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In the multi-cultural society of Vietnam, language, whether written or spoken, provides
people of non-Viet ethnicity with many things. Contemporary Vietnamese (tiéng Viét), the
language of political power, offers an avenue to education, a career in administrative work or an
understanding of law. English, especially in places such as Sa Pa, Bac Ha, and Mai Chau, means
being able to take advantage of the booming international tourist economy. For many non-Viet
ethnic communities, the demands of making a living and political citizenship have a withering
effect on traditional literary practices. This presentation focuses on one non-Viet community in
northern Viet Nam, the Dao in Lao Cai Province, and a tentative effort to provide a new context
for an old form of writing the Dao language.

The national Dao population in the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV) numbers over
550,000, perhaps as high as 600,000. Along with the Hmong and Pa Then, they make up the
“Hmong-Yao” ethnolinguistic subgroup. Dao communities exist throughout the northern SRV,
including the provinces of Son La, Ha Giang, Tuyén Quang, Lao Cai and as far south as Thanh
Hoa .

Historically, the people known since 1979 as “Dao” in the SRV fell under the differential

term “Man” (##). “Man” included several groups in the forested uplands of northern Viet Nam,

communities of which engaged in swidden or shifting-cultivation, otherwise known as “slash-

and-burn agriculture” (JJHHHE K/ MF & 2E). Most of these groups migrated from China into

territory historically governed by Viet Nam. Three main groups of “wild southerners,” as the



word could be read, were identified in the Tang (Puong) Dynasty’s Stories of the Southern
Tribes (Pudng Thu Nam Man Truyén/fH 3 Fi448).! The 17" century Complete Annals of Pai
Viét (Dai Viét Str Ky Toan Thu/ Kjik 5 5C 4> ) recorded Man people coming to Dai Viét from
the Longzhou (#E/M/Long Chau) region of southern China during the Canh Thuy reign of Ly
Thai T, between 1008 and 1009.> Subsequent migrations tended to coincide with events in
China, such as the Mongol invasions in the 13™ century, the collapse of the Ming (Minh) in the
1640s, and the Qing Empire’s (Méan Thanh) campaigns against the tusi (-7]/thd ty) system
during the 18" century.

In the early 19" century, the term Man was formalized in the Nguyén tax code.
According to the Kham Pinh Pai Nam Hoi Pién (K& K & #), Man, along with Tho (1),
Nung (%) and, occasionally Minh Huong (H4¥) referred to non-Viét subjects of the Dai Nam
State. In the Pdng Khanh Geography (Péng Khanh Dia Du Chi/[F]EHiEL &) of the late 19™
century, “Man” encompassed the following subgroups: the Pai Ban (K#%), the Tiéu Ban (/MR),
the Pai Tién (##$%), the Bach Miéu or Bach Méo (F5), as well as other groups distinguished
by the color and manner of their clothing as well as the altitude of their settlements.’ Related to
the Chinese compound “Mo Yao” (#£f%/Mat Dao) the word Dao originally referred to an

exception for corvée obligations offered by the Chinese Court to various groups of people living
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in the mountains.* Dao did not become an accepted ethnographic term in Vietnam until 1979,
when it replaced the older term Man, along with Hmong with replaced the similarly epithetical
word M¢o.

In contemporary Vietnam, Dao refers to anyone of seven subgroups: the Dao Do, Dao
Quﬁn Chet, Dao O Gang, Dao Tién, Dao Ho, Dao Thanh Y, and Dao Tuyén.5 Dao people refer to
themselves most commonly as “Mun,” “Man,” or “Mién,” which means person, or at times Kiém

Mién or Kim Mumn, or “people of the forest.”

Although people identified as belonging to these
subgroups each speak a distinct Dao language, they all share a common written script.

The script itself has strong similarities and connections to Chit Nho, or the written
language of classical orthodoxy and administration. Primarily used for religious purposes and
lineage records, traditional Dao script records the spoken Dao language in a non-Romanized
form. Similar to the Nom scripts of Tay and Viét-Muong peoples, Dao script employs
ideographs to represent phonetic values.” Although the Dao population in Vietnam steadily
increased over the last twenty years,’® the use of traditional Dao script has declined as young
people from Dao communities receive an education in Vietnamese that often precludes learning
the traditional script.

In 2006, initial consultations with Dao community leaders in Lao Cai Province revealed a

concern for the continuance of traditional Dao literacy in contemporary Vietnam. Hoang Si Luc,
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who previously worked with the Department of Culture and Information in Lao Cai (S& Van Hoa
Thong Tin tinh Lao Cai), indicated that the number of young Dao people literate in the
traditional script continued to dwindle in his district. In his village, only he and his immediate
family had any knowledge of the writing system, taught to him by his father.

