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The Lao PDR is an ethnically and linguistically diverse country, with the most
ethnically diverse population of mainland Southeast Asia. Not only are they diverse
in cultural and linguistic terms, they are just as diverse in their adaptive responses
to the natural and social environment in which they live with livelihood systems
ranging from hunting and gathering, to various forms of swidden farming in the
uplands and wet-rice farming in the plains. Therefore many of the socio-economic
characteristics depicted in this atlas can only be fully understood when we are able
to relate them to the respective ethnic groups and their religion.

Ethnic classification in the Lao PDR is highly challenging and has led to many
lengthy discussions among scholars. The various Lao peoples have officially been
grouped primarily by language and location into one of three categories: Lao
Loum (“Low Lao"), Lao Theung (“Upper Lao"), and Lao Soung (“High Lao"). How-
ever for a better reflection of the intricacy of the country's cultural diversity, the
maps presented in this atlas follow a linguistic identification. First, a depiction of
the four ethno-linguistic families is presented, and then the maps show ten ethno-
linguistic sub-groups or categories. These classifications are explained in detail on
the following pages. Table 6 below provides the first overview of these classifica-
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tions and their relation to the groups officially recognised by the Lao Front for
National Construction (LFNC).

Ethno-linguistic | Ethno-linguistic | Ethnic
families categories groups
Lao-Tai 1. Lao Lao
(Tai-Kadai) - - -
2. Tai-Thay Phou Thay ; Tai; Nyouan; Lue; Yang; Sek; Tai
Neua; Lao (in Houaphanh, Xiengkhuang,
Borikhamxay, Vientiane Province, Hinboun
District in Khammouane)
Mon-Khmer 3. Khmuic Khmou; Pray; Ksing Moul (Sing Moun);
(Austro- Phong in Huaphanh, Xiengkhuang,
asiatic) Vientiane Province; Théne; Oe Dou;
Kri (Xayabury)
4. Palaungic Lamet; Bit; Sam Tao
5. Katuic Katang; Makong; Tri;Ta Oy; Katu; Kriang;
Souay; Pacoh
6. Bahnaric- Jrou (Laven); Triang; Ye'; Brao; Halak; Oy;
Khmer Cheng; Sadang; Nya ; Heun; Lavi; Khmer
7. Vietic Toum; Ngouan; Meuang; Kri (except in Xay-
abury); Phong (except Phong assigned to
Khmuic);
Sino-Tibetan 8. Tibeto-Burman | Akha; Singsily; Lahu; Sila; Hanyi; Lolo; Ho
Hmong-Mien 9. Hmong Hmong
10. Mien Lu Mien

Table 6: Grouping of the ethno-linguistic families and categories relating to the 49 groups officially
recognised by the Lao Front for National Construction (LFNC).
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The Lao Front for National Construction (LFNC) is the organisation charged with
implementing the Party and Government's ethnic policy. They have classified the
ethnic groups of the Lao PDR, following international practice, into four ethno-
linguistic families: Lao-Tai (Tai-Kadai); Mon-Khmer (Austro-asiatic);

Hmong-Mien (Hmong-Yao, Miao-Yao); and Sino-Tibetan (mostly Tibeto-Burman).
The LFNC currently recognises 49 ethnic groups and some 160 seng or subcatego-
ries. Classification by ethno-linguistic family replaces the earlier practice of refer-
ring to ethnic groups as Lao Loum, Lao Theung and Lao Soung (Low Lao, Upper
Lao, and High Lao) which was in place officially until the ratification of the Con-
stitution in 1991. These former categories corresponded roughly to Lao-Tai, Mon-
Khmer, and Hmong-Mien/Sino-Tibetan respectively. Today, official practice requires
the use of one of the 49 ethnic groups or categories.

Technically the term ethno-linguistic indicates that the categorisation of a group
is based on self-identification as a distinct group, with language as the main char-
acteristic of identification. The assignment of the subcategories in the official list,
however, does not necessarily follow ethno-linguistic criteria. So many categories,
for example Lao, include groups that by ethno-linguistic criteria are closer to
Phou Thay. (This problem has been corrected on Map F3.)

