilef was a delegate of both the diety o
earth as well as tribal ancestors. As such, bthe chief
insured the malntainance of natural order and harmony
through magical practices, If the rituals were properly
carried out, the result was fertility of both man and
nature. Whether this interpretation is correct may be
debated, but out of a background such as this developed
the belief that the chief owned all the land. What is
most remarkable, however, is that this principle - often
called the usufructary possession of land - is common
among all three groups in Laos at the most meaningful

political level., In other words, among the lowland Lao



the King owns all the land, among the upland Lao - oOr more
specifically among the Tal - the district chief owns all
the land, and among the Meo the village headman owns all
the land. Although thls point will be brought up again
later in the discussion of the political system, the point
should be made that because of this common element in
leadership, the leo of Xieﬁé Khouang have been able to
expand their concept of the village leader to include
the district chief and the King of Laos with relative ease.
Supposedly‘1rreconcilab1é differences 1in religion
are frequently dragged lnto the argusment that the groups
in Laos are at-elther extreme of “"civilization." The
lowland Lao are often described as devout Buddhists whose
indolence is rather the result of too much culture, The
highland minorities, on the other hand, are freguently
pictured in quite oppnslte terms; crimitive, spirit fearing
animists etec. If in fact such a contrast was ever the
case, which is doubtful, it certainly 1is no longer valid.
Rather, there is reason to belleve that the Buddhist re-
ligion never penetrated very deeply either into the in-
terior of the country or into Ehe soclety. In Coedes'
words, Buddhism,along wlth other trappings of Indian civil-

ization,lay like a "égperstructure imposed on an in-

~digenous substratum.® Such a judgement 1s glven further

credence by the following comment by Thao Nhouy Abhay on

the present state of Buddhism:

3 Coedes (1967:56)
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The reason for this weakness may be , as Sarkhisyanz

suggests, that>Buddhism cannot thrive in a weak state., But
perhaps the reason is more directly related to Buddhism's
inncompatibility with Coedes' "indigenous substratim.”" One
aspect of this local culture - - which stands out in
particular is the highly undifferentiated manner by which
religious status is connected with political power. And in
such a system, the Buddhist doctrine 1s simply ;rrelevant.
Thomas Kirsch nas dealt with this problem in an unpub-
lished paper, "H11ll Tribes Religlon and Soclety." In this

paper Kirsch is trying to account for the structural

variations in the political systems of hill tribes in

Thailand. It seems that these systems are continuously

changing between the poles of democracy and autocracy. In
kisch's arqument s that

essence,npolitical power can only follow the achlevement

of a religlous "efflcacy" or an "enhanced ritual status."

The continuous competition for thils status insures that



there can never be either a fully democratic condition
wherein everyone has equal amounts of this political/
religious status or a fully autocratic condition wherein
one group Oor person monopolizes it all. Moreover, the
competition for status guafantees that no group will

remain long in any equillibrium. Kirsch concludes:

i e

While Kirsch ¥= discussing the situation in Thai-
Us also applicable to Xiewng Khououne
land, his thesis \tétmeihessiilistioneimesmes and provides
bath

helpful insights into ,the nature of the 1lndigenous cul-
ture shared by all the groups,as well as the often manl p-

ulative use of religilon.. Within the context of these

remarks, .
M’M”

\1hcAwilllngness of many of the highland minoritlies to espouse

5 Kirsch(1967:75)
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Jlkes on o shightly diferent meaning.

Christianity,as reported by Barney among otﬁg}Q} While
genuine conversions based s on religlious grounds un-

must be added
doubtedly have occurred, it e that Christianity

has gained nost of its converts anong tHZi:;sadvantaged
groups of minorities =~ namely the Lao Theung and the Striped
Meo ( as opposed to the White Meo who hold all the political
power ). Given the close interconnection between religlon,
social identityyand political leverage, it is not sur-
prising that Touby Ly Foung, the titular head of the Meo,
once remarked that, if he thought it important, he was
perfe;tly ready to adopt the religious convictions of
whoever he was dealing with. Moreover, Touby's willingness
to have some of his children become Christian 1s another
indication that for an important minority leader it 1is
smart to cower all rellgious bets.

