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The purpose of this paper is to introduce and study the historical and cultural relations between India
and Lao PDR. The relation between the countries brings out the similarities between them with regards
to culture, way of life, as well as their economic interdependencies.
Our past can never be outdated, as it has our existence rooted in it. This paper on India-Lao PDR should
be understood and viewed through this perspective. The paper through various parameters and subparameters reflects on all the aspects that matter between India-Lao PDR relations.
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Summary
India and Lao PDR have a strong cultural relationship that stems in the origin of their cultures
much before they were nation-states. This strong cultural bond is seen through various
conscious and known efforts that are connected to faith, tradition, philosophies and way of life,
while also being displayed through various sub-conscious and hidden elements that are
explored through this paper. The bilateral relationship in terms of trade and commerce also
reflect their age-old connections.
The heritage of Lao PDR and the restoration works being carried over there are critical to the
socio-economic progress of the nation, as explained herewith; and the same has a major connect
with India, whose own heritage is critical to its growth as well. Various cultural symbols, in
form of symbols of national importance as well as stamps, along with language, textiles, and
philosophical beliefs of Lao PDR find a common root in the ancient culture of India.
The paper attempts to explore these symbols by looking at them from various perspectives,
while figuring out how they play a role in the modern existence of the nations. Lao culture
takes pride in its fluidity, which also helps the Lao lead the kind of life they do now, helping
them grow as a nation that attracts diverse cultures as tourists. The nature of their successful
exports also reflects this way of life, which is common to the ancient Indian ways.
Hence, the significance of Indian culture in both the diplomatic and economic relations
between the nations can’t be ignored, as demonstrated through this paper. A smart dive into
the same can help create strategies that can significantly boost the economy of Lao PDR while
helping improve the human development indices of its people. The paper tries to provide a few
recommendations on how the same can be done.
Through a detailed analysis of the histories of the nations along with an evaluation of their
respective cultures and heritage, with an overlay of their modern geopolitical relations, modern
trades, and their socio-economic parameters, the paper arrives at the conclusion that India and
Lao PDR are natural allies, with possibilities of creating a special bond deep rooted in their
history and culture; with the relationship having the power to positively impact the current
socio-economic progress of Lao PDR, especially in the current COVID-19 and post COVID19 scenarios.
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Introduction
India-Lao PDR relation is the epitome of India’s investment in the linkages of the past to
leverage the southeast Asian countries to forge contemporary relations. Lao PDR, the only
landlocked county in southeast Asia has been engaged in historic and cultural relations with
India. They shared a common cultural heritage over the centuries, so much so that George
Codes, a French savant, has described Lao PDR as an ‘Out-post of Indian Culture’
(International Conference on ‘India- Lao PDR: Inter-Cultural Linkages, IGNCA, 2015).
The earliest contact between India and Lao PDR took place before they became nation-states.
As countries they have a close geographical proximity (Myanmar is the only country separating
the two), and continue to share trade, and cultural exchanges. There has been a profound
historic and civilizational foundation between the two countries. Lao leadership has always
appreciated India’s part as chairman of the International Commission for Supervision
and Control (ICSC) on Indo-China (Bhatia,2018). Lao PDR has been supportive of India’s
claim for permanent membership of the UN Security Council.
This paper hopes to put before the reader a comprehensive understanding of the shared relations
between India and Lao PDR.

Business Standard,2018. Available at: https://www.business-standard.com/article/current-affairs/pm-modiholds-talks-with-counterparts-from-malaysia-indonesia-Lao PDR-118012600903_1.html
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Shared Heritage & it’s Restoration
‘Vat Phou’ which literally means ‘mountain temple’ in Champasak province of Lao PDR is
dedicated to Lord Shiva. It is part of the larger Khmer empire’s architectural legacy in southeast
Asia, having especially a closer resemblance to Cambodian Angkor Wat and Preah Vihear.
Khmer empire had a strong presence in southeast Asia mostly along the Mekong River that
encompasses present day Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand and southern Vietnam.
Hinduism, Buddhism along with the local cult were important religions in these regions (World
History Encyclopedia,2013) There is a rare linear layout that one finds between
Cambodian and Lao Khmer temples. Like other Khmer structures, it is a UNESCO World
Heritage Site. There are archeological evidences from around 10th-11th (Hendrickon,2009)
century showcasing road and transport between Angkor Wat in Cambodia to Vat Phou
in Lao PDR. Both were part of the Khmer empire before becoming part of two separate nationstates. Vat Phou, to a large extend is also considered pre-Angkor and thus can provide
evidences to the origins of the vast Khmer empire. It is believed to have been part of the Chelna
state that merged into Khmer empire (UNESCO nomination,2000).

UNESCO World Heritage Site. Wat Phu. Available at: https://www.visitsoutheastasia.travel/topsights/wat-phu-the-unesco-world-heritage-site/

