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Preface

Thirty years after the launch of economic liberalisation and global
reintegration policies in the mid-1980s, Vietnamese are experiencing
profound realignments in their social relationships. Revolutions in
industry, consumption, exchange, and governance have transformed
people’s relations with each other and have fostered new social
identities and networks. New media technologies, communications
infrastructure, and education opportunities have widened cultural
horizons and nurtured new ambitions and outlooks. Millions of
Vietnamese are on the move as students, industrial workers, and
marriage migrants have taken leave of home communities, and forged
new links to people and places. In the process, divisions have opened
up between city and countryside, the old and the young, and people
of different regions and ethnicity. Vietnamese mobilise existing
connections of various kinds to bridge the gaps, butalso find themselves
unequally situated to build new relationships or take advantage of
new opportunities. Social relationships once considered backward
or obsolete are being re-evaluated as resources for development, and
practices and places that were once deemed marginal are assuming
new centrality.

This book explores the dynamic processes of connection and
disconnection that are remaking Vietnam’s social landscape.
It features essays by scholars from Vietnam and abroad who draw
on research conducted in diverse Vietnamese localities. The essays
were first presented as papers at a Vietnam Update conference held at
The Australian National University (ANU) in December 2014. This is
an annual conference series that discusses a theme of contemporary
relevance to Vietnam'’s socioeconomic development. The theme selected
for the 2014 Vietnam Update was ‘connection and disconnection’.
Conference presenters engaged with topics such as social capital,
development from below, socially inclusive growth, and the new
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subjectivities emerging in Vietnam’s globalised, market-based society.
The essays selected for inclusion in this book share a common research
methodology and disciplinary approach. As ethnographic reflections
on connection and disconnection, they offer a unique perspective on
how Vietnamese in a great variety of circumstances relate to each other
and redefine what it means to be Vietnamese.

The 2014 Vietnam Update conference was opened by ANU Chancellor
Professor Gareth Evans. His informative speech reflected on changes
in Vietnam and in Australia’s relationship with Vietnam since 1990,
when he presented a paper at the inaugural Vietnam Update in his
capacity as Australian Minister for Foreign Affairs. Carl Thayer and
Suiwah Leung provided an overview of recent political and economic
developments to contextualise the thematic papers. Attending the
2014 Update were representatives of the Australian Department
of Foreign Affairs, the Embassy of Vietnam, the US Embassy in
Vietnam, and the Japanese development agency. Many Australian
aid-funded PhD scholarship students attended the Update, along
with numerous other academics and students. The participants also
included representatives of commercial, non-government, religious
and community organisations, and many individual Vietnamese-
Australians. The audience members took an active part in discussions,
and their feedback to the presenters has been incorporated into the
chapters in this volume.

The 2014 Vietnam Update was hosted by ANU College of Asia and the
Pacific. The organising committee comprised ANU scholars David Marr,
Li Tana, Ben Kerkvliet, Sango Mahanty, Greg Fealy, Peter Chaudhry,
Ha Viet Quan, and myself. They took responsibility for paper selection,
program design, and the funding and running of the conference.
A large share of the conference organising work was shouldered by
administrative staff in the Department of Political and Social Change
of ANU College of Asia and the Pacific. The organisers wish to thank,
in particular, Kerrie Hogan, Kate Hulm, Allison Ley, Pham Thu Thuy,
Luke Hambly, Melissa Orr, Daniel Striegl, Beverly Williams, and Sean
Downes They helped to ensure that the conference was well-attended,
vibrant, friendly, and professionally run, as noted by many conference
participants.
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Introduction: An Overture
to New Ethnographic
Research on Connection and
Disconnection in Vietham

Connectionsare thesource oflifein Vietnam. The tangibleand intangible
ties that bind Vietnamese people to their families and compatriots are
characteristically rich and are constitutive of self, community, and
nation. In traditional Vietnam, the person was enmeshed in relations
(quan hé) of hierarchy and reciprocity that structured family life and
the thicket of mutual exchanges that typified the traditional village.
The Vietnamese polity has long drawn metaphorically on relations of
this kind, as rulers have utilised idioms of kinship and debt to secure
legitimacy, command loyalty, and promote social cohesion. History
has been made by people who were able to inspire a following and
call on the resources of their entourage to repel an enemy or found
new settlements and alliances. Vietnamese from all walks of life have
long cultivated social relationships to deal with the authorities, form
martial unions, make a living, and gain promotion. As social certitudes
have dissolved and been recast by the experience of revolution, war,
and market-based global integration, one constant has been the role
played by such relationships. As the nation has changed, connections
have remained central to what it means to be Vietnamese.

Although it remains true to speak of the ubiquity of connections,
it is important not to overlook the diversity and dynamism of social
relationships in Vietnam. Ethnographic research reveals that the
mode and intensity of social connections available to contemporary
Vietnamese vary according to class, region, gender, and ethnicity.
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Seen as ‘social capital’, connections are often viewed as a resource to
be augmented for the benefit of self and society, however, it should be
recalled that not all connections are equally efficacious or desirable,
and some may come at a steep cost to the individual and society.
Social disconnection, too, is a recurrent theme in Vietnamese life,
be it in the form of death, demotion or exile, or disavowal of one’s
personal ties and background. Vietnamese frequently have sought
social reclusion in pursuit of ends as varied as moral integrity,
ritual potency, tranquillity, and status. When existing relations are
severed deliberately or unavoidably in times of life transition or social
upheaval, people find themselves drawn by circumstances into new
connections and in that moment new social intimacies and identities
are born.

The theme of disconnection has been central in Vietnamese history.
Repeatedly, Vietnamese have found themselves divided or uprooted
in times of war, political separation, or societal crisis. The very idea
of what it has meant to be Vietnamese has been repeatedly reset in
moments of historical rupture: when the indigenous peoples of the
Red River plain came under Chinese rule around two millennia ago;
when Vietnamese formed their own polity after living for 10 centuries
as Chinese imperial subjects; when peoples from disparate cultural
and historical traditions were incorporated into Vietnamese social
space; and when the nation was reborn successively in encounters
with colonial, neo-colonial, socialist, and market-based orders.
The historian Keith Taylor has proposed that Vietnamese identity be
regarded as fundamentally discontinuous: comprised of numerous
distinct orientations that have arisen at different conjunctures in time
and space (K. Taylor 1998, 2013). Portrayals such as this have been
drawn in rebuttal of a nationalist past that assigns Vietnam with a
singular, unified, and continuous history. Yet Vietnamese historians
also have emphasised discontinuity, for instance by downplaying the
country’s debts to China or stressing division, conflict or contradiction
as themes in the country’s history.

Perhaps the most commonly debated instance of disconnection
in contemporary Vietnam is the situation of Vietnam’s numerous
‘national minorities’ (dan tdc thiéu s6), many of whom are said to have
had, until recently, at best tenuous connections to the lowland state.
These peoples are often characterised as suffering disproportionately
from poverty, isolation, social exclusion, and cultural deprivation,
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while at the same time being subject to the intrusive and paternalist
development policies of the ethnic majority—dominated central state.
However, relatively little is known about whether those deemed as
minorities regard themselves as marginal, or how they might turn
participation in the nation-state to their own advantage. More research
is required to determine to what extent the intensive state-building
activities in the periphery have their origins in the national capital
or arise out of the desires and relations of residents of the periphery
themselves. Also in need of further investigation is whether nation-
building initiatives integrate, or alternatively parochialise, their
intended beneficiaries, and what vernacular development paths have
been forged by the people inhabiting Vietnam’s multifaceted and
continuously re-imagined internal frontiers.

This volume offers a series of ethnographic explorations into the
themes of connection and disconnection in contemporary Vietnam.
The essays provide detailed accounts of connecting and disconnecting
that put these processes into context, show how they are experienced
by social actors and reveal their consequences and meanings.
The cases demonstrate that the nature and significance of social
connections are diverse with regards to region, class, gender, and
ethnicity. The approach adopted is practice-oriented in that it does
not assume these relations are governed by universal rationality or
inalterable cultural templates, but that they are imbued with explicit
and tacit meanings made consequential through action and in context.
The accounts emphasise agency and dynamism in showing how
connections are forged and broken by actors, without implying that
all people enjoy equal capacity in this regard or that connections are
a panacea that can enable the individual to overcome the constraints
of circumstance. The essays investigate the diverse attempts by state
authorities to prescribe and regulate the ways citizens connect and
disconnect; however, they also show that state intentions are not
always realised. To understand how and why Vietnamese citizens
connect with each other, and the world around them, requires close
investigation of local and personal histories, conditions, and meanings.

This opening essay frames the contributions with a review of research
on the numerous realms of life in Vietnam that have been shaped by
connection and disconnection. It then broaches the themes addressed
in the first four chapters in this volume, which investigate disparity
and disconnection in the lives of contemporary Vietnamese of the
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lowlands. Moving next to the relationship of ethnic minorities to the
Vietnamese national project, it outlines the research agenda taken up
by four of the contributors who explore agency and diversity in the
ways minority populations engage the state. In a concluding section,
which reflects on the volume’s final two chapters, it examines the
profound realignments in people’s orientation to heritage, history,
and place that are consequent on Vietnam’s integration into the
international order.

Into a Viethamese Landscape of Social
Connection

Both connection and disconnection have been prominent topics in
the study of Vietnamese society and history. Nevertheless, rarely
has the attempt been made to trace in a systematic manner how such
processes interact in diverse arenas of life in Vietnam. This review
of the scholarship in select disciplines examines the significance of
connections and their absence in a variety of contexts, endeavours,
and events. I commence by exploring the interplay of connection
and disconnection in the formation of modern Vietnam'’s social and
political landscape.

The density of the social networks that characterise the nucleated
villages of northern Vietnam is well documented (Gourou 1936; Toan
Anh 1968; Nguyen Tu Chi 1980; Jamieson 1995:28-36). Several scholars
consider the cohesion fostered by this mode of social organisation
to have been a resource enabling the flourishing of the Vietnamese
people. For instance, cooperation in rice production and collective
defence was a factor in the Vietnamese polity’s demographic strength
and its ability to expand into new lands at the expense of more loosely
structured Southeast Asian neighbours (Gourou 1936:133; Lieberman
2003:393). At the same time, the relative autonomy of villages —
in relation to the court and to each other — is said to have given
the Vietnamese social system resilience in times of crisis (McAlister
and Mus 1970; Woodside 1976). As Hy Van Luong has observed,
indigenous models of social relatedness offered formidable resources
in dealing with the power inequalities of colonialism and capitalism.
Political leaders were able to draw on the gender and age hierarchies
and the insider/outsider distinction characteristic of Red River Delta
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villages to mobilise the population against enemies, while sentiments
of trust and mutual obligation of the kind generated in village gift
exchanges helped cement cooperation in arduous struggles. Such
cultural resources were crucial to the mobilisation of villages in
revolutionary action in the French colonial period and again in anti-
corruption protests in the 1990s. Since the ddi mdi reforms of the
1980s, kin connections have been used as a resource for accumulating
economic resources (Luong 2003, 2005, 2010).

Nevertheless, the very tightness of these social relationships and their
hierarchical and autarchic nature also posed threats to the construction
of a national society founded on socialist egalitarian principles. Much
of the work of socialist nation-building under the Democratic Republic
of Vietnam (1954-76) was dedicated to undermining traditional modes
of relatedness and reattaching individuals to the nation and ideals of
modern socialist citizenship. State cultural authorities intervened in
social and ritual life in northern Vietnam to simplify life cycle rituals;
curtail extravagance in feasting and gift exchanges; undercut deference
to local landlords and village elites; and prescribe appropriately
modern, civilised, and cultured modes of living (Kleinen 1999;
Malarney 2002; Luong 2010). In tandem, the Democratic Republic
of Vietnam state promoted egalitarian gender roles and marriage
practices while also criticising romantic and individualist ideals
of personhood that had become prevalent among the urban middle
class since the late colonial period (Pham Van Bich 1999; Ninh 2002;
Werner and Bélanger 2002; Phinney 2008). Intriguingly, the receding
of the socialist state from many aspects of social life since the late
1980s has been accompanied by the revival of traditional life cycle
rituals, marriage practices, gift exchanges, patrilineages, and village
festivals. However, the simplified, modest, and egalitarian aspects of
these revived practices show that the period of socialist reforms did
leave some mark on northern Vietnamese cultural life (Luong 2003;
Malarney 2003).

The fabric of society in southern Vietnam, by contrast, is renowned
for being more loosely woven, with a higher preponderance of what
the sociologist Mark Granovetter (1973) calls ‘weak ties’, as well as
being more open, mobile, urbanised, and globally interconnected
(Hickey 1964; Rambo 1973; P. Taylor 2001; Biggs 2010; Luong 2010;
Harms 2011). From early in the history of Vietnamese colonisation,
this new frontier was associated with a regionally distinctive social
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structure and governance style that was personalistic, egalitarian, and
informal (Son Nam 1997; Li 1998; K. Taylor 1998; Choi Byung Wook
2004; Dutton 2006). In the French colonial period, this looseness,
openness, and mobility was associated with the rapid development
of high levels of land concentration, social inequality, itinerancy, and
social banditry (Brocheux 1995; Engelbert 2007; Biggs 2010:23—125).
Cultural and societal changes in the colonial and postcolonial periods
were also highly sensitive to global currents and trends (Ho Tai 1992;
Brocheux 1995; Jamieson 1995; Do Thien 2003; Peycam 2012). With
the dismantling of socialist command and control policies in the late
1980s, the south quickly gained national predominance in commodity
production, trade, and business, and it continues to be associated with
high levels of cultural innovation, social differentiation, and mobility.

However, southern Vietnam is also home to several important folk
movements that have reorganised society along communitarian
lines. Markedly localist and religious in inspiration, and coalescing
around charismatic authorities, these movements have been seen as
a compensatory response to the anomie and chaos of the southern
frontier and the inequalities engendered under colonialism (Wolf 1969;
McAlister and Mus 1970). Each of these particularist groupings forged
a unique response to the challenges of frontier society. The Hoa Hao
Buddhists (who are also inspired by Confucianism) emphasised charity
over ritual ostentation; their prophet mocked people’s reliance on the
spirits for patronage, and promoted a conception of the person as
indebted for his or her existence to the ancestors, nation, Buddha, and
humanity (Ho Tai 1983). The Cao Dai synthesised numerous strands of
religious and philosophical learning into a grand and eclectic canon,
and assembled a formal pantheon of spirit teachers to whom believers
had access via their mediums (Hoskins 2015). The Cham Muslims
reorganised life around mosques that served as hubs for a markedly
cosmopolitan community, in which local authority and prestige
stemmed from prowess in long-distance trade and religious travel
(P. Taylor 2007a). Khmer society in parts of the Mekong Delta assumed
the form of a Khmer cultural archipelago in a broader Vietnamese
milieu, with each Buddhist temple operating as a civilising centre and
miniature polity unto itself and offering its affiliated lay community
a great variety of services (P. Taylor 2014).
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The communist-led revolution represented a different response to the
challenge of colonialism, one in which the theme of disconnection is
clearly evident. Historians of the revolution trace its inception to the
assault on tradition and the embrace of the new that characterised
Vietnam's nationalist ferment in the first decades of the twentieth
century (Marr 1981; McHale 2004). Some scholars have drawn attention
to the extraordinary youth of the leaders of the revolution whose
social radicalism was more in tune with global modernist currents
than with the hierarchical and conservative mores of their parents.
This radical orientation was in turn replaced by an expectation that
revolutionaries conform to the discipline of a party whose policies
were aligned with strategic shifts in the international communist
movement (Ho Tai 1992, 2010). However, the unity on display in the
proclamation of independence from France in 1945 was superficial,
for the party itself was divided, and struggles within the party over
the correct revolutionary path persisted over subsequent decades
(Brocheux 1995; Marr 1997, 2013). More significantly, the party’s rise
to power alienated a plethora of non-communist nationalist groups and
hardened the resolve of many Vietnamese to fight against it (Guillemot
2010; Chapman 2013).

Although fought in the name of national unity, Vietnam’s wars were a
time of grievous division between Vietnamese of different backgrounds
and political allegiances. The character of the wars as a civil conflict
was already evident in the First Indochinese War (1945-54), which
pitted people of different political, ethnic, religious, social, and
regional affiliations against each other (Le Failler 2011; Lentz 2011;
Keith 2012:213-241; Chapman 2013; McHale 2013). Two Vietnamese
states — the north and the south — emerged out of this war, with
different social and political systems, and alliances torival international
power blocs (Fall 1967; Jamieson 1995). Divisions internal to each of
these states also were on display during the long war they fought with
each other from the late 1950s to the mid-1970s. Such contestation
was particularly tumultuous in the south of the country, where the
‘Vietnam War’ exacerbated, and in turn was shaped by, numerous
conflicts based on religious, ethnic, class, generational, regional,
and urban-rural divisions (Hickey 1993; Topmiller 2006; Hunt 2008;
Miller 2013). Sadly, the curse of conflict continued to afflict Vietnam as
it was drawn almost immediately into another decade-long war with
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neighbouring Cambodia and China, countries with which Vietnam's
socialist leaders previously had entertained warm and supportive
fraternal relations (Nguyen-Vo Thu-Huong 1992; Goscha 2006).

Nevertheless, social connections featured prominently in Vietnam's
wars. The trust, loyalty, and cohesion born out of shared suffering
and confinement in colonial prisons and long residence in remote
guerrilla bases were decisive to the ability of Vietnam’s communist
leaders to survive and coordinate a nationwide resistance in a context
of intense surveillance and repression (Zinoman 2001; Nguyen T. Lien-
Hang 2012:17-47). Viét Minh agents cultivated a network of civilian
supporters in the cities who supplied the rural-based resistance with
goods and information (Goscha 2013). The communists’ major opponent
in the south, President Ng6 Dinh Diém, was often accused of being
inflexible and non-accommodating towards the religious, ethnic, and
localist affiliations that structured society in this region. Nevertheless,
he put siblings and other family members in key government positions
and made use of his Catholic connections to mobilise support and
advance his political interests (Miller 2013:41-53). At the grassroots
level, Heonik Kwon describes how in Central Vietnam there was more
to the experience of war than that of being helpless victims caught in
an arbitrary clash between impersonal and alien forces. Even in the
region that witnessed some of the Vietnam War’s most brutal battles,
war was waged and its disastrous effects were mitigated against by
virtue of peoples” membership of a fine meshwork of numerous small
interlocking social networks (Kwon 2008:69-71).

Many of the policy shifts that occurred in the post-war period were
made possible owing to social connections. For instance, the liberal
market reforms announced in the mid-1980s have been analysed as a
response to a combination of economic crisis, ideological conversion/
confusion, and bottom-up resistance (Fforde and de Vylder 1996;
P. Taylor 2001; Kerkvliet 2005). However, several scholars also
emphasise the role played by senior party leaders with long-standing
ties to local areas and authorities who encouraged and protected a
variety of ‘spontaneous’ economic activities that contravened official
policy. These leaders’ ties to local authorities and other party leaders
at the national level were instrumental in getting these local initiatives
endorsed as formal policy (Dang Phong 2004; Rama and Vo Van Kiet
2008). Connections also facilitated reform in the field of cultural policy.
In a vivid illustration of networking politics in Vietnam, Thaveeporn
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Vasavakul shows how networking between state officials, researchers,
popular organisations, mediums, and local followers was critical to the
official rehabilitation of the mediumistic cult of the Holy Mothers in
the 1990s and early 2000s in northern Vietnam (Vasavakul 2003:35—42).

