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The Ngai in Vietnam: The History, Religion, and Ethnicity of the Minority
People of Hakka Origin

Foreword

Ito Masako™

The highlight of this feature is a comprehensive introduction to one of the ethnic minorities
recognized by the Vietnamese state—the Ngai. Through this feature, we aim to elucidate their
ethnicity as well as their history and religion.

One of the characteristics of Vietnam’s ethnic minority policy is that the state determines
an ethnic group as official and implements policies under the framework of this classification.
Vietnam considers that, in order to achieve unity in the nation, efforts must be taken to attain
equality among all ethnic groups. This may be done by classifying its people into ethnic groups,
naming them appropriately, and then implementing policies suited to each group. To this
end, long-term surveys were conducted in areas inhabited by ethnic minorities, and 54 official
ethnic groups (comprising of the majority—currently, 86%—Kinh (Viet) people and 53 ethnic
minorities) were announced after analyzing the data and arriving at a final decision in 1979. In
Vietnam, one’s ethnic group is a rather important piece of identity information, as it is not only
recorded in one’s identification card but also requested along with information such as date of
birth and sex.

Yet among these 54 ethnic groups in the current total population of 92 million, the ‘Hoa’ and
‘Ngdi’ groups are among the least researched groups; the latter is thought to be Sinitic and is
even less researched than the Hoa. ‘I’ in Hakka language is Ngdi, and the Vietnamese Ngdi are
also regarded as a group close to Hakka people. Even so, they were not classified under a ‘Hoa’
subgroup, like the many Hakka who live in cities such as H5 Chi Minh City, but were put in the
new category ‘Ngdi,” thus recognising it as a separate ethnic group, different from ‘Hoa,” in the
1979 classification.

Why did Vietnam go against common knowledge and define the Ngai as a non-Hoa ethnic
group, different from the Hakka? After all, what kind of ethnicity do they have or how are they

living? We lack appropriate answers to these questions, as research on the Ngdi is very limited;

* Graduate School of Asian and African Area Studies, Kyoto University
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moreover, the anthropological and historical information that can be gathered is scarce. As
foreigners were initially not given permission to conduct surveys on the Hoa in Vietnamese rural
areas, the abovementioned issue has long been a stumbling block for foreign researchers studying
ethnic Chinese in Vietnam. Vietnam is known to have Vietnamese researchers conducting
surveys and research on even relatively small ethnic minorities for the purpose of serving the
abovementioned ethnic minority policies, and several papers and ethnographies resulting out of
such studies have been published. Nevertheless, there is a conspicuous dearth of Ngdi related
research.

This situation saw improvement in the mid-2010s, when foreigners came to conduct surveys
thanks to the support of Vietnamese researcher, Prof. Nguyén Van Chinh, positive about such
initiatives. Researchers who were concerned about the Ngdi came to the forefront, including the
three Japanese authors of this feature as well as young Vietnamese researchers; with their active
involvement, on-site surveys were launched in an attempt to answer the questions raised above.
It is through such research that we are coming to understand who the Ngai are. You will learn
about them in depth through each of the papers included in this feature, but if I were to provide
a general overview of the circumstances and history that come to light in this publication, the
Ngdi can be described as follows.

Tracing back the history of the Ngdi to the point where we have certain knowledge, the
people who called themselves the Ngdi resided in farming villages in parts of Qinzhou, Guangxi
in southern China. They moved first to the south of Guangxi, close to Fangchenggang, and
from there across the border to Méng Cidi in Hai Ninh (present-day Quang Ninh) Province
in Vietham. Some remained there whilst others spread to farming villages in other northern
provinces such as Bic Giang and Thai Nguyén in search for more land. Eventually, those living
in Hai Ninh Province became inhabitants of the ‘Nung Autonomous Zone,” established by the
French in 1947 in opposition to the Viét Minh, but with France’s defeat in the First Indochina
War in 1954 and the division of Vietnam into north and south, they migrated southwards. Some
of them settled down in Ho Chi Minh City, whilst others relocated to Pong Nai and Binh Thuan
Provinces, or elsewhere. Some Ngdi formed a strong military unit under the Ng6 Pinh Diém
government. Yet with the end of the Vietnam War in 1975, many escaped abroad. At the same
time, a considerable number of those Ngdi who had remained in the northern farming areas of
Bic Giang and Théai Nguyén Provinces after 1954 and who had cooperated with the Viét Minh
also moved to China after facing oppression—such as being banished from cadres—when Sino—

