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The P e o ~ l e  2nd t h e  ~ r e a : l  

The Meo people sp read  over  t h e  mountain areas of m u c h  of South- 
2 a s t  A s i a .  "The ?11iao, a mountain dwel l ing  people  i lz South and 
F e s t  China, c o n s t i t u t e  one o f  t h e  l a r g e s t  z b o r i g i n a l  groups o f  
South China, numbering i n  t h e  m i l l i o ~ s .  " 2  I n  North etnam the 
Zeo number a b o u t  60,000,3 i n  Thai land a few thousand':' and " i l l  

Laos they l i v e  s c a t t e r e d  i n  h i g h  mountain a r e a s  and a r e  s a i d  t o  
number about 50 ,000."5  

The 31eo a r e  i n  t h e  p rocess  o f  d r i f t i n g  southward. S ince  they 
a r e  s u c l ~  v a s t  numbers and y e t  have no t e r r i t o r y  o f  t h e i r  own, 
they have been a s t a t e  o f  u n r e s t  f o r  c e n t u r i e s . 6  Roux, who has  
followed t h e  development o f  Meo h i s t o r y  i n  Indoch ina ,  s t a t e s :  
"I t  seems, i f  one can jud.ge by t h e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  which they 
( t h e  Xeo) have c a r r i e d  t o  t h e  t e r r a i n  during t h e  f o r t y  y e a r s  
t h a t  I have fo l lowed  thec1,that t h e i r  f i rs t  m i g r a t i o n s  do n o t  
go beyond 120 t o  140 y e a r s .  Those who were a l r e a d y  ' v i l l a g e  
e l d e r s , '  some o f  whom were o v e r  f o r t y  y e a r s  o f  age ,  inComed me 
t h a t  - t h e i r  f a t h e r s  came from t h e  extreme west o f  t h e  Chinese 
province o f  ' Sze-Tchouan' f r o m  t h e  e a s t e r n  s l o p e s  of t h e  
Himalayas,"7 T h i s  would g i v e  c redence  t o  s t a t e m e n t s  of  t h e  
x r i t e r f s  i.nformants t h z t  t h e i r  a n c e s t o r s  f irst  e n t e r e d  Xieng 
Khouang P r o v i n c e  about  a c e n t u r y  ago. 

Xieng IChouang P r o v i n c e  i s  l o c a t e d  i n  n o r t h e r n  ~ a o s . ~  The pro- 
~ r i n c i a l  c a p i t a l  %vhich c a r r i e s  t h e  same name i s  l o c a t e d  about  
193.5 degrees  e a s t  o f  Greenwich and about 19  degrees  n o r t h  of 
t h e  equator .  The province i s  l a r g e l y  a p l a t e a u  o f  about 4000 
f e e t  a l t i t u d e  surrounded by mountains  which r i s e  1000 t o  5000 
f e e t  above t h e  p l a t e a u .  

~ O U X  s t a t e s  t h a t  an es t ima ted  30,000 l.'leo l ived. i n  t h e  e a s t e r n  
p a r t  of t h e  P r o v i n c e  of Xieng Khouang i n  1920.9 I t  i s  n o t  sur -  
p r i s i n g ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  a r e c e n t  e s t i m a t e  (1959) p laced  t h e  
number of  Meo i n  t h e  e n t i r e  p r o v i n c e  2s 45,000. Th i s  e s t i m a t e  
w a s  g iven i n  c o n v e r s a t i o n  by t h e  L a o t i a n  governor .  

I n  t h e  'I 'rovince of Xieng Khouang t h e r e  i s  a g e n e r a l  c l a s s i f i c a -  
t i o a  of t h e  t h r e e  major e t h n i c  groups  according t o  t h e  t o t o -  
graphy : 

Lao. The Lao l i v e  p r i n c i p a l l y  i n  r i v e r  v a l l e y s ,  where they carry on i r r i g a t e d  wet r i c e  c u l t u r e .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h i s  s t a p l e  
c rop ,  they grow tobacco,  s t r a w  f o r  making t h a t c h e d  r o o f s ,  and 
d i v e r s  minor c r o p s .  They know some c r a f t s ,  such  as p o t t e r y  
making and weaving, bu t  very few o f  t h e i r  number approach t h e  
s t a t u s  of s p e c i a l i s t s .  The Lao l i v e  i n  e l e v a t e d  bamboo o r  



wooden houses wi th  tha tched  r o o f s .  A very few l i v e  i n  b e t t e r  
houses 1;nth p l a s t e r e d  vralls ad t i l e  r o o f s .  These a r e  u s u a l l y  
governnent o f f i c i a l s  and merchants .  

. - The Lao a r e  - p o l i t i c 2 l l j r  6ominmt :n Laos, 3ut mairztain o n l y  a 
narrow margin o f  a u t h o r i t y  in Xieng Khouang. They 2 r e  B u d d h i s t i c ,  
m d  t h e i r  s t r o n g  adkerence t o  t h e i r  r e l i g i o n  i s  a cohes ive  
i n t e g r a t i v e  f o r c e  i n  their s o c i e t y .  ?:lost n a l e s  spend some y e a r s  
i n  t h e  "pagodas" i n  s tudy .  The Lao s o c i e t y  and c u l t u r e  appears  
we l l  i n t e g r a t e d  wi th  no major  s t r e s s  o r  u n s a t i s f i e d  needs  be ing  
evidenced. 

Xhmu: The I(hmu, v~ho a r e  l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  f o o t h i l l s ,  c a r r y  on 
both  wet r i c e  farming and mountain r i c e  h o r t i c u l t u r e .  They 
l i v e  i n  houses which resemble t h e  Lao i n  s t y l e  b u t  which a r e  
g e n e r a l l y  of bamboo, and l e s s  durab le .  

The Khmu a r e  dec ided ly  a ~ o l i t i c a l  m i n o r i t y .  They g i v e  l i t t l e  
i n d i c a t i o n  of a t t e m p t i n g  o r  d e s i r i n g  t o  a t t a in  p o l i t i c a l  au- 
tonomy o r  p o l i t i c a l  r e c o g n i t i o n .  

. . . t h e  Ichmu show s i g n s  of  d e t e r i o r a t i o n  and d i s i n t e g r a -  
t i o n .  The gongs and j a r s  of  tremendous v a l u e  vhich  a r e  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t r i b a l  peoples  i n  s o u t h e a s t  A s i a ,  and 
which a r e  remembered as a p a r t  of  Xhmu c u l t u r e  o f  t h e  
p a s t ,  a r e  v i r t u a l l y  gone. I n  a l l  of  s o u t h e a s t  A s i a  t h e s e  
gongs and j a r s  a r e  a f o c a l  p o i n t  o f  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  cul -  
t u r e .  They a r e  symbols of  p r e s t i g e  and weal th .  The f ~ c t  
t h a t  they have d i sappeared  among t h e  Ichmu, and t h a t  
apparen t ly  n o t h i n g  h a s  r ep laced  them, i s  c e r t a i n l y  o f  
s i g n i f i c a n c e .  1 0  

The ichmu, v~ho have borrowed much from t h e  Lao, have n o t  adoptea  
Buddhism. They have a form of  animism. 

1:Ieo: - The 1:Ieo a r e  u s u a l l y  l o c a t e d  h igh  on t h e  f l a n k s  o f  t h e  
mou:ltains but  j u s t  belovr t h e  s u m m i t .  Thei r  c u l t u r e  i s  des- 
c r i b e d  i n  g r e a t e r  d e t a i l  below, b u t ,  a few i t e m s  a r e  
a t  t h i s  p o i n t  f o r  co~npar i son  with t h e  Lao 2nd I(hrnu.1 fiVen 
The 1.1eo engage p r i m a r i l y  i n  " s l a s h  and burn" a g r i c u l t u r e .  Dry 
mountain r i c e  i s  t h e i r  s t a p l e  food. T h e i r  homes of  rough 
wooden boards a r e  b u i l t  on t h e  ground. Corn and some v e g e t a b l e s  
a r e  grown, but  they  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  knovm f o r  t h e i r  p r o d u c t i o n  
o f  opium. 

The Fee appear  t o  have maintained a h i g h e r  degree  o f  s o c i a l  and 
p o l i t i c a l  so1idar i -Q t h a n  t h e  Khmu. I n  t h e  m a t e r i a l  c u l t u r e ,  
t h e  1:Ieo h a ~ r e  r e t a i n e d  t h e i r  d i s t i n c t i v e  d r e s s ,  a r e  r e l u c t a n t  
t o  use  t h e  o f f i c i a l  l o c a l  cur rency,  and p e r s i s t  i n  t h e i r  t r a d i -  
t i o n a l  h a b i t a t .  I n  t h e  a b s t r a c t  and s u b j e c t i v e  rea lm,  t h e  Keo 



cont inue  i n  an a c u t e  consc iousness  o f  !Aeo s o c i e t y  and c u l t u r e ,  
and r e f l e c t  t h i s  consc iousness  i n  t h e i r  r i g i d  r e f u s a l  t o  adopt  
f r e e l y  elements o f  Lao c u l t i r r e .  

. - 
Minor Z t l ~ n i c  G r o u ~ s :  :!ith r a re  e x c e p t i o n ,  t h e  minor e t h n i c  
groups o f  t h e  p rov ince  a r e  l o c a t e d  i n  o r  n e a r  Xieng Khouang 
town .  The toun,  w i t h  a p o p u l a t i o n  o f  about 1 , 5 0 0  p e o p l e ,  s e r v e s  
as t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  and c o m r e r c i a l  c e n t e r  f o r  t h e  p rov ince .  
Vietnamese a r t i s a n s ,  Chinese t r a d e r s ,  I n d i a n  c l o t h  merchants ,  
and r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  o f  Western c u l t u r e s  may be  found i n  town. 
The wes tern  c u l t u r a l  i n f l u e n c e  i s  c a r r i e d  on by t h o s e  who 
r e p r e s e n t  Western governments,  s e r v e  as m i s s i o n a r i e s ,  o p e r a t e  
t h e  o f f i c e  o f  a commercial a i r l i n e ,  and a few l e g i o n n a i r e s  vrho 
have s e t t l e d  i n  t h e  a r e a  as r a n c h e r s  o r  a r t i s a n s .  

S i n c e  t h i s  paper  w i l l  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  1.Ieo v~ho l i v e  i n  t h e  genera l  
proximity of Xieng Khouang tov.n, t h e  w r i t e r  f e e l s  i t  worth- 
whi le  t o  g i v e  j u s t  a b r i e f  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  a r e a .  The most 
prominent b u i l d i n g  i n  t h e  town w a s  a huge p a l a t i a l  s t r u c t u r e  
which served  as t h e  r e s i d e n c e  f o r  t h e  French Counse l lo r .  The 
Lao t i an  governor ,  e n t i t l e d  ' I  Chao IChoueng, I '  l i v e d  i n  a l a r g e  
b u t  l e s s  knposing home. These and a few o t h e r  b u i l d i n g s  were 
cons t ruc ted  o f  b r i c k  and t i l e .  Such b u i l d i n g s  belonged t o  
o f f i c i a l s ,  t h e  P r e ~ c h  army, u t d  a few l o c a l  b u s i n e s s  men. 
P u b l i c  b u i l d i n g s  c o n s i s t e d  o f  a s c h o o l ,  a h e a l t h  c l i n i c ,  o f f i c e  
b u i l d i n g s  f o r  t h e  government, and t h e  d a i l y  market p a v i l i o n .  
O n l y  one s t r e e t  ran through t h e  town, wi th  t h e  above-mentioned 
b u i d l i n g s  and e i g h t  s m a l l  shops  b e i n g  l o c a t e d  a long  i t s  s i d e s .  

Back of t h e s e  more prominent b u i l d i n g s ,  t h e  g e n e r a l  popu la t ion  
l i v e d  i n  s c a t t e r e d  c l u s t e r s  o f  homesteads. Some such  c l u s t e r s  
might be l i m i t e d  t o  a s i n g l e  e t h n i c  group, whi le  o t h e r s  might 
be i n h a b i t e d  by s e v e r a l  g roups .  The dwel l ings  were o f  any 
a r c h i t e c t u r e  2nd b u i l t  of  m y  combinat ion of  m a t e r i a l s .  One 
sensed t h a t  most o f  t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s  considered t h e i r  r e s i d e n c e s  
t o  be o n l y  temporary.  

Only the  e i g h t h  month f e s t i v a l  and t h e  d a i l y  market s e r v e d  as 
i n t e g r a t i n g  e lements  f o r  t h e  commuriity i n  Xieng IChouang tovm. 
The school  was l i m i t e d  i n  i t s  enrolment ,  and t h e  numerous 
r e l i g i o u s  groups prec luded any  cohes ion  a long  r e l i g i o u s  l i n e s .  

Before t h e  a r r i v a l  o f  t h e  vn- i te r  i n  t h i s  a r e a ,  a r o a d  had been 
maintained from t h e  Coas t  i n  Vinh, Viet-Nam, t o  t h e  b o r d e r  o f  
Thai land.  Th i s  road  passed  th rough  Xieng Khouang. Because of 
d i f f i c u l t i e s  of maintenance d u r i n g  t h e  Communist a c t i v i t i e s ,  
t h i s  road w a s  c l o s e d .  T r a v e l  i n  and o u t  of  t h e  p r o v i n c e  had 
t o  be by 2 l a n e .  A s m a l l  a i r l i n e  o p e r a t e d  t h e  s t u r d y  DC3 plarres 
dur ing  t h e  dry s e a s o n ,  and a s m a l l e r  bush p lane  d u r i n g  t h e  
r a i n y  season.  Communications were made e i t h e r  by l e t t e r  o r  by 
t h e  p u b l i c  w i r e l e s s .  These s e r v i c e s  followed a semblance of 
r e g u l a r i t y ,  b u t  were never  c e r t a i n .  



The ra iny  season  served  t o  i s o l a t e  t h e  a r e a  f o r  t h e  most n a r t ,  
I-l  rails .irere s l i p p e r y  2nd dangerou-s, l a n d s l i d e s  were c o ~ c a ~ n ,  a d  
2.ir t r a v e l  infrequent ;  2uld dangerous .  Often v~eelcs would p a s s  
~ 1 1 t h  p lane  be ing  a b l e  -GO l z l d ,  b ~ t  s u p 2 l i e s  and m a i l  con- 
t inued t o  come -Lo t h e  a r e 2  by s a r s c h u t e .  I n  s h a r p  cofitrasJc, 
tke  szason brouglit much activity i n  tovrn an? even t o  t h e  
remote p a x t s  of -t;b.e ~ r o v i n c e .  F i e l d s  were being c l e z r e d  t o  be 

n kurned off l a t e r .  l ra i ls ,  r o a d s ,  b r i d g e s  and b u i l d i n g s  ?rJere 
r e p a i r e d ,  and merchar t s  competed w i t h  one a o - c h e r  t o  c h a r t s r  
, aaes t o  b r i n g  i r ~  flew s t o c k s  rnd  t o  r e p l e n i s h  t h e i r  s u p p l i e s .  l1 
~ ~ r i c . < s  vrould beg in  t o  drop as s c a r c e  i t ems  b e c m e  p l e n t i f u l  

. - and -;;ne r i c e  was being  h a r v e s t e d .  Never the less ,  a i r  f r e i g h t  
charges nad-e importecl p r o d u c t s  tvro and t h r e e  t imes h i g h e r  t h a n  
p r i c e s  a t  t h e  c o a s t .  People moved abou t ,  and t h e  market b e c m e  

z x c i t i n g  p l a c e  wi th  marly' new i t e m s  appear ing  on t h e  r a c k s .  - 

Such w a s  Xieng Khouang town around which l i v e d  t h e  Xeo, j~a.0, 
zn_d Irlhmu i n  e v e r  widening a r c s .  Except  f o r  some groups  ;-rho had 
m~ver?. i n f o  t enporay j  c u a r t e r s  c l o s e  t o  town, t h e  n e a r e s t  Heo 
-1ij.l-p.ge ;-[as alz hour  2wa7 by t r a i l .  Other  v i l i z g e s  wiicil were 
fli;e days away fro!n Xieilg EThoi-~aflg s t i l l  considered t h e  -town as 
t h e l r  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  and t r a d i n g  c e n t e r .  

Xieng Kllo~iang W ~ S  a l s o  t h e  hone of  a v e r j  important  2;Ie.o 
persocage named 'I''ou1~~. IIe i s  s i n g l e d  o u t  at - th i s  p o i n t  because 
of  h i s  unique p o s i t i o ~ .  Tollby Isras recogr~ ized  by t h e  French 
c o l o n i a l  g o v e r ~ m e n t ,  2nd r~ow i s  recognized  by t h e  icdependent  
Laot ian  goverrxent as  t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of t h e  Meo people.  H e  
i s  highly reisnected by bo th  t h e  governme~tand  h i s  ovm Meo s o c i e t y .  
Touby and t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  governor a r e  c o ~ p a r a t i v e l y  y o w g  men 
artd ma in ta in  a c l o s e  r e l a , t i o n s h i p  o n  bo th  personal  and o f f i c i a l  
l e v e l s .  