In his provocative analysis of Vietnam’s political system, Martin
Gainsborough sheds light on the centrality of social connections
to state power and policy. Senior state officials stand at the apex of
patronage networks. Individuals who win high office are put upon to
channel the spoils of office such as licences, contracts, exemptions, and
investment to their network members, to the exclusion of others, and
are reciprocated with loyalty, money, and shares, among other gifts
(Gainsborough 2010:146-147). Gainsborough acutely observes that
patronage shapes the major political event in Vietnam: the five-yearly
party congress. The significant policy shifts that are often announced
in these closely followed events are less the outcome of experimental
policy development, ideological struggles between factions, or the rise
and fall of sectoral, regional or generational interests, but rather are
centrally the result of struggles between the influential members of
patronage networks. The formulation of policy at such events consists
less of adherence to ideology or principles than the jockeying for
position among individuals who, if successful, will be able to share
the spoils of office with his or her network of clients (Gainsborough
2010:135-155).

In an era of market socialism, connections nourish economic life.
Nguyen-Vo Thu-Huong provides a cogent ethnographic analysis of
post-socialist business practices, which she describes arrestingly as
the ‘hooking economy’. In an economy characterised by uncertainty,
the privileging of state enterprises, informational deficits and
regulational laxity, private entrepreneurs gain resources and contracts
by establishing personal relations of patronage with state and quasi-
state economic managers. Many deals are struck in entertainment
venues, including those that offer a variety of prostitution services.
The sex industry thus features both as a metaphor and the context for
the practices of “hooking’, which are integral to post-socialist business
(Nguyen-Vo Thu-Huong 2008:3-24)." Gainsborough too has reported
on the links between H6 Chi Minh City entrepreneurs and local

1 Kimberly Hoang illustrated similar processes in her ethnographic study of H6 Chi Minh
City’s night life (2015).



10

CONNECTED & DISCONNECTED IN VIET NAM

administrative authorities. By establishing bonds with highly placed
officials, with whom the proceeds of business are shared, companies
can negotiate opaque and treacherous legal terrain with reduced risk
of political or legal repercussions, while making life difficult for their
competitors, who the authorities might move against (Gainsborough
2010:38-39).?

Although connections mitigate risk, they may also in themselves pose
a threat to security and social cohesion. In the early 2000s, exposure
of the octopus-like network built by the gang boss Nam Cam brought
to light the collusive relationships that existed between criminal
syndicates and highly placed officials and powerful departments such
as the police (Gainsborough 2010:48-49). Researchers have exposed
the corrupt relationships between timber traders and state authorities
that facilitate the illegal timber trade across the Lao—Vietnam border
(To Xuan Phuc et al. 2014). Special interest groups (nhém loi ich)
linked to powerful officials also highlight disparities between rich and
poor. As Bill Hayton observes, businesses and individuals strive to
put themselves under the umbrella (6 du) of protection provided by
connections to high-ranking state and party leaders. The cultivation
of such relationships can confer immunity from prosecution and
leeway in a complex and competitive business landscape, along
with specific benefits such as jobs, promotions, and scholarships.
Meanwhile, people without an umbrella are extremely vulnerable to
harassment and prosecution. These patronage practices have fostered
a small and privileged elite who owe their fortune to birth, marriage,
and fortuitous connections. Their wealth and privilege in a country
where substantive poverty is still widespread jars uncomfortably with
the socialist rhetoric coming from the country’s leaders who stand at
the apex of the elite (Hayton 2010:22-25).

2 In their study of land investment in rural Vietnam, Thomas Markussen and Finn Tarp
infer that people who have relatives in the government are able to draw upon those kin links
to secure tenure over land and avoid the expropriation of their land by the state. Having such
favourable connections to the authorities, they contend, gives people the confidence needed to
make investments in their land (Markussen and Tarp 2014).
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The Dynamics of Disconnection and
Reconnection

Ethnographic studies of connection from below show that social
relationships provide a means by which Vietnamese people can
moderate the excesses and iniquities of market-driven development.
In his study of community environmental regulation, Dara O’Rourke
shows that linkages within local communities and between community
activists and the authorities are beneficial in changing the behaviour
of serious environmental polluters (O’Rourke 2004:68). Linkages
to extra-local actors such as the media enable community demands
to reach higher level authorities.’ Social ties between a firm and its
workers, consumers, suppliers, or neighbours influence the way it
responds to complaints about pollution. Social relationships are also
at the heart of regulation, and agencies with strong linkages to the
community are successful in implementing state policies. Nevertheless,
O’Rourke warns that social relationships between factory managers
and authorities, or between individuals in state agencies, can also
enable environmental polluters and decrease the responsiveness of
authorities to community demands (O'Rourke 2004:224-227).

People in socially precarious circumstances may intensify relations
of mutuality to reduce the risks of market-based society and fill
the gaps left by the shrinkage of the once omnipresent state. In her
research in rural Ha Tinh, Pam McElwee observed that poor farmers
experienced hardship and uncertainty as a result of their production
of rice and other goods for global markets. In response, they partook
of a moral economy which was similar to that described by James
Scott (1977) in his study of Mekong Delta peasants under French
colonialism (McElwee 2007). People at the margins of subsistence
in Ha Tinh spread risk by exchange relations with each other and
with wealthier community members, upon whom they exerted moral
pressure to distribute their wealth, effectively enforcing a social price
on private accumulation. The farmers also criticised the heartlessness
and lack of social responsiveness of officials who made their lives,

3 Andrew Wells-Dang’s study of networked civil society politics in Vietnam similarly
reveals that relationships between environmental activists, the press, scientists, retired officials,
local residents, and the authorities have been key to efficacy in environmental activism
(Wells-Dang 2012).

1
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and that of their families, difficult with overbearing enforcement of
regulations. In protesting against official indifference and malpractice,
poor farmers in the 1990s and 2000s were influenced by norms of
fairness and sufficiency (McElwee 2007). Nguyen Van Suu (2007),
Ben Kerkvliet (2014) and John Gillespie (2014) similarly have noted
that protests against corruption and land confiscations frequently
have been motivated by these kinds of moral economy concerns.

Faced by the inadequacy of officially prescribed social and cultural
relationships, numerous communities in Vietnam make recourse to a
variety of vernacular translocal connections. Such decentred networks
are particularly evident among members of ethnic minority groups
whose integration into the national community has not always been
equitable and harmonious. The transnational networks of minority
actors include commodity chain networks maintained by Hmong
people in the northwest of the country with China (Turner, Bonnin,
and Michaud 2015), transnational business and cultural associations
of the ethnic Chinese in urban areas (Yu 2006), and the cross-border
networks mobilised by Cham Muslims in Vietnam’s southwest for
work and religious travel in Malaysia (Tran 2016). Other translocal
linkages are controversial or divisive, such as the mass conversion
to evangelical Christianity of minority groups like the Hmong
(Ngo 2015), the rejection among some groups of official ethnic labels
(Nguyen Van Thang 2007), or the appeals made by diasporic actors
for ethno-nationalist solidarity among Central Highlanders (Salemink
2006:39-42). As discussed by Oscar Salemink in his chapter in this
book, these decentred forms of ethnic reconnection create dilemmas for
the government which, in order to reassert authority over its minority
citizens, has begun to backtrack on its modernist reform agenda
and rehabilitate identities and practices that were once criticised as
backward, elitist, and autarchic.

In Vietnam, social relationships are never merely received or static but
are dynamic and constantly being actively managed. For the women
who dominate Vietnam's marketing sector, success in livelihoods
comes from proficiency in the arts of self-representation. Ann Marie
Leshkowich shows that much of the work done by traders in
Bén Thanh market, as they represent themselves to customers, their
peers, and market regulators, consists of the agentive enactment of
social identities. Market women often essentialise themselves, claiming
to be — as women — naturally adept at their trade; construing
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themselves as struggling working class; distancing themselves from
the state; or claiming ties of kinship with their customers and paid
workers. However, rather than treat this self-essentialism as simply
a strategy to grasp advantage as opportunities arise, Leshkowich
regards it as a form of historically constituted political and economic
subjectivity. She shows that their profession or trade has been
alternatively stigmatised, romanticised, dismissed, and celebrated in
shifting state policies that have created uncertainty, anxiety, and risk.
By essentialising themselves as women, as traditional, as kin, or as
workers, the traders of BEn Thanh make themselves legible within the
discourses employed in the regulation of their behaviour. Through
such enactments, they are able to experience control, predictability,
and meaning in their profession and lives (Leshkowich 2014).

The practices of performative sociality exemplified by market traders
are among the variety of practices by which Vietnamese have been
shown to mould and shift their social relationships. Anthropologists
and linguists have demonstrated how Vietnamese gender and
age hierarchies, along with relations of parity and sameness, are
reproduced and situationally modified through modes of address
and self-reference, as well as in discipline and at play (Luong 1990;
Rydstrem 2003; Sidnell and Shohet 2013). In his ethnography of
culinary practices in the town of HOi An, Nir Avieli shows how dishes
consumed at a variety of meals communicate subtle messages about
the character and significance of social relationships. Intriguingly,
his study reveals that commensality may not only create kinship
and generate bonds, it may also divide and distinguish (Avieli 2012).
Vu Hong Phong demonstrates how, through alcohol consumption, men
in a multiethnic frontier context bond with their male peers (Vu Hong
Phong 2008:148-149). Analysing relations between hostesses and
their clients in the bars of H6 Chi Minh City’s sex industry, Kimberly
Hoang describes how performances of masculinity and femininity in
such sites affirm and contest global racial and class hierarchies (Hoang
2015). Markus Schlecker shows how, by returning to their home
villages to take part in feasts and festive occasions, people in Ha Noi
materialise a new post-socialist orientation to the ‘ancestral village’ as
a place of traditional relatedness and belonging (Schlecker 2005).

Several studies explore the active limiting of one’s sphere of relatedness.
In the context of middle-class HaNoi, Alexander Soucy (2014) describes
the management and pruning of social relations that takes place during
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the issuing of wedding invitations. Catherine Earl shows how, through
work, leisure, consumption, and marriage choices, women in Ho Chi
Minh City secure urban middle-class membership and distinguish
themselves from their lower-status compatriots (Earl 2014).* Erik Harms
examines the socially destructive urban redevelopment practices that
demolish and scatter existing residential communities, and replace
them with exclusive, high-class enclaves that promise to separate
their new residents from the undistinguished urban masses (Harms
2012, 2014). Perhaps the most disturbing practices of social truncation
take place in reproductive health clinics, where technologies such
as ultrasound are routinely used to detect foetal abnormalities and
unwanted female gender in foetuses. Subsequently, abortions are
commonly prescribed and undertaken, sometimes illicitly, to secure
desired reproductive outcomes and interdict the formation of socially
undesirable persons and relationships (Bélanger and Khuat Thi Hai
Oanh 2009; Gammeltoft 2014).

The dynamics of social disconnection and reconnection are especially
pronounced in the experience of migration. Vietnamese have been
subject to many varieties of coerced migration, be they conflict-induced
refugee movements, de-urbanisation campaigns, official programs to
open new economic zones in remote border areas, or environmental
refugee flows (Hardy 2003). Migrants who have moved voluntarily or
under compulsion have often found themselves transplanted into an
unfamiliar or unpleasant social setting where they experience tense
and brittle relations with their new neighbours (McElwee 2008; Hansen
2009). In other cases, they may feel socially isolated and excluded
from the opportunities for connection or advancement in their new
social environment (Huong 2004; Nguyen Minh 2015). In such cases,
social connections play a key role in enabling movement and re-
emplacement. Research on migration in Vietnam has demonstrated the
value of family and homeland networks in facilitating chain migration
to new economic frontiers and urban spaces (Carruthers and Dang
2012; Winkels 2012), nurturing children who have been left behind
(Locke et al. 2012), and gaining empowerment in the cities (Karis 2013).

4 For a collection of insightful essays on practices of middle-class distinction in contemporary
Vietnam, see Van-Nguyen Marshall, Drummond and Bélanger (2011).
5 A detailed account of sex-selective abortion is provided in Tran Thi Minh Hang (2011).
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The work of reconnection is a key theme in the Vietnamese diaspora’s
relationship with the homeland. Formed largely out of processes
of disconnection and rupture, the large community of Vietnam-
origin people who live overseas has been visiting home and sending
remittances for at least three decades (Small 2012; Schwenkel 2014).
Transnational flows of cultural and entertainment content, via DVDs,
television, internet, and social media, connect the diaspora with the
old country, although in both contexts the reception of these influences
is met with controversy and surveillance (Carruthers 2008; Valverde
2012). Return gifts of money express obligation and relatedness;
however, the gifts also create social distance within transnational
families (Nguyen-Akbar 2014). Such gifts court the risk of being
seen as insufficient or, alternatively, excessive, having the capacity to
humiliate and wound both the recipient and giver alike (Thai 2014).
The inflow of foreign currency also can express counter-cultural forms
of non-official relatedness that transcend nation-state boundaries and
the borders between the living and the dead. Allison Truitt shows how
remittances in US dollars express the debt of overseas Vietnamese to
their relatives in Vietnam and how in turn the living repay their debt
to the ancestors through counterfeit versions of the same currency
(Truitt 2013:83-103).

Connections to the spirit world are enacted in dynamic and multiform
ways, and occupy a prominent place in Vietnam'’s post-revolutionary
social landscape (Malarney 2003; P. Taylor 2007b). Through their
offerings to the ancestors and the potent spirits of the land, Vietnamese
repay their debts to the proximate yet otherworldly beings who
guarantee security, enforce morality, and make life possible (P. Taylor
2004; Pham Quynh Phuong 2009; Jellema 2007). The sanctified gifts
that worshippers bring back home from pagodas and shrines spiritually
nourish their families and materialise the relations of mutual care that
bind the spirits to the living (Endres 2011; Soucy 2012). By being
inducted as a spirit medium, people who are marginalised, ill, socially
anomalous, or dogged by misfortune may secure healing and social
reintegration as the follower of a master or a child of the spirits (Fjelstad
and Hien 2006; Norton 2009; Salemink 2010). The links maintained
with the spirit world are multilateral and mutually generative: with
offerings, worshippers might rehabilitate a ghost as an ancestor and
thereby transform their own social identity (Kwon 2008; Marouda
2014); via afflictions visited upon their kin, a war martyr might
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signal their need to be recovered from the oblivion of national history
(Malarney 2001; Gustafsson 2009). The ties between spirits and their
earthly Vietnamese adepts today span the globe, with both mediums
and the religions that institutionalise interactions with the spirits
found in the many locations around the world where Vietnamese
people have made a home (Fjelstad and Hien 2011; Hoskins 2015).

A final illustration of the generative power of connections highlights
the role of social networks in assembling the knowledge that
Vietnamese have about themselves and their own society. Many of
Vietnam'’s leading intellectuals and academics belong to lineages
of intellectuals. Despite the socialist emphasis on mass education and
the production of expertise, both kinship and kin-like relationships
have been essential in nurturing intellectual capacities and
dispositions in the face of criticisms about elitism and the levelling
tendencies of socialist academic culture (Bayly 2007). In contemporary
Vietnam, Eren Zink found that the academic field is constituted out
of connections. Institutes and departments can be filled with people
from the same kinship network or birthplace, and a tangle of personal
relationships cross-cut institutional and national boundaries. People in
one’s network positioned in departments and ministries can enable an
institute to secure project funding or access sensitive information that
gives cogency to an analysis (Zink 2013:157-171). Scholars who lack or
fail to nurture such ties may find their careers thwarted, irrespective
of their talent and hard work. The work of scientific production relies
crucially on the cultivation of relationships, and the history of the
emergence of a new idea is very much the story of the connections
activated and the debts incurred in the process of its assembly and
articulation as new knowledge.

Making Connections and Disconnections

This review of scholarship demonstrates that connections are a
pervasive and influential dimension of Vietnamese life. Important
insights into Vietnamese politics, society, and culture come from
research that has carefully traced the social linkages and disconnects
that have shaped events in these domains. The essays in this volume
take these findings as a point of departure as they explore issues that
call out for more rigorous scholarly treatment, and uncover new stories
about connection and disconnection.
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One of the most fundamental questions about social connections is
the degree to which these resources are equally available and useful
to people from different social backgrounds. Hy Van Luong observes
in his contribution that Vietnamese from all walks of life consider
social connections to be a reliable way to resolve all manner of daily
problems, ranging from medical care for a family member to credit for
business expansion. However, he also shows that the extent to which
contemporary rural Vietnamese have recourse to social capital varies
considerably in relation to their economic status and their regional
location. His study sheds light on the inequitable distribution of a set
of social resources whose subtlety and significance have previously
not been adequately described by researchers attempting to measure
inequality in Vietnam. While it may be true that gifts have the power
to bind people together, Luong reminds us that not everyone has the
same capacity to give gifts.

Hy Van Luong’s chapter draws upon fieldwork data from two villages
— one located in the Red River Delta and the other in the Mekong
Delta — which was collected in 200506 and 2012—14. It shows that
the social relationships upon which people rely are sustained and
strengthened by meals, drinks, gifts, and favour exchanges. Asincomes
rise, many households and individuals spend more on these gifts and
exchanges to sustain and expand their social capital. However, he
finds that the poor are much less capable of doing so than the rich
and the powerful, especially considering that the monetary value of
‘standard’ gifts has increased significantly at life cycle ceremonies.
He also identifies variation between the two rural regions. Northern
Vietnamese villagers have strengthened various forms of associational
ties, complete with their life cycle ceremony gift obligations, to a greater
extent than their southern counterparts. The rich evidence martialled
in this chapter demonstrates that although social connections may
matter to all Vietnamese, the quantity and quality of connections
to which people have access, the benefits they bring, and the costs
imposed in the effort to maintain them, are not evenly distributed.
Paradoxically, Vietnamese of different regions and classes are divided
by social connections in a way that is both shaped by and continues to
shape profound differences in their social circumstances and cultural
identities.
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The capacity of gifts to sustain relationships between people who have
been separated spatially and by class is the focus of the chapter by
Nguyen Thi Thanh Binh. It focuses on the case of a successful business
migrant who returned to her Red River Delta village from the south of
Vietnam after a long absence. Like many Vietnamese return migrants,
her initial intention was to make bequests to her family and ancestors,
however, her giving soon also extended to non-kin, such as the
village poor, and sponsoring communal feasts and the refurbishment
of communal buildings. Her actions earned her accolades from the
villagers for her generosity of spirit, and this adulation exerted moral
pressure upon her to give more and more. The extraordinary and
unexpected dynamics that led her to accelerate her rate of giving not
only drained her financially, they also aroused intense debates about
her motives and background. Assessments of her character ranged
from views of her blessed fate and Buddha-like qualities to dismissive
and disparaging comments about her capability, personality, and
family morality. Ultimately, the tensions and ill feelings unleashed by
her charitable actions caused this return migrant to rethink her plans
to re-establish herself in her native village.

This story of a failed return offers a timely treatment of the dislocating
experiences of migration. Told from the perspective of a returned
migrant, it shows how nostalgia for the homeland arising out of the
disappointments of migration can precipitate the desire to return
and reconnect. When acted upon, however, such sentiments can
lead to disenchantment, serving instead to underline the change in
subjectivities brought about in the experience of migration, as well
as the gulf in moral expectations between rural and urban localities.
Seen from the perspective of the villagers who hosted her return, this
case illustrates the value of migrants to marginal rural communities
both as a link to new worlds and opportunities, and as a source of
remittances and models for social reinvigoration. At the same time,
it reveals how the joyful anticipation of attending a homecoming may
easily deteriorate into dissension and mutual mistrust, showing how
the gap in status and experience that divides migrants and their home
villages is not easily bridged by acts of good will or by sentiments of
belonging to a common ancestral homeland.

The chapter by Nguyen Khanh Linh provides a graphic illustration of
how divisive social connections can be. She studied a rural locality near
Hai Phong City that is distinctive for its very high rate of transnational
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marriages. Women from the fishing commune of Hai Thanh enter into
more marriages with foreigners than any other locality in Vietnam,
many of them marrying men from wealthier rural localities in China
and Korea. At the same time, a great number of the women who marry
into Hai Thanh come from other generally poorer rural localities in
Vietnam, in a sense ‘replacing’ the local women who have married out.
Significant realignments in social status and subjectivity are occurring
among the women of Hai Thanh owing to their involvement in these
very different marital alliance networks which connect them to East
Asia and elsewhere in Vietnam.

