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Vietnamese or Chinese: Viet-kieu in the
Vietnam-China Borderlands

CHAN YUK WAH

This article examines the contested identity of a particular group of
Viet-kieu, who were born in China and who returned to Vietnam in the
1970s, by looking into their personal histories, descent backgrounds and the
political and socio-economic processes they lived through in the past few
decades. Unlike other Viet-kieu who returned from the West, the Viet-kieu
in the borderlands rarely received any attention from the media or academia.
They led a double life both in China and in Vietnam and experienced
dramatic changes of fate from the 1970s, through the 1980s, to the 1990s.
Their hybrid cultural endowment and cross-border familial ties were both
detrimental and beneficial to their social and economic life within different
historical contexts. Reopened borders around the world in the post-Cold War
era have generated discourses on transnational economic integration, regional
connectedness, as well as fluid mobility and identities. It has become a fashion
to criticize the study of culture and identity as rigid entities, while the
increasing stress on subjectivity and agency has made identity seem ever more
evolving and changing. Putting aside the romantic notion of fluid and
multiple identities, this article brings up a number of empirical cases to
illustrate how identity is often shaped by the possibilities and constraints
under different politico-economic circumstances.

Introduction: The Meaning of Viet-kieu

WHO ARE THE VIET-KIEU? Literally meaning “Vietnamese living abroad,” the
term Viet-kieu carries different connotations at different times and in different
places. Since Vietnam implemented a series of economic reform in the late 1980s,
many Vietnamese who had migrated to the Western countries after the Vietnamese
communists took over the country in 1975 and during the period of repression
against the ethnic Chinese in the late 1970s, have returned to Vietnam and
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brought with them millions of dollars of investment to set up enterprises and
businesses. A large number of them are professionals and work in Vietnam’s newly
budding transnational businesses in the areas of management, banking, and
information technology.1  All these Vietnamese migrant returnees are grouped into
a category named Viet-kieu, which literally means Vietnamese living abroad, but
has come to mean Vietnamese who once lived abroad. Owing to the economic
contributions they have brought to the growing economy in Vietnam, this group
of Viet-kieu has captured much attention of the press, in which they often appear
as the newly-rich in post-reform Vietnam. Among them, many are of Chinese
origin and were referred to as the Chinese people, or nguoi Hoa, before they left
Vietnam. After they returned from abroad, they have all been put into the category
of Viet-kieu, or overseas Vietnamese.

The focus of this article, however, is not on the Viet-kieu who have returned
from the West, but on another group of Viet-kieu who returned from China in
the 1970s. Unlike the Viet-kieu mentioned above, these Viet-kieu in the borderlands
of Vietnam rarely receive attention from the media or academia. The exodus of
ethnic Chinese from Vietnam during the anti-Chinese campaigns in the late 1970s
has been well recorded. However, little is yet known about the Vietnamese who
once lived in China and returned to Vietnam in the early and mid-1970s in
response to the patriotic summoning of the communist authorities of North
Vietnam. While many returned, a number of them stayed behind in China. The
returnees (Vietnamese who once lived abroad) and the non-returnees (Vietnamese
living abroad, in this case, China) are both referred to as Viet-kieu by themselves
and by other Vietnamese. Thus, the same Viet-kieu family may contain both
Vietnamese and Chinese nationals, and their association with “Vietnamese” and
“Chinese” identities and cultures may differ according to their individual life
experiences and processes.

