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In this dissertation I follow the path of Chinese Vietnamese who left Vietnam for 

China and Hong Kong during the period 1978-1996, and finally settled in London. I 

study this collective serial migration based on archival research, structured and semi 

structured interviews and participant observation with individuals and families in homes, 

places of business and at community events. Based on this research, I study the reasons 

for their departure from VN, their time in China and refugee camps in HK, their dispersal 

in the UK and consequent settlement in London. This leads me to explore collective 

memory in the context of a collective serial migration that shift attention from borders as 

containers of meaning and culture to markers of significant shifts along a path. My 

research shows that sharing the path of migration reinforces feelings of belonging to a 

specific group shaped by a shared experience. This group dominates ideas of self and 

belonging, ethnicity and citizenship. This collective serial migration thus provides a 
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particularly fruitful terrain for exploring recombinant histories and more generally the 

connection between migratory experience and forms of subjectivity. Collective serial 

migration creates a situation for the children of migrants that is distinct from those of 

diasporic constituted communities and that leads most of them to pursue paths of 

individual serial migration themselves. Experiencing paths of collective serial migration 

passes on a subjective outlook that favors onward migration in the first, 1.5 and 2nd 

generations. 
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Introduction 

 

“When I was a kid I would say I'd never been to Vietnam. I don't really associate 

myself with that country,” Vinh stated. “But as a child, your name is already associated 

with a certain place. So that mixed feeling is the reason why I [was] urged to go to 

Vietnam by so many people all of the time,” he explained when we met in 2016. The 

place we had lunch was on the steps of St. Paul’s Cathedral, near Vinh’s office and across 

the Thames River from where he grew up. He was a Londoner, and always has been, but 

his parents were from Vietnam, and of Chinese background. In 1979, they fled their 

homeland for China and then Hong Kong, finally settling five years later in the United 

Kingdom in Lewisham, South London. Was Vinh Chinese? I wondered. He said “There 

was one time, I think it was during world cup football, my friends asked me, do I support 

England or do I support China. It's a question that I find really hard to answer and I don't 

want to answer, because I feel, it would be great if there's an intermediary that I can call 

myself. You know, I support both.” He later described his family’s origins in southern 

China and their family’s two or three generation sojourn in northern Vietnam where they 

lived in a “mixed community.”  But then, “somehow that peaceful atmosphere changed 

due to societal [anti-Chinese] oppression. Overnight it was all gone.” 

In this dissertation I follow the path of Chinese Vietnamese like Vinh’s family 

who left Vietnam for China and Hong Kong during the period 1978-1996, and finally 

settled in London. The families of the Chinese Vietnamese I met in London between 

2003 and 2017 lived in Vietnam for multiple generations. They were citizens of Vietnam 

dating back to independence from France and the establishment of the Democratic 
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Republic of Vietnam in 1945. Most were from farming or fishing families, or small 

business owners in or around the cities of Hà Nội and Hải Phòng in northern Vietnam. 

But when hostilities toward Chinese background Vietnamese increased due to a political 

rift and subsequent border war with China in 1979, Chinese Vietnamese suffered 

persecution and large numbers of them decided to migrate. While some Chinese 

Vietnamese shared such accounts of life-threatening persecution that forced them across 

the Vietnamese-Chinese border and into boats, others described oppression in terms of 

coercion such as the closure of businesses, confiscation of property, inability to own 

property, rejection from college or university programs, and policies preventing 

registration of children at primary schools and kindergartens. Their experiences fall along 

a migration continuum that belies current, simplistic and binary ways that migrants are 

classified, as either refugees needing rescue or economic migrants who are often marked 

for rejection and repatriation. The migration continuum consists of forced, coerced, 

economic refugee or political exile. 

The collective experience I study does not easily fit into static classifications. 

Thus, I follow those who have taken a critical approach to the notion of the refugee and 

migration, such as William Wood who broadens the definition of forced migration to 

address recent trends and nuances (Wood 1994). I attend to migration as a response to 

threats to life, the loss of livelihood and social support structures equally. The primary 

questions I explore in this dissertation include: How did 35,000 primarily Chinese 

Vietnamese from northern Vietnam find their way to London, England? And, once there, 

what is their relationship to the Vietnamese or Chinese diasporas? I also ask: What is the 

nature of Chinese Vietnamese collective forms of serial migration? And, what is the role 
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of collective memory, and with what new forms of attachment and belonging do Chinese 

Vietnamese engage within the context of collective serial migration and settlement? 

I study this collective serial migration (Ossman 2013) based on archival research, 

structured and semi-structured interviews and participant observation including my own 

interactions with individuals and families in homes, places of business and at community 

events. I study the reasons for Chinese Vietnamese departures from VN, their time in 

China and refugee camps in HK, they’re dispersal in the UK and consequent settlement 

in London. This leads me to explore collective memory in the context of a collective 

serial migration that shifts attention from borders as containers of meaning and culture to 

markers of significant shifts along a path. My research shows that sharing the path of 

migration reinforces feelings of belonging to a specific group shaped by a shared 

experience. This group dominates ideas of self and belonging, ethnicity and citizenship. 

This collective serial migration thus provides a particularly fruitful terrain for exploring 

recombinant histories (Schwenkel 2009: 12), and more generally the connection between 

migratory experience and forms of subjectivity through “the reorganization and 

diversification of knowledge and memory” (Schwenkel 2009: 205). 

I use the term “collective migration” to indicate the shared nature of the migration 

journey and the shared places of sojourn. Although Susan Ossman introduced the concept 

of “collective serial migration” (Ossman 2013: 131), her fieldwork on serial migration 

was carried out with individuals and small groups. It did not focus on collective memory. 

This work does focus on the collective nature of serial migration. I look at the untethering 

that took place through the collective forced and coerced crossing of three borders and 

how it shaped new attachments based on shared experiences of migration through shared 
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spaces and what Fortier describes as “migrant belongings” along the migration trajectory 

Fortier 2000: 2). Overall, through what Elizabeth Colson describes as “the experience of 

the uprooted” (2003: 4), they are strongly attached to others who share this common 

trajectory, but very rarely strongly associated, let alone attached, to communities of 

Vietnamese or Chinese in London who did not share this migratory path. I furnish further 

proof that the mastery of mobility tends to result from experiences of serial migration 

(Ossman 2004; 2007; 2013; Siu 2007), showing that this finding holds both for 

migrations made under duress and those made for economic and other reasons.  

 There is an already extensive literature on Vietnamese residing in the United 

States, France, Central and Eastern Europe, and Australia. London lies outside of the 

major sites of Vietnamese migration and settlement, not only geographically, but also due 

to the make-up of the population. Besides its contribution to migration studies, this 

dissertation also adds to Vietnam diaspora studies. The group I study, as a collective is 

smaller in number, and understudied in comparison to other larger populations of 

Vietnamese outside of Vietnam. And, as I have noted, my focus is on a specific 

population segment of former citizens of Vietnam who have some Chinese ancestry. In 

London, my research shows that 85% of the Vietnamese are originally from the north, 

and about 85% of those from the north are actually Chinese background Vietnamese. 

This gathering of United Kingdom-based Chinese Vietnamese is unique amongst the 

Vietnamese diaspora for whom scholarship has often ignored or erased this Chinese 

origin, gathering “the Vietnamese diaspora” into a single monolithic identity, often based 

on the larger, more visible and accessible Vietnamese American communities, most of 

whom originated from former South Vietnam. I follow Chan’s edited volume, The 
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Chinese/Vietnamese Diaspora: Revisiting the Boat People ‘s in seeking to present a 

nuanced and diverse view of the Vietnamese global population (Chan 2011: 3). 

Chinese Vietnamese have now lived in London for up to 40 years. Collective 

serial migration and now, decades of settlement in a particular place also creates a 

situation for studying the children of migrants that is distinct from those of diasporic 

constituted communities.  I engaged not only the older generation of migrants, but many 

people like Vinh, of the 1.5 and 2nd generations, a distinction first applied to Indochinese 

refugees by Rumbaut (1991). I consider the particular ways that their parents’ serial 

migrations have influenced their ways of being Vietnamese, Chinese and Londoners, or 

following their parent’s trajectory of serial migration. 

Indeed, being brought up in London, as a site of international power and influence 

as well as English language competence provides opportunities not only for 

considerations of belonging and settlement, but also for the possibilities of further 

movement. For Chinese Vietnamese, London is a middle place offering fluidity of 

movement due to the UK passport. The journey from persona non grata in northern 

Vietnam to the free, global movement offered by association with the United Kingdom. 

 This research has been carried out in several moments. It started in 2004 when I 

began a Master of Philosophy at Goldsmith’s College, University of London. I did 

research with people in London who had migrated from Vietnam. After that, I followed 

many of the people I met during that research, as many of them and I moved to different 

places in Europe and Asia.  

This initial research, and keeping up with many of my interlocutors, gave me a 

context for the Ph.D. research I carried out five years later, from 2015-17, which came to 
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focus specifically on Chinese background Vietnamese who had followed a distinct 

migratory trajectory. This included nine months of fieldwork in London and a trip to 

Hong Kong, where I conducted semi-formal interviews and archival research on Chinese 

Vietnamese incarceration at the Hong Kong Correctional Services Museum. 

Due to the length of time I interacted with this population, I was able to do some 

longitudinal study with individuals and families I had come to know over a decade.  I 

carried out participant observation at festivals, in restaurants, community centers, 

birthday parties, and other gatherings. I connected deeply with several extended families, 

one in particular with whom I lived in north London. From their restaurant, I met 

numerous other Chinese Vietnamese of those who had followed the same path of 

migration in a “snowball” effect. I interacted more intensively with thirty-five individuals 

and twenty-nine families in both north and south London.  

This dissertation presents the results of the research in three sections. Section one 

sets the stage with a review of literature pertinent to the three foci of my research, a) 

migration from Vietnam and a critical view of diaspora, b) collective forms of serial 

migration, and c) collective memory and new forms of attachment and belonging within 

the context of collective serial migration and settlement. I then outline the methodologies 

associated with the research including formal and informal interviews, participant 

observation, archival work, the role of reflexivity in the research process and also 

methods of engagement with people in the field. I present an historical background 

focusing on the impetus for the collective migration of Chinese Vietnamese from 

northern Vietnam. 
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Based on first-hand accounts from Chinese Vietnamese now living in London as 

well as on primary and secondary sources, I describe the systematic, if perhaps debatably 

unofficial, policy of discrimination and persecution of Vietnamese citizens who had 

recognizable Chinese backgrounds, however distant. Chinese heritage was identified 

through surnames, known relatives or regular travel across the northern Vietnamese 

border. Border conflicts and a resultant and costly war with China in 1979 resulted in 

Vietnamese fears of a Chinese uprising within Vietnam during the decade-long conflict. 

Pressure from local officials, neighbors, and often colleagues created a milieu of 

precarity. This uncertainty led many Chinese Vietnamese to despair of their own safety 

and that of their families such that they were coerced by circumstances and in some cases 

forced to flee. 

In Section II, I use oral histories gathered from Chinese Vietnamese now living in 

London and supplemented by research carried out in Hong Kong to examine the 

precarious nature of the collective serial migration experiences of Chinese Vietnamese 

and their trajectory from northern Vietnam through China to Hong Kong and then to the 

United Kingdom and London. First, through oral histories, interlocutors described 

conditions that led up to experiences of flight. Chinese Vietnamese described the 

‘impermanence’ of citizenship and belonging in Vietnam, the society of their birth such 

as the loss of many of the rights and privileges accorded to citizens of Vietnam and how 

they set out on perilous journeys as part of a series of coerced and forced migrations. 

Most traveled initially to China. The chapter includes descriptions of life in China for 

those who carried markers of both Chinese and Vietnamese identity, and includes reasons 

for further migration from China. 
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Following oral descriptions of initial flight across the northern Vietnamese border 

into China, I explore sea journeys up the coast and life in Hong Kong refugee camps, 

examining the dangerous uncertainties associated with boat travel and camp life, and 

explore the sojourn in Hong Kong.  Uncertainty grew exponentially as the 1997 date for 

the British handover of the colony to China loomed, including the threat of forced 

repatriation. Finally, I examine stories of arrival and sojourn in the United Kingdom, 

including a critique of the dispersal of Chinese Vietnamese across the British landscape. I 

conclude this section with the regrouping of Chinese Vietnamese in London where, as a 

result of this collective serial migration, new forms of attachment and belonging are 

experienced. 

Section III explores these new forms of attachment and belonging through ways 

that Chinese Vietnamese serial migrants have settled in the London context and ways 

many have either moved on or have plans to engage in further migration experiences 

from London. I demonstrate that with the loss of official status, jobs, educational 

opportunities, and property, and through multiple experiences of serial migration as a 

collective, Chinese Vietnamese began loosening ties with the nation and the state, as well 

as with their own notions of ethnicity. This loosening led to subjectivities in which one 

might identify as Vietnamese in some situations while referring to oneself as Chinese in 

others. While letting go of specific connections to the past, such as citizenship, 

employment, educational status, community and land ownership, ethnic Chinese 

Vietnamese in London established and continue to establish new forms of attachment and 

new ways of belonging that often cut across national boundaries, ignore diasporic 

connections but focus on the shared and very particular history. 
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In order to deepen an understanding of new attachments, I examined sites of 

belonging with a focus on places in which Chinese Vietnamese gather and do business. I 

engaged with the ways that Chinese Vietnamese belong to community centers, 

restaurants and other places.  I then focused on mobilities and material culture and the 

value of things. I examined restaurant décor and also the role of altars in places of 

business and their place in the Chinese Vietnamese past, present and future in London. 

Finally, I explored new forms of attachment and belonging comparing the 

disremembering of Chinese Vietnamese refugees in Hong Kong and the ways that the 

Chinese Vietnamese have become a part of the London urban scape. The openness of 

Chinese Vietnamese to further migrate to new and also previous places is a significant 

finding and one which carries across first, 1.5 and second generations. Collective serial 

migration contributes to a willingness and desire to continue the serial migration journey. 

I conclude this dissertation, noting that Chinese Vietnamese who experienced 

collective serial migration have made significant and sweeping adjustments in the ways 

that they relate to both their environments and the people who populate those 

environments. By reconstituting and renegotiating memories of their experiences of 

collective serial migration, Chinese Vietnamese engage in attachment and belonging in 

ways that are variable and multi-faceted. Increasingly, Chinese Vietnamese of all 

generations show both an openness to and actual engagement in further migration to both 

new places as well as back to previous sites of sojourn. 
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Section 1. 

 

Chapter 1. Review of the Literature 

 

This dissertation draws together a literature on migration and diaspora, 

particularly that of Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese, with research on memory, 

identity and belonging. I situate Chinese Vietnamese migration experiences in the wider 

context of Vietnamese migration and diaspora-making since 1975. I engage scholarship 

on migration, memory, identity and belonging within the context of three primary 

research questions: How did 35,000 primarily Chinese Vietnamese from northern 

Vietnam find their way to London, England and what is their relationship to the 

Vietnamese diaspora? What is the nature of Chinese Vietnamese collective forms of 

serial migration? And, what is the role of collective memory and with what new forms of 

attachment and belonging do Chinese Vietnamese engage within the context of collective 

serial migration and settlement? 

In this chapter, I situate Chinese Vietnamese collective serial migrants in the 

wider context of the migration of peoples from Vietnam into the United States, Europe 

and London. I then examine key concepts and their implications for my research 

including migration in general, serial migration, forced migration and a critique of the 

notion of diaspora as a useful concept but one that is less meaningful in reference to the 

social relationships of Chinese Vietnamese in London. 
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A. Situating Chinese Vietnamese Refugees in the United States and Wider European 

Context and in London  

 

The literature on Vietnamese people living outside Vietnam that has influenced 

my work begins with a focus on Vietnamese in America. In his emotionally charged 

novel The Boat, Nam Lê describes in great detail the precariousness of boat migration 

that could be the story of the ancients as well as current sea migrants across the 

Mediterranean (Lê 2008). This volume provides a grounding human element to my 

examination of migration pathways. Lê’s work complements literature on Vietnamese 

transnational experiences of community that have been useful in the research process 

such as (Valverde 2012) as well as critiques of the refugee experience by Espiritu (2006) 

and Mimi Nguyễn (2013). Janet Hoskins’ work on “the biography of things” (2013) has 

been useful in talking about ways that Chinese Vietnamese engage with décor in public 

spaces. Finally, Nathalie Nguyễn’s work on Vietnamese communities abroad gave insight 

and perspective to the notion of diaspora (2015). In the past twenty years, however, there 

has been an increasing engagement with Vietnamese communities in Europe. For my 

purposes, I engaged with the work of Schwenkel on what she terms “socialist mobilities” 

(2014), and Szymańska-Matusiewicz on the formation of Vietnamese communities in 

Europe (2015). In addition, I found Eade and Smith’s debates around the so-called 

economic refugee and settlement in Germany (2011), helpful and also work on European 

Union responses to the boat migrations on the Mediterranean by Williams and Mountz 

(2018). 
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Shifting to the experiences of Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese refugees in 

Hong Kong, these populations have been examined by Chan and Loveridge (1987), Chan 

(2012), and Hoang (2016). The work of these scholars was foundational to my 

understanding and engagement with experiences of Chinese Vietnamese both in my 

research in London as well as in Hong Kong. A growing body of work has been useful in 

my longitudinal research, specifically on Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese 

populations in London. A survey of Vietnamese arrivals and settlement in the United 

Kingdom from 1982 to 1995 has been written (Duke and Marshall 1995), as well as 

volumes describing multi-lingual London through its school children (Baker and Eversley 

2000), Vietnamese 2nd generation youth (Sims 2007) and Vietnamese transnational 

networks (James 2011). This literature provided lenses through which I was able to frame 

the research process and narrow my focus to the Chinese Vietnamese in London. Early 

work on the experience of intra-migration from other parts of the United Kingdom into 

London was influencial as I engaged those who lived these internal moves (Robinson 

1989; Robinson and Hale 1989). However, the majority of these studies assume a 

monolithic London Vietnamese ethnic identity, and with regard to Vietnamese in 

London, often miss many of the unique characteristics that have created deep social 

divisions within Vietnamese identity politics due to family and individual class, 

professional activity, and education, as well as places and circumstances of origin in and 

departure from Vietnam. While there are many different Vietnamese and even Chinese 

Vietnamese groupings within the wider population of people originally from Vietnam 

who live in London, I focus in this dissertation on those Chinese Vietnamese who arrived 

in London due to a series of conflict generated migrations. 
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B. Migration 

 

This dissertation draws on an extensive body of anthropological and other 

literature on migration that developed after World War II with the resettlement efforts of 

millions of refugees. My work can be placed in the category of what Caroline Brettell 

described as anthropologists…working in the European context [that] have adopted a 

more historical perspective, exploring patterns and impacts of migration in past times 

and/or over time” (2014: 149). With a focus on historical movement and its impact on 

serial migrants in the present, I draw on several definitions of various aspects of 

migration for this dissertation. Faist succinctly defines migration generally as a 

“permanent or semi-permanent change of residence, usually across some type of 

administrative boundary…. [The] term refers to a person who moves from one country to 

another with the intention of taking up residence there for a relevant period of time” 

(Faist 2000: 18, emphasis mine). This notion of being resident for a period of time is one 

that addresses an issue that was raised in the process of my research, particularly in light 

of the serial migration experience. 

While migration has been examined from these multiple angles including labor 

migration and return migration, my focus is on ways that particularly Chinese 

Vietnamese shared migration experiences through multiple places in series over a number 

of years, settling for periods of time in each place, what is called collective serial 

migration. 
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C. Serial Migration Defined 

 

Susan Ossman’s seminal work on serial migration is crucial for my work in that 

Ossman presents clear definitions and engagement with key terms in migration studies. 

At the outset, I note that the term serial migration has been used in another sense by 

Phoenix and Bauer who engage with a body of literature that defines the term as “the 

process that occurs when parents migrate singly or together and send for other family 

members at a later date…thus the first stage in serial migration is the separation of 

children from their parents who migrate, and the second stage is their reunification in the 

new country” (2012: 491). Another term used in this vein is “chain migration” (Ibid.). In 

this dissertation, I interact with Ossman’s definitions and concepts of serial migration, 

exploring the effects of multiple migrations across multiple national borders of 

individuals, families and groups on the life and trajectories of informants with particular 

reference to embodiment, identity, ethnicity, notions of family, and citizenship. I am 

particularly drawn to Ossman’s exploration of family interactions with reference to 

languages and identity. Ossman writes of the birthplace and the fact that some “have seen 

history erase their birthplace from the map” and what this means to serial migrant’s sense 

of rootedness and grounding. Informed by this perspective on place of birth, I engaged 

informants through an examination of their various experiences of habitus vis a vis both 

place of birth as well as places of habitation. With regard to key concepts in migration, 

Ossman elaborates on three forms of migratory experience in comparison before settling 

into her conception of serial migrant. These are the Cosmopolitan, the Nomad and the 

Immigrant. 
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Ossman defines the Cosmopolitan using such terms as “disengagement” and a 

moving away from “settled ideas or societies or cultures toward a freedom born of a 

widening of political perspectives and cultural imaginations” (2013: 19). The 

cosmopolitan enables the realization that “societies have grown beyond the nation, to 

form outlooks that are not mired in received opinion, to account for global connections 

made possible by the intensification of exchange and travel associated with 

globalization…cosmopolitan consciousness leads to a distanced way of looking at what 

holds people together at their most universal” (2013: 19-20). The Nomad is described as 

“a moving harmony of land and body,” (2013: 36), a body that “makes a region of his 

travels” (2013: 36). The immigrant is described as living “between. Their displacements 

are set between two countries, two ways of life. Their stories progress through either/or 

propositions, alternating presence and absence, here to there (2013: 58). There are 

elements in the experiences of Chinese Vietnamese that reflect each of these lived 

realities. At different moments in the Chinese Vietnamese migration trajectory there is 

the disengagement from the tetherings of the nation and its societies of the cosmopolitan, 

the free identification with travel of the nomad, and the linkage with borders and states 

inherent in the immigrant experience. 

However, it is of most use in my project that Ossman describes the serial migrant 

by referring to the immigrant, noting that, “all serial migrants have moved through 

immigration” (2013: 63). In the case of Chinese Vietnamese the collective immigration 

process has been one of coercion in which their movement across each patrolled border 

marked them as between in specific ways that brought on further moves. Chinese 

Vietnamese collective serial migrants have been immigrants multiple times with very 
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short shelf-lives. Serial migration for Chinese Vietnamese has been a series of decisions, 

each decision set in relief to the context of immigration control, surveillance and 

institutional power in a Foucauldian sense (2012), that is, the power of both national and 

local authorities. Agency becomes intertwined with institutional pressures that blur the 

lines between decisions about destinations often left to the immigrant. 

Ossman also utilizes three terms that are helpful in identifying the trajectories of 

Vietnamese serial migrants. By referring to serial migration as a “form of life” Ossman 

points out, not the reification of identity, but the ‘lived’ nature of identity. Through the 

use of the term “pathologies” Ossman plays on the dual connection between paths taken 

and the difficulties arising from the taking of those paths. And finally, the term “self-

problematization” is apropos to my work as I also note that serial migrants are quick to 

“critically examine their own experience of a lived identity in multiple places” (2013: 

63). Finally, with regard to citizenship, Ossman points out that it is not multiple 

citizenships that provide the opportunity to live and work in multiple places as a serial 

migrant. 

Describing an interaction with a young man from Romania, Alex, Ossman 

explains: “His mobility in spite of his passport show that he has the ability to cleverly 

‘work’ not one but several systems, not only to settle in the places of his choice but to 

become accomplished at their cultural repertoires and gain status according to their 

criteria. He has earned several advanced degrees, published articles and books in two 

languages, hosted a television program on fashion, been a lecturer at two universities” 

(2013: 84). Yet, Ossman notes that Alex has not capitalized on these “high status” 

positions. On the contrary, Susan Ossman asks, “might Alex’s life be an ongoing critique 
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of capitalism after all?” (2013: 84). Ossman argues that the serial migrant does not 

always fit assumptions that migrants are always headed for “the good life” (2013: 84). 

This reality needs to be examined by looking at the everyday activities of serial migrants 

beyond economics and capitalistic notions of progress, development and mobility, and 

toward forms of attachment and belonging, particularly for those who have experienced 

coerced or forced migration through a series of moves. Reducing migrant motivations to 

the simplistic level of the economic migrant who simply wants a better life – the good life 

- without examining the context around the multiple reasons for migration risks a 

repetition of the experiences of violence in detention camps of thousands of Chinese 

Vietnamese serial migrants who were forcibly repatriated to Vietnam from Hong Kong 

with no recourse. An examination of experiences of detention and the cross-roads of 

either further migration or forced return must begin with a discussion of conflict 

migration. 

 

D. Conflict Migration 

 

Perhaps one of the most succinct and poignant statements on the global 

Vietnamese diaspora was written by Nathalie Nguyễn and provides a clear explanation of 

the historical significance to Vietnamese of the Vietnamese diaspora. Nguyễn states that  

The fall of Saigon and the end of the Vietnam War in 1975 formed the 
prelude to one of the largest and most visible diasporas in the late 
twentieth century. More than two million Vietnamese left their homeland 
as refugees and migrants and made new lives for themselves overseas, 
principally in the four major countries of resettlement in the West: the 
United States, Australia, Canada and France (N. Nguyễn, 2015: 129). 
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Nguyễn characterizes this development of the diaspora as a pivotal moment for 

Vietnamese asserting that “ the extent of the post-1975 Vietnamese diaspora is a new 

phenomenon in Vietnamese history. Until then, Vietnamese communities overseas, such 

as the one in France, had represented a very small, if influential, minority (Ibid.)1. 

A moment of irony related to the complicated history of the Vietnamese diaspora 

with respect to its colonial past was penned by Trương Như Tăng, former Minister of 

Justice during the unification of north and south Vietnam in 1975. Addressing the 

colonial and post-colonial migrant circle engaged in by Vietnamese and the French State, 

Tăng, himself a refugee boat migrant from Vietnam states: 

My exile took me, over a period of six months, from the Galang Island 
refugee camp to France, the country where thirty years before my sense of 
patriotism was born and my political values shaped. I had arrived in Paris 
as a young student [and] my own [trajectory] seems to have described a 
kind of circle. Living in Paris once more, I am back where I started out, 
though a great revolution and its aftermath have made up the experiences 
of the intervening years (Tang, 1985: 309). 
 

Tăng’s words bridge the historical period between small communities of 

Vietnamese students, business people and diplomats living abroad in the early 

part of the twentieth century to the officially recorded four million strong 

Vietnamese diaspora that spans some 103 countries (MoFA, 2012: 30). There 

were two key periods of out-migration that characterized the development of the 

Vietnamese diaspora. The latter is most important to my research. I include the 

former here for historical context. 

                                                
1 While this is true with respect to the incomparable size of the diaspora, it must be noted that a precursor to the post-
1975 exodus, was the flight of 55,000 Vietnamese to Thailand during 1946 and 1948 during the war of independence of 
the Viet Minh against the French during the Indochinese colonial era. The protracted violence of the following fifty 
years would continue to see Thailand play a role in the continued growth of the Vietnamese diaspora with the provision 
of refugee camps throughout the post-Vietnam war period and into the 1990s (Ma and Cartier, 2003; Robinson, 1998). 
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The first out-migration took place immediately before and in the several 

years following the so-called “fall of Saigon” and the collapse of the Republic of 

Vietnam in 1975. Many Vietnamese fled the country on whatever boats were 

available during the process of unification and due to fears of reprisals against 

those Vietnamese who had served the South Vietnamese government, served in 

the military, or worked for the US government. 

The second out-migration of people from Vietnam included primarily 

Chinese background Vietnamese. Also utilizing boats in order to get out into the 

sea lanes to be picked up by shipping vessels, or to sail south to Thailand, the 

Philippines, Malaysia, or north to Hong Kong primarily, Chinese background 

Vietnamese left as a result of the persecution of Vietnamese with a Chinese 

background, mainly leading up to, and as a result of the Chinese invasion of 

northern Vietnam. This border conflict rose as a Chinese response to Vietnam’s 

invasion of Cambodia in 1979 (Chan, 2011, 2016). 

 The international response to the boat migration crisis can be characterized 

by the following statement: “Asked in mid-April [1975] what the United States 

would do if 200,000 Vietnamese were evacuated, Philip Habib replied, “We 

would hope that the international machinery would take them and spread them 

around the world….” (Robinson, 1998: 19). In the end, this is exactly what 

happened though not without significant and often protracted negotiations. 

Following on from the coerced and forced migrations of peoples from Vietnam 

and the subsequent reforms in the country that opened the possibilities of further 



 20 

outmigration for various reasons, the growth of the population of Vietnamese 

living abroad has continued at a rapid pace. 

 
 

E. Forced Migration 

 

In comparison to migration studies, and with reference to forced migration and 

refugee studies, Chatty describes the development of the field of refugee studies as 

having moved away from the sedentism of anthropological ethnographies of territorially 

bounded populations (Chatty 2014: 75). She asserts: “Anthropology’s contribution to this 

field has been and continues to be the prioritizing of the views of the uprooted, the 

displaced, and the dispossessed. Its emphasis on phenomenological and ethnographic 

field methods gives voice and agency to refugees, exiles, and other forced migrants 

(Ibid.). This view of the field gets at the underpinning motivation of anthropologists who 

engage forced migrants and displaced persons in often tenuous settings. For my own 

research, I found these goals extremely helpful as a guideline as I worked through my 

interview transcripts and participant observation notes. Also useful was Elizabeth 

Colson’s outlined anthropological concepts that have long been the basis for research on 

forced migration. Colson notes that: 

 
When anthropologists belatedly started research among refugees, 
contemporary mainstream anthropological theory offered them such 
organizing concepts as role, hierarchy, social networks, conflict 
mechanisms, reciprocity, situational responses, boundary creation and 
maintenance, rites of passage as mediating devices, liminality, the role of 
myth as validation (Colson 2003: 4). 
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Colson goes on to assert, “such concepts continue to be basic to descriptions of 

the experience of the uprooted” (Ibid.).  In my research I have utilized four of these 

concepts as organizing principles that have guided both my multi-sited ethnography as 

well as my interpretation of that ethnography. Such concepts as role, social networks, 

situational responses and rites of passage have informed the way I have gone about both 

researching for and writing up this dissertation. In addition, boundary creation and 

maintenance has been both critical to the success of the venture, but also most difficult 

due to the long-term nature of my research and the subsequent familiarity that has 

developed over the years. I credit my mentors for assisting in the amelioration of those 

risks. 

In reference to refugees, the United Nations defines a refugee as someone “who is 

unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of 

being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 

social group, or political opinion” (Peters and Besley 2015: 1368). Based on a premise of 

the rights of the individual, “the convention is underwritten by three main fundamental 

principles: non-discrimination, non-penalization, and non-refoulement (non-expulsion)” 

(Ibid.). On the basis of this definition, people who are forced from their homes and 

homelands due to fear of persecution should have the basic right to settle in a place 

outside of their own nation and out from under the persecution that gave rise to their 

departure. Forced migration includes “current patterns and trends [that] are increasingly a 

result of ethnic conflict, inequitable access to natural resources, declining living 

conditions, and chronic and pervasive human rights abuses” (Wood 1994: 609). 

Elaborating on Wood’s final point, Joly is helpful in addressing the effects of conflict on 
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the person of the forced migrant. She points out that prior to migration, the forced 

migrant must consider whether or not there is a possibility of migration. In some cases 

that possibility is simply a headlong rush across a border due to a founded fear of death. 

In other cases, the decision to migrate may be less urgent, but still necessary for survival. 

 
What is important is not only the conflict within which the populations are 
caught up and which leads them to become refugees but also their own 
consciousness of the pressure brought upon them through these conflicts 
and how this leads or compels them to consider flight as an option. 
Naturally, to become an option, the concrete feasibility of flight must also 
exist (Joly 1996: 143).  
 
Scholars have defined forced migration in ways that address various nuances. 

Eade asserts that the economic migrant designation “suggests that people are arriving 

primarily to make as much money as possible before returning” (Eade 2007: 27). Nonini 

and Ong describe the economic migrant phenomena in relation to the Chinese diaspora in 

terms of mobility “strategies of accumulation under capitalism” (1997: 4). On this note, 

Robin Cohen provides a concise snapshot of economic migrant processes through global 

networks that provide insight on the developing migrant networks of Chinese Vietnamese 

in London. After 40 years in London Chinese Vietnamese global “networks are dense” 

(Nonini and Ong 1997: 93) and often provide opportunities for Chinese Vietnamese serial 

migrants to move on to other destinations for economic reasons. Cohen explains this 

phenomenon: 

Traders place orders with cousins, siblings and kin ‘back home’; nieces 
and nephews from ‘the old country’ stay with uncles and aunts while 
acquiring their education or vocational training; loans are advanced and 
credit is extended to trusted intimates; and jobs and economically 
advantageous marriages are found for family members (Cohen 1997: 160) 
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With reference to Chinese Vietnamese, these studies provided comparative breadth to my 

own research and give opportunities to critically engage with this range of migration 

categories and the nuances revealed through the research process. 

Further, in my work, I draw on what Oliver-Smith describes as experiences of 

“involuntary migration” (Oliver-Smith 1991: 133). This notion of involuntary movement 

encompasses multiple categories of mobility. The work of the scholars listed above have 

assisted me as I explore the politically constructed binary of forced migration and 

economic migration, noting that there are many nuances and multiple factors at play in 

decisions to migrate that must be laid out on a continuum rather than a pendulum that 

swings only one of two ways. The continuum must include both forced and economic 

reasons for departure, but it must also take into account state or group-sponsored 

coercion, pressure and other means by which livelihoods might be taken away such that 

the decision to migrate is taken out of fear of annihilation of oneself or one’s family.  

 

F. Serial Migration: Coerced and Forced Migration in Series 

 

My work addresses the idea of coerced or forced migration as a kind of serial 

migration (Ossman 2007, 2013). Following on from Ossman, coerced or forced serial 

migration is the significant lived experience of Chinese Vietnamese individuals or 

families within, yet excluded from, the cultures of three or more different states. Scholars 

have addressed the concept of serial migration in multiple ways. Susan Ossman states 

that serial migration involves “multiple identifications from different countries…in a 

world where the relationship between mobility and subjectivity, identity and place are 
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changing, and in which the ability to move and to engage in different kinds of motion 

over time are increasingly important to the making of society” (2007: 3). According to 

Siu: 

Serial migration is the process of migrating to a series of places – 
sometimes returning repeatedly to the same place – over an extended 
period of time…serial migration is partly an effect of geopolitical 
circumstance, partly a strategy of social mobility, and partly caused by 
accidents of history. Serial migration is not restricted to any one mode of 
border crossing. It broadly describes the process of migrating more than 
once and having a meaningful engagement with the different places of 
settlement (Siu 2007: 87). 
 

These definitions include important elements of the serial migration experience. 

However, as serial migrants travel through various places, that “meaningful engagement” 

with those spaces of settlement might be of a negative nature. As I have stated earlier, it 

seems to be that the engagement with places is such that Chinese collective serial 

migrants cannot sustain a longer-term presence and must move on in order to survive or 

to survive with any hope of life beyond a minimal, excluded existence. Of note for 

Chinese Vietnamese is the fact that engagement with other Chinese Vietnamese who 

shared their migration trajectory of exclusion became more important than connections 

with those in the nations through which they moved. 

Previous work (Ossman 2004, 2007, 2013; Siu 2007) has not specifically focused 

on coerced or forced migration as a major kind of serial migration. Siu obliquely 

addresses forced migration as described by Banerjee: “Siu argues that even when 

multiple migrations have begun with forced displacement, subsequent moves have often 

been shaped by migrants’ own decisions, the motivations for which have included a quest 

for cultural capital” (2012: 14). This assertion of the agency with which migrants decide 

to move on is not so clear with regard to Chinese Vietnamese in London as I have 
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stressed above. This statement on agency must be examined in light of the nuances of 

migration that could be viewed along a continuum from forced to coerced to agentive 

migration. 

 

G. Diaspora and its Critiques 

 

The question of diaspora and belonging is one which must be critiqued in light of 

the experiences of Chinese Vietnamese serial migrants. Are Chinese Vietnamese part of 

the Vietnamese diaspora or the Chinese diaspora? This is a question I raised with many 

interlocutors and for those few who understood the question and the term, there was a 

sense of ambivalence in which at one point a Chinese Vietnamese in London might refer 

to themselves as Chinese, but at another Vietnamese, all the while not maintaining strong 

ties to members of either diaspora. Referring to research among the Chinese diaspora, Siu 

addresses the connections between people and places on the migration trajectory. It is 

helpful to examine Siu’s work as it informs my own work on Chinese Vietnamese serial 

migrants. In my work I prefer the term collective to diaspora in that the term collective 

connotes a specific grouping around shared experiences, whereas the notion of a diaspora 

is both too nebulous and too broad to be useful in reference to Chinese Vietnamese who 

have moved into and through London. Siu continues: “By situating their own experiences 

within a history of migration spanning several generations, diasporic Chinese [migrants] 

construct narratives that link together not only the people involved and the multiple 

places of destination but, more important, the people with those places” (Siu 2007: 90, 

emphasis in original). In pushing Siu’s argument, a key question relates to the nature of 
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those links; in other words, how do Chinese Vietnamese perceive themselves as linked to 

the places through which they have passed? In my work I ask questions of the experience 

of multiple displacements, seeking ways that shared experiences of serial migration might 

override cultural and social divisions and unite those who might never have interacted in 

Vietnam but who develop close relationships both in Hong Kong and in London. For 

many Chinese Vietnamese, the north-south divide, the Hà Nội-Hải Phòng social rivalry, 

class divisions, and communism-capitalism divisions might dissipate over time in favor 

of new attachments, links, networks, and loyalties in new common spaces of migration, 

specifically in London. 

Calls for clarification in definitions of the term diaspora were put forward in the 

late 1990s and early 2000s as the term increasingly became overused and theoretically 

compromised, encompassing wider and wider populations of people. (Tölölyan 1996; 

Butler 2001). But perhaps the most useful and most recent clarification has been put 

forward by Van Hear who focuses on the maintenance of transnational networks and 

communication: 

The term diaspora broadly refers to the spread of migrant communities 
away from a real or imagined ‘homeland.’ Diasporas have three core 
features: dispersal from a homeland to two or more other territories; an 
enduring, although not necessary permanent presence abroad; and some 
kind of flow or exchange – social, economic, political, or cultural – 
between or among the spatially separated populations comprising the 
diaspora (Van Hear 2014: 176).2 
 
Widening the definition from the basic characteristics presented above, Van Hear, 

an anthropologist writing in the United Kingdom, discusses several ways of framing and 

understanding uses of the concept of diaspora. In doing so, he brings the term into the 

                                                
2 See also, Cohen 1997, 2008; Lewellan 2002. 
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present by enunciating three key areas of discourse that concern diaspora: Social science, 

government policy and a vernacular or ‘everyday’ understanding. While my purpose is 

not to engage with government policy in this dissertation, it is useful to note that Van 

Hear states “it is quite remarkable how this term has taken hold in migration studies and 

beyond” (Van Hear 2014: 176). The notion of diaspora has become prominent in recent 

scholarship. Large migrations of peoples have moved out of their homelands, across state 

borders, and have established permanent settlements in multiple territories. These 

groupings have been perceived in the literature as diasporas. They also view themselves 

as diaspora movements as has been popularized by such groups as the Persian diaspora in 

America or the Albanian diaspora in Western Europe. 

