Concordia University St. Paul

Digital Commons@CSP

Papers J. Vinton Lawrence Collection

November 2022

The King: National Integration in Laos

J. Vinton Lawrence

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.csp.edu/lawrence-papers

Recommended Citation
Lawrence, J. Vinton, "The King: National Integration in Laos" (2022). Papers. 4.
https://digitalcommons.csp.edu/lawrence-papers/4

This Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the J. Vinton Lawrence Collection at
DigitalCommons@CSP. It has been accepted for inclusion in Papers by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@CSP. For more information, please contact digitalcommons@csp.edu.


https://digitalcommons.csp.edu/
https://digitalcommons.csp.edu/lawrence-papers
https://digitalcommons.csp.edu/lawrence
https://digitalcommons.csp.edu/lawrence-papers?utm_source=digitalcommons.csp.edu%2Flawrence-papers%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.csp.edu/lawrence-papers/4?utm_source=digitalcommons.csp.edu%2Flawrence-papers%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalcommons@csp.edu

V. Lawrinea
. 2849 King Pi. 1.V,
{ Washington, D.C. 20007

Introduction:

I should like to suggest that the King of Laos is perhaps

the only means to national integration. Having said this,

the question that immediately arises is what do I mean bf
national integration in Laocs? I am not refserring to strictly
political integration--that is a long way off. 1 am raferring
to a vaguer idea, one that involves a national identity and
the general acceptance of a symbol to stand for that identiy.
Among the variocus cultural institutions available, I am
suggesting that the King is the only one which has the
strength to become such a symbol. This conclusion is the
result of two factorss: historically the monarchy has bsen the
embodiment of what is called the "Lao tradition"--gven though
the actual power of the King has been in declins for over

250 years. The second factor is that the concept of a King

is the only shared cultural element among the highly diverse
peoples wha inhabit the country.

I cannot "prove" my thesis. 1 do not plan to try. But
my arguement should at lsast merit thes idea that as a symbol
of cultural identity and integration, the King of Laos is
not dead. The ramifications of this hypothesis ars vagusely
undemocratic and almest un-American. Certainly they run
counter to much of the political and social analysis that is
currently available. They imply that the focus of American
policy on a nominally representative government in Vientiane
may have bhsen aueggane and very possibly sericusly misdirected.

In searching for something and somsone with which to make



Laos a country, the United States may have been locking in the
wrong place and at the wrong psople.

1 should state at the bsginning that I have no unique
definitions to offer. I speak of the Lao socisty. When I
do so, I am referring to all of Laos as belonging to one
society although I am aware that it is possible to sub-
divide the country into many smallsr units that some may call
socleties. Without denying that serious social divisions exist,
I think it more useful to speak of only one society. The
search for national integration is to a degree, the search
for one society. As a result of the social revolution that
has accompanied the Southeast Asian War, Laos today is closer
to being one society than it has ever been before. All the
traditional social divisions and balances have been upset.
It is only a slight oversimplification to say that the lowland
Lag are faced with the choice of either voluntarily making
room for the highland minorities within the Lao society or
else this will be accomplishsd for them--or psrhaps over them.
1 also spsak of a cultural system. Here I am referring
specifically to the cultural system of the lowland Lao. But,
as I hope to demonstrate, this cultural system-~or cultural
paradigm-~is not exclusively the property of the lowland Lac
and is increasingly becoming less so. By a cultural system
I mean the sources and the sum of all ths factors that govern
the way a people view their world. But ths Lao cultural
system is not static. It is undergoing extensive reform.

Lao socisety has been disrupted and the old ways of looking at



the world are no longer valid. My belief-w-perhaps it is my
biag~-~is that this reform will manifest itsself in the increasing
use of the King as a symbal of national identity. The King

is an expressive symbol--he stands for something far larger

than himself. In him is condensed all the hopes and ideals
that, somshow, the Lao and minority alike would have their

world become.

To support this hypothesis, I have considered three
general areass the derivation of Lao Kingship and how its
historical development has differsd from better known examples
in neighboring countriass; the means by which the gsneral war
has forced the King into altering the balance betwssen being
a constitutional and symbolic monarch; and the changes that
the social revolution are likely to make in the future role
of the King.

The overall bias of the paper should be stated if it is
not already implicitly clear. I do not believe that Laos,

a country with little meaningful contact with the West, can
absorb solutions to social problems that are not wholly
consonant with its historical and cultural past. A perverted
medical metaphor may be permitted. The west has played

the role of a not very responsible surgeon who has besn on a
transplant binge. A problem with national integration?

Quick, give thsm a warm institution from a Western donor. It
could work, but it may require such massive doses of political
anti-biotics to prevent rejection that whatsever natural

immunity that did exist will be destroyed in the process. The

transplant was a success, but alas, the nation is dead.