As Nguyen Khanh Linh’s chapter reveals, the flows of female marriage
migrants into and out of Hai Thanh make it a remarkable node in a
vast hypergamous chain that links numerous far-flung rural localities
in Vietnam and overseas. However, just as the passage of women into
and out of Hai Thanh makes visible stark differences between rich
and poor rural localities, it also brings about yawning gaps between
the women themselves. The study examines the marked difference in
class and status between the out-marrying and in-marrying women.
These distinctions are marked on the bodies of the two classes of
women and are interpreted in local discourses as innate differences
of race, ethnicity, and morality. The sharpening and essentialising of
distinctions between women and between ruralities that occurs as a
result of these translocal marital alliances offers a sobering example
of how connections can accentuate inequalities in extreme and
diverse ways.

Yen Le’s chapter ventures into the little-known world of leprosy
sufferers in Vietnam, where it uncovers valuable insights into the power
of disconnection. Drawing on the author’s ethnographic fieldwork in
Quy Hoa, a segregated village for leprosy-afflicted people in South
Central Vietnam, the chapter tells the villagers’ stories about social
exile and reintegration. It traces the cases of elderly villagers who
contracted leprosy between the 1940s and the 1980s, showing how the
stigma provoked by a leprosy diagnosis and the disability caused by
the disease brought about a form of social death and induced them to
seek refuge in this isolated settlement for leprosy sufferers. Shifting to
the ethnographic present of 2011, it elucidates why ‘sameness’ is such
a salient discourse in the village and how, as a defining characteristic
of the community, it has reconfigured the villagers’ lived reality of
leprosy. The notion of ‘sameness’ determines boundaries between
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leprosy-affected residents and ‘healthy’ people, and between ‘inside
here’ and ‘out in life’. It reveals a strong sense of connection shared
among community members based on perceived commonality and
equality on the one hand, and, on the other, disconnection from the
outside world engendered by persistent leprosy stigma and sufferers’
self-stigmatisation.

Through examining the ontologies of leprosy sufferers’ connections
and disconnections, Yen Le sheds light on the construct of leprosy
and the lived reality of people affected by the disease in contemporary
Vietnam. In doing so, her chapter also seeks to answer why exclusive
communities for people with leprosy still exist long after leprosy has
been declared medically curable, and when outpatient treatment has
replaced segregated institutional care as the preferred public health
approach to treatment. Her chapter shows that while the medical
rationale for segregation no longer exists, the existential problems
leprosy sufferers continue to endure provide justification for their
continuing attachment to segregated communities such as Quy Hoa.

Debating Disconnection in Vietham’s
Minority Worlds

As noted in the preceding discussion, the ultimate symbols of
disconnection in present-day Vietnam are the minority nationalities.
Much of the international development literature on Vietnam
focuses on the socioeconomic gap between the majority Kinh and
ethnic minority groups. Studies seek out the drivers of the ‘ethnic
gap’, which are believed to include factors such as remoteness, lack
of connectivity, poor land and water quality, low schooling, weak
market access, and poor governance (Imai and Gaiha 2007; Baulch et
al. 2010). The attention of policymakers is fixed on the cultural traits,
language deficits, and customary practices and beliefs that are said
to keep people poor and hold them back. Stereotypes proliferate
in popular discourses about minority people’s backwardness and
insularity, and their lack of awareness of what it takes to prosper in
the modern world. The incapable and needful minority other is very
much the central figure of the present-day era of high development in
the national periphery. Such a figure not only functions as a pretext
for development but may indeed have been produced by it.
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In marked contrast, many anthropologists hold to the view that
Vietnam'’s minority others suffer from an excess of connection to the
state project. It is not difficult to find critiques of the harm done by
state development policies, which are deemed to be utopian, arbitrary,
inflexible, paternalist, and all-encompassing. Scholars who adhere
to the view that redemptive agency comes from below, or from the
periphery, find signs of resilience in activities that are resistant,
evasive, transcendent, or resourcefully recombinant; in short, inspired
by a logic of disconnection from the state.® In the terms coined by
James Scott, such tactics consist of ‘the art of not being governed’
(Scott 2009). A logical implication of this perspective is that the only
scope available to ethnicised actors to remain true to themselves
exists beyond the realms of what the state has set in train for them
as its subjects (for a critical discussion, see Salemink 2015). Such an
interpretation would disqualify the state itself as an arena in which
minority actors might exert authentic agency. This may be a major
oversight given that the state is such a significant presence in the lives
of its minority citizens and has shaped the agenda for continuity and
change in their traditional homelands for well over a half century in
most localities.

Four essays in this volume show how the state may serve as a vehicle for
minority self-assertion, each in unique ways. The chapter by Nguyen
Thu Huong examines the dynamics of political disconnection among
the minority peoples of Vietnam’s Central Highlands. Her research
reveals that the Bahnar, among other groups in Kon Tum Province,
are under-represented in state employment and service provision
positions. Relative to the Kinh, most of whom are migrants, the
indigenous people of this highlands province appear to suffer from a
low level of inclusion in state structures and lack influence in political
decision-making. In part, such inequalities reflect discrepancies in
social and cultural capital. They also give expression to disparities
in political capital, which are rooted in differential war experiences.
However, Nguyen Thu Huong proposes that an alternative explanation
for this situation is that the highlanders may be disinclined to take
office. She illustrates this proposition with comments by Bahnar

6 Jean Michaud’s notion of ‘Hmong infrapolitics’ forcefully articulates this perspective
(Michaud 2012). These themes also are apparent in many of the essays in the book edited
by Philip Taylor, Minorities at Large, as well as in an article by the same on vernacular rural
development (P. Taylor 2011, 2007c).

21



22

CONNECTED & DISCONNECTED IN VIET NAM

individuals that show how they discount themselves from responsible
office and state-orchestrated rituals on the grounds that such pursuits
are incompatible with their own distinct morality and identity as
minority peoples.

Such an approach resonates with James Scott’s analysis of upland
lifeways in historical Southeast Asia as structured around purposive
avoidance of the lowland state’s embrace. However, Nguyen Thu
Huong’s analysis is more nuanced than this in showing that such
orientations are not universal among the peoples of the Central
Highlands, but rather are contingent upon the complex historical
relations that groups and individuals have had with state-building
initiatives in this locality. She also avoids homogenising state—
ethnic relations by showing within one select group the markedly
gendered nature of their practices of state evasion. Moreover, in
a way that appears to fundamentally depart from the state evasion
paradigm, she discovers that acts of selective withdrawal are linked
to projects of cultural exceptionalism, moral purification, and gender
differentiation, which themselves draw upon discourses employed by
the state to mobilise and govern its ethnic minority subjects. Hence,
far from being an entity that minority peoples must artfully avoid
in order to obtain authentic self-realisation, the state itself provides
the stage and the script through which people may enact their ethnic
difference.

In studied contrast with the tactical retreats staged by the Bahnar,
the Hmong and Nung residents of the northwest commune of Vinh
Thuy actively engage the state by assertively deploying its categories
and programs. When Peter Chaudhry conducted his fieldwork in this
mountainous commune in Lao Cai Province, he found that the majority
of its residents were categorised as poor and had long been reliant on
state handouts. One possible interpretation for commune residents’
entrenched poverty status would be to link it to their marginality and
lack of opportunities to better themselves. An alternative approach
would be to view it as a sign of local people’s subjugation to the
state’s upland development project. However, Chaudhry soon came
to observe that to be designated as poor had obvious value to local
residents themselves, and was a status that locals actively strove
for and contested. Far from being an index of disconnection or
disempowerment, locals assertively manipulate and milk for maximum
benefit this category of disadvantage assigned by the central state.
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Vinh Thuy is thus a prime exemplar of what Peter Chaudhry refers
to in his chapter as an ‘agentive periphery’. However, what he has
uncovered in this border commune is not a pure and resilient modality
of local power that flourishes at the limits of the modern state’s reach,
for it is the central state that furnishes the resources for peripheral
actors to act in such an autonomous manner. Nevertheless, poverty is a
resolutely local project, as evidenced by the local relational categories,
moral economy considerations, and status and schisms at stake in the
designation of households as poor. Local officials build patronage and
create legitimacy in local eyes by exercising discerning judgement
in the allocation of poverty alleviation resources. Householders are
strategically ingenious in pressurising officials to decide in their favour
and presenting themselves as eligible for the handouts. Poverty is a
hybridised category of subjectivity that proliferates at the interface
between local and central state criteria and needs. Chaudhry describes
this as an example of political metis, whereby modern state biopower
is reworked through local circuits of meaning and relatedness into
a biopolitical project with strikingly local characteristics.

What degree of autonomy is open to ethnic minority actors under a state
known for its centralising efficacy and assimilatory bent? Surprising
answers to that question can be found by examining the case of Thai
elites in northwest Vietnam. In his research among high-ranking Thai
state cadres in a Thai-dominated province of the northwest, Ha Viet
Quan found that a number had formed around them an elaborate
entourage of clients, subordinates, partners, and allies. Exploring
these political networks through participant observation, he found
them to be personalistic, hierarchical, flexible, and assimilatory, and
held together by performance and mutual obligation. Moreover,
these social formations were politically significant. The Thai cadres
exercised power through their personalistic networks: implementing
state programs and initiatives; securing appointments, promotions,
and contracts; and fending off assaults on the prestige of the leader
from the leader of rival networks. In sum, the mode of power embodied
by these senior Thai cadres very much resembles the traditional model
of entourage politics characteristic of the Tai culture area in the era
before the rise of centralised bureaucratic states. Remarkably, Ha Viet
Quan found it thriving openly among the political class in a region
that, for over 60 years, has been under the rule of a socialist state.
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Ha Viet Quan concludes from his evidence that the mode by which
the state exerts power in Vietnam is not as uniform as is often assumed
by scholarly observers, or, indeed, is evident in the state’s own
rhetoric. Rather, the case of the Thai northwest suggests that the
state is amenable to heterogeneous modes of authority and indeed is
comprised by such heterogeneity. An additional implication is that
this mode of personalistic rule is not threatening to the projection of
state power in the uplands but is precisely the means through which
the state prosecutes its agenda in such regions. The central state is
reliant on powerful Thai elites to effect its writ, and the elites in
turn reproduce their power through their favourable connections to
central authority. Another revelatory implication of this study is that
the incorporation of culturally and politically distinct groups into the
Vietnamese national project does not necessarily come at the expense
of those groups’ identity and authority; to the contrary, those unique
qualities may be enhanced in the process of political integration.
Minority autonomy is thus obtainable without eroding the authority
of the state project; in fact, to the contrary, the state’s prestige is
burnished as its power is exercised through such means.

Although participating in state structures enables minority actors to
advance their own interests, when the government prescribes how
they may do so, the results can be unpredictable. The chapter by Philip
Taylor focuses on the efforts by the Vietnamese government to control
the educational mobility options available to the Khmer monastic
population in Vietnam. Khmers in Vietnam have a highly developed
vernacular education network based in their Buddhist monasteries.
The socialist government not only permits the operation of this
religious-based education network, it recently has supported the
development of a Buddhist institute in Vietnam as the peak educational
destination for Vietnamese Khmers. Like elsewhere in Southeast Asia,
this intervention in monastic education was designed to consolidate
national identifications among local Buddhists. However, the effort
was far from successful, as Khmer monks continued to travel to centres
of monastic learning outside of Vietnam. The state-prescribed option
has been bypassed by Khmer monastics, who are determined to pursue
far more expansive educational alternatives.

The determination of Khmers in Vietnam to chart their own monastic
education routes illustrates the tensions between the territorialising
nation-state and the decentred itineraries of citizens who are inspired
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by their own spatial imaginaries. Having historically migrated to
monastic centres in Cambodia to pursue higher education, Khmers in
the Mekong Delta found their traditional avenue of social mobility
blocked by the rise to power of socialist states in both Vietnam and
Cambodia. In time, the Vietnamese government developed its own
Khmer vernacular higher education system, modelled on the Buddhist
university system found in Theravada countries. However, the option
failed to satisfy Khmer people’s desire for cosmopolitan self-realisation
and experiential immersion in a Khmer-language educational milieu.
Resisting parochialisation within Vietnam, Khmers trod other paths,
including educational migration to Burma, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and
post-socialist Cambodia. Their sometimes illicit journeys illustrate the
challenges posed to states by the demotic aspirations for connection
unleashed by globalisation. The official response, which has been to
actively police educational returns, exemplifies the pitfalls minority
citizens face in an era of aspirational transnational travel.

Disconnected and Reconnected in History
and Space

Much hope for social betterment is invested in Vietnam's global
integration, yet with it has come a sense of anxiety about the threats
that powerful international processes and actors pose to Vietnam'’s
very identity. One of the ways the state has responded to this sense
of threat has been to confer on certain cultural practices and objects
the status of being part of a Vietnamese cultural canon. Similarly, the
contemporary concern to register and protect strategically significant
places, such as national parks, borderlands, and historical sites,
responds to official apprehension about unregulated change and
threats from without. However, these efforts to fix the meanings of
items and practices as iconic heritage run counter to dynamic popular
processes of modification and re-signification, and may serve to
undermine or obscure their value to local populations. Equally, the
rush to secure certain sites for the benefit of the Vietnamese nation
risks removing them from the realm of everyday use and ironically
may render them less accessible to local people. These contradictory
processes of securing and losing control over culturally significant
practices and sites are topics explored by the final two essays in this
volume.
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As Oscar Salemink observes in his chapter, Vietnam is experiencing a
rapid heritagisation of its cultural legacy. Numerous cultural and ritual
sites, objects, and practices have been formally recognised as national
heritage by the state in line with UNESCO criteria. Taking place in
tandem with these developments is the transformation of heritage into
spectacle, as state authorities and tourist companies stage festivals
that celebrate a variety of local practices as ancient and distinctive,
thereby securing possession of them as icons of Vietnamese national
identity. However, as Salemink shows in his chapter, this ritualised
connection with the nation paradoxically comes at a price of local
disconnection from the cultural site, object, or practice that is officially
labelled cultural heritage. He contends that, especially for religious
sites, objects and practices, heritage recognition casts a secular gaze
on cultural life. Among other things, it effectively disenfranchises
attempts by locals to modify and reinterpret their ritual practices and
cultural identifications in meaningful alignment with the profoundly
altered conditions they experience as subjects of marketisation and
global integration. In other words, when sites, objects and practices
are inscribed as heritage, the dynamic values invested in them by
various constituent communities risk being obscured and discounted.

Focusing on the transformation of the cultural traditions of Vietnam’s
Central Highlanders into heritage displays, Oscar Salemink’s chapter
shows these processes at work. The use of ceremonial gongs was
once widespread in the Central Highlands, and traditionally was
embedded in the ritual and social lives of numerous highland
peoples. Powerful forces have rapidly marginalised these practices,
ranging from social and ritual reform in the socialist period to the
major economic and social changes occurring under conditions of
capitalist commoditisation. Highlanders have responded to these
ruptures by embracing Christianity as an autonomous form of
vernacular modernism, while their diasporic representatives have
promoted alternative identifications for highlanders as members of
a collectively oppressed people. In an attempt to counter these new
identifications, state cultural authorities have moved to endorse fading
practices such as gong use as authentic, and stage cultural festivals
that celebrate their status as cultural heritage. Oscar Salemink argues
that, through this process of secularisation, local communities” own
cultural responses to their contemporary predicament are effectively
disqualified, while outside players — cultural experts, state agencies,
tourist companies — effectively take over the management and staging
of highland heritage for their own benefit.
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The final chapter, by Edyta Roszko, looks through the lens of a
dispute between Vietnam and its large neighbour China to examine
the territorial and historical recentring of a once marginal island off
the Central Vietnamese coast. China’s expanding political and military
influence in the South China Sea to secure the supply of natural
resources has recently led to numerous maritime confrontations
with Vietnamese sea users. Its attempt to enclose virtually the entire
sea has been a focus within Vietnam of public anger and political
contestation. One location where we can see some local consequences
of this contestation is Ly Son Island, which is considered as a historic
and contemporary stepping stone to the Paracel island chain and a
border zone in Vietnam. China’s seizure of Vietnamese vessels, and
the arrest and months-long detention of Ly Son fishermen have been
widely covered in Vietnam’s mass media, adding fuel to a heated debate
about disputed areas in the South China/Eastern Sea, and stirring new
imaginings about the role of the sea and its islands in the nation’s
history.

Against the backdrop of the South China Sea dispute, Edyta Roszko
analyses how the small and marginalised coastal location of Ly Son
has become central to the state’s sociocultural project of redefining
Vietnam from a rice-growing culture to a maritime nation. Responding
to media discourses, Vietnamese people have come to see the contested
waters and islands as inalienable national territory and, through their
practices of patriotic tourism to Ly Son Island, they demonstrate a
new identity as citizens of the sea. While such attention brings new
status and economic opportunities to a once peripheral place, it also
has required from Ly Son people a shift in subjectivities in response to
the state’s re-territorialising project. Moreover, the growing national
interest in the island’s historical and cultural heritage comes at the cost
of obscuring from consciousness islanders’ cosmopolitan legacies of
travel and trade, including, indeed, their relations with China. In the
context of conflict and contestation, islanders have been disconnected
from key aspects of their identity and history as they simultaneously
have been recentred as heroic subjects of a new maritime nationalism.
Offering lessons that reach far beyond the study of Vietnam, the
dilemmas confronted by Ly Son Islanders highlight the global stakes
entailed in local experiences of connection and disconnection in even
the most obscure lives and places.
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Social Relations, Regional Variation,
and Economic Inequality in
Contemporary Vietnam: A View from
Two Viethamese Rural Communities

The salience of social connections or social capital in Vietnam is
summed up in a contemporary Vietnamese saying regarding different
factors of importance in the Vietnamese labour market: ‘nhdt hdu dué,
nhi quan hé, ba tién t¢, bon tri tué’ (‘Of first importance is descent;
second are social relations; third is money; and fourth is the intellect’).
Such a saying may over-simplify reality, but it is a fact that ethnic
Vietnamese from all walks of life think first 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, a loan, or a business contract.

In both the quotidian maintenance and cultivation of social relations,
and in their mobilisation in moments of need, ethnic Vietnamese
usually invoke ‘sentiment’ (¢inh cam). Notwithstanding the strong local
ideological emphasis on ‘sentiment’, the maintenance and cultivation
of social connections or social capital require the investment of time
and material resources; time and material resources needed in offering
advice, giving gifts, doing favours, or in hosting death-anniversary
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meals and wedding banquets, among others. In this context, people
from different social strata are far from being on a level playing field.
This is reflected in my research data over the past decade from two
Vietnamese communities, the village of Hoai Thi (2012 pop. 1,141)
in the northern Red River Delta, and the community of Khanh Hau
(2012 pop. 14,213) in the southern Mekong Delta, which have both
experienced good growth in income in this period." However, my
field data show not only some impact of wealth and socioeconomic
stratification on the cultivation of social capital, but also of a major
regional variation in social capital configuration. Northern villagers’
social connections include many relations formalised through the
establishment of patrilineages and numerous voluntary associations, in
contrast to the pattern in rural southern Vietnam. Northern villagers
also mobilise their social connections more effectively, at least in terms
of material assistance from people in their networks. Towards the end
of the chapter, in reference to the larger debate on the salience of social
connections in the political economy and sociocultural fabric in some
other East Asian societies (for example, Gold et al. 2002:10-17; Walder
1986; Yang 1994, 2002), I argue that it is problematic to attribute the
salience of social connections in Vietnam solely to the shortage of goods
and services, the weakness in the Vietnamese formal institutional
framework (lack of strong commitment to institutional rules),

1 Khanh HAu is well known in the literature on Vietnam as it was studied in the late 1950s
by three American social scientists and their Vietnamese research collaborators (Hickey 1964;
Henry 1964). In 2006, although most of its land was still used for agriculture, Khanh Hau was
incorporated into the municipality and provincial capital of Tan An due to its proximity to Tan
An, and divided into two ‘urban’ wards (phudng), Khanh Hau and Tan Khénh. In this chapter,
I use ‘Khdnh Hau’ to refer to both of the recently created wards and their population (7,863 in
Khanh Hau and 6,350 in Tan Khanh in 2012). Khanh Hau is located at about 55 kilometres from
Hb Chi Minh City, while Hoai Thi is situated about 30 kilometres from Ha N9i. In 2012, Khanh
Hau's population was 12.5 times larger than Hoai Thi. Khdnh Hau’s area was also 21.8 times larger
than that of Hoai Thi (1,073 hectares in contrast to 49.3 hectares). Hoai Thi villagers have a very
strong sense of identity and live in a nucleated settlement, quite distinct from the five other
villages (thon) in the commune of Lién Bao. This strong village identity, below the commune
level, is typical of the Red River Delta of Northern Vietnam. In contrast, Khanh Hiu is a spatially
dispersed community, with no clear boundaries among its hamlets (dp) and no strong identity
among the population of any hamlet.

