
INTRODUCTION

Linda Ho Peché
Alex-Thai Dinh Vo

Tuong Vu

The year 2020 marked forty-five years since the end of the Vietnamese 
civil war and the arrival of the first large group of Vietnamese refugees 
in the United States. Among Asian Americans, the Vietnamese are one 

of the newest groups to resettle in the United States and the fourth largest, 
behind Chinese, Asian Indian, and Filipino populations.1 They make up part 
of an estimated 22.6 million Asian Americans, overall 6 percent of the 328 
million Americans—the fastest-growing group compared to White, Black, 
and Latinx populations.2 Indeed, Vietnamese Americans are an active part 
of diversifying the face of a nation.

This book builds on decades of existing scholarship on Vietnamese Amer-
icans but offers an alternate chronological origin. It traces a set of national-
ist and republican ideologies, civic and social networks, literary and intel-
lectual proclivities, and cultural and artistic sensibilities that came to influence 
life in America to the now-defunct nation of the Republic of Vietnam (1955–
1975), years before the bulk of the population arrived in the United States 
(Goscha 2017; Tran N.-A. and Vu T. 2022). As editors of this volume, we hope 
that this historiographical resituating creates an epistemological space for 
the interdisciplinary dialogue between subfields that often don’t cross-pol-
linate but would benefit in doing so.3 According to Y Thien Nguyen in this 
volume, the issues of nation building have more often been the purview of 
historians of modern Vietnam, while questions of community formation are 
an inquiry mostly taken up by scholars in Ethnic studies and Asian Ameri-
can studies. We posit that a deeper dive into the dynamic, vibrant, and some-
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times fractious civic life and culture that emerged in postcolonial South 
Vietnam allows for a deeper understanding of the diversity of Vietnamese 
American cultural, civic, and political engagements in the present.4 As such, 
this volume is not a comprehensive history of Vietnamese America but a work-
ing framework with which to approach Vietnamese American studies.

This approach takes advantage of cutting-edge research in Vietnamese 
history and the Vietnam War that has substantially pushed the frontiers of 
our knowledge beyond long-standing U.S.-centric scholarship. As the authors 
in this volume elucidate, the discursive circulation of ideologies such as Viet-
namese nationalism, republicanism, and anticommunism sprang from local 
roots and experiences long before the United States became involved in Viet-
nam. It is no longer prudent to dismiss those ideological roots as inauthen-
tic copies of foreign ideas, nor is it appropriate to characterize the adherents 
to those ideologies as opportunistic foreign collaborators. Those ideologies 
may have later been codified and formalized into an official doctrine through 
the coercive capabilities of the South Vietnamese nation-state, but they were 
at times contested or appropriated, buried at one point only to be exhumed 
later, deployed under certain circumstances, reproduced, and transported 
across the Pacific to be (re)presented in the social, cultural, political, and ev-
eryday lives of ordinary people. In sum, to understand Vietnamese America, 
we should begin, figuratively and literally, in South Vietnam.

By connecting Vietnamese Americans to their roots in South Vietnam, 
the chapters in this volume at the same time center them as agents of their 
own narrated histories and sometimes conflicting ideas of identity and com-
munity. While not assuming an undifferentiated collective agency, we are 
centering actors and the ways they negotiate and navigate the civic, econom-
ic, gendered, and racial landscapes of American life. This collection of chap-
ters works against representing Vietnamese Americans as a model minor-
ity to justify conservative policies but also criticizes scholarship that focuses 
too deeply on refugee subjectivity merely as a site for the critique of Ameri-
can empire. Thus, our authors posit that Vietnamese Americans are not vic-
tims of or accomplices to American imperialism but are full agentive sub-
jects aware of and acting on ideologies and values that partly originated and 
developed during the emergence of the Republic of Vietnam (RVN).

In this introduction, we first outline some of the formative scholarship 
and theoretical paradigms that have been employed in the study of Vietnam-
ese Americans; continue with a historical overview that sets our origin point 
chronologically closer to 1954, cartographically below the seventeenth par-
allel, and conceptually to the sociohistorical constructs of South Vietnam 
and Vietnamese America; and conclude with an overview of the structure 
of this volume and its contribution to framing a fresh approach for under-
standing, researching, teaching, and learning about Vietnamese Americans.
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Contending Paradigms and Perspectives  
on Vietnamese Americans

While Vietnamese presence in the United States dates as far back as the 1920s, 
the scholarship about Vietnamese Americans began in earnest following the 
collapse of the RVN in 1975 (Keith 2019). As the largest group of resettled 
asylum seekers in American history, Vietnamese Americans first attracted 
interest from politicians, government officials, journalists, health profession-
als, and legal specialists. Their involvement resulted in policy- or service-
oriented reports that met the practical needs of various government and ser-
vice agencies as they assisted newly resettled Vietnamese Americans, most 
of whom arrived with neither financial assets nor linguistic skills. Often, 
this work on the “new” immigrants primarily focused on the psychological 
traumas of war and displacement, unfortunately cementing an association 
with pathology, mental health issues, and maladjustment that applied to any 
new Vietnamese newcomer (e.g., Starr and Roberts 1982).

The first social history and social science scholarship was overwhelm-
ingly concerned with questions relating to the process of immigrant accul-
turation into American society. Historically, this approach directed the think-
ing about Asians (and other ethnic minorities in the United States between 
the 1920s and the 1960s) as foreigners on a successive path toward assimila-
tion (Yu 2002). These studies were generally motivated by well-intended 
concerns for the welfare of Vietnamese refugees and their ability to adapt to 
broader American society.5 Perhaps in a reaction to the growing refugee fa-
tigue from an American public, some of this work often relied heavily on 
essentialist notions of cultural authenticity to make the case that the Viet-
namese were worthy of acceptance because of their seemingly superior re-
siliency and adaptability. Paul Rutledge referred to a “Vietnamese philosoph-
ical outlook on life that differs little from that of many middle-class Americans,” 
which he offered as a “model of cultural integrity and adaptation” (Rutledge 
1992: 46; 146–147). With similar good intentions, the anthropologist James 
Freeman’s collection of oral histories cast Vietnamese Americans as model 
minorities in the attempt to correct misconstrued characterizations of them 
as welfare abusers that take away jobs (Freeman 1989:13–15). This allowed for 
Vietnamese Americans to be cast as “good subjects,” but, as some have ar-
gued, at the expense of promoting racialized notions that pitted them against 
other communities of color (Nguyen V. T. 2002). By the 1990s, 79 percent of 
Vietnamese American children were classified as second generation, and in 
the subsequent decade formative studies were published that allowed insights 
into family dynamics, gender roles, identity, and the second generation.6