Historical Summarys

Early Historv:s

At the present time, the odds in Laos seem to be stacked
in favor of a not-so=-idyllic national chaos., But this has not
always been the case. Wistfully the Lao speak of former
times when powerful Kings made Laos twice the size it is today.
There is a "Lao tradition," and it is embodisd in one dynastic
family that has ruled for 600 years--from the legendary
Fa Ngoun to the present incumbant, Savang Vatthana. The
modern Lao elite under Western influence have tried to re-
interpret this tradition. They have shifted the focus from
the King to the "Lao people." But I believe that thishhas
been more a tactic to gain Western support than it is a true
reflection of how the Laso view their past.

The history of Laos is usually viewed from the per-
spective of the slow disintegration of the monarchy following
a brilliant "golden age." But this "disintegration" can be
looked at another way. It could be sesn as the esvolvement
of something uniguely Laotian.

The original sources of Lao Kingship cams from the 13th
century Khmer nation in Cambodia. Many of the Thai Royal
Institutions originated in the same place. While the deriva-
tion of the Khmer Monarchy is currently under dispute, there
seems to bs some agreement that while India providsd a
substantial amount, at least part was the product of a local

tradition--identified by Quaritch Wales as the "indigenous genius."



The fact that there was a logal tradition--call it a
"megalthic culture,” an "indigenous genius," or somsthing
else~-is vitally important for Laocs. I believe it useful

to think of the development of Kingship in Laos as being the
gradual emergence, interaction, and synthesis of an indigenous
culture with that of an Indian inspired model. Laos has also
come under the influence of the Chinese principally through
the forms of leadership developed by the Vietnamese. But I
confess uncertainty to the nature and extsnt of its effect.
Coedes (p. 49) states the point that while Indian influence
came to Southeast Asia mainly as an invited guest, the
Chinese tradition was usually forcibly imposed and therefore
much easier to culturally resject. This seems particularly

relevant in the case of Laos.

Lan Xanos
From the mid-l4th century to the end of the 17th century,

Laos flourished under the name of Lan Xang. It is seen today
as having been the "golden ags“-~the age of heroes, great
kings and glorious battles. Two figures emerge particularly
worthy for praise and honor; Sam Senme Thai (1373-1416) who
consolidated the realm, organized it, and maintained the
peacej and Soulinga Vongsa (1637-1694) who was a King of
power and strenqgth, end who fixed the border with Vietnam on
the sensible basis of whether people lived in houses on
stilts or on the ground. Very little is known about how

kipgship really functioned in Laos at this time. Considerably



more information is availabls on Thailand and Cambgdia and
therefore it has been common to sssume that the same conditdans
applied to Lass. This may be only partially correct. The
model of kingship most often presented conforms generally
with that outlined by Leach in "The 'Frontiers’ of Burma."
The King is a God-King, a Devarajas, who, thepough charismatic
leadership, governs a small, turbulent realm. The actual
control of the sovereign is limited to the rice fiselds
immediately surrounding his capital city, although nominal
control is claimed for a much larger area. Quaritch Wales
has challenged the belief that the God~King concept cams from
India. Instead, he claims it to be more of a local development.
Wales points out (p. 7), that in Thailand, the absence of a
strong Brahmin class arocund the King and ths weakness of
contending political forces in ths provinces sventually led to
a strongly autocratic and centralized form of governmente-
along the lines of "sultanism' in Weber's discussion of
patrimonial domination (Bendix p. 340). Later, under weaker
Kings, the Thal God-King system broke down. The Royal
officials who had once been a territorial based noble class
now had no check on their rapacity. Being the :bemporary
holders of "Fiefs," they were encouraged to get averything
while they could and so earned the label "kin mouang"~-town
sater.

I believe that the Lao Kings never achisved the degres of
absglutism that is found in Thailand. However, this did not

prevent Lao Kings from aspiring to divinity when their pouwer



permitted. In 1666, Father Marini visited Vientiane and had
the following comments on how King Souligna Vongsa ruled

Lan Xang. (Kingdom of Laos, p. 64 gt _seg.)

«eoThe King is absolute and independent and hs
recognizes none as higher than himself, neither

g as regards civil affairs nor those of Religion.
All land belongs to him as private property, and
he disposes as absolute Overlord of all his
sub ject's possassions. There is not a family in
the Kingdom that has the right to inherit neor
enjoy anything whatever that has besn left them by
will and testament. No mention is made aof any
sort of nobllity; neither that which may be
imparted by birth, nor that which may be acquirsd
by wealth, nor of that either which may be acquired
through the practice of virtues and fine generous
actions. Public functions, smployment, honours,
wealth, all belong to the King, who raisss to ths
highest"office in the Kingdom thoss who best please
him..i.

