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ABSTRACT 

 This is an ethnographical study on the flourishing of popular religions 

especially those engaging with the cult of national hero Tran Hung Dao. The purpose 

of this study is to understand the place, development and cultural identity of post-

socialist Vietnam. The main objective of my study is to understand the national 

development project and its effective on rural change through traditional identity, 

cultural ways of life, livelihood at the local level and was applying for the case of My 

Liet’s farming village.  

By looking at the process of land expropriation, this study explores how the 

place of My Liet village became a contested space by the Song Gia project. The study 

examines how and why the villagers use a type of symbolic resistance, namely 

symbolic power, in their responses to powerful authorities. Significantly, the study 

identified how popular religions and traditional rituals are engaged in everyday life of 

local people.

This research illustrates that the Song Gia Resort Complex on the one hand, 

has been as a symbol of modernization in the socio-economic development 

orientation of the region, but on the other hand, the Song Gia project has also 

appeared as a “technology of power” to push farmers to leave their place through the 

process of land expropriation. 
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The Song Gia project ignores the historical memory of local people which 

relates to great national hero Tran Hung Dao who is a powerful deity and a symbol of 

Vietnamese traditional identity. As a result, local peoples have attempted to use many 

different tactics with the hope that they will receive larger land compensation and 

avorable policy outcomes from the project to ensure the sustainable life. In the 

previous circumstances of land expropriation in their village, they responded to 

authorities through social networks such as family kinship, mass media, journalists, as 

well as famers from other provinces facing similar problems. However, the result of 

this resistance to authorities has resulted in negative outcomes for their family 

members. Although local people use various tactics to respond to the development 

project, the land remains the property of powerful authorities. In practice, the result of 

these various forms of resistance have not reached local expectations. Therefore, local 

people look back to their cultural identity; they convert their own identity into 

symbolic power of Tran Hung Dao in their own temple and around their place to 

resist land expropriation. Legends, storytelling and poems were recalled and created 

by peasant and nuns making the temple become not only a spiritual place, but also a 

place for communal cultural activities of the villagers. Through these methods, their 

temple area has become an increasingly meaningful, mythical and a holy place. Local 

people link spiritual power to this place. They believe that the spirit of sacred places 

will go together with them and protect them when they resist local authorities. In any 

activities of response to development, this study shows that women always play the 

main role. The farmers are classified by the state as backward people; however, this 

study illustrates the richness of their traditional as well as modern knowledge.  

This study recommended that further studies involving famers who live 

around areas where have made historical victory, should recognize social memory, 

ritual to gain deeper about traditional identity of local people. Such place where is not 

only for living but also contains mythical values. 
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