As the field of refugee studies has taken root in the social sciences from its 

beginning in the 1980s, it is important to note that, since the 1990s, the notion of 

‘diaspora’ has been linked to studies related to refugees, both conceptually and 

territorially. Again, as Van Hear (2014: 177) points out, “The rise in the importance of 

refugees in diaspora formation and transnational activities has unfolded in tandem with 

the growing conceptual hold of diaspora and transnationalism in migration and refugee 

studies from the mid-1990s and their subsequent take-up in the policy arena and the ‘real 

world’ in the 2000s.” Van Hear reiterates the same interplay found in the discipline of 

refugee studies, applying it to social science and policy perspectives in diaspora. In 

addition, Van Hear significantly adds the element of ‘the people themselves,’ stating that, 

“it may make sense to distinguish between three understandings of the notion: a social 

science understanding of diaspora, a policy or governmental notion, and a vernacular 

understanding used by diasporas themselves and sometimes host populations in their 
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discourse” (Ibid. emphasis mine). In this same vein, Van Hear proposes a term that 

encompasses the refugee aspects of diaspora, the “refugee diaspora”:  

What began as forced migration may transmute into other forms of 
movement as individuals and households decide to go or to send members 
abroad for family reunion, or to earn money, seek education, or search for 
other forms of betterment. These new or mutated flows may merge with 
prior migratory streams of labour or trade. If exile persists and people 
consolidate themselves in their territories of refuge, complex relations will 
develop among these different domains of what we may call the “refugee 
diaspora:” that is, among those at home, those in the neighbouring 
territories, and those spread further afield (Van Hear 2006: 10). 

 
Van Hear states that as “time goes on, individuals and households, at home and abroad, 

examine their prospects to see what they can make of their situation, given the resources 

they can muster” (Van Hear 2006: 9). It is this focus on the development of “resources” 

within refugee diasporas that is of interest to me. Over the course of a number of years, 

refugees settle and gain social and other types of capital (Bourdieu 2011).  

On this note, I use the critique of social capital put forward by Alejandro Portez 

(2000), in which he follows the use of this “intangible” concept (Bourdieu 2011; 

Coleman 1988) through sociological history and concludes that the sociological use of 

social capital should be undertaken with care. He asserts that the “communitarian” aspect 

of social capital “cuts both ways” in that access to resources through social interactions 

can indeed be positive, but the same processes can “restrict outsiders from gaining access 

to the same resources” (Portes 2000: 62). In addition, Portes astutely points out that it is 

essential to examine the “sources and effects” of social capital. It is the “closing down” of 

access by local communities or state authorities that must be addressed by examining, not 

only social capital itself, but also how one acquires it and what effects it has on 

individuals. Social capital can be addressed through a similar, but more specific notion, 
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of “resource-based identities” (James 2011: 100), that is, resources possessed by 

individuals, and which, while sometimes socially obtained, are not limited by social 

constraints or community controls. The acquiring of resources allows refugees to move 

beyond the ‘camp,’ and set up a small business or solve problems pertaining to health, 

shelter, work and the like. Black addresses the paradox, or perhaps the “dance,” of policy 

and people: 

Naturally, this [focus on the impact of refugee studies on policy] 
represents a partial view of the emergence of the field, since an academic 
discipline can and should seek justification and legitimacy well beyond the 
provision of an evidence base for public policy. Indeed, the dependence of 
refugee studies on policy definitions and concerns might be seen to be one 
of its principal weaknesses… Nonetheless, such an assessment is of value, 
especially given the perceived importance of the problems of displacement 
and refugees within the world today and the claims of both academics and 
policymakers to be able to respond to these problems (Black 2001: 58). 
 

From an ethnicity perspective, the notion of diaspora highlights an “us” and “them” 

understanding of identity according to which the lines seem to be clearly drawn and 

widely accepted by both insider and outsider. The seeming clarity implied by the term 

“diaspora” must be critiqued, however, in a world of overlapping ethnicities and 

intertwined identities caused by transnational migration, intermarriage, interethnic 

partnerships, and other cross-ethnic connections. The varied realities of migrant and 

refugee populations and groupings require a far more nuanced approach. Geertz’ asserts 

that the world is “a gradual spectrum of mixed up differences,” that “enlarge the 

possibility of intelligible discourse between people quite different from one another in 

interest, outlook, wealth, and power, and yet contained in a world where, tumbled as they 

are into endless connection, it is increasingly difficult to get out of each other’s way” 

(Geertz 1989: 147). Ien Ang notes that we live “in a world in which we no longer have 
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the secure capacity to draw the line between us and them, between the different and the 

same, here and there, and indeed, between Asia and the West” (Ang 2001: 147). 

Puri and others echo the need for a more nuanced approach to identity that 

encompasses a wide variety of identity options that might (or might not) be joined up in 

the sense that who one is in the homeland may be somewhat different, or even very 

different from the identities one displays or acts upon in another location. Serial migrants 

often do not have the luxury of being nationalistic about a place or a nation. Serial 

migrants often view citizenship as a practical and useful resource more than they 

experience loyalty to a national identity. It is not that serial migrants cannot be 

nationalistic, but rather that they are “untethered” from any one nation and now have 

multiple experiences with different nations. The reality is that with each move into a new 

nation and context, continuity of life and career are disrupted. As Ossman points out: 

The experience of repeated migration leads the subject to seek continuity 
both by coming to terms with changes and by willfully challenging herself 
to take them on. Skills learned and professions practiced are often shed 
when one shifts from one set of institutional or cultural guidelines to 
another (Ossman 2013: 14). 
 

Along with the shifting of skill sets and professions as Chinese Vietnamese moved across 

the globe, notions of belonging and attachment to populations and cultural collectives 

also blur and shift. In this dissertation, I use the term diaspora when Chinese Vietnamese 

indicate their connectedness to Chinese or Vietnamese populations abroad. However, in 

reference to groupings of Chinese Vietnamese I use the term collective serial migration. 
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H. Attachment and Belonging 

 

In this dissertation, I reevaluate serial migration in light of literature related to 

ethnic conflict and multiple moves, coerced, forced and otherwise. I am specifically 

influenced by literature that relates to ways that Chinese Vietnamese boat migrants who 

now live in London relate to one another as a collective in favor of identifying with either 

the Vietnamese or Chinese diasporas. While Ossman interacts with the experience of a 

wide variety of individuals and families from a number of national backgrounds, my 

work is focused on the experience of Chinese Vietnamese as a collective, a term first 

introduced by Susan Ossman, though applied here to indicate a new form of serial 

migration. 

Thinking about serial migration as a collective, I am challenged to ask questions 

about ways that serial migrants interact not only as individuals or families, but as 

migrants with a shared experience of multiple moves through spaces and a shared 

collective memory. Though they comprise a diverse population due to their origins, as a 

collective they share common languages, Vietnamese, Cantonese and, in some cases 

southern dialects of Chinese (exposure if not fluency), in addition to English. Setha Low 

draws a strong connection between language and space noting that “language, like space, 

is a form of social practice that is historically situated and dialectical to the social context, 

that is, both socially situated and socially shaping” (Low 2001: 161). Groupings of 

Chinese Vietnamese share general elements of social practice in context through common 

languages, a common culture, common experiences of rejection, flight and residence in 
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the same multiple spaces, a common experience of camp life and incarceration in Hong 

Kong, and a further shared experience of camp life, dispersal across the United Kingdom 

and re-settlement in London through intra-migration. 

With regard to political rejections and exclusion, Yuval-Davis provides insight 

into the boundaries associated with belonging, asserting  “the boundaries that the politics 

of belonging is concerned with are the boundaries of the political community of 

belonging, the boundaries that separate the world population into ‘us’ and ‘them’” 

(Yuval-Davis 2006: 204).  This notion of a politics of belonging represents the heart of 

the reason I interrogate the positionality of Chinese Vietnamese in reference to the 

political nation.  Yuval-Davis continues: 

 
Any construction of boundaries, of a delineated collectivity, that includes 
some people, concrete or not, and excludes others, involves an act of 
active and situated imagination. The different situated imaginations that 
construct these national imagined communities with different boundaries 
depend on people’s social locations, people’s experiences and definitions 
of self, but probably even more importantly on their values (Yuval-Davis 
2006: 204). 
 

What role do these experiences in common play in the reconfiguration of 

belonging in a new collective outside of and yet within the nation? And over the past 

forty years, how have the initial ideological leanings changed for Chinese Vietnamese 

refugees and subsequent generations now in London? In other words, as Chinese 

Vietnamese left Vietnam as a result of persecution, then settled for some period of time 

under difficult conditions in China and then Hong Kong, finally being moved to the 

United Kingdom, how have each of these moves affected their connections with the states 

through which they passed? Further, do Chinese Vietnamese consider themselves 
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ethnically Vietnamese or Chinese, are they British, or is there an alternative identity that 

incorporates an identification with the multiethnic city of London on a sub-national level?  

I examine these complex questions of connection and attachment in terms of a 

continuum, and seek to understand the ways that Chinese Vietnamese might self-identify 

at any given time as north, south, central, Vietnamese, British Vietnamese, Hà nội, Hải 

Phòng, European, and Londoner, et cetera. I ask how self-identification affects the ways 

that Chinese Vietnamese relate to one another and other ethnicities in London and Hong 

Kong. While outsiders imagine Chinese Vietnamese as simply Vietnamese, that is, 

people who share some past connection to Vietnam, or as Chinese, connected in some 

way to China, Chinese Vietnamese are likely to identify themselves in far more nuanced 

terms, such as the social status of identifying as being from the national capital, Hà nội 

rather than the more working class port city of Hải Phòng, or identifying as a southerner, 

or a northerner. Added to these Vietnam-based distinctions are the experiences of 

Chinese Vietnamese, who must consider further complications due to their background 

association with China. 

In spite of all of these possible identifications, a key point in my research was to 

understand how Chinese Vietnamese perceived themselves through their experiences of 

collective serial migration. Caren Kaplan addresses the inner work many Chinese 

Vietnamese are beginning to engage in as they consider past locations of sojourn and 

comtemplate further moves from London. She writes: “Many of us have locations in the 

plural. Thus, rather than assuming that we’ll never return to these homes again, rather 

than celebrating the rootless traveller…I suggest that the fragments and multiplicities of 

identity in postmodernity can be marked and historically situated. As Iain Chambers 
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argues, historicizing displacement leads us away from nostalgic dreams of “going home” 

to a mythic, metaphysical location and into the realm of theorizing a way of “being at 

home” that accounts for “the myths we know to be myths yet continue to cling to, cherish 

and dream” alongside “other stories, other fragments of memory and traces of time” 

(Kaplan, 2000: 7). This notion of being at home demands an active, yet thoughtful and 

memory-charged presence, on-site wherever the migrant finds herself, at whatever stop 

along the way the serial migrant takes pause to reflect. 

 

I. Collective Memory 

 

Grappling with various ways that the war(s) in Vietnam are remembered with 

reference to international relations, Christina Schwenkel introduces the notion of 

recombinant history, calling “for more attention to be paid to border-crossing memories 

and their entanglements to produce what I have called recombinant history, a term that 

attempts an ethnographic understanding of the complexities involved in the 

reorganization and diversification of knowledge and memory” (Schwenkel 2009: 205). 

This notion of the re-combining of memories and the ways that those memories are 

enmeshed in any number of other influences has been critical to my work as I explore the 

multiple border crossings experienced by Chinese Vietnamese and the subsequent impact 

the memories of those crossings have had on ways that both the collective and individuals 

within it relate internationally, to the nation, to local neighborhoods, and to one another. 

Schwenkel goes on to explain that recombinant history involves the “blurring of borders 

and the mutual constitution of memory categories: individual, local, global, national, 
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official, vernacular and so on. In other words, all memory is mediated by other 

knowledge flows” (Schwenkel 2009: 12). Bringing the discussion into relief with 

reference to the nation and the production of history, Schwenkel adds: “By transcending 

the nation, recombinant history foregrounds the mobility of memory and resulting 

frictions in historical knowledge production” (Schwenkel 2009: 205).  Finally, 

considering the mobility of memory, Schwenkel points out Huyssen’s discussion of 

memory as “past into present” through artifacts. Huyssen notes that the presence of 

material evidence of the past “articulates memory as a displacing of past into present, 

offering a trace of a past that can be experienced and read by the viewer” (Huyssen 2003: 

111). But, for the purposes of my work, what happens when the past is not elided into the 

present. What about the erasure of the material presence of Chinese Vietnamese in Hong 

Kong and the ways that material traces of the past are swept away? 

With this in mind, I turn to an exploration of practical ways that Chinese 

Vietnamese collective serial migrants might attempt to make sense of the often times 

difficult memories of trauma and rejection associated with their migration journeys, 

particularly in light of the continued re-interpretation of historical events associated with 

Vietnam’s history as well as the more disturbing dis-remembering of aspects of that 

history such as the erasure of vestiges of the presence of Vietnamese in Hong Kong.  

Continuing to think about theorizing memory and its relationship to connections 

to others, attachments and belongings, I also consider the work of Natalie Avalos who 

writes about Native American cohesiveness both within the nation and yet peripheral to 

the nation and its familial, societal and social structures. Avalos views the new forms of 

attachment and belonging through a lens that she calls “regeneration” (2014: 2). 
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Regeneration of indigenous practices, beliefs and values takes into consideration Avalos’ 

finding that family and community are constructed less along territorial and blood lines 

and far more along lines of shared experience. Avalos writes: “Self-determination is 

typically conceptualized in structural, legal and socio-political terms, such as, nationhood 

and sovereignty. Native American articulations of self-determination, theorize a more 

comprehensive conceptualization… that involves… a Native ‘way of life’” (Ibid.). Native 

Americans indicated that the way the they experienced healing from traumatic 

experiences was dependent on the context in which each person found themselves, as 

well as the ways that they interacted with the people around them (Avalos 2014: 2). 

These notions of relationships based on shared experience is crucial for my work. 

Identities are shared due to the common experience of serial migration by the collective 

of Chinese Vietnamese who made their way across the same borders and through the 

same countries, all eventually settling in London. 

Returning to Avalos and the role of memory in collective serial migration, I am 

challenged by her explanation of the basis on which Native peoples in her grouping build 

relationships. It is this new embodiment or way of life, based on a critical interpretation 

and application of the memories of past experiences that is of interest in the Chinese 

Vietnamese context. How are Chinese Vietnamese taking various experiences of past 

identities and past experiences of Vietnam and other nation-sites of migration, and 

working out lifestyles that make sense to themselves? A key point in Avalos work is in 

her description of the Native way of building community in the present. Though fractured 

and distanced, living in an urban world, community for many empowered Native people 

is now based more on shared experience, location, shared values and spiritual connection 
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than on shared blood, tribal name/identity, or shared land ownership. The idea of  “fictive 

kin” or adoptive relations (Fox 1983: 34) illustrates this point perfectly in that the Native 

people described by Avalos have adopted one another on the basis of shared memory, 

shared experience and shared purpose. Chinese Vietnamese have gathered in groupings 

as a collective on the same terms, establishing identities based on shared lives. 

 

J. Identity 

 

Connections to shared experience and notions of space and place are critical to 

collective serial migration processes. As Appadurai notes, people who share a 

background in a specific place become a part of “landscapes of group identity” or “ethno-

scapes” (Appadurai 1996: 48). I have been influenced by the work of Appadurai as well 

as Gupta and Ferguson’s insights on the interplay of culture and the state. Appadurai’s 

classic but lengthy quote on the difficulty of fixed identities bears repeating here: 

What is new is that this is a world in which both points of departure and 
points of arrival are in cultural flux, and thus the search for steady points 
of reference as critical life choices are made, can be very difficult. It is in 
this atmosphere that the invention of tradition (and of ethnicity, kinship, 
and other identity markers) can become slippery, as the search for 
certainties is regularly frustrated by the fluidities of transnational 
communication. As group pasts become increasingly parts of museums, 
exhibits, and collections, both in national and transnational spectacles, 
culture becomes less what Pierre Bourdieu would have called a habitus (a 
tacit realm of reproducible practices and dispositions) and more an arena 
for conscious choice, justification, and representation, the latter often to 
multiple and spacially dislocated audiences (Appadurai 1996: 44). 
 
Appadurai’s admonition that the search for “certainties” is “regularly frustrated” 

(Ibid.) leads to new ways of related that are not based on the so-called certainties of 

citizenship, ethnicity or territory, but are based on “conscious choice” and 
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“representation” (Appadurai 1996: 44), both of which can change as geography, social 

relations, and positionalities change. Chatty has reiterated Appadurai as well as Gupta 

and Ferguson’s argument stating, “that places and cultures are socially, politically, and 

historically constructed. They call for disengaging ‘culture’ and ‘identity’ from 

territorialized, nation-bounded concepts of place and space” (Chatty 2014: 81). For 

Chinese Vietnamese collective serial migrants, the nation, ethnicity, citizenship and 

territory as a reference points have slipped far into the background in favor of local 

networks of like minded serial migrants who share the same experiences of trauma, 

geographical trajectory and settlement. 

Referring to research among the Chinese diaspora, Siu addresses the link between 

people and places in the migration trajectory, stating, “By situating their own experiences 

within a history of migration spanning several generations, [migrants] construct 

narratives that link together not only the people involved and the multiple places of 

destination but, more important, the people with those places” (Siu 2007: 90, emphasis in 

original). As Basso argues, the role of landscape, in this case London and Hong Kong, is 

a cultural space that says and does something. He asserts: “geographical landscapes are 

never culturally vacant. Filled to brimming with past and present significance, the 

[research task] is to try to fathom what it is that a particular landscape [or place] may be 

called upon to ‘say,’ and what, through saying, it may be called upon to ‘do’” (Basso 

1988 102). This distinction is critical for my work in examining the landscapes associated 

with Hong Kong and London, as I explore uses of societal power (Foucault 1980), 

employing theories of exclusion and exception (Blanchot 1993), in addition to 
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Agamben’s notion of the “relation of exception,” defined as “the extreme form of relation 

by which something is included solely through its exclusion” (Agamben 1998: 18). 

I examine Chinese Vietnamese as a collective, a group of people who experienced 

similar landscapes, similar engagements with societal power and who experienced similar 

exclusions in multiple places. I then apply these theories to the notion of the “camp” 

which Agamben describes as the “pure space of exception” (Ibid.: 78) and the “refugee,” 

which Agamben describes as being reduced to “bare life,” that is, maintaining only the 

bare essentials for life. Agamben “calls into question the fundamental categories of the 

nation-state from the birth-nation to the man-citizen link [sic]” (Agamben 1998: 78). In 

the experience of Chinese Vietnamese, the fundamental category of citizen was called 

into question through the exclusion of individuals from certain rights of Vietnamese 

citizenship that eventually resulted in flight from Vietnam. 

I also push on from Agamben’s articulation of the refugee noting that Chinese 

Vietnamese did not remain in that place of “bare life,” excluded from society (Ibid.). 

Facing exclusion, the Chinese Vietnamese with whom I interacted in London and Hong 

Kong established new attachments that took them outside of camps, outside of fixed 

notions of ethnicity, nationality and citizen, and the limitations of past categories. By 

their exposure to and life within a variety of places of sojourn, the experience of 

collective serial migration opened new possibilities of attachments that provided 

belonging outside of yet within the nation. Zygmunt Bauman illustrates this point in his 

description of villagers’ reaction to having to self-identify during a Polish census. These 

local villagers were confused at having to answer the question of nationality, or what is 

now called ethnicity. In answer to the question, “Who are you?” they simply stated that 
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they were “from here” they were “locals” (Bauman 2004: 18-19). In other words, they 

had no reference point other than themselves. Bauman argues that “asking ‘who you are’ 

makes sense to you only once you believe that you can be someone other than you are; 

only if you have a choice, and only if it depends on you what you choose” (Ibid.). With 

regard to Chinese Vietnamese, Bauman’s point must be interrogated further. Identity is 

not only a function of the choices of the individual. Who you are can also be assigned. It 

can be an unwanted and unwelcome designation by others who seek to other individuals 

deemed or perceived as different. 

The way that Chinese Vietnamese perceive themselves has been directly linked to 

the fact that they have been regularly challenged in each place of sojourn by the process 

of being “hailed” (Ahmed 2000: 23), called out or pointed at as being someone else, 

different from Chinese, Vietnamese, Hong Kong, or British citizens. Anne Marie Fortier 

notes that “the very act of hailing ‘them’ as ‘ethnic’ - also produces them as already 

suspect of dis-identification” (Fortier 2005: 571, emphasis in original). The othering of 

Chinese Vietnamese in war-time northern Vietnam produced and was produced by an 

environment of suspicion. The response of Chinese Vietnamese who eventually settled in 

London was to move beyond that suspicion and its accompanying denials of access to the 

rights and privileges of citizenship, and to seek new places and new ways of attachment 

and belonging. 

With reference to Agamben, the Chinese Vietnamese experience of collective 

serial migration challenges the fixity of refugee life in the various places in which they 

found themselves. Through an examination of the experiences of refugees in Hong Kong 

and London, I attempt to understand the role of state efforts to control Chinese 
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Vietnamese in Hong Kong by increasingly isolating them in contrast to efforts to control 

Chinese Vietnamese in the London by assimilating them. Examining the experiences in 

the Hong Kong camps and multiethnic spaces of London gives us a window into 

comprehending Chinese Vietnamese people’s varied understandings and articulations of 

forms of attachment and belonging. 

Both the re-formation of attachments and senses of belonging are in direct 

response to the spaces and places along the mobility trajectories of Chinese Vietnamese 

over the course of forty years of travel and settlement. Through the collective experiences 

of Chinese Vietnamese in multiple spaces over several decades, identities have changed 

in response to varied experiences in different states. In describing spaces of migration, 

Siu states: 

In contrast to the dominant perceptions of migration as an experience of 
traumatic breaks and ruptures, diasporic [migrants] transform the 
disjunctures of migration into continuities by weaving disparate tales of 
border crossings into a broader, more encompassing history. In so doing, 
narratives of serial migration not only normalize and organize spatial-
temporal disjunctures into a continuum of migration experiences but also 
articulate an emergent ‘tradition’ of migration” (Siu 2007: 90). 
 

Revisiting the oral histories of Chinese Vietnamese in London and carrying out 

ethnographic work in various Chinese Vietnamese groupings gives voice to many of the 

complexities associated with collective serial migration. James Clifford writes about the 

“travel itinerary” (Clifford 1997) as a record of places travelled, while Siu argues that 

“serial migration describes a more profound engagement with dwelling places. If 

traveling connotes a transitory mode of moving across space, migration represents a more 

prolonged and meaningful interaction with place” (Siu 2007: 87). While there may be 

meaningful interactions with places in some serial migrants’ experiences, other serial 
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migrants may move through a place with no significant interactions. Thus, the migrants’ 

identity has little connection to that particular place in comparison to others. 

Tsagarousianou (2004) discusses “connectivity” as an aspect of belonging, while 

Ossman poetically describes people with several homelands, stating that they “begin their 

life stories by relating their progression through periods of time that they label with the 

names of the countries they have lived in…threading places like pearls onto the string 

that is their lifetime” (2013: 70). Attachment through belonging entails membership in 

local communities, but may or may not involve the broader notion of belonging as 

citizens to the nation. Probyn describes these notions of belonging as that which “a group, 

a people cobble together from the past and the present” (1996: 68). Fortier describes 

identity as “practices of group identity [that] are about manufacturing cultural and 

historical belongings that mark out terrains of commonality, through which the social 

dynamics and politics of ‘fitting in’ are delineated” (2000: 2). These notions of cobbling 

and practices based on commonality are at the heart of many Chinese background 

Vietnamese’ experiences of group identity. 

Serial migrants, by definition, are always engaged in pluralities. Again, Fortier 

describes this phenomenon of migration, which she labels “migrant belongings,” as ones 

which are “meant to capture the productive tension that results from the articulation of 

movement and attachment, suture and departure, outside and inside, in identity 

formation” (2000: 2). Serial migrants experience this movement into and out of places of 

sojourn multiple times. Along these lines, I stated in previous work that “there are 

complexities about belonging, and this is particularly true in reference to the nation. For 

those who are transnationally active, belonging is a much more complex issue due to the 
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multiple spaces of belonging involved” (James 2011: 105). However, by moving through 

multiple nations, settling for a period of time in each and then being uprooted and moved 

on to the next, Chinese Vietnamese began look outside the nation and more at themselves 

as a group of people with shared experiences. Speaking to the disruption due to 

“violence, and social inequality,” Low notes that “these dislocating processes encourage, 

and in many cases, force people to leave the communities and the neighborhoods where 

they grew up and to search for other meaningful places to live and place-based identities” 

(Low 2017: 1). Attachment and belonging intertwined as identity are most often indicated 

as much by whom one is related to as by whom one is not. In the othering experiences of 

many Chinese Vietnamese as collective serial migrants, engagement with the places and 

spaces through which they moved brought about an untethering from the nation, from 

diaspora and from ethnicity, and through their memories of those experiences Chinese 

Vietnamese have opportunities to choose new forms of belonging to one another as a 

collective as they eventually settled in London. 

 

K. First, 1.5 and Second Generation Belongings 

 

A final aspect of identity with which I interacted in the course of my research has 

to do with the interrelationships between the first, 1.5 and 2nd generations. In my analysis, 

I ask the following questions: What influence do first generation parents, wider family 

members and local and previous social networks have on succeeding generations? Is 

there a patterned difference in the identities, mobilities and social relations between the 

generations? To get at answers to these questions, I am influenced by the landmark work 
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of Rumbaut, in his critique of immigrant-based definitions of the second generation that 

did not take into account generational differences including age at the time of birth or 

immigration. Rumbaut notes that “there are fundamental differences in the pace and 

mode of adaptation between persons who immigrate as adults and those who do so as 

children…” adding that “wider still are the differences in adaptive outcomes vis-à-vis the 

native-born children of foreign born parents” (Rumbaut 2004: 1156). Addressing the 

need for clarification, Rumbaut coined the phrase “the 1.5 generation” and defined it as 

pre-adolescent, primary-school age children who have learned (or begun to learn) to read 

and write in the mother tongue at schools abroad, but whose education is largely 

completed here [in the host country]” Rumbaut 2004: 1167). With these key points in 

mind, I sought to understand ways that first, 1.5 and second generation Chinese 

Vietnamese might engage differently the serial migration experiences of themselves or 

their parents. As I note below, much of the literature on migration indicates that 1.5 and 

especially second generation young people adapt to the norms of the host culture or that 

culture into which they are born, rather than holding onto the values and practices of the 

first generation, their parents. There are reasons for this as Mariam Lam points out, 

noting that many American Asian Pacific American youth are “pulled toward 

‘Americanness’” while at the same time they are discouraged by racist elements in 

society from “retaining any markers of ‘foreignness’ including the use of “heritage 

languages” (Lam 2006: 7). For many 1.5 and second generation young people this is 

indeed the case as several of my interlocutors have experienced. Is there, however, an 

antidote to this loss of heritage? With Lam’s assertion in mind, I present an example that 

led me to explore the 1.5 phenomenon more closely in my own research process. 
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Betigul Ercan Argun, in his ethnography titled Turkey in Germany, addresses this 

question of the effect of the parents on 2nd generation youth. Following protests in the 

streets over events taking place in Turkey involving large numbers of Germany-born and 

raised Turkish young people, German authorities were shocked that these young Turkish 

Germans were involved. As Argun explains, “The fact that even second generation 

youngsters, born in Europe, were able to display such passion about what goes on in their 

parents’ home country was upsetting to conventional wisdom and to expectations about 

the eventual social integration of immigrants” (Argun 2017: 4). The idea that second 

generation immigrants take on host country national perspectives and attitudes by default 

must be complicated. Peggy Levitt notes that many scholars “claim that, while 

immigrants might be involved in the economic, political and religious life of their 

homelands, their children are unlikely to follow suit” (Levitt 2009: 1225). This common 

assertion is often based on research in communities in which there is little contact with 

the home culture. Levitt continues: 

I argue against summarily dismissing the power of being raised in a 
transnational social field. When children are brought up in households that 
are regularly influenced by people, objects, practices and know-how from 
their ancestral homes, they are socialized into its norms and values and 
they learn how to negotiate its institutions. They also form part of strong 
social networks. While not all members of the second generation will 
access these resources, they have the social skills and competencies to do 
so, if and when they choose (Levitt 2009: 1225). 

 
As I have engaged with 1.5 and second generation Chinese Vietnamese in London, I have 

found Levitt’s argument confirmed in the families with whom I interacted. If their parents 

regularly expose their children to home culture languages, stories of sojourn, precious 

objects, and the like, whether they were brought as young children or were born in 

London, they most often speak their parents’ language(s) and have an openness to either 
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return to the ancestral home, to a particular sojourn along the way, or to further migration 

to new places.  

 

L. Situating the Research within a Cold War Context 

 

At this historical juncture, in which the realities and consequences of Brexit are 

still being played out, it is useful to return to previous, major experiences of forced and 

coerced migration and settlement, such as the Chinese Vietnamese boat migration. This 

dissertation begins with an historical examination of the fall-out of the Sino-Soviet Cold 

War, influenced by the work of Luthi (2010) and and Rozman (2014). My understanding 

of the Chinese side of the Sino-Soviet Cold War is influenced by the writing of Zhang 

(2015) who presents new scholarship on the historical events of that era. I explore the 

effects of the Cold War on Chinese Vietnamese citizens of Vietnam, discussing less-

researched aspects of collective migration and coerced and forced serial migration. By 

examining processes of flight and settlement over time, focusing on similar trajectories of 

peoples out of their homeland, across multiple borders, and through various social and 

cultural landscapes, it is possible to gain insight that may be useful in current and heated 

migration debates. This dissertation sheds light on ways that coerced and forced 

collective serial migration affect and generate new forms of attachment and belonging by 

examining linguistics, subjectivities, social contexts and the role of place, all in a context 

of the collective. 

My work follows Christina Schwenkel’s focus on socialist mobilities (2014). 

Schwenkel calls for a rethinking of Vietnamese mobilities that have traditionally been 
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described in East-West Cold War narratives. Schwenkel seeks to expand discussions of 

Vietnamese migration and movement from a Vietnam-to-the-West focus to a focus on 

mobilities within socialist contexts. My research extends this thinking, seeking to further 

complicate notions of Vietnamese mobility beyond Cold War assumptions to include the 

movement of people in multiple coerced and forced migrations due to intra-socialist 

conflict between Vietnam and China as well as Chinese and British relations as the 

ninety-nine-year lease of Hong Kong came to an end in 1997. Chinese-background 

Vietnamese in London did not arrive solely within an East-West, Cold War context, but 

rather, were subjected to the ethnic persecution arising from the intra-socialist power 

conflicts between China and the Soviet Union and their proxies (Kampuchea and 

Vietnam), as well as a border war between two socialist states, Vietnam and China. In 

addition, the ramifications of policies and agreements made at the turn of the nineteenth 

to twentieth centuries culminating in the handover of Hong Kong from British to Chinese 

rule in 1997 is the final element in the long and often arduous collective migration 

journey Chinese Vietnamese experienced from northern Vietnam on their way to 

settlement in London over a period spanning almost twenty years. 
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Chapter 2. Methodology 

 

The methodological underpinnings of my dissertation research began with a 

commitment to traditional Malinowskian ethnographic research methods facilitating an 

extended period of time getting amongst the people through participant observation as 

well as structured and semi-structured interviews (Malinowski 2003: 6-7). I carried out 

my research in a multi-sited context that included sojourns in London and Hong Kong 

from my southern California base. I had already spent a great deal of time over six years 

in Vietnamese circles in London researching for a Master of Philosophy, and had built up 

rapport with ethnic Vietnamese who were involved in various aspects of community life 

within the several Vietnamese communities in London. My goal was to follow carefully 

Biehl, Good and Kleinman’s exhortation that “once the door to the study of subjectivity 

is open, anthropology and its practitioners must find new ways to engage particularities 

of affect, cognition, moral responsibility, and action” (2007: 1). Because I was working 

with people, some of whom had been through terribly traumatic experiences, I took 

seriously my moral responsibility to care for their personhood but also their words, 

stories, and the emotions that came with them. Because I studied a collective of serial 

migrants, I also am aware that every act is “rooted in a particular constellation that 

connects cultural representations and political economy with collective experience and 

the individual’s subjectivity” (Biehl, Good and Kleinman 2007: 3). 

I was concerned in the initial stages of this research, that due to my own family, 

work and teaching commitments, I would be unable to carry out an extended, one to two-

year immersion research experience in the field. I would need to make several trips over 
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the course of my fieldwork. I worried that the process of dipping in and out would affect 

my ability to carry out the fundamental goal of ethnography, that is to describe, in depth, 

the people and cultures in the worlds I was observing and with which I was interacting, 

what Geertz so influentially described as “thick description” (Geertz 1973: 17). 

However, Christina Schwenkel provided an influential perspective in my 

transnational and multi-sited research process arguing that “depth and breadth [in 

ethnography] are made possible through the re-envisioning of immersion; in particular, 

the movement away from ‘deep’ ethnography to embrace the practice of embeddedness, a 

condition of long-term and cyclical return to the field” (Schwenkel 2006: 23). I 

discovered that over the course of several years, and based on my previous relational 

experiences in Chinese Vietnamese communities, I was able to build on previous 

encounters with each succeeding interaction as I cycled back through. In fact, a number 

of Chinese Vietnamese noted their surprise that I actually came back to continue the 

relationship, initially thinking that I had left town. I kept in contact through social media 

and email in order to maintain my networks. 

 

A. Reflexivity 

 

In the early stages of the MPhil research I was connected into southern 

Vietnamese communities in London through the Vietnamese Professional Society as well 

as through a restaurant owner, and also retired local Hackney Councilman, Khánh Thành 

Vũ, (MPhil, MBE) who arrived in London in 1979. The larger and less visible northern 

Vietnamese communities were a bit more problematic. My Vietnamese language accent 
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is southern Vietnamese and is based primarily on informal language learning I acquired 

as a child and early teenager growing up from 1962 to 1975 in Sài gòn (now Hồ Chí 

Minh City), with the exception of two years in the suburb of Tự Đức (1967-1969). At that 

time, Tự Đức was a small town situated to the northeast of Sài gòn. Each time I addressed 

northern Vietnamese in London, the response was one of surprise and, at least initially, 

incredulity. I was a foreigner from Europe or America speaking with the accent of a 

person from Sài gòn. I worried that this barrier would affect my ability to build rapport 

and carry out research amongst northerners. However, during a lunch meeting with one 

of my mentors at Goldsmiths, University of London, I was told to take advantage of the 

situation. “You are an oddity, Stephen. Use that to your advantage. Engage with people in 

conversation. Once you’ve gotten their attention, you can build a rapport from there.”3 

On this point, during a meeting at the Vietnamese Service of the BBC in London I 

was given further insight. Several staff members explained that since the unification of 

Vietnam in 1975, almost all language-learning programs abroad (on-line, books, multi-

media, etc.) are based on the northern dialect so that most foreign academics and scholars 

who study the Vietnamese language outside of Vietnam are marked by the northern 

accent and vocabulary. The exception to this would be anyone studying by immersion, 

either in southern Vietnam or in the Vietnamese communities of the United States that 

are overwhelmingly southern in their origin.4 Thus, what I considered a handicap, a 

linguistic anomaly, became a doorway into relationships, first within ethnic Vietnamese 

                                                
3 Conversation with Dr. David Morley, Department of Media and Communications, 
Goldsmiths, University of London, 2005. 
4 Meeting with staff members and producers at the Vietnamese Service of the BBC in 
London, 2005. 
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communities and then, through their introductions, into a handful of ethnic Chinese 

Vietnamese who led me to others in their groupings. 

George Marcus and Michael Fischer address the critical notion of reflexivity in 

the research process noting that it is useful in deepening and critiquing the complexities 

of constructs of subjectivity and otherness” (2014: xxx). The authors go on to add that 

reflexivity should do more than “direct attention back upon the conditions of knowledge 

of the individual ethnographer. [Reflexivity] should facilitate “cultural critique(s) that 

arise out of the contestations and competitions of socially lodged and leveraged 

discourses” (Ibid.). In keeping with Marcus and Fischer’s admonitions, my research 

examined the contexts within which discourses took place. I was careful to observe and 

ask questions about the interrelationships of those with whom I met. I was also 

intentional about locating myself, my background, affiliations and positionality in the 

ethnographic space in order to promote transparency and enhance trust. The process was 

not without its complexities. In describing reflexivity, Rosaldo states that “the limits of 

analysis…underscore the practical difficulties of doing reflexive narrative analysis that 

attempt simultaneously to encompass transitional processes, the dynamics of power, and 

the workings of culture” (Rosaldo 1993: 175). I share the following story in order to 

illustrate Rosaldo’s practical difficulties, particular in relation to the workings of culture. 

I found myself in a near constant state of high alert in attempts to stay on top of 

my understanding and acceptance of the cultural behaviors and perspectives of my 

landlord and interlocutor. Mixing the two roles, at first, seemed a mistake. However, as 

the weeks went on, I found our relationship deepening into what I sense is now a fictive 

kin bond. Overall, the research process was successful and there were no social disasters 
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or mishaps. Though I became somewhat concerned by the familiarity with which my 

landlord treated me on several occasions. 

On the day I arrived to move into the one-room efficiency that I had informally 

rented for a number of weeks during one of my research trips to London, I found myself 

walking alongside Vân on the sidewalk, pulling my suitcase behind me. Vân was about 

ten years older than I and we had known each other for almost fifteen years as I 

frequented his restaurant. As we walked, he chatted about the flat and how close it was to 

the restaurant, only a 10-minute walk; and did I need anything before we got home? 

Suddenly, he went quiet as the sidewalk cleared and I caught up to him. Keeping step 

with one another, we continued in silence for a few moments. Then, suddenly, he blurted 

out, “I like your body!” I was quite taken aback, not knowing how to respond. He looked 

across at my torso, then down my leg, sizing me up. “I like your body,” he said again 

with an affirming nod of his head. I was not sure how to respond. I mumbled a “Thank 

you” and smiled weakly. After an awkward silence, he continued, “You are size 32 

waist.” I responded affirmatively and he looked ahead, nodding his head, a pleased 

expression on his face. We arrived at the flat, he showed me around and gave instructions 

and then left me alone. 

I had been transcribing interviews for several hours into the late afternoon before 

heading out to meet a Chinese Vietnamese interlocutor for dinner and an interview. There 

was a knock on the door and before I could stand up, the door flung open and Vân 

entered carrying an armful of laundry. He disappeared down the hallway and into the 

bathroom where I heard the bathtub filling. A moment later Vân stepped into the room in 

his shorts and T-shirt. I could still hear water running. Was he planning to stay at the flat 
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with me? I thought I had rented the place on my own and that he would stay with family. 

As these thoughts ran through my mind, Vân looked me up and down again and then 

gave me a command, “Give me your trousers,” he said sternly, looking intently into my 

eyes. I stammered out a request for clarity, “I’m sorry?” I croaked. “Give me your 

trousers,” he said again. Followed by “In your suitcase.” I blew out a sigh and handed 

him my extra pair of trousers, which he then laid out on the floor and measured, starting 

with the inseam. About two weeks later, I dropped by the restaurant and was greeted by 

Vân who excitedly ushered me into the back. He beamed as he handed me a brown paper 

package tied up with string. “Open it!” He commanded. Inside were two pair of dress 

trousers, he pulled the first pair out and showed me a label sewn into the seam on the left 

side waist-band. “British Air,” he said. These are for the pilots!” Again, he beamed with 

pride. Suddenly, he grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the toilet. Pushing me in, he 

demanded that I try them on immediately, which I did to his delight and that of both staff 

and customers (Interaction September 2017). 

