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Foreword

Integration processes are not neutral. The benefits of national and regional
integration are never evenly distributed, and integration risks creating new
forms of marginalization. This premise is central to the research conducted
under the project known as “Integration in Southeast Asia: Trajectories of
Inclusion, Dynamics of Exclusion” (SEATIDE). Funded by the European
Commission’s FP7 program, the project is part of Europe’s investment in the
social sciences that aims to provide area studies knowledge of every region
of the world and to help the EU and its member states make coherent and
culturally relevant foreign policies for all countries in the region. '

The SEATIDE project ran from 2012 to 2016 and was conducted with
a strong awareness that the issue of integration is important for Europeans,
and that Europeans and Southeast Asians, precisely because of their different
approaches to the subject, have a great deal to learn from each other. Indeed,
the first “learners” in this respect were the members of the research teams
themselves, as SEATIDE brought together scholars from four universities
and institutes in Southeast Asia and five in Europe who worked together in
the field and at regular workshops and conferences during the course of the
project.

SEATIDEs research focused on several integration-related themes. One
of these was the issue of prosperity in Southeast Asia, and research was
conducted to answer the question, “Does increased circulation of goods
and people contribute to national and regional development?” Led by Silvia
Vignato of the University of Milano-Bicocca, the research began with the

observation that subjects are shaped by their movement into locations and
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(buffalo, cows). Occupation (asip) was then mostly identified as that of the
peasants (rice farmers or swidden cultivators—saona, saohai) and the civil
servants ({atakon). The key value was rice—it was the farmers’ main produce
and the currency for paying taxes and wages to civil servants—which is also
commonly used as an indicator of households’ wealth or poverty.* While
this method of calculation has been criticized as a subjective government
deviarion, it nevertheless made sense in self-sufficient societies where, for
most people, “to eat” is “to eat rice.”

A tellrale sign of this predominance of peasantry is the statistics used to
identify professional occupations in Laos. At the national level, the latest
2015 census’ estimated that 68 percent of the population was “economically
active.” This category is subdivided into officials (government employees
and state enterprise employees, amounting to 11.1 percent of the workforce),
private-sector workers or employers (8.1 percent), and a category called
“own account workers” (80.8 percent) that essentially consisted of peasants.®
No other details are given on the different forms of work, and commerce
is curiously absent. A second rable attempts to separate the differenr
agricultural classes—farmer, fisherman, and livestock farmer—as opposea
to “non-farm activity,” which accounts for 21.5 percent of the population at
a national level and between 9.7 and 15 percent for the country’s northern
provinces (Phongsaly, Luang Namtha, Oudomxay, Bokeo, and Huaphan). In
provincial censuses, the categories used to identify the occupations of families
are even more revealing of the imporrance attached to the peasant world.
In the province of Phongsaly, for example, until 2010, there were only two
categories: public servants and “civilians” (pasason)—understood here asa
substitute for “peasants.”

Various pressures from the central government, neighboring countries,
and major international sponsors, such as the International Monetary Fund,
the World Bank, and the Asian Development Bank, have been exerted
to transform the practices—and the labor—of this peasant population
and to move it from subsistence agriculture to market agriculture. I have
distinguished here—schematically, for the sake of clarity—three periods

marking the transformation of agriculcural practices: the 1990s, the 20005
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and from z010. As will be seen, the first two decades have mainly affected
populations practicing swidden agriculture, which represented abour 30
percent of the total population, while the last and third decade mainly
affected lowland rice farmers.