This study2  was undertaken in Lao Cai (northern Vietnam) and Hekou
(Yunnan, China), two border towns lying opposite each other at the confluence
of two border rivers, the Red River and the Nam Thi River (see Map 1). It is
estimated that there are around one to two thousand Viet-kieu3  returnees who
now live in Lao Cai. Most of them were born and grew up in China, and
have both Chinese and Vietnamese ancestors. Although these Viet-kieu showed
their strong allegiance to Vietnam by returning to Vietnam, they have been
discriminated against socially and politically after their return. Most of them
experienced dramatic changes in political faith and personal fate from the 1970s
to the 1990s. Their hybrid cultural endowments and cross-border familial ties
have been both detrimental and beneficial to their social and economic life
within different historical contexts. With reference to different ethnographic
cases, this article explores the contested identities of the Viet-kieu at the China-
Vietnam border.
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Map 1. A map showing Kunming-Hekou-Lao Cai-Ha Noi in relation to Vietnam, China,
and Mainland Southeast Asia
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Recent years have seen an upsurge of studies of transnational cultures and
identities, stressing “people in flux,” and denouncing the static concept of a
specific place with a people of distinctive identity and culture (Kearney 1995;
Basch et al. 1993; Chappell 1999; Shapiro and Alker 1996). There is also a call
for multi-sited ethnographic research to detect the translocality of the ethnographic
subject (Appadurai 1995; Gupta and Ferguson 1997a, 1997b; Olwig et al. 1997;
Ong 1999; Massey et al. 1998; Toyota 2003). The new theoretical orientation is
the “fluidity” of cultures and identities. However, such a new orientation has a
tendency of turning “fluidity” into a “static” quality of identity by stressing the
active agency of the space-transgressing subjects, and neglecting the often shifting
politico-economic contexts in which the subjects live and the constraints and
chances thereby involved.

This article marries the macro level (constraints and chances induced by the
politico-economic contexts that the individuals live in) and the micro level
(personal stories, individual life processes and choices, tastes and preferences) of
identification. By using cases from the Viet-kieu, this report suggests a few points
for reflection regarding theories of identity and identity politics. First, whether
identity is fluid or static must be defined and discussed in the larger politico-
economic and historical contexts in which the subjects live, all of which set
conditions and constraints for one’s identification. Different historical periods
may allow different levels of rigidity or elasticity for people to pick up (as survival
strategy) or abandon (because of the taboo involved) certain identity affiliations.
Political rhetoric initiated by the state at a particular time may also provoke
different levels of fervency for national identification.

Second, choices of identification that an individual makes at certain junction
points within his/her life process may bring about significant and unexpected
consequences, which will affect his/her future configuration and imagination of
identifications. Third, a person’s cultural identification may or may not overlap
with his/her ethnic identification. Many Viet-kieu identify with many Chinese
cultural aspects since they were educated in Chinese and grew up in China.
However, they generally hold that they are “people of Vietnamese origin.” Fourth,
cultural as well as ethnic identifications are not always in a co-set with territorial
and political loyalty. People who identify with a certain ethnic identity may be
very critical of his/her own culture, people and government.

Contested Identities: Vietnamese or Chinese

The identity of Viet-kieu is problematic. In the Vietnam-China borderlands, many
Viet-kieu are offspring of cross-border marriages of Chinese and Vietnamese, and
intra-marriages among Viet-kieu. A lot of them have Chinese ancestors, who
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may be their grandfather, father, mother or grandmother. But why are they called
Viet-kieu and not Hoa-kieu? Are Viet-kieu Vietnamese or Chinese? The use of the
term has to be understood in the contexts, and many such families in the
borderlands of Vietnam have split families, with brothers and sisters, or parents
living in China.

I asked the local people in Lao Cai how to distinguish Viet-kieu from Hoa-
kieu. Generally speaking, they distinguish between the two based on the father’s
decent. Among the people who are offspring of Vietnamese-Chinese marriages,
those with Chinese fathers and Vietnamese mothers are Hoa-kieu, and those with
Vietnamese fathers and Chinese mothers are Viet-kieu. But this is not an absolute
dividing line. Some Viet-kieu I know have Chinese fathers and Vietnamese
mothers; and even though they were born and grew up in China, they did not
see themselves as Chinese, but chose to return to Vietnam in the 1970s, just like
other Viet-kieu.

One 65-year-old man said, “It is hard to distinguish clearly who is a Viet-kieu
and who is a Hoa-kieu. When we were young, we just followed what the parents
did. I lived with my parents in China. After I grew up, I had a chance to make
new choices.” This man’s father was from Nanhai in Guangdong, China, who
married a Vietnamese wife. He was born in Yunnan, and lived there until one day
in 1974, he returned to Vietnam. One essential criterion determining the
“identity” of this man was the “political” decision he made in support of the
patriotic call of Vietnam. In making such a decision, he identified himself as more
Vietnamese than Chinese. After he returned to Vietnam, he got married to a
Vietnamese woman, and his family became one of the Viet-kieu families.

