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his study takes as its object a goddess
T called the Lady of the Realm, whose
shrine is in a rural area in the southern
part of Vietnam. This goddess provides
a valuable window onto changes under-
way in reform-era Vietnam for in recent
years she has become the focus of a major
pilgrimage and the controversial object
of much commentary and debate. One of
the more remarkable aspects of this figure
is that although located in a rural region,
she attracts many pilgrims from Ho Chi
Minh City, the country’s largest city and
one of its most dynamic economic cen-
tres. Many of the fiercest critics of the
practice of venerating this goddess also
reside in Ho Chi Minh City. This study
explores the interpretive dimensions of
urban people’s approaches to this god-
dess. It shows the Lady of the Realm to
be pivotal to the way residents of Ho Chi
Minh City envisage their city’s transition
to the market economy and their encoun-
ter with global forces. She is a crucial
medium through which urban people
construe economic agency and delineate
their place in society.

My approach to this female spirit is
not as much to investigate in depth the
religious practice that condenses around
this figure,' as to explore the identity-
marking function of such a figure, as
an icon who represents and makes phe-
nomenologically cogent such aspects of
urban experience as the imagined bor-
ders of the urban world, historical sub-

jectivity and distinctions of social status.
The goddess at the heart of this story is
used by some urban residents to map
out differences between the country-
side and the city. She is a vernacular
construct through which urbanites posi-
tion themselves within a process that is
often abstractly referred to as economic
‘integration” or “globalization’. This god-
dess also features in the telling of urban
history as a key figure through which
recent societal transformations are imag-
ined and played out. She is a means by
which people employ themselves as
actors in a history of economic liberalisa-
tion and contest the position of others in
such terms. As a marker of social status
she is also employed to assert compet-
ing visions of urban authenticity. She is
an instrument through which status dif-
ferences within urban society are practi-
cally secured. In short, this goddess is a
construct around which contemporary
Vietnamese urban identities are articu-
lated and defended. Through the views
expressed about this goddess we can see
that a purportedly universal construct
such as the “‘market economy’ is symboli-
cally constituted and locally situated in
place, time, and status.

LOCALISING SPIRITUALITY

When I met him, Tien served as the mar-
keting manager of a multinational cos-
metics company based in Ho Chi Minh
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City.> He was responsible for establish-
ing prices, setting up a distribution net-
work and promoting the brand-names
of a line of foreign made products in the
rural areas surrounding the city. Tien
told me that I would find little material
of relevance to my proposed project of
investigating the pilgrimage to the Lady
of the Realm by staying in the city:

Only people down in the countryside
believe in such mysterious kinds of
things. Up here in the city, people’s cul-
tural level (trinh do van hoa) is higher; our
way of life is modern (van minh), and con-
sequently very few believe in that kind
of thing.

Tien’s way of reckoning the urban/
rural distinction is widely accepted in
Vietnam: the city is regarded as ‘above’
(tren) the countryside, in its cultural and
technological ‘level’. From the city one
‘goes down to the countryside’ (xuong
duoi que), whose residents, by virtue of
their limited attendance of government
schools, are said to have a ‘low cultural
level” (trinh do van hoa thap) and whose
thatched palm leaf houses are frequently
described as “poor” (ngheo). From the per-
spective of many people who live in the
countryside one goes “up to the city” (len
thanh pho) a place identified with a built-
up environment, elite cultural attain-
ments and prosperity, attributes implied
in the term van minh (civilized/modern).
One also travels from the ‘deep” or “back’
(sau) regions of the countryside ‘out’ (ra
ngoai) to the “market’ (cho), the vernacular
term for urbanized areas in the Mekong
delta. Those situated in these urban areas
themselves look ‘out’ (ngoai) to foreign
countries; the term ‘foreign” attaches prin-
cipally to those countries that are seen as
‘higher’ (cao hon) in terms of wealth and
socio-economic development.

