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국경지역 소수민족의 생존전략: 베트남1) 중부의 브루반큐 민족을 사례로
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Abstract : The Bru-Van Kieu, one of ethnic minorities in Vietnam, have lived in the mountainous area along 
the border with Laos for centuries. Approximately by the end of the Second Indochina War, the Bru-Van 
Kieu were still a kinship-based and non-stratified societal group relying mainly on subsistence economy. 
Their traditional physical geography, nonetheless, has been transformed vigorously during the last few de-
cades as a result of state-formation processes and changes in macro-economic policies. The paper aims to ex-
amine how ethnic minority adapt their livelihood to challenges instigated by macro political and economic 
processes. By examining livelihood adaptation of the Bru-Van Kieu, the study also identifies strategies that 
ethnic minorities use to negotiate with more powerful political and economic forces. The authors argue that 
the Bru-Van Kieu have deployed a strategy combining everyday resistance to maintain their limited social 
and cultural agencies and utilizing of these agencies in economic adaptation with other cross-ethnic non-
state actors, enabling them to tap into new type of resources and opportunities. 
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요약 : 베트남의 소수민족 중 하나인 브루반큐 민족은 오랜 기간 동안 라오스와 국경을 이루는 산악지역에서 거주해 왔

으며, 적어도 베트남전쟁이 끝날 무렵까지는 혈연관계에 기초한 무계급사회를 유지하면서 자급적 경제에 의존한 생활

을 영위하여 왔다. 그러나 이러한 전통적 지리환경은 지난 몇 세기 동안 베트남의 국가형성과 경제정책에 의해 급격하

게 변화되었다. 이 논문에서는 먼저 국경지역의 소수민족들이 외부적 경제환경 변화에 어떻게 적응하여 왔는가을 분

석한다. 구체적으로는 브루반큐 민족의 생업 적응을 살펴봄으로써, 베트남 국경지역의 소수민족이 거대한 정치경제권

력에 맞서거나 때로는 타협하는 과정에서 어떠한 생존전략을 구사하였는지를 고찰한다. 그 결과 이 논문에서는 브루

반큐 민족이 그들의 사회문화적 관계를 최대한 지키기 위한 ‘일상적 저항’과, 다민족 경제주체들이 혼합된 새로운 경제

환경에 적응하기 위해 이러한 사회문화적 관계를 활용하는 전략을 동시에 구사하여 왔으며, 그 결과 그들 자신을 새로

운 자원과 그 이용 가능성을 접목시켜 왔음을 밝혀 내었다.

주요어 : 생존전략, 소수민족, 국가형성, 국경지역, 베트남
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1. Introduction

In northern central Vietnam, ethnic minorities 
live in the mountainous area on the eastern slope of 
the Annam Cordillera, bordering Laos. Different 
from the lowland centers of population and politics 
in the eastern coast, the dominant geographic feature 
of this area is forest with lower population density. 
The focus of this study is the southernmost upland 
area of northern central Vietnam where until 1975 
was still under contestation between opposing po-
litical entities in the Second Indochina War.2) Dur-
ing this period the main residents of this area were 
different ethnic minority groups in Mon-Khmer 
language family including the Pacoh, Bru-Van Kieu, 
Taoih and Katu. Because of the conflict no political 
entities3) were able to establish a functioning civilian 
governance system. 

For the last 40 years after peace was acquired, the 
state4) has paid great attention to the development of 
this area leading to major changes in social, political 
and economic landscape. After 1975 the state orga-
nized mass migration of Kinh people, the national 
ethnic dominant, to the upland area following New 
Economic Zone (NEZ) policy. It is estimated that 
from 1.2 to 1.5 million people in Vietnam resettled 
from densely populated lowland area to NEZs in the 
upland in 1975-1980 (Desbarats, 1987). The official 
rationale behind this policy is to redistribute national 
population, which was dense and concentrated in 
lowland area while sparse in the upland (Hardy, 
2000). While the majority of this migration was 
to the Central Highland (Hardy, 2000), upland in 
northern central Vietnam was also fluxed with im-
migrants from coastal lowland area.5) In parallel to 
resettlement of lowlanders to upland area, the state 

established an administrative system6) initially aim-
ing to govern population of immigrants but later 
incorporated that of ethnic minorities. In addition, 
the state also appropriated local resources such as 
land and forest into official framework regardless of 
existing customary rules of ethnic minority people. 
Because of the immigration of lowland Kinh people, 
in the most easily accessible places in upland north-
ern central Vietnam indigenous people became the 
minority in their traditional land, where tradition-
ally they were the only dwellers. Furthermore, the 
space and the mobility of ethnic minority are also 
challenged by the establishment of political border 
between Vietnam and Laos in late 1970s. Tradition-
ally, ethnic minorities in this upland area periodi-
cally rotated their settlement and agriculture land to 
a more favorable location.7) Their ecological niche in 
the past was a vast area that is now divided by inter-
national political border. To put it another way, the 
setup of border and increasing presence of official 
authority undermined traditional shifting practice of 
ethnic minority people. The latest major process af-
fecting this area is the commercialization of local re-
sources as a result from market opening policy since 
late 1980s. Under macro-economic reform, the Đổi 
Mới policy, Vietnam transformed from a centrally-
planned and autarkic into a dynamic market-based 
and highly internationally integrated economy. Inte-
gration into global economy resulted in great avail-
ability and circulation of commodities and new eco-
nomic opportunities on one hand, but on the other 
hand from a local perspective, resources such as land, 
forest and labor that were once used only for subsis-
tence economy have now become chained in a wider 
consumption network beyond their control. Within 
this context, based on an empirical research on the 
Bru-Van Kieu in a border village in northern central 
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Vietnam, this study's major objective is to investigate 
how ethnic minorities adapt their livelihood to chal-
lenges instigated by macro social, political and eco-
nomic processes. By analyzing livelihood adaptation 
among ethnic minorities, this study also identifies 
strategies that ethnic minorities use to negotiate with 
more powerful political and economic forces. 

2. The Bru-Van Kieu in Vietnam

In Vietnam, the Bru-Van Kieu group is one of 54 
officially-recognized ethnic minorities, numbered 
at around 74,500 as of 2009 (General Statistics Of-
fice, 2010). They live along the border with Laos 
in Quang Binh and Quang Tri provinces in the 
northern central and in small number in Dak Lak 
Province of the Central Highland (Michaud, 2006). 
Traditionally, shifting cultivation and collection of 
forest products were the main means of livelihood 
for the Bru-Van Kieu. In shifting cultivation, lo-
cal people used technique that they summarized 
as “clearing forest, burning dried vegetation, making 
holes by pricking the ground with stick; and burying 
crop seeds in the holes” (phat, dot, cot, tria in Viet-
namese) to plant local rice, corn, bean and cassava. 
Meanwhile, collection of forest products such as 
wild animal, mushrooms, honey, bamboo shoots 
for household consumption was also a major liveli-
hood activity, especially important in cases of crop 
failure. Forest and forest land were arguably the 
most important resources for sustaining the Bru-Van 
Kieu’s subsistence economy. The governance of these 
resources was based on unwritten customary rules 
built around shared beliefs and experience. Village 
was the main social unit of Bru-Van Kieu people. 

There was limited encounter with people from out-
side village, either inter-ethnically or intra-ethnically 
(Hong, 2002; Manh, 2001; Schrock et al, 1966). As 
a patriarchal society, social network was primarily 
kinship of paternal line where men made decision 
regarding activities related to the survival of the fam-
ily and the community while women were in charge 
of household work, crop planting, weeding, animal 
feeding and harvesting forest minor products.

