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Dang Nghiem Van. Ethnological and
Religious Problems in Vietham. Hanoi: Social
Sciences Publishing House, 1998, 534p.

This volume contains 12 previously published
essays accompanied by a brief biography and
complete bibliography of the author. Dang
Nghiem Van is a Russian-trained ethnologist,
who was, for many years, the Director of the
Institute for Religious Studies of the National
Center for Social Sciences and the Humanities
of Vietnam. He has conducted field research
among many of Vietnam’s ethnic groups and is
noted for being one of the most insightful social
scientists in contemporary Vietnam. His writ-
ings offer a valuable window into the world of
Vietnamese ethnology, and his research con-
cerns are generally representative of the princi-
pal interests of Viethamese ethnology. This col-
lection makes several of his papers, that were
published between 1971 and 1997 in often hard
to locate sources, readily available to a wider
audience.

The papers in the volume cover three major
topical areas. These are issues of ethnic identity
and ethnogenesis (Chapters 1-4), ethnographic
descriptions of specific groups or cultural traits
(Chapters 7, 9, 10-12), and theoretical and
empirical explorations of religion in Vietnam
(Chapters 5, 6 and 8).

Ethnic Identity and Ethnogenesis

In chapters 1 and 3 the author presents very
interesting discussions of the approach to eth-
nic classification employed by Vietnamese eth-
nologists. The classification of ethnic groups
has been, since the modern origins of the disci-
pline in then North Vietnam in the late 1950s,
a major preoccupation of Vietnamese ethnolo-
gists. Their concern with this issue has been to
a large extent dictated by the Vietnamese
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State’s need to effectively administer its diverse
multi-ethnic population. The initial directive to
make a scientific ethnic classification came
from President Ho Chi Minh himself. During a
visit to a province in the northern mountains in
1958, President Ho asked the local authorities
how many ethnic groups lived there. The pro-
vincial chairman responded that there were 16
groups while the Party Secretary replied that
there were 10 groups. As Dang Nghiem Van
reports (pp.10-11),

Faced with this confusion, President Ho
Chi Minh personally directed Vietnamese
ethnologists to find the answers to several
apparently simple questions which in fact
required scientific verifiability: How many
ethnicities are there in Vietnam? What are
they? What are their habitats?

Research intended to answer President Ho’s
questions was immediately initiated, but the
results were a long time coming—a comprehen-
sive classification was not accepted until
1979—10 years after the death of Ho Chi Minh.

Vietnamese ethnologists employ three crite-
ria to identify ethnic groups.””ldeally, an eth-
nic group is characterized by the following
attributes:

1) Its members speak a common language,

2) They share a common set of cultural traits,
and

3) They self-consciously identify themselves as
belonging to that specific group.

O O When writing in English, Dang Nghiem
Van, like most Vietnamese ethnologists,
uses “ethnicity” as a noun in place of the
more familiar “ethnic group” employed by
English-speaking anthropologists. He
pointedly rejects use of the term “ethnic
group” on the grounds that it is “too
vague” (p. 64), although 1 fail to see the
logic of his argument and will use “ethnic
group” in this review.
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In the actual classification process, however,
only the third criterion is considered critical.
For example, the San Chay ethnic group in-
cludes some local communities (Cao Lan) that
speak a language belonging to the Tai family
and others (San Chi) that speak a Chinese
dialect. It is believed that the San Chi lost their
native language and adopted Chinese during
their long period of residence in Southwestern
China prior to migrating into Vietnam. In
another example, all speakers of Thai lan-
guages are classified together as belonging to
the “Thai” ethnic group although these lan-
guages are not all mutually intelligible and the
different local groups (e.g. Black Thai, White
Thai, Da Bac Tay) display considerable differ-
entiation in terms of cultural traits. This
“lumping” is justified, however, on the grounds
that “it was representatives of the various Thai
communities throughout north and central
Vietnam who decided that they constituted a
single ethnicity during a conference convened
in the early 1960s” (p. 25).

Vietnamese ethnologists have an essentialist
concept of ethnicity. Ethnic groups are seen as
natural phenomena rather than social con-
structs. No ambiguity in classification is per-
mitted: For example, the national identity card
carried by every citizen displays the bearer’s
ethnic affiliation. The transactional approach to
ethnic identity pioneered by Frederick Barth in
which the identities and boundaries of ethnic
groups are continuously being reshaped by rela-
tions with other groups seems to have little or
no influence on the thinking of Vietnamese eth-
nologists. Nor is it recognized that different sci-
entists can propose different (and equally legiti-
mate) classifications of the same set of commu-
nities according to the different purposes for
which they are making their classifications.
Dang Nghiem Van is critical of the ethnic clas-
sification of the “Montagnard” groups in the
Central Highlands proposed by American
researchers during the war, claiming that “this
paralleled a political strategy of sowing division

among and within ethnic groups (a continua-
tion of the French colonial practice of dividing
so as to conquer)” (p. 31, note 1). It hardly
seems necessary to invoke “dark plots” by the
imperialists to explain the origin of this classifi-
cation. It was developed by applied linguists
associated with the Summer Institute of
Linguistics who employed language as their cri-
terion for delineating ethnolinguistic groups.
Consequently they split some communities
viewed by northern Vietnamese ethnologists as
single “ethnicities” into several different groups
based on analysis of the mutual intelligibility of
languages spoken in these communities. They
may, as Dang Nghiem Van claims, have been
mistaken in their judgments about linguistic
boundaries, but use of language as their criteri-
on for identifying ethnic groups was dictated by
their scientific orientation, not their political
views.