From this perspective, the largest
shrine to the Lady of the Realm, in the
Mekong delta more than 250 kilome-
tres from Ho Chi Minh City, is indeed
‘down deep’ in the Vietnamese coun-
tryside. Urban-based intellectuals such
as Tien regard the area around her
shrine as ‘remote’ (vung sau, vung xa),
separated from the rest of the country
by wide river branches that have proven
difficult to bridge and that overflow their
banks annually, making travel by road
impossible for months. The Mekong
delta is often seen as a place unto itself,
whose geographical inaccessibility has
allowed older religions such as Islam and
Theravada Buddhism to persist, while
nurturing the emergence of new indige-
nous faiths like the Hoa Hao and Cao Dai
religions. The western stretches of the
delta, where the shrine to the goddess
is found, is pervasively associated in
Vietnamese historical writings with
grassroots prophets, peasant rebellions
and unorthodox religious movements,
virtue of its distance from the Vietnamese
cultural centre.’ The delta’s rich religious
culture is sometimes linked to its unusu-
ally abundant environment. Influential
historian of the intellectual history of
Vietnam and former head of the south-
ern Vietnamese chapter of the Indochi-
nese Communist Party, Tran Van Giau
referred to the delta as a living theme
park for superstitions: “The Mekong delta
is an extremely fertile piece of earth, one
which has given birth to many strange
religions, and where superstitions are
rife’.* This mocking tone calls attention
to the failure of Vietnam’'s Marxist his-
torians to reconcile the western delta’s
intense religiosity with its prodigious
agricultural productivity and its resi-
dents’ weak historical commitment to
the communist path, despite their high
degree of proletarianisation.’ A combina-
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tion of ethnic chauvinism and modernist
bias prevents many urban intellectuals
from recognising the wealth of local cul-
tural forms found in the delta, includ-
ing its concentration of Khmer monastic
schools, Islamic Madrasas and ethnic Chi-
nese schools, its high incidence of multi-
lingualism and its diverse traditions of
religious self cultivation and community
medicine.® According to many urban-
ites the thriving cult of the Lady of the
Realm, centred in what they regard as a
culturally peripheral region, merely con-
firms their ideas about the Mekong delta
as a rural backwater and a site of persist-
ent localism.

An alternative, more positive con-
ception of the goddess is found among
Vietnam’s folklorists. These consider her
cult “the spiritual product of an agricul-
tural people’.” Some folklorists associ-
ate her with fertility beliefs surrounding
wet rice farming, the dominant form of
agricultural production in the Mekong
delta.® Her annual festival, which occurs
at the end of the dry season, according
to the lunar calendar, encodes age-old
and cyclical environmental rhythms
that organize the lives of people who
are engaged in farming occupations.’
Shrines of this kind are also seen to
demarcate space. Located on the mar-
gins of rural settlements and venerated
chiefly by the residents of local com-
munities, such religious institutions are
thought to mark out the restrictive hori-
zons of the rural world.'” According to
these observers such festivals also serve
to reflect, revitalize and reinforce bonds
between members of rural society, under-
line their shared collective existence and
integrate them into a cohesive commu-
nity.!' As a figure who is integral to the
temporal, spatial and social existence of
the inhabitants of the Mekong delta, her
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cult is hence seen as an instance of the
ritual “production of locality,” according
to which logic, ‘space and time are them-
selves socialised and localised through
complex practices of performance and
representation and action’.'?

Such depictions of the cult to the
Lady of the Realm as largely a local or
rural affair fail to come to terms with
the enormous geographical extension
of her following. While the shrine to
the goddess is indeed found in a small
rural village, the majority of those
who visit her shrine do not come from
this circumscribed territorial unit. The
festival attracts people from all over the
southern region and pilgrims travel in
buses, motorbikes and boats to visit her,
many of them bringing along provisions
and sleeping in nearby pagodas and
guesthouses. The greatest numbers of
visitors come from the network of mar-
kets and urban centres within the south-
ern region. In an estimate ventured to
me by local shopkeepers, forty percent of
the visitors to their area come from the
one city of Ho Chi Minh City alone. In
addition she attracts many visitors from
overseas, particularly former Vietnamese
citizens. These components of her
following, which are scarcely mentioned
in the commentaries produced by local
folklorists, caution us against seeing
this goddess as the spiritual product of
an isolated, ecologically autarchic or
remote rural community. Her attraction
to city dwellers in particular suggests
her relevance to the lives of urban
residents and the existence of significant
relationships between such a site and the
urban locales from which the pilgrims
are drawn.

The majority of these pilgrims do not
attend the annual sacrifice to the goddess
and are not directly exposed to the ideas
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that folklorists and the shrine’s manage-
ment committee promote of the goddess as
a local protector deity. Instead ideas about
her efficacy that members of this translocal
following entertain are largely dependent
on tales that circulate in marketplaces and
urban neighbourhoods or are exchanged
among followers in the precincts of her
shrine. Her repute as a powerful being
and conceptions of her magical capacity
are forged in contexts far away from her
shrine, in discussion between family,
neighbours and colleagues, as too are
ideas about the appropriate methods of
accessing her power. Practices associated
with her pilgrimage, such as divination
and mediumship, consumerist influences
in her festival and the commercialisation
of the site around her shrine are taken by
some folklorists to mean that this reli-
gious practice is losing coherence. These
processes are mourned by those who find
longevity and local colour in such rites,
and who construct the goddess as an
ancient, localistic and autarchic prac:tice.13
Yet rather than see such practice as dis-
integrative, an alternative picture of this
goddess would situate her at the centre
of a broad and diffused spatial follow-
ing whose members identify and transact
with her in ways that reflect the diverse
contexts from when they are drawn.