A Viet-kieu informant in Lao Cai said, “Viet-kieu can be either Chinese or
Vietnamese nationals but must be of Vietnamese origin (nguoi goc Viet Nam).”
The word goc means “to originate from.” In Vietnam, this word is an important
indication of a person’s “real” identity. One day, an informant of mine introduced
me to an old Vietnamese lady as a “Hong Kong person of Vietnamese origin”
(nguoi Hong Kong goc Viet). Such a spurious claim was intended to shorten the
distance between me and the old lady. By adding such a “suffix” to my identity,
my informant had put me into the Vietnamese whole, which made me appear
less alien to the new acquaintance. However, as to the question of how original
this “origin” should be, there is no definitive answer. It can be traced back to
as far as people can remember, or believe they remember, about the identity of
their ancestors.

Linh4  was born in a Viet-kieu family in Lao Cai. Her parents are both Viet-
kieu born in the 1950s in Gejiu, Yunnan. They both moved back to Vietnam in
1974 and gave birth to one daughter and two sons. Linh was the only daughter
and the only Chinese-speaking offspring of the family. She told me that her
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brothers had no interest in learning Chinese when they were growing up. She was
sent by her parents to Hekou for two years of primary education in Chinese.
According to Linh, the parents of her mother were both Vietnamese who lived
in China. In 1974, it was the mother of her mother who urged Linh’s mother,
aunt and uncle to go back to Vietnam. Her aunt, however, did not like to stay
in Vietnam, and sneaked back to China after staying in Vietnam for one year.
Linh said that this aunt and her family now lived in Kunming and all the family
members were Chinese nationals, but “goc” Vietnam. To Linh, her own family
in Lao Cai was a Viet-kieu family in Vietnam, while her aunt’s family was a
Viet-kieu family in China.

The father of Linh’s father was a Vietnamese in China, who married a Muslim
Chinese woman. Linh’s father grew up as a Muslim. After he returned to Vietnam,
he seldom mentioned to anyone that he was a Muslim. Apart from the family,
no one in the neighborhood knew that he never ate at the same table with the
family. Linh also said that her father’s Chinese was much more fluent than his
Vietnamese, and he liked to talk to her in Chinese about the principles and stories
in the Koran. Her father died a few years ago in his early 50s. Linh regretted that
she had not tried to understand him more when he was alive; he seemed to have
lived a lonely life due to his own “Chinese” and Muslim background. In 2004,
Linh was sent by her mother to a university in Kunming where she studied
international business in a class for overseas students. More recently she told me
that she had made a request to shift to a local class since her class was making
slow progress due to the students’ low standards in Chinese. In the request letter
that Linh wrote to the school, she mentioned to the headmaster that her parents
were Hoa-kieu (huaqiao in Mandarin) in Vietnam and her Chinese was as good
as that of an ordinary Chinese. Such a claim to a Hoa identity was intended to
achieve one’s goal at a specific time.

Besides the older generation of Viet-kieu who are returnees from China (like
the parents of Linh), there are other types of Viet-kieu in the borderlands. Mai
was born in Lao Cai in 1984, but was taken to live in Hekou by her Vietnamese
mother when she was two years old. Mai knew very little about her blood father
as her mother was not willing to tell her about him. In Hekou, Mai’s mother soon
lived with a Chinese man and gave birth to Mai’s half sister. Mai lived in Hekou
until she finished her elementary secondary education. In 2002, her mother
brought her and her sister back to Lao Cai. Her mother and the young sister lived
in the countryside, while she stayed in the town and worked as a tourist guide.
Mai was fluent in both Vietnamese and Mandarin, but her written Chinese was
much better than her written Vietnamese. She also understood the Hekou and
Kunming dialects. Since she had lived in China for a long time and had just
returned to Vietnam, she was considered by others as a kind of Viet-kieu. Mai
sometimes felt confused about her own identity, particularly while she was
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working as a tourist guide. As she had grown up in China, she was more familiar
with things Chinese than Vietnamese, such as popular Chinese singers and actors.
But she hated the Chinese when they criticized the Vietnamese. She said, “I feel
bad and hate the Chinese tourists when I hear them criticize this and that about
the Vietnamese people. They think that I don’t understand their language, but
I understand all of what they say.” Because of her extremely fluent Chinese, she
was sometimes queried by the tourists if she was really Vietnamese. “I will just
say to them I am really Vietnamese … but sometimes I confuse them because I
would say things like ‘this temple is like what we have got in China’.”