There is no conclusive evidence that behind the fa-
cades of the great religions there lies an indigenous
animism common to all. But there are good indications
that most of the people use religlon in an undifferen-
tiated manner that permits change and adaptation when
it is politic to do so. Therefore, it is not remarkable
that among the highland minoritles the trappings of

Buddhism are beginning to appear.

6 Kunstadter (1967:292)

6.



Like religion, diversity of language appears at first
to be a divisive factor, but is in fact an element in
the develop#ing coheslon. The exlistence of gseparate
languages 1n Xleng Khouang 1is a historical residue
rather than a consclous agtempt to maintain political
autonomy. This is particularly true for the Meo as the
ma jority of them have been in Laos 1less thantﬁ?%;nerétions.
Among the older generation, Vietnamese is a more com-
mon seqond language than Lao, but among the younger generatidn
Laotlan is as important as the knowledge of French

Vaotian

used to be for the Lao. The fact that Leo is the only
written language obviously places all others at a con-
siderable disadvantage. As much as they may dislike Y1,
virtually all the minority leaders realize that ihe
knowledge of Lao 1s essentlal if they are to compete
in the Lao system once military\ﬁ}zngfL is no longer
a factor. This explains to a considerable extent why
all the attempts -~ mostly by missionaries - to intro-
duce a writing system for the Meo language have never
succeeded. It is also significant that the one Meo
area that did develop a writing system and did spread
it effectively through the population ( inéidentally using
a Tal alphabet modified with Lao characters ) was in

North Vietnam due east of the Plaine des Jarres. Here

the repressive political climate obviously made a pri-
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vate language a useful thing to have. In Laos,on the
other hand, the Meo have settled for a nice little story
that both explains why they can not write thelr language
- and savesyé;:;.at the same time, It seems that long ago
in China there were eight tribes of whom the Meo were
one. One day a God‘came to distribute written languages,
but Just before he %rrived an enemy attacked. Being the
bravest, the Meo weht off to fight, but on returning
victorious, found that the God had left taking with him
their language. So the Meo have no cholice but to learn
Lao.

At the present time, even the lowland Lao seem to
have accepted the fact that the continued use of minority
languages 13 a practlcal necessity ratho- than
of auntonomy. This change in attitude 1s clearly evident
in the complete reversal over the use of these languages
on Government radio stations. In the early 1960's the
Lao Government would not permit such programs. Five years
later they - did,for it was the only means of spreading
the word to isolated groups. It is also i?feresting to
note that refugees from North Vietnam w;;esaéed'for the
Meo broadcasts,ﬁcr'I;ey were the only ones who still spoke
in uncorrupted Meo. .

In summary, the cultural differences between the

be
three groups appear to(superficial or at least consider-

ably less important than they were in the past. Because
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highland and valley peoples have alsways been in some form
of competlition and conflict, rituals and c=remenles affirmi
the differences hetwaen the groups are likely to continue
long after they have ceased to be important in actual fact.
And even now, despiie the often consclong nmigneness of

-~

individual trites, the real status syw™ 7 L& & =strpe a

e

cstar on a fatigue uniform «- status, 1 other -“fds, withl

the Lao system.

The war in Xieng Khouang has elliminated hard differences

between the social systems of the upland and highland

peoples. although the stereotype jdeals may continue fto

exlst as they do in cultural factors, the oaniinua? o) ) L
ing of several ndread Rk neople o parind ol
15 years has foreclosed any possibllity of turning

to traditional patterns of organization.

Epltomizing the soclal changes which have occurred
1s the breakdown of the kinship patterns among the high-
land minoritles whose system has been most disrupted by
the war, Thls system had at 1ts core the closed, independent,
gself-sufficient village)and it produced a kinship pattern
that was strongly patrilineal and organized into clans,
These clans provided a man with a complete social identltye.
Among the Meo; the clans were ranked in a pecking order
which reflected the allocation of political status and

determined, among other things; who could marry whome.
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Competition for status insured that the hierarchy was
never stable, For example, no clan has been able to hold
the top spot for more than a generation - before World War
II it was the Lo, during the next 20 years it was the Ly
unier Touby Ly Foung, and now it is the Vang under Major
General Vang Pao. In such a systen, marrlage had to be
prescriptive - sort{of a political/economtc arrangenent
between clans. The aforementioned Vang Pao, for exanmple,
hasi#refully chosen his 5 wives from the most prominent
-Q§ﬁ¥m:iand for all appearances this bit of bravado has
been as successful politically as domestically.