Marini goes on to describe the position of the mandarins
who were glven land to control. Each mandarin rented his
land for a period of thres years with half the produce of the
third year going to the King. Marini describes the organiza-
tion of the government as emanating from a Viceroy who acted
as an executive for the King. Bensath the Viceroy were eight
minor Viceroys who controlled the eight provinces. fMarini

continues.

»esbach of these Provinces has its Militias,

consisting of infantry and cavalry, which are

distinguished accarding to ths Officers of war,
b

and which are subject the V%ceroy (the)
Governor of the Province; and these’ Viceroys

are subject to the first Viceroy, and he to the
Kinges The troops are provided for by revenues
that are assigned to them in every Province, so
that the King has no ather expense so far as they



are concerned; yet they are all obliged to ssrvs
him wherever the affairs of ths Kingdom may call
them without hope of any further advantage, aluways
supposing they continue to be allowed the bensfit
of the funds and domains that are earmarked for
their support....

Marini seems to confirm the notion that the King became
increasingly identified as a diety as time passed;

.evsand so as to inspire in his subjects a high
degree of respect and veneration for his person,
he rarely appears in public and withdraws him-
self more and more from their sight as time
passes, preferring that his people adore him as a
hidden God than be recognized as being a man like
themselves and of the same species.

But this powerful, personal rule did not persist.
Souligna Vongsa apparently oversxtended himself in the rash
abduction of a princess from Xieng Khouang--a tributary
Kingdom strategically situated in the high ground between

Vietnam and the Mekong valley. As it would do again some 250
years later, Xieng Khouang became the fulcrum in a pouwer

struggle batween the Vietnamess and the Lao. By concluding
an alliance with the Annamese, Xieng Khouang's defection from
Lan Xang initiated what is referred to as the Period of the
Warring States,

The division of Lan Xang into the smaller states of
Vientiane, Luang Prabang, Chanpassak, and Xieng Khouang is
usually considered a sad degsneration from greatness. Yst
the centralized power of Souligna Vangsa appsars not to have
been a very efficient and practical way to rule the elongated

Kingdom. Carved out of the underpopulated territory which



surrounded the early Southeast Asian Kingdoms, Lan Xang
became powerful at the expense of an internally divided
Thailand and a weakened Khmer empire. In a ssnse, Lan Xang
borrowed greatness along with land. With them came the idsal
of the abgolute Cod-King. It was a pleasing aberation, but

an aberation nonstheless.

The Warring States:

Historians mark the period of ths Warring States from
the beginning of the 18th to the end of the 19th century
when the French intervened. It was a period of internal
rivalry bstween the four principal states broken by external
wars with Thailand, Burma, and Vistnam. Each of the Warring
States came under foreign influences that still persist;
Luang Prabang with China and Burma, Xieng Khouang and
Vientiane (both desisted in 1828 following a war with Siam)
with Vietnam; and Champassak with Thailand and Cambodia.

The institution of the King as it was practiced under
the rulers of Lan Xang ceased to exist. In its place emsrged
a form of rule based on & confederation of principalities and
not on the charisma of the King. I hesitate to use the term
feudal bscause of its overuse, but it seams that Laos did
become a feudal aggregation based on territorial allegiancae.
Even under Souligna Vongsa this form of organization had besn
just beneath the surface as indicated by Father Marini's

account of the Provincial organization. Even in its most
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autocratic periods, the effective rule in Laos was a less
than arbitrary system of territorial control through a
hierarchial structure of command and authority. Katay D.
Sasorith slaborates this point; (Kingdom of Laos, p. 34)
When disturbances occurred to upsset the capital
and its King they did not nescessarily affect the
Provinces and their Chao Moungs. In spite of
the violent competition that would every now and
then arise around the throne, thepprinces and
feudal lords who acted as Chao floungs did not
explicitly take sides, but went quietly on
governing their little states or fiefs and agrsed
in advance to put themselves under the rule of
the victor....{p. 30)
What I am suggesting is that Lao Kingship was very similar
to the patriarchial feudalism that existed in Thailand
before the 15th century-~before it becams a centralized form
of government based on personal ties. The Lao King was less
a monarch and more a patriarch-~a tribal leader whose realm
was governsd by men who often were not relatives. PRower in
Laos developed more out of territorial and regional attach-
ments than out of the "client'-type relationship familiar
in 16th andll7th century Thailand where the vassel at least
theoretically could change his loyalty should his superior
not fulfill his part of the contract. 3IBe Thai peasant
enjoyed a freedom tc move away if he so rhose. This was not
the case in Laos. As their history has revealed, ths small

Kingdoms strung out along the flekang Aiver never attained

sufficient centraligeed power to discard a system of loosely
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confederated, semi-autonomous territories,