Reflecting back on my encounters with Vân, I realize the intertwining of our 

relationship and the blurring of the lines of ethnographer and interlocutor. I am slightly 

embarrassed at my initial reactions to his straightforward requests for private information 

and personal objects. At times he was my roommate by day and we would talk for several 

hours. When it was washing day, Vân would call me into the bathroom where he had set 

up a chair for me to sit on while he washed his own trousers and shirts. He told me stories 

about the Vietnam or American War from the perspective of a resident of Hà Nội. He 

also shared his experiences of incarceration in China and in Hong Kong prior to his 

arrival in the United Kingdom. He washed his clothes in the bathtub and hung them up to 
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dry, leaving the washing machine in the kitchen untouched. He would then leave for the 

night, having left me with new Vietnamese vocabulary to study and lots to transcribe. I 

share this story in order to illustrate the sometimes uncomfortable, sometimes humorous 

aspects of building trust in the ethnographic process. According to Taylor and Horst the 

three important components are “time, trust, and trajectories” (Taylor and Horst, 2013: 

88). Ethnography is putting ourselves into the trajectories of those with whom we seek 

relationship, then spending time there in order to build trust. In addition, as Emerson, 

Fretz and Shaw assert, the ethnographic role is “to portray a social world and its people” 

(2011: 57). This can only be done ethnographically through “description, dialogue, and 

characterization” (Ibid.). 

The fact that I am a serial migrant myself facilitated my ability to engage in the 

ethnographic process with greater empathy and sensitivity, and to write up my research in 

sensitive and honorific ways. I was born in the United States to American citizens, but 

was raised in an English-Vietnamese bilingual home in Vietnam for thirteen years from 

the age of eighteen months from 1962 to 1975, throughout the duration of the Vietnam 

War. My father was an overseas professor and my mother a nurse. Following high school 

at a boarding school in Taiwan, I dropped out of college in the United States and moved 

to Hong Kong in order to work with Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese Vietnamese in 

refugee camps in Kowloon. I returned to these same areas of Hong Kong during the 

course of this research. After several months, I returned to Taiwan to spend a semester at 

Soochow University in Taipei studying Chinese civilization, art history, language and 

painting. Finally, I returned to the United States to complete my higher education, 

departing for a two-year teaching sojourn in the Philippines immediately afterward. 
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Fig. 1: Bataan Vietnamese Refugee Camp, Philippines 1986. (Photo: Barbara James) 

My first research connection and exposure to Vietnamese refugees took place in 

1986 during my time in the Philippines. While visiting the island of Luzon, my wife and I 

traveled to Bataan, the site of a large refugee camp specifically designated for Southeast 

Asian refugees, Vietnamese in particular. Since the vast majority of the boat migrants in 

the Philippines were from South Vietnam, most would find their way to the United States 

due to international agreements signed at the height of the boat migration from Vietnam. 

We toured the camp with a colleague who worked under the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees. I interviewed several Vietnamese young men, two of whom 

are pictured above. I gained a great deal of background information and insight from 

them that later informed my research with Vietnamese and also Chinese Vietnamese in 

London and Hong Kong. 

Continuing my own serial migration journey, my family and I lived in Central 

Asia for four years and finally settled in London for twelve years where I worked and we 
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acquired British citizenship in 2005, becoming American-British dual nationals. In 2011, 

I received a Master of Philosophy, focused on transnational studies at Goldsmiths 

College, the University of London. During my tenure at Goldsmiths, I carried out 

ethnographic research, examining the transnational networks of Vietnamese Londoners 

who had arrived in Britain from the late 1970s into the 1990s. Completing our European 

sojourn with a four-year period in Germany we relocated to the United States in 2012 and 

I was given a dual-program fellowship, completing an MA in Southeast Asian Studies in 

(2015), and beginning the research for this dissertation that same year. 

After nearly fifteen years of relationships with members of Vietnamese and 

Chinese Vietnamese communities across London, I encountered the greatest surprise of 

my experience of fieldwork. During Tết, the Vietnamese Lunar New Year, I joined the 

celebrations at the Hanoi Café, the restaurant of my longtime friends, the Tran family. I 

had been invited to share the New Year family meal as a close friend of the family. As 

we sat eating and chatting, with the older members of the family to my right and the 

younger members and their friends to the left, an elder asked about my Vietnamese name. 

When I replied that I did not have one, everyone reacted with astonishment! “How can 

you have lived so long in Vietnam without a Vietnamese name?” they asked 

incredulously. I said that I was always called by my birth name. At this, they began 

talking among themselves at one end of the table. The discussion lasted for at least ten 

minutes as they worked through a number of appropriate names. I chatted with some 

younger people who sat at the other end of the long table. “Stephen!” one of the Trần 

elders finally called out, “We want to give you your Vietnamese name,” he said with 

authority and finality. “Your name is Trần Tiến.” My surname was now “Trần,” applying 
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the family name of the restaurant owners, and my given name is “Tiến,” that could be 

translated “high” according to another elder. I was taken aback by the seriousness with 

which this family took our relationship, but pleased when over the next few weeks I was 

invited to listen in on conversations related to plans for developing the family business. 

And when I was preparing to depart for Hong Kong, they gave me a simple task to assist 

in increasing the business’ profitability. 

The importance of being named, of course, varies with culture, generation, space 

and place as well as the subjectivities associated with the self. Việt Thanh Nguyên, 

Vietnamese American by naturalization and Pulitzer Prize winning American novelist, 

describes the importance of a name and its association with place connections. Nguyên 

stated that on naturalization as an American, “I wanted to keep my Vietnamese name. By 

keeping my name, I could be made into an American but not forget that I was born in 

Vietnam” (Nguyên 2018:2). In my case, the purpose of the elders sitting around that table 

was certainly not to make me Vietnamese. I will never be Vietnamese. But perhaps it was 

to help me not to forget that I was deeply influenced by Vietnam. 

 

B. Concerns in the Field 

 

I express this sense of familiarity with the full knowledge, however, that again, I 

am not Vietnamese. While I was exposed to some common experiences including flight 

from South Vietnam at the age of fourteen in April, 1975 and the loss of our home and 

possessions, I was in a privileged position as a white American growing up in a nation 

dominated by American hegemonic influences on multiple levels. I make no assumptions 
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about understanding Chinese Vietnamese. I do acknowledge, however, that my limited 

yet experiential knowledge of the Vietnamese language and my experiences of life in 

Vietnam have opened up opportunities for conversation and subsequent interactions that 

have greatly enhanced my research and deepened my understanding of collective 

experiences of mobility through coerced and forced serial migration. 

The close relationship with a particular family grew over the course of fourteen 

years through visiting the restaurant, engaging in conversations in the back of the shop, 

staying in the family apartment, sharing a New Year meal, and going out with family 

friends. I became aware, however, of the dilemma often faced by the interlocutor who 

invests a great deal of time, energy and resources into the project, while on the other side 

the ethnographer also invests heavily in the interlocutor’s life and world. Care must be 

taken to keep expectations realistic and channels of communication open. 

In interviews and casual conversations, my line of questioning guided the 

discussion, but I made every effort not to boundary the telling of stories to the detriment 

of the storyteller’s freedom. It is important to honor the informant and the informant’s 

interpretation and recollection of his life, providing space for reflection and offering 

encouragement that her story is in safe hands and will not be misused or otherwise 

betrayed. It was critical that I allow Chinese Vietnamese collective serial migrants the 

privilege of telling their stories in their own way. I explained the consent form and 

received a verbal affirmative from each interlocutor prior to conversations and 

interviews. 

 

C. Participant Observation 
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As mentioned previously, my research methods included participant observation 

of everyday life as I lived in the flat of a Vietnamese family who owned a restaurant in 

London, and who introduced me to Chinese Vietnamese family members and friends. 

Over the course of my research, I attended festivals, birthday parties, special events and 

shared meals in both London and Hong Kong. I examined the everyday life of Chinese 

Vietnamese in the locations listed below at various times of the day. I spent time at the 

Vietnamese Mental Health Association (VMHS), a community center where elderly 

Vietnamese boat migrants regularly connect for socialization and assistance. Jack Shieh, 

OBE, a Chinese-background Vietnamese was a key figure at the VMHS, a director of the 

center who has been at the center of resettlement policy decisions in both Hong Kong and 

the United Kingdom for several decades and who shared freely his perspectives on the 

Chinese Vietnamese communities and his role in their development and maintenance 

(Interview, Shieh 2016). 

 

 
Fig. 2: Retired Hackney Councilor Khánh Thành Vũ, MBE (Photo: S. James) 
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 Perhaps the most significant aspect of the years spent interacting with 

Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese communities in London was my time at the An-Viet 

Foundation, founded and directed by retired Borough of Hackney Councilor and boat 

migration survivor Khánh Thành Vũ, (MPhil, MBE) pictured above with me and his 

recently published memoir. Vũ was the first Vietnamese elected to government office in 

United Kingdom history and the first Vietnamese to receive the MBE honor “for service 

to the Vietnamese community” (Gelder 2016). He has been part of a number of research 

projects related to Vietnamese Londoners and was an important mentor for me 

throughout the research period. 

I also connected with leaders and members of the Vietnamese Professionals 

Society (VPS), an international group of highly educated and skilled members of 

Vietnamese communities who are mostly southern-background Vietnamese. I attended an 

annual conference in London in 2004 and delivered a paper on this research at a London-

based conference in 2012. In addition, I visited the Thamesmead Vietnamese Community 

Center for the annual Vietnamese New Year celebration. 

Finally, by wandering around primarily Vietnamese areas I was able to locate 

places of interest to this project. I connected with owners, staff, and customers of many 

Vietnamese restaurants, supermarkets, and other businesses located mostly in Hackney, 

Lewisham, and Southwark. 

During interviews, I was often asked if I would be traveling to Hong Kong. When 

I replied in the affirmative, I was asked to take photos of the Vietnamese refugee camps. I 

was told that it would be good to see what they look like now. I promised to do so, and 

when I was on the Hong Kong leg of my fieldwork, I visited the sites of six former 
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Vietnamese refugee camps. I found that most of the sites no longer existed and there is no 

recognition that over 200,000 Vietnamese lived at those sites.  Relaying this information 

back to former refugees in London opened opportunities to engage in deeper 

conversations about experiences of precarity and forced migration. 

 

 

 

 

D. Formal and Informal Interviews 

 

Building on previous fieldwork for my Master of Philosophy (MPhil) degree in 

London from 2003 to 2011, and taking into account my own experiences working in 

Hong Kong refugee camps in 1979-1980, I expanded my reach to include formal and 

informal interviews with Chinese-background Vietnamese in both London and Hong 

Kong over the course of several months in 2016 and 2017. I formally interviewed twenty-

eight individuals along with their older and younger family members. Interviewees were 

identified through already-existing relationships and interactions with proprietors, 

business customers, community members, and leaders, my Vietnamese friends and non-

Vietnamese who are associated with Vietnamese communities through business, 

education, local charities, nonprofits, and government programs.  

As mentioned earlier, Taylor and Horst (2013) identify trust and time as 

significant factors in conducting ethnography. I was able to use the trust I built up over a 

decade of interactions with Vietnamese Londoners to further this research. For example, 
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the manager at a Vietnamese restaurant that I frequented and which became a base of 

operations during my time in London, introduced me to five Chinese Vietnamese who 

agreed to meet with me. Also, I was invited to give a lecture at the London School of 

Economics’ Saw Swee Hock Southeast Asia Research Center. At that lecture, I met a 

young Vietnamese British man, a Masters student at another university, who took an 

interest in my project. Over the course of the next two years, he introduced me to a 

number of Chinese Vietnamese, both in London and one of whom I visited and 

interviewed while in Hong Kong. 

I was invited to the homes of four individuals’ for dinner while in London. In 

addition, a long-term Vietnamese friend invited me to his regular gathering of friends for 

beer and snacks. There, he introduced me to a Chinese Vietnamese middle-aged man 

willing to share his stories with me. During an evening filled with conversation, I was not 

unaware of the privilege I was given to be able to sit for several hours with a small group 

of Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese men who, over their years in London had 

become good friends. Through the course of my research, many of my interactions were 

facilitated by friends and friends of friends who introduced me to people in their 

communities, or who organized gatherings during which I was able to establish new 

contacts and make further research connections. 

 

E. Engaging the Field in London and Hong Kong 

 

For the bulk of my research in London, I was invited to work as a Visiting 

Researcher at the Saw Swee Hock Southeast Asia Centre at the London School of 
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Economics and Political Science in the City center. I was provided workspace and 

opportunities to engage with other scholars during my stay. During my stay in London, I 

utilized a variety of housing options. I initially stayed with long-time friends, the Sterling 

family in the Borough of Hackney in north London. Through the Sterling’s contacts, I 

was able to house-sit for several days to several weeks in various parts of London. The 

complexities of access to Chinese Vietnamese communities were made more difficult by 

the fact that several of the places in which I stayed were located in the outer Boroughs of 

London, quite distant by public transport. As relationships with Vietnamese and Chinese 

Vietnamese developed, I had the opportunity to find accommodation through the Trần 

family at the Hanoi Café in north London. Several members of the Trần family were of 

Chinese descent. We agreed on an informal contract for a one-room efficiency flat, a ten-

minute walk from the restaurant. This agreement further cemented my relationship with 

the Hanoi Café family and also opened up further opportunities for connections with 

Vietnamese, as I was living in the heart of one of the most densely populated Vietnamese 

neighborhoods in London. Through Helen, who managed the restaurant, I was introduced 

to a number of Chinese Vietnamese who then put me in touch with others in a snowball 

effect. The Trần family were the most significant influence on my ethnographic work 

through their hospitality, wide-ranging influence within their communities, and 

generosity. 

In Hong Kong, I collaborated as a Visiting Researcher with the Southeast Asian 

Research Centre at City University of Hong Kong. I was graciously received and 

provided work space in the Centre. I was able to procure an AirBnB in the heart of the 

Mong Kok district, one of the most densely populated locations on the globe. Through 
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research and pre-research conversations, I learned that most of the slightly more than 

1400 Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese were located in Mong Kok. These 1400 

individuals were primarily women who married Hong Kong Chinese men. These 

marriage migrants were the few who were given leave to remain out of the more than 

200,000 boat migrants who passed through Hong Kong. 

During my stay in a very small efficiency room in a crowded apartment building 

on a busy street in Mong Kok, I spent hours walking the streets, chatting with 

shopkeepers, servers and managers in restaurants, inquiring at police stations, making 

contact with staff and faculty at universities, all in my quest to make contact with Chinese 

Vietnamese who had settled in Hong Kong during the era of the boat migrations of the 

1970s and into the 1990s. My location was perfect and cut down significantly on travel 

time, thus allowing me to maximize my energy, time, connections and budget.  

In the next chapter, I examine reasons for Chinese Vietnamese decisions to detach 

themselves from the land of their birth, facing many unknowns and precarities along the 

journey across multiple borders and through a number of different nations.  
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Chapter 3: Setting the Stage for Detachments 

 

Collective experiences of serial migration, provide critical insights that not only 

paint a portrait of Chinese Vietnamese migration mobilities from Vietnam, but also 

provide a context for exploring how 35,000 Vietnamese found themselves in London, 

England via China and Hong Kong over the course of 1978 to 1996. In this chapter I 

review key issues of the Sino-Soviet Cold War and the effects on Vietnam of the fallout 

of divergent Soviet and Chinese Socialist ideologies. 

 

A. Cold War Fallout 

 

I spent part of a chilly January day in Deptford in South London, chatting with 

Chinese Vietnamese in a small, family run Vietnamese cafe. It was late in the day, a time 

when I knew the cafes and restaurants would not be crowded. Anyone in the restaurants 

would be more relaxed and less worried about others listening in on the conversation. 

Several men sat just inside the door greeted me as I entered. One of them asked if I liked 

Vietnamese food. When I replied heartily in the affirmative and told them the name of 

my favorite food, (which is a “home” dish rarely served in restaurants), they laughed and 

engaged me in conversation in both Vietnamese and English. They pulled up a chair and I 

sat with them for well over an hour, discussing their views on life in London and my 

background in Vietnam. They were all of retirement age, from northern Vietnam, and 

repeatedly commented on my “southern pronunciation.” We traded questions and 

eventually I asked about the Sino-Vietnamese war in 1979. Several of the men stated that 
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this was the reason they had left the country. How is it, I asked, that two socialist 

countries could be at war with one another? Most people, who do not know socialist 

history often wonder: Didn’t socialism bond these nations in unity? Didn’t China support 

Vietnam throughout the revolution against France and the war with America for 

reunification? One of the more eloquent speakers, a schoolteacher during his younger 

years in Vietnam, now long-retired, explained: 

You see, Stephen, there was another Cold War that no one ever talks 
about, especially in the socialist world. The Soviets and Chinese really 
never got along. They had very different ideas of what socialism was and 
how it should look in each of their countries. They were in this sort of 
competition. Who would have more influence over other countries, 
especially socialist countries, the USSR or China? (Interview January 
2017). 

 
The others around the table agreed. While each of these men was raised in a socialist-

communist environment in Vietnam, it would be a mistake to assume that they were in 

ideological “lockstep” with their national leadership. However, it would also be 

erroneous to conclude that because they were now in the “West,” they were in full 

support of democratic and capitalist policies. “Are we really better off here? Life was 

good when we were young. The war with the Americans was over and we were left alone 

to carry on our business” (Interview January 2017) interjected another of the men around 

the table. Standing off to the side, a third stated emphatically, “Yes, I had my family 

around me, my business was going well in Hải Phòng, and I could do business on this 

side of the border and even in China whenever I wanted, until the Chinese had enough of 

Soviet and Vietnamese meddling.” (Interview January 2017). I asked about “meddling,” 

and was given a lesson in Soviet-Vietnamese-Cambodian-Chinese history. The men were 
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divided on the value of the relationship of Vietnam with the Soviets, and a picture of a 

socialist schism began to emerge. 

 

1. Divisive Soviet and Chinese Alliances: Setting the Stage for War 

 

In contrast to the US-USSR Cold War (with the Vietnam War as one its major 

focal points), the parallel, socialist Cold War reflected the troubled relationship between 

the Soviet Union and China and their opposing communist ideologies. Two aspects of the 

socialist Cold War that led to the Sino-Vietnamese War in 1979 and the subsequent 

outmigration of over one hundred thousand Chinese Vietnamese from northern Vietnam 

are a) the widening of ideological differences between the USSR and China, and b) 

détente with the United States. 

After Stalin’s death in 1953 and in the early years of Nikita Khrushchev’s tenure 

as First Secretary of the USSR (1953-1964), the Soviet Communist Party abandoned 

Stalin’s authoritarian policies, thus undermining Mao Zedong’s leadership (1949-1976) 

which had been based on Stalin’s autocratic, central, and strict personal control. Similar 

to Stalin, Mao’s personality cult was characterized by his own personal control and the 

need to minimize development of potentially competitive younger leaders (Lüthi 2010: 

223-4). Through economic investment, material aid, and professional training, as well as 

economic and military alliances, the Soviet Union pulled states such as Cuba, India and 

Vietnam into its sphere of influence. Thus, the USSR supported Vietnam in its drive to 

modernize and establish itself as a Southeast Asian power. On the other hand, and 
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through the same means, China also sought influence in Southeast Asia by supporting Pol 

Pot’s regime in Cambodia, or what was then known as Kampuchea. 

Détente exacerbated the socialist schism. The Soviets initiated rapprochement 

efforts with the US, following potentially disastrous nuclear confrontations in the early 

1960s, such as the Cuban missile crisis. This was beneficial to the Soviet Union because 

reduced animosity with the US would lessen military costs in Eastern Europe. However, 

Mao interpreted this softening toward American “imperialism” as an “about-face” with 

respect to the socialist alliance treaty, which was based on an “anti-imperialist” stance 

(Lüthi 2010: 223-4). However, as the 1960s came to a close, it was China’s move toward 

reconciliation and rapprochement with the US that constituted its own ‘about-face’ and 

generated deep concerns within the Soviet establishment. The US policy of détente with 

China and President Nixon’s historic visit to China were particularly worrisome to 

government leaders in the USSR. The fear was that the US was playing one socialist 

nation off the other, to the latters’ disadvantage. 

The close relationship between Vietnam and the Soviet Union was ratified by a 

mutual defense treaty in 1978. China interpreted this action as a direct threat which soon 

heated up the socialist cold war to a boiling point. As Rozman states, “of all the obstacles 

to Sino-Soviet relations, the differing relationship of each country to Vietnam was 

apparently the most serious” (2014: 139). The seriousness of Vietnam’s status, from 

China’s point of view, cannot be overstated. Schaefer argues that “though each of the 

primary socialist nations of East and Southeast Asia (China, Vietnam, North Korea, and 

after 1975, Kampuchea) shared common ground in commitments to socialism, they also 

considered their respective concepts, to various degrees, as superior and suited to serve as 
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international models. [Each] aspired for greater roles both in the East Asian region and on 

a global scale” (Schaefer 2009: 114). According to a close reading of available East 

German archival records, these aspirations and their accompanying “ambitions and 

claims brought them necessarily into ideological competition and conflict with each other 

and fueled several regional and international developments” (Ibid). The complexities of 

these ideological differences manifested themselves locally as part of a centuries-old, 

troubled border relationship between Vietnam and Kampuchea. 

 

2. A Thousand Years of Border Disputes: Kampuchea and Vietnam 

 

From the early movement of the Viet people southward into the Mekong River 

Delta to the colonization of Khmer peoples in the eighteenth century by the Việt Nguyễn 

Dynasty, until the conquest of Indochina by the French, Vietnamese and Cambodian 

peoples have had an intertwined and complex relationship (Goscha 2016: 39). Cambodia 

was embroiled in its own five-year civil war until the victory of the Khmer Rouge in 

1975. The communist forces of Pol Pot steadily eroded the political and military power of 

the US-backed Khmer Republic. In an alliance with exiled Cambodian Prince Noradam 

Sihanouk, Pol Pot’s forces gained victory, leading to the infamous era of the “killing 

fields,” in which one quarter of the population, including intelligentsia, artists, Western 

sympathizers, and others were summarily executed and buried in mass graves. Over the 

next few years, while engaging in the nation-building required during the aftermath of 

devastating civil wars, each government jockeyed for a better position. Pol Pot revived 

Khmer interests in the Vietnamese Mekong Delta region, considered Khmer territory 
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occupied by the Viet people centuries before, crossing the border and attacking 

Vietnamese in villages on islands and the mainland (Brooke 2014). 

 

3. Vietnam invades Kampuchea (Cambodia) 

 

The subsequent war with Cambodia was not simply a flashpoint. The invasion of 

Cambodia by Vietnamese forces was the continuation of a thousand-year old land 

dispute. However, “what no one saw coming in the heady days of mid-1975 was how the 

Sino-Soviet split running along the Eurasian axis of the Communist Bloc would interact 

explosively with this Vietnamese-Cambodian misalliance” (Goscha 2016: 393). The 

conflict finally came to a head with the 1978 invasion of Cambodia by Vietnamese 

troops. I spoke with a Vietnamese who works at a large media corporation in London. 

Dung came to London on a working visa, having been recruited by his multi-national 

corporation. We sat alone in the break room of his office building. Speaking in soft tones 

in the quiet atmosphere surrounding us, Dung responded to my queries about how 

socialist countries could come to such animosity and division. Growing up in northern 

Vietnam in the years following the Vietnamese-Cambodian-Chinese conflicts, and living 

in London in the middle of a Chinese Vietnamese population affected by its fallout, he 

was aware of the causes and consequences of the war. Dung offered his view of the war, 

that “at that time, the Vietnamese were afraid of the growing power and control of the 

Khmer Rouge in Kampuchea [now called Cambodia]. There has always been disputed 

territory in the southern border region and there were concerns that they would seek to 

recover what they considered their historical land” (Interview January 2017). 
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The complexities of the situation for Vietnam were stark according to Dung. He 

went on to describe the danger that the Vietnamese government experienced at that time, 

noting that both the northern and southern borders were threatened by Cambodia and 

China respectively. Continuing his explanation, Dung said: 

 
At the other end of Vietnam, the Chinese were becoming increasingly 
threatening toward Vietnam, amassing troops on the northern border. You 
see, the Chinese supported the Khmer Rouge with their Maoist form of 
communism, while the Soviet Union supported Vietnamese Marxist 
communism. China warned the Vietnamese to stay out of Cambodia. 
Vietnam ignored them, invading Cambodia in 1978, ousting Pol Pot and 
the Khmer Rouge. Shortly after that [in early 1979] China avenged their 
ally and invaded Vietnam (Interview January 2017). 

 
As Dung pointed out, late in 1978, after repeated border incursions on both sides, 

Vietnam invaded Cambodia in a full-scale attack. By early January, its troops entered 

Phnom Penh and brought down the government, thus ending Pol Pot’s genocide of 

Cambodian citizens, and bringing Cambodia under Vietnamese influence. Vietnam 

facilitated the establishment of a new government, with pro-Vietnamese leadership at the 

helm. Although not recognized by the international community, the newly established 

People’s Republic of Kampuchea was supportive of Vietnamese Indochina policies and 

continued to exist until Vietnam withdrew its troops in 1989. Victory over Cambodia 

brought relative peace to the southern border and guaranteed a pro-Vietnamese 

government, thus solidifying Vietnamese regional influence in Indochina, the very result 

China most feared. 

 

4. China Invades Vietnam 
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The rift in the relationship between the socialist nations of Vietnam and China 

mirrored the division that had been growing between China and the Soviet Union. 

Following the end of the Vietnam War in 1975, various meetings and negotiations took 

place between China and Vietnam. Alongside the USSR, China had supported Vietnam 

throughout the war with funds, weapons, and consumer goods, and was seeking further 

agreements that would strengthen ties between the two nations (Duiker 1986: 63). 

However, the high-level talks between China and Vietnam in 1975 revealed the deep 

ideological differences between the two states and further solidified Vietnam’s close 

connection to the USSR. Duiker notes the failure of the meetings and describes China’s 

Three Worlds Theory, a policy Vietnamese officials refused to ratify: 

 
 In China’s view the USSR and the United States, as superpowers, 
composed the so-called First World. The developed countries made up the 
Second World, and the Third World, of which China was a part, was 
composed of the developing countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 
Because the DRV [Democratic Republic of Vietnam] refused to include a 
reference to "hegemonism" (a code word for Soviet expansionism), no 
joint communiqué was issued (Duiker 1986: 64). 

 
Both Chinese and Vietnamese officials left the meetings empty-handed with no 

agreements and a shattered alliance. The ‘other’ cold war had become entrenched and the 

stage set for further conflict. According to Khoo, this Sino-Soviet parallel Cold War 

eventually led to the border war between the Peoples Republic of China and Vietnam as 

collateral damage (Khoo 2016). Historically, there were centuries of animosity between 

the two peoples, including a thousand years of colonization of Vietnam by China. Added 

to this was the deadly Chinese and South Vietnamese naval confrontation over the 

Paracel Islands in the South China Sea in 1974, which resulted in numerous casualties on 
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both sides. There was no shortage of fuel for a relationship of suspicion and mistrust 

between the two socialist nations. 

 For the next four years, border conflicts occurred in which provocative incursions 

by troops on both sides increased tension (Zhang 2015: 35). Finally, in 1979, Vietnam 

and the People’s Republic of China went to war. As mentioned above, China was deeply 

concerned about encirclement by pro-Soviet satellites. Making good on its promise of 

retaliation, the People’s Army sent a strong invasion force, crossing the northern 

Vietnamese border, attacking border towns and taking territory. The impetus for this war 

had much more to do with ideological differences than with acquiring or controlling 

territory. The most notable assessment is perhaps that of the Chinese leader, Deng 

Xiaoping himself, who stated that “although China's action to teach Vietnam a lesson just 

began, it was a limited operation to be confined within a region with a simple 

objective"— to "warn Vietnam not to be aggressive in the region” (Zhang 2015: 120). 

Eventually, Vietnam withdrew from Cambodia. However, the greatest and most lasting 

result of China’s “lesson” against Vietnam, without doubt, had far more to do with the 

human cost of hundreds of thousands of disrupted lives than with ideology, politics, or 

military gains. 

 During the decade of Chinese-Vietnamese hostilities (1979-1989), there was a 

backlash against ethnic Chinese people living in Vietnam that spilled over to include not 

only Chinese citizens who were recent migrants and guest workers, but also Vietnamese 

who had a Chinese background or “ethnicity.” In some cases, families persecuted for 

having Chinese links had been living in Vietnam for generations, intermarrying with 

Vietnamese, with the result that practical connections to China no longer existed. The 
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result was a precipitous fall in the population of Chinese in northern Vietnam as the 

following chart illustrates. 

 

 
Fig. 3: Population of Chinese in North and South Vietnam (Rigg 2003: 106) 

 
The value of these statistics lies in the illustrated pattern of the movement of 

thousands of Chinese from northern Vietnam and should not be used as “a coherent set of 

figures” (Rigg 2003: 106). During the final decade recorded, while there is actual growth 

in the Chinese population in the south of Vietnam, the north experienced a population 

drop of over 130,000 persons. As many Chinese Vietnamese asserted during the course 

of my research, the Vietnamese were suspicious of Chinese Vietnamese loyalties, 

especially those along the China-Vietnam border. Local authorities sought to pressure 

those with a Chinese background to leave the region during hostilities. For many, the 

situation was one of economic survival as the backlash against Chinese Vietnamese 

included the confiscation or closure of businesses, loss of school and university 

placements, dismissal from government and non-government jobs, police harassment, 

and social ostracism.  
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B. Border Crossings… and Re-Crossings  

 

The importance of social networks in a world in which both relatives and 

commerce could be found on both sides of the constantly negotiated border is key, and 

foreshadows the fact that Chinese-background Vietnamese were not initially treated as 

illegal when they crossed the border in their thousands during the Sino-Vietnamese War. 

Many were given accommodation and even assigned to work camps and communes as I 

will illustrate later in this chapter. 

 

 1. A Longstanding Porous Border 

 
One afternoon I was chatting easily with several servers around the near-empty 

tables of a Vietnamese café in south London. I had only been in the restaurant on two 

previous occasions during my final research period in London, though I spent several 

hours eating, drinking Vietnamese coffee and chatting. Having asked a number of 

questions about Vietnamese people in London, I changed the topic to the Chinese border 

and asked about the Vietnamese with a Chinese background who were currently living in 

London. “Oh!” said the woman at the counter. “My husband Vinh, he’s Chinese 

Vietnamese! You need to talk with him! He’s busy cooking, but I’ll call him now. Maybe 

he has time to talk with you” (Interview 20 January 2017). She disappeared down a set of 

stairs at the back to the café. I heard her talking to a man, encouraging him to come to the 

front to meet this “English man who speaks some Vietnamese.” I could sense his 
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reluctance, but finally, after several minutes of discussion, he emerged from the dark 

hallway and came to my table. 

 I stood up and introduced myself, careful to complement his culinary expertise. I 

asked several questions about the food, which he seemed delighted to answer in the south 

London, English accent I so often heard from those ethnic 2nd generation Chinese 

Vietnamese who had been born in London, or who had been brought to London as small 

children and were of the 1.5 generation. I briefly described my own background in 

Vietnam in an attempt to establish rapport. I mentioned my trip to Hanoi in 2008 and 

differences I had noticed in several dishes compared to my experiences in Saigon, now 

Ho Chi Minh City. As we relaxed together, I asked about his experience coming to 

Britain. He said he would be happy to describe it, but had to keep working in the kitchen. 

He hesitated a moment, then suggested that I come downstairs to the kitchen so that we 

could talk further. 

In the course of the conversation, I learned that Vinh’s father’s experience was 

similar to a number of others who carried on business across a porous border, often 

dealing in items that Vinh described as “easy to transport on one’s person, untraceable, 

and untaxed” (Interview 20 January 2016). Vinh described his father’s activities, moving 

across the China-Vietnam border, trading and selling watches and other small items. He 

stated that, “at times, a border guard might be rewarded for reentry permission, or for 

looking the other way. At other times, they used pathways that bypassed the guards. 

These paths allowed them to enter and exit China unnoticed, although there was the 

danger of bandits” (Ibid.). Sometimes the guards or police were family, classmates or 
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friends, or ‘friends’ of friends. In any case, Vinh clearly described a border regularly 

crossed and re-crossed by peoples on both sides of the political divide. 

 In the course of another conversation around the tables of a Vietnamese café 

down the road, I met An, a 45-year-old, middle-aged ethnic Chinese Vietnamese man, 

who described his experience as a young boy living in the Chinese-Vietnamese 

borderland. An’s story of his family crossing from China, into Vietnam, and then back 

again illustrates the cross-border movement that often characterizes the porosity that 

exists when populations straddle state boundaries. An was sitting across from me in the 

café, taking a break from work over a Vietnamese coffee. When I asked if I could share 

his story, he replied, laughing, “Sure. Why not?” An described his father’s business, 

which, like Vinh’s father, involved travel back and forth across the border as a merchant, 

the difference was that An’s family were living in China. We had met only an hour 

before, but An was sharing quite openly about his family’s experience of flight from 

China across the border into Vietnam. He had been born in China, but his family 

migrated to Vietnam when he was an infant and became Vietnamese citizens. As An 

recounted his family story of migration from China to Vietnam, I learned that apparently, 

An’s father was having an affair with a young lady in a Chinese village on the 

Vietnamese border. When it was discovered that she had become pregnant, her family 

came searching for An’s father. An described the situation: 

Why did my family leave Vietnam? That’s a personal story, but I’ll tell 
you. My father got a girl pregnant in China. That’s bad – to get a girl 
pregnant. My dad was not a good man. He had a bad character. I don’t see 
him anymore. So the girl’s family wanted my dad to marry her. My dad 
was not going to do that. They came to our house with two coffins – one 
for my mum and one for my dad. My parents heard about it before they 
came, so we quickly left China and crossed over into Vietnam. We lived 
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in the province just across the border. We lived there for 10 years 
(Interview 20 January 2017). 

 
Fearing for their lives, An and his mother were quickly and quietly taken across the 

border into Vietnam where An’s father established a new life. This experience of a type 

of forced migration was followed, only a decade later, by another forced migration when 

his father felt compelled to arrange passage on a boat to Hong Kong. According to An: 

“In 1979 we got a boat to get out of Vietnam. It was a bad time. My family had to leave 

[Vietnam]. We were Chinese and Vietnamese wanted us out. They made it very difficult 

for us during the war with China (Interview 20 January 2017). An’s family, moving back 

and forth across the Vietnamese and Chinese border, experienced different motivations 

for flight first from China, and then from Vietnam. Vinh’s family, in response to heavy 

persecution in Vietnam, utilized their familiarity with the border region to flee to China. 

These stories illustrate the familiarity both Vietnamese and Chinese had with one another 

across what was, in reality, a porous and unfixed border, at least in the social relations of 

the local populations of the two states. 

 
 
 2. Gendered Mobilities Across the Border - Marriage 

 

 
Continuing this discussion of the porosity of the Chinese-Vietnamese borderland, 

in addition to commerce and domestic issues causing Vietnamese mobilities across the 

Chinese border, there was another reason for movement, primarily from south to north. 

“Many Vietnamese who live along the border have relatives in both countries. It’s 

normal. Some people went back and forth all the time,” said one elderly gentleman at a 
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Vietnamese community center in North London (Interview, 30 January 2017). We were 

chatting during Tết, celebrating the Lunar New Year. I queried him further about cross-

border connections, asking if there was always bad feeling between Vietnamese and 

Chinese across the border? Is there ever intermarriage?  “Yes.” he continued. “People 

have normal relationships across the border. There’s not always anger. Mostly 

Vietnamese women marry Chinese men across the border. They think they can have a 

better life there. And many Vietnamese speak Chinese. It’s not too difficult” (Interview, 

30 January 2017). 

 Any question of a Vietnamese diaspora must address the realities of gender 

migration and in particular, women who marry non-Vietnamese. In this dissertation, I 

have explored practices of specifically Chinese Vietnamese women marrying foreigners 

as one aspect of the collective serial migration experience that facilitated an untethered 

perspective on ethnicity, citizenship, nationalism and commitment to territory. I note that 

Chinese Vietnamese women involved in this project have partners who are French, 

Mauritian, English, Chinese and Vietnamese. Several of these women have either left 

London and returned or have left London indefinitely with their partners. In addition, 

several young men also have or have had partners who are Chinese Malay, English, 

Vietnamese American and mainland Chinese in Hong Kong. When I asked 1.5 and 2nd 

generation Chinese Vietnamese about the possibilities of non-Chinese Vietnamese 

partners, I was told that it does not matter to their parents, and that they simply wanted 

their children to be successful and happy. I received the same answer from their parents 

of the first generation. 
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The phenomenon of marriage migration has long been a practice, though it is 

fraught with adjustment issues for those who have strong social and territorial ties to the 

homeland. In his satire, The Industry of Marrying Europeans, Vũ Trọng Phụng describes 

one of the primary difficulties associated with marriage migration through the voice of 

one of his characters, Suzanne, who says, “I don’t hope to marry a Frenchman. That 

would be the last thing I would do. I have seen and understood everything. If I were 

married to a Frenchman, I might have to follow him to the … motherland, and I can’t 

bear leaving my mother here to die of hunger” (Vũ, 2006: 43). This statement captures 

the difficulties associated with migration in general as families are separated and familial 

roles and responsibilities are relinquished. Similar accounts of uprootings have come out 

of the Vietnam War era. Toward the end of the Vietnam or American War in the early 

1970s, a number of American Servicemen brought their Vietnamese brides and children 

to the United States (Castles, Haas and Miller, 2014: 154). This aspect of the role of 

gender in mobility has been what Castles, Haas and Miller have called the “feminization 

of migration” (Castles, Haas and Miller, 2014: 154-155). Apropos to my work, the 

phenomenon of Vietnamese women marrying foreigners is not new in Vietnamese 

history but it is a practice which has increased dramatically through the use of the internet 

has been the proliferation of what has been called “mail order brides” (Castles, Haas and 

Miller, 2014: 154). This practice involves “women who intend to marry across the border 

or overseas through matrimonial negotiations involving transnational commercial 

agencies, [and] has gained currency in the practice of international migration in the 

region (Khadria, 2016: 249). Statistics show that “since the 1990s nearly 100,000 

Vietnamese women have married Taiwanese men,” and in 2010, “in South Korea, 47% of 
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the foreign brides came from Vietnam (Ibid.). While “marriage migration” has received a 

negative response from Vietnamese media, both in and outside of Vietnam (Belanger, et 

al, 2013: 82), research indicates that “Vietnamese marriage migrants abroad were 

generally successful migrants who have children, establish networks, and work to send 

remittances – a reality rarely reflected in media coverage in Vietnam” (Ibid.). While in 

Hong Kong I have noted that of the 1400 Chinese Vietnamese who were given leave to 

remain, the vast majority were married to Hong Kong Chinese men.  