Touby h a s  championed t h e  !fie0 people .  l::~liile holding a pos i -  
t i o n  of i n f l u e n c e  l ~ i t h  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  he a l s o  co~mands  t h e  
r e s p e c t ,  conf idence ,  and s u p 2 o r t  o f  t h e  ivleo. He i s  knovm 
througliout t h e  whole a r e a ,  .and t h e  l.!Ieo a r e  quiclc t o  respond t o  
r e q u e s t s  made by  hi^. 

~ u s t  nov~ and when Touby z t t a i n e d  t h i s  s t z t u s  i s  n o t  knovm t o  
t h e  v r i t e r .  ISe l i v e s  next  t o  t h e  Lao governor,  m a i n t a i n s  a 
Yieo m i l i t i a ,  and h a s  been i n f l u e n - t i a l  in having ?Vleo young people  
zdmitted to  t h e  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s .  During Viorld \;.-ar I1 a d  a g a i n  
dur ing  t h e  Communist i n v a s i o n  o f  1953-1953, he w a s  gi-ren a f i e l d  - 
s t a t i o n  bes ide  t h e  French and Lao comm,mders, and through h i s  
Meo m i l i t i a  f u r n i s h e d  t h e  government f o r c e s  vrith almost  uncanny 
i n t e l l i g e n c e  and " g u e r r i l l a "  s u p n o r t .  Perhaps t h e  l a t t e r  i s  a 
f a c t o r  i n  h i s  pr,eser,t " r o l e .  I '  3 0 t h  t h e  French-Lao admin i s t r a -  
tion a d  t h e  @eo people  h a t e d  t h e  Gapanese and Zonmunist f o r c e s .  
n louby helped t o  i n t e g r a t e  t i le two groups  i n  d r i v i n g  ou t  t h e s e  

invaders .  



Today t h e  g0vernmer.t s e e s  Touby as t h e  r e 2 r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  
Me0 and t h e  communicztor between The :.fie0 geople  anci t h e  adminis-  
t r a t i o n .  The Meo s e e  Tou-by from t h e  o t h e r  s i d e ,  as one vho c m  
i n f l u e n c e  t h e  goverrLnent znd communicate t k e  "z ind"  of t h e  F!eo 
t o  t h e  governmel~lt L? an e f f e c t i v e  manner. - Thus Touby a-opears 
t o  be t he  "connect ing lip!:: between t h e  Lao gover-menta l  o r g a n i -  
z a t i o n  and t h e  Fdeo ' s indigenous  p o l i t i c z l  system which e x t e n a s  
only t o  t h e  d i s t r i c t  l e v e l .  I n  e f f e c t ,  t h e  v a r i o u s  d i s t r i c t s  
a r e  now brought t o g e t h e r  i n  a n  o f f i c e  which the2  have no t  
i n s t i t u t e d  but i n  which Touby h a s  been i n s t a l l e d ,  v i t h  power, 
by t h e  government. He i s  i n  a p o s i t i o n  t o  b r i n g  p r e s s u r e  t o  b e a r  
on t h e  government i n  b e h a l f  o f  t h e  Meo, and l i k e w i s e ,  he i s  a b l e  
t o  i n f l u e n c e  t h e  Neo toward adherence  t o  t h e  governmentr s 
programs. For t h e  purpose o f  t h i s  p a p e r ,  t h e  i .vr i ter  c o n s i d e r s  
Touby as t h e  "paramount c h i e f "  of t l ie  Meo i n  Xleng Khouang 
Prov ince .  

Meo S o c i a l  Organiza t ion .  

I t  appears  t h a t  a p a t r i l i n e a l  c l z n  system n o t  an ly  dominates 
Meo s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  but  a l s o  s e r v e s  as a primary i l z t e g r a t i 2 g  
f a c t o r  i n  1,leo c u l t u r e  as a whole.  It 5 u n c t i o c s  i n  a cohes ive  
manner t o  i n t e r r e l a t e  t h e  s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  economic, and re-  
l i g i o u s  a s p e c t s  o f  Meo c u l t u r e .  

The household i s  t h e  b a s i c  u n i t  i n  t h e  J.leo s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e .  
The term "household" must b e  t r e a t e d  sornevtkiat l o o s e l y ,  s i n c e  i t  
need n o t  r e f e r  only t o  t h o s e  who l i v e  In one house. Ra the r ,  i t  
i n c l u d e s  tizose persons who a r e  u n d e r  t h e  a u t h c r i t y  o f  t h e  house- 
h o l d e r .  This means t h a t  a man' s (househo lde r '  s )  household w i l l  
c o n s i s t  of h i s  wife  o r  wives ,  h i s  c h i l d r e n ,  t h e i r  wives and 
c h i l d r e n ;  and poss ib ly  c h i l d r e n  i n  t h e  n e x t  g e n e r a t i o n .  I n  
a d d i t i o n ,  the  household may have a few r e l a t i - c e s  who a r e  t o o  
f e e b l e ,  e i t h e r  phys ica l ly  o r  m e n t a l l y ,  t o  m a i n t a i n  normal r e s -  
p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  and a r e  dependent upon t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s  i n  t h i s  
p a r t i c u l a r  household. 

Members of  a household always c a r r y  t h e i r  c l a n  name i n  ad- 
d i t i o f i  t o  - t h e i r  g iven  names. I h e  c l a n  names g e n e r a l l y  f i n d  t h e i r  
o r i g i n  i n  mythology. Complete s t r a n g e r s  wno a r e  unable  t o  d i s -  
cover  any common ances t ry  b u t  who have t h e  saqe  c l a n  name con- 
s i d e r  each o t h e r  t o  be " c l a n  b r o t h e r s "  and, consequent ly ,  
observe  any f o r m a l i t i e s  o r  b e h a v i o r  which a r e  t h e r e f o r e  incum- 
ben t  upon then .  

Members of t h e  same l i n e a a e  r e f e r  t o  one a n o t h e r  i n  a common 
term,  t o  k e w  ti, "my yGungers and o l d e r s . "  I n  t h e  household 
t h e  members c z l l  each  o t h e r  by s p e c i f i c  terms which d e s i g n a t e  
t h e  a c t u a l  r e l a t i o n s i l i p  of  "egoN-  t o  any o t h e r  members o f - t h e  
household.  Thus, even i n  everyday speech  language s e r v e s  t o  
r e i n f o r c e  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  i n  t h e  minds o f  t h e  
Xeo and i n p l i c i t l y  i n d o c t r i n a t e s  t h e  c h i l d r e n  i n  t h e  same. 



The ~ u i n e r i c a l  f a c t o r  deterrfiines t h e  2 c t ~ ~ ; a l  d o m i c i l e  of t h e  men- 
b e r s  of a household .  One may observe  e s  nany as 34 people l i v i n g  - 

under one r o o f .  FrequeriLly a marr ied  son  may e r e c t  a house 
c l o s e  t o  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  hone i n t o  linich he moves a f t e r  a c n i l d  is 
born.  Th i s  n o a l d  not  be cons idered  as 2 new household i n  t h e  
sense  t h a t  t h e  term i s  used i n  t h i s  paper .  

The household as a u n i t  s e r v e s  t o  t r a i n  t h e  c h i l d r e n .  Although 
c h i l d r e n  a r e  b a s i c a l l y  the  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e i r  immediate 
p a r e n t s ,  i t  a p p e a r s  t h a t  everyone i n  t h e  household  t a k e s  a part 
i n  t h e  i n f o r m a l  educat ion  and t r a i n i n g  of a younger  person.  
C o r r e c t i o n s  may be  made by e l d e r s  w i t h o u t  i n c u r r i n g  t h e  baa w i l l  
o f  t h e  p a r e n t s .  One never obse rves  c o r p o r a l  punishment of  c h i l -  
dren ,  b u t  deep r e s p e c t  a d  obedience t o  p a r e n t s  and e l d e r s  a r e  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  Meo. 

The Nee p l a c e  h i g h  value on o l d  age .  Ln t h e i r  concept ion ,  anyone 
of  o l d  age  shou ld  have r e s p e c t .  The term of  r e s p e c t  i n  Meo i s  
Txi Lau " g r a n d f a t h e r ,  I '  o r  La &, "grandmother .  I '  These terms - - 7  

may be a p p l i e d  t o  younger people  who have  a t t a i n e d  s p e c i a l  s t a t u s  
and dese rve  t h i s  s o r t  of r e s p e c t .  The B!eo t r a i n  t h e i r  youzg 
people t o  be s e l f - r e l i a n t ,  and they admire a s t r o n g  i n d i v i d u a l -  
i s t i c  s p i r i t .  A s t r a n g e r  i s  impressed by t h e  manners and p o i s e  
t h a t  a young llleo boy w i l l  demonstrate  when h e  i s  a lone .  Aqong 
h i s  e l d e r s ,  he i s  j u s t  one o f  a group i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  
r e s p e c t e d  e l d e r s .  

!-!iJinin a Ilousehold a young man may d i s a g r e e  w i t h  h i s  f a t h e r  only 
i n  t h e  m i l d e s t  e m s ,  a l though he may oppose him s t r o n g l y .  A s  
a man assumes fami ly  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  h e  may become inc reas ing-  
l y  s e l f - a s s e r t i v e ,  bu t  should always pay d e f e r e n c e  t o  h i s  ag ing  
f a t h e r .  The women z r e  recognized as p o s s e s s i n g  a u t h o r i t y  over  
t h e  c h i l d r e n ,  b u t  i n  a l l  family c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  t h e  f a t h e r ' s  
:.vord i s  f i n a l  a u t h o r i t y .  Yet ,  should a f a t h e r  be t h e  son o f  a 
householder ,  he i s  expected t o  a c q u i e s c e  t o  t h e  w i l l  o f  t h e  
householder .  

I n  a i9eo v i l l a g e  one nlay f i n d  from one t o  f o r t y  houses .  The 
average  v i l l a g e  h a s  a b t  e i g h t  houses .  A v i l l a g e  may have but  
one household,  i n  which case t h e  househo lde r  h a s  t h e  s t a t u s  of 
a u t h o r i t y .  O f t e n  t h e r e  may be  s e v e r a l  househo lds  i n  a v i l l a g e ,  
i n  which case  t h e  e l d e s t  householder  u s u a l l y  f u n c t i o n s  as 
v i l l a g e  head. Furthermore, some l a r g e  v i l l a g e s  have more than  
one c l a n  r e p r e s e n t e d .  I n  t h i s  l a t t e r  c a s e ,  some c o m p l i c a t i ~ n s  
appear  i n  t h e  p a t t e r n .  This w i l l  be more f u l l y  d i scussed  under 
" F ' o l i t i c a l  Organ iza t ion .  " 

'Vhile a d i s t i n c t  u n i t  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  t h e  household 
o p e r a t e s  i n  a s p h e r e  1~1hich i s  l a r g e l y  d e l i n e d  by t h e  p a t r i -  
l i n e a r  c l a n  sys tem.  This i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  t h e  concepts  o f  
inarriage and t h e  events  l e a d i n g  t o  i t .  



The ?rsc- l ice  of exoc<an?c:ls marr iage  i s  a r t  or' t h e  customzry 
l a u .  Ir! keeping :::itl? i;!!e p r i n c i p a l  t h a t  20 one should  zzrry a 
person of h i s  ov.m c l a n ,  a modif ied b r o t h e r - s i s t e r  t aboo  i s  
observed be-i;l.:leelz members of t h e  o p p o s i t e  sex  :-:hen they a r e  of 
t h e  same clan.- Tlierefore,  i t  i s  improper f o r  2 young man t o  
manifest  Y r i v o l i t y  v i t h  a glrl bear ing  h i s  c l a n  name./ 

A f t e r  puberty a young man may a t t empt  t o  ga in  the a t t e n t i o r ?  of 
a young g i r l  of h i s  l i l c i ~ g .  O f  course  she  nus-i; be from a u i f -  
f e r e n t  c l a n .  Acquaintance i s  o f t e n  made and developed a t  such 
even t s  as the  New Year  F e s t i v a l  Season.  A v i l l a g e  u s u a l l y  i n -  
v i t o s  v i l l a g e s  o f  a n o t h e r  c l a n  t o  come f o r  f e s t i v i t i e s ,  vrhich 
inc lude  games, c o n t e s t s ,  v i s i t i n g  and f e a s t i n g .  The v i l l a g e  
i s  l i k e l y  t o  r e c e i v e  a r e c i p r o c a l  i n v i t a t i o n  b e f o r e  t h e  f i v e -  
day per iod  i s  ended. 

A t  such t imes everyone comes i n  h i s  o r  h e r  b e s t  c l o t h i n g  a long  
wi th  a l l  -1;he s i l v e r  ornaments t h a t  can be accumulated.  G i r l s  
proudly !- ear t h e i r  c o l o r f u l  s k i r t s  as a d i s p l a y  of t h e i r  a b i l i t y  
t o  sew and embroider.  The young men demonst ra te  t h e i r  pro\-less 
v i t i  horses  and i n  c o n t e s t s .  The p l a y i n g  of v a r i o u s  mus ica l  
ins t ruments  2nd t h e  c o n s t a n t  serenades  add t o  t h e  atmosphere 
02  t h e  occasson. 

A h a d  b a l l  game i s  a l w a y s  i.n o r d e r .  Lines  of '  young nen  f o r 3  
oppos i te  t o  l i n e s  of  young nomen. P a r t n e r s ,  each  from a < i f f e r -  
e n t  c l a n ,  s t a n d  f a c i n g  each o t h e r .  The g i r l  produces  a b a l l  
vrhich she has made from 1:iads of c l o t h .  This  i s  t o s s e d  back and 
f o r t h  \vith h e r  p a r t n e r .  Serenading  accompanies t h e  t o s s i n g  of  
t h e  ' ca l l ,  and may con t inue  f o r  hours  a t  a t ime.  T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  
s c o r e s  a r e  kep t  o f  a l l  dropped b a l l s  each  e r r o r  being 
penal ized ,  [-!hereby t h e  g u i l t y  pa r ty  must d i s c a r d  one garmefit, 
as i n  " s t r i i , "  p i k e r .  The w r i t e r  never  observed t h i s  p r a c t i c e  
i n  e i t h e r  C h r i s t i a n  o r  non-Chr is t ian  v i l l a g e s ,  but  he  noted 
o t h e r  p e n a l t i e s  b e i n g  pa id ,  such as g i f t s  o r  "da tes ' !  f o r  t h e  
evening. However, f l i r t i n g  vlould be a mild term t o  u s e  f o r  
t h e  boy-gir l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  dur ing  such f e s t i v a l  s e a s o n s .  The 
::!riter has been t o l d  by h i s  informants  t h a t  sex-play i s  q u i t e  
f r e e  dur ing  t h e  evening hours .  

If the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between a boy and a g i r l  deve lops  i n t o  a 
s e r i o u s  i n t e r e s t  f o r  each o t h e r ,  t h e  boy f i n d s  excuses t o  v i s i t  
h e r  v i l l a g e .  T r i a l  mar r i age ,  a normal p r a c t i c e  among t h e  Meo, 
i s  c a r r i e d  on v i t h  a semblance of  d i s a p p r o v a l  by t h e  g i r l f  s 
p a r e n t s .  It i s  customary For  a g i r l  who has  a t t a i n e d  puberty 
t o  s l e e ?  on a p l a t f o r m  a p a r t  from t h e  r e s t  o f  h e r  f a m i l y .  The 
young s u i t o r  may be expected  t o  v i s i t  h e r  d u r i n g  t h e  n i g h t ,  'out 
g u s t  come a d  go -3.urrept i t iously whi le  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  family 
i s  a s l e e p .  If t h e  young girl responds favorab ly  t o  t h e  young 
m a f  s advances, t h e  romance should end i n  m a r r i a g e .  



ITovrever, marr iage czn only 3e  r ~ a l i z e d  af"ir c ~ i ~ s i d e r a b l e  
naneuver ing .  Tlie yoilng zan must s e c s r e  2 " go-betiyeen, " usua l ly  
an e l d e r  b r o t h e r  o r  p a t e r n a l  uncle ,  I : I ~ O  :-1il1 car ry  on a l l  nego- 
t i a t i o n s  n i t h  t h e  g i r l ' s  p a r e n t s  concerning t h e  young man's i n -  
t e n t i o n s .  S e ~ e r a l  cievelopments may o c c ~ r .  The p a r e n t s  may 
i n s i s t  t h a t  t h e  marr iage  be postponed u n t i l  an e l d e r  s i s t e r ' s  
marr iage .  A s a t i s f a c t o r y  amoung of b r i d e - r e a l t h  may n o t  be 
agreed  upon. The p a r e n t s  may i n s i s t  t h a t  t h e i r  daugh te r  i s  
needed a t  home f o r  a n o t h e r  y e a r  u n t i l  t h e  s m a l l e r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  
o l d e r .  If a s e t t l e m e n t  cannot be reached and t h e  your1.g people 
a r e  extremely i n t e r e s t e d  i n  becoming m a r r i e d ,  they m a y  r e s o r t  
t o  a n  elopement. I n  such  a case  s e t t l e m e n t s  and ad jus tmen t s  
must be made l a t e r  and o f t e n  involves a d e c i s i o n  b e i n g  made by 
a p a n e l  o f  n e u t r a l s .  