Some “Chinese” informants in Hekou also have mixed parents, usually Chinese
fathers and Vietnamese mothers. Qing, a 24-year-old woman who was born into
a family of a Vietnamese mother and a Chinese father in Vietnam, was taken to
China by her parents during the anti-Chinese period in the late 1970s. Her family
was then living in a refugee farm5  in southern Yunnan where she spent most
of her childhood. At the time of my fieldwork, she was working as a tourist
guide in Hekou and often brought high officials and wealthy businesspeople
to Vietnam. Her colleagues sometimes thought of her as a Viet-kieu because of
her background of having a Vietnamese mother and being born in Vietnam,
though her family had fled from Vietnam due to their ethnic Chinese identity.
On the other hand, because of her blood tie with a Vietnamese mother, she had
easily obtained a Vietnamese identity card by giving a small sum of money in
bribery. A Vietnamese identity card made it easier for her to work in Vietnam.
Conveniently, she was Chinese in China, and Vietnamese in Vietnam. Like Qing,
23-year-old Jiang also had a Chinese father and a Vietnamese mother and had
once worked as a tourist guide in Hekou. However, as he was born in Hekou and
did not have a “refugee” background, he identified himself fully as a Chinese
and was not seen by others as a Viet-kieu. He learned to speak simple Vietnamese
from his mother, but he did not like things Vietnamese. He told me that he was
unwilling to cross the border to the Vietnamese side as he liked nothing on that
side. Since early 2003, he has quit his job as a tour guide and has helped his
mother in the cross-border fruit trade. He said that although he could “buy” a
Vietnamese identity card easily, he had not done so because he did not go to
Vietnam a lot.

Double Life of Viet-kieu in the Borderlands

After the border war between Vietnam and China in 1979, the Viet-kieu lived
through a decade of borderlands devastation in the 1980s, and another decade
of post-border-blockade prosperity in the 1990s. Their cross-border ties have
affected their fates in very different ways within different politico-economic
contexts. In the booming borderlands economies, the Viet-kieu, who speak both
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Mandarin and Vietnamese, and possess a handful of transnational connections,
have been pioneers in conducting cross-border businesses and trade since the early
1990s. And yet only in the 1970s and 1980s when Chinese-Vietnamese relations
were strained, they were discriminated against in many aspects of life due to their
cross-border connections and “Chinese” background.

Though they had responded positively to the patriotic call of the Vietnamese
communists, the Viet-kieu were distrusted by the Vietnamese authorities after they
returned to Vietnam. All Viet-kieu returnees had to register with the Department
of Diplomatic Relations and some families were even investigated by the police.
Many did not expect to find themselves in an “in-between” situation, which
shattered their nationalistic faith in Vietnam. “If we knew that the situation would
be like that, we would not have come back,” one Viet-kieu woman said. Some
young members of the Viet-kieu families felt that they were treated differently from
other local Vietnamese youngsters when they were growing up. A 26-year-old man
said, “I don’t understand why my classmates have the right to serve in the army,
but not me.” A 20-year-old daughter of a Viet-kieu couple said that although
she did not particularly feel like an outcast during her childhood, her mother used
to tell her that there was much sorrow in the lives of the Viet-kieu after they moved
back to Vietnam.

During the two decades of diplomatic tension between China and Vietnam
from the early 1970s to the late 1980s, the slightest hint of Chinese connection
could be used to mark off a Viet-kieu as a threat to state security. It was widely
known among Viet-kieu and Hoa-kieu that members of their families were not
supposed to hold official posts due to their “Chinese connections.” These days,
it is still difficult for Viet-kieu (as well as Hoa-kieu) to obtain official positions.
They are also not expected to get close to family members of high officials and
party cadres. The daughter of a Viet-kieu couple had fallen in love with the son
of a cadre family. However, due to the parents’ “Chinese” background, the
daughter’s hope of marrying her lover never materialized.