This information prompted me to research instances of intermarriage between 

Vietnamese and Chinese along the border. I had heard both Vietnamese and foreigners 

describing these marriages as a type of ‘human trafficking’ in local conversations in 

London and during trips to Vietnam in 2004 and 2008. In order to better understand these 

cross-border relationships, I turned to the work of Nguyễn Thị Phương Châm, a member 

of the Vietnamese Academy of Sciences, who had conducted research in Móng Cái, 

Quảng Ninh Province on the northern border between Vietnam and China. Móng Cái was 

the home area of several people in London who contributed their stories during my 

research for this dissertation. Nguyễn spent time with Vietnamese women on both sides 

of the Vietnam-China border, specifically focusing on Vietnamese women who had 

married Chinese men. She describes her findings, noting the relative ease of adjustment 

among Vietnamese women marrying across the border: 

 

The Vietnamese wives of Wanwei men constitute a small portion of the 
total number of women who contract to marry foreign men. The fact that 
they have settled in a village where there is a sizable population of 
Vietnamese speakers distinguishes them from the women who end up in 
South Korea, Taiwan, or farther north in the PRC, where they are 
marooned in a sea of strangers whose language and customs they do not 
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share. Living close to the border, the wives of Wanwei are able to 
maintain personal contact with their birth families in Vietnam (Nguyễn 
2014: 94). 
 

 
Nguyễn goes on to compare these women’s experiences to those of men and women who 

are part of “transnational flows” (Askew and Wilk 2002; Gupta 1992; Gupta and 

Ferguson 1998; Hannerz 2002; and Schiller, Basch and Blanc 1995), such as Vietnamese 

women who carry out business in China from a base in Vietnam, or Vietnamese men 

working in factories in the urban centers of Guangdung in southern China, and young 

Vietnamese women working in the tourist industry. All of these are cross-border 

migrations, but the difference is noteworthy. Marriage migrations across the Chinese-

Vietnamese border illustrate the porousness, closeness and the back-and-forth nature of 

the relationships on the borderland. 

Noting that Chinese Vietnamese women who marry Chinese men across the 

northern Vietnamese border are able to maintain contact with their relatives in Vietnam 

since they are not far away, Nguyễn describes the short, though relatively expensive, 

ferry that crosses the river that separates Vietnam from China. While travel on this ferry 

is not ‘official,’ and there is always the need to bribe someone, such movement back and 

forth across the border is frequent and normalized. And while regular transnational 

interaction elicits questions about how these two peoples could have gone to war given 

their interconnectivity, it is clear that there are provisions for cross-border movement 

even if they are informal or at times, clandestine. It was perhaps this familiarity that laid 

the foundation for the Chinese reception of ethnic Chinese Vietnamese refugees in the 

initial stages of the Sino-Vietnamese conflict in 1979. On a national level animosity 
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boiled over into war, however, on the local level, provisions were made, however basic, 

for the thousands of Chinese Vietnamese who migrated north. 

 

 
 3. Chinese Provisions for Refugees: Camps and Communes 

 

I heard the story of a secret sojourn in China while waiting for a cultural program 

to begin at a Vietnamese community center in 2017. I had arrived early, hoping to engage 

ethnic Chinese Vietnamese in conversation. As I stepped up to the entrance of the venue, 

a rather large family came up behind me. I held the door open and greeted them in 

Vietnamese, much to their surprise. I greeted others as I moved through the building, 

eventually taking a seat. An elderly gentleman surrounded by, I found out later, his 

grandchildren, slipped into a seat just behind me. He asked about my Vietnamese accent. 

After a few minutes describing my own life experience in Vietnam, I asked about his 

story. He took a deep breath, glanced at the children, who were distracted by his mobile 

phone, and began: 

I left Vietnam in 1979 because my grandfather was Chinese. The 
Vietnamese made it impossible for us to remain. My family lost their 
business with no hope of income. I was a teenager, so I decided I would 
leave the country and perhaps send money back for my family. I got 
passage on a boat when we pulled together what gold we could. But my 
journey was short. The boat hit rocks on an island [off the Chinese coast] 
and was destroyed. We pooled our money and bought a small boat to get 
to the mainland. We were there for a few months. We had to be secret, you 
know? We stayed in a small village. We didn't want the authorities to 
know we were there. We really didn’t want to be sent to a camp or be put 
to work on a commune. After some months, we were able to pay a fishing 
boat to tow us to Hong Kong (Interview, 4 February 2017). 

 
Fear of being put in a refugee camp was a common theme in several interviews 

with Chinese Vietnamese. China was not the ultimate destination for many of the people 
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fleeing Vietnam, as it did not promise opportunities for further education of children or 

the hope of lucrative business. The Vietnamese-Chinese border region was an 

impoverished area of China. Many Ethnic Chinese Vietnamese in London described 

desires to migrate ultimately to Japan or Hong Kong. Some mentioned Canada or the 

United States. In addition to the refugee camps, the Chinese government re-settled ethnic 

Chinese Vietnamese into more permanent villages. 

From 1979, China housed refugees in small existing communes and eventually 

built both fishing and agricultural villages specifically for Chinese Vietnamese. A 

Chinese official described China’s settlement plan: 

The vast majority of the refugees other than the fishermen here have been 
assigned to work on 41 state farms and forest farms in Guangxi. The farms 
are run by the state, usually to grow cash crops like pineapples, hemp and 
tea. Each farm worker is paid a small wage, starting at about $20 to $25 a 
month. Six of the 41 state farms in Guangxi were originally set up for 
overseas Chinese returning from countries like Indonesia that expelled a 
great number of ethnic Chinese a decade ago. They and other Chinese 
workers on the state farms must now move over to give room to the 
refugees moving into Guangxi as well as other provinces (Matthews 1979: 
2). 

 
However, in spite of a policy of humanitarian relief, Chinese Vietnamese remained 

without official status until 2005, when many finally received identity cards that allowed 

them to travel and receive limited rights just short of citizenship (Xie 2016).  

These communes and villages, while providing a limited livelihood, were not 

ideal for everyone and many prepared for an onward migration to Hong Kong. The 

economic hardships and lack of opportunity were seen as unacceptable circumstances. 

Life was not easy; nor did working in a village give one hope for a future. As one woman 

in the same community center said, “The Chinese simply wanted to put us to work. They 

had labor needs and we were thousands of people. Many of us could speak Chinese, at 
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least one of the dialects, as long as we didn’t go too far from the border” (Interview, 4 

February 2017). A gentleman present added, “I didn’t leave a miserable and hopeless life 

in Vietnam just to get another miserable and hopeless life in China! Even though I could 

speak Chinese it was a misery!” (Interview, 4 February 2017). The resentment at 

conditions in China was common and many shared these same sentiments. 

However, Chinese and Vietnamese people did not always have a language in 

common. Vinh, a London-born, 2nd generation Chinese Vietnamese engineer stated that 

his father and mother were assigned to work on a commune, but could not understand the 

dialect spoken there at all. For two years, they worked hard, but always were the 

‘outsiders.’ He explained, “They felt that they would never be accepted by the 

community, even when they did learn some of the dialect. More importantly, they 

realized that their two little children, my siblings, would never be able to go to a good 

school or make something of themselves. So they began planning their escape to Hong 

Kong” (Interview 12 September 2016). “Escape to Hong Kong” was a phrase I heard 

often.  

 

C. Temporary Asylum in Hong Kong 

  

The first, group of boat migrants arrived in Hong Kong in May 1975, following 

what has come to be known as the ‘Fall of Saigon.’ The surrender of the capital of the 

Republic of South Vietnam brought an end to over twenty years of civil war and unified 

the country under the Communist government of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. 

These events triggered a mass exodus of Vietnamese from the south with the vast 
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majority of Vietnamese traveling by boat from the south of the country to the Philippines, 

Malaysia, Thailand, and Indonesia. Most fled in fear as a result of the Communist 

takeover and the ensuing reprisals against supporters of the South Vietnamese 

government and the US, its ally. In 1975, 3743 Vietnamese landed in Hong Kong harbor 

as refugees having been picked up by the a Danish container ship (Thomas 2017: 1). By 

1978, as the war with China heated up, the numbers of boat migrants increased drastically 

and the “welcome” of refugees was formalized by the adoption of a “port of first asylum” 

policy, stating that the responsibility for processing refugees lies with the country in 

which the refugee first claims asylum (Hong Kong Government 1993). By 1979 there 

were 69,000 refugees in camps and the “port of first asylum” policy was revoked, paving 

the way for the eventual repatriation of 67,000 refugees back to Vietnam. By 1996, 

200,000 mostly Chinese Vietnamese had passed through Hong Kong harbor (Chan 2011: 

5). 

As stated above, human flight into Hong Kong was composed of two streams: 

The first included those who fled the Communist takeover of South Vietnam and 

originated primarily in southern and central Vietnam. The second stream was made up of 

Vietnamese, particularly Chinese-background Vietnamese in northern Vietnam who fled 

anti-Chinese persecution (Chan 2011: 7; Hoang 2016). The majority of Vietnamese in 

London are from the latter group (Sims 2007; James 2011). During the first ten years of 

the refugee crisis, the majority of refugees to be settled abroad were offered asylum in the 

US, France, and Canada. As a result of these states’ sponsorship policies, the majority of 

Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese with higher education, skills, and social connections 

settled in these countries while many Vietnamese with fewer resources and social capital 
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languished in camps and detention centers for years. Those who remained were the bulk 

of Vietnamese airlifted to London according to Hackney Councilor Khánh Thành Vũ, 

who arrived in Britain in 1979 from Vietnam and established support networks for newly 

arrived Vietnamese (Interview August 2004). The support services eventually resulted in 

the establishment of the An Viet Foundation, which completed forty years of service to 

the Vietnamese refugee community in 2018. 

 
  

 

 

1. Hong Kong Refugee Policy 

 
In this section, I trace the human cost of state actions, including the change over 

twenty years in Hong Kong colonial government policy from a stance characterized by 

initially welcoming Vietnamese into “open” refugee camps to a negative policy 

represented by “closed” detention centers, in which boat migrants languished for years. A 

number of scholars have engaged with this aspect of the Chinese Vietnamese boat 

migrant crisis that spanned from the late 1970s, into the 1990s, particularly Chan and 

Loveridge 1987, who examine the “relationship between culture shock, conditions of life 

and culture in refugee transit camps and the psychological life of refugees” (Chan and 

Loveridge 1987: 745). Also, Chan (2011) and Hoang (2016) who have specifically 

explored Chinese Vietnamese sojourns in Hong Kong.  

As a result of a significant rise in the population of refugees beginning in 1979, 

numbering 69,000 Vietnamese in Hong Kong, both a shift in public opinion as well as a 
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government policy change occurred (Chan 2011; Hoang 2016). While beginning in 1975, 

refugee camps were open and refugees were allowed to travel freely and even find work 

in Hong Kong, by 1982, detention centers had been established in which refugees were 

effectively incarcerated with no permission to work and no opportunity to leave the 

camps. This policy, called the “deterrent measure,” was meant to cause potential refugees 

to re-think their desire to flee to Hong Kong (Haines 2011: 23). Deterrence continued 

through the next fifteen years, which included another large influx of refugees in 1988; in 

1989, 34,000 arrivals were recorded (Hong Kong Report 1993). In 1988, in response to 

the large number of arrivals, the colonial government put in place a “screening policy,” 

which reviewed each case with the possibility of repatriation should a refugee be found as 

entering for economic reasons, rather than “fear of persecution” (Chan 2011). By the end 

of 1989, the first repatriations took place (Hoang 2016), garnering Hong Kong a “poor 

reputation in the international political arena (Chan, Szymanska-Matusiewicz and Fung 

2015: 3). Roughly ten years later, the policy of the “port of first asylum” was abolished 

and all subsequent arrivals were deemed illegal immigrants subject to repatriation to their 

country of origin. By 2000, all the centers had been closed. In the final tally, between 

1975 and 2000 213,000 Vietnamese arrived in Hong Kong: 143,000 received settlement 

opportunities in other countries; 67,000 refugees were repatriated;, and 1,400 were 

allowed to remain in Hong Kong on a permanent basis (Chan 2011; Hoang 2016). The 

small number of permanent residents consisted primarily of Vietnamese women of 

Chinese background who had married Hong Kong Chinese men (Chan 2011).  

 
 2. No Leave to Remain: Onward Migration to Third Countries 
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The relationship between Hong Kong and London has been extensively studied 

from both colonial and postcolonial vantage points. The experience of Vietnamese and 

Chinese-background Vietnamese boat migrants is a direct result of a series of actions and 

decisions made by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), as 

well as Vietnam, China, the Colony of Hong Kong, the UK, the US, and several other 

countries that granted asylum. Each of these nations exercised hegemonic control and 

authority in various ways, with each decision affecting the trajectory of asylum seekers. 

State authority and power played key roles with regard to the refugee experience, the slim 

possibility of remaining in Hong Kong, as well as the “moving on” of individuals and 

families from Hong Kong as the port of first asylum to other locations (Chan 2011). It 

was clear from the beginning that Hong Kong had no intention of allowing Vietnamese or 

Chinese Vietnamese to remain in the colony. The US, Canada, and Australia accepted 

143,000 people (Hoang 2016). According to Robinson and Hale, numbers of Vietnamese 

refugees accepted by Britain were miniscule during the two-week period of time after the 

capture of Saigon: 

 

In 1975, the withdrawal of American troops from Saigon stimulated a 
mass exodus of those associated with the defeated capitalist regime. 9500 
of these refugees were accepted by the French government for 
resettlement, whilst the US administration admitted 133,000 Vietnamese 
in a period of only fourteen days during April and May. In the same year 
Britain allowed only 32 new Vietnamese into the country whilst granting a 
further 300 the right to remain. In 1976, only three new Vietnamese 
refugees entered the United Kingdom…and in 1978 only 610 asylum 
seekers were accepted. Britain, then, was peripheral to the first exodus of 
Vietnamese (Robinson and Hale 1989: 1). 

 
   

D. London: An Unlikely Option 
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Great Britain played a minimal role in both the colonial and postcolonial history 

of Vietnam, with the exception of a post-World War II, six-month interim peacekeeping 

force in 1945 and a small force that fought in South Vietnam during the Vietnam War. 

Given this history, the UK made little effort to assist refugees leaving Vietnam unless 

they were directly saved by British vessels. In these case of rescue, refugees were brought 

directly to the Britain. The numbers of refugee arrivals in the UK were small in the early 

years of the crisis, particularly when compared to other nations more invested due to 

previous colonial or military alliances such as South Asians from East Africa or West 

Indians. London, as a place of settlement, was therefore a very unlikely option, and the 

UK was not a sought after destination for refugees leaving Vietnam, particularly those 

from the north according to Chinese Vietnamese interlocutors who more often mentioned 

their desire to settle in Japan, Canada, Australia or the United States. 

An example of the ways Chinese Vietnamese arrived in Britain include the 

experiences of Mai and Kim’s families. I sat at a small table with these two Chinese 

Vietnamese professional women in their thirties, both married with children. Mai was of 

the 1.5 generation, having left Vietnam as a small girl, and Kim was second generation, 

born in London. I first met them at a dinner organized by a Vietnamese friend, Hùng, 

who was a graduate student in London whom I met through a lecture I gave at the 

London School of Economics. During the dinner, I asked both women about the 

possibility of a formal interview and both agreed with some hesitancy. Noting their 

apprehension, I offered that the interview could be done as a small group interview with 

both of them at a public place near their work on the south side of London. They both 

visibly relaxed and agreed heartily. We gathered our hot drinks on a rainy, cold blustery 
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February evening after work and found a table in the crowded noisy coffee shop just 

outside Waterloo station. I asked about destinations and whether or not their families had 

choices as to where they wanted to settle from Hong Kong. Kim explained that her Mum 

told her that “she was given a choice [in which country she desired to settle]. I think she 

chose Canada, or Japan or America. But then, I don't know how, her name came up on a 

list for some reason, so she didn't have a choice. She came to England” (Interview 

February 2017). I mentioned that it was good that she took the first offer as I was aware 

that if one refused an offer, there was no guarantee of a further option. She agreed that 

she had heard the same thing. Then Mai spoke up, referring to her parents: “I think they 

just wanted to settle somewhere. So I think England was the first option that was offered 

to them so they took it. And apparently the whole boat, they all came to England” 

(Interview February 2017). Earlier, Mai had stated that her boat carried 159 passengers. 

These stories illustrate the uncertain nature of the resettlement process and the ways that 

Chinese Vietnamese were at the mercy of the systems put in place by the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees as well as those nations participating in the 

resettlement process. Once the decision was agreed, Chinese Vietnamese were settled 

quickly as Hong Kong was under pressure from both its own population and the Chinese 

government to clear the refugees prior to the 1997 handover of the colony to Hong Kong. 

 

1. The “Vietnamese Problem:” Thatcher’s Policy Softens 

 
I stood in the living area of an informal AirBnB, getting a feel for the place. I took 

in the sparseness of the furnishings, a book shelf that held the Television and a few 

momentos, but no books, the sleeping arrangements that consisted of two simple fold-
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down sofas, and the lack of a table and chairs. Those were in the kitchen, my new 

‘landlord’ said. The gentleman from whom I rented the flat was an older man in his 

seventies. I met him 14 years before at the Hanoi Café when he offered that I should 

write at the café at a particular table and he would provided me with Vietnamese coffee 

and snacks. We often chatted at the café and over time became quite close. 

My eye strayed to a full-page photo of Margaret Thatcher taped to the corner of a 

mirror that rested on the floor. It was a photo from the 1980s, during Thatcher’s height of 

power, reprinted in the “Daily Mail” in a spread commemorating the life and legacy of 

the so-called “Iron Lady” of Great Britain. She had died a few weeks prior to my arrival 

in London. I was aware of her mixed reputation in Britain. My host followed my gaze 

and said “Thatcher was very good to us. I remember. She helped us. She helped many 

Vietnamese. She was very good!” (Huy Interview, 1 February 2017). I watched his 

expression turn from a statement-of-fact to an emotional, heart-felt attempt to convince 

me. He must have noticed an ambivalence on my face. I was conflicted. How should I 

respond? I decided to ask questions about Thatcher’s legacy from his perspective and not 

to make an attempt to engage in a debate. After all, Margaret Thatcher had eventually 

ordered that some 35,000 refugees from Vietnam be allowed into Britain over the course 

of the final two decades of the Twentieth century. 

As the 1997 deadline toward the return of Hong Kong to the Chinese government 

loomed, the Hong Kong colonial government and Britain sought solutions to the 

“Vietnamese problem” as it was termed at the time (Whitney 1998: 26). Initially, British 

Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was staunchly against accepting refugees from Hong 

Kong into Britain on grounds that housing was scarce and too many British citizens were 
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waiting for accommodation. “There would be riots in the streets if refugees were given 

council housing” (Travis 2009: 2). As the Vietnamese forced migration crisis escalated 

during the Sino-Vietnamese War along with increasing persecution of ethnic Chinese 

Vietnamese, not only did the UNHCR, but also British citizens began to press Prime 

Minister Margaret Thatcher to accept asylum seekers from Hong Kong. The crisis 

reached astronomical proportions with some reports that 150,000 people had died at sea 

while fleeing Vietnam (Robinson and Hale 1989: 1). While Britain debated the 

acceptance of 10,000 refugees, a quota negotiated with the United Nations, repatriations 

to Vietnam of refugees languishing in Hong Kong’s camps were stepped up so that by 

2000, a total of 67,000 boat migrants from Vietnam were returned to that country (Hoang 

2016). The international community’s public outcry against the possible repatriation of 

genuine refugees who had reason to fear persecution also increased. The eventual result 

was that the Thatcher government relented and a series of British government programs 

were initiated in which 35,000 Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese were airlifted from 

Hong Kong to the UK. Entry of Vietnamese from Hong Kong refugee camps into the UK 

took place through three programs, representing one of the first major non-British 

Commonwealth migrations into Britain since the 1940 acceptance of 300,000 Polish 

military exiles (Robinson 2003). 

 

2. Migration to London 

 

The three migration waves of Vietnamese from Hong Kong to the UK took place 

roughly from 1978-9 until 1996. In the first, the vast majority arrived in the UK as so-
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called ‘boat people,’ with 10,000 people admitted primarily from 1979 to 1982. The 

second wave spanned a period from 1983 to 1988, further reducing the population of 

refugees in Hong Kong by several thousand. From 1989 to 1996, as pressure mounted to 

clear the Hong Kong refugee camps before the official handover of the colony to China 

in 1997, the “2000 Program” was enacted which admitted roughly 2000 refugees to the 

UK directly from Hong Kong (Ibid.). The migration from Hong Kong established the 

Vietnamese as a significant community in the UK and subsequent migration has 

strengthened their presence. 

Official numbers account for those individuals from Hong Kong who entered the 

UK through refugee relief channels. Others arrived in the UK through legal family 

reunion visas, by-passing Hong Kong through the United Nations-Vietnam-British 

government negotiated Orderly Departure Program. This initiative was instituted to 

“reduce [Vietnamese] departure by boat,” as another attempt by authorities at deterrence 

(Duke and Marshall 1995: 2). On a broad scale, the policy was instituted in an attempt to 

gain control over the refugee crisis, since it was overwhelming a number of Southeast 

Asian countries, as well as Hong Kong. The program did prevent some ethnic Chinese 

Vietnamese from seeking passage on boats to Hong Kong and elsewhere. Chinese 

Vietnamese in London recounted numerous stories of family reunions, some taking many 

years to painstakingly fill in forms, wait in government offices, call in favors from well-

placed officials, and in some cases, travel to Vietnam in attempts to expedite visas. 

Vy described his joy at his reunion with his wife and children after three years in 

London on his own. We were sitting in a community hall in north London. We met 

several weeks before, but had not had an in-depth conversation. The hall was empty, save 
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a few ladies preparing lunch in the kitchen. The weather was quite chilly and there was a 

steady rain falling that often kept people away. Vy had been peripheral to my 

conversations in the past, but this moment of quiet and privacy must have given him 

courage. He shared openly about his early experiences in the UK and now he was 

recounting his feelings about the arrival of his family in Britain. It had been thirty years 

since the reunion, but a big smile creased his entire face that I could imagine was the 

same one visible then. “I couldn’t believe that I was seeing them! When I left on a small 

boat from the coast of Hải Phòng, I thought I would never see them again. But I knew I 

had to try to get a better life for my family. It was better to try, even though it was 

dangerous, than to stay in a place where I couldn’t support my family, even if than place 

was my own homeland” (Interview 12 February 2017). Vy’s family was one of the early 

arrivals on the Orderly Departure Program. It took several years, but as Vy recollects, “I 

was so grateful that they didn’t leave by boat like so many others. I could have lost them” 

(Ibid.). 

Hoàng, sitting nearby, joined our conversation, likewise expressing relief as he 

described the arrival of his mother, wife, and two sons. As with Vy’s family, it was 

several years after Hoàng crossed the border into China and then travelled by boat to 

Hong Kong that his family was reunited. “There was so much paperwork! I would never 

have been able to get my family to the UK without the help of my community center. I 

sent papers in and then waited. And then I sent more, and waited. It seemed to take so 

long. Then, finally they were here at the airport. I couldn’t believe it. All the difficulties 

were out of my mind. I didn’t even remember them” (Interview 12 February 2017). Over 

the course of the following thirty years, Vietnamese have continued to enter the UK as 
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family members, international students, diplomats, guest workers and non-legal 

immigrants. While various leaders in local community centers discuss figures indicating a 

100,000-strong Vietnamese community. For those who arrived in Britain during those 

early years there was a final series of hurdles in the journey toward ‘permanent’ 

settlement, particularly after 1985. According to An, a social worker in south London 

with whom I will engage extensively later in this dissertation, the British government 

implemented a policy of dispersal in 1985 and 1986 that continues to this day. The 

purpose is to distribute the responsibility for new arrival refugees in order not to 

overburden individual local councils and city governments. I will discuss this policy and 

its failure in Section II. A major result of the failure of this policy was the intra-migration 

of Chinese Vietnamese from other parts of the United Kingdom into London, thus 

establishing multiple Vietnamese communities both north and south of the river Thames. 

 
Section Conclusion 

 
In this chapter, I sought to answer two questions. How did some 35,000 primarily 

Chinese Vietnamese come to live in London? And what was the impetus that drove them 

to leave their homeland and migrate through as many as three different locations on the 

way to London? I described the political and economic forces that drove ethnic Chinese 

Vietnamese to detach themselves from Vietnam and make precarious journeys from their 

homeland. I also engaged with personal stories in which Chinese Vietnamese shared their 

experiences of collective serial migration. Their routes were precarious, as were their 

experiences in the places through which they passed. 
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Section II: Precarious Paths: Oral Accounts of Migration 
 
 
Introduction 
 

Using oral histories gathered over the course of several years in London and Hong 

Kong, I examine the paths of mobility taken by a number of Chinese Vietnamese from 

northern Vietnam through China and Hong Kong to the United Kingdom and finally to 

London. In this section, I structure my argument using Van Gennep’s “rights of passage” 

(2010: 10).  

Rites of separation are prominent in funeral ceremonies, rites of 
incorporation at marriages. Transition rites may play an important part, for 
instance, in pregnancy, betrothal, and initiation; or they may be reduced to 
a minimum in adoption, in the delivery of a second child, in remarriage, or 
in the passage from the second to the third age group. Thus, although a 
complete scheme of rites of passage theoretically includes preliminal rites 
(rites of separation), liminal rites (rites of transition), and postliminal rites 
(rites of incorporation) (Van Gennep 2010: 10-11). 

 
Van Gennep subdivides rights of passage “into rites of separation, transition 

rites, and rites of incorporation” (Ibid.), creating a useful framework for organizing a 

discussion of the migration experiences of Chinese Vietnamese. 

Rites of separation constitute those processes through which Chinese Vietnamese 

separated themselves from their previous lives, families and friends, territories and 

livelihoods through boat migration from Vietnam. Political and economic fallout from the 

Sino-Soviet Cold War and the resulting deterioration in the relationship between Vietnam 

and China precipitated discrimination and intimidation that led to the significant 

outmigration of ethnic Chinese Vietnamese from Vietnam. Chan, et al corroborate this 

finding, concluding that ethnic Chinese background Vietnamese citizens migrated to 

Hong Kong was a result of the border war with China as opposed to the migration of 
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Vietnamese to other Southeast Asian countries (Chan 2011: 7; Chan, Szymanska-

Matusiewicz and Fung 2015: 3). Most arrivals by boat in Southeast Asia involved 

southern Vietnamese and some ethnic Chinese reacting to the extreme difficulties 

associated with the defeat of the Republic of South Vietnam and its transition to 

communism. Hong Kong arrivals included a high percentage of Chinese from Northern 

Vietnam who had lived under the communist regime since its inception in 1954, 

including many whose families lived in Vietnam when Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh 

declared independence from France in 1945.  

Amer notes that according to “accounts given by refugees in Hong Kong…the 

Vietnamese authorities were implementing a policy that was tantamount to an expulsion 

of the remaining ethnic Chinese in the North of Vietnam” (Amer 2011: 46). The initial 

process of marking Chinese Vietnamese citizens involved registering as Chinese with 

local Vietnamese authorities followed by those with means buying passage on boats 

destined for Hong Kong or other Southeast Asian ports. Later, the outmigration became 

illegal following international pressure on Vietnam to close down boat departures. 

Subsequently, the rites of separation became characterized by often-dangerous 

clandestine inquiries about boat passage, payment for passage under precariously dubious 

circumstances often resulting in the loss of payment, usually in gold, as organizers 

disappeared. Additional hazards lay in the often questionable seaworthiness of boats and 

operators’ lack of skills. 

With regard to the perils and casualties associated, migrants faced not only the 

dangers of the high seas, but also governmental attempts to curb migration. Forcefully 

implementing efforts to prevent boat migration without changing the factors that 



 99 

precipitate that migration create greater precarity for people crossing the ocean. In 

comparison to the Chinese Vietnamese experience, current operations against migration 

by boat have heightened the precarity experienced by refugees. On the Mediterranean, 

Faleg and Blockmans’ 2015 report examines the European Union’s efforts to curb human 

trafficking by boat by using EU naval forces to survey and destroy boats and other means 

of transport traffickers use. It finds that the danger of these operations lies in the potential 

loss of life of refugees caught up in the crossfire (Faleg and Blockmans 2015: 1). Another 

threat to life lies in traffickers’ and migrants’ decisions to use alternative means of 

migration to avoid detection, such as smaller boats, night-time travel, and, in some cases, 

intentional scuppering of boats once in the presence of other vessels in order to force 

rescue. Enforcement is a double-edged sword, on the one hand, intended to curb 

migration, and on the other, encouraging more and more dangerous migration practices. 

In a 2018 article examining EU policies on migration, Williams and Mountz assert that: 

 
The relationship between increased border enforcement operations at sea 
and migrant losses of life around the EU between 2006 and 2015, [are] 
significantly and positively correlated. We also find evidence that 
increased enforcement leads to rerouting of migrant journeys to ‘weak 
spots’ in relation to borders. These findings bring empirical support to the 
commonly asserted claim by social scientists that externalization creates 
greater loss of life. We argue that, although discourse about interception 
and externalization has shifted to humanitarian rescue narratives, offshore 
enforcement by any other name continues to be highly correlated with 
migrant deaths (Williams and Mountz 2018: 1). 

 
Boat migration is extremely precarious. Oral histories I collected from Chinese 

Vietnamese give us a sense of the precarity they endured. These oral histories provide the 

basis for an examination of the current state of Chinese Vietnamese in London in my 

conclusion. 
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Chapter 4: Leaving Vietnam 

 

 Among ethnic Chinese Vietnamese in London, the most commonly discussed 

reason given for fleeing Vietnam was fear: fear of the loss of freedom, fear of a lack of 

opportunities, fear of losing material, educational, or monetary assets, and even fear of 

the loss of life. Fear leads individuals and groups to select the precarity of migration in 

spite of the dangers of migration. 

 I got to know Linh’s mother and father, Thanh and Đức, in their Vietnamese 

supermarket in north London. I often stopped by the shop over the course of several 

years. The first time I went there, I met Thanh. We initially spoke Vietnamese, but when 

she continually shifted the conversation to English, I gave in and carried on as she led. It 

seemed that she preferred English, perhaps because there were other Vietnamese in the 

shop, and the use of English with me, as a British American was more appropriate in that 

setting. I informed her that I was carrying out research for project and she readily assisted 

me, sharing her story openly. During the conversation, she pulled out a newspaper article 

from several years before, clipped from a local London newspaper. The article concerned 

her experience of boat migration from Vietnam to Hong Kong as a single mother, her 

marriage to another refugee in Hong Kong, and then their further migration to London. 

Filling in the gaps from the article as we talked during a lull in her work at the cash 

register, I learned that her husband passed away and then she left Vietnam in 1986, 

experiencing a harrowing journey to Hong Kong. “After my husband died,” she said, “it 

was very bad for me and for my daughter. I couldn’t make money. I had to leave with 

other people. I couldn’t stay in Vietnam or we would die” (Interview, March 2008). 
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During her five or six years in Hong Kong, she met and married her husband, Đức, also 

Chinese Vietnamese, and eventually the family of three were airlifted to London as the 

camps in Hong Kong were closed down. 

 Initially, Đức encouraged me to contact his daughter Linh after our conversations 

turned to the family’s experiences of migration and settlement in the United Kingdom. 

“You need to talk to my daughter, Linh. She can answer your questions much better,” he 

said. (Interview, April 2008). I thanked him as he wrote her mobile number on a piece of 

paper. I suggested that perhaps he could call her first to give me an introduction prior to 

my cold-calling her private number. He smiled and agreed. That afternoon, I backed off 

pressing him to talk further about his own experiences of migration and settlement, 

sensing that he was likely ‘fobbing me off’ to her to relieve himself of my interruptive 

questions. I got the message and let him know that I would return another time, which I 

did over the course of the next few years in relation to my master of Philosophy research 

with the University of London and also for researching this dissertation with the 

University of California. 

I made contact with Linh later that day, and have kept up with her since 2008. 

Linh was a woman in her thirties, university educated and working as a professional in 

Hackney. When I arrived in London for my dissertation research, I texted Linh to let her 

know that I was in town and asked to meet with her. She informed me that she was in the 

last month of pregnancy and asked if we could carry out the conversation by phone. I 

readily agreedtime. 

A few days later, I rang Linh for the interview. She immediately brought up the 

subject of her family’s settlement in London from Hong Kong and how grateful she was 
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for the assistance given them. For Linh, it was important to share this gratitude with me. I 

told Linh that I would return to this point, but that I would like to begin by asking her to 

describe her family’s journey from Vietnam. Linh described her mother’s decision to 

leave as a single mom with a small child: 

 
For my mum, life was too hard for her. She wanted to have better 
prospects for her child. Staying would have had a negative effect on me as 
her child. She’s a very driven woman. She felt oppressed as a single mum 
with no opportunity to have a voice. Maybe she wanted me to have a 
better life than hers, an opportunity to grow and prosper (Interview, 
February 18 2017). 

 
The desire for voice, the opportunity to pursue a livelihood, and the possibility for a 

better life were common themes in interviews. Loss of livelihood, veiled threats, and 

discrimination that cost some their education opportunities led to precarious departures. 

 

 A. Lost Livelihood 

 

Vinh and I chatted easily as we sat on the steps of St. Paul’s Cathedral in central 

London. I was introduced to Vinh by email through a mutual friend who managed a 

Vietnamese restaurant in Hackney. She mentioned that Vinh had expressed a desire to 

explore his heritage and was trying to make sense of his family’s background and the 

reasons for their departure from Vietnam and journey to London through China and Hong 

Kong. Vinh and I arranged to meet near his workplace. He arrived around sunset and we 

picked up a sandwich for dinner to keep us going as we talked. It was a cool evening with 

a light breeze moving through the urban landscape. We both commented on the beauty of 

the city as we got to know one another. I shared my background and previous research, 
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chatting about my own migration experiences and my family’s sojourn in multiple places. 

Vinh asked if he could read my MPhil thesis and I promised to send it to him. I then 

shifted the conversation to his own family’s experience of serial forced migration. I asked 

about the reasons for the departure to China. He replied: 

 
After the Vietnamese war, they just wanted to make sure that it was the 
Vietnamese that dominated the business in Vietnam. At that time, 
Chinese people owned a lot of businesses. A lot of them were probably in 
the upper class…like you see in other countries too. Because of that they 
got discriminated against. And then, later on, Chinese officials got sacked 
and created a sign of a big discrimination, and the Chinese community at 
that time wasn’t being supported. So, people started to leave because they 
saw no point in staying. 

 
Vinh further indicated that his father had given up on his hope that he could remain in 

Vietnam. He saw no possibility of maintaining a job, getting further education, 

purchasing property or even getting married. One day, he joined the throng of people 

crossing the river from northern Vietnam into China. 

  
 
 B. Veiled Threats 
 

 

Quang was in London working at a large agency. He had been recruited after 

completing a Master’s degree. I was visiting a Vietnamese friend at the agency and was 

introduced to Quang as someone who could help me understand the background of the 

persecution of Chinese in Vietnam around the time of the Sino-Vietnamese War. Quang 

recounted the following story of his father’s best friend, an ethnic Chinese Vietnamese 

who had been a high-ranking officer in the Vietnamese military. 
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 “Stephen, at that time [in 1979] there were great fears in Vietnam that anyone 

who had a Chinese ancestor would turn against Vietnam in favour of China. So there was 

an effort to rid Vietnam of Chinese who were living there” (Interview, 2 September 

2017). I asked if he was talking about Chinese citizens or Vietnamese citizens with a 

Chinese background. He replied that attempts to push Chinese people out of Vietnam 

began with Chinese citizens who were working and living in Vietnam. However, very 

quickly local governments and private citizens began to apply the policy to ethnic 

Chinese as well, many of whom had acquired Vietnamese citizenship long ago, during 

times when Vietnamese government policy required Chinese citizens living in Vietnam 

to give up their nationality if they wanted to remain. However, he also stated that at other 

times Vietnam would not allow Chinese to have Vietnamese citizenship. I asked if the 

pressure to purge Vietnam of ethnic Chinese was official, national government policy. He 

hesitated a moment and then leaned close to the table where we sat in a conference room: 

 
It was handled the Vietnamese way, Stephen. An example is what 
happened to my father’s best friend. He was at home, late one evening 
after work and there was a knock on the door. A man was there. The 
officer knew him from work. He came in and said, ‘You better leave 
tonight! Immediately! You and your family are no longer safe here.’ So 
he packed what they could carry and left in the night. That’s the way 
things were done. Someone would tell someone else. “Don’t come back 
to work!’ And that was it. They knew that they had to go. There was 
nothing they could do about it. (Interview, 2 September 2017). 

 
I was curious about this ‘Vietnamese way’ and asked others. Many of those I talked with 

agreed. A Chinese Vietnamese volunteer at a community center in north London asserted 

strongly that while it was official Vietnamese policy to “empty” Vietnam of potential 

Chinese sympathizers, many ethnic Chinese who were “Vietnamese in their hearts” also 

got caught in the action. “I myself lost my job. I worked in a factory in Hải Phòng. After 
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work, as I was leaving, my boss came to me and said that I would no longer be needed at 

the factory. He suggested that perhaps I should move out [of Vietnam]” (Interview, 15 

September 2017). Stories about this “softly, softly” approach to the ouster as opposed to 

holding Chinese Vietnamese at gun-point, was the most common response to my 

questions about how Chinese Vietnamese left Vietnam. I also learned that the same 

discrimination was prevalent on college campuses. 

 

 C. Education Discrimination 

 

 I arrived at Anh’s building in south London as the community center opened up. 

We met in the lobby. Anh shook my hand firmly, welcoming me warmly but formally. 

She spoke English with the clipped accent of a Cantonese speaker, a trait I learned to 

recognize while living in Hong Kong. Anh was a middle-aged woman and came across as 

confident and secure. As we moved through the clean but somewhat stark office, she 

chatted freely, explaining her work, but I could sense a bit of wariness in the tone of her 

voice. We entered a secure area of the building and Anh invited me into a conference 

room used for interviews in her role as a social worker. 

I initially asked about Anh’s family in London and told her about my own family 

back in California. I provided a short autobiographical sketch to give her a sense of what 

I already knew and had experienced in Vietnam and subsequently. As we talked, Anh 

began to relax and indicated that she wanted to assist with the project and provide her 

own perspective on both her journey out of Vietnam and her experience of settlement in 
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the UK. An described the situation she encountered as she was finishing her final year of 

an architectural degree at a local college in Hải Phòng in northern Vietnam: 

 
So during that time, a lot of Chinese had already left Vietnam, but my 
family, my father, because we really, my father as not interested to go 
back to [China] because we don't have much root there. So we stay in 
Vietnam until very late. I was in the Uni, or sorry College. Because I 
studied architecture so it got, you know, one day they came in to 
terminate my study and I had to leave. Leave the college. So I went back 
to my hometown, until that time, they put me, you know, I worked but 
didn’t get anything because I was ethnic Chinese. It was in the North. It 
was because they were paranoid and everything and they liked the 
Chinese to move out. They partly forced you...they came into my house 
to talk about why my family was still there so they were always checking. 
So that was caused by political fighting. 

 
Was it an official policy of Vietnam or was it more quiet? 
 

I was excluded from school because of the official policy, the public 
order for all the Chinese students in my college were not allowed to 
study. I think during that time it was a certain industry that they 
terminated students, and unluckily I was one of them. So that’s the reason 
(Interview, January 2017). 
 