I f  t h e  mediary f o r  t h e  young man i s  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  a r r a n g i n g  a 
s a t i s f a c t o r y  amount of b r ide -~vea l th  v;ith t h e  p a r e n t s  of t h e  
g i r l ,  marr iage i s  guaran teed .  If t h e  br ide-vleal th  i s  immediately 
a v a i l a b l e ,  marr iage  f o r m a l i t i e s  may be c a r r i e d  ou t  v!ithout d e a l y .  
S i l v e r  neck bands a r e  u s u a l l y  exchanged between t h e  b r i d e  a l c l  
grooln. 

The fami ly  o r  household of t h e  groom g i v e s  a f e a s t  f o r  t h e  i!ouse- 
hold of  tlie b r i d e .  T h i s  i s  followed two dzys l a t e r  by a r e c i s r o -  
c a l  f e a s t  being o f f e r e d  by t h e  household o f  t h e  b r i d e .  A t  t!~es;c 
f e a s t s  s m a l l e r  g i f t s ,  such as s i l v e r  r i n g s  nay be exchanged 
between t h e  p a r e n t s  and/or t h e  householder ,  as t h e  c a s e  m2.y be.  
These f o r m a l i t i e s  a r e  t h e  o f f i c i a l  announcement and l e g a l  evi- 
dence f o r  t h e  mar r i age  of t h e  young coup le .  A t  t h e  same time i t  
s e r v e s  t o  encourage c l o s e  r e l a  t i o n s h i p s  ketvreen t h e  two house- 
ho lds  involved ,  and t o  some measure, be tneen  t h e  two c l a n s .  

I:larriage has  very impor tant  e f f e c t s  on t h e  g i r l ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i j p  
:,-.!it11 h e r  parer i ts .  I n  t h e o r y ,  she l e a v e s  h e r  f a t h e r ' s  f a m i l y ,  
household and c l a n .  She becomes f u l l y  i d e n t i f i e d  wi t11  t h e  family 
of h e r  kusband. Should he d i e ,  she i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  t o  t h e  fa ; ln i ly  
of h e r  husband. She has  no demands ivhatsoever on heroiyJn fa t l . r e r l s  
f a m i l y .  I n  a c t u a l  p r a c t i c e  she may v i s i t  h e r  home f r e q u e n t l y ,  
and even cont inue  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s  n i t h  h e r  f a m i l y .  A f t e r  a l l ,  
t h e r e  may be o t h e r  mar r i ages  being plamed between t h e  two 
c l a n s  o r  even between t h e  t v ~ o  households.  IIol-!ever, t h e  wife 
never  b e n e f i t s  from any i n h e r i t a n c e  i n  h e r  o r i g i n a l  f a m i l y .  

Polygyny i s  coxmon among t h e  Meo, but  i s  u s u a l l y  t h e  r e s u l t  of 
t h e  l e v i r a t e .  (?fie c a s e  of s o r a l  polygyny ?.!as observed by t h e  
. . - ' r i ter .  L'ealthy men may be a b l e  t o  have s e v e r a l  \-lives. One 
of them i s  cons idered  t h e  more important  " S i g  vrife'' and 



d i r z c t s  Ch; 2ct.i-rF'i:i?s of t k e  o t h e r  !-lives in t k e  x a i - t e r  cf house- 
ho le  d x t l e s .  A1l ?-!i-.;ex l l v e  t a g e t n e r  under t h e  same r o o f ,  and 
usua l ly  s h a r e  t h e  same s l e e p i n g  a r e a .  They z i v e  no appearance 
o f  emotional complexes.  

g ivorce  i s  p o s s i b l e ,  'sut n o t  f r e q u e n ? .  The Ideo Irol-m upon 2 
your~g man v~ho ' ' r u n s  zrolmd" promiscuously i n  t h e  g u i s e  o f  t r y i n g  
t o  f i n d  a \ l i f e .  Zlikev!ise, t h e  Xeo d i s l i k e  d i v o r c e ,  and at tempt  
i n  every nay t o  avo id  i t .  The w r i t e r  ?-!as i n v i t e d  t o  s i t  on 2 

panel  .-:hicS was t o  h e a r  t h e  compla in t s  betneen a y o u ~ g  -:!ife aild 
h e r  husband. The panel  c o n s i s t e d  o f  t h e  householder  from t h e  
young man's household ,  t h e  househo lde r  from t h e  v i f e l  s former 
household, and t h e  d i s t r i c t  c h i e f  i n  whose d i s t r i c t  t h e  two 
households !-;ere l o c a t e d .  Both t h e  young v i f e  and t h e  young 
husband were p e r m i t t e d  t o  v o i c e  t h e i r  complaints  and counter -  
complaints .  Then t h e  panel d i s c u s s e d  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  The d i s t r i c t  
c h i e f  f i n a l l y  summarized t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  of the  p x e l  i n  s t r o n g  
terms of a d v i s e  t o  t h e  young coup le .  The advice  !?!as heeded, and 
t h e  divorce avo ided .  This i s  t h e  g e n e r a l  procedure i n  such con- 
t r o v e r s i e s ,  a21d i t  h e l p s  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  s t a b i l i t y  o f  a marr izge .  

If :-~ould seem t n z t  t h e  p a t r i l i n e a r  c l a n  system of t h e  T!eo se rves  
t o  s o l i d i f y  t h e  n a r r i z g e  and a t  t h e  sarne t i n e  u s e s  marr iage  t o  
in tegra . te  t he  c l a n s .  Good m z r i t a l  r e l a t i o n s  a r e  conducive t o  
good c l a n  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  i-~liich i n  t u r n  a r e  condwcive t o  f u r t h e r  
marriages vr i th in  t h e  c l a n s .  The r e c i p r o c a l  e lement  i n  t h e  
r "es t iva l s ,  i n  t h e  marr iage f e a s t s ,  and i n  finciir-g mar r i age  
p a r t n e r s  i s  a s t r o n g  cohesive f a c t a r  i n  i n t e r - c l a n  r e l a t i o n s h i i ? ~ .  
The p a t r i l i n e a r  c l a n  system must be considered most important  
t o  t h e  s o l i d a r i t y  o f  t h e  ?:Ieo s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n -  

:lea i J o l i t i c a l  Organ iza t ion  

I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  determine t h e  f u l l  scope of  t h e  t r a d i t i o n ~ l  
Z1!eo p o l i t i c a l  system by obse rv ing  t h e  people i n  t h e  Xieng 
iChouang Prov ince .  From t h e  h i s t o r y  of the  Ileo i_t a p p e a r s  t h e t  
they possessed. a s t r o n g  and o r g a n i z e d  kingdom a t  sone  t ime be- 
f o r e  they e n t e r e d  Laos. 12  

Today t h e  Heo a r e  under the  a u t h o r i t y  of an independen t  Lao 
,~overnment .  U n t i l  r e c e n t l y ,  they were under t h e  1.rench i n  zll 
" i n d i r e c t  r u l e "  form of a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ;  t h i s  r u l e  n a s  preceded 
by Japanese o c c u p a t i o n  t r o o p s  d u r i n g  ! 'orld a r  11, and formerly 
by t h e  r i g i d  " o l a  c o l o n i a l "  French a u t h o r i t y .  In s p i t e  of  t h i s  
confusion a t  t h e  s u m m i t  of a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  t h e  TTeo appezr  only 
mildly d i s t u r b e d ,  and cont inue  w i t h  a l o c a l  p o l i t i c a l  system 
::111ic!~ seems c l o s e  .to indigenous forms.  

m - .fie p a t r i l i n e a r  c l a n  system n i t h  i t s  household u n i t  i s  an inke- 
g r a l  f a c t o r  i n  t h e  Ileo system of a u t h o r i t y .  On t h e  l e v e l  of 
t h e  housenoid,  t h e  ?.'!eo1 s s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  sys tems  f i n d  r o o t  



rpl.,.. c. i n  C ~ I W , Q ~  :;si.L. . . 5.3 de:.;criSing . - t h e  I-.~~.:.sc!iold, i t  seems 
t h a t  olle i:; actv-alJ-2 l 5 z c r ~ o i n g  t h z  fol.:nCations :'or 5 0 t h  !.is0 
s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  zl:.:fi 3eo p o l i t i c a l  s t r u c t u r e .  

2 o l i t i c a l  aut1lrJrj. t y  zl2~ear.r; t o  iflvol-1.le t h e  "lea concenc, of r e s ? e c  t 
1- . - -. 

f o r  = l e e r s .  c h i l d  5s r 2 s p o g s l b l e  so : ~ l s  l z t h e r .  ~r he is n o t  
a h o u s e h o l d e r ,  a f a t h e r  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  h i s  f a m i l ?  t o  t h e  
househo lde r ,  s.1110 i s  c s u a l l y  h i s  f a t h e r ,  g r a n d f a t h e r ,  o r  a n  e l d e r  
b r o t h e r .  The h o u s e h o l d e r  a p p a r e n t l y  h o l d s  ac a s c r i b e d  s t a t u s  - o f  
a u t h o r i t y  v h i c h  e x t e n d s  ove r  t h e  members of  his household .  i n  
-the s m a l l e r  c o n j u g a l  fzmily  u ~ i t s  v ~ h i c h  make u~ t h e  h o ~ s e n o l d ,  
t h e  p a r e n t s  must z n s n e r  t o  t h e  househo lde r  f o r  t h e  b e h a v i o r  o f  
t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  T h i s  does  n o t  p r e v e n t  any o l d e r  p e r s o n  from 
a s s i s t i n g  i n  t h e  t r a i n i n g  o f  any c h i l d ,  as h a s  z l r e a d y  been 
inc7,icated. 

The house l io lder  h a s  The f i n a l  a u t h o r i t y  i n  m a t t e r s  o f  t h e  house- 
h o l d .  Such  a u t h o r i t y  i s  n o t  o f  a d i c t a t o r i a l  n z t u r e ,  b u t  r e f l e c t s  
t h e  house!-loldert  s c o n s i d e r e d  o p i n i o n  a f t e r  d i s c u s s i o n  w i t h  t l le  
a d u l t  inen urLcler liis a a t h o r i t y .  It a p p e a r s  thz-L t h e  deg ree  o f  
a u t h o r i t y  which t l ie  5ouseho lde r  n o l d s  o v e r  h i s  c h i l d r e n  and his 
c h i l d r e n ' s  child re^ nag vary  w i t h  t h e  p r o x i m i t y  o f  t h e s e  o f f -  
s p r i n g .  The w r i t e r  i l l u s t r e t e s  w i t h  t h r e e  examples .  

( 1 )  Zon Tsho w i t h  h i s  ::rife and c h i l d  l e f t  t h e  v i l l a g e  o f  h i s  
f a t h e r ,  and s e t t l e d  s e v e r a l  days  away i n  t h e  X ieng  Ichouang t o v n  
a r e a .  Tie d i d  n o t  a p p e a r  t o  i n c u r  any d i s a p p r o v a l  f r  cm t h e  5eo  
i n  e i t l i e r  a r e a .  They c o n s i d e r e d  t h a t  h e  had e s t a b l i s h e d  a nev 
household .  

( 2 )  Ba  S i  and h i s  \.life l i v e d  x i t h  h i s  p a r e n t s  i n  t h e i r  h o u s e .  
Flis f a t ? e r ,  t h e  house io ld . e r ,  was a d d i c + e d  t o  opi-sin, and c o n t r i -  
b a t e d  a mininwn o f  e f f o r t  i n  p r o v i d i n g  f o r  t h e  household .  T h i s  
!cay have been  a f a c t o r  i n  B z  S i t s  d e f e c t i o n  f rom t r a d i t i u r i a l  .Ieo 
b e h a v i o r .  flucii t o  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  d i s a p p r o v a l ,  h e  f r e q u e n t l y  pro- 
cured odd j o b s  f o r  ca sh  i n c o n e  i n s t e a d  o f  a s s i s t i n g  h i s  f a t h e r  
i n  t h e  h o u s e h o l d e r ' s  r i c e  f i e l d s .  Although t h e  v r i t e r  f e e l s  t h a t  
t!ie f a t h e r  :-!as q u i t e  i n c a p a b l e  o f  adequa t e ly  a d m i n i s t e r i n g  l i i s  
household ,  t h e  g e n e r a l  a t t i t u d e  of  . t h e  Meo v;as one of  c r i t i c i s a  
toward Ba S i  f o r  h i s  Lack o f  r e s p e c t  and d e f e r e n c e  t o  h i s  f a t h e r .  
A f e n  c r i t i c i s m  w a s  l e v e l e d  tolvzrd h i s  f a t h e r  f o r  n o t  h a v i n g  
p rope r ly  t r a i n e d  3a Si t o  conform t o  t h e  Flea p a t t e r n  o f  z u t l i o r i t y .  

( 3 )  i ' t r u a ,  a n  a d o l e s c e n t ,  1:lorked f o r  t h e  w r i t e r .  He l i v e d  i n  -- . 
Xieng 2<liouang tov!n. h z s  f a t h e r  came p e r i o d i c a l l y  t o  r e c e i v e  
N t r U a t  s v;ages. In  Tarn,  he  gave h i s  s o n  some money f o r  n e c e s s a r y  
p u r c h a s e s ,  s u c h  as r i c e  and o t h e r  i t e m s  f o r  his l i v e l i h o o d .  Thus, 
alt!lough h e  ?!as some ciis-talc.. f r o 9  h i s  f a t h e r ,  A t r u a  w a s  c l e z r l y  
under  t h e  a u t l i o r i t y  of t l ie  f a t l i e r .  T h i s  was p robeb ly  due t o  
s e v e r a l  f a c t o r s :  t h e  p rox imi ty  o f  to\x.cn, l i i s  y o u t h ,  and t h e  
temporary s i t u a t i o n  o f  h i s  employment. 



!!oia!ever, i t  1::o~ls s e e s  t h a t  t k e  a u t h o r i t y  of  t h e  h3useholder  
i s  fiat zbSolu+e,  ' u u C  xay ';e noci i ' i ed  u ~ t d e r  c e r t a i n  c o n d i t i o n s .  
lJtruz submit ted  t o  !?is f z t h e r '  s w i l l  v!itl~out any q u e s t i o n  o r  
s i g n  of r e l u c t a n c e .  32 Si i n c u r r e 6  pu313.c C i s favor  because OF 
his l z c k  of p a r e n 3 a l  r e s p e c t .  Zon Tsli:, ..!as cons ide red  t o  be - - 
fol lo .vixg p r c p e r  nrocedure i n  e s t a b l i s h i ~ g  a n e ~ ,  household.  Ile 
!:!as no t  n i t h o u t  a s u p e r i o r  a u t h o r i t y ,  s i n c e  he w a s  s t i l l  s u b j e c t  
t o  the d i s t r i c t  c h i e f  and a l s o  ::!as under  t h e  s a n c t i o n s  of h i s  

A v i l l a g e  c h i e f  i s  a householder .  I n  a v i l l a g e  o f  one householder ,  
t h e  s e l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  c h i e f  i s  a u t o m a t i c .  I n  a v i l l a g e  of more 
than  one household ,  t h e  e l d e s t  householder  i s  cus tomar i ly  t h e  
v i l l a g e  c h i e f .  Tlie 1:jriter h a s  observed e x c e p t i o n s  t o  t h i s ,  bu t  
canno+, e x p l a i n  s u c h  ulrless i t  would be i n  r e c o g n i t i o n  of  
m i l i t z r y  honors \;ihic!l t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  h a s  r ece ived  from t h e  
goxrerment . 