The arrival of tribal elements in northern Laos around
the middle of the 19th century had a problematical but un-
deniable affect on the character of Lao Kingship. Many
scholars-~Leach among them~~have set up a dichotomy betuween
lowland and highland peoples. UDifferences certainly exist,
but I wonder if the models have not been overdrawn. Contact
and presumably some interaction bstween the lowland and high-
land peoples have been going on far back into pre~historical
times. Long enough certainly for many cultural institutions
to become shared. What I am proposing is that the form of
Kingship and social organization of the Tai tribes in the
arsa of Uien Bien Phu was not only very similar to that which
axisted among the Warring States in the Mskong River valley,
but also not unknown to ths highland peoples that began to
fill up Laos in the last century--principally the Meo and the
Yap tribes. 1 realize that this is a highly spsculative
hypothesis and at the prpesent time unsupported by historical
fact. I propose nonetheless that it is more accurate to think
of the form of Lao Kingship as the svolvement of a uniquely
Sputheast Asian institution rather than the gradual degenera-
tion of the Indian inspiration.

Coedes (p. 32), who normally is one to dismiss with all
possible haste any overdrawn theories about the axistasnce of
an indigenous Southeast Asian culturs, makes the comment that
one should look to the mountain valleys and the Tai tribes if

one is looking for a glimpse of how the lowland Thai and Lao
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people governed themselvss befdre the advent of the Indian
influence. According to Cosedes, Hicksey and others, the Tail
tribes are distinguishable from other mountain groups by

the following characteristicsy feudal land ownership based

on a hierarchy of noble families, patriarchial political
organization of territory, religious belief based on the group
as opposed to the individual, and a custom of ritualistic
ceremonies mrking seasonal activities. Perhaps I am incorrect
but such a description also appears to be a very accurate
picture of the Lao in the period of the Warring States=-~long
after the Indians had come and gone.

It is difficult to unravel the relationships between
political power and religious status among the tribal psoples.
It is the complexity of this interrelationship and the un-
differentiated character of the indigenous culture which I
believe to be at the base of the Lao concept of Kingship.

This is a murky subject and one that I would gladly leavs
aslde were it not intrinsic to the problem of iIntegration.

It is senselaess to talk of political integration in a country
where political power is integral with what Or. Kirsch calls
"religious efficacy, ritual status and potency." (Kirsch,

p. 5 )

Quariteh Wales in his controversial book, “The Mountain
of God," posite the idea that a pre-historic "megalithic
culture” was held in common throughout a wide portion of South-

sast Asia. Armed with such a potent concept, one feels able to



13

smite all the historical and cultural problems with one feill
magical blow. Parallels, for example, immediately leap to
mind between the odd coincidence of present belief and
historical fact. Among the Black Tai, and other tribes, a
man is conceived as having thirty~two souls. Ths presence

of all ths souls are required for continused good hsalth. But,
Heine~Gelderen (p. 4) tells us that in ancient Burma, where
man and state were microcosms of the universe, the state was
organized to reflect thes thirty-three Gods of Mr. fMeru. It
was thought propitiocus to have the capital city surrounded

by thirty~two provinces. Was a man thought to be similarly
conceived? Is there a connection between the builders of 0ld
Prome and the tribes of the Sip Song Chao Tai?

What appears to be the significant factor in Wales'
argument is the correlation between his ideas on megalithic
culture and the form of animistic belief that pervades
northern Laos and Vietnam today. The sssence of the
megalithic or indigenous culture theory is the combination
of an ancestor cult with a cult deifying a God of the Earth.
The position of the tribal chief was one of acting as an
intermediary betwesen the &pibe and its first ancestors, as
well as insuring through magic, feast, and ritual that the God
of the Earth would maintain a proper balance between man and
nature. The fertility of man and spil was the product of this

balance. Archaimbault's article in the Journal of Siam Socisty

of April 1954 shouws how these two features of a megalithic
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culture have survived. Hindu religion stressed fertility
rituals but had no ancestor worship. It is not surprising
thersfore to find in Southern Laos which was most strongly
influenced by the Hinduized Khmer, that fertility rites and
sacrifices abound. The Lao New Year celebration in the

south until very recently, was principally makred by sacrifices
of water buffalo and by a one-day lifting on the ban of sexual
intercourse between Lag and the tribal groups who were cone-
sidered to be the original owners of the land before the Lao
came. In the north, however, Archaimbault notes that the Lao
cosmogony is more similar to the tribal Tai's. Ancsstor worship
is more important and the rituals involving the Lac and their
tribal predecessors during the New Year celebrations vary

from those in the south. Here the King symbolically repre-
senting the first ancestor, wrests the land away from the
tribal peopls. I am not going to champion the megalithic
culture theory. I only wish to point ocut that there may well
have been a shared cultural heritags betwean the psoples of
Laos who are politically fragmented at the moment.

