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—We know that the state (nhà nước) has an 
interest in this, but this is our class. We did this 
on our own.
Đă.ng Văn Cao, Educator, Lào Cai Province  
Bradley C. Davis

IN 2006, ThE Ford FouNdATIoN, through their former 
hanoi office, began funding a project that combined the 
establishment of an educational network with an effort  
to account for texts conserved by members of the Yao 
(dao) ethnic group in Vietnam.1 An act of cross-institutional 
co-operation took place that, over the next two years, resulted 
in a project that combined textual collection with education 
in the northern Vietnamese province of Lào Cai. A Yao script 
project was managed by Trần hữu Sơn of the office of Culture, 
Sport, and Tourism, Philippe Le Failler of the École Française 
d’Extrême-orient in hanoi, and myself in an attempt to  
forge a new context for a traditional form of literacy.

Following some brief historical background to the Yao ethnie 
in Vietnam and a consideration of “culture” in contemporary 
Vietnam, this article will discuss some details of the Yao  
Script and Education Project, an ongoing collaborative effort 
in Lào Cai Province. 

The Yao/Mien ethnie 
From a historical perspective, the Sino-Vietnamese term  
Dao ( , although also written  in the PrC), pronounced 
“Yao” in standard Chinese, provides a clear example of  
administrative ethnogenesis.2 It first appeared during the 
Tang dynasty (618-905) as a label indicating exemption from 
corvée labor service and liberty of movement in the hills of 
southern China.3 originally an “imperial political designation,”4 
Yao also became a term of self-reference for communities 
negotiating their position relative to state authority. 

In China and Southeast Asia, these communities have a  
history of migration in reaction to catastrophic events.  
Many Yao migrations into territory that is today governed by 
the Socialist republic of Vietnam resulted from the political 
and economic changes in China. researchers in the People’s 
republic of China recently reconstructed Yao migrations out 
of China on the basis of linguistic changes that indicate the 
approximate time and area from which Yao communities  
traveled.5 In Vietnam, historians and ethnologists have 
portrayed these migrations as direct results of social  
disruptions in southern China.6 Within contemporary Yao 
communities themselves, oral and literary traditions record 
stories of hardship, flight, and resettlement compelled  
by circumstances beyond their control.7 during the early 
20th century, ethnographers in China noted that many Yao 
communities kept written records of their historical status of 
corvée exemption along with lineage histories of migration.8 

As Fan honggui has noted with respect to other non-han 
communities, linguistic reformers in China attempted to 
strip the labels of certain groups of their epithetical content. 
Consequently, Yao communities in southern China were  
officially referred to as  rather than , the latter transmit-
ting denigration via the inclusion of an initial marking  
(also known as a classifier or “radical”) that meant “dog”.9  
The official name for the Yao in southern China thus became 
written with a character that meant “pure” or “precious”.10 

official terminology for national ethnic minorities in  
Vietnam inherited a somewhat different legacy from the 
distant past. Although the “dog” marking in reference to 
non-Việt (or non-Kinh) populations appears in administrative 
records, royal chronicles, and other texts detailing the history 
of Vietnam before French Colonial rule, the last legal docu-
ments to mention communities that we would today refer to 
as “Yao” or “dao” employed the term “Mán”. usually written 
as , Mán described communities that, conceptually, resided 
outside the realm of lowland, sedentary civilization and, 
administratively, existed on somewhat remote terms with 
the state’s routines of taxation. In the 19th century Nguyễn 
Imperial Code, Mán became an administrative label applied 
to groups that, according to 21st century categories, would 
include the hmong and the Yao in Vietnam.11 however, 
as Jonsson has noted for other parts of Southeast Asia,  

the term Yao often carried more or less exact connotations.12 
In the case of Nguyễn Vietnam, for instance, the Đồng Khánh 
Descriptive Geography glosses Yao as the name of a group 
formally classified as Mán.13 Imperial tax regulations estab-
lished during the Nguyễn dynasty, however, lacked what 
Thongchai Winichakul, writing about 19th century Siam,  
has referred to as a detailed “differentiation of subjects”.14