On t h e  v i l l a g e  l e v e l  t h i s  c h i e f  f w - c t i o n s  between households i n  
xuch t h e  same marrner as t h e  householder  does between members ~f 
a household. The v i l l a g e  h a s  a good measure of autonomy. !?liere- 
f o r e ,  t h e  v i l l a g e  c h i e f  i s  more tlizn j u s t  a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  - - 01: 
t he  v i l l a g e ;  he i s  an honored l e a d e r  on t h e  l o c a l  scene .  !ie 
holds a p l a c e  o f  p r e s t i g e  a t  t h e  l o c a l  f e s t i v a l s ,  i s  t h e  judge 
i n  in ter - l~ouseholc l  d i s p u t e s ,  and i s  expected  t o  a d m i n i s t e r  t o  t h e  
good of  t h e  community. He i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  maintenance of 
t h e  t ra i l s ,  f o r  opening nev! o n e s ,  and f o r  moving o p e r a t  ions 
should t h e  esntire v i l l a g e  move t o  a new l o c a t i o n .  IIe has  author-  
i t y  i n  emergencies .  During t h e  Communist occupat ion ,  he w a s  
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  evacua t ion  of h i s  v i l l a g e  and i t s  d e f e ~ c e .  
Zven a s  t h e  householder  i n  t h e  household,  so t h e  c h i e f  i n  h i s  
-.,rills-e 5 i s n o t  a d i c t a t o r ,  b u t  wi th  t h e  counse l  o f  o t h e r  house- 
holders  he s e r v e s  t o  make t h e  community a coopera t ive  u n i t .  
~ c c ~ s i o ~ z i l y  some family may f e e l  abused ,  and move t o  t a k e  uy 
res i eence  i n  a n o t h e r  z r e a ,  t h u s  forming a nevi household.  This 
mear,s some h a r d s h i p  u n t i l  such  time as they a r e  a b l e  t o  g a i n  an 
adequate s u b s i s t e n c e  i n  t h e  new l o c a t i o n .  

hen a v i l l a g e  co r r s i s t s  o f  more t h a n ' o n e  c l a n ,  problems of har -  
mony a r e  more corcmon. The r r i t e r  i s  unaware as t o  j u s t  hov 
I cl?ese v i l l a g e s  developed i n  t h i s  manner. Apparently t h e  govern- 
nent  recognizes  one c h i e f  f o r  such a v i l l a g e ,  vihile t h e  l o c a l  
3opu la t ion  ~ e n e r z l l y  c o n s i d e r s  two men t o  be c h i e f s .  The e l d e s t  
houseilolder of ezch  c l a n  i s  recogn ized  by h i s  clansmen as t l i e i r  
v i l l z g e  c h i e f .  T h i s  i s  a n  a s c r i b e d  s t a t u s  from t h e  Meo v i e ~ p o i n t .  - 
I n  m ~ s t  l o c z l  a f f a i r s  t h e r e  a p p e a r s  t o  be harmony, but  d i f f i -  
cu l ty  a r i s e s  and t e n s i o n s  develop  when o u t s i d e  o r  upper  l e v e l  
a u t h 9 r i t y  a t t e m p t s  t o  en fo rce  c e r t a i n  measures through only one 
o f  tile c h i e f s .  S t r o n g  f e e l i n g s  may r e s u l t  i n  t h e  l o s s  o f  coopera- 
t i o n  Setvieen t h e  c l a n s .  The vrr i - ter  observed one c a s e  which r e -  
s u l t e d  i n  t h e  m i ~ o r i t y  c l a n  group moving t o  a nev! s i t e  only f i v e  



:. 
minutes  away. ; ;ubsec l~?e~f , ly ,  t h e  ti-lo groups regaiged f r i e n d l y  

L r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  but repa ined  a p a r t .  Inter-rnarrizge appeared L O  

be a  r e a l  f a c t o r  i n  t h i s  a m e l i o r a t i o n .  

Above t h e  rzn!? o f  v i l l a g e  c h i e f  i s  a d i s t r i c t  c h i e f .  FIe n a y  
have as many a s  f o r t y  v i l l a g e s  lmder  his superv i s ion .  i t  mzy  
be a t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h a t  t h e  resemblance wi th  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  of  t h e  Meo beg ins  t o  break down. The 
d i s t r i c t  ch ie f  i s  appoin ted  b y  t h e  "paramount c h i e f ,  " Touby , 
i n  conjunct ion  wi th  t h e  Lao governor  of the  province.  It  seems 
t h a t  Touby' a t t empts  t o  conform w i t h  a semblance of what may hzve 
been t h e  former Yeo p a t t e r n  i n  t h a t  t h e  d i s t r i c t  c h i e f  i s  u s u a l l y  
a v i l l a g e  ch ie f  and i s  s e l e c t e d  from t h e  c l a n  vlhich i s  p re -  
dominant in t h e  . d i s t r i c t .  The d i s t r i c t  ch ie f  i s  p r i m a r i l y  t h e  
communicator between t h e  v i l l a g e  and t h e  high o f f i c e .  The d i s -  
t r i c t  c h i e f  i s  o f t e n  c a l l e d  t o  s e t t l e  d i s p u t e s  betneen v i l l a g e s  
o r  members of d i f f e r e r ~ c t  v i l l a g e s .  For example, he sat on t h e  
pane l  t o  l i s t e n  t o  t h e  case  o f  t h e  young married couple mentioned 
above. Tlie husband and v i f e  had been from d i f f e r e n t  v i l l a g e s ,  
and t h e  pa ren t s  of each d e s i r e d  t h e  d i s t r i c t  ch ief  t o  a t t e n d .  

The 3eo  a r e  d e s i r o u s  of s e t t l i n g  d i s p u t e s  a t  the  lowest  l e v e l  o f  
a u t h o r i t y .  Thus, i n t e r - f a m i l y  d i s p u t e s  v~ould be s e t t l e d  w i t h i n  
t h e  household, in t e r -househo ld  n i t h i n  t h e  v i l l a g e ,  i n t e r - v i l l a g e  
d i s p u t e s  w i t h i n  t h e  d i s t r i c t ,  and i n t e r - d i s t r i c t  w i t h i n  t h e  
sphere  of Touby's a u t h o r i t y .  T h i s  does no t  mean t h a t  such d i s -  
p u t e s  had t o  be between mass g roups ,  bu t  might be between 
i n d i v i d u a l s  from w i t h i n  t h e s e  u n i t  c a t e g o r i e s .  Seldom do d i s -  
p u t e s  betveen Meo go beyond Touby. In  czses  involv ing  t h e  Zeo 
l:!ith members of  a n o t h e r  e t h n i c  group,  Touby served as counse l  
f o r  t h e  3eo .  He has  proved h i m s e l f  most i n f l u e n t i a l  i n  t h i s  
r e s p e c t  before  both  t h e  Lao and French o f f i c i a l s .  

The economic r e t a r n s  of t h e  p o l i t i c a l  o f f i c e s  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  
but  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  s u p p o r t  f u l l y  t h e  man and h i s  f a m i l y .  The 
v i l l a g e  ch ie f  r e c e i v e s  g i f t s  from t h e  v i l l a g e r s ,  but  t h e s e  do 
n o t  appear  as payment t o  any o v e r t  o b l i g a t i o n ,  but  r a t h e r  t o  
assis t  him i n  t h e  hospi -ka l i ty  he  i s  .expected t o  show t o  a l l  
t r a v e l e r s .  Both t h e  v i l l a g e  c h i e f  and t h e  d i s t r i c t  c h i e f  a r e  
supposed t o  r e c e i v e  a s m a l l  commission on a l l  t a x e s  and f e e s  
c o l l e c t e d .  I'ees and t a x e s  have been exacted of t h e  Meoonly i n  
r e c e n t  year3 .  Pees may be g a t h e r e d  f o r  marriage and b i r t h  
c e r t i f i c a t e s .  The c o o p e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  Meo i n  thisprogram i s  
i n c r e a s i n g .  

The v!riter cons ide r s  t h e  v i l l a g e  t o  be t h e  e x t e n t  i n  which t h e  
indigenous T:?eo po1i ; t ica l  sys tem o p e r a t e s  today.  The d i s t r i c t  
l e v e l  seems t o  be a t r a n s i t i o n  zone which might be l i k e n e d  t o  a 
b r i d g e  which i s  anchored on one s i d e  i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  ?.!Ieo 
system on t h e  v i l l a g e  l e v e l  ~ 1 1 t h  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  be ing  f i r m l y  
entrenched i n  t h e  n a t i o n a l  government complex. It seems t h a t  



Touby is a ~ ~ i a j o r  .<ar:tzr i n  i;he nainteflal-ice or" t h i s  re lat ions1;- ip .  
- It  i s  impor tan t  t o  observe - tha t  t h e  liousei~olCi i s  no t  s e r i c u s l y  

a f f e c t e d  in. t h i s  s - t u a t i o n ,  and even as i t  con t inues  -to f u n c t i o n  
a s  t h e  b a s i c  u n i t  i n  t h e  Xeo s o c i a l  s t l - u c t u r e ,  s o  i t  a l s o  s e r v e s  
a s  2 s t r o n g  i n i e g r a t i ~ r e  f o r c e  iz t h e  !':!eo p c l i t l c a l  organization. 

A b r i e f  r!ord may be given t o  i n d i c a t e  t h e  Lao p l a n  o f  adopt ing 
a  pol icy  t o  i n c o r p o r a t e  a l l  e t h n i c  groups  i n t o  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  
system. Some y e a r s  back, m y  i n d i v i d u a l  r e s i d i n g  i n  Laoz !-:no 
cou ld  n o t  g i v e  s u f f i c i e n t  e v i d e ~ c e  t h a t  he w a s  a c i t i z e n  of 
a n o t h e r  n a t i o n  w a s  made a c i t i z e n  o f  Laos.  He w a s  maue res -  
n o n s i b l e  f o r  t a x e s ,  m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e ,  and conformance t o  Lao 
1 .  Enforcement of these  r u l i n g s ,  v ~ i t h  a l l  t h e  impl ica t io f i s  
involved ,  has  been gradual ly  developed.  The v a r i o u s  e t h n i c  
groups  z r e  g r a d u a l l y  being i n t r o d u c e d  t o  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  systefi 
b o t h  as i t  concerns  t h e i r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  and as it concerns 
t h e i r  p r i v i l e g e s .  Taxes a r e  c o l l e c t e d  by cash  payment o r  con- 
t r i b u t e d  l z b o r .  The Meo send r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  t o  t h e  n a t i o n a l  
assembly, as do t h e  o t h e r  e t h n i c  g r o u p s .  

As y e t  one i s  n o t  su re  whether t h i s  i s  an hones t  a t t empt  t o  h ~ v e  
t h e s e  peoples  f u l l y  r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  f e d e r a l  government o r  
rtkrether it i s  a stop-gap measure t o  s tem t h e  a p p a r e n t  nationa1i:z- 
t i c  t endenc ies  of t h e  Meo. The honor and p r e s t i g e  g iven  t o  Touby 
and o t h e r  iTeo l e a d e r s ,  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  f a c i l i t i e s  be ing  o f f e r e d  
t o  t h e  Xeo on a n  inc reas ing  s c a l e ,  and t h e  o t h e r  b e n e f i t s  now 
a v a i l a b l e  vrould i a d i c a t e  t h e  f o r m e r  mot ive .  A f i r m  r u l i n g  a g a i n s t  
t h e  Meo having t h e i r  language i n  ? :mi t ten  f ~ r m  might i n d i c a t e  
t h e  l a t t e r  mot ive .  A t  any r a t e ,  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  sys'cem appears 
t o  be i x  a p r o c e s s  of change, and  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  French domi- 
n a t i o n  i s  d e c r e a s i n g .  None of t h i s  seems t o  have s e r i o u s l y  
a f f e c t e d  t h e  indigenous ?:Ieo form o f  a u t h o r i t y  on t h e  l o c a l  
v i l l a g e  l e v e l .  

lrI eo Economy 

The r o l e  of t h e  1iousehol.d i n  t h e  ?ilea s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  
s t r u c t u r e  i s  r e f l e c t e d  and i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  t h e  Meo economy. The 
d i v i s i o n  of  l a b o r  i s  c l e a r l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  
 patter^.^. S u b s i s t e n c e ,  l a n d  t e n u r e ,  p roper ty  r i g h t s ,  i n h e r i -  
t a n c e ,  and t h e  economic f a c t o r s  r e l a t i n g  t o  mar r i age  and 
r e l i g i o u s  r i t e s  a r e  a l l  t i e d  i n t o  t h e  s o c i o - p o l i t i c o  a s p e c t s  o f  
t h e  household.  

R i c e  i s  t he  b a s i c  food s t a p l e  f o r  t h e  &Ieo p o p u l a t i o n  i n  Xieng 
Khoumg. Its product ion r e q u i r e s  t h e  f u l l  c o o p e r a t i o n  of t h e  
e n t i r e  household ,  and i s  s u p e r v i s e d  by t h e  househo lde r .  A regu- 
l a r  ilrnual c y c l e  i S  followed i n  t h i s  r i c e  economy. 

2 l a n t i n g  i s  c a r r i e d  out at t h e  b e g i n n i n g  of  t h e  r a i n y  season i n  
l a t e  A p r i l  wrd ?.!lay. The v~orlc may be done by m y  members of t h e  



f a q i l y  . % r i n g  t 5 e  rsiyJ! season s a n e  c x l t i v z t i o n  i s  done, b u t  
gerler-ali;: -tha r i s e  s t z i k s  n u s t  f i g h t  t h e i r  ov,cri 'cz-ltle -i:il;h t k e  
:!.! e e  d s . 

I n  late G c t o b e r ,  a t  t h e  c l o s e  c f  t h e  ra iny  season ,  t h e  g r a i n  
r i p e ~ s  ciuicitl?/ and everyone j o i n s  i n  the bar-(esk. Temporary 
s h e l t e r s  z r e  e r e c t e d  on t h e  f i e l d ,  s i n c e  it  must 'ue v:atclied u21t l l  
t h e  h a r v e s t  i s  complete4 m d  t he  r i c e  i s  safeljl s t o r e d  I n  t l ie 
v i l l a g e .  Band s i c k l e s  a r e  used i n  c u t t i n g  t h e  r i c e  s t a l k s  1::hich 
aye ,?sthered i n t o  ia.rge s t a c k s  r i g h t  on t h e  f i e l d .  Th i s  i s  acx?e 
- n  u.rgerzt h a s t e  for f e z r  of  l o s i n g  t h e  cver- r ipened gra i r i .  

The s t a l k s  a r e  t h e n  f l a i l e a  and t h e  g r a i n  i s  s t o r e d  i n  huge 
c a r r y i a g  b a s k e t s .  This  vork  i s  t h e  main concern  of  t h e  women. 
Tralzspartzt ion of t h e  r i c e  t o  t h e  v i l l a g e  nay be by huqan c a r r i e r  
o r  pack h o r s e .  A r i c e  f i e l d  may be as Zar as 2. f ~ l l l  d a y ' s  t r a v e l  
from t h e  v i l l a g e .  !.-hile t h e  f l a i l i n g  i s  done by t h e  ::lomen, t h e  
Inen Z;reiJrre g r a n a r i e s  -to r e c e i v e  t l ie  r i c e .  Scme z r e  b u i l t  or_ 
s I ; t r s~g  p la t fo rms  o:.ltside t h e  house,  while  s m a l l e r  ones r,:ag be 
3reci;eC i n s i d e  t h e  dwel l ing .  These g r a ~ a r i e s  a r e  c s u a l l y  made of 
t i g h t l y  woven banboo. 

During t h i s  e ~ t i r e  l i a r ~ r e s t i n g  p r o c e s s  every member of t h e  house- 
hold i s  invo lved  iz t h e  c o ~ p e r a t i - . r e  e l f o r t .  Feeble  e l d e r s  v e t c h  
t h e  i n f ~ x t s  i?-y:d prey?r,%e :rtsal.s f o r  everyone. Young boys may be 
seen  l e z d i l ~ g  t h e  pack horses lad.2n wi th  g r e i l ~ .  Young g i r l s  
assist t h e i r  sex  i n  f l a i l i n g  t h e  r i c e  s t a l k s ,  g a t h e r i n g  r i c e  i n t o  - 
baske t s  and 2e r2orn ing  o t h e r  chorzs .  

Assured t h a t  t h e  h z r v e s t i n g  p rocess  can be successr"ul1y completed, 
a s e l e c t e d  few of  t h e  s t r o n g e r  lnzn m a y  a c t u a l l y  conmence t l ie t a s k  
of c l e a r i n g  new ground f o r  nex t  j r e z r ' s  p l a n t i n g .  I n  tlie "slzsh 
and burn" technique  f o r  c l e a r i n g  t h e  f i e l d ,  t h e  heavy v e g e t z t i o n  
and t r e e s  a r e  c u t  dovm e a r l y  i n  t h e  d r s  season  t o  g i v e  t h e  sun  
2s mucli t i 3 2  as p o s s i b l e  t a  ca r ry  ou-t -the d r y i n g  p rocess  b e f c r e  
burning t ime i n  :./larch. '.'hen t h e  r i c e  h z r v e s t  i s  complete t h e  
aer, a r e  jo ined  by o t h e r s  of t h e  h o ~ s e h o l d  ivhc methodica l ly  go 
-through t h e  s i t e  o f  the  nec! f i e l d  'and c u t  dovin a l l  v e g e t a t i o n .  

