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Deciphering Vietnamese Translocal Lifeworlds
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Py wtp:Wys, “ut7yW:tht traders scour supermarkets and drugstores for 
beauty and nutrition items for sale via social media to middle-class customers 
in Vietnam. In Vietnam, young professionals participate in global forums 
for sustainable development entrepreneurship, aspiring to “innovate like a 
Swede.” Brough online activism, music and dance artists take part in 
international hip hop competitions and support the Black Lives Matter 
movement. In doing so, they forge membership in global communities of 
practice, as do the followers and practitioners of Vietnamese Buddhism 
whose monasteries and pagodas scatter around the world. Vietnamese 
women and men cross borders to the north, east, and west to work, to get 
married, or to pursue higher education; many settle down in host societies, 
others return to their home country, thereby changing their lives and 
identities and those of the people around them. As a large number of rural 
people leave the countryside to work in factories, many rural households 
now raise animals and grow cash crops as contractors for global corporations. 
Global Nnance and global businesses are reaching deeper into social relations 
and into formerly subsistence-dominated economies for new frontiers of 
value extraction as people embrace their products and production methods 
with the hope of generating income and ensuring future protection. 
Conversely, Vietnamese businesses, employing Westerners and a discourse 
of Western eBciency, seek to generate an image of following international 
standards to compete in the global market. A consumer society has emerged 
in which people rework global products, signs, and images into their own 
schemes of signiNcance while redeNning what is authentically Vietnamese 
for everyday consumption, not least for tourism as a middle-class practice.
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As the chapters in this volume show, Vietnam is a country in which global 
connections, deepening privatization, and neoliberal restructuring are 
drastically reconNguring economic systems, cultural and social life, the self, 
and personhood. Following decades of high socialism, the country has 
remained under the rule of a communist party state that continues to exert 
monopoly political power over economy and society (London ASAA; Masina 
ASSH). Compared to the previous political restrictions on transnational 
mobility and international economic interactions, however, Vietnam has 
seen several decades of intensiNed engagement with the global world 
following the mid-4UKSs reforms (Luong ASS-; Schwenkel and Leshkowich 
AS4A). Despite sustained political control, multidirectional movements of 
people, ideas, practices, and institutions into and out of the country have 
created vast transnational networks and global Nelds of exchange. Since the 
ASSSs, Vietnam has signed on to various free trade agreements and regional 
pacts, and Vietnamese labor and products are increasingly part of global 
systems of production and circulation (Rama ASAA). As global production 
relocates to the country for its cheaper labor and natural resources, global 
Nnance quickly follows, with consumer Nnance, private insurance, and 
global investment funds now ùourishing in Vietnam. Conversely, a greater 
number of Vietnamese leave the country to work the factories, construction 
sites, homes, care institutions, and commodity-trade facilities around the 
world, joining the global diasporas that had emerged from earlier waves of 
global migration/refugee movements (Schwenkel ASAS; Su ASAA; Tran ASA4; 
Truitt ASA4).

Today, many people lead mobile lives between their second and former 
home country, with homes and businesses at either end of their transnational 
sojourns; it is not uncommon for members of a family to live on several 
continents. Meanwhile, the digitalization of social and economic activities 
has been generating new possibilities for entrepreneurship, social relation-
ships, and self-making, while creating new problems in private and commu-
nal life across locations rural and urban, within Vietnam and elsewhere. As 
the growing middle class looks to global consumption, higher education, 
and pop culture for validation of its distinction, working-class people search 
for opportunities beyond their home place and national borders, oLen 
driven by aspirations for the good life. Bese aspirations are shaped by 
contradictory notions of the good: as premised on private accumulation, 
consumption, and self-realization in the market, and as motivated by 



communal belonging and ideas of public life (Nguyen, Wilcox, and Lin 
ASAk). This tension in ordinary people’s lives is closely related to the 
disjuncture in the governing approach of a party state seeking to legitimize 
its political rule via sustained economic growth and national competitive-
ness in the global economy (Wilcox, Rigg, and Nguyen ASA4; see also 
Gainsborough AS4S and Schwenkel and Leshkowich AS4A).

All these developments produce social and economic formations and 
structures of meanings that are diBcult to pin down as characteristic of 
Vietnam as a country by and for itself. ALer all, similar processes of social 
transformations touch upon the lives of people in most global societies. Bis 
volume analyzes how they unfold in a socialist country now deeply impli-
cated in global systems of labor, Nnance, and production. It contributes to 
the existing literature on Vietnam’s socioeconomic transformations in the 
post-reform era (see, e.g., Barbieri and Bélanger ASSU; London ASAA; Luong 
ASS-; Nguyen-Marshall, Drummond, and Belanger AS4A; Taylor AS4H) with 
in-depth analyses of the lives of Vietnamese in this global Vietnam. Pro-
duced by scholars based in Vietnam, Europe, North America, and Australia, 
the ethnographic studies in Reconxguring Vietnam vividly explore how 
Vietnamese people today build their social, cultural, and economic lives out 
of the encounter between local and global forces, ideas, and actors and how, 
in doing so, they engender new spaces, processes, and dynamics.

People throughout the world and history oLen embrace societal changes 
by upholding constructions of traditions and cultures that provide them 
with a sense of continuity and help them face future contingencies 
(Hobsbawm and Ranger 4UK-). Bis also applies to Vietnamese people. In 
the country’s long history, Vietnamese have not just put their “traditions on 
trial” at momentous turns (Marr 4UK4), but have also repeatedly invented 
and reinvented traditions for diverse political and economic goals (Endres 
ASSS; Luong AS4S; Malarney ASSA; Taylor ASSY; Leshkowich AS4k), even in 
the most peripheral places (Ngô AS4H; Roszko ASAS; Rumsby ASA-). Be 
translocal lifeworlds we portray here are characterized by such dialogical 
interactions among the past, the present, and the future in the experiences 
and actions of ordinary people as they go about their lives and make sense 
of their encounters with the global world. Be volume’s title refers both to 
the reconNguration of Vietnam through such encounters and the reconNg-
uring work that we do as scholars, that of deciphering how people strategi-
cally incorporate elements of the past and their vision of the future into their 
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present lives. Reconfiguring involves identifying both new dynamics of social 
life and the ways in which people seek to maintain continuity in their lives 
amid the change. Continuity does not simply happen—it requires continu-
ous eáorts,Đ and it can constitute a Neld of power struggles. As such, recon-
Nguration refers to an approach that is notably diáerent from the 
revolutionary zeal witnessed in historical moments of the last century. 
During those moments, the objective was to remake the world by employing 
both physical and symbolic violence to dismantle the established social order, 
which was condemned wholesale as a barrier to human liberty and progress. 
In contrast, the current era of reconNguring speaks of dramatic social 
changes brought about by global events and processes. It encompasses not 
only these external inùuences but also the changes that people consciously 
seek to enact, thereby respecting and building upon preceding conNgura-
tionsà (see also Luong’s aLerword in this volume).

Such reùexive engagement with the old and the new in the remaking of 
social and economic lives is observable in the practices of ordinary Viet-
namese discussed in all chapters of the volume, despite their diáerent topics. 
Following the introduction and ending with an aLerword by Hy V. Luong, 
the book is structured into four sections: “Economic Activities,” “Gender 
and Private Life,” “Culture and Identity,” and “Class and Consumption.” Each 
section is introduced by an established Vietnam scholar who brings the 
chapters together under cross-cutting themes.

Be chapters in the Nrst section (“Economic Activities,” introduced by 
Ann Marie Leshkowich) tackle processes that are currently recasting the 
economic lives of Vietnamese living in Vietnam and beyond, including the 
penetration of global Nnance (Nicolas Lainez, TrWnh Phan Khánh, and Bùi 
BW Bu Thoài), ideas and practices of entrepreneurship around sustainable 
development (Esther Horat), the digitalization of economic activities as seen 
through the case of transnational virtual traders (Jessica Steinman), and the 
incorporation of commodity production for global businesses in rural 
livelihoods (Tuan Anh Nguyen and Minh T. N. Nguyen).

Be second section (“Gender and Private Life,” introduced by Helle 
Rydstrom) addresses the fact that the multidirectional mobility of Viet-
namese-born people between diáerent parts of the world today is not just 
an economic matter. It is shaped by and helps to reconNgure ideas and 
practices related to gender, sexuality, and, more generally, private life. Bis 
section discusses the personal and social implications of marriage migration 



by Vietnamese women to China and other Asian countries (Nguyen Bi 
Phuong Cham, Phung N. Su) or the return migration of young men who 
had worked in Japan (An Huy Tran).

Following up on section PP, the third section (“Culture and Identity,” 
introduced by Hoang Cam), explores the ongoing process of identity con-
struction. It examines the interweaving of what is imagined as traditional, 
for example in the case of transnational Buddhism (Allison Truitt), with 
what is envisioned as modern and cosmopolitan. Bis involves the adoption 
of global cultural forms such as hip hop dance (Sandra Kurfürst) and of 
international standards at the workplace (Kim Anh Dang).

Be chapters in the fourth and last section (“Class and Consumption,” 
introduced by Erik Harms) explore the class relations that unfold in people’s 
engagement with the consumer society (Arve Hansen, Emmanuelle Peyvel) 
and their class aspirations (Lan Anh Hoang). Bey point to the circulation 
of ideas about and practices of middle-classness that take on both global 
and local means of distinction in ways that are laden with class anxieties and 
indicative of complex forms of social diáerentiation. In the remainder of 
this introduction, we will discuss the conceptual framing of the volume and 
explore some broader dynamics and processes that underpin the distinct 
but interrelated analyses presented in the chapters herein.

“Translocality,” “Encounter,” and “Lifeworld”: 
Concepts for Studying Global Vietnam

This volume uses an analytical framework that weaves together three concepts 
for the understanding of global Vietnam: namely, lifeworld, encounter, and 
translocality. Lifeworld is originally a phenomenological concept that refers 
to the direct experiences of the world in everyday life (Schutz and Luckmann 
4UKU). It implies the coexistence of diverse perspectives, tensions, and 
contestations or contradictions, even in the logics and actions of the same 
person or groups. According to anthropologist Michael Jackson, lifeworld 
captures “a constellation of both ideas and passions, moral norms and ethical 
dilemmas, the tried and the true as well as the unprecedented, a Neld charged 
with vitality and animated by struggle” (AS4-:Y). Encompassing both the 
particular and the general conditions of human life (Jackson AS4-), the 
concept is useful for our purpose of portraying how Vietnamese today 
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grapple with existential issues of making a living, identity construction, and 
meaning making in a context where the abstract forces of global capitalism 
are entangled with the governing strategies of the authoritarian party-state.

Be notion of encounter, meanwhile, takes its cue from the anthropo-
logical discussion of the colonial encounter. Be colonial encounter, accord-
ing to Talal Asad, is deNned by relations in which “the West has sought both 
to subordinate and devalue other societies, and at the same time to Nnd in 
them clues to its own humanity” (4UYU:4Sk). In talking of the “global en-
counter,” thus, we recognize the traces of these colonial power relations, as 
also explicitly taken up by Kim Anh Dang’s chapter in this volume. However, 
we underscore the dialogical and multidirectional interactions of people 
born in and from Vietnam, a formerly colonized country, with the global 
world that date back to precolonial times but have intensiNed since the 
reform. Following Eric Wolf (4UKA [4UUY]), we emphasize an understanding 
of global processes as embedded in ever-changing societies and cultures that 
constantly interact with the outside world to produce new social forms and 
dynamics since time immemorial. As a good example of Wolf ’s thesis, 
Vietnam has had centuries of exposure to the global world, not least through 
the encounter with the major world religions and the global mobility of labor 
already occurring before and during the colonial period (Li 4UUK; Tappe and 
Nguyen AS4U; Taylor ASSY; Vu-Hill AS44). Empirical rule, colonialism, 
revolution, war, communism, and capitalism have made it “a true contact 
zone” from which Vietnamese derive cultural resources for representing the 
past in ways that carry “multiple interpretive possibilities” (Ho-Tai ASS4:4S). 
As Vietnamese today engage in global trade, global Nnance, transnational 
migration, and global consumption, they also remake the relations of power 
inherent in these global systems, as previous generations have done.

What we refer to as “translocal lifeworld” arises out of this dynamic and 
dialectical encounter. The last several decades have seen Vietnamese 
increasingly leading mobile lives between places and nations and being 
driven by ideas of the good life that draw on diáerent value frameworks 
(Luong ASSU; Hoang ASAS; Nguyen AS4Kb; Nguyen, Wilcox, and Lin ASAk). 
Be lifeworlds that emerge therefrom take on a translocal character that 
deNes the common characterization of an essentialized Vietnam as a nation 
or a stable conception of Vietnameseness. Our analysis of a global Vietnam 
starts with Vietnam as an “imagined community” (Anderson 4UU4) yet 
recognizes that this imaginary has been many times expanded and reworked 



through the experiences and practices of millions of people whose actions 
and mobilities simultaneously challenge and consolidate borders and 
boundaries (Leshkowich and Endres AS4K; Su ASAA). Our notion of translo-
cality is therefore not necessarily limited to spatial mobility and migration 
as commonly understood. Instead, it refers broadly to how people and 
communities participate in multiple economic and social orders (Gershon 
AS4U) that extend across locales, scales, and nations, and how, in that process, 
they carry out translation work and negotiate the boundaries between 
contradictory value frameworks and systems of meanings.

Global Encounters, Translocal Lifeworlds

Together, the individual chapters of this volume reùect the mutual constitu-
tion of morality and economy, the personal and the political, and the private 
and public in people’s motivations and actions. In the following, we tease 
out the major moral, social, and political economic dynamics that have 
driven the reconNguration of Vietnamese social and economic lives into the 
translocal lifeworlds in which Vietnamese today live.

New frontiers of value extraction and an unequal encounter

Within a few decades following the introduction of market reforms, ordinary 
Vietnamese are trading on the stock market, purchasing life insurance, signing 
up to mortgage contracts, becoming indebted to Nnancial institutions, using 
the Internet as a venue of small trade and shopping, and conducting contract 
farming and working for global corporations. In ways that would have been 
unimaginable a few decades ago, hardly any facets of everyday life have 
remained untouched by the presence of global capitalist institutions, from 
banking and Nnancial institutions, Nnancial technologies, social media, and 
industrial zones to retail shopping complexes, agribusiness, and property 
development corporations. As Steinman (chapter 4), Horat (chapter A), 
Lainez, TrWnh, and Bùi (chapter -), and Tuan Anh Nguyen and Minh T. N. 
Nguyen (chapter k) show, these global institutions do not function as 
impersonally, formally, and abstractly as oLen assumed or made to appear. 
Beir analyses of ordinary people’s economic activities suggest that these 
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institutions enter existing local networks, social relationships, and personal 
obligations and turn these into frontiers of value extraction, while at the same 
time using them for enforcing rules and consolidating power.

In a vivid account of consumer Nnance, Lainez, TrWnh, and Bùi (chap-
ter -) demonstrate how social relations are turned into collateral for “black 
credits” oáered by legally sanctioned Nnancial institutions such as ”/ Credit 
to cash-strapped borrowers with easy conditions and at exorbitant interest 
rates. Bese institutions create an image of impersonality for their products, 
free of the usual personal complications of indebtedness when providing 
the credit, only to turn repayment into a highly personalized business. 
Borrowers’ failure to repay the quickly multiplying sums would result in 
escalating verbal and virtual abuses, phone calls and threats to family 
members and employers, or public shaming on social media. Bis dirty work 
of enforcing the repayment is outsourced to thugs employed by a third party, 
thus absolving the lenders of any legal responsibility for their abuses. Be 
depersonalization exhibited by financial institutions is thus a facade, masking 
the fact that their own existence very much depends on people’s mutual 
obligations and their sense of “having a face,” the potential loss of which puts 
enormous pressures on borrowers.

In Tuan Anh Nguyen and Minh T. N. Nguyen’s analysis (chapter k), 
global agribusinesses assure farmers that contract animal farming is risk-free 
thanks to their guarantee of stable input provisions and output prices. Yet, 
as it turns out, freedom from risks, the biggest of which is animal diseases, 
is only made possible by the labor of ethnic minority people from the poorer 
northern mountains, who have to live in isolation within the farms during 
the maturation cycle of the animals to minimize contagion. Meanwhile, the 
low output prices the companies pay to contracted farmers and the high 
prices of the feed, veterinary products, and seedlings sold by the same 
companies work together to depress market prices and hike up the produc-
tion costs of independent farms. Market and production risks thereby are 
shiLed onto the contract farmers’ fellow villagers or relatives and onto the 
networks of migrant laborers from poorer regions who are made to give up 
their freedom to ensure minimization of these risks. In consumer Nnance 
and contract farming alike, it seems, the risks of production and circulation 
are absorbed by social relationships and local networks while feeding into 
existing social inequalities between regions and groups to the beneNt of value 
extraction by global capital.



It has been established that global capital commonly feeds on value 
systems associated with domesticity, informality, and sociality, realms that 
are oLen constructed as insulated from the workings of formal capitalist 
institutions (Hann and Kalb ASAS). In Vietnam’s rapidly evolving digital 
economy, this reality is disguised by the now widespread neoliberal ethics 
of self-enterprise (Makovicky AS4k). Bis ethics gloriNes the savvy Internet 
entrepreneurs who are able to ride the waves of technological advances to 
achieve wealth and fame as autonomous players fully in control of their lives 
and time. Steinman’s account (chapter 4) shows how e-traders between 
Germany and Vietnam deploy their migrant identities and social connections 
on either side of their transnational lives for selling online German consumer 
products that are desirable in Vietnam. In order to stay visible as e-traders, 
however, they have to activate the whole spectrum of their virtual sociality 
and self-presentation to generate impressions of credibility to maintain a 
customer base. Be promise of autonomy seems undone by the extremely 
long hours of their days spent on constantly communicating with customers 
who expect immediate answers to their enquiries and the takeover of private 
and family life by the work that they do. Driven by entrepreneurial aspira-
tions in an increasingly ùexible cross-border labor market, the aáective, 
informal, and emotional labor of these Vietnamese e-traders, likewise pre-
carious as that of millions of others pursuing similar dreams in the digital 
economy (Srnicek and De Sutter AS4Y), becomes a foundation of the surplus 
value created for digital capitalism.

Self-entrepreneurship not only recasts precarity as desirable for people 
wanting to become their own masters, such as Steinman’s e-traders. Horat’s 
account of start-up initiatives among the young and urban middle class 
(chapter A) indicates that self-entrepreneurship also gives the state a useful 
discursive instrument to frame responsibilities for tackling social and 
environmental problems as a matter of activating individual market poten-
tials, as it does with the provision of most public goods and services (Nguyen 
AS4Ka, ASA-). Be young people Horat works with, in an eáort to respond to 
climate change and environmental problems and to signal their alliance with 
global movements around sustainability, “communicate their mission in 
entrepreneurial terms and actions” (p. Y4). Bereby, they translate ecological 
and environmental issues that require collective actions into those to be 
addressed by private initiatives such as making and selling products made 
from natural ingredients or permaculture. Be privatization of common 
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concerns not only helps to absolve the state from responsibilities for these 
problems, many of which are as much a result of climate change as of 
government policies, but also turns a highly political matter into a moral 
issue (see also Derks and Nguyen ASAS for a similar dynamic in other 
Southeast Asian contexts). Be depoliticization is also observed by Kurfürst 
(chapter K) in her analysis of Vietnamese hip hop dancers’ eáorts to reach 
out to their global community of practices. Among others, these middle-class 
entrepreneur-dancers engage with issues of global justice from a safe distance 
via relevant hashtags to curate an image of global awareness as a central 
element of their enterprise of the self. Such “techniques of the self ” are not 
dissimilar to those performed by Steinman’s e-traders who demonstrate their 
cultural sophistication gained through cross-border migration in their 
online proNles to generate value for the products they sell.

In short, the Vietnamese encounter with the global world today is one 
in which people’s economic lives are increasingly determined by the work-
ings of global capitalist institutions and logics. Paradoxically, these very 
institutions and logics are enabled and embraced by the party state for its 
dual project of legitimation and socialist control as it continues to put forward 
a master narrative of a state-led march to well-being and progress (Harms 
AS4H; Wilcox, Rigg, and Nguyen ASA4). Yet, instead of living their lives in 
compliance with the homogenizing images conNgured by the market and 
the state, our authors suggest, Vietnamese people infuse these with their 
own meanings and practices as they strive for economic gains and social 
prestige from differential social positions. As much as global finance 
instrumentalizes social relations and networks for proNt making, people also 
appropriate their products for maintaining existing relationships and 
ensuring familial care (Lainez, TrWnh, and Bùi in this volume; Horat AS4Y; 
Nguyen ASA4). Next, we further underscore how people domesticate global 
signs and symbols to articulate these, although their practices are oLen 
troubled by the anxiety of social mobility in a context where hegemonic 
cultural representations persist and class relations are consolidating.

.e domestication of the global and the uncertainty of social mobility

Be unequal global encounter previously described does not just occur 
through the movement of capital and labor into and out of the country, the 



arrival of new production methods and infrastructures, or the ubiquity of 
new signs in what Anna Tsing terms “an economy of appearance” (ASSC; see 
also Leshkowich AS4k). It is also underpinned by what Dang calls “imagi-
naries of the ideal global” in her thoughtful chapter on the transnational 
workplace of two private Vietnamese companies producing animated content 
for the global entertainment industry (chapter U). Situating her ethnography 
in the postcolonial world order, Dang’s analysis of the practices and narra-
tives around “international standards” in these companies, for example, the 
use of performance indicators, are underscored by the valuation of “the 
West” as the universal bastion of quality, innovation, and creative freedom. 
Be West thereby turns into an adjective used for evaluation of individual 
performance and aptitude at the workplace vis-à-vis what are deemed as 
Vietnamese ways of thinking and working—passive, parochial, and 
hierarchical. Bese narratives and practices shape how Vietnamese and 
Western employees are symbolically ranked and recognized at the workplace 
and the diáerential material rewards they receive in return for doing similar 
tasks. Be dynamics that Dang portrays of the transnational workplace 
similarly characterize the realm of consumption that several chapters 
address. As indicated by the perceptions of the German products sold by 
Steinman’s transnational e-traders (chapter 4), or the global brands of goods 
consumed by urban people in Hansen’s analysis (chapter 44), or even the 
replicas of colonial architecture for domestic tourism in Peyvel’s account 
(chapter 4A), Western signs, symbols, and products are commonly perceived 
as bearing a powerful mark of quality and aesthetics.

Bis is, however, not the whole story. As Dang shows in chapter U, the 
Vietnamese employees whose workplace is shaped by the Western system 
of knowledge and representation commonly challenge it by mocking the 
pretension of the so-called Western expertise and pointing out the system’s 
inaccuracies and injustices. Beneath their performance of international 
standards, for example, through the craLing of online appearance and 
company history or the employment of people with Western background, 
however, might be the Vietnamese companies’ conscious strategies for 
playing the rules of a game not of their own making in order to advance 
their competitiveness. In place of the former cash-strapped, shortage-ridden 
economy of the “subsidy time” (the period of high socialist central planning), 
the consumer society that Vietnam has become is now well familiarized with 
global brands and products one would Nnd elsewhere in the world, many of 
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which are manufactured right in the country. But just digging a bit below 
the surface, as Hansen (chapter 44) suggests, we will Nnd that the use of these 
products is embedded in people’s continual eáorts to sustain systems of 
meanings as they selectively take on certain aspects or combine them with 
what they see as traditional, creating adaptations that align with their speciNc 
needs and intentions. Examples abound: the value of an expensive car is only 
truly recognized when it has a lucky plate number; fast food is preferred by 
young people but as much because of the sociality it enables as because of 
its taste, which only appeals to people because local elements are incorpo-
rated; traditional dishes are adapted with new ingredients or ways of cooking 
and serving. Similarly, the architecture and locations of popular domestic 
tourist destinations such as Bà Nà Hills might be shaped by the enduring 
inùuence of colonial aesthetics. Yet, as Peyvel writes in chapter 4A, “far from 
being prisoners of the French scheme, the Vietnamese have also developed 
their own practices and imaginations” (p. -Sk). Such practices range from 
avoiding sunbathing at the seaside to preserve the whiteness of skin, 
considered aesthetically and socially attractive, to combining tourism with 
pilgrimage, or going on a vacation organized by the workplace, a practice 
common during the subsidy time.

Global signs and signiNers, however well circulated, clearly only assume 
meanings in speciNc contexts once local people have reworked them into 
their own schemes of signiNcation (Sen and Stivens 4UUK). In Vietnam, these 
schemes of signiNcation are increasingly implicated in emerging class 
relations. Be scholarship on the Vietnamese middle class (e.g., Leshkowich 
ASSH; Nguyen-Marshall, Drummond, and Belanger AS4A; Truitt ASSK; Earl 
AS4k) has well established that it is an unstable, fluid, and internally 
diáerentiated social formation following four decades of socialist rule. It has 
also dispelled the die-hard assumption that a stabilizing middle class would 
eventually challenge the authoritarian one-party rule via greater civil 
participation. Shaped by long periods of colonialism, nationalism, and 
violent dislocation between changing social orders and diáering notions of 
modernism, the Vietnamese middle class is also highly ambivalent and 
insecure about its historical positioning (Nguyen-Marshall, Drummond, 
and Bélanger AS4A).

Yet, it cannot be denied that the Vietnamese middle class today arose 
from the state-led market reforms that legitimized private businesses and 
private accumulation following decades of high socialism (see also Zhang 



AS4S for a similar observation in China). It is as much affiliated with 
state-sponsored discourses of civility and progress as it is occupied with the 
imperative of global consumer culture, similar to China and other Asian 
contexts (Dai and Rofel AS4K; Harms AS4H; Sen and Stivens 4UUK). Contra 
the common assertion that oBcial rhetoric avoids the term middle class 
because of its assumed potential for political action, there is plenty of media 
discussion and scholarly writing in Vietnamese around this notion.R While 
the term tEng lGp (stratum) is used instead of giai cPp (classes), there seems 
to be much less eáort in distinguishing the content of the two as before and 
the English term middle class easily translates into the Vietnamese term tEng 
lGp trung lVu in public discourses. In AS4U, Nguy(n Xuân Phúc, the then 
prime minister of Vietnam, explicitly referred to World Bank reports about 
the larger number of Vietnamese joining the middle class when he said in 
a televised government meeting: “Be ever-growing middle class is a 
welcome development” (“T)ng lCp trung lJu ngày càng nhiftu là Uiftu Uáng 
mGng”).f He went on to state that it was the outcome of the national cause 
of poverty reduction (công cu,c giRm nghèo)—in other words, an achieve-
ment of the party state—before concluding that the middle class will generate 
Vietnam’s prosperity, since, in his words, “a thinking person is equal to a 
crowd of working people.”ü Be party state, it seems, has already preempted 
any of the said possibilities for politicizing the middle class by incorporating 
them into the embrace of state recognition of it as the backbone of national 
economic development and social stability. Even more so, it appears to have 
appropriated the notion of the middle class as a new form of exemplarity 
for its strategy of governing through “the will to improve” (Li ASSY; Nguyen 
AS4Ka) that implicitly denies the private accumulation and dispossession 
occurring through market liberalization. Bis governing logic privileges 
people with the potentiality and desire to become part of the middle class 
with a “thinking” capacity that distinguishes them from those who are not 
willing or able to do so.

Following Bourdieu (4UKU), we share the emphasis of existing works on 
the Vietnamese middle class with consumption and lifestyle as central to 
the reproduction of class (Earl AS4k; Nguyen-Marshall, Drummond, and 
Bélanger AS4A). Yet, a proper understanding of class relations in Vietnam 
today requires close attention to how cultural mechanisms of class distinc-
tion are subjected to the same political economic forces that shape the 
economic activities and positioning of diáerent groups of people (Kalb AS4C). 
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Despite the heterogeneity and fragmentation of the middle class, there has 
always been consistency between its mode of production and mode of 
consumption. Historically, people’s consumption practices tend to match 
their access to political and economic resources and their ability for private 
accumulation and property ownership (Dutton AS4A; Sasges ASAA). Bis 
connection becomes even stronger in global Vietnam as class identities 
increasingly map onto one’s position in the global economy, ùuency in global 
consumption as a fast-evolving social Neld (Peyvel, Hansen, this volume), 
and cultural belonging to global social movements or communities of 
practices (Kurfürst, Dang, Truitt, this volume).

Brough the intertwining eáects of these cultural and material dimen-
sions, the middle class comes into being in its relationality with other social 
groups, similar to how E. P. Bompson conceived of class-making dynamics 
in England (4UHK). Be Vietnamese middle class today stands in stark con-
trast to the peasants and the workers of the laboring class that provides labor 
for the farms, the factories, the middle-class homes, and the businesses of 
the expanding urban service sector (Nguyen and Locke AS4k; Nguyen AS4C). 
As laboring people struggle to meet the demands of everyday consumption 
of goods and services for household reproduction through selling their labor 
or incurring indebtedness (Tuan Anh Nguyen and Minh T. N. Nguyen, and 
Lainez, TrWnh, and Bùi, in this volume), the middle class distinguishes itself 
in the ability to secure both everyday consumption and items that produce 
well-being in the long term such as housing, schooling, education, and paid 
care. Further, as Peyvel’s analysis of domestic tourism indicates, middle-class 
people not only have command over the income and time necessary for 
travel, but also have developed an expectation of leisure time. Bese would 
be diBcult to imagine for the global factory workers trying to clock as many 
overtime hours as possible to make up for their low wages (Luong and 
Nguyen ASAk), the female domestic workers confined to the urban 
middle-class home to address its care needs (Nguyen AS4C), or the migrant 
ethnic minority laborers living in isolation on the commodiNed farms to 
ensure disease protection for animals in Tuan Anh Nguyen and Minh T. N. 
Nguyen’s chapter. Peyvel’s description of the changing landscape induced by 
the consumption of spectacular tourist infrastructure also reveals the priva-
tization of public spaces for the consumption of a middle class increasingly 
on the search for exclusivity and privacy (e.g., Harms ASSU; see also Zhang 
AS4S for similar dynamics in China). Middle-class consumption thus enables 



capital accumulation by some at the cost of access to public goods by local 
populations and working people and in certain cases facilitates their 
dispossession. As Zhang (AS4S) also points out for China, the visibility of 
consumption by the middle class is strongly connected with the invisibility 
of production and wealth creation, which arguably has to be maintained for 
the sake of the party state’s socialist claims. Bese intertwining dynamics of 
consumption and production indicate increasing social diáerentiation as a 
result of the entrenching inequalities induced by diáerent groups and 
regions’ encounter with global economic actors and systems.

As an ideal upheld by both the market and the state, meanwhile, the 
middle class has become an exemplary force that shapes the aspirations of 
working people who view membership in it as a life goal for themselves or 
for their children. Be migration from rural to urban areas and from Viet-
nam to other countries today is oLen driven by this aspiration (Earl AS4k; 
Hoang ASAS). Despite signiNcant social and familial costs, many are ready 
to spend years of their lives working away in precarious conditions of the 
transnational labor market or in unprotected sectors away from their home-
place and country in its pursuit, as the chapters by Nguyen Bi Phuong 
Cham, Su, Hoang, and Tran indicate. Hoang’s transnational market traders 
view their precarious life and work in the cut-throat environment of the 
marketplace in Moscow, where their citizenship rights are uncertain, as 
necessary sacriNces for the future of their children, whom they have leL 
behind with family in Vietnam (chapter 4-). Many would spend huge 
amounts of money in bribes to secure their children state employment in 
the police forces or as teachers. As one of Hoang’s interlocutors said, such 
an occupation “would guarantee a stable, respectable, and comfortable life” 
for her son. According to another, “money is not important” in this family 
project of having their children join the middle class via a profession they 
perceive as respectable and rising above their status of being market traders. 
Despite the possibility for moneymaking with the market trade, they see it 
as inferior to work that requires higher education. In recent years, however, 
low state salaries and taxing working conditions have been forcing thou-
sands of state employees in many sectors to leave their jobs for the private 
sector for the sake of a living wage.Q Bus, whether Hoang’s research partic-
ipants’ dream of a “stable, respectable, and comfortable life” for their chil-
dren can be realized would largely depend on their ability to provide their 
oáspring with the funds and properties they would need to compensate for 
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the insuBcient remuneration of ordinary state employment. Hoang’s case 
underscores both the salience of former ideas that connect respectability 
with public services and oBces and the quick unraveling of economic and 
social structures that had given rise to these ideas. It also suggests a fraught 
relationship between spatial and social mobility in which the transformation 
of labor and money into class belonging is mediated by contradictory 
citizenship status and particular politics of value at diáerent global locations 
of the translocal lifeworld.

Religion, national identity, and contestations of Vietnameseness

In the past three decades, Vietnam’s integration into the global capitalist 
system went hand in hand with a fundamental transformation of the coun-
try’s sociocultural and religious landscape, including discourses on the 
nation and on national cultural heritage (Endres AS44b; Luong ASSY). Temples 
and shrines that had previously been neglected due to the government’s 
restrictive policies were reclaimed by local communities as places of worship 
and ritual practice. Funds were raised for the renovation, restoration, or new 
construction of village communal houses, Buddhist pagodas, and family 
ancestral halls. Life-cycle rituals, such as weddings and funerals, and village 
ritual festivals were again celebrated with much grandeur (Endres ASSS; 
Malarney ASSA). Alongside this reviviNcation, religious and ritual “folk” 
traditions were scrutinized for their embedded cultural values—such as, for 
example, patriotism, community spirit, and family cohesion—as part of the 
state’s project of preserving and fostering a strong national cultural identity 
in the process of global integration. While this approach has come a long 
way from deNning religion as a mystifying tool of power in the Marxian 
sense, oBcial discourse now tends to essentialize certain aspects of Viet-
namese belief as timeless cultural heritage imbued with national ideals. 
Recent scholarship has challenged this view by emphasizing that religion in 
present-day Vietnam constitutes a multifaceted arena of dynamic and 
creative interaction with the challenges of the contemporary globalized 
world (e.g., Endres AS44a).

As people become more mobile and more oLen exposed to alternative 
ways of being in the world through global media and the Internet, their need 
to articulate what it means to be Vietnamese takes on yet another dimension. 



Since 4UYC, waves of Vietnamese have leL the country as political and 
economic refugees to Western countries following the end of the war, as 
guest workers to the Soviet Bloc and its allies in Eastern Europe in the 4UKSs 
and 4UUSs, and, more recently, as transnational migrants in search of 
employment and opportunities around the world. Diasporic groups with 
diáering political aBliations originating from the North and the South are 
concentrated in particular places and countries—the United States, for 
example, is home to the largest number of Nrst-wave refugees, while Eastern 
Europe and Germany host most of the former guest workers. Be global Viet 
diaspora today continues to be shaped by Cold War divisions that divided 
the country before 4UYC (Su ASAA). Yet, in the face of diasporic exclusion and 
marginalization, the four to Nve million people of diáering regional origins, 
class backgrounds, and religious orientations encountering each other 
beyond the national border are bound together by the same effort to 
articulate Vietnameseness in signiNcant ways.

Bis complexity of community construction among Viet diasporas is 
captured by Truitt’s analysis (chapter 4S herein) of the Buddhist communities 
with diáering political identiNcation that have emerged around the world 
alongside the varied migration trajectories of Vietnamese people. Shaped 
by the Mahayana or Pure Land traditions and underpinned by varying 
degrees of aBliation with the state-recognized Buddhist organization, the 
sanghas distributed around the world seem like separate “communities of 
practices” with contrasting beliefs and practices that cannot be reconciled. 
Yet, these communities of practice carry out similar strategies to establish 
Buddhist monasteries, sacred places that are “conceptually linked to Vietnam 
as an ancestral homeland but unreconciled with the territorial state of 
Vietnam” (p. Ak4). Bese communities are sustained both by people’s pursuit 
of communal belonging and recognition and by the economic insecurity 
and precarity induced by the workings of global capitalism, which they seek 
to address through religious merit making, as do Vietnamese within the 
country (Schwenkel AS4K). As Truitt writes, “people’s participation in 
Buddhist communities whether in Vietnam or in diaspora is as much about 
navigating the forces of capitalism and globalization as it is about expressing 
Vietnameseness” (p. AkU). Be tension and discursive division between 
Vietnamese at home and abroad and between diáerent diasporic groups 
thus do not map so easily onto the former North-South, East-West divisions 
as commonly believed—they are instead enmeshed in contested yet mutually 
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constitutive notions of Vietnameseness emerging in the coming together of 
varying trajectories of global mobility.

Be notions of Vietnameseness today tend to weave together represen-
tations of the authentic and traditional, as in Truitt’s example of Buddhism 
turned into a national cultural resource, and a sense of global belonging, as 
seen in the pledging of alliance with global discourses of racial justice and 
sustainability by Kurfürst’s hip hop dancers and Horat’s start-up en-
trepreneurs. Bis desire is oLen driven simultaneously by the goals of 
self-representation for the sake of private accumulation and putting a claim 
on the global world as citizens of a country that until recently was deemed 
its outcast. As much as it is shaped by the class relations we discussed earlier, 
people’s participation in this “desiring project,” to use Rofel’s terms in 
characterizing China (ASSY), is equally shaped by gendered ideals of the self 
that are reproduced and reconNgured through the multidirectional mobility 
of men and women in search of better lives. Be male migrants to Japan in 
Tran’s chapter (number H herein) view their transnational migration as a rite 
of passage to mature manhood. Upon return, they perceive improvements 
in their social status and sexual desirability as a result of having gained not 
only economic resources but also a sense of having been out there in the 
world and coming back from a foreign country. Despite being socially and 
sexually marginalized in Japan, the men see their experiences in a modern 
industrial country, held as an Asian exemplar of economic success, as re-
sources to realize their gendered roles of being the “pillars of the family” and 
contributing to national development, which they consider central to their 
masculinity and desirability. Similar to Hoang’s migrant market traders’ 
expectations of social mobility for their children at home, their experiences 
with exclusive citizenship regimes and structures of opportunities in the 
host societies make them turn to the homeland as the space for transforming 
the fruits of their migration into improved social positions. Yet, the exalta-
tion in their improved status can be quite short-lived, as it is quickly met by 
the realities of changing parameters of middle-classness, obstacles in the 
labor market, or inùated expectations of wealth performance induced by the 
increasing number of returnees from more desirable destinations.

Be changing ways in which gender and class work together to recon-
Ngure gendered ideas of self as people are on the move also underscore the 
transnational marriage migration of low-income Vietnamese women to 
rural China (Nguyen Bi Phuong Cham, chapter C herein) and South Korea 



(Su, chapter Y herein). In contrast to the expectations placed on men to 
become independent economic actors competently acting as the “pillar of 
the family,” Vietnamese women are normally expected to marry up in order 
to bring face to their parents and provide Nnancial support for them as an 
indication of their Nlial piety. As they marry into societies with seemingly 
even more pronounced gender hierarchies, the essentialized feminine 
qualities of Vietnamese women, for example, being caring, self-sacriNcing, 
and docile, are oLen magniNed to suit the patriarchal demands of their 
husbands’ families. Bis hyperfeminization is entrenched both by market 
intermediaries and by the women themselves, who have to rely on familiar 
gender roles as a cultural resource to negotiate the alienation of being 
strangers in hostile environments, as do the Vietnamese women in Wanwei 
that Nguyen T. P. C. discusses. As the women manage the gendered expecta-
tions on both ends of their translocal life, their strategy of gender subjection, 
aimed at acceptance and belonging for the sake of their private life, does not 
however foreclose the possibility of self-determination. Su’s research 
participants view their marriage migration to South Korea as a form of 
deNance against the patriarchal ways of the Vietnamese men they know, 
whom they do not spare words to criticize. In the meantime, some are ready 
to Nle a divorce and return to Vietnam to start anew as single women when 
they no longer see the merits of their transnational marriage. Even as they 
narrate their lives in the terms of female submission and sacriNces, Nguyen 
T. P. C.’s interlocutors in China’s periphery do carve out autonomous spaces 
of economic and social actions across the border that allow them some sense 
of dignity and achievement. In these cases, the transnational mobility and 
actions of these women challenge the patriarchal discourses that deem 
socially disadvantaged women who marry into working class or rural 
families abroad as outcasts in both home and host societies. Mobility thus 
inserts people into new gender hierarchies while carrying the potential to 
transform gender and to create possibilities for self-making in the translocal 
lifeworld that transcend familial obligations and roles.

Conclusion

Be construction of Vietnamese identity today is simultaneously shaped by 
the emergence of an entrepreneurial self, an emphasis on individuality, 
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aspirations for global modernity, and a sustained need to belong to a moral 
community and to identify one’s traditions and roots. Bese aspirations and 
personhoods are, however, steeped in ambivalence and uncertainty with 
growing class diáerentiation, greater encounter with the global world, and 
contradictory value frameworks. In people’s eáorts to establish social and 
economic life across borders and on the move, desires for love, care, and 
intimacy and aspirations for economic advancement and social mobility are 
mutually constituted. As people navigate the contradictory gendered 
expectations of their translocal lifeworlds, they assume more ùuid and 
malleable identities and practices congruent with the transgression of 
boundaries through the crossing of national borders yet still underscoring 
enduring normative ideas and relations of gender, family, and nation.

Together, these contributions suggest that Vietnamese today are living 
in translocal lifeworlds characterized by ever more complex mobility trajec-
tories, economic networks and systems, and communities of practice. Our 
authors describe the people and communities they work with as active 
participants in the global world, whose actions and mobilities catalyze 
changes to existing social systems and orders. While these actions and 
mobilities are constrained by dominant power structures, they also give rise 
to new social and economic spaces that allow people to make new claims, 
assert new identities, and imagine new futures. Yet, as Eric Wolf argues, 

“people do not always resist the constraints in which they Nnd themselves, 
nor can they reinvent themselves freely in cultural constructions of their 
own choosing. Culture refashioning and culture change continually go 
forward under variable, but also highly determinate, circumstances” ([4UKA] 
4UUY: xxiii). As Vietnamese people engage in global systems and processes, 
they also seek belonging to cultural, moral, and political communities that 
blend constructions of Vietnameseness with global forms. In their acts of 
navigating between lifeworlds, value frameworks, and social orders, people 
have helped to reconfigure Vietnam into the place of both global connectivity 
and friction that it is today. Beir practices both de-essentialize the cultural 
superiority of the West (and the North) in certain ways and re-inscribe 
power relations in the global order in others.



Notes

 - See, e.g., the review of existing literature in TrWnh Duy Luân ASAS (https://vass.
gov.vn/nghien-cuu-khoa-hoc-xa-hoi-va-nhan-van/nghien-cuu-ve-tang-lop-
trung-luu-tu-kinh-nghiem-chau-a-den-thuc-tien-viet-nam-CU), an editorial on 
the news website Zing (https://zingnews.vn/tang-lop-trung-luu-va-tuong-lai-
thinh-vuong-cua-viet-nam-post4AYAkSU.html), or an article covering 
comparative national data on the middle class on another news website 
(https://vnexpress.net/them-A--A-trieu-nguoi-viet-gia-nhap-tang-lop-trung-
luu-vao-AS-S-k-C44-H.html), all accessed on K November ASAA.

 H See, e.g., online state media coverage at https://vtc.vn/luong-qua-thap-giao-vien-
bo-nghe-di-buon-lam-cong-nhan-khu-cong-nghiep-arY44UA4.html [Teachers 
quitting to work as traders and factory workers] and https://www.qdnd.vn/y-te/
cac-van-de/vi-sao-can-bo-nhan-vien-y-te-bo-viec-YSS4kk [Why do employees 
in the health sector quit their jobs?]; or https://laodong.vn/thoi-su/de-nghi-
danh-gia-nguyen-nhan-gan-kSSSS-cong-chuc-vien-chuc-nghi-viec-44SYA-C.ldo 
[Proposal to review the causes of kS,SSS state employees leaving their jobs]. All 
accessed on 4A November ASAA.

 4 Bis cogent point was made by Ann Marie Leshkowich in the workshop leading 
to this publication.

 C “Mịt ngJDi lo bVng mịt kho ngJDi làm” is a Vietnamese proverb indicating the 
importance of the ability to organize and think ahead to ensure eBciency.

 k See media coverage at https://zingnews.vn/thu-tuong-tang-lop-trung-luu-viet-
nam-ngay-cang-nhieu-la-dang-mung-post4S-kY4k.html and https://vietnamnet.
vn/tang-lop-trung-luu-viet-nam-xap-xi-dan-so-mot-so-con-ho-chau-a-cong-
lai-HKYkSU.html.

 A Bis excellent point was made by Erik Harms in his comments on the manuscript.
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Informality, Precarity, and Desire:
Frictions of the Contemporary Vietnamese 

Global Economy
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aet 2eWP7tph uy 7euh ht27u©y compellingly detail various forms of labor 
performed by Vietnamese individuals in the contemporary global economy: 
transporting goods transnationally and certifying their authenticity (Stein-
man), translating global concepts such as sustainability into specific proposals 
for entrepreneurial action (Horat), acquiring loans and capital (Lainez, 
TrWnh, and Bùi), and diversifying rural production and livelihood strategies 
through migration and consolidation of land holdings (Tuan Anh Nguyen 
and Minh T. N. Nguyen). Bese diverse forms of labor exemplify the informal 
economy as deNned by Keith Hart NLy years ago: irregular and episodic 
self-employment, as opposed to the permanent recruitment on a “regular 
basis for Nxed rewards” (4UY-:HK) characteristic of the formal economy. In 
keeping with Hart’s now-classic formulation, economists and economic 
anthropologists in the mid-twentieth century tended to view the informal 
economy as a feature of “urban economies in the development process” (Hart 
4UY-:KU) that would ultimately be brought into the formal economy, partic-
ularly in the Global South. Decades of work in this area and the rise of the 
gig economy in the Global North have instead shown the opposite: not only 
is the informal economy thriving around the world, the ùexibility it aáords 
is integral to the formal organization of labor and extraction of wealth under 
capitalism (see, e.g., Han AS4K).

In recent years, scholars have increasingly used the concept of precarity 
to indicate the global condition of widespread dependence on the informal 
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economy. Clara Han notes that, just as with informal economy, scholars have 
tended to depict precarity as aberrant, as what happens when formal 
economies and state-sponsored social safety nets do not work: “the predica-
ment of those who live at the juncture of unstable contract labor and a loss 
of state provisioning” (AS4K:--A). Just as the informal economy is integral to 
capitalism, however, so is precarity as the driving force propelling people to 
pursue diverse labor and capital strategies in order to get by. While the 
neoliberal retreat of the welfare state generated evident precarity throughout 
the Global North in the closing decades of the twentieth century, precarity 
itself has long been integral to capitalism.

Precarity may be ubiquitous, but, as Han also points out, its forms and 
individuals’ experiences of them are as diverse as the vulnerabilities that arise 
from complex conNgurations of global, transnational capitalist extraction 
and accumulation. As a result, precarity becomes an ethnographic question 
that these chapters can help us to answer: by placing particular experiences 
of diáerent Vietnamese actors in the contemporary transnational informal 
economy into dialogue with one another, what contours of precarity do these 
chapters throw into sharp relief? What stands out to me most is how these 
chapters highlight forms of aáective or emotional work, oLen involving 
self-exploitation and the assumption of signiNcant risk, that the informal 
labor precariat performs, and how the performance of this seemingly imma-
terial work both fuels consumer desire and generates resources—labor, 
capital, and land—upon which formal markets depend. Be chapters also 
illuminate patterns in which the forms of this aáective labor depend crucially 
on questions of subjectivity, character, and identity: who seems “naturally” 
predisposed to perform what kinds of informal economic labor and how this 
labor lies at the nexus of constitutive frictions that transform values in the 
abstract sense of ideological goods into value in the material sense.

In a recent edited volume on Vietnamese traders, Kirsten Endres and I 
draw on Anna Tsing’s groundbreaking work on friction across diáerences 
as the driver of the global neoliberal economy to argue that friction can also 
be a productive metaphor for thinking about economic transformation and 
subjectivity within a supposedly shared cultural frame marked by uneven 
processes of “emplacement, mobility, and borderwork” (AS4K:4k). We argue 
that these frictions are profoundly productive:

Friction creates danger and uncertainty, but it also transforms both 
trading activity and the subjectivities of traders and oBcials. … [M]arkets 



form and transform in uneven ways through the interplay between global 
processes and local trajectories of economic and social development that 
interact with changing—and not always consistent—regimes of state regu-
lation at various levels of implementation. Rather than obstacles to market 
formation or its workings, the shiLing dynamics of contestation and uncer-
tainty—trading frictions—are the necessary ground on which new forms of 
political economy emerge. (Leshkowich and Endres AS4K:4C)

In formerly socialist economic contexts, one potent source of friction has 
been between a socialist moral vision of personal gain as antithetical to the 
social good and the capitalist vision of the pursuit of individual wealth as 
an engine driving national development. According to Lisa Rofel, similar 
tension in China has made the reconNguration of desire central to its 
market-oriented economic transformation. She argues that socialist 
personhood has been replaced with a

model of human nature [that] has the desiring subject as its core: the 
individual who operates through sexual, material, and aáective self-interest. 
… “Desire” is a key cultural practice in which both the government and its 
citizens reconNgure their relationship to a postsocialist world. In oBcial, 
intellectual, and popular discourses, this desiring subject is portrayed as a 
new human being who will help to usher in a new era in China. (Rofel ASSY:-)

No natural creation, this desiring subject emerges through television and 
other forms of public culture that coach people in “the art of ‘longing’” (Rofel 
ASSY:H).

Be chapters in this section point to the crucial role of two kinds of 
desire in this productive friction: Nrst, an ideological desire that Ngures 
entrepreneurship as an alluring space of freedom and self-making, even in 
the context of the precarity of the informal economy; and, second, a material 
consumer desire, compulsory in the global economy, that charts a course 
to the good life through particular products. As Rofel’s analysis implies, 
there can be signiNcant friction between diáerent ideologies and material-
ities of desire: What does it mean to desire appropriately? What forms of 
opportunity and precarity result when entrepreneurship is engaged infor-
mally versus formally? How can entrepreneurial and consumer desires be 
harnessed in forms of ethical citizenship that will contribute to national 
development?

Esther Horat’s chapter highlights the workshop as a signiNcant public 
culture site for the pedagogical inculcation of entrepreneurial desire among 
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urban, middle-class youth in contemporary Vietnam. OLen cosponsored 
by universities, foreign governments, and transnational companies, entre-
preneurial “boot camp” workshops guide enthusiastic participants through 
each step of the business process. Bey explicitly focus on the relationship 
between values and value, as they take globally circulating articulations of 
the world’s most pressing problems and posit youthful social entrepreneur-
ship as the source of the innovation needed to solve them. One workshop 
Horat attended focused on sustainability, a concept that, even when 
disaggregated by the United Nations Development Programme into seven-
teen “Sustainable Development Goals,” remained fuzzy and required sig-
niNcant translation work by the participating youths, whose success in this 
endeavor would be rated by a jury of potential investors. Along the way, 
values are created, such as Vietnamese young people as key to entrepreneur-
ship, yet in need of assessment and training by experienced role models; in 
this particular case, Sweden was positioned as the inspirational instantiation 
of sustainability.

Horat insightfully argues that this example illustrates how the global 
economy has been reorganized around aáective labor (Oksala AS4H:AKk; 
Hardt and Negri ASSk:UH), with entrepreneurs looking to create pleasurable 
feelings in both their customers and themselves. Be chapter also provides 
insights into the dynamics through which aáective labor can be alienated 
so that the value it generates can be accumulated by others. In the incubation 
workshop, the risky labor of creativity, research, and development is 
outsourced to young contestants. Alongside the allure of having an idea fast 
tracked, the contestants gain the opportunity to cultivate an entrepreneurial 
ethos organized around the concept of sustainability that promises transfor-
mation of both self and world. But this may be a case in which, on balance, 
the youthful contestants lose more than they gain: “[E]ntrepreneurs invest 
thousands of hours of unpaid work during the initial stages of setting up a 
sustainability-aligned business that addresses the social issues about which 
they are passionate” (p. Y-). Positioning Vietnamese youths as naturally 
creative sources of future solutions who require coaching essentializes their 
embodied aáective labor as not yet suBciently formed to garner economic 
value. Bis economic sleight of hand also serves government interests: 
Sweden’s in terms of its global branding as aspirational model of sustainabil-
ity, but also Vietnam’s in that it renders sustainability a technical problem 
to be solved through individual entrepreneurship, rather than a political 



problem resulting from policy decisions or the interests of capital—a point 
that Minh T. N. Nguyen and Kirsten W. Endres also note in their introduc-
tion to this volume.

Jessica Steinman’s chapter focuses on entrepreneurial eáorts to meet 
more conventional consumer desires: recent Vietnamese migrants to 
Germany between the ages of twenty and forty who utilize social media to 
sell luxury goods and health and beauty products, such as dietary supple-
ments and skin care, to customers in Vietnam. One would expect this 
informal suitcase trade to have waned with the increasingly intercon-
nected global economy, but digital media allows it to continue because it 
meets the needs of the lower middle classes in Vietnam for niche products. 
As with the youthful workshop participants in Horat’s chapter, the traders’ 
identities are central to the construction of appropriate entrepreneurial 
desire. In this case, the perception that e-traders do this on the side to 
assist social contacts in Vietnam helps to authenticate the goods and their 
services by distancing them from self-interested motives such as proNt. 
Steinman carefully traces e-commerce workers’ daily routines, including 
the hours they spend answering questions and their round-the-clock 
availability to customers. Facebook posts depict them living an aspirational 
middle-class “good life” in Germany, even though their e-trade in fact 
prevents them from achieving this lifestyle because they have little time 
or opportunity to learn German or participate in the formal economy—a 
textbook case of cruel optimism in which pursuing one’s desires prevents 
one from thriving (Berlant AS44). Steinman vividly shows the technopre-
carity that Vietnamese German migrant e-traders experience because of 
their extensive self-exploitation to cultivate and satisfy their customers. 
Beir work as entrepreneurs threatens their health.

While their customers may immediately beneNt, whose interests are 
ultimately served by Vietnamese German e-commerce workers’ precarity? 
Steinman’s chapter contributes to broader discussions of how social media 
platforms provide fertile ground for the alienation of labor precisely because 
posts seem like haphazard individual acts of commerce or egocentric 
self-branding, rather than part of a structured system to cultivate consumer 
desire and circulate goods in the global economy. In Asians Wear Clothes on 
the Internet, Minh-Ha T. Pham (AS4C) focuses on fashion superbloggers, the 
vast majority of them Asian, who post highly staged, yet seemingly casual 
and eáortless, photos of what they are wearing. Pham argues that the global 
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fashion industry has shiLed so that a greater portion of marketing happens 
via these inùuencers, who perform unwaged or underwaged racialized and 
gendered fashion labor—in this case textual and code work to prepare posts, 
create links, and monitor traBc—that contributes to the accumulation of 
capital by the fashion industry because the bloggers drive demand for 
designer goods. Similar to racialized and gendered garment workers, 
superbloggers “occupy a common fraught position as a model minority labor 
supply believed to be oriented to hard work, yet racial assumptions about 
their natural facility for hard and diBcult work put them in a position where 
they must bear the burden of demands (oLen discourteously made) for 
unreasonable amounts of work” (Pham AS4C:-A). Be e-commerce workers 
proNled by Steinman seem similarly positioned as outsourced hustlers for 
low-end globalization that drive high-end globalization by fueling global 
desire for European products as technologically advanced or of high quality. 
Because the labor is racialized and perhaps also gendered—including by 
entrepreneurs’ own performances of cultural capital in depicting their 
e-commerce as merely a side gig motivated by a desire to help out fellow 
Vietnamese through social networks—the value it generates is easier to 
alienate because it seems less like material work and more like expressions 
of enduring cultural values and social relationships.

Nicolas Lainez, TrWnh Phan Khánh, and Bùi BW Bu Thoài’s examination 
of loan repayment practices similarly explores how personalistic values can 
be mobilized to recoup material value, yet also not appear as such precisely 
because the practices seem to be about enduring cultural and social values. 
Although the Vietnamese government has called for the formalization of 
credit and lending, as opposed to informal practices based in social net-
works, Nnancial companies (Nncos) use personalistic networks as collateral 
to be weaponized in the form of social media shaming or physical threats 
when repayment is delinquent, oLen by outsourcing collection to the kinds 
of shady entities that fincos otherwise discredit. Consumer finance is 
dis-embedded and then re-embedded in informal economic social relations 
to limit the risk taken on by formal economic Nnancial companies and 
banks.

Against a linear narrative of evolution from informal to formal systems 
of loans and credit, the chapter by Lainez, TrWnh, and Bùi shows the 
interdependence of the two systems in Nnancial companies. Financialization 
draws from existing social structures and enduring cultural values such as 



familism and personalistic networks, but hides this by outsourcing it to third 
parties, thus preserving the fiction of difference between formal and informal 
economies, rather than their obvious mutual dependence. Also obscured in 
this dynamic is that formal sector Nnancialization may in fact promote 
familism because of its utility as collateral. Bese kinds of personalistic loan 
recovery practices are central to apparently depersonalized, supposedly 
regulated economies, suggesting that the formal becomes such by leveraging, 
yet denying, the informal, and in this way alienating the value that the 
informal produces.

Family ties are also central to the diversiNcation of periurban rural 
livelihoods examined in the chapter by Tuan Anh Nguyen and Minh T. N. 
Nguyen. Be authors argue that such households have become translocal in 
their dependence on “broader systems of commodity production, labor 
commodiNcation, and Nnance that operate across the city and the country-
side, engaging extrafamilial actors and processes.” Supported by the cash 
generated through children’s outmigration, the translocal rural household 
pursues subsistence agriculture, commodity farming, and employment of 
migrant labor to manage risk and accumulate wealth. Yet such practices also 
expose translocal rural households to the risk of debt and market volatility.

Be authors argue that translocality has become a requirement of the 
contemporary economy and a deNning feature of rural life in Vietnam 
because only by leaving rural areas are people able to invest in them. 
Translocal rural households can move toward economies of scale by acquiring 
land from families for whom migration has reduced their own available 
labor. Successful diversiNed income strategies involve the hiring of migrant 
laborers from other provinces and the renting of harvest machinery, with 
capital generated through loans or income from migrant family members’ 
activities in areas such as street vending. Although not emphasized in the 
chapter, these patterns of labor migration are highly gendered. Bis suggests 
that, as with the other livelihood strategies explored in this section’s chapters, 
rural translocality depends on the mobilization of subjectively meaningful 
values to foster patterns of accumulation and advance development policies.

Be chapters in this section demonstrate that so-called formal markets 
rely upon informal labor and its associated values to assume risk, fuel and 
satisfy entrepreneurial and consumer desires, and generate material value. 
Informal labor is crucial to the global circulation of goods, capital, people, 
and concepts, yet it is also oLen unrecognized or under-recognized, precisely 
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because the formal sector denigrates the informal as backward or illicit and 
hence makes it easier to alienate its labor through being unpaid or underpaid. 
Be variegated frictions of the contemporary global economy depend on 
forms of informality, precarity, and aáectively generated entrepreneurial and 
consumer desire that are hierarchically naturalized—in the cases examined 
here, because they are performed through particular racialized, gendered, 
or classed Vietnamese bodies, cultural values, and social relationships in 
particular locations. Be values that surround these patterns work to justify 
alienation of labor, particularly informal labor, and thereby enable more 
powerful entities to appropriate the value that labor generates. New social 
media technologies, accelerated processes of financialization, trendy concepts 
such as sustainability, and opportunities to diversify production strategies 
can make these labor formations seem novel. Yet the underlying story is the 
perennial structural one of capitalist expansion through the alienation of 
labor that mobilizes, yet misrecognizes values in order to generate value. It 
is a classic cautionary tale of capitalism’s cruel optimism in which connec-
tions between values and value motivate individual action, yet are also 
implicated in processes of their own naturalization and mystiNcation to 
foster regimes of diáerential accumulation.
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How Vietnamese E-traders Navigate between 
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Introduction

Py pt2ty7 stWph, h©2uWx yt75©p6uyK PxW73©p:h (ydc) such as Face-
book and Instagram have been a popular way for people to form communities, 
exchange information, and search for new opportunities, especially during 
migration. Increasingly, scholars have been paying attention to how these 
platforms aáect migrants’ trading practices (Chen AS4-; Chen, Tan, and Tu 
AS4C). Digital technology has reduced costs, allowed social capital as a 
marketing strategy, and reduced entry barriers for petty traders while increasing 
social interactivity between migrants and people in their social networks 
(Chen AS4-). Moreover, researchers have shown increasing instances where 
migrants use Facebook to connect and trade (Blanchard AS4-; Nancheva ASA4). 
Despite increasing interest in digital trading, little research has explored the 
signiNcant roles of digital trade in the migrant community, such as enhancing 
a feeling of home and community (Nancheva ASA4) and maintaining family 
relationships (Blanchard AS4-). For Vietnamese migrants in Germany, the 
increase of transnational communication through ydc, such as Facebook, has 
enabled them to build communities and engage in digital forms of small-scale 
trade. Using their digital social networks, Vietnamese e-traders established 
online businesses that reùected and shaped their Vietnamese migrant identity, 
based on their movement and social connection.
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Bis chapter focuses on Berlin’s Vietnamese e-traders who perform 
transnational petty trade between Germany and Vietnam. It draws on 
ethnographic data collected between July AS4K and January ASAA. Be data 
collection follows the non-digital-centric approach to the digital (Pink et al. 
AS4C), in which the digital world is understood as a part of people’s everyday 
world. Bis means the digital world constitutes only part of my Neldwork 
research. Since “participation in economic activities involves fantasies, 
desires, and other aáective attachments, investments and entanglements” 
(Anderson et al. AS4U:kA-), my ethnography engages with the yearnings, 
lived realities, and aspirations of my participants, which intertwine with 
various positionalities in contradictory and ambivalent ways as they 
participate in and embody the digital marketplace (Precarity Lab AS4U:KS). 
To understand how traders navigate between lived realities and imaginaries 
of the West, I befriended traders, participated in their digital worlds, visited 
their homes, accompanied them during deliveries, and analyzed publicly 
available digital texts on their proNles. Be chapter explores how Vietnamese 
e-traders in Berlin capitalize on imaginaries of “the West” to conduct 
transnational trade and how these traders navigate the world between 
imaginaries and lived reality in their host land. Contrasting their ability to 
get Western products that are better and safer than the low-quality products 
in Vietnam, traders perpetuate ideas of Western modernity and orderliness 
in juxtaposition to Vietnam’s backward lawlessness. Beir promotion of such 
products reproduces the association of foreign products with upward 
mobility and prosperity. Nevertheless, even as they advertise a carefree 
lifestyle in the West, migrant traders themselves experience the de-liberating 
instability and precariousness of digital capitalism.

.e Rise of Vietnamese E-traders

Today, there are ASY,SSS Vietnamese living in Germany, 4-S,SSS of whom 
had their own migration experience (Statistisches Bundesamt n.d.). Viet-
namese migration into Germany was heavily inùuenced by the Cold War 
and the Vietnam War (Steinman ASA4). From the 4UCSs until 4UKU, thousands 
of Vietnamese from the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and later the 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam entered the German Democratic Republic 
(wm9) as students and contract workers under a bilateral labor agreement 



between the two AHg/AHd states. At the same time, thousands of Viet-
namese from the Republic of Vietnam also received training in the Federal 
Republic of Germany (”9w). Following the end of the Vietnam War, the ”9w
also accepted some -K,SSS Vietnamese refugees who ùed Vietnam between 
4UYC and 4UKU. From 4UKU, aLer the fall of the Berlin Wall, the statistics for 
Vietnamese in Germany were consolidated, yet tension continues between 
migrants from two distinct migration regimes (Bui ASS-; Steinman ASA4; Su 
ASAA). Bis history heavily aáects subsequent migrations into Germany, 
which can now be characterized by purpose, including family reunion, study 
and training, and employment.

In the wm9, Vietnamese migrants leveraged their mobilities to form 
extensive transnational trading and business networks across the Soviet Bloc 
and Asia (Hüwelmeier AS4C, AS4Y; Schmiz AS44; Schwenkel AS4k, ASAA). From 
the 4UCSs until 4UKU, roughly CS,SSS North Vietnamese studied in the wm9
(Mausbach ASSA; Weiss ASSC). By 4UKU, it was estimated that some HS,SSS 
Vietnamese workers were in the wm9 (Weiss ASSC). During this time, 
Vietnamese migrants had already developed practices of petty trading, 
making clothes in their dorm, or sending goods from Vietnam to Germany 
and vice versa (Hüwelmeier AS4C, AS4Y; Schmiz AS44; Schwenkel ASAA). In 
the 4UUSs, Vietnamese migrants in Germany turned to entrepreneurialism 
to mitigate the limited choices available to them in the local labor markets 
(Bösch and Su ASA4; Steinman ASA4). As Vietnam became part of the global 
economy, German companies started exporting goods to Vietnam. However, 
the large-scale import of German products to Vietnam did not stop the petty 
trade between Vietnam and Germany. Banks to the explosion of social 
media, many Vietnamese migrants leverage their virtual social network 
membership, mobility, and identity to participate in petty trade to address 
small niches in the market.

Bere was a signiNcant rise in the number of Facebook groups for 
Vietnamese in Germany between AS4- and AS4Y. Bese groups are explicitly 
set up for work support for Vietnamese migrants in Germany. Bere are 
approximately twenty of these groups, with members ranging from a few 
thousand to around ASS,SSS. Members of the groups are Vietnamese who 
live in Germany and those who live in Vietnam or other countries. Despite 
their variety in membership and purpose, the most frequent posts in all 
groups I observed have been from members selling products and looking 
for customers in Vietnamese communities. Bese posts appear a few dozen 
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times a day in most groups, sometimes over a hundred times a day across 
several groups, though a few groups explicitly ban advertising. Bis trend 
of digital trading among Vietnamese migrants seems to coincide with the 
rise of e-commerce through ydc and peer-to-peer sale platforms in which 
goods, products, services, and funds are bought and sold all over the world 
through the Internet (Clarke, Bompson, and Birkin AS4C; Elms, de Ker-
venoael, and Hallsworth AS4H; Ma, Chai, and Zhang AS4K; Oncini et al. ASAS). 
Undoubtedly, the e-traders on Facebook still rely on the network of ethnic 
shipping services that could bypass the tax authority to ship products 
between Germany and Vietnam and vice versa. Be petty trading network 
formed during the 4UKSs and 4UUSs allowed Vietnamese e-traders to develop 
adaptive capacities to operate their trade in the interspatial boundaries 
between online and o—ine.

Imaginaries of the West through Materiality

At the center of any trading practice are the products being traded. However, 
products are more than just things. Products carry with them diáerent 
meanings. For the Vietnamese diaspora, products are not just commodities 
for trade; they also carry cultural and symbolic meanings. Products, whether 
they are food items, clothing, or household goods, serve as tangible connec-
tions between migrants and their homeland (Small AS4U, ASA4; Bai AS4k). 
Moreover, these products play a crucial role in the economic well-being of 
migrants. E-trade, in its new form, is built on a long history of suitcase trading 
among Vietnamese migrants (BaláO and Williams ASSY; Hüwelmeier AS4C; 
Marouda ASAS; Sword 4UUU). Central to the trade are products ranging from 
toothpaste to household appliances, aptly called hand-carried goods (hàng 
xách tay),Đ oLen bought from German stores to be resold in Vietnam.

In Germany, suitcase trading continues to be a signiNcant aspect of the 
Vietnamese migrant experience from the time of the wm9 to the present day 
(Hüwelmeier AS4Y). Examining trading practices can illuminate the intricate 
ways in which materiality and its temporality shape imaginaries through 
migration. Particularly, the Vietnamese imaginaries of Germany have been 
inùuenced by the perception of German goods that found their way to 
Vietnam. Schwenkel (ASAA) argues that wm9 things transported to Vietnam 
arrive with the promises of modernization and liberation from postwar 



backwardness, tethered to a spatial imaginary of superior German technol-
ogy in Vietnam. As explored by Dang (in this volume), imaginaries of the 
West as advanced and functioning are potent in Vietnam. Schwenkel Nnds 
that such imaginaries, in this case, of the wm9, oLen evoke the “themes of 
functioning modern things—technical infrastructure, food security, mate-
rial plenitude, and urban mobility” in “a land ripe with consumer—and 
entrepreneurial—possibilities” (ASAA:kKK). It is, therefore, no surprise that 
today, Vietnamese, including many of my interlocutors, still prize German 
products. Here, the presence and consumption of foreign products increas-
ingly bring the West closer while Westernizing the less developed countries 
(Sassen 4UUK:AS).

Banh is one of many Vietnamese Facebook-based e-traders in Ger-
many.à In her mid-thirties, Banh is a mother of two. She sells personal and 
healthcare products that she buys from major German drugstores such as 
mg and Rossman to consumers in Vietnam. Banh sells everyday products 
that are common in German households, yet her customers prefer hàng xách 
tay, as do many other Vietnamese shoppers, over imported goods. Con-
sumers of hàng xách tay hold the strong belief that developed countries have 
stronger regulations for the domestic market to protect their citizens. Bus, 
they prefer hàng xách tay, bought directly from stores in Germany, over 
formally imported products from Germany. E-traders like Banh can make 
money by selling large quantities of readily available products, which she 
ships in bulk to Vietnam, instead of waiting for customers to order them. 
Selling cheaper products also allows Banh to reach a broader middle-class 
customer base in Vietnam. Like many other e-traders who oáer hàng xách 
tay, Banh leverages her mobility and identity as a Vietnamese in Germany 
as a marketing strategy to promise her customers in Vietnam access to “the 
highly regulated domestic German market.” In this context, the next section 
explores how mobility and identity become a marketing strategy for transna-
tional e-traders like Banh.

Mobility and Identity as a Marketing Strategy

Many Vietnamese e-traders experience some form of exclusion from the 
formal labor market in Germany due to language or educational barriers. 
Banh celebrates her life as an e-trader because it allows her to work from 
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home. While the number of e-traders on Facebook is increasing due to its 
ease of access and low entry barriers, I witnessed many failed attempts at 
digital trading by Vietnamese migrants during my Neldwork. Not everyone 
can become a successful e-trader; only the lucky few can turn it into a 
money-making business. Linh, an e-trader in his mid-twenties, has relied 
on his Facebook friends, a network of Nve thousand people, for most of his 
career.R Linh also uses a speciNc marketing strategy that deploys his mobility 
and identity as a Vietnamese consumer living in Germany.

