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The world's languages are disappearing at an alarming
rate on all continents. My fieldwork on small languages
in northern Laos takes an area studies approach, which
means that my documentation and analysis include a
wide range of issues relevant to the linguistic life of
each group. This includes the normal interest in the
vocabulary and grammar of the language, but it is
framed by a larger concern for the community's
ecological knowledge systems, belief and ritual systems,
kinship and other social aspects of social organization,
and the oral traditions of history, legends, songs, and
word games. This type of research requires that the
researcher take part in daily life of the village,
experiencing the linguistic practices and social norms of
the community. It also means dealing with local
authorities, tourists and villagers from other places in
the area. | will describe the social life of a foreign

linguistic fieldworker at work in a community of
speakers that numbers around 2,000 people near the
Lao border with China.
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| was raised on the East Coast of the United States, in the ethnically diverse city
of Philadelphia. | got my first experience of living multilingual life on the streets,
among communities of Lao, Khmer and Cantonese speakers. After graduating
from the Faculty of Comparative Cultures at Sophia University, | got my first
real work experience at international law firms and global environmental
think-tanks in Washington D.C. | completed a Master's in Development Studies
at the University of London, and returned to work in environmental
governance with a focus on how local communities manage their natural
resources. My PhD was done at Kyoto University's Graduate School of Asian
and African Studies, which was followed by work in international development
research. Through work and study | have been based in Chiang Mai for seven
years, Laos for three, and have lived in Japan for a total of 12 years. My
current research with the Hakubi Center for Advanced Studies looks at
linguistic diversity and social change in Southeast Asia.