The traditional clan structure defined a man's
friends and his enemiez. 4 Meo, (or exariple, can still
travel in relativa safety almost anywhera i e nhry
as long as he stays wikth members of bi= own clan. By
the same token, the divisions within the leo on the
question of communism 1s split very neatly along clan
lines, Virtually all of the Meo communists are from one
qlan, the Lo. How this came about is worth a slight di-
gression. In the 1930's, the acknowledged leader of the
Meo was aimember of the Lo family. When this man died,
his son,Faidaeng Lo,was in contention to succeed him

and probably would have been elected to the posltion

had not the French intervened. They preferred Touby LYy
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Foung who was both better educated and more amenable.
This intrusion naturally incensed the Lo and their
followers}and subsequently they have sought support
for their claim wherever they could find it = first
among the Japanese and then among the communists.

In sharp cont;ast to"the rigid structure of the
highland minorities, the soclal organization of the
lowland Lao appears flaccid and lax. Officially a bi-
iineal form of kinshiinn practice it has often become
matrilineal with the woman providing the only stable
hage=aid continuity in the abscence of a wandering
husband. Significantly, it required an: Act of the Assembly
in 1943 to get the Lao to use family names,

The 1link between these two seemingly lincompatible
forms of organization can be found among the upland
Lao and more specifically among the Tal. Gerald Hickey
in his study of the Black Tal of North Vietnam offers
a plausible hypothesis of what happens when a strongly
patrilineal society comes into greater contact with
the outside world. There, although the symbols of the
clans are still maintained, the functioning system
has begun to breakvaown into a more bilateral system,

, This same process now appears to be happening in Xieng
Khouang. Thg old prescriptive forms of marriage, for

example, which were near the core of the patrilineal

7 HRAF (1960:64)



system have given way to mutual consent which 1ncludesw

as a-last resort, a ritualized form of elopement, It is
now accepted that should the runaway couple avoid capture
for three days, the marriage stands regardless of parental
wishes, Moreover, 1nter—tribal marriages, once completely
forbidden, have become more common particularly between
the upland Lao and the highland minorities.

These are but a few of the indications that the
highland'patrilineal,systam is disintegrating under the
impact of war gnd the desire of the leaders to move
closer to the center of power. As 1n cultural. factors,
symbolie vestiges of the 0ld system will coexist with the
new for some time to come and compound the difficulty

of making meaningful distictions.

In concluding this review of the cultural and soclal
elements of cohesion, 1t would be helpful were evidence %o
be found suggesting that all the aroups in north Laos were
at some point in history closely related people. Were this
the .case, 1t would be a good deal easler to dismliss the
present differences as being historical accldents. Unfortunately,
nothing approaching a common point of origin seems to have
existed and , indeed, SO simple an explanation would be totally
out of character for Laos. Instead, the bes£ one can‘do at
this point is to suggest that for the laét two centuries or so,
the upland and highland people have been in close contact with

each other, subjected to the same ecological conditions and
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rolded by the same external forces. In such an environment,
borrowing and adaptatlion between tribes almost certainly occurred.
Few things in Laos are static or immutable, and the groups

under consideration here are not among them.

’}This point may become more clear by looking at the

agricultural methods used by the highland minorities
and upland Lao, Convention'characterizes the Meo and other highland
tribes as practicing slash and burn ( swidden ) agricul=-
ture which requires a highly labor-intensive effort to
clear jungle-covered mountainsides every few years for
the cultivation of a low-yleld dry.hill rice. In comparison,
the upland and lowland Lao are desribed as paddy rice
farmers who use the same field indefinitely and do most
of the work with draft animals. Such an analysis con-
cludes with at least the tacit assumption that thils
has always been so, and that even 1f giver the opnor-
tunity, the Meo would not change. But the actual sltua-
tion does not appear so simple.

To begin with, there is fairly wldespread hellef
among the Meo - and Bernatzik has found the same to be
true in Thailand - that long ago before the migrations
south, they used plows and animals to cultivate paddies.
Thié knowledge was lost, so the story goes, during their
diaspora in the Indochinese mountains. Whether this 1is

actually true is not the point. Rather 1t indicates

8 Halpern(1964:35)
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that a positive value is associated with one who can
farm paddies as opposed to swidden.