The map presents the spatial distribution of the four ethno-linguistic families.
Each dot corresponds to 100 persons of the respective family. Each family occupies
a rather distinctive geographical region. The clearest demarcation is shown by the
Sino-Tibetan family while that of the Mon-Khmer is the most widely dispersed
across the north and south. The very detailed patterns of spatial coincidence oc-
curring mainly around provincial capitals and along main axes of transportation
are of the greatest interest. For example, the Lao-Tai groups populate the main
communication axes to build majorities in towns of the north and also the east of
the country, even in regions where normally other ethnic groups are in the major-
ity. A similar pattern of settling along transportation networks and nodes can be
observed with Hmong-Mien people. This phenomenon could be related to more
recent migration activities. On the other hand, the insert showing an enlargement
of Vientiane Capital puts migration and the mixture of ethnic groups into perspec-
tive. It is interesting to see how the city is still dominated by Lao-Tai and that the
few mainly Hmong-Mien migrants cluster into the same few villages. These spatial

patterns of overlay are analysed in more detail on Map F.3.
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The same ethnic classification, namely that of the four main ethno-linguistic
families, used in the previous map (Map F.1) is presented here. However, this map
shows only the main ethno-linguistic family in terms of people for each village. This
therefore allows the identification of the numbers of people in the village belong-
ing to a particular majority group. If the village is populated by only one ethno-lin-
guistic family (more than 99% of the population), the colour is dark. If the village
is populated by one group accounting for more than 80%, the colour tone is light.
This means that there are other ethno-linguistic families in the village but they do
not account for more than 20% of the village population. Finally, there are villages
coloured light grey, which are perhaps the most interesting. In these villages, there
is no one ethno-linguistic family that accounts for more than 80%. This means that
there is a significant mixture of at least two ethno-linguistic groups.

On first sight the map reveals that a single ethno-linguistic family still dominates
in the majority of villages, or in other words, that there is a considerable segrega-
tion of villages by ethnicity. According to the results of the National Population
and Housing Census of 2005, only one ethno-linguistic family live in 43% of all
villages while another 45% of villages are dominated by one ethno-linguistic fam-
ily accounting for more than 80% of the village population, and only 12% of the
villages show a significant mix of at least two ethno-linguistic families. Of further
interest is the fact that of the four ethno-linguistic families those of the Tai-Kadai
and the Mon-Khmer are more likely to live in mixed villages than are the other two

families.

The map also allows the identification of three interesting spatial patterns. First,
it shows the main regions where a particular ethno-linguistic family dominate in
many adjacent villages. Second, it shows those regions where different ethno-
linguistic groups live in mixed villages. This is the case in the southern part of
Huaphanh Province and is generally more pronounced in the north of the country,
whereas the geographical demarcation of ethnic groups in the south seems to be
clearer. Third, the pattern of villages coloured white follows the road network and
partly follows the urban areas. This could be an indication of higher migration
rates but also of policy-induced relocation or merging of villages. It is interesting to
compare this pattern with maps in the section on migration.
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Ethno-linguistic classification in international academic terms includes classi-
fication below the level of family. Thus each of the four main families contains a
number of branches and subgroups that are recognised by specialists.

The map represents the ethnic classification broken down by branches. Lao-Tai is
divided into Lao and Tai-Thay; Mon-Khmer is divided into Palaungic, Khmuic,
Vietic, Katuic and Bahnaric; Hmong-Mien is divided into Hmong (Hmongic) and
Mien (Mienic); and Sino-Tibetan (Tibeto-Burman) is not broken down because of its
very small numbers. Also, in the far southwest district of Mounlapamok of
Champasak province, there are several Khmer and Souay villages that are not dif-
ferentiated from Bahnaric.

These ten branches have considerable cultural relevance. For example, the
Mienic branch of Hmong-Mien is comprised of two main subgroups, Lu Mien and
Kim Moun, both of which are Taoists, while the Hmongic branch groups are heavily
influenced by Confucianism.