Vietnamese relations deteriorated in the late 1970s. Given their extensive network of movement,
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the Ngdi became a diasporic group of people spread out across southern China, Northern and
Southern Vietnam, and a number of Western countries. This migration process also caused
a diversification of endonyms and exonyms as well as great differences in terms of historical
experience, thus rendering it difficult to talk about the Ngdi as an ethnic group having a single,
shared identity. Even so, most of them have in common their Avalokite$vara faith, which they
have retained irrespective of location.

Please refer to the map on p. 179 for the names of significant places that have been mentioned
in the papers. Kawai’s paper also includes a map of southern China.

This feature goes back to a workshop on the Ngai that was held during a regular meeting of
the Japan Society for Southeast Asian Studies in Kansai on 25 February 2017. It was wildly
successful, gathering 30 participants including some from Tokyo and other faraway places. The
Q& A session was quite productive, and we received several emails from members of the Japan
Society for Southeast Asian Studies expressing regret over not having been able to participate
due to the secondary examinations for national universities being conducted at the same date. In
response to this unanticipated interest, we decided that what was shared during the workshop
must be archived for future reference in the form of a feature. Four people accepted the task of
authoring the feature: three presenters from the workshop and Kawai, who was the commentator
for the workshop. Although this feature does not cover all regions that the diasporic Ngai have
resided, it is the first collection of studies to include not only all of Vietnam but also China and
other destinations of migration in its field of vision on the basis of on-site surveys.

I (Ito) did not intend to make any further points, but as I was reading the papers by Serizawa
and Kawali, I observed that although the Ngdi seem to be an ethnic group, this might in fact not
be the case. The ‘Ngai’ (the Hoa Nung) seem to share ‘a common place of origin’ as the core
of their identities. Though we use the word ‘ethnicity’ in the title of this feature, the concept of
‘ethnicity’ in the Chinese and Vietnamese contexts is one originally imported from the Soviet
Union along with their socialist ethnic minority policies. Since the Soviet concept of ethnicity,
broadly speaking, is of European origin, it is not necessarily applicable when thinking about
how to group people and how to draw a line between ‘us’ and ‘them’ in southern China and
the mountainous parts of Northern Vietnam. This is something I have previously discussed in

)

my own writings.” Although the basis for differentiating between ‘us’ and ‘them’ surely varies

depending on the situation, the basic standard there is the ‘patrilineal descent group,” that is, a

1) ITO, Masako. 2013. Politics of Ethnic Classification in Vietnam. Kyoto & Melbourne: Kyoto University Press &
Trans Pacific Press, pp. 76-81.
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group of people sharing the same family name and who are thought to have the same ancestors.
Making this comparison, what defines the Ngai is perhaps their being descendants of people
from Qinzhou and Lianzhou. Emblematic of this seems to be the kind of identity displayed
by those who introduce themselves as ‘hailing from Qinzhou’ and those who form ‘Qinzhou
Associations’ even after migrating to Australia and elsewhere, as shown in Serizawa’s paper.
Moreover, the fact that San Diu people are frequently included in Ngdi communities can be ex-
plained with reference to the Sdn Diu also originating from Qinzhou and Lianzhou. The San Diu
are considered another official ethnic group in Vietnam, but we see frequent instances of their
intermarriage with Ngdi. While the Ngai speak a kind of Hakka language, the Sin Diu native
language is a Cantonese dialect, but such a phenomenon can easily be understood if we frame
‘Qinzhou and Lianzhou origin’ as the foundation of their identity. I believe we must continue to
ponder on whether the idea of ethnicity can be applied to the area spanning Southern China and
Northern Vietnam. ?

It is my hope that this feature serves as a springboard for Ngdi studies, considering interest in

this area has only just begun to grow.

2) I (Ito) suspect that what has historically created the division between ‘us’ and ‘them’ in Southern Vietnam is religion.
I hope to discuss this in a separate publication.
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