Enthnology and ethnography
In an institutional sense, ethnology or the field of study 
concerned with ethnic groups (dân tộc học) did not take 
shape in Vietnam until the French Colonial Period and  
only formally became known as dân tộc học after 1954.15 
In terms of the, at the time, related field of ethnography, 
the military official turned university professor Bonifacy 
published his Cours d’Ethnographie Indochinoise in 1919.16 
As Jean Michaud reminds us, much of the foundational  
work that supported the professional effort to establish  
ethnology and ethnography as discrete fields of knowledge  
was “incidentally” carried out by missionaries.17

With the establishment of the Socialist republic of Vietnam 
(SrV) in 1976, the contemporary ethnological vocabulary of 
Vietnam began to take shape. In 1979, decision 121 eliminated 
the term Mán, which retains the sense of “savage” or “barbaric” 
in contemporary Vietnamese (Mán Di). The Yao communities 
in northern Vietnam became officially known as “dao”, 
the Sino-Vietnamese pronunciation of the same character 
employed by most Yao people to refer to themselves in a 
multicultural context.18 

Perhaps the most significant element of cultural life in the 
Vietnam for the Yao was the language of political power: 
Vietnamese. Yao speakers traditionally, and for some presently, 
employ a character-based writing system that would be familiar 
to readers of Classical or Modern Chinese. The official language 
of Vietnam, Vietnamese, features a romanized script (Quốc 
Ngữ). Although a similarly romanized script was developed for 
recording the sound of spoken Yao (tiếng Dao), education and 
government business is primarily conducted in Vietnamese.19  

At a time when the language of power had eroded trad- 
itional literacy, our project attempted to contribute to the 
continuance of the Yao script. We soon became concerned  
with a larger and more difficult issue: contrasting and  
competing notions of culture.  

Notions of culture 
In the Vietnamese-language paperwork involved with the 
planning and implementation of this project, the word  
“văn hóa”, conventionally rendered as “culture” in English, 
appeared with great frequency. While a full historical and socio-
cultural treatment of this term and its English analogue lies well 
beyond the scope of this essay, in terms of our project văn hóa 
and the strategy of its translation warrant a brief discussion. 

A Sino-Vietnamese term, văn hóa appears quite frequently 
within the titles of state institutions at multiple levels in 
Vietnam. From hanoi, the Ministry of Culture and Information 
(Bộ Văn Hóa Thông Tin) and the Ministerial department of 
National Culture (Vụ Văn Hóa Dân Tộc) supervise the work 
of provincial-level offices dedicated to issues of culture. 

Specifically regarding ethnic communities such as the Yao, 
these central state institutions of culture in Vietnam express 
their mission in terms of conservation. In 2005, a conference 
hosted by the department of National Culture focused on  
the issue of popular festivals among ethnic minorities.  
For the participants of the conference, the “cultural life”  
(đời sống văn hóa) that such festivals nourished has increasingly 
come under threat since the initiation of economic reforms  
in the late 1980s.20 Elements of cultural life, according to 
these institutions, must be “conserved” (bảo tồn). Culture, 
from this perspective, is in a precarious state.   

Participants in our Yao script project, whether administrators, 
advisers, or students and teachers, repeatedly made reference 
to Yao culture (văn hóa người Dao, cái văn hóa người Dao, văn 
hóa dân tộc Dao, di tích văn hóa Dao). Yao culture, in this sense, 
described a set of practices that differentiated one group from 
others. For the Lào Cai office of Culture, Sport, and Tourism 
(Sở Văn Hóa Thẻ Thao, Du Lịch), culture was something of vital 
importance. It represented both an officially-defined concept 
and an endangered, distinctive ethnic minority “cultural life”. 

rather than adhering to a conservationist approach towards 
culture or viewing culture as an ossified set of attributes  
under assault from the homogenizing tide(s) of modern- 
ization, nationalism, or state standardization, our intention  
was to provide a new context for Yao culture and Yao cultural  
practices in contemporary Vietnam.

An “educational network” and Yao texts
our project established an “educational network” (mạng lưới 
giáo dục) consisting of locally-managed classes in Yao script 
and the educators that managed them. With the invaluable 
assistance of the late hoàng S ĩ Lực, a literary scholar and expert 
on both the varieties of spoken Yao and the idiosyncrasies of 
the character script, we assembled a curriculum development 
panel. Leaders of Yao script classes were able to meet and 
exchange ideas and experiences. 