DELINEATING MODERN AGENCY

Like Tien, many educated and pro-
fessional urbanites with whom I have
spoken in Ho Chi Minh City consider
the worship of the Lady of the Realm
to index a past that their city has left
behind. Tuyen, a teacher trained in the
city, explained to me that the worship
of the Lady of the Realm was a survival
from an earlier pioneering era’s misap-
prehension of the forces of nature:

1

The first Vietnamese settlers in the
Mekong delta were only half-civilized.
They lived in a dangerous and uncon-
trollable environment, subject to storms,
dangerous animals and unfamiliar sea-
sonal rhythms. Because they were not
well educated they explained natural
calamities in terms of the actions of spir-
its and other supernatural forces.

According to this view, spirit wor-
ship is a survival from primitive times
when people failed to clearly understand
the natural forces that influenced their
lives, instead explaining them in ways
that afforded them a sense of familiarity
and control. To Huyen the people who
live in the Mekong delta still live close to
nature, subject in recent years to floods,
storms and pest invasions and lack-
ing adequate technological resources to
counter its worst aspects. The worship of
whales, rocks, trees and mountain dwell-
ing goddesses, practices that are preva-
lent in this area, are representative of its
residents’ continued resort to the spirit
world to make up for their weak mastery
of the natural environment.

This evolutionist critique of spirit
worship is often associated with the
Marxist orientation of the present gov-
ernment but underlying this is the influ-
ence of enlightenment thinking shared
by Vietnam’s non-Communist intellectu-
als past and present. Early in the twen-
tieth century Vietnamese intellectuals
embracing Eurocentric concepts of sci-
ence, denigrated spirit worship as func-
tionally unsustainable, considering such
practice as a form of false knowledge
based on misunderstanding or deceit.
In their search for bases upon which to
build a viable national community Viet-
nam’s urban intellectuals thought reli-
ance on the spirit world undermined
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people’s self belief and the efficacy of
this-worldly answers to social injustice.'
Such religious practice was regarded as
‘feudal’ (phong kien) implicated in the
sanctioning of power inequalities and the
reproduction of exploitative social rela-
tions. In the building of the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam practices negatively
labeled ‘superstition’ (me tin di doan)
included those customs and rites con-
sidered wasteful of national resources or
undermining attachment to socialist pro-
grams of collective advancement'®> God-
dess worship was considered a suspect
Taoist import from China and in the con-
text of war with America, one prominent
theme was the use of such practices by
the enemy to subvert national unity.'® At
the same time the government has not
been averse to promoting the venera-
tion of ancestral spirits, who exemplified
its view of positive national traditions
of heroism, revolution and resistance.!”
In recent years this resistance pantheon
has been greatly expanded to incorpo-
rate goddesses, whose worship is now
considered iconic of national identity, an
expansion aided by the reconstruction of
goddess cults as ancient, local and grass-
roots practice.'®

Today the attitudes towards god-
dess worship espoused by many edu-
cated professionals in Ho Chi Minh City
diverge from the government’s line in
seeing such practice at odds with their
vision of Vietnam as a realised modern
nation. Tien, who considered goddess
worship an embarrassing sign of the
nation’s lingering backwardness, is one
of many intellectuals I spoke with who
variously repudiated the logic of, pro-
fessed disinterest in, or dismissed the
relevance of such practice. One hears the
confident view expressed by self-identi-
fied moderns that the Lady of the Realm is
a phenomenon destined to die out as Viet-
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nam advances further into modernity. A
great number of Ho Chi Minh City’s edu-
cated professionals, technically trained
workers and corporate managers, con-
sider themselves at the avant-garde of
liberalization and the localization of
prestigious new forms of foreign culture
and as agents spearheading the nation’s
global integration. In the idealistic and
somewhat grandiose conceptions of this
encounter often espoused by such people
there is no place for the symbolic and
ideological supports of ways of life that
are considered ‘old’, subsistence-based,
autarchic or communalist.

However, one also sometimes hears
from urban intellectuals a more mod-
erate view of spirit worship as a mech-
anism for coping with the dramatic
changes unleashed by economic reform.
According to some local observers, as a
contemporary phenomenon, worship of
goddesses such as the Lady of the Realm
is a spiritual response to crisis, whose
recent growth reflects the extremely
high incidence of psychological, familial
and economic crises that have attended
the complex and unstable transition to a
market economy. Goddess worship is a
way of coping with the dislocation and
confusion of rapid change."

In a similar vein, although Tuyen
consigned spirit worship to primitive
circumstances, she also admitted that it
had a psychologically useful role to play
for those who were struggling to make
ends meet:

Many of those who go to propitiate her
are poor and endure precarious economic
circumstances. One of the most common
practices is to borrow a small amount of
money from her. This has no real eco-
nomic benefit, however, it encourages
people to think that they have procured
the patronage of a powerful being. Belief
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in her responsiveness to their prayers
increases people’s own self-confidence. It
helps them endure uncertainty and eco-
nomic misfortune.

