Vietnam Social Sciences, No. 2(166) - 2015
Village Structure of Dao Ethnic People
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Abstract: The article analyzes typically structural features of Dao ethnic villages in terms of habitation manner, gathering rules, self governing structure (chief or other respected persons), and contemporarily established villages’ regulation in using land, protecting forests, water resources, fishery and crops, ensuring security... In the current context, the role of the old chief is still of special importance in transforming cultural heritages and knowledge to the young generation.  
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1. Introduction

Dao ethnic minority in Vietnam includes about 751,067 people, they live scatterly in many provinces such as Cao Bằng, Lạng Sơn, Tuyên Quang, Hà Giang, Bắc Kạn, Thái Nguyên, Quảng Ninh, Lai Châu, Sơn La, and recently some of them migrated to the South provinces. Like other ethnic minority people, Dao ethnic people have a very traditionally diversified culture including villages’ structure. 

2. Name of the village and habitation manner

Dao ethnic people have long been living within their own villages. In the language of Red Dao, village is called “lổng”, while it is named “giằng” by Dao Áo Dài peole. In Quảng Ninh, there are two groups of Dao people: Dao Thanh Y và Dao Thanh Phán, which in turn has their own words for village, “lăng” by Thanh Phán and “giằng” by Dao Thanh Y. In Dao tradition, three families or more living in the same area should form a village so that in the rainy day, when difficult situation arises they can help each other. This also shows that the comunity mind of Dao people is quite high. In their thought, firstly village is a living habitat of the community with border, forest, lawn, water resources for living and production. That living habitat is recognized by other communities.(*) 

Like other ethnic minorities, Dao villages often get fixed names. People often base on shape of the geography of the region to name the village, so it may be named after a river, a forest, or a big event. For example, the names after a tree: (Mác Cam Đô), in the direction Trỉa lảng (upper village), Đia lảng (lower village), Nhụa lảng (inner village) (Ly Hanh Son, 1993). 
Villages’ names sometimes changed in the period Vietnam tried to keep ethnic people live in a stable place rather than nomadic, however these names were used mainly in administrative documents only. Within the villages, people still use the old names and this will long last in the community life. 

Whether the Dao ethnic people live densely or in scatter depend on geological features and living habitat. Before 1954, Dao ethnic people mainly lived in mobility, their villages often settled based on dry rice crop, they may either chose to move near the field or stayed at the old village and major laborers came to new rice field and lived there until the harvest.  A village often consists of five to seven households, some two kilometers from each other, therefore their life is often unstable. Since the campaign of propaganda settling stable, Dao villages have not moved much. The scale of people within one village is becoming bigger, with around 30-50 households in low areas and 10 to 20 in the high regions. For example, in Đồn Đạc commune, Ba Chẽ district, Quảng Ninh province, 7 out of 10 Dao villages have at least 30 households, and the most 89 households. This is because of immigration from other areas, but major cause is still natural population growth, such as Nà Hin village, Hồ Thầu commune, Hoàng Su Phì district, Hà Giang province. 

Dao people also have a variety of living manners. In Quảng Ninh province, some villages live in mountainous areas as Còng, Khe Mười villages, Đồn Đạc communes; some villages settled in the middle of the mountains like Pá Cáy village, Đồn Đạc commune, some near a river as Phố Cũ village, Yên Than commune, Tiên Yên district or near national road, on plain areas like Khe Muối 1, Khe Muối 2, Đồng Và villages, Yên Than commune. Meanwhile, Dao people in Cao Bằng, Bắc Kạn live mainly in high mountainous areas and just a small proportion lives in low region. Dao villages in high area often consist of a few households in the middle of a mountain, near a terrace for rice production while in the low areas the population density is higher and the villages are bigger.  
3. The principle of establishing villages
A village is composed of many family tree residences. In Quảng Ninh, Cao Bằng, Bắc Kạn, Tuyên Quang, a village normally contains 2-3 family trees to 5-7, even 12 families. It is easy to see that the Dao often live in separate villages, the local ethnic groups never mingled together. Take an example in Hoành Bồ district, Quảng Ninh province: Only Dao Thanh Y live in Bằng Cả commune and just Dao Thanh Phán live in Đồng Sơn commune. 

Besides, we can also see the many ethnic groups live in one region. For example, three ethnic groups (Dao Thanh Y, Sán Chỉ, Tày) live in Đồn Đạc commune, Ba Chẽ district, Quảng Ninh province; each ethnic minority lives in a separate area. Thus, the structure of the once closed village has been broken. 

Traditionally, families and clans often live in the private sector, and emotionally, sibling love to reside together. The Dao Thanh Phán people consider bothers and relatives should live near each other in case anyone needs help. The Dao Thanh Y people have the same desire to live together in a village. This customs is one of the reasons that the Dao immigrants often accompany siblings.