Doan was 30 years old and the son of a Hoa-kieu family. He said that it was
impossible for him to marry a daughter of a cadre family. His father was a Chinese
soldier from Sichuan who had come to Vietnam in the 1950s to participate in
the Vietnamese struggle against the imperialist French. After the war ended, he
married a Vietnamese woman and had six sons and daughters. Doan said that
when he was a child, the family was very unhappy as it was frequently watched
by the police. His father felt like living in a trap, was frustrated and died in 1985,
leaving his mother to raise six children on her own. She took the whole family
to live in suburban Ha Noi. After Doan finished his secondary education, he found
a job in the national electrical company which dispatched him to work in the
border province of Lao Cai. Doan did not learn any Chinese when he was a child,
but began to learn Mandarin on his own in the late 1990s when he took up
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part-time work as a tour guide in the hope of coming into contact with some
Chinese bosses and starting his own business.

Despite the reopening of the border and the thriving trans-border trade which
has brought prosperity to the borderlands economy, having Chinese connections
can still adversely affect one’s social life in certain areas, not only for Viet-kieu
and Hoa-kieu, but also for the ordinary Vietnamese. A Vietnamese female
informant who worked as a tourist guide told me that she was advised by her
boyfriend’s family that she should not keep contact with her Chinese guests since
her boyfriend was a policeman. Her boyfriend’s mother had actually suggested that
she quit her job, a piece of advice which she ignored. After a while, her boyfriend
decided to break up with her.

Viet-kieu in Cross-Border Trade and Businesses

In the borderlands of Mong Cai (Quang Linh, Northeast Vietnam) and Dongxing
(Guangxi, China), Chau (2000) finds that the Hoa people (ethnic Chinese in
Vietnam) are the richest and the quickest to achieve business success. They are
deemed to have a particular talent for developing a symbiotic relationship with
local authorities as well as for running business smoothly. They build up fortunes
in a short time by making use of the financial remittances sent by relatives living
abroad and the networks these relatives provide (Chau 2000: 246–47). In the
borderlands of Lao Cai, however, rather than finding a large number of Hoa people
engaged in border trade and businesses, I find that those who are most active in
the new borderlands economy such as the traders, middlemen and interpreters are
the Viet-kieu. Indeed, with their familial ties across the border, and bi-lingual
ability, they may easily be included into the category of Hoa.

As Traders and Businesspeople

Tuan was a prominent businessman in Lao Cai. He seldom mentioned to others
his background and identity, but his extremely fluent Mandarin revealed his
special background. He had gone to China during his teens to learn Mandarin
and lived there for over 10 years. His wife was from a Viet-kieu family in China.
They returned together to Vietnam in the 1970s, but have since regretted the
decision. His wife once said, “I do not know why we returned. In those days, we
were young, we had some ideas in the head. Today, looking back, we seem to have
acted a bit out of ignorance.”

Tuan was a man of exceptional assertiveness. He spoke and gestured in quick
movements. He had a car and drove himself to different parts of the town to check
on his factories and businesses everyday. He told me that he was representative
of the first generation of “business warriors” in the post-reform Vietnamese
socialist system. His success however had not come easy; he had met with ill
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fortune and struggled to overcome many difficulties created by the local bureau-
crats. He started his first business in cultivating a farm in Lao Cai in the
mid-1980s. But his farm was confiscated by some greedy officials. He fought
with the officials, but without success. He explained, “The man has strong backup
(you henda de houtai laoban).” However, thanks to his own strong will and
perseverance, he became one of the most successful businessmen in the border
town, owning a brick production workshop, a vehicle company, and a construc-
tion business.

Tuan attributed his success to his ability to understand both the Vietnamese
and Chinese ways of thinking. “The Chinese are narrow-minded, the Vietnamese
like to take advantage of others. The Vietnamese will call you mother if you give
them milk, but the Chinese want you to call them big brother.” When he got
into a temper, with the help of alcohol, his criticism of the character defects of
both the Chinese and Vietnamese could turn nasty. Tuan enjoyed reciting aloud
Chairman Mao’s poems, and liked to write sarcastic prose.