Under the Constitution of Vietnam all ethnic 
groups have equal social and political rights regard-
less of minority or dominant status. Ethnic minor-
ity groups play an important role in anti-colonial 
struggle and Second Indochina War (McElwee, 
2004; Pholsena, 2008). Since the foundation of 
modern state in Vietnam in 1945, ethnic minority 
groups are often encouraged to participate in politi-
cal institutions.8) During the field survey, it was not 
uncommon to see Bru-Van Kieu or Pacoh individu-
als working in political and administrative institu-
tions at commune and district level. The assignment 
of ethnic minority people to local political positions, 
however, is not a guarantee for preservation and 
exhibition of full range of social and cultural life of 
ethnic minority. The state views ethnic minorities as 
being at the early stage in Marxist-Leninist frame-
work of social evolution in which development pro-
ceeds in stages from primitive to modern and social-
ist (McElwee, 2004). This official view was resonated 
by various authors claiming that the Bru-Van Kieu’s 
traditional farming system using simple tools such as 
a machete, ax and stick, the phat, dot, cot, tria tech-
nique and its low productivity were proof of their 
“backward-ness” while animistic beliefs in the exis-
tence of individual spirit in natural phenomena and 
entity such as river, mountain and forest was proof of 
their “superstitious-ness” (Loc, 1984; Hong; 2002; 
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Manh, 2001). In order to leap forwards to a more 
socially and economically advanced stage, ethnic 
minorities are encouraged to preserve only “positive” 
cultural trait and economic activities and get rid of 
behaviors deemed “backward” and “superstitious” 
(Rambo, 2003). Defining which cultural traits and 
economic activities as “positive”, “backward” and 
“superstitious” is, however, in the hands of Kinh 
people based on their own reference and experience 
(Rambo, 2003). In Phuong Village,9) the research 
site, in particular and broader geography of Bru-Van 
Kieu, stories of successful individual Bru-Van Kieu 
are about those who were able to travel far beyond 
the confines of village life, obtain training under 
official educational institutions in lowland centers 
and then return to hold position in local political 
institutions at provincial, district or commune level. 
As a result of official training and position, even 
the Bru-Van Kieu in local political and government 
institutions - the successful examples - do not view 
their ethnic group’s cultural traits based on their own 
reference system but that of the Kinh’s. Hence, they 
do not approve of the expression of these “negative” 
traits. During the colonial struggle, in order to cre-
ate a nation-state image, as a metaphor the country 
was compared to one family in which different eth-
nic groups were considered as brothers and sisters 
(Rambo, 2003). Until nowadays this view is still 
highly influential in official education institutions 
and mass media when the topic of ethnic relation 
between ethnic dominant and minority was men-
tioned. Influenced by Marxist-Leninist framework 
and neo-Confucius philosophy in the context of state 
building, this relation describes the dominant Kinh, 
assuming the role of an elder brother giving instruc-
tion and guidance to the little brothers, the various 
ethnic minorities (Salemink, 2008). The elder broth-

er is also expected to exercise tolerance and patience 
towards his little brothers if the latter do not follow 
the instruction strictly or deviate from the chosen 
trajectory. A provincial decree issued in 1975 left no 
doubt on the point that Kinh immigrants was more 
advanced in socio-economic conditions and there-
fore, in position to endow development knowledge 
on Bru-Van Kieu people:

“...provincial authority gave directives to the 
immigrants to build shelter within the area of 
ethnic minority people. Villages of Van Kieu 
people from now became administrative unit 
under commune authority for convenience in 
socio-economic management. Kinh people 
would help mountainous brothers to start paddy 
cultivation, husbandry, trading, healthcare to 
facilitate socio-economic development and ex-
trication of backward and superstitious practices 
and isolation of long standing self-providing 
economy ...”.10) (Su and Hoc, 2010).

The view of Kinh people on the Bru-Van Kieu, as 
would be shown later in the article, was in line with 
official view.

3. Profile of the study village

The authors employed a mixed-methods approach 
including semi-structured individual interview, 
participatory observation and analysis of secondary 
materials. With the focus on livelihood adaptation 
of ethnic minority to macro political, social and 
economic processes, the scope of the survey was only 
on the Bru-Van Kieu in Phuong Village. Few Kinh 
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individuals were also interviewed only to clarify their 
association with the Bru-Van Kieu. General infor-
mation of the village was obtained from documents 
provided by Lao Bao Town People’s Committee , the 
local state administration, and the interview with 
the village head.11) The authors conducted qualita-
tive interviews for a total of 16 households chosen 
randomly out of 87 Bru-Van Kieu households. In ad-
dition qualitative information is also gathered from 
2 Kinh cross-border traders who can be found in the 

local Lao Bao market as retailers, 2 Kinh restaurant 
owners who were also Phuong villagers but opened 
their business in the village in Laos just across the 
border and last but not least a border officer of Bor-
der Guard Station of Lao Bao International Border 
Gate. Another source of secondary information is 
documents and reports from District Statistics Of-
fice. The main field survey was conducted in October 
2013 with follow-ups in March 2014 and June 2014.

Figure 1. Relative location of research site
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1) Physical settings

Phuong Village is in Lao Bao Town,12) 80 km from 
the provincial capital of Dong Ha City and at the 
end of Vietnam’s No. 9 National Highway. As of 
2012, the village comprised of more than 150 house-
holds from approximately 800 people of the Bru-
Van Kieu, Pacoh and Kinh. Modern Phuong Village 
retained few characteristics of a traditional Bru-Van 
Kieu village. Most of the houses are one-storey hous-
es made of concrete instead of traditional ones on 
stilts. Even though different ethnic groups are well 
mixed in term of physical location of their houses, it 
is still possible to distinguish houses of Kinh people 
from those of 2 ethnic minorities based on pattern of 
external structure and decoration.

The village lies in arguably the busiest session of 
Lao Bao Town. Within short walking distance from 
the village gate is the most important economic and 
political infrastructure of the region including duty-
free supermarket, Border Guard Station, security-
strengthened area for customs and immigration 
services and Lao Bao Border Gate.13) During official 
working hours, the area just in front of Phuong Vil-
lage is lively crowded with border crossers waiting 
impatiently for official clearance of their commodi-
ties or vehicles, local women trying to sell Vietnam-
ese and Laotian mobile phone simcards, informal 
money exchangers competitively offering the best 
possible deal to border crossers, food sellers under 
tin-roofed stall or motorbike taxi drivers looking for 
possible customers from the stream of by-passers, 
and cart -puller with their loaded cart preparing to 
cross the border. Deeper into the village, the land-
scape turns sharply to hill and mountain where local 
people practice swidden farming. The western side 
of the village is in fact a session of the international 

border with Laos through which many undesignated 
routes were formed and used by local people who do 
not wish to cross the border at official border gate.

2) History of village 
ethnography and economy

Elders of Van Kieu ethnic claimed that the village 
has existed for long before the outbreak of Second 
Indochina War (1954-1975). The villagers f led the 
war-torn area in early 1960s and only returned when 
peace was reached in mid-1970s.14) In October 1975, 
there were more than 30 Kinh households in NEZ-
program from the lowland area of Quang Tri Prov-
ince resettling in Phuong Village in close proximity 
to existing indigenous Bru-Van Kieu. From 1975 to 
late 1980s, Kinh people in Phuong Village supported 
their lives by experimenting collective farming of 
paddy and other crops15) on the limited irrigated and 
flat land in the village. The Bru-Van Kieu continued 
traditional subsistence farming and exploitation of 
forest products despite official effort to incorporate 
them into collective farming. From late-1980s, the 
agriculture system of Kinh people experienced fun-
damental changes. Collective farming system in 
Phuong Village was gradually declining with official 
approval. During this period, restriction on regional 
flow of people and commodities were lifted. Coupled 
with improving condition of No. 9 National High-
way, trading condition between Lao Bao Town and 
lowland area flourished. Kinh farmers significantly 
diversified their agricultural practice towards prod-
ucts of more commercial value16) rather than self-sus-
taining as before. At the same time, a large number 
of Kinh people participated in the various com-
mercial cooperatives responsible for selling upland 
agriculture and forest product to lowland and buy-
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ing staple food, diet supplementary and household 
consumables to satisfy the demand from immigrant 
population. Lao Bao market was opened in 1989, 
immediately becoming the center commerce and 
finance of not only Lao Bao Town but also the entire 
upland area of northern central Vietnam. The posi-
tion of regional trading hub of Lao Bao was further 
consolidated with the formation of Lao Bao Special 
Economic Zone in 1998 aiming to boost transborder 
trade between Laos and Vietnam. The majority of 
Kinh people in Phuong Village shifted into trading 
and services related. 