Such psychologically functionalist
views, however sympathetic, wedge open
a space for tacit disqualification of the
primary reality of such religious practice.
To Tien, religion is a compensatory outlet
for those who cannot cope with harsh
realities. He said that the Asian financial
crisis that hit Vietnam in the late 1990s
had shattered many people’s lives and
had caused them to doubt that a market-
based economy could provide a better
alternative to the old centralized socialist
system. Tien compared the contemporary
vogue in spirit worship with the events of
the 1930s and 1940s when there had been
a succession of political failures on the part
of nationalists and communists, as a con-
sequence of which, he claimed, many frus-
trated anti-colonial protestors had turned
to such apocalyptic religions as the Cao
Dai and Hoa Hao for solace. According to
him people’s contemporary resort to reli-
gion was similarly a consolation for failure
in the ‘real’ world of the market economy.

The problem with such compensa-
tory theories of religious movements, as
Holsten has noted, is that they inevita-
bly ‘relegate manifestations of the popu-
lar imagination to the margins of the real
business of modern states and societies’.’
However, to regard popular veneration
of a spirit such as the Lady of the Realm
as a somehow transitory, escapist or com-
pensatory phenomenon is to miss its most
vital dimension, as a set of practices that
is nested within Vietnam’s contemporary
engagement with market forces. Indeed,
to counter suppositions such as Tien’s,
while the goddess was indeed propiti-
ated during the economically depressed
years of the “Asian Crisis,” she was just
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as popular during the boom years of the
early 1990s, when Vietnamese people
were generally optimistic about improv-
ing their standard of living and many
attributed their advances to her. Indeed
by tracing the history of her following we
can see continuities in this practice that
cast the history of economic liberalisation
in a new light.

HISTORICISING THE MARKET

In mid-2003 I asked a class of students
in Ho Chi Minh City’s College of Social
Sciences why they thought people in
their city had such a strong attraction to
a goddess in a distant rural area. One of
them suggested that the pilgrimage was
tied up in the city’s history of migra-
tion. Since the economic reforms began,
Ho Chi Minh City has been the nation’s
prime recipient of migrants and a good
proportion of these have come from the
Mekong delta. According to this person,
belief in this goddess had come to the city
following a flow of migrants from rural
areas and the pilgrimage to this goddess
is a way that such migrants retain touch
with their roots.

Many of those from the city who
undertake pilgrimages to the Lady of the
Realm do indeed come from the Mekong
delta. There is significant evidence that
the identity and powers they attribute to
her match constructions of the goddess
as a localistic protector deity advanced
by Vietnam’s folklorists.”! Many migrant
workers make offerings to the goddess for
good health, considering their well-being
the greatest blessing she can confer upon
them. The goddess is also attributed with
conferring bodily security. By physically
accessing the image of the goddess, by
stroking or tapping her, one can transfer
her powers to protect one’s own body.
People sometimes seek to obtain robes
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or pieces of cloth that have been in con-
tact with the goddess, with which they
wipe themselves over. People also seek
the run-off water from her ritual bath
and use it to wash their faces and bodies.
It provides a protective film, defending
the integrity of the body against disease,
injury and the operation of curses. These
approaches to the goddess confirm the
view of Hanoi-based folklorist Ngo Duc
Thinh who has argued that requests for
health, today as in the past, comprise a
key attribute of Vietnam’s mother god-
dess cult.

Yet there is also evidence that such
practices represent a response to the cir-
cumstances migrants face in their new
urban home. Male motorcycle taxi driv-
ers in the downtown area of the city,
most of them migrants, told me that one
can obtain from Her Ladyship’s shrine
a set of blessed offerings or loc sufficient
to cover all one’s basic needs. A pack-
age of salt and rice will ensure that one
has enough to eat throughout the year.
Gold and silver painted paper bring one
money: ‘enough to spend’ (du xai) for a
year. A leaf of gold represents invest-
ment capital, and pair of candles allow
the light (duoc) of Her Ladyship to fill
one’s house. This set of gifts ensures suc-
cess in making a living (lam an). Given
the difficulties of their job, the hopes
they invest in the goddess for basic sub-
sistence, although modest, are relatively
ambitious. Their view reflects the per-
spective of those who, at best, live from
day to day, for whom fares are scarce, and
whose motorbikes are often repossessed
by creditors lending money at usurious
rates. To be sick might mean defaulting
on a loan repayment and courting ruin-
ous loss of capital. If a family member is
sick the cost of treatment might require
they sell their motorbike, plunging them
into desperate poverty.
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One of the qualities that is today most
frequently associated with the goddess is
herassistancein making people’sfortunes
grow. Like the goddess Ba Chua Kho, the
Lady of the Storehouse, whose shrine is
just north of Hanoi,?* the Chau Doc god-
dess is widely seen by people in Ho Chi
Minh City as a spirit of financial increase.
In a similar folk religious tradition to that
which Harrell** and Gates® have stud-
ied in China, people ‘borrow’ bank notes
from her, which are imbued with the
power to magically augment one’s own
financial reserves. Nga, a seamstress and
dedicated Chau Doc pilgrim told me
that the main reason people went to Her
Ladyship’s shrine in Chau Doc was to
borrow money: “The money is wrapped
up in red paper envelopes (bao) in trays
on the altar. There also is replica money,
stamped gold sheets, gold and silver foil
and colored paper. There is no shortage
of money. You bring it home and place it
on the altar to the god of wealth in your
house. It will make your money grow,
no fear.” The practice of making offerings
to the goddess for assistance with busi-
ness is widespread among entrepreneurs
who associate her with commercial suc-
cess. One of the requests most commonly
made of the goddess -'lucky purchases
and quick sales’ (mua may ban dac) - is the
small businessperson’s mantra.