Linh spends most of his day on Facebook, posting about his life and his 
products. His mobile phone constantly vibrates, indicating new messages, 
new comments, new likes, or new reactions. I was oLen amazed at Linh’s 
ability to manage Nve thousand “friends” on Facebook, which also means 
that Linh must regularly delete “friends” who did not interact with him online 
and add new “friends” who are potential customers. Be only way for Linh 
to have more than Nve thousand friends is to switch his proNle to a page but 
that would also mean his proNle is no longer personal. Linh prefers to use his 
personal Facebook to sell products because the likes and comments from his 
friends and family will increase his posts’ popularity, ensuring that even his 
least interactive customers may see the posts due to Facebook’s algorithm 
favoring the most interactive posts. Linh’s career as an e-trader started on his 
Nrst trip back to Vietnam during a semester break. His mother had asked 
him to help one of her friends buy Louis Vuitton products—two purses, a 
pair of shoes, and a scarf—worth over àk,SSS (kyĐk,Y-A). Linh earned à-SS 
(kyĐ-Ck) for his trouble, about half the return ticket. Returning to Germany, 
Linh began to advertise his service. He earned a small commission buying 
luxury products for his mother’s friends and their extended social networks. 
Linh targets people who can aáord high-end products, and his mobility and 
identity that allow him to access his customer base come in handy. SpeciN-
cally, his upper-middle-class background in Vietnam is crucial in securing 
his clients, many of whom are friends of his family.

Linh knows this too; in his own words, “You can only sell luxury products 
if you dress well and live a certain lifestyle.” Linh’s Facebook proNle is 
carefully curated with images of him living a “good life” in Germany. He 
regularly posts pictures of himself at high-end shops in the KaDeWe in 
Berlin. He also frequents luxury outlet malls in Wertheim, Ingolstadt, 
Maasmechelen, and Roermond. Linh couples this with regular trips to Italy, 
Spain, and France. Pictures of Linh going out clubbing, eating, or being at 



the airport appear frequently. In most of his posts, Linh cultivates a speciNc 
lifestyle, a fun, stylish, and well-traveled one, which is essential for winning 
his customers’ trust in his ability to provide consultations on trends, prices, 
and substances of products.

Linh carefully curates his online image as do social media inùuencers, 
whose self-branding tactic allows their personas to become consumable 
brands (Duáy AS4Y; Khamis, Ang, and Welling AS4Y). Nevertheless, while 
inùuencers promote products and services to an online following that wants 
to be like them (Duáy AS4Y), Linh is not an inùuencer. Linh poses as a 

“friend” of his customers. Linh makes only a few posts on his Facebook page 
public. Most of his content is private and can be seen only by his friends and 
friends of friends. Bis means that only people who become Linh’s friends 
can access personal content and the occasional great deals he Nnds during 
his regular trips to luxury outlets where he shops for his customers. 
Highlighting his mobility, Linh oLen gushes about how being in Germany 
allows him to be close to many luxurious outlet malls and stores, thus giving 
him access to cheap but authentic products. His most popular items are 
perfumes and skincare products. With his connection to the upper middle 
class in urban Hà Nịi, Linh emphasizes his products as a class symbol for 
his customers. Unlike Linh, Banh concentrates on a middle-class customer 
base as she sells only cheap products from regular supermarkets or drug-
stores, and thus Banh earns only àA to à4S (kyĐA.-H–44.K-) for each product 
she sells and makes money by selling large quantities of readily available 
products. Like Linh, Banh emphasizes her mobility and identity as a 
Vietnamese in Germany and a middle-class Vietnamese migrant. As does 
Linh, Banh claims she is a regular user of the products she sells.

In this way, imported products provide symbolic meaning that can shape 
how consumers communicate their self-images and signal upward social 
mobility (Pham and Richards AS4C). Studies in Vietnam found that foreign 
products are oLen associated with product quality, safety, hygiene beneNts, 
and good customer service (Nguyen and Smith AS4A; Nguyen and Tambyah 
AS44). Even cheap products from foreign brands such as those Banh sells 
can still convey status and the wealth of the middle class. Bus, Banh is not 
merely marketing products but also marketing both the aspirational 
middle-class lifestyle associated with the products themselves and a worldly 
lifestyle. As such, Banh markets goods by inducing the social practices of 
imagining, longing, yearning, and desire.
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Studying consumption practices in postsocialist China, Luisa Schein 
(4UUU) argued that some consumer products are a way of overcoming spatial 
constraints, acquiring “worldliness” or “imagined cosmopolitanism” to 
become “reservoirs of envy.” Yet, such an association of foreign goods with 

“worldliness” or “imagined cosmopolitanism” points to imaginaries of the 
West as desirable. In my research, imported products from South Korea, 
Taiwan, and even the United States are less preferred by Vietnamese 
consumers. Such preference could be driven by the fact that in Vietnam, 
Germany used to be at the top of a hierarchy of socialist modernity (Schwenkel 
ASAA). Banh and Linh’s identity as Vietnamese migrants in Germany and 
their mobility between Vietnam and Germany became a way to allow their 
customers in Vietnam access to Western products and, thereby, the desired 
Western lifestyle. Brough marketing practices, e-traders carefully curated 
imaginaries of the West as modernized, safe, and ordered spaces in juxtapo-
sition to the backward, unsafe, and chaotic Vietnam in order to sell products, 
as I will explore in the next section.

Commercializing Imaginaries of the West as a Marketing Strategy

“Do you want to stop by mg with me? I must buy a few more things,” Banh 
asked me while I was accompanying her on a shopping trip in September 
ASA4. We had made six diáerent stops before mg. I was exhausted from the 
hours of shopping. Banh had purchased products worth over à-,SSS 
(kyĐ-,CkU), everything from shampoo to nutritional supplements to baby 
formulas. Today’s shopping trip resulted from Banh’s hours of researching 
store prices, looking through coupons, and Nnding special deals among more 
than a dozen chains of drugstores in Berlin. When we arrived at mg, Banh 
went into the section selling organic milk rice and risotto rice. “Bese are 
currently very popular in Vietnam,” Banh said. She emptied the rice shelf, 
grabbed all the organic noodles, and proceeded to the supplement section. 

“Are you buying rice from Germany to send to Vietnam?” Astonished, I asked 
Banh again to make sure I did not mishear. My astonishment stemmed 
from a simple logic: Vietnam, the third largest rice exporter in the world, is 
not in short supply of rice. Banh excitedly told me that she had sold 
hundreds of these CSS-gram bags of rice. At the price of à4.CC (kyĐ4.K-) per 
CSS-gram bag at the store, each bag can be sold in Vietnam for “dm AAS,SSS 



(roughly kyĐ4S) aLer shipping. At the same time, in Vietnam, the Viet-
namese-grown yaAC rice, recognized as one of the best rice varieties in the 
world, is sold at “dm 4HS,SSS (kyĐY.HU) per C-kilo bag.

Be rice, which Banh advertised as ideal for babies and children because 
of its nutritious nature, is safely cultivated according to “/k standards.” 
Vietnamese sellers, including Banh, have claimed the rice to be more 
nutritious than Vietnamese rice while also having fewer carbohydrates, 
which makes children less fat. Bese claims are false, as the milk rice’s 
nutritional values are almost identical to the average rice in Vietnam. Bis 
is not the Nrst time e-traders have made claims that could not be backed up, 
yet the “Western” brands still give customers some sense of conNdence in 
the products. Banh’s successful sale of everyday products captures the rising 
anxiety over the environmental and moral derogation in developing Vietnam 
embodied in the anxiety of fake and dirty foods there (Ehlert ASA4; Ehlert 
and Faltmann AS4U; Ha, Shakur, and Pham Do AS4U). Banh suggests that it 
is not just food; there are fake goods in all aspects of the Vietnamese market, 
from cosmetics and diet supplements, to electronics, household appliances, 
and alcohol. Bus, they can sell everything from household appliances like 
blenders and cooktops to small things like toothpaste and hand soap. Be 
most popular products are usually diet supplements and personal care 
products. Consumers in Vietnam latch on to the hope that migrant traders 
like Banh and Linh can provide them with peace of mind for a few items 
in their families’ everyday lives.

Counterfeit or fake products have been a problem in Vietnam for the 
last two decades (Vann ASSC, ASSH). Banh sternly warns her customers 
about fake products’ pervasiveness, occasionally putting news stories about 
these fake products online. “Unlike a purse or a pair of sandals, things you 
put on your face, and in your body, sisters do not be fooled, who knows what 
is in it,” Banh lamented in a post about the danger of fake products. Like 
Banh, e-traders use their status as Vietnamese in Germany to guarantee to 
sell their customers “real and high-quality products” even if they are a little 
more expensive. Bey oLen emphasize the strict German regulations applied 
to products in the “domestic German market,” pointing out that they can 
deliver “domestic German products” to their customers. Bis distinction is 
crucial as it highlights that even when the products are made elsewhere, 
receiving a seal of approval from the “domestic German markets” means 
that the products are still high quality. Regularly reposting news of fake 
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product seizures in Vietnam and the prevalence of fake products there, 
Banh and Linh highlight a lack of health safety standards in countries where 

“even reputable shops can sell fake products.”
On one occasion, Linh posted a story of a new customer who asked him 

why he sold the famous Crème de la Mer Moisturizing Cream -S ml for over 
“dm k million (kyĐ4YC) when it is sold for only “dm CCS,SSS (kyĐA4.KS) for 
a bottle of HS ml at other shops. In the post, Linh ranted about the perva-
siveness of fake products in Vietnam and the danger such products pose to 
the skin. Posting a live video of himself browsing and buying products at 
Sephora, a widely known cosmetic store across the globe, Linh showed the 
product’s price on the shelf. Captioning the video, Linh posted: “Usually, I 
never post bills here, but all customers say to check the Code in the last few 
days. Please, ladies, what is the soLware to check that Code? :) If you live in 
Germany, you can rest assured that you never buy fake goods, and no one 
dares to trade a life in this peaceful country to sell fake goods.” Once again 
highlighting the strict regulation in Germany while emphasizing his mobility, 
Linh contrasts the chaos of the Vietnamese market overrun by fake and 
mimic goods to the “peaceful” and regulated Germany. Vann (ASSH) argued 
that mimic goods oáered at a reasonable price allows the middle class “to 
be conspicuous consumers at home while maintaining a semblance of 
comparableness with their counterparts in wealthier countries.” The presence 
of mimic and fake goods in the Vietnamese market indicates Vietnamese 
consumers’ preference for foreign products (Vann ASSC). Nevertheless, the 
intensiNcation of globalization, especially in logistics, has allowed the Viet-
namese middle class to demand healthier, safer, higher quality products at 
a reasonable price, mainly imported products. Riding on the tail of the 
long-term relationship between Vietnamese consumers and German prod-
ucts, sellers like Thanh and Linh market themselves as reputable and 
trustworthy companions of middle-class consumers whose health and safety 
are oLen at risk because of low-quality and unsafe products in the unregu-
lated market in Vietnam.

Nevertheless, hàng xách tay, with their “Western” origin, are not exempt 
from problems. When I asked Banh whether the diet supplements she sells 
are subjected to rigorous regulations as she advertised, Banh answered, “Of 
course, I bought these from reputable stores. Bis is Germany, not Vietnam. 
Companies would not sell things that are not safe.” However, like elsewhere, 
diet supplements are not highly regulated in Germany. Be regulation only 



requires that the food is safe and does not mislead consumers. Germany has 
been rocked by food scandals ranging from contaminated fruit to meat 
(Kupferschmidt AS44; Wisniewski and Buschulte AS4U). According to statis-
tics, less than CS percent of registered food companies are inspected yearly. 
Of the k- percent of companies inspected in AS4C, more than 4-S,SSS 
violations, most of which were related to hygiene, were found (Fietz et al. 
AS4K). Meanwhile, Germany is among the top six countries hit hardest by 
trade in fake goods (H/Am and /kPcH AS4H). More than that, news of traders 
regularly selling fakes as hàng xách tay also makes the rounds online and on 
a“ (Ban BDi sá ASA4; Queenanie ASA4; VietNamNet ASA4a, ASA4b).

Once again, Banh and Linh perpetuate imaginaries of “the West” as a 
modernized, moral, and safe environment to foster such an aspirational 
lifestyle while portraying Vietnam as a backward, immoral, and unsafe place 
where one’s safety cannot be secured even for those with the means to do 
so. Bus, consuming Western products seems to be the only way for con-
sumers to Nnd peace of mind. Of course, when consumers associate foreign 
products with morality and safety, it points to a lack of trust in the 
government’s capability to regulate the market to protect consumers. More 
than conspicuous consumption, many consumers Nnd hàng xách tay from 
reputable traders as their last resort. As news of fake goods is prevalent in 
Vietnam, it has become increasingly diBcult to tell fake goods from real 
ones. Bis produces the anxiety of not knowing how to navigate between 
the immense numbers of choices provided by economic reforms to best care 
for one’s family and oneself.

.e Imagined West and Precarity

Traders like Banh and Linh continue, through their posts, to juxtapose the 
chaos in Vietnam with a vision of a safer and more peaceful existence in 
Germany, where the government is interested in strict regulations that protect 
people. Yet, unlike the glamorous images of their peaceful life in Germany, 
where they live the aspirational middle-class lifestyle, their cross-border 
trade has always been precarious. When Banh became a mother, she 
stopped working as a nail technician because the long working hours did 
not allow her to spend time with her daughter. Also, the dangerous chemical 
use in the nail industry aáected her health. To Nnd something she could do 
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from home, Banh and her sister, who lives in Vietnam, began the trading 
business. Banh would send her sister German products to sell in Vietnam, 
while Banh’s sister would source Vietnamese treats for Banh to sell in 
Germany. In the Nrst month, Banh made over àYSS (kyĐKAK) in proNt. She 
had not thought she could easily make money working from home. It 
eventually became her job, a busy job. Banh spends most of her day attached 
to her phone to answer customers’ messages, manage her Facebook posts, 
and take orders from customers who want to buy products in Vietnam. 
Banh’s customers expect immediate answers to their messages, which can 
take all day. “Just answering customer questions and taking orders takes up 
a lot of my day, but I keep getting caught up in the sales,” Banh told me.

Linh and Banh try to post in Germany around A:SS to C:SS P:. Bese 
times coincide with Vietnam’s golden selling hours, between K:SS and 44:SS 
P: there. Banh was late to pick up her daughters from school several times 
due to postings, while Linh had to ensure his schedule was clear between 
A:SS and C:SS p.m. Linh is always available for his customers. “Hundreds of 
sellers, only one customer. Be customers can close ten other orders in the 
4S minutes that I am doing something else.” Banh insists that she is available 
for her customers at any time. “If you need anything, va vdĩ aPg/, please 
message me,” Banh tells her customers in a post. As commonly experienced 
by workers in the gig economy, digital trading is intensive and precarious 
(Bobkov and Herrmann AS4U; Dolber et al. ASA4; Morgan and Nelligan AS4K). 
Linh spends hours every day researching prices from diáerent shops to 
ensure that his prices are not too high compared to other sellers to be 
competitive. His work involves hours of boxing orders and shopping. Banh 
also experiences long work hours and oLen wakes up at C or H W: to read 
messages from customers, answering questions and explaining away any 
complaints or grievances. As a result, Banh is always tired. Be working 
condition of an e-trader is not much diáerent from the harsh reality of 
Vietnamese migrant traders in the Moscow markets that Hoang (in this 
volume) describes. Banh and Linh insist they are free to choose their work 
hours, and proNts reward their labor, but they sacriNce their health and social 
life for proNt and imagined wealth. As self-entrepreneurs, these e-traders 
proNt only when they make a sale, regardless of the hours spent shopping, 
posting, boxing, shipping, and advising customers.

E-traders’ curation of a carefree lifestyle in the “imagined West” to sell 
products leads to the misrecognition and undervaluation of their labor. 



Banh and Linh both use the Vietnamese expression “use labor as proNt” 
(lPy công làm lãi) to describe their current working conditions, which means 
barely making enough proNt to cover their labor. Yet, these precarious 
working conditions also become a marketing strategy as they argue they do 
not do this for the money when the proNt is this low. Rather, they do it 
because they care about their customers and friends. Nevertheless, Banh 
still dreams of making over ten thousand Euros monthly with a steady 
stream of customers. Bis is a goal she said many have achieved. It seems 
that digital trading allows e-traders to dream of a better future despite the 
diBcult conditions of their work in the present.

Embedded in the logic of self-development, freedom, and ùexibility, 
digital trading masks the long and irregular working hours and can socially 
isolate e-traders. For Banh and Linh, even vacations with friends and 
family become an opportunity to sell products. Peppered in with the 
images of the products are those of vacations abroad, which they advertise 
as an opportunity to Nnd things on sale for their customers. Banh’s 
husband once complained that they do not have family vacations but rather 
shopping trips abroad. E-traders, those who managed to Nnd some success 
like Banh and Linh, Nnd themselves having no time for much else than 
work as they are constantly doing unpaid activities to make a sale. Blending 
their business and personal life in a single Facebook proNle, this form of 
digital trading shows the breakdown of the boundaries between work and 
nonwork.

Selling on ydc like Facebook, where an algorithm determines which 
posts people see in which order every time they check their Facebook feed, 
creates another layer of work/nonwork for e-traders. Bis algorithm means 
that e-traders must regularly comment and like frequent customers’ posts 
to keep up with the interactions between the proNles, ensuring their posts 
will show up on customers’ feeds. Bus, interacting with customers’ personal 
lives becomes a requirement for the trade. E-traders are very aware of the 
fact that their work and ability to sell products are then also dictated by 
Facebook’s algorithm. In a Facebook group for Vietnamese E-traders, they 
show each other ways such as when to post, what to say, and how many times 
to post to mitigate the speciNc algorithm that can mark their posts as selling 
or spam instead of personal messages. Such intense algorithmic control also 
traps e-traders in the cycle of self-exploitation. Banh and Linh become 
reliant on digital trade to make an income rather than Nnding other paths, 
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despite the long hours of digital trading and craLing an online persona. 
Having been in Germany for over six years, Banh still has not gained 
permanent residency because she does not hold the required language 
certiNcate, which also keeps her from the formal German labor market. Yet, 
outside of the formal labor market, it is hard for her to Nnd jobs because her 
kids’ schooling schedule limits her hours. Meanwhile, Linh has no time to 
attend the free German course oáered by his master’s program, limiting his 
chance of securing a job aLer graduation. Bus, digital trading further 
alienates Banh and Linh from the formal labor market, pulling them further 
away from the imaginaries of the “Western lifestyle” they portray to their 
customers.

Here, digital trade points to precariousness and uncertainty in the current 
time while perpetuating the idea that the developed “core” is better than the 

“rest.” Banh and Linh hope the trade can bring them some sense of security 
and prosperity despite downplaying the commercial aspects of their trade 
on their posts. Linh hopes to make enough money to cover his expenses in 
Germany, while Banh dreams of having a house someday. Overexerting 
themselves on a historical trade of hàng xách tay from Germany to Vietnam, 
Banh and Linh use their mobility and identity as Vietnamese migrants to 
market their products. Navigating between aspirations, imaginaries, and 
lived reality in their host land, e-traders Nnd a way to make a living yet are 
excluded from the local labor market by well-craLed imaginaries of “the 
West” as they battle the precarious conditions of their trade and life in 
Germany.

Conclusion

At the time of writing, Banh and Linh were still trading, expanding their 
product lines. Ironically, Banh began to sell the Vietnamese rice yaAC at 
àkK (kyĐCY) for a AS-kilo bag, which is cheaper than the imported milk rice 
she sells in Vietnam. Banh praises the quality of the rice, voted the best in 
the world in AS4U. Straddling the perpetual imaginaries of East and West, 
Banh and Linh found their niche in selling products. Excluded from the 
local labor market, many migrants enter e-trade to make a living. Although 
the ease of entry to the trade can oáer some possibilities, digital petty trading 
is saturated with precarity. Unlike other forms of trading, the instantaneous 



nature of digital petty trading adds to the precarity as traders overexert 
themselves to be available at any time for consumers.

In endeavoring to make a living, e-traders employ and perpetuate 
imaginaries of the West as modern, organized, and ethical in contrast to the 
backward, disorganized, and corrupt homeland. Bis chapter has shown that 
the emergence of the cross-border digital trade by Vietnamese migrants in 
Germany and its marketing is embedded in the historical and global 
imaginaries of the West in Vietnam, driven by colonial consciousness and 
global socialist orders. Yet, the emergence of such trade with specific 
consumers who have speciNc demands also shows the hold of older con-
sciousness in the new middle class in Vietnam, as consumers demand safety, 
security, and well-being. While I have shown continuity and changes in the 
imaginaries of the West, it is not only the West that consumers are looking 
to for products. At the time of writing, thousands of Vietnamese migrants 
in Taiwan, Japan, Korea, Bailand, and China are also selling products with 
the promise of a “safer domestic market.” Like Linh and Banh, these traders 
also leverage their mobility and identity as a marketing strategy. Be impulse 
toward hàng xách tay points to a loss of trust in the domestic market in 
Vietnam, which makes it hard to predict the impact of the trade on the 
Vietnamese market. Buying foreign products is at once a status symbol and 
another way to Nnd peace of mind in a precarious world. While promising 
consumers ease of mind, traders in Germany are also caught between the 
imagined West and their lived reality in the West, one Nlled with precarious-
ness. Yet, while their trading activities are relatively new, traders’ marketing 
strategies rely on the continuity of the idea of the West, which is distant and 
inaccessible but also omnipresent and attractive. Such an idea continues to 
drive the imagination of Vietnamese people and the narrative of Western 
superiority in Vietnam, if only to mitigate anxiety in an ever-changing world.

Notes

 4 Hàng xách tay are goods purchased by an individual directly from stores in 
Germany and then brought back to Vietnam via air, often bypassing import/export 
regulations.

 A All names in this chapter are anonymized.
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 - While Linh never explicitly told me the number of his friends on Facebook, I 
know this number because Linh said he had reached the maximum number of 
friends allowed by Facebook, which was Nve thousand at the time of my 
Neldwork.
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“Dream, Start More, Move Fast!”:

Entrepreneurship, Sustainable Development, 
and Imagined Futures in Vietnam

/h7etp O©pW7

“mptW:, h7Wp7 :©pt, :©!t 3Wh7!”—this was the takeaway message of 
one of the jury members at the “Bootcamp” to the participating students. 
Be Bootcamp was a start-up workshop organized by an international 
university in Hl Chí Minh City in November AS4U. Bemed around a space 
shuttle, the program included a captain, lieutenants, and astronauts. Be 
captain, who led throughout the event, was later part of the jury; the 
lieutenants, who worked as instructors, were lecturers at the university 
hosting the workshop; and the astronauts were students at that university. 
For three days, the participating students were sent on a mission to explore 
new ground—metaphorically speaking—and to find solutions to the 

“toughest problems Vietnam is facing,” as the captain phrased it. As he was 
explaining the program during the welcome event I was attending, the 
students listened carefully and were visibly excited about what was awaiting 
them. Laptops open and Nngers on keypads, they were sitting around tables 
in groups of four to Nve people they had formed prior to the event. Be 
captain, aLer introducing himself and the lieutenants, explained the criteria 
according to which the start-up projects would be evaluated: (4) greatest 
social impact (beneNcial and scalable); (A) most technologically advanced 
prototype; and (-) best presentation. Be students could freely develop a 
project with which to tackle a social or environmental problem in Vietnam. 
Be only requirement was that they had to explicitly link it to at least one of 



HS A — /h7etp O©pW7

the United Nations Development Programme (kdmc) Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (ymws).

Bis workshop was by no means the only workshop oáered to young 
people in Vietnam. Rather, at the time this research was conducted, I 
observed a veritable “workshop culture.” As meeting at a coáee shop or in 
a mall was an integral part of the life of urban middle-class youths, so were 
yoga and meditation camps, permaculture courses, story-telling events, or, 
as in the earlier vignette, entrepreneurship workshops. Besides acquiring 
certain skills, another—and maybe even the main—reason to attend these 
events was that they provided a space where young people could discover 
themselves and ponder questions related to, for instance, “A Life Well Lived” 
or how to get “From Passion to Action,” as two event titles indicated.

In entrepreneurship workshops, participants could receive advice and 
support at the beginning of their entrepreneurial “journey.” While en-
trepreneurship workshops were oLen organized by universities jointly with 
international stakeholders such as embassies, there were also so-called 
incubators who carried out similar events. What these workshops all had in 
common was their focus on social and environmental matters and the 
declared goal of providing solutions to challenges that the world and 
speciNcally Vietnam were facing. Underlying these concerns was the para-
digm of sustainable development, strongly promoted by the kdmc via the 
ymws.

Bis chapter examines the ùourishing of businesses driven by a social 
and/or environmental mission as part of a broader tendency toward 
entrepreneurship in Vietnam. A particular focus lies on urban, middle-class 
youth and young adults, and on their motivation to contribute to sustainable 
development via entrepreneurship. Bus, I will explore how the aspiration 
to become an entrepreneur and the global idea of sustainability mutually 
reinforce each other, and how economic and social life is being re-envisioned 
through the imagery of entrepreneurship. An important aspect of it is aáect, 
for entrepreneurs as well as for the customers of their products and services. 
I therefore suggest looking at entrepreneurship from the perspective of 
aáective labor, the “products” of which, according to Johanna Oksala 
(AS4H:AKk), “are relationships and emotional responses: ‘a feeling of ease, 
well-being, satisfaction, excitement or passion’” (Hardt and Negri ASSk:UH). 
Bis relates to the (aspiring) entrepreneurs as their products are not only 
material ones, be they handmade soaps or organic fruits, but also intangible 



products, which essentially are pleasurable feelings. How is the value that is 
created through entrepreneurship extracted and appropriated, and who 
beneNts from it? Why is it enticing for young people to imagine themselves 
as entrepreneurs—what do they hope to attain? Bese are questions I will 
consider throughout this chapter.

In Vietnamese, sustainability is used in everyday language and is com-
monly translated as “bftn vqng,” which literally means “using steadily (vqng) 
over a long time (bftn).” Depending on the language of the entrepreneurship 
event, the English or the Vietnamese term was used interchangeably. 
Berefore, I assume that the same problem exists in both languages: On the 
one hand, “sustainability” is so overused and fuzzy that it has become an 
empty term. On the other hand, in order to know whether something really 
is sustainable or not, one would have to be a scientiNc expert who could 
calculate various interrelated factors. In this context, I observed that in many 
situations, sustainability was not deNned, but instead a direct reference to 
the ymws was made. Following De Wit, Pascht, and Haug (AS4K:C), who put 
forth that ideas do not travel passively or neutrally, but are a malleable 
resource that is made and remade as they are adopted and interpreted in 
certain ways, I argue that sustainability is a prime example for an idea that 
is taken up and given meaning in various ways. Relatedly, I further argue 
that the now dominant business approach to sustainability ultimately leads 
to the depolitization of sustainability. Looking closely at the missing or 
concealed translation process of what sustainability means (or, is made to 
mean) in concrete situations is essential. Translation is based on three 
elements: a translator, a message to be translated, and a medium (Callon 
4UUS:4k-, cited in De Wit, Pascht, and Haug AS4K:Y). Translators are, for 
instance, the government, which breaks down the seventeen ymws to more 
speciNc targets; workshop organizers and jury members; incubators and 
investors; researchers; and of course (aspiring) entrepreneurs themselves. 
As I will show in this chapter, even though all these actors have their part in 
the translation process, the main “translation work” is delegated to aspiring 
entrepreneurs, while jury members (among which are investors and busi-
nessmen, sometimes also businesswomen, and incubators) are in a position 
to empower certain ideas and projects and disempower others.

Be idea of sustainable development is very much an invention of the 
kdmc from where the idea is disseminated through various global, regional, 
and national channels and is being negotiated along the way. While the ymws 

“Dream, Start More, Move Fast!” H4



HA A — /h7etp O©pW7

are present at diáerent places and stages within the Vietnamese start-up 
ecosystem, they are most prominent in workshops geared toward university 
students and young people in general. In the following, I will Nrst describe 
the emergence of the idea of sustainability and its successive institutional-
ization at universities in Vietnam through entrepreneurship programs. In 
the second part, I will examine young, aspiring entrepreneurs and their 
projects, hopes, and imaginations regarding the(ir) future and thereby shed 
light on the mechanisms of aáective labor.

Bis chapter does not focus on the experiences of so-called local people 
in the sense of those directly targeted by globally orchestrated interventions, 
as other scholars have done (see, e.g., Homewood AS4Y). Instead, I will 
foreground the people that are tasked with linking global goals to local 
contexts as well as the events and circumstances where this happens. Be 
chapter is based on ethnographic Neldwork conducted in AS4K, AS4U, and 
ASAA in Hà Nịi and Hl Chí Minh City, including short stints of research in 
various places in the Vietnamese countryside. I mainly draw on conversa-
tions, observations, and notes taken during entrepreneurship workshops as 
well as reports that were jointly written by international organizations, 
government bodies, and Vietnamese researchers.

Entrepreneurship and Sustainable Development in Vietnam

Concerns about sustainability are not as recent as we may think. According 
to the German cultural historian Ulrich Grober (AS4A, cited in Brightman 
and Lewis AS4Y:-), the eighteenth-century German term for sustainability—
nachhaldigkeit—appeared for the Nrst time in a treaty on forestry in the year 
4Y4A in the context of increasing demand for wood fuels and the ensuing call 
for systematic reforestation. Further into the eighteenth century, and 
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the relationship 
between humans and nature was characterized by a belief in the superiority 
of humans and a resulting subjugation of nature. Be importance for the 
conservation of species, resources, and landscapes was recognized aLer 
World War PP, and, since then, the institutionalization of sustainability has 
steadily increased (Brightman and Lewis AS4Y:k–C). Over the years, the idea 
of sustainable development—the compatibility of cultural, social, and 
ecological concerns with economic growth—has gained currency. Bis trend 



continued aLer AS4C when the AS-S Agenda for Sustainable Development 
was approved by UN member states.

As a UN member state, Vietnam has formalized its commitment through 
the “National Action Plan for Implementation of the AS-S Agenda for 
Sustainable Development,” passed in AS4Y. Be document includes a detailed 
table, in which the seventeen goals are split into 44C national targets and 
related to the responsible stakeholders at central and local levels. Among 
them are not only government ministries, but also the business community 
in the foreign and domestic private sector (Be Socialist Republic of Vietnam 
AS4Y). Indeed, a combination of bottom-up and top-down approaches is 
suggested, including the involvement of a variety of social organizations and 
businesses (Be Socialist Republic of Vietnam AS4Y:Y). While proNt-oriented 
corporations might contribute mainly through investments, social impact 
businesses are seen as key driving forces in addressing Vietnam’s development 
challenges (see Bang Truong et al. AS4K:4). Be term “social impact business” 
is used by the kdmc and other international and Vietnamese organizations 
to refer to “organisations that have both trading activities and a commitment 
to positively impacting society/environment as the two central tenets of their 
strategic operations,” the aim of which is “to sustainably solve social and 
environmental challenges” (Bang Truong et al. AS4K:iv). Bus, it is social 
impact businesses—or ymw-aligned businesses as they are sometimes 
called—that I will take a closer look at in this chapter. Yet, before coming to 
that, it is important to brieùy outline the broader context.

One way of looking at recent economic and social developments in 
Vietnam is through the lens of “socialization” (xã h,i hóa). Bis process is 
particularly interesting as it captures the government’s ideas and practices 
regarding the country’s welfare and public goods provision. Minh T. N. 
Nguyen (AS4K) traces the term’s changing meaning from indicating the 
process of making something into a collective property during socialist times, 
to assigning responsibility for collective welfare to all the people in post-
reform times. While the state keeps the role of providing care to its citizens, 
at least to some extent, the mechanisms of socialization are such that they 
also address individual responsibility and support the formation of ethical 
citizens (Nguyen AS4K:H-A). Bis aligns with Schwenkel’s and Leshkowich’s 
(AS4A) earlier observation, according to which two governing logics—social-
ist and neoliberal—coexist in Vietnam. Similarly, Nguyen-Vo (ASSK) has 
argued that there are diáerent governing tactics—one based on direct 
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repression, the other on self-control and self-improvement—for diáerent 
segments of Vietnamese women. Be paradoxical nature of neoliberalism is 
also apparent in the freedom of choice in the economic sphere versus the 
lack of freedom in political expression in late socialist Vietnam (Nguyen-Vo 
ASSK). In that sense, entrepreneurship can be understood not only as an 
economic activity relatively unaáected by government intervention, but also 
as a space for imagining and creating the future, as I will show. At the same 
time, the entrepreneur is symptomatic of the mechanisms shaping the 
contemporary Vietnamese middle class, as he or she is experiencing eco-
nomic freedom, but is being governed by self-discipline and a feeling of 
responsibility toward oneself and others.

Against this background, it should not come as a surprise that there has 
been a large surge of entrepreneurship in both discourse and practice over 
the years. While entrepreneurship in the model of the family business as a 
form of self-help and driving force of local economies was already promoted 
in the early days of post-reform Vietnam, the government’s support for 
entrepreneurship in various new forms steadily increased. In recent years, 
entrepreneurship was seen as being driven by, and creating again, the 
innovative energy needed to solve major problems in Vietnam. Berefore, 
the government has launched National Program Kkk to support the Initiative 
for Startup Ecosystems in Vietnam, which aims to create a favorable envi-
ronment for start-ups in various sectors, especially Nnance, health, educa-
tion, and retail (Ministry of Science and Technology of Vietnam AS4K). It is 
in this climate, which propagates and rewards creativity, self-reliance, and 
responsibility, that social impact businesses also thrive, as I will show in the 
following.Đ

Be idea that businesses could—or perhaps should—balance their 
commercial model with a social mission increasingly gained popularity in 
the early AS4Ss and found legal recognition in AS4k, when the social enter-
prise model was added to the Law on Enterprises. Shortly thereaLer, with 
the adoption of the AS-S Agenda for Sustainable Development, the kdmc
started to strongly support entrepreneurship-based initiatives in Vietnam, 
and as part of that also introduced its global program Youth Co:Lab. A 
further push to youth-centered entrepreneurship was the approval of Project 
4HHC by the government in AS4Y, whose aim it was to support student start-ups 
until ASAC. Vietnam News reported in ASAS that the policy subsequently was 
implemented at all vocational training facilities in Vietnam. In development 



agendas worldwide, the connection between youth and entrepreneurship 
has become central, so much so that youth has been described as “the 
untapped frontier of enterprising energy” (Dolan and Rajak AS4H:C4k). Be 
rhetoric accompanying this process oLen circles around “modernizing” and 

“upgrading” a perceived or real unproductive economy or economic sector 
(see Dolan and Rajak AS4H:C4Y). In the context of Vietnam, innovation and 
entrepreneurship should be taught at vocational schools so as to “have a 
high-quality workforce that could adapt to industrialisation, modernisation 
and the Industry k.S taking place on a global scale” (Vietnam News ASAS). 
Thus, young people are considered potential entrepreneurs, and it is therefore 
seen as vital that they receive business training.

However, regarding the promotion of sustainability-aligned businesses, 
it is particularly higher education institutions that play a crucial role, most 
notably the National Economics University in Hà Nịi. Bere, the Nrst 
research, education, and incubation center for social impact, called Center 
for Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship (AyP/), was established in AS4Y 
(Dinh Cung Nguyen AS4U:HA). Besides conducting research with a team of 
students, the director of the center also oáers a master’s program to “train 
creative thinking, innovation and entrepreneurship for sustainable develop-
ment in Vietnam.” On top of that, the center provides training courses about 
innovation and social entrepreneurship for teachers. With this oáer, the 
center seems to be perfectly in line with the government’s education vision. 
Shortly aLer the foundation of the center, the Ministry of Education and 
Training signed a memorandum of understanding with the British Council 
in Vietnam to further embed social entrepreneurship at universities in 
Vietnam (Dinh Cung Nguyen AS4U:H-).à Be role of universities thereby 
includes “teaching, research, incubation, awareness raising, policy advocacy 
and ecosystem building” (Dinh Cung Nguyen AS4U:Hk).

Another university in line with the government’s calls is Fulbright 
University Vietnam in Hl Chí Minh City, which founded the Center for 
Entrepreneurship and Innovation (A/P) in AS4U. In an interview, the director 
of the center at that time, Spencer Ton, said that they are “on a mission to 
build the next generation of ethical and entrepreneurial leaders through 
skill-based learning and connecting [our] students to industry innovators” 
(Vietcetera ASA4). Rather than being a research center, the A/P assumes the 
role of an incubator and seeks to establish partnerships with the private 
sector. Brough their “Venture Fellows Program” (“”c), inspired by similar 
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programs in the United States and Singapore, the A/P tries to place their 
students in successful Vietnamese start-ups for internships, where they will 
meet “notable Ngures in Vietnam’s entrepreneurship community” and be 
equipped with “the toolkit to start their own entrepreneurial pathways and 
make a real diáerence in Vietnam” (Fulbright University Vietnam ASAS). 
Interestingly, in ASA4, the career development section at Fulbright University 
Vietnam created a fellowship program called Social Impact Fellows Program 
(yP”c). Be two programs are structured similarly and last for several 
months, but what sets the yP”c apart is that it is geared at stimulating student’s 
interest in social and environmental issues and giving them the chance to 
do an internship at a company with a social mission. In addition to these 
internship programs, the A/P holds so-called boot camps, where interested 
students can participate in three-day entrepreneurship education programs. 
In the program, the students are guided through the complete process of 
setting up an enterprise, starting from problem identiNcation, ideation, 
prototyping, validation, business model generation, and market sizing to 
Nnally demonstrating, or “pitching,” their start-up project to a jury. As part 
of their presentation, they are asked to state which ymw(s) they are tackling 
with their project. Bat these entrepreneurial projects are not necessarily 
only “school projects” but might have the potential to be realized is signaled 
through the purchasable option to be connected to mentors and investors 
aLer the program has ended.

Thus, the market-driven approach geared to workforce needs is 
paramount for the A/P. Bis marks a certain contrast to the research and 
teaching focus of the previously mentioned AyP/. However, what they have 
in common is their orientation toward and explicit mention of the ymws. 
While these goals are present in the pitching process of the entrepreneurship 
workshop organized by the A/P, they are prominent also in the reports 
published by the AyP/. For instance, in the latest report by Bang Truong et 
al. (AS4U), Vietnam’s social and environmental challenges are listed in a table, 
including one column referring to the respective ymws to show current gaps. 
Later in the report, the portrayed sustainability-aligned businesses are again 
related to the ymws they are addressing, according to the authors.



Innovate Like a Swede

For the promotion of sustainability-aligned businesses among students, 
workshops and contests are regularly organized by international actors, such 
as embassies, with the support of the Vietnamese government. One example 
is the nationwide annual “Innovate Like a Swede” contest, which is orga-
nized by the Swedish Embassy in collaboration with the Ministry of 
Education and Training and the Ministry of Science and Technology, as well 
as Swedish companies and Uppsala University, and whose aim it is “to inspire 
students in Vietnam to use innovation as a means to reach an ymw in a 
Vietnamese context” (Embassy of Sweden AS4U). Bus, by invoking the ymws 
as a key priority, the Swedish embassy appeals to Vietnamese students to 
propose entrepreneurial solutions for local problems that relate to the global 
challenges set by the UN in its AS-S Agenda for Sustainable Development.

In the fall of AS4U, the contest was launched at universities in Hl Chí 
Minh City, Hufl, and Hà Nịi. Together with my research assistant, I attended 
the launch at the National Economics University in Hà Nịi. Be event was 
held in an auditorium with a row of windows in the back and a large, slightly 
elevated table in the front. Other than the Swedish ùag and a banner with 
some information about the event, the room was not decorated in any special 
manner. As we took seats, students streamed into the room, chatting and 
laughing and Nnally sitting down in groups. At nine o’clock, the bell rang, 
and the embassy staá started with their presentation. It seemed important 
to Nrst clarify the (unambiguous) event title “Innovate like a Swede” by 
raising the question of why Sweden was—or considered itself to be—relevant 
for the topic of innovation. Be students learned that Swedish people were 
curious, spoke many languages, were open to other people’s ideas, were easy 
to approach since there were not many hierarchies in Swedish society, and, 
Nnally, that Sweden scored very high on the innovation index (Embassy of 
Sweden AS4U). Bus, Sweden was presented as a role model for Vietnam, as 
a country that is so many things that Vietnam is not (yet). Consequently, 
the Nrst prize of the contest was a trip to Sweden, where the winning team 
would visit the sponsoring companies’ headquarters as well as Uppsala 
University. Considering the purpose of the event, which was clearly stated 
on the ùyer, this rhetoric of course made sense. Be three-fold purpose was 

“4) to promote Swedish innovation capacity and Swedish companies as leaders 
in innovation, both in products and in production, as well as champions of 
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sustainable development, A) to raise awareness about Sweden in general 
among young Vietnamese and attract them to consider studying in Sweden 
and working for Swedish companies, and -) to raise awareness for the 
Sustainable Development Goals” (Embassy of Sweden AS4U). Bus, on the 
one hand, the goal was to depict Swedish industry and education as attractive 
places for working and studying. On the other hand, by portraying itself as 
an innovation leader and a champion of sustainable development, Sweden 
aimed at using its position “to help others, to lead by example” (Embassy of 
Sweden AS4U).

In the second part of the presentation, the Swedish representative of the 
embassy spoke about the importance of the ymws and thereby also intro-
duced the theme of that year’s contest, which was Sustainable Development 
Goal number U: “Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and 
sustainable industrialization and foster innovation.” While facts and Ngures 
were given to show why this goal was particularly relevant, there was no 
explication of what “sustainability” in this context meant. Rather, Nguring 
this out was the students’ task: they had to pair up and develop a project that 
would solve a problem in Vietnam related to infrastructure, industrialization, 
and innovation. Be projects would then be assessed against a set of 
previously stated criteria, including feasibility, applicability, and sustainability 
(in the sense of a long-term perspective), yet most important were the 
projects’ innovative and creative potentials and their eáects on the ymws.

Be diBculty of this task became clear when listening to the students’ 
presentations, which were planned for the third part of the event. The projects 
could not be more diverse: a robot for picking up tennis balls, a machine 
that would make silk from lotus stems, a procedure to make organic plastic 
from seaweed, and an app to teach students how to present in a professional 
manner.R While the sustainability aspect was not always clear to me, the 
projects were praised as good examples of how to tackle current problems 
and make an impact on the ymws.

This contest is an example of how sustainability is translated and 
negotiated—not by talking about it, but by using a shortcut, the Sustainable 
Development Goals, that allows avoiding political and scientiNc discussions. 
In this way, possibly ambiguous understandings of sustainability are not 
discussed. Instead, the immensely complex translation work into straight-
forward messages and technical solutions is delegated to aspiring en-
trepreneurs. On another level, this example also shows how national and 



international stakeholders collaborate under the umbrella term of sustain-
ability, each with their own interests. While Swedish companies and the 
embassy use the opportunity to propagate their country as role model, the 
universities can strengthen their international ties and enhance their 
reputation, and the Vietnamese government can use these collaborative 
events for reporting its eáorts regarding the ymws to the United Nations. But 
what is the role of young aspiring and early-stage entrepreneurs, and what 
do they hope to gain by attending such events? How do they imagine the(ir) 
future? To answer these questions, I will examine an event organized by a 
famous social impact business incubator.

Generation “Enterprise”

Impact entrepreneurship is taught and promoted not only at universities, 
but also by so-called incubators, which aim to develop capabilities among 
aspiring and early stage entrepreneurs. One such Vietnamese organization 
is Leaf Grower, as I will call them. Bey regularly organize three-day en-
trepreneurship workshops in Hà Nịi and Hl Chí Minh City with the aim 
of equipping young people with eáective skills to develop their own impact 
business ideas via Design Binking methods. In the workshop I attended, 
there were ten women and six men, aged between eighteen and thirty-six 
years (with an average of twenty-Nve years). While the Nve youngest 
participants were still students, all the older participants, except one, had a 
university degree. Bree participants already worked in a start-up (one of 
them being the founder and thus the boss of the two others), while the rest 
of the people said that they were either planning to set up a business and 
were developing an idea for it or were planning to do so in the future. Be 
expectations of the workshop also related to the participants’ backgrounds 
and can be grouped into speciNc objectives (learn more about Design 
Binking, learn how to set up an enterprise, and understand more about 
social impact businesses), and a more general expectation to be confronted 
with something new, for instance to learn new things, acquire new skills and 
capacities, Nnd new ideas, and connect with dynamic people. Be more 
experienced and generally older the people, the more business-related 
knowledge they were hoping to get. Be younger participants seemed to 
attend the workshop to Nnd out more about what they wanted to do in their 
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life. Xuan, at her twenty years one of the youngest participants, was on a gap 
year and said that she was at the moment “developing herself.” Trang, her 
friend whom she had met in a critical thinking class, agreed and added that 
she thought that participating in social activities had a positive inùuence on 
determining her desires and would thereby create a positive eáect on society. 
Be third in this group of friends was Tam, who had already attended the 
previous workshop and recommended Xuan and Trang to come along this 
time. Bored with her studies because all that counted was learning by heart 
instead of thinking from diáerent perspectives, Tam had the vision of open-
ing a school for disabled children in the future.

These answers resonate with a conversation I had with one of the founders 
of Leaf Grower before joining the entrepreneurship workshop. Recounting 
the history of the social impact business model, she said that young people 
were particularly drawn to this model. Not too long ago, when she was a 
student herself, it was common that students would volunteer in their free 
time. For instance, they would visit an orphanage during the weekend and 
bake a cake with the children. Nowadays, students and fresh graduates were 
keen on making a more lasting impact on society and thus, instead of 
volunteering, they were considering establishing a social impact business, 
she said. Be interest in entrepreneurship among young people was also 
conNrmed by a survey conducted by the World Economic Forum, according 
to which AC.Yé of young Vietnamese have entrepreneurial ambitions (Dat 
Nguyen AS4U). How can we explain this strong interest in entrepreneurship? 
Why does a quarter of Vietnam’s youth want to work in a profession that less 
than two decades ago was very much looked down upon? Besides possible 
structural conditions, such as diBculties in entering the job market aLer 
graduation, there are two other reasons that may explain why entrepreneur-
ship has become so popular among young, well-educated urbanites.

One reason could be the glamorizing, exciting rhetoric that is used by 
business incubators and event organizers alike, which very much tries to 
capture the attention of young people. At one entrepreneurship contest, the 
participants were welcomed with “Today we’re all winners!”; the day before 
another event, the registered participants received a text message saying “Be 
ready for a mind-blowing experience tomorrow!”; and in a keynote speech 
at the beginning of a contest, the speaker commented on Vietnam’s entre-
preneurial history with the words: “From desert to paradise.” At contests 
and workshops, the organizers, some of which had returned to Vietnam aLer 



gaining experience in the tech sector in Silicon Valley, oLen use the words 
“dream,” “passion,” and “action.” Bis rhetoric resonates very much with 
students and fresh graduates, who, when asked about their ambitions in life 
and how they imagine their future, oLen said that they wanted to realize 
their dreams, to follow their passion, and to make the world a better place, 
just like Xuan, Trang, and Tam. At the same time, winning a trip to Europe 
or an internship in an international company was a very attractive prospect 
for many.

The second reason that might explain the recent popularity of en-
trepreneurship among young people, especially sustainability-aligned en-
trepreneurship, can be seen in youth culture and the ever stronger will to 
belong to a transnational community (see Kurfürst’s chapter in this volume). 
Due to the spread of smartphones among young Vietnamese people in urban 
areas, they have access to international trends and news that are circulated 
on social media and can actively partake in global discourses on climate 
change and sustainable living. Bus, Greta Bunberg, the “Friday for Future” 
strikes in many Western European countries, zero waste eáorts, and green 
living initiatives have become part of the life of a certain segment of young 
people in Vietnam, those who are connected with each other through 
Facebook groups on these topics. Yet, instead of organizing strikes, young 
Vietnamese people tend to communicate their mission in entrepreneurial 
terms and actions. Bis is reminiscent of Bu-Huong Nguyen-Vo’s (ASSK) 
argument, where, in the context of the country’s move toward global 
neoliberal tendencies, economic freedom becomes available to certain 
segments of the population. At the same time, the Vietnamese government 
maintains the monopoly of political power, which is used to repress cultural 
and political developments that are not aligned with the government’s agenda 
(Nguyen-Vo ASSK:xxi). Along these lines, one could argue that young people 
might Nnd a kind of freedom in the Ngure of the entrepreneur that they 
cannot Nnd elsewhere.

Bus, taken together, entrepreneurship provides a space for young people 
to nurture their sense of belonging to a community of like-minded people, 
and to see themselves as eáective agents in their attempt to contribute to 
solving urgent problems and as ethical citizens in their quest to support the 
people around them, in their hometowns, throughout the country, and even 
beyond. In all this, young entrepreneurs seek global encounters as they bridge 
the local and the global.
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A“ective Entrepreneurship

In entrepreneurship, and in particular impact entrepreneurship, aáect plays 
an important role in various ways. While some entrepreneurs produce goods 
and therefore are involved in material labor, according to Hardt and Negri 
(ASSS), impact entrepreneurs also perform immaterial labor as they produce 
aáect. Bus, it makes sense to look at entrepreneurship from the vantage 
point of aáective labor because it directs attention to both the people who 
perform the labor and the mechanisms upon which it relies. Similar to 
situations of informal or domestic labor, those engaged in providing aáective 
labor oLen Nnd themselves positioned at the lower end of the power hierar-
chy. In the following, I will brieùy introduce two businesses that take 
environmental sustainability to heart to illustrate where we can see the aspect 
of aáect, and what it does.

Be Nrst business, established in AS4K, is an enterprise that promotes a 
sustainable way of life through minimizing the use of single-use items by 
offering refill products as well as packaged products made of natural 
ingredients. In addition, the enterprise also organizes recycling and do-it-
yourself workshops, tree-planting activities, clean-up days, and, on top of 
that, “green, zero-waste, sustainable wedding planning.” What they are 
trying to sell is not just an innovative product or service but also a lifestyle, 
an emotion: Bey promise that customers will feel happiness, love, and 
gratitude in their shop. By placing their products and services in the 
connection of the self to the Earth, they are implying that individual daily 
consumption habits have a crucial eáect on the state of the world. To 
underline this message, they use the following quote by Mahatma Gandhi 
on their website: “You must be the change you want to see in the world.”

Be second business was registered as a social enterprise in spring AS4U. 
It is an enterprise that plants permaculture food forests on previously 
intensively used land. In addition to restoring depleted land, the business 
wants to help combat mental health issues and social isolation through the 
Shinrin Yoku method of “forest bathing.” When I met one of the three female 
founding members, a young woman in her twenties, she started the conver-
sation with handing me a booklet of the Blue Swallow Honouring Gala. Be 
event, which had been held a week earlier, honored business initiatives that 
promoted sustainable development. It was organized—like many other, 
similar events—by a joint committee of government bodies, a Vietnamese 



incubator, and kdmc Vietnam. Be social enterprise, apparently seen as a 
role model for sustainable development, attended the gala and won two 
prices: one for sustainable tourism, and another for combatting climate 
change. By stating that “[our] forests will be healing spaces of peace and 
harmony,” the company connects environmental sustainability to a positive 
inner state in a similar way as the enterprise mentioned previously. Interest-
ingly, it also uses a quote by Gandhi on its website: “What we are doing to 
the forests of the world is but a mirror reùection of what we are doing to 
ourselves and to one another.” Again, the emphasis is on the power of 
individual action and on the interconnectedness between humans and 
environment.

Bese two examples show how sustainability is being connected to an 
aáective dimension. In the rhetoric of the two enterprises, products are not 
just products, but part of a comprehensive way of life, where nature and self 
are connected and in balance, and where everyone has the power—and 
responsibility—to act upon the self and its surrounding. Bus, “aáect acts 
on the actions of both oneself and others” (Richard and Rudnyckyj ASSU:HK). 
Be mechanisms of aáect seem to boil down to creating value from feelings 
that make individuals act in certain ways: Customers are motivated to spend 
their money on products that make them happy, while entrepreneurs invest 
thousands of hours of unpaid work during the initial stages of setting up a 
sustainability-aligned business that addresses the social issues about which 
they are passionate. Bis work includes the translation work mentioned 
earlier, which revolves around translating the abstract idea of sustainability 
into concrete action. It also contains the work needed to set up a business, 
attract investors, and Nnd skilled and committed people who can be em-
ployed at low cost once the enterprise starts operating. Whether or not the 
initially invested labor will capitalize later, the value created from that work 
is beneNcial for the government in addressing social and environmental 
issues, or at least bringing them to the attention of a large audience while 
creating publicity for universities and adding to their reputation. Further-
more, if the enterprise proves viable and proNtable, it generates tax revenues 
for the government. Ultimately, passionate entrepreneurs are essential to 
keep the ecosystem running, drawing in ever more people who invest their 
time to work for a cause and share in the idea of co-creating the future.

“Dream, Start More, Move Fast!” Y-



Yk A — /h7etp O©pW7

Conclusion

In this chapter, I examined entrepreneurship as a discourse and a practice 
promoted by governments, including the Vietnamese, and international 
organizations alike. As it traced the emergence and ùourishing of sustain-
ability-aligned businesses in the context of wider economic and societal 
changes in post-reform Vietnam, the chapter paid attention to how young 
aspiring entrepreneurs translate the global idea of sustainability into concrete 
understandings and actions in their social context. Not only circulated 
through oBcial media channels but also on social media, young Vietnamese 
are confronted with the call for sustainable development from early on. 
Although the idea of sustainability has a long history, the kdmc’s conceptu-
alization of it in its seventeen goals has come to dominate current under-
standings of the term in Vietnam. Bis global idea of sustainability has 
entered the realm of entrepreneurship and has subsequently been translated 
and interpreted by aspiring entrepreneurs. Looking at impact entrepreneur-
ship through the lens of aáective labor has oáered a way to examine the 
mechanisms upon which this form of entrepreneurship rests. On a more 
global level, one could argue that a similar logic inhabits contemporary 
capitalism with aáect as a main driver of human action.

Even though impact entrepreneurship is only one part of the Vietnamese 
start up ecosystem, it is one to which the government is particularly sympa-
thetic. Bis can be seen not only in the many partnerships government 
ministries forge with international stakeholders to promote this kind of 
entrepreneurship, but also in the passing of the Law on Social Entrepreneur-
ship in AS4k. Connected to peaceful states of being and a positive relation 
between the self and its surrounding, sustainability issues also receive much 
attention from a certain group of young Vietnamese in urban areas. Conse-
quently, they are sold what they value most: doing good and at the same 
time feeling good about it. In addition, the prospect of building up a network 
of like-minded people, or even a trip to a foreign country or an internship 
in an international company, has become an attractive option. Compared 
to previous generations, Vietnamese youths nowadays are much more 
personally connected to people and themes beyond Vietnam and see their 
future and that of their country in a more transnational and globally entan-
gled perspective. Finally, earning money through entrepreneurship is no 
longer looked down upon; it is even seen as a marker of success. In this 



climate, a form of entrepreneurship that resonates with young people’s 
concerns can thrive. Yet, whether the “toughest problems Vietnam is facing” 
can be solved, or at least partly tackled, remains an open question.

Notes

 - Be app, called Jovis Academy, has been realized in the meanwhile.

 A In a narrow sense, “social enterprise” is used for those enterprises registered 
under article 4S in the AS4k Law on Enterprises (Socialist Republic of Vietnam 
AS4k). Beyond that, the term is commonly used to denote any business with a 
social mission and is used interchangeably with “social impact business” or 
“sustainability-aligned business.” For a detailed discussion, see Horat (Forthcom-
ing). In this chapter, I will mainly use “sustainability-aligned business,” because 
this term refers most directly to the ymws.

 4 While the government seems to be sympathetic to all forms of entrepreneurship, 
including social entrepreneurship, social enterprises do not receive special 
treatment. Although this is likely a major reason for explaining the very small 
number of oBcially registered social enterprises, it is at the same time consistent 
with how social entrepreneurs see themselves: as following an intrinsic motivation 
to do good, rather than doing good because there is something to be gained from 
it.
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A©yhr:tp 3uyWy2t uh 1©©:uyK in Vietnam. Virtually nonexistent a 
decade ago, this market grew at an unprecedented rate over the past decade. 
Today, Vietnamese citizens are bombarded with microloan oáers sent via 
ygy, email, and social media by Nnancial companies (Nncos), banks, peer-
A-peer lenders, loan companies, and moneylenders. Obtaining consumer 
credit has become so convenient that a borrower needs only to make a phone 
call or click on a smartphone application to secure a microloan within 
minutes. Bis consumer Nnance boom reùects a pattern of Nnancialization 
in the Global South. Bis concept refers to the emancipation of Nnance and 
its tightening grip over the economy and society. In Vietnam, Nnancializa-
tion becomes visible through the growth of consumer Nnance (Nguyen et 
al. AS4U) and private insurance of all kinds (Nguyen ASAS), as well as a 
euphoric stock market boosted by a retail investor boom and an easy 
monetary policy (Lainez and TrWnh ASA4). Bis chapter sheds light on the 
tensions and contradictions that Nnancialization in general, and consumer 
Nnance in particular, generate in Vietnam.

Bese tensions and contradictions surface from an examination of the 
gap between political narratives about the beneNts of consumer Nnance, on 
the one hand, and banking practices related to microlending and debt 
collection, on the other. State, Nnancial, and Nnancial technology (Nntech) 
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players promote consumer Nnance as a magic tool to develop Vietnam, 
accelerate Nnancial inclusion, formalize transactions, depersonalize credit, 
and eradicate an “archaic” yet persistent “black credit” (tín dưng ôen) 
sector—the epitome of structured loan-sharking activities. Advocates argue 
that socially based lending practices including moneylending typify an 
exploitative, personalized, and unregulated subsistence economy that should 
be replaced with an optimized, depersonalized, and regulated market 
economy. Our study on microlending and collection practices challenges 
this argument, in particular, that consumer Nnance favors credit deperson-
alization. On the ground, Nncos and banks depersonalize credit transactions 
and automate credit risk assessment. At the same time, however, they turn 
borrowers’ relatives, friends, and employers (hereinaLer referred to as 

“personal relations”) into collateral, a practice they lambaste for being 
backward, illegitimate, and coercive when carried out by black credit gangs. 
By collateralizing personal relations, they limit credit risk and bad debt or 
non-performing loan ratios in the banking sector. But, they also reconNgure 
credit relations and reinforce the embeddedness of credit into social relations 
in an environment where socially based Nnance has been and continues to 
be vital to millions of Vietnamese. Bis Nnding challenges the pervasive 
separation between the economy and the society and highlights that debt 
and its dyad, credit, are social relations and processes that Nnancialization 
reconNgures rather than eliminates.

Our argument enriches debates about Nnancialization. Bis concept 
evokes the shiL from industrial to financial capitalism. It appeared in the 
4UUSs, was developed in the ASSSs, and became popular in the AS4Ss aLer 
the ASSK global Nnancial crash (Mader, Mertens, and van der Zwan ASAS). 
Today, Nnancialization expands in the Global South, resulting in signiNcant 
heterogeneity where it exhibits speciNc and variegated patterns (Guérin, 
Morvant-Roux, and Villarreal AS4k; James AS4C). It has drawn the attention 
of economic anthropologists who approach it “not as a disembodied and 
narrowly economic process, but rather as a complex social dynamic 
manifesting in spheres ranging from intimate relations to national politics” 
(Miku2 ASA4:4). By using ethnography and relational approaches and exam-
ining Nnancialization’s inner workings and societal eáects, anthropologists 
challenge popular views of Nnance as an economic, technical, and abstract 
process disconnected from society and social relations (Hann and Kalb 
ASAS).



To boost financialization in developing regions, policymakers and 
Nnancial and Nntech players circulate legitimizing narratives about Nnancial 
inclusion and poverty reduction. In the case of consumer Nnance, they 
emphasize its presumed ability to empower individuals, cultivate economic 
opportunity, and enhance inclusive growth. Bey also highlight its ability to 
depersonalize credit relations and render them more eBcient, transparent, 
and fair. An example of depersonalization is credit risk assessment or the 
probability for the borrower to default on the debt. At the beginning of the 
twentieth century, US department stores proposed installment plans to 
increase proNt. Retailers established personal relations with consumers and 
observed their demeanor, morality, and status to assess their character and 
risk (Marron ASSY:4SH). With the emergence of credit cards and probabilistic 
credit scoring technologies between the 4UCS and 4UHSs, lenders construed 
individuals as sets of attributes and established relations between these 
attributes and odds predictions about default. Be assessment of risk through 
scoring technologies grew in the 4UYSs. In 4UUS, most US banks were using 
credit-scoring technology, widely perceived as “transparent, consistent, 
uniform, unbiased, less labor intensive and automatable” (Marron ASSY:44-). 
Today, credit markets use alternative data and machine learning analytics to 
score and reach the unbanked (Mader AS4H; Aitken AS4Y).

Despite progress in risk assessment, credit remains embedded in social 
relations and mediated through agency, morality, and governmentality 
(Miku2 ASA4). For example, credit markets tap into families’ and households’ 
capital to expand (Zaloom ASAS; Han AS4A). In Spain, prior to the burst of 
the real estate bubble in ASSK, banks commodiNed social relations of pre-
carious South American migrants who applied for risky mortgages by 
leveraging their income streams and turning their social networks into 
guarantors (Palomera AS4k). In Greece, during the recent austerity period, 
courts blurred the individual and collective responsibility of defaulting 
borrowers. Be courts compelled them “to exhaust all possible familial/
household means to honor their obligations,” thus leading to the Nnancial-
ization of kinship (KoLi ASAS:AKS). In the Neld of microNnance, lenders have 
commodiNed social networks and resources like trust by imposing social 
collateralization on female borrowers (Kar AS4K; Guérin AS4k). Bis schol-
arship challenges the dominant narrative of credit modernization with 
regard to credit depersonalization and institutionalization: modernity does 
not necessarily succeed in replacing “informal” and socially embedded credit 
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markets with “formal” credit markets driven by specialized financial 
institutions and technologies. Be two coexist in symbiosis as extensively 
shown by historical (Lemercier and Zalc AS4A) and contemporary works. In 
Vietnam, for instance, rural households combine socially based loans for 
consumption and bank loans for production and asset accumulation 
(Barslund and Tarp ASSK). In Senegal, female borrowers take loans from 
microcredit providers to then re-lend them for proNt in their community 
(Perry ASSA) and, conversely, Cambodian borrowers take loans from money-
lenders to repay microcredit loans (Ovesen and Trankell AS4k). In South 
Africa, workers use state salaries and grants as collateral for taking informal 
loans whose payments are deducted from their salaries (James AS4Y). In 
brief, this chapter supports the symbiosis argument by revealing how 
consumer Nnance collateralizes social relations to reduce credit risk and 
expand in Vietnam.

We substantiate this argument with qualitative data collected in Vietnam 
in ASAS and ASA4 amid AH“Pm-4U restrictions. Most of the data, some Nve 
hundred pages, originate from semi-structured, in-depth interviews 
conducted in person and online via recorded phone calls and telecom 
soLware. Be sample size amounts to forty-Nve informants, mainly from Hà 
Nịi and Hl Chí Minh City. It contains seventeen bankers: four risk specialists, 
a senior banker, a branch manager, four loan appraisal oBcers and credit 
support staá, a former credit and debt manager, a marketing manager, a 
transactional manager, a former debt collector, and a consumer relations 
employee. Bese bankers work for public banks such as 1Pm“, Vietcombank, 
and Petrolimex, joint-stock banks such as PVCombank, Shinhan Bank, g1
Bank, and Maritime Bank, and Nncos such as ”/ Credit, Home Credit, 
MCredit, and Shinhan Finance. Be sample also includes two senior oBcers 
from the State Bank of Vietnam (y1“) and the Credit Information Centre 
(APA), the national credit bureau under y1“ supervision. Be sample also 
has twenty-six borrowers, including twelve individuals who obtained cash 
loans and bought vehicles and electronic devices on installment plans (trR 
góp) from Nncos, mainly ”/ Credit. Our data is not representative of Nnan-
cial practices but provides a valuable glimpse into the sensitive underpin-
nings and inner workings of consumer Nnance in Vietnam.



Vietnam’s Consumer Finance Market Goes Global

Before examining the depersonalization and personalization of credit, it is 
important to consider the economic background. Despite being under 
authoritarian rule by the Communist Party, Vietnam has achieved rapid 
growth since the launch of the Renovation (ộải mGi) reforms in 4UKH. Its 
economy has developed rapidly, with a kyĐk,-kK wmc per capita in ASA-. Be 
country Nts into a broader pattern of postwar economic transformation 
marked by rapid privatization and industrialization, a dynamic export-
oriented market, and a recent push for Nnancial inclusion. It has also made 
rapid progress in the Neld of Nnancial inclusion. While YS percent (World 
Bank AS4K:4HS) of ninety-eight million Vietnamese citizens had no bank 
account a few years ago, two thirds had at least one bank account in ASAA, 
according to the State Bank (Bái Khang ASAA). To boost Nnancial inclusion 
even more, the government has approved the national inclusive Nnance 
strategy to include KS percent of the population by ASAC (“dy ASAS).

Vietnam is a testing ground for Nnancialization. Be banking sector has 
gone through a lengthy process of isolation and closeness to consolidation 
and liberalization. Although subordinated to government objectives during 
the socialist period (4UYC–4UKH), it has become an autonomous sector guided 
by global and regional market forces and competitive pressures since the 
Renovation reforms. Be government’s strategy has been to open the market 
to global capital while simultaneously strengthening its regulatory inùuence 
and power (Kovsted, Rand, and Tarp ASSk). Foreign capital entered the 
Vietnamese banking sector when the State Bank allowed joint venture banks 
and wholly foreign-owned banks to operate alongside state-owned banks 
and joint-stock commercial banks in the 4UUSs.

Consumer Nnance is a growing market with untapped potential for proNt. 
It is driven by sustained growth and the appetite of young and urban middle-
classes as well as workers and rural families to take up loans to build and 
renovate houses, purchase motorbikes and cars, and acquire consumer goods. 
Bis market has grown steadily over the past decade to account for AS.Cé of 
the total outstanding loans in the economy, A.C times more than in AS4A (“dy
ASA4). However, it accounts for only K.Yé of the total outstanding loans if 
mortgage lending is excluded, far behind Malaysia, Bailand, and Indonesia, 
where consumer Nnance (excluding mortgage lending) accounts for 4C to -C 
percent of the total outstanding balance. Hence consumer Nnance has room 
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for growth in Vietnam (Can ASA4). Be market is segmented and dominated 
by ”/ Credit. From the early AS4Ss, this company sought to liberalize credit 
and provide consumer loans to the unbanked. ”/ Credit was the Nrst institu-
tion to democratize credit: two-wheeler loans, unsecured cash loans, install-
ment plans for cell phones and appliances, credit cards, and digital loans. In 
ASAS, it led the consumer Nnance market with a market share of CC percent 
and a total outstanding loan value of “dm HH trillion (kyĐA,Y4K,SSC,kSS). Its 
rivals are other Nncos such as Home Credit, Om Saison, Mcredit, and Shinhan 
Finance. Public and joint-stock banks are also entering the market. As 
opposed to Nncos, they provide housing, car, credit card, and unsecured loans 
to low-risk customers with stable incomes. Be market also includes peer-A-
peer platforms such as Vaymuon, Tima, and HuyDong, a large number of 
big and small (un)authorized loan companies, and black credit gangs. Bey 
all oáer microloans through simple procedures and easy-to-use apps.

Depersonalizing Consumer Finance

Be rapid growth of consumer Nnance partly results from the depersonal-
ization of credit relations. Until the advent of ”/ Credit, banks were reluctant 
to provide consumer microloans. As a result, lending was strongly based on 
social relations: people borrowed money from relatives, friends, employers, 
moneylenders, and rotative and saving credit associations. Nowadays, family 
loans remain hugely popular. A research participant, Minh, took a “dm KSS 
million (kyĐ-A,UkH) mortgage loan to VPBank to purchase an apartment in 
Hl Chí Minh City.Đ Be developer sponsored the borrowing procedure, 
which was fast and easy. To repay her mortgage before its maturity and save 
on interest, Minh borrowed CS percent of the outstanding loan from her 
parents: “I had the help of my family, so I asked them to help with that loan. 
We arranged between ourselves aLerward, and I repaid them. Bis loan was 
of helping nature, so there would be no fees added.” While family Nnance is 
practical and ùexible, it comes with obligations to return the favor and 
balance emotions (tình cRm; Pannier AS4K). Be work of Nicolas Lainez and 
colleagues on credit in Hl Chí Minh City’s sex trade also reveals that 
unbanked and Nnancially excluded sex workers take loans from procurers 
and moneylenders who use knowledge extracted from their labor and 
personal relations to assess risk and ability to repay. To ensure repayment, 



procurers take cuts from sexual transactions, whereas moneylenders use 
violence (Lainez, TrWnh, and Bùi ASAS). In short, personal relations have been 
and remain a crucial credit source for millions of Vietnamese who lack a 
bank account, material warranties, and trust in the banking system. However, 
socially based credit carries heavy obligations and is limited in scope.

Credit institutions took advantage of these limitations to develop a 
consumer Nnance market. ”/ Credit has set the course for depersonalizing 
and automating credit. Since AS4S, it has created a vast sales network of 
AS,SSS point-of-sale locations, formed many alliances with retailers nation-
wide, and compiled a database of 44 million customers. It is also the Nrst 
credit institution to digitize credit by launching a lending app (Đdvc), a 
credit card management app (”/ Mobile Card), and a super app that consol-
idates all its services (”/ Credit Mobile). It has also invested extensively in 
risk management technology to reduce operational costs and human discre-
tion in loan decisions. Be digitalization of customers’ personal, credit, and 
behavioral data processed through machine learning analytics has also 
improved credit risk assessment. To further cut paperwork and speed up 
loan approval, it has implemented digital identity verification procedures 
(Electronic Know-Your-Customer: eMĩA). Other Nncos such as Home 
Credit, Lotte Finance, and Mirae Asset follow its lead by tapping into new 
Nnancial technologies including eMĩA (Luong ASA4). Banks follow in their 
footsteps by testing similar technologies to slowly, but surely, penetrate the 
vibrant consumer Nnance market. Be race for a fast and easy credit 
experience is on in Vietnam.

To the surprise of policymakers and Nnancial players, this race has 
triggered the proliferation, professionalization, digitalization, and visibility 
of shadowy lending operations referred to as “black credit.” Many of these 
lenders originate from gangs of moneylenders and pawnshops that operated 
discreetly in neighborhoods, leveraging local knowledge to assess risk and 
recover outstanding loans. To Nll a growing yet unmet demand for unsecured 
microloans, some of these lenders have expanded their operation to cover 
entire cities, provinces, and regions. Nowadays, they advertise their products 
online and through lending apps and posters glued onto city walls with 
enticing messages like “hello, there is money” and “borrow money quickly” 
(Lainez ASA4). To take their business to the next level, they have overcome 
the limiting scope of personal and localized relations, which was their 
trademark.