Did you leave with your family? 
 
Well I was with my younger brother. I left Vietnam with my younger 
brother. My family stayed in Vietnam at that time. 
 

And it's just the two of you here still? 
 
At the moment I've got another two siblings of mine to join us here, but 
the rest are still in Vietnam. 

 
And your younger brother, how old was he when he arrived? 

 
He was 20. 
 

What caused your decision to leave Vietnam? What were the circumstances 
around it? 
 

If you remember 1979, when the Chinese invaded Vietnam in the north. 
Because we are from the north, Hải Phòng so... (voice trails off). 
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 I could feel the bitterness in Anh’s demeanor as she recounted her experience. 

Later she would tell me that for five years she identified herself as Chinese, leaving her 

Vietnamese identity behind due to her anger at the events and decisions that led to her 

loss of opportunity to pursue her education. 

 That same bitterness and sense of betrayal was evident in Hai’s face as he also 

remembered events of thirty-five years ago. One afternoon, I was standing at the counter 

in a Vietnamese restaurant in the late afternoon, right before closing time. The server, Hai 

and I had spoken on several occasions before when I dropped in for a coffee or bowl of 

pho. The restaurant was one of the smaller, more intimate places in north London and I 

had hoped to be able to connect with him in order to hear his story of flight from 

Vietnam. He was thoughtful, soft-spoken and somewhat quiet. He had indicated his 

willingness to discuss his journey to London the last time I visited, but encouraged me to 

come just before closing time at three in the afternoon. I arrived a little before three and 

found myself one of only four people left in the restaurant. The others were deep in 

conversation and so Hai began his story. He spoke softly, a deep sadness in his voice as 

he recounted the precarity of his family’s situation in Vietnam and the conditions under 

which they left the country. 

 
I was quite young when we left Vietnam in 1986. I was with my mother 
and my uncle and several aunts. There were four of us children. My father 
had been in the government, but had been warned by a good friend in 
another department that he would lose his position because he was 
Chinese. 
 

Did that happen often? 
 
It was silly, really. We weren’t Chinese at all except my great-grandfather 
on my father’s side. Anyway, he wanted my mum to take us with his 
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siblings and leave before he was possibly arrested. A lot of people were 
the same. Yes. It happened often to Vietnamese who had a Chinese 
ancestor, even if you were a citizen of Vietnam. 
 

You were all citizens of Vietnam? How did you feel as a young boy? 
 

Yes, all of us were citizens for a long time. I look back on our experience 
now and I think I would say I feel betrayed. 

 
 
 This sense of betrayal was a common theme and one that resurfaced over and over 

again in conversations with Chinese Vietnamese. The feeling of loss had to do with the 

fact that Chinese Vietnamese describe having invested their lives in the nation with a 

sense of accomplishment and security in their own place in the world. Then, almost 

overnight it was as if a rug had been pulled out from under them. Interlocutors shake their 

heads and tell of the sense of belonging that citizens take for granted and how it was 

forcibly removed. At the same time, each one was quick to add that they are grateful to 

be where they are now, that there are many who did not survive or who were forcibly 

repatriated back to Vietnam from Hong Kong. 

 

 D. Precarious Departures 
 

 

Departing Vietnam without exit permits was a dangerous proposition. Many 

people described journeys fraught with danger, disappointment and failure. Linh, whose 

single mother made a number of attempts to take her by boat to Hong Kong describes her 

mother’s efforts through her own memories as a girl: 

 
Oh, we were conned a number of times. My Mum paid for us to get away 
by boat and several times we would go to the jungle or to the sea, there 
were small groups, large groups we would be with, and then we would be 
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left by the people we paid. One time we were left stranded in the middle of 
nowhere, no food. We were so tired after walking for a long time. I 
remember a young man carried me for my Mum across the mud flats back 
to land. This was just one of many struggles (Interview, February 18 
2017).  

 
Linh’s and her mother’s experience illustrates what a number of others described 

in terms of the precarity of trust. Agreements were made and gold was paid, but there was 

always the possibility of betrayal. Betrayals increased markedly in the mid-nineteen 

eighties, after the Vietnamese government agreed an orderly departure plan with the 

United Nations and it became illegal to leave Vietnam by boat. The most vulnerable were 

women, and Linh’s experience was a case in point. I spoke with a woman retiree at a 

community center in south London late one afternoon who told me that any woman who 

tried to leave Vietnam should have a man with her. It was very dangerous to travel alone, 

especially in the nineteen-eighties, she said. With eyes flashing as we sat at a table 

listening to others chatting around us, she recounted that: “At that time, if a woman was 

alone, and especially if she was young, it was very dangerous for her. There were men 

who looked for young girls to take advantage of them, to rob them and even to rape them. 

But young women who had men around them were much safer” (Interview, 26 February 

2017). The gendered nature of migration has been examined by a number of others, 

although most scholars focus on the migration of women for work and remittance 

purposes. However, more work is being done in the area of gender-based violence among 

refugees (Abdi 2016). In his chapter on this subject, Abdi writes about the experiences of 

Somali women in the refugee camps at Dadaab, Kenya. Abdi asserts that: 

Women’s bodies become the terrain through which men inscribe the 
humiliation and annihilation of the ‘other,’ the enemy. Violence on 
women unfortunately does not end with the crisis in the home country. It 
is often reproduced in exile when refugees seek shelter and security in 
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neighboring countries where they occupy the outsider non-citizen status of 
‘refugee’ (2016: 237). 
 

Just as in the refugee camps of Kenya, Chinese Vietnamese women describe the same 

feelings of terror and yet hopelessness that this is normative in these environments. Abdi 

continues: “Women constantly refer to the precariousness of their physical safety, with 

the certainty that any bandit or man who sets his mind to commit rape is able to do so 

with impunity. The unpredictability of when violence will strike further reinforced 

women’s vulnerability”  (Ibid.). These comparative examples are repeated across the 

world, wherever there are camps with minimal security and even then, according to 

several Chinese Vietnamese, the guards are often part of the problem. Abdi finishes his 

thought: It is “something akin to Goffman’s (1961) discussion of the loss of all sense of 

security [that] inmates in total institutions experience occurs here. Goffman argues that 

this loss includes ‘anxieties… may lead inmates to feel that they are in an environment 

that does not guarantee their physical integrity’ (Goffman 1961: 21) (Abdi 2016: 239). 

Chapter 5: The Precarity of Refugee Life in China 
 
 

A. Joining the Throng 
 
 
As pressure mounted against Chinese Vietnamese in Vietnam in 1978, people 

began crossing the border to seek some semblance of safety in the midst of a precarious 

and frightening time. Then, the worst case happened. In early 1979, during the Sino-

Vietnamese War, more than 200,000 people sought refuge across the border in the 

southern provinces of China. During a conversation in a local Vietnamese supermarket in 

north London, one of those who joined the throng described the situation: 
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Thousands of people crossed the border on foot, carrying whatever they 
could. There were so many refugees that the Chinese government just let 
them through. They really didn’t have any choice. Most people didn’t 
know what to do or where to go. Eventually, everyone had to register, but 
it was chaos at first. The people who had the easiest time were those who 
had papers showing that they were Chinese, but you had to officially 
register with the local Vietnamese government office. Most of the people 
around us were… [his voice trailed off and then he bagan again] Most of 
the people with us, it was like they were in shock. People were just 
wandering around. We could hear the rockets and gunfire back across the 
border (Interview, 15 February 2017). 

 
The shock experienced by those forced into areas behind the lines in China was a 

common experience for those I met in London. As is often the case in circumstances of 

war, families were separated and what few possessions people carried with them were 

sometimes lost along the way. At the same time, there were surprising instances of 

normalcy of a sort.  

Vinh described the situation in which his father left northern Vietnam as a single 

man in the face of the People’s Army of China invasion. Vinh’s father and mother met as 

they crossed the border and hurriedly married soon thereafter. The precarity associated 

with the departure from Vietnam must also be considered in gendered terms. Vinh’s 

mother was leaving Vietnam also, traveling with her parents and siblings. Meeting Vinh’s 

father meant the possibility of continuing under the care of a male figure, a crucial 

necessity in the forced migration process according to a number of interlocutors. As Vinh 

described the chaos, he explained his parents’ experience: 

And then my Dad joined the stream of people who left Vietnam. And 
then, in that stream, my Dad met my Mum. So they met at a chaotic time. 
Because they met during the evacuation, my Mum and Dad got married 
very quickly, nearly without thought. My Mum had to leave her parents 
to be with my Dad, hoping that my Dad could give her a very good life 
(Interview, 20 September 2016).  
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B. Incarceration 
 

 
Once across the Chinese border, many refugees whose identities were in question 

were sent to refugee camps. Little more than incarceration, life in Chinese refugee camps 

involved crowded rooms in concrete buildings that had been renovated to house refugees. 

Daily life was similar to that of refugee internees elsewhere in East and Southeast 

Asia. Speaking to a group of Chinese Vietnamese at a community center in north 

London, I was struck by the common rhetoric and tone. “There was no possibility to go 

outside the camp and they kept their eyes on us all the time” said one member of the 

group. “We were so bored. There was nothing to do,” said another. Listening to these 

statements, I recalled my experiences working in development in the Philippines in the 

mid-nineteen-eighties. During that time, I travelled to the Bataan peninsula to visit a 

colleague who was working in mental health among Vietnamese and other Indochinese 

refugees. The Swedish government sponsored his project through the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Following a tour of the facilities, during 

which I was shown training sites for small engine repair, carpentry, and home economics 

intended for those who would be resettled in the United States, I had an opportunity to 

chat in Vietnamese with young people about their experience. Not everyone was able to 

get training, they said. Many of us have nothing to do but wander around. “Some of us 

have gotten into English classes, but not all of us” stated one older Vietnamese man. 

Another related how difficult it was without work. 

Back in London, I asked Vân,bout his experiences in China. We chatted for 

almost an hour in his flat where I was staying during my fieldwork. Vân said that there 
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was great solidarity among the men in his block. He also informed me that outside 

sources funded their stay in China: 

 
We had about 50 people in our boat leaving the area around Hải Phòng. 
We landed in China and were met by Chinese authorities. They took us to 
a place, it was concrete, where they play football, a stadium, and we were 
[put] in rooms – 15 people in each room. Each night, they locked us in and 
each day they counted us. They didn’t let us out of the stadium. One night, 
I found a way to fix the window so that I could go out and come in at 
night. I would go out and buy cigarettes and wine and we would share 
them.  
One day they brought good clothes. We got more food. They told us we 
would have visitors. Then three cars brought people to the stadium. An 
American came. He was dressed very well. He was speaking English and 
they had an interpreter. Some of the men spoke with him. You know 
America paid for the camps in China, not the Chinese, the Americans! 
(Interview, 5 September 2017). 

 
I was initially skeptical of Vân’s assertion that the US had paid to house 

Vietnamese refugees on Chinese soil. I searched through the literature for references to 

this, but found none. Finally, while researching Chinese refugee camps, I came across an 

article that shed light on this mystery. According to a story the Washington Post 

published in 1979, China requested that the United Nations subsidize the costs of caring 

for Vietnamese refugees in China. That same year, “the first group of U.S. journalists 

[was] allowed to visit. The tour of [the] refugee camp was organized by the Chinese 

Foreign Ministry for U.S. journalists who covered Vice President Mondale's trip to 

China... The tour reflects Peking's interest in dramatizing the magnitude of its refugee 

problems” (Matthews 1979: 2). Matthews went on to note that, “Officials also disclosed 

that China has for the first time asked the United Nations for funds to help settle the 

refugees” (Ibid.). Apparently, Vân’s group was one selected for international attention as 

he and his boat mates clearly represented the focal point of an international refugee 
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movement that both affected and was affected by Chinese foreign policy. A Chinese 

official in Guangxi Province noted that, “Although other Southeast Asian nations have 

had more publicity about their refugee plight, China has received more refugees – an 

estimated 251,000 – from Vietnam than any other nation, including the US, which now 

has about 220,000” (Matthews 1979: 2). Due to the international nature of the issue, 

China’s need for assistance, and due to détente, particularly with the US following 

President Nixon’s historic visit six years previously, China softened on the treatment of 

Chinese Vietnamese fleeing Vietnam. 

 
  
 
 
 
 
C. Life on an Agricultural Commune 
 
 
I spoke to Vinh about his parents’ sojourn in China. I had been unaware of the 

settlement arrangements made by the Chinese government and local authorities. Vinh 

stated, “when they were in China, they couldn’t settle, because the Chinese had seen 

them as Vietnamese, whilst the Vietnamese saw them as Chinese. So, unwanted by both 

sides, they had no choice but to find other solutions to getting a good life” (Interview, 

September 2016). I asked several questions for clarity: 

 
Where were they in China? 
 
 

In China, they stayed in a place called Dongxing, which is very close to 
Nanning…Nanning airport. From there you have to travel for thirty 
minutes to an hour by taxi to get there. So they were in Dongxing. In fact, 
at that time, they were already quite familiar with Dongxing because as a 
business man, my Dad, he went across to China and [back] to Vietnam 
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because he traded products. So my Dad was already quite familiar with 
Dongxing, but, because of the influx of people in Dongxing, the Chinese 
government decided that you could not have this area overpopulated, so 
they allocated places, mostly farms, for the Vietnamese Chinese refugees 
to go to. So they got allocated to a countryside farm where all their hopes 
can only be on the farm, to do agriculture. 

 
 
Was it sort of a cooperative farm? 
 

Yes, cooperative in the sense that, at that time China, because of 
Communism, no matter how hard you worked you would still get paid 
that much. So already, my parents, because they didn’t speak the 
language too, that’s the other barrier. My parents speak Vietnamese and 
Cantonese. In Dongxing, they also speak Cantonese, but when they got 
allocated to somewhere… in a farm area… the local people spoke a 
dialect. It could have been Mandarin, but a little bit different from 
Mandarin. And my parents could not understand at all. So their lives had 
been on a downhill from being a businessman and… apparently my Dad 
is quite bright. He used to sell watches and he used to bring money back 
to his family. He was quite capable. He went to China, and he was left 
with nothing. So the only choice was to leave China as well, because in 
China they got discriminated [against]… they often called my Dad a 
“Vietnamese boy,” and they [Vietnamese] had a very bad reputation of, 
for instance stealing and fighting… I guess those are due to social 
pressures. So my Dad was working very hard to look for a boat to ship 
his whole family to Hong Kong, out of China. So then, at that time, it was 
so chaotic, people either look for people who are bright enough to sail a 
boat, or people who have money. Those are what sailors do. They would 
exploit that system, because they know that Vietnamese who went over to 
China keep a lot of gold with them and they smuggle it out. They find 
ways to hide it and not get it confiscated. So, because of that, my Dad, 
who didn’t have any money, had to show how capable he was in sailing, 
because the big bosses, at that time, would hire you and offer you the 
package that you could bring relatives onto the boat if you can help sail 
the ship. 

 
I had never heard this! What year was that? Do you know? 
 

Between 1978 or 1979.  
 
How long was your family in China? Was it for a few weeks, months? 
 
 

They were there for 10 months. My brother was born there. And then my 
Mum got pregnant on the farm in China, in the countryside, and my 
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oldest brother, who is now about thirty-eight or thirty-nine, he was born 
there (Interview September 2016). 
 
Vinh’s family’s story highlights the resourcefulness of many Chinese Vietnamese 

who sought refuge in China and then, determining life on the commune to be 

unacceptable for a future for their children, sought ways of moving up the coast to Hong 

Kong.  
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Chapter 6: A Sojourn in Hong Kong 

 
 A. Sea Journeys: Dangers, Comforts, and Provisions 
 

 
Linh’s voice became quiet as we broached the subject of the boat journey from 

Vietnam north to the Portuguese colony of Macau. Macau was another urban colony, 

similar to Hong Kong and a few hours by boat along the coast of southern China. It was 

Linh’s first stop on the long journey to London. She stated that she and her mom “spent 

over a month at sea.” Shifting to a more reverent tone, she continued. “Some people on 

our boat were lost at sea. I remember in high seas a husband was able to save his wife but 

he lost their child. It was awful for all of us. As a little girl, can you imagine experiencing 

that?” (Interview, February 18 2017). “I’m so sorry,” I responded, softly. We sat for a 

moment in silence as the weight of the moment and the loss of other human beings 

pressed on to us. 

Linh’s story was one similar to the hundreds of accounts of sea journeys of boat 

migrants repeated in both the media and scholarly literature, most recently in , who 

describe  When the subject of the loss of life rose, each person spoke with took on this 

same reverence. My conversation with Hai, recounted earlier, continued as we shifted to 

his family’s departure from Vietnam by boat. His voice remained low and reverent. At 

this point in the conversation Hai became quiet. The music filled the space, but I could 

see Hai re-living the experience in his mind as he stared, unfocused toward the front of 

the restaurant. I waited. After a moment or two, he turned his gaze back to me and raised 

his eyebrows, punctuating his return to the present. I waited a moment more and then 

asked if he was willing to continue. Smiling slightly, he nodded. “Of course,” he said. 
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So did your father organize a boat for your family? 
 

Yes, anyway, the boat we paid for was far too crowded. We came as a 
small group in the night and got on board. The night was quiet and there 
was no moon. It was an old rusted fishing vessel and I remember the 
smell of rotting fish so clearly to this day. The problem was that small 
groups kept arriving. Eventually, there were maybe two hundred people 
on the boat. Everyone crowded down below so it would seem deserted, 
trying to keep the children quiet. We were already afraid of the boat 
sinking, but even more when the boat got so crowded. I think everyone 
knew it was a bad idea, but it was too late for anyone to do anything. We 
had to move forward. 

 
You all must have felt powerless. Did anyone speak up? 
 

Yes, some men and a couple of older women said that they paid too much 
to travel in such bad conditions, but the man in charge just looked at them 
sharply and said that they could be quiet or they could protest and their 
noise would raise the alarm with the authorities. Or, he said, “You can go 
home.” 

 
What would the authorities have done to the group? 
 

That’s a good question. In the past, for people who wanted to leave 
Vietnam during the war with China… the government let them. 

 
In 1979? 
 

Yes, that’s it. The authorities were really helping people leave. The 
government confiscated gold and other property as, sort of payment for 
people to be free to leave. My family didn’t leave at that time. By the 
1980s, it was illegal to leave Vietnam by boat and the penalties were quiet 
severe – imprisonment. So everyone just got quiet and, I guess, we 
committed ourselves to our fate. 

 
What was the journey like? I’m grateful you survived, but it must have been frightening 
on the sea. 
 

The journey was terrifying, really. It seemed like we would survive one 
storm and another would blow up. It wasn’t really that they were storms. 
There were high winds and really choppy, high waves. The sea would not 
stay calm. We were on the ocean for several weeks. We had to ration 
water and food because they told us to bring enough for the normal 
journey, but it took longer. Now, I’m sure the captain had no idea what he 
was doing. He was afraid to put in for water and food on the coast of 
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China, so he kept us mostly out of sight of land. Maybe he was hoping a 
freighter or British warship would pick us up. Anyway… (Interview 
February 2016). 

 
Hai’s voice became low as he shifted to an account of the loss of life on the 

journey. I glanced at the other guests and noted that they were still concentrating on their 

own conversation. The easy listening music reminded me of my high school days in the 

1970s, but also brought back feelings of grief and loss as I remembered seeing the despair 

on people’s faces in the crowds at Tân Sơn Nhut Airport (now Tân Sơn Nhất) as my 

family departed in early April 1975. Hai took a deep breath and continued. 

About two days into our journey, the winds picked up and the boat was 
twisting and turning in the waves. We were told to stay below in the 
bottom of the deck, but people were getting sick. One woman in the front 
of the boat was shouting that she needed air, that she couldn’t breathe. 
They picked her up and passed her overhead to the hatch above us and 
called out for the sailors to let her out. At first they said no, but then they 
let four or five people on deck. They didn’t tie anyone down ; that’s what 
I would have done, but I was just a young boy. Suddenly, we heard 
screams as the boat was hit by a big wave. Two of the women were 
washed overboard. I heard their family members shouting for the captain 
to turn the boat, but he just shook his head. We were all silent. It could 
have been any of us (Interview February 2016). 

 
 Anh described people dying on her boat as they made their way to Hong Kong from Hải 

Phòng. The sadness and respect evident in the faces and tone of voice for each person 

who courageously reveals their story. 

 
  
 
B. Camp Life: Fear, Uncertainty, and Finally Release 
 
 
Life in the refugee camps in Hong Kong was, on the one hand a rescue, but on the 

other it was a world of fear and uncertainty. The dangers of the journey by sea were 

behind them, but Chinese Vietnamese faced a number of threats often associated with 
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refugee camps. After the initial years of arrival, after 1982, Chinese Vietnamese found 

themselves incarcerated in closed camps, no longer able to leave the camps at will for 

work, shopping or leisure. According to Tuan, who spent several years in a closed comp 

before being airlifted to the United Kingdom, life was reduced to “24 hours a day, 7 days 

a week in a cage” (Interview September 2016). Agamben declared the refugee camp 

experience “bare life,” critiquing power holding entities Life was lived in  

Frustration and feelings of impotency regarding the future spawned interpersonal 

issues, causing friction that, at times, ignited into confrontations in the cramped quarters. 

Open camps served as bases for groups of young men who, without work, wandered the 

streets. Gangs, originally in urban centers in Northern Vietnam, reformed on arrival in 

Hong Kong. 

The precarity in the refugee camps, as is so often the case, took on a gendered 

aspect according to Anh. As we moved into a discussion of life in the refugee camp in 

Hong Kong, Anh spoke with an intensity I hadn’t seen in her previously during our hour-

long conversation. As she recounted the dangers of life in the camps, her mood darkened. 

She described a variety of everyday life experiences that kept her and other women in the 

camp vigilant. She stated that women went to the communal toilets in groups of three or 

four, sometimes in the wee hours of the morning after the men had finally gone to sleep 

and before anyone woke. This was the way to avoid rape in the night. She described her 

concern for her 19 year-old brother, who was often approached by gang members, but 

somehow managed to stay just outside the periphery of the gangs in the camp. Anh states 

with a shudder that she has no idea how she would have survived without her brother’s 

protection. Other women, who had no one to look out for them were not so lucky she 
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says. Rape and robbery were part of the everyday experience, and as a woman, the hope 

was that you could keep yourself hidden, mind your own business and somehow navigate 

between those involved in organized crime, petty thievery, drugs and at times, even the 

police. 

 
Anh spoke rapidly as she recounted the precariousness of her sojourn in the 

refugee camp in Hong Kong. As a social worker in London, Anh deals with people’s 

personal and emotional stories daily. This seemed to be an opportunity for her to share 

her own story. Gender-based violence in refugee camps, as has been noted above, is a 

scourge of humanity long associated with flight and vulnerability, particularly within the 

confines and often un-policed or under-policed bounded territories of refugee camps. The 

chain link fences of the camps in Hong Kong actually increased the vulnerability of 

women as Abdi notes, describing the situation in Dadaab, Kenya: 

An effort by the international organizations to surround refugee residents 
with live fencing – similar to wire fencing but utilizing thorn bushes – 
had the unintended consequence of increasing women’s sense of 
vulnerability as they now feel ‘fenced in’ for the enemy. I argue that 
these fences epitomize the citizenship exclusionary measures 
demarcating the boundaries for citizens and non-citizens, thus the 
marginal position refugees in general, and refugee women in particular, 
occupy within a world divided into nation-states (Abdi 2006: 232). 
 

 After 1982, when Hong Kong closed the refugee camps, this same type of 

scenario was created. Inside the chain link fencing, particularly at night, camp residents 

had nowhere to flee. Hong Kong authorities determined that locking refugees ‘in,’ and 

providing a bare minimum of support would deter newcomers from making decisions in 

favour of flight to Hong Kong. Wu and Inglis note that: 
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The Hong Kong authorities, apparently supported by the majority of the 
residents, hardened their attitude towards the boat people by introducing 
a policy of forcible repatriation in mid1988, and by ensuring that 
conditions at the detention camps are as rudimentary as their conscience 
allows. Criticism from within and without has been refuted by the 
authorities who point to the very real burdens the boat people impose on 
an already overcrowded Hong Kong (Wu and Inglis 1992: 603) 

 
 

In reality it did not reduce the numbers significantly but it did create a dangerous 

and precarious environment, particularly for young women. Violence in the camps 

increased exponentially when the Hong Kong government began repatriating Vietnamese 

refugees in the 1990s until 67,000 refugees had been either voluntarily or through police 

action, been forced to return to Vietnam. 

 In my on-going conversation with Anh, I learned of some of the atrocities 

associated with one of the camps in Hong Kong. Anh, with a grave face, recounted 

several stories of violence, but also hers and other women’s means of escaping that 

violence. Anh recalled her experience in a conversation focused on her early weeks in the 

camp. 

What was it like in the first reception camp? 
 

When I arrived in Hong Kong it was another shock for me. I found it very 
bad there. It was very, very bad in there [the camp]. I think it’s because 
maybe, when I came to Hong Kong they started with open camps. It was 
not closed camps. 

 
You were in an open camp? When did the government close the camps? 
 

I think I came a couple of months before the closed camp [policy]. First I 
stayed in what they called the ‘black storage’ or something. I stayed in 
there for a few weeks and then they transferred me to a new camp, not in 
the center. But, when I arrived there, I found it very difficult to deal 
with… because… maybe… [An was speaking quickly and was trying to 
gather her thoughts]. Thinking back now, at that time, I was very scared. 
Because they were using very strict controls in the camp. You know, like 
only at certain times they would allow you to go to the bathe. At certain 
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times you were allowed to have food. And then there would be a horn, 
like ‘wreeeeee!!!,’ and then you need to go back to your place and then 
they counted people. It was very scary, and people there were quite 
arrogant, in a way. 

 
Were the police helpful in any way? 
 

I didn’t like the police in the camp because they cheated people very 
badly. Like, some of the older people in the camp. They could not come 
back straight away. And [the police] punished [an elderly] woman, made 
her stand in a circle and put her hands like that, out in front of her. I felt 
so... that image is still… that few weeks in there. I found it quite scary. 

 
Anh’s experiences in the reception center were quite different from her later 

months in an open camp in which she describes the freedom of being able to work 

outside the camp. Anh speaks in glowing terms and describes her on-going relationship 

with a friend she met in the camp: 

And the policemen were very friendly and the Hong Kong people were 
very supportive. Because I came early, I remember the lady where I 
worked felt sorry for us. They took us to go out, to buy food for us, and 
families invited us to their homes. So it was a very different reception. I 
still have contact with one of my friends in Hong Kong. She comes to 
London and I go to Hong Kong and we meet. So we met in a factory. She 
took me back home to her mother who cooked soup for me. She said 
come on, eat this soup. You know in China, soup is very important, so 
they asked me to help cook the soup. So, it was a different kind of 
experience in Hong Kong. 

 
 The differences are striking between her initial incarceration and subsequent 

housing. However, Anh’s experience is that of the early arrivals into Hong Kong prior to 

the fatigue that often affects populations maintaining a refugee presence for a long period 

of time. In stark contrast is the experience relayed to me by Linh who described the 

horrors of life in the camp some eight years after Anh’s departure from Hong Kong. Linh 

was a young girl who left northern Vietnam on a boat with her mother. Her father had 

passed away six months earlier and for her mother, the boat migration and the uncertainty 
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of what would come next were more hope than she had staying in Vietnam as a single 

mother on her own. 

 Linh took a deep breath when I asked about their lives in the refugee camps of 

Hong Kong. She hesitated a moment and then said very clearly and purposefully in her 

north London accent: 

You know, Stephen, those were really difficult times for my mother 
especially. I look back now and I’m so glad I was a little girl. I’m sure I 
was shielded from a lot of awful things during our time. 

  
What were your accommodations like? 
 
Each family only got a space about six feet long and four feet wide, yes a 6 X 4 foot 
section of plywood. We were all in a big warehouse. We were assigned the top deck. 
 
That must have been difficult, living in such close quarters. 
 

It was. You could hear everything. I remember some nights some men 
would come to the bunk below us. I could hear them arguing. Then they 
cut someone. We just tried to remain completely still and stay out of it. 

 
I was wondering how difficult it would have been for your mother? 
 

That was awful too. Women, especially young women, had to go the 
toilettes in groups. You didn’t dare go into the latrines by yourself. 
Women were raped and threatened. It was a terrible place. Then my 
mother met my father and they got married. He was already working in 
Hong Kong, so we were able to move out of the camp to be with him 
(Interview, 12 September 2016). 

 
 The precarity of the camp were the result of a police policy that often resulted in 

the interior of the camps policing themselves according to several Chinese Vietnamese 

with whom I spoke. The crowded conditions and intentional lack of amenities was an 

attempt to create an aversion that, it was hoped, would deter further migration. This 

policy continues in use in the present time as noted by Davies, Isakjee and Dhesi who 
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have carried out qualitative research in the refugee camps outside of Calais in France. 

They assert that the Calais refugees were: 

Abandoned by the authorities to live informally, residents of the Calais 
camp found themselves exposed to stark conditions that have profound 
and detrimental consequences for their health and well-being. It is at this 
point at which the abandonment can be said to have led directly to 
violence on the refugee body” (Davies, et al 2017: 1274-1275). 

 
 Violence against the refugee, used as a deterrent to future refugees is both 

calloused and inhuman. Chinese Vietnamese in Hong Kong as a whole, did not 

experience anything as brutal as that described by Davies et al, however, the result was 

that only a little over 1400 Chinese Vietnamese remained in Hong Kong after the final 

refugee camp was closed in 2000. Policies characterized by a ‘moving along’ attitude 

accomplished the goal, but at inexpressible human cost. “We had to get out of there!” 

exclaimed a man with whom I was chatting just outside a Vietnamese supermarket. He 

was quite vocal about his experience and concluded his remarks saying: “We would have 

gone anywhere to get out of those camps. Even to the moon!” The precarity associated 

with the camps were experienced by different individual in different ways and to 

different degrees. 

Vinh describes the family’s experience in Hong Kong and their decision-making 

process as they sought to migrate on from Hong Kong.  

 
So when they went to Hong Kong, they were settled for four years and 
the reason why they wanted to settle there was because my Mum had 
another child which is now my sister, so at that time my parents, with two 
children, were in Hong Kong. My Dad worked as a porter. So, at the 
wharves, where the import-export areas are, a lot of the rice transport… a 
bit of that journey required human strength. You put the rice on your 
shoulder and you walk down the steps from the ship and then you 
transport it to a warehouse. So my Dad used to do things like that.  
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So they weren’t in a closed camp? 
 

They were, they were.  
 
But they were given permission to come out and work though? 
 

Yes. They were in a refugee camp. Actually, today in Hong Kong, I think 
that I heard recently that it’s a conservative area… there’s a big complex 
where refugees… they stayed there for a while, and then they built their 
own compartment. Yes, but I’ve forgotten the name of this big complex, 
but it was quite famous. 

 
Was it on one of the islands? Was it separate to Hong Kong? 
 

I’m not sure… It’s very close to the airport… I remember. 
 
So it’s near Kai Tak… the old airport. 
 

Yes, yes, yes! That’s right! 
 
So, basically, the refugees didn’t have to go far to work because it was just nearby. 
 

Yes. So they were probably very low paid refugees who got sent to the site 
(Interview, September 2016). 
  

With regard to Vinh’s father’s experience at the docks, I had watched the loading 

and unloading process in awe during my days living in Hong Kong in 1979 and 1980. I 

remember the streams of people hauling 50 kilo bags of rice on their shoulders from 

larger cargo ships, down the precarious gang planks to smaller boats which were tied up 

alongside them. Then, from the smaller boats the process began again at the docks where 

the human powered hauling process began all over again. This was back-breaking work 

and I could only imagine Vinh’s mother’s feelings as she watched her children’s father 

working long hours with little hope of any kind of promotion or upward mobility given 

the negative political climate in Hong Kong toward Chinese Vietnamese refugees. 

At the same time, Vinh’s father was the exception. As the years went by, fewer 

refugees were given permission to work. Đức in the supermarket also described being 
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able to work in Hong Kong. In fact, Đức lived in the colony for a total of 13 years. In the 

early days, post 1979, he was able to make enough money working in shops that he was 

given permission to move out of the refugee camp and into a local apartment. His 

daughter, Linh describes the experience in idyllic terms, speaking fondly of the neighbors 

and their helpfulness as her family settled in. “I remember the neighbors giving us clothes 

and being so nice to us” (Interview, 18 February 2017). But, again, this was the 

experience of early arrivals to Hong Kong. Arrivals after 1982 were subjected to 

incarceration in closed camps and a precarious political and economic status. Refugees 

that were deemed “economic migrants” were put through a process of repatriation to 

Vietnam with 67,000 being returned from Vietnam as has been noted in the previous 

section.  

Vinh responded to my query about his family’s departure from Hong Kong. I had 

asked him if he thought the family could have remained in Hong Kong. My research had 

indicated that only 1400 individuals from Vietnam were officially given leave to remain, 

although there were an unknown number of refugees who had married Hong Kong 

Chinese, almost all of them women marrying Chinese men. This gender bias was 

important to note, and I will return to this point in the next chapter. I had hoped to hear 

more about families experiences given leave to remain in Hong Kong, but I was only able 

to locate three children of Chinese Vietnamese who married and settled in Hong Kong. 

Vinh’s reaction mirrored several others with whom I had interacted regarding the status 

of Vietnamese in the colony. Vinh returned to my query: 

 
So the question is, did they have a choice, or did they feel that the Hong 
Kong government could have kept them. I guess, at that time, the 
reputation had been really poor. When they were in Hong Kong, because 
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they had nothing to lose, and because they went through such an unfair 
life, there was a lot of looting, a lot of stealing… I don’t think vandalism 
was involved but if it was I wouldn’t be surprised because in the end, in 
human psychology, there is a bit of violence in you when you’ve been 
treated unfairly. That’s just my personal opinion. 

 
 Vinh continued, relating that “regrettably everyone got painted with the same 

brush, so public opinion was against the Vietnamese (Interview, September 2016). This 

reality was difficult for Vinh’s family, as his father had hoped to remain in Hong Kong. 

Vinh continued sharing his parent’s decision-making process as they discussed the 

precarity of their situation: 

 
One of the main reasons, my Mum explained to me, why they had chosen 
to leave is because my Uncle and Aunties who had already left had kept 
in touch with them via letters. So I have an Uncle who’s the oldest in his 
family, who went to America, and three uncles came here [Britain], and 
my paternal grandparents. And then, my Dad…I mean, once you’re 
settled in an area I guess, you don’t want to leave the comfort zone. But 
my Mum kept thinking that there are always going to be limitations if 
you stay in a place where you have an identity crisis. Which is exactly 
what they were experiencing. And I don’t think that has ever left them. 
So my Mum, for nearly two years, had been pushing my Dad, like why 
are we staying in Hong Kong when we could be living elsewhere… we 
could be somewhere else. But at that time there were small myths about 
what England was really like, what America was really like… you don’t 
see the sun because it’s foggy, it’s cloudy… all that stuff. And it really… 
it makes you juggle your choices a little bit. But finally, they decided to 
come here.  

 
The precarity of life in Hong Kong for Chinese Vietnamese included the fact that 

gang members, primarily from the cities Hà Nội and Hải Phòng had reformed in the 

refugee camps and continued the illegal activities for which they were infamous in 

northern Vietnam. Violence and drug-related crime spilled from the camps into the 

surrounding Hong Kong urban cityscapes. Public opinion turned against the presence of 

the refugees as news of these crimes began to hit the newspapers. In addition, the daily 
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arrival of new refugees adding to the growing numbers already in camps also affected 

both the local population who demanded that the government move them on from Hong 

Kong.  
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Chapter 7: From Hong Kong to Britain 
 
 

A. A British Policy of Dispersal 
 

  
Arrivals from Hong Kong were initially settled in reception centers, most in the 

southeast of England. Following processing procedures, they were then distributed across 

the country to smaller communities in order to prevent any single area from being 

overwhelmed by the various support needs of new refugees. While on paper this policy 

seems reasonable, in reality it became an additional step in the process of ethnic Chinese 

Vietnamese settlement into the United Kingdom. In an article critiquing the policy of 

dispersal, Burrell notes that “problems now being experienced by the Vietnamese can be 

traced to the failings of the original ‘dispersal’ housing programme used by the 

Government to scatter the boat people across rural Britain… a policy still partially in 

effect today” (Burrell 2000). In her research carried out the previous year, Alice Bloch, 

published a similar assessment in the Forced Migration Review: “The Kosovo crisis has 

highlighted some of the problems with the new legislation, particularly in the area of 

support and dispersal” (Bloch 1999). These two terms, ‘support’ and ‘dispersal’ seem to 

be mutually exclusive with regard to the policy of dispersal. The expectation that small 

communities scattered throughout Britain would be able to support families arriving from 

vastly different cultures and climates can only be based on economic factors, leaving out 

completely the cultural, familial and culinary aspects of life. 

After at least one year, Chinese Vietnamese sought to continue their journeys on 

to areas of the United Kingdom that promised work, housing, and the amenities that come 

with ethnic populations grouping together in larger communities such as familiar food, 
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religious venues, cultural events, and linguistic resources such as newspapers, magazines, 

and children’s language schools. 

“Can you imagine,” said Hoa incredulously as we sat at a table in a north London 

Vietnamese community center, “our local shop in northern England where the 

government gave us a house sold rice in bags of 250 grams! Can you imagine a 

Vietnamese…you know…you grew up in Vietnam…can you imagine a Vietnamese 

mother buying such small bags?” I agreed heartily and asked what she did to address the 

problem. “At first,” she replied, “they ran out of rice every week. We would ask to speak 

to the manager and they would promise to help, but nothing changed. Then one of the 

Vietnamese men decided to travel down to London and buy kilos of rice,” her eyes 

widened with emphasis, “and then sell the bags to us with a bit extra to cover his fare. 

Then he got a small van, but by then we were done and wanted to move to London” 

(Group Interview 24 September 2009). Hoa had been part of a group of 20 refugees who 

had been settled together in a small town. Over the course of the next few years, I asked 

others about their experiences of arrival and dispersal. Everyone had a story about how 

and why they had moved on from their initial placement. 

Chiến, a fit young man in his late twenties, sat with me at a table overlooking 

Hong Kong harbor. It had just rained and the February night air was cool. We were the 

only ones out in the damp freshness. I was e-introduced to Chiến through email by a 

Vietnamese friend in London who had encouraged me to look him up when I arrived in 

Hong Kong for research. Chiến, he said, was Chinese Vietnamese whose family migrated 

from Vietnam through Hong Kong to London and now Chiến has migrated for work from 

London back to Hong Kong. Chiến’s parents began life in Britain in a reception center on 
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the south coast of the UK where new arrivals went through an initial few weeks of 

processing prior to dispersal. They were then relocated to Scotland, where they met and 

married. They later moved to Manchester, where Chiến was born. Then after only a short 

time, the young family moved to London. It is this intra-migration that is perhaps the 

most important critique of the policy of dispersal. 

Chiến informed me that his family “were moved on to Scotland as their first 

[home] in the UK.” I asked if he knew where they were located and he replied: “No, not 

exactly. I just see some photos with Caucasian families in photo albums back then. But 

no details of where exactly it was.”  