The Tai-Thay branch includes all of the Lao-Tai subcategories in the official
classification except for Lao, Yooy, and Kaleung. It may then be seen on the map
that the ethnic Lao distribution basically follows the Nam Ou river in the north of
Phongsaly Province to Luangprabang, and then down along the Mekong to
Cambodia in the far south. The Tai-Thay groups are all found further inland with
the exception of the Lue found in the far northwest or near the upper Mekong.
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This map is quite similar to Map F.2 as it also depicts the main ethnic group of
each village, and indicates the percentage of the total village population which
belongs to this majority group. In contrast to Map F.2, the categorisation does not
follow the four main ethno-linguistic families but rather the 10 ethno-linguistic
subgroups presented in Map F.3.

Again, villages in which one category accounts for more than 99% of the popu-
lation are coloured in dark shades; those villages where one category accounts for
more than 80% are in lighter shades, and villages that are composed of at least

two categories are coloured in light grey.

The three main patterns identified in Map F.3 can also be found on this map.
This indicates that the predominant ethnic segregation of villages is not a phe-
nomenon at the level of ethno-linguistic families but rather of the specific ethnic
groups. In other words ethnic groups do not very often live together in the same
village, even if they are part of the same ethno-linguistic category or family. Again,
the villages coloured in white are an important exception to this observation. Their
spatial distribution along roads and around province or district capitals suggests
that this ethnic mixture is a more recent phenomenon.
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In the National Population and Housing Census of 2005 religion was defined
as any spiritual system with written doctrines. According to this definition only
Buddhism, Christianity, Baha'i and Islam are therefore identified as religions. It is
therefore perplexing that other religions, for example Hinduism, do not appear,
nor does Taoism practised by Mien and Moun ethnic groups, nor Confucianism
practiced by Chinese and Vietnamese immigrants.

The map hence contains only five categories: Buddhism, Christianity, Baha'i,
Islam and other. It can be seen however, that spatially, ‘other’ is larger or at least as
large as Buddhism, even if only 31% of the population are reported as belonging

to this category.

Thus it might be suggested that a more appropriate term for the ‘other’ cat-
egory would be Animism. The majority of non-Lao ethnic groups are essentially
Animists whose spiritual universes are divided between the spirits of the land and
those of their ancestors, but of course there is much diversity in the way in which
these beliefs are practiced.

In actual fact, the officially defined religions of the Lao PDR are highly syncretic.
Buddhism contains mixtures of Animism, Brahmanism, and, depending on the loca-
tion, influences from the Mahayana as well as the Theravada doctrines. Catholics
may also continue to worship ancestral spirits. The Animistic practices of many of
the Tai groups such as Tai Dam, also utilise a written language so they would need

to be redefined or placed in an anomalous in-between category.

In future censuses, since religion is a socially important cross-cutting category, it
would be good to have more detail represented in the categories to give a better
idea of such highly diverse circumstances.
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This map follows the representation used in Maps F.2 and F.4 showing the main
religion of each village. Dark colours are used to show where all villagers belong to
the same religious group, lighter colours to show villages where more than 80% of
the population belong to one religious group, and finally the pink colours are used
for villages composed of a least two important religious groups.

As in the preceding Map F.6 we can observe the high predominance of people
reporting to be Buddhists or belonging to the category ‘other’. As explained in
Map F.6 this category corresponds largely to Animism which is the main belief of

non-Lao ethnic groups.

The map confirms the close relationship between religion and ethnic groups as
shown in the general spatial pattern related to the distribution of ethno-linguistic
families in Map F.2. Setting aside the main settlement regions of the Lao and
Tai-Thay, it is interesting to find that their presence along road networks and in
provincial and district towns is reflected by the high rates of Buddhism shown on
the map. However as soon as we leave these central areas and move towards more
peripheral and rural areas, Animism becomes the dominant belief. The villages
where both Animism and Buddhism co-exist are quite abundant and heterogene-

ously distributed across the country.

Finally, the map also shows the very small number of villages where more than
80% of the people are Christians. Islam does not seem to find a majority in any of

the villages.
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