The explanation of Lao PDR’ UNESCO nomination document for Vat Phou, to be considered
as a World Heritage site in 2000, was that, it ‘represents an outstanding testimony of a
symbolic landscape of great spiritual significance embedded in stunning natural
surroundings and expressing Hindu vision of the relationship between nature and
humanity’. Simply put, it is a combination of manmade and natural elements from human
history that has its origins in the Hindu philosophy.
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As a result, this becomes an important site that Archeological Survey of India (ASI) has
undertaken as part of their restoration project that aims at restoring and preserving shared
cultural and civilizational heritage between India and other countries. The work of the
project began in June 2009 and the eight seasons of phase I have been completed in May 2017.
The second phase started in November 2018 and is expected to complete in 2027 (MEA,2020).
This inevitably becomes part of India’s long-term soft power and cultural diplomatic
strategy.
Plans around preserving these historical structures representing the shared heritage between
the two countries, through a carefully crafted restoration in digital format with the use of new
age technologies such as artificial intelligence, followed by conversion into indestructible
formats for preservation until eternity, are being made.
Vat Phou is described by historians as one of world’s best example of planning and engineering
of landscapes, reflecting religious beliefs and economic approaches of both ancient Khmer
architecture and Hindu religion. In other words, it’s not only a site of beauty and culture but
also sophisticated architecture in and around the complex. There are archeological evidences
of ‘Baray’ or manmade water tanks, canals, water ways to control flooding and utilize that
water for irrigation and in the cities. Therefore, India’s restoration project is also customized
to the necessities of this heritage site. In Lao PDR, ASI has been working on structural and
drainage analysis, restoration as well as documentation that needs to be done for the
restoration work of the temple (Indian Perspectives, MEA, Govt of India). This restoration
project differentiates itself from other Khmer Empire’s restoration by being practically isolated
and therefore undisturbed by crisis, both human-made and natural. This makes Vat Phou even
more vital since the archeological survey can benefit from the relatively non-ruined nature of
temple and its surrounding areas. Moreover, due to the non-rigid nature of Khmer empire,
the Vat Phou and its surroundings might have indigenous Champasak cultural influence
even while representing Khmer identity. It can also help in understanding Khmer empire
from a different perspective.
According to UNESCO nomination that Lao PDR sent in with regards to Vat Phou, the
Champasak Cultural Landscape could provide unique opportunities for the holistic
understanding of the development of Khmer civilisation, as well as the roots of urban life in
Southeast Asia (WHC Nomination Documentation,2001:16). The paper goes on to say that Vat
Phou, is the only site where there is currently some chance of understanding the overall
articulation of Khmer society. Thus, restoration of such a site filled with historic heritage
is more than mere physical restoration. It has the potential for resurging the intangible
connect with the site and the associated pride that holds a society’s collective identity.
Vat Phou although built by Khmer empire and therefore a Hindu establishment, it was
converted to Theravada Buddhist site in 13th century (WHC Nomination
Documentation,2001:39). This showcases two things:
1. The non-rigidity of Hindu faith that inculcated Buddhism after 13th century and
nurtured it to strived in its midst.
2. It also implies the inbuilt similarities between Hindu and Buddhist faiths that
guaranteed survival of both the faiths- dependent on each other.
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This flexibility and fluidity forms the basis of the modern culture of both countries binding
them to each other.
Today’s Vat Festival demonstrate the place that the site still holds in the lives of local
community. Thus, for centuries the site has changed from a Hindu holy site to a Buddhist
one, but at its heart it remains a spiritual point of reference (Messeri,2008:10). Simply put,
it is the intangible that binds the tangible existence of this place.
Thus, restoration of Vat Phou is not only a restoration of the architectural beauty of the
monument, but it is through this restoration process that India intends on forging the ties with
Lao PDR which have had historic relations with India through its Hindu and Buddhist roots.
Hence, through a physical restoration (ongoing), digital restoration (planned) and preservation
for eternity (planned), India is supporting Lao PDR keep its cultural pride for many
generations to come, thus driving its way of life towards progress.
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Cultural Symbols
To understand the cultural symbols and therefore the similarities between India-Lao
PDR, is to understand the Hindu and Buddhist faith and the characteristics they bring to
the table. Due to the Hindu undercurrents of Buddhism, even if there are local influences on
Buddhism of each region, there are inevitably some cultural significances even today that
continue to exist between Hinduism and Buddhism, thus translating into a unique cultural
relation between the two countries.
The fluidity of Hindu and Buddhist faith can be easily perceived in the spirit of Lao PDR.
For them it’s their way of life. It is the culture that emerges from the combination of the Hindu
and Buddhist faith in southeast Asia. Built in 1565, Phra Kaew temple was constructed for Lao
PDR Royal.
Today it is a museum that showcases Buddhism
in the country. This Buddhist temple cum
museum has a Hindu undercurrent. On the
entrance at the very top, there is a carving of Indra
on his Airavat. Indra, is a Hindu God. Airavat is
the carrier of Indra, which are three elephants
mounted back-to-back. This has also been the
symbol of Lao Royals and the Lane Xang Lao
Kingdom.
Phra Kaew Temple. Available at: http://vientiane.holiday/wat-ho-phra-kaew/

‘Lane Xang’ means ‘Million Elephants’ and Lao PDR therefore was also known by the name
‘Kingdom of Million Elephants’. Lane Xang Kingdom was founded by Fa Ngum in 14th
century, which could be understood as an off shot of Khmer rule from 9-13th century in Laos.
It was under Fa Ngum that Lao was united and has been referred to as the ‘ancestor of
modern-day Lao PDR’ (WHC Nomination Documentation,2001:39). Fa Ngum, who united
Lao people was raised in the cradle of Khmer empire (Lane,2017). This had enormous Hindu
influence on Fa Ngum, which in turn influenced his kingdom, people and their culture.
He was married to the daughter of Angkor King Jayavarman Parmesvaram and, was gifted the
statue of Buddha and Pali scriptures by his father-in-law. There was an inevitable Hindu
influence on Lao Buddhism and one can witness this in Buddhist prayers in Lao PDR’
repeatedly using the term ‘Om’ (Ibid,871). ‘Om’ is predominantly associated with Hinduism.
Moreover, people of Lao PDR, evoke the names on Vishnu, Shiva and Indra in their prayers to
Buddha (Mishra,1996:875). Simply put, Buddha and Hindu Gods are some points similar
for Lao people, which elsewhere would represent different religions. This depicts the
fluidity of Hinduism and Buddhism in the country.
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What is fascinating about Lao PDR is the ease with
which its people have adapted to their culture (which is a
mix of Hinduism, Buddhism and various folk religion
practices). At Vat Phou, the Airavat carvings are seen on
the entrance to a Buddhist temple. The monks are seen
praying Lord Buddha and at the entrance are the carvings
of Airavat and Lord Vishnu which display the
inseparable link with Hinduism in a subtle manner.
There is a sense of sync between Hinduism and
Buddhism in Lao PDR. Both these faiths go hand in
hand is a key take-away, if one needs to understands Lao
culture and way of life. The two faiths support and are
entangled to form a unique culture of Lao PDR.
Monks
praying.
Available
at:
https://www.jorishermans.com/blog/traveling-monks-at-wat-phuin-champassak