More significantly, the Meo of Xieng Khouang prac-
ticed a considerable amount of paddy agriculture
in the Plaine des Jarres reglon before the present war.
They had established a stable social system sufficlent
to support paddy cultivation and sizeable cattle herds,
Touby Ly Foung's family, for example, was reputed to
have several thousand head of cattle and they were not
alone in demonstrating thelr abllity to handle lowland
agriculture., When the war came and the Plaine des Jarres
fell, all this was lost and the social organization
collapsed. As they probably had done many tlmes bLeflore,
the leo fell back into the mountalus, sougnt refupge in
small groups)and returned to swidden technlogues which
required no animals and less rigorous collective efforts.,

tor Hha (Wlre

What is important khere is the fact that all the impor-
tant leaders of the Meo at the present time came from
those Meo —— = who were familiar with and had
practiced valley agriculture,

Anthropologists use the term "dedifferentiation"
to descibe the process of groups turning inward upon
themse;yes and becoming closed, self-reliant entitles
in the face of external threats. This seems to be an apt

description of the Meo and other peoples coming off the

Plaine des Jarres in the early 1960's. But such a pro-
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«cess has not been restricted only to the minorities for in

1888)a Frenchmen observed that the Lao in the vacinlty
of Luang Prabang left their paddy fields and moved into
the mountains to practice swidden agriculture when the
area was threatened by invading Chinese. The sum of this
1s clear; the practice of swidden agriculture is as
much a reflection of present political and social con-
ditions as 1t is the immutable hold of history.

Although somewhat parenthetlcal, something should be
gsaid regarding opium and its impact on this discussion,

Perhaps because it 1s exotlic and mysterious, many ob-

- servers glve the impression that opium pro-

vided the basis for Meo prosperity ard “hat 1t remains the

el i A Tosd uvel-

Minge upon wnleh every ! iaz sulngse
M

simplification. Oplum of courge nas Lty AN t i

economic resovurce, but the real profits in Lhe trade

~were not made by the growers - who hy no reans were

only Meo = but by the middlemen -- the Chinese and the
French; Indeed,- for those Feo who lived on the Plaine
des Jarres, cattle and more mundane crops were far .
more remunerative. The main effect of the opium trade
in Xieng Khouang was that 1t forced the growers into
forming something like producers'organizatlons to
protect théir jnterests and thereby helped establish

supra-village tles.

9 Halpern(1964:37)
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Different peoples do not suddenly asccommodate one
another politically. The process 1s slow and difficult;
it has been no different in Xieng Khouang. lioreover,
the search for common political ground has been made
harder by the precipitous speed with whieh the lieo
have moved into the country -- the best estlmates place
the minority population at three times 1ts level in 1900.
Not unnaturally, the lowland and upland Lao reaction
to this influx into what had been a Lao preserve has
ranged from hostile indifference to active dislike.
Neither was assimilatlon abetted by French pollc& which &bovc &j\
aimed at shove all a stability achleved through keeping
athnln elementa apart and at oddz. Yot, T Hipatinge thias
rotentially ex dantve 21 PN ‘e ¥ P Pt
aharacteristic asnared My all Yhe Lac Lhey are pot
by nature & dominatlng or repressive pedile. Tolerance
and time are much more in the Laotlan way of doilng things.
But the early Meo mlgrants must have stretched tolerance
to its limit. They were susplcious and hard, having come

from Vietnam where contact with valley people usually

were followed by often harsh Vietnamese measures to subhjugate
or control them. Having fled to Laos, the Meos above all wanted
to be laft alone, and this to the Lao looked more and more like
the formation of an autonomous Meo state.

Given this inauspicious beginning, it is not at
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all clear what made the minorities decide to opt "in"
rather than "out"™ of the Lao political system., In most
of the rest of the country, minorities (including the Meo )
have found little in the Lao system that offers them
much of a future. Consequently, fhey have either re-
mained neutral or sided with the Gommunists.