4. Self control apparatus of the village 

4.1. The chief of the village

Village chiefs are those who hold production experience, guide the villagers planting, protect crop, watch the weather, watch the taboo day for farming, encourage villagers to build bridges, roads, streams up, canals for agricultural production. According to custom, the old chief should start sowing process - the opening production for the year.
At the time of nomadic production, productive land was not managed or closely divided, the experience on cultivation, animal husbandry that the chiefs hold was very precious to the people. With the guidance of the chief, families could make good cultivation cycle as choosing land to clear, cleaning and conducting cultivation.

4.2. Head of the village 

In both traditional and modern societies, head of the village is the representative dealing with superiors and the doer of the community customs. Persons selected to be elected head of the village must have knowledge of the law and have experience in organizing production, care for community life, capable of mobilizing people to perform some work the government allocated. Basically, the Dao village chiefs have the following roles:

Firstly, he is responsible for guiding families conducting production, crop protection and the public service of crops and living such as bridges, roads, gutters. Every year, he checks calendar, gives weather predictions, informs people production agenda and taboo days of working. In some places, he has to start the new crop in his field first, and then people continue to start in their home land.

Village head, his deputies and shaman have people protected the boundaries, especially natural resources, land and forests of the watershed. If anyone wants to cultivate in the region, he/she must have permission of the head and the consent of people in the village. The head mediates when a friction rises or a conflict between the local people and families are unable to handle; he also maintains respected customs, conventions and customary law, reinforces solidarity in the village.
For villages with few households, especially old Dao villages, the villages head had the role of witness wedding and promotion levels, help make funeral procession. In the wedding ceremony, he witnesses ceremony the groom exchange wedding presents for the bride or bring the bride's dowry to her husband home. For take-law lives ceremony, the head witness is crucial because it guarantees marriage a sustainable future, especially the assertion that the ceremony was held out in accordance with Dao custom. When someone in the village dies, the head calls the villagers to help that family. If he is also the shaman of the village, the head helps choose the date and time of burial. 
Head of Dao village has a very important role in offering the soil god periodically or annually at the shrine. He is not only the organizer but also the monitor of the villagers’ contribution, especially the process of sacrificial ceremony. After sacrifice, the overall dining organizations are held for head and representatives discuss the issues of production, solidarity, and security.

Like other ethnic groups, the head of the Dao ethnic people also has roles and responsibilities for ensuring order and security in the village, controls household registry and conventional law breakers as well as supervising strangers... Today the term of the head is two and a half years, equals to a half of the people's councils and people's committees of communes. 

4.3. Patriarch 

Patriarch is the head of a family, he is the first son of the first division. This position is often hereditary. In case there is no male heir, it is passed down within the division, not passed down to the lower division.

Patriarch has responsibility to look after their temple (if there is one available), organize worship, and preside over the mass ceremony of the clan. In short, patriarch has the greatest authority in the clan. Typically, he has to understand the rules, the praying of his family and customs; he is also good at reasoning, organization and experience in the production. He has to be honest, considerate to protect the lives and interests of family members, and is respected. Thus, his opinions are often trusted and implemented. 

Patriarch is responsible for maintaining ancestor worship, holding ceremonies to pray for peace for the general welfare for families, deciding to move households in the clan, dealing with the disagreements, conflicts over land, property between inside and outside clans. Today, patriarch still plays an active role in helping family members find new way to match the conditions of market economy, in order to find solutions to improve clan living standards and protect community resources in a sustainable way.

In Dao ethnic patriarch, there is only one altar to worship direct and all their down line ancestors. On this altar, there is a foretell book and the instruments of worship. Traditionally, at the beginning lunar new year and holidays, they proceed chief ancestor rituals with meat, rice, wine and eat together to welcome the new year at the patriarch’s home, then at theirs. During the year, the clan also celebrates dance festival at the patriarch’s house under his chairmanship and the shaman to pay worshiping their ancestors, dancing, teaching the worship song... for the young men in the family. This festival is not only for internal members but also for other young people in the village. On the occasion of the new rice, promotion or when the family has many sick people... people also contribute gifts to worship at the patriarch’ and sharing food. This is an opportunity for everyone in the family, though living far apart, has an opportunity to meet each other.
Patriarch encourages and teaches young men in the family on how to conduct the rituals and practices of Dao ethnic people, and presided them the ritual promotion. Promotion procession is considered to be mandatory and honor for all young Dao people. When family members intend to organize this festival for boys, they have to meet patriarch and receive his guidance from preparation, finding a sorcerer until receiving the shaman and doing the official ceremony. With Dao tradition, after a boy performing the ceremony, he is regarded as an educated person because he has a name, gets shaman’s guidance, and the ever-present spirit always presents to monitor his ethical behavior. So, the young Dao people after undergoing ritual levels all live honestly, have mercy to others and dare not do evil things contrary to the teachings of the shaman.
Patriarch takes the main role of collecting and preserving of unity among the members of the family, represented by helping family members at funerals, new house, wedding, property distribution. He is the leader and always calls family members to uphold the spirit of helping each other when certain families in the clan have a special occasion, being sick, or need support.
Patriarch educates youngster members and monitors the implementation of traditional practices and rules of customary law, reconciling the rift between members or families in the clan. Only when those issues are not reconciled themselves, they are set to get the village settlement. Therefore, sometimes it is the patriarch who fines those violate the law, incest. Traditionally, Dao patriarch plays a very important role for the maintenance of ethnic customs.
Patriarch also has a role to join management apparatus to solve some issues related to the clan and the village such as getting other people to reside in the village, obeying upper hierarchy levels, mediating friction etc. In addition, patriarch also plays an important role in exterior affairs. First of all, he must have a good relationship not only with other patriarchs in the villages but also with other villages’ apparatus where members of his clan live. When a household member or the whole clan has a big ceremony, patriarch represents the host to receive guests attending the ceremony.
 4.4. The respected people in the village 