The nature of transmission of Indian culture in southeast Asia was without any political strings
attached. As Patit Mishra (1996:870) states that southeast witnessed peaceful and non-political
means of penetration of Hindu culture and faith. As a result, there was selection and rejection
of Indian elements by the indigenous people in different regions of southeast Asia. This also
guaranteed its survival over the years. It was under King Ashoka that Buddhism spread
phenomenally outside India (Voss,2016)
He built monasteries and pillars at different sites. At top of each pillar where four lions mounted
back-to-back on a disc with a galloping horse, a bullock and in the center a wheel or the Ashoka
Chakra.
This is India’s national emblem since independence. A country’s national emblem has a
specific meaning attached to it. It’s supposed to be a picture of the country in the most
condensed way. It is what the country considers it to be represented by.
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Indian emblem. Available at: https://knowindia.gov.in/national-identity-elements/state-emblem.php , Lao PDR
emblem. Available at: https://data.landportal.info/organization/government-lao-peoples-democratic-republic

Lao PDR national emblem is its representation as well. It is one of its national symbols. It
features the ‘That Luang’ stupa. A popular myth around the origins of ‘That Luang’ stupa, is
that the missionary monks of King Ashoka from India, brought with them relics of Lord
Buddha, which is believed to be his breast bone (Times of India,2016). It is said that monks
erected the stupa to enshrine the bone. This although has no evidence, in the 21st-century
sense of the term, it is a story, a myth that people and communities in Lao PDR believe in.
Myths are essentially widely held believes or idea. Thus making ‘That Luang’ a part of their
everyday life and cultural narrative. Architecturally, one can find significant similarities
between ‘That Luang’ stupa which is on the emblem of Lao PDR and medieval temples from
Orissa (Mishra,1996:873).
Orissa (now Odisha) has a history of maritime travelers, exploring and settling in southeast
Asian countries. That Luang stupa has an enormous significance to Lao PDR to its people. As
nation-state, one projects the history and culture they are proud of. Displaying ‘That
Luang’ in the national emblem, Lao PDR as a nation conveys its regards for That Luang
stupa as a representative of their country. As nation-state, the undercurrents of the
traditions of India continue to be visible in Lao PDR. Emblems have a tendency to represent
meaning associated with the culture they are establish in. Using emblems creates a way to
communicate without words. It gives an essence of what is important for the country, for Lao
PDR ‘That Luang’ is important. And for India, ‘That Luang’ is important too, because of the
Indian influence in its creation.
Mekong is an important river for Lao PDR. It is at the heart of Lao spirituality. It is considered
both Lao PDR’s bloodline and livelihood (Nat Geography,2019). Although it does not feature
on its emblem, the ‘Nam Ngum Dam’ on Nam Ngum river is a major tributary of Mekong
river. Historically it was along its banks that civilization was started and settlements emerged
in Lao PDR. It has been a source of life for the country. The river has also been equated to
India’s Ganges having similar regards for the river. Such respect for the river has brought India
closer to its ecology and is even currently driving its environmental efforts, thus creating a
parallel for Lao PDR to be the driver of ecological care for South East Asia.
Another myth surrounding the everyday life of Lao people is the ‘Lingaparvata’ which is
interpreted as the Mount Kailasha, Lord Shiva’s sacred mountain, and the Mekong River like
the Ganges River, symbolizing the Holy Land (Kurukshestra), and the surroundings as the
symbol for the Universal Ocean. Thus, the symbols on Lao PDR emblem when understood
through history and culture showcases even the ever-lasting Indian cosmological connect
as well.
Understanding and acknowledging this connect helps build the relationship further, owing to
the socio-economic and cultural significance of these entities and symbols.
Apart from the emblem another entity that engulfs Hindu Buddhist faiths in its mists, is the
Buddha park. It is a combination of Hinduism and Buddhism without them being water
tight compartments. There is nothing like it anywhere in the world. The statues of Hindu and
Buddhist deities adorn the park in harmony. Built in 1958, by a mythicist who combined
Hinduism and Buddhism. It is representation in itself of the philosophies of Hindu and
Buddhist faith that the people of southeast Asia considered to reside next to each other.
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There are more than 200 statues of Hindu and Buddhist deities in the park. Some statues are an
amalgamation of Hindu Buddhist deities in the Buddha-park. For instance, an idol of Buddha
with a background of seven snakes that form a canopy over his head. The snake’s body spirals
to form a base on which the Buddha is seen seated in his meditative state. This is one of the
most unique Buddha statues called the ‘Mucilanda’. They are found mainly in Buddhist
Asian countries with strong Hindu culture like in Myanmar, Lao PDR and Thailand.
In 2017, Buddha’s Mucilanda statue was excavated by Archaeological Survey of India in
Odisha that date back 1400 years (The Asian Age), in the same region which was earlier
mentioned to have maritime and cultural relations with southeast Asia.
The myth around Muciland Buddha is that- when Buddha was meditating under Bodhi tree, it
started raining heavily, and then in order to protect Lord Buddha, a serpent rose from the ground
and covered Buddha from the rains (Asian Art).

