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PREFACE

The fieldwaork chat chis baok draws on followed what Tsing (2003, x) has apely
described as “parchwork ethnography”: a resale of delays in obtaining official
permission to ceside in a rural village and an open approach to unexpected pos-
sibilities that arose. Although often dictated by circumstance, this muleisiced
fieldwork did allow me to learn from a diverse array of informants, including
Lao people and foreigness, rural villagers, and urban residents. T spent most of
my time with Tai echnic groups and had licele time wich other ethnic minorities.
As an AusAIDfunded volunteer in Vientiane in 2003, | assisted with
wildlife research projects based in Luang Namtha Province and craining Lao
university students who were enrolled in science and forestry degrees. During
my subsequent fieldwork (March 2004—June 2005), [ stayed in raral areas of
central Lans for over six monehs, in the lacter half eraveling regularly between
Vientiane and the upland area of Nakai Diseeice, Khammouane Province. The
impottance of the Wam Theun 2 (N'T2) hydropower project in Nakai prevents
anonymizing this locale. Por mose of my time in Nakai [ lived wich diserice
foresery officials in a dormitory in ehe districe center as an informal guese
while trying to obrain official permiszion o seay in a village. 1 also eraveled
regularly with officials from Nakai eo the capieal of Khammouane Province,
Thakek, and elsewhere. For simpliciey, I refer to the Nakai disteict ceneer by
its adminiserative position. Lao people usually called it Hua Phou, meaning
‘head of the mountain,’ in reference to its location ae the edge of the Nakai
Platean. Residents rarely used the official name of che diserict center, Ban
Oudomsuk, meaning ‘village of abundane happiness.” In the Nakai diserice
centet, | benefired hugely from conversations swith Pho (‘Father') Sone—an
elderly man who became my informal teacher on “Lao culeure.’” Pho Sone's
personal history also reflected the recent history of Nakai. He was originally
from Vientiane, became a royalise soldier as a youth, received training from
LS forces in Thailand, was sent to the reeducation camp in Nakai after the
revolution, married locally, sectled permanently in the Nakai district center,
and worked for a saee-owned forestry enterprise before his rerirement.
When in the Nakai diseeict center, [ also would occasionally cycle w0
nearby villages, and I made concaces in a vallage I will call Ban Som. Afeer
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receiving formal permission to stay in a village in Nakai in the final montch of
the main period of fieldwork, I was able to stay wich a family [ already knew
in Ban Som. Ban Som is one of seventeen villages on che Nakai Placeau and
is more representative of life outside the districe center. The majoricy of the
1,500 residents of the disteict center are ethnic Lao (about 30 percent) and
other Tai ethnic minoricies {30 percent) who began o move from lowland
areas about cwenty years ago (NTPC 2004). Residents in che Nakai districe
center mostly work as government officials, service providers, or for one of
the various contractors involved with NT2. The district officials with whom |
stayed were all ethnic Lao emigrants eo Nakai. In contrast, Ban Som had less
than four hundred residents, most of whom were of the Tai Bo ethnic minor-
ity, with some ethnic Lao and Brou (Mon-Khmer) people. Swidden cultivation
was the primary source of rice in Ban Som, complemented by raising buffalo
and carttle, collection of natural resources, and some intermittent wage labor.
In addition, [ visited over fifteen villages in disericts that surround Nakai—to
the souch, Gnommolat and Bulapha Dietricts (Khammouane Provines) and
to the north, Kharnkeut Diserice {Bolikhamxai Provinee)—as part of a short
consuleancy and subsequently returned to some of these villages by myself.
I also draw on larer visits to Laos as pare of consulrancies in Nakai and also
in Artapeu Province, though I do not addrees che extensive chaages seen in
Naleai after the commencement of N'T2 (bue see Singh 2010).

TRANSCRIPTION, NAMES, AND CURRENCY

A standatdized system for romanizarion of the Lan language is yet to be
developed. This book follows common spellings, though aiming for simplicity
and readabilicy. Lao words are written in lowercase italics, except for names
of people and places. 1 follow conventional spelling of place names and geo-
graphical feacures. For insrance, when referring to village names, the Lao word
bt when meaning ‘village” is weieeen ‘Ban,’ as in Ban Som. To avoid confusion,
I refer to Nakai Diserice and the WNakai district center in English, since both
could be called muaig sabei in Lao. As muleiple versions conld be used o refer
to the same place or polity, I use the mose commeon vetsion, such as Vientiane
inscead of Viang Chan and Lan Xang instead of Lan Sang. Pseudonyms are
used for people throughout this book, unless chey are publicly recognized fig-
ures. In writing che names of the latrer, T follow common nsage; for example,
Phetsarath rather than Phewsalar. For confidentialicy, [ nse the term ‘consul-
tane’ to refer to Lao and foreign seaff working on any type of project in Laos,
irrespeceive of the duration of their work or specific institnrional affiliacion.
All references w0 monetary values are in US dollars. During my fieldwork,
UIS$1 was approximately equivalent vo 10,000 kip, the Lao currency.
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