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ABSTRACT

The fall of South Vietnam’s capital city in April 1975 marked the modern
Vietnamese history, independence of the nation, the unification of North — South
Vietnam, and the beginning of the mass departure of Vietnamese people from their
lands. Those people belong to the group of overseas Vietnamese, or Viet kieu. There
are about three millions overseas Vietnamese resettled in more than 120 countries and
territories worldwide. This research looks into cultural and social life of overseas
Vietnamese with the focus on the older generation who returned from the United
States to Danang city. Through the exploration of their personal histories, these
people are characterized by experience of exile where their memory of place is bound
up with their memory of the war. In the context of state’s promotion of national
identity, this research discusses the multi-layered relationship between returned
overseas Vietnamese and homeland community together with many sociological
factors which encourage their way of place making and re-connecting to their
homeland. In addition, discussion also focuses on how the term “Viet kieu” has been

designated, defined, and changed its connotation by Vietnamese people over time.
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This research argues that overseas Vietnamese apply the strategies of capital
accumulation and transnational practice to accomplish the process of return. It shows
that return is a process by which overseas Vietnamese construct their place in a more
symbolic way transcending physical territory. Meanwhile, return is problematic in the
sense that it creates dissociation between Vietnamese who had left and those who
were left behind. Return also creates complex and contested moral space within
family and friendship relations who are considered the most meaningful component of
returnees’ community.

By considering the overseas Vietnamese cultural politics of return that takes
place in the context of Vietnam’s post-socialist transition toward a market-based
economy, this research finds that overseas Vietnamese returnees make use of their
networks and personal relationships as a mechanism to deal with their opportunities
and problems in their homeland. Political, social and economic changes in Vietnam
since mid-1980s brought the state’s new ethos on the overseas Vietnamese. While
they represent a much needed resource to bring about the bright future for the country,
they have to learn to negotiate between jurisdiction by the state and emplacement in
the family circle in ancestral homeland. In addition, they are expected to realize their
roles and duties under the socialist-oriented market economy in response to the global

imperative of development.
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