I first conducted research in Hoai Thi and Khanh Hau in 1990-92. I have carried out systematic
and comparative research on these communities three more times in the past decade and a half,
with primary funding from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) of
Canada, and with the collaboration and assistance of Vietnamese researchers at the University
of Social Sciences and Humanities in HO Chi Minh City, the Southern Institute of Social Sciences,
the Ethnology Institute, and the National Institute of Cultural and Arts Studies.



1. SOCIAL RELATIONS, REGIONAL VARIATION, AND ECONOMIC INEQUALITY

the subsequent uncertainty in the social environment, and people’s
mobilisation of social capital for problem solving. This salience is also
partly and deeply rooted in local models for and of social reality.

Social Connections in Local Sociocultural
Fabric: A View from Two Rural Viethamese
Communities

To the extent that ethnic Vietnamese consider social connections or
social capital a fundamental aspect of their lives, these connections
are not only mobilised in daily life. These relations are also ritualised
in the attendance and gifts at life cycle events such as weddings and
funerals, and, to a lesser extent, in the invitation to and attendance
at the annual death anniversaries of relatives and acquaintances.
As average income has significantly risen in the past three decades
in Vietnam, the financial investment in the cultivation of social
connections has increased correspondingly. This increased investment
is partly reflected in the size of weddings, funerals (Figures 1 and 2),
death anniversary feasts, and, in northern Vietnam, in the revitalisation
and creation of patrilineages and numerous voluntary associations to
strengthen social capital.

In Hoai Thi and Khanh Hau, the average number of visitors at funerals
in studied households increased respectively by 66 per cent and
88 per cent over three-and-a-half decades (respectively from the
average of 160 in 1976—85 to 265 in 2006—12 in Hoai Thi, and from
146 to 274 in Khanh Hau).” As a widely shared Vietnamese practice,
one pays respect to the deceased not only when the deceased is one’s
relative, friend, co-worker, or a member of the nuclear family of one’s

2 As Hoai Thi had a small population, a census was conducted in the entire village in 2000,
2005, and 2012, focusing on household economy and social capital. A survey using the same
instrument was carried out in Khanh Hau in 2000 using a random probability sample of 340
households. This sample increased to 367 households in 2005 and 411 in 2012 in order to include
households splitting off from the original sample and to reflect the increase in population.
In 2005, in the research project on gifts and social capital, the Dinh hamlet in Khanh Hau was
also chosen for in-depth research on gifts and social relations, in comparison with Hoai Thi.
The method of participant observation was also used in 81 of the surveyed households (40 in
the Dinh hamlet of Khdnh Hau; 41 in Hoai Thi) for two months in 2005 and for a shorter period
in 2012. Most of these households also recorded their gift flows from February 2005 to January
2006. In-depth interviews were also conducted with 111 of the surveyed households (40 in the
Dinh hamlet; 30 in other hamlets of Khanh Hau; 41 in Hoai Thi) in 2005 and 2012.
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friend/co-worker, but also when the deceased is a parent or parent-
in-law of one’s friend and co-worker (tf than phu mdu), even when
the deceased did not reside in the same household with the latter.
These funeral visits are made without invitation from the family or
relatives of the deceased. Visitors routinely present cash gifts to help
defray funeral expenses, unless, as an option among the well-off in
southern Vietnam, the family of the deceased publicly announces the
non-acceptance of cash gifts. (When the family of the deceased in
Khanh Hau or in southern Vietnam does not accept cash gifts, visitors
usually bring incense and fruits.) In native discourse, the visit and
the gift reflect the sentiment (¢inh cdm) of the visitor towards the
deceased and/or his/her family members. They also help to reaffirm
a visitor’s social bond with the spouse, or parents, or descendants
of the deceased.

300

250

200 -

W 1976-85

| 1986-95
1996-2005

W 2006-12

100

50 -

Hoai Thj (n=104) Khanh Hau (n=111)

Figure 1: Average number of visitors to funerals in surveyed
households since 1976.
Source: Author’s research.

At weddings, the invitation list is determined not only by the bride and
the groom, but also by their respective family members. (In both of the
studied rural communities, the bride and groom’s families normally
hold separate banquets and have independent invitation lists.) Besides
relatives, friends, and co-workers of the bride/groom, and friends and
co-workers of the parents of the bride/groom, very close friends of
the bride/groom’s adult siblings are also usually invited. Invitations
reaffirm not only the social relations of the bride and groom, but also
those of their parents and adult siblings. This extension of invitation
to people in the social circles of the bride/groom’s parents and adult
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siblings is facilitated by the widespread use of kin terms among
speakers of Vietnamese to address the (close) friends of one’s parents
and siblings.

500
W 1976-85

400 B 1986-95

300 B 1996-2005
B 2006-12
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100

0
Hoai Thi (n=715) Khanh Hau (n=932)

Figure 2: Average number of wedding guests in Hoai Thj
and Khanh Hau, 1976-2012.

Source: Author’s research.

Nowadays, wedding guests routinely make cash gifts which normally
cover or exceed estimated meal costs. However, special relations with
the bride/groom and with his/her parents and siblings are symbolised
by much larger gifts, if guests’ economic conditions allow them.
More specifically, the bride/groom’s grandparents, aunts and uncles,
first cousins, and close friends normally make much larger gifts
than other guests, and may choose to make gifts in gold (necklaces,
bracelets, earrings, etc.) instead of cash. The size of the gift also
depends on the giver’s economic circumstances, as one informant in
Khanh Hau explained to me regarding the cash gifts by his siblings to
his daughter at her wedding in 2004:

HL: I would like to ask more about [the gifts from] the maternal aunts
and uncles of the bride [interviewee’s daughter]| ... I see here that
Mr Nam gave 200,000 VND; that Mrs Bay in Thu Tiru [hamlet] gave
500,000 VND; that Mrs Tu ... gave only 50,000 VND; that Mr Tam
gave 100,000 VND. Those four people are full brothers and sisters.
Why were their gifts so different?

Male Interviewee: Let me tell you ... Mrs Bay gave 500,000 because
she was wealthy. Mr Nam gave 200,000 because although he was
fairly well-off, he was less wealthy than Mrs Bay. Mr Tam gave
100,000 VND because he had to take care of ancestral worship in his
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house, and because he was not that well-off. Mrs Tu was poor. She
was married, but lived without a husband. She [consequently| gave
50,000 VND. When her children get married, I will give gifts of 50,000
VND ... And when a child of Mrs Bay who gave 500,000 VND gets
married, I will give back 500,000 VND ... It [the gift] depended on the
giver’s circumstances. Whatever he/she gave, I will give back the same
amount. (Hy V. Luong’s interview with the male head of Household 9
in Khanh H3u)

However, the principle of strict reciprocity in the above excerpt is
more applicable among non-relatives and distant relatives than in close
friendship and kinship relations. In the context of close relations, the
size of the gift also depends on the circumstance of the recipient. When
I asked the male head of Household 48 in Khanh Hau why he had given
a wedding gift of 300,000 VND ($18.91 USD) to his nephew (deceased
elder brother’s son) and only 100,000 VND ($6.30 USD) to his wife’s
nephew (wife’s elder brother’s son) in the early 2000s, he emphasised
his sympathy for his nephew growing up without a father in contrast
to the much wealthier household of his wife’s brother.

Vietnamese families in Hoai Thi, Khanh Hau, and, in fact, throughout
the country, carefully keep the lists of gifts at weddings and funerals
for one to three decades for the purpose of reciprocity. The act
of reciprocity does not have to be performed on the same occasion
(a wedding gift for a wedding gift, a funeral gift for a funeral gift);
it can be for a variety of events or occasions. It also does not have to
be in the same form of gift (cash gift for cash gift); a generous cash
gift can be partially reciprocated by such favours as more attentive
or expedited services (sales, medical, bureaucratic, etc.) or service fee
reduction (discounted prices, waived fees, etc.). Favours can also be
reciprocated by generous cash gifts at weddings, funerals, and other
ritual events. More generally, gifts not only reflect social relations
but also actively structure social relations, giving advantage to those
people who can afford generous gifts.

Annual death anniversary feasts are less elaborate and smaller in scope
than weddings and funerals. To the extent that the death anniversary
organiser’s economic resources allow a more extensive invitation list,
death anniversary feasts are not restricted to the spouse, children,
parents, siblings, and other close relatives of the deceased. Also invited
are close friends of the deceased and their spouses, fairly close friends of
the event organiser and of the organiser’s children, parents and possibly
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some siblings of the organiser’s children-in-law, among others. Some
death anniversary feasts in Hoai Thi and Khanh Hau have 150-250
people in attendance, especially the first major one after the funeral. In
Hoai Thi, as local authorities have taken a stand against feasting visitors
at funerals, as a symbol of gratitude families of the deceased invite
funeral gift givers to the first major death anniversary on the 49th or
50th day after the passing of the deceased. The invitation lists to first
death anniversaries in Hoai Thi usually comprise more than 100 names.
Beyond first death anniversaries, it is not uncommon for Khanh Hau and
Hoai Thi households of some means to host 60—-150 guests at their most
important annual death anniversaries. In Hoai Thi, death anniversary
guests nowadays usually bring incense and cash gifts, a controversial
departure from the once prevalent practice of not giving gifts to fellow
villagers at death anniversaries (see Luong 2010:408-409).”

The controversial and quickly spreading practice of cash gifts at death
anniversaries in Hoai Thi was reportedly started by young villagers,
many of whom had not reached a life stage of being responsible for
organising death anniversaries of ancestors. Unable to reciprocate the
death anniversary feastinvitations by their relatives and acquaintances,
they felt the need to make cash gifts at death anniversaries. An elderly
Hoai Thi village leader commented on this new practice:

The cash gift practice at death anniversaries started with young
people just three to four years ago [around 2010-11] ... For a long
time, we had instituted the rule of no gift whatsoever when villagers
attended death anniversaries within the village ... People followed this
practice for a while ... Then, as living conditions improved, people
began bringing fruit to death anniversaries. One year, at the death
anniversary of the mother of a retired official whose children all lived
far away, there was so much fruit that this retired official’s wife decided
to re-sell it afterwards, as the fruit could not be given to her children
and grandchildren, this was not well received in the community ...
We consequently instituted the rule of no fruit gifts and re-affirmed
the rule of no gifts at all at death anniversaries. It was observed for a
few years. Then younger villagers began giving cash gifts, as they felt
awkward coming empty-handed to a death-anniversary feast. As some
people made cash gifts, those without gifts felt awkward and made
cash gifts too ... Nowadays, a family may spend a few million dong a

3 In my ongoing re-study of seven rural communities in three regions of Vietnam, Hoai Thi
is the only one where gifts at death anniversaries can take the form of cash.
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year on gifts on those ritual occasions, because for a funeral, the gift is
100,000 ddng at a minimum, to be followed by a 100,000-ddng gift at
the 50th-day death anniversary.

The practice of cash gifts at death anniversaries started with younger
Hoai Thi villagers because few of them had entered the life stage when
they could host death anniversaries for deceased parents. Among
middle-aged and older villagers in both Hoai Thi and Khanh Hau,
it is a common practice for brothers to divide the hosting of feasts
on the death anniversaries of parents among themselves so that they
can reciprocate relatives and friends who have invited them to death
anniversary feasts and other events (see Luong 2013).

Regional Variation in Social Relational
Configuration

Many similarities between Hoai Thi and Khanh Hau notwithstanding,
wedding banquet data (Figure 2) show an important difference in
the social relational configuration between the two communities.
More specifically, Hoai Thi villagers have invested considerably more
time and resources to cultivate social connections, informal or formal,
than people in Khanh Hau.

The self-recordings from February 2005 to January 2006 by 64
households (23 in Khanh Hau and 41 in Hoai Thi) regarding the ritual
events where gifts were (potentially) exchanged and social connections
strengthened, reveal that Hoai Thi households on average attended
many more such events in a year than their Khanh Hau counterparts
(55.8 events on average in Hoai Thi, compared with 32.8 in Khanh
Hau).* The average number of death anniversaries and weddings
attended by Hoai Thi households was twice as many as that attended
by those in Khanh Hau; and 11 times as many house construction
celebrations (see Table 1). These household self-recordings are
congruent with the data on household-organised and invitation-based
events such as weddings, showing that the size of these events has

4 InKhanh Hau, only 29 of the 35 households agreeing to self-recording for one year recorded
the events with gift exchanges attended by the members of their households. In my interviews
with 35 Khanh Hiu households in November and December 2006, I determined that the self-
recordings by six of 29 households were far from complete, and that we had reliable data from
only 23 of the 35 self-recording households.
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increased much more significantly in Hoai Thi than in Khanh Hau
over the past three-and-a-half decades. They confirm that Hoai Thi
villagers made stronger efforts to cultivate social ties.

Table 1: Average number of gift-exchange events attended
over a 12-month period by studied households in Hoai Thi
and Khanh Hau, 2005-06.

Hoai Thi Khanh Hau (Dinh hamlet)
Number of events attended 55.8 32.8
Of which:
Death anniversary 27.8 13
Wedding 21 1.4
Funeral 2.8 4.5
House construction 2.2 0.2
Other 2 3.7

Source: Author’s research.

In the northern village of Hoai Thi, the more noticeable increase in the
size of wedding banquets over three-and-a-half decades and the greater
attendance at events with gifts reflects a very different social capital
configuration than in Khanh Hau. More specifically, Hoai Thi villagers
have made significantly greater effort to organise voluntary associations
and to revitalise patrilineages in order to strengthen social ties which
involve obligations at life cycle ceremonies and death anniversaries.

In 2005, when comparative data on kinship and voluntary association
ties in the two communities were systematically collected, the striking
differences in social relational configuration between Hoai Thi and
Khdnh Hau became evident. More specifically, within the kinship
domain, the kinship network in Hoai Thi was much denser than in
Khanh Hau. Due to the relatively high degree of community endogamy
across generations, every Hoai Thi villager was related consanguinally
or affinally to numerous others in the village (see Luong 2010:401-402).
Of equal importance was the establishment or re-creation of numerous
associations in Hoai Thi, a process which has intensified over the past
two decades. They ranged from patrilineages to voluntary associations,
the most important being same-age associations (hdi dong nién). Through
these institutions, in which Hoai Thi villagers invested considerable time
and financial resources, they strengthened their social networks and
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social capital — social capital as defined by Bourdieu as ‘the aggregate
of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of
a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships’
(Bourdieu 1986:249). The strength of Hoai Thi villagers” social capital is
partly reflected in the higher number of events involving gift exchanges
which they attended.

Kinship

Hoai Thi patrilineages were revitalised from the 1980s onwards.
They played an increasingly important role in both rites of solidarity
and rites of passage. For example, at the village tutelary deity’s
procession during the village festival in the first lunar month,
many lineages presented their offerings to the deity and had them
carried in the procession in order to assert their identities. Many also
organised the worship of lineage founders and established ‘education-
encouragement funds’ (qily khuyén hoc), recognising the educational
achievements of students in their lineages. At funerals, patrilineages
made their own offerings to deceased members and organised their
male members in order to assist with funeral processions and grave
digging. A Hoai Thi villager related how the patrilineage of her
husband raised funds for funeral offerings:

Female interviewee: The [Nguyén| Sy patrilineage specifies that the
patrilineal kin who [according to customs] wear [white] mourning
head bands would each contribute 10,000 [VND to the funeral gift
from the patrilineage to the household of the deceased]. So, when the
mourning head bands are distributed to a household, the household
gives the money. Three bands, 30,000 VND; 2 bands, 20,000 VND.
(Nguyén Tién Loc’s interview with Household 480 in Hoai Thi)’

In Khanh Hju, the descendants of Nguyén Huynh Ptc organised
themselves into the only patrilineage in the community, whose
activities centred on the death anniversary of the lineage founder on
the ninth day of the ninth lunar month. The activities of the Nguyén
Huynh patrilineage in Khanh Hau were more limited in scope than
those of the patrilineages in the village of Hoai Thi: it neither had an
education-encouragement fund, nor was it actively involved in the

5  Nguyén Tién Ldc was a member of one of the two field teams in my research project. So were
Ta Hitu Dyc, Nguyén Anh Tuén, Nguyén Thi Nhung, and Huynh Ngoc Thu whose names are
mentioned at the end of some other interview excerpts.
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funerals of its members. In the larger context of the Mekong delta,
patrilineages were rarely established, and when they existed as in
Khanh Hau, the scope of their activities was considerably more limited
than observed in the Red River of North Vietnam. The reciprocal
obligations among the members of the same patrilineage in Hoai Thi in
particular, and in the Red River Delta in general, strengthened their
relations and enlarged their social capital.

Non-kinship

In Hoai Thi, the strengthening of kinship ties through patrilineages
was a part of the larger institutional framework for enhancing social
capital. Hoai Thi villagers had established numerous non-kinship
associations with formal rules for mutual assistance. Most notable
were the same-age associations (hdi dong nién). About two-thirds of
Hoai Thi men between the age of 18 and 60 belonged to the same-
age associations whose membership was village-bound. Same-age
associations had strict rules regarding gifts and mutual assistance on
major occasions in association members” households: wedding (a major
collective gift to an association member), house construction, and
funeral (of members, members’ spouses and parents; with collective
offerings and labour assistance at the ceremony). (Only 24 of the 319
Hoai Thi women in the 18-60 age range joined same-age associations.)
One villager explained the importance of same-age association ties:

When asked about whether they were happy with the membership in
the same-age association and whether the membership had led to a good
amount of mutual assistance, the whole group concurred that a same-age
association was better than a same-school-class association (hdi dong hoc).
A same-school-class association did not bring together all the friends of
the same age from the village. If the same-school-class association was
formed among classmates from a senior secondary school, some members
would be from other communes. Such fellow association members could
not understand one another as well as childhood friends of the same
age and from the same village. When one joined a same-age association,
one’s household, although having only one son, would have ten sons
[from a same-age association with ten members]. When one’s household
had a house constructed, all association members would come to help
without pay and need to be fed only. Even when an association member
was absent, his younger or elder brother would come to help as a
replacement [for the absent association member]. Or when a member’s
household had a wedding, fellow [same-age] association members came
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to help set up the banquet area. Those who worked away from the
village and could not help before the main wedding day would make an
effort to be at the wedding. (Fieldnotes of Ta Hiru Duc about Household
383 in Hoai Tha)

The remaining voluntary associations in Hoai Thi, while less
important than same-age associations, were numerous: education-
promotion associations (hdi khuyén hoc), elderly male group at the
communal house, elderly female Buddhist association, all-women
incense-offering team (d6i dang huong), adverse-circumstance women's
group with incense burners at the pagoda (nhém bdt huong), same-
military-service association (hgi déng ngii), same-circumstance women’s
associations (hdi déng tdm), alumni associations, same-occupation
associations, parallel-verse singing (quan ho) club, spirit medium group
(nhém con nhang), and a retired state worker group. Male villagers
participated more in the formal voluntary associations than their
female counterparts (Figure 3) because, according to many female
informants, married women had more domestic duties (including the
care of children and grandchildren).