Buddhist and Hindu inspired statue. Available at: https://www.awaygowe.com/buddha-park-hidden-gem-greatervientiane/ , Janmashtami. Available at: https://rgyan.com/blogs/important-rituals-to-follow-on-krishnajanmashtami/

This story finds its parallel in Hindu mythology of Lord Krishna. After Lord Krishna’s birth
his father places him in a basket and carries him on his head through a river. It is said that it
rained heavily that night and to protect Lord Krishna from the rain, a seven headed snake
emerged from the river and covers the basket. A common chord between the two stories
apart from the seven headed snake and the rain is this- it is the moment just before both,
Lord Buddha and Lord Krishna transcended from human to God.
Muciland Buddha can thus, be understood as a ‘Avatara’ of Lord Krishna or visa-versa,
depending on where one comes from and what culture surrounds him/her. In other words, the
parallel between Hindu deities and Buddha are a common phenomenon.
Hinduism and Buddhism are entangled in Lao PDR, just like they were in India before
colonization. This is because both have a common origin. ‘Buddhism reinterpreted the
Hindu icons with a cultural interchange through a sort of symbiotic process’
(Messeri,2008:2). Simply put, Buddhism in southeast Asia including Lao PDR inculcated
Hindu origins of Buddhism and are symbolically visible today.
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The other common cultural similarities are known through Languages, Textiles and the
prevalence of Ramayana.

a. Language
Sanskrit and Pali languages made deep inroads in Lao language. There are 60% words in Lao
language that have Sanskrit and Pali origins (Mishra,1996:873).
Language is the gateway to a culture. Language influences ideas and way of expression
having a strong cultural underpinning. Having Sanskrit and Pali languages influence Lao
language must in some ways influence the way Lao express themselves which is bound by
culture. Moreover, according to Waradet (2015), the alphabets were developed by adapting
from the form of south Indian alphabets called ‘Pallava’.
Therefore, Lao language obtain many word roots from Indian languages. Moreover,
‘Shrestrapura’ an ancient city in Lao PDR near Vat Phou, contains the oldest Sanskrit
inscription in southeast Asia (WHC Nomination Documentation,2001:2). The city also
represents the earliest known urban settlement of the Khmer empire and the first Khmer city
site scientifically excavated, thus providing a valuable example of the origin of Southeast Asian
urbanism (Ibid:2). Thus, the place which is considered the origin of southeast Asian
urbanism has the evidences of use of Sanskrit language, showcasing both, the linguistic
connect the people who conversed in it and who built ancient urban civilization in
southeast Asia.
Apart from language, one can find the
rituals, customs and public celebrations
trace their origin in Hindu past. Many of
Lao
stories
are
derived
from
Panchatantra. Panchatantra, according to
BBC article have influenced roughly 90 to
96 human generations. They are Indian
fables that tell the tale of princes’
statecraft, strategy, pressures and perils of
friendship, moral conduct among others.

Sanskrit inscriptions in Sikhottabong era, 16th
century.
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b. Textiles
The designs on Lao PDR ‘ikat’ textile have close resemblances with Indian ‘Patola’
design. Patola is also ikat, originating in northern Gujarat and is made of fine silk. The ikat
designs are a combination of colours and pattern that have a tendency to decode the cultural
beliefs systems for a large number of Asian communities.
While there are no exact records of the origin and place of the ikat fabric, there are claims of
the similar kind of pattern like ‘ikat’ to have been developed around the same time in India and
southeast Asian countries. The word is said to be derived from ‘mengikat’ in Indonesia which
means ‘to tie’ (Concurrent Exhibitions,2010). In India ikat textile have a long tradition. The
8th century Ajanta paintings depict ikat patterns on clothing (Ibid,2010) on the caves.
These paintings have been restored by Sapio Analytics through artificial intelligence enabling
us to see the ruined and restored version where ‘ikat’ pattern in textiles are clearly visible on
the dress worn by idols in the paintings of the 2nd Ajanta Caves. Tracing the tradition of ikat in
India as long as 2nd century. Our organization is dedicated towards preserving and digitally
restoring the cultural heritage. Ajanta caves paintings restored digitally by Sapio have been
stored in Artic Vault in Svalbard. They are the only items from India in the vault as of today.

Digitally restored mural of Ajanta Caves that displays ‘ikat’ design by Sapio Analytics

The ruined patches have been recovered through artificial intelligence and one can see
the ‘double and single ikat brocade’ is clearly. These digital restorations not only help in
showcasing ikat designs but are preserved for next generations to look at and know their
cultural heritage. From the above image, the ikat on the skirt with the lines pattern of ikat is
even wore today.
Ikat designs are generally dominated with mythical creatures- dragons, nagas along with other
animals like elephants, Garuda. There are also flowers, geometric patterns, sea, birds among
others (Ikat fabric Odisha and Andhra Pradesh, Govt of India,21). These designs are seen in
various ikat designs in Lao PDR.
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Ikat in Lao PDR, like in India have similar patterns and designs. Symbolism through ikat
designs portray the origins of the designs which are rooted in the culture. Among the
important symbols/designs of Lao ikat are- Naga, Garuda, Elephant and Buddhist stupas. All
these symbolize an Indian connect (Concurrent Exhibitiion,2010). Garuda and Naga both are
related to the Ramayana epic on ancient India while elephant has played significant role in Lao
unification. As stated earlier, elephants were the symbol of King Fa Ngum whose empire is
understood as an ancestor of today’s Lao PDR. According to Valeria Olla of ‘Ock Pop Tok’, a
textile gallery from Luang Prabang, Lao PDR- it is believed that the word ‘naga’ comes from
India which means ‘naked’ or simply ‘without clothes’. When Buddhism came to Lao PDR,
its Hindu traditions mixed with Buddhism and ‘naga’ was inculcated in Buddhist
traditions and as a result in ikat textiles as well.
In 2014, the Mekong-Ganga Cooperation (MGC) Asian Traditional Textiles Museum was
opened as a collaboration between Cambodia, India, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and
Vietnam. It aims to promote the textiles traditions from India and Mekong delta. It displays
raw materials, methods of processing raw materials, weaving methods etc, showcasing
traditional textiles from cultures of these two rivers. It features strong textile traditions of these
countries. It is based in Cambodia and is a testimonial for the common heritage in the form
of textiles between India-Lao PDR and other countries. Thus, ikat textiles showcase the
implication of cultural and civilizational connect between India and Lao PDR through its
textiles which is an essential part of their heritage.