So the questlon remains; why in Xieng Khouang?
What special conditions pertain here that ultimately
led to cohesion rather than division. Part of the answer
has already been suggested, e.g. that the cultural, social
and economic differences which at first appeared insur-
mountable, tended to work themselves ouvt in practice,
But along with. thess somewhat intanegible facters, there
had to be some practical political realitiezs that gave
the minorities a stake worth competing lfor. Before
considering these political realities, however, 1t is
necessary to sketeh in how the traditional Lao political

system was absorbed and accepted by the minorities.
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As 1n previous instances, the flrst impression
of the various political systems strlkes one as beling
almost absurdly disparate. On the one hand there 1s the
closed regional elite who still effectively controls the
lowland Lao system with little or no competition from
the nominally representational national assembly 1in
Vientiane. On the the other hand, there exists the stereotyve
primitive participatory democracy of the highland min-
orities., To a considerable extent both these examples
represent "j3eal™ cases which become sharply modified
in actual practice. Rather 1like the lines drawn on mil-
jtary situation maps of friendly and enemy areas, poliltical
models become all but indistinzuishadble on cluse {nepection.

<

The roots of the 1nwlard Lao svotem ' it hn bhe
two centuries prlor Lo Hhe intervedtion U
end of the 19th century. The Period of the Warring Vlates,
as it is known in Lao history, was a time of endemlc
instability. The country consisted of many small Kingdons
ruled by regional‘elites who pald only nominal hommage

to the King. Katay D. Sasorith has described the re-

lationship between sovereign and his princes: .

[WPR S ST e
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The French changed all that by the simple technique of
expropriating the position of the King with the power to back
the claim. But the "French Peace" lay on the Laotian indigen-
ous political system rather like Buddhism lay on its religion.
Equally unsuccessful has been the heir to French rule in Laos- -
the western-style representational democracy. This political
process 1s meaningless because it can prcduce no meaningful
decisions, and from what is known, the comnmunist Pathet Lao
do not seem to be offering much of an alternative, For better
or for worse, the involvement of international powers 1n Laos
over the past 15 years has resulted principally in the per-

petuation of the traditional forms of semi-feudal political

power,

In a milieu such as this, the ¥illa tam ieg of
the highland minoritlies could survive untalnted »nlz
long as the villages remained indspendent entitles with
no aspirations to higher political tles. But once the minor-
ites decided to put villages together in order Lo compete
in the Lao polltical process, the democratic system was bound
.to become more autocratic. This progression is particularly
obvlious in Xieng Khouang. While democratic elements remain,
the highland system here more closely resembles the Lao ==
on a smaller scale -- than it does the highland systems in
other parts of ;aos. In Xieng Khouang)highland villages are

combined to form districts ( tassaengs ) and each district

has a leader who enjoys virtually a semi-feudal e
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oh
claim &% both the area and people. Political power along

with religious status is usually inherited or achieved
by "unanimous election? It is no wonder then why Falidaeng
Lo was so upset when he did not recelive the Chieftainship
of the Meo following his father's death -- custom and
tradition gave him every reason to belleve that 1t was
his by right.

Perhaps a clearer jllustration of the evolution
of the highland political system may be seen in the
manner by which Vang Pao, the Meo resistance leader,

put together and led,

A

his mili%éf&Yﬁbiifiéal movement. From the very beginning,
and in sharp contrast to more remote areas into which
he subsequently moved, Vang Pao's reslstance was or-
ganized into districts rather than villages. These
districts - or military zones - represented nothing
less than the extension of the upland Lao territorial
organization 1n§o minority areas. Moreover, the Meo
districts were commanded by leaders who almost invar-
iably had achieved their position through inheritance
* rather than thrqugh a democratic process. Vang Pao, in
seeking to wield these districts into a viable inter-
dependent movement, was continually stifled by,fh&LS!—

frequently petty and narrow district leaders whose hate
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of the Communists often only barely exceeded their dislike of
tribal neighbors. Vang Pao's charlismatic appeal and organi-
zational ability, which ultimately would succeed 1in by-passing
the uncooperative leaders to get at the people themselves, was
initially largely resticted to cajoling the semi-feudal leaders
into supporting hime. Politically spesking, the Meo of Xieng
Khouang had been acting lilke upland Lao for a conslderable
length of time. Like the Kings of the old Lao emplre and like
present day Prime Ministers, Vang Pao was constantly balancing
a coalition of regional forces who retained for themselves

