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This paper describes the process of increasing national
identification of people in Laos in the 1930s-1960s in terms of
an emerging nation state. It does so through a discussion of the
importance of the work of Maha Sila Viravongs. whose great desire
to share a personal thirst for knowledge of cultural heritage and
literature with common people led to a dedication to de-colonization
and national independence.

Maha Sila Viravongs was born in Roi Et, Siam formerly part
of the Lane Xang Kingdom from which Laos gains its identity,
presently located in the North East region of Thailand. He studied
at local Buddhist temples, key providers of traditional education
facilities in Theravada Buddhist countries. This experience
may have been a fundamental factor in his desire to see the
independence and distinctiveness of a Lao identity achieved
through spread of knowledge of Buddhism and local literature.
Indeed, this paper theorises that his efforts to achieve recognition of
a Lao identity, based as they were in a forthright acknowledgement
of unique cultural aspects to those of neighbouring countries, were
of enormous importance in the formation of an independent Laos.
He edited the first Lao language dictionary in 1960, and in addition
wrote books on Lao grammar and Buddhist disciplines in order for
lay people to understand.

Firstly, in this paper, the differences in notions of a nation in
the traditional South-east Asian region context (so-called Mandala
states) to that of Western nation-states are raised. It is has been
generally accepted that the Western-like notion of a nation-
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state in Laos emerged as a result of French colonisation and the
involvement of political elites including members of the royal
family who were educated in France. At the same time, in this
period it is worth examining how Maha Sila Viravongs utilised
traditional knowledge to increase the recognition of a distinct Lao
identity among ordinary people.

Secondly, following Maha Sila’s biography published in 2004,
his struggle for negotiation between allies and resistance groups
is analysed. The paper looks at his role in the period of the Second
World War though his involvement in the Lao Issara group, which
temporarily ruled after withdrawal of Japanese troops in October
1945 until French recapture in April 1946. Finally, the paper
discusses the influence of his work exploring indigenous cultures
and its contribution to national identification in contemporary Lao
society.
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