The educational network also involved field evaluations.  
during the first year of the project, due partly to the rhythms 
of administration in Lào Cai, the establishment of classes in 
villages and communes occurred at a glacial pace. however,  
by 2008 we were able to conduct several evaluations of  
active classes. Following are excerpts from evaluations  
of two classes in Bảo Thắng district. 

In Xuân Quang Commune, Bàn Văn Thanh leads a 26-student 
class that convenes three times a week in the evening. he 
emphasized that the Yao community in the surrounding area 
valued the opportunity to teach the traditional script in a formal 
setting. Bàn Văn Thanh, speaking in Vietnamese, also expressed 
his satisfaction that lessons about “proper living” (sống hiên) 
and “maturity” (trở thành người) that appear in traditional texts 
can now be read directly by Yao youth, without the medium of 
phonetic transliteration. The students in Bàn Văn Thanh’s class 
noted their enthusiasm for learning the traditional script. one 
young student remarked that she intended to study at the hán 
Nôm Institute in hanoi, which also has occasional programs on 
character scripts used by ethnic minorities. Such an education, 
she hoped, would enable her to further the revival of traditional 
literacy in her community.  

Also in Bảo Thắng, Lý Văn hòa and Đặng Á Cao led an 
independently established class of 18 students meeting  
six nights a week. As did the previous educator, these two 
teachers stressed the connection between moral education  
and traditional literacy. Lý Văn hòa and Đặng Á Cao also 
included singing as part of their curriculum, commenting  
that this is a vital skill for weddings and other ceremonies. 

“Before this project,” hòa stated with some enthusiasm, “we 
did not dare teach these kinds of classes.” Taught the character 
script by their fathers, both hòa and Cao felt obligated to renew 
the convening of classes for the youth of the community. despite 
their excitement for receiving assistance from the project, which 
involved consulting with members of the Lào Cai government, 
both instructors remained adamant about the autonomy of their 
classes. As Cao asserted, “we know that the state has an interest 
in this, but this is our class. We did this on our own.”

The fact that their class was independently established (tự lập) 
indicated a larger trend in Lào Cai Province. By the end of 2008, 
we had accounted for sixteen independently founded classes 
out of a total of nineteen. When we consulted with the provin-
cial and commune-level authorities, we learned that many Yao 
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communities had begun setting up classes on their own without the involvement 
of the project or the local government. For these independent classes, the project 
was a convenient source of classroom supplies, but the impetus came from within 
the communities themselves. 

Although generally shy, some students in Hòa and Cao’s class volunteered to discuss 
their experiences. One young student remarked that, within his own family, only 
his grandparents still remember the character script. His education in the class had 
facilitated a closer relationship with his grandparents, he claimed. Also, he found 
himself developing an improved ability in reading contemporary Chinese, an ability 
that, as he savvily reminded us, the Vietnamese government currently attempts 
to cultivate among its citizens. 

A Yao text corpus
Coupled with the educational network was a cooperative attempt to account for 
Yao texts. Using fl ashless digital photography, we recorded texts in the traditional 
character script that members of Yao communities willingly shared. Although 
many people were keen to permit their texts to be recorded, on several occasions 
members of the project were politely denied permission. The collection of texts, 
as a principle, was a strictly voluntary eff ort. At the end of 2008, we had accounted 
for over 11,000 texts. 

These texts covered a wide variety of subject matter related to Yao communities. 
Contents included songs for children, epic poems, lineage stories, guidelines related 
to customs and cultural practices, traditional handicrafts, weather forecasting 
according to traditional methods, and animal husbandry. Other books discussed 
matrimonial customs, descriptions of ceremonies, rites to be performed to ensure a 
felicitous marriage, family mores, and funerary practices. A specifi c category of text 
dealt with disease prevention, remedies for illnesses, and recipes for folk medicines. 
While some of these 11,614 books each addressed only one subject, the majority 
of books were compilations that contained chapters dedicated to diff erent topics. 

Currently, we are developing an analytical index for the digital collection as well 
as pursuing plans to publish the entire corpus on CD format. We hope to contribute 
to the body of knowledge about Yao cultural practices, religious culture, and history 
with a widely-accessible resource. Our relatively small eff ort will supplement the 
excellent work already done by the Yao Texts Project at Munich University and 
other projects currently underway around the world. 

Bradley C. Davis
Eastern Washington University, USA
bcampdavis@gmail.com
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