Those people are moral with certain knowledge, know how to do business, and are willing to help others; their opinions are heard and get influence in the community of villages. They can participate in social work, keep a position in the communist party, local government, unions in commune or social organizations in the villages. They know customs of worshiping and may become magicians or healers. They deeply understand practices worshiping rituals, healing or participate in the important work such as the lobby, torch in new homes, become teachers in promotion or in funeral procession. They are always respected. 

In general, they have some outstanding qualities such as intellectual capacity, especially indigenous knowledge in terms of nature, customs and villages, care for the lives of the communities in the villages, ability to inspire those around him and excel in a certain area such as behaving, money earning, kindness ...
During lifetime, those people many times directly involved in the important issues of so many families inside and outside villages so they understand the situation and spiritual life of each family. Therefore, when these families need to solve urgent issues, the voices of the respected people are sometimes worth more than the voice of the patriarch.

5. The role of patriarch and chiefs in the transmission of folk knowledge
Those people held the folk knowledge system, guide people to organize production, disaster prevention, rational exploitation of natural resources for life and protect the environment - ecology (water, forest, land...). They have the understanding of the history, culture, ethnic group and are responsible for transmitting the younger generation about the root, the love for the homeland of the community. This is also the force holding the folk medical knowledge to cure the villagers, know how to use reasonable pharmaceutical sources of natural forest to cure people and get their respect. In the context of undeveloped medical condition, healthcare for the people is largely based on the herbal medicine, the health systems of folk knowledge pay more tribute to the patriarch and the respected people. At the same time, they know rituals, festive proceedings, and become a "bridge" between the villagers with the supernatural world, pray for good harvest, healthy people, and good life (Nguyen Ngoc Ha, 2006: 60-62).   
We have to pay full attention to folk knowledge systems that village elders and chiefs held to promote the construction of new life, so the guidelines and policies of the communist party and the laws of the state may come to life, make the policies support legitimate interests of the people. 

Folk knowledge that the old and chiefs hold is actually a system of knowledge accumulated experience, handed down from generation to generation, from age to another era. However, it is clear that not all folk knowledge accumulated contains positive aspects (Nguyen Ngoc Ha, 2006: 63), many folk knowledge was actually tested accurately and suitable life, but there are also folk knowledge was outdated today should be reformed and modernized. 
Particularly, older people, patriarchs, shamans, healers are the examples of moral lifestyle who help each other as well as the responsibility to teach young people the cultural characteristics of ethnic Dao. They hold a huge role, first educate children about ethics, respect each other and customs of ethnic people, and avoid doing evils. It is their own experience and prestige that the village heads, chiefs, and patriarchs’ opinions are highly regarded. Their voices can create public opinion, which in turn regulates the behavior of the people, to strengthen the unity and maintain the good habits of Dao.

6. Conclusion

In reality, Dao village is not the administrative unit basis but it has a huge role. All the guidelines and policies of the party and state levels are through the village to get to the people. 
In the Dao villages, the old, the chiefs, the patriarchs, the shamans and the healers are highly respected and followed in the community activities. Whether one position is elected (village chief) and offered (patriarch, shaman, healer), they have an important role in the village. We need flexibly guide and adequately encourage them to do all best that they can. For example, we should have frequent talks with them to bring state programs entering village daily life better. Another option is to enhance the role of their patriarch and other reputed people joining organizations such as the executive board at communes, villages and create conditions for them develop the organizations.
In the current stage of socio-economic development, Dao traditional social institutions are still maintained with many conventions, customary laws and practices. Their impact is not small in the development of production, protection of the environment, ensuring social stability, preservation of indigenous cultures in each Dao locality. The question is, governments at all levels and sectors should create favorable conditions for the them as well as many other ethnic groups to continue maintaining and promoting their cultural characteristics, step by step restore the conventions, customs, laws that have a positive impact on economic development, social stability and enhance the cultural life of ethnic minorities. 
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