The transformation of Lao Bao Town to a regional 
trading hub attracted further spontaneous migra-
tion to Phuong Village of not only the lowland Kinh 
who looked forward to finding their niche in the 
booming economy but also the Bru-Van Kieu from 
neighbor communes. Most of the interviewed immi-
grant Bru-Van Kieu households were from Khe Sanh 
Town17) and were known to each other via kinship 
before settling in Phuong Village. They indicated 
that the pull-factor for migration was the attempt to 
capitalize the opportunities from increasing demand 
for forest products. The push factor was a mainly 
the lack of agriculture land in their origin place, 
Khe Sanh Town. Similarly to Lao Bao Town, Khe 
Sanh Town was also a NEZ for Kinh immigrant 
lowlanders after 1975.18) Because this NEZ focused 
on agriculture in an area already limited by heavy 
contamination of unexploded ordinances left over 
from the war, the pressure on the Bru-Van Kieu who 
returned to Khe Sanh Town as war refugees to look 
for a farming livelihood was enormous. As a result, 
the Bru-Van Kieu in Khe Sanh Town actively looked 
for economic opportunities either in non-farm activi-
ties or relocation to elsewhere from their crowded 
home town. Some acquired experience in non-farm 

activities with Kinh people during various stages of 
dislocation during and after the war. Mr. Pa Vieng, 
64 year old, of Phuong Village shared his account:

“…when I migrated to Quang Tri Town in 
1968, there was no land for dislocated Bru-Van 
Kieu to practice agriculture. I worked at porter 
at local market in exchange for food or petty 
cash.” (Field survey, 2014)

Upon arrival in Phuong Village, they focused on 
exploiting and trading forest products rather than 
farming. Traditional institution of indigenous Bru-
Van Kieu did not extend to immigrant Bru-Van 
Kieu, thus the latter only occupied residential area 
and small farming land either in steep slope of poor 
fertility that escaped existing dwellers’ attention. 
Most of the interviewed Bru-Van Kieu of immigrant 
households informed that the farming land that they 
had had only been acquired by purchase from the in-
digenous by the saving from cart-pulling business. It 
is noted that in the early 1990s indigenous Bru-Van 
Kieu’s livelihood still relied on subsistence farming 
and harvesting of forest products for consumption 
and trading. Even though subsistence farming was 
still a dominant contribution to household economy, 
its efficiency was gradually reduced because of a 
sharp cut in the Bru-Van Kieu’s landholdings as a 
result of institutional changes. Traditional shifting 
cultivation which was an extensive farming system 
was only possible because each household was en-
titled to large area of land. The state discouraged this 
agriculture practice as it was deemed “backward” 
and “unproductive”. Parallel to this discouragement, 
the state exercised various institutional tools19) that 
undermined the ability to practice this farming sys-
tem. Not recognizing traditional rights of the Bru-
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Van Kieu to land, official authority allocated land to 
Kinh immigrants, firstly to collective associations 
aand then to individuals resulting in a sharp reduced 
land landholding among the Bru-Van Kieu that 
made shifting cultivation unsustainable. In order to 
keep shifting cultivation, a farmer revealed that he 
had to travel further and made do with less fertile 
land only to see that the increased input of time and 
labor was returned by reduced output. In addition, 
with increasing demographic and economic pres-
sure the forest in Vietnam side of the border was no 
longer be able to support livelihood of the borderland 
ethnic minority as it did in the past (Huijsmans and 
Tran, 2015; Pholsena, 2008). Since Đổi Mới the 
physical surrounding Phuong Village has changed 
significantly. Part of the residential and farming area 
of Phuong Village has been subjected to land acquisi-
tion for construction of official buildings. As a result, 
residents of Phuong Village have experienced several 
events of internal resettlement in which they were 
simply relocated to unoccupied area in the village 
on the back of the village and further from the main 
road. Because of this internal resettlement, house-
holds were no longer separated by ethnics but in a 
well-mixed pattern. Late Kinh immigrants usually 
bought residential land and houses from indigenous 
Van Kieu people, gradually displacing all of the latter 
from road-orienting location favorable for engaging 
in trading or services. 

In summary, Phuong Village is different from tra-
ditional Bru-Van Kieu village in both physical and 
social structure. Homogeneity in term of ethnicity 
no longer exists because the indigenous Bru-Van 
Kieu have mixed with their Kinh and Pacoh immi-
grant neighbors. Even the Bru-Van Kieu in Phuong 
Village can be divided into 2 groups . The majority 
composes of indigenous Bru-Van Kieu who claimed 

to be the residents of the village from time of un-
documented history and the second is the group of 
immigrant Bru-Van Kieu households. Daily interac-
tions such as social chatting and drinking occurred 
more frequent within each of these 2 Bru-Van Kieu 
groups than between groups. In term of economy, 
Kinh people were more adaptive to changing condi-
tion. From the position of outlanders struggling with 
unfamiliar condition just to meet basic needs, they 
gradually capitalized on the opportunities brought 
about by increasing regional and international trade. 
The Bru-Van Kieu, on the other hand, struggled with 
new economic and political condition. 

3) Bru-Van Kieu household economy

At the time of the survey in 2013-2014, agri-
culture, collection of non-timber forest products 
(NTFPs), offering labors for hire and pulling carts 
cross the border were main components of Bru-Van 
Kieu household economy (Table 1). Even though 
agriculture still plays an important role in household 
economy, extensive shifting traditional shifting cul-
tivation has ceased and was replaced by intensifica-
tion of local corn, bean and cash crop such as cassava 
and “bời lời” tree (Litsea glutinosa) on swidden land 
while garden land is insignificant in household econ-
omy. With an exception for one household made of a 
young couple separated from their extended family, 
almost all (93.8%) of interviewed households have 
landholdings (Table 2). Landholding is, however, less 
than 2ha in most households. 

The majority of interviewed households report 
agriculture as their main livelihood while the about 
a third claimed cart-pulling, which is transporting 
commodities across the border in exchange for cash 
payment, as such. Based on main livelihood, the 
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Bru-Van Kieu population can be divided into cart-
puller and farmers (Table 2). In general, heads of 
cart-pulling households are younger (37.2 years of 
age on average) than farmers households (41 years of 
age on average) while average number of household 
members is similar to both groups at 4.6, higher than 
4.2 of village average. In farmer households, supple-
mentary livelihoods are labors for hire, collection of 
NTFPs, motorbike taxi drivers while in cart-pulling 
households, members engage in cultivation of cash-
crop, timber collection, and motorbike taxi driver. 
Among farmer households, labor for sale is more 
popular among the younger generation in (18-40 
years of age). Young indigenous Bru-Van Kieu villag-

ers often face shortage of land and job opportunities 
for lack of skill training. For this group, they can stay 
in Lao Bao to find job as hired labor or migrate to 
Laos working for various logging companies. Those 
staying can offer their labor to constructions works, 
agricultural works on both Kinh’s farm and Bru-Van 
Kieu’s farm. Collection NTFPs such as rattan, wild 
fruits, honey, etc. for sale provides a supplementary 
but highly unstable source of income for households. 
According to village statistics, there were 25 active 
cart-pulling households.

It can be seen from Table 2 that there is a signifi-
cant difference in material wealth between agricul-
ture household group and cart-puller one. On aver-

Table 1. Sampled Bru-Van Kieu households (HH) in Phuong Village

HH ID Main livelihood Other livelihood Resettlement history

1 agriculture hired labour resettled in 1975

2 agriculture NTFPs collection separated from extended family settled in 1975

3 agriculture NTFPs collection separated from extended family settled in 1975

4 cart-puller agriculture; timber collection
separated from extended family migrated from 
Khe Sanh in 2001

5 cart-puller agriculture
separated from extended family migrated from 
Khe Sanh in 2001

6 agriculture NTFPs collection separated from extended family settled in 1975

7 agriculture hired labour resettled in 1975

8 cart-puller agriculture migrated from Khe Sanh town in 1999

9 agriculture
motorbike taxi driver; NTFPs 
collection; hired labour

resettled in 1975

10 agriculture NTFPs collection; hired labour separated from extended family settled in 1975

11 agriculture NTFPs collection; hired labour resettled in 1975

12 agriculture NTFPs collection separated from parents after marriage

13 cart-puller agriculture migrated from Khe Sanh town in 2000

14 cart-puller agriculture agriculture; motorbike taxi driver migrated from Khe Sanh Town in 1990

15 agriculture hired labour migrated from Khe Sanh Town in 2000

18 agriculture NTFPs collection separated from extended family settled in 1975



305Livelihood Strategies of Ethnic Minority in the Borderlands: Case Study of the Bru-Van Kieu in Northern Central Vietnam

age, a cart-puller household possesses nearly 1 and 
a half motorbikes compared with only 1 motorbike 
for every 2 agriculture households. The distribution 

of consumer durables is also skewed in favor of cart-
pulling households. Observation on the village re-
veals that “cart-puller” family live in generally better 

Table 2. Selected indicators for sampled Bru-Van Kieu households

HH 
size

Age of 
HH 
head

Number 
of labors

Land 
holdings 

(ha)