Coupled with the decline in traditional literacy, books written in Dao script have also
been diminishing in number. In addition to environmental issues and basic wear-and-tear, Dao
books have become items in the now ubiquitous international tourist market. Backpackers who
traverse the open districts of Lao Cai province with guides might purchase texts as souvenirs.
Although in many cases, especially when sold by urban shops in Hanoi, these texts are forged or
made to look like antiques, Dao community leaders expressed concern that even a small amount
of old books sold to tourists could provide a dangerous precedent. International tourism, and the
legitimate need to make money in post-Poi Mdi Vietnam, might hasten the erosion of the Dao
community’s tradition literary practices.

With these concerns in mind, the Lao Cai Department of Culture and Information,
Philippe Le Failler at the I’Ecole Frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, and I began to formulate an 18-
month project centered on the twin issues of education and conservation. With the financial
support of the Ford Foundation’s Hanoi Office, and with the assistance of the Ministry of
Culture, we began setting up a project to provide opportunities for Dao educators to teach the
traditional script and, at the same time, to build an archival mechanism based in Lao Cai that
could compete with the sale of old books as tourist items.

Briefly, the educational network supported by the project consists of around ten classes in
the Lao Cai districts of Van Ban, Bao Thang, Bao Yén, and Bac Ha. Each course has twenty to

thirty students, and they learn the script from a community elder. Hoang Si Luc, himself an



educator in his home district of Bao Thing, assisted in the development of a standard curriculum
that appeals to speakers of Dao languages from the Dao Tuyén, Dao Ho, and Dao D6
communities.

The project also began surveying Dao texts in Lao Cai. During the first year, the
Department accounted for over 11,000 texts in the districts of Bao Théng, Bao Yén, Bic Ha, Van
Ban, Sa Pa, Bat Xat, Muong Khuong, and the city of Lao Cai. The following chart represents the
distribution of extant texts:

Figure 1: Distribution of Extant Texts by District
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After determining the amount of old texts held by Dao communities, the Department
initiated the consensual acquisition of selected books. A team from the Department traveled to
the residence of the owner of certain old texts and drew up a contract that indicated whether the

book was for sale, to be photocopied, or could be recorded via digital photography. If the owner



of the text wished to sell the text outright, then the Department used Project funds to match the
Lao Cai rate (10 USD). The collection team provided smaller fees if the owner agreed to have
the text recorded. In some cases the owner explicitly did not wish to allow their text(s) to be
consulted, no further offer would be pursued. Participation in the collection process continues to
be voluntary.

At present, approximately 700 Dao texts have been collected and stored in the office of
the Lao Cai Department of Culture. Beginning last summer, Philippe Le Failler and I supervised
the cataloguing and indexing of the collected texts. The topics of these books include the
customs and beliefs, moral instruction, poems, epics, and songs of Dao communities. Many texts
also concern medicinal practices, local history, and lineage history.

A few aspects of the texts directly concern the larger field of Classical Studies and, in
particular, Nom Studies. Anyone who has worked with texts written in non-Romanized script
will already be familiar with the stem/branch (can/chi) cyclical dating system. Note surprisingly,
all of the Dao texts that record date of authorship employ this system. What is somewhat
interesting is the use of reign titles (nién hi€u). Many reign titles are standard: among the oldest
recorded in the collected texts refer to Qing emperors such as the Qianlong Reign (1736-1796),
the Jiaqing Reign (1796-1821), and the Guangxu Reign (1875-1908). Nguyen imperial reign
titles include Tur Buc (1848-1883), Thanh Thai (1889-1907), and Bao Pai (1925-1945). Other
reign titles are more interesting. In addition to widespread use of standard imperial divisions of

time, texts also employ the term Dan Qudc (FEEH) followed by a number. In some cases, this

date was recorded alongside a Gregorian Date, and the Dan Qudc date matched the dating system

of the Republic of China, which begins year one at 1911 and is also the current dating system of



the ROC government on the island of Taiwan. A few texts even record the year of authorship

with a reign title that reads:

) NI IV AN S N S i VA e o Y LA WA 1 W

“Viét Nam Dan Chu Cong Hoa/Doc Lap Ty Do Hanh Phuc/Cong Hoa Xa Hoi Chu Nghia Viét Nam/1992.”

Another text, bound with an issue of Nhdn Dan from 1982, dates from 1940, a year recorded as
“Dan Qudc 29.” In other text, the Dan Qudc date appears as “Hoang Thuong Dan Qudc,” which
might be rendered into English as “Our Republican Overlord.”

Many of the collected texts, and even more of the inventoried texts, bear the title
“Methods of Cultivation” (Khai Son Khoa). These detail the ways in which settlements in the
mountains can be selected and brought under cultivation by Dao communities. Historically,
because Dao people practiced shifting-cultivation, a form of agriculture that required frequent
relocation, information about choosing and opening lands for farming was vital to the existence
of a community. Since at least the 1970s, efforts by the government in Vietnam to prevent
shifting-cultivation, and its attendant forest fires, have largely stopped this practice, leaving signs
warning of the “grave sin” of burning the forest in its wake.