Consumer Finance in Vietnam KC
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Personalizing Controversial Debt Collection

While fincos and banks depersonalize credit relations and promote contractual 
and regulated transactions, they also use borrowers’ personal relations as 
collateral against credit risk and bad debt. Bis process is visible in collection 
procedures, which remain loosely regulated. Debt collection is divided into 
stages. When a client misses the payment of a microloan, in-house collection 
departments from credit institutions send reminders. If the client ignores 
the messages, collectors contact borrowers’ personal relations acting as 
referees to gather information about their motive for being late and incite 
repayment. At ”/ Credit, the Reminders Service contacts the borrower and 
the borrower’s referees persistently, sometimes calling thirty times and 
sending dozens of text messages a day during the Nrst thirty days aLer the 
payment due date. From the thirtieth to the sixtieth day, the Collection 
Service escalates harassment through persistent calls and messaging and 
home visits. ALer sixty days, the Nle is passed to the litigation service. 
Depending on the proNt, ”/ Credit sues the borrower or commissions or 
sells the bad debt to a third party that may use violent means to retrieve it. 
Along these stages, collectors pressure the borrower and personal networks 
to incite payment. A typical gentle call or text message made or sent during 
the Nrst ten days aLer the payment date says, “this person hasn’t paid, we 
urge his relatives to remind him” or “this subject is indebted to us, we are 
requesting him to repay.” Ben, messages can quickly escalate and become 
rude, insulting, and threatening. Late payers and defaulters from the study 
explained how their relatives and friends had received insulting and threat-
ening messages saying, “if you don’t pay, I will come to your house to kill 
you,” “we will cut oá the heads, arms, legs of your children out in the streets,” 
and “we will kill your child.” Bey could not determine if these threats came 
from ”/ Credit or third-party collectors.

External collectors working for Nncos carry out defamation campaigns 
on social media as well. Late payers may find manipulated photos of 
themselves wearing a prison uniform with messages such as “this is a debtor 
who refuses to pay up” circulating on their Facebook and Zalo pages. Thịc 
took a “dm -C million (kyĐ4,kk4) cash loan from ”/ Credit to open a 
restaurant that went bankrupt because of AH“Pm-4U lockdowns. ALer 
missing a payment for Nve days, ”/ Credit sent him messages accusing him 
of “fraudulent crimes and appropriation of property” and threats of “a 



market-hammer nature, that if I read them out loud, it would be very 
unsettling to hear.” Be most devastating action was the circulation of 
manipulated pictures of his sister on an ancestral altar and his wife dressed 
as a prostitute with a message saying “Thịc’s wife has to sell sex to repay her 
husband’s debt” on his Facebook and Zalo pages. He explained:

Family is the most important thing. On my wife’s side of the family, and 
on mine, and other people, they’re like: “oh, this guy is this and that.” It aáects 
me a lot. I’m not worried about my job. But in the family if there’s a rumor 
about you, and, well, Vietnamese people have always been like this, it’s not 
easy to get past this traditional character. Once they’ve tarnished you among 
your relatives and others, it’s really bad. When you appear on Facebook, it’s 
got a devastating eáect as you’re almost like a wanted person. Bey put my 
wife’s photo up and said she’s a prostitute. And now, to explain to everyone 
why they did that to us takes a lot of time, and maybe they might even say: 

“it’s because of the husband that the wife is in this situation,” right? So, I’m 
still the one most aáected by this problem, right?

Bese methods have devastating eáects on borrowers’ personal relations, 
who can also be asked to repay the debt. Ngân, a woman working in a hospital, 
contracted a1 and missed payment for a cash loan from ”/ Credit. ALer this 
Nnco harassed her son, she said, “they told me that if I was unable to pay, I 
needed to tell my family to do so on my behalf.” Her son agreed to repay two 
installments before he ran out of cash. External collectors can deal with this 
issue by proposing new lines of credit to late payers and their personal 
relations. Informants have reported being oáered loans from ”/ Credit’s 
in-house and external collectors collaborating with small loan companies 
and pawnshops. Bese methods have caused public anxiety as evidenced in 
hundreds of news clips and YouTube videos on ”/ Credit’s controversial 
collection practice and the explosion of Facebook groups where disgruntled 
borrowers share their grievances and experience with Nncos such as ”/
Credit.

Although banks are more cautious than Nncos, some also harass late 
payers in order to collect outstanding loans. Petrolimex Group, a public bank 
that provides secured loans to low-risk clients, sends reminders Nve days 
before and aLer the payment date, investigates the client through phone and 
home visits up to ten days aLer the payment date, and from day eleven 
onward, requires the late-paying client to sign a commitment form. Accord-
ing to a senior oBcer from Petrolimex, at this stage, “If the client still can’t 
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come through, we will take more serious actions, such as going to the client’s 
workplace or calling their family and relatives to remind them of the debt if 
the client refuses to cooperate.” Our evidence and extensive material from 
news clips, YouTube videos, and social media show that credit institutions 
recover bad debt by turning borrowers’ personal relations into collateral and 
using aggressive collection methods. Ironically, credit institutions and 
policymakers condemn these practices, especially credit personalization and 
coercion, when carried out by black credit gangs. What motivates credit 
institutions to act in this way?

Controversial Collection Supports Consumer Finance

Vietnamese credit institutions seek to enroll millions of unbanked citizens 
in the consumer Nnance market. However, they operate in an environment 
plagued by a substantial lack of customer knowledge, which limits their 
capacity to assess credit risk and reduce non-performing loans. Be specter 
of bad debt looms on the horizon. It has raised grave concerns in Vietnam 
in the past decade. In ASSK, aLer the global Nnancial crisis, economic growth 
and consumption crashed, the economy experienced high inùation, and a 
property bubble burst, leaving high non-performing loan ratios in the 
Nnancial system (Musil, Labbé, and Jacques AS4U). Between AS44 and AS4C, 
the State Bank restructured the Nnancial system, stabilized credit institu-
tions, and created the Vietnam Asset Management Company in AS4-.à Bese 
eáorts led to a signiNcant drop in non-performing loan ratios: from k.SKé 
in AS4A to A.ké in AS4K (Tran, Nguyen, and Tran ASAS:-Ak).

Be economic fallout of the AH“Pm-4U pandemic has revived concerns. 
Fitch-rated local banks reported a kC percent surge in past-due loans in the 
Nrst quarter of ASAS compared to the end of AS4U (FitchRatings ASAS). Be 
State Bank issued Circular S4/ASAS in March ASAS, requiring credit institu-
tions to restructure repayment periods, waive and reduce interest and fees, 
and maintain bad debt classiNcation to support borrowers aáected by 
AH“Pm-4U. However, non-performing loan ratios continued in ASAS. Data 
from seventeen listed commercial banks pointed to an increase of -S.Yé 
compared to AS4U’s end, totaling a ratio of 4.Ké (VietnamCredit ASAS). 
Non-performing loan ratios are higher for Nncos. ”/ Credit announced an 
increase from H to H.Hé from December AS4U to December ASAS (“P9 ASA4a). 



In the Nrst half of ASA4, it jumped to U.4é (“P9 ASA4c). Bese Ngures should 
be taken with a grain of salt, however. Bey are a bone of contention as 
diáerent sources provide diáerent Ngures. While the banking industry has 
consistently reported ratios below - percent, the National Financial Super-
visory Commission stated ”/ Credit’s ratio reached U.Cé by the end of AS4Y 
(Huynh AS4Y). Several bankers from the study admitted that credit institu-
tions “cook” their Ngures by selling bad debt to their child companies, 
especially during crisis times. To further support distressed borrowers, the 
State Bank issued Circular S-/ASA4 in March ASA4, reinforcing the provisions 
of Circular S4/ASAS and encouraging lenders to make provisions for 
potentially unrecoverable loans within three years (Vietnam+ ASA4). It also 
amended this circular by issuing Circular 4k/ASA4, requesting banks to 
prolong the repayment term for debtors by an extra six months (Vietnam 
News ASA4). Overall, Circulars S4, S-, and 4k aim at keeping non-performing 
loan ratios below - percent and helping borrowers to weather the AH“Pm-4U 
storm.

In this constraining environment, Nncos and banks use any method 
available to reduce non-performing loan ratios. Bese methods include 
harassing borrowers’ personal relations and, for Nncos, hiring out or selling 
bad debt to controversial third parties that recover it aggressively. Policy-
makers and Nnancial players associate these practices with coercion and 
danger if carried out by black credit gangs. However, Nncos and banks 
similarly recover bad debt by exploiting legal loopholes and weak enforce-
ment. In the face of countless scandals and public anger about ”/ Credit’s 
aggressive collection tactics,R the y1“ issued Circular 4K/AS4U in AS4U. It 
provides that Nncos can call debtors and send reminders only up to Nve times 
a day, and from Y W: to U P:. In addition, collection activities must exclude 
any “organization or person who does not have debt repayment obligation” 
to the Nnco, meaning borrowers’ personal relations. However, it is unclear 
who monitors enforcement. Our data show that Nncos continue to harass 
borrowers and their personal relations as usual.

Another recent legislation, Investment Law H4/ASAS/ùO4k, bans debt 
collection services beginning 4 January ASA4. Fincos can no longer commis-
sion or sell bad debt to third parties. However, collectors create other 
business models and conceal their activities to circumvent the law. Bey 
enter into debt-trading agreements with credit institutions, which do not 
involve “buying and selling bad debt” (Pham ASAS). Bey are valuable to 
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Nncos because they are not bound by banking regulations and, therefore, 
enjoy more leeway to recover bad debt. In other words, these collectors do 
the dirty work credit institutions cannot do. Since debt collection is crucial 
to limit non-performing loan ratios, it can be argued that using controversial 
collection methods and turning borrowers’ personal relations into collateral 
supports consumer Nnance growth in Vietnam.

Controversial Collection Reconxgures Credit Relations

As we have seen, consumer Nnance interweaves bank loans with social debt 
and obligations. Bis process reinforces socially based Nnance and reconNg-
ures social relations. A similar process has been documented in Greece, 
where the law compels borrowers to exhaust all possible means from 
co-residents and nuclear family members to extended networks of kin and 
close friends to repay outstanding loans. While legal pressure reinforces 
moral obligations and practices of solidarity and mutual support, it also 
challenges gender and seniority roles (KoLi ASAS). In Vietnam, it is not the 
law but Nncos and banks that pressure borrowers’ personal relations to repay 
debt. Credit institutions apply contract law to deNne legal obligations, 
responsibilities, and binding rights with borrowers. While they cannot hold 
borrowers’ personal relations legally accountable, they make them respon-
sible by circumventing regulations and exploiting familistic obligations. 
Familism is an ideology that informs the socialist welfare regime in Vietnam, 
where the “bigger family” of the state supersedes the nuclear and extended 
family, although familial care is more important than state welfare due to 
the low quality service (Nguyen and Chen AS4Y). On the ground, Nncos and 
banks assume that the family as a whole feels obliged to look aLer its 
members. Several bankers from our study supported this assumption. 
According to a loan oBcer from Shinhan Finance,

the way I see it, this practice is cultural. Be Vietnamese family is usually 
pretty tight-knit, right? Vietnamese are aáectionate, so if you cannot pay for 
the debt and your parents are harassed, you would feel really guilty, right? 
You would feel unNlial and at fault. Berefore, you would try to pay the debt 
as soon as possible so your loved ones wouldn’t be harassed. It all comes 
down to culture and tradition.



This cultural argument has substantial implications as it entails that 
borrowers’ personal relations must share the burden of outstanding loans.

Borrowers’ relatives, friends, and employers have mixed feelings about 
this shared responsibility. Families might play the Nncos and banks’ games 
and let individual loans become family issues. Bey devise strategies to repay 
arrears under harassment, which reinforces socially based Nnance. However, 
harassment can also generate stress, conùict, anger, and guilt among friends 
and employers. Quyftn, a senior executive from PetroVietnam, the state-
owned trade and gas corporation, was harassed by ”/ Credit when one of 
his employees missed the payment of a “dm CS million (kyĐA,SCU) cash loan 
he took without informing him. Quyftn Nrst received gentle calls asking him 
to interfere. Seeing that he ignored requests, collectors made calls and sent 
him text messages every few minutes all day long. Harassment ceased when 
he interfered. He called for more regulations on debt collection as “the act 
of incessant texting to terrorize an individual is illegal. It does not comply 
with the law, which leads to terrorism.” Be media widely report these 
practices. A recent piece from VietnamNet titled “Businesses ‘Tortured’ by 
Calls from Debt Collectors” describes how Nncos harass deputy directors 
and division heads of big companies for their employees’ outstanding loans. 
Be director of a business in Thảng Tha District in Hà Nịi felt “tortured” when 
he received over one hundred calls in the previous two days about a debt 
that a departed worker had taken and defaulted on. Be journalist argues 
that lenders should not harass “relatives of borrowers and ask to pay debts, 
because the relatives don’t have the obligation of debt repayment” (Anh 
ASAA). In this case, collection reconNgures labor relations between employers 
and employees by adding an extra layer of responsibility and obligation. 
Many of our informants expressed unease at being caught in unrelated 
collection procedures. Bis discomfort was more tolerable among relatives 
who intertwine money and obligations, Nnancial ùows, and moral economies 
daily (Small AS4K).

Familistic and controversial collection methods also transform credit 
relations; in particular, they erode borrowers’ moral obligation to repay 
debt and credit institutions’ legitimacy to claim repayment. Tuân, a delivery 
man from Hà Nịi, took two cash loans from ”/ Credit: “dm -H million 
(kyĐ4,kK-) then “dm CS million (kyĐA,SCU) to repay the Nrst loan and cover 
urgent expenses. ALer NLeen months of steady repayment, he missed 
payments for the second loan due to income loss amid AH“Pm-4U 
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restrictions. ”/ Credit’s in-house and external collectors harassed him: 
“For me, there’s no problem with reminders, but it’s diáerent once collectors 
insult me and threaten to kill my child.” Bey also harassed three of his 
relatives: “Bey insulted them, forced them to tell me to repay. It had a 
very negative impact on my workplace and my family.” Eventually, Tuan 
evaded his debt. He admitted, “presently, I don’t want to deal with it, nor 
do I need to. Since they feel no responsibility to their customers, I don’t 
need to deal with it.” Bis quote epitomizes a growing discontent about 
unfavorable lending conditions, penalties, and violent collection methods 
imposed by Nncos on low-income borrowers. Much discontent is aimed 
at ”/ Credit.

Tuân’s anger at ”/ Credit’s threats against his son took a political turn. 
He joined Facebook groups where members shared advice on dealing with 
aggressive collection methods. He then created his own Facebook group:

Be purpose of these groups is to respond to the terrorist nature of ”/
collection methods, their wrongdoings. People must Nnd a way to respond. 
Be purpose is not to default but to ease the downfall of people who have 
been forced into a dead-end by ”/ through peers in the same situation. 
Honestly, members in these groups hope for a diáerent debt collection from 
”/ and that they review their ways of working with clients. Bey don’t wish 
for much.

Borrowers express this frustration through social media. Bere are hundreds 
of Facebook groups where disgruntled borrowers and their families pour 
out their grievances, provide mutual support, share tips on dealing with 
lenders and collectors, and even conspire to deceive and strike back against 
credit institutions and shadowy third-party collectors. Many of these groups 
focus on ”/ Credit and obscure lending apps operated by unlicensed loan 
companies and black credit gangs, known for being even more aggressive 
than Nncos. Bese Facebook groups’ members do not challenge Nnancial-
ization and consumer Nnance growth nor promote the emancipatory ideol-
ogy that anti-debt movements spread in Europe (Ravelli ASA4; Miku2 AS4U) 
and North America (Stout AS4C) in the aLermath of the ASSK global Nnancial 
crisis. Instead, they reùect the need for a newly formed community of 
borrowers to assist one another in becoming familiar with new lending 
markets and their controversial practices. In short, the involvement of 
borrowers’ personal relations in private credit transactions and controversial 
collection undermines public trust in consumer Nnance and obfuscates the 



oBcial narrative presenting it as the best antidote to black credit. Most 
importantly, it creates communities of borrowers who politicize credit and 
debt relations and challenge inequality and power relations with Nnancial 
players and the state, thus reconNguring and shaping credit relations.

Conclusion

At the conference “Consumer Finance: New Vitality aLer a 4S-Year Journey” 
that was held at the Vietnam Investment Review headquarters in Hà Nịi on 
AC March ASA4, the participating economists, bankers, and regulators 
reaBrmed the dominant narrative that “consumer lending has grown 
strongly in the last ten years, promoting economic growth (including 
consumption, production, and services), increasing access to credit, reducing 
the rate of black credit, and limiting cash payments” (“P9 ASA4b). A session 
was dedicated to the best “[s]olutions to promote consumer credit, contribute 
to improving people’s lives, and limit black credit.” Black credit epitomizes 
personalized, usurious, and coercive credit relations that are bound to be 
replaced by a depersonalized, regulated, and safe consumer Nnance market. 
Bis evolutionist narrative circulates extensively in media, banking, and 
development circles. It creates a dichotomy between “informal” and “formal” 
practices and provides a moral justiNcation for consumer Nnance growth, a 

“new” and “modern” Nnancial system bound to replace an “old-fashioned” 
and “ineBcient” one based on social relations.

Bis chapter challenges this linear narrative, particularly the promise 
that consumer Nnance renders credit relations more rational, eBcient, and 
fair through depersonalization and automation. As this chapter shows, this 
promise applies to credit sales and credit risk assessment but not to debt 
collection, which harnesses social obligations to manage credit risk, reduce 
non-performing loans, and generate value out of social relations. On the 
ground, Nncos and banks turn borrowers’ relatives, friends, and employers 
into collateral for securing microloans, which is illegal but morally accept-
able to bankers because of the popularity of cultural and familistic practices 
whereby familial and social circles share Nnancial responsibility.

Our data highlight a substantial gap between narratives and practices, 
promises and facts regarding the actual capacity of consumer Nnance to 
depersonalize credit relations. We promote a critical approach to 
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development narratives grounded in empirical research. Bis approach does 
not limit itself to revealing the gap between policy discourses and practices 
or comparing Nnancial systems labeled as “informal” or “formal” to highlight 
their diáerences and similarities or strengths and weaknesses. It aims at 
studying empirically how credit relations feed on each other and form new 
impersonal and automated credit instruments and how this weaving gives 
rise to new credit relations and practices to identify indicators of modern-
ization, change, and depersonalization (Lemercier and Zalc AS4A). In Viet-
nam, the depersonalization of consumer loan sales and automation of credit 
risk assessment goes hand in hand with the reinforcement of social collat-
eralization. Both Nnancial practices and social relations undergo a transfor-
mation, reconfiguration, and change. But does this change equate to 
modernization and improvement? Who benefits from such an improvement? 
Citizens, Nnancial markets, or the state? To what extent? Is credit (de)per-
sonalization a good indicator of modernity and progress? Our study dis-
misses this argument.

A crucial aspect of our analytical approach is to regard credit as a social 
and economic relation rather than just an economic relation, a tenet of 
economic anthropology (Hann and Kalb ASAS, Miku2 ASA4). It is productive 
to ground the study of consumer Nnance and Nnancialization more broadly 
in everyday life to clarify the role of social actors and their agency in shaping 
Nnancial logic. Taking such an approach is critical to uncovering how 
Nnancialization is contingent upon speciNc development trajectories and 
economic transformation processes. As this chapter shows, Nnancialization 
in Vietnam is about the rupture, newness, and transformation of the Nnan-
cial sector, as much as it reùects partiality, incompleteness, and continuity 
of entrenched, embedded socioeconomic practices. Our study highlights 
that Nnancialization is taking root in emerging countries because it resonates 
with political economies of integration into global Nnance and draws from 
existing social structures and practices that it reshapes to draw value from 
and thrive.

Notes

 4 All names herein are pseudonyms.
 A Bis public company purchases non-performing loans to keep their ratio below 



 - See https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=fe+credit.

- percent. In exchange, it provides banks with special recapitalization bonds 
from the State Bank, which they repurchase Nve years later.
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Translocality, Labor Mobility, and Commodity 

Production:in Northern Vietnamese Rural 
Livelihoods
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Introduction

”©xx©5uyK 7et :uE-4UKSs reform, Vietnam’s countryside has been 
undergoing profound changes in economic, political, and cultural domains 
(Kleinen 4UUU; Mai and Nguy(n AS4-; Tuan Anh Nguyen AS4S, AS4U, ASA4). 
Be dismantling of agricultural cooperatives and the return of the household 
economy were among the most important outcomes of rural restructuring 
(Kerkvliet 4UUC, ASSC; Vu, Tran, and McGee ASSS). Alongside urbanization 
and industrialization, new rural development programs and migration have 
signiNcantly reshaped rural economic life and livelihoods systems (Tuan 
Anh Nguyen AS4-; Nguy(n V[n S]u AS4K; Bompson, Rigg, and Gillen AS4U). 
Central to this reconNguration is the emergence of labor and livelihoods 
systems that transcend the rural-urban distinction through a process of 
translocal householding that has been similarly observed in comparable 
contexts such as China and India (Nguyen and Locke AS4k; Shah and Lerche 
ASAS). Based on Neldwork in two peri-urban districts of the Hà Nịi 
metropolitan area, this chapter shows the increasing level of translocality in 
rural livelihoods that goes beyond the physical movements of people and 
intrahousehold negotiations that have been well documented. We under-
score the ways in which rural livelihoods are more and more embroiled in 
broader systems of commodity production, labor commodiNcation, and 
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Nnance that operate across the city and the countryside, engaging extrafa-
milial actors and processes. As farmers adjust and diversify their livelihoods 
to meet the demands of household reproduction in the new economy, rural 
livelihoods are more exposed to the risks that are inherent in these systems. 
Translocality in its varying forms, however, has become an enduring feature 
of rural livelihoods in a context where capitalist relations of production 
increasingly permeate rural economies at the same time that rural labor is 
made available as a commodity on the translocal and transnational labor 
markets.

Labor Mobility, Changing Rural Livelihoods, and Translocality

According to the AS4U Vietnam Population and Housing Census, Vietnam 
has H.k million people aged Nve years and over who are migrants, accounting 
for Y.-é of the total population and K.Hé of the national labor force. Be 
majority of migrants are young—almost two thirds are between twenty and 
thirty-nine years old, more of them are female than male, and many migrate 
in search of employment (Tvng cZc Bảng kê và Quồ Dân sả Liên hộp quảc 
AS4U). Since much of the migration originates from the countryside, the 
population movement, likely to be much greater than recorded in population 
censuses, has in the last several decades brought about deep social and 
political economic changes to rural areas. In particular, rurally based 
subsistence farming has given way to migrant livelihoods, bringing about 
new kinds of dependency and interconnections between rural and urban 
areas (Brauw ASSU; Locke, Nguyen, and Nguyen AS4A; Nguyen AS4-; Nguyen, 
Gillen, and Rigg ASA4; Pham and Hill ASSK; Vu AS4-; Vu and Agergaard AS4A). 
Previous studies on migration and rural livelihoods show the declining 
signiNcance of rurally based livelihood activities for household income, 
although migrant households continue to maintain these activities and 
agricultural land (Nguyen et al. AS4A). Bese rural-urban interconnections 
in household livelihoods have gradually emerged along with the risks and 
vulnerabilities of the new economy that require rural households to embrace 
translocal livelihoods, although these generate further vulnerabilities and 
risks (Rigg, Nguyen, and Luong AS4k). As Nguyen and Locke (AS4k) point 
out, the spatial and social transformations eáected through rural-urban 
migration in Vietnam, like those in China, engage rural people in a process 



of “translocal householding.” Similar to other contexts of rapid urbanization 
and economic restructuring (Jacka AS4K; Oakes and Schein AS4C), this process 
underscores how rural households strategize to reproduce themselves across 
rural and urban spaces in response to changing state policies and political 
economic conditions. Bis process oLen involves both cooperation and 
conùict, with household members navigating changing familial and gen-
dered expectations when living their economic and family lives between 
places (Nguyen AS4k). Furthermore, translocal householding leads to the 
reorganization of household labor and gendered work (Nguyen et al. ASAS; 
Nguyen, Gillen, and Rigg ASA4; Nguyen, Rigg, and Derks ASAS), as well as 
new class formations that transcend regional boundaries. Building on this 
literature, this chapter explores the ways in which rural households operate 
across rural and urban spaces to ensure livelihoods in a context where 
commodity agricultural production and Nnance increasingly predominate. 
As we shall see, translocal livelihoods in Vietnam nowadays involve complex 
constellations of subsistence agriculture, commodity farming, and migrant 
labor as well as new arrangements of labor mobility and land use.

Field Sites and Fieldwork

The data for this chapter were collected from fieldwork in Hát Môn 
Commune, Hoài Thịc District, and Lam Thiftn Commune, ChJ3ng Mồ 
District, both part of the larger Hà Nịi metropolitan area. Hát Môn is a rural 
commune about -Skm from Hà Nịi center with more than A,SSS households 
and a population of about 4S,SSS. People in the commune practice a mixture 
of rice and crop farming, animal husbandry, and activities in the craft/cottage 
industry, with a large number of carpentry and mechanic workshops that 
generate Nve times as much income as that from farming, with the total value 
of handicraLs estimated at “dm 4AC billion (about kyĐC.A million) in ASAA.Đ 
Lam Thiftn is part of ChJ3ng Mồ District, about ACkm from Hà Nịi center. 
It has A,KAS households and a population of about 4A,SSS people. Be 
commune has about YS poultry farms and AS pig farms. Bere is a mix of 
farm and nonfarm employment, with kS percent of the villagers working in 
farming and the rest in nonfarm jobs within or outside the village. Bose 
who work away from the farm return home to work when needed (primarily 
at harvest). Bere are approximately one hundred people from the village 
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working overseas, mostly in domestic service and construction. Be main 
source of income is nonagricultural production, and the rice Nelds are 
tended to primarily for household consumption. Most work on the Neld is 
mechanized (although transplanting is done by hand). People aged forty to 
NLy years old are most likely to work on the farm. Younger villagers oLen 
migrate for waged work elsewhere, while migrants from other areas come 
to the village to Nnd work. As in Hát Môn, Lam Thiftn people derive their 
income from farming, livestock raising, and activities in cottage industries, 
although the latter seem more intensiNed and extensive here, with a 
nonagricultural output twice as large as that of Hát Môn (earning about “dm
A4k billion [kyĐU.A million] in the Nrst six months of ASA4).

Although local people had long been involved in livestock keeping for 
sale, the new rural development program has a role in the development of 
commodity livestock farming. According to oBcial regulation, people in the 
commune had not been allowed to build livestock farms on land used for 
rice cultivation until AS44. Under the new countryside program, the People’s 
Committee of ChJ3ng Mồ District then approved the project proposed by 
Lam Thiftn Commune to change the land-use purposes of its AUk hectares of 
agricultural land from rice growing to perennial crops and livestock farming. 
Bis conversion allowed many households to convert rice Nelds into livestock 
farms.

The data for this chapter come from in-depth interviews and observations 
conducted in Lam Thiftn and Hát Môn communes from AS4Y to AS4K. Within 
the framework of this study, multiple Neld trips were carried out in Lam 
Thiftn and Hát Môn communes. Be Nrst author conducted a total of forty 
in-depth interviews on the maintenance of and changes in smallholder 
farming in the two localities. In addition, we also had face-to-face or tele-
phone conversations with the people and oBcials of these two communes. 
Conversations with local people and oBcials for updated information on 
Lam Thiftn and Hát Môn communes were carried out until ASAA.à

Translocality and Capitalist Commodity Production 
in Household Livelihoods

As of September ASAA, Lam Thiftn Commune had Ck pig farms, C- of which 
were under contract with global companies such as Ac, Japfa, and Mavin. 



Ac, with whom many are under contract, is a major international corpora-
tion with its headquarters in Bailand; it specializes in animal feed produc-
tion, food production and processing, and retail. Be company has 
processing factories, retail facilities, and animal farms all over Vietnam (its 
farms tend to be located in remote and secluded areas so that the animals 
are protected from diseases, according to the company websiteR). It supplies 
seafood and meat products to its own supermarkets and retail chains and 
those of its partners in major Vietnamese cities. According to the contracts 
with these companies, households are obliged to invest in constructing the 
barns to raise livestock and to hire laborers to work on the farms. Be 
companies provide breeders, feeders, and veterinarians to monitor the farm 
pigs. When the pigs are mature enough to be sold, the companies collect 
them and pay the farms “dm -,KSS–k,SSS (about kyĐS.4H–4.YS) per live 
kilogram. Be Nrst contracts between the companies and the households are 
usually for Nve years, and subsequent ones for three years. An average pig 
farm with about four to Nve hundred pigs requires an initial investment of 
about “dm A billion (about kyĐKS,SSS). Lam Thiftn also had 4AS chicken 
farms that raise broilers and egg chickens. An average chicken farm has 
C,SSS laying hens and 4S,SSS broilers, requiring about “dm 4.A billion initial 
investment (about kyĐCS,SSS). About YS percent of households have 
breeding contracts with large corporations on similar conditions as the 
contracts for pig farming. Be companies collect the chickens and eggs and 
pay the households at set prices (at “dm YSS—about kyĐS.S-—per egg). For 
years, meanwhile, many farmers in Lam Thiftn have raised livestock indepen-
dently on a smaller scale, about AS to -S pigs or ASS to -SS chickens, for 
their own consumption or sale to small traders.

Be establishment of livestock farms requires a relatively large area of 
land, and many farmers rent land from relatives, other villagers, or people 
in other villages who no longer need to use their agricultural land fully or 
partially. Bose tend to be households with all or some members working 
in cities or industrial zones as migrant workers, such as that of Mr. Thịc in 
Lam Thiftn Commune. His household has C sào of paddy Neld,f which was 
allocated to his household of Nve, according to the number of household 
members. Mr. Thịc and his wife have three children. Beir two daughters are 
married and live in another commune of ChJ3ng Mồ District. Be couple 
live with their only son, the latter’s wife, and his three children. Only growing 
rice until recently, this household has gone through several changes. First, 
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Mr. Thịc’s daughter-in-law went to work for a company in Hà Nịi. His son 
had leL to work as a butcher, and later returned to raise livestock when the 
family established a pig farm in AS4H. Be farm is built on the family’s C sào
of land, and since they want to continue to grow rice for home consumption, 
they rented C sào from another household in the commune, one whose adult 
members have migrated to work in the city and no longer work the Nelds. 
Mr. Thịc’s household produces two rice crops a year. For each harvest, they 
pay the other household -S kg of rice per sào, leaving them with 4,HKS kg of 
rice. According to Mr. Thịc, migrant work in the factories increases the 
availability of farmland for rental by those who are willing to work the land:

Now, many workers in the commune migrate to work for companies, so 
many Nelds are abandoned and no one works them. I’m old, so I just work 
more. In many places, the Nelds are leL uncultivated. It’s true that I’m almost 
seventy years old this year, but I’m still healthy, so I keep working for the 
sake of my children. People work in companies for monthly incomes of Nve 
or six million [about kyĐA4H to kyĐAHS] and you won’t get that kind of 
income if you only grow rice.

Bis household’s members, for the relatively small amount of rice they can 
harvest, had to spend a lot of money on production inputs such as seeds, 
fertilizers, and hired labor for plowing and harvest. ALer deducting ex-
penses, the income from rice cultivation was barely suBcient for everyday 
needs other than grains, and the pig farm as well as migrant wage work 
provided their needed cash income.

At the time of our Neldwork, the family kept kS pigs. Unlike many other 
households in the village that conduct contract livestock farming for big 
companies, oLen using industrially produced feed, they sell their pigs, which 
they feed with leLover food from restaurants, to private traders. Mr. Thịc’s 
son has an agreement with three restaurants in central Hà Nịi that allows 
him to take home their leLovers for a small fee. Every day, he rides his 
motorbike to Hà Nịi to collect the leLovers from these restaurants and bring 
them back to feed the pigs. Be cost of raising a pig from restaurant leLovers 
is only about “dm A,SSS (about kyĐS.SU)/pig/day, which adds up to about 
“dm 4SS million (about kyĐk,-SS) a year, including the cost of gasoline for 
the daily motorbike trip. Meanwhile, their yearly proNt from selling pigs is 
about “dm ASS million (about kyĐK,HSS), that is, if they can sell the pigs at 
a good price (market prices for live pigs highly ùuctuate). Beir income from 
pig farming is much more signiNcant than that from rice farming, which 



suBces only to supply them with rice for household consumption. Be 
diversiNcation is not just a matter of increasing income, but also a necessary 
move to ensure household reproduction in a much more commodiNed 
context in which what used to be available through subsistence farming can 
now be obtained only with cash. As mentioned, even rice farming would 
now be hardly viable without cash to pay for essential inputs such as seeds 
or fertilizers, most of which are industrially produced by large corporations, 
oLen the same ones with whom the other villagers are under contract.

The household of Mr. Phi in Lam Thiftn Commune shows an even stronger 
connection between translocality and commodity production in local 
livelihoods. In the 4UU- land reallocation, each person in his hamlet was 
given CAK square meters of agricultural land by the local government, a slight 
diáerence from the per capital area in Mr. Thịc’s village. With three members, 
his family was allocated more than 4,CSS square meters of agricultural land, 
on plots that are separated from each other. Be allocation of Nelds with 
which each household receives separate plots of land with diáerent qualities 
was originally meant to ensure fair distribution among households. However, 
the varying locations and qualities of the household plots make agricultural 
production diBcult, and the commune’s land consolidation in AS4A allowed 
local households to exchange plots, enabling them to cultivate or build 
livestock farms more easily. But in order to have a large enough area of land 
for livestock farming, they have to rent or borrow land. Mr. Phi, for example, 
mobilized land from relatives for his farm:

In AS4-, I decided to build a pig farm. My three older sisters did not work 
in the Nelds, so they leL the Nelds to me to farm. Along with my household’s 
allocated land, the sisters lent me their Nelds, so I have an area of H,KHk square 
meters since AS4- to build this farm. Be sisters do not work in the Nelds 
because their family members have migrated to Nnd oá-farm work in the 
cities and industrial zones. Although I use the land of my sisters’ households, 
the certiNcate of land use rights still belongs to them.

In AS4Y, Mr. Phi’s farm kept 4,SSS pigs. He had been raising pigs since AS4- 
on a Nve-year contract with Ac. According to his contract with the company, 
the company provides Mr. Phi’s family with breeders and feed, and it buys 
mature pigs at a Nxed price of “dm 4,HSS (about kyĐS.SY) per live kilogram. 
Mr. Phi’s family is responsible for building a pigsty and raising the pigs. For 
the work that needs doing on the farm, they have to hire migrant workers 
from other localities to work for them or with them. Mr. Phi’s helpers were 
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from the mountainous province of Cao BVng, one of the three poorest 
provinces in Vietnam:

I have to hire two laborers to work with me and my wife to raise pigs. If 
I and my wife don’t do the work directly, I have to hire four workers. I hire 
people from other localities, not people in my village, to prevent epidemics 
for pigs. We had to hire people coming from far away so that they stay on 
the farm aLer work [unlike locally based workers, who would leave and 
return to the farm and are likely to bring pathogens with them]. Disease 
prevention for pigs is the top issue. I have been employing two persons from 
Cao BVng Province for a while now. When we breeders want to Nnd someone 
to hire, we would ask someone to introduce them. Bey get a monthly wage 
of k million Ulng [about kyĐ4KY.H] per person.

While the chicken farms are oLen tended to by household labor or hired 
labor from the local area, pig farms employ people from ethnic minorities 
such as Nùng, MJDng, and Dao from the poorer northern mountainous 
provinces of Vietnam such as Hòa Bình, Yên Bái, Hà Giang, and Cao BVng. 
Be in-migrants see recruitment information on Facebook pages such as 
that of the pig-raising association (Facebook Hịi ch[n nuôi lộn) and would 
go directly to the farms to apply for jobs. Bose who go to work on farms 
can also get information from their fellow villagers who have worked on the 
farms before. On average, each pig farm needs two hired laborers. All of 
those employed by the Ck pig farms in Lam Thiftn, about 44S people, are 
ethnic-minority people from the northern mountainous provinces. During 
their employment on the farm, they will not go out of the farm gate for 
stretches of about six months (from the beginning to the end of a pig 
breeding cycle) in order to prevent diseases from outside infecting the pigs 
on the farm. Bey are provided with food, and they cook for themselves. 
Bey are also encouraged to butcher a few pigs from the farm’s stock and 
freeze the meat for supplies. Be farm oLen has a vegetable garden, and they 
can grow their own vegetables for daily consumption. Because of the long 
duration of the isolated farm stay during the six-month breeding cycle, the 
two laborers hired by the farm are usually a married couple. When the 
mature pigs are sold, the couple can return to their home for about two weeks 
before returning to the farm. In ASAA, each laborer working in pig farms in 
Lam Thiftn was paid “dm H–Y million (about kyĐACS–AU4) per month, wages 
that are equivalent to the income of workers in industrial zones and higher 
than those earned by other agricultural laborers in Lam Thiftn. Compared to 



the wages that they could earn in their home area, this level of income is 
much higher.

Be data presented here indicate the ways in which rural households 
have come to be enfolded into capitalist commodity production and in that 
process become a node of mobility through which diáerent sorts of migrant 
labor crisscross. Beir entry into commodity farming seems closely con-
nected to the commodiNcation of rural labor (Lin and Nguyen ASA4) that 
underscores the out-migration of villagers to urban and industrial centers. 
Be labor migration frees up the agricultural land necessary for commodity 
livestock farming while the in-migration of people from the more peripheral 
rural regions of Vietnam provides the labor necessary for the same purpose.

Meanwhile, the construction of such a farm requires relatively large 
Nnancial investments that both these households, as most other villagers, 
cannot readily aáord. Mr. Thịc’s family had to take a bank loan of “dm 4SS 
million (about kyĐk,KSS) out of the “dm -SS million (kyĐ4k,kSS) they had 
initially invested in building the farm. At the time of our interview, his 
household still had not paid oá the bank loan. Mr. Phi, out of the A billion 
“dm investment in his farm, took a bank loan of “dm KSS million (about 
kyĐ-K,kSS) and also had to borrow money from his brothers. At the time of 
our interview, his family was paying “dm 4C million (about kyĐHkU) in 
monthly interest on diáerent kinds of debts. Most households that take up 
commodiNed farming have to borrow from banks. Contracted farming 
households do not seem to be subjected to a high level of risk, with the set 
kilogram prices and disease control services provided by the companies. Be 
contracted prices are much lower than those fetched by independent farms 
such as that of Mr. Thịc, but contracted households are not exposed to 
market price ùuctuations as the latter are—in AS4Y, when the price of pork 
fell, the proNt from selling a kilogram of pork was half of the investment per 
kilogram, and all small-scale pig farming households in Lam Thiftn suáered 
major losses. However, the price-setting for contracted farms lies in the 
hands of the powerful companies, and the low prices offered by the 
companies are oLen used as a reference point for wholesale market traders 
to bargain with independent farmers. Coupled with the increasing prices of 
inputs that are mostly produced by these companies, independent farms are 
oLen forced out of business and into indebtedness by the terms set by the 
companies with whom they do not enter into contract.ü Be local saying 

“Pigs eat red books” (Lèn fln sả ôO) refers to the situation in which households 
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have to mortgage land-use rights to borrow money to invest in livestock 
farms, and if they cannot pay back the loans, their land-use right certiNcates 
are conNscated by the bank. So the containment of risk that the agri-
corporations sell to farmers as the most important advantage of working 
under contract for them depends on the transfer of the market ùuctuations 
to the independent farms and the assumption of animal disease risks to the 
migrant laborers who give up their freedom for extended periods to stay at 
the farms.Q While contracted farming may contain the short-term risks of 
the household, their risk of future dependency in a relationship of highly 
unequal power relations with highly unfavorable terms for them seems 
signiNcant.

The translocality in local livelihoods as such does not only entail 
rural-urban linkages in terms of labor, land, and production inputs, but also 
is expressed by the ways in which rural households are incorporated into 
Nnancial systems and global commodity production. No longer conNned to 
urban centers, these systems now extend across the city and the countryside, 
reaching into the remotest areas in search of opportunities for market 
expansion, outsourcing, and labor power. Rural households, as their liveli-
hoods become more and more implicated in these systems, are taking on 
the risks of indebtedness and market ùuctuation, even as their participation 
might allow some to accumulate wealth. However, not all villagers are able 
or willing to engage with commodity farming—many others continue to 
combine labor migration with subsistence farming.

.e Interrelationship between Labor Mobility 
and Subsistence Agriculture

Households with members who migrate to the city to work tend to reduce 
the land area under cultivation, letting those who stay at home cultivate just 
enough to ensure food provision for the whole family and renting the rest 
of their land to those engaging in commodity farming. Ms. Hộp, forty-two 
years old, in Tân Triftu Commune, Banh Trì District, for example, works 
as a street vendor, selling mainly sweet potatoes, fruits, and cassava. Some-
times she is hired to wash dishes or cook for parties. Bese jobs bring her 
an income of about “dm C–H million (about kyĐASK–ACS) a month. In an 
arrangement similarly observed in many other parts of rural northern 



Vietnam (Chau AS4U; Vu and Agergaard AS4A; Nguyen AS4k), Ms. Hộp’s 
husband is at home working the Nelds and attending to immediate family 
matters as she lives and works in Hà Nịi. During planting or harvesting 
times, Ms. Hộp returns to join her husband in doing the necessary work in 
the Nelds. She said:

At Nrst, [when] I went to [Hà Nịi], the whole village went, each person 
doing a job. I followed my fellow villagers. Anyway, it’s better to come here 
[better income] than stay in the countryside. … Sometimes I also want to 
Nnd another stable job or [work for] a company, but this job [street vending] 
is freer. [If I have a stable job or work for a company], when I have unex-
pected duties at home, I can’t take a break. I still have to take care of the 
housework. A company would give me only one or two days oá. So [I] have 
to do this job. Bis job is hard but not in terms of time, so [I] still [return to 
my commune] to harvest rice, plant rice. … Except for rainy days, the other 
days I go [selling].

Although income from migrant work, such as street vending or factory work, 
is oLen much better than that from small-scale rice growing at home, 
families such as Ms. Hop’s do not give up the latter. Bis is indeed quite 
common in similar contexts of labor migration in which self-subsistence 
farming acts as a source of social security and protection for labor migrants, 
most of whom operate under conditions of precarity away from home (Rigg, 
Salamanca, and Bompson AS4H). Be latter’s cash income in the meantime 
has become vital to household reproduction due to commodity market 
expansion into the countryside and the increasing privatization of public 
goods (Nguyen AS4K). Be combination is indeed a common strategy for 
translocal households to deal with the ever-higher costs of household 
reproduction and the risks faced by migrating members, who in turn ensure 
the cash income necessary for the former.

In our study area, this strategy of combining labor migration with 
subsistence farming has also called for adjustments in the production 
methods to suit the reduced availability of household labor. Mechanization 
of rice growing has now become commonplace partly due to this require-
ment of translocal livelihoods, as has been observed in another rural district 
in northern Vietnam where local people are active in the migrant waste 
trade (Nguyen AS4Y). A peasant in Lam Thiftn Commune, ChJ3ng Mồ 
District, explains how mechanized farming is collectively organized in the 
village:
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Cooperatives collect money from each household and pay the machine 
owner. Each family pays not directly to the machine owner, but to the 
cooperative. Agricultural cooperatives are now called New Cooperatives, 
representing farmers to avoid disputes over ploughing. For example, if a 
person has a contract to plow and harrow for -SS mFu of the village, the 
cooperative will calculate on the basis of 4Skg of rice per sào. Be cooperative 
then collects money from households and pays the machine owners. For 
each 4S kilos of rice collected, the cooperative keeps 4 kilo, because the 
cooperative is responsible for making contracts, managing and supervising 
the plowing and harrowing; the owner of the machine gets U kilos.

Be mechanization of agricultural production in Lam Thiftn Commune has 
taken place since AS4k, not only for preparing the land for planting, but also 
for harvesting. Be harvesting, however, is not collectively organized but 
takes place according to the individual needs of the households to facilitate 
transportation to individual families. A farmer in Lam Thiftn Commune, 
ChJ3ng Mồ District said:

As for the harvest, the machine also does it all. Some people buy machines 
[for harvesting rice]. Be price is about 4CS to ASS million dong (about 
kyĐH,-SS–K,-SS) per machine. … Be machine owners announce the rice 
harvest on the Internet [to let the households in the village know to hire the 
owners]. In this village, two people/households bought two machines. People 
from other localities also brought back dozens of machines (one machine 
per person/household) to harvest. [With] -SS mFu [the cultivated area of 
LJ3ng Xá Hamlet, Lam Thiftn Commune] to be harvested, within two or 
three days this area is all harvested. If it’s sunny, it’s fast.

Mechanization helps to free up the labor necessary for tasks that used to be 
performed manually and require much greater labor and time inputs. Bis 
makes it possible for the translocal household to maintain the combination 
of simultaneous livelihoods and reproductive activities across rural and 
urban locations (Nguyen AS4k, AS4Y). Bat said, the costs of mechanization 
need to be made up for by the cash income of the migrant household 
members, as with the other inputs into rice farming. Indeed, subsistence 
farming and migrant livelihoods are mutually sustaining, in the same way 
that commodity farming depends on the multiple pathways of labor migra-
tion by diáerent groups of rural people who are diáerentially located in the 
economic order of Vietnam today.



Conclusion

In contrast to the existing literature’s focus on intrafamily relations and 
negotiation around the translocal household’s division of labor and repro-
ductive duties (Vu and Agargaard AS4A; Nguyen AS4k), we have paid greater 
attention to the economic linkages that the household has with external 
institutions and actors far beyond its village. Our analysis has underscored 
the multidimensional translocality of rural livelihoods in Vietnam today 
and the ways in which more diverse strategies for livelihoods have emerged 
in response to the changing conditions of household reproduction and 
production. Be multidimensionality can be seen in the mutual dependence 
between labor migration and subsistence farming, between subsistence 
farming and commodity farming, between labor migration and commodity 
farming. It can be also seen in the mutual dependence between diáerent 
livelihood strategies within the same village, for example by those who focus 
on commodity farming and those who do not, between those who practice 
contract commodity farming and independent livestock farmers. As well, it 
can be seen in the coexistence of labor migration out of the village and that 
from more peripheral regions into the village. Bese translocal linkages and 
actors beyond the household have come to shape the household economy 
and rural economic life in powerful ways.

Furthermore, we have demonstrated how the translocality in rural 
livelihoods nowadays is not only organically linked to the commodiNcation 
of labor that underlies rural-urban migration (Lin and Nguyen ASA4) but 
also increasingly engages broader systems of commodity production and 
Nnance (see the chapter herein by Lainez, TrWnh, and Bùi about Nnancial 
expansion). As documented elsewhere in rural Vietnam (Nguyen ASAS), 
these systems increasingly extend into the countryside in search of oppor-
tunities for expansion and outsourcing, oLen capitalizing on the very pre-
carious mobilities of diáerent groups of people migrating into and out of 
the village. Household participation in these systems, while allowing certain 
people the possibilities of entrepreneurship and accumulation, exposes the 
rural household, and those within its networks, to the risks of indebtedness 
and market ùuctuations. Translocality is not merely a household choice; it 
constitutes an imperative of the new economy that rural households can 
ignore only at their peril. As translocality will endure, so will the high level 
of risk assumption in rural livelihoods in Vietnam.
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Notes

 C See, e.g., the following articles: https://vietnamnet.vn/bi-kich-nong-dan-lam-
thue-cho-dai-gia-chan-nuoi-4AACUA.html [Be tragedy of peasants in contract 
with livestock big bosses], accessed on 4k October ASAA, or https://
diendandoanhnghiep.vn/ban-nha-do-no-vi-nuoi-ga-lien-ket-AAA44k.html 
[Selling houses and becoming indebted because of contract chicken farming].

 A Besides using data from the forty in-depth interviews in Lam Thiftn and Hát Môn 
communes, we also use data from NLy in-depth interviews conducted with 
immigrants residing in Tân Triftu Commune, Banh Trì District, Hà Nịi. Tân 
Triftu is a rural commune located almost in the inner city of Hà Nịi. Bis 
commune has been urbanized to a very high degree and there are almost no 
agricultural activities leL. All names of interviewees in this chapter are 
pseudonyms.

 k In northern Vietnam, 4 sào is equivalent to -HS square meters; 4S sào are equiv-
alent to 4 mFu.

 - See https://cpfoods.vn/pages/gioi-thieu-cong-ty-co-phan-chan-nuoi-cp-viet-
nam-cpv.

 4 Be conversion from “dm to kyĐ is based on the exchange rate at the time of the 
mentioned events.

 H See, e.g., an article on CP’s website: https://cpfoods.vn/blogs/hoat-dong/lien-ket-
nuoi-heo-cong-nghe-cao-han-che-rui-ro-ve-gia-ca-va-dich-benh [High-tech 
pig farming alliance reduces risks in terms of price and diseases].
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Private Lives on the Move:
Transnational Migration, Marriage, and Work

Otxxt 9sEh7p©:

aeuh ht27u©y ©y KtyEtp WyE Ppu!W7t xu3t explores the ways in which 
multidirectional cross-border migration aáects the social life of Vietnamese 
migrants in their new country and even in Vietnam. In three insightful 
chapters, we meet Vietnamese women who have married men in China, 
South Korea, and Taiwan, and also Vietnamese men who have returned to 
their home country aLer having worked in Japan. Each of the chapters sheds 
light on the ways transnational migration is imbued with not only chal-
lenges, hardship, and crises, but also commitment, resilience, and potential-
ities. We learn about the ways in which Vietnamese migrants navigate 
several social terrains by adjusting to gender-speciNc expectations in their 
new country and family while also bridging to their natal family in Vietnam 
through emotional bonds, giL-giving, and Nnancial support.

Be chapters add new and important insights into the growing body of 
research on migration, marriage, and work in Asia and beyond. Be authors 
contribute their research to scholarship on cross-border migration as related 
to the legal status and citizenship restrictions in respect to migrants (e.g., 
Tuen and Yeoh ASA-); the signiNcance of the migrants’ family in their country 
of origin and the new home within a larger migration-development nexus 
(Chinsung, Keuntae, and Piper AS4H); how the global economy facilitates 
ùows in people for purposes such as getting married and Nnding a job (Bai 
ASSK); the ways in which the racialization and marginalization of migrants 
in country of destination interact with overarching postcolonial powers 
(Ang, Ho, and Yeoh ASAA); and the eáect of gendered and racialized 
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discriminatory nation-state regulations that hamper migrant opportunities 
(Kneebone ASA-).

Nguyen Thi Phuong Cham’s chapter on “Cross-Border Marriages: 
Expectations and Translocal Lifeworlds of Vietnamese Brides in Wanwei 
(Guangxi, China)” draws on long-term data collected on the Vietnamese–
Chinese border. Five Vietnamese women in Wanwei share their stories of 
living in poverty with lower-class local men. Phung N. Su’s piece on “More 
than ‘LeLover Water’: Vietnamese Brides and the ShiLing Obligations of 
Transnational Families” refers to NLy-eight interviews with Vietnamese 
women migrants married to men in South Korea and Taiwan who have 
managed to create a level of autonomy from their spouses by engaging in 
business activities. An Huy Tran’s chapter on “Sexuality, Masculinity, and 
Transnational Migration: Be Case of Male Vietnamese Returnees from 
Japan” builds on seventy life-story interviews with Vietnamese male mi-
grants who had worked in Japan as technicians (i.e., technical intern trainees) 
before returning to Vietnam, where they Nnd a new socioeconomic and even 
masculine status.

Situated in an ethnographic tradition, each chapter opens a window 
into the duple-contextual ways gender is craLed as the result of local 
perceptions, ideas, and actions at home and abroad. Intersecting with 
parameters such as class and sexuality, gender emerges as a malleable 
dimension of life that is dynamically changing and reconfiguring by 
incorporating local notions and practices bearing on masculinity, feminin-
ity, sexuality, age, ethnicity/race, and class (Collins AS4U; Ong ASSC; Ryd-
strom ASSH).

In patrilineally organized societies with a Confucian heritage, as in the 
countries that are in the fore of the three chapters, hierarchies, powers, and 
privileges are intimately intertwined with masculinity. Be ways in which 
not only masculinity but also femininity are rendered meaningful and 
associated with speciNc bodies frame the shaping of kin-related roles such 
as husband, wife, father, mother, son, and daughter as well as work-deNned 
roles such as laborer, caregiver, and entrepreneur (Nguyen and Rydstrom 
ASAA; Tuen and Yeoh ASA4). Patriarchy and gendered intersections come 
together in each of the chapters to solidify a system that privileges men’s 
superiority over women and thereby facilitates the conditions allowing for 
the exclusion of women and nonbinary sexualities (cf. Hearn AS4C; Nguyen 
AS4K).



Attempting to build a new life in China, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, 
Vietnamese women and men develop strategies to navigate a social realm 
deNned by ideas about appropriate ways of conducting oneself as a woman or 
man. Vietnamese women migrants carefully balance such gender-speciNc 
assumptions by merging a repertoire of values learned in Vietnam with 
gendered norms in the local communities in which they settle when going 
abroad. Be chapters unfold the complex ways in which social spaces and 
places accrue gender-intersected meaning and, in doing so, demarcate 
boundaries to deNne “who belongs to a place and who may be excluded” 
(McDowell 4UUU:k). For Vietnamese women and men whose lives are framed 
by a history of transnational mobility, their vulnerability due to risks of 
marginalization, stigmatization, and inequality is evident (cf. Butler et al. AS4H).

With a Nne-tuned sense for how gendered power relations permeate their 
new household and society at large, Vietnamese migrant women perpetually 
attempt to adjust their behavior, anxious to avoid taking any missteps that 
might be deemed as indications of lack of respect for social conventions in 
their host country by an unsympathetic husband, mother-in-law, or neigh-
bor. Be Vietnamese social capacity tình cRm (sentiments/emotions/feel-
ings), acquired through socialization, emerges as a helpful way for the 
migrant women to navigate gender-speciNc social asymmetries in their new 
country (Rydstrom ASS-).

While working in Japan, Vietnamese men similarly adapt to country-
speciNc sociocultural norms, though in ways that diáer from the Vietnamese 
migrant women. As previous research on Japan conducted by Emma Cook 
(AS4H) has shown, masculinity and work are closely entwined, and low-
income Vietnamese migrant male workers are rendered inferior as low-class 
masculinities. As returnees to Vietnam, however, they climb the social and 
gendered hierarchies because of the ways their economic, and even sexual, 
position has risen due to what is recognized as a stay in a socioeconomically 
prestigious country. Be diBculties met by the men while working in Japan 
thus pay oá aLer their return to Vietnam in terms of leading to an improved 
social status and living conditions. However, for the Vietnamese migrant 
women, who end up rooting in their new country, everyday hardship and 
crises do not seem to come to an end. Rather, daily life crises transmute into 
a new normalcy (Rydstrom ASAA), a normalcy calling for the building of 
social resilience and the development of mitigation and coping strategies 
(Adger ASSS).

Private Lives on the Move 4A-
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Nguyen Bi Phuong Cham has been traveling to Wanwei since 4UUU, and 
the author’s familiarity with the place shines through a text focused on the 
marginalization of Vietnamese women there. Because the Vietnamese migrant 
women have married men from poor households with little class status, the 
women are subjected to discrimination and treated like outsiders. Almost 

“included by exclusion” (Agamben 4UUK), the women feel that they are looked 
down upon in their local community and belittled by being referred to with 
the derogative term “bought bride” (cf. Le, Truong, and Khuat AS4-). Tuen 
Yi Chiu and Brenda Yeoh (ASA-), for instance, have emphasized the 
signiNcance of citizenship status in respect to migration and the human and 
social diBculties in which legal marginalization might result, as also eluci-
dated in Nguyen’s chapter. Here, the women neither have a marriage license 
nor a residence permit and, therefore, find themselves in a precarious situation 
due to the risk of being identiNed by authorities and deported. Keeping a low 
proNle, they behave with great care to avoid provoking people in their 
community who may be inclined to report undocumented migrants to the 
authorities. To make matters worse, the Vietnamese women’s marginalization 
is fortiNed because they do not master the Chinese language. Bis means that 
they are not only estranged from their husband and his family, but even from 
their own children, who do not master the Vietnamese language.

Vietnamese women married to men in Wanwei are stretched emotionally 
and mentally between a life with husband, children, and in-laws in China, 
on the one hand, and their own parents and siblings who live in Vietnam, 
on the other (cf. Chinsung, Keuntae, and Piper AS4H). Be women aspire to 
create a better life for themselves and their new family in Wanwei and wish 
to project such an impression onto relatives back home. Keen on proving to 
their Vietnamese family that they have been successful in building a life 
abroad, the women bring pricey giLs to kin in Vietnam, which they cannot 
aáord, oáer Nnancial support to their relatives in Vietnam, put up a facade 
to appear cheerful, and downplay the challenges with which they struggle 
in daily life. Portraying oneself as a success by glossing over experiences of 
social exclusion and day-to-day crises of hardship is an eBcient, but expen-
sive solution for the women of little economic means.

Not unlike the Vietnamese women who have married men in Wanwei, 
the Vietnamese women who went to South Korea or Taiwan to get married 
encounter daily life challenges and precariousness, as highlighted in Phung 
N. Su’s chapter. They encounter long working hours, feel alienated, experience 



marginalization, struggle with language barriers, and suáer emotionally 
from lack of proximity to their Vietnamese female kin to rely upon in respect 
to childcare and the upbringing of their children. Be women’s new lives in 
South Korea and Taiwan are fraught with ambiguities concerning the extent 
to which they feel a sense of belonging to their country of origin and the 
new foreign community in which they have started their own family (cf. 
Yuval-Davis ASSH). Such feelings should be seen in the light of discrimination 
tendencies against poor, gendered, and racialized migrants in their new 
country, as also discussed by Susan Kneebone (ASA-) in a study on marriage 
migration of Vietnamese women into South Korea.

Duple-contextual responsibilities, however, also generate creative 
strategies in response to gender-speciNc expectations in patrilineally orga-
nized societies with a Confucian heritage such as South Korea, Taiwan, and 
Vietnam. Committing not only to the family into which they have married, 
but also to their natal family, the Vietnamese migrant women attempt to 
redeNne inùuential ideas about the ways in which Nlial piety is expected to 
be demonstrated by a dutiful wife and daughter (cf. Bélanger and Wang 
AS4-). Be women, Su shows, adroitly negotiate and reconcile obligations to 
husband and in-laws in their new country and parents and siblings in 
Vietnam. As “pious” (hiMu thRo) daughters, the women send remittances to 
their parents and siblings in Vietnam, who may be struggling to make ends 
meet, thereby supporting family members to improve their living conditions 
by helping them to repay loans, renovate homes, pursue education, and 
launch entrepreneurial ventures (cf. Tuen and Yeoh ASA-). Marriage involv-
ing cross-border migration thus becomes a means for family-related poverty 
alleviation and development.

An Huy Tran’s chapter illuminates the complexities with which 
multidirectional transnational migration is saturated. Be journey involving 
migration from Vietnam to Japan as well as returning to Vietnam aLer 
working in Japan for a period symbolizes change and progress for the men, 
or rather a rite de passage. When moving to Japan, the Vietnamese men are 
inexperienced youngsters, who, however, upon returning to Vietnam give 
an impression of being capable, mature, and a—uent “men of the world.” 
While their economic and masculine position in Japan was inferior, their 
status in Vietnam is improved. As returnees, the men project an image of 
economic and personal success, which taps into assumptions in Vietnamese 
society about a correlation between a man’s Nnancial resources and the 

Private Lives on the Move 4AC
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quality and level of his masculinity. As income is thought to reùect upon a 
man’s masculinity and by extension his sexuality, the wealthier a man is, the 
more masculine he is assumed to be (Hoang and Yeoh AS44; Horton and 
Rydstrom AS44).

Return migration thus provides an opportunity for the Vietnamese men 
to showcase upward social mobility and heightened sexuality. While hetero-
sexual men tend to have experienced inferiority in the Japanese masculine 
hierarchical order, followed by an elevated social status when back in 
Vietnam, same-sex male returnees rather re-encounter a Vietnamese 
heterosexual matrix, which excludes same-sex and nonbinary sexualities. 
Bus, Vietnamese gay men returning aLer having worked in Japan do not 
enjoy an augmented masculine status aLer resettling in Vietnam despite 
economic resources in tandem with an increased recognition of Nw1aù
people in Vietnamese society (Rydstrom, Nguyen, and Hoang ASA-). Just 
like the Vietnamese women who migrate for marriage in China, South 
Korea, and Taiwan, Vietnamese migrant men who have worked in Japan 
avoid sharing with family and friends the diBculties and sense of exclusion 
they have experienced in Japan.

As part of larger development and reproduction tendencies (Le, Truong, 
and Khuat AS4-), transnational mobility for work and/or marriage is imbued 
with hardship as well as risk-taking, precarity, crises, and resistance. Bis is 
also elucidated by Hung Cam Bai (ASSK) in a study on the eáorts invested 
by Vietnamese men living in the American diaspora to attract women from 
Vietnam for the purpose of marriage and the uncertain conditions in which 
the women Nnd themselves aLer moving to the United States. In-depth 
ethnographic studies like those of Nguyen, Su, and Tran generate critical 
knowledge about the multiple ways in which daily life crises are experienced 
and dealt with by migrating people (cf. Fassin ASAA).

Rendered precarious and encountering a variety of crises, duple-
contextual lives are conNgured and reconNgured, for better or for worse, in 
China, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Vietnam in correspondence with 
context-speciNc gendered intersections that frame “the hardship of ordinary 
life” (Rydstrom ASAA). Each crisis is diáerent in scale (Bergman-Rosamond 
et al. AS4U), but it is common for the various crises encountered by those 
embarking upon a transnational migration journey that a crisis makes 

“outcomes unpredictable” (Habermas 4UUA:4). Beginning a new life in a 
foreign country is marked by insecurity, as described in the chapters, and 



uncertainty produced by crises tends to traverse time, place, and space (cf. 
Mbembe and Roitman 4UUC). Facing diBculties, however, does not mean 
passive acceptance, as is also elucidated in the chapters. Rather, cross-country 
migrating and the building of a new life in the receiving country is an ongoing 
process of challenges and the mustering of social resilience to empower 
oneself and, in doing so, increase the control over one’s own life (Kabeer 
ASSC; Rampp et al. AS4U).

Instead of complying with diBcult circumstances, the Vietnamese 
women and men introduced in the chapters weather day-to-day hardship 
by inventing a variety of mitigating strategies. As Nguyen, Su, and Tran 
vividly show in their individual chapters, the Vietnamese migrants steer 
through daily life challenges in their new country, and even in Vietnam, by 
drawing on, and accumulating, various types of capital (Bourdieu 4UUA; 
Endres AS4k). Be Vietnamese transnational migrants endure adversity, but 
they also develop counter strategies by the aid of which they manage the 
painful aspects of living a life deNned by gendered inequalities and socioe-
conomic marginalization in foreign lands. Capturing the powers and 
intricacies in cross-country migration, the chapters oáer moving accounts 
of migrant devotedness to creating a new life and climbing the social ladder 
by staying resilient and coping with life even when harsh.
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Cross-Border Marriages:

Expectations and Translocal Lifeworlds of 
Vietnamese Brides in Wanwei 

(Guangxi, China)

dKrsty aeu cer©yK AeW:

yuy2t 7et ộải mGi pt3©p:h, cross-border marriages have been on the rise 
in Vietnam as a result of people’s greater engagement in global mobilities. 
According to the Ministry of Public Security, since ASSK about thirteen 
thousand Vietnamese women have married foreigners, mainly from South 
Korea, Taiwan, the People’s Republic of China, and the United States.Đ In 
this changing context, Wanwei, a coastal village located near the China–
Vietnam border, has become a destination for Vietnamese brides to marry 
local Chinese men. By AS4K, there were about NLy Vietnamese women with 
Chinese husbands living in the village. Bey had been born and grown up 
in farming families in Vietnam’s northern and northeastern provinces such 
as B;c Giang, Hà Nịi, Hzi DJ3ng, Bái Bình, Nam ThWnh, Hzi Phòng, and 
Quzng Ninh. I visited Wanwei for the Nrst time in 4UUU and since then have 
returned many times. During those trips, I made acquaintance with these 
Vietnamese women. I call them các chff (elder sisters). In return, they 
consider me a member of their families, oLen using the kinship term dìà in 
our conversations, and they are willing to tell me their personal stories, many 
of which I have recorded over the years. Bese accounts depict their daily 
lives, economic conditions, work, family, and social relations in Wanwei as 
well as their relationships with their families in the homeland.
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Bis chapter tells the stories of Nve among these women, who represent 
four trajectories of marriage into Wanwei: through the introduction of 
friends or relatives (sister Banh); through migrant work as hired laborers 
in the village Nrst before marrying (sister Tân and sister Hlng); through 
previous migration to multiple destinations before settling in the village 
(sister Hà); and through being traBcked into cross-border marriage (sister 
Lú). Be Nve women’s accounts indicate that Vietnamese women who are 
engaged in cross-border marriages (see also Su’s chapter in this volume) are 
constrained by patriarchal expectations and structures on the two ends of 
their cross-border life. In their home country, it is the expectation that dutiful 
daughters will get married, and even marry up, in order to bring or save face 
for their parents. In their marital home in Wanwei, China, they are expected 
to be dutiful and submissive wives and mothers who are devoted to their 
husband’s family as their own. Since they are cross-border migrants without 
legal status, they are also expected to act as well-behaved residents that make 
no trouble and keep a low proNle. How, then, do these women live up to these 
expectations and manage to carve out their own social and economic spaces 
that allow for some level of self-determination and recognition?

Following the narratives of sisters Tân, Banh, Hlng, Hà, and Lú, I argue 
that we might better apprehend how these women live their lives by deploy-
ing the unique set of coping mechanisms and strategies that Deniz Kandiyoti 
(4UKK) calls “patriarchal bargains.” Bis notion refers to women’s strategies 
to sustain their limited power or spaces of self-determination within the 
constraints of patriarchal structures without upsetting them, for example 
through cultivating emotional ties with their sons. As they fulNll obligations, 
cultural rules, and social expectations in their new families and communi-
ties, the women I met in Wanwei also create new social and economic spaces 
by using their Vietnamese identity to improve their social position and gain 
recognition. Beir strategies may seem burdensome, yet they enable the 
women to balance between the social expectations and obligations of their 
new homes and their communities of origin (see also Su, this volume; Hoang 
AS44). Although they do not change the structures within which they operate, 
these patriarchal bargains enable them to gain a certain level of self-deter-
mination and recognition as well as a standard of living that would otherwise 
be denied to them.



On Being a Vietnamese Bride in Wanwei

Wanwei, together with the villages Shanxin and Wutou, is part of the Jingdao 
area that belongs to the town of Jiangping, Dongxing City, Guangxi Province, 
China. Be area is home to a group of the Jing people (ethnic Vietnamese; 
ngVThi Kinh in the Vietnamese language), who originally belonged to the 
majority ethnic group in Vietnam but count as a minority ethnic group in 
China. As the largest coastal village among three villages constituting the 
Jingdao cluster, Wanwei has 4,SSA households with k,SHA people. It has a 
natural area of 4-.Y kmA, which is divided into three hamlets including 
Wanwei (mainly Jing people), Wandong, and Wanxi (mainly Zhuang and 
Han people). Over the sea, Wanwei connects to Trà Cv (Móng Cái, Quzng 
Ninh Province, Vietnam), while along the land route, it is about AC kilometers 
from the Dongxing–Móng Cái border gate.

Migrant women in Wanwei are Kinh, people who had been born and grown 
up in farming families in lowland Vietnamese provinces, where the gender 
order is shaped by patriarchal traditions that require women to be hardworking, 
docile, married early to a man in the same village, devoted to family, and 
remaining within the village. As a result of the post-reform industrialization 
and urbanization, coupled with labor migration and mobility in rural areas, 
women could leave their villages or take part in nonagricultural jobs. Many 
thus migrated for waged work and later married foreigners. All the Nve women 
discussed in this chapter had experiences with childhood poverty and lack of 
educational opportunities and became waged workers at young ages.

As grown women, all of them experienced diBculties in their personal 
relationships. Sister Hlng and sister Tân had not found a man to their liking 
and were eventually “past the marriageable age” as conventionally deNned 
in rural areas; sister Hà had been married for several years before her 
husband leL and never came back; sister Lú had had a boyfriend but got 
rejected by his family and had been raped once; and sister Banh was scarred 
by witnessing the suáerings of other married women. Be hardship faced 
by each woman was diáerent; however, they shared the experience of having 
been perceived as too old for marriage and having “(unfavorable) circum-
stances” by their fellow villagers, which placed them under the pressure of 
public opinion in the village.R

Despite unfortunate family circumstances and unfruitful personal 
relationships, these women had not actively considered leaving their village; 
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“it was rather all driven by fate,” as sister Lú said. Bey had hardly gone out 
of the village, let alone abroad. To them, such names as Wanwei, Dongxing, 
or China had been unfamiliar; even the Vietnamese province of Móng Cái 
had been a strange place for them. As sister Tân was taken to China by an 
acquaintance to work as a hired laborer, she knew nothing about the 
neighboring country. What the women knew about their Chinese husbands 
was even more limited. Bey had known the men only through matchmakers 
or brokers, who provided brief, simple, and sometimes even incorrect 
information. Some of the women could not remember the full names of 
their future husbands. Bese women had nonlegal marriages, without 
celebration by any conventional ceremonies, which meant that they live in 
Wanwei without the household registration and marriage licenses that are 
legally required in China.

All the Vietnamese women in Wanwei, including the five sisters 
mentioned in this chapter, married Han, Zhuang, and other ethnic minority 
men instead of Jing men. As men of ethnic groups other than the dominant 
Han, their husbands had had diBculty Nnding Chinese wives; besides, they 
were poor and had unfavorable family backgrounds in a country where 
marriage prospects largely depend on money, education, and power. Some 
had lost either their mothers or fathers; others had lost their wives. Some 
were migrants and had wandered many places. Most of them were either 
hired or self-employed Nshers. Bey had, as such, strenuous and precarious 
lives. If the gender imbalance prevalent in China for decades makes it 
diBcult for Chinese men to Nnd local wives, it is even more the case for rural 
men (Cai AS4C). Bus, Dongxing men have been trying to marry Vietnamese 
women through brokers since the normalization of the relationship between 
Vietnam and China in 4UU4.

Bese Vietnamese women, in their home country, were subjected to the 
gendered stigma of being people “with circumstances,” “being past the 
marriageable age,” or “having to driL away to marry Chinese men.” Beir 
social position in Wanwei, meanwhile, was equally inferior because they 
were married illegally to poor men, thereby being considered “bought brides” 
or “called wives.” However, they actively carved out autonomous spaces and 
created social connections, turning these into a long-term strategy to 
negotiate life in Wanwei with their Chinese husbands, as well as with their 
other family members and communities.



Fulxlling Gender Obligations in Marital Families

Accepting a simple and quiet marriage, the women had leL their Vietnamese 
homes to start a new life in Wanwei with the families of their Chinese 
husbands about whom they had not known much or whom they had not 
met in person. Bey had to familiarize themselves with and adapt to new 
families, new jobs, a new lifestyle, and especially their new husbands.

