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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a study of the marginalization and responses of the Makong
people in the context of development in Vietnam, concentrating on the ways in which
the forestry management programs in Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park have been

implemented and have impacted local livelihood.

Explonng the local cultural landscape and ritual practice of the Makong
people, an ethnic group in frontier area of Central Vietnam, the thesis provides an
argument against the mainstream perception that shifting cultivation practice among
ethnic groups destroys forest and environment. The study discovers that the Makong
perceive forest as their identity and it links to their ancestral past. They have thus

conserved the forest as maintaining their identity and remembering their ancestors.

By examining the policy practice in Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park, the
thesis reveals that traditional cultural practice of the Makong people is not recognized
by the state authorities. The government just looks at forest as an economical and
biological resource. State programs thus aim to conserve only economical and
ecological values of the forest. They have demarcated protected areas and excluded
local people from the access to their own forest which they used for their rotational
shifting cultivation. The state has introduced programs which aim to change the
“primitive” and “backward” life of the Makong people. Consequently, the Makong
are not only gradually forced to abandon practicing their traditional livelihood, but

their spiritual life is also redefined by the local state authorities, This issue is



Vi

illustrated through the analysis of changes in role of local institutions and changes of
meanings of cultural rituals, specifically Drum Beating Ceremony and social morality

and relationship.

- Drum Beating Ceremony is a part of the Makong’s identity, but currently this
ritual practice is interfered by district authorities. People have to follow guidance
from the district officials who pose themselves as “consultants”, advising the Makong
how to improve their life. However, the “consultants” have prejudices against
mountainous ethnic minority people and do not understand their local cultures. They
have imposed the ideology of the Kinh ethnic majority onto the ethnic minority
communities. As a result, the dominance of modern knowledge in the Makong

community is threatening the Makong’s culture and their traditional values.

The Makong’s view of the state officials and state programs and their
adjustment in livelihood strategies are taken into account as an expression of local
responses. The study looks at changes in both material and spiritual aspects in order

to understand local reactions in the new context.

Under the state control over forest resources that leads to an enclosure of
shifting cultivation practice, firstly, the Makong people have to look for new
livelihood strategies. Exploiting forest products for cash, trading, adopting new crops
and involving in government works are practiced in order to secure livelihood.
Secondly, the Makong people have modified the form and sense of ritual practices.

They have also changed their perception about social morality and social relationship

to adapt to the social change.

Due to limitation of time, this thesis just focuses on Makong people in
Caroong village. However, its findings suggest that natural resource management and
development policies should be more people-centered. Policy-makers should concern
both economic and spiritual life of the local people. Its emphasis on cultural landscape
and ritnal practice suggests that the state pays a closer attention on the diversity of

cultural practice in the forest rather than homogenize the forest and ethnic cultures.
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