Assets holding Consumable durables
House 

grading**Motor-
bike* Others TV 

set
Electric 

fan Bicycle Karaoke 
system

Agriculture households

6 61 5 1.5 1 small farming hand tools 0 0 1 1 2

4 22 2 0.8 0 small farming hand tools 1 1 1 0 2

3 20 2 0.0 1 small farming hand tools 1 1 1 0 2

4 32 1 0.5 0 small farming hand tools 0 0 1 0 1

6 41 3 0.5 1 small farming hand tools 1 1 2 0 2

5 36 2 0.4 0 small farming hand tools 0 0 1 0 2

7 60 4 1.2 1 small farming hand tools 0 1 1 1 1

4 35 2 1.0 0 small farming hand tools 1 0 2 1 2

5 50 4 1.2 1 small farming hand tools 0 0 1 0 2

8 34 3 1.0 1 small farming hand tools 1 1 2 0 2

6 61 5 1.0 1 small farming hand tools 1 1 1 0 1

Sum NA 33 9.1 7 NA 6 6 14 3 NA

Average 41.1 3 0.8 0.6 NA 0.5 0.5 1.3 0.3 1.7

Cart-puller households

3 25 2 0.7 1 cart 1 1 1 1 3

4 33 2 0.3 2 cart 1 2 2 0 4

7 55 7 2.0 2

cart, diesel-powered 
hand-held grass cutter, 
diesel-powered water 

pump

1 2 1 1 4

5 33 2 0.5 1 cart 1 3 0 1 3

4 40 3 1.0 1 cart 1 1 1 1 3

Sum NA 16 4.5 7 NA 5 9 5 4 NA

Average 37.2 3.2 0.9 1.4 NA 1 1.8 1 0.8 3.4

* Motorbikes can be categorized as consumer durables, however in Phuong Village they are also assets of high value.
** Grading of physical house is from 1, for the poorest constructed to 4, for the finest built.
1. Made of scrap timber, no flooring, tin-roofed, no larger than 20m2.
2. Made of concrete, no flooring, tile-roofed. Partially sponsored and built by the government.
3. On stilts in traditional style, covered by scrap timber, tin-roofed.
4. On stilts in traditional style, covered by high-quality timber, tile-roofed, extra exterior decoration.
NA Not applicable
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houses of better condition, build their own houses 
in traditional style by more expensive material and 
with more decoration while most of agricultural/
subsistence-based families live in standard house 
sponsored by the state. The authors are attracted to 
the better-off condition of cart-puller households 
and wonder what are the local specifics for economic 
stratification in the village because macro develop-
ment policies offer little explanation. It is decided 
that a closed-up investigation on micro-economic 
environment in which cart-pullers operate would be 
conducted. The following session describes the busi-
ness of cart-pullers and their daily economic interac-
tions. 

4. Livelihood strategies

Legal border trade is categorized into 2 types, of-
ficial trade (chinh ngach in Vietnamese) in which 
commodities must be declared for tax purposes; 
and small trade (tieu ngach in Vietnamese) where 
commodities transported by local people living on 
either side of the border was exempted from custom 
service and duty. Vietnamese customs officers do not 
tax commodities carried by local residents of Laos’s 
Sepon District and Vietnam’s various communes 
along the border if the commodities are personal be-
longings and daily necessities and of values under 2 
million VND (Shiraishi, 2013). Meanwhile, Laotian 
customs officers do not tax commodities regardless 
of price carried by local people even if they are for 
commercial purposes. It is in this complex, diverse 
and dynamic chain of commodity and related ser-
vices of small trade that Bru-Van Kieu found their 
economic niche and established a new livelihood as 

cart-puller.

1) What is a cart-puller?

Cart-pullers transport commodities across the 
border through border guard and custom procedure 
(Figure 2). The commodities do not belong to cart-
pullers themselves but to Kinh cross-border small-
traders either local-based or from long-distance 
provinces. In other words, cart-pullers are providers 
of transport service in exchange for cash payment. 
In early 1990s when transborder trade between Laos 
and Vietnam started to increase in volumes, there 
was a growing demand for porter services. At that 
time only Kinh people and immigrant Bru-Van Kieu 
entered the porter business. It is explained that dif-
ferently from indigenous Bru-Van Kieu, immigrant 
Bru-Van Kieu had more experience in economic ac-
tivities that involved services with Kinh ethnic group 
in exchange for cash from their history of various 
resettlements during the war to lowland population 
centers where there was not enough land for them to 
practice agriculture. Later Kinh women employed 
the cart to increase the efficiency in transporting 
commodities. Several Bru-Van Kieu fellow porters 
adopted this innovation and entered the business 
themselves. At the time of the survey, there were 
both Kinh and Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers of total 
around 35. Most of them (25) were Bru-Van Kieu 
although Kinh women were the first to experiment 
with the cart-pulling business. All of cart-pullers 
were women aged from 17 to late 50. Apart from 
occasional assistance from male families member, 
the cart-owner usually hire another Bru-Van Kieu 
woman to help her with the operation of the cart.

Cross-border traders take advantage of official ex-
emption for local cart-pullers from customs inspec-
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tion and immigration procedure20) when transport-
ing commodities across the border. Border patrol 
and customs officers, however, reserve the rights to 
inspect the cart at anytime. Between Kinh and Bru-
Van Kieu cart-pullers, the latter are usually more 
preferable to make transport of commodities because 
they are more likely to escape official attention than 
their Kinh peers. Another advantage of hiring Bru-
Van Kieu cart-puller is that as the ethnic minority 
they are exempted from passage fees.21) Without 
paying these fees, the cost of hiring a Bru-Van Kieu 
cart-puller incurred to cross-border traders is lower 
than that of a Kinh for the same job. On a busy day, a 
cart-puller can earn about 250-300 thousand VND 
per day on average after payment for helper which is 
around 50 thousand VND. 

New recruits to cart-pulling business are usually 
from within kinship-based networks of existing cart-
pullers. These new recruits already gained experience 

of the business when helping their family members 
or relatives operating the cart. As a helper, a cart-
puller-to-be got to know the contacts as well as the 
nuts and bolts of cart-pulling business. Existing 
cart-pullers can also share information and custom-
ers to the new recruits. Most of the cart-pullers are 
from immigrant Bru-Van Kieu families and as the 
result of recruitment from kinship-based networks, 
this livelihood is exclusive within network of im-
migrant Bru-Van Kieu. It is noticeable that there was 
no indigenous Bru-Van Kieu entering cart-pulling 
business. On the question regarding the obstacles 
to become a cart-puller at the first place, indigenous 
Bru-Van Kieu of 50-60s of age believed that gaining 
entry to the business as cart-puller was challenging 
because the complex operation business required the 
understanding of how different Kinh economic ac-
tors and official actors operate. They disapproved the 
commercialization of social relations among Kinh 

Figure 2. Bru-Van Kieu women cart-puller in front of border checkpoint into
Dansavanh Border Gate22) (Photo taken by authors in 2014)
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people, illustrated by the saying porridge is spooned 
out only after paying up (tiền trao cháo múc in Viet-
namese) which conflicts with their tradition of mu-
tual and non-monetary support. Younger generation 
in 20-30s of age from indigenous families singled out 
lack of finance23) and social contacts as the main bar-
riers to the business.

2) Creating a new social network

During the course of their business, individual 
Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers created a social network 
that transcended the boundary of ethnicity, social 
class and nation-state (Figure 3). This network pro-
vided Bru-Van Kieu woman cart-pullers with the 
opportunity to access information, contacts and even 
informal finance that normally a non-participant 
Bru-Van Kieu did not have. 

With cross-border traders: Bru-Van Kieu cart-

pullers provide services to frequent customers who 
are local Kinh cross-border small-traders or casual 
customers who are long-distance cross-border trad-
ers.24) It is with local cross-border traders whom Bru-
Van Kieu cart-pullers forged their most important 
inter-ethnic relations. Local cross-border traders 
are usually also retailers in Lao Bao market, which 
is about 1km from the border gate. The majority 
of their commodities,25) which are of Thai origin, 
are stored in warehouses in various border villages 
in Laos. Traders from Lao Bao market would then 
cross the border to buy in commodities in wholesale 
and make them transported across the border to 
Vietnam. After settling in Lao Bao market, these 
commodities would be either retailed to tourists26) or 
wholesaled to next level retailers from lowland cities 
such as Dong Ha, Hue, Dong Hoi, Danang. Some of 
local Kinh cross-border traders are originally border 
porters and cart-pullers themselves while the major-
ity are immigrants from within Quang Tri Province 

Cross-border 
trader 

Cart -puller 

Hired Labour 

Restaurant 
operators 

Local officials 
in law 

enforcement

                            Equally mutual benefit relations 

                            Economically dependent relations 

Figure 3. Social network of Bru- Van Kieu cart-pullers
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such as Dong Ha or Khe Sanh.
As Kinh traders usually hire a certain Bru-Van 

Kieu to transport their commodities across the bor-
der, trust gradually formed between them which 
became beneficial to both Kinh traders and Bru-Van 
Kieu cart-pullers. It is not uncommon for Kinh trad-
ers to let the cart-puller to manage scheduled pick-
up of commodities from bus terminal or warehouse 
on Laos side without their presence. They sometimes 
have the trusted cart-puller carry money across the 
border to pass on supplier of commodities. Having 
their trusted Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers handling 
additional works such as commodities and finance 
transaction with suppliers, Kinh retailer can conve-
niently save time and effort to mind other matters. 
From a Bru-Van Kieu perspective, a long term rela-
tion with Kinh retails guarantees them a stable job 
and source of income. In addition, in case of urgent 
need of cash, Bru-Van Kieu can ask for advanced 
payment from Kinh retailers. This informal credit is 
valuable in the context of shortage of financial sup-
port from official credit institutions.