Be Nve women had diáerent family backgrounds; yet, they all started 
their lives in Wanwei with more economic hardships than the majority of 
the other villagers. Bree of them lived in cramped rented houses with 
simple furniture. Two others shared a very small house with people from all 
three generations of their in-laws. With this hard beginning, their early days 
in Wanwei were occupied with household chores, childbirth, and, once the 
children were born, childcare. Most of the women I met in Wanwei became 
pregnant within the Nrst year of marriage.

ALer a while, when the housework was better organized and the children 
had grown up, the women had more time to work. Sisters Tân, Hlng, and 
Hà chose to work at the beach with their families. Bey took advantage of 
the time when the children were at school and the husbands were at work 
to go to the beach to dig clams, razor clams, or peanut worms.f Sometimes, 
they also went to the beach to wait for their husbands to pull the nets back 
so that they could untangle them, sell seafood, and then clean up. Sister 
Banh decided to become a tailor who Nxed clothes and sister Lú took up 
fruit peddling to earn cash income. Brough these jobs, they could easily 
form and enhance the connection with other family members, thereby 
stabilizing their domestic life.

Be women had to get used to their in-law families with very limited 
language skills and understanding about their customs and routines. Bey 
did not have any relatives living nearby to learn from their behavioral 
experiences. All these things caused many diBculties in their initial 
integration with the new families. Sister Tân and sister Hlng felt lucky 
living with their fathers- and mothers-in-law, who were apparently easygo-
ing. Sister Banh lived with a younger sister-in-law who did not like her at 
Nrst but gradually changed her attitude. Sister Hà lived with Nve stepchil-
dren and a seriously ill mother-in-law. She said: “I took care of her for six 
years and a half. God, it was hard work!” Sister Lú lived with an in-law family 
who did not appreciate her; she said: “At Nrst, they treated me purely as a 
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domestic worker. I knew my fate and my status, so I clenched my teeth to 
survive.”

Be women were in charge of all housework and took care of their 
children while working to earn money to support the family. Yet, they always 
behaved carefully and handled the relationship with the in-laws by proac-
tively observing the language, behavior, and habits of all family members, 
attempting to create connection and cohesion among family members to 
make their life more comfortable. Not only did they try to get familiar with, 
adapt to, and foster bonds with the in-laws, but they also tried to understand 
and adapt to their husbands. Since they neither shared a language and culture 
nor had had time to get to know each other before marriage, the women 
started their conjugal life with trying to learn about their husbands. All of 
the women told stories of feeling strange around the new husband during 
the early days of their marriage. Sister Tân said: “my Nrst days living with 
my husband were very strange. I knew only a few Chinese words, so I could 
not understand what my husband said. We did not understand each other, 
but we did not know what we should do either.” In addition to this feeling 
of alienation, others also felt fear and sadness. As sister Lú said: “from the 
beginning, my husband only considered me something he had bought. I had 
to endure whatever he forced on me. I could not resist. When thinking of 
my husband coming back home, I felt very scared.” All of them said that 
over time they “did get used to it” or “everything gradually became familiar.” 
As sister Lú told me, “it took several years for me and my husband to become 
comfortable with each other.” Similarly, sister Hà said: “it took Nve to seven 
years for me and my husband to become comfortable and feel more in 
harmony.”

Although none explicitly mentioned how they achieved harmony with 
their husbands and felt more comfortable with their married life, my obser-
vations of them doing housework and extra jobs reveals that they paid great 
attention to the use of language, the local dialect and customs, learning and 
imitating cooking methods, and the working manners of other family mem-
bers. Some even changed their own habits to adapt to their in-laws’ routines. 
Bese eáorts did help to facilitate their connection with their husbands and 
the in-law families. I met sister Banh in ASSk when she had been in Wanwei 
for just a year. She told me that it was diBcult to eat the food her husband’s 
family usually consumed because, in her opinion, the dishes were always 
over-seasoned, too sweet, too spicy, and too greasy. However, when I met 



her in ASSC, she had already gotten used to the way local people dressed, 
spoke, and behaved so that she could Nt in with her husband’s family and be 
comfortable with her husband. In ASSU, she was not at all diáerent from a 
Chinese woman in terms of her speech, working habits, and cooking methods. 
When I visited her in AS4C, she eagerly acted as my interpreter during my 
conversations with her husband.

Be women also tried to form a better connection with their own 
children. When the children were learning to speak, the husbands and their 
families taught them Chinese, and when they went to school, they also used 
Chinese. Be kids could learn faster than their mothers; therefore, the 
mother-child connection had to face certain barriers, which meant it was 
diBcult for the women to keep track of the learning of their children (even 
though they wanted to do so). Teaching Vietnamese to their children as they 
wished was not successful. Despite not being able to teach their children 
Vietnamese, nor to give them advice on schooling, nor to have intimate 
conversations with them, the women sought to better connect with their 
children in diáerent ways. As sister Hlng shared, they “took care of the 
children, from their meals to their sleep, from clothes to school supplies, 
from the use of language in daily life to their behavior in family and society.” 
Bey also “tried to talk to the kids, although they might not understand all 
the said things.” Sister Lú told me: “I try to learn more Chinese so that I will 
be able to talk with my children. I devote all to my children and I am certain 
that they understand.” Beir love and eáorts to connect with their children 
give these women a sense of stability and fulNllment.

Moreover, their family members do acknowledge what they had done 
and tried to do to Nt into the family. When I talked to sister Hlng’s mother-
in-law, she said: “many people here say that Vietnamese women are not good 
enough so they have to come here to Nnd husbands. I don’t know others, 
but my daughter-in-law is very good. She is hardworking and good at taking 
care of her children.” Be father-in-law of sister Tân also praised her, saying 
that “my daughter-in-law is hardworking and a good listener. She is also 
good at teaching her children. It is good that my son married her.” Be 
stepson of sister Hà told me: “at Nrst I did not like her, now I love her 
sometimes and feel lucky to have her taking care of my father.”

In starting a new life in a strange land outside of Vietnam, these women 
encountered many diBculties, including a language barrier, economic 
constraints, lifestyle diáerences, and prejudices by in-law families and 
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villagers. However, by taking concrete actions, being patient, accepting 
difficulties, and making efforts to improve relationships with family 
members, they gradually adapted to and integrated into their new lives, and 
even improved their position. From strange to familiar, they have gone 
through a long journey in which they have step-by-step gained a central 
place in the family by their constant eáorts.

“Docile” and Responsive Vietnamese Women

One day in late ASA4, I called sister Banh, and she proudly said to me: “I 
have opened a shop. It was fortunate that many people have helped me. Now 
I feel somewhat secure.” I congratulated her for she Nnally had her own tailor 
shop aLer many years of hard work. I asked about the “helpers” that she 
mentioned. Her younger sister in Vietnam and her close friend, who had 
also married a Chinese man in Wanwei, had supported her with the funds. 
A neighbor, who is a village official, helped Thanh with the business 
registration procedure. I understood that such support meant a lot to sister 
Banh. To be supported by these people, she had made eáorts over many 
years to create and maintain social relationships and to change her status 
from being a bought Vietnamese bride to a woman with a certain position 
and voice in the family and society in Wanwei.

Even though living in Wanwei, a village where many Jing people reside, 
the women at Nrst received sympathy from neither Han nor Jing villagers. 
Be Han in Wanwei considered them bought brides and were “not sure 
whether [they were] bad or good,” whereas the Jing always held prejudice 
against them. As a Jing neighbor of sister Banh commented, they thought 
these women “must be not good enough to Nnd a husband in their home-
land, so they have to come here.” Be women all faced unsympathetic and 
suspicious looks from others during their early days in Wanwei. “At Nrst, 
they did not talk to me. When I met them on the street, I greeted them Nrst 
and they just reluctantly said hi in return. If I did not greet them, they did 
not do so as well,” sister Hà recalled. All these women were aware that 
villagers had unfriendly and unsympathetic attitudes toward them partly 
because they were still strangers. Bey were also aáected by the stereotypes 
about Vietnamese women among the village community. As sister Banh 
explained,



Vietnamese women living in Wanwei either with or without Chinese 
husbands are of diáerent types. Many of them just get married like me while 
many others come to work as traders. Some get married but are involved in 
gambling or Nghting each other. Some spoiled girls come here to work as 
prostitutes. Bere are many bad people, so local people do not have any 
sympathy toward them and dislike all Vietnamese women.

In response, the women proactively facilitated conversations with their 
neighbors. Bey helped them as much as possible while remaining very 
careful. Sister Hà shared that she actively treated her neighbors well so that 
they would treat her well in return:

I tried to treat them well. From time to time, I cooked sweet soup and 
porridge or made roasted peanuts, roasted beans and invited them to come 
over and eat with me. I helped them whenever they had some family events. 
I came even when they did not ask me. When my neighbors held wedding 
feasts, I came over to help them cook and lent them my cooking pots, dishes, 
or bowls. Bus, my next-door neighbors told me that “this Vietnamese lady 
is good and hard-working.”

Taking another way to socialize, sister Thanh tried not to bother her neighbors 
so that they would not hate her: “I was very careful and behaved thoughtfully. 
I never interfered in their business. Whatever they said, I just listened to it. 
I never dared to disturb them. If I did not have something, I tried to buy it 
instead of borrowing from my neighbors.” Sisters Tân, Hlng, and Lú actively 
facilitated opportunities to communicate with their neighbors through 
sharing food and giLs aLer they came back from work or from their trips 
to Vietnam.

Be Vietnamese women tried everything possible, from sharing daily 
meals and helping their neighbors at weddings, funerals, and emergency 
events to taking care of their neighbors’ children. Bey were willing to help 
or to ask their husbands to help on their behalf. Gradually, through the 
strategy of being kind and taking concrete actions and having careful 
behavior inside and outside the family, these women managed to create a 
friendly and close relationship with their neighbors. ALer a while, neighbors 
saw them diáerently and understood that these women were nice and 
hardworking people. Thus, they formed close relationships with the 
Vietnamese women, through which they were willing to share and help one 
another in daily life. In particular, the neighbors helped these women in 
learning a new language and shared the actual experiences of working at the 
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seashore. Information given by the neighbors was important for the women 
in many aspects of their lives: from shopping for groceries and trading 
activities to taking care of children and participating in common village 
aáairs. Being aware of the signiNcance of social connections, they remained 
continuously “invested” in and maintained such relationships in natural and 
practical ways.

For these women, in their hometowns in Vietnam, it was much easier 
to create and maintain neighborly relationships because traditionally “peo-
ple within a village were also clan members,” and they already had a solid 
foundation established by earlier generations of the family. However, in 
Wanwei, they had to build everything from scratch with people who did not 
share the same language and culture and held prejudice against them. 
Banks to their patience, hard work, and tolerance, they could eventually 
overcome the prejudice and gradually grew better relationships with their 
neighbors. Step by step, the women had managed to make their lives easier 
in their new land, in many cases turning the early suspicious and unfriendly 
neighbors into willing helpers.

While these women were active in building relationship with their 
neighbors, they tried to avoid the local government, oLen seeking to deal 
with them only indirectly. All Vietnamese women that I met in Wanwei told 
me that they were “most afraid of going to the committee oBce.” If there 
was an issue that needed to be approved or validated by the local government, 
they would ask their husbands or other family members to help them. Bey 
only visited the committee oBce when absolutely necessary, for instance, 
taking their children there for vaccination, or when they were asked directly 
by the government to participate in events speciNcally organized for women 
such as propaganda for birth control or disease prevention. Not having legal 
papers, they were afraid that they would not know what to do if asked about 
these things. Beir Chinese was not good enough to communicate with local 
oBcials. Moreover, they sensed that local oBcials held a prejudice against 
Vietnamese women as “complicated members,” “having unresolvable 
problems,” or even “causing insecurity to the village.” Yet, they tried to act 
in ways that could generate sympathy from the oBcials or at least not make 
them feel bothered; they had their own ways to “please” the local authorities. 
Sister Lú, who sells fruits at the market, told me what she had done: “local 
government here sympathizes and gives us favorable conditions to live in 
the village. In my turn, I try not to make any mistakes, not to Nght or argue 



with others. My family and I obey all village regulations. When having to 
pay sanitization fees or make a contribution to constructing new roads, we 
do it right away and even pay more than the amount asked.” Sister Banh 
and sister Hà used a similar method as sister Hà, saying: “We should pay 
attention to our behavior, not bothering them and actively participating in 
community labor sessions, not getting involved in any Nghts or quarrels. By 
living like that, local oBcials can sympathize with us.” Sister Hlng and sister 
Tân, who worked at the beach, tried to obey all regulations on closing and 
cleaning the beach.

Be women try not to negatively aáect the lives of other villagers, not to 
cause any security problems, nor to create a bad reputation for themselves 
within the community. As did the other villagers, local government oBcials 
gradually changed their view of these women. Bey eventually provided 
them with assistance and sometimes covered for them when checking up 
on household registration and resident records.

Creating New Spaces for Improvement and Recognition

Since Wanwei is a small village with a modest number of Vietnamese women 
living there (about NLy people), it is not surprising that most of them know 
each other. However, to form close relationships, they gather in small groups 
of four to six people based on living in the same neighborhood, working 
together at the beach, trading at the market, or coming from the same home 
village, district, or province in Vietnam. Bey told me that Vietnamese 
women here were very close to one another; as sister Hlng said, they were 
willing to help and treated each other like sisters. Sister Banh said:

We sisters here have so much fun and can talk to each other all day. Some 
people like sister Tân stop by my place every day when taking her children 
to school. Sometimes, she gives me crabs or Nsh that she caught. Everyone 
is busy earning a living, so sometimes we meet and have fun together. 
Especially, sister Hlng sometimes calls us to come over to her place to eat 
chicken. Five or six of us talk to each other and support each other very 
oLen.

By sharing stories of common concerns, from family issues to village 
aáairs, these women provided one another with encouragement and advice, 
which are crucial for their efforts to improve their lives and maintain peaceful 
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family and village relations. When one faced a diBcult issue, others gathered 
together to “talk to her and make her know what should be done to settle 
the thing,” as explained by sister Hà. For those living far away from their 
families, such sharing is meaningful because, as expressed by sister Hlng, 

“I feel happy to have sisters to talk to, especially to conNde in during moments 
of sadness, something that might not be possible with anyone else.”

Bey also helped each other in doing business. Sister Lú said: “[w]hile 
each of us lives under diáerent conditions, we are all good people. When 
others need fruits, they come to my place. Since there is a Vietnamese tailor 
in the village, I’ve only had my clothes Nxed at her shop. It is good to support 
one another to make a living here.” Sister Hà would look aLer the sisters’ 
children or do grocery shopping for them. Bose who came earlier would 
teach people who came later, which they take on as a shared responsibility. 
Be mutual support network that emerges thus also acts as an important 
infrastructure of arrival for newcomers.

Another important kind of support was providing mutual aid in case of 
family events such as weddings, funerals, illnesses or accidents, land pur-
chase, or house construction. When sister Banh opened her tailor shop, 
she received much help from a close friend in the same business. When sister 
Tân and sister Lú built their new houses, “all sisters gathered to help,” 
according to sister Lú. When one family organized weddings or funerals, 
others lent a helping hand. Besides, these women share important informa-
tion on issues such as new regulations of the local government, schooling 
concerns, and traveling to Vietnam.

Be sharing and mutual material, spiritual, and information support 
among the women over time formed a network of sisterhood that helped 
them to deal with the challenges of arrival and existence in an unfamiliar 
place far away from their former network of support. In a place where they 
are considered outsiders by community, government, and even their new 
family, this acts as a vital emotional and material resource with which they 
could gain some degree of security and belonging over time.

Maintaining Connection to the Homeland

Whether moving to Wanwei by a passive choice, through a deliberate decision, 
or by being traBcked, the women all wished to reconnect and take return 



trips to the homeland once they were settled in Wanwei. However, the 
geographical distance, their legal status, and, more importantly, their worries 
over how to present themselves and their lives overseas upon return posed 
major diBculties. In their home place in Vietnam, they had to confront oLen 
complicated relationships with relatives and neighbors, many of whom 
would make comments about their “abnormal marriage” (hôn nhân không 
bình thVThng). Bus, they had to think carefully before reconnecting and 
returning to their hometowns.

Be frequency of their contact with and visits to their family in Vietnam 
depended largely on their own conditions and circumstances. Sister Lú said 
that in the beginning she avoided contact because she wanted to deal with 
the uncertainties and challenges of being a newcomer by herself: “I missed 
my hometown and my family so much but I tried not to make any contact. 
I waited until my situation improved and I was more settled. It was diBcult 
to keep my worries from my family, who would be concerned if they heard 
that I was not doing well.” As had sister Lú, the other women only resumed 
active communications with their families once their lives in Wanwei were 
stabilized, especially with the birth of their children. Bey also made sure 
that their in-laws were aware of their emotional connection to their own 
families and recognized the latter’s signiNcance; as sister Tân said: “I want 
my husband and his family to know that I have my own family in Vietnam. 
By doing so, they would gradually know about my family and teach our 
children about them.” Maintaining contacts with their own families, how-
ever, is a challenge for them because they do not have the household 
registration and marriage licenses that are necessary for obtaining passports 
for passing through the border. Be only way to do so is by “sneaking” into 
Vietnam by sea or across the river. All the women are used to cross-border 
traveling and they did not see it as a problem; instead, as sister Hlng said, 

“it is good enough that we have a way to go back to Vietnam.”
Be visits to their native place are emotionally meaningful to them, but 

whether they can visit their hometown depends largely on the economic 
conditions and familial arrangements in Wanwei. Bose with relatively good 
economic conditions and whose children are already grown up could return 
to Vietnam more oLen. Bose with poorer families or with small kids and 
those who were burdened with housework had less opportunity to travel to 
Vietnam. For the women like sister Lú and sister Hà, who either were 
traBcked into the village or had wandered many places for years without 
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any contact with their parental family, the Nrst homecoming visit was a major 
event for the family and for themselves. When sister Lú was traBcked to 
Wanwei, her family thought that she went looking for a job somewhere. Only 
one year later could she send a message to her parents to inform them that 
she was alive, and only six years aLer  the day she disappeared did she have 
an opportunity to return to her hometown. Sister Hà had also been wander-
ing from place to place, in her case since the age of fourteen. She had moved 
from her hometown to Hzi Phòng and crossed the border to Hong Kong. 
Since then, she had lived in diáerent places in China before arriving in 
Wanwei. It took her three years to be able to contact her family and return 
to her native village. Be Vietnamese women’s stories about the Nrst home-
coming aLer marrying Chinese men were always full of tears shed for 
themselves and their families.

When meeting family in Vietnam, the women seek to meet the expectations 
of their relatives and neighbors. In Vietnamese villages, people who leave 
the village to move to faraway places are oLen expected to be successful, and 
when they return they should present such success to their families and 
fellow villagers. Be economic success of the migrant is a matter of familial 
pride (Ngô AS4k; Nguy(n AS4A; Phan 4UUK). Being born and growing up in 
the countryside where they had absorbed the village culture since very 
young, these women well understood this mentality and thereby made efforts 
to fulNll it. Bus, every time they return, they pay careful attention to matters 
of self-presentation and appearance.

Given their relatively low income, the expenses for each trip home are 
diBcult to bear. Sister Lú told me:

Each time I return to my hometown, I have to spend quite a lot of money 
because, in fact, I cannot go home very oLen. Berefore, besides the money 
I give my parents, I have to prepare giLs for my younger siblings, my nieces, 
nephews, and other relatives. When I am back, I need to visit places and 
meet up with my friends. All that costs a lot of money. Every time I return 
to Wanwei, I have to work harder to earn money and save up for my next 
trip.

Although their families in Vietnam do not explicitly ask them for money, 
they oLen said, “as children who live so far away from our parents, we should 
give them some money to make them happy. We also should thank our 
siblings, nieces, and nephews for helping us take care of our parents in our 
absence.” Before the trips home, these women all carefully tended to their 



appearance as they wanted to present themselves with a “not-too-bad” image 
in front of their families and neighbors. Sister Lú told me: “I bought new 
clothes and had a new haircut so I would look tidy. I wanted everything well 
prepared so that my parents would not be ashamed of me.” Mentally, all of 
them put up a happy front when going home; they neither mentioned 
unhappy issues nor complained about their hardships. When their families 
enquired, some women would even present their lives in China in a better 
light than they actually were and tried to hide their hardship. Bey carefully 
considered what should and should not be told to their families. All wanted 
to talk about happy things, especially those related to their children.

Be careful preparations for each homecoming trip are also meant to 
sustain the prestige of their parental families. Be presentation of themselves 
as people having a good or at least a not-too-bad life is partly to secure their 
pride in front of other villagers, or to prevent neighbors from spreading 
maligning gossip. More importantly, they did these things for the sake of 
their families, who had been the target of the community’s attention because 
of their departure. Sister Lú told me about her Nrst return home aLer her 
marriage:

My mother was overjoyed for about two or three days. ALer that, she 
asked me to buy giLs and visit my relatives and neighbors. She wanted to 
brag to everyone that her daughter had now settled down and could return 
home and that her daughter was neither missing nor had followed a man as 
people had always gossiped. I tried to dress decently, combed my hair tidy, 
and accompanied her to visit my relatives and neighbors. We smiled and 
laughed a lot when meeting other people and did not mention any of the 
hardships I had in Wanwei.

Be lavishing of money and giLs on their return to their hometowns, which 
does not seem to match their frugal lives in Wanwei, thus is part of 
well-thought-out strategies to maintain connection to their own family and 
homeplace as spaces of value and meaning creation for their lives.

Be presentation of a happy life overseas and the simultaneous glossing 
over of the precariousness and hardships that they experience as migrants 
has been observed in the migration literature (see, e.g., Bai ASSK, AS4k). 
Bese homecoming practices show that these cross-border migrants are 
driven by enduring expectations and desires for belonging and recognition.
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Conclusion

Be Vietnamese women of Wanwei, in their translocal situation between 
Vietnam and China, live their lives in constant negotiations with the 
diBculties and gendered expectations that are generated by the patriarchal 
structures and relations existing on both sides of the border. As poor rural 
women with limited education in Vietnam, they are marginalized by 
processes that work together with these structures to relegate them to the 
place of the unwanted and undesirable female, as women past the marriage-
able age or having unfortunate personal relationships. When starting their 
new life in China, they were confronted with the gendered demands of 
another patriarchal order, one that reluctantly accepts them to address its 
unmet household reproduction needs. In this trying situation, the women 
manage to carve out certain spaces of self-determination and self-worth by 
deploying various strategies and coping mechanisms.

Besides their eáorts to fulNll their responsibilities as wives and mothers 
in response to gender demands in their new families, they also try to Nnd 
ways to improve their social and economic status by claiming some space 
for their independent economic and social activities in the communities. 
Beir narratives of successful and happy lives in the face of all their hardships, 
deprivation, and personal sorrows is, rather than self-deception, an act of 
self-determination with which they set the terms of their lives. Bis aligns 
with the stories they tell their husbands and children about the improved 
life of their relatives in Vietnam and their longing for a family reunion that 
leave out their worries about saving money and making arrangements for 
the trips home as well as their concern about how to fulNll the Nlial piety to 
their parents. Bese narratives are part of their strategy to negotiate the 
patriarchal expectations on both sides of the border.

Be stories of migrant women in Wanwei mentioned here resonate with 
the Nndings of scholars on cross-border marriages worldwide (Su, this 
volume; Wang ASSY; Hoang AS44). Be migrant brides try to comply with 
the social and cultural norms in the new society in order to adapt, but 
concurrently they seek to assert their status and to have independence in 
decision-making. Bis patriarchal bargain thus allows them a certain level 
of self-determination and recognition within the conNnes of patriarchy at 
the same time as it reproduces the conNnes across the border (Kandiyoti 
4UKK; Santos and Harrell AS4Y).



Notes

 A Dì is a kinship term used to refer to a mother’s younger sister or cousin. It is 
important to note that in Vietnamese culture, people tend to address other 
relatives from their children’s position. In my case, these women consider me 
their younger sister, but they do not call me em and instead call me dì, which is 
the way their children would address me.

 4 Phuong Anh, “Every Year, Vietnam Has about 4K,SSS Citizens Marrying 
Foreigners,” Dân Sinh newspaper [belonging to the Ministry of Labour, Invalids, 
and Social Aáairs], H March ASAS.

 k Be peanut worm lives under the sand; it is ivory in color and has an average 
length of 4S cm. Peanut worms are a specialty of this sea region with a high 
economic value, i.e., 4 kilo of dried peanut worms has a price of ASS to -SS yuan.

 - In Vietnamese traditional village culture, women were most afraid of having 
“notoriety,” being “laughed at by outsiders,” and being criticized for “having bad 
behavior so that no one wants to marry them.” Bese fears would aáect both the 
women personally and their families as well by making them feel ashamed to 
the extent that they “did not dare to look up” or “could not Nnd any place to 
hide.” Bis put village women under heavy pressure.

Cross-Border Marriages 4kY
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8
Sexuality, Masculinity, and 
Transnational Migration:

Ge Case of Male Vietnamese Returnees 
from Japan

vy Ors apWy

Py 7et PWh7, pt7rpy :uKpW7u©y used to be overlooked due to the 
dominant focus on emigration and immigration, the lack of quantifying 
data, and the complexities of how and when migrants return (Oxfeld and 
Long AS4Y). Alongside the transnational turn in migration studies in the 
past few decades, the phenomenon of return has started to receive more 
academic attention and has been rendered part of transnational migration, 
in which migrants’ continuous engagements with communities back home 
help strategize their eventual return (Carling and Erdal AS4k; Cassarino 
ASSk). Despite more inclusive conceptual developments and richer 
empirical observations on return migration, some aspects of return have 
not received equal attention. In particular, most scholarship has been 
centering around the discourses of brain drain, brain gain, and brain 
circulation, as well as the diáerent eáects of migrants’ remittances and 
return movements (Dustmann, Fadlon, and Weiss AS44). Whereas migrat-
ing to a new country can have diáerent meanings for migrants’ sexual and 
gender practices and identities (Ang AS4U; Carrillo AS4Y; Hibbins ASSC; 
Hoang and Yeoh AS4C), how return migration aáects such facets in migrants’ 
lives is less oLen mentioned. Additionally, unlike the proliferation of 
research on female migrants’ sexual and gender experiences in Asian 
contexts within the past three decades, studies on such facets in the 
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journeys of men who migrate within Asia are still lagging (Baas and Yang 
ASAS; Fresnoza-Flot ASAA).

Bis chapter contributes to the study of return migration by looking into 
the experiences of male Vietnamese migrants who return home from Japan 
and their reconNgured social, sexual, and gender statuses. Since the begin-
ning of the AS4Ss, the number of Vietnamese migrants residing in Japan has 
been rapidly increasing as a result of the growing official short-term 
migration channels to Japan (Bélanger and Wang AS4-), the active involvement 
of migration brokers (Liu-Farrer and Tran AS4U), and the lower migration 
cost compared to migrating to Europe or the United States. From AS4A to 
ASAS, the Vietnamese population grew more than eight times to become one 
of the most visible groups of foreigners in the country (Immigration Service 
Agency of Japan ASA-). Close to HS percent of this group are migrant men 
who mainly migrate as technical intern trainees,Đ student migrants who 
enroll at Japanese language schools, vocational colleges, or universities, and 
high-skill laborers who commonly work in Japanese Pa or trading sectors. 
As of ASA-, Vietnamese accounted for the second-biggest group of foreign 
residents, the largest population of foreign workers, and the third-biggest 
group of international students in Japan (Immigration Service Agency of 
Japan ASA-; Ministry of Justice ASA-). Given the signiNcant number of 
Vietnamese migrants in Japan, it is important to look at the return experiences 
of these individuals as most of them are legally obliged to return aLer a few 
years or plan to return to Vietnam, depending on their visa category.

Bis chapter draws on life-history interviews with CA male-identifying 
Vietnamese migrants in Japan and 4K returned migrants who used to live in 
Japan to explore their perceptions and reùections through the life course 
(Plummer ASS4). Among these YS migrant men, A- self-identiNed as non-
heterosexuals (bisexual or homosexual), while the rest (kY) identiNed as 
heterosexuals. Beir ages range from twenty to seventy-two years old (the 
average age of research participants in Japan was twenty-seven, and thirty-
four in Vietnam). For those who permanently returned to Vietnam, their 
stays in Japan lasted from three to seventeen years, and the majority of them 
resided in Hà Nịi (K) and Hl Chí Minh City (K). Two returnees were living 
in the central area of Vietnam (Th;c L;c and Thà Nưng) at the time of the 
interview. In Japan, the geographical locations of the participants were also 
scattered, although a large number of them resided in large Japanese cities 
such as Tokyo and Osaka. Research participants’ occupations vary from 



students studying in Japanese language schools to postdoctoral researchers, 
from technical trainees working on construction sites or in butcher shops 
to high-skilled workers or company managers. In addition, ethnographic 
observations were conducted both o—ine and online in Japan and Vietnam 
to better understand how returnees’ gender and sexual practices, subjectiv-
ities, and identities are performed and reconNgured during and aLer 
migration.

Be chapter illustrates how male migrants experience an elevation of 
social, sexual, and gender statuses upon returning to Vietnam from Japan 
thanks to the positive meanings that transnational migration conveys. 
Specifically, migrating to Japan, being able to endure the hardship of 
migration, and accumulating diáerent kinds of capital abroad symbolize a 
rite of passage leading to mature and capable manhood. Brough migration 
to Japan, male migrants meet the Vietnamese gendered expectation of a 

“true man” and subsequently improve their social, masculine, and sexual 
statuses upon returning to Vietnam. Be analysis is unfolded in three parts 
of the chapter. First, a systematic review of existing scholarly works on return 
migration is provided. Second, the chapter examines the social, sexual, and 
gender statuses of male Vietnamese migrants upon returning to Vietnam 
from Japan through engagement with a theoretical framework of return 
migration. It then discusses returnees’ post-return transformation and 
subsequently the social meanings ascribed to return migration in a recon-
Nguring Vietnam.

.e Constructed Meanings of Return Migration

While return migration has always been happening, it was only in the 4UKSs 
that research on this phenomenon started to ùourish (Cassarino ASSk). In 
one of the earliest extensive studies on return migration, Gmelch (4UKS:4-H) 
deNned this pattern as “the movement of emigrants back to their homelands 
to resettle” and observed that most typologies of return migration had been 
categorized based on two variables: migrants’ intended length of staying 
abroad and their reasons for return. In past decades, scholars have added 
other variables that signiNcantly aáect migrants’ plans, time, and means of 
return migration such as the temporal dimension (short-term, long-term 
visits), the preparation processes (Carling, Mortensen, and Wu AS44), or the 
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consistent contacts with communities in the country of origin (Carling and 
Erdal AS4k). In addition to these variables, the deNnition of return migration 
also changed. For example, Oxfeld and Long (AS4Y:k) perceived return as 
ranging “from short visits to permanent repatriation, spatially from one’s 
original place of origin to a reconstructed homeland (a particular site in the 
home country where one has never actually lived), and legally from voluntary 
to coerced movements.” Resonating with such a deNnition, this chapter 
conceptualizes return migration as the voluntary and involuntary movemen-
t(s) of migrants from the migration destination to the origin country for 
either permanent settlement or short-term, temporary visits. Furthermore, 
it sees return migration not as the Nnale of the migration project but rather 
as a process involving complex interactions and transformations that take 
place over time and within transnational social spaces.

Alongside the attempts to adequately deNne return migration, theoretical 
frameworks for studying this mobility pattern also increased (Waldinger 
ASSK). Many of these theories (see Cassarino ASSk) see return as the end of 
the migration cycle resulting from failing to reap the expected beneNts of 
migration (neoclassical economics), from having achieved the migration 
goals (the new economics of labor migration), or from the inùuences of 
social and institutional factors in the origin countries (structural approach). 
Contemplating return as a part of the continuous process of cross-border 
migration, the transnationalism approach and social network theory highlight 
the connections between migrants and individuals and communities at 
home, through which migrants constitute transnational identities, become 
aware of social situations at home, and constitute their interests and strategies 
for return (Carling and Erdal AS4k; Cassarino ASSk; Nowicka AS4k). How-
ever, theoretical diBculties in studying return migration remain due to the 
lack of satisfactory theoretical approaches and frameworks, the assumption 
that migrants are ùexible actors whose practices and identities change within 
Nxed and unchanged states, societies, and institutions, and especially the 
overconcentration on a limited number of research topics (Batistella AS4K; 
Chan and Tran AS44; Hagan and Wassink ASAS).

In particular, the common themes in the studies of return migration 
can be summed up in three broad categories: the decision-making process 
of migrants regarding return or its possibility, the (re)integration and 
post-return experiences of returnees, and state policies and programs that 
manage return migration ùows (Batistella AS4K; Carling, Mortenson, and 



Wu AS44; Hagan and Wassink ASAS). Bese studies inquired into migrants’ 
acquisition of capital abroad, how such capital is mobilized to either achieve 
economic and labor market mobility or contribute to the social and eco-
nomic developments in the home countries, and how state policies, legal 
systems, and (trans)national institutions inùuence the processes of return 
and post-return (re)integration. Such focuses risk overlooking aspects such 
as the sexual or gender dimensions, which play an equally important role 
in contouring the experiences and meanings of return. Although some 
feminist studies have pointed to the structural changes in gender roles, 
ideologies, practices, and hierarchies induced by return migration (Chris-
tou ASSH; Sakka, Dikaiou, and Kiosseoglou 4UUU; Hoang and Yeoh AS44; 
Parreñas AS4S; Yeoh and Ramdas AS4k), more could be done to link these 
changes to how return is perceived in the return society where social 
reconNgurations constantly occur. Moreover, the sexual aspect of return 
migration has rarely been addressed since studies have mostly focused on 
how sexualities drive outward migration and how migrants’ sexualities are 
transformed or contested in the destination countries (Cantú, Naples, and 
Vidal-Ortiz ASSU; Carrillo AS4Y; Gorman-Murray ASSY; Hoang and Yeoh 
AS4C; Luibhéid ASSK). A focus on the gender and sexual aspects of return 
migration, thus, is needed to provide a fuller picture of migrants’ post-return 
experiences. Such an inquiry is especially necessary among male returned 
migrants because less has been known about male returnees’ sexual and 
gender identities in comparison to such aspects in females’ return migration 
(Baas and Yang ASAS).

Post-Return and the Transformation of Statuses

Bis chapter sees the return of migrant men from Japan to Vietnam as an 
event through which transformations at the personal level are made visible 
and concrete. It ventures from Hagan and Wassink’s framework of return 
migration (ASAS), which considers four factors in the return process: (4) the 
accumulation of resources, (A) migrants’ readiness for return, (-) institu-
tional contexts in both sending and receiving states, and (k) the opportuni-
ties to mobilize resources in the return context. In addition, the chapter adds 
the dimension of transformation to the analysis to account for the reconNg-
urations in migrants’ statuses and identities and the institutional changes 

Sexuality, Masculinity, and Transnational Migration 4C-



4Ck H — vy Ors apWy

and social transformations that aáect the trajectory and experiences of 
return. One of the Nrst venture points from which to study post-return 
experiences is the extent to which migrants are willing and prepared to 
return (Cassarino ASSk).

Motivation and the readiness for return

A high level of readiness for return is observed among the Vietnamese migrant 
men and former migrant men in this chapter. Although their desired length 
of stay in Japan varies, H- of the YS research participants have either planned 
or made the return trip. Bese men talk about the longing for “home” and 
the importance of family as the main elements that motivate their return. 
In particular, the lack of belonging in Japan is one of the typical reasons that 
drive the return motivation. Bis is a usual problem among foreign residents 
in Japan, where most foreigners are expected to stay only temporarily (Liu-
Farrer ASAS). At the same time, many longed for the relaxing living 
environment and vibrant social activities back in Vietnam, which stand in 
contrast to the more rigid, rule-obedient lifestyles in Japan.

Moreover, strong senses of familism and nationalism also encourage 
many men to return home. All of the research participants are first-generation 
and relatively young migrants for whom the presence of family members at 
home and the prospect of building and raising a family in Vietnam act as 
strong pull factors for return. Until now, the Confucianist value of familism 
that expects sons to take care of parents and to continue the family’s lineage 
remains relevant in modern Vietnam (Horton and Rydstrom AS44, AS4U; 
Nguyen AS4K; Rydstrom ASSH, ASAA), which the men featured in this chapter 
commonly used to justify their returns. Studies on masculinities in Vietnam 
have observed that a crucial masculine norm among Vietnamese men is the 
performance of the “family’s pillar” (trư c,t gia ôình) role (Pymy ASAS; Horton 
and Rydstrom AS44). A family’s pillar should provide a suBcient and good 
life to his wife and oáspring, pay Nlial piety to his parents, and take care of 
other family members, sometimes even extended ones (Pymy ASAS). Bus, 
the motivation to return to Vietnam among the Vietnamese migrant men 
in Japan is heavily shaped by this dominant masculine discourse.

Nationalism is another motivation that commonly prompts return. Unlike 
more established immigration countries, Japan does not allow dual citizenship 



and, therefore, requires the renouncement of the former nationality when 
an individual naturalizes. Most participants saw such a situation as going 
against their devotion to the homeland. Moreover, several mentioned the 
wish to contribute to the development of the homeland as another reason 
to return. For example, Tung–a doctoral researcher in southern Japan—said 
that because he had “Vietnamese blood running in the veins,” he felt the 
need to return and use the resources that he had gathered in Japan to help 
Vietnam’s societal and economic developments. Such a narrative suggests a 
strong gendered guide in migrant men’s decision to return, namely, the 
masculine discourse of having a stake in the interest and building of the 
nation. Similarly, Phan, a former technical intern trainee, stated in his 
autobiography about his three-year migration journey in Japan that he 
refused to stay longer in Japan when his trainee contract ended. One reason 
for such a decision was the urge to contribute, as he wrote: “While there is 
no shared road for us [migrants] who return to the homeland, we meet at 
one common point—bringing good things from Japan back to our families, 
communities and contributing to our society” (Phan ASAS:4Y-). Be “good 
things” that Phan mentioned here include both material resources such as 
economic capital and immaterial resources such as Japanese language skills, 
know-how, and potential networks and connections. Migration to Japan is, 
therefore, a process of accumulating necessary resources, and return takes 
place aLer migrants have successfully gathered these resources (Cassarino 
ASSk). As a result, most men in this study only felt “ready” and willing to 
return to Vietnam aLer having accumulated suBcient Nnancial, cultural, 
and social capital in Japan.

Post-return transformation of statuses

While looking at migrants’ resources and their willingness and readiness to 
return can provide insights into migrants’ post-return experiences, the 
validity of return migration becomes visible in their post-return transfor-
mation of socioeconomic status and interpersonal relationships (Castles 
AS4S; Chan and Tran AS44; Christou ASSH; Vertovec ASSk). Taking such a 
transformation as one of the central analytical categories would, thus, allow 
the analysis of the social meaning(s) of transnational migration for migrants 
and their identities. Be story of Phan, the aforementioned former technical 
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trainee who now resides in Hà Nịi, is a good example. Born into a working-
class family in central Vietnam, Phan moved to Hà Nịi for his bachelor’s 
degree before migrating to Hl Chí Minh City to become a businessman. 
Phan’s business did not go well, to the point that he had to look for Nnancial 
support from his parents. Feeling disappointed, Phan wanted to go abroad 
as a laborer (ôi xuPt khàu lao ô,ng) to “run away” from his failure. With the 
help of a migration agency, Phan migrated to Japan as a technical trainee 
intern in AS4Y and worked for a construction company near Tokyo. Al-
though Phan’s job was harsh and labor intensive as he worked mostly 
outdoors, he kept a very positive mindset and turned his experiences into 
short stories that he then published on a social media account. ALer three 
years, Phan decided to return to Vietnam. At that time, Phan had accumu-
lated enough money not only to pay back the loan that he had borrowed to 
migrate to Japan but also to have suBcient savings for “a new start at home 
(Vietnam).” Upon return, Phan worked as a managing director for a Japanese 
language agency that provides language courses for prospective migrants in 
Hà Nịi. He also published an autobiography titled I Went to Japan (Tôi ôi 
NhJt), in which he wrote about his experiences of migrating to and working 
in Japan. Be book’s cover features a portrait of Phan originally taken at a 
construction site where he used to work in Japan. However, his working 
jacket and helmet were photoshopped to have typical pictures of Japan such 
as cherry blossoms and Mount Fuji. Next to the picture was a caption written 
in Japanese that translates into “I will try no matter how hard. Be Japanese 
language is diBcult yet interesting.” To Phan’s surprise, the book was well 
received among not only the Vietnamese migrant community in Japan but 
also people in Vietnam who are curious about the migrant life in Japan. It 
was even featured in a few local newspapers and on television stations in 
Vietnam.

Phan’s book and experiences suggest the different kinds of transformation 
that return migration can have on a returnee’s social status. On his book’s 
cover, Phan’s body transformed from the body of a construction worker in 
Japan into one of a successful role model migrant who overcame the chal-
lenges of migration. Phan was also aware of his transformation between the 
periods before, during, and aLer migration. Before going to Japan, Phan 
considered himself to be a failed businessman who “drained the family’s 
money with unsuccessful businesses.” Migrating to Japan was an escape for 
him as he looked for both a change in life and another way to earn money. 



ALer his three-year stay in Japan, Phan was able to fulNll his former wish of 
becoming an entrepreneur by having an occupation as a managing director 
of a Japanese language agency in Vietnam. When Phan posted pictures of 
delivering a speech at the agency’s grand opening on social media, many 
friends and acquaintances congratulated him and commented on how he 
looked like a successful businessman. In other words, Phan’s social status 
was positively transformed and elevated upon his return from Japan. Bis 
elevation of status is made possible because of not only Phan’s accumulated 
resources but also a favorable view toward returnees from abroad in Viet-
namese society. Bis view stems from state-endorsed policies that encourage 
overseas Vietnamese to contribute to homeland development and give way 
to media gloriNcation of this group (Chan and Tran AS44; Long AS4Y). In 
addition, there has been a common perception among local Vietnamese that 
associates diasporic Vietnamese people or people who come back from 
abroad (especially from developed countries) with wealth and modernity 
(Long AS4Y; Wang AS4-). Such a perception also enables the conversion of 
returnees’ Nnancial and symbolic capital into social status in modern 
Vietnamese society, where pecuniary strength can easily promise higher 
social status (Bai ASSK, AS4k). All of these factors, thus, allow Phan to gain 
a positive social status through his image as a successful returnee.

Be post-return transformation of social status also leads to reconNgu-
rations in returnees’ sexual status. Bai, in his ASSK work on transnational 
marriages, describes how low-income Vietnamese American men experience 
a drastic shiL in their marriageability as they return from the United States 
to Vietnam. Although considered undesirable marriage partners for either 
white females or Vietnamese females in the United States, these men are 
seen as highly marriageable by local women in Vietnam due to their status 
as people coming back from abroad. Male returnees from Japan also noticed 
such an improvement in their sexual desirability. Being physically in Viet-
nam means they do not have to negotiate the possible linguistic and cultural 
barriers and, therefore, can have easier access to sexual encounters or 
relationships. More importantly, returned migrants’ foreign credentials and 
experiences of living and working or studying abroad can help project the 
image of progressive and competent individuals, which can convey sexual 
attractiveness in the Vietnamese context. For instance, An, a thirty-two-year-
old oBce worker in Tokyo, recalled: “When I went back to Vietnam, a lot of 
women would come to me. People in Vietnam have certain expectations 
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toward people coming back from abroad. … And it was not diBcult (for 
me) to Nnd dates.” Bis situation diáers greatly from the sexual experiences 
of many Vietnamese men in Japan, as several had diBculties cultivating 
intimate relationships with either Japanese locals or other Vietnamese 
migrants. Such a circumstance is the result of the Japanese hierarchy of sexual 
desirability that does not favor Asian foreigners (Baudinette AS4H; Kudo 
ASSU, AS4H; Quero AS4k) as well as the disproportion between the numbers 
of Vietnamese males and females in Japan.

Many nonheterosexual migrant men in this study also relayed similar 
occurrences during their short-term visits or aLer they had permanently 
returned. Many even found it easier to engage with their sexuality as sexual 
minorities in Vietnam than in Japan (Tran ASAA). Tai, a gay-identifying 
interpreter in Hl Chí Minh City who had lived in Japan for seventeen years, 
recalled how surprised he was when opening a gay online dating application 
when he returned to Vietnam: “I saw, wow, plenty of thính (bait) on the 
application when I opened it…[a]nd I received many ùirtations.” He 
juxtaposed such an observation with his limited sexual experiences and 
hesitation to reveal his sexual identity in Japan, where acts and performances 
of heterosexuality are still expected in most social spaces (Dasgupta AS4Y; 
Kawasaka AS4K). While being skeptical of such increased sexual desirability 
because he could not tell whether people were interested in him because of 
his characteristics and appearance or because of his label as a person coming 
back from abroad, Tai also enjoyed the new conNgurations in his sexual 
status and subsequently felt more liberated.

Male migrants’ gender status goes through a similar positive transfor-
mation upon their return to Vietnam. For many migrant men in this study, 
migration to Japan can be considered a rite of passage to mature manhood. 
Most of them migrated to Japan in their early twenties, and it was during 
their stay in Japan that these men gathered diáerent kinds of resources such 
as language and cultural competencies, Nnancial savings, and working 
experiences to construct their masculine identity. Be Vietnamese version 
of hegemonic masculinity centers around four main domains: career, 
capability and personality, sexuality, and family duties (Pymy ASAS; Khuat, 
Le, and Nguyen AS4S; Nguyen AS4K; Martin AS4S, AS4K; Rydstrom ASAS). 
According to this discourse, a “true man” in modern Vietnamese society 
requires a successful career, a healthy body, and a wide social network. He 
also has to express decisive, conNdent, and strong mannerisms, dare to take 



risks and be challenged, and does not show weakness, whether physical or 
mental. Furthermore, a “true man” would possess strong sexual ability and 
rich sexual experiences. Last but not least, he has to successfully realize the 
aforementioned gender role of the “family’s pillar.” As a result, migration to 
Japan is part of the process in which male Vietnamese migrants can trans-
form from inexperienced young individuals into capable, independent, and 
grown-up “true men.”

For instance, Tung, the aforementioned doctoral researcher, shared that 
migrating to Japan had changed him as a man in a dramatic way. On top of 
studying, Tung also worked two part-time jobs to support his Vietnamese 
wife and his newborn son and send remittances to his parents at home. 
Although he did not share stories about such hardship with family members 
in Vietnam, Tung could sense that they had greater respect for his opinions 
because of not only his Nnancial contribution to the household through 
remittances but also his pursuit of a doctoral degree abroad, which allow 
him to be seen as a capable and responsible man. Furthermore, there is a 
Nrm belief in Vietnam that a man’s Nnancial status can mirror his level of 
masculinity (An, Waling, and Bourne ASAA; Hoang AS4k, AS4C; Martin AS4K; 
Nguyen AS4K). Be Nnancial resources the migrants accumulate in Japan and 
remit to Vietnam, therefore, can be another catalyst for improved masculin-
ity or upward mobility in their gender status. As a result, Tung felt “two 
hundred percent manlier” aLer his stay in Japan. Comparable accounts can 
also be found in the life histories of other male Vietnamese migrant men in 
Japan (regardless of their sexual identity), which indicate that their mascu-
line identity in the return context can potentially be boosted by migration.

.e Social Meanings of Return Migration 
in a Reconxguring Vietnam

Bis chapter has shown that male migrants to Japan can have access to 
elevated social, sexual, and masculine statuses upon their return to Vietnam. 
Return migration, therefore, marks the event in which the men prove, show, 
and perform their accumulated resources to enjoy positive transformations 
in terms of social status, sexual desirability, and masculine identity. How-
ever, return migration can be a double-edged sword. One of the downsides 
is the social expectations on return that they have to negotiate. Bai (AS4k) 

Sexuality, Masculinity, and Transnational Migration 4CU



4HS H — vy Ors apWy

observes that the social anticipations of returnees’ Nnancial ability can 
signiNcantly shape the social behaviors and relationships between returnees 
and local Vietnamese people. Because of the common assumption of 
returnees’ high Nnancial, cultural, and social resources, they are oLen 
subjected to the pressure of meeting these anticipations (see also the chapter 
by Nguyen Bi Phuong Cham in this volume for the same expectations 
toward female returnees from China despite their low class and social 
positions abroad). Phan, the former technical intern trainee, describes in 
his autobiography how newly returned migrants from Japan (including 
himself) oLen have to “buy new motorbikes, dress up nicely, or hold feasts 
to celebrate the reunion with friends aLer a long period abroad” to live up 
to the local expectations (ASAS:4KU). Other men also felt that they had to 
perform the status of the returnee by buying giLs for people at home, 
engaging in lavish consumption, or Nnding well-paid jobs. While the status 
as a returned migrant from Japan can facilitate interpersonal relationships, 
some felt that this status hindered sincere social interactions and intimate 
relationships. For example, Tai, the interpreter in Hl Chí Minh City, said he 
did not know whether people were honestly interested in him or instead in 
his material resources and foreign background.

Studies have shown that migration can provide resources for returnees, 
especially female returnees, to confront and challenge traditional gender 
roles, norms, and expectations (Hoang and Yeoh AS44; Sakka, Dikaiou, and 
Kiosseoglou 4UUU; see also the chapters by Nguyen and Su in this volume). 
However, reconNgurations in gender perceptions, practices, and identities 
can be only temporary (Bell and Domecka AS4K; Pande AS4Y). Similarly, this 
chapter argues that although Vietnamese migrant men’s social, gender, and 
sexual statuses can be elevated upon their return, such a positive transfor-
mation might not be permanent. Rather, their improved social, gender, and 
sexual statuses can attrite aLer a period following the return. A key problem 
in debates about migration is the tendency to see migration as being distinct 
from broader social relationships and changes (Castles AS4S). While re-
turnees actively adjust their social behaviors, aspirations, and expectations 
to their social milieus, the social environment in which they operate is also 
constantly changing. Social contexts and realities in the return society, hence, 
should be taken into consideration when analyzing how the return trajectory 
unfolds (Batistella AS4K). In the past three decades, the populations of 
middle-class and upper-middle-class in Vietnam have been increasing rapidly 



because of the country’s economic development (Hansen ASAA; Nguyen-
Marshall, Drummond, and Bélanger AS4A). Consequently, returnees’ 
accumulated economic resources from abroad might not deliver such 
impressive eáects as in the past. In addition, as there has been a growing 
number of Vietnamese going abroad to work or study, the social meanings 
of return migration are also shiLing. Tai, the interpreter in Hl Chí Minh 
City who spent seventeen years in Japan, shared how he saw the label 

“returnee from Japan” had changed its meaning over time. When Tai visited 
home in the ASSSs and early AS4Ss, he noticed that being a returnee from 
Japan drew more curiosity, admiration, and subsequently respect from local 
people in Vietnam. However, from the mid and late AS4Ss, he felt that the 
same label had not generated as much commendation as before due to the 
growing waves of Vietnamese migrants going to Japan. Coming back from 
Japan, therefore, “was not something too special.” Tai thought that people 
coming back from Western countries might be held in higher regard, as 
migrating to these countries normally costs more than going to Japan. In 
short, the social meaning of being a returnee in Vietnam nowadays is locally 
speciNc and dependent on the globally constructed hierarchy of the host 
countries from which migrants return.

Despite elevated social, sexual, and masculine statuses, not all men are 
content aLer returning. Besides common discontent regarding air pollution, 
chaotic traBc, and the manners of people in Vietnam, bigger problems also 
emerge. Phan realized that it is not easy for returned migrants from Japan 
to Nnd suitable jobs in Vietnam, especially those who were technical intern 
trainees, as they might not be able to compete with local Vietnamese or 
returnees from Western countries in the local job market. Consequently, 
they might not be able to live up to the social expectations of the successful 
and well-articulated returnee. Discontentment also came from the mismatch 
between the expectation and the reality of return. Returnees can encounter 
multiple diáerences not only between their post-migration selves and the 
communities back home but also between their expectations of return and 
the reality of return. For example, research on diasporic Vietnamese men-
tioned the uneasy feelings oLen faced by returnees, especially those who 
ùed the country aLer 4UYC, due to the gap between the social and political 
expectations and realities (Long AS4Y; Oxfeld and Long AS4Y; Wang AS4-). 
Since any social context is constantly reconNguring, the returned migrants 
in this study also reported a gap between their imaginations of return and 
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the post-return realities. Dao–a gay Pa engineer in his early thirties living in 
Hà Nịi—initially returned partly because of recent developments in Nw1aù
movements in Vietnam, which have reached several milestones in the past 
few years thanks to constant social advocacies, resulting in more open public 
attitudes toward sexual minorities (Horton and Rydstrom ASAA). For 
nonheterosexual men who had emigrated to avoid homophobic and 
heterosexist sentiments in the past, such changes altered their perceptions 
of a sexually oppressive Vietnamese society (Tran ASAA). As a result, Dao 
decided to return aLer more than four years of studying in Japan, hoping to 
have more freedom in terms of pursuing a gay lifestyle in Vietnam. However, 
Dao realized within one year of return that institutional barriers and 
homophobic sentiments still linger, hindering the gay lifestyle that he had 
expected. Dao longed to go back to Japan and thought of applying for a 
graduate program in Tokyo, where “nobody cares about other people.” Dao’s 
return is an unsatisfactory experience, in which the discrepancy between 
his expectation of his lifetyle upon return and the reality made him 
contemplate the possibility of migrating again.

Conclusion

Be increasing diversiNcation of contemporary migration patterns and 
trajectories has necessitated the conceptualization of how return migration 
unfolds. Bis chapter shows that the outlook of elevated social, gender, and 
sexual statuses upon return to Vietnam from Japan can be a lodestar that 
motivates Vietnamese migrant men to return. As such, it deviates from the 
framing of transnational migration as being merely economically oriented 
and responds to the call for more studies on Asian male migrants’ sexualities 
and masculinities (Baas and Yang ASAS). Because migration to Japan is 
commonly seen as a rite of passage through which migrant men transform 
from inexperienced young men into capable and well-articulated matured 
men by overcoming the diBculties of migration and accumulating diáerent 
kinds of capital, return migration is an occasion to showcase such transfor-
mation and to subsequently access upward mobility in terms of social, gender, 
and masculine status. Transnational migration thus is a pathway that allows 
men, especially those from the lower social classes, to negotiate their social 



and gender positions in Vietnamese society over which patriarchy and 
materiality exercise considerable inùuence.

Be chapter also calls for the adoption of a temporal perspective when 
studying return migration. It reveals how the meanings of return migration 
can alter over time and are shaped by multilevel factors within speciNc 
institutional, cultural, and sociopolitical contexts. Contextual changes in the 
returning society should be taken into account to dispense with the common 
assumption that migrants’ identities and behaviors are ùuid while states and 
societies are not (Chan and Tran AS44). As shown in the chapter, migrants’ 
motivation, expectations, and experiences of return are largely conditioned 
by constant social reconNgurations and new developments in the home 
country, which also alter the meanings of return migration in Vietnam today. 
Moreover, with the growing culture of migration in Vietnam, the meanings 
of return are also determined by the countries from which migrants return. 
The social expectations toward the returnees have also been shifting, changing 
the kinds of pressure that returned migrants have to face and the discrepan-
cies between the expectation and reality of return. Return migration in a 
reconNguring Vietnam, therefore, needs to be not only examined through 
migrants’ actual post-return social, economic, employment, sexual, and 
gender statuses but also analyzed in conjunction with the country’s shiLing 
social, economic, and political landscapes.
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Notes

 4 Technical intern trainees are de-facto low-skilled laborers recruited to go to 
Japan under the scheme of the Technical Intern Training Program, which has 
been regarded as a side door for cheap labor importation. Foreign trainees who 
take part in this three-to-Nve-year program mostly work in industries that 
require hard manual labor such as agriculture, Nsheries, or construction. In ASA-, 
Vietnamese made up the largest group of technical trainees in Japan, with 4KC,CH- 
registered individuals (Immigration Service Agency of Japan ASA-).
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Vietnamese Brides and the Shibing Obligations 
of Transnational Families

ceryK d. yr

yuy2t 7et 4UUSh, 7et 7©Pu2 of marriage and family in Asia has received 
widespread attention due to the increased formation of transnational families 
across the region. Much of the interest has centered on the cross-border 
movements of women from poorer countries, such as Vietnam, who marry 
low-income men in wealthier countries struggling with fertility decline, 
such as South Korea and Taiwan (Kim AS4A; Wang and Chang ASSA). With 
technological advancements, previous barriers to transnational connections 
have lessened as matchmaking sites proliferate with “viewing” tours that 
enable men to travel to Vietnam and meet single women. Bese tours, 
averaging between kyĐ4S,SSS and 4-,SSS, allow matchmaking agencies to 
circumvent existing laws in Vietnam that prohibit matchmaking for proNtĐ 
(Bélanger and Wang AS4-; Jones and Shen ASS-; Kawaguchi and Lee AS4A). 
Brough weeklong tours to Hl Chí Minh City (HCMC hereaLer) or Hà Nịi 
that include accommodation and transportation, wedding arrangements, 
and preparation of application materials for marriage registrations and visas, 
matchmaking agencies help expedite the legalization of marriages between 
Vietnamese citizens and foreign nationals.

As cross-border marriages involving Vietnamese grow, so does research 
on transnational families (Constable ASS-; Hoang and Yeoh AS44; Kim AS4K; 
Piper and Roces ASS-). Existing scholarship Nnds that globalization and 
migration may reinsert women and men into categories of the female caretaker 
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and the male provider (Hartman 4UYU; Kim AS4A). Others, however, contend 
that migrants do not readily absorb all aspects of normative gender roles 
(Hondagneu-Sotelo 4UUk; Wang ASSY). Bis chapter investigates how Viet-
namese migrant women negotiate demands from their natal families in 
Vietnam and nuclear families in South Korea and Taiwan. Building on existing 
studies that recognize the entanglements of gendered expectations in transna-
tional families, I elucidate how migrant women come to accept certain 
aspects of familial obligations and discard others. Be women in the study, 
many of whom come from poor, rural backgrounds and have little education, 
similar to Nguyen’s study respondents (chapter C, this volume), illuminate 
how migration grants women more space to maneuver between accepting 
and rejecting the social demands placed on them as wives and mothers. 
Compared to the male Vietnamese migrants in Tran’s study (chapter H, this 
volume), who undergo varying degrees of loss and gain in status through 
their migration and return, I contend that women must exercise greater eáort 
to deploy the knowledge and skills they have acquired from abroad to access 
new professional opportunities in Vietnam. Bis diáerence demonstrates 
how gender shapes individual experiences and reminds us of the divergence 
between men’s and women’s experiences of migration and return.

Bis chapter draws on NLy-eight interviews with migrant Vietnamese 
women, twelve interviews with their family members in Vietnam, and 
nineteen months of multisited ethnographic Neldwork between June AS4k 
and August AS4K in South Korea (Gyeonggi-do Province), Taiwan 
(Taichung), and Vietnam (HCMC and the Mekong Delta region). My 
Neldwork began in the Mekong Delta region in southern Vietnam, home to 
major communities that send women overseas as brides (General Statistics 
OBce AS4H), where I connected with family members who introduced me 
to migrant brides in South Korea and Taiwan. In South Korea, I conducted 
ethnography and interviews at two multicultural centers outside Seoul that 
catered to migrants. I also gained access to two sites that were popular with 
overseas Vietnamese near Taichung, Taiwan: a Buddhist temple and a 
Vietnamese restaurant. I transcribed, translated, and anonymized Neld notes 
and interviews in their entirety aLer each day of Neldwork. I paired ethnog-
raphy and interviews with data from migration policies, reports on family, 
marriage, and economic development, and citizenship laws in South Korea, 
Taiwan, and Vietnam to provide a comprehensive picture of the legislative 
and economic terrain of migration.



Women’s transnational lives can reveal the meanings and compromises 
they make as they simultaneously perform the roles of daughters and sisters 
to their natal families in their home countries and as mothers and wives to 
their nuclear families overseas. Like the Binh Tri girls and boys in Ryd-
strom’s study of morality and processes of socialization, the practices of the 
migrant women in this chapter exemplify how individuals “produce, 
reproduce, and transform the discourses that permeate and frame the world 
in which they are growing up” (ASS-:4CU). In what follows, I oáer key snap-
shots into women’s negotiation of diáering obligations and duties. Similar 
to Steinman’s account (chapter 4, this volume), migrants’ social connections 
and responsibilities described here oáer important glimpses into the ways 
that transnational lives are constituted and lived. Vietnamese women’s 
experiences demonstrate how gender orders, conceived as ùuid and contin-
gent sets of power relations, are reproduced and contested by individuals as 
they cross diáerent spatial terrains and navigate various life stages and roles.

Gender and the Transnational Family

Migrants navigate complex social networks and responsibilities as members 
of a transnational family (Parreñas ASS4; Menjívar 4UUU). Migration can 
enable individuals to construct new gendered meanings around familial and 
social roles in relation to their new homes and communities of origin 
(Hondagneu-Sotelo 4UUk; Piper and Roces ASS-; Yeoh AS4-). Yet migration 
does not necessarily reconNgure power relations (Parrado and Flippen ASSC). 
Rather, it can re-insert migrants into gendered positions in the family 
(Hofmann and Buckley AS4-; Kim AS4A). In this way, migration initiates 
alternative formulations of power and responsibilities within the family, but 
the possibility to alter existing gender paradigms is limited.

Central to the discussion of transnational families is how individuals 
manage varying commitments to their natal families and homemaking duties, 
commitments that reveal existing gendered tensions and expectations 
individuals bear in diáerent spaces and roles (Constable ASS-; Kim AS4K; 
Piper and Roces ASS-). For example, the expectations for brides and 
daughters-in-law in one cultural setting might diáer in another. Bere is the 
conventional assumption that women are victims within alternate systems 
of male dominance (Glodava and Onizuka 4UUk; Gothard ASS4). Put simply, 
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women exchange one mode of patriarchy for another through marriage. 
Bis oversimpliNcation ignores how women make choices and strategize 
within conditions that are not of their own making and the various roles 
they undertake throughout their lives. As Rydstrom (ASS-) reminds us, 
gender is a context whereby bodies are made meaningful and legible to the 
sociohistorical climate in which individuals exist. As bodies moving through 
diáerent spaces, this understanding proves even more relevant when we 
consider how the physiological interacts with diáerent social discourses and 
narratives in migrants’ changing environment.

Bis chapter highlights how individuals strategize within and against 
taken-for-granted gendered expectations in their communities as they make 
use of the opportunities arising from increased interconnection and 
politico-economic interdependency in Asia. For Kandiyoti, to understand 
individual resistance within structural limitations is to recognize “messi-
ness” because “resisting subjects may be both rational actors and unable to 
think beyond the ‘naturalized’ givens of their communities” (4UUK:4CS). With 
this in mind, I explore how migrant women, informed by the gendered 
demands of their local environment and culture, maneuver in response to 
familial obligations in their natal and nuclear families. I pair Kandiyoti’s 
incisive look into individual strategies and conditions with Wolf ’s under-
standing of how “uterine families” emerge as a way for women to create their 
support networks. For Wolf, the uterine family is a response to the “tradi-
tional family organized in terms of a male ideology” (4UY-:k4). Kandiyoti 
and Wolf together provide a guide to analyze how Vietnamese migrant 
women, as individuals in the roles of “daughters” and “wives,” reproduce 
and contest gendered power and dominance as they traverse generational 
and cultural roles throughout their lifetime.

Bis chapter also builds on existing studies on the nuances of migrant 
women’s postmigration strategies and experiences (Hoang AS44; Hoang and 
Yeoh AS44) and demonstrates how women utilize the idiom of the 
heteropatriarchal family to migrate and realize their breadwinning abilities 
overseas. Women’s breadwinning goals are noteworthy given that US percent 
of the women in this study come from poor backgrounds, and KS percent 
had initially participated in rural-to-urban migration in search of jobs. 
Unable to secure stable employment in the cities, they then returned to the 
countryside and pursued the bride market as an alternative. Although 
women may feel compelled to care for their natal families through 



remittances as an expression of Nlial piety, they are less interested in 
perpetuating the submissive image advertised in the bride market. Such 
eáorts to carve out separate spheres of existence and communities for 
themselves as economic independents in their new homes are resonant with 
Wolf ’s (4UY-) concept of the uterine family. As women reconcile familial 
obligations, they selectively choose to accept certain familial prescripts, 
such as Nlial piety, while rejecting others, such as the authority of their 
husbands. Beir practices indicate the messiness that Kandiyoti identiNes 
in resisting subjects who move through diáerent national and cultural 
terrains.

The study of Vietnamese women’s transnational lives can unearth existing 
tensions and ambiguities in gendered patterns of familial obligations. Inter-
national marriage migration may oáer poor, rural Vietnamese women a way 
to use prevailing cultural roles and expectations to circumvent migration 
laws that, on the one hand, limit the movement of people from poorer 
countries to wealthier countries and, on the other, encourage women’s 
migration for social reproduction (Lan ASSH; Parreñas ASS4). Be chapter 
is structured by three main points. First, women balance diáerent natal and 
nuclear expectations, and carefully choose those that best accommodate 
their changing desires and roles. Second, women are still subjected to 
familial demands from which they may be unable to escape for diáerent 
reasons. And lastly, even if marriage fails, women can return to Vietnam, 
where they can leverage the cultural and Nnancial capital they have accrued 
overseas to be Nnancially successful in their homeland. Bis harkens to the 
interaction between social and spatial mobility that we see in Hoang’s work 
(chapter 4-, this volume) whereby social recognition and belonging can be 
converted as migrants cross national borders. As I will show, women might 
value migration for their ability to distance themselves from the familial 
mandates and social obligations present in their homelands yet still long for 
the social network and community they leave behind (Gallo ASSK; Mand 
ASSK). By underscoring the tensions and messiness in transnational families, 
I illuminate how migrant women in the diáerent environments participate 
in the simultaneous act of reproduction and rejection of the social practices 
within situated locations (Rydstrom ASS-). Beyond migrants’ conformity to 
or rejection of patriarchal and familial expectations, this chapter instead 
highlights how people on the move engage in a continuous and contested 
choreography of gendered struggles.

More than “LeDover Water” 4Y-
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Balancing Expectations

It is not uncommon for media portrayals of migrant women and transna-
tional family formation to stress tales of limitation and victimization. News 
articles with attention-grabbing titles—such as Add’s “South Korean Au-
thorities Encourage Men to Marry Foreign Women. But Beir Brides OLen 
Become Victims of Abuse” (from ASAS) or d1A’s “Vietnamese Women Wed 
Foreigners to Aid Family” (ASSK)—perpetuate the narrative of marriage 
migrants as abused women or sacrificial lambs for their families.à 
Occasionally, women’s experiences reinforce this view. For example, Thào 
(thirty-four), one of three women I interviewed who had returned to Viet-
nam aLer her divorce, claimed that Vietnamese brides are easily replaced or 
refunded: “What’s the point of you staying [with your husband] if you can’t 
have kids and take care of his family? Some couples will have a three-year 
limit, and if the girl can’t produce a child, they’ll send her back and Nnd 
another one.” Be idea of women as returnable merchandise demonstrates 
the alliance between masculine domination and capitalism (Hartman 4UYU), 
one in which economic transactions are marked with “Satisfaction guaran-
teed!”. Beyond talk of how the market transforms individuals into goods for 
sale and presents women as disempowered victims of circumstances, how-
ever, there is an equally pressing story about adaptation, transgression, and 
compromise that depicts women’s lives as between diáerent sets of national 
settings and cultural demands.

For the women in this study, their involvement in international marriage 
migration has aáorded them relative independence and mobility, such as 
Mai (thirty-eight) and BW (thirty-two), who had established themselves in 
Taiwan. Mai had met her husband during a viewing tour when she was only 
seventeen. She waited until she was of legal age to marry him. ALer emigrat-
ing, she took on the role of matchmaker for her younger sister, BW. Despite 
her lack of formal education and work experience prior to her marriage, she 
had since opened a massage parlor in Taiwan and was hailed as a success 
story in her community. BW did not have her own business; however, she 
worked steadily as a manicurist and hairstylist. Be sisters oLen remitted 
money to their family while developing their separate careers outside the 
home in Taiwan. Mai’s and BW’s experiences as migrants do not reùect the 
tales of horror and dread popularly consumed and repeated in media and 
through local gossip. Here, the demand for reproductive care that facilitates 



the formation of transnational families has aáorded the sisters the opportu-
nity to acquire material and symbolic value through their ability to provide. 
In doing so, they have altered the power dynamics in their family and 
community of origin. Bis supports existing works that argue that migration 
enables individuals to construct new gendered meanings around family and 
social roles relative to their new homes and communities of origin (Hondag-
neu-Sotelo 4UUk; Piper and Roces ASS-; Yeoh AS4-).

Although the women discussed their intentions to be good daughters, 
the family was not their primary reason for marriage. For many, the assump-
tion that migrant women devote their entire lives to their families and are 
concerned only with sending funds home is misleading. Banh (forty), who 
migrated to South Korea from Thlng Nai in ASS-, expressed frustration with 
the prevalent narrative about migrant women and remittances in Korean 
society: “[W]ith Korean people, they think that Vietnamese women come 
here and send money back every month. I mean, that does happen, but that’s 
only during the Nrst year or so when you come over and you don’t have kids. 
But aLer you have kids, you have to save. And I have to live as well and eat.” 
For Banh, it was not Nnancially possible to remit monthly. Yet this storyline 
persists and portrays Vietnamese women’s marriages to Korean and Tai-
wanese men as eáorts to accumulate money for their natal families. Banh 
also explained why this stereotype is deceptive:

It’s like, if you think about it, with men who are rich and comfortable, 
they won’t go to another country to marry, right? Right? If they could, they 
would marry Korean women. Why would they bother to go to Vietnam and 
marry? It’s because their lifestyle is normal or below, so they can’t marry and 
bring a wife home. Bat’s why they go outside to bring a wife back.

Banh’s words reveal another critical point: men who marry women from 
Vietnam rarely come from economically secure backgrounds. Be assump-
tion that migrant women remit without hesitation ignores the Nnancial 
reality many face as members of their husband’s working class. Banh’s 
statement highlights the need to separate Nlial piety from self-sacriNce. 
Women’s compliance with Nlial piety might be measured by their willingness 
to send money to their natal families. Still, that does not entail prioritizing 
their families above their own survival. Talk of Nlial piety must consider 
both the Nnancial balance that Vietnamese women maintain between their 
family of origin’s needs and their material reality.

More than “LeDover Water” 4YC
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My conversations with women further reveal the yearnings and desires 
that drive their decision to migrate. During a temple event in Taichung to 
celebrate the half-moon festival, a dozen Vietnamese migrant brides and a 
small handful of Vietnamese international students gathered to clean the 
temple and prepare dinner. I was tasked with helping Vân (thirty-six), 
originally from Thlng Báp, make vegetarian spring rolls. Since Vân and I 
both have postbaccalaureate degrees and share similar interests in women’s 
issues, Vân took a liking to me and openly recounted her life story. She 
explained that she brings her two daughters, ages eight and thirteen, to 
temple gatherings with other Vietnamese so they would have exposure to 
the Vietnamese language and culture. Although she wanted them to under-
stand their Vietnamese heritage, Vân did not want her daughters to grow 
up in Vietnam.