By ?.(arch t h e  a r e a  should be dry enough t o  burn  and i s  s e t  a f i r e .  
a f t e r  t h e  f i e l d  ha.s cooled ,  t h e  e n t i r e  fami ly  s e t s  about  c l e a r i n g  
the  d e b r i s ,  ~ l l o l v i n g  only b o u l d e r s  and t r e e  stumps t o  r e m a i i ~ .  
The s o i l  i s  loosened as much as 2 o s s i b l e  a f t e r  t h e  f irst  r a i n y  
days,  fo l lo-ed  by t h e  p l a n t i c g  of t h e  r i c e ,  and t h u s  t h e  c y c l e  i s  
cont inued.  I d e a l l y ,  lien ground is c l e a r e d  each y e a r ,  u l d  some 
poorer  s o i l  i s  al lowed t o  l i e  faLlc1:~. A f i e l d  may be used f o r  
t h r e e  o r  f o u r  successi7:e y e a r s .  

Zo ta toes ,  co rn ,  squash zrld o t h e r  n i n o r  food c rops  z r e  grown by 
t h e  Yea, but r;la';r a s n a l l  p a r t  . i n  t h e  economy. P o t a t o e s  a r e  
sometimes s o l d  t o  ' . es ie rne l -s ,  but  z r e  most commonly used as 



f e r t i l i z e r  i n  t h e  9piu.n f i e l d .  Corn =d squash 2 r e  used t o  
f e e d  t h e  l i v e s t o c k  un less  t h e  r i c e  h a r v e s t  i s  very  s l i g h t .  

-:Ln.other impor tan t  b u t   on-edible c rop  i s  t h e  o ~ i w n  poppy. Every 
household has  i t s  opiuni f i e l d .  The nen e r e c t  a v:over-i bamboo 
i'ence around a p l ~ t  of ground n e a r  t h e i r  v i l l z g e .  A s  j u s t  
z e c t i o n e d ,  p o t a t o e s  a r e  used a s  f e r t i l i z e r ,  and t h e  s o i l  must be 
c a r e f u l l y  p r e p a r e d .  The opium h a r v e s t  r e q u i r e s  much s k i l l  a.nd 
c a r e .  ?:Iost o f  t h e  e n t i r e  p rocess  i s  c a r r i e d  on b y  t h e  women. 

Opium i s  t h e  main source  of cash revenue  f o r  t h e  Meo. I n  f a c t ,  
i t  o f t e n  s e r v e s  as a medium of exchange. The f irst  m i s s i o n a r i e s  
i n  t h e  a r e a  were q u i t e  shocked t o  f i n d  c a r e f u l l y  wrapped "globs" 
of opium i n  t h e  o f f e r i n g  a t  church.  Ernbree w r i t e s :  

Supposedly t h e  product ion of opium i s  c o n t r o l l e d  by t h e  
French a u t h o r i t i e s ,  bu t  bo th  they  and o t h e r s  a r e  of t h e  
opin ion  t h a t  much i l l i c i t  t r a d e  i n  opium does  t a k e  p l a c e .  
Some of t h i s  doub t l e s s  goes t o  Siam i n  payment f o r  manu- 
f a c t u r e d  goods from England and t h e  United ~ t a t e s . l S  

-5-t t h e  t i n e  o f  t h e  w r i t e r ' s  f i e l d  work, Xieng Khouang w a s  t h e  
only province i n  a!-1 of Ind.ochina where t h e  government o f f i c i a l l y  
p e r m i t t e d  t h e  c u l t i v a t i o n  of  t h e  opium poppy. The French 
a d m i n i s t r a t o r  t o l d  t h e  w r i t e r  t h a t  an e s t i m a t e d  60% o f  t h e  men 
of Xieng Khoua.ng Province were a d d i c t e d  t o  opitun. Its g r e a t  

- ::rorth and economy of t r a n s p o r t  makes opium of  unique  va lue  t o  
t h e  I.Ieo. One k i l o  o f  opium i s  ~ v o r t h  one-half  t o n  of  r i c e .  It 
i s  used as h a r t e r  i n  the  Xieng Khouang d i a l y  market  as w e l l  as 
i n  t h e  d i s t r i c t  markets  and i n  t h e  v i l l a g e s .  Obviously opium 
p l a y s  a major r o l e  i n  t h e  Heo economy. 

? l a x  i s  probably l e s s  important today t h a E  i n  e a r l i e r  Xeo h i s t o r y .  
C h i ~ e s e  merchants  t r a d e  yard goods f o r  opium.  Yet one s t i l l  
s e e s  t h e  vomen s p i n n i n g  t h e  f l a x  on t h e i r  t h i g h s  and s t o r i n g  it 
i n  l a r g e  b a l l s .  I t  i s  l a g e r  a v e n  i n t o  long  l e n g t h s  of c l o t h ,  
m d  through a m i x t u r e  of t e c h n i q u e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  c i r e  perdu and 
dyes ,  becomes des igned m a t e r i a l s  f o r  t h e  t y p i c a l  Meo s k i r t .  The 
hem of t h e  s k i r t  i s  b e a u t i f u l l y  embroidered i n  c r o s s  s t i t c h  
1-5th s i l k  t h r e a d s .  P l e a t s  a r e  se1;In i n  by hand and a b e a u t i f u l  
s k i r t  i s  formed, be ing  approximately twenty f e e t  wide a t  t h e  
hem. 
- 
~ i v e s t o c k  p l a y s  a very important  p a r t  i n  t h e  ?Ieo economy. 
Z o u l t r y ,  g o a t s ,  p i g s ,  b u f f a l o  and c a t t l e  a r e  found i n  most v i l -  
l a g e s .  Tiley a r e  used  f o r  meat i n  t h e  household  and as cash  i n -  
come a t  t h e  m a r k e t .  The Meo a r e  cons ide red  a d e p t  i n  t h e i r  c a r e  
of  ai?irnals. T h i s  i k  confirmed by comparing t h e i r  l i v e s t o c k  v i t h  
those  of o t h e r  e t h n i c  groups i n c l u d i n g  t h e  European r a n c h e r s .  



L i t t l e  xiLk 2.3 r,:radi.~cec! by t h e  c s t t l e .  G o a t ' s  milk i s  more 
commonly used by t h e  t!eo. l o u l t r y  i s  a s e d  f o r  meat, and s e r v e s  
as t h e  most common s a c r i f i c e  i n  c a s e s  o f  s i c k n e s s .  Eggs a r e  
e a t e n  only o c c a s i o n a l l y .  Other meat-supplying animals  may be 
used f o r  s a c r i f i c e  i f  severe  i l l n e s s  r equ j - res  i t .  j!_ colv: l!iould 
be t h e  l a s t  and most expensive s a c r i P i c e .  

For t h e  >.lea, a horse  se rves  very p r a c t i c a l  purposes both  f o r  
t r a v e l i n g  and f o r  t r a n s p o r t  of m a t e r i a l .  They a r e  v ~ e l l  groomed, 
f e d ,  and sp lend id ly  t r a i n e d .  Meo h o r s e s  demonst ra te  amazing 
sure- footedness  and endurance on t h e  s t e e p  and rugged t ra i ls  of 
Laos. They v ~ i l l  g e n e r a l l y  b r i n g  a b e t t e r  p r i c e  than  t h e  average 
o r i e n t a l  h o r s e .  

Every household has a t  l e a s t  one h o r s e ,  and more o f t e n  w i l l  
possess  s e v e r a l .  The horse appears  t o  have p r e s t i g e  va lue  i n  
a d d i t i o n  t o  ecocomic worth.  The h o r s e ,  o w e d  by t h e  household,  
i s  under t h e  s u p e r v i s i o n  of t h e  househo lde r .  It seems t h a t  a 
member may c o n s i d e r  the  horse t o  be l l i s ,  bu t  i n  a c t u a l i t y  .he 
neans t h a t  i t  i s  h i s  t o  use and t h a t  lie i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  fa.- i t s  
c a r e .  

The - n i t e r  has  p rev ious ly  mentioned two young marr ied  men, Zon 
Tsho m d  B a  S i .  Both of t h e s e  young men purchased h o r s e s .  ?:ieo 
p u b l i c  op in ion  a g a i n  w a s  ev ident  and w a s  c o n s i s t e n t  wi th  i t s  
previous  express ion .  I t  w a s  p e r f e c t l y  l e g i t i m a t e  f o r  Zon Tsho 
t o  o1vm a h o r s e ,  s i n c e  he had e s t a b l i s h e d  a nevi houseliold a long  
d i s t a n c e  from h i s  p a r e n t s .  B a  S i  i v a s  a g a i n  o u t  of o r d e r  i n  con- 
s i d e r i n g  h i s  purchased horse  as h i s  ovm, s i n c e  i t  belonged t o  
h i s  f a t h e r ,  t h e  householder,  i n  accordance  w i t h  recogiiized Xeo 
p o l i t i c a l ,  economic and s o c i a l  s a n c t i o n .  

:.Ieo " < a t e r i a l  C u l t u r e  

The !Jeo house i s  made e n t i r e l y  of wood. Beams, boards alzd 
s h i n g l e s  a r e  hevm ou t  by axe. I n s i d e  t h e  s t r u c t u r e ,  a s l e e p i n g  
p la t form i s  e r e c t e d ,  a.nd may o r  n o t  be e n c l o s e d .  There 2 r e  ilo 
windov!~, bu t  t h e r e  a r e  p lenty  of c r a c k s  and a l s o  two doors .  Two 
f i r e p l a c e s  a r e  found i n  every house.  One i s  f o r  cooking, and 
t h e  o t h e r  forms a c e n t e r  f o r  a l l  s o c i a l  g a t h e r i n g s .  One a r e a  of 
t h e  1:lall i s  r e s e r v e d  f o r  a s h r i n e  o r  a l t a r  f o r  t h e  s p i r i t s ,  o r  
Tlan. 

Every household has a t  l e a s t  one r i c e  pounder ,  a r a t h e r  clumsy 
but e f f e c t i v e  dev ice  f o r  knocking t h e  h u l l s  o f f  t h e  r i c e .  0rle 
corn  m i l l  of r o t a t i n g  s tone  g r i n d e r s  is a l s o  t h e  coinmon proper-ty 
of a household.  This  p a r t i c u l a r  i tem i s  n o t  found among o t h e r  
e t h n i c  groups i n  Laos. 

Tools ,  s a d d l e s ,  cross-bows, Meo-made f l i n t  l o c k  guns,  musical  
ins t ruments ,  and t h e  va r ious  i t ems  needed f o r  food p r e p a r a t i o n  



make up most of t h e  m a t e r i a l  goods 1:rhich one f i n d s  i n  a l l  IlIeo 
- households.  !'! e a l t h  i s  t i e d  up iil l i v e s t o c k ,  opium and s i l v e r .  

The Xeo use  s o l i d  s i l v e r  ia b a r s  f o r  t r a d e  zr:d i n  o t h e r  p i e c e s  
f o r  o rnanen t s .  If one t r a v e l s  a day from Xieylg Khouang he : v i l l  
f i n d  it  d i f f i c u l t  t o  do any buying v ~ i t n  t h e  Lao paper  currer_cg. 
IIe should c a r r y  o l d  s i l v e r  c o i n s  i s s u e d  before !.'orld !lar 11. 

In  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  impl ica - t ion  of d i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o r  which has 
been g iven  above, i t  should be noted t h a t  t h e  v!omen 2 r e  r e s -  
pons ib le  f o r  t h e  p r e p a r a t i o n  and s e r v i n g  of f o o d .  T h i s  i n c l u d e s  
t h e  pounding o r  g r i n d i n g  o f  t h e  g r a i n ,  t h e  vrinnowing, and t h e  
cooking. The women c a r r y  a l l  t h e  wa te r .  

Young men have one s p e c i a l  f u n c t i o n  i n  food p r e p a r a t i o n .  They 
pour steamed r i c e  i n t o  vrooden t roughs  dur ing  f e s t i v a l s ,  and bea t  
t h i s  i n t o  a pu lp .  Then they make p a t t i e s  of  i t ,  wra9 t h e  p a t t i e s  
in banana l e a v e s ,  and r o a s t  them t o  make vrhat t h e  Meo c a l l  t h e i r  
g r e a t e s t  d e l i c a c y .  

Pirewood i s  brought  i n  by t h e  boys, a l though  t h e  o l d e r  men 
a s s i s t  them from t i m e  t o  t ime i n  f e l l i n g  t r e e s  23d c u t t i n g  t h e  
wood i n t o  l e n g t h s  f o r  c z r q i n g .  

The men b u i l d  and r e p a i r  b u i l d i n g s  and f e n c e s .  They c a r e  f o r  
t h e  l i v e s t o c k .  C l e a r i n g  t h e  f i e l d s  i s  mainly t h e i r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
a s  w e l l .  S p e c i a l i s t s  s e r v e  as s i l v e r s m i t h s  and gunsmi ths .  

. However, t h i s  does n o t  p rov ide  them w i t h  enough income t o  r e f r a i n  
from t h e  r e g u l a r  work c y c l e  i n  p roduc t ion  o f  t h e  r i c e  s t a p l e .  

Land i s  ovmed and used  by t h e  ones who have c l e a r e d  i t .  Usufruct  
of l a n d  i s  q u i t e  common. Usually a Meo household w i l l  have 
t h r e e  o r  f o u r  r i c e  f i e l d s  and one opium f i e l d  i n  p r o d u c t i o n .  
This  v a r i e s  w i t h  t h e  s i z e  of t h e  household,  number o f  Sami l i e s ,  
svives and c h i l d r e n .  A mar r i ed  son may s tart  work on a f i e l d  of 
h i s  own, i f  he can c a r r y  on wi thout  upse- t t ing  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  
of l a b o r  i n  t h e  household i n t e r e s t s .  

':larried d a u g h t e r s  r e c e i v e  no i n h e r i t a n c e  f r o n  t h e i r  f a t h e r ' s  
e s t a t e .  'rIousehold p roper ty  i s  under  t h e  s u p e r v i s i o n  o f  t h e  
householder.  Upon h i s  dea th ,  t h e  p roper ty  i s  r e a l l y  n o t  i n h e r i -  
t e d ,  s i n c e  it s t i l l  belongs t o  t h e  house o l d .  The p r o p e r t y  now 
comes under t h e  s u p e r v i s i o n  o f  t h e  new :louseholder,  who nay be a 
younger b r o t h e r  o r  t h e  e l d e s t  son o f  t h e  deceased.  

I n  t h e  event  o f  t h e  d e a t h  o f  a husband i n  t h e  househo ld ,  t h e  
?~!ife has t h e  u s e  of  t h e  m a t e r i a l s  which he had " p o s s e s s e d . "  Un- 
l e s s  she i s  q u i t e  e l d e r l y ,  she  i s  very a p t  t o  become t h e  second 
wife of h e r  husband's b r o t h e r .  Upon h e r  d e a t h ,  t h e  m a t e r i a l  she  
had from h e r  first husband i s  r e - d i s t r i b u t e d  w i t h i n  t h e  household.  



I n  marr iage ,  t h e  br ide-weal th  i s  supposediy t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of 
A  he - groom. The e n t i r e  housellold may assis t  him i n  p r o c u r i n g  t h e  
needed amount, bu t  t h i s  h e l p  i s  apparen t ly  l e f - t  t o  t h e  d i s c r e -  
t i o n  of t h e  householder .  I t  may be cone-i t ioned by t h e  l a t t e r ' s  
eva lua t ion  of t h e  b r i d e  and a l s o  t h e  manner i n  which t h e  young 
man has ? a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  t h e  task of prov id ing  f o r  t h e  househo ld .  
I n  any even t ,  t h e  young man Is expected t o  l a y  a s i d e  any w e a l t h  
which he can accumulate i n  a n t i c i p a t i o n  of marr iage .  T h i s  
r e s e r v e  may come from e x t r a  l a b o r ,  wage l a b o r ,  g i f t s  from t h e  
householder ,  and o t h e r  good f o r t u n e .  

I n  t h e  a c t u a l  marr iage  r i t e s  t h e  p r a c t i c e  of r e c i p r o c a l  f e a s t s  
and g i f t s  by t h e  two households a r e  always involved.  Such pro-  
cedures  a r e  c a r r i e d  o u t  by t h e  household as a whole, and t h e  
e n t i r e  u n i t  t h e r e f o r e  c a r r i e s  t h e  economic o b l i g a t i o n s  which 
a r e  involved.  T h i s  a l l  s e r v e s  t o  i n t e g r a t e  t h e  young mrm more 
f i r m l y  i n t o  h i s  household,  t o  make f i r m e r  t i e s  between +he 
households and t h e  c l a n s ,  and t o  l e g a l i z e  t h e  mar r i age .  

I n  r e l i g i o u s  r i t e s ,  t a x e s ,  and f u n e r a l  expenses,  t h e  e n t i r e  
household a g a i n  c a r r i e s  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  as a u n i t .  
Thus again ,  i n  t h e  economic sphere ,  one obse rves  t h e  i n t e g r a l  
p a r t  played by t h e  household i n  r e l a t i n g  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  Xeo l i f e  
t o  t h e  s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  spheres .  In  a c t u a l i t y ,  it i s  i m -  
p o s s i b l e  t o  s e g r e g a t e  c l e a r l y  one a s p e c t  from e i t h e r  o f  t h e  
o t h e r s ,  because they a r e  so  t i g h t l y  interwoven on t h e  household 
l e v e l .  