In conclusion, the two centuriss commonly called ths
Period of the Warring States saw not only a return to a more
traditional form of territorially based Kingship, but also
the introduction of non~Lao tribasl peoples who shared with
the Lao some very basic religious-political concepts. The
nature of these concepts and how they functioned is far from
being clear, but they apparently provided enough common ground

sg that on at least one occasion, the Luang Prabang Kings could
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mobilize these tribes in defsnss of the royal capital when

it was threatened by Chinese bandits in 1884, It ig this
basic, hardly articulated acceptance of the King by virtually
avery tribe and people of all ancestries, which makes the

King the only over=arching symbol that currently exists.

The French Pariod:

The fifty years of French rule (1885-1945) imposed a
moratorium on tha struggle between the Thais and Vietnamese
for what remained of the Lao states. The French put Laos on
ice for half a century. B8ut, like an interrupted conversa-
tion, the struggle resumaed in the 1950's when Laos bescame
"independent."

There were no rebellions during the French rule--only a
few insignificant uprisings by the minorities. The "French
Peace® is usually attributed to the genius of the French
administrators who did not disturb the local patterns of
govaernment. The Kingdom of Luang Prabang was evsn left
nominally independent. But the French did destroy the last
vestiges of the "absolute" King and left nothing in its placse.
They struck at the heart of the old monarchial system by
interposing themselves between the King and the Provinces.

In 1894, the French chose their own King, Zakarine, because
they thought him more sympathetic to French rule. With ths
French running things in Vientiane, the King in Luang Prabang

passed into a peaceful vacuum of anachronistic custom.
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Even the traditional path of allegiance to the King by the
prévincial governors in the Sisaket Temple in Luang Prabang
was replaced by an oath of loyelth to thes French Resident
Superisur. (HRAF, p. 49)

The French did ali they could to reduce Laos to the most
manageable entity for the few officlals they could afford to
station thers. They imposed peace at the expense of demean-
ing what gave unity to the country. As peacs, Buddhism and
an ennervating climate are said to have sapped the
militaristic spirit of the Thais during most of the Ayudhya
Period so the same might be said of the Lao during the

French occupation in Laos. (Wales p. 7)

Post-World War I1:

By the end of World War II, the Lao King was a powerless
figurehead. In 1941, the french had all but bought off
King Sisavang Vong by arranging for the union of the defunct
Kingdom of Vientiane and Xieng Khouang with Luang Prabang
under Sisavang Vong's rule. The royal family of Xieng Khouang
was promised the position of hereditary governor for their
cooperation, while the pretendsr to the Vientians throne,
Prince Phetsarath, was given the long vacant post of Second

King, or Vicergy-~called the Maha Oupahat. In that brisf

period at the end of the War after the Japanese had left and
before the French returned, the aging and senile King
attempted to reassert his control over the Lac Government
but was rudely disabused of the idea. Prince Phetsarath had

royal ambitions of his own. As head of the only military force
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present, the Lao Issara, Phetsarath gave ths King an
ultimatum to either accept ths limits of a constitutional
monarch or nothing. Sisavang accepted. He was enthroned with
full honors on April 23, 1946 as the constitutional monarch
of a free and independent nation. Unfortunately, the next
day the French retopk Vientiane and the King did a royal
about-face. By August a "modus vivendi" had been signed with
the French under which the hereditary ruler of Champassak,
Prince Boun Oum, agreed to accept the suzerainty of Luang
Prabang in return for the perpetual position of Inspsctor
Seneral of ths Realm. Although he cams out of the year as
the titular ruler of a reunified country, the political
manipulations of 1945 and 1946 had all but destroyed the King
as even a symbolic ruler.

During the 1950's, the position of the King and the entire
institution of the maonarchy fell to an abismal level. In
1959, at the cremation of his father, ths present King,
Savang Vatthana, was heard to remark, "Alas, I am doomed to
be the last King of Laos." (Dommen, p. 287) His concern
was understandable. Caught in the inexorable squeeze of
international power, the King appeared doomed to a rapid
extinction. Far being a symbol of unity, he was damned as
the epitome of a system of traditional rule that had brought
nothing but division and war. It is not difficult to ses hou
this opinion svolved. The post-war political turmoil can

and has been viewed a8 nothing mors than the continuation of
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warring royal families under the guise of modern political
labels. Beneath the ineffectual King in Luang Prabang, the
regional royal families had matched personal ambition with
modern ideology. Boun Oum, the Prince of Champassak, had
championed the cause of Thailand and the conservative West.
The royal family of Vientiane, first under Prince Phetsarath
and then under Prince Souphannouvong, the communist leader,
and Prince Souvanna Phouma, the neutralist PrimetMinister,
seemed bent on at least a reconciliation to the interests of
Vietnam. It is not my purpose to detail the political events
of the last 20 years. 1 only wish toc establish the fact that
the King and the competing royal families have been at the
focus of post-war political developments. Whether by bad
luck or by bad judgment, the &ntire institution of the
monarchy has become identified with the issues that divide

rather than integrate the country.