“You said your mum and dad, you think, met in Scotland?” I asked. He answered 

hesitantly: 

I think they did meet in Scotland because, it's a strange thing, because at 
home there was a photograph, or there's a newspaper clipping of a 
marriage, in I guess the national newspaper at the time. So it was about 
Vietnamese boat people and the first marriage from Vietnamese boat 
people. So I was reading the newspaper cut out. I said, why are they in the 
newspaper? I mean what for? And then it just said two people, the first 
marriage from the Vietnamese boat people who came across during that 
time. And at that point I was thinking, I'm not sure why on earth they 
would have the newspaper or why that would be such big news, but it was 
there. That's why I think they met there. 
 

 
 
I think they've lost all contact with the people that they did know in 
Scotland. They moved to Manchester after Scotland, so they, we have 
like friends there, family friends and still some relatives in Manchester. I 
was born in Manchester and then we moved down to London when I was 
very young (Interview 20 February 2017). 

 

Intended to facilitate integration into British society by not “overloading” 

particular areas of the country with asylum seekers, dispersal has been considered a 
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‘failed’ settlement policy, though it remains in place at the present time (Robinson 1989). 

In subsequent sections, I address the failings of this policy and the effects it had on the 

precarious journeys experienced by Chinese Vietnamese migrants; here, I note that it was 

clear early on that the policy of dispersal failed. As Jack Shieh of the Vietnamese Mental 

Health Association noted, intra-migration swelled the population of Chinese Vietnamese, 

“particularly in London through a steady process of further relocation where Vietnamese 

community centers and support structures were being established” (Interview, September 

2016). Chinese Vietnamese intra-migrated within Britain in order to access newly 

established community centers, housing associations and mental health services. They 

sought spaces in which they could congregate with others who shared their experiences 

of collective migration, and London was the primary place in the United Kingdom where 

Chinese Vietnamese were gathering and establishing themselves in various communities. 

 

B. Intra-Migration to London 

 
One afternoon, I sat in a local community center chatting with elderly Chinese 

Vietnamese attendees who had come to play table games. I had established rapport with 

the leadership of the center, attending events and conferences over the course of several 

years. I approached a discussion of the adjustment difficulties in the early years of 

Vietnamese settlement in Britain by making a joke about my own adjustments. This 

lightened the mood and as we sat laughing, others joined us until there was a group of six 

or seven men and women, all sharing humorous stories of their first experiences in the 

UK. The topic turned to food, and one gentleman smiled broadly, accentuating the 

creases in his seventy-year old face as he told me that he and his friends couldn’t wait to 
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move to London because they heard there were Chinese restaurants and food shops there. 

“We were so hungry for our own food!” he said. “We had to drive so far to find the 

things we use in our cooking!” A woman who I recognized as one of the more forceful 

members of the community responded with a jibe, “I’m sure you weren’t cooking!” and 

everyone in the group broke into laughter. (Group Interview 14 August 2010). 

Changing the subject, I asked about employment. What kinds of work did they do 

when they arrived and how did they find work? “There was no work for us!” blurted out 

a gentleman off to the right. “Even the British didn’t have work!” Others agreed. “That’s 

why we came to London from Scotland. We heard from our relatives that there was work 

in the garment industry” explained a soft-spoken woman who had not said anything. She 

added, “My husband got work in Chinatown at a restaurant, washing dishes. It’s not his 

dream, but it was better than sitting in the house in Leeds.” Finally, the gentleman who 

spoke first brought the conversation to a close, invoking what became a sort of 

benediction to most conversations about settlement difficulties. “We sat at home, no way 

to support ourselves. But, the government was good.” He quickly added. “They gave us 

money and paid for our children’s school. When any of us needed to be in hospital or to 

visit the doctor, the government took care of us.” The conversation quickly turned to a 

recitation of what the government provided for the new arrivals. I found this was often 

the case in my conversations. While quite willing to critique the situations in which 

Chinese Vietnamese found themselves, few wanted to appear ungrateful. I was reminded 

of Mimi Nguyễn’s discussion of the so-called model refugee in which she critiques the 

notion of the refugee’s debt for rescue in terms of “the duration of gratitude, or the 

demand for repayment” (M. Nguyen 2012: 32). I wondered about my presence in the 
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conversation, being a Caucasian male. Did I embody the neoliberal and therefore 

hegemonic status of the rescuer? While I am sure this was the case at times, at other 

times, I embodied the near Other with whom one could share disappointments at the 

hands of the far Other. I was also a migrant to the UK, and I had also lived in Vietnam, 

and therefore I could identify with some of the perspectives on cultural and physical 

adjustment to the new environment. I will address this point later in this dissertation.  

 

 
Fig. 4: Intra-Migration of Vietnamese into London (Source: Robinson 1993: 346) 

 

The point to be made is that the need for support and employment, as internal and 

external factors, drove many to make their way to London. The graphic above 
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characterizes the extent of the intra-migration into London. As can be seen, dispersal was 

wide and encompassed virtually all of the UK. The major result of this secondary, intra-

migration has been the growth of five primary areas of Vietnamese permanent settlement 

in London. These include the boroughs of Hackney, Haringey, Lewisham, Southwark, 

and Greenwich (Baker and Eversely 2000; James 2011). These boroughs have long been 

sites of immigrant arrival, so that at present, up to 150 first languages are spoken in local 

schools (Baker and Eversley 2000; James 2011). Hackney houses the largest population 

of Vietnamese in the UK (James 2011), while in Lewisham and Southwark, the largest 

concentration of ethnic Chinese Vietnamese in the UK resides (Interviews, K. T. Vu, 9 

August 2017; H. Bui 15 August 2018). Vietnamese, and in particular Vietnamese with a 

Chinese background are, of course, not a monolithic community. In subsequent chapters, 

I explore how Chinese Vietnamese navigated various group identities through practices 

of attachment and belonging. These practices are associated with places of origin, 

specific experiences of mobility, and ways of living their everyday subjectivities. 

 
C. Trauma and Survival 
 
 
I conclude this section on serial migration journeys with a conversation I had with 

Vinh about his parents and their journey to London. I was particularly interested in 

hearing their approach to settlement. Vinh stated that: 

 
You constantly feel lucky, because your parents always say how hard it was. 

 
S. Sure, they're comparing. 
 

 
In that comparison, I feel that I should work even harder. I feel that I 
should be more grateful because not a lot of people are like that. And I 
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am probably .1 or .01 percent of the people who have made it, who have 
been in the boat people community and progressed to where [I am]. So as 
a result, I tend to focus more on what I can do in this society, and not 
what is wrong with this society. Just like the mind of an engineer. If 
something goes wrong, I like to fix it, make it better. Because I know 
from where my parents came from, what they had to deal with in their 
daily life was more problematic. 

 

I asked Vinh if he felt like, in a sense, people from hise parents generation wandt 

to keep their head low and keep a low profile. Did they just get on with it. I wondered if 

they did not have energy for other things anyways. They must be swamped I'm surmised. 

Vinh answered: 

 
It's really because they, I'm speaking for my parents and from what I 
think they feel. I think that they have a lack of sense of security when 
they're here. Being born in Vietnam, they see Vietnam as their country. 
But when they got kicked out, they were unwanted by both sides. When 
they went to China, the Chinese saw them as Vietnamese. Maybe they 
could see it through their accent or their darker skin. But of course they 
are originally Chinese. So as a result, being unwanted by both sides, the 
only way to avoid discrimination is to go onto the boat and find the best 
island where they can land in. So maybe that has been a shock in their 
life. My dad was probably, I would call it the prime time of his life, 
because he was only 18 when he had to leave Vietnam. So if that could 
happen to him when he was 18, and he was also, he worked in the army 
before, he seldom mentions it, I think he might even see that as a bad 
memory. But he managed to bribe his way out. So when he landed in this 
country, nothing was telling him that he is still safe. 
 
 

 
Right, and security is tied to the state, tied to the nation. The nation goes away, or the 
nation gives up on you, the security goes away. 

 
 
Yeah. So they hold on to the most valuable things. Their wealth, their 
money, you know, all that stuff, maybe partly because of the communism 
that has made people very careful of their money too. So back to, now 
that they in England is there a point to them learning English? Maybe not, 
because if they spend so much energy, or maybe they already lack the 
energy to think about what is the most useful. 
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Sure, they're just trying to survive. 

 
So they were just trying to survive. So as a result, my parents just worked 
all their lives, and they stick to the community they think they can rely on 
in getting the news, getting job opportunities. So yes, I do see they are 
victimized, but at the same time, they had the opportunity to learn [but 
they didn’t]. But it's the psychology they were holding at that time. 
 
 
Vinh speaks poignantly of his parents reactions to the precarity of their lives. He 

notes their resignation on the one hand, their weariness, but on the other, their resiliency 

and their resourcefulness. They are agentive. They do have choices in the midst of 

danger, persecution and disappointment. They have settled into their lives in London, 

though perhaps not forever. 

 

Section Conclusion 

 

The point to made here as I shift to London and discuss new forms of attachment and 

belonging experienced by Chinese Vietnamese like Vinh and his parents, is that there are 

multiple layers to both the experience of precarity as well as the ways that Chinese 

Vietnamese have coped with those precarities. Uncertainty, threats and precarity served 

as a driving force in the lives of Chinese Vietnamese as they moved across the globe. In 

the process many lost a great deal emotionally, materially and socially, and some lost 

their lives. However, though not easy, for those who made it to Britain, new ways of life 

opened up. 
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Section III Forms of Attachment and Belonging 
 
Introduction 
 
  

Having discussed the concept of diaspora in terms of attachment and belonging 

earlier in this dissertation, I note again, that the notion of diaspora as a social construct is 

far too expansive and is therefore, less helpful in discussions of Chinese Vietnamese 

everyday social belongings and attachments. In its stead, I utilize the notion of the 

collective as a more descriptive and useful term. On the one hand, diaspora is a social 

construct describing ethnic populations, including their global mobilities and 

transnational networks; on the other, the experiences of individual members of ethnic 

minority communities may or may not coincide with definitions of diaspora. In the cases 

outlined here, individuals align themselves very differently to diasporic definitions, 

choosing to associate with and attach themselves as a collective. Because of their shared 

migratory experience, Chinese Vietnamese congregate in collective serial migration 

groupings. Susan Ossman describes the notion of collective serial migration in terms of 

couples who migrate together, seeming “to create a more equal collaboration, a joint 

effort to develop a collective history and to seek fulfillment in one’s partner” as a 

“collective migratory subject” (2013: 132). Expanding beyond the collective history of 

couples who migrate together, I focus on a specific grouping of people focusing more on 

the movement of these people than on their citizenship, race, ethnicity, diasporic 

identification. I take Ossman’s challenge, that by concentrating on the movement instead 

of the classifications or confinements it produces as race or class or gender, we might 

recognize commonalities among people who might otherwise seem profoundly different” 
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(Ossman 2013: 142). The focus of collective serial migration is the movement of Chinese 

Vietnamese along a pathway of shared memories and history. 

The notion of spacialities is another concept that provides a basis for 

understanding the new attachments and belongings Chinese Vietnamese have established. 

Along the way, Chinese Vietnamese shared ocean journeys that have bonded them in 

what Vinh Nguyen has called “oceanic spatialities” (2016: 66). Focusing on the inter-

relationships of those Vietnamese who migrated by water, Nguyen focuses on “the ties, 

attachments, and relations not circumscribed by terrestrial nationalism, but instead 

facilitated by...the waterscape of the boat and of the sea” (Ibid. emphasis in original). 

Nguyen utilizes Nam Le’s short fiction work, “The Boat” in order to describe his 

understanding of ways that Vietnamese boat migrants in general connect with one 

another. Exploring Le’s notion of “shared consciousness” (Le 2008:232), Nguyen 

describes the refugee boat as a “contained structural entity…a temporal and spatially 

bound form…as a place – a site of time, sociality, and experience – not unlike other 

spaces of social organization and collectivity” (Nguyen 2016: 75). Nguyen concludes, 

“the boat is, in short, a world that forces a frightening psychic communion between its 

temporary dwellers, defining a gathering of people attuned to the precarity of life and the 

imminence of death” (Ibid.). I contend that this gathering of people around a shared 

communion on the water is a defining aspect of the collective serial migration experience. 

The “boat people,” the term coined for the outmigration of people from Vietnam over the 

course of 16 years is based on this spatially limited experience of migration. 

While Ossman focuses on individuals and families who have experienced 

collective serial migration; and while Nguyen’s argument focuses on the water and the 
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boats that traversed it as spaces that tie migrants together, I expand upon these important 

concepts by focusing on the collective that has come together through the serial 

migration journey and the experienced memories that are shared in common along the 

migration pathway, both on the water and in the multiple spaces of sojourn. In this 

dissertation, I describe Chinese Vietnamese in London as a serial migration collective 

who share similar paths of migration including sojourns in Vietnam, China, Hong Kong 

and London. Chinese Vietnamese have come together over time in what Glick-Schiller 

and Çağlar have called “non-ethnic modes of incorporation” (2011: 199). Rather than a 

focus on diaspora or even ethnicity, many of the people described here are far more 

interested in the purposes for which they relate, the geography that puts them in touch 

with one another easily, linguistic commonalities, and economic ties that bind people 

working in the same place together. Chinese Vietnamese connect on the basis of shared 

memories and current experiences. These ties indicate that Chinese Vietnamese have re-

attached themselves using new forms that sometimes show ambivalence to past 

attachments. They choose to belong together for multiple reasons, both new and old. 

It is the connection between places, events and subjectivities as well as their 

associated memories that are at the heart of this final section. I am indebted to Christina 

Schwenkel and her work on “recombinant history” which she identifies as a “the blurring 

of borders and the mutual constitution of memory categories: individual, local, global, 

national, official, vernacular and so on. In other words, all memory is mediated by other 

knowledge flows” (Schwenkel 2009: 12). Schwenkel notes that her work “transcends 

locally and national bounded units for the study of memory to examine transnational truth 

making and knowledge practices” (Ibid.). By engaging with memories of collective serial 
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migration across multiple borders and landscapes, I focus on the shared knowledge and 

truth making that underlie Chinese Vietnamese attempts to make sense of their 

transnational journeys and sojourns. In addition, recalling Hutssen, Schwenkel argues for: 

‘Memory without borders rather than national history within 
borders’…[and] for more attention to be paid to border-crossing memories 
and their entanglements to produce what I have called recombinant 
history, a term that attempts an ethnographic understanding of the 
complexities involved in the reorganization and diversification of 
knowledge and memory of the war. By transcending the nation, 
recombinant history foregrounds the mobility of memory and resulting 
frictions in historical knowledge production (Schwenkel 2009: 205). 
 
I have been inspired by this discussion of “recombinant history” as Schwenkel 

grapples with stark changes in the ways that both Vietnamese and Americans remember 

the American or Vietnam War (Schwenkel 2009: 12). In this vein, and in keeping with 

the foci of this section, I note that Chinese Vietnamese engage in reconfigurations of the 

multiple lives that they have lived in their sojourns and journeys across the world. In 

keeping with Schwenkel’s idea of reorganizing memories, I propose that Chinese 

Vietnamese live recombinant lives, constantly making and remaking themselves, shifting 

subjectivities, re-appropriating resources, picking up and putting down skills, establishing 

and re-working networks. 

This chapter is founded on the assumption that multiple allegiances are possible 

across multiple spaces. Glick-Schiller underscores this concept asserting that “to 

understand the lived experience of migrants, it is urgent that we understand that it is 

possible to become incorporated within a locality, its economy, its institutions, and its 

forms of cultural production and at the same time live within social networks that are 

intimately tied to elsewhere (Glick-Schiller 2005: 159). Having noted Glick-Schiller’s 

notion of “lived simultaneity,” I suggest that it is more productive in terms of the Chinese 
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Vietnamese experience to think of these multiple connectivities in series, linked by “the 

interweaving of diverse transnational memories” (Schwenkel 2006: 5). By framing this 

chapter on the basis that there can be multiple significant spaces and places within the 

shared lived experience of Chinese Vietnamese, I open the view onto a wide-angle 

perspective rather than narrowing the view into ways that migrants adjust and connect 

with just the place into which they are currently settling. As Chinese Vietnamese move 

across the landscape, memories are laid down across transnational spaces, and are then 

reconfigured and re-combined in various ways as Chinese Vietnamese make sense of the 

events and experiences of their sojourns in order to consider what futures might lie ahead 

(Ibid.). 

Having noted that diaspora and ethnicity are minor foci regarding the ways that 

Chinese Vietnamese articulate their relationships, I must also engage notions of 

citizenship and nationality in historical contexts in that Chinese Vietnamese have had to 

negotiate at least two citizenships and have been assigned, from various sides, two 

nationalities. As Vinh pointed out in frustration for his family, “the Vietnamese 

considered us Chinese, and the Chinese considered us Vietnamese. What were we to do?” 

(Interview, September 2017). The precarity of Vinh’s family situation is becoming more 

common in times of increasing national and state initiated isolationism. As states institute 

tighter border controls and nations enforce more narrow definitions of who is acceptable, 

questions of belonging and modes of attachment become far more important and 

consequential for mobile peoples. 

In this dissertation, I note that the notion of nationality is formalized by the 

assignment of citizenship by the state. One becomes a ‘citizen’ of a state by officially 



 145 

being invited and included. All others are excluded. On the other hand, to be a ‘national’ 

of a state is less official and more dependent on the ways that one relates to others in the 

state. The complexities of the relationship between citizenship and nationality are not the 

primary focus of this dissertation, however, the ways that Chinese Vietnamese have in 

the past and present related to the power of the state and to one another within those 

power structures are of interest. One afternoon in a café, as I sat at lunch with Vinh and 

his Malaysian Chinese background girlfriend talking about how they identify themselves 

and to what nation or state they belong, Vinh attempted a definition of both nation and 

state at my urging. At first, he was hesitant and said that he didn’t really understand the 

difference as these were not things he talked about often. But, over the course of the 

conversation, he made an attempt: “because nation and state to me is - by nation, it’s like 

being with a group of people who believe in the same things, who work for the same 

queen. [Vinh chuckled to himself, not because of any disrespect to the queen, but in light 

of our conversations about the socialist countries of China and Vietnam, it seemed 

strange to hear himself say it]. By state, it is almost like an aggregated land where people 

set up a network to connect with each other. So how would I define them? Maybe just 

now that's my definition” he said with finality (Interview, September 2017). Vinh’s point 

is that nationality implies a shared belief system, a shared sense of values and that those 

values are a cohesive aspect of the fabric that holds the nation together. On the other 

hand, the state is characterized by a network that connects the people who belong to that 

state. Later, Vinh revisited the subject and added that it really is “about laws and people 

choosing to live by them” (Ibid.). We agreed that laws are put in place to govern those 
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deemed subject to those laws by virtue of the fact that they live in a place in which those 

laws are operative. 

However, when applied to serial migrants, nationality and citizenship are 

characterized by precarity on all sides. The shifting ground of citizenship is, at the end of 

the day, assigned and not chosen. Citizenship is assigned, which means that it is perhaps 

the most precarious of all belongings. State authorities assign citizenship for a wide 

variety of reasons and through agreed upon procedures. Local populations then affirm 

citizenships through rites of incorporation. Citizens reaffirm their citizenship through a 

wide array of everyday practices that demonstrate their loyalty to the state and therefore 

secure their place in the national imaginary. Citizenship is enacted by insiders who 

participate in the state as initiators and maintainers of the conditions of citizenship. For 

insiders, citizenship could be viewed as permanent and could even be considered a 

‘right.’ This right, through decisions of the citizenry or their representatives can then be 

extended to certain outsiders. Chinese in the northern part of Vietnam were extended the 

right to citizenship from the early days of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam which 

was renamed the Socialist Republic of Vietnam after the official unification of the north 

and south in 1976. Amer points out that “according to the Vietnamese authorities, the 

issue of citizenship had been settled in the 1950s and the ethnic Chinese were to be 

regarded as Vietnamese citizens” (Amer 2011: 46). While this official policy was in 

place, it must be noted that Chinese Vietnamese in northern Vietnam have always been a 

fluid population with varying degrees of attachment to both Vietnam as a nation and 

Vietnamese as a people. 
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I engaged in conversation with Huy, a Vietnamese colleague who lived in London 

for several years during the period of my earlier research. We sat on a bench in the 

Borough of Hackney discussing Huy’s own Chinese ancestry and the long history of the 

porosity of the Vietnamese Chinese border. As I sought to understand the complexities of 

the various populations and loyalties associated with the influence of Chinese in 

Vietnam, Huy made it clear that, “When it comes to the Chinese Vietnamese, there are 

many different ways that they associate with the Vietnamese people and the Vietnamese 

state. On the one hand, there are Chinese Vietnamese who are still Chinese, they may be 

citizens of Vietnam, but they really still consider themselves to be Chinese” (Interview, 

20 March 2009). We agreed that this is most often characterized by their use of the 

Chinese language and their desire to pass the language on to their children through 

weekend classes and speaking Chinese at home. In the border regions, this stance was 

also characterized by regular border crossings as people sought to reinforce their sense of 

belonging to family in southern China. 

Returning to my conversation with Anh, in her office in the community center, I 

recall her stating emphatically, “there are entire villages in northern Vietnam where many 

people only speak Chinese. They don’t need to speak Vietnamese” (Interview, 20 January 

2017). For many Vietnamese, this is the first test of loyalty and Anh, who speaks both 

Chinese and Vietnamese, was confronted on numerous occasions in 1979 by the local 

authorities, wondering about her sympathy with the Chinese invasion force and asking 

her to visit the police station for questioning. “I told them, I feel the same as my 

Vietnamese colleagues at school. How else should I feel?” (Ibid.). An occupied the 
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middle ground, maintaining a Chinese persona on the one hand, and actively engaging in 

Vietnamese life on the other. 

Huy went on to note that the opposite of the Chinese-only identity was also true. 

“Like my family, one of my great grandfathers was Chinese who married a Vietnamese 

girl. Now, even though we know that we have Chinese in our background, we never think 

about it. We’re Vietnamese. We speak only Vietnamese. My mother and father never 

talked about China. They taught us to be good citizens of Vietnam, to be loyal to our 

country His own experience bore out this attitude as he admitted that he does not speak 

Chinese or know of any relatives on that side. “The Chinese side of our family has been 

lost. We no longer even know what part of China my great grandfather came from” 

(Interview, 20 March 2009). 

However, as I have noted throughout this dissertation, the war with China 

drastically changed the official and unofficial status of Chinese Vietnamese living in 

Vietnam. Many people found themselves outside of that ‘right’ to citizenship due to the 

political and economic climate facing the nation and the state. Many in the Chinese 

Vietnamese population were determined by insiders to be outside of the rights of 

citizenship. It is these people who experienced the precarious conditions that triggered 

and drove separation from what was secure and safe. In the face of potential economic 

and political annihilation, separation was the only choice. 

The sense of belonging and security based on assigned citizenship that Chinese 

Vietnamese had relied upon since the 1950s evaporated in the late 1970s. The backlash 

against anyone of Chinese background precipitated a series of forced and coerced 

migrations in which Chinese Vietnamese sought new forms of belonging and attachment 
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across multiple borders. The detachment and untethering from the nation and state 

created valencies that could now be filled with any number or variety of relationships, 

places and things in the new environments to which Chinese Vietnamese were going. I 

use the term valencies in reference to molecular structures in which various atoms have a 

certain number of openings with which to combine with other atoms to form molecules. 

For instance, an Oxygen atom has two valencies, which are typically filled with 

Hydrogen to form a molecule of water. I contend that humans also possess the possibility 

of combining with other humans in a variety of ways that create couples or groups that 

are connected by shared properties. When those connections are broken, the valencies 

may be filled by others. The untethering and detachment from places and peoples who, in 

the past were safe and reliable are extremely painful and jarring experiences. Separation 

and detachment feel like a ripping of the fabric of one’s existence. However, as noted 

above, detachments also open possibilities for new forms of attachment and new types of 

belonging. 

One of the primary questions associated with the re-arrangement of attachments 

and the repairing of the ruptures associated with serial migrations has to do with the new 

ways that migrants attach and belong in a new setting. Up to this point, I have used the 

notions of space and place interchangeably. It is now helpful to parse out the differences 

in order to hone in on those particular spaces that have become important for Chinese 

Vietnamese in London. Cresswell discusses those things that make space a place. He 

explains: “What makes places [instead of] simply a room, a garden, a town, a world city, 

a new nation, and an inhabited planet? One answer is that they are all spaces which 

people have made meaningful. They are all spaces people are attached to in one way or 
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another” (Cresswell 2014: 12). Chinese Vietnamese make meaningful the spaces through 

which they have traveled. These places are then cemented in their collective memory as 

significant. Then, as collective memory is shared and regrouped, collective recombinant 

lives are built on the memories of places of migration. Mobilities, and in particular forced 

or coerced mobilities sever ties to old ways of grouping. As Setha Low argues in his 

recent book, Spatializing Culture, “the ethnographic study of space and place is critical to 

understanding the everyday lives of people whose homes and homelands are disrupted 

by…violence and social inequality” (Low 2017: 1). Putting Low’s assertion to work, I 

developed relationships with both Chinese Vietnamese and other stake holders in the 

community in order to get as well-rounded a picture as possible of ways that Chinese 

Vietnamese were inhabiting spaces and the “social practices” in which they engaged 

(Low 2001: 161). In the early stages of the research I sought out a social worker with 

whom I had worked previously on a project in the London Borough of Hackney. 
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Chapter 8: Places of Belonging: Community Centers, Restaurants, 

Neighborhoods 

 
A. Choosing Communities: “Who Belongs with Whom…and When?” 

 
 

Following forty years of separation from Vietnam, Vinh took his parents back to 

China in the summer of 2017. During that time, as I discovered during our second formal 

interview in September of 2017, Vinh was exposed to new emotions that affected his 

sense of attachment to places with which his family had been associated so many years 

before. As I noted earlier, Vinh had already stated that he and his family identify more 

with China than with Vietnam due to their experiences of persecution, use of the Chinese 

language at home, and Vinh’s father’s frequent border crossings for business. On the 

other hand, Vinh expressed a sense of loyalty to Britain noting, “I would have to say that 

China is like my Father, and Britain is like my foster father - if I think about loyalty, I 

owe a lot and gladly pay my taxes to my foster father” (Interview, September 2017). 

In light of this distinction, I asked Vinh about his future and the possibilities of 

moving to China or staying in Britain. Vinh responded initially with a conflicted sense of 

self, struggling with the binary I introduced. He stated that he really didn’t have any 

desire to answer the question. But then, he seemed to come to a conclusion. The 

expression on his face was one of both relief and a sense of excitement. He responded 

eloquently, “if there is a possibility of working in China... I have thought of that too. How 

good would it be if being that intermediary can help you in getting a better job? And can 

help you be an [international worker] just by knowing both languages, and can help you 
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find a job that best fits you? That pays better and has better perspectives” (Interview, 

September 2017).  

As noted earlier in this dissertation, Vinh makes sense of his relationship to both 

Britain and China by thinking in familial terms about the ways in which each place has 

invested in him. Thinking in terms of multiple layers, Vinh is seeking to honor both sets 

of ‘kin’, in that China, where he has never lived feels like his “real father,” and Britain, 

the country of his birth and upbringing feels like his “foster father” (Ibid.). These 

designations are indicative of the interplay of emotional attachments experienced by 

serial migrants who return to past places in their minds in order to explain to themselves 

and to others the reasons for their attachments and the ways in which they feel they 

belong. 

Vinh described very eloquently what I call a useful citizenship, a citizenship in 

which an individual is ambivalent toward the nation and its requirements of loyalty, but is 

positive toward the uses of the passport associated with that citizenship. The passport 

becomes the tool offered by the state that opens up possibilities of new forms of 

attachment and belonging for Chinese Vietnamese in London. Thinking about this notion 

of varying attachments and belongings amongst Chinese Vietnamese led me to seek ways 

to understand the different ways that Chinese Vietnamese practiced belonging in 

groupings or communities. 

I learned early in my work with Chinese Vietnamese and other refugees that 

social workers in the refugee community often have the closest view of refugee living 

conditions, and they often have their finger on the pulse of the ways of relating that occur 

in the various communities of migrants in their areas. I decided to set up a meeting with 
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Phúc, a social worker in Hackney who was sponsored by local churches and collaborated 

with several Vietnamese community centers in both north and south London. Being a 

Chinese Vietnamese serial migrant himself, and having forcibly migrated from southern 

Vietnam to Thailand as a boat person, and then on to both Canada and the United States, 

I asked him about the various Chinese Vietnamese communities and their 

interrelationships. Phúc spoke of the role of the British government in the re-connecting 

of Chinese Vietnamese in London spaces of settlement. I had asked Phúc if religion 

played a role in the development of communities as it has often done in Vietnam as 

people would sometimes gather around a temple or Catholic Church. 

 
I found out in London here. I think the government here, especially the 
Council, has been supporting the people groups in London a lot. If you 
talk about peoples or language groups, or, you know, ethnicities in 
London. They have been supported a lot. I’m talking about providing 
funding for teaching the languages, to maintain the languages, teaching 
music, or any types of aerobics, like fitness exercise, or Tai Chi exercise. 
So, because of that privilege in the past, people tend to come to the 
community centre more so that they can socialise with one another, get to 
know, build friendships and feel like home. They can speak their own 
languages, either Vietnamese or Chinese. So that’s why they prefer to 
come to the community centre more, than a religious centre (Interview, 23 
March 2005). 

 
Refugees from Vietnam can be characterized by several different groupings. 

Some choose to relate through specific community centers. These would be located 

within or near a community of migrants from Vietnam, either north or south of the 

Thames River. Sites for the most active community centers at this time are the boroughs 

of Hackney, Lewisham and Thamesmead. According to Phúc, when people do connect, 

they often do so according to preferred language, either Chinese or Vietnamese. This 

point has been borne out by other Chinese Vietnamese of whom I asked the same 
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question. Vinh, indicates that his family prefer speaking Cantonese, the southern Chinese 

dialect, and when he interviewed his father about their family history, he did so in 

Cantonese. Hương does not speak Chinese, preferring Vietnamese. But she indicates that 

she has few Vietnamese or Chinese Vietnamese friends. While she speaks Vietnamese 

and relates to Vietnamese speakers in the community for her translation work, most of 

her friends are from within the multi-ethnic, English-speaking population of London. On 

the other hand, An speaks both Vietnamese and the Chinese dialect of Cantonese. Her 

social work role requires her to speak both languages and she is also learning Mandarin. 

Lê only speaks Vietnamese. He considers his English to be poor and rarely uses it, 

preferring to let his daughter handle any restaurant business that requires English. All of 

his friends are within the southern Vietnamese social grouping, both ethnic Vietnamese 

and Chinese Vietnamese.  

In this dissertation, I have noted the relational distance between northern and 

southern Vietnamese, particularly in light of the political and economic differences 

brought about by almost twenty years of north-south conflict, from 1954 to 1975, and by 

the process of unification in which the peoples of the post-1975 southern region 

experienced massive political, economic and social changes. Many of the policies 

associated with unification resulted in trauma and included re-education camps for 

former south Vietnamese government and military personnel, redistribution of wealth and 

land, the nationalization of industries, and the confiscation of property and businesses, 

particularly among Chinese Vietnamese. In light of this history, migrants coming to the 

UK often brought the divides of the past into the London present. 
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I asked Phúc if he would lay out his understanding of the arrival of refugees into 

the UK from Vietnam over time. He replied that Vietnamese citizens came to London in 

three stages. He explained that: 

 
In London there are approximately 32,000 Vietnamese people. They can 
be divided into three groups: In 1975 to 1979 the United Kingdom 
accepted 10,000 refugees. These were mixed southerners and northerners 
but mostly from the north. In 1980 to 2000, refugees came to the UK from 
Hong Kong. These refugees were less educated and poor and came mostly 
from the farms and fishing villages in the north of Vietnam. Finally, in 
2000 to the present, most of the Vietnamese coming to the UK are 
students, young skilled workers, and illegal immigrants (Interview, 23 
March 2005). 
 
Following Phúc’s outlining of the arrival patterns of refugees into the UK, he 

gave an assessment of those communities. He noted that there were and are great divides 

associated with the background and experiences of individuals within the various 

Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese communities in London. He also noted that the 

relational situation was changing with each successive generation. I spoke with Phúc 

three years later about his view on the changing realities of the northern and southern 

Vietnamese relationship in London. I had spoken to Nguyễn on several occasions in a 

Vietnamese community center where he often spent time mingling with other men his 

age, playing games and eating lunch. While others in the center often became animated 

and exclaimed loudly during interactions, Nguyễn always remained quiet and in control. 

He was a veteran of the defeated South Vietnamese army, and while others usually 

avoided my questions about their current feelings about the current regime, I often noted 

his continued bitterness after nearly forty years of presence in Britain. Phúc called for 

patience and at the same time a realistic perspective. He mentioned Nguyễn’s desire to 
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see Vietnam return to a democratic style of government and freedom of speech. Phúc 

explained: 

I think we have to be patient with that, so I think one day those values, 
those ideals will come to our country, our people. But, nothing can happen 
overnight. I understand Nguyễn, because of his past and some other 
Vietnamese veterans in the southern regime. Deep down in their hearts 
there is still big hatred and anger towards the govt. The Northern 
government. It’s very hard for them to forgive, unless the new generation 
stand up and move on to the future. I look forward to that period of time, 
to that stage to see the new generation. I’m talking about anyone born after 
1975 (Interview, 14 January 2008).  
 
Through conversations like that with Nguyễn, I have noted the hesitancy of 

southerners and northerners to engage with one another, particularly among those who 

experienced the discrimination and wars that precipitated serial forced migrations from 

Vietnam, as Phúc notes above. These divides add to the variety of ways that Chinese 

Vietnamese form social groupings 

Another illustration of the deep divides between the two sides is that of the 

Vietnamese Professional Society annual meeting in London a number of years ago. I had 

been invited to attend, and was walking toward the venue in central London. I was a bit 

concerned that I might miss the place for the meeting as the address was not complete in 

the message I received. I needn’t have worried. As I rounded the corner, there, snapping 

in the wind, were a number of large Republic of South Vietnam flags. The yellow field 

and three horizontal stripes were striking in the grey of London’s architecture and 

overcast sky. There was no way I could have missed the venue. When I chatted with 

attendees at the conference and asked about the membership in the society, I found that 

the group was made up almost exclusively of former South Vietnamese who were now 

living in the UK, the USA, France, and Australia. These countries were the primary 



 157 

nations that settled South Vietnamese following the Fall of Saigon in 1975. I was told 

that, “Northerners would not be very interested in coming to this meeting. It would be 

good, but we are looking for ways to influence the current government in Vietnam. As 

professionals, we want to use our professional skills and businesses to push for human 

rights, freedom and openness.” With this very specific agenda, many relationships with 

Vietnamese in London and particularly Chinese Vietnamese are strained. Several years 

after attending the conference, I was invited to deliver a paper on my research, focusing 

on generational differences within Vietnamese London communities. As Phúc noted, my 

research bore out the changes occurring with regard to the blurring of the divisions 

between the northerners and southerners in the London context. I must note, however, 

that there are contrasting examples that run against the animosity that travelled with boat 

migrants from Vietnam to Britain. 

Agendas abound and differences linger, but there are also cases of political 

divides eroding. With new mobilities and placements come new ways of interacting and 

new forms of attachment. Striking in its departure from the north-south divide is the 

arrangement the owner of a large restaurant in north London worked out with his 

employees. Lê was born and raised in Saigon, now Ho Chi Minh City in the former South 

Vietnam. He left southern Vietnam on a small boat seeking a better life after having 

experienced the precarity of life as a Western sympathizer under the new communist 

regime. As his boat was sinking in the South China Sea, a British vessel came to his 

rescue with very little time to spare. “We were very lucky,” he said. “Everyone would 

have been lost in a few more minutes. Then the British ship came to us” (Interview, 22 

March 2017). Because he and his family had been picked up by a British vessel, 
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agreements with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees stipulated that it 

was the responsibility of the country that owned the vessel to make arrangements for the 

long-term safety and well-being of the refugees taken on board. Eventually, Lê and his 

family arrived in Britain where he rebuilt his life around a restaurant in north London.  

A number of years ago, when he was seeking to employ servers in his restaurant, 

Lê found that the pool of southern Vietnamese in London willing and able to work for 

him was quite small given that eighty-five percent of the Vietnamese in the city are from 

the northern part of Vietnam. In the end, Lê employed several young men who had 

recently arrived from Vietnam as international students. Most were studying English to 

get into computer engineering, mathematics, and other technical fields, or they were in 

their two to three year college programs. I chatted with several of the young men on a 

number of occasions as I was eating in the restaurant. They often commented on my 

Vietnamese accent, plying me with questions about where I had learned to speak 

Vietnamese. I found that during a meal I often had several different servers that would 

come to my table to ask if everything was well. It seemed as if they were taking turns to 

attempt to speak with me. Some time later, at lunch, one of the servers invited me to 

come at three in the afternoon to chat with a small group of servers during their break, 

which ran from three to five-thirty. 

That afternoon, I returned a little before three and chatted with three of the young 

men for an hour or so. We discussed their time in London, their families and their work 

in the restaurant. I found that most of the servers were either from Hà Nội or Hải Phòng 

in northern Vietnam. Curious, I mentioned that I knew the owner of the restaurant, Lê, 

was from the south of Vietnam. I wondered how they found it working with a person 
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from a different region and who had a very different perspective, having left Vietnam 

many years ago, and now, having lived in London for some thirty years. The young men 

laughed and told me that it was not a big problem. “Those problems were for a past 

generation,” they said. “We’re not interested in politics, anyway. We just need to work, 

and Lê is giving us a job. And we can eat here. It’s good!” (Informal Interview, 14 June 

2015). I was struck by the openness in these young students, particularly in its contrast to 

a retiring Chinese Vietnamese medical doctor in London who had informed me several 

years ago that he would never return to Vietnam until the government changed. He 

struggled in his relationships with northerners in London. The same was true of a Chinese 

businessman who informed me that he had no friends among the northerners in London. 

 A few days later, I spoke to Lê as he took a smoke in front of the restaurant. I was 

passing by and stopped to chat for a few minutes. I asked him about the servers being 

careful to keep their confidence. I asked him where they were from as I had noticed their 

northern pronunciation of Vietnamese. He laughed, and after taking a long drag on his 

cigarette and blowing the smoke from the side of his mouth into the cool evening air, he 

explained his rationale: 

Several years ago, I needed to hire employees for my restaurant. So I 
asked people I knew and had a difficult time finding someone from 
London. Then someone suggested that they could get me in touch with 
some Vietnamese college students. I thought about it, and said to myself, 
‘Why not?’ so I met a few of them. They began working for me and it’s 
been good. The best thing is that I never have to advertise for workers. 
Whenever one of my servers completes his program and is ready to return 
to Vietnam or start work with a firm here in England, they send a 
replacement from the college. They know that if that person doesn’t work 
out it will be an embarrassment to themselves, so they make sure that they 
are good, cooperative workers. I rarely have any problems with them. So, 
it’s great! (Informal Interview, 17 June 2015). 
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Migrating to London from southern Vietnam and maintaining relationships with 

other southerners was limiting Lê’s prospects due to the smaller number of southern 

young people in the London workforce. Lê was able to move beyond the regional divides 

of his own generation in order to fulfil his business needs. In this case, mobility and 

economic need created an environment in which alternative ways of relating and new 

forms of belonging were possible. 