considerable independernce.,

There remains, however, 2 spirit of individual independence

among the higiland nineritios wonial 1is £ ovie amonis the Lao,
But, more MAL e, ! nivrilel T ) CRIN NI ts
a synbol and a olftlon) alisrnative, 16 10 sonsling R

our pleasant fiotion thab 1T everytulivy 028 Wrong, wWe ¢an
always go Wesb. Life is no longer that simple even in the hills
of Laos. Warring groupsg cannst Just split up in the way 1t

once was possible.’ . Military mobilization with 1ts \

precepts of discipline and duty has eroded that undiffer-
entiated edifice of the citizen-soldier who would fight

a bit, farm a bit and move on when he pleased with his

family tagging along behind. This image has been gradually
replaced by the far less romantic, but perhaps more |

effective,full time soldier whose famlly is protected in
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some rear area and who is willing to fight for another
man's village,

One further point of proof that the highland minor-
1ties of Xieng Khouang have moved into the Lao system
is the strong alleglance they have to the King of Laos,
As mentioned earliqr,there"is nothing basically in-
compatible in the forms of leadership that would pre-
vent the minorities from seeing the King as kind of
a super village chief if they so chose. And this 1is pre-
cisely what has happened. That the minorities in other
parts of Laos do not show a similar alleglance, is sim-
ply the reflection of the fact that they are still outside

the Lao systeme )

Jieng Fobownne
The rather impressive demanstrati loyFalty to

the King are ab first puzzling. cartainiy, they are not
based on any tangible power possessed by the Kinge No
one can claim that the King is much more than a figure-
head and not a very awe inspiring one at that. But as a
symbolic monarch, the Lao King has a sacred status

which transcends the narrow confines of reglonal elites
as well as minority villages. Amidst the crunbling in-
stitutions m‘La,os , the King serves as a link to a
past greatness - particularly important to the Lao-

and a direction for a future unity - particularly impor-
tant for the minorities. In short, he provides something
for everyone. Moreover, the fact that the King has little

power in the posltive sense of doing something)does not



‘mean that he is powerless. Indeed, the King's great strength
1ies in his ability to prevent other peoﬁle from doing
certain things. This may seem like an absurdly small point,
but in the byzantine complexities of Lao politics which dfe
g full of posture and gesture, this power to deny action
18 a considerable one and of great importance to the people
of Xieng Khouang. Part of thls power 1is reflected in fairly
$mddy obvious ways, e.g. the inviolability of the King's
person. Violence of any kind is not condoned in his
presence. Therefore it is not altogether surprising that
Prince Souphannouvong, the communist leasder who has never
renounced his fealty‘go the King, threatened death to

any of his men wggFgﬁﬁgckeﬂ Luang Prabang when bthe King

was in residence, Similarly, the presence of the Hing

in Vientiane has been sufficient reason for the abortion

of several coup attempts. But the King's power also eXx-
tends beyond himself to those for whom he has publically
announced his protection. And, from its inception, the

King has supported the Xleng Khouang resistance, goling

so far,in fact, as to call it the “"gsavior of Laos% While

it is impossible to Jjudge biwe the actual extent of his
influence, the position of the King has had a considerable
impact on reinforcing the highland minorities' willlngness
to join the Lao system and on the lowland Lao's be-~

grudélng acceptance. This influence turned out to be -



valuable in the early 1960's when a series of coups and
counter-coups in Vientlane made Vang Pao and hls supporters
- most unwilling to go to that city out of fear of being:
arrested. A serious impasse resulted)and the gap between
Xieng Khouang and Vientiane widened to the point of
becoming unbridgeable. Contact was maintained, however,
through meetings in Luang Prabang for the presence of

the King implicitly guaranteed safe conduct.

The demonstrated ability of the highland minorities
to establish supra-village ties has been of critical im-
portance in the development of political cohesion in
Xieng Khouang. And this may not be Just a recent develop-
ment. Among the Meo, for example, there 1is a widespread
belief that they were once a highly organized people with
areat chieftains and Kings. This point can conceliveably be
challenged - along with the claim that they wergfgzddy
rice farmers = as being only a manufactured myth to give
them status vils ; vis the lowland Lao. But it is hls-
wheneve.