?Ieo Fo lk lo re  and B e l i e f s .  

Yeo f o l k l o r e  which c a r r i e d  t h e  "History of t h e  Meo" i s  of  a 
vocabulary l i t t l e  used i n  t h e  c u r r e n t  v e r n a c u l a r .  E i t h e r  t h e  
forms have passed  ou t  o f  use o r  r e f l e c t  c o n t a c t  wi th  t h e  ~ h i n e s e . 1 4  
I t  i s  g iven  o r a l l y  i n  coup le t  form, and can be r e c i t e d  f o r  days 
by t h e  few o l d  men who s t i l l  remember i t .  Thei r  h i s t o r y  c o n t a i n s  
c e r t a i n  a n c e s t r a l  he roes  who a r e  supposed t o  have t a k e n  on  pseudo- 
s p i r i t  q u a l i t i e s  and con t inue  t o  a i d  t h e  'Jeo today.  C e r t a i n  
o t h e r  a n c e s t r a l  s3irits became j ea lous ,  and con t inue  today t h e i r  
a t t empts  t o  t h w a r t  t h e  benevolent  " s p i r i t s "  o r  Tlan as t h e  Meo 
c a l l  t h e s e  s p i r i t  phenomena. 

The f o l k l o r e  g i v e s  accounts  of  a f i r s t  c r e a t i o n ,  a u n i v e r s a l  
f lood  with two s u r v i v o r s  i n  a b a r r e l ,  and a g r e a t  s e r i e s  o f  con- 
f l i c t s  and e x p l o i t s  l e a d i n g  t o  t h e  c l a n  " f a t h e r s  ." A p a r e n t l y  , 
t h e s e  a r e  vaguely i d e n t i f i e d  wi th  t h e  p r e s e n t  c l a n s . 1  5 
Many s t o r i e s  a r e  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  mythology. They u s u a l l y  
r evo lve  about two b r o t h e r s ,  one of whom i s  r a t h e r  s t u p i d  b u t  
s t r o n g ,  and t h e  o t h e r  who i s  a cunning t r i c k s t e r .  These two a r e  
usua l ly  involved  i n  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  malevolent  T l a n  who a r e  i n t e n t  
on harming t h e  Meo. 



I n  j u s t  what manner one might r e l a t e  t h e  f o l k l o r e  t o  p r e s e n t -  
- day b e l i e f s  and 31eo c u l t u r e  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  determine.  I t  

appears  t h a t  t h e  :;Ieo c l a n  system i s  t i e d  i n  wi th  t h e  f o l k l o r e  
both  as f a r  as o r i g i n  i s  concerned and 2 s  f a r  as  i n t e r n a l  o r g a i -  
z a t i o n  i s  concerned.  I t  seems t h e t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between 
personages i n  t h e  f o l k l o r e  p a t t e r n  a r e  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e  
household m d  c l a n  complex d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h i s  paper .  

Present-day b e l i e f s  among t h e  Meo a r e  vague and i n c o n s i s t e n t  
concerning l i f e  a f t e r  d e a t h  and t h e  s p i r i t  realm. There i s  a 
concept t h a t  a f t e r  d e a t h  t h e  s o u l  remains i n  t h e  house and i n -  
h a b i t s  t h e  n e x t  c h i l d  of  t h e  f ami ly .  Some deny t h i s  concept  
and b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  s o u l  goes t o  d w e l l  i n  t h e  l a n d  o f  t h e  ?lea 
Tlan.  A t  t h e  t ime  of d e a t g ,  t h e  dead pe r son  w a s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  
g iven  a s e a t  o f  honor i n  h i s  house,  where he  remained s e v e r a l  
days before  b u r i a l .  F e a s t s  were conducted i n  h i s  honor ,  t h e  
Tu u a  neng had s p e c i a l  r i t e s  w i t h  t h e  Tlan world i n  b e h a l f  o f  - -  
t h e  deceased,  and many d i r g e s  were chan ted .  These were normally 
sung by young men who had l e a r n e d  them from t h e  & ua neng.  A f t e r  
the  proper  p e r i o d  of  t ime,  t h e  body w a s  b u r i e d  o u t s i d e  t h e  
v i l l a g e ,  a f t e r  which t h e  s p i r i t  e i t h e r  r e t u r n e d  t o  dwel l  i n  
t h e  house o r  went t o  t h e  l and  of  t h e  Tlan, depending on whose 
concepts  one a c c e p t s  . 
The Meo observe  a n  annual  v i s i t  w i t h  t h e i r  household T lan ,  vfhich 
some b e l i e v e  t o  be t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of t h e i r  a n c e s t o r s .  The 
doors a r e  s h u t ,  and no one i s  a l lowed t o  e n t e r  o r  l e a v e  u n t i l  
t h e  v i s i t  is o v e r .  This  may las t  one o r  s e v e r a l  days.  A f r i e ~ l d  
who h a s  t r a v e l e d  days t o  v i s i t  t h e  household must f i n d  lodging  
e l s e t ~ h e r e  u n t i l  t h e  taboo p e r i o d  i s  over .  I n f o m a n t s  r e p o r t e d  
t h a t  they never  saw o r  heard a n y t h i n g  dur ing  t h i s  p e r i o d ,  b u t  
knew t h a t  they should  a l l  be g a t h e r e d  i n  one house s o  t h a t  t h e  
Tlan would f i n d  them. 

The Meo z r e  a n i m i s t i c .  They have numerous T1a.n which a r e  
c l a s s i f i e d  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e i r  f u n c t i o n s .  There a r e  t h e  Tlan o f  
t h e  water ,  of  f e r t i l i t y ,  of t h e  t r a i l ,  of t h e  h e a r t h ,  o f  t h e  
s l e e p i n g  q u a r t e r s ,  of t h e  r i c e  f i e l d ,  f o r  h u n t i n g ,  and numerous 
o t h e r  c a t e g o r i e s .  

The -- Tu ua neng16 i n  a Meo v i l l a g e  h a s  a very impor tan t  r o l e .  I!e 
has c e r t a i n  powers which h e l p  t o  d e f i n e  h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  
These powers a r e  recognized by t h e  Meo t o  have been g i v e n  t o  t h e  
Tu u a  nen by t h e  Tlan. This  power, poss ib ly  a Tlan which dvlells  -- 
i n  him$ e n a b l e s  t h e  Tu ua neng t o  cu re  t h e  s i c k ,  de termine  t h e  
meaning of s i g n s  and dreams, g i v e  s e c u r i t y  t o  a new i n f a n t ,  pre-  
d i c t  t h e  f u t u r e  thxough o r d e a l s ,  and i n  g e n e r a l  communicate 
between t h e  l i v i n g  Meo and t h e  T lan  world. 

The -- Tu ua neng may be male o r  female .  He o r  she  i s  g i v e n  an 
a s c r i b e d  s t a t u s  by t h e  Meo on t h e  b a s i s  o f  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  



t h e  Tlan .  !Io~vever, t h e r e  i s  an achieved s t a t u s  as v:ell, which i s  
determined by t h e  degree of e f f e c f i v e n e s s  of t h e  -- Tu ua nengl s 
i n f l u e n c e  c a r r i e s  ic t h e  T l a  world.  Th i s  i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  h i s  
a b i l i t y  t o  cu re  t h e  s i c k ,  t o  d r i v e  away malevolent Tlan,  and t o  
inf luence  t h e  Tlan world f o r  t h e  w e l f a r e  o f  Neo s o c i e t y .  The 
Tu ua nene; i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f ~ r  making a l l  f e t i s h e s ,  e r e c t i ~ g  -- 
a l t a r s  i n  t h e  homes and p l a c i n g  s h r i n e s  a long t h e  t r a i l  and a t  
the  r i c e  f i e l d s .  X i s  r o l e  does no t  compete wi th  t h a t  of t h e  
householder o r  c h i e f ,  s i n c e  he o p e r a t e s  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t  sphere  o f  
l i f e ,  a l though i t  might appear  t h a t  t h e i r  a r e a s  of i n f l u e n c e  
over l ap .  

I n  c a s e s  of i l l n e s s ,  t h e  Tu u a  neng i s  c a l l e d .  The Meo cons ider  -- 
t h a t  t h e  s o u l  (pli) i s  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  l e a v e  t h e  body o f  t h e  s i c k  
person. I f  t h e  pe r son  becomes unconsc ious ,  it h a s  depar t ed  and 
v ~ i l l  depa r t  f o r  good u n l e s s  it can be brought  back. The Tu u a  -- 
nenq a r r i v e s ,  and o r d e r s  t h e  a r e a  around t h e  a l t a r  c l e a r e d .  The 
body of t h e  s i c k  pe r son  i s  brought  and l a i d  be fo re  t h e  a l t a r .  

Ki th  v a r i o u s  " sac red"  gongs and r a t t l e s  t h e  -- Tu ua nenq a t t e m p t s  
t o  c a l l  k indly  T l a n  f o r  h e l p .  Having achieved t h i s ,  he l aunches  
i n t o  a chant which develops i n t o  g a r b l e d  sounds when " r e a l  
con?munication" i s  be ing  made. members o f  t h e  house- 
hold k i l l  a s a c r i f i c e  a t  t h e  doorway. Meanwhfsey The blood o f  t h e  s a c r i -  
f i c e  i s  poured on a paper  d o l l  t h a t  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  s i c k  person.  . 
This i s  t h e n  b u r i e d  i n  t h e  doorway. A t  t h e  end of  t h e  ceremony, 
v ~ h i c l ~  mqy t a k e  many hours ,  t h e  -- Tu ua  neng c a s t s  t h e  s p l i t  horn  o f  
a cox,~ on t h e  ground. The manner i n  which t h e  two p i e c e s  f a l l  
de termines  whether t h e  pe r son  w i l l  r e c o v e r .  This s o r t  of o r a c l e  
i s  a l s o  used f o r  o t h e r  s i t u a t i o n s .  

I n  t ime of epidemics,  t h e  -- Tu a u  neng e r e c t s  a type o f  d o o n ~ ~ y  on 
each t r a i l  l e a d i n g  i n t o  t h e  v i l l a g e .  The Tlan i s  thereby urged 
t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  v i l l a g e .  Such frames a r e  commonly encountered 011 

the  t r a i l .  

The I:leo do n o t  c o n s i d e r  a Tu u a  neng c a t e g o r i c a l l y  t o  p a s s  on h i s  
r o l e  t o  h i s  o r  h e r  c h i l d ,  s i n c e  t h e  p o s i t i o n  i s  n o t  i n h e r i t e d  
but  r e q u i r e s  appoin tment-and enablemknt by t h e  T l a n .  This  
appointment i s  a t t e s t e d  by e f f e c t i v e  power i n  pragmatic  t e s t s .  
A v i l l a g e  of  a n y  s i z e  may have more t h a n  one Tu u a  neng. Some 
a r e  recognized as having s p e c i a l  powers f o r  c e r t a i n  s i t u a t i o n s .  
S m d l  f e e s  a r e  p a i d  f o r  s e r v i c e s  of t h e  ua neng, but  he must 
s u b s i d i z e  t h i s  s m a l l  income v ~ i t h  a c o n s i d e r a b l e  amount of r i c e  
h o r t i c u l t u r e .  

The 31eo appear  keenly aware o f  t h e  unusua l .  The Tlan may cause  
good and bad f o r t u n ? .  There fo re ,  it i s  l i . t t l e  wonder wi th  t h e  
i n c r e a s i n g  ? o l i t i c a l ,  s o c i a l ,  and economic p r e s s u r e s  t h a t  t h e  
Xeo endeavor t o  employ t h e  s p i r i t  rea lm t o  a f f o r d  some c o n t r o l  
on t h e i r  environment. A f a l l e n  t r e e ,  a washout, a s t r a n g e  rock  



fo rmat ion ,  l i g h t n i n g  s t r i k i n g  a t r e e ,  and many o t h e r  phenomena 
- r e q u i r e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  by t h e  & ua n e w  wi th  m y  subsecuent 

tabooes  which he nay cons ider  e s s e n t i a l .  One seldom t r a v e l s  m y  
d i s t a n c e  on a t r a l l  without  o b s e r v i n g  a re25  where g r e a t  numbers 
of s t i c k s  a r e  s t a n d i n g  on t h e  ground.  This p a r t  of  t h e  t r a i l  i s  
thought  t o  possess  some s t r a n g e  Tlan, as a murder, a c c i d e n t  o r  
I l l n e s s  overtook someone t h e r e .  P l a c i n g  t h e  s t i c k s  i n  t h e  ground 
by t h e  t r a v e l e r  i n d i c a t e s  h i s  r e c o g n i t i o n  of a T lan  presence ,  
and guaran tees  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s a f e  passage .  Likewise ,  a drop 
o r  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  p r i c e  of opium, r i c e ,  and t a x e s  a r e  a c c r e d i t e d  
t o  good o r  bad r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  t h e  T l a n  as t h e  case  may be. 

Thus, w i t h  t h e  bleo t h e r e  i s  a c o n s t a n t  awareness o f  h i s  associa-  
t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  Tlan and of  t h e  r e q u i r e m e n t s  and d u t i e s  which a r e  
incumbent on him i f  he is  t o  c u l t i v a t e  t h e i r  good w i l l  and se- 
c u r e  t h e i r  a i d .  In keeping vrith t h i s  concept ,  t h e  Meo a r e  
c o n t i n u a l l y  showing deference  t o  t h e  T l a n  by innumerable taboos 
and ceremonies.  Examples of  such  a r e  t h e  f e t i s h e s  p laced  on t h e  
body fo l lowing b i r t h ,  b l e s s i n g s  sought  a t  mar r i age ,  be fo re  t r a i l  
journeys o r  hun t ing  t r i p s ,  and s o l i c i t a t i o n  o f  T lan  h e l p  during 
t h e  crop  seasons.  

I n d i v i d u a l s  vary i n  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  toward t h e  Tlan. Some appear 
- t o  be deeply c o n f i d e n t  of  t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  t h e  v a r i e d  obser- 

vances.  Othe r s  appear  t o  h o l d  t o  i t  because of t r a d i t i o n  =d 
hope it may do some good. It would a p p e a r  t o  t h i s  w r i t e r  t h a t  - t h e  Meo whom he observed may have been  involved i n  much more 
d e t a i l e d  a t t empts  t o  c o n t r o l  t h e  Tlan world t h a n  would be 
i n d i c a t e d  by r e p o r t s  g iven  by B e r n a t z i k  and o t h e r  i n v e s t i g a t o r s  
;vhorn he quotes .  A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  it appears  t h a t  t h e  Xieng 
khouang Meo a r e  q u i t e  d i s u n i t e d  i n  any p a t t e r n  o f  b e l i e f s .  

Therefore ,  one q u e s t i o n s  i f  t h i s  may n o t  i n d i c a t e  a n  a t t i t u d e  of 
i n s e c u r i t y  among t h e  Meo. Although t h e  c l a n  and household un i t  
remain as i n t e g r a t i v e  u n i t s ,  t h e r e  a p p e a r  t o  be s e p a r a t i o n s  from 
t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p a t t e r n  o f  Neo l i f e - - e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  mat ter  of 
b e l i e f .  It seems t h a t  t h i s  i s  t h e  f i rs t  r e a l  p i e c e  of evidence 
of any major break-down i n  Meo c u l t u r e .  

Before  l e a v i n g  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  a s p e c t  o f  Meo b e l i e f s ,  t h e r e  
should  be mention o f  t h e  IJeo concept  o f  a supreme be ing  whom 
they c a l l  -- Bua T a i .  The w r i t e r  does n o t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t 6 e  na tu re  
o f  h i s  work i n  L a o s  h a s  influenced h i s  unders t and ing  o f  t h i s  
concept .  I n  Meo t h i n k i n g ,  Fua T a i  c r e a t e d  a l l  t h i n g s  and 
o r i g i n a l l y  had c l o s e  communication w i t h  man. He became dis -  
t r a u g h t  wi th  man, and l e f t  him t o  t h e  " s p i r i t "  world.  Z'ua 
T a i  s t i l l  e x i s t s ,  bu t  i s  no l o n g e r  concerned w i t h  t h e  affairs of  
nen. 



The Meo L i f e  Cvcle 

V/ith +he ?.!lea, l i f e  i s  conceived as one long s e r i e s  of even t s  
wi th  no g r e z t  t r a u ~ a t i c  exper i ences  l e a d i n g  from one s t a g e  t o  
ano the r .  B i r t h  and d e a t h  a r e  cons ide red  the  major c r i s e s ,  w h i l e  
marr iage i s  an impor ta t  event t h a t  a s s u r e s  t h e  cont inuance  of 
t h e  Meo soc ie ty  and c u l t u r e .  The household f u n c t i o n s  throughout  
t h e  l i f e  of t h e  Meo, and s e r v e s  as t h e  mold i n  which l i f e  i s  
l i v e d .  