I found that these new forms of attachment were occurring on numerous levels, 

indicating shifts in people’s thinking. Many who had been through very difficult 

circumstances, had very little interest in the divisions of the past. While they still perhaps 

did not socialize or navigate in the same waters as Chinese Vietnamese (or Vietnamese) 

from other regions, it was not due to animosity or deep prejudice. In most cases, due to 

the political and economic policies upheld by governments who had exercised immense 

power over them, many Chinese Vietnamese put politics and the social divisions they 

engender behind them and focused only on business. As Phúc said to me one afternoon 

during a break from his work, “Stephen, many people from northern Vietnam were very 

poor, the northerners in England here. Because their backgrounds were not in the big 

cities, but most of them came from rural areas, like in the border between Vietnam and 

China, so they lack lots of education, since, [their time] back in Vietnam” (Interview, 14 

March 2008). My subsequent research corroborated Phúc’s assessment, though I did find 

a number of notable exceptions to the generalization of a population of poor, uneducated 

northerners. 



 161 

“How do you identify yourself?” I asked An as we sat across from each other at 

the table in the conference room of the community center where she worked as a social 

worker. It depends on what stage I’m at in my journey.”  

 
B. Ăn Việt Foundation: Hackney Councilor Khanh Thanh Vũ 
 

 
Cllr Vũ had spent a career assisting in the settlement of Vietnamese and Chinese 

Vietnamese refugees in London through his Ăn Việt Foundation, established not long 

after his arrival in London in 1979. Early during the boat migration out of Vietnam, Cllr 

Vũ had been picked up by a British ship off the coast of southern Vietnam and brought to 

England. Almost immediately, he was employed by the government as a translator and 

then consultant due to his facility in English. Cllr Vũ was a school teacher and local 

government council member in the Republic of South Vietnam. Having been offered a 

building in the borough of Hackney in north London, Cllr Vũ established the Ăn Việt 

Foundation as a place for advice on legal matters, immigration, cultural concerns and 

intra-Vietnamese community issues. The Ăn Việt Foundation had become a fixture in 

north London and it was not uncommon to see both southerners and northerner taking 

advantage of the services of the foundation. 

Each Lunar New Year celebration included a meal provided by the Ăn Việt 

Foundation’s Hương Restaurant, owned and managed by Cllr Vũ’s wife, Diệp and 

daughter. Two years after leaving London and taking up a job in Germany, I received and 

invitation to the 2007 New Years dinner. I flew across Europe and participated in the 

dinner at which a number of key supporters of the foundation had also been invited. I was 
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honoured to be part of the group and my presence further cemented my relationship with 

Cllr Vũ. 

As Britain was preparing for the Olympics, with both excitement and tension 

mounting daily in London, I spoke with Cllr Khanh Thanh Vũ about his vision for the 

Vietnamese communities in London post-Olympics. Because of the accolades and praise 

showered on Cllr Vũ, he had inroads into conversations with central government 

personnel in London. Cllr Vũ had been the first Vietnamese to be elected to a local 

council seat, and was awarded an MBE by the Queen some years before. Our 

conversation centered on the growing presence of Vietnamese in London, and Cllr Vũ 

was keen capitalize on the visibility of Vietnamese communities as new businesses were 

continually added to the urban-scapes of London. 

 
 
 C. Vietnamese Mental Health Services 
 
 

In addition to working at the community center in south London, Anh also works 

with the Vietnamese Mental Health Services. This position gives her a unique vantage 

point from which to discuss Chinese Vietnamese’ sense of belonging and the terms used 

to designate the Chinese Vietnamese sense of connection with either Chinese or 

Vietnamese entities or both at the same time. 

I had been chatting with Anh about who uses the term Việt Hoa or ethnic Chinese 

Vietnamese. The conversation began when I mentioned that I spoke with Hương about 

the term she uses to identify herself. When I asked her about the term Việt Hoa, she 

stated that she had never really heard the term before. Anh very clearly delineated that it 

was dependent on the community with whom one was engaged as to how they identified 
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themselves. She noted that you might hear this term more often among Chinese 

Vietnamese in America where “there are lots of Vietnamese who congregate and speak 

Chinese among themselves. But in London,” she said, “it’s different. It’s not as big a 

community” (Interview, 20 January 2017). Anh explained further: 

 
Some people want to identify with the Chinese. Here, I went to college 
with Vietnamese and work as a community worker in the community so I 
understand that it depends on who you talk to about that. For some people, 
they don't want to mix them [Chinese and Vietnamese]. They identify only 
as Vietnamese. For other people, they are more Chinese than Vietnamese. 
You are from the south [of Vietnam] and it’s different, but in some 
villages in the north [of Vietnam] the people only speak Chinese. They 
don’t speak Vietnamese at all. And they do not identify themselves as 
Vietnamese. They’re very isolated in their group and they can’t speak 
Vietnamese. For that group, if you ask them, [they say] ‘I’m Chinese.’” 
(Interview, 20 January 2017). 
 
We continued talking about the mixing of these Vietnamese and Chinese 

identities and Anh smiled, then laughed saying, “You know the local government [in 

London] collects ethnic data? Well, sometimes people answer it that they’re Chinese and 

other times Vietnamese. It depends on how they’re feeling” (Interview, 20 January 2017). 

We laughed about the discrepancy between the need of the state to codify, identifying the 

ethnicities that make up communities in concrete terms as opposed to the fluid nature of  

Chinese Vietnamese identity and it’s dependency on the fluxuating emotions and feelings 

of belonging, safety and expediency. 

Yuval-Davis speaks to the fluxuations in attachments and the movement between 

belongings described by individual’s “narratives of identity” (Yuval-Davis 2006: 202). 

Noting that belongings are constructed, a combination of desire and emotion, and must, 

therefore, be considered in a holistic way. 
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Constructions of belonging, however, cannot and should not be seen as 
merely cognitive stories. They reflect emotional investments and desire for 
attachments: ‘Individuals and groups are caught within wanting to belong, 
wanting to become, a process that is fuelled by yearning rather than 
positing of identity as a stable state.’ Elspeth Probyn, as well as Anne-
Marie Fortier construct identity as transition, always producing itself 
through the combined processes of being and becoming, belonging and 
longing to belong. This duality is often reflected in narratives of identity 
(Yuval-Davis 2006: 202). 

 
Pushing Yuval-Davis on this point, it is also important to examine not only the 

desire for attachments, but also the push-back against that desire. In the case of British 

“politics of belonging” in which Yuval-Davis lays out an assessment of the historical 

trajectory of belonging with regard to immigrants into Britain, she notes that power and 

politics are, of course, a major part of the equation. However, what must also be included 

in the power politics of belonging is the varied ways that refugees and migrants 

themselves interact with one another in ethnic communities formed through a variety of 

migration mobilities. 

As has been discussed earlier, the ethnic Chinese Vietnamese communities in 

London are not monolithic. In fact, as Anh pointed out, at different times and at different 

stages in the settlement process, Chinese Vietnamese may identify either as Chinese or 

Vietnamese depending on a number of factors including their emotional state: “I was 

very angry with the Vietnamese government so I never told people I was Vietnamese. I 

said I was Chinese. But after five years in London, I softened. When somebody asked, I 

said I was Chinese Vietnamese” (Interview, 20 January 2017). Anh made this statement 

in a conversation in which we were discussing the stages of her adjustment to her new 

life in Britain and how she related to others in the variety of communities in which she 

moved such as at college, work, within diasporic networks and at home. As Anh stated at 
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the outset, it actually depends on the stage of settlement as well as exposure to other 

communities. 

Other factors influencing decisions about belonging include attachments to local 

and ethnic communities. In some cases the people amongst whom a Chinese Vietnamese 

settles will determine subjectivity, at least for a period of time. I spoke briefly with a 

young Vietnamese professional who identifies as Chinese Vietnamese. He expressed the 

realities associated with settlement in a specific area of London saying: “When my family 

settled in London, we interacted with people in Chinatown. My dad got a job there when 

we relocated from the north of England. All of our friends were Chinese, so it was like 

we left the Vietnamese part of us behind” (Informal Interview, 23 September 2016). The 

circumstances of attachment often depend on decisions made by individual Chinese 

Vietnamese, but also on decisions made for them by default due to the ethnic make-up of 

local communities and the necessity of living everyday lives in the midst of the 

community. 

 
 
 D. Dining with Friends: Restaurants Reflect Regional Identities 
 

  1. London Makes Room for Little Vietnams 
 
 

In 2005, a special report was published in the Guardian Newspaper’s supplement, 

‘G2’. This was the first time that Vietnamese in London had been highlighted. Leo 

Benedictus noted that, “clothing factories brought hundreds of Vietnamese refugees into 

Hackney in the early 1980s, but when their jobs went overseas in the mid-1990s (often, 
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with bitter irony, to Vietnam) the textile workers had to find a new trade” (Benedictus 

2005: 5). 

The government policy of dispersal, discussed earlier in this dissertation, scattered 

many Vietnamese families across the whole of the United Kingdom. Often after only a 

year or two in isolated places, Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese subsequently intra-

migrated to London. This internal migration, not only built up supportive communities in 

London and other cities in the United Kingdom, but also resulted in the establishment and 

maintenance of networks through which Vietnamese offered and found employment. 

Neumayer points out that “immigrants tend to cluster spatially in order to lower the costs 

of migration [while] destination countries often try to prevent such clustering” 

(Neumayer 2005: 393). The failure of British policies to limit clustering resulted in the 

gathering presence of Vietnamese populations in Inner London, the boroughs just north 

and south of the River Thames. As is illustrated in Map 2 below, the population of 

Chinese Vietnamese can be located by the larger areas of blue such as Shacklewell, 

Hackney, Cambridge Heath, Lambeth, Camberwell, and Greenwich, but are also 

scattered in pockets quite widely across the metropolitan area. Examining the larger blue 

shaded areas scattered across the map, there are indications of the possibility of “Little 

Hà Nội” as there is “Little Saigon” in southern California. However, at present, while 

there are concentrations of Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese businesses, the living 

accommodations of the population is scattered, often with businesses in one part of the 

city while Chinese Vietnamese owners and managers live in other parts. In the case of 

many of my informants, businesses are often located in areas too expensive to live so that 

housing is procured in the suburbs. 
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Fig. 5: Location of Vietnamese Communities in London5. 

 

Striking to any observer of London’s urban demographics is the growing plethora 

of Vietnamese shops and restaurants in a number of London boroughs, both north and 

south of the River Thames, as can be seen in the illustration above. Not making a 

distinction between ethnic Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese, Baker and Eversely note 

that Vietnamese owned businesses are particularly prevalent “in Hackney, Haringey, 

Southwark and Greenwich” (2000: 58). I have described the growth of the business 

community in earlier work: 

The number and concentration of Vietnamese businesses that have been 
attracted to the London borough of Hackney is of particular importance 
for community identity and visibility. Along the Kingsland Road and 
Mare Street corridors one finds opportunities to shop for fresh Vietnamese 
food and dry goods in large and small supermarkets, Vietnamese music 

                                                
5 See Maptube.org 2010. 
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and film entertainment, books and magazines in the Vietnamese language, 
(some now published in London). There are also shops for clothing [and 
even purchase air tickets] in travel agencies (James 2011: 22). 
 
Benedictus praised the Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese communities: “This 

is what a few boat people can do with 25 years and a lot of hard work” (Benedictus 2005: 

5). The past forty years of settlement in London have been a time for consolidation, 

accumulation of wealth and the establishment of a more visible presence in specific 

locations in the city. With this visibility comes a sense of belonging as Chinese 

Vietnamese engage in the everyday activities associated with maintaining businesses in 

the multi-ethnic setting of London. 

Benedictus went on to describe the historical development of the entrepreneurial 

side of Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese in London: “In less than 10 years, having 

started with no training or experience, a few Vietnamese businessmen… expanded to the 

point where they now own more than 300 nail shops in London alone” (Benedictus 2005: 

5). Nail shops were a new development in the beauty industry in Britain in the early 

1990s. Manicures and pedicures have, since that time, become an art form across Britain 

and the United States. A directory of Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese-owned 

businesses reveals that Vietnamese have found success in a variety of sectors with the 

nail and catering industries being the most prominent. Almost two decades ago, the nail 

industry provided “over fifty percent of Vietnamese employment in the capital” (Sims 

2007: i). In the past twenty years, the nail shop industry that dots the London city-scape, 

has been joined by many Chinese Vietnamese who have established restaurants and 

supermarkets. As the population settled and became more affluent, restaurants serving 

Vietnamese food have shifted from take-out, to sit-down, and from an austere, diner-type 
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atmosphere such as the Bánh Mì Hội-An in central Hackney, described as “Vietnamese 

street food in London,”6 to one involving table cloths, mood music and lighting that 

promotes an ambience of fine dining such as the Sông Quế Restaurant in Dalston. Each 

establishment has its own clientele and regulars in addition to people who walk in off the 

street. Having spent the better part of two decades exploring the menus of most of the 

restaurants in both north and south London, I have seen Vietnamese restaurants close and 

new ones open in their place. I have had either casual conversations or in-depth 

interviews with many restaurateurs who provided insight into Chinese Vietnamese life in 

London. Some of these conversations led to deeper relationships and long-term 

friendships that I continue to maintain. I now examine my interactions with specific 

Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese in London. 

 

2. Kingsland Road: North London 

 

Early in my 12-year tenure working and living in London, I began to take my 

lunch or dinner at the various Vietnamese restaurants in London. The three areas I most 

often frequented were the north London areas of Kingsland Road in Hackney, Mare 

Street, also in Hackney. I also travelled across the Thames to Deptford in south London, 

also the area in which I studied for my Master of Philosophy at Goldsmiths College, 

University of London. The more often I visited these restaurants, the more familiar I 

became with individuals and families in local communities, and the more I came to be 

recognized by specific people who took more than a casual interest in my research.  

                                                
6 See the restaurant website, available at: http://www.banhmihoian.co.uk/ 
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As time went on, I began to pop my head in the shops simply to say ‘Hello’ as I 

was passing by. An unexpected issue developed when some restaurant owners and 

managers would see me enter another establishment and tease me about it afterwards. I 

began to realize that I felt the need to ensure that my visits were equitable. However, I 

soon realized that equity was impossible as casual acquaintances developed into 

friendships and relationships with research subjects carried on long after the research was 

complete. As a result, I began frequenting one café more often. 

 
 

 
Fig. 6: Hanoi Café in Hackney, North London (Photo: S. James) 

 
 

The above photo is of the Hanoi Café, a restaurant I began visiting in 2004. After 

almost fourteen years of regular visits, I have become quite close to the family. As I 

mentioned in the methods section of this dissertation, the family that owns and operates 
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this restaurant have invited me into their circle in a number of ways. I find myself 

enjoying the obligations that a close family acquaintance requires as we interact in ways 

that both encourage and benefit one another. I have been graciously invited to the 

family’s Vietnamese New Year meal as a close friend of the family, I have been given 

the family’s Vietnamese surname, and I have been asked to scout recipes in Hong Kong 

in anticipation of the opening of a derivative family business. 

During one longer research trip, instead of renting an AirBnB, a hotel, or staying 

with English or Turkish friends, I informally rented the one room flat of my ‘Uncle’ from 

the Hanoi Café. In addition, the manager of the restaurant, Helen, introduced me to 

numerous members of the Chinese Vietnamese community in London, many of whom I 

subsequently interviewed for this project. Inviting me into the family circle was a 

privilege and responsibility that enriched the project, but also raised issues of reciprocity 

and the ethics involved in the research process. These dynamics were a function of the 

long-term nature of the ethnographic journey and provided the milieu for in-depth 

interactions through a longitudinal approach to changes in the development of 

relationships over time. 

 

3. Deptford: South London 

 

The photo below illustrates the interrelationship of the nail and restaurant 

businesses that make up specific areas of London in which Vietnamese have settled and 

established businesses. In this case, the shops are located in Deptford in south London. 

The influences on these businesses are often revealed in the signage. In the photograph, 
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the sign on the nail shop nods to the fact that the first geographic explosion of the 

popularity of the nail and pedicure industry was in the United States and was the result of 

the success of Vietnamese American nail businesses. The shop advertises itself as an 

‘American’ hair and nail salon. Also, in the upper right hand corner of the sign are 

Chinese characters indicating a connection to the Chinese Vietnamese community in 

Deptford which lies several miles from London’s traditional Chinatown. 

With regard to the restaurant pictured in the same photograph, the signage harks 

back nostalgically to the city of Hà Nội, the capital of Vietnam which is situated in the 

north of the country. There are a number of restaurants using the name of the city of Hà 

Nội, indicating the regional nature of the cuisine, but also often marking the 

establishment as to the origin of its owners. The illustration of the bowl of steaming phở, 

highlights the restaurant specialty, the traditional noodle soup of Vietnam that has 

become ubiquitous wherever Vietnamese restaurants are found. Finally, the owners of 

this restaurant situate themselves at the heart, not only of Vietnamese cuisine, but at the 

heart of ancient and modern Vietnamese culture through the use of the Hà Nội name and 

phở graphic.  
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Fig. 7: Vietnamese Nail Shop and Café in Deptford, London (Photo: S. James) 

 
 

Similar to north London, the number of Vietnamese restaurants, nail shops and 

supermarkets in south London continues to grow. During my final research trip in 2017, I 

counted three new supermarkets owned by Chinese Vietnamese in the area, all opened 

within the past five years. As Chinese Vietnamese communities become more 

economically established in London, they become an attractive site for employment for 

more recent Vietnamese arrivals. I spoke with several employees at these supermarkets, 

engaging them in casual conversation and found that each of them had arrived in London 

within the past two years. I did not ask about their official status directly due to the 

sensitivities around the topic of migration in the current political climate, but all three 

indicated that they were ‘staying with relatives.’ Through many conversations and 

linguistic observations, I discovered that this phrase can be an indication of non-legal 
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status. It becomes a code, in a sense, indicating to the listener that further discussion 

about the speaker’s status in not necessary or in the best interest of either party. In one 

case, a young Chinese Vietnamese man who I met while eating in a north London 

restaurant indicated that he had come to London to learn English in order to go to college 

to study computer science. He was quick to note that his uncle and aunt in south London 

had sponsored him. I noted that when I visited the men’s room in the back of the building 

there was a stack of several mattresses in a side room with clothes hanging off to the left. 

Toiletries and grooming implements were placed on a side table along with English 

language learning texts and workbooks. As is often the case with recent arrivals, and 

local zoning codes notwithstanding, it makes sense to remain in a group, sharing space, 

minimizing expenses and learning together.   

These observations and lessons learned through interactions with the architecture, 

people and spaces of south London brought me to a place of curiosity about the 

intersection of migration and things, specifically the way things and customs also migrate 

across the world with their owners. In the next chapter, I examine the role of things and 

the ways that objects and their accompanying traditions survive and are at times changed 

by the migrant journey. 
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Chapter 9: Mobilities and Material Culture: The Value of “Things” 
 
 
 

An examination of artwork and material objects provides unique visual insights 

into the attitudes, perspectives, experiences and emotions of those who have experienced 

serial forced migrations and the precarity associated with these mobilities. Susan Ossman 

notes that “chosen belongings tend to bear the imprint of some special person or act as 

conduits for evoking former selves or experiences (2013: 127). The production of 

artifacts is a way of finding a voice for many refugees (Malkki 1996; Owen 2009.) In this 

chapter, I examine the everyday objects utilized by Chinese Vietnamese in light of Das’ 

question: “What is the relation between… actuality and eventuality, as one tries to find a 

medium to portray the relation between the critical events that shaped large historical 

questions and everyday life?” (Das 2007: 3). Das admonishes the observer to carefully 

examine the intertwining of the profound events of the past and the everyday activities 

that might be lived out on either side. This aspect of my research takes into consideration 

Stoler’s admonition to carefully examine the hegemonic influences on the collection and 

presentation of archives (Stoler 2002). For many Chinese Vietnamese refugees, following 

the trauma of escape and then difficult sojourns in China, incarceration in Hong Kong 

followed and continued for one to up to five years. The Hong Kong experience ended 

either with a forced new life elsewhere or with a forced return to Vietnam. 

In this chapter, I seek to explore ways that Chinese Vietnamese have found a 

powerful voice through artifacts. I note that as Janet Hoskins observed, “I could not 

collect the histories of objects and the life histories of persons separately. People and the 

things they valued were so complexly intertwined they could not be disentangled. 
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(Hoskins 2013: 1). In the light of this perspective on the ways that people and their things 

are tightly woven together, my research is carried out under the influence of Irving 

Goffman’s notion of the “frame” as a site of belonging and acting out of the self 

(Goffman 1997), and I would add the acting out of the self in the context of her things 

which are also on display in some way within the frame. I also draw on Michel de 

Certeau’s discussion of “everyday life.” Franklin states that de Certeau’s notion of 

“everydayness” includes a “proliferation of stories and heterogeneous operations that 

make up the patchworks of everyday life” (Franklin 2004: 51-52). These “patchworks” 

for Chinese-background Vietnamese are pulled from multiple locations of settlement and 

are sewn together into London-based identities and exhibited in the form of objects on 

display. These are not objects of import. These are what Janet Hoskins describes as 

“smaller scale domestic objects and the stories told about them” (Hoskins 2013 11). 

Vietnamese restaurants in London have a wide variety of décor, often utilizing 

tourism-oriented posters, Vietnamese crafts such as lacquer-ware or bamboo items, and 

paintings of pastoral scenes, urban city-scapes, or women in the traditional Vietnamese 

Áo Dài. The music on offer might be the traditional Đàn Bầu, a monochord instrument 

with a unique and haunting sound, or perhaps Justine Bieber or 1970s pop. I was struck, 

however, when I first entered the Hanoi Café in north London. 

 

   
 
 
 

A. Hà Nội Café: Portraits 
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Unique in the London restaurant-scape is the Hanoi Café, located along the 

parade of Vietnamese restaurants on Kingsland Road in the borough of Hackney. I have 

visited every Vietnamese establishment along the stretch of road and have observed the 

décor in each. There is always the ubiquitous presence of Vietnamese or Chinese 

handicrafts, lacquer ware, calendars and statuary. In one restaurant, for a few years, a 

three-wheeled Vietnamese cyclo sat in the entrance, seemingly ready to transport people 

or cargo out into the evening. It had been shipped from Saigon, now Hồ Chí Minh City. 

As the restaurant became more popular, the cyclo was removed in order to seat more 

customers. 

In contrast, the family who own the Hanoi Café have placed family portraits on 

the wall, commemorating and celebrating a family history that spans time, space, and 

international borders. Note the photograph below: 
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Fig. 8: Portraits on the wall – Hanoi Café, North London 

 
During a rare moment one afternoon when the café was somewhat quiet, I asked 

Hạnh about the photographs. Because I had frequented the restaurant over the years, I 

was comfortable with Hạnh, who is the sister of the owner of the restaurant. She smiled 

broadly, took my arm in hers, and pulled me toward a black and white photograph of two 

young women. “That’s me!” she said with an expression of delight. “And that’s my 

sister. She owns the café.” (Interview, 15 June 2015).7 I took some time examining the 

portrait and could clearly see the resemblance.  

I stepped back and asked if the other photos were also family members. Hạnh 

began to point to various photographs explaining who they were and how they were 

related. I asked about the origin of the portraits and Hạnh replied that they were brought 

from Vietnam. I moved along the wall slowly, carefully examining each photograph, one 

                                                
7 See the bottom center photograph in Figure 9. 
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of a small child gazing innocently at the camera, another of an older woman squatting in 

the middle of a tile-floored room, gazing into the distance as the warm rays of the sun 

streamed in through an open window. I asked about the group of people standing in 

1970s style dress, a young moustached man wearing bell-bottomed jeans. Hạnh informed 

me that it was a family portrait and proceeded to explain the inter-relationships of each 

person. I turned to Hạnh and said: 

These are very precious objects. 

Yes. Some of these photographs were taken by a British photographer who 
my sister met on his trip to Vietnam. She invited him to come to our home 
and take photographs of our family. 
 

That’s wonderful! Now you have a record of your family, and it’s lovely that you share 

these beautiful portraits with your customers! 

 Hạnh beamed, and as I sat back at my table, she began to suggest items on the 

menu that I might enjoy. Something happened in those intimate moments, sharing family 

history and connecting on a deeper level. I was no longer simply a paying customer. I 

now belonged to the wider Hanoi Café familial network. 

As I went over notes and photos on my return to the United States, I began to 

compare the various venues I had frequented. After growing in my awareness of the 

uniqueness of the Hanoi Café, I asked Hoa, the second daughter of the owner and 

manager of the café about the photographs. Through social media from California, I 

wondered why her family had chosen to place their history and family interactions on 

display in such a beautiful and hospitable way. Hoa replied by text message: 

The reason we decided to decorate with family pictures is because this is a 
family run restaurant and we have been here for 18 years now, so we 
thought it would be nice to show who the family are so that customers feel 
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they are coming to eat somewhere familiar and not just another random 
restaurant.  
 
Over the course of the 14 years I have been visiting the Hanoi Café, I can 

remember numerous times when customers have left their seats while waiting for their 

meals. They lean into the photos, carefully examining the faces, the backgrounds, 

occasionally someone asks one of the servers about a particular photo, but usually the 

process is one of silent interest. 

During my final research trip, I arrived at the café at about nine o’clock in the 

evening. As I mentioned earlier, the Hanoi Café had become my base during my research 

trips to London. As I sat, Hạnh came over and, smiling, asked what I would like to eat. I 

had been craving a simple dish of fried rice and informed her of my choice. She 

immediately refused. “No,” she said. “It’s too late in the evening for you to eat something 

so heavy. I’ll bring you something lighter. It will be better for you. With some hot tea.” 

She turned on her heal and that was it. My meal was decided. 

The ease and familiarity with which I related to the family at the Hanoi Café 

became something I looked forward to with each research trip. The depth of relationship 

had been facilitated by objects, precious objects that had been carefully carried thousands 

of kilometres and across multiple borders. These objects became mediators of 

relationships, drawing people together onto the same plane, in the same place. The 

mutuality possible in a simple focus on portraits became the soil in which my relationship 

with the Hanoi Café family blossomed. Objects mediated familiarity. Eighteen months 

later, at Tết, the Vietnamese Lunar New Year, I was invited to join the family for their 

New Year meal prior to opening the café to customers in the evening. As I explained in 

the early sections of this dissertation, that afternoon I was given my Vietnamese name, 
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Trần Tiến, and I became intimately linked with the members of the Hanoi Café extended 

family. Belonging is often mediated by connections with objects. 

 
 B. Altars as Objects Spanning Past, Present and Future Belongings 
 
 
 “That’s our land altar,” she said cheerfully as I gazed at the colourful display 

under the counter but in full view of customers that entered the small Vietnamese café in 

south London. “A land altar?” I asked, not having heard that term before. “Yes, its an 

altar for our business. We make sure that we pray for success, money, good customers... 

all those things” (Interview, 28 January 2017). I had noticed this type of altar before and 

had wondered at the position in the room. While most altars I had seen were focused on 

reverence for the ancestors and had photographs of elders who had passed away, this altar 

was situated on the floor. The altar can be seen in the photograph below. 
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Fig 9: Land alter located behind the counter in a south London Vietnamese 

restaurant. (Photo: S. James) 
 

  

I asked Mai, the manager of the restaurant about the position on the floor. She 

noted that it was because the altar is connected to the property to the land. “Vietnamese 

are very superstitious about land,” she said. “We have to have the right elements like 

water or mountains. That’s why we have sometimes have a water fountain or an artificial 

mountain, but we also have to pray for protection and for our businesses to be successful” 

(Interview, 28 January 2017). See the photo below: 
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Fig 10: Business Altar with Budda in a north London restaurant. (Photo: S. James) 

 
 I looked more carefully and noted that the altar was laquered wood and had on 

display fruit and other food, flowers, Chinese characters related to good luck and success, 

and a small urn filled with sand for incense. In addition to these elements, some business 

altars also display a statue of the Buddha as can be noted in the second photo above. In 

this photo, a lamp in the shape of a lotus flower illuminates the area. It is noteworthy that 

the statue of the Buddha is in the form of a quite rotund figure. Mai laughed on my 
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observation, pointing out that a ‘fat’ Buddha is a wealthy and healthy Buddha and that’s 

what we pray for; that our family and our customers would be healthy. 

I then asked Mai about the origins of the altar. The tradition, she said “goes back a 

long time. My grandfather had a business altar in his shop in Hải Phòng, So when we 

opened our restaurant, we knew we needed to have one also. You can get an altar here in 

London, you know” (Interview, 28 January 2017). When asked about her attendance at a 

Buddhist temple, she shrigged her shoulders and replied: 

I don’t really feel like we need to go to the temple. We’re too busy. Do I 
believe in religion? I don’t know. Maybe so. But it’s important to 
remember to our culture back in Vietnam, right? If we don’t bring our 
culture with us, then we are lost. Our culture is lost, but we are lost. We 
lose our country and we lose ourselves. Who will we be without our 
traditions? I want to raise my children to follow the same traditions so that 
they will know who they are, even if they never live in Vietnam, they still 
will know that they are Vietnamese (Interview, 28 January 2017). 

 
I was reminded of my friend Minh and his comment to me several years ago: “So I 

wonder, with my son or my daughter, how they will feel later on. I mean, it’s a question 

and it’s very interesting to look at them and how they will develop, I don’t know, as 

world citizens. But for me, I mean, I still feel that I have Vietnam there’ (Interview, 31 

March 2006). Having Vietnam ‘there’ is a key element in belonging, and one which 

Chinese Vietnamese have grappled with over the course of my conversations. Is Vietnam 

‘there?’ What Vietnam is ‘there?’ Is it the old southern regime that is held dear? Is it 

actually about traditions and cultural tenets? Or is it more about memory and 

reminiscences. In some cases, though not all, it depends on the generation to which one 

belongs. For the children of immigrants the realities of multi-ethnic London loom large 

and the distance to a Vietnam of one’s parents seems far away. The importance of 

incorporating objects into one’s life is critical at just this juncture. Objects mediate 
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between the past and present, and provide a touchstone for the navigation of the uncertain 

waters of the future. 
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Chapter 10: New Forms of Attachment and Belonging 
   
 

A. First, 1.5 and Second Generation 

 

 At the outset of my research, I hypothesized that there would be differences in 

notions of attachment and belonging, and these differences would likely follow patterns 

of subjectivity that I had seen before. I sought to examine ways that various generations 

of collective Chinese Vietnamese serial migrants react to questions about on-going 

migration, sharing memories of the homeland or the serial migration journey with 

children, or settlement in retirement. I must first outline what I mean by generational 

differences. As mentioned in the Literature Review, Rumbaut urges a more nuanced 

approach to definitions of first and second generation immigrants due to the need to 

identify and assist with adaptation processes” (Rumbaut 2004: 1167) which vary greatly 

depending on the age at which an individual migrates to a new place. Rumbaut identifies 

at least three generations: The first generation is the adult immigrant; the “classic” 1.5 

generation is the young child who is “pre-adolescent, primary-school-age” and who has 

“learned (or begun to learn) to read and write in the mother tongue at schools abroad, but 

whose education is largely completed” in the host country; and the second generation are 

those who are “native born” in the host country (Rumbaut 2004: 1166-1167). 

As I spoke with Chinese Vietnamese community leaders, I heard some of the 

same discourse I had heard in other projects with other communities, revolving around 

the fear of children losing language and culture. Levitt takes note of this loss of heritage 

stating that “most children of immigrants ultimately embrace the norms and institutions 
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of the place where they are raised” (Levitt 2009: 1239). However, this is not always the 

case. Levitt goes on to note that “some children, more deeply and intensely embedded in 

transnational social fields, do not simply choose between the home and the host-land. 

Instead, they strike a balance, albeit tenuous, between the competing resources and 

constraints circulating within these fields, and deploy them effectively in response to the 

opportunities and challenges that present themselves” (Ibid.). The development of these 

skills is critical for Chinese Vietnamese in London who constantly navigate between their 

parents’ norms and culture and those of the surrounding multi-ethnic world of London 

where there are not just home and host cultures, but multiple cultures competing for 

attention and space in the urban landscape. Levitt concludes that: 

Their experiences are not just a continuation of the first generation’s 
involvement in their ancestral homes but an integral part of growing up in 
a new destination. This is a different picture of adolescence to that 
depicted by much of the literature. Rather than being caught between the 
pressure both to Americanise and to preserve homeland traditions, the 
children of immigrants create a complex set of practices of their own 
(Levitt 2009: 1239). 
 
The complexities of life in a multi-ethnic and multi-generational world has been a 

perfect training ground for many Chinese Vietnamese who are faced with multiple 

adjustments each day. In some cases, immigrants from the three generations shut down 

while in other cases they open up. As I discussed history, language and culture amongst 

Chinese Vietnamese, I found that what one generation wanted to remember, another 

generation wanted to forget, but the generations in question were interchangeable. In 

other words, in one instance, a Chinese Vietnamese doctor, a first generation immigrant 

who came to London in his mid-twenties stated emphatically that he “would be glad to 

forget Vietnam, its language, and its people if I could. They did terrible things to us and 
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now, I am proud to be British” (Interview September 2017). On the other hand, a second 

generation young man in his thirties, born and raised in London, cannot wait to get 

“back” to Vietnam to explore his roots. As Paul Ryer challenges in his article on Cuban 

African 1.5 generation young people, “rather than parsing the adequacy of a label, a 

processual approach holds more promise” (Ryer 2010: 84). Fixed labels that define 

people with cold efficiency but are often far too constricting to be practical or even to 

approximate reality are not helpful. What is more appropriate is the process through 

which individual Chinese Vietnamese and the collective of serial migrants pass as they 

navigate the waters of identity and belonging that are churning with issues related to past 

trauma, power relations, present influences, future possibilities, etc. Mariam Lam speaks 

to this issue of the role of memory in subjectivity and heritage-making, noting that 

politics must be taken into consideration in considerations of the maintenance of 

language and culture. 

 
The language politics of both “host” and “home” cultures (when these two 
labels are often interchangeable) are even more complex and crucial to 
underscore in the case of heritage languages and their diasporic 
communities, whose hearts and minds are still recovering from the 
lingering traumas of exile, war, immigration, loss and survival (Lam 2006: 
2). 

 

 The politics of holding on and letting go of previous lives, of engaging in the 

recombination of lives is critical for this study. The shifting of gears as the serial migrant 

moves across landscapes is often in direct correlation with the influences of both 

receiving and sending communities. What one serial migrant chooses to remember might 

well be the very thing another seeks to forget, all due to the experiences associated with 

those memories. Comments on both sides of the host and home equation came to the 
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surface over and over again during my conversations in London. While chatting with a 

young second generation Chinese Vietnamese, Hai, who now works in a supermarket 

selling Vietnamese food and supplies, I discovered that she was quite keen to connect 

with Vietnam, the land of her parents birth, rather than China, her parents’ ancestry. “I 

want nothing to do with China, to be honest” her head shaking as she spoke. “I’m 

planning to return to Vietnam next year. I want to see where my family lived in the 

province north of Hải Phòng. I’ve been studying Vietnamese and I’d like to try to move 

there” (Interview February 2017). I asked Hai what her parents thought about her plan. 

She smiled broadly, “they always say that I’m more Vietnamese than they are!” Hai 

laughs, holding her hand over her mouth. “They don’t really talk about Vietnam, but I 

think they’ll be supportive” (Ibid.). This reaction surprised me as I had been thinking 

about discourse around the notion of second generation loss of culture and connection 

with the homeland. I was reminded of Levitt’s assessment: “The ability to manage 

several cultural repertoires at once and to access social networks in several contexts can 

strongly influence mobility trajectories (Levitt 2009: 1226).  I became more curious 

about aspects of attachment and belonging and factors that affect settlement. How is it 

that one Chinese Vietnamese cannot imagine being separate from her British host culture, 

while another longs to strike out on a journey into the little known? Mariam Lam 

addresses this aspect of the migration experience noting that many American Asian 

Pacific American youth are “pulled toward ‘Americanness’” while at the same time they 

are discouraged by racist elements in society from “retaining any markers of 

‘foreignness’ including the use of “heritage languages” (Lam 2006: 7). Addressing 

second generation Vietnamese language learners Lam elaborates: 
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Depending on where… the student acculturates and the reasons for his or 
her language ‘loss,’ he or she will come to the classroom with 
identificatory anxieties already in place. For many Asian Pacific American 
youth growing up in predominantly ‘white’ or mainstreamed, traditionally 
assimilated neighborhoods, the constant pull to claim ‘American-ness’ and 
prevalent forms of racism have discouraged them and their families from 
retaining any markers of ‘foreignness,’ including usage of their heritage 
languages” (Lam 2006: 7). 

  

Lam’s elucidation of key issues in the navigation of identity and belonging 

through the settlement process was illustrated by Hang as we sat with other Chinese 

Vietnamese in a restaurant talking about growing up Chinese Vietnamese in London. 

Hang is second generation, born in Britain. She described her experience saying: “I grew 

up and went to school in an area where I was the only person like me in my school. To be 

honest, I just wanted to fit in. I tried to be like everyone else” (Interview 27 February 

2017). Hang’s description mirrors Lam’s assertion of the realities of life as an isolated 

migrant or refugee, that they feel “discouraged” from “retaining any markers of 

foreignness” (Ibid.).  Hang was unable to navigate the multiplicities of her subjectivity 

due to the pressures she felt in an isolated environment, choosing instead to land on the 

shores of the dominant identity, the one with the strongest cultural current. 

Lam asserts that with regard to heritage language instruction and regional dialect 

differences, “there appears to be a problem with a lack of historical knowledge about the 

history of Vietnam and its diaspora,” and how “cultural-political questions” and “regional 

differences” that lie at the heart of feelings of “disrespect” on the part of language 

students who become caught up in situations “when the imagined space of nationalism is 

still under negotiation and contestation” (Lam 2006: 10). It is this space of contestation 

that must be addressed and the power relations associated within particular contexts 
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examined. A contextual notion of the forming or choosing of identity is wrapped in the 

languages one speaks and that chosen language may or may not remain the same. 

Ossman notes that people are often not what they seem, and while Hang looks 

Vietnamese, her speech is that of a young woman born and raised in North London. 

Ossman asserts: 

Linguistic identities are not static. A careful analysis of a single person in 
different interactions shows that depending on the characteristics of the 
exchange, she does not always sound the way we expect her to sound 
based on demographic affiliations…. Social identity [is] an outcome of 
language contact, which is negotiated within the group” (Ibid.). 
 
Ossman describes Lam’s contestation in terms of relational interactions noting 

that, “identity is constructed as a reflection of a desired self-image and communicated by 

the individual within a particular context” (Ossman 2007: 176). Linguistics is the study of 

the contextual markers of a society’s communicating members, an examination of the 

ways that social interactions are carried out over time.  The question to be answered in 

this section is about the role the society plays in constructing contexts. What are the 

identifiable contestations that have direct bearing on the contexts in which subjectivity is 

formed, stunted or erased. This chapter is about community belonging, generational 

differences, and new forms of attachment. I move to the problem of disremembering.   

 
B. Hong Kong Disremembers “the Vietnamese Problem” 

 
 

Huyssen writes about sculpture in a way that is helpful in examining the processes 

of disremembering Hong Kong refugee camps in the architecture of Hong Kong. Hong 

Kong officials have re-allocated land associated with Vietnamese refugee camps for 

development without any indication of the previous presence of a sizeable population that 
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had been maintained and that had influenced Hong Kong policy and urban practice at a 

significant time in its history. I was reminded of Huyssen’s assertion that the presence of 

material evidence of the past “articulates memory as a displacing of past into present, 

offering a trace of a past that can be experienced and read by the viewer” (Huyssen 2003: 

111). Drawing the past into the present is clearly articulated in other areas of Hong Kong 

life. 