For their part, Vietnamese American communities and individuals have 
been prolific contributors and commentators of their own experiences. As 
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early as the 1950s, transnational Vietnamese students and professionals cre-
ated Vietnamese- and English-language publications and participated in 
public discourses to offer their sometimes-conflicting political views on the 
evolving situation in Southeast Asia, advocated for policies in their home-
land, and educated the American public about their community by organiz-
ing cultural events (Pham V. 2003). Post-exodus, Vietnamese Americans 
found platforms for self-expression through popular music, memoirs, arts, 
and literature.7 Only rarely did these early works break into the English-lan-
guage mainstream, nor were they taken seriously by academia, save for a few 
notable exceptions (Nguyen N. N. 1982; Truong N. T. 1985; Tran T. V. 1988; 
Hayslip 1989). The nascent genre of English-language Vietnamese American 
nonfiction literary production in the 1980s had to compete with what has 
become the canonical Vietnam War literature, which prioritized a myth-
making, first-person, American-centric perspective (Christopher 1995).8 Ad-
ditionally, it was given little serious academic attention from Asian Ameri-
can studies, except perhaps solely as celebratory escape narrative testimonials 
crafted for an American audience to correct misconstrued biases about the 
community. Monique Truong framed this genre as a counter to mainstream 
literary and discursive representations of Vietnamese refugees (Truong M. 
1993: 27). Elaine Kim, in acknowledging the absence of Vietnamese American 
writers for a 1987 volume for Cultural Critique, posited that it was likely be-
cause of the delineations of the field, which mostly engaged with “American-
born, American-educated Asians whose first language is English” (Kim 1989: 
88). Fortunately, the subsequent decades have seen an increase in literary 
(fiction and nonfiction) publications, mainly by 1.5- and second-generation 
Vietnamese American novelists.9

In academia, a subsequent wave of scholars emerged from Ethnic stud-
ies and other humanities fields, trained in ethnographic and cultural studies 
methods, and were often community insiders themselves. While earlier stud-
ies focused primarily on acculturation, this scholarship challenged celebra-
tory narratives and the model minority myth and began to contest the cul-
tural biases of assimilationist frameworks, foregrounding issues of economic 
exploitation, institutional and structural racial discrimination, and other 
systems of power in American society (Nguyễn-Võ T. H. 2005). Their work 
emphasized the commonalities in the experiences of the Chinese, Japanese, 
Korean, Asian Indian, and Filipino immigrants, who have been in this coun-
try since the nineteenth century, as well as of the relatively recent refugees 
from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia (Chan S. 1991; 2006). This new work ana-
lyzed the social constructs of identity and community, problematized the 
interworkings of cultural politics and cultural production, and worked 
against a unified essentialist notion of what constitutes being Vietnamese 
across class, generation, gender, and cultural politics (Vo Dang T. 2005; Võ 
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L. T. 2008; Aguilar-San Juan 2009; Peché 2012; VanLandingham 2017; Tru-
itt 2021).

Responding to a call for a transnational framework for studying migra-
tion, scholars also turned to analyzing an increasingly translocal, heterolo-
cal, diasporic, and global world (Schiller, Basch, and Blanc 1992). The 2000s 
was also the time when Vietnam became more fully integrated into the glob-
al economy, with its enactment of an enterprise law in 2000 and its accession 
to the World Trade Organization in 2007. As agents of transnational forces 
that neither the United States nor the communist regime in Vietnam is ca-
pable of fully controlling, Vietnamese Americans in these studies appear to 
enjoy much greater agency in their roles as business, political, social, and cul-
tural entrepreneurs on the global stage. Their sense of identity is much less 
burdened by past traumas, even though it is still full of ambiguities and con-
tradictions. By tracing Vietnamese Americans’ close links to the homeland 
and other diasporic communities around the world, this approach opened 
up new directions for research on the complexities and ambiguities of iden-
tity, on changing international politics and global economy, and on the com-
plicated politics of this community as it continues to evolve. This approach 
continues to capture the real and perceived power of Vietnamese Americans 
as intermediaries between their host country and their homeland, and be-
tween Vietnamese in Vietnam and various transnational forces (Thai H. C. 
2008; Collet and Furuya 2010; Lieu N. 2011; Eckstein and Nguyen 2011; Val-
verde 2012; Tran Q. T. 2012; Hoskins 2015; Hoang K. K. 2015; Tran Q. T. 2016a; 
Nguyen-Akbar 2016; Peché 2016; Ninh T.-H. 2017; I. Small 2019).

Critical refugee studies have also emerged as an influential strand of the-
oretical thought. This framework emerges from postmodernist paradigms 
that are concerned with challenging claims to objectivity and universalism 
in the prevailing academic power structure, employing a postcolonial cri-
tique to unmask American imperialism, and using queer and feminist cri-
tiques to untangle heteronormative assumptions (Yanagisako and Delaney 
1994). The formative scholarship in this vein is best characterized by the work 
of Yen Le Espiritu, who aimed to identify, deconstruct, and analyze the “hid-
den and disguised violence behind the term ‘refugee’” (Espiritu 2006; 2014). 
Moving beyond the experiences of refugees, this work seeks to challenge 
narratives that implicitly or explicitly justify racial and gender hierarchies 
and U.S. militarism and intervention in Vietnam and elsewhere. By tracing 
the military bases from the Philippines to Guam, where Vietnamese refu-
gees of the first wave passed through en route to the United States, Espiritu 
coins the concept of “militarized refugees” to demonstrate how these Viet-
namese refugees “emerged out of and in turn bolster U.S. militarism.” (Es-
piritu 2014: chap. 2). Similarly, Mimi Thi Nguyen recasts the figure of the 
Vietnamese refugee as “the twice-over target of the gift of freedom—first 
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through war, second through refuge—suggesting that the imposition of debt 
and obligation to express gratitude precludes the subjects of freedom from 
escaping those colonial histories that deemed them unfree” (Nguyen M. T. 
2012). By asserting that the “gift of freedom” from the United States has a 
violent origin in American intervention, Nguyen joins Espiritu in challeng-
ing the claims of U.S. rescue and liberation and the humanitarian rhetoric 
of American officials.10