c. Ramayana
Honorable Prime Minister of India Shri. Narendra Modi’s first visit to Lao PDR was for the
14th ASEAN Summit in 2016, where in his speech he emphasized on ASEAN and India’s
common strategic priorities. But the real turn in Act East Policy for India came during the 15th
ASEAN-India Summit in 2018. During the summit, Mr. Bounlap Keokangna from Lao PDR
was awarded Padma Shri, one of India’s highest civilian awards. He is a heritage
conservationist architect who played a vital role in the restoration of Shiva temple of
Bhadreshwara at Vat Phou World Heritage Site in Lao PDR, symbolizing India-Lao PDR
cooperation through Vat Phou restoration. Vat Phou remains an important symbol of HinduBuddhist faiths and therefore India-Lao PDR relations.
Like other ASEAN countries, Lao PDR too participated in the Ramayana festival held by ICCR
during the 2018 ASEAN Summit. Ramayana, with its fundamental human value and social
idea has contributed to the cultural life of Lao people. Ramayana, although a Hindu
mythology, is not based on rigidity, therefore, its Lao version prescribes to Lao culture while
maintaining the core values of the Hindu mythology. There are also references of Lao PDR
as ‘Lava’ (Mishra,1996:873), who in Lao Ramayana is the son of Rama. Until 1975
Ramayana theme was part of the favorite themes in the repertoire of the Lao Royal Ballet and
this tradition was revived by Royal Ballet Theatre of Luang Prabang.
Ramayana is referred to as ‘The Phra Lak Phra Ram’ in Lao PDR and is considered to
be the national epic by the people of Lao PDR. Taken from the Sanskrit Ramayana, the
version has been adapted according to the culture and tradition of Lao PDR. In Lao PDR is it
14 | P a g e
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considered as a Jataka story, that is the story of a previous life of Lord Buddha (India Today).
Simply put, in Lao PDR Ramayana, due to its Buddhist cultural assimilation is considered as
a story about Buddha’s previous life, equating Ram and Buddha; thus, depicting the
interlinkages and connections between Hindu and Buddhist philosophies in Lao PDR.
Lao PDR over the years have also issued stamps on Hindu mythology and deities
including Ramayana. In 1955, Laos released a set of 6 stamps on Ramayana depicting Lord
Rama, Sita, Raavan & Hanumaan in 1969, Laos again issued a set of 8 stamps which featured
scenes from the Ramayana. In 1971, it issued another stamp which depicted Matsya fighting
with Lord Hanumaan. In 1974, Lao PDR issued a set of 3 stamps depicting Saraswati, Indra
and Brahma. In 2004, Lao PDR issued a set of 4 stamps featuring scenes from Ramayana.
Stamps are bearers of symbols, as part of a system of communications. Stamps of almost
any country can yield significant information for the historians in search of symbolic
messages (Reid,1984). Thus, issuing stamps on Hindu mythology showcases the cultural
representation that Lao PDR does, both consciously and subconsciously, thus intricately
weaving Indian culture with Lao culture, and setting the base of progress of the nation of Lao
PDR in its association with the culture of India.

Lao PDR 1971, Matasya fights with Hanumana. Available at: https://www.opindia.com/2019/02/the-world-andhinduism-33-stamps-that-depict-the-glorious-roots-of-hinduism-while-we-dabble-in-secularism/
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Lao PDR-1955-Sita, Rama, Ravana, Hanuman. Available at: https://www.opindia.com/2019/02/the-world-andhinduism-33-stamps-that-depict-the-glorious-roots-of-hinduism-while-we-dabble-in-secularism/

Lao PDR 1969-Ramayana. Available at: https://www.opindia.com/2019/02/the-world-and-hinduism-33-stampsthat-depict-the-glorious-roots-of-hinduism-while-we-dabble-in-secularism/
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Lao PDR 1974-Saraswati, Indra, Brahma. Available at: https://www.opindia.com/2019/02/the-world-andhinduism-33-stamps-that-depict-the-glorious-roots-of-hinduism-while-we-dabble-in-secularism/

Like in the case of Vat Phou temples where Hindu and Buddhist faith mingle harmoniously.
The Luang Prabang temple which is considered to be at the heart of Lao Buddhism also has its
Hindu cousin reside in its mist. The doors of the temple at Wat Xiengthong, Luang Prabang
have the carvings from Ramayana. These carvings are on the doors that lead us to

Wat Xiengthong. Available at: https://www.diariesofmagazine.com/amazing-temples-luang-prabang/
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Wat Xiengthong temple, was Lao worship
Lord Buddha. This blend of two faiths
merge to form a cultural, spiritual
identity unique to Lao culture and way
of life. It is only in the modern times that
Hindu and Buddhist faiths have been
separated in water-tight compartments.
Lao architectural and rituals system both
showcase the fluidity and non-rigidity of
the two faith that are visible even today.
Alamy images.