With local officials in law enforcement: Through 
daily encounter, Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers become 
“known” to certain border patrol guards and custom 
officials, and vice versa. Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers 
occasionally present border patrol with small gifts 
such a pack of tobacco, a bottle of wine purchased 
in Laos or even general information about the Bru-
Van Kieu population in Phuong Village in general.27) 
In exchange, border patrol and custom officials of-
ten ignore their transport of illicit commodities, or 
sometimes provide information about the next com-
ing “strict period” due to presence of provincial and 
central officials.28) Border officers exercise certain 
tolerance towards Bru- Van Kieu cart-pullers because 

in their view these ethnic minority women are poor 
and ignorant only smuggling at a minimal scale only 
to support their family. By the same token, a Kinh 
restaurant owner who is familiar with daily politics 
at the border gate describes the situation as follows:

“If the border guards catch a Bru-Van Kieu 
smuggling, this Bru-Van Kieu is only subject 
to public work such as garbage cleaning at the 
border gate or clearing the weeds in official 
buildings. After this they just repeat the wrong-
doing.” 

The view from official law enforcers and the res-
taurant owner is in fact in line with that of general 
population dominated by Kinh and mass media por-
traying ethnic minority as ignorant of laws and rules. 
Considered by Kinh neighbors and official as “back-
ward” and “laggards”, law-breaking activities of the 
Bru-Van Kieu in Phuong Village are understandable 
and tolerable.

With restaurant operators: In a village on Laos 
side a short distance from the border gate along No. 
9 National Highway there are numerous popular 
restaurants serving meals to different categories of 
border crossers including long-distance coach pas-
sengers, truck drivers, cross-border traders and vari-
ous locals in informal businesses. Around mid-day is 
the busiest time because it is about the time coaches, 
minibuses and trucks departing from cities in the 
coast of Central Vietnam such as Hue, Dong Ha, Da 
Nang and Dong Hoi arrive at the border and clear-
ing customs and immigration procedures for lunch. 
They also serve breakfast mostly for local cart-pull-
ers, motorbike taxi drivers and money exchangers. In 
addition, a small number of night coach passengers 
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arriving at the border from inner Laos cities such as 
Vientiane, Pakse and Savannakhet in early morning 
waiting for the start of daily working hours are also 
potential customers for these restaurants. The owners 
of these restaurants are mostly Kinh who are resi-
dents of Lao Bao Town renting space in in this from 
Laotian to open restaurants. There is heated compe-
tition for customers among restaurant. To boost their 
appeal to customers, several restaurants owners offer 
extra services such as acquiring immigration stamp 
for passport holders overstaying officially permitted 
duration.29) Another approach employed by restau-
rant owners is providing information to cross-border 
traders who need transport service for the commodi-
ties to the right cart-pullers. A typical restaurant 
owner would have a cellular phone full of contacts 
of cart-pullers to whom he can call upon whenever 
there is demand for cross-border from his restaurant 
customers. The ability to pin-point the cart-puller 
who can transport commodities, especially illegal 
ones, through border with least chance of being in-
spected greatly aid the restaurant operators to attract 
customers to his restaurants. In comparison to Kinh 
peers, it should have been more disadvantageous for 
Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers to create a bridge with 
Kinh restaurant owners because the relation is cross-
ethnic. The key to their success was the status of eth-
nic minority leading to the fact that their informal 
economic activities were rendered as insignificant as 
a challenge to official authority and therefore, were 
tolerated. The ability to permeate the border in such 
manner suits the informal nature of small-trade and 
petty smuggling operation of Kinh people and lends 
weight to the Bru-Van Kieu in economic negotiation 
with this ethnic dominant.

With hired labourers: As seen in Table 1, farm-

ing is the second important livelihood for cart-
pulling households. In these families while the 
women engage in cart-pulling, the men often work 
in agriculture. When agriculture needs intensive at-
tention such as land preparation, watering, digging 
holes for seedling, these household may face labour 
shortage especially among young families in which 
the husband is the only remaining labour apart the 
wife who is already occupied by as cart-pulling. A 
woman cart-puller mentioned that sometimes she 
temporarily dropped from cart-pulling to focus time 
on helping her husband with agriculture, however, it 
was not desirable because income from cart-pulling 
is better and more readily. In this case, they may hire 
another Bru-Van Kieu from indigenous group. Bru-
Van Kieu landowner does not hire one particular 
labourer. Meanwhile, young Bru-Van Kieu can offer 
his labour to other authentic jobs such as worker in 
construction site, motorbike taxi drivers or agricul-
ture work for Kinh farmers in various banana farms 
in Vietnam and also cross the border or numerous 
illicit jobs readily offered in the border area. Selling 
labor to Bru-Van Kieu landowner is their favourite 
because it is less risky than illegal jobs, more relaxing 
than in construction site where he must follow strict 
instruction and schedule as part of the team but offer 
same payment as agriculture work (80-100 thousand 
VND per day), and more stable income than a day 
as a motorbike taxi driver. Differently from the rela-
tions between Kinh small-traders and Bru-Van Kieu 
cart-pullers, that between Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers 
and indigenous Bru-Van Kieu laborers is not yet a 
patron-client relation. The demand for agriculture is 
only casual for which different labourers are hired at 
different time, preventing a long term relation to be 
formed.
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5. Discussion

1) Everyday resistance

Border is the symbol and raison d’être of state’s 
sovereignty. As a result more often than not the state 
tends to tighten governance of population, resources 
and increase the exercise of power in the borderlands 
(Eilenberg, 2012). It was not surprising to see the 
very first state’s exercises on the upland of northern 
central Vietnam were increasing the control of the 
frontier area and establishing political border to 
claim sovereignty right after the war. The state has at-
tempted to assert both domestic sovereignty, defined 
as “both the structure of authority within a state and 
the state’s effectiveness or control”, and interdepen-
dence sovereignty, defined as “the ability of a govern-
ment to regulate the movement of goods, capital, 
people, and ideas across its borders” (Krasner, 2001).

Like other ethnic minorities in the mountainous 
area in Vietnam, extensive traditional shifting culti-
vation of the Bru-Van Kieu was an ecologically and 
socially rational choice to adapt to a environment 
(Hong, 2002; Manh, 2001) where the terrain made 
it difficult to practice irrigated farming and a society 
where manpower was sparsely distributed.30) Bru-
Van Kieu’s shifting cultivation was only possible be-
cause of their physical mobility, the ability to change 
location of settlement and cultivation in short notice. 
Nowadays, regardless of the fact that shifting cul-
tivation is no longer applicable, physical mobility 
remains important to the Bru- Van Kieu because it 
is essential for the operation of new-found livelihood 
of transborder cart-pulling. The current border cross-
ing practice of Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers, which is 
through the official border gate but unregistered and 

mostly not inspected, is an intermediate between 
traditionally free roaming over a vast geographic 
space and modern documented movement under 
state’s control. This intermediate was reached be-
cause while state building process in the frontier, 
for e.g. institutionalization of resources and border 
formation, has undeniably compromised physical 
mobility of the Bru-Van Kieu, the latter is still be 
able to exercise border crossing in the blind side of 
the state’s sight. What this means is that in reality 
local Bru-Van Kieu can always find an undesignated 
route to filter through this permeable border. A com-
bination of understanding of the terrain in this area, 
featured by mountains, forests and rivers which was 
ideal for concealment of human, and shared cultural 
geography with residents on either sides of the border 
is advantageous for a Bru-Van Kieu attempting to 
cross the border unchecked. This presents a challenge 
to the ability of the state to completely control the 
transborder flow of people. In this context, while the 
act of daily border crossing of the Bru-Van Kieu and 
the lack of formality from official authority usually 
seen in border-crossing elsewhere can be considered 
as “middle ground” or compromise between state’s 
sovereignty and local ethnic minority’s institution, it 
is also a proof of on-going contestation and challenge 
from the later to the former.