The critical refugee studies approach offers a powerful critique of Amer-
ican militarism and imperial pretensions. This approach inspires and inter-
sects with a new wave of postcolonial, critical scholarship focused on dia-
sporic literature and culture that seeks to not only document but to interrogate 
the refugee/immigrant experience.11 It is perhaps not a coincidence that this 
paradigm emerged in the mid-2000s amid the American invasion of Afghan-
istan and Iraq. Yet, for some, the approach is U.S.-centric in that it is a critique 
overwhelmingly directed at U.S. policy, framing Vietnamese refugees mere-
ly as passive subjects of the American empire (Nguyen Phuong Tran 2017: 
10). Vietnamese refugees after the first wave in fact had less to do with U.S. 
policies than with those of the communist government from which they fled. 
Although the critique of American militarism is justified, researchers in Viet-
namese studies contend that the power of the United States vis-à-vis local 
Vietnamese actors is exaggerated (e.g., R. B. Smith 1983; Miller and Vu 2009; 
Nguyen L.-H. 2012). Furthermore, they point out that the exclusion of other 
actors (namely Vietnamese communists, their Soviet and Chinese patrons, 
and their Laotian and Cambodian Khmer Rouge comrades) from the broad-
er analysis not only oversimplifies the deeply fractious and multivalent nature 
of the Vietnamese civil war and Indochinese wars but also underestimates 
the agency of South Vietnamese actors.12 Within the communist bloc, the 
intense Sino-Soviet, Sino-Vietnamese, and Vietnamese-Cambodian animos-
ities and rivalries for domination were the primary cause of the Third Indo-
chinese War and the massive exodus of Indochinese refugees after 1975.

Although it is unfeasible to inventory every publication about Vietnam-
ese Americans, we hope to have provided a broad overview of the major theo-
retical frameworks that have influenced and informed current scholarship. 
The chapters in this volume are forging new historiographies and paradigms 
in Vietnamese American studies, expanding on and sometimes contesting 
past frameworks, and building on the rich and varied scholarship that situ-
ates Vietnamese Americans front and center as agents of their own histories. 
While most Vietnamese Americans arrived in the United States as refugees 
after American involvement ended on April 30, 1975, with the evacuation 
of Saigon, this volume locates the birthplace of the Vietnamese diaspora with-
in the ideologies of modernization and republicanism that developed before 
and during the Republic of Vietnam eras. This is where we propose to begin.
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Modern Vietnamese History and Vietnamese Americans

The Republic of Vietnam, whose collapse in 1975 created the Vietnamese di-
aspora, traced its lineage to the nationalist revolutionary movement that 
emerged in early twentieth-century colonial Indochina, when young activ-
ists influenced by republican thoughts from European, Chinese, and Japa-
nese thinkers began to agitate for cultural reform and political independence. 
While attempts at revolts such as the one led by the Vietnam Nationalist Party 
were brutally suppressed by the colonial government, groups that promoted 
cultural and political reform but did not directly challenge colonial rule 
flourished and exerted significant social influence (Nguyen M. T. 2020). By 
the 1930s, communism, or more accurately Stalinism, began to attract fol-
lowers in Vietnam, who contended with other groups in the nationalist 
movement for popular support (Vu T. 2017). When the Stalinists under Hồ 
Chí Minh seized power in late 1945 at the end of World War II, a civil war 
broke out between them and their enemies just as both were fighting the 
French.

Following the defeat of French forces at the Battle of Điện Biên Phủ, the 
1954 Geneva Accords divided Vietnam into two geopolitical entities along 
the seventeenth parallel: the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) in north-
ern Vietnam and the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) in southern Vietnam. The 
accords stipulated a three-hundred-day free-movement period allowing peo-
ple to relocate to the zone they preferred. Consequently, approximately one 
million people migrated south. Conversely, about 130,000 moved north; the 
majority were soldiers and officials associated with the northern government.

The DRV, backed by the Soviet Union and China, were led by Stalinists 
and adhered to the communist ideology, while the RVN, backed by the West, 
aspired to a democratic republic.13 These ideological and geopolitical align-
ments are significant for understanding the exodus of so many Vietnamese 
after the end of the Vietnam War. As a communist regime, North Vietnam 
(and later unified Vietnam) was a class-based political order under the dic-
tatorship of the Communist Party rather than the popular sovereignty in-
stitutionalized in constitutional rights and laws. The RVN, despite its many 
problems as a newly established political entity during wartime, was foster-
ing a degree of freedom and popular sovereignty wherein power resided in 
the people. Here, popular sovereignty was enshrined in a constitution and 
legal order to constrain the arbitrary power of the government and hold it 
accountable to the people.

Consequently, many who were living under the southern regime and 
would eventually become Vietnamese refugees in America came to identify 
with republican values and ideas (giá trị cộng hoà) of popular sovereignty, 
democracy, and liberty. For many, the divide between the north and the 
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south and the subsequent war (1954–1975) was an ideological affair con-
cerning these contrasting sociopolitical values, ideas, and identities (Vu T. 
and Fear 2019). Although the RVN was ruled for many years under Presi-
dent Ngô Đình Diệm’s autocracy and subsequently under several military 
governments, popular and elite adherence to republican values remained 
strong and resulted in the creation of a relatively liberal constitutional re-
gime after 1967. Under this regime, a dynamic political culture and vibrant 
civil society emerged that was vocal in defending civil liberties and vigorous 
in keeping the power of the government in check (Luu T. and Vu T., 2023). 
While many southerners opposed foreign intervention into Vietnam, many 
considered the war to be fundamentally a struggle of self-defense to protect 
the RVN and republican values from the communist threat to subdue them.