Hoan was another Viet-kieu man who owned a company in the borderlands.
He was at first engaged in trading mechanic parts of agricultural machines, a
business which he had set up with his connections in Kunming in the early 1990s.
Then he started a tourist company in 1998. However, the tourist business did not
go well; he also had big differences with his two local Vietnamese partners. Hoan
later withdrew from the company and lived a half retired life. Occasionally, he
helped his relatives in Kunming in trading different sorts of things. Hoan’s wife
was Vietnamese and the couple had a son and two daughters, all grown-ups but
none spoke Mandarin. The eldest daughter had a small souvenir business in Lao
Cai. The son started to learn Mandarin recently hoping to do business with China.
Hoan said that he preferred Vietnamese tea to Chinese tea, but he missed the
delicious food in Kunming very much.

Unlike Hoan and Tuan who set up companies, many Viet-kieu in the
borderlands were involved in smuggling as well as petty cross-border trading.
Trinh was a 55-year-old woman of strong determination. She cooperated with
some Vietnamese friends over the years to bring whatever they could from
China to Lao Cai, and then from Lao Cai to Hanoi to sell. She claimed that
she was among those who first crossed the border river to China in 1989 before
China and Vietnam became friendly again. In the late 1990s, she traded
adornments for wedding gowns when there was a wedding boom in Vietnam.
In recent years she found that trading in small electric appliances, such as elec-
trical bicycles and television sets was more profitable. Like the businesses of
many other borderlanders, a large part of Trinh’s trading activities involved
smuggling. She carried her products back from China on special waterways, and
had paid some border police in order to guarantee the safety of her products as
well as herself.
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As Interpreters and Middle-people

Apart from trading, many Viet-kieu work as interpreters and intermediaries for
Chinese businesspeople. Mr Khanh was 60 years old and had worked as an
interpreter for Chinese people in Lao Cai for ten years. He was born in Yunnan
and returned to Vietnam in 1974. He had a Vietnamese wife, a daughter and a
son. There was a picture of his father (a Viet-kieu who was also born in China
many years ago) hanging on a pillar in the living room of his house. Mr Khanh
was fond of playing the Chinese instrument erhu6  and used to read Chinese
literature when he was young. He said his level of written Chinese could be
compared to that of a scholar in China. In 1974, he returned to Vietnam like
many others who were moved by the country’s nationalistic appeal. Though having
acquired a taste for Chinese culture when he was growing up in China, Mr Khanh
said he did not like the Chinese people who always looked down upon the
Vietnamese. When he made friends with the Chinese, he would never trust them
fully. Mr Khanh used to drink in the evening with friends before going home for
dinner. But when he drank with the Chinese people, he often kept his mind alert.
“Drinking is an enjoyment and helps people to relax. But when you are not
drinking with the right people, it gives you pressure rather than relaxation.”

Mrs Nguyen also worked part-time as an interpreter. She and her husband were
both Viet-kieu and spoke fluent Mandarin. She was extremely critical of the
Vietnamese people and their ways of thinking and doing things, and complained
a lot about the local bureaucrats. In her opinion, Chinese officials were more
righteous than Vietnamese officials, and Vietnamese men were generally incapable
and lazy. “It is lucky that my husband is more like a Chinese man than a
Vietnamese man. My son is also like his father. They work hard and are not lazy.”

A young daughter of a Viet-kieu family, who worked as a freelance interpreter,
was advised by her mother to find a Chinese boyfriend and marry a Chinese man.
“My mother often tells me that it is better to marry a Chinese man than a
Vietnamese man. She said that many Viet-kieu women who returned to Vietnam
had led particularly hard lives since women in Vietnam had a much lower status
than men.”

Discourses on Transnational Identities

Studies concerned with the increasing movement of people in transnational space
(the borderlands in this study) have in recent years put much stress on the
contested, dynamic and fluid nature of identity, and challenged the rigid
definition of identity within bounded cultures and territories (Wilson and
Donnan 1999, 1998; Inglis 1997; Smith and Guarnizo 1998; Clifford 1994).
Transnational multiple identities and social space have generated a new theoretical
base for inter-ethnic and inter-cultural studies (Basch et al. 1993; Hannerz 1996,



C H A N  Y U K  W A H | V I E T- K I E U  I N  T H E  V I E T N A M - C H I N A  B O R D E R L A N D S

228

Gupta and Ferguson 1997a, 1997b; Smith 1998; Rouse 1995). The anthropological
sensitivity to local variance and complexities is also deemed to be particularly apt
for reexamining the concept of the state with a bottom-up approach, especially
in places such as the borderlands (Wilson and Donnan 1994: 11–12).