By the same token, the Bru-Van Kieu’s smuggling 
and even small-trade can also be considered an act of 
subversion against state’s authority. Considerable dif-
ference in commodity price as a consequence of the 
differences in the economic condition between Laos 
and Vietnam turns cross-border trade into a viable 
economic, if not highly profitable, strategy. Smug-
gling, small trade and official trade are not different 
in their economic nature, which can be understood 
as the exploitation of differences in prices by circula-
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tion of commodities from one country to another. 
Their difference is only in legal status. The legality or 
illegality of commodity circulation is not a result of 
natural process but an imposition from the state. The 
border between legality of official trade and illegality 
of smuggling is shaped in the relation to state’s law 
and authority (Bruns and Miggelbrink, 2012). In 
this context, smuggling by the Bru-Van Kieu clearly 
challenges the state’s sovereignty and can therefore, 
be regarded as subversive. The act of smuggling and 
informal border crossing of Bru-Van Kieu women is 
a form of “everyday resistance” of the marginalized 
by compromising the ability of state’s institutions to 
control their self-defined agencies (Scott, 1985; Wil-
son and Donna, 2012). 

Introduced in 1985 by James C. Scott in the 
context of class struggle, the concept of “everyday 
resistance” refers to the daily and common form of 
peasant’s opposition to state’s oppression. In contrast 
to peasant rebellions and revolutions which are few 
and rarely successful, everyday acts of resistance 
such as foot-dragging, non-compliance, petty theft, 
desertion, feigned ignorance, sabotage, etc. are more 
popular among the peasant and may have greater 
impact in re-shaping class relations. Among the 
Bru-Van Kieu, this resistance might be unconscious 
because although they may realize the illegality in 
their action, they nonetheless may not realize the 
political implication, which is challenging state’s 
sovereignty and authority. Even though this “every-
day resistance” is illegal, it is not without legitimacy. 
Local Bru-Van Kieu legitimized smuggling and 
considered it “natural” justifying from the need for 
a livelihood to meet daily household basics. Being 
caught in a transforming economy where traditional 
farming is no longer a viable option and in a soci-
ety where indigenous culture and knowledge were 

deemed irrelevant, the need to have a livelihood and 
to make a living lends weight to the rationale of daily 
border crossing and smuggling. It is not only the 
ethnic minority but also state’s representatives at the 
local who found legitimacy for the Bru-Van Kieu’s 
illegal activities and subversion to the state’s author-
ity. Van Schendel and Abraham (2005) deliberated 
that “many transnational movements of people, 
commodities, and ideas are illegal because they defy 
the norms and rules of formal political authority but 
they are quite acceptable, ‘licit’, in the eyes of partici-
pants in these transactions and flows”. The fact that 
the Bru-Van Kieu in Phuong Village were smuggling 
and daily border crossing, especially at unofficial 
and undesignated routes was the least well-kept se-
cret among local population. State’s officials tolerate 
these activities because firstly, similar to mainstream 
view, they consider Bru-Van Kieu people as ignorant, 
backward and laggard who also need to make a liv-
ing; and secondly, although challenging state’s au-
thority these activities do not present a direct and de-
structive threat which might lead to collapse of state’s 
sovereignty. This tolerance challenged the former 
wisdom to treat state authority as nearly complete. In 
fact there is mutual interaction and negotiation be-
tween local people and the state where the latter may 
exercise of power at varying degree of conformity to 
the written rules and regulations based on local so-
cial and political condition.31)

2) Economic adaptation

Although tolerated, the illegality of smuggling 
means that different economic actors cannot seek for 
assistance from official institution in case of a viola-
tion of informal contracts. Consequently people have 
to rely on informal social network. For the Bru-Van 
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Kieu cart-pullers, traditional kinship-based net-
work is vital to gain entry to the business. It is now 
again employed in the livelihood struggle against 
unfamiliar economic and social conditions brought 
about by external political and market forces. In 
addition to the use of traditional network, the Bru-
Van Kieu cart-puller also actively forge new social 
network of people of different ethnic and economic 
background in a geography unbounded by political 
border. While the role of traditional kin-ship net-
work is to gain entry to the business, new bridging 
network is vital to the daily operation and the pos-
sible casting of a successful cart-puller. The process 
in which a Bru-Van Kieu is transformed from an 
individual with social relations limited to only their 
socio-economically equal fellow villagers and kins 
to an individual more associating with people from 
different ethnic and economic backgrounds is an ad-
aptation that does not occur suddenly. It can be seen 
that most households in the cart-puller business were 
immigrant Bru-Van Kieu who might have acquired 
experience in encountering with different social and 
economic groups during their migration process. The 
indigenous groups, on the other hand, not having 
this type of human capital were slowly adapting to 
new condition.

Bru-Van Kieu women engaging in cart-pulling 
business often started with limited resources which 
were their skillfulness in local language, social 
capital in the form of bonding within their kinship 
network and status of ethnic minority. All of these 
resources were, however, by no means considered to 
be significant in reference to mainstream definition. 
Yet, they are fundamental for the Bru-Van Kieu in 
broadening their social network and forge a living 
out of adversary. Creating social network with differ-
ent people from social and ethnic background was a 

practice rarely heard of in the history of the Bru-Van 
Kieu in this area, yet, vital for their survival in this 
time of transformation. This social network allows 
Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers to access new resources 
such as information, job opportunities and finance. 
In cart-pulling business, a proportion of Bru-Van 
Kieu population in Phuong Village was able to capi-
talize on opportunities brought about by shifting 
social, economic and political landscape. Given the 
circumstance that their traditional shifting cultiva-
tion was no longer viable and sustainable, this adap-
tation is significant and arguably provides them with 
more control of their well-being than the alternative 
of becoming hired labourers practiced by the young-
er generations of indigenous Bru-Van Kieu. On a 
different note, while smuggling and daily informal 
border crossing can be considered as resistance, they 
also gradually integrate Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers 
into the state’s sovereignty. By becoming part of a 
network, in spite of informal nature, the Bru-Van 
Kieu cart-pullers are interwoven into macroeco-
nomic “demand-and-supply” dynamics beyond their 
control. State policies on domestic economy and in-
ternational relations would affect the Bru-Van Kieu 
cart-pullers more directly than ever before.

It should be reminded that traditional Bru-Van 
Kieu society was cephalous. This case showed that 
vertical dependent relations were formed within Bru-
Van Kieu community. The quickly adapting cart-
pullers were getting better off economically and 
gaining more power over indigenous Bru-Van Kieu 
villagers who were slow to adapt. Although a strictly 
defined patron-client system was yet to be formed, 
a dependent relation was created in which poorer 
indigenous Bru-Van Kieu provides labor in return 
for financial payment from better-off cart-puller Bru-
Van Kieu. This may provide a suggestion for how the 
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internal social structure of ethnic minority groups 
in upland northern central Vietnam will transform 
in the future, from traditional structure of equal and 
horizontal economic and power relation to modern 
structure where household differentiate material 
wealth as a result of being successful at varying 
degree in adapting to external economic and politi-
cal pressure. It could the case in the future that the 
better-off may translate their economic superiority 
into political superiority.

6. Conclusion

Decision-making regarding to the development of 
upland in Vietnam in contemporary history is often 
without participation of an important component 
of the upland population, the ethnic minorities. In a 
state where the dominant Kinh people are the major-
ity in demography and politics, the Kinh take the 
initiative to plan and execute upland development 
based on their lowland template with little regard 
to culture and history of in the ethnic minorities. 
In this context, it is expected that ethnic minorities 
would suffer a downward spiral in both economic 
and social well-being. Drawn from the example of 
the Bru-Van Kieu in border area, the authors ar-
gue that human geography of ethnic minorities in 
upland area of northern central Vietnam is shaped 
by not only external forces but also by their own 
traditional culture. Bru-Van Kieu cart-pullers have 
proven that different from mainstream view, ethnic 
minorities are not just passive local receivers of macro 
political and economic processes, but they are also 
able to preserve their agencies in dealing with diffi-
culties brought about by external forces to retain the 

control of their lives. It is concluded that cart-pulling 
business, as a livelihood strategy, is only possible 
because of the ability to maintain traditional physi-
cal mobility which is acquired by subtle and covert 
everyday resistance to the state. The story about the 
ethnic minority in this region, however, is not just 
about resistance but also adaptation, a process in 
which they use limited resources to reshape their 
social sphere to tap into new type of resources and 
opportunities. By adaptation, however, the Bru-Van 
Kieu are gradually integrated into the sphere of au-
thority and sovereignty of the state. Thus, by engag-
ing in an active and continuous negotiation with the 
state’s authority and with different economic actors, 
a proportion of ethnic minority people were able to 
lessen the impact of state’s appropriation.