In the 1990s, the economic development model advocated by the
government and other international actors as mentioned above was based on
a system of supposedly “modern” agriculture practiced by the Lao majority,
that is sedentary wet rice cultivation. As Yves Goudineau (2000, 26) recalled,
the Lao government frequently claimed swidden agriculture to be ecologically
descructive and often criticized it for its low productivity, for creating
food insecurity, and causing the dispersion of sertlements, despite strong
arguments that some systems of swidden agriculture were viable and some
were not. Since wet-rice cultivation is practically impossible in mountainous
areas, displacements of populations practicing swidden agriculture were
organized at the national level, leading ro massive village relocarions towards
the plains or afong roads. Each concerned district further organized the
resettlement of its own “undeveloped” upland population to the lowlands
or along new roads (Goudineau 1997, 11). Some were moved to special “focal
sites” with new regulations on forest and land allocation, and marker-oriented
forms of agriculture were introduced and implemented (Vandergeest 2003;
Evrard and Goudinecau 2004). In reality, few displaced villages found rice
paddies on their arrival. The first attempts at cash crops, such as sugar cane
in northern Laos, failed due to the lack of a market. As a consequence, the
villagers resumed their swidden activities on their new sites, though often in
difficult condirtions (Evrard and Goudineau 2004; Bouté 2018).

In the early 2000s Laos experienced increased regional and global
integration following its entry into ASEAN in 1997. The transition to plain
rice cultivation was superseded by the promotion of cash crop production in
the name of a new rural development policy. Poppy cultivation, the easiest
product for earning money in remote areas, was forbidden, beginning from
approximately 2000 to 2005, while village relocations along roads continued
to facilicate the production in the highlands of cash crops such as tea, rubber,

coffee, and corn, initiated by foreign investors, mainly from China in the
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‘he pretext of replacing poppies. Other villages were—and
:—cleared to allow the development of large infrastructure
\ as dams, mines, and plantation concessions), often also
ign investors.’ Simultaneously, in 2005, the eradication of
ation was promulgated and expected to be complete by the
was then postponed to 2020 because of its unrealistic targets).
-forms was also promulgated regarding new land tenure, such
| land allocation, to urge the transition from self-sufficient
“modern” agriculture.
the development of cash crops in the lowlands has emerged,
e relatively well-described phenomena of massive displacements
n shifting cultivation. However, unlike the first two agrarian
atter one is not the result of a reform or law promoted by the
nd it does not affect upland populations, only the inhabitants
s. In northern Laos, cash crop cultivation was implemented and
over by small Chinese companies based in Yunnan Province
\ the border provinces in northern Laos cither for a season or
partnering with a Laotian associate in order to obtain the
ninistrative authorizations. The deal consists in facilicating
of seeds, inputs, and fertilizer for farmers, who will provide
labor in exchange—a contract known as the “2 + 319, The
o far being mostly peppers and green beans, watermelons, and
planted in the dry season when the rice fields are unused, which
turns any farmer into a producer for this market, provided that he/she owns
his/her land.

To sum up, in only two decades, these various changes have led to the
transition from a farmer agriculture to a capiralist agriculture or, as Grant
Evans (1990, 24) said forty years ago in the case of Vientiane, the transition
from an agriculture in which the size and composition of the family
determined the amount of land to be worked, to an agriculrure determined
by a “constant and unchanging amount of capital and land area.” These
three different types of agrarian transformations have had several effects on

northern Lao societies, to which we will now turn.

NEW PATHS OF WORK AT THE LAO-CHINESE BORDER | 29

Mindset changes: From rice in mountains to money in cities

The changes detailed above have not involved merely agrarian
transformarions in Laos. They have also led to new territorial configurations,
that is, the demographic imbalance between lowlands and mountains (driven
by migrations from the mountains to the lowlands over the past two decades),
to an increase in the size of cities and small towns, and consequently to new
social diversity among the inhabitants. We will see further how the economic
and demographic dynamism of these localities has resulted in peasants’
changing their views of traditional agriculture and mounrain life.