torically incontestable that whem]there was sufficient
cause.and a .charismatic leader, the Meo have proven them-
selves capable of highly effective unity. Two Instances
stand out in this regard. In the 1870's, the Ho people
from China .invaded North Laos and conquered the Plaine
des Jarres. The upland Lao chief, Chao Hung, was killed

but apparently the Lao and the Meo were successful in
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regrouping in the mountains and waging a guerrillla campaign
that ultimately drove the invaders out. As they would again
almost a century later, the people of Xleng Khouang based
their military organization on #&he feudal éiﬁ;;? divisions
of territory. As a mark of their position, each zone leader
was gilven an ornately decorated long sword - the 19th century
equivalent of field commission. Although larger, the pre-
sent resistance movement is almost a carbon copy of this
earlier model. Then, in 1919, the Meo of Xieng Khouang
revolted against the French. Although the uprising 1is usual-
ly described as having its source in a French imposed

opium tax, at least part of the discontent was caused by
failure of the French to pay the tribal conscripts who

had been corveed into bulldlas Houte 7 aryoss tihe Plaine des
Jarres to North Vietnam. %o gue e revailt the Frewoch
brought in Vietnamese troops whose undlsclplined bru-
tality permanently alienated the mincrities and the upland
Lao., Following an "exemplary" execution of several Meo
leaders in Xieng Khouang, the lieo organized under a strong
leader, Patchay, who claimed an invulnerability to bullets.
with Xieng Khouang firmly in French/Vietnamese hands, the
revolt took refuge in Sam Neb6 and bitter fighting ensued.
The revolt ended preciplitously when the French lured Patchay
into peace talks and then turned him over to the Vietnamese

who quickly disproved the invulnerabllity theory.
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These early organizational efforts, however, along
with the more recent anti-Japanese and anti-Vietminh cam=-
palgns, all shared an exclusive reliance on rage as the
mobilizing catalyst. There 1s l1ittle indication that
they were fighting for anyone or anything but themselves.

or amy steactore B hang i on )
So lacking any ongolng reason for unity{ peace almost
jnvariably brought political disintegration. But even
as these early generations were flghting essentlially for
autonomy, that autonomy had the curious effect of leading
the minorities into the Lao system rather than out of it.
In other words, when at the end of World War II the French
granted the Meo a degree of local sutonomy and a political
organization parallel to that of the lLao, they actually
provided the Meo with a valuable tizal freedom for
which the Meo subseguently would fight to defend. . One
cannot fail but to draw a connection between the fact

vere.
that the Meo of Xieng Khouang we# the only minority group
granted the right to choose leaders above the level of
the village and the fact that the lMeo of Xieng Khouang
are the most militant of the minoritlies on the anti-
communist 'sides
In 1961, the Plaine des Jarres fell to a combined

Neutralist-Communist force. Most of the lowland Lao
soldiers manning the small Government garrison departed

at some speed for the Mekong valley shortly after their

commanding General had been taken "j11" and flown to
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Vientiane. The Plaine des Jarres was simply not worth
fighting for in the eyes of the lbwland Lao. Their re-
treat, however, left several thousand NMeo and Lao Theung
civilians unprotected. At this point a Meo officer of the
garrison, Colonel Vang Pao, soon to become General, chose
to stay behind and by fighting a rear guard action)escorted
the civilians to safety in the mountains. Around this
nmucleus, Vang Pao built the Xieng Khouang reslstance
which in the intervening 8 years has spread throughout
much of north Laos and has enlisted the support of sev-
eral hundred thousand people. Because of the somewhat
exotic nature of the enterprise and the mystery that

has surrounded it, certain misconceptions have arisen
that give the w?o%? endeavor a ?ui generis cuallty.

In fact 1L:;§§'t. Given the nature of the manr and
the situation, Vang Pao had little choice but to stay
with his people when the Plaine des Jarres fell in 1961.
This does not detract from his considerable leadership,
but the highland minorities had made a committment to
the Plaine des Jarres area and to leave 1t would be to
leave all that they had laboriously accompllished over the
preceding half century. So from the very beginning, the
Xieng Khouaﬁg resistance was almed at conserving something
worth fighting for. Then, as mentioned earlier,when the
resistance ﬁegan to take on some identifiable shape, it

followed patterns of organization completely compatible
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with those that the upland Lao had previously es%ablished
in the Plaine des Jarres. In brief, the people of Xleng
Khouang 41d essentially what they had always done in time
of crisis regardless of what race théy were.

