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Research Article

The Ngai wandering on the Sino-Vietnamese
borderland

Jun-Wen Hsu

Master of Arts in Ethnology, National Chengchi University

Abstract

The Ngai people are an important branch of the Ngai ethnic
group among the 54 ethnic groups in Vietnam. This study examines
the Ngai ethnic group along the Sino-Vietnamese border, with a focus
on the construction of their identity within complex historical and
cultural frameworks. It specifically analyses how the Ngai people
navigate between Hua-Xia (Chinese) cultural influences and
neighbouring ethnic traditions, thereby shaping the fluid and dynamic
identities characteristic of border populations. Furthermore, the
research investigates the implications of Hua-Xia boundary
delineations on the identity negotiations of the Ngai people. Drawing
on fieldwork conducted in 12 prominent Ngai settlements in northern
Vietnam, alongside historical document analysis, the study elucidates
how the Ngai people engage with state policies and interact with
neighbouring ethnic groups to articulate the "ambiguity" and "fluidity"
inherent in their identity construction. Historically, the Ngai people
originated in rural regions of Liangguang, China, where they

predominantly spoke Hakka. Displacement due to conflict compelled
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their migration to Vietnam’s Tonkin region. During the French
Indochina period, the Ngai people asserted their status as indigenous
inhabitants, establishing autonomous zones. In 1979, the Vietnamese
government officially recognised them as the "Ngéai ethnic group,” a
distinct minority classification. Nevertheless, most Ngai individuals
continued to self-identify and register as part of the Hoa ethnic
category. Since 2009, there has been an incremental shift among the
Ngai people towards re-identifying as members of the "Ngai ethnic
group." This evolving identity is particularly evident in their religious
ritual practices, which reflect the dynamic processes underpinning
their identity transformation. Based on these developments, the study
further interrogates the influence of Sino-Vietnamese relations on the
patterns of ethnic identity formation among border populations. These
transformations are interpreted as strategic adaptations to Vietnamese
state policies and manifestations of cultural accommodation and
identity consolidation. Rather than passively accepting externally
imposed classifications, the Ngai people actively construct and
negotiate their identity through multidimensional interactions. This
process underscores the dynamic agency of borderland ethnic groups
within the broader geopolitical and cultural frameworks that define

their sociopolitical landscape.

Keyword: Ngai ethnic group, Overseas Chinese, Hakka, ethnic
identity, border theory
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