As the conflict gradually escalated between North and South Vietnam, 
all of Indochina became embroiled in war. Laotians, Cambodians, and Viet-
namese with opposing ideological beliefs engaged in violent conflict, armed 
with American, Soviet, and Chinese weapons. On March 8, 1965, the first 
U.S. troops landed in Vietnam, followed by forces from South Korea, Thai-
land, the Philippines, Australia, and New Zealand. With the Soviet Union, 
China, North Korea, and other communist states sending militaries and sup-
plies to aid North Vietnam, the war became a stalemate. Under heavy do-
mestic pressure from the U.S. public to end America’s involvement in the 
war, President Richard M. Nixon reached an agreement with North Vietnam 
at the 1973 Paris Conference to withdraw American combat troops. Without 
American military support and with declining financial aid amid a con-
tinuous military onslaught by communist forces, Saigon, the capital of the 
RVN, fell on April 30, 1975. Abetted by communist Vietnam, Cambodian 
and Laotian communist forces also conquered Cambodia and Laos at about 
the same time.

The fall of Indochina in 1975 saw a massive exodus of people fleeing com-
munist rule.14 We focus on Vietnamese here, but large numbers of Cambo-
dians and Laotians also left their countries. The first wave of Vietnamese 
fleeing Vietnam began in early April 1975 with the evacuation of 2,600 chil-
dren under Operation Babylift. Thousands of Vietnamese associated with 
the South Vietnamese regime or the American military and embassy soon 
followed. Operation New Life (April 23 to November 1, 1975), aided by the 1975 
Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act, processed 111,919 Viet-
namese refugees through Guam. In total, the first wave saw over 130,000 
Vietnamese refugees evacuated by air and by sea to U.S. military processing 
stations in Guam, Wake Island, and the Philippines before being transport-
ed to four mainland bases—Camp Pendleton in California, Fort Chaffee in 
Arkansas, Eglin Air Force Base in Florida, and Fort Indiantown Gap in Penn-
sylvania—and matched up with sponsor families. Unlike later waves, most 
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people who left in this one were members of the social and political privi-
leged elite. Most were ethnic Vietnamese from wealthier socioeconomic back-
grounds, well educated, English speaking, and westernized, with political 
connections. They included ranking politicians, officials, soldiers, profession-
als, civil service workers, employees of American agencies or companies, 
and relatives of U.S. citizens.

However, war did not end in 1975 with the fall of Saigon, Phnom Penh, 
and Vientiane; or more accurately, one war ended but others emerged. Class 
and cultural warfare soon followed across the region as communist regimes 
dispossessed, persecuted, imprisoned, and (especially in Cambodia) mas-
sacred their class enemies, religious leaders, and “bourgeois” intellectuals. 
In South Vietnam, many associates of the southern regime, including elected 
officials, civil servants, military officers, police officers, teachers, writers, art-
ists, and religious leaders, were sent to “reeducation” camps (trại cải tạo, eu-
phemism for prisons with forced labor), while their families were among the 
hundreds of thousands forcibly relocated to uninhabited mountain forests 
commonly referred to as New Economic Zones (or Khu Kinh Tế Mới; Nguyen 
V. C. 1983; Nguyen H. 2011). Cambodian and Laotian communist govern-
ments pursued many similar policies, with higher degrees of brutality (Cam-
bodia) and irrationality (Laos) (Kiernan 1996; Evans 1990). A mere three years 
after 1975, war erupted between Cambodia, in an alliance with China, on 
the one hand, and Vietnam, backed by the Soviet Union, on the other.

All three countries in late 1977 witnessed the mass exodus of refugees 
marking the beginning of the second wave, which dwarfed the first. This wave, 
which lasted into much of the 1980s, was intertwined with the war among 
the communist “brothers” (Chanda 1986). Distrusting the loyalty of its eth-
nic Chinese population and wanting to seize their property, the Vietnamese 
government sought to expel them from the country. Nearly a quarter million 
ethnic Chinese left Vietnam for China or Hong Kong. They were joined by 
an even larger number of Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Laotians fleeing from 
communist rule, either overland to Thailand or by sea to Southeast Asian 
countries. The hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese who left on small and 
overcrowded fishing boats came to be known as “boat people” (thuyền nhân). 
Pressured by the number of asylum seekers, the United States responded 
with legislation to ease entry restrictions and admit more refugees, to allow 
them to change their status from “parolee” to “permanent resident,” and to 
facilitate their domestic resettlement.15 Hence, between 1978 and 1982, the 
United States admitted 280,500 Vietnamese refugees, twice the number of 
the first wave. In this war among the former communist allies, each of whom 
harbored their own imperialist pretensions, the United States, among other 
sympathetic nations, played the role of the outside rescuer after having been 
expelled in 1975.
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Tens of thousands of refugees lost their lives at sea, many were attacked 
by pirates, and reports emerged of women and girls who were raped, abduct-
ed, and sold to brothels in Thailand. Their tragedies prompted an interna-
tional effort not only by the United States but by many European and Asian 
nations, many of whom had been reluctant to get involved. Under the aus-
pices of the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), the 
Orderly Departure Program (ODP) was established in 1979 to reduce the num-
ber of Vietnamese refugees making dangerous passages by boat or across 
land borders by enabling a safe and orderly avenue to resettle in the United 
States and other countries from Norway to Israel and Brazil. Over time, the 
ODP allowed several routes for resettlement in the United States. The fam-
ily reunification program enabled a large number of Vietnamese Americans 
who arrived in the first and second waves to sponsor immediate family mem-
bers who were still in Vietnam. The 1987 Amerasian Homecoming Act gave 
preferential immigration status to Vietnamese children of U.S. fathers. Under 
this act, approximately 23,000 Amerasians and 67,000 of their immediate 
relatives were allowed to enter the United States and receive refugee status 
and benefits.16 Another avenue permitted the admission of Vietnamese who 
were former U.S. government or company employees. The last was the Hu-
manitarian Operation Program, which allowed for the resettlement of 34,300 
former associates of the RVN government who had been imprisoned by the 
communist regime for as long as two decades after the war, making them and 
their dependents the largest category of Vietnamese refugees to the United 
States (Dizon 1997).17 Under the ODP, from 1980 and 1997, the number of 
Vietnamese resettled in the United States was 458,367 (J. X. H. Lee 2015: 128).