_ Not unexpectedly. many of the lowland Lao vlewed this
with great foreboding. The épectre of an American supported
minority movement hell-bent on creating an autonomous
state gained quick currency. The press in particular
seemed to enjoy tagging the operatiocn as belonglng to
the Meo and contrasted the fierce, independent tribal
warrior as beinsg the very antithesis of the unaggressive
and Indolent Lao., In fact, however, the reslistance was
never restricted to the Meo althougn 1.3 provide
rhe iniltlal core and backbonsz, Tedesd, an ihe repsiag oe
grew, the proportion of Heo serving either as soldiers or
as supporting civilians steadlly decreased. At the
present time, the best estimates are that the Meo con-
stitute less than half in both categorles.although they
are the largest single group -- the remainder being mainly
Lao Theung,and upland Lao groups.

If there 1s a uniqueness to the current situatlon,
it is in the ethnic diversity of the groups represented.
For the first time the appeal to unity ultimately cut across

every ethnic. 1ine. It is within this area, the delicate
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business of political orientation, that marks Vang Pao
apart from those that preceded him. In the beginning, he
had very little choice but to use whatever he had to
mobilize a dispirited people in a very short period of time.
And the #e best thing available was racial ildentity --
in fact it was probably tﬂe only thing that reached down
into every village. But eventually, such a motivation
would be self-defeating. Consequently, the top echelon
of Meo leaders - if not the recalcitrant semi-feudal
local leaders - became commltted to forming a movement
broad enough to appeal to all groups. Weening village
leaders away from the false hope of a minority millenia
required time and education, and no doubkt 't iz still
going on. Changes of this nature =sre o0t scconplishel
quickly for they entall nc less than a change 1n the
entire social and cultural systems 72t these changes
have taken place -~ as outlined above - is one indication
that large numbers of formerly uncommltted people are
now attached to the Lao system. Sharp differences
between the groups in Xieng Khouang remain and doubt-
~less will continue, but perhaps what holds them together
now outwileghs, 1f only infinltesimally, what keeps them
apart,

The wvalidity of the hypothesis that a measurable
amount of political coheslon has occurred is corroborated
by the change in attitudes of the lowland Lao towards

Xieng Khouang. In the space of relatively few years,
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where there once was suspicion, indifference and arrogance
there 1s now at least a grudging respect. Critical for this
transformation has been the role of the upland Lao ==
particularly the members of the Provincial Government.
During the early 1960's, thelGovernor and his staff seldom
left Savannakhet where they had taken refuge both from

the communists in Xieng Khouang and from the political un-
certainties of Vientiane. Thelr return to.the Plaine des
Jarres area demonstrated to many Lao that their fears of
minority autonomy had been jll-founded. Furthermore, the
upland Lao provided an institutionalized channel between
the emerging political forces 1in Xieng Khouang and the
established patterns of the lowland lLao. Another factor

in ‘the transformation was that the lowland Lao reaily

had no choice but to compete with the communists for the
support of the people in the interior. This was where

the war was being fought. The Xleng Khouang resistance had
determined that and that fact alone made the traditional
lowland Lao committment to the Mekong valley insufficient

and obsolete.

How the emerging political cohesion in north Laos
will work 1tself out in the future is difficult to pre-
diet. Clear conclusions are not in the nature of things
in Laos and this particular area will clearly be much
affected by decisions and powers external to 1lt. But there

appear to be forces working in Xieng Khouang pushing '

tawavd~ ~ ~wagter interdependence among its people and
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towards a closer relationship with the Lao Government.

And furthermore, these forces wlll probably be stronger

than anything which an outside power might bring to bear,
Should this hypothesis be correct, then American involvement
in Laos -- which has not been consistant in its encourage-
ment of political 1ntegratioﬁ.-- must be looked at in a
slightly different and less self-adulatory light. In other
words, it may well be that American policies in north Laos

owe thelr partial success more to their compatibility to

this trend of political cohesion than to any intrinsic brillance
of their owhe ' . Forelgn powers, beginning with the Indlans
centuries ago, have come to lLaos to conquer, meddle, influence
and help,but they have all left that "indigenons substratum”
pretty much in tacte. america mign®t be wise to base 1ts

future presence on the probability that the ultimate effect

of our involvement will be no different.
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