The United States and the Lag King:

In the form of a long footnote, passing mention should
bs made of the lack of sensitivity which the United States
has shown towards the King and what he represents. It is
not a question of having insultsed the King, it is rather ons
of having continued the Fraench policy of politely ignoring
him. At some poilnt in the early 1950's, the United States
seems to have decided that the King could serve no useful
purpose and might best bse left to vegetate in Luang Prabang.

That our policy towards Laos has frequently been short-
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sighted, manipulative, and mismanaged has been well documented
by Dommen and others. But ocur attitude towards the King might
merit an extra comment or two. From the besginning, ws have
totally ignored the potential role that the King might play

in unifying and integrating the country. By failing to support
any genuinely nationalistic movement in Laos and by trying to
create an anti-~communist bastion, the United States has
effectively denied the King any meaningful role. UWhere the
King has stood for political integration, ws have contributed
to the polarization of the country. Where the King has stood
as a link betwsen the psople and the elite, ws have creatsd

a larger gap by the mismanagement of our aid programs. To
some extent these failings have been corrected. But there
remains to be sesn an American policy whersin the King can

play a constructive part.

Effect of Social Disinteagration on the Cultural Systems

Implicit in this paper is the concept that the institu-
tion of Kingship has played a significant role in farming the
attitudes and beliefs wikh which the Lao people viéw their
world. To perhaps a lesser extent this is also true of the
non=Lao minorities. I have tried to distinguish betwsen the
Indian inspired forms of charismatic Kingship and the
indigenous tradition in which the King is more of a patriarch

governing semi-independent territories through an organiza-
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tion of officials. Bscause of the undifferentiated nature
of Lao society, one canmot say that this modsl of Kingship

is sither wholly political or wholly religious. It is a
combination of both. It is Kingship as a cultural system.

In essence it embodies the political-religious qualities
which Prince Damrong of Thailand ascribed to his own countrys
the ideals of toleration, assimilation, and national inde-
pandence. (lales, p. 249} Unlike Thailand, howsver, Laos
has bgen lsss fortunatse. In the light of current avents
these ideals, seem more the result of physical weakness than
they are the product of a moral strength. But perhaps this
very ambiguity may be why thesy are still useful as ideals.
The King, by symbolizing thesse ldsals in his person, has been
able to transform an ignominious situation into gualities
which give people a measurse of pride and identity. It is
iranic that the ons man who everyone thought would be
irrelevant to the political future of the country, has been
the anly one to successfully articulate a meambngful course
of action in the face of war.

The failure of Buddhism to provide any cultural stability
is, quite frankly, a mystery to me. I confess that I know
only the rudimentary facts about the functioning of the
Buddhist religion in lagos. This may explain soms of my
confusion. But others seem as confused as I. It doss appear
that Buddhism has been in a decline for sometime. In ths

middle fifties, Thao Nhouy Abhay wrote a stinging denuncia-
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tion of the Buddhists. (Kingdom of Laos, p. 253) Aside

from accusing the Buddhist monks of lazinsss, dabbling in
politics, and lack of religious discipline, Abhay likened tha
monks to the physicians of Moliere who tried to explain

away the ills of the world through the elaborated recitations
of meaningless formulas in languages that they did not undsr-
stand. Halpern, Sarkisyanz and others have made the suggestion
that Buddhism requires a dynamic and powerful state in order
to be effective. If this view is correct, one need look no
further for the reasons explaining Buddhism's lack of perform=-
ance. Another possibility might be that the Buddhist Sanghs
was organized regionally along lines parallsl to the
Provincial organization. As such it could not perform any
meaningful role in & national sense. Whatever the rsason,
Buddhism has failed to mobilize the Lao population ahd has
been rejected by the non-Lao highland minorities.

Political ideclogies have failed almost as completsly as
religion in providing thes Lao psople with any maaningful
cultural system. Neither communism nor its conservative
imitations have been able to mobilize the population to any
degree. It may well be that a strictly political ideology
will never be successful if it remains strictly political.
Part of the problem rests on the fact that all ths current
ideologies have become the toocls of the traditional regional
glites. Whatever message the ideologies originally had, it
is quite clear that they have it no longer. Ideologies have

become either totally irrelevant to the nseds of the people
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as in the case of the conservatives, or they havs becoms
suspiciously identified with a foreign power as in the case
of the cammunists. To an increasing extent, national integra-
tion has become a question of making the non-Lao highland
people feel that they have a place within the Lao society.
ARs long as the politicel structures are firmly in the hands
of the traditional slites, it is unlikely that they will
initiate any serious programs to broaden the political base
in order to include people who thsy feel that they cannot
fully control, To most lowland Lao, the ideals of political
assimilation and toleration apply only to thaem. When thay
have offered watered-down versions of these ideals to the
non~-Lac minorities in the past, they have hedged ths offer

with conditions so onerous that few non-Lao have responded.