Cultural symbols between India-Lao PDR are in various forms. They represent the everyday
life of the people and therefore are closer to people-to-people relations between India and Lao
PDR. And it was this people-to-people relation which was the first encounter between India
and Lao PDR. Thus, India-Lao PDR relations are intertwined into since their first
encounter which were cultural than political.
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Diplomatic Relations

Indian Diplomacy Twitter. Available at:
https://twitter.com/IndianDiplomacy/status/644789296763813888/photo/2

In 1989 stamps commemorating Nehru’s 1954 visit were released by Lao PDR government.
As stated earlier, stamps are a vital representation of the events considered worthwhile to
be documented. Nehru’s visit to Lao PDR was a great success.
In 1977, Prince Souphanouvong, visited India. Official diplomatic relations between India and
Lao PDR began in 1956. Since then, India and Lao PDR have had cordial diplomatic relation
and regular high-level visits between the countries. There are have various agreements between
the two countries over the years. One of the prominent one is the ‘Memorandum of
Understanding for the Conservation and Restoration of the UNESCO World Heritage Site at
Wat Phou in May 2007.
Bilateral trade between India and Lao PDR in 2018-19 included exports worth US $ 39.38 mn
from India to Lao PDR. The major items of export from India to Lao PDR were Electrical
machinery and equipment and motor vehicles/cars while main items of import from Lao PDR
to India was plywood and allied products and shellac (India-Lao PDR Brief, 2020, MEA). In
2016, Lao PDR exported total products worth US $ 3,124 million to its 75 partner nations, of
which a main partner is India, with 2.86% of its total exports coming to India (World Bank Lao
PDR Trade Summary data). And since then, there has been an increase in the export share of
India for Lao PDR, particularly in form of gold, pearls and aluminium.
In February 2021, India and Lao PDR celebrated their 65th anniversary, since they first
established their official diplomatic relations in 1956. Some of the important engagements over
the years have been – when Minister of Finanace H.E. Mr. Somdy Douangdy visited India for
the India-LDCs Ministerial Meeting on “Harnessing the Positive Contribution of South-South
Cooperation for Development of Least Developed Countries” in New Delhi in February 2011,
H.E. Dr. Thongloun Sisoulith, Prime Minister of Lao PDR participated at the India-ASEAN
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Commemorative Summit and witnessed the Republic Day Parade of the Republic of India on
26th January 2018 among others.
India and Lao PDR will continue to have great relations with each other bilaterally and also
support each other on international platforms.
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Economic relations
India-Lao PDR have had cordial economic relations over the years. The table below gives a
brief about the bilateral relations on economic front between the two countries:

Since April 2008, India has provided ‘Duty Free Tariff Preference Scheme (DFTP) to Lao
PDR. It provides grants to Lao PDR duty free to 94% of India’s total tariff lines.
Investments
Some Major Indian investments include: (i) Birla Lao Pulp and Plantation, established in June
2006, is committed to investing US $ 400 million in a Eucalyptus pulp and plantation project
in Savannakhet province. (ii)The Lao SPG CMC Mining Company Limited, a subsidiary of
GIMPEX India, obtained a license for an iron ore mine in 2008, with a commitment to invest
US $ 10 million. However, to the best of this Mission's knowledge the project has not yet taken
off. (iii)The HSMM Group has invested US $ 13.8 million in agarwood plantations and two
factories in Vientiane and Xaysomboun Province.
There have been many projects between India and Lao PDR under lines of credits:
•
•

•

US$ 10 million LOC for 115 KV Transmission Line from Ban-Na in Champassak
Province to Attapeu (2004) – completed in 2006
US$ 33 million LOC for (a)Equipment for rural electrification, (b) PaksonJaingxaiBangyo Transmission Line and (c) Nam Song 7.5 MW Hydropower Project
(2008) – completed in 2009, 2010 and 2012 respectively.
US$ 17.3 million LOC for Irrigation schemes in Champassak Province: comprising 3
components: (a) Conversion of diesel to electric driven pump sets & improvement of 3
pumping stations, (b) installation of ten large pump sets and (c) six large irrigation
schemes (2009) – completed in 2015
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•
•

US$ 37.30 LOC for 230 KV Double Circuit Transmission Line from Nabong to Thabok
and sub stations (2010) – completed in 2017 and to be handed over soon.
US$ 35.25 LOC for Extension of Nabong and Thabok to 230 KV and Nam Gnung
(Thasala) to Laksao 115 KV Transmission Line Project – Government of Lao requested
to propose alternate project as we did not approve the project being given to Angelique
International Ltd. on nomination basis. 6. US$ 30.94 LOC for Irrigation projects in
three provinces (2013) – ongoing (MEA,2020)

