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ABSTRACT 

This study examines development process, which has been created by 

Vietnam’s socialist state, for ethnic peoples in the Central Highlands of Vietnam. The 

study is conducted at small village of the Bahnar, one of indigenous ethnic groups of 

Mon-Khmer speaking family in the Central Highlands. The aims of this study are to 

(1) reveal the source and process of justification and legitimization of development 

policies and development programs for ethnic people in the Central Highlands; (2) 

analyze social changes and social consequences generated from these development 

policies and development programs; (3) explore the practices of ethnic people in 

dealing with negative effects of development policies and development programs. 

 The source and process of justification and legitimization of development 

policies and development programs for ethnic people in the Central Highlands are 

examined through social theory, advocacies of initiatives and results of development 

policies and programs. By linking this macro process with micro-analysis, this study 

reveals that to define the Central Highlands, its ethnic peoples and their practices as 

primitive, traditional, backward, and in need of “development” is not simply to 

describe social realities. It is essentially a process to deploy a discourse of power 

aimed at obtaining the rights to integrate the ethnic groups with diverse cultures, 

knowledge, social institutions and mode of livelihood in this area into national 

community and border; to divide the territory into complex and overlapping political
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and economic zones; to rearrange people and resources; and create regulations 

delineating how and by whom these areas can be used. 

The study also examines effects of development policies and development 

programs created by the socialist state to harmonious lives, social relationships, social 

behaviors and knowledge of ethnic people. For ethnic people, development policies 

and development programs have not only taken away most of cultivation land, forests 

and other resources of ethnic people, but also made tremendous effects to their 

conceptions and cultural practices, which have been generated from a long life living 

in struggles for subsistence and natural adaptation and played very important roles in 

everyday life of ethnic people. Consequently, accompanying with development 

process, harmonious lives of ethnic people have changed into lives with misery, 

vulnerability and contradiction leading to both lives lost and irretrievably disrupted 

community. In particular, the growing forest lives and other social problems of ethnic 

people such as the Bahnar at Buon Luoi are closely linked to their growing 

involvement or entanglement with ‘mainstream’ Vietnamese and international 

society. It is their immersion into the tentacles of state hegemony, which have brought 

about their difficult life and disrupted livelihoods and social conflicts. 

But ethnic peoples in Vietnam’s Central Highlands, the study explores, are 

neither passive, nor do they accept status created by their dominants. Many of them 

are rising from being ‘victims of progress’. Different ethnic people have applied 

different modes of negotiations in order to negotiate with state and people, who are 

trying to extract resources from and creating domination upon them, and furthermore 

to negotiate about how ethnic peoples are perceived and behaved. 
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