I did [consider staying in Vietnam] but my family was so poor and I 
wanted to pay my parents back, you know, trR ồn [pay back debt] for taking 
care of me. But another part was also that I couldn’t stay there and accept 
the way that my dad and brothers think about and treat women. I have two 
nieces and I kept telling them that there are more opportunities for them 
elsewhere. Bey don’t need to get married and stay in Vietnam. I told them 
they could do what they wanted with their lives but that they should 
consider all the options.

Bough Vân’s initial decision to become a marriage migrant stemmed from 
the desire to care for her parents, below the layer of Nlial piety lies a critique 
of Vietnamese society and its lack of opportunities for poor, rural women 
with a low level of education. For Vân, it was through migration that she 
could move away from heteropatriarchal constraints and free herself from 
her male relatives’ treatment of women. Bis is notable in Vân’s suggestion 
that her nieces consider options outside marriage and family in Vietnam. 
Vân believed that as a foreigner in Taiwan, she has more freedom to reject 
Taiwanese familial constraints than Taiwanese women. Her sentiment 
reverberated with other women who remarked on their ability to escape 
from cultural expectations in their adopted countries. Beir criticism was 
oLen directed toward the conditions that make women dependent on men 
for economic survival (Hartmann 4UYU; Rich 4UKS). Vân’s comment chal-
lenges the image of Nlial piety as an uncompromising goal for migrant 
women. It lends texture to the portrait of limitations that Vietnamese women 
paint of their homeland and illustrates how women contest gendered 



expectations in Vietnam through their new location as migrants in a foreign 
country.

For some, the decision to stay with their husbands reùected a desire to 
remain in an arrangement that did not require further familial sacriNces. 
Vân said that she does not have much of a relationship with her husband 
outside their shared role as parents to their daughters. She spent most of her 
days focused on her own social network and work. Vân did not view married 
life as intimate or companionable, nor did she feel obligated to assume 
additional tasks beyond raising her children. Similarly, Linh (twenty-eight) 
proclaimed one aLernoon aLer her Korean language class had ended, “I have 
a lot of relatives here as labor migrants so if I needed to escape, I could just 
call them and have a place to go. But I had set my mind to it. Whether I live 
or die, I was going to stay here.” Others who were present nodded emphat-
ically in agreement with Linh, like Kiftu (thirty-seven) from C)n B3, who 
repeated Linh’s point:

Exactly. Live or die, I was going to stay with my husband. And if my 
husband leaves me, I can live by myself, but I wasn’t going to marry anyone 
else. … If you marry a Vietnamese guy and your life is diBcult and when 
something diBcult happens, you’ll be cursed at and yelled at. Can’t have 
that. I had prepared myself mentally. I had resolved to go outside and marry 
a foreigner. I wasn’t going to accept life in Vietnam. If it’s exasperating 
[elsewhere], I would still accept [it]. I wasn’t scared. I didn’t think that I 
would come here and just live a good life doing nothing. I had planned on 
coming here and working. Put my sweat and tears into work. I had to work.

Kiftu and Linh each demonstrate how women’s marriage decisions were not 
based on attraction to Korean or Taiwanese men instead of Vietnamese men. 
Viewing Vietnam as a poorer country compared to Taiwan and South Korea, 
they had to weigh the pros and cons of migration. As they considered their 
options in Vietnam and overseas, they concluded that the ability to partici-
pate in an overseas labor market and pursue economic opportunities was 
worth leaving Vietnam to live as foreigners. Anchored in this quest for 
self-suBciency is how women imagine the prospect of economic indepen-
dence through marriage migration. Beir eáorts were not directed toward 
dismantling the marital establishment that facilitated their passage overseas. 
Rather, they maneuvered within openings to pursue their personal growth 
and dreams unrelated to their husbands. To be married in South Korea or 
Taiwan, for migrant women, was to have a shared parenting experience 
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without the immediate requests to perform the daughter-in-law or wife role 
to perfection. Bis distance from the conjugal demands on Vietnamese 
women in South Korea and Taiwan illustrates how women diáerentiate 
between marriages to foreign Asian men and marriages to Vietnamese men.

How women envision a life for themselves independent of close ties to 
the marital home and the natal home warrants further consideration. Bzo 
(thirty-one) from B;c Giang needed little invitation to talk about her 
experiences. Bzo was in the throes of an impassioned critique of Viet-
namese society when she stated that life for women in Vietnam is “quá áp 
lầc [too much pressure]. … Vietnamese society không bao giTh bRo vớ phư ní 
[never protects women]. Not that I hate men. But life in the family is the 
same. Why is it that we trWng nam khinh ní [honor men and despise wom-
en]?R” Before she migrated to Daegu, South Korea, in AS4k, Bzo had been 
married to a Vietnamese man from the north and had lived with him in 
HCMC. Bao had harsh words to detail her marriage experience in Vietnam:

I feel that life for women or girls in the family are, in my village, it’s as if 
when girls get married, and they marry someone from far away or even 
someone from close by, they’re like leLover water that’s been tossed out. … 
A bride is like just a bride, not your own child. It’s like an extra person. An 
extra thing. It’s the same as if they bought an extra item. Bey buy us and 
bring us back and the parents tell us that we can only care for their family 
and we can’t care for our own parents. Bat’s what I see. Not good. Why? 
Our parents gave birth to us and took care of us until we’re twenty-something, 
married us away, and when we marry, we only know how to live and care 
for our husband’s family and it’s as if the parents who gave birth to us mPt 
trHng [lose everything]. To take a husband is to lose everything. … ALer I 
came here, I could develop and have my own job. Although I don’t earn a 
lot of money, I still have enough for me to spend on whatever I want. When 
I buy an outNt, or a pair of shoes that’s expensive, or powder, those are things 
that I earned, and I can use.

By equating women to “leLover water” and brides as “an extra thing” in 
Vietnam, Bzo oáered a lens into the context of her family history and 
community in the north. Bzo’s statement does not reveal an appraisal of 
the demands of Nlial piety; instead, it demonstrates how she strategically 
employed one aspect of familial obligations and constraints to argue against 
another. In South Korea, she worked to excise the familial expectations in 
poor rural areas for brides in Vietnam, thereby emphasizing how class 
interacts with gender in shaping women’s married life. Inùuenced by her 



experience as a bride in Vietnam and South Korea, Bzo viewed her host 
country with more favorable eyes than her home country, as did most of the 
women I interviewed. Bis conNrms studies documenting how migrant 
women transgress social conventions and gain personal freedom in addition 
to economic improvement (Oishi ASSC). Berefore, as migrants straddling 
two cultural contexts and familial roles, women like Bzo have more space 
to strategize between and against diáerent forms of obligations.

Women’s pursuit of selfhood underlines how individuals strategize around 
gendered ideologies through migration. Respondents frequently listed their 
ability to work, self-suBciency, and exploration of opportunities overseas 
as the advantages available through migration. HFnh (forty-Nve), for 
example, had lived in Taiwan for more than twenty years. In AS4K, she worked 
at a factory in Taichung and earned extra on the side as a marriage broker. 
HFnh stated that she had married to help her family and portrayed her 
relationship with her husband as that of roommates rather than family. She 
explained that she is usually at work and rarely home to cook for her husband 
and children. ALer her two sons started high school, she immersed herself 
in her job and spent most of her time surrounded by the community of 
female migrants she had created. She seldomly passed on the opportunity 
to work overtime because she was addicted to working and exercising her 
ability to earn money. “[W]omen want to be independent from their families. 
Bey’ll Nnd work and live by themselves and have their own lives here. I 
don’t think most women want to go back to Vietnam. If you look at the cost 
of living there, it’s so high. But the salary’s so low. You can just live by yourself 
here.” HFnh’s determination to provide for her family in Vietnam shows how 
migrant women might work to preserve the pillars of Vietnamese Nlial 
obligations that call for revering the elders. Yet HFnh was also disinterested 
in reproducing the expected role for married women in Taiwan, as evident 
in her lack of investment in her relationship with her husband. Her resolve 
to be a good daughter but not necessarily a good wife highlights how 
women, through migration, can tackle their objective of succeeding as a Nlial 
daughter rather than a homemaker wife.

More than “LeDover Water” 4YU
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Obeying Demands

Be migrant women in this study, even as they balanced expectations and 
demands from their natal and conjugal families, were still subjected to some 
aspects of the gender order from which they could not entirely escape. For 
example, women’s success in materializing the image of the “docile” daughter 
through the transnational bride market is best illustrated in the changes their 
remittances brought to their families’ economic situation. Bà Bíy, an ener-
getic woman in her seventies, was eager to chat about her daughter, Tuyflt. 
Tuyflt had been married for over eighteen years and lived in rural Taiwan. 
When she Nrst emigrated, there were only a handful of Vietnamese people 
living there. As of AS4k, there was a sizable community of Vietnamese women 
married to Taiwanese men. As we sat outside her house, which served as a 
local convenience store in Vznh Long, she reùected on her daughter’s life:

My daughter’s led a very good life. She’s even meaner than [her husband], 
poor guy [laughs]. He’ll work and when she needs something, he’ll come 
rushing over to take care of her. Me too, he indulges me. I’ve been to Taiwan 
three times already. Every time my daughter is pregnant, he’ll pay for my 
ùight to Taiwan. … To be honest, I didn’t want her to move so far away. As 
a parent, you miss your child when she’s not near. But she seems so happy 
over there. She has a life that we couldn’t give her.

Bà Bíy’s sentiment was widely shared by family members who believe that 
migrant women’s life trajectories would have diáered signiNcantly had they 
stayed in Vietnam. Feelings of sadness and concern for their faraway daugh-
ters were oLen mixed with expressions of gratitude and relief for their 
economic contribution given that women’s remittances have helped pull 
their families out of Nnancial hardship, fund their siblings’ educational and 
business ventures, and renovate their childhood homes. Bis is evident in 
Tân Lịc, known as the “Isle of Korean/Taiwanese Brides,” where locals told 
me that eight out of the ten newer concrete-and-brick houses belong to 
families with a female relative married overseas. Brough their economic 
provision, migrant women garnered recognition and status among their 
communities of origin (Yeoh AS4-). But even as they acquired social recog-
nition through their remittances, their contributions also help sustain the 
narrative of Vietnamese women as Nlial daughters.

As Vietnamese women crossed international waters to become brides, 
they had to take on diáerent relational roles in their natal and in their nuclear 



families, illustrating the continuing weight of domestic obligations. Women 
oLen used phrases such as “hiMu thRo” (pious) and “trR ồn” (repay debt) to 
suggest that migration is a strategy for family poverty alleviation (Palriwala 
and Uberoi ASSK). B’ (forty-three), the owner of a Vietnamese restaurant 
in Taichung, Taiwan, came from a life of dire economic straits due to the 
medical bills incurred by her father’s illness. Worried about the growing debt, 
B’ entered the bride market to Nnd work overseas to remit to Vietnam. 
B’’s friend, Nhi (twenty-six), also strategized through migration to access 
employment opportunities in Taiwan, in her case to pay for her mom’s cancer 
treatment. B’’s and Nhi’s eáorts to help their family out of poverty and crisis 
were articulated as a gendered mandate for daughters. Beir employment of 

“hiMu thRo” and “trR ồn” echoes the Confucian requisite for Nlial piety, which 
calls for women to prioritize their families above their own well-being. Yet 
it is diBcult for migrant women to provide for their families because of the 
uneven access to labor opportunities in Vietnam since the ộải mGi reforms 
(Asian Development Bank ASAS). Be gender norms that structure women’s 
lives do so in a way that directs their eáort and energy into the family but 
creates structural barriers for them to contribute successfully to the family’s 
Nnancial health. However, as members leading transnational lives, they can 
help their families of origin. As respondents repeatedly stated, the “family 
economy relies on daughters,” whereby remittances were oLen provided for 
special occasions, such as the Lunar New Year and birthdays.

Women’s transnational lives oáer a lens into the complexity of belonging 
and membership. Whether they are marriage migrants in China (chapter C, 
this volume), male labor migrants in Japan (chapter H, this volume), or 
Vietnamese brides in South Korea and Taiwan, life overseas is diBcult and 
characterized by feelings of social exclusion. Be women in my study worked 
long hours, raised children in a diáerent culture and language to theirs 
without familial support, and remained social outsiders despite their 
citizenship. In Vân’s words, migrant women are “like trees without roots.” 
Although they made gains and achieved measures of independence, their 
status as foreigners carried cultural diBculties and social disadvantages. For 
example, Banh, despite her Korean ùuency, citizenship, and more than 
NLeen years living in South Korea, did not feel like a member of Korean 
society.

To be honest, I haven’t really gone out in society a lot. Because I’m a 
foreigner. And at the moment, I’m working at a language center that 
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supports and is for foreigners, so I’m really respected here. But if I go out in 
society and say, I go to another company and I don’t have experience, so it’s, 
it’s really heavy here. Here, they still have this custom, “I am Korean.” Bey 
won’t accept other cultures. Bey still have this way of thinking, “Ah, mixed 
children!” In Vietnam, if it’s a foreigner, they’re very respectful, right? And 
happy. But here, it’s not like that, it’s like, if I came from the ky or a European 
country, they’d treat me diáerently. With Vietnam, they look at Vietnam 
with eyes judging a lower economy. So they’ll look down. And if you’re from 
a country with a better economy, they’ll look up. Respect more—two ways 
of looking.

Banh’s comment demonstrates how Vietnamese migrant brides might 
remain invested in the cultural tradition core to their upbringing despite 
their residency abroad (Palriwari and Uberoi ASSK). Overseas, they are 
cultural foreigners and, as migrants, have to navigate familiar and foreign 
expectations of gender. Viewing herself as a foreigner, Banh displayed a 
greater willingness to conform to Vietnam’s demands for her to be a good 
daughter while distancing herself from South Korea’s expectations of her to 
be a good bride. Thanh’s simultaneous reproduction and rejection of 
gendered obligations in the family sheds light on women’s shiLing power 
positions over their life course as they move between the roles of daughter 
and wife.

Indeed, life overseas as a foreign bride can be a mixed bag. Be diBcul-
ties that migrant women encounter highlight the contradictions inherent in 
women’s roles (Wang ASSY). SpeciNcally, women must obey certain gendered 
dogmas for select reasons. Oanh, for instance, was living comfortably in 
Taiwan in AS4K. Her husband worked all day to provide for their family and 
gave her money to remit to her mom in Vietnam. Although Oanh had 
Nnancial stability, she did not have a life outside of marriage. She did not 
work because her husband was against her being employed. This disappointed 
Oanh, who wanted to pursue postsecondary education and have a career of 
her own. Before her marriage, she had been set to Nnish high school but had 
withdrawn before her graduation, on the orders of her father. Cô Bích, Oanh’s 
mother, explained that Oanh’s father was afraid that her decision to study 
business and economics in college would lead to her become hV (corrupt/
disobedient). Cô Bích then asked rhetorically, “Why did she need to go to 
school when she was going to marry anyway?” Although Cô Bích openly 
disparaged her son-in-law for denying Oanh the opportunity for professional 
development, she did not criticize her husband, who had also dimmed Oanh’s 



hopes for it. Oanh’s story highlights how, under some circumstances, migrant 
women must accept life with continued limitations, as evident in her 
obedience to her father and her husband, both of whom were her family’s 
Nnancial pillar.

Return Migration

Sometimes, the beneNts of migration and life abroad are not enough to 
prevent women from returning to Vietnam. Even though bride market 
advertisements suggest that husbands can readily discard their wives if they 
are unsatisNed with their marriage, the women in this study were usually 
the ones who initiated the divorce. In AS4k, Thào decided she could no longer 
live in Taiwan and moved back to Vietnam. By electing to return, Thào chose 
to live apart from her children. She explained that the children were accus-
tomed to Taiwanese culture and would receive a better education in Taiwan. 
For Thào, it was easier to leave her children than to work on her marriage 
and submit to her husband’s whims. By dissolving the marriage and relin-
quishing custody over her children, Thào paid a high price to free herself 
from her husband’s demands. Even though she no longer lived in Taiwan, 
however, Thào could still reap the beneNts from her marriage, as she stated 
matter-of-factly: “I have Taiwanese citizenship, so I can come and go.” Thào’s 
Taiwanese citizenship gave her physical mobility to explore new places and 
opportunities compared to the average Vietnamese. It also serves as proof 
of her cultural knowledge of Taiwan, one that would allow Thào to start her 
own business in Vietnam.

Low-income men in East Asian countries are not the only ones to beneNt 
from the unequal geopolitical relations in Asia by marrying women from 
poorer countries (Constable ASSC); Vietnamese women can also accumulate 
sociocultural assets to be leveraged professionally and socially in Vietnam. 
Yfln returned to Vietnam in AS4k aLer her marriage of four years ended. She 
said that she and her husband were unhappy in their marriage. She also 
struggled to Nnd meaning and independence for herself in South Korea. 
Unlike Thào, Yfln and her husband did not have children. Without children 
to keep her in South Korea, she Nled for divorce and moved to HCMC. 
Post-married life for Yfln came with new opportunities and economic 
stability. Equipped with working experience in South Korea, Yfln built a 
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professional career at a company in District 4 that caters to Korean clientele. 
Her new professional standing in Vietnam illustrates how some return 
migrants can convert their cultural knowledge of South Korea and Taiwan 
to secure new statuses and careers in their home country.

Conclusion

Women’s encounters with gender orders across diáerent locales and the need 
for reproduction, expectations of childcare, and Nlial piety do not cease once 
they create families that transcend national borders. However, this does not 
mean that migrants unwittingly absorb structures of obligations and 
constraints in Vietnam and overseas as individuals leading transnational 
lives. As demonstrated, women seek independence and the ability to provide 
in their new homes. Although providing remittances may be an important 
motivation among migrant women, it is not as commonly practiced as 
stereotypes about marriage migrants suggest. Be need to survive in their 
new homes requires some exercise of restraint. As mothers and wives in 
South Korea and Taiwan, the women are vulnerable to select demands as 
homemakers at certain moments in their lives, such as rearing children or 
obeying male Ngures in their families. Although they may acquiesce to 
certain terms of gender, most of my respondents were determined to carve 
out identities of their own outside the family context. Bis is apparent in 
how some throw themselves into their work while others look to their 
community of female migrants to create a social support network. As such, 
migrant women may embark on conventionally gendered pathways created 
within a global environment that champions the image of the “wife” and 

“mother,” yet their aspirations and goals transcend this heteropatriarchal 
reproduction of womanhood. And their experiences in marriage migration 
complicate the designation of women as exchangeable to reveal how women, 
through their strategies and experiences, are more than simply “leLover 
water.”

Notes

 4 In Vietnam, matchmaking for proNt is considered illegal under the “Marriage 
and Family with Foreigners” stipulations because it is believed to violate the 
institution of marriage. To mitigate legal strictures in Vietnam, marriage 



 - Bis is a phrase commonly used in Vietnam to describe male domination.

 A See Hollingsworth, Seo, and Bae ASAS; Be Associated Press, “Vietnamese 
Women Wed Foreigners to Aid Family,” NBC, 4S August ASSK.

agencies will only assist single men who can legally wed and sponsor Vietnamese 
women to migrate to their countries.
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Hybridization and Heterodoxy:
Vietnamese Culture and Identity in the 

Global Cultural Flow

O©WyK AW:

aeuh ht27u©y, “Arx7rpt WyE PEty7u7s,” examines how global encounters 
shape the Vietnamese construction of identity today and how contemporary 
Vietnamese identity in turn contributes to hybrid cultural formations, in 
which global signs and symbols mesh with conceptions of what Vietname-
seness means in the contemporary context. Each of the chapters in the 
section oáers rich analyses of cultural practices with which social actors 
create meanings for their experiences of living in the transnational lifeworld. 
Drawing on ethnographic research conducted at two transnational 
workplaces in urban Vietnam, Kim Anh Dang’s chapter, “Be ‘West’ as the 
Qualitied International,” provides a compelling account of how the “Western” 
(Tây) way of working and thinking are deployed and contested by diáerent 
workplace actors. Based on Internet ethnography, Sandra Kurfürst’s chapter, 

“Digital Performances of Selves,” evokes the lifeworld of hip hop practitioners, 
who engage in transnational social movements as an expression of their 
belonging to the global community and a medium for their exercise of 
self-entrepreneurship. Finally, Alison Truitt’s chapter, “A Divided Sangha in 
the Global Field of Vietnamese Buddhism,” traces the emergence of Viet-
namese Buddhist communities in the United States and Europe to show 
how it has generated a community of practice that is grounded in both 
enduring political divisions between diasporic groups with diáering rela-
tionships to the homeland and the logics of global capitalism and its 
anxieties.
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These chapters indicate how Vietnamese today live their lives by 
incorporating global elements into their lifestyles, workplaces, and religious 
practices, together with cultural conceptions that are Nrmly rooted in 
collective imageries of what constitutes Vietnam vis-à-vis the outside world. 
Bis dynamic of identity construction is also shaped by their position in the 
social world in which they live and by the value frameworks that orient their 
actions in that world (Keyes 4UYY).

In diáerent ways, the analyses in this section speak to existing discus-
sions of the “global situation” and “friction” by Anna Tsing (ASSS, ASSk) and 
to what Arjun Appadurai (4UUH) calls the “Global Now.” According to Tsing, 
the increasing interconnection between regions and countries at various 
scales in terms of people, materials, and cultural ùows causes heterogeneous 
ideas and value frameworks to encounter one another in ways that are 
uncertain and full of tension. In Appadurai’s Global Now, similarly, new 
forms of identity formation, desire, and social imaginings among individuals 
and groups have emerged in the Nve types of global cultural ùows, namely, 

“ethnoscapes,” “mediascapes,” “technoscapes,” “Nnancescapes,” and 
“ideoscapes” (see also Luong’s aLerword herein). Unlike within the “old” 
global situation, forms of identity, desire, and social imagination in the 
Global Now are articulated beyond borders of the nation-state or territorial 
sovereignty, resulting in the disjuncture and diáerence of subjectivity.

Be increasingly translocal lives of Vietnamese today are, likewise, oLen 
characterized by people’s greater insistence on what they see as traditional 
Vietnamese, for example Buddhism, as they are more exposed to global 
cultural forms and discursive practices. Be simultaneous adoption of 
seemingly contrasting ideas and value frameworks, what Geertz (4UCY) 
terms “ethos,” thus helps people to make sense of and navigate the disjunc-
ture, paradoxes, and diáerences that inhere in the “global situation” (Tsing 
ASSS) and the “Global Now” (Appadurai 4UUH) and articulate their 
aspirations.

In this vein, the companies that Kim Anh Dang analyzes seek to cultivate 
an image of adopting a “Western style” (phong cách Tây) of working and 
mode of thinking at their workplaces in order to achieve a competitive edge 
in the global market for creative media content. Partly in response to state 
discourses and policies of marketization, socialist modernity, and global 
integration, and, partly for the sake of image making, they favor so-called 
Western standards and methods of working while constructing Vietnamese 



ways as obstacles to eBciency, creativity, and improvement. Bese workplace 
practices, as Dang shows, are closely associated with the meanings of the 
term “the West,” which is discursively constructed and imagined historically 
and today as a social realm of progress, modernity, and civility. Bose 
meanings attached to “the West,” as interpreted by both employers and 
employees of the two workplaces Dang studies, not only refer to global or 
international standards, but also to the qualities of being rational, scientiNc, 
and modern. In the struggle to make up for their perceived deNciencies and 
to attain desirable “Western” qualities, the employees seek to adopt these 

“advanced” qualities while, at the same time, selectively striving to get rid of 
their “rural” or “backward” styles of working, thinking, and living. Both the 
employees and managers endorse the value of the so-called Western style of 
management at their workplace—the international standards, however vague 
and arbitrary, give the managers a mechanism to fulNll their aspirations to 
become players in the global cultural industry and the employees a tool to 
cultivate modern personhood as global and self-enterprising professionals. 
Yet, like the managers who are fully aware of the necessity of cultivating an 
image along these lines for the sake of image making, some of the workers 
Dang interviews also point out the falsehood of Western knowledge’s claim 
to superiority at the workplace and the unfounded overvaluation of the 
so-called Western expertise.

In Kurfürst’s chapter on the emergence of a hip hop culture brought to 
Vietnam in the early 4UUSs, we see how young Vietnamese today, especially 
those in big cities, enthusiastically embrace this global cultural form both 
as a means of expression and as a tool of self-entrepreneurship. Kurfürst’s 
hip hop dancers (including break dance, rap, and other dance styles) 
simultaneously participate in social and political movements related to hip 
hop outside of Vietnam (such as the “Black Lives Matter” movement), attend 
hip hop events abroad, and produce hip hop commodities and artifacts for 
distribution across digital platforms. Unlike in Western contexts, where hip 
hop often represents a movement counter to the conventions of the 
mainstream society, Vietnamese hip hop dancers practice it to pursue their 
aspirations of becoming self-responsible citizens, modern subjects, and 
self-enterprising individuals. Bese goals are expected of them by the state 
(see also the editors’ introduction and Horat’s chapter in this volume, as well 
as Nguyen AS4K, ASA-), even as they imagine cosmopolitan identities and 
pursue hip hop business ventures within and beyond borders.

Hybridization and Heterodoxy 4U-
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While individuals within Vietnam, such as the hip hop dancers, reach 
out to the global world to Nnd global cultural elements for incorporation 
into their representation of self and their lifeworld, Truitt’s chapter suggests 
that diasporic Vietnamese, conversely, reach back into what they see as 
Vietnam’s traditional culture for dealing with the challenges of making a life 
in a new country. People of diáering political orientations, who have leL 
Vietnam by diáerent paths, found in the varieties of Vietnamese Buddhism 
cultural resources to build “communities of practice” that, like those of the 
hip hop dancers, transcend locations and places. Buddhist practices such as 
charities or donations to temple construction and becoming a member of 
Vietnamese Buddhist communities, whether Pure Land Buddhism or Zen 
Buddhism, allow diasporic Vietnamese individuals to both position 
themselves as Vietnamese and demonstrate their moral capacity when 
establishing themselves in an unfamiliar cultural context. Bese communi-
ties of practice enable them to bridge the geographical distance with their 
ancestral homeland, materializing “Vietnam as an ancestral homeland not 
easily identiNed with the modern territorial state of Vietnam” (Truitt, this 
volume, p. AC4) while helping them to make sense of and possibly reconcile 
conùicts leL by the country’s history of political division shaped by Cold 
War politics.

Meanwhile, the three chapters in this section also demonstrate that the 
construction of identity and the emergence of new cultural formations and 
practices in the translocal lifeworlds of Vietnam today, either in Vietnam or 
abroad, are full of challenges and contestations. Bese challenges and 
contestations arise from processes in which social division, marginalization, 
and cultural exclusion are established and reinforced in a manner pointed 
out by major theorists of globalization (Appadurai 4UUH; Bauman ASSS). As 
vividly detailed in Kim Anh Dang’s chapter, practicing Western styles of 
working and thinking at the workplace can be a way for employees to enhance 
their social mobility and position themselves materially and symbolically. 
Yet, this pursuit has also marginalized and devalued the knowledge and 
expertise of many Vietnamese, including those who have acquired Western 
training and education, in relation to foreigners, both in terms of profes-
sional valuation and in daily working relationships. Be racially implicated 
social marginalization works at the psychological level, shaping identity 
construction through what Bourdieu (4UYY) calls “heterodoxy”: namely, the 
tendency of contesting against the connotation of Western as superior while 



seeking to achieve Western quality of subjectivity or personhood. Dang’s 
subjects thus must assume quite conùictual positioning of the self in their 
eáorts to assert themselves in the transnational workplace, which seems to 
project an illusion of being a meritocratic space in which those with the 
better working methods and ways of working are justly recognized and 
rewarded.

Similarly depicting a transnational Neld of contestations, Truitt’s chapter 
indicates that the wish to have a uniNed faith and moral community among 
the Vietnamese diaspora through Buddhist practice cannot be easily ful-
Nlled. Be geopolitical divisions concerning Vietnam during and since the 
Indochina war and the social diáerences among diasporic Vietnamese 
communities today have caused overseas Vietnamese to pursue separate 
Buddhist practices and form their own communities. In order to resolve the 
contradictions and diáerences between immigrant and refugee communi-
ties, diáerent groups have been vying to create new Buddhist sects and 
groups through purchasing lands to construct new temples to materialize 
the visibility of their version of Vietnamese Buddhism. Some Buddhist 
communities of Vietnamese immigrants try to connect with the state-
recognized Vietnamese Buddhist Church in Vietnam while others turn their 
back on it, thereby resulting in widening divisions and growing diáerences. 
Even within the communities that engage with Zen Buddhism, a globally 
authoritative version of Buddhism that promulgates a cosmopolitan form 
of practice well received in Western countries, divisions and social exclusion 
cannot be easily overcome.

Dynamics of marginalization and exclusion likewise feature in Kurfürst’s 
analysis of Vietnamese hip hop dancers, who operate at the edge of the global 
hip hop market with a core located in the United States. Apart from the 
challenges of getting recognized as equal members of the global scene, 
Vietnamese hip hop practitioners are confronted with immigration barriers 
as Vietnamese citizens with Vietnamese passports, along with Nnancial 
constraints and family burdens. Beir translocal experiences and practices 
of global engagement therefore are conditioned by material restrictions to 
their mobility that arise from their social location. Bat said, the availability 
of new social media platforms such as Facebook, TikTok, and Instagram 
enables the dancers to produce performances and artifacts, including 
performances with their own bodies, thus maintaining global encounters 
despite these mobility barriers. Bese social networking platforms provide 
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eáective means for them to connect with and participate in social move-
ments with the global hip hop communities of practice, allowing them a 
sense of global citizenship. Beir choice of taking part in competitions and 
performances within Southeast Asia instead of traveling to other regions is 
a way to preempt the visa and Nnancial barriers that they would face when 
trying to enter richer countries. Beir regional mobility and transnational 
community making thus complement their claim to being cosmopolitan 
citizens of the global world as Vietnamese. At the same time, they strengthen 
the division of a community of practice that is supposed to be borderless, 
deterritorialized, and free of friction.

Bubbling under the surface of the three chapters in this section is the 
articulation between new global cultural forms with local conditions and 
changing notions of what Vietnameseness is vis-à-vis the outside world. 
What they show is how Vietnamese today actively and selectively take on 
certain global signs, symbols, and practices and ground them in their 
lifeworld while recasting their cultural traditions for navigating the global 
world as they become more and more implicated in it. In so doing, they 
contribute to the formation of what K. Sivaramakrisnan and Arun Agrawal 
call “regional modernity”—a condition and situation that “break up the 
monopolistic, hegemonic and monolithic connotations of modernity that 
global invariably introduces and stabilizes” (ASS-:4k). Bis encounter shapes 
the social lives of Vietnamese in general and the construction of Vietnamese 
identity in particular. Exposed to an assemblage of cultural sources and 
value frameworks, national and international, traditional and global, 
Vietnamese individuals and communities, either within or outside of the 
country, learn to situate themselves in a new social order. In constructing 
personhood and identity through cultural practices and economic activities 
underpinned by these contradictory values and desires, they are also actively 
reconNguring the very culture of Vietnam.
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Global Encounters and Southern Positioning

”x©5h Wpt uy7tKpWx 7© euP e©P culture. First of all, rappers and dancers 
alike go with the ùow. Be ùow is a form of embodied and sensory knowledge 
intimately linked to kinesthesia, and thence movement. As a result, the ùow 
is a cross-cultural sensory experience of falling into another dimension and 
keeping on rhyming, dancing, and moving that is shared by actors of hip 
hop culture around the globe. Second, hip hop culture has been conceptu-
alized as an idiom or cultural form that travels transnationally and is locally 
adopted and integrated into local practices and materials, facilitating global 
encounters and creating translocal lifeworlds (Alim ASSH; Androutsopoulos 
ASS-). Be ùow of ideas, people, commodities, and so on has been empha-
sized in studies of (popular) culture. Be term ùow denotes the increasing 
ùuidity of boundaries between nations, cultures, and other forms of social 
organization (Appadurai 4UUH; Gupta and Ferguson 4UUA). While oáering 
room to leave determined categories behind, and think beyond stable 
entities, the language of ùows has simultaneously been criticized for not 
adequately addressing individual agency or the relevance of small-scale 
organizations (Rockefeller AS44). Flows suggest a smooth ùoating, and the 
exchange of artifacts, commodities, and people; however, the term obscures 
frictions that ultimately evolve in exchanges and processes of circulation 
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(Tsing AS44). Another critique points out that casting ùows as something 
completely new and exceptional disregards a long history of global 
entanglements.

Much as the colonial encounter itself, the discussion of cultural ùows 
runs along the center-periphery axis. Be United States, where the four 
cultural practices of MCing, break(danc)ing, DJing, and graBti writing Nrst 
developed in the late 4UYSs, is seen as the point of origin and thence cultural 
center of hip hop. In the last decades, the United States has also become the 
economic hub of a global hip hop market with major hip hop labels, 
producers, and rap and dance crews having their base in major cities. Be 
periphery of hip hop, then, is constituted by countries such as Vietnam and 
others in Southeast Asia. Although rap and dancing have been practiced in 
Vietnam since the 4UUSs, a market for hip hop commodities is still in the 
making. Jenny Mbaye refers to hip hop agents’ positionality as a southern 
positioning, situated at “the margins of an assumed sociality and urbanity” 
(AS4k:-UK). Bis margin can be located at any given scale, a city, a community 
or social group (deNned by ethnicity, class, gender, age, etc.), a nation, or 
globally with respect to the global hip hop market. Accordingly, practitioners 
of hip hop in Vietnam move “within unequal Nelds of globe-spanning power” 
(Glick Schiller and Salazar AS4-:4KY). Bis chapter conceptualizes ùows as 
actors’ bodily movement, physical travel, and the circulation of artifacts, 
visuals, and texts on social media platforms.

Hip hop actors in Vietnam, aware of their marginal positioning in the 
global hip hop market, combine their skills and knowledge, building up 
alliances beyond the geographic and linguistic conNnes of Vietnam. While 
the United States is a focal point of their orientation, they also move into 
alternative directions, for instance, within the Southeast Asian region or East 
Asia. Movement is, by definition, central to their practice of dancing. However, 
dancers in Vietnam are situated in regimes of mobility that simultaneously 
facilitate movement and constrain it. Oscillating between stasis and mobility, 
dancers achieve a cosmopolitan status by practicing street dance, a bodily 
practice conducted widely across the globe (Gaudette AS4A). In this chapter, 
I aim to discuss, Nrst, how Vietnamese practitioners of hip hop create global 
encounters in spite of their limited physical mobility, and, second, how they 
make and maintain a translocal lifeworld through the use of digital media.

Overall, I identify three Nelds of activity in which bodily and digital 
global encounters play out, and in which reconNgurations take place. Be 



Nrst Neld that I refer to as “self-making” discusses dancers’ digital perfor-
mances on diverse social media platforms. Bey curate self-representations, 
drawing on various media, such as photographs, videos, texts, and hashtags. 
Brough these digital performances the artists mediate between what it 
means to be Vietnamese and what is means to be cosmopolitan or global. 
Be second Neld then discusses dancers’ investment in self-entrepreneurship. 
In the late socialist economy, young people make deliberate choices to make 
a living from dancing. However, working as freelance dance teachers is 
exhausting and precarious. As soon as responsibilities multiply, some artists 
choose a diáerent way of income generation, while maintaining dancing as 
their passion. Finally, the third Neld of networked social movements demon-
strates their political engagement beyond the national borders of Vietnam—
where political actions would be most likely sanctioned. Naturally, these 
three Nelds of reconNguration are not mutually exclusive, but feed into one 
another. Moreover, such reconNgurations are appreciative of reconNgura-
tions that preceded them, for example when Vifft rapper Wowy collaborates 
with cRi lVồng singer BFch Tuyflt, and woman rapper Suboi raps about TrFng 
Quềnh, a legendary folk hero who satirized the feudal system of the TrWnh 
Lords (4CkC–4YKY). Methodologically, the chapter draws on hashtag ethnog-
raphy, approaching the hashtag as a Neld, while following actors across 
multiple online and offline communities (Bonilla and Rosa AS4C). In 
September and October AS4C, and then again from September until Novem-
ber AS4K, I conducted semistructured and narrative interviews with hip hop 
dancers and rappers from Hà Nịi, Ninh Bình Province, and Hl Chí Minh 
City. In addition, I conducted participant observation in dance studios and 
at dance battles.

.e Hip Hop Community of Practice

In Vietnam, young people began to practice rap and break(danc)ing as well 
as other dance styles locally subsumed under the term hip hop in the 4UUSs, 
only a few years aLer the passing of the economic reform program ộải mGi
in 4UKH. Be country’s opening up paved the way for an almost unbounded 
ùow of goods and people. Young Vietnamese, who had gotten in touch with 
breaking during their studies abroad, for example, in the United States, 
Germany, France, and Great Britain, introduced this practice to Vietnam. 
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Back in Vietnam they showed the break moves they had learned to their 
friends, sharing videos and tapes they had brought along with them. Bis 
form of learning is still valid today except that videos circulated through 
social media replaced analogue videos. Today, dancers and rappers might 
learn by watching YouTube tutorials and videos circulated on platforms like 
TikTok and Instagram, in addition to meeting face to face. Since the AS4Ss, 
both rap and dance have become more and more popular, not least due to 
national a“ programs such as the dance competitions So You .ink You Can 
Dance? and Vá ộiớu Xanh, and recently the rap shows King of Rap and Viớt 
Rap.Đ While these are national, or even regional a“ shows, Vietnam remains 
situated at the periphery of the global hip hop industry. Bat is why local 
practitioners of rap and dance reach out to peers around the globe, 
participating in global dance events, while recording and sharing videos and 
photos of their performances. In order to denote hip hop’s global appeal, hip 
hop studies frequently invoke the idea of the Global Hip Hop Nation (Alim 
ASSH). While the Global Hip Hop Nation imagines a community of peers 
geographically scattered around the globe, the term nation still insists on 
the existence of a Nxed entity that popular cultural studies of ùow seek to 
overcome. Bis chapter oáers an alternative, by thinking of actors around 
the world investing in the same practices of MCing or dancing as a commu-
nity of practice (for another discussion using the notion “community of 
practice,” see Truitt’s chapter in this volume). Penelope Eckert and Sally 
McConnell-Ginet deNne a community of practice as

an aggregate of people who come together around some enterprise. United 
by this common enterprise, people come to develop and share ways of doing 
things, ways of talking, beliefs, values—in short, practices—as a function of 
their joint engagement in activity. Simultaneously, social relations form 
around the activities and activities form around relationships. Particular 
kinds of knowledge, expertise, and forms of participation become part of 
individuals’ identities and places in the community. (4UUA:kHk)

Whereas Eckert and McConnell-Ginet use the concept of communities of 
practice in sociolinguistics to investigate gendered identities, the concept 
has been applied widely in social and cultural anthropology to analyze 
processes of situated learning. Brough “legitimate peripheral participation,” 
novices learn a certain skill and are simultaneously integrated into a set of 
social relations, a particular community (Lave and Wenger 4UU4). In contrast 
to the common notion of community, a community of practice builds 



around a certain practice and not a locality. Bat is why the concept is 
particularly appealing to the study of actors sharing the same practice, albeit 
being geographically distributed around the globe. Members of the hip hop 
community of practice share, exchange, and circulate music, dance moves, 
and artifacts across national borders, orchestrating translocal lifeworlds.

Connectivity beyond Borders

While most of the dancers I talked to conNrmed that among other sources 
they had attained their dancing skills from watching YouTube videos, the 
most renowned dancers acknowledged that it was important to have a teacher, 
someone to follow and to guide them through the learning process. More 
concretely, situated learning in hip hop dance means regularly participating 
in dance classes or crew practice, both outdoors in public spaces and indoors 
in dance studios. Training together or participating in dance battles, dancers 
build up relationships and demonstrate their bodily skills to their peer group. 
Whereas most dancers would connect with fellow dancers in their city, such 
as Hà Nịi or Hl Chí Minh City, the most advanced dancers tend to travel 
within Vietnam to participate in battles as competitors or judges. Some travel 
beyond Vietnam, if their job and social obligations as husbands and wives, 
children and parents allow them to do so. While traveling is part of their 
desire for dancing, the dancers are also aware of the limitations to their 
mobility.

Hip hop practitioners’ mobility needs to be considered in the context of 
unequal Nelds of power. Bese Nelds are diverse, and intersectional, contain-
ing class, gender, ethnicity, and economic capital. Moreover, all these diáer-
ent Nelds are tied to Vietnamese citizenship, particularly when it comes to 
practitioners’ mobility across national boundaries. Vy, a woman popper from 
Hl Chí Minh City, names visa restrictions as one reason why Vietnamese 
dancers tend to attend dance competitions within the Southeast Asian region. 
When traveling to destinations outside of the vy/vd (Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations) region, they would need to apply for visas, the acquisition of 
which depends on the availability of Nnancial resources. For instance, if a 
foreign cultural institution like the Goethe Institute sponsors the stay abroad, 
it is easier for dancers to attain a visa to enter Germany than through proving 
their personal Nnancial status. As a result, holding a Vietnamese passport 
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limits dancers’ mobility to domestic travel or regional travel within Southeast 
Asia. By contrast, dancers from Germany, France, the United States, Japan, 
or Korea enjoy almost unlimited mobility based on the “‘cosmopolitan 
capital’—that their Nrst world passport aáords them” (Gaudette AS4A:-SA).

Let me briefly illustrate the unequal limitations to mobility along 
citizenship by focusing on the Schengen visa-free zone. While France and 
Germany belong to the Schengen visa-free zone, US, Japanese, and Korean 
citizens do not require a visa to enter the Schengen zone. Vietnam and most 
other Southeast Asian countries are excluded from this visa-free zone. 
However, the vy/vd region implemented its own visa-free zone. Be vy/vd
Framework Agreement on Visa Exemption was signed in ASSH by all ten 
member states, and it promulgates visa-free entry for citizens of vy/vd
member states for a period of fourteen days to other vy/vd countries with 
the possibility of extension. Except for Myanmar and Brunei, Vietnamese 
citizens are eligible for visa-free stays of thirty days in all seven other vy/vd
member states (vy/vd ASAA). During the period of this research, dancers 
traveled most oLen to Singapore, Malaysia, and Bailand, and sometimes 
Japan, to participate in and judge dance battles.

Vy refers to Vietnamese dancers’ physical mobility to explain why many 
internationally renowned dancers in the United States, Europe, and East 
Asia would not know that there is a large hip hop community in Vietnam. 
In reaction, one strategy for Vietnamese dancers to get in touch with the 
global hip hop community of practice is to invite outstanding international 
dancers to Vietnam to give workshops and share their knowledge with 
Vietnamese dancers. For example, the Hà Nịi–based hip hop dance crew 
New York Style invited Henry Link, an old-timer of hip hop and founding 
member of the internationally known Elite Force Crew from Brooklyn, to 
visit Hà Nịi. The crew name New York Style already indicates their awareness 
of hip hop’s origin in the United States. Another Hà Nịi–based crew, the 
Low Ridaz, invited Jr. Boogaloo, a celebrated old school popper from 
California, to Hà Nịi to teach a workshop. Vy herself attended a popping 
workshop led by DeyDey, the Nrst woman world popping champion from 
France, in Hl Chí Minh City, and she aims to invite more international 
woman dancers to Vietnam. Vietnamese hip hop practitioners aspire to show 
the world that hip hop in Vietnam is alive and ùourishing.

Dancers connect to networks with their peers located in other parts of 
the world via social media. In contrast to “traditional” mass media, whose 



main functions are to act as an “organ of speech for Party, state and social 
organizations” (Tran ASSA:AkC) and to create the collective body of the nation, 
digital media oáer a space for the formation of new (political) subjectivities 
(Tri Phuong AS4Y:KAC).

In January ASAS, the number of Internet users in Vietnam was HK.4Y 
million, with an increase of 4S percent in the period from AS4U until ASAS 
(Kemp ASAS; Mai Duong AS4Y:-Yk). Since many users in Vietnam access the 
Internet and particularly social media platforms via their mobile phones, 
the number of mobile phone contracts is another important factor indicating 
the rate of connectivity in Vietnam. In ASAS, there were 4kA.Y- mobile 
subscriptions registered for every 4SS people in Vietnam (Statista ASA4). On 
the one hand, the Vietnamese government is aware of the relevance of the 
Internet for the country’s economic development, aiming to connect remote 
areas to digital infrastructures. On the other hand, the government carefully 
watches online users’ activities. In the last decade, a vibrant online community 
has evolved around topics such as party pluralism, citizens’ rights, and the 
protection of the environment. However, the facilitation of the deliberation 
over the common good online has its limits, since freedom of expression is 
restricted. Be Vietnamese government applies a “soL” blacking rule to social 
networking sites like Facebook to undermine undesired content such as 
critique of the Communist Party of Vietnam (Mai Duong AS4Y). Since ASSY, 
access to Facebook has been blocked time and again for users from within 
Vietnam. Nonetheless, users have found ways to circumvent the blocking of 
websites, sharing such knowledge in online fora (Bui AS4H). State media, by 
contrast, for example daily online newspapers, are restricted in their use of 
certain features of social networking sites. For instance, the authorities 
ordered a popular online daily newspaper to block the comment section on 
its Facebook site in order to prevent public debate among readers (personal 
conversation with an online journalist, July AS4U). In spite of these technical 
limitations, people in Vietnam increasingly use digital media for a diverse 
range of activities; digital communications have become an integral part of 
Vietnamese citizens’ everyday lives (Mai Duong AS4Y). In particular, young 
people are familiar with the cultural protocols of switching and connecting 
networks (Castells ASSU; Jenkins ASSK), building up both digital and analogue 
relations beyond the geographic and linguistic conNnes of Vietnam. Accord-
ingly, members of the hip hop community of practice based in Vietnam use 
digital media to reach out to other members, curating global encounters. In 
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the following, I will discuss the practices of self-making, self-entrepreneur-
ship, and the participation in networked social movements through which 
Vietnamese hip hop practitioners tend to negotiate their southern positioning.

Self-Making

Henry Jenkins (ASSK) refers to the current state of the media as convergence 
culture, where old and new media collide. Moreover, media producers and 
media consumers are no longer thought of as separate entities, but as one. 
Be capability to self-produce, change, and judge content is a crucial feature 
of digital media. On social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram, 
dancers share, circulate, and “like” self-created or reproduced contents. As 
Brian Larkin (AS4-:Ak4) reminds us, objects and contents can circulate only 
via material infrastructures that simultaneously shape and restrict the nature 
of the media they transfer. Instagram is an image-based application oáering 
a range of postproduction tools, such as cutting devices and Nlters. In the 
past, these tools were accessible to users only if they purchased additional 
soLware, and users required at least some technical know-how to edit videos 
and photographs. Today, by contrast, users can conveniently edit images via 
some clicks on their smart phones. Be taking, making, and editing of photos 
and videos then becomes a haptic experience.

Nina Hien (AS4A) shows that tactility and beautiNcation in photography 
are highly intertwined. Be Vietnamese term for retouching photographs 
(tút) actually implies their beautiNcation (Hien AS4A:kYU). She explores how 
beautiNcation techniques in the form of digital postproduction oáer actors 
control over their own lives and fates, as represented in the popular belief 
of “sfta hình, sfta tVGng.”à Using mobile phone applications for digital re-
touching, dancers literally take their lives into their own hands. Brough 
digital retouching techniques “everyday people establish and assert new 
subject positions through which they express their dreams, hopes, and 
desires, construct themselves as Vietnamese, and see into their own souls” 
(Hien AS4A:kYY). Holding power over their visual representations, they create 
digital performances of selves, made of assemblages composed from visuals, 
texts, and metadata.

Hashtags are a form of metadata, self-produced by users, instead of being 
generated by a microblogging site. In social media, hashtags become part of 



the linguistic structure of the post. Bey take over a cataloguing function, 
helping users to retrieve, categorize, and select information of interest to 
them. Hashtags function both intertextually and intermedially, since they 
link to other texts containing the same hashtags and can be used across 
different social networking platforms (Zappavigna AS4C). That is how 
hashtags take over an important brokering function, linking texts, images, 
media, and user proNles across diáerent infrastructures and geographic 
locations. Consequently, hashtags can be crucial in creating communities 
(of practice) among geographically dispersed users. Dancers in Vietnam 
make use of a variety of hashtags, including English and Vietnamese hashtags. 
Hashtags may consist of the denomination of a particular dance style, such 
as house dance, b-boying, popping, waacking, and the like, or a crew name, 
such as BNashor, BigToe, and NewYorkStyle. Bey may also reference 
dancers’ aliases (e.g., đMaitinhvi, đBanrua, đRufu), and sometimes refer to 
a particular group of dancers, as in đfemalepopper. Be choice of a hashtag 
is decisive in addressing a particular public. In this context, the usage of 
English hashtags, in particular, connects content produced by Vietnamese 
dancers with content produced outside of the linguistic borders of Vietnam. 
Be communicative repertoire of the hip hop community of practice is hence 
defined by multilingualism. Samira Hassa (AS4S:CY) identifies code-switching 
into English as hip hop’s lingua franca. Overall, translanguaging becomes a 
deNning feature of the hip hop community of practice. According to García 
and Wei, translanguaging, in comparison to code-switching, does not 
consider the language practices of (bilingual) individuals as two autonomous 
language systems, but as “one linguistic repertoire with features that have 
been societally constructed as belonging to two separate languages” (AS4Y:A). 
Naturally, most of the dancers are not bilingual per se, but English terms 
and utterances are part of their linguistic repertoire as part of their dance 
practice. In this vein, translanguaging is simultaneously the basis and result 
of global encounters. Nonetheless, Vietnamese dancers tend to use Viet-
namese hashtags too, to connect within their local community of practice.

Self-Entrepreneurship

As much as the dancers inhabit their images as their own, they also self-own 
their bodies. In Philosophy of Right, Hegel establishes self-ownership, the 
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ownership over one’s personal body, as a necessary precondition for the 
ownership of things. According to Hegel, the expression of one’s will over 
one’s body is fundamental (Houlgate AS4Y:kH). For dancers trying to make 
a living from dancing, their body is their most important asset. Sharing 
videos of their performances online, they not only self-represent but also 
own and privatize their bodily performances. Drawing on Hegel’s notion of 
self-ownership, Aihwa Ong (ASSK) regards privatization as an ethical 
relationship to the self as well as to others, to things, and to one’s fate. Be 
ethical relationship to themselves became most obvious when dancers 
explained that their bodily performances, and thence their bodies, were 
inalienable. Bey claimed that it was of utmost importance to them to decide 
when and how their bodies would be presented to the public (e.g., on social 
media platforms), and when, how, and where their bodies became a 
commodity as determined by others.

In Vietnam, like elsewhere in the world, it is diBcult to make a living 
from dancing. Furthermore, one’s body is a highly fragile resource; it needs 
to stay healthy, well-trained, and at best young in order to yield a high 
performance. Dancing is hard work, and many dancers working as free-
lancers need to have various sponsors and dance studios in order to make 
a living. Sharing videos of their dance performances online is one way to 
promote their labor and acquire new jobs. However, a number of skilled 
women dancers participating in this research resisted the commodiNcation 
of their bodies. Banh PhJ3ng, who makes a career with a real estate 
company, does so by diáerentiating between dancing as an art form or hobby 
and dancing as a source of income generation. She said: “[E]verybody just 
looks at a dancer like a tool, like a worker. Bey tell me, we can dance one 
hour…I can pay you like this. But they don’t know about dancing as an art, 
too. I need respect from them. Bat is why I never took any jobs that pay 
very cheaply or make me work like a worker, never” (interview with author, 
Ak October AS4K). In her reùection on the status of dancers in Vietnam, 
Banh PhJ3ng adopts the metaphor of the alienated worker, recalling the 
role of workers in the market socialist economy as a production input or 
commodity. Her emphasis on getting respect indicates the public perception 
of dance as a commodity. Dancers are considered providers of a particular 
service in an economic exchange relationship. Yet her demand for respect 
points to her sense of self-worth as an individual and an artist. Whereas 
Banh PhJ3ng used to earn money from dancing and performing shows 



with fellow dancers for big commercial brands, she always maintained control 
over the performances. She recalls how she refused to follow the client’s 
instructions sometimes, instead pitching her own ideas to the client. Vy 
likewise rejects making a living from performing at weddings, for a“ shows, 
or at pop concerts because she fears that clients’ demands might prevent her 
from further improving and developing herself the way she wants (Kurfürst 
ASA4). In the end, both women chose the job they had been educated for at 
university to earn an income and maintained dancing as their hobby. By 
clearly separating their work life from their dancing life, the women are able 
to follow their passion, free from customers’ demands on them.

Other dancers, in turn, engage in vertical integration, capitalizing on 
their interconnections with processes of dance and music production 
(Mbaye AS4k). For instance, Mai Tinh Vi, a renowned woman hip hop and 
house dancer as well as b-girl,R extended her entrepreneurial activities from 
teaching dance classes and doing shows to designing street wear. As the 
owner of a street apparel label, she markets her products via Facebook and 
Instagram. Facebook oáers customized sites where products can be dis-
played in an online catalogue and purchased online. Being a one-woman 
label, Mai sells most of her fashion online, while distributing a minor 
amount of her products via a street fashion store in Hà Nịi (Kurfürst ASA4). 
In order to promote her fashion, she uploads photos of herself, kin, and 
friends wearing the fashion items for sale. In this way, self-ownership of the 
body and entrepreneurship of the self, as well as its virtual representations, 
are highly intertwined, not unlike in the case of Steinman’s transnational 
e-traders (see her chapter in this volume). Be young people presented here 
make (life) choices on their own behalf, while constantly improving 
themselves. Self-entrepreneurship, self-responsibility, and self-improvement 
are aspired-for characteristics of late socialist moral subjects (Horat, this 
volume; Nguyen AS4U; Schwenkel and Leshkowich AS4A). Brough self-
curation, artists position themselves as industrious and self-responsible 
citizens in Vietnamese society. In addition, they domesticate global dis-
courses while displaying their orientation toward the world.
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Networked Social Movements

Be increase in digital connectivity has also sparked online activism in 
Vietnam. While the government so far lacks cost-intensive surveillance 
techniques such as China has, physical arrests of bloggers have proven to be 
an eBcient means to counter criticism of the state in digital networks. Since 
the ASSSs, the Vietnamese government has arrested several net activists and 
sentenced quite a number of them under Article KK of Vietnam’s Penal Code 
for “spreading propaganda against the Vietnamese state” (Bui AS4H:4SH). 
Against this background, Vietnamese netizens need to carefully navigate 
online platforms. In this last section, I consider hip hop practitioners’ 
potential to create global encounters by switching networks with social 
movements originating elsewhere in the world, like Black Lives Matter.

In May ASAS, Black US citizen George Floyd was attacked by a white 
police oBcer who pressed his knee for nine minutes into George Floyd’s 
neck, resulting in his death. Be murder of George Floyd was yet another 
police assault against Black US citizens in the past years against which 
protests were staged by using the hashtag đblacklivesmatter, demanding an 
end to police violence against Blacks. Black Lives Matter was founded in 
AS4A aLer the violent death of Trayvon Martin. Since then, it has evolved 
into a networked social movement, with people organizing themselves 
transnationally against systemic racism. In summer ASAS, networks 
switched as fans of diverse popular culture, such as K-pop and hip hop, 
showed support for Black Lives Matter.f For instance, K-pop fans launched 
hashtag campaigns BlackARMYsequality, đBlackARMYsMatter, and 
đBlackOutBTS. Be former two hashtags had already been in use since AS4K 
to address racism and inequality within v9gĩ, the fandom of 1ay (Lee and 
Kao ASA4). In response, 1ay and its music company Big Hits Entertainment 
donated 4 million US dollars to support the Black Lives Matter movement.

Another political act involving members of diverse communities of 
practice joining forces is Blackout Tuesday. Be initiative goes back to the 
music industry. ALer the murders of George Floyd and Ahmaud Arbery, 
and the killing of Breonna Taylor in ASAS, two Black women executives of 
the record label Atlantic Records, well known for its production of Black 
music, called out đBeShowMustBePaused in order to interrupt business as 
usual and make visible and heard the long-standing racism and injustices 
that Black citizens face in public and private life.



Diverse media conglomerates such as ga“, Apple, and Nickelodeon 
participated in Blackout Tuesday on A June ASAS. Individuals and groups 
around the world posted black screens on Instagram accompanied by the 
hashtags đblacklivesmatter, đBlackOutTuesday, and more.ü Bis cross-
cultural articulation of transnational solidarity with Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Color facing institutionalized racism worldwide was also taken up 
by the hip hop community of practice in Vietnam. Several members posted 
a black screen on Instagram. By contrast, Suboi shared an artwork by Monyee 
Chau comprising a yin and yang symbol with a yellow tiger on a black ground 
and a black panther upside down on yellow ground on Instagram. Be image 
contains the script “ĩ/NNH0 c/9PN ykccH9ay 1NvAM cH0/9,” including 
the hashtags đ1NvAMNP“/ygvaa/9 and đASIANSkBLACKLIVES (see Ng. 
K.4). Be overall frame of the image is composed of the yin and yang symbol, 
in Vietnamese âm dVồng. Be frame of yin and yang symbolizes the rela-
tionship between “yellow peril” and black panther, signifying unity, a com-
mon front against institutionalized racism.

Be author of the image, Monyee Chau, is a Chinese and Taiwanese artist 
based in Seattle, using the pronouns they and them. Be image gathered 
more than NLy thousand likes on Instagram. Be duplication and circulation 
were inherent in the artwork itself as they made it available for others to 
download to use it on posters and signs. However, the artwork was contested, 
since it centered around the Asian American community at a time that was 
about Black lives. Receiving response to the artwork, Chau entered into a 
dialogue with the respondents and Nnally altered the artwork and replaced 
the original phrase with Black Lives Matter. Bey also published an apology 
thanking Asian and Black people helping them to understand the slogan’s 
problematic implications (Weik ASAS).

Be term Yellow Peril originates in the 4KSSs and literally signiNes the 
colonial encounter. At that time, Chinese laborers were brought to the United 
States in order to replace emancipated Black communities. Chinese workers 
earned less than their white counterparts, who considered them nonetheless 
a “peril” to their livelihoods. In 4KKA, the US government passed the Nrst 
racially based law to restrict immigration, the Chinese Exclusion Act. In the 
4UHSs, Asian American communities sought to reclaim the racist term and 
their histories. Be phrase “Yellow Peril Supports Black Power” evolved in 
the 4UHSs as an expression of Asian Americans’ support for Black commu-
nities and of unity against oppressive forces.Q Chau initially sought to express 
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the grief people felt aLer George Floyd’s death and to show support for Black 
Lives Matter as the slogan was previously used to show support for the Black 
Power Movement. But activists have pointed out that “today, Black Lives 
Matter is a diáerent movement in a diáerent era” (Weik ASAS).

Figure ..3: “Black Lives Matter—We Stand In Solidarity”



Be term Yellow Peril is also claimed by Asian rappers to signify an 
intimate relationship among peers. Bree young rappers from Hong Kong 
use it as their band name and track title (Lin ASSU:4Yk). In other words, a 
pejorative term that used to describe and address the “other” underwent a 
semantic inversion (Alim ASSH). Accordingly, the appropriation of Yellow 
Peril, a term rooted in Western colonialism in the context of Othering, can, 
thus, be comprehended as a postcolonial act of signiNcation and appropri-
ation. As a result, the English term Yellow Peril becomes a linguistic marker 
of the translocal hip hop community of practice, uniting Asian rappers 
situated at the margins of the global hip hop industry.

By posting this image, Suboi reaches out to peers located across the 
PaciNc. Her post on Instagram included a text on hip hop and its roots in 
Black culture, followed by the hashtags đgeorgeùoyd đblacklivesmatter 
đjusticeforgeorgeùoyd. Such an imagined community, in which Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Color support one another, was also envisioned 
by Vietnamese American rapper Bai Viet G, one of the Nrst gAs rapping 
in Vietnamese. Bai Viet G embodies translocal lifeworlds: he grew up in 
the United States and was raised by a Vietnamese mother. In 4UUY, he released 
the bilingual rap track “Vietnamese Gangs” together with Khanh Nhffi, 
considered to be the Nrst Viet rap track. In AS4A, Bai Viet G also collaborated 
with Suboi. On Blackout Tuesday, Thai Viet G posted a clenched fist 
surrounded by sun rays, with stars in each corner against a brown back-
ground. Above the Nst, capital letters read ““P/advg/y/ ”H9” and beneath 
the Nst “1NvAM NP“/y.” Be post reads “You know where I stand!,” followed 
by the hashtags đblacklivesmatter and đunity.

Be sharing of global icons in the form of black screens, artworks, and 
hashtags demonstrates Vietnamese hip hop practitioners’ awareness of global 
discourses. In their digital performances of selves, they continuously 
negotiate their being Vietnamese citizens and citizens of the world. An 
orientation toward the world containing intercultural contact, hybridity, and 
openness in regard to the other are important components of cosmopoli-
tanism (Hannerz 4UUS; Gaudette AS4A:-SH). With respect to China, Lisa Rofel 
(ASSY:44A) deNnes cosmopolitanism as “a site for the production of knowl-
edge about what it means to be human in this reconNgured world, knowledge 
that is being embraced, digested, reworked, contested, and resisted.” Such 
humanity can be articulated in solidarity with Black communities against 
racism. In addition, such support can be read as a form of political action 
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that would be immediately sanctioned if it were directed toward the Viet-
namese nation-state. Giang Nguyen-Bu reminds us that “[f]or survival, 
professional, and ethical purposes, Vietnamese media practitioners precar-
iously rely on years of trained sensibility to extemporize along and across 
the felt threshold of the sayable, which varies on topics, styles of presenta-
tion, political capital, and the overall public moods” (ASAA:Y). Consequently, 
members of the community of practice have learned to navigate diverse 
layers of censorship, being able to “improvise and play ‘between the lines’” 
(Nguyen-Bu ASAA:Y). In this vein, the support of Black Lives Matter can 
also be interpreted as a deliberate political act that is not persecuted by the 
state because it addresses topics outside of Vietnam, but is nonetheless of 
relevance to humanity at large and the hip hop community of practice in 
particular.

Orientations toward the World 
in Unequal Fields of Globe-Spanning Power

“Be metamorphosis of media in Vietnam illustrates that national popular 
culture is neither a space of total encapsulation by the party-state nor a 
domain of autonomous resistance by the masses; rather, it is a constantly 
changing Neld of cultural relations” (Tri Phuong AS4Y:KAK).

Popular culture crisscrosses national boundaries and is frequently 
determined by the ùow of capital (Huat AS4C). In the global hip hop economy, 
Vietnam is located at the margins, but hip hop practitioners turn their 
marginality into an asset (Harms AS44) by producing hip hop commodities 
and artifacts, including their own bodily performances, and distributing 
them via digital networks. Bat is how they create opportunities for global 
encounters with hip hop artists in other locations of the world. Beir lives 
are translocal as they move between diverse scales, participating in and 
physically travelling to local, national, and regional dance battles. However, 
their movement cannot be taken for granted. Dancers’ physical mobility 
depends on their economic resources, responsibilities toward family, kin, 
and community, and immigration regimes that may grant or deny access to 
Vietnamese citizens. Yet, the artists can be cosmopolitan without physical 
mobility. Instead of thinking of cosmopolitanism as a universal force, Rofel 
suggests decentering “representations of the ‘cosmopolitan’ and the ‘local’ 



by reversing their assumed hierarchies” (ASSY:44k). Put diáerently, staying 
in Vietnam and building up communities of practice and markets within 
Vietnam and the Southeast Asian region does not make the hip hop artists 
less cosmopolitan. Rather, their various identities and desires are formed 
through attachments to places within their city, country, or region. Rofel 
considers desire, in the postsocialist context of China, as a “key cultural 
practice in which both the government and its citizens reconNgure their 
relationship to a postsocialist world” (ASSY:-).

In conclusion, through self-making, self-entrepreneurship, and engaging 
in networked social movements, Vietnamese members of the hip hop com-
munity of practice choreograph their multiple relationships with the world, 
their country, and their locality.

Notes

 k Both music genres have a transnational fan base. While hip hop is rooted in Blak 
American culture, K-pop, a young music genre from South Korea, has a big fan 
base among the Black community in the United States. 1ay, debuting in AS4-, is 
one of K-pop’s most renowned bands internationally. Be band’s fans organize 
themselves via social media in the umbrella organization v9gĩ (Adorable 
Representative g.A. for Youth). Over the past years v9gĩ has invested in a range 
of sociopolitical issues, such as refugee crises, racial discrimination, children’s 
rights, global warming, etc. (Lee and Kao ASA4).

 4 Vá ộiớu Xanh, broadcast on the channel “a“ H, targets both “old and young” 
people, presenting diverse dance styles, such as breaking, popping, waacking, 
hip hop, belly dance, and dance sports. So You .ink You Can Dance? is broadcast 
on local and regional channels. In ASAS, the two a“ shows King of Rap, based in 
Hà Nịi, and Viớt Rap, based in Hl Chí Minh City, attained massive public 
attention, pushing rap a bit further into the main stream. Be shows featured 
rap icons such as Lil’Shady, LK, Dat Maniac, and Suboi.

 - B-girls are women who perform break(danc)ing.

 A Hien translates the idiom’s meaning as follows: “by altering an image, one may 
alter the fate of the depicted subject, which is connected to the art or science of 
physiognomy—reading the face (nhân tVGng hWc)” (AS4A:kYC).

 C Soon aLer the posting of black screens marked by the hashtag đblacklivesmatter, 
voices arose kindly asking users to abstain from using the hashtag in combination 
with the black images, stating that the black screens hinder the hashtag’s 
cataloguing function to retrieve information on protests and civil actions.

 H “Yellow Peril supports Black Power” goes back to a black-and-white photo taken 
at a rally in Oakland, California, in 4UHU in support of Huey Newton, co-founder 
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of the Black Panther party. Be billboard displaying the photo is held by Japanese 
American activist Richard Aoki, the only Asian American holding a leadership 
position in the Black Panthers. However, he later turned out to be an ”1P
informant with the task to inNltrate the Black Panthers. Wun, of Asian American 
and PaciNc Islanders Women Lead, said: “But there are limitations to symbolism. 
We need to consider the fact that today, there are a lot more Asian Americans 
who don’t identify as yellow, or East Asian, so the term ‘yellow peril’ isn’t inclusive” 
(Weik ASAS).
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A4U

:
Ge “West” as the Qualitied International:

Its Imaginaries at the 
Urban Workplace in Vietnam

Mu: vye mWyK

Introduction: What Is the “Standard International” in the 
“International Standard”?

v 3t5 :©y7eh W37tp my Neldwork ended in ASAS, a manager at Animgogo 
(pseudonym), one of the two organizations that I spent my time with, asked 
me to check the English translation of their portfolio. A paragraph titled “What 
Makes Animgogo the Top Animation Production Studio in Vietnam” describes 
how Animgogo became the pioneer in the animation industry in Vietnam, 
which had previously been dominated by state-owned studios and was lagging 
behind the world’s standard. As the story goes, the founder returned to 
Vietnam after years of studying animation in the United States, was dissatisfied 
with the state of the industry, and decided to set up a studio that adheres to 
worldwide animation standards. Only, the story is not entirely accurate. Be 
founder himself never went to the United States, though he did hire a US-
educated creative director later on. Bere is no speciNc set of international 
standards to which they adhere, either. Nevertheless, this narrative around 
world-class practices, quality, and standards, coupled with the credentials of 
foreign-educated experts, highlights the image that was carefully craLed by 
the marketing team to attract local and international investment.

Animgogo is only one of the many enterprises in Vietnam that are taking 
part in this celebratory narrative of embracing an arbitrary ideal that the 
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rest of the world seems to be heading toward. Be looming presence of 
world-class standards and quality, whether in the form of actual laws and 
regulation or just simply a tagline or buzzword, reùects Vietnam’s many 
transformations under the forces of globalization and neoliberal ideals, and 
the pressure to integrate into the global economy. Be diverse practices of 
measuring, classifying, comparing, and benchmarking against a certain 

“global” standard, however, does not simply reùect organizations’ desire to 
upgrade their managerial and organizational practices and to appeal to 
foreign buyer requirements, as researchers such as Calza, Goedhuys, and 
Triừovi⁴ (AS4U) have suggested. In actuality, the implementation of speciNc 
sets of international standards such as the PyH is still unregulated and 
voluntary, and the vast majority of small and medium enterprises (yg/s) in 
Vietnam do not adhere to them (Triừovi⁴ ASAS). Firms instead emphasize 
the abstract and principle-like concepts and philosophies of management 
knowledge from the so-called advanced countries rather than strict proce-
dures, which allows them to experiment with diáerent interpretations 
without compromising the symbolic capital that the tag “global standard 
and quality” can oáer. As Roy and Ong (AS44) have further pointed out, there 
is no singular or Nxed standard of this desired globality. Bere are many 
forms of the “global” and the “international” at play, and not all of them are 
considered ideal, standard, or worth emulating. Even when workers viewed 
themselves as existing in a globalized world in which the management and 
organization of work no longer had a nationality, the practical reality was 
one of international fragmentation, with the value of other countries, 
particularly in the so-called developing world, being largely ignored 
(Boussebaa, Morgan, and Sturdy AS4A).

In this context, this chapter aims to shed light on the application and 
aspiration around narratives of international standards, global quality, and 
world-class levels in management practices. It takes the political, cultural, 
and symbolic dimensions much more seriously than the managerialist and 
rationalist framework, as oLen assumed in the contemporary debates on the 
transferability of management practices in the Asian context. While it is not 
always possible to answer the question of what the exact international 
standard is that people and organizations in Vietnam follow, it is possible, 
and perhaps more interesting, to ask what practices are considered standard 
and what are the social and cultural imaginaries that constitute their desired 
globality.Đ Drawing on ethnographic observation, interviews, and 



documents from two yg/s in Vietnam, this chapter aims to examine (4) how 
the idea of an international standard and global quality is understood and 
applied at the local sites of practice or, more speciNcally, who and what gets 
to represent this “standard international” and why; (A) how it is involved in 
the construction and management of subjectivities at the workplace; and (-) 
how international standard-aspired management practices and the shaping 
of subjectivities are interconnected with the Vietnamese state’s governance, 
in the context of the tension between Vietnam’s market socialist economy 
and the (arguably) neoliberal global economy.