CLMV Countries
Lao PDR is part of the CLMV countries (Cambodia, Lao PDR PDR, Myanmar, Vietnam) with
whom India has strong political and strategic ties. Despite these countries already being a part
of ASEAN with whom India has strong ties, this grouping of four countries have been
separately been taken into consideration. These countries remain the key growth points of
ASEAN, having wider market outreach. From a cultural aspect these countries have a strong
Buddhist presence that are essential for Buddhist Circuit under Indian Tourism. There are
various initiatives been taken by India with CLMV countries of which Mekong Ganga
Cooperation (MGC) is a major initiative.
MGC was launched in 2000, in Vientiane. It aims to facilitate closer contacts among the people
inhabiting these two major river basins. The MGC is also indicative of the cultural and
commercial linkages among the member countries of the MGC down the centuries. These
countries through the MGC initiative are rekindling the age-old relations between the countries,
economically (MEA).
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Conclusion & Recommendation
India and Lao PDR are like those friends that need not speak often but their bonds go a
long way. They support each other internationally and have always believed in the goodness
of the other. From the humble structures of Vat Phou that showcase fusion of Hindu Buddhist
faith to the ‘Airavat’ symbol of ‘a million elephants kingdom’ that is a part of Lao PDR history
all trace their origin to one fact- India and Lao PDR are related. As nation-state there is no
overpowering treaty that keeps them special allies but rather, they prefer to be friends. Their
histories of Buddhist-Hindu faith have carved a special way of life for Lao PDR.
For India, reviving ties with Lao PDR would mean understanding the historic, spiritual and
cultural aspects that Hinduism-both as faith and philosophy- had on countries outside India. It
would also rekindle the Buddhist bonds that followed Hinduism in Lao PDR and have resulted
in a unique cultural ecosystem. India-Lao PDR relations are not often that receive a
limelight, but is one of those relationships that should. Without catchphrases like ‘special
relations’ India-Lao PDR have modelled their relations.
The historic, cultural, spiritual and social bond that India shares with Lao PDR are one of a
kind and hasn’t been contested. It was their geography that India-Lao PDR first came in
contact, but as nation-states they chose to remain close.

Available at: https://thedeshnextdoor.wordpress.com/2018/05/07/the-indian-namaste/ , http://mspartners.co/sabaidee-city/

“The progress of a nation is directly linked to its appreciation for its culture” – Suresh Prabhu
(India’s Sherpa to G7 and G20 Nations) said this in an event organised by Sapio Analytics.
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And with this thought in focus, a clear path of progress can be seen built on the basis of the
relations between India and Lao PDR. The relations form their basis in the commonalities of
the ancient cultures of the two countries, but extend to its current progress in the modern world
as well.
Lao PDR’ economy is largely dependent on these sectors, whose progress and growth can see
a new future with a renewed focused relationship with India:
•

Tourism & related Services: Traditionally, this has been a significant sector for Lao
PDR, not just helping in the GDP directly but also indirectly through enablement of
various related services and products that stem from its origins of tourism.
From January to September 2020, Lao PDR has seen a year on year drop of 74% in
tourist arrivals (World Bank Lao Economic Monitor Report, 2021). With India’s new
age technology support, its tourism industry can be made ready to get back to its
previous glories in the new post-COVID world, while the core of its tourism shall
remain its ancient culture deeply connected to India, which can be used for the purpose
of driving up the tourist/art/culture economy.

•

Natural Resources (Copper, Gold, Timber, etc.): The natural resources of Lao PDR
have also played an important role, even creating a multiplier effect, for the economy
of Lao PDR. India has initiated efforts to build the right infrastructure for CLMV
countries, which will help in maximum extraction of value for the natural resources of
Lao PDR.
Many of its natural resources also find a significant place in both the Lao and Indian
cultures, effectively creating a possibility of a stronger market, through a strategic
relationship between India and Lao PDR, designed around utilisation of natural
resources in the context of the countries’ cultures.

Hence, a special strategic plan for tourism and its allied services and products in the postCOVID-19 world and that of better optimization of natural resources of Lao PDR, basing the
same on the strength of cultural relationships between India and Lao PDR as depicted through
various sections of this paper, is recommended.
In addition to the immediate economic benefits a special relationship between the two countries
would bring, the cultural benefits will have a long term social impact on the citizens of both
countries, helping raise levels of happiness and consciousness for the citizens of the two
nations.

24 | P a g e

India-Lao PDR
Sapio Analytics – Geopolitical Division (Concept Paper #2)

References
Southern Lao PDR. Champak Town. Available at: https://www.southern-Lao PDR.com/traveldirectory/vat-phou-temple-a-world-heritagesite/#:~:text=UNESCO%20World%20Heritage%20Site%20since,relationship%20between%
20nature%20and%20humanity.&text=UNESCO%20World%20Heritage%20Site%20since,re
lationship%20between%20nature%20and%20humanity.
UNSESCO
Nomination
Documentation.
https://whc.unesco.org/uploads/nominations/481.pdf

Available

at:

British Library. Asian and African Studies. Available at: https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-andafrican/2014/04/the-ramayana-in-southeast-asia-2-thailand-and-Lao
PDR.html#:~:text=The%20Lao%20version%20of%20the,the%20brothers%20Lakshmana%2
0and%20Rama.&text=The%20Rama%20story%20featured%20in,on%20temple%20doors%
20and%20windows
Lane, N. (2017). ‘In Deep: A (Brief) History of Lao PDR’, The Slow Road. Available at:
https://www.butterfield.com/blog/2017/09/07/deep-brief-history-Lao PDR/
Kant, K. (2019). ‘The World and Hinduism: 33 stamps that depict the glorious roots of
Hinduism, while we dabble in ‘secularism’, OpIndia. 24 February. Available at:
https://www.opindia.com/2019/02/the-world-and-hinduism-33-stamps-that-depict-theglorious-roots-of-hinduism-while-we-dabble-in-secularism/ - Lao PDR Indian connection
stamps.
International Conference on ‘India- Lao PDR: Inter-Cultural Linkages’, New Delhi. 2015.
Available at: http://ignca.gov.in/PDF_data/India_Lao PDR_Conceptnote.pdf)India Today. (2017). ‘India, Philippines, Thailand and other ASEAN countries share a heritage - The
Ramayana’. 13 November. Available at: https://www.indiatoday.in/fyi/story/india-asean-ramayanavalmiki-malaysia-indonesia-cambodia-sanskrit-1085141-2017-11-13
Sharma, S. (2016). ‘An Introduction To The Jataka Tales of Buddhist Literature’, Culture Trip.
Available at: https://theculturetrip.com/asia/india/articles/welcome-to-the-world-of-jatakatales/ Hendrickson, M. (2009). ‘Historie routes to Angkor: development of the Khmer road system
(ninth to thirteenth centuries AD) in mainland Southeast Asia’. Available at:
https://faculty.washington.edu/plape/citiesaut11/readings/Hendrickson--angkor%20roadsAntiquity.pdf
Vat Phou (2009). Available at: file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/481-ICOMOS-560-en.pdf
Indian Perspectives. Ministry of External Affairs. Government of India. (2020). Available at:
https://www.indiaperspectives.gov.in/en_US/conservation-without-borders/

25 | P a g e

India-Lao PDR
Sapio Analytics – Geopolitical Division (Concept Paper #2)

Wendy (2021). ‘History of Lao PDR’.
https://www.asiahighlights.com/Lao PDR/history

Asia

Highlights.