These appeals to the goddess bear
witness to the central role the market has
come to play in the lives of most people
in this region of Vietnam. The goddess is
closely associated with the financial prac-
tices that have characterised commerce in
recent times. Not only do people borrow
from her, but those who lend out money
for interest or manage credit associa-
tions (huis), often seek her assistance in
securing outstanding repayments. Such
informal credit practices have become a
preferred means of obtaining credit in
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a country where institutional banking
is not well-established. Much economic
activity in this period has been dependent
on informal channels of credit and its use
is regarded as normal business practice.
People who sell in the market routinely
extend purchasing credit to customers
while simultaneously participating in
huis and borrowing from private money
lenders. Many people also borrow money
for education, health needs, land acquisi-
tion and house building. Credit is widely
used by young people to finance leisure
pursuits and status-oriented consumer
purchases. Yet transacting with informal
credit brokers in an economically unsta-
ble and unpredictable environment is a
risky business and many people have
experienced the social relations of credit
as demanding, threatening and pitiless.
Migrantlaborers and hopeful petty entre-
preneurs who have flocked into the city
from the countryside, for instance, have
borrowed money for rent, business capi-
tal, and assistance for family needs back
home. In the precarious circumstances of
establishing themselves in the city, they
have experienced with particular inten-
sity the volatile and contradictory emo-
tions associated with credit: a sense of
freedom, dependence and vulnerability.
For such people, this goddess, with her
punitive rages, her reputed capacity to
trouble people in their sleep, to choke off
sales and inflict violent death is the very
face of the finance markets.

The goddess can therefore be seen
as an idiom through which a signifi-
cant proportion of the urban popula-
tion engage with their contemporary
commercialised existence. The goddess
symbolically models the experience of
market relations and at the same time
serves as a critique of its practices. She
is a way of making intelligible the new
and often disorienting experience of
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migration to the city according to a con-
ceptual scheme that is familiar to most
migrants. This observation recalls Jack-
son’s discussion of the “postmodernisa-
tion of Thai Buddhism’. Jackson argues
that the rural flavour and traditionalist
symbolic aspects of prosperity cults in
urban Thailand can be to some extent
accounted for as the projection of rural
people’s folk conceptual registers onto
their new experiences as migrants of
urban life and commerce.?® The advan-
tage of this perspective is that it brings
migrant experiences into the heart of the
narrative of urban economic history. My
only problem with this approach is that
it renders such believers as agents after
the fact, who offer vernacular interpre-
tations that make sense of, and, through
ritual means, attempt to control a system
that is otherwise taken as a given.

An alternative view is to see the
goddess herself as an agent of historical
change. One of the factors feeding into
the Lady of the Realm’s notoriety as a
patron of business in the early 1990s, and
the huge boost in her following at that
time, is the perception of her efficacious
patronage of trade in pre-reform times. In
the decade following the northern-based
communist government’s victory in the
South in 1975, the socialist state made
attempts to centralize its control over
the southern economy by eradicating
private distribution networks, which for
centuries had been dominated by urban
based ethnic Chinese, whose allegiance
to the new socialist regime was consid-
ered suspect. The exodus of the ethnic
Chinese in the aftermath of these poli-
cies is well known, as are the subsequent
years of economic crisis and the state’s
dramatic rehabilitation of private mar-
kets as a valid component of a socialist
economy in the mid-1980s.?” However,
missing from most narratives of these
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turbulent times is the role played by the
female-dominated informal sector in the
urban south, in precipitating or coercing
the liberal reforms. My interviews with
people who continued trading during
this period suggest that after ethnic Chi-
nese business networks were dismantled
in the south, women continued to oper-
ate illicit rural-urban and urban-rural
trading and marketing networks, main-
taining such activities both covertly and
by bribing state regulators. This infor-
mal female-operated distribution system
denied the state control of the resources
it sought to channel into its central-
ist vision of the reunification project. In
the mid 1980s the Doi moi reforms were
announced with much fanfare. However,
to a significant extent they merely legiti-
mated the pre-existing arrangements of
the informal economy.”®

