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Reflection of Laos Society in Poetry

Pornsawan Suwannathada

The Lao People’s Democratic Republic is a very close neighboring
country of Thailand which used to be a part of the Thai Kingdom. Its people
share beliefs, cultural forms and religion similar to those of the Thais and the
Lanna people in northern Thailand.

When the country changed from an absolute monarchy to a socialist
government, a research study on poetry was published in a very famous and
well-received periodical, “Wannasin,” during the period 1997-2002. The
research found that the poems written during that period reflected certain
characteristics, which can be divided into two groups: the ideal of building the
nation, and the changes in economy, society and politics.

1. The ideal of building the nation
1.1 The ideal of being a good citizen

Poetry was used as a tool to build people’s conscience and to
teach them the qualities of good citizenship, such as being hard working and
tolerant.

1.1.1 Patriotism

During this period poets described the feeling of love toward one’s
beloved, which is normally considered a form of writing for enjoyment or
entertainment. But in every love poem found in this study, there is always the
idea of patriotism, fostering a feeling of responsibility for society and the
nation. Besides, many pieces of writing involve the subject of the love of Lao
men toward Viethamese women, which clearly is metaphor for a strong bond
between these two countries.
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1.1.2 Careers

According to the poets, the most important and highly respected
jobs were teaching, government service and farming.

1 Teaching - It is the career most frequently mentioned in the
poems. This is because the goal of teaching is to create good citizens for the
society. It is a highly praised job as it requires sacrifice, patience and hard
work, despite the fact that the salary is quite low. An ideal teacher is expected
to be skilled in both academic knowledge and teaching ability, as well as to be
disciplined and democratic.

2 Government service - Government officials work directly for the
government to develop the country. Most of the poems talk about how to
behave properly as a good official; examples include the proper conduct of
leaders toward subordinates and the proper conduct of the subordinates to
leaders.

3 Farming - In Laos, agriculture is completely dependent on the
location. Most people who live in low lying land are rice farmers, fishermen
and vegetable farmers. People who live in the highlands are known as “Laos
Sung”. They earn their living by cutting down the forest area for temporary
plantation. The poets try to respond to the government’s policy by
encouraging the idea of saving the forest.

1.2 The ideal of politics

Laos is ruled by a single-party government. Poets devoted their
poems to the government’s administration policy in order to educate people.
They also discussed heroes who played significant roles in protecting the
nation in the past, such as P.M. Graisorn Promwiharn and Uncle Noo Hak.
Moreover, the poets sometimes review the history of the Lao army, which later
was developed into the “State Party” in 1930. At the present time, Laos has
elections and poets persuade people to exercise their vote by supporting good
candidates to work for the country.
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1.3 Ideal of Religion
Laos is a Buddhist society. Even though the ruling system has
changed, people retain strong beliefs in Buddhism. Temples are still the
center of the community and play important roles, especially in education.
Monks also continue to play very important roles in community development,
particularly in teaching morals and ethics.

2. Changes in the Economy, Society and Politics
2.1 Social Infrastructure Development
Laos still lacks efficient transportation as there are few highways
in the country. The poets dream about a convenient road along the River Soj
to help facilitate the activities of people who live on the both sides of the river
bank.
2.2 Economic Expansion
The poets describe villages located near the Mekong River, where
the land is fertile and suitable for growing vegetables and other kinds of cash
plants such as corn, sugar cane, watermelon, taro, mung beans and eggplant.
2.3 Social Conduct and Values
The poets emphasize the importance of education. They also
support and promote higher education based on the belief that education will
increase opportunities for the young generation to have better lives than their
parents who have to work hard in the fields. Apart from education, the poetry
also mentions high expectations for Lao women, who are supposed to
observe proper Lao conduct as reflected through their traditional costumes
and manners. Lao men are expected to be devoted to their study and become
good citizens in the future.
2.4 Social Movements after Political Changes
Laos entered the new era in 1997 and technology has become
important to society. Television is one of the most popular media. Laos is
influenced by neighboring countries from which it receives TV signals. The
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country is now more open for tourists from all around the world which
inevitably influence local people at some level. Many changes can be
observed, both good and bad. For example, Lao young adults are now more
exposed to drugs and alcohol. Some are facing problems with AIDS because
of lack of information about the disease. In addition, in the capital city traffic is
becoming a major problem because people do not follow the traffic rules. All of
these problems are mentioned in the poems.

To sum up, Laos is determined to build a strong nation and its poets
attempt to cultivate a positive attitude of people toward the nation and the new
ruling system by encouraging them to be good citizens and to be honest in
carrying out their duties. In terms of reflections of society, economy and
politics, there is an attempt to develop the country in all aspects:
transportation, the standard of living, preservation of culture and traditions,
and disease prevention. Lao people nowadays are expecting a future of
prosperity and moral integrity as a concrete product of the government’s
attempt to build a strong nation.
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