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The purpose of this research is to study patterns of livelihood, traditions, and
customs which are shared among the Isan Thai and Laotian ethnic groups in Ban
Nakwayklang village. The study aimed to identify the processes involved in the
transformation of ethnic identities and cultural negotiation of the Isan Thai ethnic and the
mainstream cultural group in Vientiane community within the Laotian socio-economic and
political transformation. Based on a qualitative research method, this study combined
historical data and social records of related social phenomena, together with the field
research data from in-depth interviewing and observation, both participatory and non-
participatory types. The findings are presented in analytical descriptive format.

The study finds that the Thai Isan ethnic in Ban Nakwayklang migrated from the
northeastern part of Thailand. The reason for migration was due to draught and scarcity in
the Northeast. Some of the migrants were political refugees who escaped from the Thai
political suppression, as the Northeast of Thailand used to be a base of the Communism-
favored political party. Ban Nakwayklang was founded by both Laotian and Isan Thai
ethnic groups in 1867, starting from a construction of the Hor Ban or the Great
Grandfather House, which was used in the rituals concerning the Thane, a myth in the
twelve month rituals, which had been practiced by both ethnic groups. The village
settlement was followed by the construction of a Buddhist monastery named “Wat
Nakway”, which was then taken as a center of social interactions, since both ethnic groups
were Buddhists. The second migrant groups from northeastern Thailand moved into the
village in 1960, resulting in the expansion and division of the community. Later in 1975
and the following years, after the political change of Laos, some Isan Thais and Laotians
emigrated from out of the village. From then on, more Lao migrants from all over the
country came to settle in the area, increasing the size of the community.

As for the ethnic identity changes and cultural negotiation, this study finds that the

Isan Thais and Laotian groups had been assimilated to the mainstream culture. In fact, their

traditions were very similar, making it difficult to distinguish one from the other. During
this cultural assimilation, the Isan Thais could maintain their linguistic identity, which was
shown when they expressed in Laotian, but with “Roi-et” or Isan Thai accent. Although
both ethnics shared collective cultural consciousness, the Isan Thais had been continuously
negotiating culturally with the major cultural group so that they could access equal rights
and social statuses. The negotiation made use of shared historical consciousness, and
applied political mechanism in the ethnic identity transformation. Consequently, the .study
finds that education was another mechanism used to integrate different ethnic groups in the
village. This education was supported by the state-constructed nationalism which aimed to

mould all ethnic groups into a single unity of Laos.