Is it possible or appropriate to describe this Dao script as Chit Nom Dao in Vietnamese?
This question influenced our depiction of the project during its gestation. Referring to it as “Han-
Dao” or “Sino-Dao” carried a risk that some might think of this Dao script as having a
relationship to other “Sino” vocabularies. Dao script relates to the more general phenomenon of
character-based writing systems reflecting popular speech. Moreover, it does not share
characteristics with other “sino” vocabularies. While I cannot present an exhaustive survey of the
complicated nature of Dao linguistics, I propose that the Dao language, in its current form, may
not exhibit close affinities with “Middle Chinese” that might be found in Han-Viét and even

certain readings of Japanese Kanji.



Consider, for example, a common phrase in three spoken languages concerning food:
Vietnamese: An Com Chua?
Tay: Kin Khau Xang?
Dao Tuyen: Nhin Nang Ma Che?
When we render these spoken phrases into their respective Nom scripts, we observe varying
degrees of graphical alteration. (visual example) While the Viét and Tay Nom script contain
significant changes in terms of how the ideographs are written, the Dao does not. However, the
ideograph that represents the Dao word “nhin,” meaning “to eat,” is pronounced in a distinctive
way. In Héan-Viét (Sino-Vietnamese) and in a Japanese reading of the same character, the

pronunciations all have a final hard consonant.

Han-Viet: Cat
Japanese: Kitsu

This might indicate that the Dao Tuyén reading of the character represents borrowing the
ideograph for its meaning, using it to represent the activity of eating. The “Nhin” pronunciation
does not indicate kinship with other “Sino” lexicons, nor does it resemble the Mandarin
pronunciation of “Chi.” Therefore, we might assume that Dao script borrows classical characters
to represent a spoken Dao language.

In terms of graphical alterations and re-combinations, arguably the most distinctive
feature of Nom scripts for Viét-Muong and Tay languages, Dao script seems to contain only a
few. Authors of Dao scripts developed a character to represent “ma,” meaning “not yet,” in order
to better represent their spoken idiom. (visual)

One of the many complications that the project has encountered during the past two years

relates directly to the Vietnamese term “Nom” (). In the beginning stages of text collection,

members of the Department and I surveyed several of the Dao books that people had sold us or

allowed us to record. As I read the texts, I made notes of difficult passages and unfamiliar



characters that might require the assistance of one of the Dao educators. In the midst of the
indexing, I noticed a stack of Dao texts on top of which rested a note that read: “chua r3,” “not
yet clear.” When I asked a researcher from the Department, I was told that the handwriting in
these texts made no sense. After meeting with the Department’s leadership, we quickly took
steps to resolve the problem by increasing the cooperation between Dao educators such as Hoang
Si Luc and the indexers of the Dao texts.

DPao Duy Anh once wrote that the word Nom originally indicated the written words of
southern peoples (with respect to China). Gradually, it became more familiar as a reference to
writing systems that represented popular speech, in distinction to more formal writing.” A vibrant
scholarly discipline of Han Nom Studies in Vietnam, France, the United States and other
countries showcases the nuances of the Nom system based on the language spoken by people of
Viet ethnicity in the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. However, within Vietnam’s fifty-four ethnic
communities, other groups also use Nom writing, following Pao Duy Anh’s definition, to
represent their spoken languages. The strangeness of the script to a reader wholly depends on the
reader’s relative knowledge of the spoken language to which the script makes reference.
Critiques of NOm writing systems that seek to impose standards exterior to the practice of a
particular script, in this case Dao script, amount to an orthodoxy of the informal that denies that
very lively and living reality that the term “NOom” confers.

For Dao communities in Lao Cai, as for people of Viet ethnicity or Tay or any other
ethno-linguistic community in Vietnam, the issue of reinvigorating the practice of traditional
scripts is vital for the sustainability of Vietnam multi-cultural society. This project aims to

provide a new context for traditional Dao script. By basing the project in Lao Cai, we hope to
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encourage a continuance of traditional literary education in Dao communities. Over the coming
eight months, as the project concludes, we will attempt to maintain financial support for Dao
script education, as well as publish compilations of notable texts. Just as Han-Nom Studies has
benefited from renewed interest during the “A-Khong” or “dot-com” generation, the traditional
literary culture of the Dao will not die with its practitioners and educators. Rather than an effort
to preserve an ossified culture against the influences of the contemporary world, the project
seeks a more cooperative, assertive, and enriching relationship between Dao communities and
their literary traditions, a relationship facilitated by the active involvement of the cultural

authorities in present-day Vietnam.
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