The ivleo f a t h e r  i s  recognized f o r  t h e  p a r t  he p l a y s  i n  caus ing  
t h e  conception of a c h i l d .  A t  b i r t h ,  he assists t h e  wife  d u r i n g  
t h e  d e l i v e r y ,  and r e c e i v e s  t h e  c h i l d .  He c u t s  t h e  cord ,  and 
immediately b a t h e s  t h e  baby w i t h  w a r m  water .  The w r i t e r  has  
observed a f a t h e r  dashing w a t e r  o v e r  a new-born i n f a n t  as he 
squa t t ed  i n  t h e  doorway o f  h i s  house on a f r o s t y  morning. The 
w r i t e r  does n o t  know of  any s i g n i f i c a n c e  which t h e  IAeo p l a c e  
on t h e  f a t h e r ' s  a s s i s t i n g  w i t h  t h e  d e l i v e r y .  If it i s  a s s o c i a t e d  
wi th  t h e  couvade it i s  such i n  only a minor form, inasmuch as 
t h e  f a t h e r  does n o t  observe any p e r i o d  of confinement. The 
w r i t e r  did not  observe  any t a b o o s  on t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  f a t h e r .  It 
w a s  ev ident ,  hovrever, t h a t  . the Nee expect  t h e  f a t h e r  t o  be 
p r e s e n t  f o r  t h e  d e l i v e r y .  On one occas ion  a c a t e c h i s t  asked 
t o  be excused from schoo l  u n t i l  h i s  c h i l d  !vas born .  He was 
asked when he expected  t h e  c h i l d ,  and r e p l i e d  t h a t  i t  v~ould 
depend on t h e  s e x  of t h e  baby. If t h e  baby i s  a g i r l ,  t h e  Meo 
claim t h a t  it t a k e s  n i n e  months f o r  m a t u r i t y ;  t e n  months a r e  
r e q u i r e d  f o r  a baby boy. 

Shor t ly  a f t e r  b i r t h  o f  a c h i l d ,  a -- Tu ua  n e w  i s  summoned t o  
p l a c e  f e t i s h e s  on  t h e  c h i l d ' s  neck and l imbs t o  encourage t h e  
soul  t o  s t a y  i n  t h e  body. Also,  t h e s e  f e t i s h e s  may guard a g a i n s t  
a malevolent t lan which might a t t e m p t  t o  claim t h e  l i f e  of t h e  
i n f a n t .  This f e a r  i s  emphasized by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Meo c h i l d r e n ,  
who a r e  o f t e n  g i v e n  numbers i n s t e a d  o f  names, a r e  n e v e r  named 
number one. The kleo s t a t e  t h a t  t h e  t l a n  might n o t  l o o k  f o r  
number two u n t i l  he  has  found number one. 

During infancy t h e  c h i l d  i s  c a r e d  f o r  by mother, f a t h e r ,  and any  
of t h e  o t h e r  c h i l d r e n .  The mother  w i l l  genera l ly  remain i n  
confinement f o r  only a few days  u n l e s s  she  is  from a wealthy 
household. Ch i ld ren  a r e  al lowed t o  n u r s e  as long  as t h e  mother 
has  milk.  There i s  no t r a u m a t i c  weaning exper ience  f o r  t h e  Meo 
c h i l d .  I t  i s  common t o  observe  a mother nurs ing  a c h i l d  i n  h e r  
arms, and s imul taneous ly  n u r s i n g  a n o t h e r  vrho s t a n d s  b e s i d e  h e r .  
There appears t o  be l i t t l e  t o i l e t  t r a i n i n g ,  and only a f t e r  
adolescence has begun does t h e  Meo go beyond t h e  v i l l a g e  l i m i t s  
t o  perform h i s  t o i l e t .  C h i l d r e n  a r e  f requent ly  p a c i f i e d  by 
manipula t ion  of t h e i r  s e x  o rgans .  This  causes no a p p a r e n t  
sexua l  i r r e g u l a r i e i e s  i n  l a t e r  l i f e  . 



During chi ldhood t h e  c h i l d r e n  commence t o  s h a r e  i n  work re-  
- s p o n s i b i l i t y .  Both boys and g i r l s  nay f o l l o v ~  t h e i r  mother about 

and assist h e r .  8oys may f o l l o w  t h e i r  f a t i l e r  ~ b o u t  as he per-  
forms h i s  t a s k s .  I r i a a r i l y ,  t h e  c h i l d r e n  s e r v e  as "baby s i t t e r s "  
and also g a t l i e r  fireviood. They obse rve  t h e  d u t i e s  which n i l 1  
l a t e r  f a l l  t o  them because of  t h e i r  s e x ,  a d m a k e  a t t e m p t s  t o  
perform t h e s e  t a s k s .  They g e t  t h e i r  f i r s t  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  
r i d b g  h o r s e s ,  shoot ing  t h e  cross-bow m-d hun t ing .  

Childhood i s  a t ime f o r  r e c r e a t i o n  a l s o .  Games o f  t a g  aqd hide- 
and-seek a r e  common. Every boy h a s  h i s  s p i n  t o p ,  which i s  used 
f o r  a game i n  which the  o l d e r  boys and even t h e  men may engage 
t o  amuse themselves.  These t o p s ,  wound about  w i t h  s t r o n g  cord 
a r e  s e t  s p i n n i n g  a t  high speed. E x p e r t s  can p l a c e  them on 2 
p r e c i s e  s p o t  from some d i s t a n c e .  I n  t h e  c o n t e s t s ,  one person 
a t t e m p t s  t o  d i s lodge  and r e p l a c e  h i s  opponent1  s s p i n n i n g  top 
with h i s  own. 

No s p e c i f i c  r i t e s  a r e  performed at p u b e r t y .  The Meo g i r l s  may 
s tar t  wear ing  whi te  scarves  o v e r  t h e i r  heads  t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  
they have  reached puberty.  These s c a r v e s  a r e  o f t e n  used  t o  cover 
h a l f  t h e  f a c e  as an i n d i c a t i o n  of r e a l  o r  a f f e c t e d  shyness .  

Adolescence i s  conceptual ly  a time f o r  p r e p a r i n g  f o r  marr iage .  
Both s e x e s  become p r o f i c i e c t  i n  d i s c h a r g i n g  t h e  work respons i -  
b i l i t i e s  t h a t  Meo soc ie ty  demands o f  them. R e c r e a t i o n  t akes  on 

. new dimensions.  Horse r a c i n g  i s  common, and s e x u a l  adventures  
become a f r e q u e n t  a c t i v i t y .  

Young coup les  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  mar r i age  u s u a l l y  p r a c t i c e  t r i a l  
mzr r i age ,  as h a s  already been d e s c r i b e d .  Although t h i s  i s  
spoken o f  i n  a joking rnanner b y  t h e  Meo, they  c o n s i d e r  i t  an 
e s s e n t i a l  phase i n  the  l i f e  c y c l e  and necessa ry  f o r  s e c u r i n g  a 
s u i t a b l e  p a r t n e r .  Except a t  t h e  t i n e  o f  t h e  f e s t i v a l s ,  l i t t l e  
a f f e c t i o n  i s  shown between t h e  s e c e s  i n  p u b l i c ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e r e  
is  l i t t l e  doubt that such r e l a t i o n s h i p s  p e r s i s t  betweem them. 

A s  t h e  young people ga in  m a t u r i t y  and become i n c r e a s i n g l y  aware 
o f  t h e i r  d e s i r e  f o r  marriage,  each . v ? i l l  s e e k  more e a r n e s t l y  t o  
prove h i s  o r  h e r  r ead iness  f o r  mar r i age  by demons t ra t ing  t h e  
p e r f e c t i o n  of  h i s  o r  he r  l a b o r s .  The young man b e g i n s  t o  l a y  
a s i d e  a r e s e r v e  f o r  t h e  br ide-weal th ,  w h i l e  t h e  y o m g  lady makes 
a d d i t i o n a l  s k i r t s  and s e c u r e s  a s i l v e r  neck p i e c e  t o  p r e s e n t  t o  
h e r  husband a t  r n a r ~ i a g e .  The p r o c e s s  o f  c o n t r a c t i n g  a marr iage 
has been  d i s c u s s e d  above and does  n o t  r e q u i r e  r e p e t i t i o n .  

Adulthood i s  considered t o  b e g i n  w i t h  m a r r i a g e .  The prime ob- 
j e c t i v e  i n  adul thodd i s  t o  c a r r y  on t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  t h e  c y c l e  of 
l i f e ,  i . e  . , r a i s i n g  c h i l d r e n  and t r a i n i n g  them i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n s  
of Lieo s o c i e t y  c u l t u r e .  To be c o n s i d e r e d  as good p a r e n t s  
t h e  a d u l t s  must n o t  only p r o v i d e  f o r  t h e i r  family b u t  must 



s u c c e s s f u l l y  r e a r  t h e i r  chi ldrer!  i n  t h e  Zeo way of l i f e .  L i f e  - - 
is meaningful  t o  t h e  a d u l t  !.lea, n o t  s o  much i n  h i s  p r e p a r a t i o n  
f o r  o l d  age  and dea th ,  but  as he s e e s  t h e  development o f  h i s  
descendants  i n  t h e  Nee t r a d i t i o n .  Xe fincis t h a t  l i f e  has  s p e c i a l  
s a t i s f a c t i o n .  if he CXI-I observe - th is  ccntinii-m i n  t h e  l i f e  of his  
own ~ r a n d c h i l d r e n .  

Old people  a r e  h igh ly  re spec ted  by a l l  t h e  peop le  i n  t h e  l ~ i l l a g e .  
Those who have a t t a i n e d  success  i n  t h e  m a t t e r s  o f  t h e  previous 
paragraph e n j c y  t h e  h ighes t  p r e s t i g e  and d e f e r e n c e .  The w r i t e r  
33s o f t e n  observed t h e  g r e a t  c a r e  and a t t e n t i o n  which an e n t i r e  
v i l l a g e  shov~s t o  e l d e r l y  people,  and t h e  measure of p r i d e  d i s -  
played vihen h e  w a s  in t roduced t o  t h e s e  aged Nee. 

Death c l o s e s  t h e  l i f e  cyc le  f o r  t h e  Meo. Ad,iustments a r e  
d i f f i c u l t  f o r  t h e  bereaved. T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  t h e  Tu ua nen,g' i s  -- 
c a l l e d  t o  perform a l l  t h a t  is  e s s e n t i a l  t o  e n s u r e  t h e  deceased - - 

a s a f e  journey i n t o  t h e  next  realm. The deceased  con t inues  t o  
l i v e  i n  t h e  memories of t h e  bereaved. D r e m s  a r e  considered 
d e s i r a b l z ,  s i n c e  they a r e  means by which t h e  depar t ed  s p i r i t  
c o m u n i c a t e s  w i t h  t h e  l i v i n g .  

Zrom b i r t h  t o  d e a t h  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  n o t  on ly  made aware o f  
h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  t o  t h e  household,  b u t  h e  a l s o  l e a r n s  t o  
reckon on h i s  household f o r  s e c u r i t y  and s t a t u s  i n  t h e  s o c i a l ,  
p o l i t i c & ,  economic and r e l i g i o u s  s p h e r e s  o f  Meo c u l t u r e .  

itecent Changes i n  fheo Cul ture  

Aaollg t h e  !:lea o f  Laos, t h e  decade from 1940 t o  1950 brought about  
xany o b s e r v a b l e  changes i n  c u l t u r e .  These peop le  had been a 
southv~ard d r i f t  from China f o r  about  t h r e e  g e n e r a t i o n s .  They 
had e n t e r e d  ar, a r e a  they were more a c c e s s i b l e  t o  o t h e r  
e th l ic  g roups  and Western i n f l u e n c e ,  and where they were engulf ec? 
i n  z sequence o f  w a r s  and p o l i t i c a l  u p h e a v a l s .  Since 1940 con- 
t r o l  of Laos h a s  passed from t h e  French t o  t h e  Japanese ,  t o  t h e  
Xao, and back t o  t h e  French from whom i t  h a s  only r e c e n t l y  Seen 
disengaged. During t h e s e  t imes  of s t r e s s ,  t h e  v a r i o u s  l o c a l  
e t h n i c  groups  were placed under common d a n g e r s  and ha rdsh ips .  
Such c o n d i t i o n s  r e s u l t e d  i n  c l o s e r  communication and coopera- 
t i o n  between them. Thus, i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  constant; change 
v~hich  t a k e s  p l a c e  w i t h i n  any c u l t u r e ,  t h e  1.4eo were- under severe  
p r e s s u r e s  from wi thout .  

Conmarison of t h e  1.4eo s i t u a t i o n  b e f o r e  1940 w i t h  t h a t  which 
e x i s t e d  a f t e r  1950 i s  amazing. The w r i t e r  does  n o t  a t t empt  t o  
psychoanalyze t h e s e  changes which have o c c u r r e d  i n  t h e  major 
phases o f  :';Ieo l i f e ,  

A market s c e n e  i n  1950 shows a l a r g e  number o f  I.!eo p a r t i c i p a t i n g  
i n  both  t h e  buying and t h e  s e l l i n g .  A decade  e a r l i e r ,  they - 



were r a r e l y  s e e n  i n  tovm. 

ib?any kIeo cow engage i n  wage l a b o r .  The a i r l i n e  company h a s  3eo 
employees h a n d l i n g  t l ie f r e i g h t .  !?!ye ;:ieo assis t  l o c a l  a r t i s a n s  
i n  brick rndcing; wood and b u i l d i n g .  O t h e r s  a r e  employed 
f o r  domestic t a s k s  i n  homes and ga rdens .  S t i l l  o t h e r s  have jobs 
with t h e  Travaux Pub l iques  i n  road maintenance u l d  i n  r e p a i r  
shops.  The w r i t e r  does not wish t o  imply t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a mass 
movement t o  wage l a b o r  such as a r e  found i n  t h e  mining  a reas  
of A f r i c a .  The Meo u s e s  wage l a b o r  as a source  o f  c a s h  income 
t o  supplement t h e  l i v e l i h o o d  d e r i v e d  from h o r t i c u l t u r e .  

There a r e  a few i n s t a n c e s  of  Meo a c t u a l l y  changing  t h e i r  economy. 
The w r i t e r  knows a few who have been a b l e  t o  l e a s e  t e r r a c e d  
f i e l d s  f o r  i r r i g a t e d  r i c e  farming. Some o f  t h e s e  were encouraged 
and u n d e r w r i t t e n  by Touby. S t i l l  o t h e r  Meo have become mechzrlics, 
t r a i n e d  medical  p r a c t i t i o n e r s ,  and s p e c i a l i s t s  i n  o t h e r  ty3es  
of work. 

Xost of t h e  Neo s t i l l  mainta in  a b a s i c  mountain r i c e  economy. 
Never the less ,  i t  i s  evident  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a t r e n d  toward a modi- 
f i e d  cash  economy. The Meo a r e  a n x i o u s  t o  p o s s e s s  w e s t e r n  
sadd les ,  w e s t e r n  k n i v e s ,  s a w s  and o t h e r  t o o l s .  Those who l i v e  
nea r  town purchase  b i c y c l e s ,  motor b i k e s ,  and some even ovm 
jeeps.  I!Iost of t h e  Meo wish t o  own P e s t e r n  guns .  They w a n t  t o  
buy medicine,  s u n  g l a s s e s ,  c o l o r f u l  - h a t s ,  foo twear ,  f l a s h l i g h t s ,  . and any number of misce l laneous  i t e m s  which may be purchased i n  
t h e  Xieng IChouang shops.  These "needs" r e q u i r e  c a s h  income. 
This  cash i s  o b t a i n e d  l a r g e l y  through o p i m ,  wage l a b o r ,  and t h e  
s a l e  of s u r p l u s  i t e m s .  

The 74eo have a f a c u l t y  f o r  inqu i ry  i n t o  and a d o p t i o n  o f  new 
i tems.  Th i s  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  a g a i n  and a g a i n  as new elements have 
been intro-duceG. i n t o  t h e i r  a r e a .  The i n q u i s i t i ~ ~ e  hieo w i l l  f l ock  
t o  an  a i r s t r i p  t o  s e e  a plane.  \!'hen t h e  f irst  one  appeared on 
t h e  o u t s k i r t s  o f  Xieng Khouang, t h e  Meo n o t  orily j o i n e d  t h e  
crowd as o b s e r v e r s ,  b u t  were found i n  t h e  p i l o t ' s  c a b i n  a t tempt ing  
t o  de termine  t h e  f u n c t i o n s  o f  a l l  t h e  g a d g e t s .  The w r i t e r  has 
experienced t h e  same wi th  a jeep. .The women a r e  q u i c k  t o  employ 
a sewing machine.  The men are .  qu ick  t o  u s e  new t o o l s .  'Chether 
i t  be an impor ted  d o l l  whose sex  they must d e t e r m i n e ,  a soccer  
b a l l ,  a b i c y c l e ,  o r  any o t h e r  new i t e m s ,  t h e  Meo a r e  znxious 
t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  and adap t  it, i f  it w i l l  f i t  i n t o  t h e i r  way of  
l i f e .  