The notion that ethnic identity is not genetically inherent, nor culturally
distinct, but often exists in relation to other groups, particularly to the boundaries
each group sets against the others has long been a traditional wisdom of
anthropology (Barth 1969). Southeast Asia has been a hub for anthropological
studies on shifting identities and non-static inter-ethnic relations since the 1950s
(Leach 1954; Moerman 1965; Keyes 1979; Lehman 1976, 1979). The fact that
identity fluidity and multiple identifications have become so much in vogue in
the last decade has in part to do with postmodernists’ revised ideas of cultural
relativism and an aversion to structuralism and the constraints it implies. It is also
a result of reflection on the convention of doing ethnographic research of a single
people with a single culture at a certain place (Clifford 1986; Fox 1991; Appadurai
1997; Olwig et al. 1997). With the end of the Cold War, and the advent of
increasing global liberalization in economic exchanges and the opening up of
national borders, social scientists have become evermore eager to capture the
transient processes favoring connectedness, abundant life chances, movement,
fluidity, and agency.

In a recent article, Mika Toyota (2003) examines how the Akha minority in
the China-Burma-Thailand borderlands have constantly made crossovers in
cultures and identities. Historically, the Akha identity has been shifting a lot and
the concept of Akhaness is not internally bounded. People who have attained
Akhaness may not necessarily share the same ethnic identity with other Akhas.
“Akha and Akhaness may exist, but that does not mean that all people bearing
this label share the same ethnic identity. What is missing in the earlier approaches
is recognition of the variations within the group and contradictions within the
individual” (Toyota 2003: 307). Toyota also contends that ethnographic research,
rather than applying the dichotomized approach used by previous migration
studies between origin (implying cultural roots and affiliation) and destination
(bringing about changes and modern life), should adopt a more dynamic multi-
localized approach to note the ongoing and non-territorially bounded process of
identity construction. The people that Toyota investigates are the non-elite
transnational migrants who are often legal outcasts, not recognized legally by any
regional states, but have through personal experiences and imagination, ascribed
to themselves multiple identities. These people are making use of their trans-
localized Chinese identity as a kind of socio-cultural capital of transnational
networks and alternative survival strategy.

Having benefited a lot from Toyota’s arguments, I, however, do not agree with
her assumption that identity is readily at people’s deployment for strategic use.
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Whether identity is fluid or rigid must be discussed in context. Judging from the
experiences of the Viet-kieu whom I have studied in this article, identity affiliation
is both fluid and rigid, depending on when and in what political and economic
contexts such identity is expressed, used, queried or challenged. Discussions of
people’s use and consciousness of identities should be anchored to people’s living
contexts and life processes, both of which limit or allow less or more expressions
and uses of identities.

In the 1970s, the Viet-kieu were put to the test over the question of their
national and political affiliation and loyalty. Those who returned proved to
themselves and, hopefully, others that they were patriotic Vietnamese. However,
such a demonstration of allegiance unexpectedly brought unhappy consequences,
which undoubtedly dampened the passion of many returning Viet-kieu. In a sense,
they were forced to pick one identification (either Chinese or Vietnamese), not
only by verbal allegiance but also through the concrete action of physically moving
back to Vietnam. Such a border-crossing act, like that experienced by many
refugees and migrants around the world (who are “forced” to move by whatever
reasons), may imply a limitation of life choices, rather than the other way around.
This involves complex relations in the politics of movement, space and identity
(see the concept of “power-geometry” of Massey [1993, 1994]).

For people such as the Viet-kieu in the China-Vietnam borderlands, their
transnationality (expressed in trans-border familial linkages, hybrid cultural
endowments etc.) has made them experience double lives under different politico-
economic contexts. Such transnationality has offered them many economic
opportunities since the 1990s, but had imprisoned them within state political
agendas in the 1970s and 1980s. Transnational ties and experiences at times do
increase people’s life chances, but they may also at other times bring about
uncertainty and misfortune as well as dangers and sorrows. Trans-local identity
affiliations do not always occur as casually and fluidly as some researchers have
suggested. The Viet-kieu families went through life processes full of dramatic
political and economic changes in different historical periods, which not only
shaped their identity affiliations, but also brought about changes of faith and fate.
The plight of the Viet-kieu in this article is an example of how political and
economic environments constrain as well as open up possibilities for people’s
choices of expression of transnational identifications.