The practice of cross-border cart-pulling of Bru-
Van Kieu indicates that the border is not simply a 
physical entity but a lively process subject to different 
interpretations from the state and local population. 
While political border is clearly defined and hard-
ened with physical symbols of the state such as tow-
ering border gate, boom gate, f lag and men in uni-
forms, local border practice is more embodied with 
interests of different social and economic groups 
along the border. In other words, while the sphere 
of state’s authority might end abruptly at the border, 
social sphere of local interest and practice stretches 
much further across political border. The continu-
ous negotiation between political border and social 
border challenges traditional view on the state as a 
rigid political entity. In addition, the case of the Bru-
Van Kieu in Phuong Village illustrates that while 
with increasing presence of state’s authority, border 
is a barrier and can be a source of inconvenience for 
local livelihoods, at the same time it also opens other 
windows of opportunity. Those who can capitalize 
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this opportunity will be better off, while those slow 
to adapt are left alone to deal negative effects. The 
ability to adapt or not adapt to the process of border 
formation helps reshaping social structure of the Bru-
Van Kieu.

Notes

1) From the north to the south, this region includes following 

provinces: Thanh Hoa, Nghe An, Ha Tinh, Quang Binh, 

Quang Tri and Thua Thien Hue.

2) This war is usually referred as the War against America in 

Vietnam and Vietnam War in America. 

3) Political entities contesting for control of this area were the 

government of Republic of Vietnam and the National Libera-

tion Front for South Vietnam (NLF).

4) The Socialist Republic of Vietnam.

5) In 1975 alone the population of Huong Hoa, the district 

in which the study was conducted, increased to more than 

50,000 with addition of 15,000 lowland immigrants (Oanh, 

1993).

6) Modern administrative system in Vietnam is established in 

following hierarchy: Central, Province, District, Commune.

7) Rotational cycle is about 3-15 years (Schrock et al, 1966).

8) As in 2015 the percentage of representatives from ethnic 

minority background in Vietnam’s National Assembly, the 

highest governmental organization and highest-level repre-

sentative of the people responsible for law making, is 15.6% 

which is slightly higher than the percentage of ethnic minor-

ity in national population at 14.3% (Office of Vietnam’s Na-

tional Assembly, 2015; General Statistics Office, 2010).

9) Name of the research village was changed to protect respon-

dent confidentiality. 

10) All translation of text from Vietnamese to English was made 

by the authors unless stated otherwise.

11) Function of a village head is to convey instructions and mes-

sage from Lao Bao Town People’s Committee to villagers. He 

was chosen by the villagers and legitimized by official author-

ity. Usually village heads are middle school or high school 

graduates with great command in written and reading skill in 

official Vietnamese language. Village head does not receive 

official salary but a monthly allowance from local adminis-

tration.

12) Town is an administrative unit equivalent to commune. 

While town is usually referred to urban area, commune is 

confined to rural environment. Lao Bao Town belongs to 

Huong Hoa District, Quang Tri Province.

13) In 2009, official documents report that through Lao Bao 

border gate total of exports and imports was nearly USD 216 

million, total cars and trucks entering and departing was 

more than 52,000 while there where nearly a quarter of a mil-

lion people going through the border gate (Shiraishi, 2013). 

The number of people passing through the border gate in this 

report, however, was only accounting for people going under 

immigration process conducted by Border Patrol. Number 

of local people passing through the gate daily was not ac-

counted for. According to reports from Quang Tri Province 

authority, the numbers for 2014 until October are more 

than 61,000 vehicles; USD 340 million in total exports and 

imports; and nearly 430,000 people going through Lao Bao 

border gate (Minh, 2014).

14)This account is not unique. Other villagers of ethnic minor-

ity in Laos-Vietnam border shared similar experience. For 

detail, see Huijsmans and Tran (2015). 

14)In 1976, agriculture land for Kinh population in Lao Bao 

was as follows: paddy 13ha, cassava 21ha, peanut 1ha, bean 

4ha, sweet potatoes 5ha.

16) During this period, pepper and mango became main prod-

ucts and sources of income for Kinh farmers.

17) Khe Sanh Town, the capital of Huong Hoa District, is also 

on No.9 National Highway about 20kms to the east of Lao 

Bao Town. During the Second Indochina War, the Bru-Van 

Kieu in this area faced a dilemma. They would have to either 

resettle in Khe Sanh Town, under control of South Vietnam 

government, to form villages around a US Marine Corps’s 

base or migrate further west into Laos’s border area, under 

control of the North Vietnam Army (NVA) and NLF to 

avoid the raging war in the middle. Staying in the middle was 

not an option because opposing sides of the conflicts would 

accuse them of being sympathizers of the enemy (Clarke 

and Vessey, 2007; Hickey, 2002; McElwee, 2008). Because 

of the battle between the US Marine Corps and the NVA in 

Khe Sanh Town in 1968, it was estimated that about 7,000 
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of originally about 10,000 Bru-Van Kieu evacuated the town 

to Cua Valley further east and Quang Tri Town while a small 

proportion migrated further south to what is now western 

part of Thua Thien Hue Province. In 1972, the Bru-Van Kieu 

in Quang Tri Province also had to migrate to Hue City and 

Danang to avoid war turmoil. After the war, the survivors 

returned to their former villages in Huong Hoa District with 

the exception of a few hundred migrating to Dak Lak Prov-

ince.

18) In 1968 and 2011, population of KheSanh Town is about 

the same at 12,000. Ethnic composition, however, is totally 

different. In 1968 ethnic minority, mostly Bru-Van Kieu, 

accounted for 83% while Kinh people accounted for only 

17% of population. In 2011, Kinh people were the majority 

at 86% while Bru-Van Kieu only shared 12% of total popu-

lation (Clarke and Vessey, 2007; Oanh, 1993; Huong Hoa 

District’s Statistics Office, 2012). 

19) Examples of institutional tools are, but not limited to, the 

following: allocation of land to farming association during 

collective period; establishment boundary between adminis-

trative units that limited people from one unit to farm on the 

land of others; establishment international political border; 

land allocation to individual household after Đổi Mới.

20) For non-locals, passports or border passes are required.

21) As in 2014 the fees for each border crosser are as follows: 

20,000 Laotian Kips on weekdays and 30,000 Laotians Kips 

on weekend at Laos immigration desk and 10,000 VND a 

piece at Vietnam immigration desk. These fees are subject to 

frequent adjustment by border officers and complaints from 

regular border-crossers. 22) This gate is on Laos, opposite and 

about 300m from Laos Bao gate on Vietnam side.

23) Initial investment for a cart is about 2.5-3.0 million VND. 

Cart is not readily available but would be made by local 

blacksmith upon order.

24) It is not uncommon for traders who arrive at the border 

area with a variety of commodities to drop off proportions 

of high-duty or illicit commodities that they do not want to 

declare to customs and load onto Bru-Van Kieu’s cart. After 

going through customs and immigration services with the 

rest of licit load of commodities, they re-collect the illicit 

load ready on the other side of the border. The drop and re-

collection point is usually one of numerous restaurants (cơm 

bình dân in Vietnamese) operated by Kinh people on both 

side of the border gate. 

25) Local cross-border traders imported soft drinks, brandy, 

electric appliances (LCD TV, rice cooker, microwave oven, 

electric fans, and air conditioner), plastic-wares, tobacco, 

confectionaries. For long-distance cross-border small traders, 

their focus is not only importing but also exporting. Apart 

from similar commodities imported by Lao Bao’s traders, 

long-distance traders import Laotian agriculture and for-

est products such as charcoal, banana, and sticky rice. On 

exports, they bring processed and dried aquaculture and 

agriculture product, cheap clothes for various Vietnamese 

communities in Laos and also rural Laotian population.

26) Until 2012 Lao Bao is a famous destination for shopping 

tour for domestic tourists. Thailand products offered in Lao 

Bao Town are in the same categories as commodities pro-

duced domestically but cheaper and more diverse. 