In contrast, voluntary association membership was much less common
in Dinh hamlet of Khanh Hau,® despite a population size three times
greater than Hoai Thi. In 2005, the number of voluntary association
memberships for every 100 persons aged 16 or above was 112 among men
and 70 among women in Hoai Thi, and 17 among men and 7.6 among
women in Khanh Hau (Figure 3).” By 2012, this difference had widened.
Specifically, in Hoai Thi, eight neighbourhood associations had been

6  Khanh Hau also had a poetry club and traditional music club whose activities were partly
sponsored by the local government. But relatively few Dinh hamlet residents were members
of these clubs. The three Cao Dai temples in Khanh Hau, however, formed three communities
within which there was mutual assistance in the form of praying at funerals.

7  These statistical figures for villagers above the age of 16 do not include rotating credit
associations, which involve mostly households and household budgets. There was an average of
0.56 rotating credit association memberships per household in Dinh hamlet of Khanh Hau compared
with 0.4 in Hoai Thi. In terms of gender, in the northern village of Hoai Thi, both men and women
participated in credit associations, while in the southern community of Khdnh Hau, it was mainly
women who participated in credit associations. Since data on credit association membership were
collected not at the individual level but at the household level, they are not used in the calculation
of the number of association memberships per 100 adult men or 100 adult women.

In both Hoai Thj and Khdnh H3u, there were also state-organised associations, such as women's
association, peasant association, elderly association, youth association, and trade unions (only in
Khanh Hau). In 2005, the rate of membership for every 100 residents above the age of 16 was 44 in
Hoai Thi and 11 in Khdnh H3u for women'’s association; and, for other state-organised associations,
84 for both men and women in Hoai Thi, and 14 for men and 9 for women in Khanh Hiu.
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formed, covering 37 per cent of village households. Women going
through the same Buddhist ceremonies (/¢ quy y) had also formed mutual
aid associations. Membership of the Buddhist association also increased
from 75 in 2005 to 157 in 2013. The quan ho club membership doubled
from 22 to 44. Declining membership of same-circumstance women’s
associations (hdi déng tam) was due to their transformation into rotating
credit associations, requiring contributions beyond the capacity of a
number of members. The number of other voluntary association ties
remained essentially unchanged. In general, the number of voluntary
association ties per 100 adults in Hoai Thi increased from 2005 to 2012,
while it did not increase in Khanh Hiu. The difference between two
communities in voluntary association membership thus widened during
this seven-year period.

Table 2: Voluntary association membership in Hoai Thi
and Dinh hamlet of Khanh Hau, 2005.

Hoai Thij Khanh Hau
Population 1,032 2,894
Association membership
Communal house association/group 41 42
Buddhist (prayer) association 75 40
Ritual teams 48 7
Spirit medium group 8
Cao Dai children’s team
Education-promotion association 86
Same-military-service association 41
Same-occupation association/group 7 13
Same-age association 240
Same-circumstance women’s association 45
Adverse-circumstance women'’s group 21
Alumni association 24 14
Retired state worker group 14
Quan ho singing club 22
Gymnastics club 5
Traditional medicine philanthropy group 22
Rotating credit association 100 385

Source: Author’s research.
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Figure 3: Voluntary association membership — number of
memberships per 100 residents above the age of 16 in 2005.
Source: Author’s research.

The northern—southern difference in social relational configuration is
a major feature not only in the rural landscape, but also in big cities
such as Ha Noi and H6 Chi Minh City. In Ha Ni, numerous same-
village associations (hdi déng huong) exist among people born and raised
in somewhat distant villages in rural northern Vietnam, but in HO6 Chi
Minh City, same-village or even same-commune associations among
people migrating from rural southern Vietnam are unheard of. Even
same-district associations are rare. Only same-province associations
exist with very limited membership among people coming from the
same province. While southerners do draw upon their ego-centred
informal networks in urban contexts, northerners establish formal
voluntary associations much more often.

If the high frequency of endogamous marriages rendered kinship ties in
Hoai Thi multiplex in that the same two persons had different kinship
roles vis-a-vis each other, depending on the tracing path (see Luong
and Diép binh Hoa 2000:50-51), the formation of numerous voluntary
associations, mainly in the past two decades, rendered social relations
in Hoai Thi considerably more so. At major events such as weddings
and funerals, many villagers had to present multiple gifts, many
through their associations, because of these villagers” multiple relations
to the household with such an event. In the context of intricately tight
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intra-village social networks and multiplex relations, it was difficult
for any Hoai Thi household not to be fairly heavily involved in gift
exchanges within the village.

From a diachronic perspective, the proliferation of voluntary
associations accounted for an important part of the significant increase
in the number of guests at such ritual events as death anniversaries
and weddings in Hoai Thi, as explained by a villager:

Male interviewee: When I got married, we served about 35 trays of
food [to about 175 guests]. [In those days] ... a wedding was attended
by close relatives like first patrilineal cousins. Nowadays, [given the]
same-age and same-school-class associations (hi déng nién and hoi dong
hoc), invitations are sent out to a larger number or even to the entire
village ... Not in my day ... It is only in the past few years when same-
age associations proliferate, [there are] more wedding invitations.
(Nguyén Anh Tuén’s interview with Household 412 in Hoai Tha)

From a synchronic perspective, both the tighter kinship network in
Hoai Thi than in Khanh Hau and the proliferation of social ties through
voluntary associations in Hoai Thi also underlay the more frequent
attendance of Hoai Thi villagers at ritual events with gift exchanges.
The larger number of events attended by studied Hoai Thi households
reflects their generally larger social capital by which, as discussed
below, they successfully mobilise material assistance on numerous
occasions, ranging from job introduction (heavy concentration of
villagers with non-agricultural incomes in the alcohol retail trade and
in the construction industry in Ha N6i) to easier access to interest-free
loans and to house construction in Hoai Thi itself.

The material assistance mobilised through social capital can be
examined in greater depth through three cases: one well-off household
in Khanh H3u in 2006, and two relatively poor households, one in
Khanh Hau and one in Hoai Thi, undertaking household renovation
in 2003 and 2005 respectively. Both of the poor households were
in the second (below-average) income quintile in their respective
communities, with the Hoai Thi household earning an annual per
capita income of 4.7 million VND ($317 USD), compared with 3.7
million VND ($250 USD) in Khanh Hau. The Khanh Hau household
received house construction gifts from only 11 households, worth
1 million VND ($63 USD), while the Hoai Thi household received cash
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gifts from 106 households (85 from Hoai Thi) totalling 5.1 million VND
(8328 USD) on the occasion of its house renovation in 2003. These gifts
added to the flow of interest-free loans for house construction (see
below), enabling the Hoai Thi household under analysis to spend more
on its house renovation than otherwise possible. In Hoai Thi, cash gifts
and labour contributions came not only from kin and neighbours, but
also from same-age association members, among other people whose
social ties were formed or strengthened in the past two decades.

Among better-off Hoai Thi villagers, material assistance for the purchase
of property and house construction was also quite substantial. A 37-year-
old trader in Household 379, whose per capita income of 45 million VND
($2,300 USD) in 2012 placed it in the top income quintile in Hoai Thi,
related the material assistance that he had received:

When I had the house built in 2006, it cost 260 million VND ($16,227
USD). My friends lent me a good part of the money, interest-free ...
When I asked a friend for a loan of ten million VND ($625 USD), he told
his wife to get a tael of gold and gave it to me. A tael of gold was
19 million VND ($1,186 USD) at that time. He said, “How come only ten
million VND? Take this. Give the house a good paint instead of leaving it
unpainted ..." I chose to pay him back in three instalments, two-tenths
of a tael, half a tael, and three-tenths of a tael. He said, ‘No hurry. Take
your time and make sure that you have enough money for other things.’
When I bought a piece of land in the village, 85 square metres, for
over 700 million VND ($35,700 USD) later, I had to borrow over 300
million VND from my friends, all interest-free. 100 million VND from
one friend, and scores of million VND from each of some other friends.
And $3,000 USD from my elder brother’s daughter. (Excerpt from Hy V.
Luong’s interview with Household 379 in June 2014)

The reciprocal gift/labour exchange and interest-free loans allowed
Hoai Thi villagers in particular, and northern Vietnamese rural
dwellers in general, to build more expensive brick houses, even
when they had very limited resources of their own. In contrast, in
the southern Mekong Delta, many poor rural dwellers constructed
simple and less expensive houses with thatched roofs, wooden walls
and earthen floors.



1. SOCIAL RELATIONS, REGIONAL VARIATION, AND ECONOMIC INEQUALITY

Because of the aforementioned difference between Hoai Thi and
Khanh Hau in social capital configuration, despite the higher annual
per capita income in Khanh H3u than in Hoai Thi (31 million VND
($1,482 USD) versus 23 million VND ($1,094 USD)), in 2012 the average
number of people from whom surveyed households could borrow at
least five million VND interest-free for at least one month was 15 in
Hoai Thi and 5.5 in Khanh Hau. In other words, social capital could be
mobilised more easily in Hoai Thi than in Khanh Hau.

However, social capital is a double-edged sword (Portes 1998; Geertz
1963). It can be mobilised for the purpose of resolving various
problems in daily life. But it also involves obligations to people in
one’s social network. In the context of lower per capita income in the
northern village of Hoai Thi than in the southern community of Khanh
Hau, and in the face of larger numbers of kinship and non-kinship ties
with gift obligations in the former, Hoai Thi villagers have introduced
rules and practices for limiting ritual expenditures and gift expenses.
By 2012, beer flowed without limit at death anniversary feasts and
wedding banquets in Khanh Hau, while in Hoai Thi, the number of beer
cans offered at ceremonies was restricted. As cash gifts at weddings
minimally covered the cost of the meal, these usually amounted to
100,000 VND (about $5 USD) in Hoai Thi in 2012 in contrast to 200,000
VND (about $10 USD) in Khdnh H3u. Despite the larger number of
events attended by Hoai Thi villagers, the annual per capita spending
on ritual events such as weddings, funerals, death anniversaries,
among others, remained lower in Hoai Thij than in Khanh Hau, both in
2005 and in 2012 (see Table 2). Hoai Thi villagers succeeded in holding
down their gift and ritual expenses and simultaneously increasing
their social capital, more than people in Khanh Hau.
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Table 3: Per capita spending on gifts in 2005 and 2012
in million of VND (in constant 2012 value of VND).8

Hoai Thi Khanh Hau

Year 2005 2012 2005 2012
Number of surveyed (n=247) (n=280) (n=367) (n=411)
households in community
Annual per capita income 14.72 22.97 16.785 31.12

($450 USD) | ($1,094 USD) | ($513 USD) | ($1,482 USD)
Annual per capita 1.99 2.49 2.22 3.1
spending on gifts ($61 USD) ($119USD) | ($68 USD) ($148 USD)
% of income spent on 13.5% 10.8% 13.2% 10%
gifts at ceremonies

Source: Author’s research.

Class and Social Capital

Although ethnic Vietnamese of all social strata attach great significance
to social connections or social capital, opportunities for maintaining
and expanding social capital are not equally available to all members
of society. While the poor can express their sentiment through advice,
support, and sociality, those with wealth and political power, forming
a dominant class, are in a much stronger position to cultivate social
relations by organising more events, inviting more people to these
events, and by offering financial support and interest-free loans to
people in their social networks.

Survey data (Table 4) indicate that in 2012, in both communities, the
average net per capita expenditure on rituals (mostly on weddings,
funerals and death anniversaries) and gifts at these rituals hovered
in the range of 1.75 to 2.5 million VND for the first (lowest), second,
third, and fourth income quintiles. These expenditures are both

8 As average incomes rose during the period between 2005 and 2012, gift and social relational
expenditures per capita, controlled for inflation, also increased in absolute amount (by 25 per
cent in Hoai Thi and 40 per cent in Khdnh Hau). There is thus no evidence that, as wealth
increased, villagers became less involved in the gift economy. However, in both communities, the
percentage of income spent on gifts and social relations dropped from over 13 per cent in 2005
to the range of 10 per cent in 2012. The declining percentage of income spent on gifts and social
relations probably resulted from a greater investment in education, among other items. In our
general household survey in 2000, with 207 households in Hoai Thi and 340 in Khanh Hau, we
did not ask about gift/ritual spending. Data are only available for 40 households in Hoai Thi and
70 households in Khdanh Hau in 2000 on the basis of a different research instrument, making 2000
data not strictly comparable to 2005 and 2012 ones.
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for gifts in attending those rituals in other households, and for net
expenditures for the organisers, after deducting the cash gifts from
guests. Many poor households in the bottom income quintile in both
communities had to spend annually (almost) as much per capita on
ritual event gifts as those in the middle income quintile in order to
maintain their social relations. For households in the bottom income
quintile, these ritual expenses to maintain social capital amounted
to an average of 23 per cent of income in the southern community
of Khanh Hau and 31 per cent in the northern village of Hoai Thi.
At the opposite end, although households in the top income quintile
clearly spent more on ritual expenses to cultivate social relations and
obtained more benefits from their larger social capital (reflected in the
much larger number of possible interest-free loans), on average, their
ritual expenses amounted to less than 10 per cent of their income.

Table 4: Per capita income and ritual expenditure by income
quintile, 2012 (income and expenditure in million of VND;
USD equivalents appear in parentheses).

Income quintile 1 2 3 4 5
(lowest) (highest)

Hoai Thi a. Per capita income 7.74 15.12 | 19.33 25.15 47.4
($369) |($720)| ($920) | ($1,196) | ($2,257)

b. Per capita ritual 2.4 1.95 2.26 2.48 3.35
expenditure ($114) | ($93) | ($108) | ($118) ($160)
% of income spent on 31% 13% 12% 10% 7%
ritual expenditure

Average no. of possible | 10.7 9.9 16.4 15.8 21.7

interest-free loans at
or above 5 million VND

($238)
Khanh Hau | a. Per capita income 8.66 16.4 23.22 32.1 75.22
($412) |($781)| ($1,106) | ($1,529) | ($3,582)
b. Per capita ritual 1.97 1.75 2.22 2.4 7.2
expenditure ($94) | ($83) | ($106) | ($114) ($343)

% of income spent on 23% 1% 9.6% 7.5% 9.6%
ritual expenditure

Average no. of possible 2.3 3 5.8 3.4 11.7
interest-free loans at
or above 5 million VND
($238)

Source: Author’s research.
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Why did the poor in both Khanh Hau and Hoai Thi tend to accept the
burden of ritual expenses, which took up a relatively high percentage
of their income, and which caused considerable tension in intra-
household relations? As seen in two of the three cases below, the
burden of ritual expenses was accepted by households in order to
reciprocate assistance received in the past (at weddings and funerals,
among other occasions) and to maintain their social relations, which
would increase the likelihood of future assistance from people and
households in their networks.

In 2005, Household 91 in Khanh Hau comprised a 73-year-old woman
living with her granddaughters, aged six and 12. Household income
was derived mainly from the remittances from her youngest son and
daughter-in-law (the parents of her granddaughters) who had received
1.5 hectares of cultivable land in the Plain of Reeds as a part of the
resettlement of landless cultivators in the late 1980s. The elderly
woman’s mother had along ancestralroot in Khanh Hau, while her father
came from a neighbouring commune. Her deceased husband’s family
had settled in Khanh Hau for at least one generation. Her daughter-
in-law came from a neighbouring commune located in Tién Giang
Province. In 2005, the daughter-in-law returned to Khanh Hau during
slack seasons to help take care of the two granddaughters, while the
son stayed in their new village to take care of the land. With an annual
per capita income of 3.1 million VND ($196 USD) in 2005, Household
91 fell into the bottom income quintile in Khanh Hiu. However,
it had ancestral worship duties to five deceased persons, including
the elderly woman’s husband, parents-in-law, and grandparents-
in-law. Due to its limited financial resources, it annually organised
only one big death anniversary banquet (that of the elderly woman'’s
husband), which cost about 2 million VND ($125 USD). The elderly
woman in Household 91 reportedly attended 53 events in a 12-month
period in 2005-06, presenting gifts worth approximately 2.3 million
VND (about one-quarter of the total income of this household,
equivalent to $146 USD). They included 26 death anniversaries
(mostly among the elderly woman’s relatives and acquaintances in
Khanh Hau), 12 weddings, eight funerals, four birth celebrations,
three visits to sick acquaintances, and one house construction party.
The overwhelming majority were organised by the elderly woman'’s
relatives, children-in-law’s parents, and neighbours. Although some
of the elderly woman’s gift money came from remittances from her
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oldest son living in another province and occasional gifts from her
four married daughters in Khanh HAau, the bulk of the gift expenses,
as well as more than half of the big death anniversary expenses, had to
be covered by her youngest son and daughter-in-law. (It is customary
for youngest sons in the southern third of Vietnam to inherit their
parents” houses, a greater portion of their parents’ land, and to assume
a greater responsibility for ancestral worship, in contrast to the pattern
in the Red River Delta, where the oldest son tends to assume this role.)
The gift burden on the youngest son and his family was a major source
of conflict between the elderly woman and her daughter-in-law, to the
point that they were barely on speaking terms with each other during
our fieldwork in 2005:

Mrs C. [daughter-in-law in Household 91] said that she would be
ready to pass on her family affairs to whoever was willing to take
them over ... that the family had no savings year in, year out ... that
money was heavily spent on ritual gifts ... [She referred to Mrs K., her
mother-in-law, in the front room with] another reminder [to her] about
the need to go to the funeral of Mr Tuw in Tht Ttu [hamlet]. Mrs Sau
[a neighbour of Mrs C.] also made a similar complaint that it was a
heavy burden getting married to a youngest son and living in a family
with ancestral worship obligations, and that earnings were heavily
spent on ritual banquets.

Mrs Sdu went home to go to bed. I continued talking to Mrs C. until
10 p.m. Mrs C. complained and talked about all sorts of things centring
on the conflict with her mother-in-law and the costly ritual banquet
expenses in a household with ancestral worship duties ... Her mother-
in-law [reportedly] spent a lot of money [on gifts to be brought to
ritual banquets]. [Mrs C. said] no matter how hard she worked, money
was always short, and that they were regularly in debt. Her mother-in-
law readily accepted invitations, and spent 100,000 VND on a wedding
gift [above the normal figure of 50,000 VND for a wedding in 2005] and
50,000 VND on a funeral gift. Occasionally, Mrs C. suggested [to her
mother-in-law] to scale down the gifts. Her mother-in-law reportedly
said that she could not behave like a dog. [When Mrs C did not give
the money for a ritual banquet gift], the mother-in-law, after changing
her clothes [to go to the banquet], kept repeating: ‘Maybe I am a dog.’

Mrs K [the mother-in-law] would attend the funeral as the in-law of
the deceased’s in-law. Mrs K called Ms Sau [nicknamed] the Fatso in
to give the money, but Mrs C understood that it was her obligation
to give the money to Ms Sau. Mrs C. talked quietly to Mrs Sdu,
and the latter left with no money. Mrs C left to visit a neighbour.
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Mrs K. [the mother-in-law] walked in and out of the house and told
me: She [C.] did not care about funerals, as if I would not die [implying
that C. did not care about the future reciprocation of acquaintances
at Mrs K.'s funeral] ... Mrs C said that [her mother-in-law] said that a
gift of 50,000 VND was not adequate [at the funeral]. Because Mrs K.
would go with the mother-in-law of her children, she reportedly
wanted to give a 100,000 VND gift. (Fieldnotes of Nguyén thi Nhung
on Household 91 in Khdnh Hau in August 2005)

The large number of events attended by the elderly woman in
Household 91 was due partly to her strong integration in the local
social and kinship network, the need to reciprocate past gifts, given
at her husband’s funeral in 1994 and her five children’s weddings
over the years, the formal gift-exchange relations with her children-
in-law’s parents, as well as the anticipated need for a good and large
future funeral for herself attended by people in her network and those
of her children, including the recipients of her ritual gifts. Despite its
relative poverty, Household 91 had an extensive social and kinship
network and thus more social capital than many richer households in
Khanh Hiu.’