.e West as the Desired Global: 
.e Cases of LEAP Global and Animgogo

One day during my Neldwork, I was intrigued by a worker’s sarcastic tone 
about the hiring of what she referred to as a mFu Tây (Western model)à in 
their English-language edutainment programs. Upon my inquiry, she ex-
plained: “Only when they hire someone from the Philippines, then I’ll believe 
that they want to diversify. Otherwise, they will just serve the sính ngoUi
[favoring foreigner] mentality of a small group of clients.” Be remark reveals 
an implicit understanding at both organizations in this study that there is a 
kind of “foreign” (in this case, the Western kind) that clients favor. Bis desire 
for a certain skin color and race in companies’ attempt to be and look 

“international” is not a particular case of the two organizations in this study, 
or Vietnam in general. As observed elsewhere in Asia, concepts and images 
under the tag of “international,” especially where and when an authorative, 
reliable statement is needed, have been aggressively portrayed via the West, 
or the idea of the West. While it is out of this chapter’s scope to provide a 
rigorous and comprehensive analysis of the portrayal of the “West,”R I aim 
to contribute to a more complex and nuanced understanding of its presence 
in Vietnam, an interaction that has been described as interdependent (Phan 
AS4H) and coNgured (Wilcox AS4S). As Wilcox (AS4S) argued, “Vietnam,” 

“Asia,” or the “West” are not given categories of analysis that were produced 
ex nihilo, but deNned through the interactions of the subjects that are 
deemed Vietnamese, Asian, and Western. Bus, the West has never been a 
Nxed entity, or simply a source of dominance and hegemonic force, but 
rather it has always existed as a source of ideas, inspiration, and imagination. 

.e “West” as the Qualitied International AA4
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As Asia and its people experienced multiple relations with the West, Western 
imaginaries have also been constantly reworked and reconNgured. Brough-
out Vietnam’s anti-colonial struggle, the West has been imagined as a force 
of nature,f civilization, and progress, an idealized representation of a social 
Darwinist inevitability (Bradley ASS-). And yet, it has also been portrayed 
by the Communist Party during the 4UHSs as a source of social evils, whereby 
Vietnam and the party were envisioned as a “non-West” space, positioned 
as guarantors of authentic Vietnamese “tradition” (Wilcox ASSS).

Since the series of market reforms, movement toward globalization and 
internationalization provides an even more fertile ground for people to 
participate in and actively cogenerate ideas and imaginaries about the West. 
Even if its status as Nnancial superpower declines (Hoang AS4C), it continues 
to stand in for quality and safety in the time of rising anxiety over environ-
mental and moral degradation (Steinman, this volume) and upward class 
movement in a time when the Vietnamese government is criticized for 
discouraging inventive and hard work (Small AS4U).

In this context, I would like to take as my starting point the narratives 
and practices around “international standard,” “world class,” and “world 
level” at the workplace, practices that, according to workers, help them and 
their workplace to “catch up with the world” and achieve a world-class 
aesthetics and desired globality. Beir presence in Vietnam’s engagement 
with the “international” is a fruitful point to start precisely because of the 
lack of laws and regulation when it comes to this standard, level, and quality. 
Instead, the practices and narratives’ reliance on the social and cultural 
imaginaries of the West as the international standard prompts us to ask: 
What are the imaginaries of the West and how do they get to represent the 
standard in the “international standard,” or the quality in the “global qual-
ity”? As I will demonstrate, even against the backdrop of the grander and 
seemingly more inclusive narrative of the “international” and the “global,” 
the “West” does not simply recede or become irrelevant, but rather trans-
mutes in its meaning, representation, and symbolic power. At the same time, 
people are not passive recipients of hegemonic Western ideas and values. 
Rather, these spaces of encounter are constantly negotiated as people are 
pushed and pulled by their own interests, agendas, and aspirations.

At both organizations in this study, being international is expressed 
through a desire for aBliation with the West, or more speciNcally the 
imaginaries of the West, whether real, distorted, or symbolic. Be very same 



word “West” can mean diáerent things to diáerent people, and does not 
necessarily refer to the geographical and/or political boundary of what is 
considered the Western world. As a result, the word “West/Western” is oLen 
used interchangeably with “abroad,” “foreign,” or even “global” whenever the 
image of a desirable “global” or universal quality is evoked.

At Animgogo, a privately owned animation studio, it is not by chance 
that their tagline “CraLing your stories with international standards and 
expertise” is associated with their aBliation with the “West” in their portfolio, 
be it in the form of their US-educated creative directors, French consultants, 
Australia-educated manager, or their affiliation with popular US and 
European animation studios. For N/vc Global, a foreign-funded digital 
entertainment company, the internationally recognized standard of working 
relies heavily on the presence of their international talent. Despite their most 
important market being Southeast Asia, these expatriate managers’ expertise 
and authority about the “international way of working” are oLen reinforced 
and justiNed by either their Western origin or their aBliation with the West, 
either in the form of education or work experience. In an induction session, 
a Vietnamese manager praised how far N/vc had come in its global ambi-
tion, citing the diversity of its expat manager staá, coming from the United 
States and France. She then mentioned a non-Western expat manager, who 
is “Indian, but at least she used to study in the US.” Stressing the word “at 
least,” she went on to mention their consultants from Netùix to impress the 
newcomers with their Western aBliation.

As aforementioned, the aB liation with the “West” here is not only 
conNned geographically but also extends to include symbolic representa-
tions. At Animgogo, even the simple act of choosing a business email address 
to be a “Western-sounding” one becomes an important way to show in-
vestors and clients that they possess this desirable cosmopolitan quality. Bis 
symbolic capital of practices under the tag of the international standard can 
also be seen in advertisement and recruitment materials such as “Vietnamese 
company with international standard,” or “Vietnamese culture, international 
standard”; these oLen go together with images of “Western” experts or 

“Western” brands. Bis performativity does not go unnoticed by workers, as 
commented by a young employee with a hint of sarcasm: “Clearly an outsider 
looking in will Nnd that professional. But that is just about the façade. 
Clearly you can see that our company is called N/vc Global. Our company 
has foreigners.” As the ideal West is imagined as the pathway to achieve a 
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world-class status, conversely practices that ensure achieving an “interna-
tional quality and standard” are oLen described and justiNed as kiễu Tây, a 

“Western” style, which is described generally and vaguely as a desirable, 
modern, advanced way of thinking, working, and managing. Be vagueness 
and symbolic nature of the term West is not new, neither is it a surprising 
Nnding when it comes to Vietnam. In Vietnamese, “West” (phVồng Tây) and 

“Western” (Tây) are oLen used interchangeably with “abroad” or “foreign,” 
with researchers tracing back the use of the word to the French colonial time 
(Gillen ASSK). ShiLs in the Vietnamese economy over the course of the war 
and postwar years along with the increasing ùow of transnational mobilities 
have further contributed to the spatial reorientation along with the symbolic 
representation of the “West”: a place of economic advancement, opportuni-
ties, and promises for better future. As Schwenkel’s (AS4C) study of Cold War 
socialist mobilities in Vietnam has pointed out, travelling to what the 
Vietnamese identiNed as the “West” (ôi Tây) was aLer all capitalism’s “East” 
at the time. Bis socialist dreamworld that promised Vietnamese men and 
women their escape from war and poverty remained a symbolic “West.” 
Similarly, in recent years, the ùow of migrant workers expanded to what was 
oLen considered the “East,” such as Taiwan, Japan, Korea, and the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE). Bis migration would still be referred to by workers 
and manpower agencies as “going West,” evoking the desire of hope for a 
better life in a destination that they consider to be more advanced econom-
ically. In this context, this use of the term West should not be seen simply 
as a linguistic error due to the person’s lack of geographical understanding 
(or perhaps lack of interest) or just a discursive relic from Vietnam’s colonial 
past. But rather, the idea of the West has become a system of representation 
that people use to make sense of their place in the modern global order. In 
fact, this generality of the “West,” especially in the perceptions and interpre-
tation of the desired “global,” is exactly the point because it reùects the extent 
of unconscious colonial identiNcation in the popular imagination. To borrow 
Hall’s (4UUA) theorization, the West becomes a structure of knowledge, a 
system of representation that connects with other concepts, in this case the 
advanced/developed/modern/scientiNc versus the developing/feudal/rural/
hierarchical. Bis system of representation then becomes a frame of reference, 
deciding the benchmark and the standard for comparison. Be global here, 
through the narratives and practices of the international standard and 
world-class quality, is reconNgured through the imaginaries of the “West,” 



creating new spatialities where certain spaces (such as the Euro-Anglo-
America) and subjects become visible, while the rest of the world is obscured.

Considering not only Vietnam’s colonial past but its trajectory under 
neocolonial globalization,ü the identiNcation of the “standard international” 
with the West reveals how through discursive articulation, neocolonial 
systems of representation and modes of living continue to inNltrate the space 
of the national popular imagination. Putting the “West” at the center of 
inquiry, the next section oáers an analysis of the visibility of the West as the 
desired global. As the “global” is imagined, performed, and practiced over 
diáerent locations, its material and discursive forms in turn transNgure 
images, desires, and identities.

Climbing the Global Ladder with Western Quality

As aforementioned, the use of the word Tây (Western) by Vietnamese workers 
at both Animgogo and N/vc Global goes beyond a speciNc geographical 
region. OLen used as an adjective, it is also associated with the discourse of 
chPt lVèng (quality) or xffn (having quality). In one interview, a participant 
who obtained her degree from what she described as a “Western” university, 
explained why she had rejected another job oáer as a manager at an 
outsourced shoe factory on the city’s periurban periphery. Be following 
excerpt from my interview with her illustrates how this Western quality is 
imagined, through association with certain images and disassociation with 
others:

At that time, I just graduated, I thought I was at this level, I should work 
in an environment which is qualitied international, wear nice clothes in a 
nice building in District 4,Q or at least the center of District -. But it [that 
workplace] was very close to the rural area, so I refused. I studied in a Western 
university, why would I work in the rural area? I didn’t like it at all. My mum 
said, you should take it, this is also an international environment, because 
there are also foreigners there, they also speak English. But I said no.

As this excerpt shows, the international level that Vietnamese workers aspire 
to is not simply a place where there are foreigners who speak English, but a 

“qualitied,” cosmopolitan Western kind. Similarly, many workers at both N/vc
and Animgogo are very aware that not everything “international” is associ-
ated with the social prestige and “quality” to which they aspire. Desire for 
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upward social mobility is further expressed through the extent that the 
workers can aBliate with this Western quality, with some spaces considered 
having more Western quality than others.

It is perhaps not surprising that this deeply entrenched occidental/
oriental binary continues to polarize the divide between the “West” and the 

“Other,” and redeNne the “Other” in terms of the superior and developed 
West (Said AS4H). Yet, the reimagination of the West in terms of quality 
means the “West” is no longer Nxed as a geographical and temporal entity, 
but has become a universal psychological category. As Nandy has warned: 

“the West is now everywhere, within the West and outside; in structures and 
in minds” (4UK-:vii). In the urban workplace, this Western quality extends 
to describe a desired way of thinking and attitude (what a lot of participants 
refer to when using the English word mindset), an inner quality that 
Vietnamese workers can learn to possess, without even having to ever visit 
the West.

While workers oáered various accounts and interpretations of what this 
Western mindset is, its presence continues to exist in a system of binary 
opposition, going hand in hand with the problematized Vietnamese and, at 
times, Asian characteristics. As workers praised what they identiNed as the 
Western spirit of openness, entrepreneurialism, self-discipline, and 
self-management, they also saw it as the solution that helped them slough 
oá the conservative, passive, and submissive Vietnameseness. Many young 
workers at N/vc and Animgogo chose to work in a foreign company with 
the hope of being exposed to this new way of thinking, as illustrated by the 
following excerpt from an interview with a manager from N/vc Global, who 
made a point to recruit people with a Western mindset: “In the Western 
world, we tend to like focus more on what you think is important as well. 
So they actually need to Nnd the solution themselves. Here [in Vietnam], 
the solution is provided by the teacher, the boss, the parents—and that’s how 
it should be. Bis is not the kind of people I would recruit absolutely.” Bere 
is no reason to claim characteristics such as “taking initiative” and “being 
proactive” as belonging exclusively to the West, and workers have also 
referred to these desirable characteristics in various occasions without 
referring to the West. Nevertheless, their association with the West was oLen 
brought up to emphasize these characteristics’ universality in an increasingly 
globalized world, where heading West is considered a natural order of 
progress and development. Presenting the Western proactive attitude as the 



solution to be able to work in a transnational, multicultural environment, 
another manager at N/vc explained:

In Europe or the US, people are very friendly and they can just say “hi.” 
Even when they don’t know each other, they are still very open during an 
interaction. But we Vietnamese are pretty reserved, pretty traditional. Bat’s 
a cultural issue, the standoBsh Asian characteristics. Bat’s a hindrance for 
our employees, even though the senior expat managers always expect them 
to be more proactive.

Be reimagination of the desired global in terms of a Western quality here 
is not only discursive but also technical. Brough practices to upgrade the 
organizations, to train and manage workers to reach this desired global level, 
this Western quality is produced as an inevitably universal, modern, scien-
tiNc, logical way and becomes the solution for the Vietnamese rural, feudal, 
and obsolete way. At Animgogo, using a management program to track and 
manage workers’ performance is considered one of the main strategies to 
upgrade the organization to the global level through promoting a more 
scientiNc and logical way of working; most importantly, it is to remove the 
old, nhà quê (rural) way of working. Bis concern is also translated to how 
they use English and redesign their oBce as well as their portfolio and 
website. When one of the managers asked me to help him come up with a 
business email address, he remarked that the current name, even in English, 
sounded too “rural” and lacked the sophistication needed to impress foreign 
investors.

In Vietnam, the term nhà quê has long been used to refer to anyone or 
anything that lacks sophistication, cosmopolitan, taste, or class. However, 
its ideological associations go beyond the spatial, cultural, and moral dis-
tinctions between the city and the country (Tu AS4U). Dating back to the 
colonial time when indigenous people were referred to as nhà quê with 
contempt by colonialists (Ky ASSA:CK), these days the term is laden with other 
connotations, from “outdated” and “backward” to “ignorant” and “unedu-
cated.” Bese symbolic categories between the obsolete/ignorant and 
advanced/educated continue to lend themselves to Vietnamese workers’ 
imagination of their place in the global hierarchy.

At both organizations, another way to upgrade the organizations’ 
backward way of working is to uphold the supposedly Western ideal of 
meritocracy through methods of quantifying performance and performance-
based payment.⁵ Citing the feudal and hierarchical characteristic of 
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Vietnamese society as conservative and problematic, many workers at both 
organizations chose to work speciNcally at an organization with foreign 
elements. Meritocracy in this context is translated into the assessment and 
management of workers’ performance under the notion of “key performance 
indicator” (McP), which quantiNes not only their achievement but also their 
attitude against the organization’s objective and core value in percentages.

Despite this promise of Western objectivity, the McP system is not as 
meritocratic as it claims to be, but is instead performative and disciplinary. 
In casual conversations during my Neldwork, workers oLen complained how 
other members in the team were “obsessed” with having to manipulate their 
McP numbers to look good enough, despite knowing that the target number, 
which was mostly decided by the A/H and senior managers, was completely 
unachievable. Furthermore, the universalization of attitudes such as 

“stepping out of your comfort zone” and “taking initiative” by assigning them 
as part of a more advanced Western mindset is oLen used to dismiss workers’ 
dissatisfaction and shiL the responsibility to the individual during times of 
precarity. When one of the businesses at N/vc was restructured, which forced 
a number of workers to resign, the situation was framed by senior managers 
as the workers’ lack of “willingness to grow” and therefore a missed oppor-
tunity to apply “passion to adapt.”

Desire, Resentment, and the Specter of Orientalism

As shown, the imaginary West has performed diáerent functions. It has 
become a way of being and doing, a representation of modernity and 
advancement, a system of reference, a point of measurement for comparison, 
and also a goal to meet. But as Dirlik (4UUY) argued, the “West” has also 
become the object of both desire and resentment among third world 
nationalism, whose geographical and psychic spaces it has occupied. In the 
case of Vietnam, this “fatal distraction,” to borrow Dirlik’s conceptualization, 
has no doubt transformed over time. While the nationalist anti-foreign 
discourse at the beginning of the market reform is no longer prevailing, its 
social and cultural legacy carries on in the everyday life language of Viet-
namese people.

Even when the “West” is desired as a quality, it still carries a negative 
connotation especially when used to refer to a person. Be slightly 



demeaning tone of the word ngVThi Tây (Westerner) has been detected by 
scholars outside of Vietnam such as Gillen (ASSK), who tracked the etymol-
ogy of the expression to its usage to describe French colonizers. While the 
modern workplace under globalization has no doubt adopted a more 
politically correct language to address foreign colleagues and partners, 
workers still sometimes used the word “Westerner,” often to express the anger 
and frustration toward the racism and discrimination between Vietnamese 
and foreign expats.

While expat managers oLen introduce new structures, knowledge, and 
resources into the work process, these elements oLen varied depending on 
the individual’s personal education and work experience, rather than on the 
aforementioned generalized superior Western mindset. Nevertheless, even 
expat managers themselves oLen assumed that their ways of working were 
just the universal, smarter way of doing things or, in the words of an expat 
manager at N/vc Global, “geographically agnostic ways of working if you 
get a smart team of people.” Here, both expat managers and Vietnamese 
workers’ discourse of the “Western universal skeleton,” where Vietnamese 
culture is simply an added-on ùavor, displays how the “West” remains the 
inevitable and universal and the “East” the exotic and cultural—the very 
depiction that Edward Said’s (AS4H) “Orientalism” has sought to identify and 
deconstruct.

It is not uncommon, however, for Vietnamese workers to challenge this 
assumption. In one instance, a manager at Animgogo got into an argument 
with their business partner, who insisted on choosing the strategy that their 
French consultant had suggested. ALer yet another tense negotiation, he 
told me: “Bey oLen say along the line of ‘he’s from abroad so his mindset 
about everything is better than Vietnamese’ to protect their opinion. I can 
accept that they want to protect their opinion if they give me their own 
reason. But the reason that the French consultant has superior mindset just 
because he’s French doesn’t make sense to me.” Yet, it is also this very 
hierarchy of power that pushed both N/vc and Animgogo to aBliate with 
foreign and foreign-educated experts to add the image of internationally 
recognized expertise and quality to their claims, even when such expertise 
is not necessary or relevant.

Bis game to accumulate and exercise symbolic power associated with 
the West means that the resentment toward the “superior Westerner” con-
tinues to go together with the desire to identify with and to be “them,” to 
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echo Fanon’s psychoanalysis of coloniality (ASSK). Be Western mindset 
becomes the new “white mask,” a tool of mobility through which many 
Vietnamese workers aspire to move across the global hierarchy of superiority 
and inferiority. While this ranking has been politically, economically, and 
culturally produced and reproduced during the centuries by the modern/
colonial world system; by detaching West-ness from the Westerner as such, 
Vietnamese workers can strip the default superiority oá the Westerner, and 
by possessing that Western quality, they hope to be on the “same level” when 
protest against racism at the workplace is not possible. This desire is expressed 
by a worker at N/vc Global:

When you are Asian, and the others are Westerners, you are treated very 
diáerent from them. Even when your thinking inside is Western style. But 
when they see that you are Asian, they don’t care. And the others must have 
something special because they are European. Bat is a wrong preconception 
that I think has to be changed. Be Westerners are also human just like you. 
Bere is no reason for them to be superior.

Be previous sentiment, at Nrst glance, seems to echo what Hoang (AS4C) 
observed to be a global pushback against Western superiority. Yet, this 
contestation is also enabled by the reimaginary of the West as a quality that 
can be internalized. Bus, as Phan (AS4H) argued, transnational spaces in 
Asia continue to act as a transforming and dynamic transit point—a layover 
that facilitates entry into a wanted destination: the West and/or the idea of 
the West. Even when this imaginary opens up spaces for workers to revalue 
their sense of their labor’s worth, the underlying logics of progress and 
advancement also allow the colonialist and neocolonialist hierarchy to 
continue while its claim of universality conceals new forms of inequality. 
Just as middle-class Vietnamese workers in urban spaces climb up the 
hierarchy with their newly cultivated Western quality, others are deemed to 
be of lower quality, and therefore inferior on the global ladder. In a follow-up 
conversation about the notion of bWn Tây thVèng ôãng (the superior West-
erner), a senior manager at Animgogo stated: “It’s only normal [that they 
are superior]. It’s just like when we look at other ethnic groups, or Cambodia. 
Or even when rich people look at poor people.” Bis subconscious tendency 
to project groups of the “Other” in a hierarchy of superiority and inferiori-
ty—the specter of Orientalism—is unfortunately not uncommon among 
workers with whom I have spoken, and especially among those who 
previously worked with people who they considered ít hWc (not as educated). 



Ideals oLen associated with the West such as transparency, negotiation, 
fairness, and the democratic practice of listening to everyone’s voice are then 
oLen reserved only for the educated middle-class professionals who are 
assumed to possess the superior intellectual and moral capacity. As a result, 
the very workers who admire the reasonable, democratic “Western” way of 
working can be the same ones who deem others not educated enough to 
reason with.

In contemporary Vietnam, where the party-state considers the notion 
of dân trí (intellectual level of the people) to be correlated with human 
development, low dân trí is oLen deemed both the cause and eáect of 
poverty, disorder, and underdevelopment (Nguyen AS4K). In this sense, “the 
uneducated” and “the working class,” who are deemed to have low dân trí, 
are oLen considered greedy, impulsive, and incapable of understanding law 
and reason, thus exempted from any beneNt that the supposedly liberal 
Western ideals oáer. In this context, the Western quality discourse takes on 
a similar function as the rhetoric of morality in Vietnam, which, as 
Schwenkel and Leshkowich (AS4A) argued, naturalizes middle-classness as 
somehow reùecting desirable qualities (in this case, reasonable, lawful, and 
civil) rather than a privileged position in an environment of increasing 
structural inequalities.

Western Quality and Patriotic Professionalism

What Tania Li (ASSY) has referred to as the will to improve also extends from 
the self at work to the state’s nation-building project. Brough accumulating 
Western quality, it links the managing and shaping of subjectivities at the 
workplace to state governance. It is precisely by turning the “West” into an 
adjective, a quality, that it can be learned and achieved, and thereby 
incorporated into the national development project. In fact, at both Anim-
gogo and N/vc Global, the tag “Made in Vietnam, global quality” is used as 
a strategy to attract idealistic talents who are passionate about taking 
Vietnam to the global arena despite the potential risks and hardship of being 
a pioneer. In an interview, a younger worker explained the reason why she 
decided to take a job at Animgogo: “When the interviewer shared with me 
Animgogo’s dream to be a part of the world’s modern animation industry 
and the plan to develop Vietnam’s animation industry, I loved it because it’s 
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exactly what I want, leaving behind my marks as a Vietnamese.” Be desire 
to be globally competitive, yet remaining distinctively Vietnamese, echoes 
the Vietnamese state’s policies of global integration in the past few years. 
Integrating the “West” into nationalist discourse is of course not a new 
phenomenon.⁶ What makes the presence of the West notable in this case, 
however, is that the West is no longer just a method or a source of knowledge, 
but has extended to become an essence, a spirit, a way of thinking and being 
in the world, thus transmuting from an external foreign threat to a mode of 
thinking that can be reconNgured and combined with the state’s economic 
and political interest. Universalized and depoliticized, the Western quality 
is combined with a nationalist identity to develop a form of post-reform 
personhood that improves the nation via fostering new (apolitical) technolo-
gies and knowledge in the economic sphere. Bis sense of apolitical profes-
sional nationalism is observed at both Animgogo and N/vc Global, 
especially among foreign-educated managers who had returned to Vietnam, 
and younger workers who harbor the dream of going abroad. For a US-
educated manager at Animgogo, his decision to return to Vietnam was to 
improve what he considered the hierarchical nature of the Vietnamese 
culture. Insisting on promoting democracy at Animgogo, he explained:

It’s because I see a lot of problems with the way of working in Vietnam 
that I want to bring my way of thinking back, even just a bit. So that everyone 
can follow this way, which is fair and respectful for everyone, and not 

“because I said so.” Maybe my thinking is too idealistic in Vietnamese society. 
But I think Vietnam needs someone to do that.

Similarly, another younger worker at N/vc shared her dream of going 
abroad, but eventually returning to Vietnam to work: “Maybe it’s a little bit 
ideal. But I want to do something for Vietnam rather than a foreign country. 
So I will study, and maybe work a little bit there to train my skills and 
knowledge, to have a completely diáerent mindset [before returning to 
Vietnam].” Bis form of personhood has also been observed in market 
socialist China, described by Hoáman (AS4S) as patriotic professionalism. 
In Vietnam, far from the view of the post-reform democratized workers, the 
state did not simply retreat, but merely shiLed its governing approach to one 
where modernization goals are combined with social stability, self-reliance 
with a sense of nationalism. At urban workplaces, where middle-class 
professional subjectivities are fashioned as self-improving agents, the 



depoliticized and universalized Western mindset becomes a governing 
technology that problematizes the Vietnamese way of working to align with 
the state’s socialist modernity project, yet never extend it to the state’s 
political trajectory.

Conclusion

Be main aim of this chapter has been to explore the practices and aspiration 
around narratives of the international standard, global quality, and world-
class level at transnational workplaces and the way in which such practices 
transform the subjects that they seek to govern. Providing a critique to the 
grand narrative of global standards and quality as simply a set of universal 
and rational principles, my analysis reveals how imaginaries of the ideal 
global divide into imaginaries of the global “core” (the standard, qualitied) 
and the “peripheral” (those who are geographically international, but are 
not considered standard), thereby forming spaces and subjects of inclusion 
and exclusion, and consequently a hierarchy of who is worthy to govern at 
the local and global spaces.

First, my Nndings side with research in the Neld of internationalization 
in Vietnam that found global aspiration to be attached to idea of “the West,” 
a mythical rather than real standard that relies on a selective image of the 

“West” that is further reinforced through a neocolonial comparative gaze 
(Phan and Doan ASAS). Yet, the rearticulation of the West as an adjective 
allows it to transmute from an external location into a quality and a mode 
of thinking that can be produced and consumed through training and 
management practices at the workplace, transferred from the foreign, to be 
learned by the local. Both the “rise of Asia” and the rise of its imaginary as 
a global space did not diminish desire for the West within Asia, but rather 
have created new meanings and imaginaries of the West and what they 
signify. Bere is thus an obvious need to engage with the complex and revised 
meanings of both the “West” and “Asia.”

Second, my results provide insights into how neoliberal and socialist 
forms of governance in Vietnam can coexist. Precisely by turning the “West” 
into an adjective, it can also be depoliticized and incorporated into the 
national development project. Brough the developmentalist narrative of 
science and progress that underlies much of Vietnam’s socialist modernity 
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project, Western quality is combined with a nationalist identity to develop 
a type of post-reform personhood that is a self-improving entrepreneur for 
the sake of improving the nation. At the same time, this form of improve-
ment is limited to the self, in the economic sphere and the workplace where 
new (apolitical) technologies and knowledge can be fostered.

Finally, my analysis also echoes the postcolonial concern of the intensi-
Ncation of inequalities through global competition in Asia (Chatterjee and 
Barber ASA4). While ideas and practices around a global standard and quality 
open up spaces to reinvent the self and to contest against existing forms of 
racism and classism in Vietnam, this new tool of mobility also acts as the 
new “white mask” to reproduce and conceal the imperialist hierarchy of 
superiority and inferiority. In Vietnam, even when discourses around 
internationalization go hand-in-hand with “the rise of Asia” and a sense of 
nationalist pride, the eáort to position itself in the global ladder by either 
heading toward or competing with the “West” still relies on the “specter of 
comparison” (Anderson 4UUK), one that continues to split the world into the 
binary of West-East, advanced-backward, universal-cultural, superior-
inferior.

Notes

 - Wilcox (AS4S), for example, provides an expansive chronological and topical 
collection of essays on the presence of the West in the Vietnamese past and 
present.

 A While mFu Tây could refer to all foreign models, it is more oLen used to 
distinguish a group of models with typical “White” features who are thereby 
distinguished from other groups such as Vietnamese models (mFu Ta), Asian 
models (mFu Á), and models of color (mFu da màu).

 4 For example, Horat (this volume) explores the way in which engaging with the 
global ideal of sustainability provides Vietnamese youth a space to connect with 
people and themes beyond Vietnam and envision their future in a more globally 
entangled way. Yet, conNned to what the Vietnamese government deems 
politically appropriate and acceptable, these imaginaries are oLen translated into 
entrepreneurial terms and actions, allowing young people a kind of freedom 
they cannot Nnd elsewhere.

 k This image of the West is described by the reformers as “European wind, 
American rain” (Bradley ASS-). Similarly, Hoài Banh and Hoài Chân (4UKK) 
described the arrival of the West as a strong gust of wind: “Be whole old 



 K Integrating the “West” into nationalist discourse is of course not a new phenom-
enon. Be history of imperialism and the various ways to respond to Western 
forces have produced movements such as zhờngtǐ xựyòng (Chinese essence, 
Western practicality), in the late Qing dynasty in China (Luo AS4Y), and 
Wakon-yờsai (Japanese spirit, Western learning), in late nineteenth-century 
Japan (Sakamoto ASSK).

 Y It is important to note here that meritocracy in itself is not a stranger to Viet-
namese history, with the feudal system exercising the practice of examination 
for the hiring of their mandarins. Ironically, it was the arrival of Western colo-
nialism that ended this system of meritocracy. In 4U4U, the French abolished the 
mandarinate’s competitive civil service examinations without replacing them 
with an equally meritocratic new recruitment system (Woodside ASSH).

 H District 4 is the central urban district of Hl Chí Minh City, which contains most 
of the city’s administrative oBces, consulates, and large buildings, and has the 
city’s highest living standards.

 C Here I follow the argument by Tomlinson (4UUH), who linked globalization to 
the continuous project of imperialism.

foundation was shaken. Encounter with the West was the greatest transforma-
tion in Vietnam history for centuries.”

.e “West” as the Qualitied International A-C

References

Anderson, Benedict. 4UUK. .e Spectre of Comparisons: Nationalism, Southeast 
Asia, and the World. London: Verso.

Boussebaa, Mehdi, Glenn Morgan, and Andrew Sturdy. AS4A. “Constructing 
Global Firms? National, Transnational, and Neocolonial Effects in 
International Management Consultancies.” Organization Studies --(k):kHC–
kKH.

Bradley, Mark P. ASS-. Imagining Vietnam and America: .e Making of Postcolo-
nial Vietnam, 5656–56w1. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Calza, Elisa, Micheline Goedhuys, and Neda Trifkovi⁴. AS4U. “Drivers of 
Productivity in Vietnamese yg/s: Be Role of Management Standards and 
Innovation.” Economics of Innovation and New Technology AK(4):A-–kk.

Chatterjee, Soma, and Kathryn Barber. ASA4. “Between ‘Here-Now’ and 
‘Bere-Ben’: Be West and Asia’s Colonial Entanglements in International 
Higher Education.” Higher Education K4(A):AA4–A-U.

Dirlik, Arif, ed. 4UUY. “Eurocentrism, the Fatal Distraction? Globalism, 
Postcolonialism, and the Disavowal of History.” Proceedings of the “Colo-
nialism and Its Discontents” Conference. Taipei: Academica Sinica.



A-H U — Mu: vye mWyK

Fanon, Frantz. ASSK [4UCA]. Black Skin, White Masks. Translated by Richard 
Philcox. New York: Grove Press.

Gillen, Jamie. ASSK. “Disruptions of a Dialectic and a Stereotypical Response: 
Be Case of the Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, Tourism Industry.” In Asia on 
Tour: Exploring the Rise of Asian Tourism, edited by T. Winter, P. Teo, and 
T. C. Chang, A4A–AAA. Oxon: Routledge.

Hall, Stuart. 4UUA. “Be West and the Rest: Discourse and Power.” In Formation 
of Modernity, edited by S. Hall and B. Gieben, AYC–--4. Cambridge: Polity 
Press.

Hoài Banh, and Hoài Chân. 4UKK. .i Nhân Viớt Nam [Poets of Vietnam]. Hà 
Nịi: Literature Publishing House.

Hoang, Kimberly K. AS4C. Dealing in Desire: Asian Ascendancy, Western Decline, 
and the Hidden Currencies of Global Sex Work. Oakland: University of 
California Press.

Hoáman, Lisa M. AS4S. Patriotic Professionalism in Urban China: Fostering Talent.
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Ky, Nguyen Van. ASSA. “Be French Model.” In Hanoi: City of the Rising Dragon, 
edited by G. Boudarel and N. V. Ky, kY–YC. Oxford: Rowman and LittleNeld.

Li, Tania Murray. ASSY. .e Will to Improve: Governmentality, Development, and 
the Practice of Politics. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Luo, Zhitian. AS4Y. ShiDs of Power: Modern Chinese .ought and Society. Boston: 
Brill.

Nandy, Ashis. 4UK-. The Intimate Enemy: Loss and Recovery of Self under 
Colonialism. Delhi: Oxford University Press.

Nguyen, Minh T. N. AS4K. “Vietnam’s ‘Socialization’ Policy and the Moral Subject 
in a Privatizing Economy.” Economy and Society kY(k):HAY–HkY.

Phan, Le Ha. AS4H. Transnational Education Crossing “Asia” and “the West”: 
Adjusted Desire, Transformative Mediocrity, and Neo-Colonial Disguise. 
London: Routledge.

Phan, Le Ha, and Ba Ngoc Doan. ASAS. “Introduction and Foregrounding the 
Work: ‘New’ Players, ‘New’ Discourses, ‘New’ Practices, and ‘New Flavours.’” 
In Higher Education in Market-Oriented, Socialist Vietnam, edited by L. H. 
Phan and B. N. Doan, -–4U. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Roy, Ananya, and Aihwa Ong. AS44. Worlding Cities: Asian Experiments and the 
Art of Being Global. Chichester, UK: John Wiley and Sons.

Said, Edward W. AS4H [4UYK]. “Orientalism.” In Social .eory Re-Wired, edited 
by L. Wesley and D. Winchester, kSA–k4Y. New York: Routledge.

Sakamoto, Rumi. ASSK. “Confucianising Science: Sakuma Sh?zan and Wakon 
Y?sai Ideology.” Japanese Studies AK(A):A4-–AAH.



Schwenkel, Christina. AS4C. “Socialist Mobilities: Crossing New Terrains in 
Vietnamese Migration Histories.” Central and Eastern European Migration 
Review k(4):4-–AC.

Schwenkel, Christina, and Ann Marie Leshkowich. AS4A. “Guest Editors’ 
Introduction: How Is Neoliberalism Good to Bink Vietnam? How Is 
Vietnam Good to Bink Neoliberalism?.” positions: asia critique AS(A):-YU–
kS4.

Shahjahan, Riyad A., and Clara Morgan. AS4H. “Global Competition, Coloniality, 
and the Geopolitics of Knowledge in Higher Education.” British Journal of 
Sociology of Education -Y(4):UA–4SU.

Small, Ivan V. AS4U. Currencies of Imagination: Channeling Money and Chasing 
Mobility in Vietnam. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Tomlinson, John. 4UUH. “Cultural Globalisation: Placing and Displacing the West.” 
.e European Journal of Development Research K(A):AA–-C.

Triừovi⁴, Neda. ASAS. “CertiNcation and Business Risk.” In Micro, Small, and 
Medium Enterprises in Vietnam, edited by J. Rand and F. Tarp, 4KC–ASY. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Tu, Buy Linh Nguyen. AS4U. “White Like Koreans.” In Fashion and Beauty in 
the Time of Asia, edited by S. H. Lee, C. H. Moon and T. L. N Tu, A4–kS. New 
York: New York University Press.

Wilcox, Wynn. ASSS. “In Beir image: Be Vietnamese Communist Party, the 
‘West’ and the Social Evils Campaign of 4UUH.” Bulletin of Concerned Asian 
Scholars -A(k):4C–Ak.

———, ed. AS4S. Vietnam and the West: New Approaches. Studies on Southeast 
Asia CA. Ithaca, NY: Southeast Asia Program, Cornell University.

Woodside, Alexander. ASSH. Lost Modernities: China, Vietnam, Korea, and the 
Hazards of World History. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

.e “West” as the Qualitied International A-Y





A-U

39
A Divided Sangha in the Global Field of 

Vietnamese Buddhism

vxxuh©y apru77

Py ASSC, 7et W22xWu:tE ờty :Wh7tp Bích Nhjt HFnh returned to 
Vietnam aLer nearly forty years. Exiled from the Republic of Vietnam in 
4UHH for his anti-war activism, the venerable monk would later achieve 
international acclaim for his Buddhist teachings and establish his Order of 
Interbeing as a global community of practice with monasteries in France, 
the United States, and Bailand. During his three-month teaching tour, 
thousands of people attended his ceremonies, lectures, and retreats. Bích 
Nhjt HFnh’s visit to Vietnam can be understood as a reconfiguring of spiritual 
authority—both in the popularity of a once-exiled Buddhist leader and the 
resurgence of Buddhism as a viable and even desirable form of selằood that 
had been shunned during the socialist period. By extending an oBcial 
invitation to Bích Nhjt HFnh, the Vietnamese government signaled its 
recognition of these reconNgurations.

During a second visit to Vietnam in ASSY, the revered monk issued a call 
for religious reforms and carried out a repentance ceremony to heal the 
wounds of war and division. In a gesture of reconciliation, the abbot of Bát 
Nhã Monastery invited Bích Nhjt HFnh to open a Buddhist center to teach 
his style of meditation. Tensions over spiritual and political authority were 
not easily swept aside, however. Thích Nhjt HFnh stood accused of 
conducting himself as a senior monk representing Buddhism to Vietnamese 
society, thus violating the regulations of the oBcial Buddhist organization. 
The abbot withdrew his support, and hundreds of male and female 
practitioners were forced to relocate to pagodas under government control 
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or return to their home villages. Some eventually found refuge in practice 
centers outside Vietnam. Bis scattering of monastics underscores how the 
Buddhist sangha, far from a harmonious community, bears the legacy of 
tensions over religious freedom and the role of the state to govern religion.

ReconNguring the meanings of the past and aspirations for the future 
with regard to spiritual authority is not conNned to the political landscape 
in Vietnam. Bis process is evident as well in contemporary diasporic 
Vietnamese communities across the world. As Nguyen and Endres note in 
the introduction of this volume, the “multidirectional movements of people, 
ideas, practices, and institutions into and out of the country have created 
vast transnational networks and global Nelds of exchange” (p. A). In 4UUA, 
the term “Global Asia” signaled the waning geopolitical paradigm of the 
Cold War. At that time, Vietnam was undergoing economic reforms that 
ushered in new ways of fashioning the self that appeared, at least initially, 
to mark a new opening toward religious freedom and spirituality. Today, 
scholars pluralize the term to “Global Asias,” in recognition that these 
processes did not ùatten diáerences but engendered both new dynamics of 
social life and eáorts to maintain continuity in the face of change.

Scholars of Vietnam today reckon with how the contentious politics of 
the Cold War are not relegated to the past but instead exert eáects on current 
religious communities of practice. In this chapter, I examine how this divide 
between spiritual and political authority is addressed in the growing body of 
literature on Vietnamese Buddhist communities in Europe and North Amer-
ica. Whereas Buddhist communities in these countries have been formed by 
multidirectional pathways of migration, the scholarship points to common-
alities, particularly, how debates over spiritual authority are less about 
doctrinal or theological diáerences and more about the politics of Vietnamese 
Buddhist organizations. These politics become localized as lay Buddhist groups 
materialize their versions of Buddhism on landscapes by purchasing land and 
establishing pagodas. In so doing, Vietnamese Buddhists fashion new spaces 
and processes even as they seek to replicate cultural systems of meaning with 
reference to an ancestral homeland. Bese dynamics contribute to the “struc-
tural incoherence” of Vietnamese Buddhism, incoherent because of the 
multiple and contradictory ways in which Vietnam as a referent is imagined 
within the conceptual realm more so than on actual terrain (Chen ASA4:kS).

To make this argument, I first show how Buddhism in Vietnam, especially 
in the twentieth-century history, was forged out of encounters. During the 



colonial period, European preoccupations with deNning religion led Bud-
dhist leaders to propose a nationwide association. Yet with the division of 
Vietnam, these eáorts to relate spiritual authority to nation-building became 
more contentious. I then turn to the growing literature on diasporic Buddhist 
communities to trace how the politics around Vietnam’s geopolitical division 
has oLen splintered communities of practice, leading not to their consoli-
dation but their proliferation. Out of these tensions over spiritual and 
political authority, Buddhist communities in Vietnam and in diaspora enact 
a spiritual geography of the homeland that is global in scope and exceeds its 
geographic referent yet is materialized on the local landscape in the 
construction of pagodas. I conclude by describing one example of this 
reconNguration of spiritual authority within a monastery located in the US 
Gulf South as an illustration of how the translocal Neld of Buddhism operates 
on a conceptual plane.

.e Dream of a Unixed Vietnamese Sangha

While Buddhist communities are found across vast regions of the world, the 
relationship of these communities to the state varies considerably. In Europe 
and North America, Buddhism is a minority religion. Teachings in the 
Mahayana tradition oáer resources for people to reimagine a collective 
consciousness, oLen around discourses of liberation that stand at odds with 
more dominant understandings of personhood that emphasize individual 
autonomy. In the early twentieth century, these discourses of liberation in 
Asia were associated with nationalism, a designation rooted in European 
colonial encounters and explicitly cultivated by anti-colonial movements. 
Today, the role of religion in political life is conceptualized diáerently in 
Europe and North America than in Vietnam, even as these communities of 
practice engage in similar strategies of self-making, visible in large-scale 
construction projects. Bese communities constitute a spatially dispersed 
network of sacred places conceptually linked to Vietnam as an ancestral 
homeland but unreconciled with the territorial state of Vietnam.

Buddhism thus oáers a model for understanding how people make 
meaning out of encounters between local and global forces. Its status as a 
world religion was initially proposed by European philologists in the 
nineteenth century who deployed a category deNned by European historical 

A Divided Sangha in the Global Field of Vietnamese Buddhism Ak4



AkA 4S — vxxuh©y apru77

and social foundations of Christianity. Bis project of making Buddhism 
commensurate with Christianity allowed scholars to contrast what they 
regarded as the original, true Buddhism with its later, “corrupt” versions 
(Masuzawa ASSC:4AU). Popular spiritual practices in Vietnam were described 
by scholars as distortions of Buddhism—pagodas were criticized for their 
income-producing activities, monks were seen as indiáerent toward the 
challenges of colonial rule, and rituals such as burning spirit money were 
dismissed as superstitious (DeVido ASSU:kAk). Be depiction of Buddhism 
as insuBciently modern galvanized monastic leaders to reform Buddhist 
education and the monastic sangha, oLen in nationalist terms, thereby 
ensuring their legibility and viability under colonial regimes. Bese inùu-
ences were also transnational, a point stressed by historian Elise DeVido 
(ASSU:kAC) in her study on the inùuence of Taixu, a Buddhist activist credited 
with reforming Chinese Buddhism in the early twentieth century by laying 
a foundation for cultivating the individual and building the nation. By the 
late 4U-Ss, Buddhist leaders called for creating a nationwide association, 
which would not be realized until 4UC4 with the founding of the All-Vietnam 
Buddhist Association (Tvng Hịi Phớt Giáo Vifft Nam). As these movements 
grew in prominence, they also shaped a discourse in which Buddhist 
consciousness was about world peace (Ngo AS4C). Soon, however, the 
struggle for national liberation would dominate.

ALer 4UkC, debates over how institutionalized religion would contribute 
to liberation were redirected toward communism. Ultimately, these debates 
had diáerent consequences for Catholic and Buddhist leaders. ALer 4UCk, 
entire Catholic parishes relocated to the south, bolstering support for the 
new regime. While Catholic leaders rejected the atheism of communism, 
Buddhist groups did not establish a firm position in the struggle while leaders 
focused instead on uniting the three regional Buddhism associations (Phi-
Vân Nguyen AS4K:YkH). Beir eáorts to establish a nationwide monastic 
sangha abruptly ended with the territorial division of Vietnam. In northern 
Vietnam, the Buddhist association supported the Vifft Minh and expressed 
support for territorial unity and independence through prayer, thus under-
scoring how cultivating the self was compatible with cultivating the nation. 
As Buddhism was brought under state control, popular religious practices 
were blamed for diverting resources from the development of the nation 
(Luong 4UUA; Taylor ASSY), and institutions like pagodas were converted to 
secular activities such as nurseries and schools.



By contrast, the Republic of Vietnam sought to create a secular state by 
not endorsing religion, even while it promoted spirituality as a fundamental 
value to diáerentiate its policies from the communist regime. Be Constitu-
tion in 4UCH supported spirituality, but the newly formed state did not enact 
an oBcial government policy regarding organized institutions. Religion was 
instead promoted as a personal quality, and the state proposed that it could 
accommodate diversity without regulating it, a model consistent with 
religious freedom promoted by the United States. Increasingly, however, 
Buddhist movements were seen as a threat to the stability of the newly formed 
state. President Ngô Thình Diffm sought to repress two Buddhist movements, 
Cao Thài and Hòa Hzo, fearing that they would create a state within a state 
(Nguyen, P.V. AS4K:YCS). Ultimately, the oBcial strategy of declaring religious 
consciousness a form of noncommunist nationalism challenged the Republic 
(Nguyen, P.V. AS4K:YkA). Be state’s position of acknowledging spirituality 
without regulating its institutions began to unravel as Buddhist leaders 
demanded the same political rights as the Catholic Church (Nguyen, P.V. 
AS4K:YH-). Bis conùict peaked in 4UH- when a group of monastic leaders 
demanded rights already granted to the Catholic Church—the right to ùy a 
ùag (in this case, the Buddhist ùag) during celebrations, the right to be 
recognized as a religion, and the right for religious freedom. Be Republic 
of Vietnam’s refusal to guarantee these rights precipitated the Buddhist crisis, 
culminating in a leading monk immolating himself in Saigon to protest the 
Ngô Thình Diffm government. In response to this event, Buddhist leaders 
established the UniNed Buddhist Church of Vietnam (k1A“, Giáo hịi Phớt 
giáo Vifft Nam Bảng nhjt) as an umbrella organization to bring together 
the theologically diverse schools of Buddhism and promote a coordinated 
response to the war. It was in this context that Bích Nhjt HFnh established 
a new monastic order, the Order of Interbeing, to promote a form of socially 
engaged Buddhism. He was later exiled.

ALer the collapse of Saigon in 4UYC, the Socialist Republic of Vietnam 
sought to bring all religious and secular associations in the south under state 
control. Be government established the Vietnam Buddhist Sangha (“1y), 
or Giáo hịi Phớt giáo Vifft Nam, to represent pagodas and schools under the 
auspices of the government. Several leaders of the Republic of Vietnam–
based k1A“ refused to join the state-sanctioned organization, which led the 
state to declare the organization illegal. Buddhist monks, who had once 
protested the war, now turned to protesting violations of religious freedom. 
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Be extent of state-based control over spiritual life in Vietnam has never 
been predictable, as debates among state oBcials, citizens, and spiritual 
leaders over the material culture of pagodas demonstrate (Roszko AS4K). For 
example, aLer 4UYC, local police relocated a statue of Bodhisattva Quan Âm 
from the grounds of a temple to another location. Local Nsherpeople saw 
the statue as a suitable replacement for a spiritual void leL by the departed 
spirit of a local deity. Birty years later, the head monk regarded the statue 
as out of place in its secular location and sought to move it back to the pagoda 
(Roszko AS4K:4KY). Be story of the statue demonstrates how the categories 
of state and religion are not Nxed but shiL over time as debates over the 
proper location of the statue make clear.

Today in Vietnam, tensions over spiritual and political authority persist. 
While the Vietnamese state has since relaxed its anti-superstition policies 
(Endres AS44), the oBcial discourse of Buddhism dismisses practices such 
as shrines or temples dedicated to the Mother Goddess. For many practi-
tioners, this Ngure is understood as a more relatable and practical side of 
Buddha (Soucy AS4A). In the Mekong Delta, goddess Ngures are seen as 
variations of the Bodhisattva Quán Bfl Âm, and along coastal communities 
the Ngure of the Bodhisattva merges with the Chinese Goddess of the Sea 
(Biên Hớu), reùecting how female Ngures are archetypes credited with 
spiritual power to rescue people from harm (Nguyen, N. T. AS4K:AAU). While 
practitioners in northern Vietnam look to the south as a more authoritative 
version of Buddhism, in the Mekong Delta Vietnamese political authorities 
have not wholly eliminated Khmer cultural institutions and Caodaism 
(Hoskins AS4C). Even some urban middle-class residents regard Khmer 
forms of Beravada Buddhism as more authentic than Mahayana Buddhism 
(Taylor AS4k), which they see as steeped in superstitions, thus appropriating 
state-based discourses in novel ways.

Here then we arrive at a dilemma regarding how religious self-making 
unmasks the presentation of Vietnam “as a country by and for itself,” as this 
volume shows. Actors draw on both elements of the past and visions for the 
future as they reconNgure present forms of spiritual authority. Colonial 
discourses that once designated some practices as “Buddhist” and others as 

“superstitious” persist in the split between oBcial and popular Buddhist 
practices (Soucy AS4A), while Cold War alignments are reanimated in how 
diáerent communities align themselves with state-based Buddhist organi-
zations (Maldonado-Torres ASSY). Be politics of aB liation remain a 



contentious element within communities of practice, ensuring that a uniNed 
Vietnamese sangha is still a dream.

Buddhism and the Politics of Remembering

In the late 4UYSs and early 4UKSs, more than three million people ùed 
Vietnam, and among those were Buddhist monks. Alongside other refugees, 
they found temporary refuge in locations of Nrst asylum—Bailand, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Hong Kong—where they ministered 
to people in camps and incorporated their experiences of suáering into their 
teachings of the Dharma, forging a distinctive discourse of suáering in 
response to the violence of war and displacement. Among these were leading 
Buddhist Ngures in Australia and the United States, including Venerable 
Bích PhJCc Tjn and Venerable Bích Giác Nhiên, who guided their 
followers on spiritual pilgrimages not to Vietnam but to the sites of refugee 
camps in Southeast Asia where they performed liberation ceremonies to 
release the souls of those who had died in the camps (Tran AS4A). Bese 
rituals of remembrance were also aimed at instructing younger generations 
of Vietnamese about the history of these refugee passages, thereby ensuring 
their aLerlife. Nearly Nve decades aLer 4UYC, the ritual activities and everyday 
practices of Vietnamese diasporic communities commemorate refugee 
passages, and, by so doing, they remind practitioners of the division between 
their communities and the geopolitical state of Vietnam.

Scholars working across diáerent continents, including Oceania, North 
America, and Europe, show how Buddhist communities position themselves 
with regard to this fraught history as well connect their communities to 
others around the world, oLen through social media and tours, as Sandra 
Kurfürst describes is the case for Vietnamese hip hop dancers (this volume). 
Some of the work in creating continuity with the past reinscribes the 
geopolitical divisions of the Cold War. In my own Neldwork, lay Buddhists 
told me how they would seek out senior monks who arrived in the United 
States as refugees themselves to vet younger monks, ensuring how the politics 
of recognition were entwined with institutional aBliation. One reading of 
this vetting process would be to presume that these communities were not 
yet liberated from the politics of the past. However, this view depoliticizes 
identity construction, especially as it relates to refugee subjectivity. Be 
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vetting process itself can be seen as a strategy to manage the increasingly 
complex and multidirectional movements of people within global Nelds of 
exchange (see the introduction by Nguyen and Endres).

The emphasis on reconfiguration as a framework for deciphering 
transformations in spiritual authority allows us to understand the eáects of 
mobility when it is no longer unidirectional. Before the transnational turn 
in Asian studies (see, e.g., Hu-DeHart ASSS), scholarship on refugees oLen 
focused on the problem of assimilation to the neglect of the creativity and 
agency people exhibited in navigating everyday life, especially in those 
countries that were predominantly white and Christian. Although Buddhism 
in these societies was viewed with suspicion (Ong ASS-), these faith-based 
communities oáered more than a place of collective worship. Bey also 
oáered an escape from their host societies, or “racial safety zones,” especially 
in societies where the voices and experiences of Vietnamese are otherwise 
silenced (Aguilar-San Juan ASSU). In the United States, Vietnamese Buddhist 
communities would hoist the Heritage and Freedom Flag, a symbol of the 
former Republic of Vietnam, as a sign of political identiNcation that distin-
guished those communities from the Socialist Republic of Vietnam and 
allied them with the United States while honoring a history that refugees 
were all too often expected to forget. In this regard, the Heritage and Freedom 
Flag is a translocal response that is just as much about reconfiguring 
Vietnameseness in response to racial formations in the United States as it is 
a rejection of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam.

In other ways, Buddhist communities are not bound to institutional 
structures. Vietnamese Catholic congregations in California, despite their 
numbers, were not recognized as distinct parishes based on nationality (Ninh 
AS4k), which restricted their autonomy over raising funds. Buddhist 
congregations, however, were able to establish associations without such 
institutional oversight. Bis autonomy allowed splintered groups to establish 
new associations and even to build new pagodas. Bese ruptures ultimately 
broadened support of the monastic sangha, a dynamic especially strong 
among Cambodian Buddhists who saw the sangha destroyed under the 
Khmer Rouge (Mortland AS4Y). Large monasteries in Texas and California 
recruited monks from Vietnam who were, in turn, expected to demonstrate 
their adherence to refugee politics by ùying the Heritage and Freedom Flag, 
attending political rallies, or ritually liberating the souls of those people who 
died while ùeeing to freedom.



Be scholarship of Buddhist communities in Europe oáers a more 
complicated story, in part because of the diáerent histories of migration, 
especially of contract laborers, and the relatively smaller numbers of 
refugees. In Switzerland, Vietnamese refugees initially practiced alone or 
attended seminars by Europeans (Weigelt AS4H). Only with the arrival of a 
female monk in 4UKS and a male monk who arrived as a refugee in 4UKC did 
people have spiritual support from leaders who understood their experiences 
of displacement. Be lay Buddhists sought funding from the Swiss state to 
establish an association, and they eventually purchased a house near Bern 
that would serve as collective space of worship. Today the pagoda is aBliated 
with the UniNed Buddhist Church of Vietnam in Europe headquartered in 
Paris, underscoring the continued importance of that organization beyond 
the territorial state of Vietnam.

Not all Vietnamese residents in Europe arrived as refugees. Many were 
sent as contract workers to Eastern bloc countries as part of bilateral 
agreements. Unlike refugees who faced demands to assimilate, these workers 
lived in close conditions with other Vietnamese workers with little oppor-
tunity to mingle with locals. Many chose to remain aLer 4UKU when the wall 
dividing East and West Germany fell but found themselves as asylum seekers 
(Su ASAA). Vietnamese refugees in Berlin initially welcomed these workers 
and saw in Buddhism a “reconciliatory force” between the past and the 
future, the Northern and Southern Vietnamese (Ngo and Mai ASA4:444). But 
the divisions in how they constructed Vietnam as a homeland were magni-
Ned, signaling an “enigma of arrival, that one never fully arrives and many 
of the troubles that make one move to another country keep following the 
migrant … both in a religious and a political sense” (Ngo and Mai ASA4:4SC). 
Even dialect diáerences that marked regional identities were seen as proxies 
for political aBliation (Lam ASSH). Eventually, the political diáerences 
within these communities were resolved by establishing two different temples, 
each serving a diáerent population. Be Nrst pagoda, founded by boat 
refugees, maintained an aBliation with the UniNed Buddhist Church of 
Vietnam, an organization banned by the Vietnamese government. The second 
temple was established by former contract workers. Bese two pagodas 
symbolized how these Buddhist communities of practice could not over-
come the geopolitics of a divided Vietnam. Instead, these divisions were 
materialized by built structures, each serving a separate community that 
fashioned itself as Vietnamese.

A Divided Sangha in the Global Field of Vietnamese Buddhism AkY
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In Poland, where migrants arrived as contract workers, the political 
authority of the Vietnamese state clashed with Buddhist practitioners who 
asserted their authority through their Nnancial clout. Without the institu-
tional support of the Catholic Church, the second group of Vietnamese 
Buddhists relied on their Nnancial capital to purchase land on the outskirts 
of the city, build a pagoda, and recruit a resident monk (Szymanska-
Matusiewicz and Bossak-Herbst AS4U:kA-). This group was seen as a 
competitor to a temple established by the state-recognized Vietnamese 
Buddhist Sangha. As in Berlin, these communities reconNgured Buddhism 
in relation to an imagined homeland where those geopolitical divisions still 
pertained.

Be splits among these Buddhist communities of practice oáer an 
instructive lesson in identity construction among the Vietnamese diaspora. 
For both Vietnamese refugees and migrants, making homes in new lands 
involved refashioning self and community, a process expressed through 
belonging in moral communities. Bese communities align themselves with 
Buddhist organizations that, while global in scope, fortify these divisions. 
Monks who arrived as refugees are not affiliated with the Vietnamese Buddhist 
Sangha, the umbrella organization of Vietnamese Buddhists in Vietnam, 
while monks who are aBliated with this organization are sometimes met 
with suspicion by lay Buddhists. At the same time, actors are not entirely 
bound by these organizations, as we could see in the intense interest in Zen 
master Bích Nhjt HFnh’s return to Vietnam. ReconNguring spiritual and 
political authority within these Buddhist communities is about reckoning 
not just with the weight of the past but also with the force of global capital.

Buddhism in an Age of Capitalism

Be resurgence of spirituality in Vietnam is oLen credited to the economic 
liberalization policies implemented under the banner of the ộải mGi reforms 
in 4UKH. As incomes rose and the government relaxed its oversight over 
religious life, households channeled more income toward ritual activities 
such as sponsoring pagodas, constructing ancestral shrines, and taking part 
in pilgrimages. Bese ritual expenditures were not merely an outcome of 
rising incomes but a response to rising economic insecurities. Bus the 
return of religious enchantment is not simply an expression of people’s 



wealth but rather their desires for monetary gain and material well-being 
under precarious conditions (Schwenkel AS4K). Diasporic populations face 
the vagaries of capitalism as well, suggesting that if geopolitics divides these 
communities, then global capitalism exerts a common pressure. Seen in this 
light, people’s participation in Buddhist communities, whether in Vietnam 
or in diaspora, is as much about navigating the forces of capitalism and 
globalization as it is about expressing Vietnameseness.

Buddhism does not stand apart from capitalism but Nnds its expression 
through it. Likewise, religious policy is a signiNcant issue for contemporary 
states, whether those states are nominally communist regimes like Vietnam 
or outwardly capitalist such as the United States. In an analysis of temple 
building in the northern Vietnam city of Vinh, Christina Schwenkel (AS4K) 
argues for “religious reassemblage” to describe how state forms of commem-
oration are supplemented by popular religious expressions, a point also made 
by Heonik Kwon (ASSK). She focuses on two temples—one built by local 
authorities and the other by contributions from lay practitioners. On the 
one hand, oBcial forms of heroic commemoration emphasize secular 
memory and the demand for people to remember (nhG), but on the other 
the expressions of popular or “superstitious” belief emphasize a form of 
divine worship (thTh) (Schwenkel AS4K:CAK). Scholars have recognized a 
similar dynamic among the religious practices of migrants, particularly 
because such spaces of popular belief oáer a means of sacralizing community 
that the broader forms of state commemoration foreclose. Whether in 
Vietnam or elsewhere, these communities are involved in meaning making 
in contexts where “the abstract forces of global capitalism are entangled with 
the governing strategies of the authoritarian party-state” (Nguyen and 
Endres, this volume, p. H).

Building temples lays the groundwork for materializing meaning while 
also projecting these meanings into the future. Lay Buddhists express moral 
personhood by making donations to support monks and to fund pagoda-
building projects as well as to ensure familial care. Discursively cast as 
merit-making activities that are channeled through the body of the sangha 
and returned as a supernatural return-giL, these donations materialize 
Buddhism on the landscape. The proliferation of these pagodas also embodies 
local meanings, for example how in a particular city, whether Berlin (Ngo 
and Mai ASA4) or New Orleans (Truitt ASA4), these temples mark schisms in 
communities of practice such as the politics of aBliation that inhibit the 

A Divided Sangha in the Global Field of Vietnamese Buddhism AkU



ACS 4S — vxxuh©y apru77

consolidation of a uniNed Vietnamese sangha. In Warsaw, the temples 
provided a spatial resolution to diáerent communities of practice, one built 
by a wealthy businessman and one aBliated with the Vietnamese Buddhist 
Sangha, the only organization recognized by the Social Republic of Vietnam. 
Bese pagodas are never simply local organizations but part of a networked 
eáect that connects Vietnamese actors in unevenly distributed ways. In New 
Orleans, the question of managing Nnancial transactions, while cast in moral 
terms, likewise engendered questions over the proper administration of 
these institutions, leading participants to ask whether decisions should be 
vested in the spiritual authority of monks or in the Nnancial capital of lay 
Buddhists (Truitt ASA4).

Distanciated networks connect Vietnam and diasporic populations 
through the circulation of discourses or diáerent ways of thinking, practic-
ing, and representing Buddhism as “a set of practices and traditions that 
emerge as a result of local circumstances within global cultural networks” 
(Mitchell AS4H:H) and do not always originate in Asia. Bese global cultural 
networks operate in ways that create hierarchies among variations of 
Buddhism. For example, Zen Buddhism has experienced what anthropologist 
Alexander Soucy calls a form of “conquest” (ASAA). Today, most practitioners 
understand Zen through its associations with the teachings of two Vietnamese 
monks—Bích Nhjt HFnh, who spent the Nnal years of his life in Hufl until 
he departed this world in ASAA, and Bích Banh TG, who resided at the time 
of this writing at the Trúc Lâm Monastery in Thà LFt, Vietnam. Many 
Vietnamese Buddhist practitioners learned about Bích Banh TG’s teachings 
not from meditation retreats or books but through recordings of his talks on 
cassette, earning him the nickname of “cassette monk,” and underscoring the 
importance of media in constructing new identities be they Buddhist or hip 
hop (see Kurfürst, this volume). For Soucy, the conquest of Zen instilled a 
cosmopolitan form of practice that sidelined practices associated with Pure 
Land Buddhism that are accessible to a broader constituency of lay Buddhists. 
But Zen Buddhism does not wholly characterize the practices of Vietnamese 
practitioners, many of whom still seek liberation from the violence of war, 
displacement, and the loss of their homeland.

Be interest in pagoda-building and the global popularity of Zen as an 
authoritative version of Buddhism both underscore that Buddhist commu-
nities are translocal formations, unbound by territorial borders and 
reconNgured through disparate yet connected networks to ensure conditions 



for familial well-being. Zen as a global discourse oáers a cosmopolitan 
version of Buddhism, but Vietnamese communities also draw on other ritual 
forms that address the violence of war and fulNll moral obligations by caring 
for the dead. People entrust monks to maintain altars and carry out ritual 
ceremonies that release the spirits of those who have died, as we saw in the 
return of two monks, not to Vietnam but to the nearby islands where 
Vietnamese refugees were once housed (Tran AS4A). Monks serve as caretakers 
of ancestral spirits and ghosts, liberating the dead by invoking speciNc locales 
during the ceremony. Bis emphasis on locality is accompanied by a model 
of personhood premised on the intergenerational family, not the autonomous 
self. At the same time, these practices lay the foundation for collective 
liberation, thus mapping a conceptual, cosmological realm in which the 
spirits of ancestors are invoked irrespective of any particular geopolitical 
location.

Buddhism provides a vocabulary and aáective relationship that materi-
alizes Vietnam as an ancestral homeland not easily identiNed with the 
modern territorial state of Vietnam. Bis is not to claim that Buddhist 
practitioners residing outside Vietnam never return or that practitioners in 
Vietnam never leave. Monks bring their disciples to Vietnam to purchase a 
statue of Bodhisattva Quán Bfl Âm or witness the smelting of a bronze bell 
to be installed in a newly built pagoda. Be sangha may be divided but the 
Dharma is not. Bese communities are self-consciously Vietnamese, and 
they are global in scope, reùecting the continued geopolitics of a Vietnam 
divided from its diasporic populations with future aspirations of collective 
liberation.

Geography is an unstable referent. Spiritual authority is being reconNg-
ured in ways that challenge the divisions between communities of practice 
in Vietnam and in the diaspora, including in the administration of US-based 
temples. In my own Neldwork (Truitt ASA4), monks who owned property 
oLen insisted that the property belonged to Buddha. While this gesture may 
be seen as one of humility, it overlooks the role of the state in issuing land 
titles and legal documents and neglects the role of lay Buddhists whose 
Nnancial support remains crucial to the viability of these institutions. In one 
monastery, aLer local Buddhists withdrew their support, spiritual authority 
was transferred to a monk based not in the United States but in Vietnam. 
Be KS-acre property had been purchased by an extended family who arrived 
in the United States as refugees. Bey sought the support of a senior monk 
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in California and eventually donated the land to his organization. Over time, 
however, conùicts over how to manage the monastery emerged, and the 
family withdrew most of its Nnancial support and practitioners in the 
vicinity stopped attending the pagoda, even on the eve of the lunar new year. 
For several years, two large stone statues, both purchased in Vietnam and 
transported across the PaciNc Ocean, remained on their sides for want of 
funds for the installation. To appease these supporters, the senior monk 
entrusted with administering the monastery announced he would transfer 
ownership of the property to another monk, who was the abbot of a 
monastery in central Vietnam. Be transfer was symbolic. Neither monk 
resided in the monastery; that role belonged to a third monk who had been 
ordained by the Vietnam-based monk and migrated to the United States 
under sponsorship of the California-based monk. He promised those who 
gathered to witness the transfer of the property that one of his Nrst projects 
would be to install the statue of the Bodhisattva Quán Bfl Âm overlooking 
a small pond on the grounds of the monastery.

Be two senior monks knew each other well. Bey referred to each other 
as brothers in the Dharma as both had been ordained by the same master 
in central Vietnam. While administration of the monastery was symbolically 
transferred from one monk to another, it would remain within a monastic 
lineage that now stretched across the PaciNc, connecting Vietnam and the 
United States. Be handing over of the monastery as a legal property and its 
administration initially appeared to be straightforward, but the process of 
transferral, even within a lineage, required formal deeds attesting to owner-
ship. Bese documents alone were not enough to confer legitimacy upon 
the transfer and ensure the spiritual well-being of the monastery. During 
the ceremony, lay Buddhists and monks who resided in the region attended 
as witnesses to ensure the symbolic legitimacy of the transfer and the 
well-being of the community it represented. Be solemn ceremony was 
followed by a lively lunch with entertainment provided by a group of singers 
from California who had ùown in to oáer their support for the new resident 
monk.

A monastery in Alabama has its origins in the labor of refugees who 
pooled their Nnancial resources and sought spiritual guidance from monks 
based in California. Ultimately, the spiritual authority to administer the 
monastery was transferred to a monk based in Vietnam who regularly visits 
twice a year, and it is managed by one of his disciples. As this example shows, 



the expansion of Vietnamese Buddhism involves global historical forces and 
transpaciNc crossings. Yet this case also raises the question of how spiritual 
authority is recognized and regulated in the face of other sources of power, 
namely, the Nnancial power of lay benefactors. Here we see how spiritual 
authority is continually being reworked and reconNgured within communi-
ties of practice as they endeavor to Nnd sustainable and meaningful expres-
sions of belonging.

Conclusion

Historian Christine Yano, in her recent call for studies that address Global 
Asias, proposes that doing so “does not turn us away from Asia, but recognizes 
shiLing, complex Asias globally, especially in diasporic settings” (ASA4:KCU). 
She also proposes that in order to recognize these shiLs and complexities, 
scholars must transgress the long-standing disciplinary divide between area 
studies and diasporic studies, not because the divide is no longer relevant 
but because these multiple Asias—whether families, political ideals, capitalist 
formations, or Buddhist communities—are situated in conceptual realms, 
not on geographic terrain.

Buddhism is an ideal discourse for tracing these shiLs and complexities, 
as its power is drawn from beyond the nation-state—through colonial 
encounters, national liberation movements, and diasporic populations. What 
comes into view in the literature on Vietnamese diasporic communities is 
how the geopolitical divisions of the Cold War (Kwon AS4S) are also 
reconNgured. Be referents are no longer situated on the terrain of “north” 
and “south.” Nor can the referents easily be situated in terms of homeland 
and host society. ReconNguration provides a framework for scholars to 
escape the opposition of area studies and diasporic studies and instead 
examine how the geopolitical and social tensions that rocked Vietnam in 
the twentieth century continue to reverberate into the twenty-Nrst century. 
Enacted through refugees, migrants, and contract workers, these commu-
nities remind us that Buddhism is still a practice for these communities to 
seek collective liberation.
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Class and Consumption
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Almost Comfortable:
Anxious Wealth and Uncertain Social 

Distinction in the Market Socialist Economy

/pu6 OWp:h

“Be Indonesian middle class is not merely wealthier than the underclass; 
it is almost comfortable with its wealth; it does not feel it will be devoured 
by it.”

James T. Siegel, “Early Boughts on the Violence of
May 4- and 4k, 4UUK, in Jakarta”

Py 7et 4UUSh, WyE 7ety thPt2uWxxs in the new millennium, people 
exhibiting social characteristics that scholars tend to identify with middle-
classness were increasingly visible across in Vietnam. Nevertheless, the 
words to describe such people always seemed inadequate. In a chapter on 
the class dynamics of domestic tourism in the current section of the book, 
Emmanuelle Peyvel evokes this dilemma by paraphrasing Ann Marie 
Leshkowich’s ethnographic work on female market traders in Hl Chí Minh 
City’s Bfln Bành Market. “In the 4UUSs,” Leshkowich astutely observed, 

“middle classes in Hl Chí Minh City seemed everywhere and nowhere” 
(AS4k:4YC). In that work, Leshkowich emphasized a distinction between how 
people enacted their lives in classed ways and what they had to say about it. 
Class is not just everywhere and nowhere, but more precisely it is everywhere 
being enacted but almost never enunciated.Đ

In order to address this seeming paradox, it became increasingly com-
mon for Vietnam studies scholars to move away from Marxist or Weberian 
understandings that sought to name “classes” as component labels within a 
system of hierarchical ranking. Instead, scholars turned to ideas of “class 
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habitus” derived from the work of Pierre Bourdieu. As the editors of one 
important volume interpreted it, such a move encouraged scholars to focus 
less on labels and more on consumption practices (Nguyen-Marshall, Drum-
mond, and Bélanger AS4A). Be inùuence of this approach is clearly present 
in the contributions to this section of the book.

For example, Arve Hansen describes people in Hà Nịi as increasingly 
sophisticated diners, beer drinkers, and automobile drivers who have wholly 
embraced global consumerism despite the persistence of conservative 
moralizing by party ideologues.à Hansen follows this consumption approach 
to understanding class, but adds a focus on how globally variegated forces 
of capitalism and global markets transform the landscape within which 
consumption plays out. His chapter clearly shows how new consumption 
habits signal a new kind of class identiNcation emerging in Vietnam, but he 
also stresses that understanding that newness requires situating consumption 
habits within historical changes in political economy and global intercon-
nections.