The history of Vietnamese Americans is compelling, not only in the 
context of modern Vietnamese history but also in the seemingly irreconcil-
able paradoxes and contradictions in their relationship with America. They 
arrived as exiles from the RVN, an ally of the United States, but American 
public sentiment in 1975 was generally against resettling the South Viet-
namese in the United States. During the war, many public intellectuals, such 
as Noam Chomsky, admired communist North Vietnam, while Congress 
voted to slash military aid to South Vietnam in the last year of the war (Will-
banks 2004: 215–216). Most Vietnamese Americans are generally grateful 
to the United States for rescuing them from political persecution under com-
munism and giving them opportunities to rebuild and resettle. Yet many 
resent the U.S. government for abandoning the RVN, which led them to be-
come refugees in the first place. Many distrust American democratic institu-
tions such as Congress, the universities, and the media, which they blame 
for the demise of the RVN.

The contradictions mounted after they were reluctantly and hastily ac-
cepted into the United States. By deliberate policy of the American govern-

Excerpt • Temple University Press



Introduction / 11

ment, Vietnamese refugees were scattered around the mainland United States, 
but over time and through second migrations they established large and 
vibrant ethnic enclaves in California, Texas, Louisiana, and Virginia, among 
other areas.18 Decades after the war, Vietnamese Americans remain deeply 
attached to their abandoned homeland even while they have long accepted 
the United States as their home and have worked to build a future for their 
children and grandchildren. Many Vietnamese Americans are profoundly 
anticommunist and have no love for the regime in Hanoi, but their annual 
remittance to the tune of billions of dollars has helped fuel economic growth 
under that regime since the 1990s.19 Vietnamese Americans have suffered 
from both overt and latent racial and ethnic discrimination, yet some hold 
racist attitudes toward other people of color. They are often touted in the 
media and by politicians for their unexpected success in assimilating into 
American society. Yet such a “model minority” image obscures the mixed 
socioeconomic experiences of their communities.

The numerous paradoxes and contradictions about Vietnamese Ameri-
cans reflect the complex history of modern Vietnam, the diversity of South 
Vietnamese society where they came from, the politics of the Vietnam War, 
racial and ethnic relations in the United States, intergenerational conflicts 
within the community, and the evolving relationship between the United 
States and communist Vietnam.

Demographic Overview and Sources of Diversity

Between 1975 and 2000, 988,000 Vietnamese refugees and immigrants re-
settled in the United States.20 Many arrived in one of three waves and were 
dispersed throughout the country, including areas that were climatically and 
culturally different from Vietnam. Unlike those in the first wave, who ben-
efited from more generous aid from the U.S. government in the 1970s, many 
in the second and third waves were farmers, fishermen, merchants, or for-
mer military-civil servants and military officials from small provinces and 
rural areas. They arrived at a severe economic disadvantage in terms of Eng-
lish proficiency and marketable job skills. Many had sustained physical and 
mental wounds from their perilous journey, years of physical and psycho-
logical torment in reeducation camps, and the pain of losing or being sepa-
rated from loved ones (E. Lee 2015: 327).

Aside from the linguistic and cultural barriers that made integration dif-
ficult, most Vietnamese refugees, including those arriving in the first wave, 
faced resentment as well as racial and ethnic discrimination from Ameri-
cans. The difficulties inherent in adjusting to a new life, along with econom-
ic instability and social conflict, prompted some young Vietnamese to join 
youth gangs and engage in violent and criminal activities. Some Vietnamese 
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remained in place while many remigrated to warmer climates, places with 
better living conditions and more job opportunities, or sites closer to rela-
tives, friends, or other Vietnamese. Most Vietnamese are now concentrated 
in California (40 percent), Texas (12 percent), Washington State (4 percent), 
and Florida (4 percent). The ten U.S. cities with the largest Vietnamese pop-
ulations are the greater Los Angeles area; San Jose; Houston; Dallas; San Fran-
cisco; Washington, DC; Seattle; San Diego; Atlanta; and New York (Alperin 
and Batalova 2018).

According to the Census Bureau, in 2018 the Vietnamese population in 
the United States was estimated to be 2,162,610. Comparatively, it has grown 
significantly faster than the U.S. average over the last twenty years.21 Demo-
graphically, 40 percent of the Vietnamese population is below thirty years 
of age, 50 percent are between thirty and sixty-five, and 9 percent are sixty-
five and older. Vietnamese are much more likely to be first-generation im-
migrants than the U.S. average; approximately 68 percent of the 2.1 million 
are foreign-born immigrants, 75 percent of whom have lived in the United 
States for more than ten years, while the remaining 25 percent have been in 
the United States for less than ten years. Although Vietnamese Americans 
have a higher percentage of foreign-born immigrants than most other Asian 
American groups, 82 percent of the population are U.S. citizens, 7 percent 
higher than the Asian American average.22 However, only 51 percent of the 
total population is English proficient, which is much lower than the average 
among all other Asian groups and the overall U.S. foreign-born population. 
The low percentage of English proficiency may be related to the recency of 
migration given that the majority of those with limited English proficiency 
are adults and foreign-born Vietnamese. Approximately one million people 
five years of age and older speak Vietnamese at home, thus making it the 
fifth-most-spoken language in the United States.23

Lower English proficiency could also explain why Vietnamese generally 
have a lower educational attainment level than other Asian Americans and 
the national averages. For example, 29 percent of the Vietnamese population 
has less than a high school diploma, compared to the 13.4 percent national 
average. Only 26 percent have a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to the 
49 percent among the Asian American average. With an annual median house-
hold income of $60,000 in 2015, Vietnamese have a lower median than most 
Asians in the United States by $13,000, despite having a higher employment 
rate. As a result, more Vietnamese are living in poverty than other Asian 
groups. Despite that, Vietnamese Americans’ economic status has improved 
substantially in recent years, with the median household income increasing 
to $65,643 in 2017, higher than the $61,372 for the general U.S. population.24 
About 65 percent of Vietnamese are homeowners, a rate that is much high-
er than that of other Asian groups.25
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Vietnamese earn their income from various lines of work. According to 
the 2017 American Community Survey, over one million Vietnamese six-
teen years and older are employed. Of these, 34.5 percent are employed in 
management, business, science, and the arts; 29.3 percent in service indus-
tries; 16.8 percent in sales and office positions; and 14.6 percent in produc-
tion, transportation, and material moving. Many Vietnamese have established 
businesses in heavily concentrated Vietnamese and Asian communities, such 
as Little Saigons and Chinatowns. They are usually small businesses that pro-
vide services and goods, like supermarkets, restaurants, bakeries, auto repair 
shops, or beauty/nail salons. These jobs, however, are mostly held by recent 
immigrants and those with limited educational backgrounds and job skills. 
Younger Vietnamese and those who arrived in earlier waves are often more 
educated and provide professional and technical services in the computer 
and networking industries.