In 2005, Khdnh Hiu Household 16 comprised five members, a couple
(husband aged 44, and wife, 39), their two sons (aged 17 and 2), and
the wife’s mother, who was temporarily residing with them to help
care for their two-year-old son. Although the husband was born
elsewhere, due to his father’s work assignment in another province,
he had long-standing connections to Khanh Hau, where his maternal
grandfather had been a large and influential landowner before the
political change in 1975, a change that adversely affected the maternal
grandfather’s landholding due to the new regime’s collectivisation
policy. The husband had numerous close relatives in Khanh Hau, and
the land on which his house was built was bequeathed by his maternal
grandfather. The wife came from Tan HO6i Dong, a neighbouring
commune located in Tién Giang Province. This household had

9  In 2012, the number of death anniversaries attended by the members of Household 91
increased to 34, and the total ritual expenses to 8.75 million VND ($417 USD), triple that of
expenditure in 2005. (The ritual expenses per capita in this household were 2 million VND a
year.) However, the tension between the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law subsided apparently
due to the significant increase in the annual per capita income of the household to 33.6 million
VND ($1,600 USD) compared to $196 USD in 2005 thanks to the greater agricultural income
of the son and non-agricultural income of the daughter-in-law. The ritual and gift expenses of
Household 91 took up only 6.25 per cent of the household income in 2012.
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0.45 hectare of land on which the husband worked, and the husband
also helped the wife in her ph¢ (beef noodle) business in the provincial
capital of Tan An (6 kilometres away). Their annual per capita income
of 3.1 million VND ($210 USD) in 2005 put them in the bottom income
quintile in Khanh Hau. Despite the relatively limited income of the
household, the husband had an extensive kinship network in Khdnh
Hau, while his wife possessed her own in her native commune, as well
as in Khanh HAu, where one of her sisters had married into a Khanh
Hau family. Among the husband’s close relatives were his parents and
four brothers with their families in Khanh Hiu, one married sister in
Khanh Hau, and three sisters married to husbands in a neighbouring
commune or in the nearby provincial capital. The husband also had
a maternal uncle, some maternal aunts, and numerous first cousins
on both his father’s and mother’s sides in Khanh Hiu. The wife had
her parents and seven married siblings, as well as numerous aunts,
uncles, and first cousins, in her native commune neighbouring Khanh
Hiu. The husband and wife in Household 16 attended a total of 51
gift-exchange events in the 12-month period under study, including
25 death anniversaries, 12 weddings, two wedding-preparatory
ceremonies, seven funerals, three birth celebrations, one visit to a sick
acquaintance, and one other ritual. Among the 25 death anniversaries
were four banquets held at the household of this husband’s maternal
uncle, each of which required gifts to be brought.'” As the husband
was not the youngest son in his natal household and as his parents
were alive and living with his youngest brother, he did not have any
death anniversary to take care of. He also reportedly cut back on the
number of death anniversaries attended in 2005 out of concern for the
cost of gifts and the need to support his elder son’s possible university
education. But in 2005, this household still spent 3.1 million VND a
year ($210 USD), about one-fifth of the total family income, on gifts
for 51 events organised by other households. This resulted from the
couple’s strong integration into the local social networks in Khanh
Hau and in a neighbouring commune.

10  Asareflection of his wealth, the maternal uncle organised four death anniversary banquets
with significantly overlapping guest lists (about 100 guests at the death anniversary of his father;
40 at that of his mother; and 40 and 20 at those of his two sons). In Khanh Hiu, despite the
widely reported pattern of dividing death anniversary duties among siblings and close relatives,
it was not uncommon for a household to hold many death anniversary banquets in a year if it
had the economic means to do so.
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In 2009, the husband in Household 16 passed away. The wife had to
sell a part of the family’s landholding to pay off the husband’s medical
expenses, and her sister-in-law took over the phd (beef noodle) business.
In 2012, the wife in Household 16 worked for the sister-in-law in the
morning and the early evening. The wife also peddled roasted rice
paper (bdnh trang nudng) in the afternoon to earn extra income in order
to bring her monthly income to 3 million VND ($143 USD). With the
elder son being an officer in the armed forces and her mother returning
to the neighbouring commune, Household 16 had only two members.
Its annual per capita income rose to 18 million VND ($857 USD), putting
the household in the second income quintile (below average). In 2012,
despite having a nine-year-old child to support, Household 16 had to
spend 2.7 million VND ($129 USD, or 7.5 per cent of total household
income) on ritual gift expenses, including at 19 death anniversaries.
The wife in Household 16 talked about this ritual expense burden and
the need to reciprocate people who had made cash gifts during her
husband’s illness and later at his funeral:

Interviewee: I sell [roasted rice paper| in Khanh Hiu to earn some
extra money in the afternoon [besides assisting my sister-in-law with
her phd and beefsteak business]. It costs a lot of money to cover ritual
feast expenses and gifts ... So many of them. Cash gifts, for example,
on the occasion of month-old celebrations (ddy thdng) and first birth
days (thdi noi) for kids. Next month, there will be two of these events
for my husband’s niece and nephew [sister’s children]. I already made
a 200,000 VND gift when the baby was born. Next month, 200,000
VND [$9.52 USD] more for his month-old celebration. My husband
used to take care of such events. Now I have to deal with them all ...
Gifts for nieces and nephews have to be 200,000 VND. For other kids,
100,000 VND ... I also have to visit sick people in my network and
that of my husband ... Because when my husband was sick, they came
to visit and gave gifts. They gave 50,000 VND, and now when I visit a
sick person in their families, I have to give 50,000 VND. For funerals,
the gift has to be 100,000 VND. 50,000 VND looks miserly.

Interviewer: When your husband passed away, did you accept cash
gifts?
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Interviewee: Yes. The cash gifts were sufficient to cover funeral costs
... The gifts ranged from 20,000 VND, 30,000 VND, 50,000 VND to
100,000 VND. Money could buy more in those days [in 2009, thus
gifts had a comparatively lower value]. The funeral gifts amounted to
over 30 million VND [$1,650 USD].

Interviewee: I have to wake up at 4 a.m. in the morning. I have not had
any rest until now [interview taking place at the phd restaurant owned
by the interviewee’s sister-in-law] ... Now, I am roasting rice paper
and going to walk around the community to sell it. I work so hard.

Interviewer: Any siesta?

Interviewee: No. I work hard to earn some money to host a death
anniversary feast for my husband.

Interviewer: When can you go home?

Interviewee: Around 5 p.m. I go home to take a shower and burn
incense for my husband, and return here to work until 8:30 in the
evening, during which I also wash clothes for my sister-in-law and
her children.

Interviewer: No washing machine?
Interviewee: No, all by hand.

Interviewee [crying]: It is a lot of hard work to earn money. But my
sister-in-law provides meals for me and my son every day ... A lot of
hard work. I sell roasted rice paper to earn some extra money. Many
times, in roasting the rice paper, I cry and cry ... I try to earn some
extra money and try to save for my son ... I do not spend a lot of time
during the day at home, because I feel so sad there ... Now, Iroast about
20 rice papers in over an hour, and then go around peddling them, and
earn 20,000 VND for the work [one-fifth of her daily income]. (Huynh
Ngoc Thu'’s interview with Household 16 in November 2012)

Some poor and elderly people, as in Household 543 in Hoai Thi, decided
not to accept death anniversary invitations in order to hold down their
ritual gift expenditures. Household 543 in Hoai Thi, comprising an
elderly couple, had an annual per capita income of 1.33 million VND
($63 USD in 2012) mainly from government assistance, which put them
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among the poorest in the village of Hoai Thi."" They spent nothing on
ritual gift expenses in 2012, as they felt that they could not afford
to. Unlike most other Hoai Thi villagers, they also believed that they
could not borrow 5 million VND interest-free from anybody in their
social network. The elderly couple’s social capital and the ability to
mobilise it in the form of interest-free loans was greatly diminished
due to their lack of spending on ritual expenses. This lack of spending
on ritual expenses reflects the extreme poverty of this elderly couple
(in contrast to Household 91 in Khanh Hau, the first case earlier
discussed). In 2014, when I asked about their lack of spending on
ritual expenses, the elderly couple talked at length to me about their
embarrassment in not being able to maintain their ritual and social
relation obligations:

HL: Do you still give cash gifts at death anniversaries, or are they
waived, as you are now over 80 years old?

Husband: For the elderly over the age of 80, the cash gift is only 50,000
dbng ($2.40 USD). It is all right not to give a cash gift [given the age],
but it looks better if one is given.

Wife: He does not give cash gifts at death anniversaries. That is why
he said, ‘if one is given’. Without a cash gift, we come and stay for
a short time ... It feels embarrassing.

HL: When the two of you turned 80, did your children organise a feast
for you and your acquaintances?

Husband: No, they did not ... if I organised a death anniversary
feast for my father, inviting other people, then [I would feel better]
attending the death anniversaries organised by the latter ... As I do
not host a feast on my mother’s or father’s death anniversary, I do not
go to death anniversaries that much.

11 The social welfare net in Vietnam has expanded noticeably in the past few years, well
beyond the anti-poverty program started in the 1990s. New programs include modest assistance
of 2.16 million VND ($103 USD) a year and a free health insurance card to the elderly from
the age of 80 onwards and to other single elderly without much income and without children
as a source of support; and assistance to disabled people, including victims of Agent Orange,
with annual payments varying with the degree of disability (see Lwvu Quang Tudn 2012:13-14).
In 2012, the elderly couple in Household 543 had one person with a minor mental problem
who was eligible for 2.18 million VND ($103 USD a year) under the program of assistance to the
disabled. In summer 2014, the government assistance to this couple had tripled to 6.54 million
VND (8310 USD) because the disability assistance amount was doubled, and because the other
person qualified for assistance provided to people aged 80 years and older.
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Wife: My children do not organise a longevity meal for us [and our
acquaintances| ... When other elderly people have longevity feasts,
I do not dare to show up despite the invitations ... My husband and
I are old. We are not able to host a death anniversary feast [for either
parent of his|. Neither are our children. The longevity celebrations
[for us] are less necessary than death anniversary feasts. If we are not
able to host a death anniversary feast, there is no need to talk about
a longevity celebration ... It all boils down to the eldest [son]. If the
eldest son took the initiative, the three younger sons would follow
and contribute ... If the eldest said that I would organise a longevity
celebration for the parent, no way would the other children dare not to
move in tandem ... It is embarrassing not to be able to host an annual
death anniversary for a parent [of my husband]. Embarrassing not to
be able to do what other households have done ... My first cousin T.
[in the village] hosts a feast on the occasion of the death anniversary
for my uncle [T’s father|, and invites me ... Another cousin of mine
going to the same event asks me to go with her. I have decided not to
go, but do not want to go into details with her ... It would be a shame
for me to say that because of our inability to host a death anniversary
feast, I cannot go ... I feel miserable ... [Husband tells her to stop
talking about this problem.| It is all right to stop talking about this
issue, but we would be the laughing stock of the village if we just go
and eat at death anniversary events without being able to host one
at our place. We end up cutting ties with relatives, close or far. We
do not dare to go to those events. Except for one recent event, I did
show up. People filled my bowl with foods, but I felt so bad inside
that I could not really eat. (Author’s interview with Household 543,
June 2014)

The cases discussed above, and the lack of significant variation in the
average ritual gift spending per capita among the four lower income
quintiles in both communities, indicate that the relation between
ritual spending and household income is far from being linear.
My preliminary analysis suggests that besides household wealth,
many factors affect ritual and ritual gift spending:

a. Sibling rank: In Hoai Thi, the eldest son assumes official
responsibility for ancestral death anniversaries and social relations
with relatives, although he may allow younger siblings to host some
death anniversary feasts. In Khanh H3u and in southern Vietnam
at large, it is the youngest son who is supposed to assume such a
responsibility. As the youngest son of Household 91 in Khanh Hau
is not resident, his wife felt this responsibility as a heavy burden.
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In contrast, without official responsibilities for family rituals
and social relations with relatives, the male head of Khanh Hiu
Household 16, as well as the male trader in Household 379 and the
elderly male head of Household 543 in Hoai Thi, had lower ritual
and social relation spending than those with such responsibilities.

b. Stage in life cycle:

i. People in their 20s tend to have many friends getting married,
leading to higher wedding gift expenditure.

ii. People in their 30s tend to have fewer ritual gift obligations in
general (the trader in Household 379 in Hoai Thi as an example).

iii. People in their 40s and 50s tend to be responsible for the
weddings of their children, and to reciprocate the wedding gifts
received at these events with similar gifts at friends’ children’s
weddings. Those who experience the death of a parent/s also
begin assuming death anniversary duties.

c. Degree of integration into local social networks: Hoai Thi villagers
have close-knit social networks and tend to be well integrated in
their community. In contrast, in Khanh Hau and many southern
communities, where there is a higher degree of geographical
mobility, a number of newcomers in a community tend to be
not well integrated and to have fewer obligations (see also Luong
2010:4177418).

Those factors complicate the relation between household income and
social capital and ritual expenditure; this relation is not statistically
linear among lower- and middle-income households. The highest
income households in both Hoai Thi and Khanh Hau tend to spend
more lavishly on social relations in order to strengthen their social
capital, which results in significantly greater assistance actually or
potentially received (see the data on interest-free loans in Table 4).
However, the incapacity of the poor to spend much at all on social
capital cultivation — as reflected in the case of the elderly couple in
Household 543 in Hoai Thi — weakens social ties and results in less
assistance received in the form of interest-free loans.
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Conclusion

How can we explain the difference in social capital configuration
between Hoai Thi and Khidnh Hiu, a difference that, I think, is
characteristic of the difference between the northern and southern
Vietnamese lowlands in general? The difference in social capital
configuration lies not only in the greater efforts of Hoai Thi villagers
in cultivating and formalising social relations (partly through the
establishment of patrilineages and voluntary associations), but also in
the greater return from these efforts, as reflected in the considerably
greater sources of interest-free loans that can be tapped by Hoai Thi
villagers than by those in Khanh Hau.

Beyond Vietnam, the importance of social connections has been
attributed to shortages in political economy and formal institutional
weakness, leading to greater uncertainty and people’s reliance on
social connections in order to reduce uncertainty (Guthrie 1998;
Walder 1986). Can the greater efforts of northern Vietnamese to
cultivate social relations result from more shortages of goods and
services and greater institutional weaknesses in northern Vietnam
than in southern Vietnam? There is no evidence that Hoai Thij villagers
have recently faced more shortages and greater uncertainty due to
institutional weaknesses than the people of Khdnh Hau. With the
strong economic growth in Bic Ninh Province in recent years, Hoai
Thi villagers have no trouble earning steady and fairly good incomes in
the private or informal sector, and finding quality goods and services.
There is no clear evidence either that the conformity to institutional
rules is weaker in northern Vietnam than in southern Vietnam,
leading to greater uncertainty in the sociopolitical environment
and, consequently, to greater reliance on social connections for
problem solving in northern Vietnam. Beyond the case of Vietnam,
Japan seems to have much stronger formal institutional frameworks
than Vietnam and does not have any shortage of goods and services.
Yet gifts and social connections remain a very important part of the
Japanese sociocultural fabric and political economy. I would argue
that it is simplistic to attribute the importance of social connections
solely to shortages of goods and services and institutional weaknesses.
A strictly institutional explanation of the importance of gifts and
social capital would fail to do justice to their salience in Vietnamese or
Japanese sociocultural life and political economy. I think that we also
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need to take into account different enduring models of and for reality
in northern and southern Vietnam, enduring models that account
not only for the greater investment in social capital, but also, among
other things, for the greater strength of patrilineal descent in northern
Vietnam than in southern Vietnam (cf. Yang 2002 in Yang’s debate with
Guthrie in the Chinese context).

I would suggest that the enduring northern Vietnamese model for
social reality involves a greater formalisation of social relations,
both in terms of obligations and organisation (patrilineage and
voluntary associations, with their explicit rules), and, as a reflection
of comparatively less commercialisation in a rural community, more
mutual assistance in time, labour, and interest-free loans (see Table 4)
and less monetary expenditure per event. In Hoai Thi and the Red
River Delta of northern Vietnam in general, at the community level,
social relations, whether kinship-based or not, also tend to be more
centripetal, leading to considerably tighter social networks within
the community. In contrast, in Khanh Hau, social relations are less
formalised in terms of organisation and obligations, with less mutual
assistance in time, labour, and interest-free loans. In Khanh Hau and
the Mekong Delta of southern Vietnam in general, at the community
level, kinship and non-kinship relations tend to be more centrifugal,
leading to looser social networks within the community. In Khanh
Hau, ritual events such as death anniversaries are organised in a free-
flowing spirit, with less effort made to control costs, leading to higher
expenses per event both for organisers and gift-bearing participants.
Thus, while social relations (quan hé) are important in the social fabric
of both northern and southern Vietnamese communities, they take
on different configurations, with varying degrees of effectiveness in
mobilisation. It is possible that the different social capital configurations
and enduring models for reality in the Red River Delta and the Mekong
Delta of Vietnam result from the long-standing greater spatial mobility
in the latter in a frontier context, which renders formal organisations
less stable and less effective. We can attempt to analyse long-term
historical and environmental reasons for the difference in the model
for reality between the northern Red River Delta and the southern
Mekong Delta in Vietnam (see, for example, Rambo 1973). But it is not
clear that this difference can be reduced to short-term differences in
political economy and institutional contexts.



1. SOCIAL RELATIONS, REGIONAL VARIATION, AND ECONOMIC INEQUALITY

References

Bourdieu, Pierre 1986, ‘The Forms of Capital’, in John Richardson (ed.),
The Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education,
Greenwood Press, New York, pp. 141-158.

Geertz, Clifford 1963, Peddlers and Princes, University of Chicago
Press, Chicago.

Gold, Thomas, Douglas Guthrie and David Wank 2002, ‘An Introduction
to the Study of Guanxi’, in Thomas Gold, Douglas Guthrie and
David Wank (eds), Social Connections in China: Institutions, Culture,
and the Changing Nature of Guanxi, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, pp. 3—20.

Guthrie, Douglas 1998, ‘The Declining Importance of Guanxiin China'’s
Economic Transition’, The China Quarterly, vol. 154, pp. 254-282.

Henry, James 1964, The Small World of Khdnh Hdu, Aldine, Chicago.

Hickey, Gerald 1964, Village in Vietnam, Yale University Press,
New Haven.

Luong, Hy V. 2010, ‘Qua va vdn x3 héi & hai cfng ddng nong thon
Viét Nam’ ['Gifts and Social Capital in Two Vietnamese Rural
Communities’], in H. Luong et al. (eds), Hién dai va dong thdi cia
truyén théng & Viét Nam: Nhitng cdch tiép cdn nhan hoc [Modernities
and the Dynamics of Tradition in Vietnam: Anthropological
Approaches|, Nha xuit ban Dai hoc quéc gia TB H6 Chi Minh,
Ho Chi Minh City, pp. 397-424.

Luong, Hy V. 2013, ‘Gid t6 tién va dong thai kinh té x4 hdi’ [Ancestral
Death Anniversaries and their Socio-economic Dynamics’], in Tin
nguing thy cing to tién trong xda hoi duong dai [Ancestral Worship
Beliefs in Contemporary Societies], Nha xut ban Vin hoa thong tin,
Hanoi, pp. 344-361.