For instance, in 2017, I visited the site of the former Sham Shui Po Vietnamese 

refugee camp. Sham Shui Po began as a British military barracks and was then used by 

the Japanese to house Prisoners of War during World War II. On the grounds of the 

former barracks is the Sham Shui Po Park, in which stands a plaque surrounded by 

greenery, commemorating the Canadian POWs who were interned and died there. I 

visited the garden and examined the carefully laid and beautifully situated plaque. 

However, as I indicate in the photos below, the spaces where I once walked through 

refugee camps in 1979 and 1980 are now very different parts of the city-scape, with no 

indication of their previous purpose and use. There are no commemorative plaques 

remembering the Vietnamese refugees’ sojourn. All that remains of the architecture of 

the camp is the police station, which still stands and operates on the corner of Yen Chow 

Street and Lai Chi Kok Road, the subject of the photo below. The rest of the property has 

been developed for other uses including housing, a park and a massive shopping 

complex. In the conclusion to her article examining influences and changes in the 

architecture of the city of Vinh in northern Vietnam, Schwenkel states that “international 

interventions in the city have given shape to a unique palimpsest of architecture based on 

divergent ideologies and urban design practices closely tied to changes in political 
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economy, forms of diplomacy and the vibrant social life of the city” (Schwenkel 2009). 

The same can be said for the re-development of Sham Shui Po. The area has obviously 

been influenced by developers and architects keen to address economic, political and 

social concerns, all within a Hong Kong, internationally connected urban context. 

I mentioned the park in which the memorial plaque stands. The park serves as a 

space of recreation for multiple generations. School children pass through on their way 

home at the end of the day, the elderly play board games and engage in Tai Chi, the 

ancient practice of early morning body movement. Surrounding the park is a housing 

complex of twenty high-rise buildings. Next to the police station stands the Dragon 

Centre, a nine-story shopping mall and complex, in the second photo below. In the Hong 

Kong architectural record, there is little to no indication of the material past of refugee 

camps. 

 
Fig. 11: Sham Shui Po Police Station-Site of former Sham Shui Po Refugee Camp (Photo: S. 

James) 
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Fig. 12: Shopping Mall - Site of former Sham Shui Po Refugee Camp. (Photo: S. James) 

 
Strolling through the Sham Shui Po neighborhood, remembering the vastly 

different conditions in which people lived, I was struck by the discontinuity between the 

starkness of survival mode in 1980 and the neoliberal excesses of 2017. Nearly forty 

years of architectural change had taken place with the erasure of the presence of a people 

who sojourned there for several years of time. The loss of architecture is about the loss of 

societal memory. As I stood on the corner, looking directly up at the gargantuan and 

provocative advertisements attached to the side of the mall structure, my mind 

involuntarily traveled back to earlier days at that same corner. I was a 19-year old 

working with Catholic Social Services. I stood inside the wall and observed the 

conditions of the camp for the first time. Having been raised in Saigon in the former 

South Vietnam, I was not surprised or overwhelmed by the conditions of the camp. I had 

been exposed to war-related refugees at an early age. I took the photos below during my 

tenure there, not out of a sense of novelty or voyeurism, but out of a need to document 
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what was happening around me. I was compelled to tell a story of upheaval that seemed 

never to end. One war came to an end, and another began, but it was the people who 

suffered. I remember thinking of a Vietnamese proverb told to me one afternoon in the 

camp. “When the elephant and tiger fight, the crickets suffer.” 

There, in Hong Kong, I was a participant on the front stage of Goffman’s scene, a 

suffering scene in which the players are involved in contradictory narratives of both 

voluntary presence and involuntary “embracement” of the conditions on the stage 

(Goffman 1961: 102). I was caught up in the production, having dropped out of my first 

year of college to return to Hong Kong to apply my language skills and youthful idealism 

to a regional social tragedy that was becoming a global phenomenon. The following 

photos document my sojourn. 

 

 
Fig. 13: Washing stations – Hong Kong Refugee Camp 1980 (Photo: S. James) 
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Washing stations were set up primitively against a chain link fence. Women took 

turns accessing the water outlets and hanging clothes on the few lines strung haphazardly 

in the courtyard, although most hung clothes near their bunks in the warehouses that 

served as sleeping accommodation. 

 

 
Fig. 14: Cooking stations – Hong Kong Refugee Camp 1980 (Photo: S. James) 

Cooking was carried out in extremely basic conditions. Due to the cramped 

quarters, with multiple family members sharing a plywood platform bunk, most activities 

were carried out in the open courtyard area.  
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Fig. 15: Courtyard – Hong Kong Refugee Camp 1980 (Photo: S. James) 

Life was lived in the concrete outdoors, even in the cold. Children played with 

donated toys, wearing donated clothes, much of it picked up locally from Hong Kong 

residents. The photo below illustrates life in the camp in 1980, in stark contrast to today’s 

use of the same space. This was part of my job, traveling in a small van through the back 

streets of Kowloon, climbing thousands of stairs or riding aging elevators to upper floors, 

returning with bin bags filled with all manner of donated material. 

I also visited the site of the Argyll Street camp, where I worked in 1979 and 1980. 

As I walked through the area, I stopped at a local police station. The building had been 

erected after my sojourn in Hong Kong. I stepped up to the information desk and asked to 

speak to someone about the Argyll Street area. I was brought into a back room, where a 

young police officer greeted me and asked how he could help. I described my experience 

working in the refugee camp that housed several thousand Vietnamese in the 1980s. He 

looked puzzled. “I don’t know anything about Vietnamese,” he said. I was shocked, but 
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not surprised after having asked the same question in the jewelry district on Canton Street 

in Kowloon with the same answer: “I don’t know anything about Vietnamese in Hong 

Kong” several people answered. 

I purposefully ate at a number of Vietnamese restaurants and through this means 

was able to locate three people of Chinese Vietnamese descent. Most said that they were 

quite happy in Hong Kong. Two were the children of a Chinese Vietnamese mother and 

Hong Kong Chinese father. The third was an older woman in her 60s. We met as she was 

waiting tables in one of the Vietnamese restaurants I frequented while there. I asked 

several people about anyone from “Yue Nan” [“Vietnam”] and finally someone pointed 

her out. I spoke to her in Vietnamese but she remained distant. I waited respectfully and 

caught her eye once or twice, looking away immediately. After half an hour, she drifted 

over to my table and we spoke briefly. She attempted to speak English. We never spoke 

in Vietnamese. I sensed her hesitation at being pointed out as coming from Vietnam and 

feared placing her in an awkward position in the hearing of her colleagues. I finally asked 

hesitantly about Vietnam. She looked at me intently and stated emphatically, “I am Hong 

Kong!” I took that as a door closed to further enquiry. I stayed for a few more minutes, 

than paid my bill, thanked the proprietor, bowed slightly to the older woman and departed 

back into the muggy and crowded Mong Kok evening. It was clear that from my 

experience, Hong Kong was not a place to remember the Chinese Vietnamese 

experiences of sojourn. It was a chapter to be forgotten. 

 
  C. London: Disremembering and Remembering 
 
 

 As I sat with a group of Chinese Vietnamese in a community center 
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discussing their experiences of settlement in London. I asked them about their 

relationships with their children. They expressed concern about the influence of British 

society and the loss of their culture and value for their heritage. I was immediately 

reminded of Mariam Lam’s assessment of being “pulled toward Americanness (Lam 

2006: 7) and the struggle to maintain identity in isolation. I asked what their children 

know of their own experiences. Several individuals replied that they tell them about their 

families’ experiences of life back in Vietnam. Some had even taken their children back to 

Vietnam, and a few to southern China, to meet the relatives and see the countryside. 

However, when I asked if they shared with their children about their journeys out of 

Vietnam, my question was met with silence. They looked at the floor, the table, glanced 

at each other, anywhere it seemed except me. Finally, a man lifted his eyes and looked at 

me intently, “Why would we burden our children with stories of terrible loss. We lost 

everything. Some of us lost family members on the sea. We came here to begin again. So 

we tell them, ‘You have a good chance here. Don’t lose it.’” (Interview, 10 February 

2017). I could sense the pain in the group. Another added, “They will have their own 

trouble. They don’t need to carry ours” (Interview, 10 February 2017). I had asked this 

same question to their children in other interviews. The response was one of minor 

frustration that they were left in the dark, but also that same sense of resignation 

regarding the pain of remembering the past. 

 One of the more poignant conversations that took place during the course of my 

interactions with Chinese Vietnamese from London was with Chiến as we sat in a Dim 

Sum restaurant in midst of the financial and shopping district on Hong Kong Island. All 

around us, I heard multiple languages and accents emanating from the multi-ethnic 
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crowd. As I sat across from Chiến, I noted that he seemed perfectly at ease in this setting. 

He was smartly dressed, physically fit and wore an expression of confidence. He seemed 

perfectly placed with an awareness that he fit well into the Hong Kong Island milieu, a 

more affluent, well-educated, multi-ethnic and worldly-wise population. 

Perhaps I was more aware of the environment as I was living and spent most of 

my time in Mong Kok on the Kowloon side of Hong Kong. Mong Kok, is one of the most 

densely populated urban centers in the world and one few foreigners visit, let alone live. I 

rarely observed other foreigners in the area, and when asked where I was staying I had to 

convince my surprised questioner that I was there because of my research with Chinese 

Vietnamese. “Ah, yes,” they would say. “That’s where most of the Vietnamese live.” In 

reference to Hong Kong Island, Mong Kok was located across the harbor and, it seemed, 

across a deep and wide social status chasm. 

I noted that Chiến deferred to me at every turn, perhaps given my greying hair and 

position in education. I noted his respect, which then allowed me to go on to raise the 

issue of respect for elders and how he interacts with his parents. We then discussed his 

memories of his parents’ sojourns in various places, and he was explaining that his 

parents rarely discussed their journey out of Vietnam with him. They expressed a sense 

of resignation about their own experiences of mobility but encouraged Chiến, as part of 

the next generation, to make the most of their lives. Chiến noted that his parents met and 

married in Scotland, the first of the three places they lived in their early years in Britain 

that included Leeds and finally south London. He left the subject, but I pushed for more: 

 

“But your parents don't talk about it at all?” I asked. 
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“No,” he said emphatically. “They've literally just told me enjoy what you 
have because you're super lucky. We went through hard times. They don't 
get emotional or angry about it, but they'll just tell it like that.” 
 

“So they've just left it in the past?” I asked. 
 

Yeah, they've left it in the past, he responded (Interview, 20 February 2017). 

 

Sojourns left in the past was a common theme as I have noted. However, not 

everyone feels the same way or has the same reaction. I also asked Vinh about his 

relationship with his parents and whether or not he discussed the past with them. I was 

surprised to find that he had written the beginnings of a family history that began with the 

flight of his father and mother from northern Vietnam as they travelled separately on foot 

across the border and met each other in the throngs of people seeking escape from the 

Chinese-Vietnamese border war. He subsequently sent me several pages of oral history 

that mirrored the stories he told me during our interviews. During the course of our 

correspondence by email that took place during the months between our first and second 

interview, Vinh asked for a copy of my interview questions. Later, he told me that he had 

used the questions to interview his father in Cantonese. Vinh later expressed his 

excitement that the questions had provided an opening for his parents to share things that 

he had never heard them talk about. 

Remarkably, I heard a similar comment from Hương: “I don’t think you realize 

the difference you’ve made in our families. My Mum and Dad are talking about things 

they’ve never said to us…never. I told them about you and your research. I said ‘Chú 

[Uncle] understands me.’” Hương put her hand over her mouth and smiled broadly with a 

giggle, “That’s what I call you” she explained. I tell them that you can relate to my 
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experience and how I feel about things. It’s really amazing. I ask them questions you’ve 

asked me, and because it’s for you, they don’t mind answering. It really is important what 

you’ve done for us” (Interview, 18 September 2017). 

An outsider, who becomes acceptable on certain levels within a community, can 

sometimes create an milieu that allows for the spanning of generational differences in 

remembering and dis-remembering. My research indicates that, at times, it takes an 

outsider to instigate communication so that the older generation begins to soften and offer 

a past to their children and grandchildren that had for many decades been locked away. 

This turn of events for Vinh and for Hương provided a sense of connectedness with their 

families that was absent in the past. Both have been abroad in the past few years, and 

both are open to lives that might open up further migrations for themselves and their 

families. Like other Chinese Vietnamese who have been part of this project, Hương, a 1.5 

generation immigrant and Vinh, a second generation Chinese Vietnamese born in Britain, 

mention that their parents, as first generation immigrants to London, are open to circling 

back to settle either in Hong Kong, China or possibly Vietnam. 

 
 
 
 D. Moving on from London 
 
  

Hương moved to Paris and lived there for a time, before returning to London to 

work in the City as a Vietnamese translator. She spoke to me about her delight at travel 

and her openness to move on from London again. Chiến, like several participants in this 

project, continues to migrate serially. Having dated a Vietnamese American, Chiến 

recounted that her stories and lifestyle of travel opened his eyes to possibilities of life 
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beyond London. After breaking up when she moved back to America, Chiến made the 

decision to seek employment outside of the United Kingdom, and when a job opened up 

in Hong Kong, he leapt at the opportunity. I asked about his family’s feelings about him 

living where they lived at one time during a significant period of their lives. Chiến then 

told me about his mother’s visit to Hong Kong and her desire to see places she knew 

during her sojourn there, including the refugee camp in which she lived for a number of 

months. Now, living in Hong Kong, he is dating a woman from southern China, and is 

not opposed to moving there or living somewhere else. 

The possibility of moving on to another location or to a country or place that was 

part of a past sojourn is always there for those who have mastered mobility. In my 

conversations with Vinh, I discovered that his father and mother not only considered 

further moves, but actually invested materially in the possibility. I asked Vinh about his 

family’s connections with the past. In the following conversation, Vinh spoke openly 

about his parents’ lingering fear of uncertainty and their desire to establish a place of 

belonging, and attachment to land that they perceive as a possible retirement and 

permanent place of settlement. 

 
I think they feel more towards the Chinese diaspora and the reason why I 
say that is when my dad made his first lump sum of money, instead of 
buying a house here, he took the money back to China and he invested in a 
land and then in the course of two years he built properties on that land. So 
I mean, I guess, yeah. This is just my thought. I never really asked them 
this. I guess that time, it's just planning a back door for yourself if 
anything goes wrong, they would like to go back there. At the end of the 
day that place, because a lot of people who evacuated from Vietnam 
landed there first. That’s the border of Vietnam. It’s also the place where I 
came back from in April. That place is called Dong Hai. So when they 
have left there, they know there are people who have stayed who didn't 
become boat people but they have stayed locally. So when they landed 
there I think after five years or maybe after ten years they found a way to 
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reconnect back with them. And then they went back there and decided that 
because of uncertainty, they don't know what's going to happen. So let's 
build some properties there (Interview September 2017). 
 
So what I can see in this picture, the facts that my dad decided to build 
houses there, is that he thought of the possibility of one day going back 
there. So he still feels that he still wants some connections to there. So not 
completely detached from there. So after so many years, I feel that they 
still are not too sure about what their identity is (Interview September 
2017). 
 
This statement of ambivalence toward identity and subjectivity is one I often 

heard expressed by Chinese Vietnamese young people. But this was the first time I had 

heard the comment directed at the parents’ generation, that is the first generation. The 

notion of belonging and attachment is an elusive one for many Chinese Vietnamese. 

Discussions with Chinese Vietnamese across generations reveal that belongings do not 

follow generational patterns. I found that in some cases the first generation may seek no 

connection to the homeland, preferring to cast their lot in their place of current residence 

and citizenship. However, in other cases networks are being renewed or deepened in 

preparation for retirement back in one’s home village or in one of the places of sojourn 

along the serial migrant trajectory. For some serial migrants subjectivity and attachment 

can fold back on itself, re-attaching to previous places of significance as is the case for 

Vinh’s parents. 

With regard to 1.5 or second generation, I found that there were multiple views on 

connection and reconnections. While some maintained language and culture skills 

through family and community activities, others abandoned past heritage, considering 

themselves fully integrated into the London context. Some 1.5 and second generation 

individuals sought employment and partners, not from the so-called homeland or even 

from the United Kingdom, but from a third entity in a continuation of the serial migration 
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journey away from what had become familiar. Several Chinese Vietnamese dated 

English, French, Mauritian, American or Lebanese individuals, and considered moves to 

places beyond their experience. Still others of the second generation sought employment 

back in China or Vietnam, in order to leverage their language and cultural skills as well 

as the power and influence of their British subjectivity, such as Vinh, mentioned earlier in 

this dissertation, who considered using his skills and positionality to work in China as an 

engineer for a time. Each of these expressed and lived onward migrations complicate 

reifications of the generational divides often found in the literature. 

What are the long-term effects on subsequent notions of citizenship and 

community formation with reference to the nation-state for those who experience 

multiple coerced and forced serial migrations both in the past and present? In this section, 

I have asserted that one of the major effects of multiple forced migrations and the 

resulting collective serial migration from Vietnam, through China and Hong Kong, and 

eventually into London, are new forms of attachment and belonging that reveal 

communities based not on citizenship or nationality, but on a shared history of trauma, 

shared values, and shared communication, something Susan Ossman describes as a 

“poetics of attachment” (Ossman 2013: 126). Describing the mobilities of “serial 

migrants,” Ossman notes that people migrate “collectively,” settling for some period of 

time in multiple spaces, experiencing everyday life, belonging to any number of different 

communities as they “weave” the “background of their lives with threads that bind them 

to particular others” (Ibid.). The Chinese Vietnamese experience bears out this 

interweaving of lives, reconfiguring people, experiences, memories, history and places in 

recombinant lives that make sense and work in that moment of time. For some, the 
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moment is ephemeral, the next move requiring a further recombination of the elements of 

life into further moments along the serial migration path. 

Speaking specifically to the ethnicity aspects of subjectivity and attachment, Iris 

Kalka describes this multiplicity of belongings among South Asians in London saying, 

“the people had a ‘stock’ of overlapping ethnic allegiances at their disposal to reinforce 

various claims. They evidently entertained multiple ethnic identities, oscillating between 

those arising from regional loyalties, those connected with the Indian sub-continent, and 

those which emerged as a result of their disadvantageous position in British society” 

(Kalka 1991: 220).  

From a Chinese Vietnamese perspective, these different allegiances afford, on the 

positive side, opportunities to connect and share community on multiple levels for mutual 

benefit. The basis for the formation of community was shared communication. 

Vietnamese selectively connected and shared with one another and others, thus 

constructing communities with the purpose of support and encouragement. An example 

of the construction of such a community came about in the late 1980s when Hương 

described her family as being part of a boat of 101 people that set off from Hải Phòng, a 

port city in Northern Vietnam as a result of the ethnic persecution of Chinese-background 

Vietnamese. She recounted that once the boat arrived in Hong Kong, the entire group was 

settled temporarily in a refugee camp. Her family, due to connections, was given 

permission to leave the camp and settle in a Hong Kong neighborhood. But, rather than 

be separated from their boat mates, they declined, deciding to stay in the sparse 

conditions of the camp for another year or so. When the opportunity came to choose a 

destination for more permanent settlement, the entire boat decided to travel en masse to 
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London. Hương states that as far as she knows, her parents have never been to a 

Vietnamese community center or British government relief agency, preferring to get 

assistance from other members of their boat with whom they share a common experience 

of trauma regardless of the fact that most of the boat passengers did not know each other 

before their escape. 

Shepherd and Rothenbuhler state that ‘we should see similarity (and uniqueness) 

as resulting from communication and community rather than viewing communication and 

community as products of commonality (and thus reactions against difference)’ 

(Shepherd and Rothenbuhler 2001: 31). Community happens in the urban setting in the 

midst of difference and uniqueness because of an openness to communication, dialogue 

and the formation of new kinds of community, not based on uniformity, but based on a 

willingness, a choosing to associate through communication, regardless of origins, 

ethnicity or previous loyalties. 

Once Vietnamese in London reached a ‘critical mass’, it was possible to form 

‘communities’ as defined above. The combining of resources from Vietnamese 

individuals and families made possible the establishment of multiple communities. 

Communication, then, is the glue that pulled members of the community together. 

Chinese Vietnamese view themselves from various perspectives, that of the individual, 

that of the family, and that of the community, but in London these perspectives have 

taken on new forms and opened up new possibilities for attachment. 

In todays world in which more refugees than ever before in history, both 

internally and externally displaced, find themselves on the move, and in which many 

peoples flee due simply to their ethnicity. Citizenship is not, and perhaps never has been, 
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permanent for all members of society. There have always been those marked for possible 

rejection, either outright or through a “second-class” notion of citizenship. We live in an 

increasingly precarious world of impermanent citizenship. But, paradoxically, we also 

live in a world of increasing connection. These connections, particularly in a precarious 

place or through precarious mobilities might take any number of forms. New forms of 

attachment might connect people of very different backgrounds and originaries, forging 

new belongings that could open new places of settlement. 

It came to me that if we were to draw a map of the globe based on places of 

attachment, the distances between places might look very different from the actual 

distances measured on a map. On this “Map of Attachments,” let’s call it, there may 

likely be a very short trip between London and Hong Kong for one person, An, but an 

unimaginable distance between London and Birmingham, though in reality it is only a 2 

hour train journey, For another Chinese Vietnamese, Hương, to visit her boyfriend’s 

family in Lebanon in Middle East feels like an adventure which she would join without 

hesitation, as if it were in the next county. But for her to imagine herself leaving East 

London to spend time in the English Midlands, only 3 hours away by train but a city in 

which she has no connection, she says feels very far away. “For me,” she says, “ when I 

think of the nation of Britain, it really is my immediate surrounding area… London and 

the Home Counties. I wouldn’t want to go to the Midlands. Just uproot my life to move to 

the Midlands, but I wouldn’t think twice about going to other places” (Interview, 

September 2017). She continued, “I mean Beirut would be worse than the Midlands in a 

lot of peoples eyes but why don’t I...” (Interview, September 2017). Her voice trailed off 

in thought. Similarly, Ha is married to a Mauritian, Hai is married to a Polish national, 
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and Chinh is engaged to a Malaysian Chinese. These new forms of attachment forged by 

Chinese Vietnamese who have settled in London redraw social maps and often belie 

ethnic community, national, and diasporic assumptions about who connects with whom. 

On the other hand, there are those for whom Britain has become a safe place and 

one that has gained their loyalty. As I have noted earlier, on a cool winter evening, sitting 

on the steps of St. Paul’s in London as the sun set, eating a sandwich together, Vinh 

explained to me that “regarding citizenship, I would have to say that China is like my 

Father, and Britain is like my foster father - if I think about loyalty, I owe a lot and gladly 

pay my taxes to my foster father” (Interview, September 2017). Vinh has left his 

Vietnamese roots behind, choosing to associate himself with China in terms of his “root” 

or gốc in Vietnamese, but with Britain regarding his obligations as a citizen. 

Another older gentleman, Vân, whose flat became my home during my fieldwork, 

often sang the praises of Britain after having been several years in refugee camps both in 

China and in Hong Kong. As mentioned earlier, when I entered the apartment, I 

immediately noticed that lack of decoration on the walls with the exception of a mirror 

leaning against the sitting room wall with the cover of a daily newspaper cut out and 

pinned to the board. The cover photo commemorated the life and likeness of former 

Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, whom my host, Vân, described with emotion as his 

“rescuer.” “Margaret Thatcher, very good!” he said as he noticed my focus on the photo. 

“Margaret Thatcher brought me here, brought my family here. Vietnam was not good” 

(Interview, February 2017). This same Vân, six months later travelled to Vietnam, and 

when I saw him the day after he arrived back in Britain, a big smile on his face, he 

described the Hanoi flat his wife had just purchased and invited me to return with him 
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next time he visited. “You will have a great time, he said. Vietnam is beautiful!” 

(Interview, February 2017). Glick-Schiller and Caglar note that as migrants settle in cities 

through displacement a variety of options for that settlement open up to them beyond 

their own ethnic pathways. They describe “multiple pathways of migrant incorporation 

and transnational connection” (Glick-Schiller and Caglar 2011: 9). Belonging on multiple 

levels opens up to those who have severed the binary ties of the migrant through forced 

serial migration. Those who have been forced to migrate in series often find that with 

time, ties are once again forged on bases other than citizenship and nationality, and more 

on new forms of belonging and relational attachments.  

Chinese-background Vietnamese have shown that they cut across nation-state 

frameworks and live layered lives across nation-state boundaries. The precarity and 

impermanence of coerced and forced serial migration is characterized by an on-going 

process of de-tachment and re-attachment resulting in new forms of belonging that signal 

a new type of relationship to both the nation, with its emphasis on patriotism, and the 

state, with its emphasis on conformity to regulations. On this note, Hương explained her 

ambivalence toward the former: 

This whole idea you know, flying the flag of Britain and the whole ‘God 
Save the Queen.’ I don’t feel any of it, at all. And I think I remember 
talking to you the first time about identity, it’s more like a London 
identity, rather than an English or British identity. I don’t eat English food. 
I don’t have a lot of English friends (Interview, September 2017). 
 
Hương’s perspective on how she perceives herself, as belonging to the City if not 

the nation is in conflict with how she is perceived by those around her. Speaking directly 

to the conflicted nature of her subjectivity, Hương explained: 

Foreigners view me as British because of my accent, but I don’t feel very 
British, at all. And on the flip side, I don’t feel like a Vietnamese person 
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either. So [to] the question of citizenship, I go based on my passport, 
because it’s just easier. But, when someone asks me where I’m from, I 
usually say I am Vietnamese. I never say I’m British. I always say I’m 
Vietnamese. It’s something that I have thoughts about but I haven’t really 
clearly defined for myself yet (Interview, September 2017). 
 
Redrawing maps through social engagement and connectivity and connection 

provides an opportunity to view the world very differently. Assumptions about 

“closeness,” similarity and essentialized perspectives of permanent attachments are all 

called into question. Seemingly logical associations are rejected on the basis of past and 

present experiences of alienation and rejection. Citizenship becomes a “tool” in a life of 

mobility, providing legality for further moves. As another interviewee stated matter-of-

factly, “I definitely just use [my citizenship] as a tool really, but it has very little 

attachment to me” (Informal Interview, September 2017). 

Serial migration, once far more precarious and “irregular” in reference to 

immigration law, can now be carried out with far less uncertainty, albeit with a similar 

sense of temporary-ness. As one of my interlocutors stated in reference to his parents, 

“It’s as if their bags are packed in their minds. They’re ready for the next move” 

(Interview, September 2017). On this point, Hương asserted that her parents “could settle 

in Hong Kong, stay here or even settle back in Vietnam!” (Interview, September 2017).  

In the same interview, Hương further explained that her parents had travelled back to 

Vietnam and lived for several months, returning to London with mixed feelings, her 

Mum ready to move back to Vietnam 40 years after she was forced out, while Hương’s 

Father is more hesitant, preferring to remain in London with their friends who remain 

almost solely the other 101 initial strangers in their boat who all migrated together from 

Vietnam through Hong Kong to London. 
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Anh states that during her first 5 years in London, she chose to represent herself 

by her Chinese identity, calling Hong Kong her homeland, due to her rage at the 

Vietnamese government for forcing her and her brother to quit Vietnam and hazard the 

journey by boat from Hải Phòng to Hong Kong and then on to London. She softened as 

she recounted that after her anger faded over time, she began reconnecting with her 

Vietnamese roots, eventually describing herself as “Chinese Vietnamese.” (Interview, 

January 2017). 

Hai’s family connection with a small village cooperative in China, to which they 

were assigned as refugees, remains as if it were now just next door on the map. Their 

history with the village was cemented this past summer during a trip to China for the first 

time in 35 years. While there, they made a decision not to return the few kilometers 

across the border into Vietnam to the place of their birth. This refusal indicates the great 

distance they feel from Vietnam on their map of attachments, and yet closeness to China, 

a land they lived in for only a short two years. Thanh’s adamant assertion that he will 

never return to Vietnam whilst the current regime remains in power clearly speaks to the 

deep gulf between himself and his countrymen. Refusing attachments and belongings is 

also part of the forced serial migration experience. 

These varying perspectives and reactions of Chinese Vietnamese indicate an 

erosion of the power of the state to define and even disadvantage people who have lived 

everyday lives in multiple places as serial migrants. A transformation in the ways that 

some individuals interact with communities within the state is brought about by the 

experiences of multiple forced migrations. From an anthropological perspective, Sharma 

and Gupta assert that states do not give rise to cultures, but cultures give rise to states 
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(Sharma and Gupta 2009: 10). The state is not above culture, the state is a product of 

culture. This is why the nation-state, that is made up of a dominant culture and 

community, can declare some members, even citizens, as unacceptable and marginalize, 

criminalize, eject, or even murder them.  

This crucial point is made more clear by Ettienne Balibar who discusses the 

inclusionary/exclusionary nature of citizenship and concludes that: 

It is the community itself that excludes, not only the form of bureaucratic 
rules and procedures, but also in the form of a consensus of its members, 
which is more or less politically motivated. To put it in clear terms, we 
would say that it is always citizens, ‘knowing’ and ‘imagining’ themselves 
as such, who exclude from citizenship and who thus ‘produce’ non-
citizens is such a way as to make it possible for them to represent their 
own citizenship to themselves as a ‘common’ belonging (Balibar 2015: 
76). 
 
Community inclusion and exclusion are at the basis of the historical movement of 

hundreds of thousands of boat migrants and others setting out overland. I propose that it 

is necessary to rethink the binaries of notions of inclusion and exclusion with regard to 

community and citizenship. I am not proposing a “new citizenship” per Balibar’s critique, 

but a utilitarian notion of citizen attachment that is produced by the everyday activities of 

those living within the state. Bozniak notes that: 

It seems to me both sensible and worthwhile in at least some 
circumstances to talk about citizenship in ways that locate it beyond the 
boundaries of the nation-state. Doing so does not necessarily mean 
embracing Nussbaum’s universalist stance; neither does it require a 
complete repudiation of national conceptions of citizenship. It means, 
rather, an acknowledgment of the increasingly transterritorial quality of 
political and social life, and the need for such politics where they do not 
yet exist. It also means a commitment to a vision of citizenship that is 
multiple and overlapping (Bozniak 2000: 450). 
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It is time to move toward an examination of the multiple ways in which people 

are included and excluded as different forms of attachment. During 40 years of settlement 

in the London context, Chinese Vietnamese have experienced both acceptance and 

rejection. Perhaps eventually more recent arrivals such as Tamil, Syrian, Somali, 

Sudanese, North African, and Rohingya refugees will also experience exclusion on 

various levels, but in the midst of these experiences of rejection, will maintain dialogue 

and communication with communities in which inclusion is also experienced. 

 

Section Conclusion 

 

My conclusion is that the lived reality in the urban, ethnically diverse 

communities of London provide spaces of security in the midst of multiple and on-going 

experiences of insecurity. And that it is from this base of security that further migration 

and movement become possible, thus redrawing the global map such that distant 

communities become neighbors and next door neighbors drift far into the distance. 

Conclusion 

 
People look at me and ask me where I’m from. I say, ‘I’m British. I’m 
from London.’ But then they say, ‘Yeah, but where are you really from? I 
want to shout back at them! ‘I’m British! I’m just British, OK? I’m not a 
refugee. I’m not an immigrant. I was born in London. I’m just British’ 
(Interview 16 February 2017). 

 
The longing simplicity of Thanh’s statement above haunts many refugees, 

immigrants and their progeny. “When do I get to not be a ‘refugee?’” asked another 

Chinese Vietnamese pensioner who arrived in London in 1979. Next year, this individual 

will be forty years in the United Kingdom. These emotional expressions clearly point out 
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both the frustration and resistances inherent in the belonging process. While individuals 

arriving in London seek new forms of attachment to communities, to territories and to 

things in the London landscape, there remains a resistance to those attachments and the 

elusive belonging that one hopes would follow. 

My research illustrates that community political and economic exclusion are at 

the heart of the disenfranchisement that erodes solidarity, crushes hope, and drives 

decisions to migrate. Community inclusion and exclusion are at the basis of the 

movement of hundreds of thousands of boat migrants and others setting out overland. I 

contend, with others quoted here, that it is necessary to rethink the binary nature of 

notions of inclusion and exclusion with regard to community and citizenship. I question 

the rigid definitions of both citizenship and migrant and seek a more layered and 

nuanced, multi-faceted viewpoint. Essentializing difference shuts down debate and 

fossilizes notions of community. There is no opportunity to engage with the reality that in 

fact, there are complex relationships, networks and attachments that belie the insider-

outsider divide. Ethnographic work amongst Chinese Vietnamese in London indicates 

that it is time to move toward a critique of the ways in which people are included and 

excluded as actually different forms of attachment. During 40 years of settlement in the 

London context, Chinese Vietnamese have experienced both acceptance and rejection. 

No doubt, more recent arrivals such as Syrian, Somali, Sudanese, North African, and 

Rohingya, refugees will also experience exclusion on various levels. But in the midst of 

these experiences of state-sponsored and community-generated exclusion, they will also 

find attachments and belonging in the form of inclusion beyond the citizen-

refugee/immigrant binary. Through dialogue and communication with non-refugee, 
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ethnically different, local citizen and non-citizen individuals and communities, inclusion 

is experienced in new forms. 

The varying ways that Chinese background Vietnamese have become embedded 

in the London urban-scape through their participation beyond being marked ‘others’ in 

education, business, the arts and government, indicate an erosion of the power of the state 

to define and even disadvantage people and families who have lived, or have a 

background of everyday mobile lives in multiple places as a collective of serial forced 

migrants. Following experiences of multiple forced migrations, a transformation has 

taken place over the forty-year settlement process indicated by the creative and complex 

ways that some individuals interact with communities within the state beyond diaspora. 

Unwilling to assimilate and lose their heritage, yet also unwilling to simply become part 

of the nebulous diaspora, Chinese Vietnamese carve their own path, creating new 

networks, relating to others in new ways, and forging lives that intersect others for new 

purposes. 

In this dissertation, I have pointed to the lived reality that urban, ethnically 

diverse communities of London provide spaces of security in the midst of multiple and 

on-going experiences of insecurity. It is from this base of security that further migration 

and movement become possible, redrawing the global map such that distant communities 

become neighbours and next-door neighbors might drift far into the distance. 

Chinese Vietnamese individuals moved out beyond the marking of their persons, 

beyond the diasporas into which others have put them, and formed new attachments, new 

ways of interacting, and new ways of belonging that ignore the state apparatus, and that 

create an ambivalence toward notions of citizenship. The state is not the entity that 
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defines the everyday life of individual or community. The state becomes a tool that 

individuals use for their own purposes. The state is a platform, a useful identity on which 

Chinese Vietnamese stand in order to settle, establishing new ways of belonging, but also 

a platform from which to migrate again, continuing the seriality of the migratory journey, 

but this time, on their own terms. 

I return now to the primary questions driving this research: How did 35,000 

primarily Chinese Vietnamese from northern Vietnam find their way to London, 

England? And, once there, what is their relationship to the Vietnamese diaspora? I also 

asked: What is the nature of Chinese Vietnamese collective serial migration, and, what is 

the role of collective memory and with what new forms of attachment and belonging do 

Chinese Vietnamese engage within the context of collective serial migration and 

settlement? 

Chinese Vietnamese collective serial migrants travelled along the precarious route 

to London from northern Vietnam via sojourns in China, Hong Kong, and for some 

dispersal across the United Kingdom and finally into London. Their departure from 

Vietnam was precipitated by persecution from local government officials and 

neighborhood authorities who feared a Chinese uprising during the decade-long 

hostilities and 1979 border war between China and Vietnam. The backdrop to the border 

war and enduring hostility was the Sino-Soviet Cold War. Once in Hong Kong, the 

eminent handover of the colony to China in 1997 influenced what became draconian 

policies of incarceration and repatriation in order that the refugee camps would be cleared 

of Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese persons by the time of the change of government. 

Chinese Vietnamese were often not given a choice of destination but were placed on lists 



 218 

earmarking them for settlement in various nations including some 35,000 bound for the 

United Kingdom. 

With regard to diaspora, my research found that Chinese Vietnamese are 

ambivalent about their inclusion in diaspora populations. In addition, many Chinese 

Vietnamese serial migrants are also reticent to identify with the nation in any kind of 

patriotic way. One of the major effects of collective serial migration is an untethering 

from any one nation, origin or host. And that untethering allows collective serial migrants 

the freedom to choose one or many spaces of belonging. 

The nature of Chinese Vietnamese collective serial migration hinges on shared 

memory, places of origin, experiences of flight, and places of sojourn, as well as shared 

modes of migration, shared languages and shared places of settlement in London. 

Chinese Vietnamese, due to these shared experiences are a collective, that is the 

commonalities that they share hold them together in emotional, economic, and practical 

ways, in what I have called recombinant lives. An effect of the mobilities of forced and 

coerced serial migrants is that their experiences of ambivalence toward borders and state 

sponsored power is a challenge to normalized regimes of power and control. New forms 

of attachment and belonging cut across boundaries and belie reified categories of identity, 

diaspora and citizenship. 

I conclude with a poem I wrote during an introspective moment between sojourns. 

The experience of serial migration begins with a home, a place of familiarity, with some 

sense of warmth and security. As one matures, and as that place becomes disrupted by 

societal conflict and power rivalries, it becomes a source of memory, a foundation on 

which other memories are recombined, layered on top of one another through time. 
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A HOME AT WAR 

Stephen S. James 
 

Once, I was a child. 
I used to play, then. 

Guiltless, I flew my kite. 
 

I picked up stones, 
Saving those I fancied, 
Hurling those I didn't. 

 
Life was a game. 

Played out in interludes 
Between each punctuation of war. 

 
I beamed, proudly watching 

My polliwogs grow into frogs 
Through the drenching rains. 

 
I slept, carried on the 

Softness of drops falling 
Gently on wide banana fronds. 

 
I climbed, high into the 

Cool, blue sky, above the 
Sweltering dust in the streets. 

 
I reached out, to stroke the 

Ever-changing colours brushed 
Across a canvass of tropical heaven. 

 
I gazed out across shimmering 
Red-tiled rooftops, enveloped 

In the waves of a city sea. 
 

Vietnam was not a war, 
A conflict holding 

An ideology at bay. 
 

It was not a noble 
Struggle for Liberation 
Against Imperialism. 

 
Vietnam was my home.... 
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The simple assertion that Vietnam was my home, presented in the past tense, 

reflects the reality that home is now distant, behind, a memory.  When Chinese 

Vietnamese underwent experiences of collective serial migration due to war in their 

homeland, the untethering from that sense of home opened up possibilities, perhaps not 

for an other home, but for multiple places of sojourn. The definition of home changed 

such that borders became markers rather than containers, markers of trauma, pain, and 

relief. The Chinese Vietnamese serial migrants shared a journey as they travelled through 

the same cross-border trajectory, from northern Vietnam, through China and Hong Kong, 

into the United Kingdom, and finally landing in London. London is a familiar, safe and 

productive place. However, for many, it is not the last place. Chinese Vietnamese 

collective serial migrants are likely to move on from London either toward new 

attachments or back to previous places of belonging. The question: Who are you? 

Vietnamese, Chinese, British, a Londoner? is answerable in multiple ways depending on 

the context, the audience and the place of sojourn. 
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