Ethnographic Descriptions

The several chapters devoted to ethnographic
descriptions are all of considerable value in
making information on previously little known
groups broadly available. Chapter 7, written in
French, presents a quite nuanced discussion of
the relationship of shifting cultivation to the
social organization of minority groups. It is
unusual among Vietnamese discussions of shift-
ing cultivation (swidden agriculture) in
acknowledging that this technique has been
adopted in recent years by groups that have
traditionally practiced wet rice agriculture,
such as the Thai, in response to population
growth and consequent shortage of wet rice
land. Dang Nghiem Van points out (p.305) that
the Thai and other groups at lower elevations
have actually destroyed more forest than the
Hmong and other highland groups that have
traditionally been swidden farmers (and who
are usually blamed in the press for causing
deforestation). He also recognizes that the pro-
ductivity of swiddens can be higher than that of

623



goooooobossooo

wet rice fields under good conditions but dis-
putes claims made by other (mainly foreign)
anthropologists that long-cycle rotational swid-
dening can be sustainable. He supports this
view with the claim that one-half of the surface
area of the northern mountains was denuded by
shifting cultivation in the last 200 years and
also asserts that shifting cultivation caused
severe environmental degradation in ancient
Mesopotamia, Asia Minor, Central America
(the Maya), and the Khmer Empire. At least
some of these examples do not really support
his argument. For example, ancient Mesopo-
tamia employed a sophisticated system of irri-
gated agriculture that was destroyed by sali-
nization, not shifting cultivation, and it is not
yet known to what extent the Maya and Khmer
relied on shifting cultivation.

Chapter 11 presents an overview of Thai soci-
ety and culture. It contains a quite detailed
description of the structure of the pre-revolu-
tionary “feudal” society that appears to closely
resemble Elman Service's evolutionary model of
the “chiefdom.” Chapter 12 describes the Khmu
ethnic minority lining in the northwestern
mountains. Although in their homeland in Laos
they had lived in autonomous village communi-
ties that constituted the maximal unit of Khmu
social organization, after migrating into
Vietnam they had to fit themselves into a new
social niche as subject populations in the hier-
archically structured Thai feudal domains.

Religion

Dang Nghiem Van is one of the most knowl-
edgeable and sophisticated analysts of religious
sociology in Vietnam. In chapters 5 and 6 he
discusses religious beliefs and practices and the
social role of religion in Vietnam. He presents
data collected from several surveys conducted
by his institute among Catholics and non-
Christians in the northern part of the country.
Catholics are distinguished from non-
Christians by their high reported level of reli-
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gious need (99 percent compared to 47 percent
for non-Christians), their certainty that there is
an afterlife (96 percent compared to 8 percent)
and their much lower level of belief in horo-
scopes (9 percent compared to 30 percent) and
divination (5 percent compared to 35 percent).
They are also much more likely to report wor-
shipping in churches (99 percent) than non-
Christians are to report worshipping in pagodas
(55 percent). Also noteworthy is the very high
percentage of Catholics (64 percent) who report
that they practice ancestor worship, although
this percentage is smaller than that of non-
Christians who engage in this practice (82 per-
cent). This is an interesting example of how an
imported religion has been “indigenized” even
though ancestor veneration was explicitly pro-
hibited by Church doctrine until the Vatican |1
reforms.

Concluding Remarks

The papers in this volume offer valuable
insights into the theoretical concerns of
Vietnamese ethnologists. They also contain con-
siderable valuable ethnographic information.
Given the very difficult conditions under which
much of this research was carried out, one can
only feel a sense of profound respect for Dang
Nghiem Van’s dedication to ethnology as a sci-
ence. This makes his occasional comments
impugning the motivations of non-Vietnamese
ethnologists all the more disturbing. For exam-
ple, he seems to tar all Western ethnologists
with the sin of racism. Thus, in Chapter 2
(reprinted from a paper originally published in
1995), he claims that,

the policy of imperialism to change the skin
complexion has also been carried out in a
number of other countries, like New
Zealand, with the encouragement of theo-
reticians of ethnology, note-worthy being
the Vien [sic] school, especially the func-
tional school with such names as B.
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Malinovski (1984-1942) and R. Brown
(1881-1955). Racism with F.R. Grebner
and P.W. Schmidt, the premise of fascism,
contributed an important part. (pp. 95-96)

Some members of the Vienna School may have
been racists but that is hardly true of all
anthropologists who employed the functionalist
approach. Indeed, it can be argued that func-
tionalism, by showing the logic behind what
had previously been seen only as strange and
bizarre primitive customs and superstitions,
contributed to the acceptance of the cultural
relativism advocated by Boas and his students.
Far from advocating racism, since the 1930s the
majority of Western anthropologists have been
vocal critics of this pernicious doctrine.

Finally, although Dang Nghiem Van's writing
in Vietnamese is notably clear and lucid, these
qualities suffer occasional damage from the
rather poor quality of some of the English
translations. Despite such problems, this work
can be read with great profit by anyone inter-
ested in culture and society in Vietnam.

(A. Terry Rambol] CSEAS)

Michael L. Ross. Timber Booms and
Institutional Breakdown in Southeast Asia.
Cambridge University Press, 2001, xvi+237p. £
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