Luong, Hy V. and Diép Dinh Hoa 2000, ‘Bén cdng dong noéng thon
va thanh thj Viét Nam: canh quan kinh t€, xa hoi, va van héa’
[‘Four Rural and Urban Communities in Vietnam: Economic, Social,
and Cultural Landscapes’], in Hy V. Luong (ed.), Ngon tit, gidi, va
nhém xa hoi tit thuc tién tiéng Viét [Discourse, Gender, and Society in
Vietnam|, Nha xudt ban Khoa hoc x3 héi, Hanoi, pp. 39-97.

4



72

CONNECTED & DISCONNECTED IN VIET NAM

Luu Quang Tuén 2012, ‘Socialist Republic of Vietnam: Updating and
Improving the Social Protection Index’, Asian Development Bank,
Technical Assistance Consultant’s Report, Project 44152.

Portes, Alejandro 1998, ‘Social Capital: Its Origins and Applications in
Modern Sociology’, Annual Review of Sociology, vol. 24, pp. 1-24.

Rambo, A. Terry 1973, A Comparison of Peasant Social Systems
of Northern and Southern Viet-Nam, Southern Illinois University
Center for Vietnamese Studies, Carbondale, Illinois.

Unger, Jonathan 1998, Building Social Capital in Thailand: Fibers,
Finance, and Infrastructure, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

Walder, Andrew 1986, Communist Neo-Traditionalism: Work and
Authority in Chinese Industry, University of California Press,
Berkeley.

Yang, Mayfair Mei-hui 1994, Gifts, Favors, and Banquets: The Art
of Social Relationships in China, Cornell University Press, Ithaca.

Yang, Mayfair Mei-hui 2002, ‘The Resilience of Quanxi and Its
New Deployment: A Critique of Some New Guanxi Scholarship’,
China Quarterly, vol. 170, pp. 459-476.



The Dynamics of Return Migration
in Vietnam’s Rural North: Charity,
Community and Contestation

Nguyen Thi Thanh Binh

This chapter tells the story of a return migrant in Bic D‘éng,l a village
in Ha Nam Province of northern Vietnam where I carried out extended
anthropological fieldwork in the late 2000s.” From my first days in
this village, I had heard stories about a rich village woman living in
HO6 Chi Minh City whose life and career had become legend. According
to these stories, she had been one of the richest people in Sai Gon
in the 1980s and 1990s, a room in her house was sometimes full of
money, and hundreds of workers were under her command. People
in the village had different ideas about this lady’s path to success and
the way she exercised her power. In some ways, she was magical for
them. Even her name, Nui, evoked a sense of mystery about her life.

1 People and places in this chapter have been assigned pseudonyms for purposes
of confidentiality.

2 This chapter draws upon ethnographic research conducted in Bic Dong village, Hi Nam
Province from July 2007 to May 2008. While living with and taking part in the villagers’
everyday lives, I interviewed and collected life histories from a wide range of villagers, including
my main interlocutor, who I met at her home in H Chi Minh City. I am grateful to Ba Nti and Bic
Dong villagers for sharing their experiences, insights and time with me. I would like to thank
Philip Taylor for his extensive feedback on chapter drafts, and thank Ben Kerkvliet, Hy Van
Luong, John Kleinen, Andrew Kipnis, Diana Glazebrook, and the two anonymous readers for
their constructive comments. Harvard-Yenching Institute and the Research School of Pacific and
Asian Studies, The Australian National University, provided funds for this research.
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In Vietnamese, Nui means mountain, and people imagined that she was
a mountain of money. Moving to the south in 1975 after the American
war, NUi maintained contact with the village through her family
and a number of migratory villagers who went to work in or visited
her enterprise. Since the 1980s, she had sometimes sent gifts to her
relatives and made small donations to the poor, and larger donations
for village affairs. Bdc Ddng people’s memories and imaginings about
Nui and her life in the south might have ceased there if, at the end
of 2007, this mythical woman had not suddenly visited her old home
after almost 20 years. Her return became an event in the village.
People were curious about the way she looked, how she treated the
surrounding people, and what she did in their village. They wanted to
touch and get up close to this powerful figure who had returned from
a far away and prosperous world. Nui aroused in the villagers various
expectations and hopes.

Initially, Nui planned to stay in Bic D6ng for a short time to fulfil her
obligations to her family and ancestors. As people learned that Nui
was happy to see them, however, more and more villagers gradually
came to visit her. In response to the sentiment of her homeland fellows,
Nui decided to stay longer, give more gifts to people, and donate more
money to renovate ritual places in the village. Her ‘heart’ of giving to
the village’s spiritual places and to the poor generated debate among
the villagers as to whether she represented a new model of personhood
and ethics, or standard of behaviour for the local elite and the rich.
Some Bic DBng people, especially women, wanted to build a new
kind of patron—client relationship with Nui, and for a period of time
it seemed that a new inclusive community of villagers, reliant on her
generosity, was emerging. This dynamic interaction saw Nui give more
in response to the villagers” warm reception and she began to imagine
the village as a welcoming and intimate home in which she might find
a place after decades of living far away. The story did not end well,
however, as envy and criticism from a part of the village population
undermined the trust and warmth of these relationships, dashing the
dreams and hopes of all parties in these interactions. Chastened and
confused, the protagonist Nui returned to her southern, urban home,
perhaps never again to return to her home village.

The somewhat tragic story of Nui sheds light on the phenomenon
of return migration. As a fertile terrain for migration studies, the
experiences of Vietnamese migrants who return home have been
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examined by several scholars.” The comparative literature shows that
return migration may, in some instances, be viewed as the outcome
of a failed migration strategy or, conversely, as satisfaction of one’s
original economic or cultural goals (Cassarino 2004:255). Return
migration may enable one to reinvest one’s migratory earnings in a
place where one has a comparative advantage, or convert them into
forms of social or cultural capital that may not be attainable in the
migratory destination (Bourdieu 1986; Carruthers 2002). Some studies
emphasise the factors that ‘push’ migrants to return home: the
hardship and stress of life as a migrant; poor health or personal crisis;
or the legal, institutional, and cultural obstacles to integration in the
migratory destination (Brettell 2000:100). Alternatively, migrants may
be ‘pulled” home by homesickness, family crisis, or out of a sense
of familial obligation (Gmelch 1980; Jellema 2007). The return home
can be conflict-laden and mutually disappointing, both from the
perspective of the returnee and their kin and neighbours. Returnees
may be the focus of admiration, envy or mistrust from neighbours and
kin owing to their exotic status, their relative wealth or practices of
conspicuous consumption (Khater 2001). The gifts borne by returned
migrants may accentuate social distance between giver and receivers or
communicate uncomfortable messages about status differentials just as
readily as they might inspire sentiments of belonging and relatedness
(Hung Cam Thai 2014; Nguyen-Akbar 2014). Migrants who return
home to rural settings may feel torn between their ‘old” insider status
(with the weight of kin obligations this entails) and their ‘new’ status
as an outsider or stranger, as well as between the pleasure of belonging
to a close-knit community and the loss of autonomy that a return to
rural living entails (Phillips and Potter 2005; Laoire 2007). Elements
of each of these strands can be identified in Nui’s story, which can
be profitably explored to shed light on the meanings of home and of
return for those Vietnamese migrants who have re-engaged with their
homelands.

The phenomenon of return additionally casts into relief the
circumstances of those who remain at home. Nui’s home of Bic Dong
is a rice-growing village in the southern part of the Red River Delta of
Vietnam. Located in a marshy area of the delta where the soils are poor

3 See, for instance, Carruthers (2002), Jellema (2007), Dang Nguyen Anh et al. (2010),
Hung Cam Thai (2014), and Nguyen-Akbar (2014).
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and people struggle to make a living, the village has been the recipient
of various rural development programs to increase connectivity,
improve irrigation, increase rice yield, teach new trades, and diversify
livelihoods. Nevertheless, at the time of my fieldwork in 2007-08,
only 30 per cent of households in the village were considered well
off, because they had made the switch from farming to non-farming
livelihood activities. The majority of villagers lived at subsistence
levels and about 10 per cent of households were categorised as poor
(most of these households comprised elderly occupants). Migration
has been the most common local livelihood strategy over time. Such
journeys began in the late 1960s, with official population transfers to
the uplands, and most recently migrants have flowed to urban and
industrial zones in Ha N6i, Hué and H6 Chi Minh City in search of jobs
as industrial labourers and following small business opportunities.
One of the most significant waves of out-migration occurred in
the late 1970s, shortly after national reunification, as a stream of
villagers flowed to the ‘promised land’ of southern Vietnam. As one
of the pioneers of this southwards movement, Nui was an ambivalent
figure. The business she set up in the prosperous urban south served
as a bridgehead for her fellow villagers and earned her prestige for
helping them to escape the poverty and hardship of their home
village. Yet during her visits home when she dispensed lavish gifts,
the villagers were both awed and disconcerted at the discrepancies
between their own humble circumstances and the fortunes of this
plump, white and wealthy stranger.

The fervent hopes and intense disappointments unleashed by Nui's
controversial return home demonstrate how local sociocultural
expectations powerfully shape the meanings and trajectory of return
migration. Pertinent in this regard is the complex malaise that had
taken root in her home village in the decades since her departure.
Characterised by a sense of confusion and marginalisation, these
sentiments can be linked to the dislocations experienced by the
villagers during the transition to the market economy. Nui's fellow
villagers had witnessed the retreat of the socialist state from a formerly
all-encompassing social support role and the loosening of social
bonds brought about by the disestablishment of collectives, the rise
of individualistic economic competition, and the steady outflow of
migrants. Not coincidentally, the same period saw the eruption of a
number of new religious movements in the village, with many villagers
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placing their confidence in mediums, fortune tellers, faith healers, and
in prophets who envisaged the prospective return of a saviour figure.
These movements, which were widespread in the Red River Delta in
the market integration era,* held out the promise of social restoration
and cosmic re-integration to villagers who had been dislocated
and disoriented by rapid sociocultural change. It was within this
turbulent context that Nui’s return home took place. The manner in
which some villagers construed her as an almost otherworldly figure
is indicative of the messianic expectations that structured her home
visit. The envy, insidious rumours and blatant criticism she and her
followers attracted also show the status and value conflicts and enmity
that characterised life in the village. Not surprisingly, these powerful
and contradictory sentiments put this return migrant on course for a
stormy homecoming.

This chapter discusses the hopes and fears that the people of Bic
D6ng village invested in a returned wealthy migrant. By investigating
responses to her prodigious charitable giving, it explores what local
people made of her identity, life and motives for giving, and how
they used her activities to reconstruct and critically re-imagine their
relationships to each other. I show that in the context of new and
old forms of social differentiation, elderly women and the poor in the
village construed this village returnee as a Buddha-hearted person and
turned her into a patron of the village community. The community
of veneration that coalesced around this wealthy returned migrant
sparked conjecture and controversy — unleashing status and value
conflicts and generating a debate about the ethics of her charitable
giving. The warm sentiments precipitated by her return visit
momentarily inspired in Nui dreams of reconnecting permanently to
her homeland, but ultimately the conflicts it provoked resulted in a
homecoming that was temporary and mutually disappointing.

Mysterious Rich Woman

Like other people in the village, I was curious to know what Nuilooked
like. In the first days of her visit, only close relatives and people who
had received her gifts and donations came to visit Nui at her brother’s

4 See, for example, D Quang Hung (2001) and Nguyén Qudc Tudn (2012).
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house. Others were curious but reluctant to approach her to avoid
being misunderstood as ‘catching the rich to be relatives’ (‘thdy nguoi
sang bdt quang lam ho'). They waited until they knew more about how
she treated people. Gradually, they learned from each other that Nui
behaved nicely and seemed close to everyone. Through her family
members, Nui sent a message to all of the villagers that they were
invited to come to her house. Many decided to visit her to show their
homeland sentiment and take the opportunity to learn more about her.
Nui welcomed all of the guests, talking to them a little to see whether
she still remembered who they were, what their relationship was to
her, or what memory they had of her. Afterward, she often invited
visitors to see video tapes and photos of her family life. During that
time, Nui told people stories about a prosperous and modern Sai Gon,
and explained the differences between the lifestyle in the south and
the north. People were full of admiration when they saw photos of her
big house or the imposing wedding party of her son at a five-star hotel
in Sai Gon. Many women found it interesting and exciting to gather
at Nui's place in the evening, and they began to visit with increasing
frequency.

Each evening, around 20 people gathered at Nui’s brother’s house.
Several elderly women who were relatives and had received gifts
from Nui decided to stay with her and take care of her. They cooked,
cleaned the house, and gave massages to her, for she had developed
rheumatism and experienced difficulty moving about. Nui became a
centre of attraction for the villagers, attracting women in particular to
gather at her place. However, in interaction and conversations, most
villagers appeared self-conscious in front of Nui. People tried to be
careful and polite, especially some of the ladies who lived with her
and served her. They always addressed Nui respectfully, to the point
of fawning over her. Everyone, including myself, became drawn into
this hierarchical interaction — more because of Nti’s majesty than her
gifts or money. Some people who were ranked as elder sisters or aunts
in her lineage wanted to greet and talk to Nui in the familiar way that
they often did to other village fellows, but they had to change and
adjust their mode of address when confronting Nui directly. This was
partly because Nui was different from people in the village. To them,
she looked white, plump and healthy, and was dressed in beautiful
clothes and wore make-up. When some young women in the village
saw Nui for the first time, they commented that she was as beautiful as
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a fairy queen that they had seen in a movie. Many people were awed
by her regal manner and the decisive way she behaved and talked
to them, which reminded them of her status as a business person
and boss.

Her return aroused debate among Bic Ddng people about her fate
and wealth. Many villagers linked her success to the favourable
orientation of her ancestors’ graves. People surmised that someone
in her grandparents’ generation in the village had been well off and
possessed some knowledge of classical Chinese script. He must have
consulted a geomancer when building the grave for the ancestors.
Some villagers believed that the direction chosen for the grave
fortuitously brought success to the daughters of the family only.
In Nui’s parents’ generation, one of her aunts had become the owner
of a big farm in Thai Nguyén Province, where many villagers went to
find jobs before 1954. Meanwhile, Nui’s father had lived an ordinary
life in the village. However, Nui’s eldest sister advanced no further
than becoming a local labourer, like her younger brother. Hence the
villagers believed that Nui had a special fate (s6) that was different
from others. Some believed that the mystery to her fortune lay in her
name. Some said that it had been given to her when her parents were
evacuated from the village to a mountain to avoid a French mopping-
up operation during the First Indochina War. Others believed that
there must have been a mystically significant reason for her parents to
give her that name.

Many villagers explained her career and richness in terms of good
fortune (gdp may). Several people believed that when she had moved
to the south after 1975, by chance she was able to buy the house of
a family who had migrated to America and had found a pot of gold
hidden inside. Afterwards, she used this capital to do trading and
develop her enterprise. Another hypothesis was that she gained
business success by manipulating her husband’s reputation. As her
second husband had been a southern revolutionary who became a
cadre in the north after 1954, people believed that after he returned
to Sai Gon in 1975 he must have acquired a high position in the new
government. Nui would then have received many gifts and bribes
from people who came to ask for her husband’s favour. Also thanks
to his power, Nui could easily gain success in her trade and business.
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Given these ideas, Bic DOng people rarely used the term ‘talented’
(gi6i) to describe Nui and her career. They tended to emphasise the
words ‘rich’ (giau) and ‘lucky’ (may man), and believed that many
young people were now more talented than her in business. However,
they still deeply respected Nui’s special qualities. Some villagers told
each other that Nui could quickly determine whether a newcomer was
trustworthy simply by looking at him/her from a distance. That is why,
they said, in her business in the south, Nui liked to see prospective
employees face-to-face before offering them work. If they did not
appear to her to be reliable and trustworthy, she politely declined to
employ them and gave them money to find another job or to return
home. When Nti returned to the village, she surprised people with her
ability to quickly understand the situation of the people she met. The
villagers told each other that she was very ‘sharp-witted’ (¢inh). For all
of these reasons, from the first days of her return, many Bic Pong
people showed their respect to Nui. In all of the meetings or rituals in
which she participated, even the village cadres and representatives of
the elderly association in the village respectfully addressed her with
elaborately polite speech. On the occasion of official rituals at the dinh,
the organisers invited her to sit on the same mat as the oldest men.
People treated her as a distinguished guest, a daughter of the village
returned home. During rituals at her lineage hall, Nui was invited to sit
with the lineage elders. People in her lineage showed their happiness
at having a daughter like her, who could bring fame to the family.
The respectful title BA Nui (Madam Nui) was used popularly by all Bic
DoOng people regardless of their gender or age.

Her Giving

Another intriguing aspect about Nui that generated much commentary
among the villagers was her status as a generous benefactor. In just a
short period of time she gave away an enormous amount of money,
becoming one of the most generous patrons the village had ever
seen. What is remarkable about this generosity is that it appears
not to have been part of her original intentions for her return visit.
Instead, it seems to have been elicited in the context of the villagers’
interactions with her.
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Like many emigrants in northern Vietnam, the practice of ancestor
worship was the critical factor that brought Nui back to Bic Ddng.
As Kate Jellema (2007) has illustrated, in the midst of d6i mdi, a quest to
‘return to origins’ transfixed the entire nation and ancestors exerted a
strong pull on modern Vietnamese, wherever they resided. According
to her, to ‘vé qué’ (return to the homeland) is a rite, an act of filial
devotion, at once expected and demanded, forced and desired (Jellema
2007:58). Following this ideology of northern migrants, which also
receives endorsement by the state, Nui initially intended her visit to
fulfil her obligations to her family. She simply wanted to build a royal
tomb for her parents and ancestors, and a new house for her brother,
an ordinary labourer in the village. In this sense, she wanted to share
her success with her family and meet her familial obligations.

At the beginning of her visit, Nui gave gifts only to relatives, as is the
custom of Vietnamese who return to their homeland. When some poor
villagers who had previously received Nui's charity via her family
came to thank Nui for her kind heart, she responded compassionately
by personally offering them further gifts. Gradually, it became Nui’s

routine practice — when confronted by relatives to whom she felt
she should give something, or by poor and disabled people who had
difficult lives — to give 100,000 d?mg or more. Her close relatives

and the old women who surrounded and served her every day often
proposed to whom Nui should give her gifts and advised Nui of
the recipients’ circumstances. Nui’s giving became a popular topic
of discussion among the villagers, especially women, as to who had
received her gifts.

The local government also decided to approach Nui after several weeks.
Representatives of the village ritual committee® came to greet Nui
and thanked her for the donation she had sent for the village festival
the year before. They invited her to participate in rituals at the dinh
(the village communal house). Later on, Khoi — the village head —
organised a meeting at the dinh to express the gratitude of the village
for Nui’s previous contribution to village affairs and the poor. Khoi
then went on to ask Ntui for a donation to his project — already under
construction — to rebuild the village road to the temple. In response

5  Like other Vietnamese villages in the Red River Delta, the committee of historical sites,
which was later renamed the committee of rituals and festivals (ban khdnh tiét), of Bic DOng was
established in the early 1990s to take care of the village communal house and its rituals.
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to this call and the sentiments demonstrated towards her by the
cadres and villagers, Nui decided to contribute 20 million VND (about
$1,000 USD) for the temple road and 20 million VND to renovate the
dinh’s floor, which she thought made the temple look dirty and dark.
Not long after that, Nui decided to spend another 20 million VND
building a road to the ladies’ temple to replace a path along the edge
of a rice field after the elderly had complained to her about this path
and she herself had experienced difficulty walking on it. In addition,
Nui brought large quantities of fruit, cake and meat as offerings to
the village temple and pagoda on significant occasions. After offering
the food to the spirits, she shared it with the elderly, or sometimes
with the whole village. By the end of the year, Nui again compiled a
list of 60 poor families in the village and gave each of them a total of
30 million VND (about $1,500 USD) to celebrate the New Year. She also
gave scholarships for poor and talented students and bought toys for
the village kindergarten.