Available

at:

Renown Travel. Available at: https://www.renown-travel.com/Lao PDR/temples/haw-phrakaew.html
Ministry
of
External
Affairs.
Government
of
India.
Available
https://www.mea.gov.in/photofeatures.htm?884/Archaeological+Survey+of+India+The+Soft+Power+of+Conservation

at:

Atlas Obscura. ‘Xieng Khuan’. Available at: https://www.atlasobscura.com/places/xiengkhuan-park-0
‘India expands development partnership cooperation, to restore historical sites’. (2021).
Available
at:
https://www.livemint.com/politics/news/india-expands-developmentpartnership-cooperation-to-restore-historical-sites-11619847125326.html
Mesangrutdharakul, W. (2015). Pali Sanskrit and Tamil words in South East Asia: A case study
of
Thai,
Lao,
Malaysia
Language.
Available
at:
https://sibresearch.org/uploads/2/7/9/9/2799227/riber_s15-240_158-165.pdf
Mekong-Ganga Cooperation: Breaking Barriers and Scaling New Heights. Available at:
https://aic.ris.org.in/sites/default/files/Publication%20File/MGC-Report-2017.pdf
Roy, N. (2018). ‘The Panchatantra: The ancient ‘viral memes’ still with us’. BBC Culture. 17 May. Available at:
https://www.bbc.com/culture/article/20180517-the-panchatantra-the-ancient-viral-memesstill-with-us
Color and Pattern: Tribal and Contemporary Ikats of India and Lao PDR. (2010). Available at:
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsr
edir=1&article=1073&context=tsaconf
MGC Asian Traditional Textile Museum, Cambodia. (2016). Culture 360 ASEF.org. Available
at: https://culture360.asef.org/resources/mgc-asian-traditional-textiles-museum-cambodia/
Sabai Design. Available at: http://www.sabaidesignsgallery.com/collections/silk/
Ock Pop Tok. (2020). Available at: https://www.ockpoptok.com/blog/naga-kingdom/
Stanton, A. Available at: https://www.matterprints.com/journal/making/ikat-fabrictype/#:~:text=In%20Lao
PDR%2C%20ikat%20is%20usually,its%20own%20story%20and%20history.
Times
India
travel.
(2016).
‘Pha
That
Luang’.
Available
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/travel/Lao PDR/Pha-That-Luang/ps54735158.cms

at:

Sahoo, A. (2017). ‘1400-year-old Buddha idol found in Odisha village’, The Asian Age. 18
May. Available at: https://www.asianage.com/india/all-india/180517/1400-year-old-buddhaidol-found-in-odisha-village.html
Asian Art. Available at: https://www.burmese-art.com/about-buddha-statues/naga-buddhastatues-with-snake
26 | P a g e

India-Lao PDR
Sapio Analytics – Geopolitical Division (Concept Paper #2)

Ministry
of
External
Affairs.
Available
https://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Lao PDR_July_2014.pdf

at:

Plubins, R. (2013). ‘World History Encyclopedia’. Khmer Empire. 12 March. Available at:
https://www.worldhistory.org/Khmer_Empire/
Ikat, govt of India. Available at: https://www.indianculture.gov.in/rarebooks/ikat-fabricsorissa-and-andhra-pradesh
Ministry
of
External
Affairs.
Economic
relations.
Available
https://mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Brief_-_Lao PDR_feb_2020.pdf

at:

Ministry
of
External
Affairs.
Available
https://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Lao PDR_October_2017.pdf

at:

Bhatia, R. (2018). ‘Gateway House’, Lao PDR: Balancing Asian Powers. Available at:
https://www.gatewayhouse.in/Lao PDR-balancing-asia/
Ministry of External Affairs. Available at: https://mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Brief__Lao PDR_feb_2020.pdf
Messeri, B. (2008). ‘The Spirit of the Place During the Life of a Monument in the Case Study
of
World
Heritage
Site
as
Vat
Phou
(Lao
PDR)’.
Available
at:
https://www.icomos.org/quebec2008/cd/toindex/77_pdf/77-pgXV-142.pdf
MISHRA, PATIT PABAN. "SOME ASPECTS OF LAO CULTURE." Proceedings of the Indian
History
Congress 57
(1996):
870-76.
Accessed
May
26,
2021.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/44133421.
Voss, T., 2016, ‘King Asoka as a Role Model of Buddhist Leadership’, University of Kelaniya
Colombo,

Sri

Lanka.

Available

at:

file:///C:/Users/91992/Downloads/KingAsokaAsARoleModelOfBuddhistLeadership%20(2).p
df
Reid, D.. “The Symbolism of Postage Stamps: A Source for the Historian.” Journal of
Contemporary History 19 (1984): 223 - 249.
Ministry
of
External
Affairs,
Government
of
India.
https://mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Brief_-_Lao PDR_feb_2020.pdf

Available

at:

27 | P a g e