The King as a Symbol of Mational Integration:

In the preceding section I indicated that a strictly
religipus or political approach to the problem of national
integration wguld fail because of the undifferentiated nature
of Lao society. In the place of sither extreme, I suggestsd
that the King is the only institution which can span the gap
between religioés conviction and political action. At this
point, it is appropriate to look mors closely at this super-
wonder institution.

The first impression is not sncouraging. Savang Vathana
ambles about with measured pace, lsthargic in speech and gesture.

Ponderously, he moves through crisis and calm. Though well
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educated in France, the King has yet to reveal himsslf as a
dynamic, charismatic, or progressive leader. He is no
Sihanouk, nor even a Bhoumiphon. But if my conception of
historical Lao Kingship is correct, perhaps it is nsithsr
necessary nor desirsable that he become more like his
neighbor monarchs. Joel Halpern speaks for many Americans in
dismissing the King slong with Buddhism, as being a dying
institution. (p. 56) Furthermore, he belisves that the
communist avowals of laoyalty to the throne and church have
been merely tactical moves which they have nao intention of
following should they come to power. (pp. 58, 93) As the
final stroke to his argument, Mr. Halpern quotes an American
public opinion polle-bringing to mind an almost ludicrous
image of Mr. Gallup hunkering down to a rice bowl in a Lao
village. The poll showed that about one third of the peopls
knew the King's name. This theoretically proved how impotent
a force the King really was. But I tend to interpret it
precisely the reverse. First of all, no onse sver refers to
the King by name for that is a common taboo. He is usually
called Chao Si Vit--Lord of Life. I even think it is
encouraging, after almost a century of increasing ceremonial
isolation, that as many as a third of the psople know the
King's name. Even such a critic as Mr. Halpern is forced to
admit that there is no better known figure in the country.

I have no intention of inflating the King to a position of a

father-figure for all the people. He still has a relatively
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limited geographical and desmographic appeal. But what is
remarkable is that after ysars of being politely ignored and
reduced to responsibilities such as occasional motor circum=
ambulations around Luang Prabang in his blue Chrysler, that
the King is still around and still a force within the country.

Before looking at the symbolic role of the King, it
might be useful to briefly outline the constitutional powers
which he possesses. The Constitution written in 1947, gives
the King somewhat more latitude than that of the normal
constitutional monarch. The most important of hisppowers arej;
to appoint and dismiss the Prime Minister, to dissolve the
National Assembly under certain conditions, to confer military
and givilian rank, to promulgats legislation and treaties,
and to act as the titular head of the armed forces. Ths
King's functions are not inconsiderable, but neither do they
give him any actual power to change a given course of political
action. He is involved but not responsiblse.

If the King of Laos can be said to have power, it 1s
in his symbolic position to embody the ideals and stand for
the essence of 21l that is Lao. In the rare times that the
King has spoken, he has attempted to establish a position,
independsnt of foreign powers, which all Lao can accept.

The physical '"sacred and inviolable" character of the
King's person is proclaimed by the Constitution. But it is
more than a paper guarantes. It extends beyond his person to

include things and people within his patronage. The mere



25

presence of the King or the Crown Prince has a most calming
effect upon the endemic political in fighting that thrives in
Vientians. 0On at least one occasion, a plan to overthrow

the government was dropped because the King was visiting ths
administrative capital. This kind of effect has led many Lao
te believe that the political instability will cease only
when the King takes over full control of the government.

Inviolability also extends to the entire city of Luang
Prabang. This clearly derives from the traditional belief
that the capital--in this case the royal capital--was the magic
center of the universe. There is a story-~perhaps
apochryphal-=that when the communist forces were within
striking distance of Luang Prabang in 1953, Prince Souphan-
nouvong threatened immediate death to anyone who attacked the
royal city while the King was still in residence. Less dramatic
but perhaps more meaningful, has been the acceptance of Luang
Prabang as the one place in Laos where leaders can mest--
regardless of ethnic or politieal background--and he assured
that asthing untoward will befall them.

