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ABSTRACT

Based on the concept of cultural politics of difference, this research is an
attempt to interpret the dynamics of negotiating the difference of the Tai in their
societies and cultures in the North-Central region of Vietnam and their contexts
without comparing to the Thai in Thai society and culture. This concept does not
consider identity as a homogeneous nature; rather, it criticizes mono-culturalism and
proclaims it as an unfixed and overdetermined identity, depending on the aspects of
power relations the particular ethnic group is inferior. The concept of cultural politics
of difference also allows us to see the diverse ethnic identities through the processes
of ethnogenesis and cultural hybridization as well as the operations of the
construction of cultural space, place-making and identity construction in the context
of Vietnam nationalism in a globalizing world. A state's attempt to manipulate its
ethnic groups in the context of globalization of ethnic and cultural tourist market.
This concept also helps us to understand such power relations beyond the

dichotomy of social inequality and discrimination as well as class politics.

Even though the research field site is in the North-Central Region of Vietnam,
the primary emphasis stands for the three districts in the two provinces of this region.
These are Mai Chau District in Hoa Binh Province, B4 Thudc and Quan Son Districts in
Thanh Hoéa Province. The researcher's rather good competency in speaking,
understanding and writing both Vietnamese and Tai as well as the experiences
gained in doing ethnography served well in the access to the Tai ancient manuscripts
and applied ethnography rather than just a mere participant observation and in-
depth interview. Moreover, the researcher is still engaged in ethnography in Mai
Chau, from the mid of 2007 until present (except in 2012 and 2015) and in B4 Thudc
from the end of 2013. To collect the data, the researcher, therefore, immersed in the
day-to-day activities and delved deeper into the Tai manuscripts by reading and

discoursing with the local intellectuals.

As a result, the Tai societies and cultures have been revealed its ways of
sustaining with the processes of ethnogenesis and cultural hybridization throughout
their history. Moreover, the Tai reproduced their cultural spaces by changing the
roles and relationships between the groups and classes. In the contexts mentioned
and in dominant-subordinate relationships in the national framework, cultural
practices of the Tai can be regarded as “the dynamics of negotiating ethnic
identities” instead of “the ethnic community” or “historical community of the
nation-state” because the Tai tried not to integrate themselves into the single entity

of its state's nationality. Besides, the Tai culture strugele to be free from the

X



domination of the state’s ideology of construction of national identity as
homogeneity was done through the process of promotion of “ancestor worship” and
upheld as the national religion. Additionally, through the processes of teaching and
studying Tai language hosted by the state’s universities, the Tai language has not
been manipulated because the Tai local intellectuals and local authorities play the
vital roles in revitalizing local orthographies, in writing history and culture and in
reviving the local ancestor worship (Lé Xén Muong). These processes expose the
independence of the Tai history from the Vietnamese national history. Furthermore,
in everyday life, the Tai people communicate with each other in the Tai language. All
of these are pieces of evidence of the Tai’s endeavor to construct their identities
which are more and more relevant to their historical root and culture. Indeed, these
reflect the dynamics of the construction of identities, cultural space, and Tai’s place.
Overall, the dynamics of Tai identities assert the difference between the Tai in North-

Central Region and the difference from other Tai groups.

Nonetheless, the construction of cultural space and Tai’s place (locality) are
more than just the politics of construction of ethnic boundary nor the resistance of
the dichotomy of opposition to the state. Instead, these are the spaces and places of
differences where new and various definitions of identities arise. These spaces and
places can collaborate with the state’s policies and can be compatible with the
globalization of the market as well, plus it can generate both new ethnic and
national cultures. Besides, based on the concept of new cultural politics of
difference, the marginalized space is convertible to be the space of difference, place

of cultural center, and place of alternative culture and multiple identities.
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