Goddesses such as the Lady of the
Realm have long accompanied women
as spiritual patrons in their trading and
other endeavors and this remained true
in the post war period, when women
continued trading, albeit illegally. Yet
some important shifts occurred as well.
As more and more members of the ethnic
Kinh majority moved into trading activi-
ties formerly monopolised by the ethnic
Chinese, many were drawn to spirits
such as the Lady of the Realm, who were
associated with that entrepreneurial
community’s successes. As women’s pro-
file in the region’s postwar trading econ-
omy grew the goddess herself assumed
enlarged significance, mirroring wom-
en’s own expanded achievements. The
goddess acquired her reputation as espe-
cially responsive for overseeing difficult
trading ventures at a time when such
activity was proscribed and the risks of
failure were especially high. Through the
1990s as petty trade became increasingly
ubiquitous her fame spread among the
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influx of new recruits, urban and rural,
to the commercial sector. Today, largely
as a result of this history, the goddess
is viewed as a business gatekeeper; one
must seek her permission (xin phep) if
one wants to engage in trade. The rise of
this goddess to such stature is entwined
in the history of women’s informal resist-
ance to economic centralisation. As such,
she deserves some credit as an instigator
of the liberal reforms, as do female trad-
ers who, in their transactions with her,
raised her profile and popularised her
qualities as a patron of business.

Today considerable prestige attaches
to the goddess in attracting offerings
from the most successful entrepreneurs
in the region, the business class of its
wealthiest urban areas such as Ho Chi
Minh City, many of whom are women. In
the village where the Lady of the Realm’s
shrine is found, one periodically sees large
entourages of people from the city dressed
in fine clothes descend from minibuses
and cars and buses. They file in through
the shrine’s side entrance, holding aloft
trays laden with entire roast pigs, piles of
fruit, flowers, items of clothing and gold
plaques. A leader parts the crowds and
the procession approaches one of the rows
of altars set up to handle the large volume
of offerings. The ritual offerings are made
with dramatic flourish, sometimes with
the aid of a medium. The gold plaques
and expensively embroidered robes and
headpieces that they offer are on perma-
nent display in dozens of cabinets that fill
a three-storied hall beside the shrine. They
are objects of wonderment and specula-
tion and most visitors to the shrine spend
some time viewing them. It is commonly
observed that the largest offerings have
come from urban business people from
Ho Chi Minh City. This has led to a per-
ception of the goddess as a patron of urban
prosperity, and stories abound of her
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sponsorship of such ventures as real estate
deals, moneylending, and house or vehi-
cle rentals. These are routes to prosperity
that many rural residents hope to emu-
late by migrating to the city. Among the
many compacts nurtured in the precincts
of the goddess’s shrine include entreat-
ies placed with her for sponsoring migra-
tion to Ho Chi Minh City and beyond.”
To many migrants now working in the
commercial sector of the nation’s largest
city, their understanding of the goddess
as an underwriter of urban fortunes is a
view that was formed prior to, and is not
simply a consequence of, their relocation
to the city.

SOCIALLY DIFFERENTIATING
‘THE MARKET’

Modernist critics of goddess worship
with whom I have spoken are well aware
that the people who work in the mar-
kets and commercial service sector of the
city number among the goddess’s most
ardent followers. This would appear to
be acknowledgement that the people
who propitiate the goddess do indeed
participate in the city’s market economy
and are engaged in its global integration
through their involvementin trade, trans-
port and small business. However, when
confronted by evidence of the proximity
and modernity of goddess worship such
critics have continued to dispute the rep-
resentativeness of these practices to the
processes of modernisation and globali-
sation by pointing to their ethnic, gen-
dered, and occupational specificity.

One of these approaches is to regard
goddesses such as the Lady of the Realm
as evidence of the historical influence on
the ethnic majority population of matri-
archal cultures such as the Cham. Such
cultural borrowings may be of inter-
est to anthropologists, but can scarcely
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have anything of relevance to offer those
who consider themselves in the avant-
garde of the transition to a globalised
market-based society. Goddess beliefs
are also widely seen as a cultural model
introduced by the ethnic Chinese, who,
notwithstanding their acknowledged
business prowess, are often faulted by
Vietnamese intellectuals as character-
istically predisposed to ‘superstition’.
Alternatively, some argue that goddess
beliefs find a hold among those lacking
a solid education, whose ignorance leads
them mistakenly to believe that spiritual
forces guide their destiny. People such as
market vendors and migrant workers in
the commercial service sector, who lack
equitable access to the centralized educa-
tional system, are likely to be influenced
by such beliefs. Either way the propitia-
tion of goddesses fails the culture test,
either as influenced by non-Vietnamese
culture or as indicating lack of exposure
to a modern scientific cultural outlook.*