27) As their main function is the security of border area, bor-

der guards need to gather information on major illegal and 

criminal activities such as trafficking of human or narcotics 

substances. Being locals frequent the border area, the Bru-

Van Kieu, are often the first to recognize any persons or 

activities out of ordinary. Therefore they could be a potential 

information source to border patrol.

28) In their daily interaction, border guards can tolerate the 

rules and regulation breaking activities of local people to 

certain extent; however, in the presence of their superior from 

District and Central level, this tolerance is no longer exer-

cised. 

29) Vietnamese nationals working in informal sectors in Laos 

do not acquire working visas but travel to Laos as tourists, a 

status which does not require any visas. They are allowed to 

stay in Laos for 30 days for each entry, a duration which most 

of them excessively stay. For over-stayed passport holders, 

they are subject an official fine of USD 10 for every excessive 

day by Laotian immigration authority. Using their social 

connection with Laotian immigration officers, restaurant 

owners negotiate for a reduced unofficial fine on behalf of 

over-stayed passport holders. Over-stayed passport holders 

have to pay restaurant owner for such services. The infor-

mation about these capable restaurant owners are popular 

among long-distance coach drivers who customarily have 

free meal and drink at said restaurant owners.

30) In comparison to paddy field, shifting cultivation was inef-
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ficient in term of output per unit area but efficient in term of 

output per unit labor (Conklin, 1954). While in the lowland 

there was a shortage of land in parallel to abundance of labor, 

the condition in the upland is totally opposite. Abundance of 

land and shortage of labor made shifting cultivation a ratio-

nal choice among upland ethnic minority (Scott, 2009). 

31) Due to the tension in border area between China and Viet-

nam during the 80s, informal border crossing of local people 

was strictly controlled (Schoenberger and Turner, 2008).

References

Bruns, B., & Miggelbrink, J., 2012, Subverting Borders: 

Doing Research on Smuggling and Small-Scale Trade, 

VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Clarke, B. B. G., & Vessey, J. W., 2007, Expendable warriors: 

The Battle of Khe Sanh and the Vietnam War, West-

port, Praeger Security International.

Conklin, H. C. ,1954, “Section of Anthropology: An ethno-

ecological approach to shifting agriculture”, Trans-

actions of the New York Academy of Sciences, 17(2 

Series II), pp.133-142.

Desbarats, J. , 1987, “Population Redistribution in the So-

cialist Republic of Vietnam”, Population and Devel-

opment Review, 13(1), pp.43-76.

Eilenberg, M. , 2012, At the Edges of States: Dynamics of State 

Formation in the Indonesian Borderlands: Brill.

General Statistics Office of Vietnam., 2010, Summary of fi-

nal reportof general housing and population consensus: 

Hanoi.

Hardy, A., 2000, “Strategies of migration to upland areas 

in contemporary Vietnam”, Asia Pacific Viewpoint, 

41(1), pp.23-34.

Hickey, G. C., 2002, Window on a war: An anthropologist in 

the Vietnam conflict, Lubbock, Texas Tech Univer-

sity Press.

Hong, N. X., 2002, Kinh nghiệm quản lý nhân văn vùng 

người Tà Ôi, Cờ Tu và Bru-Vân Kiều tại tỉnh Thừa 

Thiên Huế[ Experiences in management of Human 

Ecology: Taoih, Katu and Bru-Van Kieu in Thua 

Thien Hue Province], Ethnography Publisher, Ha-

noi (In Vietnamese).

Huijsmans, R., & Lan, T. T. H., 2015, “Enacting national-

ism through youthful mobilities? Youth, mobile 

phones and digital capitalism in a Lao-Vietnamese 

borderland”, Nations and Nationalism, 21(2), 

pp.209-229.

Huong Hoa District Statistics Office. (2012). Niên giám 

thống kê huyện Hướng Hóa [Huong Hoa District 

Statistical Yearbook for 2011]. (Unpublished - In 

Vietnamese).

Krasner, S. D., 2001, “Problematic Sovereignty”.In S. 

Krasner (Ed.), Problematic sovereignty: Contested 

rules and political possibilities (pp.1-23), New York, 

Columbia University Press.

Loc, N. Q., 1984, Các dân tộc ít người ở Bình Trị Thiên 

[Ethnic Minorities in Binh Tri Thien]: Thuan Hoa 

Publisher, Hue (in Vietnamese).

Manh, N. V., 2001, Customary laws of Taoih, Katu and Bru-

Van Kieu in Quang Tri and Thua Thien Hue Prov-

ince, Thuan Hoa Publisher, Hue (In Vietnamese).

McElwee, P., 2004, “Becoming Socialist or Becoming Kinh. 

Government Policies for Ethnic Minorities in the 

Socialist Republic of Vietnam”. In C. R. Duncan 

(Ed.), Civilizing the margins : Southeast Asian gov-

ernment policies for the development of minorities 

(pp.182-213), Ithaca, Cornell University Press.

McElwee, P., 2008, “"Blood Relatives" or Uneasy Neigh-

bors? Kinh Migrant and Ethnic Minority Interac-

tions in the Trường Sơn Mountains”, Journal of 

Vietnamese Studies, 3(3), pp.81-116.

Michaud, J., 2006, Historical Dictionary of the Peoples of the 

Southeast Asian Massif, Scarecrow Press.

Minh, L., 2004, Prevention of smuggling in Lao Bao Border 

Gate, Quang Tri Online. Available at: http://bao-

quangtri.vn/default.aspx?TabID=56&modid=377

&ItemID=88758. Last accessed: 24/6/2015

Oanh, D.L., 1993, Lịch sử đảng bộ huyện Hướng Hóa 1930-

1975 [History of Communist Party Cell in Huong 



Trinh Minh Anh Nguyen·Doo-Chul Kim·Fumikazu Ubukata318

Hoa District 1975-2005], Quang Tri.(In Vietnam-

ese). 

Office of Vietnam's General Assembly., 2015, General infor-

mation about 2012-2016 General Assembly. Avail-

able online at: http://dbqh.na.gov.vn/thong-tin-

bau-cu/XIII.aspx (Last accessed: 24/6/2015).

Pholsena, V., 2008, “Highlanders on the Ho Chi Minh 

Trail”, Critical Asian Studies, 40(3), pp.445-474.

Rambo, T. , 2003, “Vietnam”. In C. Mackerras (Ed.), Eth-

nicity in Asia (pp.109-135), RoutledgeCurzon.

Salemink, O., 2008, “Embodying the Nation: Mediumship, 

Ritual, and the National Imagination”, Journal of 

Vietnamese Studies, 3(3), 261-290.

Scott, J. C., 1985, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of 

Peasant Resistance, Oxford University Press.

Scott, J. C., 2009, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anar-

chist History of Upland Southeast Asia, Yale Univer-

sity Press.

Schoenberger, L., and Turner, S., 2008, “Negotiating Re-

mote Borderland Access: Small-Scale Trade on the 

Vietnam-China Border”, Development and Change 

39, pp.667-696.

Schrock, J. L., Stockton, W., Murphy, E. M., and Fromme, 

M., 1966, Minority Groups in the Republic of Viet-

nam, Washington, D.C.

Shiraishi, M., 2013, “East-West Economic Corridor: Lao 

Bao - Dansavanh Border”. In M. Ishida (Ed.), 

Border Economies in the Greater Mekong Sub-region 

(pp.133-162), Palgrave Macmillan.

Su, P. X., and Hoc, N. T., 2010, Lịch sử Đảng bộ thị trấn Lao 

Bảo 1975-2005 [History of Communist Party Cell in 

Lao Bao Town 1975-2005] (unpublished).

Van Schendel, W., & Abraham, I., 2005, Illicit Flows and 

Criminal Things: States, Borders, and the Other Side 

of Globalization, Indiana University Press.

Wilson, T. M., & Donnan, H., 2012, A Companion to Bor-

der Studies, Wiley.

Correspondence: Doo-Chul Kim, Graduate School of Envi-

ronmental and Life Science, Okayama University, 

3-1-1 Tsushima-naka, Kita-ku, Okayama 700-

8530 Japan, Tel: 81-86-251-8886, E-mail: kim@

okayama-u.ac.jp

교신: 김두철, 700-8530 日本国 岡山市 北区 津島中3-1-1 

岡山大学 環境生命科学研究科, 전화: 81-86-251-

8886, 이메일: kim@okayama-u.ac.jp

최초투고일  2015년 8월 6일

수   정   일  2015년 8월 19일

최종접수일  2015년 8월 22일