Likewise, Emmanuelle Peyvel’s analysis of domestic tourism in Vietnam 
shows how class diáerentiation depends less on income than on modes of 
taste and distinction. Of course, one needs a certain minimum income to 
be able to engage in leisure travel, but it is the style of travel one engages in 
that says the most about one’s sense of self. Identities play out on a domestic 
tourist circuit but also engage with global inùuences. Be question of identity 
thus hinges not merely on how much money one spends on a vacation or 
what one calls oneself but on the kinds of experiences one seeks out and 
chooses to spend one’s money on.

Similarly, as Lan Anh Hoang so vividly shows through her excerpts of 
interviews conducted with Vietnamese market traders in Moscow, the key 
concern they have for their children transcends pure monetary calculations. 
Be traders are doing quite well Nnancially, but they clearly worry about 
securing “respectable” work for their children back in Vietnam, oLen in 
professions that will not prove Nnancially lucrative in the long run, like 
teaching. Be traders seem to see themselves as having earned money, but 
not of having earned distinction. As a result, they invest quite large sums of 
money to secure more reputable kinds of jobs for their children, in ways that 
clearly do not deliver a good return on investment, at least Nnancially 
speaking. Be return on investment they seek is related to status, not 
Nnancial position.



All of these examples clearly demonstrate the importance of focusing on 
consumption patterns and status distinctions. Bere is a question that follows 
from all of this, however, the answer to which I suspect most Vietnam 
studies scholars implicitly assume but rarely ever explicitly express. Why is 
it so diBcult to talk directly about class in the Vietnamese context, even if 
consumption habits clearly indicate emerging class identities? To begin a 
conversation around this question, I would like to suggest that the problem 
with class analysis in Vietnam is not whether one sides with Marx, Weber, 
or Bourdieu. It is not even about whether one defines class based on 
consumption or production, or even if one engages in facile attempts to rank 
people by income levels and divide them into thirds named “upper,” “middle,” 
and “lower.” Be reason people do not enunciate the words for class is 
because the idea of class is associated with a painful history, and in Vietnam 
the act of pointing Nngers at people and placing them into class categories 
has had a rather nasty set of associations with violence and morality policing, 
from colonial taxation to violent socialist land reform, and on into late-
socialist practices of shaming.

Before readers turn to the chapters in this section of the book, then, it 
is useful to pause and remember how fraught the postwar period in Vietnam 
was, and how the re-emergence of class distinctions during that time was so 
oLen accompanied by anxiety and discomfort. One valuable source for 
understanding such anxieties during the so-called subsidy period (thThi bao 
cPp) is DJ3ng Bu HJ3ng’s novel Paradise of the Blind, which became 
famous for describing the complex tensions, power plays, and interpersonal 
and familial betrayals that emerged during a period when commodities 
themselves were still seen as dangerous symbols radically infused with 
anxious associations connected to either supporting or betraying a revolu-
tion. Broughout Paradise, acts of commodity consumption almost always 
seemed to demand that people make terrible choices: either betray the 
revolution or betray family, friends, kin, or lovers. During that period, 
consuming even basic foods, acquiring household goods, and trying to make 
a little money was almost always depicted as a fraught, morally complex 
enterprise.

Paradise of the Blind was Nrst published in Vietnamese in 4UKK. It ap-
peared in French in 4UU4, and then in English in 4UU-. Be novel’s narrator 
is a woman named HVng who is living in Russia as an export worker at a 
textile factory. She narrates the novel as a series of memories she has about 
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subsidy-era Vietnam while traveling by train to visit her uncle Chính, a 
communist party oBcial with a plum posting in Moscow who has fallen ill. 
In one set of memories, HVng recounts a scene when Uncle Chính derided 
and criticized her mother, who was his older sister. Be fraught exchange 
she describes transpired aLer her mother had hosted Uncle Chính at her 
home. At Nrst, HVng’s mother beamed with pride as she introduced her 
important brother to neighbors, and she even laid out all her best wares and 
food for the occasion. ALer the neighbors leL, however, the conversation 
grew tense when HVng’s mother asked Uncle Chính why he had stopped 
participating in ceremonies to honor their parents. Chính switched the tone 
dramatically, and soon started scolding HVng’s mother for her work as a 
petty trader (tiễu thVồng). Be mother, in turn, struggled to defend herself, 
leading to further scolding:

“Stop,” Uncle Chính cut her oá. “You don’t need to rail on any longer. 
Small traders [tiễu thVồng] like you are bourgeoisie [b, phJn giai cPp tV sRn]. 
But our country will achieve socialism directly, without passing through the 
stage of capitalism. Be bourgeoisie [tV bRn] is the enemy of the revolution, 
and we will smash that class [giai cPp Py], yank it out at the root.”

I heard my mother sigh. “Chính, Brother, forgive me,” she said wearily. 
“I never did get much of an education, so I don’t reason very well. But you 
will, at least, allow me to provide food and education for my own daughter.R

A few moments later, the conversation crescendos powerfully as Chính 
reveals where his priorities stand when he is forced to align his ideological 
obligations to official positions about class dynamics and Vietnamese notions 
of family. Readers might expect that a younger brother would express respect 
for an older sister; instead, he chooses to shame her. Again, the language of 
class Chính uses when berating his older sister is very prominent: “I work 
doing Party propaganda work and ideological education for people from all 
levels in society [các tEng lGp nhân dân trong xã h,i]. I cannot have an older 
sister who is a trader [con buôn].”f Be sentiment in this passage is radically 
diáerent from the descriptions of consumption in the chapters by Hansen, 
Peyvel, and Hoang. But there are some unsettling continuities as well. On 
the one hand, when juxtaposed against this excerpt from a novel set in the 
period of high socialism, Hansen’s and Peyvel’s chapters both show especially 
starkly how much times have changed in Vietnam. People simply do not talk 
like this very oLen (if at all) anymore. On the other hand, reading it 



alongside Lan Anh Hoang’s study of traders in Moscow also suggests some 
ways in which lingering traces of class anxiety still recall that earlier period. 
As Hoang’s chapter clearly shows, the traders in Moscow remain haunted by 
the stigma of being called con buôn. Bey remember a time when engaging 
in “buying and selling” (buôn bán) was equated with moral failure, that is, 
with selling out. As a result, they do everything they can to save their children 
from such stigma.

Literary representations of the postwar period are important because 
authors also tend to be social critics, and their writings work hard to invert 
the logic of moral failure, showing how it was in fact ideologues like Chính 
who were selling out—in this case selling out their families to a utopian 
charade. Novels provide nuanced expression of the way people’s relations to 
commodities and family and other aBliations are always embedded within 
moral struggles. Commodity consumption was, and obviously still is, about 
so much more than simply consuming things. It is connected to becoming 
social persons. While it may be tempting to think that such associations are 
a thing of the past, or that no one really remembers them anymore, a much 
more recent literary representation of almost the same exact scenario suggests 
that it is not something people have forgotten.

Be linkage of commodities and wealth with moral quandaries, it turns 
out, is also one of the major subthemes running through Nguy(n Phan Qufl 
Mai’s recent novel, .e Mountains Sing, which charts a Nctional, yet histor-
ically realistic story of a family’s experiences through several generations of 
Vietnamese history. In the novel, which was published in ASAS, the memories 
of almost every era are saturated with existential dilemmas that emerge when 
wealth gets infused with intense moralization, which in turn entangles it 
with haunting violence. In diáerent episodes, the novel describes these 
dilemmas in ways that seem to keep returning over and over. First there were 
the evils of French colonial tax collectors (with Vietnamese collaborators 
who have not-so-subtle names like “Wicked Ghost”). Ben there was the 
violence of anticolonial land reforms—populated by cruel zealots like 

“Butcher Woman,” who had “a large protruding forehead and teeth that 
looked like those of a rabbit” and “a reputation for cheating people,” and 
who in an especially traumatic episode accused the narrator of being “the 
rich bitch. Be wicked landowner!” (Nguy(n ASAS:4-U). For a period, aLer 
the violence of the campaigns against landowners, it seemed as though class 
anxieties were temporarily overshadowed by the immediate violence of 
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military conùict, but then anxieties about the morality of money and 
commodity consumption return in full force in the novel’s depictions of the 
period aLer 4UYC. In the postwar period, the main device for conveying the 
fraught position of money and wealth is another “uncle” Ngure named Sáng, 
who, much like Uncle Chính in Paradise, has a hard time balancing his 
devotion to the party with his own Nlial duties as a good Vietnamese son. 
Be narrator recounts a scene in which her uncle Sáng’s devotion to utopian 
socialist ideologies of a commodity-free classless society leads him to erupt 
into harsh words that debase his own mother (who is the narrator’s 
grandmother):

[Sáng says]: “What a stupid, stupid thing you did.” I sat frozen next to 
Grandma as Uncle Sáng paced back and forth in our living room, berating 
her. His boots squeaked under his heavy footsteps. He raised his feet, sending 
the pigs scurrying away. “I can’t believe you quit teaching to become a 
trader.”

“Calm down, Son. I’m not doing anything bad.” Grandma poured a cup 
of tea for my uncle.

“Nothing bad?” Uncle Sáng walked to Grandma. He put his mouth against 
her ear. “I’ve become a Party member. My mother can’t be a con buôn.” 
(Nguy(n ASAS:4SC)

Be scene in this story, published thirty-two years aLer Paradise of the Blind, 
but describing episodes from the same postwar period, is so similar to scenes 
in the earlier novel that it speaks to a trend (we might also call it the trope 
of “the bad uncle berating the pure-hearted con buôn”), and clearly suggests 
how intense the anxieties about money and class were in the postwar period. 
A host of examples could be culled from ethnographic and historical work 
on or about that period: one especially poignant example was the exhibit on 
the subsidy period held in ASSH at the Vietnamese Museum of Ethnology, 
prompting extensive discussions and memories about the deprivations 
experienced during the period of high socialism between 4UYC and 4UKH 
(MacLean ASSK).

It is necessary to remember these kinds of experiences because they 
highlight the degree to which access to commodities and wealth during the 
subsidy period had come to be associated both with the power to manipulate 
and control others and also with a pervasive sense of shame (and counter 
shame). Access to commodities—the stuá of consumption that now so 



eáortlessly allows people to comfortably express themselves—was at one 
point a material expression of either power or shame, and sometimes both. 
People in power could shame others for their consumption patterns, and 
critics of people in power could shame them for their cruelty and hypocrisy. 
With all this symbolism and shame that was until recently attached to 
consumer goods and social class, it has understandably been no easy matter 
for Vietnamese to simply become comfortable with their own wealth. In 
other words, there was a time, not so long ago, when it was reasonable for 
people to think that they, and perhaps even their entire society, might become 
devoured by wealth.

Be remarkable thing about the chapters that follow is how diáerent the 
situation now seems. Bey show that there is indeed a critical class of people 
in Vietnam that now appears, as Siegel remarked about members of the 
Indonesian middle class, “almost comfortable with its wealth; it does not 
feel it will be devoured by it” (4UUK:KA). Should we call this the “middle class”? 
Most scholars will choose to do so, and I promise not to mind if scholars 
use the term for the purposes of citations and comparisons. However, given 
how fraught and anxiety-producing the language of class has been, and given 
its violent history, I am not so sure that assigning a name is the right move. 
An entirely diáerent way to think of the folks described in the following 
chapters is as members of a generation that is “almost comfortable.”

Notes

 A It is worth noting, however, that it is not only “conservative party members” who 
worry about hyper-consumption. Regarding Hansen’s examples of beer and 
automobiles, there are of course many everyday people who worry about the 
risks incurred when consumers do their automobile driving immediately aLer 
their beer drinking.

 4 “Everywhere, because Honda motorbikes, recently renovated homes, upscale 
cafés, and imported fashion testiNed to an urban middle class on the rise. … 
[N]owhere, in that people tended not to identify as middle class (gizi cjp/t)ng 
lCp trung lJu). Instead, they talked about being modern (hiffn UFi), having 
enough to live (có Uễ sảng), being civilized (v[n minh), having culture (có v[n 
hóa), or being appropriate (phù hộp)” (Leshkowich AS4k:4YC).

 - In order to highlight the “class language” being used, I have reinserted some of 
the original words from the Vietnamese edition of the text into the standard 
English language translation of the book. For the two versions of this passage, 
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 k Be original Vietnamese reads: “Tôi làm công tác tuyên hujn, giáo dZc tJ tJüng 
Thzng cho các t)ng lCp nhân dân trong xã hịi. Tôi không thô có mịt ngJDi chW 
là con buôn” (DJ3ng 4UKK:kY). Be English translation by Phan Huy Duong and 
Nina McPherson reads: “I am a cadre responsible for educating the masses. I 
cannot have a lousy street vendor for a sister” (Duong ASSA:C4).

see DJ3ng Bu HJ3ng (4UKK:kH–kY) and Duong Bu Huong, trans. Phan Huy 
Duong and Nina McPherson (ASSA:C4).

References

DJ3ng Bu HJ3ng. 4UKK. Nhíng thiên ôVThng mù [Paradise of the blind]. Hà 
Nịi: Nhà xujt bzn PhZ nq.

Duong, Bu Huong. ASSA. Paradise of the Blind. Translated by Phan Huy Duong 
and Nina McPherson. New York: Harper Perennial.

Leshkowich, Ann Marie. AS4k. Essential Trade: Vietnamese Women in a Changing 
Marketplace. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘iPress.

MacLean, Ken. ASSK. “Be Rehabilitation of an Uncomfortable Past: Everyday 
Life in Vietnam during the Subsidy Period (4UYC–4UKH).” History and 
Anthropology 4U(-):AK4–-S-.

Nguyen-Marshall, Van, Lisa B. Welch Drummond, and Danièle Bélanger, eds. 
AS4A. The Reinvention of Distinction: Modernity and the Middle Class in Urban 
Vietnam. Dordrecht: Springer.

Nguy(n, Phan Qufl Mai. ASAS. .e Mountains Sing: A Novel. Chapel Hill, NC: 
Algonquin.

Siegel, James T. 4UUK. “Early Boughts on the Violence of May 4- and 4k, 4UUK in 
Jakarta.” Indonesia HH (October):Yk–4SK.



AHY

33
Consumption and 

Global Connections in Vietnam:
New Middle Classes and Changing Everyday 

Practices under Consumer Socialism

vp!t OWyhty

vhuEt 3p©: 7et eW::tph WyE hu26xth in street decorations and oBcial 
posters, or perhaps some of the uniformed guards and the many portraits 
of Hl Chí Minh, there is not much “socialist” about the streetscapes of 
Vietnamese cities today. Bese streetscapes remain distinctly Vietnamese, 
with their millions of motorbikes, the many narrow alleyways, and the lively 
sidewalk cultures and street kitchens. But they are infused with items and 
symbols from Eastern, Western, and global capitalist consumer cultures, 
such as T-shirts with images of pop stars, restaurants and supermarkets 
oáering food from all over the world, fast food chains, and an increasing 
number of expensive cars. Be people in the streets are more or less all 
equipped with smart phones, on which they have access to news, entertain-
ment, and social media accounts.Đ In short, global connections are every-
where you turn in contemporary Vietnam (see also Nguyen and Endres, this 
volume).

Global connections aáect people in Vietnam in highly uneven ways. 
SigniNcant segments of society are toiling in either (or oLen both) the 
export-oriented parts of the large agricultural sector or in labor-intensive 
industries as part of global production networks (see Nguyen and Nguyen, 
this volume), while others lead increasingly cosmopolitan lifestyles. Every-
one in contemporary Vietnam is somehow connected to foreign consumer 
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cultures, but the middle classes are generally known to be in the driver’s seat 
of consumption booms and cultural globalization (see Hansen and Wethal 
ASA- for discussion). Fueled by rising incomes and—more recently—soaring 
household debt (Nguyen et al. AS4K), parts of the urban middle classes in 
Vietnam have adopted consumption patterns that are globally associated 
with middle-class status, including clothing styles, private motorized mobility, 
dinners at restaurants, and holiday travels (Peyvel, this volume), and living 
arrangements that involve smaller households in increasingly air-conditioned 
environments (Hansen ASAAa). Vietnam’s middle classes also live in larger 
and more solid houses, oLen equipped with modern appliances, and spend 
much more on items beyond food than the rest of society (World Bank AS4K).

Scholars have previously analyzed the rapid expansion of the Vietnamese 
urban middle classes, as well as the dramatic changes in consumption 
patterns, lifestyles, and everyday practices brought about by the ộải mGi
reforms (Bélanger, Drummond, and Nguyen-Marshall AS4A; Earl AS4k; 
Hansen ASAS, ASAAa). Be literature has also unveiled the underbelly of the 
consumer revolution, such as the inequalities embedded in the state-led 
urban transformations toward “rich, civilized, and beautiful cities” (Endres 
AS4U; Harms AS4H) and the “socialist servants” that make middle-class 
lifestyles possible (Nguyen AS4C). But few studies have looked deeply into 
how global connections and global encounters shape middle-class consump-
tion patterns (although see contributions in Nguyen-Marshall, Drummond, 
and Bélanger AS4A; Drummond and Bomas ASS-). And even when studied, 
scant attention has been given to the political economy of consumption (see 
Hansen ASAAa). Be starting point of this chapter is that understanding 
middle-class consumption in contemporary Vietnam requires studying 
global encounters both in everyday practices and in the political-economic 
changes in which these practices take place.

From the political economy of capitalist transformation through the 
everyday geographies of consumption to the mundane performances of 
middle-class urbanites, this chapter explores the aspirations, expectations, 
and contradictions embedded in Vietnam’s “consumer socialism” aLer ộải 
mGi (Hansen ASAAa, more on which later). Brough studying practices of 
eating, drinking, and driving, I focus on both the pleasurable changes and 
the tensions and anxiety that are part of being middle class in the socialist 
market economy. I approach the topic from the practice-theoretical 
understanding of consumption patterns as embedded in a wide range of 



social and material arrangements and interactions and of consumption 
taking place as “moments” in practices (Warde AS4Y). In order to grasp the 
eáect of broader political-economic changes, however, I combine practice 
theory with what I, inspired by the variegated capitalism approach (Peck 
and Beodore ASSY), label variegated transformations. In short, this involves 
a focus on how capitalist development leads to diáerent, yet similar, versions 
of consumer society, multi-scalarly shaped by encounters between global 
ùows of money, things, and ideas, and local cultural and institutional ar-
rangements (Hansen ASAAa). Be chapter draws on observations, conversa-
tions, interviews, and lived experience over a period of ten years, mainly in 
Hịi An and Hà Nịi, but also in Thà Nưng and Hl Chí Minh City.

Global Connections and the Construction of Consumer Socialism

Various forms of uneven global connections have accompanied Vietnam’s 
history, for example through diáerent Chinese empires, French colonialism, 
ky imperial aggression, and a range of interconnections with international 
socialism (e.g., Schwenkel ASAS). With ộải mGi, such connections have taken 
new and transformative forms. Bese are largely intended developments, as 
the communist regime has had a strong focus on strengthening diplomatic 
relations and integrating into global production networks. Bis political and 
economic integration has involved deep global interconnections that cut 
across the entire Vietnamese society, although in highly unequal ways. As 
part of the societal transformations brought about by ộải mGi, the ownership 
of a wide range of consumer goods has gradually but rapidly been normal-
ized. Most of these goods have somehow depended on foreign connections, 
whether through production networks or through global sociocultural 
processes that deNne what a “modern” society looks like (e.g., Shove ASS-). 
In the process, Vietnam has gone through dramatic consumer transforma-
tions. Beyond global connections, these transformations have also required 
a certain ideological shiL toward embracing private consumption, simulta-
neously producing and responding to consumption desires in the population. 
It has also involved what can be seen as a new acceptance of middle-class 
lifestyles, although never using that word, as an ideal for the modern and 

“civilized” socialist consumer-citizen on which the economy is now depen-
dent. Representing a dramatic break with the planned economy and past 
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socialist ideals, the (somewhat reluctant) development of a consumer society 
has been a deNning part of Vietnam’s capitalist transformations. I dub the 
somewhat uneasy merging of capitalist consumer culture and socialist 
ideology, and in the process the partial rewriting of both, consumer social-
ism (Hansen ASAS, ASAAa). In the following, I will study global encounters 
through three mundane activities that all depend on diáerent forms of 
consumption and that all are part of deNning consumer socialism: eating, 
drinking, and moving around.

Eating

During Neldwork in AS4Y, I had a long conversation with Vân in her tube 
house in central Hà Nịi. She was in her sixties, a retired dentist, and 
passionate about food. She talked about all the changes in food practices 
that she had seen since, as she put it, “the war until now.” Unsurprisingly, 
ộải mGi was presented as a great turning point. She approached the chang-
ing foodscapes with curiosity, but worried about some of the consequences 
of these changes. In particular, she worried that Vietnamese food traditions 
were under threat. As she put it:

We adopted a lot of food culture from foreign countries. Before, we ate 
very traditional Vietnamese. Pure Vietnamese. Bere was nothing foreign 
about our food before. But now, young people, the young generation, think 
it’s not suitable anymore. Now the trend is new food, we have so many 
diáerent things. And living, the speed of living, everything is faster. Now we 
like simpler food, before it was more complicated. Because Vietnamese food 
in the past was very diáerent. It took time to prepare it. People put a lot of 
eáort into it. But now, in my opinion, everything is so fast. Everything looks 
good but it’s actually prepared in a very fast way. Before, people put eáort 
and time in it, and it was so much better. (Interview, Hà Nịi, March AS4Y, 
translated from Vietnamese)

Be reùections of Vân well capture common sentiments in contemporary 
Vietnam. First of all, like many others, she experienced the rapid changes as 
both fascinating and worrying. Bese reùect deep food-cultural concerns, 
which in turn also oLen connect to concerns about health and food safety 
(see contributions in Ehlert and Faltmann AS4U). Furthermore, her labeling 
of traditional food as “purely Vietnamese” is interesting, and also reùects 



broader sentiments toward purity and safety in Vietnam today (see Hansen 
ASAAb). Bese can at least partly be seen as a result of nostalgia and are, of 
course, not entirely accurate. Vietnam’s culinary traditions, as indeed 
culinary traditions anywhere, carry in them histories of cultural and material 
encounters and interconnections. Peters (AS4S) has shown how phz emerged 
through Chinese cooks using French leLovers in colonial Vietnam. Be bánh 
mì is another success story of hybridization, now going full circle by becom-
ing highly popular in Europe.

In today’s Vietnamese cities, eating globally is certainly no problem, at 
least not if you have money to spend. Be presence of foreign food oLen 
requires the movement of ingredients. A fascinating example of this is Hịi 
An, a small town in central Vietnam that developed into a major tourism 
hub aLer being granted kd/yAH world heritage status. Local businesses there 
have gone through a signiNcant learning process in order to make food that 
the “Western” tourists want, which is a combination of “acceptable” Viet-
namese dishes and comfort food they are used to from home. But until 
recently they also had to go through signiNcant struggles to get the ingredi-
ents needed for preparing, for example, Italian food or steaks to the small 
town, oLen depending on personal contacts in larger cities. In turn, however, 
this demand created thriving businesses specializing in foreign ingredients 
(Hansen, Pitkänen, and Nguyen ASA-). In urban Vietnam more generally, 
the tourism and expat circles represent the most obviously globalized forms 
of consumption. But gradually, a wide range of eateries catering to the 
Vietnamese middle classes have been established. Bese include both foreign 
enterprises, where among the most successful have been M”A and its fried 
chicken, and Vietnamese enterprises such as Golden Gate. Be latter 
considers itself a pioneer in developing chain restaurants in the country, and 
according to their websites now own more than twenty brands and four 
hundred restaurants in forty provinces, most of them specializing in 
Southeast and East Asian food. An interesting trend is the popularity of 
places capitalizing on romanticizing the days of the planned economy and 
rationing, such as the hugely popular Cịng Cà Phê coáee chain. Bis 
capitalist enterprise full of socialist symbolism catches some of the essence 
of consumer socialism. In the early days of the chain, the menu was even 
scribbled on old copies of Lenin books.

Another obvious way that food in Vietnam is globalized is through the 
ongoing supermarketization of food retail (Wertheim-Heck, Raneri, and 
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Oosterveer AS4U). What supermarkets and many chain restaurants have in 
common is that they depend on diáerent sets of connections, diáerent 
systems of provision (Fine ASSA), than street kitchens and wet markets (see 
also Nguyen and Wei ASA-). While the latter would usually source their goods 
from wholesale night markets or middlemen on motorbikes, the former, due 
to both economies of scale and strict principles of standardization, tend to 
involve commodity chains depending on global connections and oLen 
contingent on “cold chains” (Rinkinen, Shove, and Smits AS4U). A pertinent 
example is the frozen chicken that Vietnam imports from places such as the 
massive poultry industries of the United States and Brazil, and which aLer 
traveling around half the world ends up being cheaper than the chicken 
raised next door (see Hansen ASA4).

As is obvious from the interview with Vân at the start of this section, the 
Vietnamese middle classes only partly embrace the onslaught of foreign 
foods available. For those who remember times of extreme hardship, the 
changes that development has brought with them are obviously positive in 
a wide range of ways. Younger generations grow up with a very diáerent 
access to food than their parents and grandparents. But there are also many 
anxieties associated with the changing food scene. Be new foodscapes bring 
along a host of alternatives, but also signiNcant uncertainties concerning 
safety and healthiness. Food safety has become one of the most common 
consumer concerns in contemporary Vietnam (see Ehlert and Faltmann 
AS4U; Steinman, this volume), and many develop a range of strategies in 
navigating and negotiating the rapid changes—such as touching and smelling 
produce or using trusted food vendors in markets in attempts to avoid 
contaminated food or using speciNc foreign supermarket chains. Children’s 
diets represent a particularly important Neld of negotiations, whether 
concerning the safety of street food or the healthiness of foreign fast food 
or ultraprocessed products such as the extremely popular instant noodles 
(Hansen ASAAb).

As I have argued elsewhere, the eáect of foreign food on local culinary 
cultures tends to be exaggerated in both popular and academic accounts of 
globalization, and the food practices of the new middle classes remain 
recognizably Vietnamese (see Hansen ASA4). Be global orientation of the 
food practices of Vietnam’s middle classes could rather crudely be consid-
ered along an axis, where those who adhere almost only to Vietnamese 

“traditional food” occupy one end and those married to foreigners or 



frequenting expat circles occupying the other. Most are, however, some-
where in between. In general, culinary inùuences from around the world 
have over time seeped into food practices, gradually normalizing the 
consumption of bread, instant noodles, and pizza, to name a few. Today you 
can Nnd bánh mì döner kebab and street kitchens specializing in Bai food 
or Japanese okonomiyaki. Tacos, sushi, spaghetti, and hamburgers have 
become common. Pizza is served in a wide variety of establishments, ranging 
from “authentic” Italian restaurants to restaurant chains focusing on their 
own hybrids, such as the wide variety of seafood pizzas oáered by some local 
businesses. Be extent to which the new middle classes eat at these places 
depends on their class positions and the circles they frequent. Many of those 
who have studied abroad or hang out in expat circles may incorporate 

“authentic” foreign food into their eating practices, at the same time allowing 
them to display their cosmopolitan know-how. Others would see no prob-
lem in eating a goose meat or shrimp, ham, peach, and Bousand Island 
sauce pizza at Be Pizza Company. Bese tastes are socially constructed, 
forged through global encounters and local class dynamics. Importantly, 
however, it is rare among the middle classes in contemporary Vietnam to 
eat foreign food more than occasionally, although today’s younger generation 
may end up normalizing this considerably. If the globalizing alcohol industry 
has it their way, they will eventually do the same with beer.

Drinking

During Neldwork in AS4Y, I met with an upper-middle-class family in their 
beautiful, old house in Hà Nịi’s French quarter. Like many others living in 
the area, they were clearly well oá. Bey also obviously had enough cultural 
capital, including “socialist capital”—that is, deep knowledge of and connec-
tions in the communist regime—to be modest in the art of social distinction. 
I soon discovered that the family had historically held an important position 
in the Communist Party, but to my knowledge none of them were actively 
involved at the time. Be mother in the family came across as a quite pro-
gressive woman in many ways. She told the story of how she was among the 
Nrst women in Hà Nịi to own a motorbike. And, she added, she could hold 
a drink, clearly challenging dominant stereotypes about proper female 
behavior. She claimed she would oLen beat her male friends in drinking 
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competitions when she was young. Now, she went easy on the alcohol. Her 
husband, a seemingly highly successful businessman, joined the conversa-
tion. He referred to himself as a “professional drinker”—he drank for a 
living. Referring to the importance of alcohol in making contacts and sign-
ing contracts in Vietnam, he said he would always take important connec-
tions out to drink, not to eat. Bis echoes a man I talked to in central 
Vietnam in the early AS4Ss. He ran a successful enterprise in the Vietnamese 
tourism industry and said that a common mistake in dealing with local 
oBcials was to only give “the envelope” (read: bribe), when taking them out 
drinking was the most important part of the deal (see also Osburg AS4-). 
Returning to the Hà Nịi businessman, he proceeded to summarize what 
diáerent kinds of people would prefer to drink: “Young people like beer. 
[Party] OBcials are moving into wine. People my age love spirits. Police or 
people in the army love spirits.” He added:

And the last four to Nve years the cigar has been here. And lots of oBcials 
they love cigar. And then when you smoke cigar you have to drink whisky. 
It’s like a balance. Or sometimes with wine. Because we operate within a 
hierarchy, we always have to watch what the higher person is eating or 
drinking. If the head of the ministry eats or drinks something, the others 
will drink it. You don’t have a choice! (Interview, Hà Nịi, March AS4Y, 
translated from Vietnamese)

The point of this story is both the importance played by alcohol in 
contemporary Vietnam and the strong social expectations associated with 
drinking. While these practices are old, the materials or ingredients with 
which they are performed change. And, they change through global 
connections.

Vietnam’s “drinkscapes” (see Wilkinson AS4C) are probably as diverse as 
its foodscapes. A wide range of beverages form part of normal drinking 
practices, including smoothies, bubble tea, soL drinks, and energy drinks. 
But the most important roles are perhaps held by coáee, tea, and beer, where 
the latter has gone through a signiNcant boom. Vietnam has in recent 
decades been home to one of the fastest growing beer markets in the world 
and now has among the highest annual per capita beer consumption rates 
in Southeast Asia (Knutsen et al. ASA-). Drinking alcohol has a long history 
in Vietnam (see Lincoln AS4H), and home-distilled rice alcohol especially 
has long traditions all over the country (see Bonnin AS4C). Bese survived 
despite the French imperial administration’s attempts to curb home brewing 



and establish a monopoly of factory-produced alcohol, something that faced 
severe opposition (for history, see Peters AS4A; Sasges AS4S, AS4A, AS4Y). 
Alongside ộải mGi and the development of a globally connected consumer 
society, homemade spirits have however faced new forms of challenges. For 
example, factory-produced liquor is common and wine made from grapes—
mainly imported but also produced in Thà LFt—has steadily grown in 
popularity. But, it is beer that has seen the most dramatic growth. While 
beer has been common, at least in urban Vietnam, since the French 
established the Nrst breweries there in the nineteenth century, it has not 
traditionally been a particularly popular drink among Vietnamese con-
sumers. Be Nrst breweries mainly served the French, and it seems beer did 
not really start gaining popularity until the 4UHSs, partly due to the 
phenomenon of bia hồi, as discussed later (Le AS4C). Be consumption of 
industrially produced beer took oá aLer ộải mGi and saw a further boom 
in the ASSSs and AS4Ss. Be footprint of colonialism is still obvious in 
Vietnam’s beer market, in the very word bia and beer brands such as Larue. 
But aLer independence and reuniNcation, breweries all across the country 
were nationalized. Two large state-owned companies emerged, Hanoi Beer 
Alcohol and Beverage Joint Stock Corporation (Habeco) and Saigon Alcohol 
Beer and Beverage Joint Stock Corporation (Sabeco). Bese corporations 
and their trademark beers, mainly Bia Hà Nịi and variations of Bia Saigon, 
have come to represent Vietnamese beer, with the latter having the largest, 
and increasing, shares of the market.

Beer has become a deNning part of Vietnam’s consumer society. While 
the professional drinker cited previously loved spirits, he identiNed as a beer 
person. He did however not drink just any kind: he preferred Belgian beer, 
available in Vietnam but at a very high price. Bis is the same man who once 
took me for the most expensive coáee I have ever had in Vietnam, an 
espresso at a Nve-star hotel at the cost of a full family meal at a local 
restaurant. Brough Belgian beer and expensive, foreign coáee, this man is 
able to display both wealth and cosmopolitan competence. He needs both 
in navigating the socialist market economy. Be global beer industry also 
has to be clever to navigate this system. Be industry has really opened its 
eyes to Vietnam, representing one of the fastest growing beer markets in the 
world. Be powerful beer conglomerates Heineken, Carlsberg, and InBev 
are all present (Knutsen et al. ASA-), as is BaiBev, belonging to the “crazy 
rich” Charoen Sirivadhanabhakdi (see Hewison ASA4). In diáerent ways, 
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these companies are buying up the state-owned companies that have dom-
inated the beer industry so far, although the process is at times complicated 
(Knutsen and Do ASAS; Knutsen et al. ASA-). But no matter who controls the 
industry, beer in Vietnam depends on global connections. While there is 
rice in some brews, the beer industry uses large amounts of malts and hops, 
none of which are readily available in Vietnam.

A central part of the democratization of beer consumption in Vietnam 
was bia hồi. Directly translated as “fresh beer,” bia hồi is usually light on 
alcohol, and is particularly popular in the northern parts of the country. 
Served directly from the keg, it Nrst emerged as a cheaper alternative to the 
glass bottles that in periods could be hard to come by. Bia hồi remains 
important, but today the competition in the Vietnamese beer market is 
Nerce. While older rather than younger parts of the Vietnamese population 
tend to be the heaviest drinkers, the urban middle classes, along with tourists 
and expatriates, play a central role in the diversiNcation of demand. Along-
side a rapid growth in diáerent forms of drinking establishments, from local 
drinking joints to high-end bars, the market for all types of beer has expanded 
signiNcantly. At the lower end, industrial breweries have replaced home 
brewers as suppliers of bia hồi (despite what both tourists and tourist books 
seem to believe), while the market for more expensive types of beer has 
simultaneously grown rapidly.

CraL brewers have established themselves in cities in Vietnam, and sales 
of craL beer have grown very rapidly in recent years. While expatriates have 
dominated both the production and drinking of craL beer in Vietnam, its 
expansion has also reached the upper and upper-middle classes. With at 
least two to three times the price of a “regular” beer, and easily ten to NLeen 
times the price of bia hồi, this is clearly high-end beer drinking. Although 
microbreweries have long existed in the country, these have previously 
focused on Czech- and German-style lagers (beervn.com AS4C). While these 
are still highly popular among segments of Vietnamese beer drinkers, the 
new microbreweries are embracing the international craft beer trend centered 
on varieties of US-style pale ale and Pcv. Since this trend started in AS4k, and 
particularly since the three expats from the United States who started Pasteur 
Street Brewing Company established their brewpubs in AS4C (beervn.com 
AS4C), the sector has expanded at a rapid pace. A large number of micro-
breweries have joined the market, with Heart of Darkness, based in Hl Chí 
Minh City, and Hà Nịi–based FurBrew, the former with an American founder 



and A/H, the latter with a Danish brewer and co-owner, as examples of 
successful actors. In recent years, all three breweries have expanded their 
reach to many parts of the country but are also facing increased competition 
from new microbreweries and from global craL brew brands. For example, 
Golden Gate, mentioned previously, has opened a range of bars and 
restaurants specializing in imported US craL brews.

Driving

While moving around is certainly nothing new, the capitalist transformation 
has changed how and how far people move. First, new jobs, new living 
arrangements–in cities increasingly away from the workers’ quarters of the 
planned economy—increased the need for transport. Furthermore, more 
money to spend and more leisure to spend it on, combined with a dramatic 
increase in available means of transportation, have radically changed every-
day mobilities in Vietnam. Be French may have introduced the early buds 
of moto-mobility, but it was long the bicycle that dominated traBc in 
Vietnam’s cities. Indeed, while the car has played a central role in the history 
of communism in Europe, perhaps even in its fall (Siegelbaum ASSK, AS44), 
the bicycle dominated Asian communism. Vietnam had a signiNcant bicycle 
industry, and David Koh (ASSH) found that in 4UK4, Hà Nịi was home to six 
hundred thousand bicycles. Ask anyone who visited or lived in Hà Nịi as 
late as the early 4UUSs, and they are likely to describe a tranquil and quiet 
city where everyone either walked or rode bicycles to get around town. Many 
of these bicycles were produced domestically. Bat was not the case for the 
early motorcycles, which came from diáerent European countries. Be 
Babetta and the Minsk are still famous, but seen as old fashioned and 
polluting; there was eventually no room for them, at least not in the cities. 
Rather, motorbikes from Japan and Taiwan, in other word capitalist 
motorbikes, took over. In Vietnam, the dominance of primarily Honda, but 
also Suzuki and Yamaha from Japan, together with yĩg from Taiwan, has 
been close to total. While these in many ways have represented symbols of 
the new openness and of trade liberalization (Truitt ASSK; Nguyen ASAS), 
they also represented trade protectionism. Be communist regime protected 
its borders but gave Japanese and Taiwanese producers close to a monopoly. 
Bis monopoly was soon challenged by Chinese copies, and the so-called 
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China shock in the business was an important turning point in the 
development of a Vietnamese motorcycle industry (see Fujita AS4-). Brough 
both protectionist governance and technological innovation, Japanese and 
Taiwanese brands regained their dominance (Hansen AS4H). In recent years 
competition has tightened, including from the Italian Piaggio, while the 
newly established Vietnamese producer VinFast is positioning itself as an 
important actor in the growing e-scooter market.

Today there are more than seventy million registered motorbikes 
(Vietnamnet ASA-), with more than one motorbike per person in large cities 
(Hansen ASAAa). I have elsewhere written extensively about the development 
of Vietnam’s motorbike society and what I call the “system of moto-mobility” 
(Hansen ASAAa). In this system, more or less everyone moves around on two 
wheels. Bere are surely ways of standing out, and the middle classes are 
found on everything from the most aáordable Hondas through old-school 
and trendy Vespas to expensive Piaggios and new e-bike models, but the 
motorbike is first and foremost a convenient form of transportation. In recent 
years, the middle classes have also re-embraced the bicycle, although mainly 
as a means of exercise. And the well-oá oLen ride bicycles that cost much 
more than the average motorbike. Increasingly, however, the middle classes 
are also found inside cars.

During my Neldwork on mobilities in Hà Nịi in AS4-, I met Thịc, a man 
in his early seventies and a relatively high-ranking public oBcial. Like so 
many other car owners at the time, he was eager to talk about cars. He told 
me he had two cars, one for business that he shared with his son, and one 
for his daughter. “I bought my daughter a car because my daughter has to 
pick up her children. And it only cost some million dong, CSS million, a Kia 
Morning.” Himself, he owned a Mercedes Benz CASS that he told me had 
cost “dm 4.C billion (interview, Hà Nịi, April AS4-). Bis short passage from 
Thịc eáectively places him very high on the middle-class spectrum, if not in 
the upper classes. It also summarizes well the position of many of the car 
owners I have interviewed. Be car plays an essential role in middle- and 
upper-class Vietnam both through the safety it offers and through the politics 
of distinction. In fact, the car stands out as one of the ultimate symbols of 
Vietnam’s new consumer society in this regard, given that it is oLen seen as 
a necessary part of proving success in the market economy, and as an 
important part of the new expectations of convenience and cleanliness 
associated with being (upper) middle class today. Some even told me quite 



bluntly that they had bought a car because they felt it was expected of them 
due to their social standing. Most would however use their motorbikes more 
regularly than their cars, since the former was seen as much more convenient 
for moving around. Be car is also an expectation in national development 
terms, and many would consider cars a necessary part of the modern and 
developed society. Needless to say, the government shares this vision.

Be car and the “system of automobility” (Urry ASSk) are among the 
most predictable changes in consumption patterns to follow development 
and increasing a—uence (Hansen and Nielsen AS4Y). But again, these 
transformations are variegated, something for which Vietnam’s motorbike 
society is clear evidence. Be “socialist car” (Siegelbaum AS44) never really 
made it to Vietnam, but the capitalist car certainly did. Today the streets of 
Vietnamese cities are full of American, German, Japanese, and Korean cars, 
although many of them are produced in Southeast Asia, some also in 
Vietnam. Vietnam has long tried to develop a car industry but remains 
mainly an assembly point (Hansen AS4H; Small AS4K). Vinfast could change 
that, but also Vietnam’s Nrst national manufacturer ultimately depends on 
imported technology and imported parts. Just like consumer socialism in 
general, the car industry developed by this extremely powerful conglomerate 
is both distinctly Vietnamese and forged through global connections.

Concluding Discussion: 
Everyday Practices and Variegated Consumer Transformations

As this chapter has shown, the changes in consumption since ộải mGi have 
taken shape through the encounters among Vietnam’s development strate-
gies, global production networks, urban transformations, and everyday 
practices. Most basically, the consumption boom has depended on the 
combination of a radical increase in the availability of consumer goods and 
rising a—uence, which in turn is an outcome of Vietnam’s overall develop-
ment success. For example, in the past, motorbikes represented a signiNcant 
investment, and were Nnancially out of reach for most Vietnamese until the 
turn of the millennium. In this sense, the motorbike society is a material 
manifestation of Vietnam’s success in “delivering development” to large parts 
of the population, although for many a motorbike is still very expensive. 
Now that Vietnamese consumers have started to buy cars, this in turn shows 
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that Vietnam has grown increasingly prosperous, although also increasingly 
unequal. But market reforms have involved more than strictly economic 
measures. No matter the communist regime’s insistence on the market 
economy merely representing an economic tool for delivering socialism, 
Vietnam has gone through a capitalist transformation (Hansen ASAAa). 
Although there has been no political transformation in Vietnam, the 
sociopolitical changes in terms of relative economic freedoms and the oBcial 
position toward commodities have been radical (see Vann AS4A). With 
reforms, widespread ownership of goods beyond strict necessities had to be 
accepted by the communist regime, and in time even the consumption of 
luxury goods appears to be considered beneNcial for the road to socialism 
in Vietnam. Be rapid increase in car ownership, and especially the many 
luxurious cars in the streets, would be impossible without these changes.

Be examples presented in this chapter show the material, social, and 
political embeddedness of consumption. Bey have also shown the impor-
tance of temporal and spatial contexts for understanding changes in con-
sumption. Trying to explain, for example, car, food, or beer consumption in 
Vietnam as an expression of “Westernization” would be unhelpful. Goods 
surely cross borders physically and so do at least parts of the sociocultural 
meanings attached to them. But this generalizing concept obscures more 
than it unveils. Rather, changes in consumption are contextually dependent, 
and consumption transformations tend to involve as much continuity as 
change (see Hansen ASAAa). Be motorbike society developed in the foot-
prints of the bicycle society. In other words, the system of moto-mobility 
developed through introducing foreign technologies into existing local 
practices. Be car represents more of a break with existing mobility practices, 
but also cars are adapted to local contexts, whether through the materials 
used in assembly, the “lucky license plates” for those who have the political 
and economic capital to acquire them (see Hansen ASAAa), or the amulets 
hanging from the rearview mirror. Relatedly, most Vietnamese consumers 
eat mostly Vietnamese food, and drink mostly Vietnamese drinks. Both food 
and drink have developed through connections with other countries, but 
they remain recognizably Vietnamese. “ModiNcations” to the original prod-
ucts, such as coáee served with condensed milk and ice, form one part of 
this picture. In the beer industry, the monopolizing tendencies in the global 
industry wipe out some of the local-global diáerences. Yet many remain, 
since the globally leading Nrms long ago realized that they were unable to 



attract enough consumers to their global brands. Instead, they had to own 
local breweries in order to capture large market shares (see Knutsen et al. 
ASA-). So the local brands survive, and the mushrooming of small craL 
breweries adds further complexity to the sector. Even many of the local 
drinking practices survive, although rice wine may need to be reinvented to 
reach a new generation of urban consumers.à

Consumer socialism is an example of the variegated consumer transfor-
mations brought about by the encounter between local cultural and 
institutional contexts and the relatively homogenizing power of global 
capitalism. Vietnam’s socialist market economy is an excellent example of 
what Peck and Beodore (ASSY) conceptualize as variegated capitalism. It is 
capitalism, but it looks diáerent from capitalism anywhere else, to some 
extent with the exception of China and Laos (see Bekkevold, Hansen, and 
Nordhaug ASAS). Nevertheless, as Peck and Beodore argue, the deNning 
traits of capitalism, including the growth imperative and the search for 
proNts, always remain the same. Bere are not many diáerent capitalisms 
out there, but one social and economic system that takes uneven and 
variegated forms (see also Peck and Zhang AS4-; Zhang and Peck AS4k; 
Kenney-Lazar and Mark ASA4). Bis is helpful for making sense of Vietnam’s 
consumer society. It is similar to yet diáerent from consumer society in any 
other country. Bese dynamic similarities and diáerences involve both 
continuity and change, as this chapter has attempted to show, and are forged 
in the encounter between local practices and global connections.
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Notes

 4 Indeed, according to Statista (ASA4) data, Vietnam is among the countries with 
the most Internet users in the Asia PaciNc Region. Vietnamese authorities do 
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 A Bis process has already started, but so far it represents a very small part of the 
market.

censor the Internet, for example 11A’s Vietnamese accounts, but most young 
people would know how to get around the blocking should they so desire.
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A Middle-Class Suitcase:

Unpacking Domestic Tourism in Vietnam
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a©rpuh: eWh h7tWEuxs uy2ptWhtE in Vietnam since the ộải mGi reforms 
(Ngure 4A.4). In AS4U, the country registered KC million domestic tourist trips 
as compared to 4K million international tourist arrivals, a k.Y-fold diáerence. 
Be revenue generated totaled kyĐ-A.K billion, of which 4k.C billion came 
from domestic tourism (Bị V[n hóa Bô thao và Du lWch ASAS). Between 
AS4C and AS4U, domestic tourism ùows increased by a factor of 4.C (from CY 
to KC million), and its revenues by a factor of A.4. All these Ngures show that 
domestic tourism is a major pillar of Vietnamese tourism growth.

Figure 34.3: Combined growth of domestic and international tourism in Vietnam 
(number of visits). (Source: https://vietnamtourism.gov.vn)
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Be collapse of international tourism in the aLermath of the AH“Pm-4U 
outbreak has boosted the recognition of domestic tourism, which had 
previously been overlooked, even by academics (Peyvel AS4H; Bui and Jolliáe 
AS44). It was oBcially encouraged by the Ministry of Culture, Sport, and 
Tourism’s “NgJDi Vifft Nam Ui du lWch Vifft Nam” program (Ngure 4A.A) that 
began in May ASAS (Nga ASAS) and that helps sector professionals promote 
their oáers. Although domestic tourism has not fully compensated the losses 
of international tourism, it has acted as a signiNcant shock absorber in the 
face of the crisis.

Be Vietnamese situation is not unusual: with a few rare exceptions in 
the world, domestic tourism is always higher than international tourism 
(0aH ASAS). In addition to the standard economic indicators, domestic 
tourism is an excellent way of measuring how wealth is distributed, thus 
enhancing our understanding of social stratiNcation and inequality. More-
over, its development is oLen seen as a marker of social progress. Indeed, it 
is correlated with the industrialization and tertiarization of the economy 
and the introduction of paid holidays and labor legislation, in accordance 
with Article Ak of the Declaration of Human Rights.

Although the impressive Ngures over the past thirty years demonstrate 
the growth of domestic tourism in Vietnam, the phrase “everybody is a 

Figure 34.4: Promotional campaign encouraging domestic tourism during the 
AH“Pm-4U period. (Source: Minh Châu ASA4)



tourist” is misleading: not everyone can be a tourist, and not all provinces 
take advantage of tourism. Bis chapter identiNes the populations and 
territories that beneNt from domestic tourism (or not) in an attempt to avoid 
artiNcially simplifying and essentializing a statistical category. In doing so, 
it argues for acknowledging the diversity of tourist resources and practices 
as central to a complex understanding of the Vietnamese middle class today.

Understanding the Vietnamese Middle Class through 
Tourism Practices and Locations

Be deNnition of the middle class is the subject of an abundant, contradictory 
literature. Recognizing and deNning it is a challenge for several closely 
related reasons. Politically, the middle classes do not really have an oBcial 
existence in Vietnam. Be descriptive term tEng lGp trung lVu (middle class) 
used in oBcial discourse serves to bolster class unconsciousness among a 
signiNcant part of the population, to the beneNt of the regime’s stability.

Bese apparent paradoxes explain why today the Vietnamese middle 
classes are everywhere and nowhere at the same time, as Ann Marie 
Leshkowich explains:

Everywhere, because Honda motorbikes, recently renovated homes, 
upscale cafés, and imported fashion testiNed to an urban middle-class on 
the rise, a perception echoed in media and government-sponsored visions 
of the cultured family whose cosy emotional relations were enabled by 
material conveniences and leisure activities. … At the same time, the middle 
class seemed nowhere, in that people tended not to identify as middle class 
(giai cjp/t)ng lCp trung lJu). Instead, they talked about being modern (hiffn 
UFi), having enough to live (có Uễ sảng), being civilized (v[n minh), having 
culture (có v[n hóa), or being appropriate (phù hộp). (Leshkowich AS4k:4YC)

Since ộải mGi, social membership has been based less on production 
than on consumption, but the latter can be observed through practices that 
are more or less concealed, as they can be looked upon with suspicion (see 
Harms, this volume, and Hansen, this volume, on the tensions and anxiety 
that are part of being middle class in the socialist market economy).

Thus, the Vietnamese middle classes reside in both visibility and 
invisibility. While that makes them diBcult to deNne, their multiple spatial 
footprints make the analysis of their practices and spaces even more 
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rewarding. Brough landscape analysis, Lisa Drummond (AS4A) shows the 
many layers of public, consumption, and circulation spaces in Hà Nịi. Yet, 
if the city is the most favored place to study the middle classes due to the 
social inequalities generated by the accumulation of wealth in these paradig-
matic places of capital, social stratiNcations cannot be restricted to the city. 
Bey are at work in all spaces occupied by the consumer society (see also 
Hansen, this volume). Berefore, the study of tourist locations extends the 
study of Vietnamese middle classes by following their practices and move-
ments in places beyond their daily lives. Such an approach helps us to 
understand the ways in which they claim their social position in changing 
Vietnam.

As map 4A.4 indicates, the places where the Vietnamese middle classes 
practice tourism are telling of their relationship to the body, time, space, and 
wealth. It shows how they project onto these places the values that they seek 
to claim as distinctive, such as being modern (hiớn ôUi) and civilized (vfln 
minh). Yet, turning rural, mountain, and coastal productive places into 
recreational ones has major consequences on the land, the landscape, and 
their economic functions. Land speculation, densiNcation, and planning are 
a direct consequence of the production of recreational and contemplative 
places. Within these places, the unequal concentration of wealth reshapes 
the gradients between private and public, clean and dirty, male and female 
spaces due to the progressive urbanization and integration into consumer 
society, as demonstrated by To (AS4A).

Be transformation of the coastline between Thà Nưng and Hịi An is 
representative of these sociospatial changes. Be -S kilometers of coastline 
are now seamlessly occupied by resorts, large complexes of hotels and villas 
with swimming pools, spas, restaurants, cafes, and golf courses. Bey have 
sprung up over the last twenty years under umbrella Vietnamese corpora-
tions (e.g., Vinpearl, Naman Retreat) and foreign ones (e.g., Sheraton, Hyatt, 
Accor, Furama). Bey operate in a self-contained way and are closed oá from 
the outside by high walls, heavy gates, security guards, and video surveil-
lance. Be result is an almost total privatization of the coastline that heavily 
restricts the access of local populations to the beaches. Bis impedes the 
prior functions of the beach as a source of freshness that is increasingly 
necessary in the face of global warming, as a place for social and recreational 
activities (e.g., tJp thễ dưc gymnastics, relaxing, and socializing) for neigh-
boring communities, and a resource providing supplementary food and 
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Map 34.3: Main Vietnamese tourist sites.
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nutrition, for example, through Nshing or harvesting coconut groves. Bese 
resorts are not just isolated ramiNcations of international tourism, they are 
part of the global encounter and domestication of the tropical island iconic 
landscape for which three key elements are combined: white sand, coconut 
palms, and a turquoise sea (Löfgren 4UUU). Be construction of these resorts 
has established a new relationship with the place through the introduction 
of new standards of hygiene: swimming pools are considered cleaner and 
less dangerous than the sea, garbage cans encourage waste collection, and 
each resort has dedicated personnel for maintenance and cleaning tasks. 
Meanwhile, the heavy construction accelerates coastal erosion as the ripraps 
no longer allow natural sand dynamics despite regular sand supplies.Đ 
Gardens and golf courses, watered with fresh water, complete the ecological 
nightmare. Bese tourist areas, as they develop, gain in centrality on a 
national and regional scale as spaces of investment and wealth concentration. 
Bey become more accessible by road and air travel with the development 
of transport infrastructures such as highways and airports that connect them 
with major cities. The rise of low-cost airlines such as Vietjet Air and Bamboo 
Airways, alongside Vietnam Airlines, has enabled the democratization of air 
transport and improved access to formerly remote mountainous regions 
such as Thiffn Biên Phễ and Buôn Ma Buịt. At the same time, they lead to 
the marginalization of local populations, as privatization, hygiene standards, 
and the use of comfort technologies (such as air conditioning or the Internet) 
justify withdrawal to the private sphere. Consequently, the seaside or high-
land resorts are purposely built to generate contrast with their surrounding 
social and spatial environments, in order to feed into the middle classes’ 
distinction project.

Bis process is well illustrated by Ngure 4A.-, a photograph taken in the 
former colonial hill station of Bà Nà (Central Vietnam), which Sun Group 
corporation, one of Vietnam’s largest real estate developers, rebranded as Bà 
Nà Hills in AS4-. Be pastiche buildings reminiscent of France and the 
dedicated transport infrastructure with six cable cars are hardly integrated 
into the natural environment of the highlands. Instead, a logic of enclosure 
and domination in relation to the surroundings prevails. Be resort is indeed 
a tourist bubble that oáers visitors everything they need in terms of 
accommodation, food, and entertainment in a scheme of eáortless consump-
tion. In addition, standing at nearly 4,CSS meters above sea level, the multiple 
viewpoints and panoramas, including the new Golden Bridge (C)u Vàng), 



are designed to look down on the natural space, while paradoxically defacing 
it. As a heterotopia, namely a localized utopia, requiring rigid norms of 
operation (Foucault 4UKk), the place deliberately maintains a disconnection 
from its immediate environment, functioning as an island in it. Bis results 
in a strong control of both employees and tourists, who are monitored 
everywhere and at all times.

Blurring the Lines: Tourists On-site and Online

Be processes of individuation at play in these tourist sites is also worth 
considering. Be practice of photography, a middle art par excellence 
(Bourdieu 4UUC), is striking in its capacity to enhance the bodies of these 
classes in a new way. By subjects adopting ùattering poses in renowned 
places, staging themselves in uncommon and therefore distinctive activities, 

Figure 34.S: Bà Nà Hills, a paradigmatic middle-class tourist destination. (Photo by 
the author, AS4H)
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displaying their bodies on the beach or during sports activities, they feed a 
new self-consciousness. Bese practices have clearly been democratized with 
smartphones and the selNes they allow. Before, owning a camera was more 
socially distinguishing. Alternatively, professional photographers were, and 
are still, appreciated by large groups, although their number has considerably 
decreased. In any case, the new self-consciousness is one occupied with being 
happy, whether alone or with family, friends, or as a couple. Bà Nà Hills, in 
particular, has become a romantic destination for young couples to spend 
their honeymoon, a relatively recent practice in the country that has much 
to do with new notions of happiness and the good life.

Bis new self-consciousness supported by photography is very oLen 
mediated through social networks. Bese virtual networks can also be 
considered as new spaces for the Vietnamese middle and upper classes to 
produce material and social eáects via the sociability and visibility of this 
social and economic capital. Be practice of photography itself is based on 
the consumption of expensive objects, smartphones, and dedicated cameras, 
which also partakes in a distinctive material culture.

Finally, the use of photography in a tourist context supports another 
relationship to time in its capacity to isolate unique moments whose excep-
tional character reinforces their distinctiveness. It is a question of keeping 
a trace. More than the landscape or the monument visited, it is the act of 
posing in front of it as a testimony of the subject’s visit that counts (see Ngure 
4A.k). Bese photographic practices feed a sense of nostalgia, particularly 
about their native land and childhood, which is counterpart of the modernity 
on which these populations put their claim, reùecting a singular relationship 
that individuals now have with the passing of time. Be recent use of the bao 
cPp (subsidy) period for tourism and leisure purposes exempliNes this 
(Peyvel ASA4a). Some bars, cafés, restaurants, and giL or decoration shops 
now use socialist aesthetics such as propaganda slogans or objects from (or 
copying) this period in order to thematize commercial venues.

Free Time and Self-Concern in the Context of Social Change

Domestic tourism contributes more broadly to a revolution of the individual 
in Vietnam, by legitimizing self-concern, the development of a private life, 
and the preservation of intimacy, all of which complicate the social and 



spatial relationships between public and private (Barbieri and Bélanger 
ASSU). Bis is striking in a country marked by both Confucianism and 
socialism, systems in which modesty, a sense of hierarchy, and obedience 
remain important values.

Furthermore, the development of domestic tourism is deeply linked to 
social and economic changes, of which it is as much a witness. For the past 
-S years, Vietnam has been experiencing strong economic growth, averaging 
nearly Y percent, resulting in a general increase in living standards. According 
to the World Bank, the poverty rate was H.Y percent in AS4K in Vietnam, and 
the wmc/capita was kyĐ-,kH4, placing the country in the middle-income 
category. However, city dwellers remain privileged in the distribution of this 
wealth. Hl Chí Minh City accounts for nearly one fourth of the national 
wmc, and Hà Nịi 4A percent. Bis unequal distribution of wealth is linked to 
rapid urbanization. At AS.4 percent in 4UKU, the urbanization rate has now 
reached -H.K percent with an annual urban growth estimated at - percent 

Figure 34.5: Domestic tourists in Gành Thá Dza, Central Vietnam. (Photo by the 
author, ASA4)
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(Business France ASASa). Unquestionably, middle-class and a—uent city 
dwellers are the breeding ground for domestic tourism, even if they do not 
account for all of it.

Bese city dwellers, increasingly rich and numerous, are oLen employed 
in the industrial and service sectors. Agriculture accounted for only 4C 
percent of wmc in ASAS, while industry represented -k percent. According 
to the World Bank, the rate of wage employment has risen from 4U percent 
in 4UUY to kC.Y percent in AS4U, and it is within the skilled labor force that 
this rate is growing fastest. Wage employment introduces lasting changes in 
time management. When a population lives mainly in rural areas of an 
agricultural economy, the rhythm of work depends essentially on that of the 
harvest, allowing little time oá. Even if there are times when people do not 
work, they most oLen coincide with forced idleness during the oá season. 
Bey are therefore not really chosen, and more diBcult to structure as free 
time. In addition, this interruption of work is oLen used to temporarily 
engage in another income-generating activity, such as a craL industry, or to 
get a job in the city. In urban areas, on the contrary, an employee in the 
industrial or service sector lives according to a much more structured 
separation of work and free time. Be simple fact of having a weekly or 
monthly contract, rather than a daily one, guarantees the consistency not 
only of income but also of time use. Bis helps structuring and Nnancing 
free time, and therefore organizing tourism projects.

In Vietnam, free time is governed by the Labour Code, adopted by the 
Assembly of the Ninth Legislature on A- June 4UUk. Today, the legal working 
hours are eight hours a day and kK hours a week (Chapter Y, Article HK), 
which can be reduced for very arduous jobs. According to Article YA, the 
employee is entitled to one day oá per week, or four days per month if 
weekly rest is impossible, and he or she earns an extra day oá every Nve 
years (Article YC). In addition to this, there are ten public holidays (ngày 
ngh( lT).

In total, Vietnamese people enjoy an average of twenty to twenty-Nve 
days oá per year, although a large part of the economy is still informal, and 
therefore more diBcult to track. As a result, some Vietnamese may have 
fewer vacations than expected, while others are more fortunate. Some 
foreign companies and administrations may grant extra days, notably to 
comply with vacations of their expatriate staá. However, these exceptions 
beneNt managers working at headquarters oLen located in Hà Nịi and Hl 



Chí Minh City, rather than workers employed in peri-urban and rural 
factories, further reinforcing social and spatial discrimination.

However, the increased number of people working in cities and in the 
secondary and tertiary sectors creates a favorable time for the development 
of tourism. Weekends gradually become more structured and are increas-
ingly reserved for rest and recreation, even as people continue working. It 
is important to highlight this situation as it complicates the traditional 
deNnition of the middle class by its income. While it is true that the middle 
class typically has higher incomes, it also has more and more free time, 
ùexibility, and resources to enjoy leisure activities.

Be changing consumer practices are also driven by the country’s youth. 
According to the last population census, half of the population is below thirty 
years of age. Socialism has brought a high level of education and care to the 
masses, making it easier for them to join the consumer and communication 
society. Indeed, school is understood as a place not only of formal learning 
and diplomas but also of preparation for globalization and mobility: students 
learn foreign languages, study geography, and go on school trips. According 
to the World Bank, more than YS percent of the population is connected to 
the Internet today, while the rate of cell phone equipment is 4kA.Y, which 
means that there are 4.C subscriptions per person. Be development of these 
technologies actively contributes to the development e-tourism, and speciNc 
platforms such as Luxstay, the Vietnamese equivalent of Airbnb.

All these social changes suggest a nonproblematic relationship with 
mobility. In 4UU-, K4 percent of the Hà Nịi population and HC percent of the 
Hl Chí Minh City population owned a bicycle (Godart and Cusset 4UUH); 
in ASAS, there were between kC million (according to the Ministry of Trans-
port) and CK million (according to the Department of Road Safety) motor-
cycles in the country. Eighty percent of urban trips in Hà Nịi and Hl Chí 
Minh City are made with this type of vehicle, while the rate of car ownership 
continues to grow (Hansen AS4H). Bis has led to a spectacular increase in 
mobility, particularly for tourism and leisure purposes, closely combining 
mobility and well-being (Nguyen ASAS; Truitt ASSK).

A Middle-Class Suitcase AUY
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Social and Spatial Inequalities of Domestic Tourism

While the country as a whole is richer, not all Vietnamese are: ộải mGi has 
increased wealth and inequality at the same time (Harms AS4H; King ASSK). 
According to Oxfam,à there are currently 4- million poor people in the 
country. Among them, ethnic minority groups are overrepresented: although 
constituting only 4k percent of the total population, they make up half of the 
population of “most impoverished people.” In contrast, the country now has 
4A,-AY millionaires and 4kA ultrarich people, deNned as those possessing at 
least kyĐ-S million (Business France ASASb). Tourism has followed the same 
trend and remains socially discriminatory.

According to the General Statistics Office surveys of foreign and domestic 
visitor spending in ASS-, ASSC, ASSU, and AS4- (Tvng cZc Du lWch Vifft nam 
ASS-, ASSC, ASSU and AS4-), which regrettably have stopped, the inequalities 
become visible through nine variables relating to gender, age, occupation, 
expenditure, means of transport, accommodation, reasons for visiting, 
length of stay, and management (use or not of a travel agency).Bese statis-
tics are now about ten years old, which is why I will present a summary of 
them here, to identify structural characteristics, supplemented by more 
recent speciNc statistics when they exist, notably in the Statistical YearbooksR 
that contains data on the average length of stay. In AS4-, it was -.Y days. In 
AS4U, it was still less than k days (-.CY in the case of visiting friends and family, 
-.UH days when using a commercial establishment). Bis shows that short 
stays dominate, and while vacations are gradually normalized, long vaca-
tions are neither common, nor widely socially accepted. In terms of spend-
ing, in AS4U, it averaged “dm 4,4AA,KSS/day for domestic tourists (around 
kyĐkC), compared to kyĐUH/day for foreigners. Unsurprisingly, guests in the 
most expensive accommodations spend the most: “dm 4,KkC,4SS (around 
kyĐYC) for a Nve-star hotel customer in AS4U, compared to “dm 4,SAS,ASS 
(around kyĐkS) for a guest house customer. However, according to the AS4- 
surveys, it is the most modest accommodations that are the most frequented: 
the share of hotels with none through A stars concentrated more than CC 
percent of domestic visitors, while k- and C-star hotels gathered only 4S 
percent.

Beyond this general proNle, three variables further characterize domestic 
tourism: age, gender, and occupation. Most domestic tourists are young: 
twenty-Nve- to forty-four-year-olds represented HC percent of the sample in 



AS4-. Be ratio of men to women appears clearly unbalanced, since HS.- 
percent of men were surveyed against -U.Y percent of women in AS4-, which 
suggests a gendered access to tourist mobility, the equality of which is only 
slightly progressing (in ASS-, this ratio was respectively HY.k percent against 
-A.H percent). Be generational and domination eáects combine here, 
explaining why most Vietnamese tourists are in fact young men. Professional 
occupation is also discriminating. Farmers are indeed the numerically least 
important category in the sample (less than - percent in AS4-), which is 
explained in part by their low income, but not only: it is more diBcult to 
autonomously spend free time in this profession. Between the ASS- and AS4- 
surveys, farmers are the only ones who are less likely to go on vacation, an 
indication of the diBculties faced by the rural population. On the contrary, 
all the other socio-professional categories, as well as retirees, have seen their 
departure rate increase in ten years, with blue-collar workers recording the 
strongest growth, going from A.A percent to 44 percent of the sample, which 
suggests, beyond the massiNcation of ùows, a certain democratization of the 
tourist activity. However, this must be nuanced according to income. On the 
one hand, income determines the length of the stay: while -S percent of civil 
servants and 4H.- percent of entrepreneurs spend more than 4C days away, 
only K.4 percent of workers, H.4 percent of retirees, and S.k percent of farmers 
could aáord it in AS4-. On the other hand, income determines the expenses 
incurred during the stay: entrepreneurs are the ones who spend the most 
(more than “dm C million/day), twice as much as farmers, the socio-profes-
sional category that spends the least (“dm A.C million/day) in AS4-. Be gap 
had been the same ten years earlier. Bis means that while living standards 
are rising for all, this does not signiNcantly reduce the gaps between social 
classes in tourism practices.

Finally, income, while indispensable to the realization of a tourism 
project, is combined with other discriminating variables: that of being able 
to free up time, which puts farmers at a disadvantage; and the social accep-
tance of mobility, which favors men. However, it is impossible to go further 
in the intersectional study of these relations of domination because certain 
variables are missing, such as the geographic origin and ethnic categorization 
of the respondents, which would have been useful in approaching the 
rural-urban and ethic inequalities. By observations alone, Kinh city dwellers 
are indeed the majority going to tourist sites, reinforcing the ethnic and 
gender domination eáects.

A Middle-Class Suitcase AUU
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Not only is tourism socially discriminatory, but its practice generates 
integration or exclusion, leading to further axes of inequalities. Bis unequal 
distribution can be analyzed at two levels: the national level, to diáerentiate 
between privileged and disadvantaged regions, and the local level, where 
cities appear as centers of tourist. Map 4A.A shows that tourism in Vietnam 
is ultimately concentrated in two quite distinct regions: the north, polarized 
by Hà Nịi, and the south, around Hl Chí Minh City. While the eleven 
provinces of the Red River Delta alone account for more than AC percent of 
revenues, Hl Chí Minh City and Bà RWa-Vèng Tàu gather HS percent. Beyond 
the inùuence of Hà Nịi and Hl Chí Minh City, Central Vietnam collects 
only H.- percent of revenues, shared among Hufl, Thà Nưng, and Hịi An.

Bis north/south dichotomy is combined with an east/west one: tourist 
activity is more concentrated on the eastern coast than in the western 
mountainous region. Be Nve provinces of the Central Highlands account 
for only S.- percent of the country’s tourism revenue. Bis dichotomy refers 
more broadly to an unequal development of the country, between a much 
richer Kinh territory in the plains and rice-growing deltas, conceived as the 
center of the country, and the mountainous territories, oLen relegated to a 
peripheral status. In the north, however, tourism is increasingly gaining 
traction with itineraries linking villages marketed as “ethnic”: Hòa Bình, 
Mai Châu, S3n La, Thiffn Biên Phễ, Lai Châu, Sa Pa, Hà Giang, Ba Bô, Cao 
BVng, B;c KFn, and LFng S3n. In the Central Highlands, conùicts between 
Kinh and local ethnic groups are still recent, so tourism development in 
these provinces remains limited around the three main cities of Kon Tum, 
Pleiku, and Buôn Ma Buịt. In the east, YS percent of the revenue generated 
from tourism is concentrated on the coastline, where Ck.C percent of Viet-
namese tourists travel (Business France ASASb).

Furthermore, larger cities, especially Hà Nịi and Hl Chí Minh City, are 
the focal points of this tourism system. Bey play a triple function: as 
destinations, as a transit point to other regions, and as emitting hubs, with 
their residents supplying the largest number of domestic tourists in the 
country. Above all, it is there that the command structures of the activity 
are concentrated, not only public (the country’s largest agency, Saigontourist, 
has its headquarters in Hl Chí Minh City), but also private actors.



Tell Me Where You Travel, I’ll Tell You Who You Are

While statistical surveys outline the main characteristics of domestic tourism 
in Vietnam, qualitative Neld surveys Nnely diáerentiate middle class prac-
tices according to the forms of capital employed (Bourdieu 4UYU). Indeed, 
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Map 34.4: Provincial distribution of tourism revenue in Vietnam in AS4U.
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the practices, places, and imaginaries of domestic tourism are not uniform, 
and some can be conùicting, as they are claimed by social groups aiming to 
achieve distinction and belonging at the same time.

Bà Nà Hills is a good example of these class dynamics. Be destination 
is an iconic landmark of Vietnamese mass tourism. Designed almost exclu-
sively for a domestic clientele, this place represents a “middle-class land-
scape” (Drummond AS4A). Indeed, Bà Nà Hills is a clear spatial manifestation 
of global consumption, materializing the good life as idealized by the current 
Vietnamese middle class (Earl AS4k). Evidence that this place has a strong 
social identity is that it has been criticized speciNcally by a social class having 
a strong cultural capital. Professors, architects, artists, and journalists have 
exposed the destruction of the natural environment and mocked a monu-
mental faux pas on social networks, as a forty-two-year-old project manager 
for an International Cooperation in Hà Nịi posted on Facebook in ASA- with 
photos of the construction site:

Now Sun has demolished the entire mountain peak at an altitude of 4,CSS 
in Bà Nà’s sacred mountain conservation area, destroying nature to create a 
complex of super-class, fake European concrete fortresses that speak in 
today’s language. Looking at the images of brutal butchering of a nature 
reserve like this, you must see that going to Bà Nà Hills is aiding in crime. 
(Translation by author.)