Another approach is to associate the
practice of spirit worship with particular
generational and gender identities. Often
described as a pursuit of ‘old women’ (ba
gia) at the end of their days, stereotypes
of religious practice as backward look-
ing, otherworldly, escapist or compen-
satory, are strongly gendered. Religious
practice is often seen as a female predi-
lection, stemming from a natural gender
difference. Articles from the 1930s Saigo-
nese magazine ‘Modern Woman’ wrote
pejoratively of religious superstition as
a problem that was widespread among
women.?! In this vein, urban male
acquaintances told me that women are
prone to believe in others, or in external
forces, rather than themselves. This opens
them up for exploitation by religious char-
latans. Men's lack of inclination for matters
religious, by contrast, indicates their more
self-reliant (tu luc) nature. Such self-reli-
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ance is commonly associated with moder-
nity in Vietnam. For example, in the early
twentieth century the “self-strengthening’
movement among the nationalist literati
was an important vehicle for the introduc-
tion of ideas that it was thought would aid
the modernizing of society.** Science and
the ‘new learning’ encouraged people to
believe in themselves rather than in the
power of obscure forces. Jamieson notes
that, compared with the population as
a whole, under the heavily urbanized
Republic of Vietham young, educated
males had a more lineal view of time, a
greater sense of personal efficacy vis-a-
vis nature and society, were more indi-
vidualistic and more critical of traditional
ways.*® Presented as such, ‘progress’ is a
movement towards inclinations that are
often gendered male in the Vietnamese
cultural context.

Urban modernist intellectuals also
approach the issue of goddess wor-
ship in terms of a stratified notion of the
market economy. Tien imagined the
urban project of ‘modernisation’ and
international ‘opening’ to be typified by
educated, foreign-language-speaking
white-collar professionals such as him-
self. People who worked for a company
(cong ty) in corporate planning, person-
nel management or market research were
in the ‘modern” domain. In such a realm
the ‘market’ thi truong is something to
be managed, that is to say mediated by
‘rational” and ‘scientific’ principles. Per-
taining to the world of corporate giants
with foreign names and consumerist
brands with global reach, this sector is
located in the city ‘centre’ (trung tam)
and new foreign investment enclaves. It
is housed in new-style, high-rise, air-con-
ditioned, steel and glass buildings and
has its own language and dress codes. By
contrast, those working in the unglamor-
ous covered concrete marketplaces and
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outdoor sidewalk stalls of the city and
elsewhere, he linked to ’‘superceded’
(loi thoi) or at best ‘transitory’ (tam thoi)
forms of economic activity. Tien consid-
ered activities in his own local market as
unplanned and provisional, and marked
by casual speech, dress codes and the
proliferation of ‘unscientific’ forms of
thinking and superstitious practices.

This distinction is also gendered, the
former space predominantly male, the
latter almost uniquely female. Such dis-
tinctions are encoded in different names
given for the types of market, the term
thi truong generally refers to the abstract
idea of a modern market, where Tien
imagined himself to work, while the
term cho is used for the concrete, face-
to-face, female dominated points of
exchange that are ubiquitous features of
the social landscape in urban and rural
Vietnam. The category of “private enter-
prises’ (kinh doanh tu nhan), whose emer-
gence is an anxiously attended index of
the progress of the liberal reforms, does
not generally include women’s work in
markets, described as “petty trade” (buon
ban nho), or as belonging to the ‘informal
sector’.** While Tien drew up advertis-
ing, marketing and distribution plans
for spreading new consumer products
through the Mekong delta countryside,
he rarely himself set foot in his local
market to buy such products for his own
domestic consumption. This was done by
his female relatives, his mother, wife and
niece. Such a gendered division of labor
is quite common in intellectual families
in urban Vietnam, even as male intellec-
tuals increasingly sell their expertise on
the ‘’knowledge market’.

The distinction Tien maintained
between his own work as a corporate
professional and that done by marketers,
creditors and traders in his local neighbor-
hood market could be seen to reveal traces
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of a Confucian preference for scholarly
and administrative occupations over those
based in commerce, or of a traditional
status hierarchy (si, cong, nong, thuong) that
ranked the scholarly elite over peasants,
workers and traders along mental/mate-
rial lines.*> As such, the emergence of new
professional identities and rationalities
in Vietnam’s urban centres has not only
breathed new meaning into rural/urban,
generational and gender distinctions but
has given fresh meaning to older occupa-
tionally-based status distinctions. These
distinctions confirm Hefner’s observa-
tion that the globalisation of the market
economy has not inevitably led to the
effacement of locally-salient valences of
culture or status. Instead, marketing, a
rather longstanding practice within Viet-
nam, has accrued status through being
amenable to ‘reason” and gendered male
attitudes, while stereotypically ‘global’
forms such as corporations acquire par-
ticular cultural and status meanings as
they are divergently localised through-
out the world.