Many Vietnamese have the financial resources to send remittances to 
support family members and to invest in businesses and real estate in Viet-
nam. In 2020, Vietnamese living abroad sent $17.2 billion in remittances to 
Vietnam through formal channels, accounting for 5.0 percent of the coun-
try’s GDP.26 In 2019, of the $16.8 billion, remittances from the United States 
account for about 60 percent of all remittances sent to Vietnam. Remittances 
continue to be an important asset for Vietnam, especially for financial aid 
for families and relatives and investment in production, business, and real 
estate.27

Vietnamese Americans have demonstrated a robust commitment to civic 
engagement, particularly in local and state government. With the highest rate 
of naturalization among all immigration groups, more than 80 percent of 
Vietnamese Americans are U.S. citizens, thus making them eligible to vote 
and run for elected office. Using this advantage, many 1.5-generation Viet-
namese have attained public office in states such as California and Texas. 
They include Van Tran, Andrew Do, Janet Nguyen, Ta Duc Tri, Bao Nguyen, 
and Hubert Vo. Two Vietnamese have been elected to the U.S. Congress: Jo-
seph Cao (R-LA) in 2008 and Stephanie Murphy (D-FL) in 2016.

Most first-generation Vietnamese identify with and support the Repub-
lican Party, believing that it was more supportive of the RVN during the Viet-
nam War and has a tougher stance against communism and China. Viet-
namese, especially the first generation, have used their voting power to push 
for laws and regulations that help preserve their ideals, values, and identities, 
such as adopting the flag of South Vietnam as the symbol of the Vietnamese 
community in the United States. A central focus among first-generation Viet-
namese is Vietnam, their homeland. Staunchly anticommunist because of 
the effect of the war and its aftermath, this generation often stages political 
protests against the Vietnamese government and its representatives, expos-
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es current human rights violations and suppression of religious freedom and 
the press, and lobbies U.S. politicians to demand specific changes and re-
form in Vietnam.

In contrast to those of the older generation, the issues that are central to 
younger and second-generation Vietnamese are not solely limited to Viet-
nam but rather include social, economic, and political issues directly affect-
ing them and their generation. Subsequent generations of Vietnamese Amer-
icans lean more toward the Democratic Party and support progressive change 
on issues such as health and social welfare; equal rights based on sex, gender, 
and race; student-loan forgiveness; immigration reform; global warming; 
gun violence; and police brutality. These political differences with the first 
generation illuminate intergenerational rifts, but they are also a testament 
to the diverse ways in which Vietnamese Americans have navigated the com-
plex and multivalent state, civic, economic, gendered, and racialized land-
scapes of American life.

Indeed, these intergenerational political contrasts reflect the profound 
differences in life experiences, even between different waves of refugees. The 
130,000 refugees of the first wave in 1975 suffered from a profound shock 
caused by the sudden loss of their homeland together with their jobs, careers, 
property, families and friends. For those who left in the 1980s as “boat peo-
ple,” the sources of trauma included additional hardships under the com-
munist regime and the sufferings during their terrifying journeys out of Viet-
nam. Many experienced imprisonment and starvation after the communists 
took over South Vietnam. Many encountered pirates and witnessed deaths 
and rapes while fleeing the country. Few in the first wave could have imag-
ined what life was like in post-1975 Vietnam or how horrifying the escape 
from Vietnam was for second-wave refugees. By the 1990s, many of the first 
wave had been well established as middle-class American citizens and were 
able to take advantage of Vietnam’s economic liberalization and the ability 
to visit. The 1990s also saw the last large batch of refugees, who were politi-
cal detainees and their families arriving through the ODP process. Members 
of this group avoided dangerous ocean voyages, but they had suffered the 
longest and most directly under communist rule. To the extent we can speak 
of a Vietnamese American community, the diversity of life experiences and 
the circumstances of immigration are just as important for understanding 
its demographic, historical, and political evolution.

The Chapters Ahead

The structure of this volume forges a new framework for Vietnamese Amer-
ican studies, situating Vietnamese Americans front and center as agents of 
their own histories. We hope to move beyond existing paradigms and per-
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spectives to better understand this complex community. In the three major 
sections outlined below, the authors delineate a new discursive Vietnamese 
American historiography; conduct deep-dive explorations into social, po-
litical, and entrepreneurial endeavors; and offer new concepts and epistemo-
logical approaches to how memory is nurtured, produced, and circulated in 
the Vietnamese diaspora.

Part I, “New Directions in Historiographies,” centers on the decoloniz-
ing, civic organizing, activism, and literary and intellectual work in Vietnam, 
going back to the colonial period, that carried over a set of ideals and iden-
tities to its diasporic communities. In Chapter 1, “Legacies and Diasporic 
Connectivity: Dialogues and Future Directions of Vietnamese and Vietnam-
ese American Studies,” Y Thien Nguyen critically reviews the historiography 
of the Vietnam War and the Republic of Vietnam and advances a perspec-
tive that reconceptualizes Vietnamese America as the political, cultural, and 
institutional legacy of Republican Vietnam. In doing so, the chapter high-
lights how the study of Vietnamese America can guide questions and prob-
lematics in the study of the Republic and, vice versa, the ways in which the 
historical exploration of the Republic can shed light on contemporary dy-
namics within Vietnamese America.

The next two chapters highlight the vibrant intellectual culture and wide-
ranging civic efforts in South Vietnam that have left enduring legacies in Viet-
namese America. In Chapter 2, “Voluntarism and Social Activism in War-
time South Vietnam,” Van Nguyen-Marshall examines the public life in South 
Vietnam going back to the colonial period. Her focus is on voluntary activi-
ties in the Republic of Vietnam, which were numerous and wide-ranging. 
They included mutual-aid societies, school clubs, professional societies, and 
philanthropic and civic organizations. By exploring the nature and meaning 
of people’s voluntary activities and political activism, this chapter argues that 
civil society in the Republic was alive and robust despite wartime constraints 
and sometimes state repression.