Indeed, the waves of forced displacement in the 1990s resulted in a
snowball effect of various types on voluntary migration, with highlanders
moving mainly towards the few highways of the country or to enclosed valley
bottoms where district capitals and towns are located. These departures are
often the result of the desire to escape forced resettlements or new agrarian
policies being implemented, or simply to join relatives having left earlier
and to reconstitute in the host locality the family support that existed
in the old mountain village (Bouté 2018, 206-19). The emergence and
development of rural-urban migration is a relatively recent phenomenon
and vet is remarkable for its growing scale. Initially, population increase did
not necessarily mean a growing urbanization of localities. Indeed, Laos’s
secondary towns were able to preserve their rural appearance because 40
percent of the population was peasant families. This has been less true over
the past ten years. Meanwhile, the wave of peasant migration to provincial
capitals has become less important, and new migrants from rural areas now
tend to settle in district capitals and small towns, where it is still possible to
acquire land and to benefit from a market for cash crops. So it is the latter
sites that proportionally have the highest influx of people. A major impact
of this recentering of populations to the lowlands and the towns over the
last twenty years is increased land pressure (Bouté 2013). In the early 1990s,
in the north, the fallows were freely cultivated by those who cleared them,
or were lent out free of charge, and rice fields could be acquired in exchange
for a pig or a few dollars, although not until 2003 could the land officially
be sold or purchased (Mahaphone et al. 2007). Subsequently, over the next
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twenty years, prices of agricultural land in some places increased by a factor
of ten, officials often being the main buyers {Bouté 2013, 415). That ended
not only the free land appropriation but also the low social differenciation
existing among peasant families (Evans 2008, 518-19).

There has been a significant change in the social composition of the urban
arcas with a diversification of jobs and increasing social differentiation. Most
of the first occupants of these localities, both civil servants and peasants,
had the opportunity to make money by selling plots of land to new settlers.
They invested the money in new economic activities such as construction
companies, shops, freighe, buying NTFP {non-timber forest products) or
other crops from neighboring villages and selling them in China. Work in
cities is no longer divided into two categories—civil servants and peasants—
but now includes civil servants, former civil servants, as well as several
categories of traders and farmers, from those cultivating their own rice fields
to those owning various plots of cash crops to diversify their activities for
the market,

Increased migration to the lowlands, urban development, and the low
value of mountain land have very quickly led to the debasement of life in
the mountains and swidden agriculture. It has also brought changes in
values chat used to be attached to practices of the peasant world, Subsistence
agriculrure is now widely devalued because it does not generate significant
financial income. The cultivation of cash crops in the mountains is no longer
attractive because upland products that have been proposed to peasants—tea,
corn, sugar cane, galangal—are of much less value than those that can be
produced on the plains {chili, beans). Living and practicing agriculture in the
mountains is nowadays perceived as a default for chose who cannot acquire
land in the Jowlands.

The depreciation of certain forms of agriculture also affects practices
and representations previously attached to it. The reciprocal exchange
of work—once common for some activities like sowing, harvesting, and
house repairs—has become rare or limited to the family circle. Similarly,
the exchange of goods between unrelated people, which was so common

in the villages of Phongsaly during my early visits in the turn of the 2000s,
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has become nonexistent. Ten years before, peasant were still able to get rice
wine in exchange for a pig, rice for forest products, and wild game for a day’s
work. Today, some farmers who still resort to this do so reluctantly, equaring
their efforts to begging, In fact, the conceptions of “poverty” and “wealch”
themselves have changed. It is no longer the lack of rice that becomes the
essential criterion for farmers to distinguish the poor from the rich within a
village. In the village of Hat-ngam, for example, where people were displaced
to a valley floor by Boun Tay District authorities in 2008, everyone fele that
the rice paddies were more beautiful than in the old village and nobody
was lacking rice here, whereas so percent of families were short of rice for
three to six months a year at the former site. However, their present village is
located on a dirt road that was a cul-de-sac, locared about twenty kilomerers
from the neatest village, and residents said they regard themselves as poor.
The reason was that although they had rice in abundance, they had no cash
crops and therefore felt excluded from a market that was in full swing a few
hours away (a discourse that I had never heard in the same district ten years
earlier). Similarly, the agronomist Olivier Ducourtieux {(2006), comparing the
economic situation of two villages in Phongsaly District, one located several
hours’ walk from the road and the other relocated along the road, reached
the conclusion that the first, enjoying a wider variety of agricultural products
and livestock, was richer than the second. However, this “richer” village was
gradually emptying until it rotally disappeared in 2006. Its inhabitants were
all eager to join the roadside village even though the economic situation
there was considered less favorable—there was less available land due to land
pressure, fewer NTEP to collect, and no wild game. A peasant justified his
departure this way: “I'll sell all my buffaloes and setcle in the village of X
along the road. In the village, it is the same thing every day. There we can
watch the cars go by” (Bouté 2018).