Recent changes a r e  a l s o  a f f e c t i n g  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s p h e r e  of  lvleo 
c u l t u r e .  The p o l i t i c a l  b r idge ,  on t h e  d i s t r i c t  l e v e l ,  which 
t i e s  t h e  ?-3eo i n t o  t'he n a t i o n a l  government of  Lzos ,  h a s  already 
been i n d i c a t e d .  However, i n t e l l i g e n t  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h i s  l a r g e r  
p o l i t i c a l  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  is  only b e g i n n i n g  t o  emerge, as t h e  Meo . have come t o  be  cons ide red  c i t i z e n s  o f  Laos and a l s o  t o  be 



r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  X e 2 i o n d  Assembly. 

Inc rezsed  enforcemest of t a x e s ,  marr iage  l i c e n s e s ,  and v a r i o u s  
pe rmi t s  f o r  such t h i n g s  as s e l l i n g  and wood c u t t i n g  d i r e c t l y  
a f f e c t  t h e  Meo-an? have s t i m u l a t e d  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  l z r g e r  
p o l i t i c a l  sphere .  This  p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r e s t  i s  augmented f u r t h e r  
by i n c r e a s e d  l i t e r a c y ,  more f r e q u e n t  c o n t a c t  w i t h  Xieng Khouang 
tomn, and Meo cand ida tes  f o r  p r o v i n c i a l  a d  n a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c a l  
o f f i c e s .  

A s  y e t  t h e s e  changes have n o t  s e r i o u s l y  a f f e c t e d  t h e  Meo p o l i t i -  
c a l  organism on t h e  l o c a l  v i l l a g e  l e v e l  because t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
channels  o f  a u t h o r i t y  a r e  used .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  
measure o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  government programs of t a x a t i o n ,  
l e g i s l a t i o n ,  and t l ie m i l i t a r y  i n d i c a t e s  a s t r o n g  change i n  t h e  
b a s i c  Meo a t t i t u d e  toward a u t h o r i t y .  

Y!ith t h i s  coopera t ion ,  t h e  l!Ieo a r e  r e c e i v i n g  g r e a t e r  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  
f o r  educat ion ,  medical  a t t e n t i o n ,  and r e c o g n i t i o n  i n  a l l  c i v i c  
func t ions .  Perhaps t h e  most s i g n i f i c a n t  p r o g r e s s  h a s  been made 
in  t h e  a r e a  of  educa t ion .  In  many Meo v i l l a g e s  schoo l s  have been 
s e t  up by t h e  v i l l a g e  households.  O f t e n  t h e  v i l l a g e  h a s  been 
a b l e  t o  pay a h i g h e r  s a l a r y  t o  a Lao t e a c h e r  t h a n  t h e  government 
pays i n  t h e  o f f i c i a l  p u b l i c  schoo l s .  L i t e r a c y  has  been e x t r e n e l y  
low among t h e  Meo, b u t  it i s  i n c r e a s i n g  now a t  a r a p i d  pace .  t 

I n  Xieng Ichouang t h e  p u b l i c  school  h a s  admi t t ed  Meo c h i l d r e n  who 
have t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  r e a d  and w r i t e  i n  Lao. Those who main ta in  
c o n s i s t e n t l y  h igh  s c h o l a r s h i p  a r e  p e r m i t t e d  t o  complete t h e i r  
elementary educat ion .  Some have gone t o  lyc'ees.  a t  V i e n t i a n e  and 
Saigon. Q t h e r s  a r e  r e c e i v i n g  s p e c i a l  t r a i n i n g  i n  v a r i o u s  trzcles 
and p r o f e s s i o n s .  

Economic, p o l i t i c a l ,  and e d u c a t i o n a l  changes a r e  c e r t a i n  t o  hzve 
some e f f e c t s  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  sphere .  The i n t r u s i o n  of cash  
economy, p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  a b roader  p o l i t i c a l  sphere ,  and educa- 
t i o n a l  developments ( e s p e c i a l l y  school  programs which n e c e s s i t a t e  
young people  be ing  away from home f o r  extended p e r i o d s )  hzve a l l  
put s t ra in  on t h e  primary i n t e g r a t i v e  f o r c e  i n  I!:leo soc ie ty- - the  
household. 

B r i e f l y ,  one can s e e  t h e  p o i n t s  of s t r e s s .  A c h i l d  a t t e n d s  school 
i n  Xieng Khouang town f o r  many months. He has  n o t  been  s u b j e c t  
t o  t h e  d i r e c t  s o c i a  s a n c t i o n s  of  h i s  household.  He r e t u r n s  home 
t o  be i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  s u p e r i o r  t o  h i s  e l d e r s ,  and may e v e n t u a l l y  
wish t o  dominate t h e  houeehold,  o r  he  may move away t o  become a 
s p e c i a l i s t  Ln sone new l i n e  o f  work. There a r e  t h o s e  who remzin 
i n t e g r a l  members o r " - t h e i r  household,  u s e  t h e i r  new a b i l i t i e s  t o  
augment i t s  economy, and participate as much as p o s s i b l e  I n  i t s  
t r a d i t i o n a l  a f f a i r s .  O the r s  appear  t o  f o r g e t  t h e i r  h o u s e h o l d ' s  
claim on them and become independent .  Such a r e  s u b j e c t  t o  



g e n e r a l  c r i t i c i s m  f r o n  $he 2eo populadilon. 

'gage l a b o r  i s  p a r t  of t h e  problem. The ilousehold h a s  a t tempted  
t o  meet t h e  need f o r  cash through endeavors i n  vjhich t h e  e n t i r e  
household p a r t i c i p a t e s ,  e - g . ,  t h e  opium complex, r a i s i n g  and 
s e l l i n g  s u r p l u s  p roduc t s ,  and o t h e r  communal 2 r o  j e c t s .  The 
communal endeavors  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  r e g u l a r  s o c i a l  p a t t e r n  of t h e  
Keo, but t h e  wage l a b o r  and i n d i v i d u a l  s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  of l a b o r  
tend t o  p u t  s t r a i n  on t h e  framework of 1-feo s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e .  

P o l i t i c a l  change has n o t  caused s e v e r e  h a r d s h i p  o n  t h e  household,  
bu t  it s t a n d s  as a t h r e a t  t o  t h e  househo ld ' s  s t a b i l i t y .  If f r e e  
e l e c t i o n s  l e a d  an i n d i v i d u a l  t o  p l a c e  conf idence  and r e s p e c t  i n  
those  who t r a d i t i o n a l l y  do n o t  war ran t  such ,  some i n s t a b i l i t y  may 
develop i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  s o c i a l  system. One can o b s e r v e  i n d i v i d u a l s  
who no l o n g e r  s e n s e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w i t h i n  t h e  househo ld ,  and 
while  they a r e  cons ide red  as d e v i a n t s ,  such  an a t t i t u d e  may mean 
t h e  beginning o f  a t r e n d  t o  which new p o l i t i c a l  developments 
have made t h e i r  c o n t r i b u t i o n .  

Despi te  t h e  changes  i n  hqeo c u l t u r e  t h e r e  i s  s t i l l  l i t t l e  i n t e r -  
marr iage between t h e  Meo and t h e  o t h e r  e t h n i c  g roups .  The I9eo 
appear t o  wm-t t o  ma in ta in  r e c o g n i t i o n  and d i s t i n c t i o n  as a . group, and t h i s  d e s i r e  seems t o  be r e a l i z e d  even i n  t h e  chvzging 
s i t u a t i o n s .  It would seem t h a t  d e s p i t e  t h e  s t r e s s e s ,  t h e  con- 
f i g u r a t i o n  of  t h e  Meo c u l t u r a l  p a t t e r n  h a s  been e n l a r g e d  but n o t  . severe ly  a l t e r e d  i n  t a k i n g  on new elements .  They a p p e a r  t o  be 
ready t o  adop t  new techniques  and methods if, by d o i n g  so,  t h e  
e n t i r e  Meo s o c i e t y  can b e n e f i t  and g a i n  prominence. 

Perhaps t h i s  i s  a r e v i t a l i z a t i o n  movement as Wallace d e f i n e s  
it: "a d e l i b e r a t e ,  organized ,  consc ious  e f f o r t  b members o f  a  
soc ie ty  t o  c o n s t r u c t  a more s a t i s f y i n g  c u l t u r e .  "1% The Me:, 
appear  t o  be competing consciously f o r  r e c o g n i t i o n  i n  many 
phases o f  l i f e ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  economic, o c c u p a t i o n a l ,  and  educa t iona l  

Recognit ion o f  t h i s  group l o y a l t y  by t h e  f e d e r a l  government i s  
obvious. The government views t h i s .  Meo a t t i t u d e  w i t h  some 
apprehension,  and  has  r e c e n t l y  had cause f o r  such  alarm. This  i s  
admit tedly t h e  r e a s o n  why t h e  government h a s  p r o h i b i t e d  t h e  
p r i n t i n g  o f  any m a t e r i a l  i n  t h e  Meo language;  it f e a r e d  t h a t  
having t h e i r  own w r i t % e n  language might  be  t h s  c a p s t o n e  t o  t h e  
s t r o n g  in-group f e e l i n g  o f  t h e  Meo, t h u s  d e s t r o y i n g  a l l  hope of 
f o m i n g  a n a t i o n a l  u n i t y  t h a t  would c r o s s  ? t h i c  b a r r i e r s .  



See Jo'm Embree and L i l l i a n  Dotson, 3 i b l i o g r a ~ h y  of t h e  P e o p l e s  
a d  C u l t u r e s  of Mainland Sou theas t  A s i a .  I n  t h i s  book t h e s e  
people a r e  l i s t e d  as t h e  Xiao i n  t h e  "Tr ibes"  s e c t i o n s  m d e r  
Thai land and China and as t h e  & i n  t h e  "Tr ibes"  s e c t i o n s  
under Laos and Vietnam. 

2 I b i d . ,  p .  803. 

3 I b i d . ,  p. 752. 

4 I b i d . ,  p .  549. 

5 I b i d . ,  p .  460. 

6 Hugo S e r n a t z i k ,  Akha und Meau: Probleme d e r  angewandten 
Voelkerkunde i n  H i n t e r i n d i e n ,  Vol. I ,  Chapters  2-3. 

7 Benr i  Roux, "Quelques l i n o r i t g s  Ethniques du Nord Indo-Chine, I t  

France-Asie, Vol. X ,  p. 388. 

8 See maps i n  Appendix. 

9 Roux, op. a. , p . 387. 

lo Ylilliam '. Smalley,  "The Gospel and t h e  C u l t u r e s  of Laos," 
P r a c t i c a l  A n t h r o p o l o g ~ ,  Vol. 111, No. 3, 1956, p.  50. 

11 The Meo of Xieng Khouang a r e  of  two major d i a l e c t s .  The 
' 'whi te  13e0," "mon t l e u , "  a r e  known by t h e  c l e a r  w h i t e  p l e a t e d  
s k i r t s  vorn by t h e  women. The " s t r i p e d  l!Ieo, " "mon l e n ,  " a r e  
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  c o l o r f u l l y  embroidered s k i r t s  worn by 
t h e i r  women. The t ~ l o  d i a l e c t s  a r e  mutu3,lly i n t e l l i g i b l e  . 
The 1:Ieo language i s  l a r g e l y  monosyl labic ,  c o n t a i n s  53 conso- 
n a n t  phonemes, 13 vowel phonemes (9 s imple  vowels and 4 
vowel c l u s t e r s )  and 7 t o n e  phonemes. 

12 Bernz tz ik ,  x. @. , Chs. 2,6. 

13 John f i b r e e ,  V i s i t  t o  Laos,  French I i-:?:c5_i.na7 I '  J o u r n a l  
.. . 

of t h e  Vashington Academy o f  Sc ience ,  V:;'... 3 1949, p. 155.  

1 4  IrTkere a r e  t h e  very o l d  songs which a r e  :j.lnos-t e x c l u s i v e l y  
Chinese i n  form, and t h e r e  i s  much t h e  s m e  f o r  t h e  words 
of r i t u 2 1  i n  t h e  s a c r i f i c e s .  " 3. H .  S.S:J~:?.L. . - " D i c t i o n n a i r e  
? d i a o - ~ s e u - ~ r a n q a i i , "  B u l l e t i n  de l ' E c n l , : - . ~ : ~ ; ~ > c a i s e  - d1Extr%me- 
O r i e n t ,  p .  111: 
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3 I b i d . ,  p .  752. 

4 I b i d . ,  p .  549. 

5 I b i d . ,  p .  460. 

Hugo B e r n a t z i k ,  Akha und NIeau: Probleme d e r  angewandten 
Voelkerkunde i n  H i n t e r i n d i e n ,  Vol. I ,  Chapters  2-3. 

7 Benr i  Roux, "Quelques ~ i n o r i t k s  Ethniques du Nord Indo-Chine, I '  

France-Asie, Vol. X ,  p. 388. 

8 See maps in  A ~ p e n d i s .  

9  Rouk, op. G. , p.  387. 

lo W i l l i a m  A.  Smalley,  "The Gospel and t h e  C u l t u r e s  o f  Laos, '' 
P r a c t i c a l  Anthropology, Vol. 111, No. 3, 1956, p .  50. 

11 The l!!Ieo of Xieng Khouang a r e  of two major d i a l e c t s .  The 
"whi te  l!ieo, I'  "mon t l e u ,  I' a r e  known by t h e  c l e a r  w h i t e  p l e a t e d  
s k i r t s  worn by t h e  women. The " s t r i p e d  Weo, I' "mon l e n ,  " a r e  
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  c o l o r f u l l y  embroidered s k i r t s  worn by 
t h e i r  women. Tlie t.:ro d i a l e c t s  a r e  mutu2,lly i n t e l l i g i b l e .  
The 1:Ieo language i s  l a r g e l y  monosyl labic ,  c o n t a i n s  53 conso- 
n a n t  phonemes, 1 3  vowel phonemes ( 9  s imple  vowels and 4  
vowel c l u s t e r s )  and 7 t o n e  phonemes. 

12  Berna tz ik ,  op. a., Chs. 2 , 6 .  

1 3  ~ o h n  ~ b r e e ,  V i s i t  t o  Laos,  French Ii-:?zchi.na, I '  J o u r n a l  
.. . 

of t h e  \'lashine;ton Academ.y of  Sc ience ,  V:;'. .. :I;!, 1949,  p. 155.  

14 "There a r e  t h e  very o l d  songs whicn a r e  :;.lnos-t e x c l u s i v e l y  
Chinese i n  form, and t h e r e  i s  much t h e  s m e  f o r  t h e  words 
of  r i tuz l  i n  t h e  s a c r i f i c e s .  " 3. H .  S :  I IDic t ionna i re  
l i a o - ~ s e u - ~ r a n ~ a i i ,  x l e t i n  de 1 'Ecn:,_xi't;->caise - drExtrEme- 
O r i e n t ,  p.  111, 
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l 5  The w r i t e r ' s  actual knovrledge 02 Meo f o l k l o r e  i s  l i m i t e d .  
Few a c t u a l l y  know t h e  e n t i r e  f o l k l o r e .  Pzges o f  t e x t  were . 

. f i n a l l y  secured ,  but  t h e  e v a c u a t i o n  o f  Xieng ichouang t o o k  
p l a c e  before  hardly any t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  t h e  t e x t  liad been 
made. The very r a r e  vocabulary d e f i e s  t r a n s l a t i o n  now. 

1 6  The w r i t e r  i s  us ing  a 21eo term,  & ua nenff f o r  a pe r son  who 
f u n c t i o n s  as a r e l i g i o u s  p r a c t i t i o n e r  i n  Meo s o c i e t y .  The 
terms "shaman" and " s o r c e r e r "  do n o t  seem t o  f i t  t h e  r o l e  as 
t h e  w r i t e r  observed i t .  f o r  s imilar  purposes ,  t h e  Meo word 
Tlan i s  used i n  p lace  of  n s p i r i t s . "  

See above f o o t n o t e .  

l8 A s a c r i f i c e  may be any th ing  from a c h i c k e n  t o  a b u f f a l o  o r  
cow. It may be determined by the w e a l t h  o f  t h e  household,  
t h e  p r e s t i g e  o f  t b e  s i c k  pe r son ,  e t c .  Usually a chicken i s  
f i rs t  o f f e r e d ,  and l a r g e r  s a c r i f i c e s  w i l l  f o l l o w  i f  necessary.  

19 Anthony I?. C . Wallace, " R e v i t a l i z a t i o n  Movements, " American 
Anthropo log i s t ,  Vol. 58, No. 2 ,  April, 1956, p .  265. 
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