Rather than a place for the middle class as a Nxed and bounded category, Bà 
Nà Hills is therefore the place of a certain middle class, from which other 
social groups seek to distinguish themselves. Attendance surveys conducted 
on-site show that the most represented professions correspond to middle 
classes possessing a certain amount of economic capital, but relatively low 
cultural capital, such as retailers, managers of small and medium-sized 
businesses in transport or import-export, or oBce workers. On the contrary, 
professions requiring a high level of cultural capital, what R. Florida called 
the “creative classes” (ASSA), are not prevalent. Bis socially demarcated 
attendance helps us to understand why this leisure park, the largest and most 
frequented in the country, the ùagship of Sun Group (the third largest group 
in the sector aLer Vin Group and ”NA), is at the same time the most reviled, 
especially in the press and on social networks.

Bese middle-class conùicts reveal that tourism, and by extension leisure, 
can be used to acquire skills and knowledge that can serve as an economic, 
social, cultural, and symbolic tool kit within the educational, professional, 



and even matrimonial markets. Tourism does not only allow encounters; it 
is a means of acquiring and capitalizing on skills and knowledge: holiday 
camps that are blossoming in the urban economies of Hà Nịi and Hl Chí 
Minh City today are a case in point. It would be restrictive to understand 
them only as entertainment or child care. Rather, they allow middle class 
and wealthy children to practice music, painting, chess, physical activities, 
computer coding, or a foreign language, especially English or Chinese. Bese 
activities are marketed as means to reinforce multilingualism, muster a sense 
of teamwork, foster a taste for competition, and promote logic, rigor, and 
creativity, not to mention self-conNdence. Bese are all skills and attitudes 
that are not strictly part of the academic learning process, but which none-
theless have a discriminating eáect on academic and professional careers. 
Bey fuel this “new spirit of capitalism” (Boltanski and Chiapello ASSC), 
where cosmopolitanism, initiative, dynamism, and mobility are central 
values. Bis investment is a characteristic not only of upper classes with a 
certain international capital (Wagner and Réau AS4C), but also of middle 
classes with an “international goodwill” (Nogueira and Aguiar ASSK), 
seeking to integrate as best they can into globalization. In this sense, tourism 
can condition other social and spatial mobilities. Despite its frivolous 
appearance, tourism may be purposeful: it can be made proNtable, build up 
reputation, and lead to the formation of wealth.

Be unequal access to tourism, both socially and spatially, is also the 
result of a progressive withdrawal of the party-state from the tourism sector 
in favor of the private sector (Gillen AS4H). It has maintained majority 
control of the most proNtable companies such as the national airline Vietnam 
Airlines while progressively parting with smaller infrastructures such as 
state-owned accommodation. In ASSk, for the Nrst time, the private sector 
surpassed the state one in tourism (Tvng cZc thảng kê ASSY:4HC–4HH). Ten 
years later, AH.Y percent of the revenue generated by tourism still went to the 
state, while H-.4 percent went to the private sector and 4S.4 percent to 
companies with foreign participation (Tvng cZc thảng kê AS4S:C-H–C-Y). In 
AS4U, these Ngures were respectively 4A.H percent, YC.H percent, and 44.- 
percent (Tvng cZc thảng kê ASAS:HCA).

A Middle-Class Suitcase -S-
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Global Encounters of Domestic Tourism

Be World Tourism Organization (0aH) oBcially deNnes a domestic tourist 
as a visitor traveling within the tourist’s country of residence, and the 
category of domestic tourism therefore includes people who live in the 
country they are visiting. However, establishing a statistical group based on 
the country of residence may result in an artiNcial separation from interna-
tional tourists, with the risk of overestimating the common features within 
each category and setting them up as particularism, without providing the 
means to envisage heuristic bridges between Vietnamese and foreigners in 
the places, practices, and imaginaries that they may share. Be danger would 
then be to fall into essentialism, by assigning speciNcities to each nationality, 
instead of focusing on the circulations, hybridizations, and reappropriations 
that they entail in a globalized context.

Current domestic tourism practices involve multiple circulations, both 
in time and on various spatial scales. Some are ancient legacies, such as du 
xuân, the practice of going to the mountains at the time of the lunar new 
year to admire the blossoming fruit trees, a practice common to other 
countries in the region, such as Japan (hanami) and Korea (beotkkot 
kugyeong). Be French colonization marked the moment when the spatial 
model of the resort appeared, by the sea (the seaside resort of Cap St. Jacques, 
which later became Vèng Tàu, but also Nhà Trang, Thl S3n, and S)m S3n) 
or in the mountains (the hill stations of Thà LFt, Bà Nà, Tam Thzo, and Sa Pa), 
promoting new practices and landscape aesthetics from Europe. Bese were 
sometimes appropriated by the Vietnamese from that time, sometimes 
valued (Goscha 4UUH; Nguyen 4UUC), sometimes mocked (Durand AS44; Vè 
4U-H). Today, the attendance of these resorts is essentially domestic and 
consists of fundamentally hybrid practices. Far from being prisoners of the 
French scheme, the Vietnamese have also developed their own practices and 
imaginations, such as going to the seaside without sunbathing, since white 
skin is still considered aesthetically and socially attractive. Be current 
syncretism of mountain travel, between tourism and pilgrimage, is also 
interesting to highlight (Peyvel ASA4b). It is fully in line with the three Ps of 
tourism in the region, identiNed long ago (Graburn 4UK-): pray, play, and 
pay.

Be socialist era was an important stage in the conception of domestic 
tourism, which was then designed to serve national construction (Gorsuch 



and Koenker ASSH). No longer a market sector, tourism was considered a 
reward, captured by the apparatchiks but also granted to peasants or workers 
considered deserving, with the aim of building a new person (ngVThi mGi). 
Today, there are still trips oáered by mass organizations and trade unions to 
their members. It would be interesting to study them further, because 
although their members are getting older, these organizations continue to 
play a role in democratizing tourism, especially in rural areas. Beir actions 
show how transnational neoliberalism and state socialism have intersected 
(Schwenkel and Leshkowich AS4A).

Since ộải mGi, Vietnamese tourism has continued to grow. It is therefore 
important not to completely separate inbound and outbound tourism. In 
addition to domestic tourism, most Vietnamese tourists travel within the 
region, primarily to China and then to vy/vd. In ASSU, there were 4.k 
million Vietnamese trips to vy/vd, ten years later there were k.4 million, 
mainly to Bailand, Laos, and Cambodia.f Bese circulations allow for a 
better understanding of practices such as gambling and casino tourism, 
which are oBcially forbidden to the Vietnamese in their own country, but 
which are nevertheless very popular.

Finally, between inside and outside, at the crossroads of the foreign and 
the familiar, the Vietnamese abroad occupy a special place on the tourist 
spectrum in present Vietnam, which is poorly represented by oBcial 
statistics. Bey straddle the line between domestic and foreign tourists. 
However, this status is not only an administrative issue, but also a matter of 
personal membership: some claim it and ask for dual nationality, while 
others reject it. Moreover, traveling to the native country fulNlls several 
functions, which are oLen diBcult to summarize solely on the grounds of 

“tourism.” For example, the business deals concluded on such occasions may 
also motivate the visit. Finally, the matter remains political. Between 4UYC 
and 4UKH, it was unimaginable for those living in countries designated as 
capitalist enemies to come to Vietnam for tourism. If such tourism practices 
can be deployed today, it is because the Vietnamese authorities have now 
opened up their borders and are encouraging these populations to invest 
locally. Be tourism dimension of these trips is in fact twofold: not only do 
Vietnamese emigrants and their descendants go to Vietnam for tourism, 
but they can also organize trips with their families back home, which is 
particularly conducive to sharing views, discovering new places, and 
renewing certain practices.
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Bis brief overview does not claim to cover the entire history of tourism 
in Vietnam, but it does demonstrate that domestic tourism cannot be re-
duced to a simple phenomenon of diáusion from Europe. Be issue here is 
to distinguish between Westernization and globalization, and not to confuse 
an object with the multiple uses that can be made of it. Vietnamese tourists 
today are not receivers of a tourism globalization that will aáect them sooner 
or later, but rather producers, transmitters, users, and manufacturers of 
tourism discourses, practices, and standards. Moreover, restricting this 
vitality to a mere Westernization can revive racist clichés forged from the 
colonial era. Bis is not unique to Vietnam: it could be generalized to many 
former European colonies, such as Morocco (Berriane 4UU-).

Conclusion

All these arguments show how domestic tourism can be used to examine the 
Vietnamese middle classes. Bese mobilities constitute an excellent means 
of concretely approaching the uses of the newly produced wealth since ộải 
mGi, its distribution, and the meaning assigned to it. Furthermore, leisure 
oáers an original perspective on the construction of identities and the rise 
of the individual in society. Urban, recreational, and social mobility are Nnely 
interwoven: the Vietnamese rely in part on the recreational sphere to show-
case their social success and build their urban identity. However, it is 
fundamental to avoid making it an essentialized category: beyond the Ngures 
that show a constant growth over thirty consecutive years, not all Viet-
namese are tourists, and, among them, not all engage in it in the same way: 
social, spatial, ethnic, and gender inequalities continue to be strong and 
require careful analysis.

Nevertheless, unpacking Vietnamese domestic tourism should not lead 
to a total deconstruction of this category of mobility. Indeed, even though 
it is imperfect, it has two major beneNts. First, it recognizes the existence of 
these tourists. To name them is to make them exist alongside international 
tourism, which has long captured most of the attention. Although interna-
tional tourism generates foreign currency and contributes to the balance of 
trade, it represents a smaller volume compared to domestic tourism, and is 
more volatile and sensitive to crises, as evidenced by the recent Covid crisis. 
Moreover, it is not the category itself that is the problem, but the use that 



can be made of it, for example to serve an essentialist or nationalist discourse. 
In contrast, there is considerable reward to approach it in a dynamic and 
transformative way in a globalized context.

Notes

 k See https://data.aseanstats.org/dashboard/tourism.

 - Niên giám Bảng kê quảc gia, General Statistics OBce yearly publication: 
https://www.gso.gov.vn/en/?s=statistical+yearbook&lang=en.

 A See https://www.oxfam.org/en/what-we-do/countries/vietnam.

 4 This issue is regularly covered in the Vietnamese press, e.g., Hoang Anh, 
“Enduring Battle to Save Beaches from Erosion,” Vietnam Investment Review, H 
May ASA4, https://vir.com.vn/enduring-battle-to-save-beaches-from-erosion-
KkSHA.html.
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Migration, Mobility, and 

Middle-Class Aspirations among 
Vietnamese Migrants in Moscow

NWy vye O©WyK

Migration and Middle-Classness—Paradoxes and Contestations

v2p©hh 7et Et!tx©PuyK 5©pxE, migration is considered to be a strategy 
for upward mobility by both working class laborers (Bonatti and Muniandy 
ASAS; Hoang ASASc; Hoang and Yeoh AS4Cb) and the middle classes (El-
Mallakh and Wahba ASA4; Rutten and Verstappen AS4k). Be supposedly 
superior income opportunities oáered by places of destination potentially 
enable cash-strapped rural families to join the ranks of the middle classes 
through the accumulation of either or both economic and human capital. 
Middle-class migrants, on the contrary, seek highly regarded education and 
professional development opportunities overseas, which are expected to 
facilitate their future occupational mobility and, in so doing, consolidate 
their middle-class status in the face of increasing uncertainties.

Middle-classness is, however, a highly contested concept the meanings 
of which are historically and culturally constructed (Bélanger, Drummond, 
and Nguyen-Marshall AS4A). Absolute income is commonly used in econom-
ics as a deNning criterion for the middle classes. While it helps us capture 
the scale of the middle classes and their changes over time, income can be 
misleading given the signiNcant disparities in the cost of living between 
urban and rural areas and across countries. More importantly, oBcial 
statistics on income are not always reliable in the Global South, where 
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corruption and tax evasion are endemic (Rosser Jr., Rosser, and Ahmed 
ASSS). For example, the ASSH Vietnam Enterprise Census shows that only 
kH.ké of the surveyed enterprises are registered with social security, and 
wages reported to social security represent just -A.Cé of the wages actually 
paid (Castel and To AS4A).

Recent qualitative research on the middle classes draws extensively from 
Bourdieu’s (4UKk) and Veblen’s (4UY-) thinking about taste, consumption, 
and social class. According to Veblen, conspicuous consumption as a social 
performance is key to the transformation of wealth into status, and members 
of each social class have their own ideals of consumption behavior (which 
align with those of the class above them). Be relationship between con-
sumption and social class is reNned by Bourdieu, who introduced the 
concept of cultural capital, or values and tastes, the expression of which in 
consumption is what distinguishes one class from another. As such, con-
sumption is regarded as a vehicle through which people identify with a 
particular class, and the way people consume reùects and reinforces their 
cultural and economic capital. Brough consumption choices, the middle 
classes show themselves as modern, sophisticated, civilized, and respectable 
(Leshkowich AS4A; Hansen, this volume; Peyvel, this volume).

Be relationship between consumption and class identity becomes 
complex in the context of migration, where class boundaries are rendered 
fuzzy by the (oLen conùicting) shiLs in migrants’ pecuniary strength and 
social status vis-à-vis non-migrants at the origin or destination (see, e.g., 
Rao AS4k; Scott ASSH). In Batnitzky, McDowell, and Dyer’s (ASSK) study on 
Indian hospitality workers in London, highly educated middle-class Indian 
men are employed to perform tasks that are not congruent with their 
middle-class status back home, which, however, enables them to engage in 
consumption practices associated with the middle class in both India and 
the United Kingdom. In another situation, poor, working-class Vietnamese 
American men (a.k.a. Viớt ki’u M)) in Hung Cam Bai’s (AS4k) research 
spend money lavishly at frivolous places on their visits to the homeland 
because of the assumption that Viớt ki’u M) are all wealthy and successful.

People’s consumption choices are shaped by both their unique social 
trajectories and the broader socioeconomic context in which they are 
embedded. While cross-class mobility might be unattainable for Nrst-
generation migrants due to their lack of cultural capital, they are able to 
channel the wealth gained from migration into the education of their 



children who then succeed in securing middle-class jobs and adopt middle-
class lifestyles for themselves (see also Trigg ASS4). Compared to Europe, 
where well-established social hierarchies have survived centuries of social 
upheavals, cross-class mobility is more achievable in contemporary Viet-
namese society, where class boundaries are both fuzzy and ùuid. Be rigid 
pre-revolution hierarchy was wiped out by the brutal 4UCk–4UCH land reforms 
that resulted in the execution of as many as NLy thousand landlords (as 
estimated by Llewellyn, Southey, and Bompson AS4U), redistribution of land 
to landless peasants, and agricultural collectivization across northern Viet-
nam. It was not until the ộải mGi economic reforms were introduced in the 
late 4UKSs that a new class structure began to appear.Đ While cultural and 
economic capital remains important for what it means to be middle class, 
decades of socialism have leL an imprint on the ways middle-classness is 
understood in today’s Vietnam. Like what Chen and Qin (AS4k) observe in 
post-reform China, the occupation, education, income, consumption, and 
status of Vietnamese middle classes do not always align. Bis calls for an 
alternative framework for making sense of middle-classness in the shadow 
of both socialism and capitalist globalization.

In what Castles and Miller (ASSU) refer to as the “Age of Migration,” 
migration and metropolises play pivotal roles in the production and 
reproduction of middle classes (Barwick and Le Galès ASAS:-). Catherine 
Earl’s (AS4k) ethnographic research in Hl Chí Minh City shows that 
rural-urban migration, higher education, and professional employment are 
central to rural folks’ class ascension. Migration becomes a particularly 
important enabler of class mobility when we look transnationally. Transna-
tional migration reùects and reinforces existing inequalities and power 
hierarchies (Hoang ASASa, ASASc; Rao AS4k; Tran, this volume) but the 
relatively signiNcant Nnancial rewards gained from it have the potential to 
shiL class boundaries and restructure social hierarchies.

In this chapter, I draw on ethnographic research conducted in Moscow 
between AS4- and AS4H to explore what it means to be middle class in the 
context of transnational migration. Data were collected through extensive 
participant observations, thirty-one in-depth interviews, and twenty-six life 
histories with Vietnamese migrants from diverse socioeconomic back-
grounds. I was based mainly at Sadovod market (Y&ệä?äệ ffi!óäụ),à which 
was about -S kilometres south-east of Moscow’s city centre and one of the 
three Moscow markets with a large concentration of Vietnamese traders. In 
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addition, I made regular visits to Yuzhnyie VorotaR market, Liublinof market, 
legal and illegal garment factories in and outside the Moscow metropolitan 
region, migrant traders’ hostels and private homes, and several local schools 
that Vietnamese children were attending. Most of my interlocutors were 
irregular migrantsü (UA percent), which is representative of the Vietnamese 
population in Russia.

As I have discussed elsewhere, Vietnamese migration to post-Soviet 
Russia is rarely intended to be an “escape” as we tend to see in northbound 
ùows but oLen forms part of the family’s strategy for mobility back in the 
homeland (Hoang ASASc). In my analysis, I emphasize migrants’ subjectiv-
ities and the social constructedness of middle-classness. Be contested and 
ùuid nature of the middle classes demands an intersectional lens as well as 
attention to the temporality and spatiality of the case study (see also 
Batnitzky, McDowell, and Dyer ASSK; Bélanger, Drummond, and Nguyen-
Marshall AS4A). Perspectives from positions of marginality are instructive 
for our understanding of cross-class mobility as well as subaltern migrants’ 
strong attachment to the homeland that is observed across contexts (see, 
e.g., Farrugia ASAS; Bai AS4k; Tran, this volume).

Migration, Education, and Cross-Class Mobility

I sent for her so she could study [better]. Studying is the only choice if 
we don’t want her to end up at the market. … It is the wish of every parent 
that their children are well educated. Nothing can beat education. It is much 
harder to make money by using your muscles, harder than using your brains. 
… Well, maybe it is not easier with your brains but educated people are 
worlds apart from market folks. It feels so diáerent to talk with an educated 
person like you; diáerent mannerism and comportment. Bat is why we 
wish things would be diáerent for our children. You can see how hard it is 
to earn a living at the market. We wish our children would have a better life, 
not doing manual labor like us.

Bis is how Hoài—a thirty-three-year-old mother of two—explained why 
she decided to send for her eldest daughter (soon to turn fourteen) from 
Vietnam and to enroll her in a local school in Moscow. Hoài and her husband 
had Nrst migrated to Russia eleven years earlier, leaving their then three-
year-old eldest daughter behind with the girl’s paternal grandparents. Two 
years later, their second daughter was born in Moscow and sent to her 



maternal grandmother in Vietnam when she was eight months old. Be 
children continued to live in separate households until her eldest daughter 
reached puberty, which prompted Hoài to send for her as a precautionary 
measure against the “vices” to which unsupervised teenage girls were 
vulnerable. Her nine-year-old daughter was, however, leL behind in Vietnam 
because Hoài was uncertain how much longer she would remain in Russia—a 
predicament commonly observed among Vietnamese parents in my study 
(Hoang ASA4, ASA-).

Hoài’s aspirations for her daughters’ education and social mobility as 
well as the care arrangements she had made for them over the years illustrate 
the anxiety, contradictions, and dilemmas facing Vietnamese migrants in 
Russia. Arriving in Russia aLer the fall of communism, they braved rising 
xenophobic sentiments while enduring successive crises in market trade 
within a volatile economy. OLen connected to networks of pioneer migrants 
who were sent by the Vietnamese government to the Soviet Union for work 
or education during the Cold War, “new migrants” are mostly low-skilled 
men and women from rural areas of northern and central Vietnam who 
have suffered from chronic under- and unemployment since the introduction 
of ộải mGi reforms. Typically, they travel to Russia with a student or tourist 
visa and overstay it. Because Vietnamese migration to post-Soviet Russia is 
largely undocumented, there are no reliable statistics, and estimates vary 
widely. In ASSY, the Vietnamese government estimated that there were 
between KS,SSS and 4SS,SSS Vietnamese nationals in Russia,Q but NoOina 
(AS4S:AAU) suggests that Ngure could be 4CS,SSS.

In the face of rapid demographic decline,⁵ Russia turns a blind eye to 
irregular migrants, who provide much needed cheap labor and services. 
However, concerns about terrorism, crime, and migrants’ cultural and racial 
inferiority have led the postcommunist state to adopt exclusionary perma-
nent residency and citizenship laws and impose tight restrictions on 
migrants’ participation in the formal labor market, especially for those 
coming from outside the former Soviet Union (see Hoang ASASc for a 
detailed discussion of Russia’s migration regime). Unable to access formal 
employment opportunities, most Vietnamese migrants have no option other 
than to trade at wholesale markets, which operate on extremely exploitative 
terms in exchange for protection from opportunistic crime and police 
extortion. As part of Russia’s vast shadow economy (see Schneider, Buehn, 
and Montenegro AS4S), wholesale markets are governed by rules akin to 
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those of maNa. Bis allows irregular migrants to enter market trade easily 
but at the same time renders them highly vulnerable to political whims at 
both local and federal levels. As has happened in the past, markets can be 
closed down anytime without warning or compensation for traders, driving 
them to bankruptcy overnight.

In such a volatile and uncertain environment, migrants literally live “out 
of a suitcase,” avoiding putting down roots so that an unwanted and 
unforeseen departure would cause minimum Nnancial damage. Children 
are, therefore, oLen leL behind with the extended family or sent to Vietnam 
aLer birth so that their educational stability can be ensured. Many parents 
like Hoài, as their sojourn in Russia prolongs, are forced to alter their 
childcare arrangements when children grow up and the risks of unsupervised 
adolescence begin to surface. Migration is oLen justiNed by Vietnamese 
parents as something done in the best interest of their children (Hoang ASA-; 
Hoang and Yeoh AS4A), and migrant families tend to invest a large portion 
of remittances in education (Hoang and Yeoh AS4Ca). Children’s education 
failures, as a result, would not only invalidate migrant parents’ hardships 
and sacriNces but also reùect poorly on their parenthood—a primary identity 
for both men and women (Hoang AS4H; Hoang and Yeoh AS44) in a culture 
where the family is considered to be the “bedrock of society” (Werner ASSk).

Most importantly, as Hoài makes plain in her narrative, education oáers 
working-class families a route to upward mobility that, based on her remarks 
on my education and mannerism, meant an avenue to the middle classes. 
Be importance of education for class ascension has its origin in the mandarin 
examinations in feudal times that enabled people of the “subject” class to 
move to the “ruling” class (Nguyen 4UYk:AH). Bis was reinforced throughout 
the French colonial era and the socialist period, when university students 
with the best examination results were sent to universities in European 
countries and, upon their return, assigned to important positions in the 
government. In post-reform Vietnam, education remains the most important 
strategy for working-class people to get ahead and achieve social status and 
prestige (Earl AS4k; King, Nguyen, and Nguyen ASSK). Together, higher 
education and professional employment are deNning features of what is 
construed as middle-classness in Vietnam (Earl AS4k; Gainsborough ASSA; 
King, Nguyen, and Nguyen ASSK; Nguyen AS4Y). Without connections to the 
political elites or Nnancial means to bribe their ways into prestigious (and 
Nnancially rewarding) positions in the public sector, education oáers 



working-class children the most viable route to upward social mobility. Be 
prominent role of education in class mobility explains the humble rural origins 
of the increasing numbers of Nrst-generation urban migrants who join the 
ranks of Vietnam’s “new middle classes” every year (see also Earl AS4k).

What Does It Mean to Be Middle Class?

Despite Hoài’s high hopes for her daughter’s education and future, I later 
learned from my interlocutors that moving children to Russia when they 
are only a few years away from Nnishing high school in Vietnam is more 
likely to be a “rescue,” or a “last resort,” than a “strategy” for future mobility. 
Teenagers oLen struggle to Nt in, not only due to their low proNciency in 
Russian language but also because they had already had behavior and 
schooling problems in Vietnam that prompted their relocation to Russia. As 
I discuss elsewhere, the relocated children oLen ended up dropping out of 
school aLer several failed attempts to move up a grade (Hoang ASASc). Since 
migrant parents do not plan to settle down permanently in Russia, and 
Russia-educated Vietnamese children struggle to secure professional 
employment in the country aLer university graduation, those who pursue 
class mobility oLen leave their children behind with the extended family in 
Vietnam and invest heavily in the youngsters’ education and professional 
career, usually at the expense of the parent-child emotional bond. Bis is 
illustrated by NLy-year-old BVng’s story:

We leL them in Vietnam so they would have a stable life, earning salaries 
from a stable job, and not having to bon chen [scramble for money] at the 
market. Perhaps we have grown weary of this kind of life. We have worked 
hard so they don’t have to worry about their future. All they need to do is 
to earn enough money for their daily upkeep. My sister is a school principal 
so it did not cost us much to get a teaching job for our eldest daughter…we 
just spent about “dm 4SS million dongs on luxury giLs for some big shots 
in the Provincial Department of Education and Training.⁶ We bought them 
bottles of whiskey and leather jackets…around kym 4,SSS per person. … It 
would have cost us several hundred million dongs [if my sister had not been 
the principal].

BVng’s daughter had just graduated from a local teachers’ training college 
and, much to his delight, landed a sought-aLer teaching job at a primary 
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school in his home province of HJng Yên, thanks to family connections and 
his generous bribes. BVng and his wife, forty-eight-year-old Vy, Nrst migrated 
to the Soviet Union as contract workers in 4UK- and worked in factories in 
the Ukrainian city of Donesk until their contracts Nnished in 4UKK. Unable 
to Nnd a decent job in Vietnam when they returned home, BVng made his 
way back to Russia in 4UUA and inevitably joined thousands of his compatriots 
trading at a makeshiL market at Locomotiv stadium. He lived through 
successive upheavals in market trade including the closure of commercial 
Zps (obshchezhitiye äđĐổìéjéổ, student hostels)‘ and Cherkizovsky mar-
ket (Chè vòm) in the ASSSs, and he Nnally moved to Sadovod in AS4S. 
Broughout the Nrst tumultuous decade of post-Soviet Russia, during which 
BVng saw his financial worth rise rapidly at some points only to lose 
everything when the next crisis hit, Vy stayed behind in Vietnam to raise 
their two daughters. She did not join him until ASSS, and since then had 
been making months-long visits to Vietnam every year to make sure that 
their daughters did not go astray or feel abandoned by their migrant parents. 
The trips were a substantial financial investment on their part, not to mention 
the private tuition expenses they paid for with the hope that it would enable 
the girls to go on to obtain higher education qualiNcations and secure 
well-respected, stable, salaried jobs.

However, I was surprised to hear that BVng’s eldest daughter was earning 
a paltry monthly salary of “dm A million (kym US), which was an exception-
ally low return on investment and barely enough to cover her living expenses. 
According to the AS4A Vietnam Household Living Standards Survey, the 
monthly income per capita in the Red River Delta was “dm A.--Y million, 
and the monthly total consumption expenditure per capita in the same 
region was “dm 4.KKU million (wyH AS4A). Be girl’s income was only a 
fraction of what her parents were earning at Sadovod and, given the sub-
stantial investment they had made in her education and career, it did not 
seem to be a worthwhile outcome. When I remarked that his daughter would 
have been able to earn at least twenty times more if she had followed in her 
parents’ footsteps, BVng declared at once: “money is not important!” What 
mattered most to him and his wife were education, social status, and a stable 
life for their daughter.

As it turned out, BVng’s strategy was the rule, not an exception, among 
the Vietnamese migrants I met in Moscow. A single mother of two and a 
successful trader at Liublino, forty-four-year-old Lff, told me that she had 



paid a bribe of “dm -SS million (nearly kym 4k,SSS as of November AS4H) 
to have her eldest son enlisted in the police national service (instead of the 
military national service, which was supposed to be a mandatory and free 
system), hoping that it would provide him with a pathway to become a career 
policeman. Apparently, his poor academic performance had prevented him 
from taking a more direct route by enrolling in a police training college aLer 
high school. Once the young man completed three years of national service 
duty, Lff would have to pay another bribe of similar or higher value to have 
him transferred to a police training college, which, she declared with much 
excitement and conNdence, would guarantee a stable, respectable, and 
comfortable life for him. Again, when I expressed doubts about the Nnancial 
returns on such a big investment (especially if compared with what he might 
earn if he joined her at Liublino), Lff immediately shrugged them oá, 
pointing out that Nnancial rewards were not her principal concern when 
laying out such a thorough road map for her son’s future.

Be contrast between migrant parents’ Nnancial success at Moscow 
markets and what they hope for their children in Vietnam is intriguing. 
Without exception, children’s higher education and professional employment, 
preferably in the public sector, are considered by the migrants in my study 
to be the ultimate measure of parenting success. A permanent position in 
the public sector is highly competitive, requiring either powerful connec-
tions or a substantial Nnancial investment, and usually both. Migration 
enables parents to win such highly coveted prizes for their children that are 
otherwise beyond their reach. For them, a university degree and a (perma-
nent) white-collar job are the markers of the middle class, which would give 
them and their family the prestige and respectability in which market trade 
is deemed to be lacking. Respectability is fundamental to the emergence of 
the concept of class, acting as both a marker of class and a benchmark 
against which to judge others and to be judged (Skeggs 4UUY:-). To be 
respectable is to be moral. In Vietnam, the rhetoric of morality somehow 
naturalizes middle-classness as embodying most proper, acceptable, and 
appropriate qualities (Schwenkel and Leshkowich AS4A:-UY).

In both Vietnamese culture and socialist discourse, however, market 
trade is anything but moral or respectable. Trade was considered the lowest 
acceptable occupation in the feudal times when social hierarchy was based 
on the Four Occupations, which consisted of, in descending order, sffl (literati),
nông (farmers), công (artisans), and thVồng (merchants/traders). Be 
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lowliness of trade in the Confucian society has its parallel in Marxist-Leninist 
thinking about value whereby only “production” constitutes real economic 
activity deserving of reward (Watts ASSA:HH). During socialism, making 
proNts from private trade activities was portrayed as immoral, even illegal in 
many circumstances, as it involved individualistic motives and the pursuit 
of money, which were associated with the morally corrupt and proNt-driven 
West and went against communist ideologies (Humphrey and Mandel ASSA; 
Ironside AS4k). Petty traders were assumed to be dishonest and greedy by 
default and thus despised (Endres AS4-; Schwenkel AS4k; Truitt AS4-). Be 
derogatory term con buônĐ& used to refer to traders is a classed and cultural 
construct, the moral undertones of which continue to trap them on the lower 
rungs of the social ladder in postsocialist Vietnam despite the relatively solid 
Nnancial standing of many (see also Horat AS4Y; Leshkowich ASSH).

Migrant traders’ aspirations to and imaginings of the middle class express 
their unease about the growing incongruity between their newfound wealth 
and the low status accorded to market trade in the Vietnamese culture. 
Troubled by the derogatory connotations of the label con buôn, Chi, a 
twenty-eight-year-old Sadovod trader, was adamant that her two children 
would have middle-class professional jobs when they grew up because 

“traders are called con buôn, not cô buôn [Ms. Trader] or chff buôn [lady 
trader].” As their wealth has come at the expense of personal freedoms, 
social acceptance, security, and dignity within Russian society, traders 
became more keenly aware of their status as a subclass in Vietnamese society. 
Research shows that the middle class in each historical period has its own 
distinct benchmarks and parameters (Bélanger, Drummond, and Nguyen-
Marshall AS4A; Earl AS4k). In the same historical period, the meanings and 
values of the middle class are also subjected to what Bourdieu and Wacquant 
(4UUA) refer to as the “position in the Neld” of the person in question. For my 
research participants, their idea of the middle-class life simply revolves 
around a white-collar job with stress-free, laid-back daily routines, as 
illustrated by a twenty-nine-year-old Sadovod trader named Khanh:

You have holidays, annual leave. … We toil at the market day in, day out 
(bán lVng cho ôPt, bán mợt cho giThi). … Your life is one of civility. You work 
at the school during the day and go home to sleep at night. You have breaks 
and holidays. We can never catch a break…always worried whether our 
wares will sell and, if not, what we should switch to. Market trade is a tough 
job, don’t you think? It’s only petty trade, nothing more.



An economics graduate from a Belorussian university, Khanh ended up at 
Sadovod market aLer failing to land a professional job that would pay a living 
wage in Vietnam. Although his Italian fashion store was doing exceptionally 
well, Khanh was not happy about his job and the low status associated with 
it. He kept comparing himself with me, emphasizing the “vfln minh” (civil-
ity) of my job as opposed to his “buôn vợt” (petty trader) job. Without any 
prior professional employment experience, migrants’ perception of a 
white-collar job is essentially based on their secondhand knowledge of state 
employment just before and aLer ộải mGi—a job for life that pays little but 
aáords a digniNed lifestyle. Beir accounts highlight the social constructed-
ness and situatedness of middle-class aspirations and class-making practices. 
Khanh is an exception. Vietnamese migrants in Russia are predominantly 
non-tertiary-educated men and women from poor, rural backgrounds, and 
many parents in my study had leL Vietnam in the early years of ộải mGi
when salaried, permanent employment in the public sector was their ultimate 
yet far-fetched dream. While state employees tend to be poorly remunerated 
in oBcial terms, the social and symbolic capital that is associated with their 
positions is convertible to economic resources and opportunities. Even in 
situations where the extra economic rewards do not materialize, the prestige, 
stability, and security promised by such jobs still have a strong appeal to 
many people in the face of a volatile capitalist economy. Bis corroborates 
anthropologists’ observation that the “socialist past” remains deeply en-
trenched in cultural logics, social values, and people’s visions of the world 
in post–ộải mGi Vietnam (Earl AS4k; Schwenkel and Leshkowich AS4A).

(Im)mobility and Middle-Class Aspirations

Nhung: If she [daughter] fails to go further in her studies, 
she can get a husband. (laughing)

Researcher: Bring her to Russia!
Nhung: No! I have suáered enough. Why would I bring her 

here so she’d suáer too?

It is oLen assumed that migration from the Global South to the Global North 
is invariably deemed desirable at places of origin and, therefore, people do 
not migrate only because they are unable to do so (primarily due to the lack 
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of Nnancial resources). Our times, Carling (ASSA) argues, ought to be 
characterized as an “Age of involuntary immobility,” rather than an “Age of 
Migration” (Castles and Miller ASSU). The conversation I had with 
NLy-year-old Sadovod trader Nhung earlier illustrates that (im)mobility 
aspirations in the Global South are more complex. While migration is 
generally associated with upward social mobility in Vietnam, the unprece-
dented economic opportunities brought about by economic reforms and 
globalization have radically altered the migration cost-beneNt equation for 
many. Migration to developed countries is still considered desirable across 
social classes, but the signiNcant economic and cultural capital required to 
make it happen excludes millions of poor rural migrants from northbound 
corridors.

Migration to Russia is oLen described by my interlocutors as “the only 
choice,” “a sacriNce,” something done “for survival,” “for money,” or “for my 
children’s future” and not expressing their desire for a better life away from 
home as we tend to see in other contexts (see, e.g., Carling ASSA; Langevang 
and Gough ASSU; Margold ASSk; Salazar AS4S). In most situations, parents 
migrate so their children do not have to do so. As illustrated next by a 
narrative from NLy-year-old Sadovod trader Bzn, migrants’ children do not 
migrate not because they are unable to do so but because they can aáord to 
stay put:

It must be diáerent for my children’s generation. It can’t be the same as 
ours. We started out empty-handed, without a place to call home. But my 
children won’t be in the same situation. We have bought them a home. Bey 
already have a home so they won’t need much (money). We have worked 
hard so they will have a (secure) future. Bey will only need to earn a salary 
of Y–K million dongs [kym AAS–-AS] per month and can take a break from 
work and spend time with the family at the weekend. Bat will be their 
lifestyle. Bey can’t be like us. We work day in day out and never take a 
break.

Bzn’s thoughts were echoed by many other parents in my study. For them, 
children’s spatial immobility per se is an indication of their parenting success 
and the family’s upward social mobility, while migration is associated with 
hardships and, as described by Nhung in the previous conversation, 
suáerings. When I asked thirty-nine-year-old Sadovod trader Huy why some 
people like Nhung had sent for their children, but he insisted that his children 
stay in Vietnam, he explained:



[Other people have sent for their children] because the young ones can’t 
study. Bey have been too busy making money and not spending time to 
supervise their children. It’s all because of the moneybag. Be moneybag is 
not full yet and they have to keep working. I will give my daughter a Nshing 
rod (and not a Nsh). She is still in day care but one of us will have to return 
to Vietnam as soon as she starts primary school. Well, unless someone in 
the (extended) family could supervise her on our behalf, one of us will have 
to go home to make sure she has the guidance she needs and pay for her 
extra tuition, so she won’t be held back.

Here, migration is still seen as a strategy for upward social mobility, but not 
for migrants themselves. Migrant parents’ aspirations for their children’s 
future in the homeland are informed by both their pre-migration social 
positionings in Vietnam and place-based experiences in Russia. The 
emphasis on stability, security, and immobility in what migrants envision 
for their children is shaped by their lived experiences of insecurity, precarity, 
and uncertainty on the margin of Russian society. Beir accounts lend 
support to Mary Douglas’s view that we should see ordinary people as 
operating through cultural designs of anticipation and risk reduction 
(Douglas 4UKA; Douglas and Wildavsky 4UK-). Be lens of migration and 
(im)mobility underscores the fact that “culture” is not deNnite or bounded, 
but in a constant state of flux. Vietnamese migrants in Russia inhabit a unique 
transnational social Neld where the normalization of risk and uncertainty 
in everyday life fashions distinctive ways of being, living, and aspiring. 
Diaspora is, indeed, a category of practice in the Nrst instance (Brubaker 
ASSC).

Placing Vietnamese migrants’ middle-class aspirations within the broader 
political economy of transnational migration to post-Soviet Russia illumi-
nates the seemingly counterintuitive strategies of those who have had to leave 
their homeland to seek social mobility opportunities elsewhere. In the extant 
migration scholarship, global mobility is broadly considered to be integral 
to middle class futures, be it through work, education, travel, or encounters 
with foreign cultures (El-Mallakh and Wahba ASA4; Maxwell and Yemini 
AS4U; Rutten and Verstappen AS4k). It is indeed the desire of many parents 
in my study to send their children to a wealthy Anglophone country for 
higher education as a stepping stone to the middle classes or even permanent 
emigration to the West. However, this is only achievable in rare cases not 
only due to the substantial Nnancial investment but also because very few 
children leL behind in Vietnam are able to meet the competitive admission 
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requirements set by Western universities given the lack of parental guidance 
throughout their childhood and the low educational capital in the family.

Be case of Vietnamese migrants in Russia shows important shiLs in the 
meanings and values associated with both transnational migration and the 
middle class as mobility becomes an important stratifying force globally and 
nationally. In the so-called (im)mobility regime, migration securitization 
has produced new systems of closure premised on a principle of perceived 

“dangerous personhoods” (Shamir ASSC:4UU). People seeking to cross national 
borders to enter another country are sorted into “good” and “bad” migrants 
so that tools of containment, surveillance, and control could be deployed to 
protect “host” populations from the risks and dangers brought by the latter. 
Based on their personal attributes alone, migration could expand one’s 
freedoms or restrict them, and immobility could be seen as a sign of failure 
or success.

Some scholars claim that in a globalized and cosmopolitanized world, 
the notions of “home” and “belonging” have become deterritorialized (Arp 
Fallov, Jørgensen, and Knudsen AS4-; Bauman 4UUK; Beck AS4A), but this view 
is based on transnational studies of elite migrants for whom “home” and 

“belonging” are largely matters of personal choice. Migrants are “embodied 
bearers of culture, ethnicity, class or gender” (Yeoh and Willis ASSC). 
Transnational migrants on the bottom rung of the social ladder, research 
shows, tend to have lower motility than nonmigrants. In the face of immotil-
ity and precarity, maintaining multilocal livelihoods becomes a crucial risk 
management strategy for many (Cohen and Gössling AS4C; Rogaly and Thieme 
AS4A). Yet, “stretched lifeworlds” as a result of this strategy (Samuels ASS4:4) 
further strain migrants’ precarious existence, leading them to pursue stasis 
(Parsons AS4Y:4KY). In the “Age of Migration” (Castles and Miller ASSU), the 
nation-state retains its power in foreclosing the possibility for subaltern 
migrants to assert new memberships and belongings. Vietnamese migrants 
in my study have moved but never actually leL their homeland. Unable to 
call Russia home, they continue to think, act, and plan for their future in 
reference to Vietnam. Beir aspirations for children’s class ascension in 
Vietnamese society express the meanings they ascribe to migration as well 
as the deepening mobility inequalities along the lines of class, race, and 
nationality, among others.



Conclusion

Middle classes are more a social group than an economic class, and 
understandings about group membership are historically, temporally, and 
spatially situated (see also Barwick and Le Galès ASAS:k). My research in 
Moscow highlights the signiNcance of both transnationality and place in 
constituting social relations, subjectivities, and future-making practices. Be 
barriers and frictions that subaltern migrants encounter in what is oLen 
imagined as a borderless world only reinforce their classed attachments to 
the homeland (Conradson and Latham ASSC; Farrugia ASAS). Migrants’ lived 
experiences of social exclusion and precarity away from home lead them to 
valorize immobility, mundane living, and modest Nnancial ambitions, none 
of which can be used to characterize the middle class in its conventional 
sense. Studies on Asian middle classes, for example, highlight their conspic-
uous consumption of luxury goods and their love for particular leisure 
activities, such as golf and karaoke, as markers of their middle-class status 
(Bélanger, Drummond, and Nguyen-Marshall AS4A:H). None of these fea-
tured in my research participants’ class mobility aspirations.

Vietnamese parents’ aspirations for their children’s future show the 
continuity of socialist values in social imaginaries and future making 
practices. ộải mGi reforms and transnational migration have brought about 
radical changes to subjectivities, social relations, and power dynamics within 
Vietnamese society but not completely altered people’s conceptions of a 

“proper” and “respectable” life (see also Hoang ASASb; Schwenkel and 
Leshkowich AS4A). Be unprecedented mobility and wealth enable migrant 
trader families to experience material comfort and economic security for 
the Nrst time but at the same time make them more keenly aware of their 
awkward position on the lower rungs of Vietnamese social hierarchy.

Notes

 A Sadovod market (Sadovod rynok Y&ệä?äệ ffi!óäụ) is commonly referred to as 
Birds’ market (Chè Chim) by Vietnamese migrants due to its adjacency to a 
market selling birds (Ptychiy rynok ăjéỏéẫ ffi!óäụ).

 4 ộải mGi allowed for private ownership, dismantled collective farming, and 
moved Vietnam from the command-subsidized economy to a “market economy 
with socialist orientation.”
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 Y Be Russian population is declining fast, by an estimated YSSổYCS,SSS people 
each year. Be United Nations Population Division forecasts that the Russian 
population will drop to 4S4 million people by A4SS. Be Russian population as 
of AS4C was 4kA,SUK,SSS. See UN m/yv, Population Division, Population 
Estimates and Projections Section, http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/unpp/pAkSdata.
asp, accessed 4H March AS4C.

 K “dm 4SS million dongs was about kym k,CkC by the mid-AS4k exchange rate.

 C Irregular migrants are foreigners who stay in the destination country beyond 
their permitted period of entry and residence and/or work in the destination 
country when not permitted to do so.

 k Be oBcial name of Liublino (ậửđòéóä) market is Moscow Trade Complex 
(Torgovo-yarmarochnyy Kompleks Moskva Täffiủä?ä-Xffiọ&ffiäỏó!ẫ ụäọắòổụế 
ạäếụ?&). It is commonly referred to as Liublino market (or Chè liu, by Viet-
namese migrants) due to its proximity to the Liublino metro station.

 4S In Vietnamese language, con is a pronoun or preNx used by superiors to address 
the inferior. As a preNx, con is oLen added to words referring to what are com-
monly regarded as disreputable, degrading, and lowly occupations.

 U Between the mid-4UUSs and mid-ASSSs, Vietnamese entrepreneurs leased 
residential buildings and student dormitories and rented out studio ùats in these 
structures to Vietnamese migrants who used them for both living and trading. 
As of late ASS4, the heyday of the Vietnamese “apartment trade,” an estimated 
sixteen commercial-cum-residential ôôms and Zps were in operation across 
Moscow. Most of them were under the control of one of two Vietnamese 
companies, Sông Hlng (Red River) and Bfln Bành. All the commercial ôôms 
and Zps were closed down by the Moscow government by ASSY.

 - Yuzhnyie Vorota (ềìó!e ?äffiäj&, Southern Gates) is also known as Km 4U 
market, a name deriving from its geographical location at kilometer 4U on gMvm
(the Moscow Automobile Ring Road, ạäếụä?ếụ&X ốäòâởổ?&X ể?jäọäđéòâó&X 
ịäffiäủ&).

 H Sài Gòn Gizi Phóng, 4Y January ASSY, http://www.sggp.org.vn/chinhtri/ASSY/4/
K4U-S/, accessed 4A January AS4C.
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Lifeworld ReconEguration 
and Sociocultural Resilience
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Globalization and Translocal Connections

Py 4UUS, “ut7yW: 1tKWy 7et Pp©2thh of reintegration into the capitalist 
world economy in the context of accelerating globalization. Globalization 
has long been a part of the landscape of present-day Vietnam, with Buddhism 
and Hinduism inùuencing, respectively, ethnic Vietnamese and Cham more 
than a millennium ago, and Christianity on the former since the sixteenth 
century and on a number of ethnic minorities in the past century (e.g., 
Coedes 4UHH; Nguy(n Lang AS4S; TrJ3ng ASSK; Ngo AS4H). Before the 
nineteenth century, Vietnam had exported rice and forest products to China, 
and ceramics and silk to a number of countries (Li 4UUK; Nguyen Banh-Nha 
4UYS). Global encounters increased under French colonialism. And global-
ization has accelerated in the past few decades with modern transportation 
and information technologies.

If we adopt Arjun Apparadurai’s analytical categories (4UUH), in the 
closely intertwined Nnancescape (money/capital) and ethnoscape (people), 
the annual disbursement in foreign direct investment (”mP) in Vietnam 
increased from zero in 4UUS to kyĐAA.k billion in ASAA (see Ngure 4k.4). 
Initially concentrated in labor-intensive manufacturing in order to take 
advantage of the low labor cost in Vietnam, ”mP has branched out to high-
tech industries in the past decade and a half. It has strongly stimulated 
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rural-to-urban migration within the country. ”mP has also contributed to 
the growth of expatriate communities in Vietnam, of which the number of 
South Koreans alone was reported at 4YK,4AA in ASA-.Đ Although initially 
concentrated in Hl Chí Minh City, Hà Nịi, and surrounding provinces, 
industrial ”mP has spread to smaller provinces in order to facilitate labor 
recruitment (Luong AS4Ka). ”mP has also reached deep into a number of 
agricultural communities through contracted animal husbandry, as dis-
cussed in the chapter by Tuan Anh Nguyen and Minh T. N. Nguyen in this 
volume. ”mP has made a signiNcant contribution to the increase in Viet-
namese export, from kyĐA.4U billion in 4UUS to kyĐ-Y4.U billion in ASAA 
(Vietnam wyH 4UU4:4SC and ASAAb:AU).

As a part of the Nnancescape and ethnoscape, the annual remittances from 
Vietnamese workers overseas and the Vietnamese diaspora were estimated 
to increase from kyĐ4.A billion in 4UUU to kyĐ4Y.A billion in ASAS.à Be 
number of international tourists also increased from 4.-C million in 4UUC to 
4K million in AS4U, before a precipitous decline in ASAS and ASA4 due to the 
AH“Pm-4U pandemic.R Beir spending was estimated to reach kyĐ44.K- billion 
in AS4U.f As a result, wmc per capita in Vietnam increased from kyĐUH.YS 
(4,4Kk in purchasing power parity [ccc]) in 4UUS to kyĐk,44S (4A,HkH in ccc) 
in ASAA (Vietnam wyH ASAAb:-).ü

Figure 35.3. Foreign Direct Investment Disbursement in Vietnam, in kym million, 
4UUS–ASAA. (Source: Vietnam wyH ASAAa:AYC and ASAAb:AH)



In Vietnam’s ethnoscape, Vietnamese in Vietnam have had increasing 
interaction not only with international visitors, expatriates, migrant workers 
returning from other countries, and members of the Vietnamese diaspora 
visiting their homeland, but also with other ethnic groups within the country 
in work contexts (see Tuan Anh Nguyen and Minh T. N. Nguyen, this vol-
ume) and through domestic tourism. Beir wide access to smartphones and 
cyberspace has also facilitated this interaction. As mentioned by Kurfürst 
(this volume), in ASAS there were HK.4Y million Internet users in Vietnam 
(population UY million), and 4kA.Y- mobile phone subscriptions for every 
4SS persons in the country. Although the Vietnamese government has 
created Nrewalls to restrict access to cyberspace, it has allowed social media 
such as Facebook. Bere are almost YS million Facebook accounts set up in 
Vietnam. As a result, Vietnamese in Vietnam and elsewhere have frequently 
had global encounters in cyberspace. Not only Vietnam’s Nnancescape and 
ethnoscape, but also its technoscape (technology, both mechanical and 
informational), mediascape (media discourse and images), and ideoscape 
(images, oLen political, and ideologies) have undergone a fundamental 
transformation in the past three decades.

Reconxguration of Vietnamese Lifeworlds 
and Sociocultural Resilience

Many chapters in this volume emphasize the inequality in global encounters: 
migrants from Vietnam at the total mercy of Russian authorities (Hoang’s 
chapter), Vietnamese hip hop dancers at the periphery of the global hip hop 
system (Kurfürst’s chapter), or an ideoscape with imaginaries built upon the 
binary opposition between the “backward “and “developing” Vietnam and 
the “advanced” and “developed” West (Dang’s and Steinman’s chapters). 
Bese imaginaries of Western superiority constitute a vital part of Western 
ideological hegemony, and play an important role in facilitating the adoption 
of Western practices by a number of Vietnamese. With rich empirical data, 
all chapters in this volume highlight the eáect of global encounters on 
Vietnamese lifeworlds, both material and nonmaterial, and among interna-
tional migrants of Vietnamese origin as well as people living in Vietnam.

In the context of a tenfold increase in the per capita ccc over three 
decades, it is not surprising that the living conditions of most people in 
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Vietnam have signiNcantly improved. In the late 4UKSs, in public space, the 
vehicles on the streets of Hà Nịi were mostly bicycles, with occasional 
three-wheel pedicabs, motorcycles, government cars, and trucks. Hl Chí 
Minh City (HCMC) had more motorcycles (Hondas from before 4UYC) and 
some old taxis (vehicles from the French colonial era or the period of US 
involvement) serving international visitors. But on the boulevard from the 
HCMC city hall to the Saigon River, in those days, teenagers could be observed 
to practice their soccer kicks at H:-S W: due to the light traBc. Telephones 
were available only at government oBces, enterprises, or in the houses of 
very high-ranking oBcials. Nowadays, during daytime, streets in both cities 
are congested with motorcycles and four-wheel vehicles. During rush hours, 
in order to get out of big traBc jams, many motorcyclists even ride their 
motorcycles on sidewalks for a short distance. More and more members of 
the upper middle class in Vietnam own cars. Beyond private means of 
transportation, Peyvel and Hansen (this volume) have also provided us with 
an aggregate view of the changes in recreational travel, eating, and drinking 
in contemporary Vietnam. Kurfürst has touched on the changes in commu-
nication technology. Cell phones, including smartphones, are widely 
available, even among people working in rice Nelds. Material living condi-
tions have vastly improved for an overwhelming majority of Vietnamese 
since the late 4UKSs.

Beyond material lifeworlds, some authors in this volume have also 
examined the inculcation of entrepreneurial spirit among Vietnamese youth 
(Horat, chapter A), the emergence of trade through the cyberspace (Stein-
man, chapter 4), the push for Western standards in workplaces (Dang, chapter 
U), the emergence of new arts such as hip hop (Kurfürst, chapter K), a greater 
openness toward nonbinary gender identities and alternative sexualities 
(Tran, chapter H), and the emergence of new communities based on novel 
practices. On the basis of my research, I can add changes in life-cycle events 
and other rituals. Among life-cycle events, birthday celebrations, quite rare 
half a century ago, have become commonplace in cities and have spread to 
rural youth. At urban weddings, following the Western practice of the 
newlyweds and their parents marching down the aisle of a church, it is 
common for the bride to walk down the aisle of the wedding reception hall 
with her father or with the groom, followed by the parents of the other 
newlywed (Luong AS4Hb). Beyond life-cycle ceremonies, many young 
non-Christian Vietnamese have joined in Christmas celebrations in urban 



streets and downtown areas, and many others, regardless of religion, have 
organized Halloween parties or Valentine’s Day dates with giLs to women. 
In general, novel practices tend to emerge Nrst among urban residents and 
Vietnamese migrants overseas partly due to their greater global exposure, 
and partly due to their widened and looser social networks that create more 
space for individual agency away from the gazes, or under fewer gazes, of 
people in their close-knit networks.

However, I would like to suggest Nrst that people in Vietnam and in 
Vietnamese migration flows respond to global encounters and rising 
disposable income by adopting not only foreign practices but also tradition-
alist patterns. Second, even when they adopt foreign practices, the results 
are oLen hybridities imbued with traditional values and meanings in a 
process of glocalization. Bird, social relations and social networks Ngure 
prominently in the lifeworlds of both Vietnamese migrants overseas and the 
people in Vietnam, even among entrepreneurs seeking to maximize wealth 
accumulation.

In global encounters, a number of Vietnamese have adopted tradition-
alist responses like cả trang (old dress) or áo dài (traditional long dress) for 
men (see figure 4k.A, taken at the University of Social Sciences and Humanities 
in Hl Chí Minh City). In Hufl, authorities in the provincial department of 
Culture, Sports, and Tourism have even institutionalized the wearing of áo 
dài among male civil servants at the ùag ceremony on the Nrst Monday of 
every month. In the same year, at a ceremony honoring -HY high school 
students, áo dài was worn by the chairman of BGa Biên-Hufl People’s 
Committee and other oBcials, as well as by male and female honorees at the 
instruction of the provincial Department of Education (Ngure 4k.-).Q

Historically, at the height of socialist construction and as late as the 4UKSs, 
among ethnic Vietnamese in rural northern Vietnam and in the urban 
working class, even at traditional ancestral altar ceremonies (lT gia tiên) 
during weddings, few grooms and brides wore áo dài, because under state 
inùuence áo dài was associated with a feudal tradition under attack.⁵ It was 
only in a small number of Hà Nịi families, those with tiễu tV sRn (petit 
bourgeois) and tV sRn (bourgeois) backgrounds, that brides wore áo dài at 
weddings in the 4UYSs and 4UKSs.⁶ From the 4UCSs to the late 4UKSs, even 
female ùight attendants of the Hà Nịi–based Vietnam Airlines wore shirts 
and pants, not áo dài. In the 4UUSs, more brides began wearing áo dài as well 
as Western bridal dresses, while grooms might add Western jackets or suits 
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to their Western shirts and pants. During this period, I observed men 
wearing áo dài only at communal house rituals, at Cao Thài and some other 
religious ceremonies,‘ and in quan hW traditional singing in the northern 
province of B;c Ninh. In contrast, in the Vietnamese diaspora, at ancestral 
altar ceremonies, many grooms wear áo dài to highlight their ethnic identity 
in the multiethnic context of Western societies. In Vietnam, following the 
practice of distinctive national/local attire for a picture of state and 
government leaders at the annual vc/A summit, the Vietnamese govern-
ment had all the heads of vc/A states and governments at the summit in Hà 
Nịi in ASSH wear Vietnamese áo dài for a group picture (Ngure 4k.k). 
(However, for reasons unknown to me, this was not continued at the vc/A
summit in AS4Y in Thà Nưng.) When interacting with people from other 
cultures, a number of Vietnamese have also been asked whether ethnic 
Vietnamese males have costumes along the line of áo dài for Vietnamese 
women. Bus, it has been in global encounters that the practice of men 
wearing áo dài outside public sacred space and arts performances was 
reinvented.Đ&

A traditionalist development on a much larger scale is the restoration, 
renovation, and construction of sacred space such as patrilineage halls 
among ethnic Vietnamese in northern and central coastal Vietnam, and of 
ancestral tombs, pagodas, temples, shrines, communal houses, and churches 
throughout the country (see Luong ASSY and AS4Y). Be well-oá and many 
members of the growing Vietnamese middle class have made signiNcant 
Nnancial contributions to this traditionalist development for a variety of 
reasons (e.g., praying to supernatural forces for assistance and oáering 
Nnancial donations out of gratitude in case of success; need to aBrm village 
identities; competition among lineages and villages, etc.; see also Truitt’s 
chapter in this volume). Among domestic tours are popular pilgrimages to 
the Lady of the Realm Temple (Bà chúa xị) in Châu Thảc near the Vietnam-
Cambodia border (Taylor ASSk), to numerous pagodas in Thlng Nai and Bà 
RWa-Vèng Tàu provinces in southern Vietnam, or to the HJ3ng pagoda near 
Hà Nịi. Even in numerous modern-looking business establishments, such 
as upscale restaurants in Hl Chí Minh City, one can oLen see altars to the 
money god (thEn tài). Traditionalist responses and developments thus may 
emerge from the assertions of cultural, ethnic, and local identities in global 
and translocal encounters. Bey may also reùect attempts to cope with 
uncertainty in the living environments either through assertions of values 
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Figure 35.4: Students at the University of Social Sciences and Humanities, National 
University of Vietnam, in Hl Chí Minh City, at a club-organized old-dress festival 
in March ASAA, with male students in blue dresses. (Photograph by author)
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Figure 35.S: A male student honoree and Dr. Phan Banh Hzi, director of the BGa 
Biên-Hufl Department of Culture and Sports, at the annual student-honoring 
ceremony in Hufl. (Photograph reproduction authorized by Dr. Phan Banh Hzi)



as at wedding ceremonies (see later) or through appeals to supernatural 
forces (ancestors, gods, etc.), as well as Nnancial and nonNnancial acts of 
gratitude to the perceived positive responses to these appeals.ĐĐ

Even the apparent adoption of Western practices is oLen imbued with 
traditionalist values and meanings. In Vietnam, unlike in Canada or the 
United States, at Valentine’s Day, males have to shoulder virtually all expenses, 
with giLs ùowing from men to women. On Christmas Eve, non-Christian 
Vietnamese join in the Christmas celebration, neither in public sacred spaces 
(churches) nor in private secular settings (homes) as among Christians in 
the West, but in public secular space (city streets and parks) since they see 
this event as a festival (h,i), and Vietnamese festivals take place in public 
secular settings. And at urban wedding receptions, once the newlyweds and 
their parents have marched to the stage, the former present wine to the latter 
as a symbol of filial piety, and parents give advice to the newlyweds, especially 
to the bride, emphasizing harmony and respect as important traditional 
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Figure 35.5: Heads of states and governments at the vc/A summit in Hà Nịi in ASSH. 
(Photograph reproduction authorized by Alamy)
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values (Luong AS4Hb). In introducing section - of this volume, Hoang Cam 
has emphasized the tension and contradiction between global forms and 
local meanings. However, in the process of glocalization, in many cases, 
Vietnamese seem to have smoothed over this potential tension or even do 
not see any tension at all.

Beyond rituals, many Vietnamese’s visions of lifeworlds include not only 
new consumption patterns but also long-standing ideologies in the local 
landscape. Lan Anh Hoang’s interviewees, northern Vietnamese traders in 
Russia, want their children not only to have material comfort but also 
postsecondary education and white-collar jobs in Vietnam, even when some 
positions (e.g., in the teaching profession) have low salaries (chapter 4-, this 
volume). Hoang points out that her interviewees’ aspirations for their children 
reùect the low regard for trade in Confucianism as well as the strong suspicion 
of wealth from private commerce during the command economy era (see 
also Truong ASS4). As Erik Harms has suggested in his introduction to section 
k of this volume, “[w]ith all this symbolism and shame that was until recently 
attached to consumer goods and social class, it has understandably been no 
easy matter for Vietnamese to simply become comfortable with their own 
wealth” (p. AHC). It remains a question for further research whether people 
from the southern third of Vietnam have the same vision of lifeworlds as their 
northern counterparts, given the weaker inùuence of Confucianism and the 
much shorter period of the command economy in this part of Vietnam.

Finally, for Vietnamese from all walks of life, kinship, social relations, 
and social networks constitute a fundamental aspect of their lives, no matter 
whether it is eating, drinking, recreational travel, or entrepreneurial activities. 
Be e-traders in Germany studied by Jessica Steinman, for example, relied 
heavily on their and their family members’ social networks formed and 
sustained in cyberspace for their trading. Debt collectors in Lainez, TrWnh, 
and Bùi’s study also relied extensively on their knowledge of debtor’s family 
and social relations to put pressure on debtors and to collect debts. Be 
Vietnam Bank for Social Policies gives out student loans to students’ families 
and not to individual students. Bis means that students’ parents have to 
share the responsibility for loan payments. Be Vietnamese migrants in 
Russia studied by Hoang relied heavily on strong social ties, particularly 
extended family ties, for the raising of their children in Vietnam. All these 
examples show how important social and family relations are in Vietnamese 
sociocultural life, including in the international migration process.



Be role of kinship and social networks in Vietnamese migration and in 
sustaining occupational niches in destination areas has been well docu-
mented. Be overwhelming majority of Vietnamese migrants to Russia and 
Eastern Europe come from the northern half of Vietnam, because most 
Vietnamese workers in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in the 4UKSs 
had come from this part of the country. Similarly, the overwhelming majority 
of marriage migrants to Taiwan and South Korea come from the southern 
third of Vietnam because of the long-standing preference for community 
exogamy in marriage there (Hickey 4UHA:4SS; Luong AS4Kb:-S4), making 
people more open to marriages with people far away, and because migrants 
follow one another on the basis of their social networks. Bis has led to islets 
and communities in the Mekong Delta of southern Vietnam with heavy 
concentrations of daughters marrying Taiwanese or South Koreans. For 
example, by AS4A, the islet of Tân Lịc in C)n B3 City reportedly had about 
one thousand women married to Taiwanese or South Korean men.Đà

Domestic migrants in Vietnam, especially from the north and the center, 
have similarly relied on their social networks in their destination and 
occupational choices. Migrants from lower Nam ThWnh Province in the 
northern Red River Delta have followed one another into the household 
junk trade, and have dominated this trade in northern Vietnamese cities 
and beyond (DiGregorio 4UUk; Nguyen AS4k). Villagers from LWch Thịng 
Village in the northern province of Bái Bình have come to dominate the 
nationwide trade in sunglasses, opening numerous shops throughout the 
country (Anh Bu ASSC; Hà Bông ASSY; Nguy(n Tujn AS4k). A LWch Thông 
oBcial estimated that more than half of the residents of the village had leL 
to engage in the sunglass trade all over Vietnam (Tr’ng Phú ASSC). Similarly, 
migrants from TWnh Bình Commune in the central coastal province of Quzng 
Ngãi have dominated the itinerant vending of keychains, sunglasses, and 
other small items in the southern half of Vietnam (Luong AS4Kc). Migrants 
from the coastal district of Thịc Phv in Quzng Ngãi Province, and particu-
larly from the commune of Phv CJDng, have also carved out for themselves 
the niche of selling noodle soup (bán mì gõ) through home delivery in Hl 
Chí Minh City (DJ3ng Minh Anh ASSH).

The salience of kinship and social connections or social capital in Vietnam 
is summed up in a contemporary Vietnamese saying regarding diáerent 
factors of importance in the Vietnamese labor market: “nhPt hJu duớ, nhì 
quan hớ, ba ti’n tớ, bZn trí tuớ” (of Nrst importance is descent; second are 
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social relations; third is money; and fourth is the intellect). Such a saying 
may oversimplify reality, but it is a fact that ethnic Vietnamese from all walks 
of life think Nrst and foremost of social connections in their search for the 
solutions to various problems in their daily lives: from the purchase of a 
motorcycle and many other consumer durables, to medical treatment for a 
family member, to securing a job or a loan, or to searching for a domestic 
or international migration path. It is due to the importance of social relations 
and networks in Vietnamese lifeworlds that ethnic Vietnamese, including 
international migrant entrepreneurs, have invested considerable resources 
in social relations, through taking turns paying for drinking among men, 
and through reciprocal invitations to the death anniversaries of one another’s 
close relatives or to one’s own wedding or those of one’s family members. 
Partly due to the cultivation and reinforcement of social capital, the number 
of wedding guests even in rural communities had almost or more than 
doubled between the periods 4UYH–4UKC and ASSH–AS4A (Luong AS4Ha). 
Ethnic Vietnamese oLen couch their kinship and social relations in the 
idioms of tình cRm (sentiment) and ồn nghffla (obligation and gratitude; see 
Rydstrom, this volume, and Shohet ASA4). In general, we should not 
underestimate the degree to which eating, drinking, and recreational travel 
in Vietnam are socially embedded, and it is very rare for a Vietnamese 
person to travel alone as a tourist.

Be common reliance of Vietnamese on kinship and social networks 
notwithstanding, there are also important regional sociocultural variations 
in Vietnam that shed light on Vietnamese migrants’ behavior. Among the 
female marriage migrants discussed by Phung N. Su and Nguyen Bi 
Phuong Cham, remittances to parents in home communities Ngure promi-
nently among Su’s informants, while this issue does not loom large among 
Nguyen’s interviewees. It is not a coincidence that the former came mainly 
from southern Vietnam, while the latter came from the north with a strong 
system of male-oriented kinship. Bis long-standing male-oriented kinship 
system has been reinforced by the revitalization of patrilineages among 
ethnic Vietnamese in northern and central coastal Vietnam, and by the 
widespread construction of patrilineage halls in many communities in the 
latter region. For example, in the commune of TWnh Bình (population 
around eleven thousand) in the central coastal province of Quzng Ngãi, 
where I have conducted research, by the mid-AS4Ss villagers had (re-)built 
about forty ancestral halls (nhà thTh hW) for patrilineages and lineage 



branches, despite the annual per capita income of only about kyĐKSS at the 
time. In a male-oriented kinship system, sons assume a prominent role in 
taking care of parents both in life and aLer death. In contrast, in the southern 
third of Vietnam, patrilineages and patrilineage halls are quite rare, and 
daughters generally feel a stronger obligation than their northern counter-
parts to contribute to the Nnancial support of parents and possibly also to 
parental worship (Luong and Phan ASA-:-k).

In the introduction to this volume, Nguyen and Endres suggest that 
“these [global] institutions enter existing local networks, social relationships, 
and personal obligations and turn these into frontiers of value extraction” 
(p. K) and that “people’s economic lives are increasingly determined by the 
workings of global capitalist institutions and logics” (p. 4S). In the 
introduction to section 4, Leshkowich also argues more generally that in 
Vietnam and the Vietnamese diaspora, the global capitalist economy takes 
advantage of the informal sector and the latter’s relational logic. I would like 
to suggest that local actors’ attachment to families and strong reliance on 
social networks can also pose problems for the operation of global capitalism 
in Vietnam. For example, many male migrants from Banh Hóa, Nghff An, 
and Hà Tznh in the northern central coast to the southeastern province of 
Bình DJ3ng have reportedly mobilized well their social networks to confront 
foreign and domestic employers as well as boarding house owners. Many of 
these employers and boarding house owners have consequently refused to 
hire or to rent to male natives of these three provinces (Cù AS4C). On a much 
larger scale is the return of many migrants to their native villages and 
provinces for family reasons as well as due to the rapidly rising costs of living 
in destination areas. Bis has led to a shortage of industrial labor in Hl Chí 
Minh City and surrounding provinces. Many companies have to open satellite 
factories in more distant provinces in order to recruit labor more easily, 
despite higher logistical and operational costs (Luong AS4Ka). In general, I 
suggest that the relation between global capitalism and the local sociocul-
tural landscape involves a power-laden dialogic process (see also Luong 
ASA-).
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Conclusion

As Vietnam has been reintegrated into the capitalist world system in the past 
three decades in the context of accelerating globalization, global and translo-
cal encounters as well as the signiNcant increase in disposable income for 
most Vietnamese have powerfully shaped their material lifeworlds. Bey 
have also led to many changes in nonmaterial aspects of their lives. Be 
chapters in this volume illuminate many aspects of this transformation 
process. However, many Vietnamese have also adopted traditionalist 
responses in global and translocal encounters. Beir new practices are also 
oLen imbued with local values and meanings, which has led to a process of 
glocalization. Vietnamese from all walks of life have continued relying 
extensively on their social relations and social networks, and invested heavily 
in the cultivation of social ties. I suggest that the local sociocultural fabric 
has also shaped Vietnamese responses to translocal and global encounters 
in a process of glocalization.ĐR

Notes

 4S At some weddings in Hà Nịi and Hl Chí Minh City in the past decade, grooms 
have worn áo dài in domestic rituals and then switched to Western suits in public 
receptions and ceremonies at the banquet hall. Bis practice thus slowly spreads 
from people of Vietnamese descent in the West to Vietnam. See, for example, 

 K A Hà Nịi social scientist wore áo dài at her wedding in the late 4UYSs due to the 
insistence of her mother who had a tiễu tV sRn background. She reported that 
the groom’s father, a cadre from another northern province, refused to be in a 
picture with her at the wedding until she changed from an áo dài to a shirt.

 Y In 4UkY, Hl Chí Minh suggested Viet Minh cadres mobilize people to replace áo 
dài with shirts in order to save cloth and to live a modern life (Hl ASSY:4k).

 U Cao Thài is a syncretic religion that emerged in southern Vietnam in the 4UASs.

 - See https://www.unwto.org/tourism-statistics/key-tourism-statistics.

 4 See https://www.mofa.go.kr/eng/nation/m_kUSA/view.do?seq=-K.

 k See https://www.unwto.org/tourism-statistics/key-tourism-statistics.

 H See https://vnexpress.net/nam-sinh-mac-ao-dai-du-le-tuyen-duong-o-quoc-tu-
giam-kASAAHA.html.

 A See https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.TRF.PWKR.CD.DT?
locations=VN&view=chart.

 C See https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?locations=VN.



 44 At the approach of major examinations, even many science students may feel 
insecure and choose to pray to ancestors and other supernatural forces, and, if 
in Hà Nịi, surreptitiously touch the heads of stone turtles at the Temple of 
Literature for good luck. Beir behavior is similar to the prayers and magical 
acts of Vietnamese traders in face of market uncertainties, or of Trobriand 
Nshermen facing uncertainties of risk and outcome in oáshore Nshing (Mali-
nowski 4UCk; Lê Hlng Lú ASSY).

 4A See https://vnexpress.net/thon-nu-mong-lay-chong-han-de-duoc-di-may-bay-
A-SYAUk.html.

 4- See Watson 4UUY and Weller ASSH for glocalization in other East Asian societies.

the wedding pictures of the well-known soccer player Thoàn V[n Hớu (https://
vnexpress.net/le-an-hoi-truyen-thong-cua-doan-hai-my-doan-van-hau-
kHYCYCC.html).
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