In Chapter 3, “Universities and Intellectual Culture in the Republic of 
Vietnam,” Wynn Gadkar-Wilcox traces the process through which intellec-
tuals in the Republic of Vietnam created a unique environment through their 
participation in the development of new universities, academic fields, jour-
nals, and religious and secular organizations. By examining journals and 
the writers who influenced them, this chapter shows how this intellectual 
culture served to support the modernization of the RVN through its com-
mitment to cosmopolitan, modernist, and republican values and ideas, while 
rarely being explicitly anticommunist.

Chapter 4, the final chapter in this section, bridges life in Vietnam with 
civic participation efforts and activism in the United States while challeng-
ing the conventional understanding of Vietnamese Americans’ anticom-
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munism in scholarship. In “The August Revolution, the Fall of Saigon, and 
Postwar Reeducation Camps: Understanding Vietnamese Diasporic Anti-
communism,” Tuan Hoang traces Vietnamese anticommunist beliefs over 
nearly a century from Vietnam to the diaspora. These intense beliefs emerged 
among Vietnamese nationalists in the late colonial period and were power-
fully shaped by their experiences during the subsequent decades amid revo-
lution, civil war, and postwar persecution by the communist regime.

Part II, “Explorations of Vietnamese America,” explores the extensive 
transnational social networks and civic engagement experiences that devel-
oped in Vietnam and shaped the cultural, economic, and political life of the 
diaspora through the generations, whether in navigation of the resettlement 
process, in business operation, or in political participation and activism. This 
part outlines the challenges facing Vietnamese Americans and their strate-
gies to build community, organize for political power, and take advantage of 
economic opportunities. They have achieved significant success, although 
in some cases they have also internalized and reproduced the racist struc-
tures of American society.

Chapter 5 by Elwing Suong Gonzalez, titled “Building a Place in the Space 
of Los Angeles: Vietnamese Refugee Community Creation, 1975–1990,” ex-
amines the efforts and goals of, and the challenges and conflicts surrounding, 
early Vietnamese refugee community development in Los Angeles, which 
housed the largest concentration of Vietnamese refugees in the United States 
in the first decade of resettlement. This chapter explores the efforts of com-
munity leaders in meeting their community’s needs and creating a place in 
the crowded and rapidly changing space of Los Angeles while balancing and 
addressing the demands and expectations of both government policy and 
various factions within the community.

In Chapter 6, “Vietnamese Americans and Their Homeland: Transna-
tional Advocacy Efforts and Diasporic Ties,” Ivan Small expands our scope 
to include the contacts and relationships between Vietnamese Americans 
and other diasporic Vietnamese political, humanitarian, and religious or-
ganizations across the globe—namely, those in Canada, Europe, and Aus-
tralia. This chapter explores the influence of these humanitarian efforts, both 
in and beyond Vietnam and based in secular, religious, or pan-Asian orga-
nizations, that reconnect the diaspora to the homeland and bring to the fore 
issues of inequality, democracy, globalization, and human rights.

Chapter 7 turns to Vietnamese American political mobilization. In this 
chapter, Christian Collet traces the forty-year evolution of Vietnamese Amer-
ican politics in civil and electoral realms, emphasizing the strategies under-
taken by activists to gain support for an ambitious agenda: the incorporation 
of Vietnamese Americans and the democratization of Vietnam. The author 
examines various strategies, from demonstrations and transnational activ-
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ism at the grassroots level to efforts to gain access to U.S. institutions pri-
marily through voting and candidacy.

In Chapter 8, titled “Diversity in Identities, Industries, and Business Strat-
egies: Female Vietnamese American Entrepreneurs,” Jennifer Huynh draws 
on data from the U.S. Census, the National Survey of Business Owners, and 
interviews with Vietnamese entrepreneurs across the United States. Focused 
on the experiences of Vietnamese women-owned businesses, including their 
diverse industries, identities, and business strategies, Huynh’s chapter high-
lights how Vietnamese American women are changing the entrepreneurial 
landscape of the United States.

Chapter 9 is a reminder that Vietnamese diasporic communities do not 
live in isolation and that their everyday lives are in fact intertwined with other 
communities, often communities of color. In “Trapped within the White 
Frame: Vietnamese Americans in Post-Katrina New Orleans,” Nguyen Vu 
Hoang investigates how Vietnamese communities often reified and partici-
pated in racist acts even while experiencing discrimination themselves. Based 
on fieldwork in a Vietnamese community in New Orleans East, this chapter 
examines a number of racist practices in an in-depth analysis of the racial-
ized views of Vietnamese Americans in New Orleans.

Part III, “Paradigms of Diasporic Knowledge,” offers innovative approach-
es to the study of collective memorialization and diasporic knowledge that 
challenge official and institutional narratives and suggest new and exciting 
avenues for future analyses. The authors in this section challenge collective 
memory by highlighting individualized histories: they explore diasporic 
nationalism in the hashtag age, examine ideas of motherhood and nation in 
popular religion, catalog the “memoryscapes” of war and migration, and 
document the challenges, cultural politics, and labor involved in institution-
alizing community archives.

In Chapter 10, “The Unreconciled: Phan Nhiên Hạo’s Poetry of Diaspor-
ic Testimony,” Hai-Dang Phan reflects on his engagement as a literary schol-
ar and translator with the work of the contemporary poet Phan Nhiên Hạo 
(b. 1967). Contextualized within and against the landscape of Vietnamese 
American literature since the early 1990s, Phan Nhiên Hạo’s work as a Viet-
namese-language poet living in the United States is an especially illuminat-
ing case study of (Vietnamese) poetry as a resilient mode for literary acts of 
witness and testimony in the diaspora, as well as a resistant form driven by 
ways of poetic knowing, of writing and reading lyrically, that seek to indi-
vidualize history, reject the idea of a dominant collective memory, and chal-
lenge postwar narratives of reconciliation.