However, the distinctions by which
many Vietnamese urban profession-
als contemplate the market are not to be
understood solely as time-bound cul-
tural evaluations or traditionalist status
reflexes. Rather they are practical strate-
gies by which present-day actors attempt
to secure their livelihoods in the complex
and unstable economic environment of
reform era Vietnam. During a decade
and a half of educational and practical
exposure to new ways of making a living,
members of Vietnam’s educated urban
class have struggled to conform to new
standards of professionalism and exper-
tise and to carve out a position for them-
selves as employees working within new
corporate forms. However, the premises
upon which they engage the market are
challenged by alternative avenues for
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personal advancement that characterise
the society in which they live. Corrup-
tion, nepotism, access to overseas remit-
tances and unregulated migration have
fuelled the recent rise of much of Ho Chi
Minh City’s urban middle class, avenues
to advancement that many educated pro-
fessionals regard as provisory, unsus-
tainable or illicit short-cuts to prosperity.
Goddess worship is frequently linked by
white collar professionals to illegitimate
forms of livelihood, the perception being
that reliance on protection from the spirit
world is all too commonly the last resort
of desperadoes and scoundrels. Their
disparagement of those who seek refuge
in spiritual protectors is tied to their cri-
tique of the improper involvement of
officials in economic life and the prolifer-
ation of nefarious business ethics, which
threaten to erode the competitiveness of
the sector that employs them. Given that
the Vietnamese government devotes as
much attention to upholding the validity
of goddess worship as it does to promot-
ing Vietnam as a prime site for foreign
investment, the critique of goddess wor-
ship issued by urban professionals is
not necessary an ideologically dominant
viewpoint but one enunciated from a
standpoint of threatened vulnerability.

CONCLUSION

The Lady of the Realm occupies a promi-
nent position among the figures respon-
sible for the immense economic changes
underway in the cities and market places
of southern Vietnam. A spirit who sym-
bolises and makes intelligible contem-
porary economic processes, she also
embodies a form of historical conscious-
ness, a condensation of what is popularly
seen to have worked in the past. To those
who propitiate her, the goddess is cen-
trally implicated as a causative agent and
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contractual partner in their economic
relationships. Very much an icon embod-
ying for a significant sector of the urban
population their historical experience
of the market she is a symbol through
whom people navigate the uncertainties
of their commercial livelihoods and a
reliable partner with whom they transact
to achieve their goals.

Conversely, to the government and
to many Vietnam’s state-employed eth-
nologists and folklorists, goddesses
such as the Lady of the Realm have been
construed as reflecting the essence of
‘national identity’ (ban sac dan toc), an
elusive property to be conserved and
promoted, in order to provide Vietnam-
ese citizens a cultural anchor in an era of
rapid change and a bulwark against the
worst ravages of globalisation.’® While
stressing the durability of goddess beliefs
and their exemplification of the deep
roots of the Vietnamese soul, this appeal
to goddesses as representative of the spir-
itual sources of Vietnamese identity can
also be situated in the present. On the one
hand the official endorsement of goddess
worship as a venerable Vietnamese tra-
dition is linked to government attempts
to cultivate new subjectivities such as
the ‘family-based economy” compatible
with its decentralised post-collectivist
economic vision.’” On the other hand,
the celebration of mother goddesses can
be seen as a reactive interpretive project
advanced by urban intellectuals to main-
tain status and cultural relevance during
an era of unprecedented socio-cultural
change.*®

Urban modernists” attitudes towards
goddess worship similarly afford such a
goddess an iconic status, even if to them
she stands for a way of life that they
evaluate negatively and wish to see abol-
ished. To these iconoclasts, the Lady of
the Realm is the focus of practices that
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they consider spatially removed, tempo-
rally outmoded, and of dubious social
value. By mobilising distinctions of
space, time and social value, their critical
assessment of goddess worship exem-
plifies an alternative process of iden-
tity construction. Vietnam’s iconoclastic
modernists assert spatial, temporal and
cultural boundaries between themselves
and those who practice goddess wor-
ship, which circumscribe a position for
themselves as the authentic representa-
tives of Vietnamese urbanity, moder-
nity and globalism. Intolerant as their
critiques may seem, rather than dismiss
such views as modernist fanaticism or,
alternatively, as evidence of an enduring
traditionalist patriarchy or of elitist dis-
paragement of heterodoxy, we can see
in this critique, like the practice of god-
dess worship itself, a form of action in
the present that aims at securing a viable
existence for a significant fraction of the
urban community enmeshed as they are
in a complex and volatile social context.
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