T do not think that I nesd smphasize again that it is
the religious efficacy of the institution of Kingship that
gives Savang Vathana much of his symbolic pouwer. Further=-
more, I confess that I do not know enough about the rituals
of Kingship to speak knowledgeably on the subject. There is

no Lao equivalent to Wales' Siamese State Cersmoniss. Tha

King is the "High Protector® of the Buddhist state religlon,
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but ons gets the distinct impression from accounts of the
New Year celebrations that many of the ceremonies and
rituals are animistic in origin. Insofar as these beliefs
are shared by all the people of Laos, the role of the King as
the symbolic purveyor of fertility is of enormous importance.
The remaining source of the King's symbolic powsr is
his position among the non-Lao minorities. This is the most
important point and ons where Halpern and others have besn
completely wrong. Far from being an empty institution forced
upon them from above, 1 believe that the minorities sse
the King=-and to a lesser extent the lower royalty--as being
their only friends in the Mekong River valley. Part of the
reason, as I have tried to point out, is that the institu-~
tion of the King fits in very closely to an ancisnt pattern
of social organizstion common to virtually all the tribes. In
saying this, I do not wish to get involved, as did Hocart,
over whether the idea of common forms of kingship is a result
of historical divergence or convergence. The other factor
contributing to the King's symbolic power among the minorities
is that allegiance to the King is a far less volitile channel
to integration than any direct assault on the political
bastions of power elite. Loyalty to King is like Motherhoode-

no one can afford to knock it.
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The Future Role of ths King:

If until now I have teetered perilously closs to
conjecture, in what follows I completely lose balance. There
are so many things that could happen that any prediction is
all but guaranteed to be proven wrong. I make several
assumptions. First, the internal situation will remain
confused and vislent. International pressures to keep Lagps a
buffer state will prevent the complete domination by any onse
side. Second, the physical institution of the King will remain
roughly as it is~-i.e. his powers and position. There are
other qualifications that might be made, but perhaps those
above ars sufficient.

As the internal political forces have become increasingly
polarized arcund the international extremes, the position
of the King will become more prominent as the institution
that provides the only link betwsen them. In order to give
a semblence of strength to this stance, the Lao will turn to
their myths and history for appropriate parallels. The name
of the country may well be changed back to its original name,
Lan Xang. The french~given name of Laos has no historical
meaning. The hero-kings of the past may well be resurrsctesd
and dusted off to give the Savang Vathana's quixotic armour
some additional polish. Tﬂa former Kings, Sam Sene Thai and
Souligna Vongsa, would be suitable models for a revitalistic
movement to shore up the position of the King. Conceiveably,

the King mighi initiate an irrendentist claim to the former
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Lao territories in northeast Thailand. In short, I believe
that the King--or those around ths King--will attempt to
portray the menarchy as the one institution that has not sold
out or been taken over by forsign powers.
Internally, I would think that the King will resist
any efforts to be drawn closer to the political intrigues
of Vientiane. The chances of a Laotian Sihanouk are slight.
However, to resstablish the traditional hierarchical pattern,
the King may resurrect the title of Viceroy, or Second King,
who historically took care of the administration and the
fighting., In fact, the current relationship with Souvanna
Phouma is almost that. Ffurthermore, as the Vieceroy was
usually a member of the royal family of Vientiane, Souvanna
would be thse logical choice fof the title. In connection
with this reasssrtion of royal position, the balance bstween
Viehtiane and Luang Prabang will shift in favor of the latter.
Long dormant ceremonies of alleglance may be reinstituted
and increased importance given to the annual oath-drinking
rituals, To counter any criticism about a return to
absolutism, the concept of an Yelected" King may be revived.
This custom is common today among various tribes and apparently
was practiced by the Lao before the advent of Indian influence.
The Constitution grandly proclaims that, "all the people
regardless of race are lLao citizens." But to the non-Lao
minorities, it is clsar that most Lao hardly consider them
as human beings much less citizens. As earlier indicated,

the survival of Laos as a country will rest in large part
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whether these people can find a place within the Lao socisty.
In attempting to accomplish this, the Lac King may make his
most significant contribution. In the early 1960's the King
began to visit the highland areas for the first time. Most
important of these visits has heen his annual appsarance at
the flec New York ceremonies in Xieng Khouang Province. Up=-
wards of fifteen to twenty thousand pesople attend these
ceremonies and the evident emotion on both sides indicates
that it iz more than an empty ritual. To people who have
falt that they have no status within the Lao system, the visit
of the King is interprasted as a sign that the future might

be better. Pather dramatic proof of this faith is that

the powerful anti-communist minority guerrilla forces that
have been developed in Xieng Khouang often claim that they
are fighting for the King rather than for the Vientiane
governmant. I balieve it all but certain that the King will
try to strengthen these ties to the non-Lao people. Increased
visits, education, and the creation of a minority institute
in Luang Prabang under the aegis of the King might be

logical expectations. 1In conclusion, one might hope that out
of a socisty fragmented by tradition and war, the Lao King
will succeed in nroviding the over-arching gthos to ksep it

all together until other institutions can be developed.
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