Such examples urge us not to underestir~te the values that the actors
themselves give to some concepts, representations that we may tend to
subordinate to “economic rationalization,” which is somerimes superimposed
on local representations. I have shown elsewhere that the reasons for voluntary

migration in northern Laos were often non-economic—for example, leaving
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Exchanges berween peasants and clites arc judged by the rules of reciprocity”
(1990, 30). It is the form of reciprocity berween employers and employees,
which is the key to understanding the peasants’ refusal of certain job offers,
that we will now look at more closely.

An employer must take the time to “present his face and his eyes
first”

A recurring element in all the discussions I had with Chinese entrepreneurs
in the district during my investigations in January-February 2015 was that
they were very quickly cut short because they “had no time” to prolong our
exchanges. Often leaving for somewhere else by the time we managed to meer,
or returning from elsewhere but already on their way o another activiry, they
ended up apologizing, acknowledging thar they “had no time.” Consequencly,
the conversations were sometimes continued with their foremen—but only if
they were Laotians—and rarely with the workers employed, the latter being
also restricted by time. “We would like to pause, but we are paid per rask.
It takes much more time than expected to pack these beans,” one admitred.
“I'm telling you this [the conditions of employment] but I cannot keep on
talking any longer. Here, we cannot take our time, and I see the Chinese
foreman looking at us,” said another. “How can one rest a bit, while everyone
is running here?” lamented a third.

This attitude contrasts sharply with that of Laotian employers, be they
small business owners, traders, or district officials. When we arrived on the
doorstep of their homes, they were all busy—or pretended 1o be. “Ah, you're
lucky to find me in. Normally I'm never home.” The discussion began, but
every few minutes they mentioned how busy they were. “Me, I never stop.”
“I never sit down for more than five minutes.” “Every day, [ get up at six and
I only stop at nighrfall.” Yet the interviews often lasted more than an hour.
Despite my sincere protests that I did not want to bother someone who was
so overworked, my host added to my confusion by making it clear that he was
giving me—in addition to answers to my questions—what was most precious:
his time. He then gave me vivid demonstrations of this: the time taken to heat

water, serve tea, all during long, polite, and conventional exchanges about
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the family, children, education, improvements to the house, and the cost
of the work, going himself to buy some alcohol from a shop even though
it was down the other end of the long street that goes through the village,
or scarching at length for an unimportant object, often a photo mentioned
during the conversation, which took about ten minutes, despite my protests.
In a word, on every occasion, my hosts not only took time to talk to me, they
also clearly demonstrated how generous they were being by describing their
time as a precious rarity that they did not, however, mind bestowing on me
throughout the whole course of our meeting,

Taking time and giving one’s time appears to be one of the main forms
of mutual obligation (equal or unequal, depending on how it is staged) in
relations between employees and contractors. Phong, who is employed as a
guard of the brand new horel of a former senior official of the province, is paid
less than a faborer on a plantation (based on a “rational” economic calculation
ot by comparing the hours, or days he is at his workplace—that is, time that
he cannot devote to his own activities—and the salary paid to him at the end
of month). Bur this is not the way Phong saw his working conditions. For
him, as for many employees interviewed who had experienced different types
of employers, the salary was not highlighted to distinguish “good” bosses
from “bad” ones. The good boss, even if he pays less, is the one who allows
them to rake a break (by distributing cigarertes and alcohol), the one who
in appearance spends time on his employees and who—as I have often been
told by many farmers—“takes care of” (liang'®) them. Today, the rerm liang
is partly related to power: in the state institutions, an imporrant man, a “great
man” (p’  gnai), must “feed” or “take care of” his family nerwork and the
people wno have been loyal to him (Evans 2002), that is to say, to give them
help and assistance in case of need (weddings, funerals, health, education,
travel) in return for their support and their help with different activities.
Here, in the context of contractual relations between employers and daily
workers, the fact of nourishing workers (liang) is in addition associated wich
an extra allowance of time.

