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ABSTRACT

The Tai in Mai Chau district, Hoa Binh Province in the Northwest Upland
Region of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV), are one of fifty-three ethnic
minority groups in Vietnam, as listed in the official ethnic classification system used
by the country’s government. Before integration of the region into the SRV’s
admintrative structure, the Tai in Mai Chau (Muong Mun in the past) were dominant
within the multi-ethnic, semi-independent polity that existed at that time — a tributary
to the empires of Vietnam for hundreds of years, though culturally and religiously not
related to Vietnam. Presently, Mai Chau is considered a place of ethnic and cultural
diversity and as the gateway to the Northwest Upland Region. It is located in-between
Hanoi and the northwest region (where the ethnic majority population is Tai), and is
connected by national road no.6. It is also a strategically important place in terms of
the tourism market, for in the early 1990s, after entering into the market economy,
Mai Chau was promoted, by the government as a cultural tourism area, and this put
the area on the tourist map. Presently, Mai Chau is considered as an “ethnic homestay
village”, with each ethnic (White Tai) homestay providing the tourists with

accommodation (an overnight stay), meals and cultural shows.



This thesis analyzes the cultural economies to be found in two tourist villages
in Mai Chau, focusing on the complex relationship dynamics that exist among a
variety of actors engaged and participating in the tourist market. It will also analyze
the relationships that have developed as part of the negotiation and reconstruction of
authenticity in relation to White Tai identity, and within the context of a post-socialist
Vietnam and a globalized market, and due to the multi-ethnic relations and relations
of domination in place in the area. | will analyze those issues related to a process in
which White Tai identity and authencity have been constructed, negotiated,
commodified and decommodified; and how ethnicity, identity, authenicity, the market
and culture have all become engaged within the tourist market, as part of the process
of transformation that has taken place with regard to White Tai identity and the
group’s social positions.

As an anthropologist with a fair grasp of the Vietnamese and White Tai
languages (speaking, reading and writing), | have been collecting data for over five
years, during 2007 — 2011 mainly as a result of informal discussions with informants
and long-term observation while underaking a variety of roles in the study area. Such
roles have included being a tourist, a student studying the White Tai in Mai Chau and
also a researcher. My research indicates that, since the economic renovation policy
called Pbi Méi was introduced in 1986, the Vietnamese state has attempted to take
advantage of the cultures and other resources of ethnic groups, by bringing “minority”
people under its direct control. As a result, ethnic relations between the majority Kinh
and the other ethnic minority groups can be considered as dominant-subordinate, as
well as hierarchical; however, | would argue that market space has become a space for
redefining relationships, and has allowed the transformation of these relations. The
redefining of these relations and their transformation has occurred through the
negotiation of authenticity and ethnicity, and the construction of new identities. Thus,
the tourist market has enabled the White Tai to wriggle free of state control, bridge
the ethnic hierarchical gap and position themselves as “somebody” in Vietnam and
the world. Even in the context of a post-socialist transition, which has been about risk
and uncertainty while making a living during a period of economic revolution,
engaging with the global market has allowed local people to turn global forces into

localized processes and construct a tourist market, based on mutual cooperation



between their culture and habitus and the modern way of thinking of the market. The
relationships formed as part of this transformation have been developed out of the
reconstruction and negotiation of White Tai identity and authenticity, as essentialized
by the state - identity and authenticity situated within the complex relationships
formed between the hosts (the White Tai) and the guests (others).

In addition, I have found that within the tourist market space, the White Tai
have been able to transform themselves from peasants into a variety of business
persons, whether it be moral entrepreneurs and merchants, polite vendors, and moral
or intimate hosts. In negotiating their authenticity, the White Tai hosts, in some
relations and conditions, have made it somewhat ambiguous, though under certain
conditions, this authenticity can be seen as “authentic relations”, not as ambiguity.
Authentic relations occur if normal host-tourist relationships can be transformed into
host-guest relationships that bring about intimate relations based on a long term cycle,
those which eventually become redefined relations. This new form of relationship
frees the hosts from the relations of domination, and emancipates the tourists’
perspectives from the world of the locked door - locked by a fixed representation, by
various discourses and by hierarchical ethnic relations. This thesis thus concludes that
tourist market relations in the study area have reduced the impact of “power relations”

as well as the violence brought about by social exclusion.
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