In Chapter 11, “Diasporic Nationalism: Continuity and Changes,” Duyen 
Bui explores how nationalism manifests in the Vietnamese diaspora. Under 
a movement-oriented lens, diasporic nationalism becomes a factor in mobi-
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lizing people into collective action. In a case study of a Vietnamese transna-
tional organization, symbols of history and the past stored in memory are 
incorporated with new forms of representation to encourage community 
organizing for effecting change in the homeland. This research on diaspor-
ic nationalism reveals how nonstate actors can develop an idea of a nation 
outside of state control and use it as a tactic to contest state power.

In Chapter 12, “Remembering War and Migration: Mapping the Con-
tours of Diasporic Vietnamese Memoryscapes,” Quan Tue Tran provides an 
overview of how and why Vietnamese Americans and their counterparts in 
the diaspora remember two definitive events in contemporary Vietnamese 
history: war and migration. It historicizes and catalogs the different “mem-
oryscapes” that have emerged from these events and animate the diaspora, 
including memorials, archives, commemoration events, and cultural pro-
ductions. The chapter reveals the diversity and complexity of refugee mem-
ory work, as well as its implications.

Titled “Devotion in Diaspora: Invoking Holy Mothers among Vietnam-
ese American Faith Communities,” Chapter 13 by Thien-Huong Ninh ex-
plores how, for both the Vietnamese Catholic and Caodai groups, holy moth-
ers have emerged as emblems of their deterritorialized nation in the diaspora. 
On the basis of ethnographic data collected in California, the author argues 
that Vietnamese refugees and their U.S.-reared descendants have been able 
to recentralize their fragmented communities through the innovative adap-
tation of holy mother worship. Through their shared devotion to holy moth-
ers, these Vietnamese American faithfuls have also rebuilt relations with co-
ethnic coreligionists living throughout the world.

In Chapter 14, “The Preservation and Production of Diasporic Knowl-
edge: Oral History and Archival Contributions,” Thuy Vo Dang focuses on 
the different kinds of Vietnamese American grassroots and community-fund-
ed archival and oral history projects that have been established to vie for a 
documented place in history. These preservation efforts are significant to the 
diasporic Vietnamese community in that they provide a platform for alter-
nate narratives about the Vietnam War and its aftermath. This chapter offers 
an overview of current community efforts and the challenges and successes 
they have faced in working with archival institutions, universities, and li-
braries.

Taken together, this section analyzes how the Vietnamese diasporic com-
munity represents, sometimes reifies, and often challenges definitions and 
narratives about the refugee experience and nationhood in exile through 
personal testimony and literature, memorialization events, popular religious 
practices, and preservation efforts. Vietnamese Americans remember, pre-
serve, connect, and embody collective and individual experiences in the con-
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text of their relationship with their former homeland, broader diasporic Viet-
namese communities, and future generations of Vietnamese Americans.

Conclusion

This volume seeks to engage with fresh research in Vietnamese studies to 
better understand the rapidly changing landscape of Vietnamese America. 
We take Vietnamese agency seriously to fully appreciate the complexities 
forged during the processes of nation building in postcolonial South Viet-
nam during the Cold War and community building after their resettlement 
in the United States. Vietnamese Americans’ civic engagement and political 
activism, in fact, date back before the time of immigrant arrival and even 
before U.S. intervention in Vietnam. Individuals, religious communities, and 
civic organizations have actively grappled with constraints imposed by his-
torical circumstances. Today Vietnamese Americans are playing transfor-
mative roles across national borders: first, by redefining and shaping America, 
and second, by effectively influencing social, political, and economic devel-
opments in Vietnam through their advocacy, memorialization and preser-
vation efforts, and participation in the global economy.

The last decade has witnessed the proliferation of source materials (both 
in Vietnamese and English) from which the field of Vietnamese American 
studies has emerged. Such materials include novels, memoirs in various forms, 
documentaries and feature movies, collections of poems and short stories, 
and oral history archives.28 The immense diversity of these materials gives 
us hope that the field can push against disciplinary boundaries in the study 
of Vietnamese Americans. Furthermore, we developed this volume with col-
lege instructors in mind and hope this provides a useful pedagogical frame-
work for teaching about this complex community. At the end of the book, 
readers will find a Timeline of Key Events and Milestones in Vietnamese and 
Vietnamese American History (1900–2021) that highlights historical events 
instrumental to understanding who Vietnamese Americans are and how 
they have been connected to their homeland and have established a com-
munity in the United States.

The study of the Vietnamese diaspora presents an important interven-
tion in our understanding of the complex nature of this globally intercon-
nected contemporary moment, revealing the lingering effects of Cold War 
politics and the dialectical relationship between grassroots and state-spon-
sored ideologies (such as republicanism, democracy, communism, and an-
ticommunism). What is at stake here is not only the emergent delineation 
of the budding field of Vietnamese American studies but also a broader epis-
temological concern with the ways in which knowledge and history have 
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been produced and reified about subjects who are non-Western and mostly 
non-English speaking. The last few years of a global pandemic have laid bare 
just how interconnected our world is and how the legacies of colonialism, war, 
and economic exploitation continue to replicate quality-of-life disparities in 
developing countries and even within the borders of the richest economies 
of the world, resulting in the mass migrations of refugees and both volun-
tary and involuntary immigrants.

Our framework—a revamped historiography, a deep-dive exploration of 
civic participation, and an analysis of collective memory—has the potential 
to apply much more broadly to the study of other emerging diasporic groups 
from all over the world: from Syrian to Sudanese, from Rohingya to Afghan 
communities, to name a few. This volume’s historiographical reorientation 
is a reminder that understanding immigrant communities does not start with 
their arrival in the United States; our deep concern for exploring the rich 
history of civic, social, religious, and entrepreneurial engagement is a strong 
argument for characterizing our subjects as active, agentive participants on 
a global stage; and last, this volume pushes the boundaries of where we might 
find emerging and alternative diasporic knowledges. We have found them in 
the intimate writings of a displaced poet, the artistic renderings of a holy 
mother figure, the geopolitics involved in constructing local war memorials, 
in the global hashtag activisms demanding government accountability, and 
in the struggles for inclusion into the seemingly impenetrable halls of insti-
tutional archives.

We hope that readers will find the Vietnamese American community 
and its complexities just as fascinating as we have and will perhaps be in-
spired by this framework to expand and continue our understandings of the 
community and of other communities who have enriched and will continue 
to enrich American life.
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