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The objective of this research is to study the origin and the meaning of “Lao”,
some perceptions and attitudes toward “Lao” in Thai society and historical context
affecting to these perceptions. The result demonstrates that perceptions of “Lao” in Thai
society could be categorized in three major notions, which are

Firstly, this perception derives from the original meaning as found in Sukhothai
period that “Lao” was used to praise a powerful man.

Secondly, this perception derives from interrelationships between states as
found in Ayutthaya period, Thonburi period and early Rattanakosin period, which had
complex liaisons through kinships, army alliances and competitors in conflict of interest.
“Lao” was used to call two groups of people: one inhabited in the northern area upward
from Uttaradit (Lao Lan Na) and the other inhabited on the left side of Menam Kong’s
plateau (Lao Lan Chang). In Ayutthaya period, the attitude toward Lao Lan Na was
contempt, drawing from its opponent in wars claiming over Sukhothai, while the attitude
toward Lao Lan Chang was esteem. In the early Rattanakosin period, however, the
relationship between Laotian settlements and Siamese court had became in a good
state from inter-marriages until the rebel caused by Chao Anuwong (Prince Anuwong) in
the reign of Rama Il since then the perceptions and attitudes toward Lao Lan Chang
was drastically changed to contempt and hostility.

Thirdly, this perception derives from the assimilation under nation-state ideal in
the reign of Rama V. Western colonization urged Siam to pay more attention to Laotian
settlements on both sides of Menam Kong's plateau, operating by arranging land
properties and appointing high officials to regulate. After losing the right to claim over
the left side of Menam Kong's plateau in 1893, Siamese government created a new

perception that people living in Lan Na as well as those living on the right side of Menam



Kong’s plateau (Lao E-saan) were not Laotian but Siamese. Siamese government also
took a caution on the French government trying to claim the right over E-saan territory. In
the reign of Rama VI, the incident of the First World War caused complications for Siam
to govern multi ethnicities on both sides of Menam Kong'’s plateau. People in Lan Na
and on the right side of Menam Kong'’s plateau felt that they were not loyal subjects to
the Kingdom of Siam so the government used education system to install a new
perception and attitude that these people were ethnic Thais not Laotian. Whereas the
lost claim on the left side of Menam Kong’s plateau, instead Siamese government fully
competed with the French for trade benefits. In the reign of Rama VI, the perception
and attitude toward Lao Lan Na turned to homeland insecurity that needs the king to
retain the territory by visiting monthon Payup in the North. Even though Laotians on the
right side of Menam Kong's plateau were accepted as Siamese, most Thais looked
down at Laotians as lazy, mild-headed, easy-to-rule and underdeveloped traits. On the
other hand, Laotians on the left side of Menam Kong’s plateau stilled a thorn in Siam’s
side as found in the democratic election brought by the French government as well as
the communist movement in Indochina, both were threatened to the ideal of Siam’s
absolute monarchy.

Nowadays these perceptions of “Lao” still continue in Thai society. Normally,
Thais call people living in E-saan territory as “Lao” the same as calling Laotians living in
Lao People’s Democratic Republic because they have came from the same roots of
ancestors moving across Menam Kong River and share the same culture, religious

beliefs and language.
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