Indeed, people’s willingness to pick up certain identifications often changes
according to the politico-economic environments they live in. Toyota (2003) has
discussed how the present inflated value of “Chinese identity” (imbued with much
imaginative economic power and value boosted by the media that depicts Chinese
as shrewd businesspeople) has made some Akhas in the China-Southeast Asia
borderlands ascribe to themselves a Chinese identity. On the contrary, many Viet-
kieu in Lao Cai, though recognizing their double cultural affiliations, do not feel
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comfortable about using multiple identities. In their daily living, they enjoy an
ambiguous hybrid affiliation to Chinese and Vietnamese cultures, such as their
bilingual ability, different preferences of food and drinks, and their understanding
and critical judgment of two peoples and two cultures. However, with their past
life experiences, most Viet-kieu are cautious about cross-border identities and keep
a low profile regarding their trans-border ties. To lay a claim to a name can be
a political act that involves political consequences. As one informant said, “Viet-
kieu are the first to suffer if any problems arise again between China and Vietnam.”

Instead of shifting between the Chinese and Vietnamese identities, most Viet-
kieu hold onto the imagination of being “nguoi goc Viet Nam” (people of
Vietnamese origin). Such a label has identified them as a collective group,
regardless of what nationals they are, where they now live, and how imaginative
the term “goc Viet” may be. Such an identity has actually helped them to transcend
state-defined identity boundaries and the potential dangers embedded in the
precariousness of political climates. Sharing the same “goc Viet” identity, the Viet-
kieu may, however, differ from individual to individual in the levels of their
affiliations (or aversion) to Chinese and Vietnamese cultures.

Conclusion

This article examines the contested identities of a particular group of Viet-kieu
in the Vietnam-China borderlands. With their hybrid cultural affiliation with and
possession of Chinese ancestry, these Viet-kieu may easily be mistaken by outsiders
for the Hoa (Chinese) and be included in the category of nguoi Hoa (Chinese
people) in Vietnam. By looking into their personal histories, descent backgrounds,
subjective identification choices, and the social contexts in which they live, this
article has explored the complexities of the politics of identity at the juncture of
politics, economics, history, as well as space.

A person’s identity may be blurred, fluid, multiple, situational, fluctuating as
well as contradictory, but it may only be so under certain social, political and
economic circumstances. This article also shows that identity affiliation does not
automatically imply loyalty to culture, even less to national/political institutions.
Thus, multiple identities do not necessarily lead to multiple loyalties, in the same
way that a single identity affiliation does not limit one to a single cultural and
territorial loyalty. Ethnic boundaries can be overlapping, but overlapping boundaries
do not always lead to blurred identities. Far from being blurred, the Viet-kieu are
sure of their “goc Viet” identity which makes political and territorial boundaries
and even ancestral lines irrelevant. As long as they prefer to remember themselves
as “nguoi goc Viet,” they have assigned a place for themselves in the Vietnamese
whole, despite the messy political and economic lives they have lived through, and
the diverse cultural affiliations among the members within the group.
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Notes
1 Many of these professionals are the second-generation Viet-kieu in the West, who were either

children when they left Vietnam or were born overseas, and who completed their higher
education in the Western countries (Mitton 2001).

2 Data for this study was gathered during my fieldwork carried out from Sept. 2002 to July
2003, and from a number of follow-up phone interviews in 2004 and 2005.

3 This is an estimate by local Viet-kieu people, according to whom, official figures were hard
to obtain as such an identity was considered a sensitive issue.

4 All names in this report are fictitious.
5 Most ethnic Chinese who fled Vietnam and returned to China in the late 1970s and early

1980s were sent to overseas Chinese farms to work on untilled land. According to local
informants, there were many such farms in Yunnan, Guangxi, Guangdong and Fujian.

6 A traditional Chinese musical instrument with two strings.
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