A good boss—and so a good job—is the one that lets employees enjoy one

or more breaks. On two different occasions, accompanying and going to work
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with the same group of peasants to collect beans, we each rime had a meal at
midday. In the first case, the peasants considered they were not fed well by
the boss—in this case Chinese. In fact, it was not the quantity or even the
quality of the food thar was contested, but the fact thart the meal, brought
by the foreman ready to eat, had needed no preparation by the employees.
Therefore we immediately started to cat (an activity that is usually extremely
short in Laos, conversations being occasional when eating) and then, even
after the usual after-lunch cigarettes, we went back to work. The second meal
was said to be better. Yet during this second meal, only the rice, served cooked
and packed in plastic bags, was distributed to everyone by the employer. It
had therefore been necessary to prepare the meal and at che time of the break,
we had ro do exactly as is done in mountain villages; in other words, one
person left to get some water, another the vegetables. While it was cooking,
everyone sat around a quickly improvised fireplace and chatted about the
morning’s work or other things. This time, the meal was much longer than
the previous one, and the meal itself was described as “much better.” In both
cases, we received our salary at the end of the day, at dusk. In the first case,
50,000 kip cach; in the second, 40,000 kip. Yet the group was unanimous
in declaring not to like (b0 mak) the first type of work, and enjoying (mak)
the second, or again, qualifying the second as “good,” “enjoyable” (muan) in
contrast to the first (bo muan).

This importance of giving time is well understood by many Lao
entrepreneurs. Some explained to me how they were able to recruir, in a
situation where work is not lacking and when labor is scarce. They told me
they were underlining, not only the access to berter working condirions than
those of their competitors, or better wages, but qualities related to ethical
behavior, that is, the employer must be generous but also show some concern
for his employees. As we have seen, this acrention is expressed through the
gift of food: “To find laborers, is casy. It is not only the salary that counts—
you also have to buv water, cigarettes. This is how we attract people, because
people have a mo....1 and a belly that go with them (mi sop mi thong thi
pai nam).” It can also be through other types of attention. An intermediary

told me that the inhabitants of a village did not want to plant beans for his
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company, and how he had changed their minds by providing their village
with a new collective house.

Bur generosity is not only about material things. Listening and especially
speaking are also widely valued. A trader explained: “To do business, we must
be generous. If you have no money ro be so, you have to use your mouth to
talk well to people (vau muan).” He concluded: “In doing so, we show them
that before talking about work, we spend time rogecher.” Khamlek, a local
entrepreneur, told me abour his career, insisting: “To be successful, a trader
must receive people well, smile, give them food and drinks. Those who do
not do this cannot start a business. When the Akha come down to town,
some do not give them anything, but I buy them a water pipe and tobacca. I
feed them. My wife and I know a few words in Akha and we communicate
with them. I always do that. When others could not sell anything, I always
could.” Farmers also highlight the importance of words when in search of
daily work. “Finding work does not depend on the nerwork. It depends on
the way we speak.” “One should not be taciturn or intimidated. You have to
talk.” “Finding work depends on the way you speak. It depends on your face;
you must smile. The mouth should always talk and smile.”

Demonstrating “good will” in business relationships also means using
kinship appellatives to name employees. Khamlek, a Phunoy, speaks of the
peasants of the Akha ethnic group as his “relatives” (pinong); the hotel owner
takes in her “grandchildren” (Juk /an) although they are not related to her in
any way. The converse is true: Seng is extremely proud that all his employees
call him “Big Brother Seng,” because he believes he has won their trust (sua
man). Though these appellatives can mark a closeness between employers and
employees, it does not reflect equality in the relationships. Akha employees
from Khamlek continue to show him respect and recognition, and some
admir they can actually only trust their true relatives. However, these words
expressing closeness allow entrepreneurs to facilitate cheir business. A trader
who buys forest products from farmers for resale in China, told me: “If
you cannot speak well, if you're stingy, farmers do not come to you. For,
ultimately, our money is with the peasants. If we can talk to them, their

money will come to us.”
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