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Zhuang Heroes and Tay-Nung Deities:
A Comparative Study of Nong Zhigao Worship

under Sino-Vietnamese Border Politics

Ya-ning KAO
Department of Ethnology
Chengchi University

Abstract

Nong Zhigao (b. 1015 or 1025), was born into an indigenous
chieftain family near the present-day Sino-Vietnamese border. He led
uprisings against the Vietnamese Ly dynasty and seized several southern
cities from China’s Song dynasty, seeking to establish his own regime.
Eventually, he was decisively defeated by Song general Di Qing at
Kunlun Pass in Young zhou in 1053. Today he is revered by transborder
Tai-speaking communities, and Nong Zhigao’s legacy has been shaped by
the nation-building processes of China and Vietnam, resulting in divergent
contemporary representations. This study examines how different actors—
scholars from national academic institutions, ethnic minority elites and
cadres, ordinary devotees and ritual specialists—construct multifaceted
images of Nong Zhigao within the frameworks of ethnic, religious, and
cultural policies. In China, a top-down approach prevails, with
intellectuals consolidating his status as an ethnic Zhuang hero in official
historiography. Conversely, Vietnam adopts a bottom-up model, where
provincial ethnic cadres engage historians from central research institutions
to legitimize Nong Zhigao’s role as a local deity. The contrast between

the two countries reflects the interactions between minority elites and state

Ya-ning KAO, Department of Ethnology, Chengchi University, 64, Sec.2, Zhinan Rd.,
Wenshan Dist. Taipei, Taiwan, 116011. Email: kaoyn@nccu.edu.tw.
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authorities, as well as different actors’ respective responses to policy on

ethnicity, religion, and culture.

Keywords: Nong Zhigao, Sino-Vietnamese border, Tai-speaking people,

ethnic hero, local deity



