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Learning language in the field

Nathan Badenoch

Conducting fieldwork in local languages is one of
the fundamental pillars of Area Studies research
methodology. For Area Studies researchers direct
communication with the people in the study area is
the best route towards sound empirical analysis. In my
research on multilingual society in mainland Southeast
Asia, I focus on how people use different languages
as they navigate the processes of integration into
the regional and global economies. In Luang Nam
Tha province of northern Laos, there are more than
20 languages spoken by a population of 145,000. As
part of this project, I am learning, documenting and
researching five local languages during my fieldwork.

During the first visit to my research site in 2009
I began to study Mun, the language of the Lanten
people. The Lanten migrated from China at around the
turn of the last century. They still cultivate, spin and
weave cotton to make their traditional clothes. The
name Lanten comes from the Chinese word for indigo
landien ( E5#E ), which they use to dye cloth. The study
village, located only 7 km from the provincial capital,
has a waterfall that attracts many tourists. At the
entrance to the waterfall, there are three shops selling
drinks and snacks to tourists, and general goods to the
villagers. This is my Mun classroom.

I have two teachers, a 57-year old man and an 18-
year old woman, and we often discuss what is ‘correct’
Mun. The man tends to use more words borrowed from
Chinese, which the Lanten use in their rituals. The
woman is a high school student and uses not only more
Lao words, but also new Mun words popular among the
young people. The discussion of ‘correctness’ highlights
a struggle between the more ‘traditional’ Chinese-
influenced Lanten culture, and contemporary and fluid
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Lanten ritual text

Site of interaction between diverse ethnolinguistic groups

Lao-influenced culture. But they also agree on several
areas of change within the sounds of the language.
For example, Mun sounds that are very close to the
English ‘th’ (as in think and that), which do not exist in
Lao, are changing to ‘t’ and ‘d’ . Shifts in pronunciation
are one common process of assimilating to a dominant
language.

But Mun is not the only language heard in the village.
There are also several families of Sida people, who
speak a language not related to Mun. Some of the
Sida in the village speak Mun, especially the children,
but no Lanten speak Sida fluently. Some men in the
village speak Khmu, which they picked up in the army.
My male teacher uses Khmu in his shop with Khmu
customers that rent agricultural fields in the village. My
female teacher and several of her friends study English
in the evenings, which they use with tourists. Several
young people speak Chinese, and have found jobs with
companies.

The flow of Lanten, Lao, Khmu, Sida, other local
ethnic groups and foreign tourists that pass by the
shops allow me to observe conversations on the many
important issues of daily life — cash crops, tourists,
young peoples’ life choices, land rental and rituals,
to name just a few. At first glance, the extreme local
diversity creates complex social interactions, fraught
with inefficiency, misunderstanding and potential for
conflict. Looking from the inside, one can also see how
people manage diversity in strategic ways to access
resources, create information networks and partake in
enriching cultural exchange.

Using five or more languages during a day of
fieldwork is an important part of my field methods.
While Lanten, Sida and Khmu all are enthusiastic
teachers of their own languages, they also speak highly
of my efforts to learn their neighbors’ languages.
More than just a tool for collecting data, learning local
languages in the field is one way I build trust with
the local people who place high value on the ability to
understand and use many languages.
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