As Nui gave more and more, she became a hot topic in the daily
conversations of the villagers, who paid attention to her every
movement. Local cadres and representatives of the elderly association
in the village made frequent visits to show their care for her, to present
their plans and projects and to discuss village affairs in an attempt to
gain her support. Influential people (cé mdu mdt) in the village, such
as those who took care of the followers at the two shrines of the village
and some mediums, also often visited Nui to talk to her about the
possibility of investing in their groups’ ritual interests. All the formal
and informal social groups in the village considered Nui as a patron
and tried to take advantage of her presence to invite her donations to
their cause. Owing to her influence as a donor and her prestige, many
villagers also expected her to be able to influence leaders to do a better
job at managing the village. A woman recounted with satisfaction an
occasion in which Nui had firmly chastised the village head:

Once I heard Nui comment to Mr Khéi, the village head, that:
“You should not be strict about rituals. I myself was seized by the
spirits so I shared with the mediums in the village. You should
organise an annual festival and not make it bureaucratic. If someone
makes a mistake, you should solve their problem yourself instead
of sending them up to the commune. I used to manage hundreds of
workers and I could solve all their problems.” Khéi could only nod his
head. (Mrs Dang, 68 years old, an elderly small trader and farmer in
Bic Dong)
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Although Nui denied that this exchange had taken place, circulation
of the story indicated that people expected Nui to be able to change
or have an influence on their local government. As her house became a
centre where people, especially women, brought news of village daily
life for discussion, Nui quickly grasped the situation of the village, the
concerns of people and gossip about individuals. Some people came
to ask her to mediate their personal grievances with other villagers,
considering that her experiences of life outside of the village gave her
the insight to offer judicious advice.

The esteem and honour that many Bic Dong people reserved for Nui
encouraged her to give more, and nurture new ideas for the future.
During the two months of her first return trip to the village, Nui
contacted her family in Sai Gon several times to order additional gifts
and money to be sent to Bic DBng, since the level of demand had
exceeded her expectation. When I asked them what they thought
about her, most villagers said that Nui was ascendant (ndi lén) and
venerated (dwoc ton sung). The dynamics of the process show that
her giving and other activities in the village were the result of an
interaction between the demands and sentiments of Bic Déng people
and her response to them — rather than any intentional plan.

Many women in the village thought that everyone who received
something from Nui owed her a debt of gratitude (on), and thus felt
compelled to fawn upon her (quy luy). These explanations by Bic Dong
people fit with the idea of the gift as an offering that inherently creates
in the recipient an obligation to reciprocate (Mauss 1967). In reality,
only a few Bic Ddng people who received many gifts and favours
from Nui tried to give her something in return, such as some fresh
fruit from their garden or help with her housework. The majority of
recipients felt that they could not give any equivalent material gifts in
exchange, since Nui did not need anything they could give in return.
Therefore, when a person accepted a gift from Nui, they also accepted
that they were now indebted to her — but could only repay that debt
through the expression of sentiment, respect or submission. Similar to
the way that cash gifts given by returned overseas migrants to their
relatives in Vietnam impose upon and burden those who receive them
(Hung Cam Thai 2014:15), Nui’s gifts aroused in her recipients a sense
of obligation from which they could not easily extricate themselves.
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Given this, some people in Bic DPdng, especially the rich who were
concerned about their manners (gilt ¥), tried to keep their distance
from Nui or avoid receiving her gifts. However, as Nui's giving became
a phenomenon, most people were interested in receiving a gift which
they viewed as a blessed token from a successful returned migrant
that had the capacity to bring them joy and fortune. Her generosity to
them was considered by many to be the result of their own fate, rather
than Nui’s own good heart. One old lady, who was the mother of some
successful traders in the village and had no special relationship with
Ntui, told me that since she had witnessed Nui's gifts to many people,
she also expected Nui to give her about 100,000 VND, the value of a
health tonic that she sometimes took. By the end of Nui's visit, many
people said that it was not only individuals who were indebted to
Nui but indeed the whole village, for everyone in the village had
eaten the pork meat and sticky rice that she had offered to the village
deities during festivals and then shared out among the villagers, and
on account of everything else she had done for the village. It was clear
from their exhilaration that many people felt happy and proud to have
been individually touched by her largesse.

Through giving, Nui was able to accumulate status and power.
As more and more villagers received gifts from Nui and accepted the
responsibility to show their sentiment for her, her prestige continued
to rise. Many considered her generosity as the action of a fortunate
person sharing with others the blessings (I6c) that she had received
from the spirits. Her actions were similar to the wealth distribution
practices of potlatch found among indigenous peoples of the American
northwest coast, in which chiefs or the rich would build status by
hosting lavish feasts and compete to give away food and property
(Codere 1950; Jonaitis 1991). Closer to home, Nui’s gifts were akin to
the gifts distributed by Vietnamese spirit mediums to their following,
whose largesse is motivated not simply by altruism or the imperatives
of kinship or camaraderie, but by the obligations invested in those
enjoying a status as masters — as spiritual patrons in a patron—client
relationship (Endres 2011:13-36).

All of the villagers agreed that if Nui had no money or had not given it
to people, she would not have been feted in the village. If a person gives
only the average amount of charity to help the poor, they will receive
esteem no greater than that enjoyed by ordinary people. In Nui's case,
besides helping the poor she had also given her heart (tdm) to village
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affairs, thus she received the respect of local government officials
and the esteem of the villagers. Before Nui returned to the south to
celebrate New Year, Bic Déng village held a farewell for her. The
event offered an opportunity for the village to evaluate her efforts
and think about how to express their gratitude. After many days, at
a meeting comprising all of the representatives of the village — the
people, government and party (hdi nghi dan-chinh-dang) — Khéi and
the village leaders decided to present to Nui a classical Chinese script
painting consisting of the word ‘¢dm’, meaning ‘heart-mind’.®

In his speech at her farewell, Khoi tried to explain the meaning of this
word and the reason the village wanted to give the script painting
to Nui. Khoi understood tdm as the soul, spirit and heart inside the
human person. Whoever had a good heart to do good things would be
appreciated and supported by the spirits. However, to make sure that
he and the villagers gave this award to Nui with a full understanding
of its meaning, Khoi asked for advice from an advisor in Ha NOi,
a journalist called Thitc. Even though Thirc had some knowledge of
classical Chinese script and had been researching traditional culture
and religion for a long time, he carefully spent several hours checking
dictionaries and reference books before answering Khoi’s question.
He wanted to quote official books and classical texts. During a phone
conversation with Thirc, Khéi wrote down the meanings of the word
that the journalist had summarised from various textbooks. According
to his research, the main meaning of tdm was that whoever had a pure
heart would be a Buddha. Thirc wanted Khéi to emphasise that Nui
had a valuable tdm because she helped the poor and gave offerings
to the gods without any ulterior motive. Her tdm was not only
recognised by human beings but by the spirits. Thus, she and her
family would receive ‘good fortune’ (phtic). In response to this spiritual
and meaningful gift, Nui thanked the village for giving her happiness
beyond her imagination. Then she elaborated further the meaning of
tdm. She explained that in the south she had learned from Buddhist
monks that ‘tdm is Buddha and Buddha is tdm’ (tdm titc Phdt, Phat tic
tdm). She understood that Heaven and Buddha gave birth to humans,
and that Heaven can be characterised by benevolence, righteousness

6 In his analysis of the self in Vietnam, David Marr (2000) defined and translated tdm as ‘heart-
mind’, meaning the bearer of inner awareness, sentiment, knowledge and moral judgement.
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and morality (nhdn, nghia, dao ditc), and behind the meaning of those
three concepts is tdm. If a person has tdm, they can achieve anything
they want (mubn lam gi la lam duoc).

These learned discussions about the meanings of tdm suggest that it is
a broad and abstract concept. However, in the minds of many villagers
with whom T talked, its meaning appeared to be less complicated.
People simply thought that Nui had tdm because she believed in
spirits, had Buddha in her heart, and tried to give to both living
beings and the gods in order to receive good things for herself and
family. As Marr (2000:770) notes, unlike most other concepts derived
from the Chinese classics, tdm is not bound by hierarchy. The heart-
mind of even the lowliest person in society is able to commune with
other heart-minds, with nature, the spirits, and the universe at large.
In the case of Nui, the villagers were compelled to admit that she was
good, and gave and contributed to the community on these terms.
Although she was not really talented or distinguished in terms of her
‘merit’ (cong) to the country,” she deserved to gain the honour and
esteem of the people. One elderly man said that,

People do not esteem her [Nui] so much because of her talent [gidi],
social relationships [quan hé] or morality [diic] ... but her tdm towards
the village affairs. (Mr Lam, 70 years old)

However, this gift of thanks was enough to make Nui feel happy
before returning home to Sai Gon, ending her first return visit full of
passion and emotion. Meanwhile, for many Bic Dong people, her visit
encouraged them to hope that their own situations and that of the
village might continue to improve with ongoing assistance from this
extraordinary benefactor.

Her Reasons for Giving

Although tdm, or heart, was how Nui’s motives for giving were
interpreted by Bic D6ng village leaders, it only partially captured Nti’s
own reasons. For her, the role played by fate was more important. As a
person whose life had once been as deprived as those villagers she had
helped, and whose prosperity had come unexpectedly, she believed

7 For a discussion of the concept of cing, see Jellema (2005).
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that fate had played a crucial role in her success. She intuited that
demonstrations of kindness to others might positively influence
one’s own fate. Additionally, she felt sympathy for people whose
circumstances reminded her of her own difficult life. As her business
career drew to a close, her health declined and relations with family
members in the south became strained, she was particularly receptive
to the warm homecoming that she received in Bic Ddng village.
Nui explained her actions with reference to her own life history and
it is therefore useful to retell Nui’s rags-to-riches story to understand
what considerations influenced her actions.

Given her family’s poor situation, Nui could attend only the first grade
of school before dropping out to stay at home and help her parents take
care of her younger brother. When Nui was 16 years old, she started
to learn about petty trade. She travelled to northern mountainous
provinces such as Thai Nguyén, Yén Bdi and Lang Son to practice
buying and selling goods. During her trips to Yén Bai, Nui met and
married the son of a landlord she often stayed with. One year after the
wedding, when Nui was 20 years old, she gave birth to a son. At that
time, her parents-in-law asked Nui to live with them and help with
farming activities. But Nui disagreed. She decided instead to return
to Bic Dﬁng village with her four-month-old son. However, her own
parents were not happy with her decision and did not invite Nui and
her son to live with them in the family home, thus she moved again.

When Nui was 24 years old, on a trip to Thai Nguyén Province she met
a southern military cadre who worked in a factory there. He was older
than her by 20 years. She decided to marry him, for he was alone in the
north while his family lived in Sai Gon. Nui and her son then moved
to live with him in a small apartment in Ha N&i. After she remarried,
Nui had more children and became the primary breadwinner when
her husband took early retirement soon after marriage. His pension
was not enough to support a family in that subsidised period. Thus,
she had to do various kinds of work to earn a living, including
spinning silk for the ward’s embroidery team and selling pork and
chicken meat in the grey market (cho den). The 10-year period that
she lived in Ha N§i — from the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s — was a
hard and miserable time for Nui. Apart from economic difficulties, she
also suffered from discrimination and prejudice from her family and
neighbours about her marital life. She felt devastated when her team
leader refused to advance her salary, despite her children being sick in
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the hospital and, on another occasion, when commercial management
cadres confiscated 3 kilograms of meat — her whole capital — in spite
of her explanation that her husband was a wounded southern soldier
and her family was extremely poor. Such incidents made her recall the
north as a land of harshness and poverty.

After unification in 1975, Nui followed her husband to Sai Gon. In the
beginning, she just sold fried bananas on the pavement. Later, she
followed a friend into a business where she served traders who came
from the north by helping to connect them with buyers. Thanks to
her husband’s position as a ward cadre, his connections, and her own
efforts, more and more traders approached her for assistance and Nui
earned a substantial income. Every day, several dozen traders resided
in her house and sometimes she could earn a tael of gold in a single
day. After three years in this business, she bought a big house in the
city centre. From that time, Nui emerged as an influential trader in
Sai Gon.

In the early 1980s, her assets totalled more than 50 tael of gold.
However, in 1982 Nui lost most of her capital through trading antique
furniture. During that difficult period, by chance, a man from Pinh
Bang village asked her to help him sell carved wooden furniture.
At first, Nui earned a commission by selling the furniture in Sai Gon
but then expanded to Phnom Penh, Cambodia. In 1985, she opened
an enterprise in her home to produce carved wooden furniture and
by the 1990s she was exporting her products to Japan, Taiwan, and
other eastern Asian countries. Included in her 100-strong workforce
were around 50 people from Bic Déng. Some of them came to Sai Gon
with a letter of recommendation to Nui from their parents or relatives.
Others asked relatives in the south to accompany them when they
approached Nui for a job.

Nui thought a lot about training craftsmen, and in the mid-1990s she
sponsored 10 boys from poor families in Bic Pong to learn the craft
of furniture making in Nam Dinh Province. Nui also accommodated
some young boys from poor families from Bic Dong in her home in Sai
Gon, where they were taught carving skills and, at the same time, sent
to a local school to complete their education. Even from a distance,
Nui remained connected to her village through such acts of patronage.
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Nui’s business thrived in the 1990s, when many of its products
were exported. Each month, many container loads of goods were
dispatched abroad and car loads of money were transferred back to
her house. However, in 1999 her enterprise suddenly came to a halt.
The intermediary companies between Nui’s company and Japanese
and Taiwanese buyers resented the large profits being derived by
Nui and responded by establishing rival enterprises and enticing
most of Nui’s workers to work for them. Thus, her enterprise came to
a standstill due to a shortage of labour.

Nui accepted this turn of events quietly and calmly, switching to real
estate where she redirected her energy and capital into buying land.
She purchased 5,000 square metres of agricultural land in Thu bic
District, an undeveloped part of the city at that time. The subsequent
urbanisation of this agricultural land rendered Nui'’s investment to be
worth around 20 billion VND (close to $1 million USD). However, after
that deal, her business career again came to a halt and she experienced
a series of personal crises.

Since 2000, Nui has been ailing. Her leg developed a kind of
rheumatism. She began to walk with a stick and sometimes needed
assistance to move about. Her husband also died around that time.
Most of her children were incapable of running the business, since
they were used to depending on her. Three of them switched to
small business, which only provided a subsistence income. The three
youngest children continued to receive monthly stipends from their
mother. Two of them had become drug addicts by 2008. In 1999,
during her most prosperous period, Nui was able to send one of her
sons to study in Canada. After graduating he remained in Canada and
could have applied for professional employment and citizenship, but
his ordinary academic performance led him to work in a field which
provided no more than a subsistence income.

Looking back over her life, Nui was proud of her achievements.
Although she was not as rich as the richest person in the south, what
she had achieved was remarkable, given that she had left her home
village and given birth to seven children in poverty. She was respected
as a successful business person. It was in relation to her family that
she believed she had failed. Extremely preoccupied with her business,
Nui had been unable to take care of or teach her children well.
Consequently, her children took life for granted and had no capacity
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to work hard as she had done. Nui reflected that the dependence of
her children gave her power over them that other richer women do
not have; she made all the decisions about the family and her property.

As previously noted, initially Nui planned to go home simply to build
a house for her brother and grave for her ancestors before she got
older and weaker. But Nui had not imagined how enthusiastically the
villagers would welcome her. The emotion of the villagers encouraged
Nui to stay longer and give more in the belief that this might be a
decision made by the spirits. The spirits had led her back to the north
to give and, as had previously happened in her life, they would give
her other things in return. Explaining her giving, Nui said that the
money gifted was like the blood vessels of the body. She had learnt
from Buddha that only someone who cut a blood vessel without
feeling hurt would not regret giving away their money. In her case,
she did feel hurt but was compelled to do it in order to follow the
spirit’s call. In addition, Nui accounted for her actions in the village
in terms of her compassion towards her natal village. Returning and
being surrounded by many poor women made Nui feel sympathy for
her fellow villagers who were in essence just like her — except for the
intervention of fate. Witnessing people suffer hardship and poverty
also made her feel less sad about her own family life and reminded her
of her own good fortune/luck. Given her strong belief in fate and her
sense that she was on the threshold of another major turn in her life,
Nui gave liberally in the anticipation that something extraordinary
was about to happen.

Contradiction and Misunderstanding

While Nui's generosity may not have been clearly understood by the
villagers, her manner of giving stimulated a great deal of commentary
and conjecture. For many Bic Ddng people, Nui's giving was a strange
and extraordinary phenomenon that they had never seen or heard of
before. People not only wondered about how Nui had become rich but
also about the source of her donations. Some people believed that most
of her charitable gifts came from a Canadian charitable organisation.
This idea might have derived from her son’s residence in Canada,
causing people to imagine that she had contact with such a network
through him. Some villagers could not believe that she took money
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from her own pocket to give to others. As most knowledge about Nui
came from villagers who had either worked for her or visited her in
the south, her actions remained mysterious to most people. Even the
way she gave surprised the villagers.

When offering charity, Nui carefully considered the situation of the
poor to assess whether they genuinely needed help. If she found out
that the children or close relatives of the poor people in the village
were rich, she would not give them anything. Although hunger and
poverty have existed in the village for a long time, Bic Ddng people
found it hard to grasp the concept and practice of charity that Nui
introduced. At first, some people were reluctant to receive money
from her. In other cases, children of the elderly objected to their
parents receiving help. However, people gradually got used to Nui
making a record of poor households’ situations and her habit of taking
documentary photos. She often made a detailed list of households
and tried to understand clearly each of their circumstances in order
to give them a suitable amount. Her gifts were flexible and fair but
also arbitrary. I overheard women telling each other that Nui never
gave gifts to people who complained about their difficulties but wore
jewellery made from gold.

During her giving, Nui also set conditions on the contributions she
made to poverty eradication or construction projects, which potentially
threatened the authority of village officials. When Nui decided to give
money to all of the poor households in the commune, she asked the
local government to give her a list of poor households categorised
according to her own criteria, instead of the official criteria and list.
When donating money to build the temple road or repair the dinh, she
could easily calculate the cost of these works without the assistance
of local cadres. People understood that it was difficult to swindle Nui.
An elderly man on the ritual committee revealed that the local cadres
had felt embarrassed when they calculated that a project to upgrade
the road to the Lady’s shrine would cost 24 million VND (about $2,200
USD). With her ability, Nui easily knew that it would cost less than
that. But she politely responded that, given her limited budget, she
would like to take over the construction work herself to reduce the
cost. As a result, she only had to pay 17 million VND. This incident
reminded Nui that the local cadres also expected something from her,
at least for the time they devoted to village affairs. Nui shocked them
when she offered them a gift of 10 million VND. She nicely explained
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that it was a reward for their hard work for the village. The fact was
that Nui had to determine who was who in the village and find the best
way to live with people. By being involved in the practice of giving,
she wanted to help harmonise social relationships in the village.

Returning from a far-away world, Nti brought to Bic D6ng many new
values, most importantly the values of kindness, charity, and ‘heart-
mind’. Some old people said that they had never seen anyone as kind
and giving as Nui. The villagers learned that Nui had practiced charity
and giving for a long time in the south, where such activity was
common. Apart from these charitable practices, Nui also represented a
different way of life and thinking. People were surprised that she did
not think exclusively about herself, her children, and her family. Nui
claimed that whenever confronted with a decision to spend a lot of
money on luxurious personal effects or expensive meals in a restaurant,
she tried to limit her spending in order to save money for charity. Even
though Nui owned property worth about $1 million USD, none of her
children had a big house or expensive car. She gave each of them no
more than a fixed monthly stipend. As noted above, Nui built a new
house in the village for her only brother, gave him a monthly stipend,
and gave other relatives larger and more frequent gifts than outsiders.
But she never met her relatives’ expectations, giving them just enough
to live on and giving more to people who really needed it. By acting
in this way, Nui said she could overcome the traditional Vietnamese
ideology of ‘family first’ and think about others as well.

This way of thinking and behaving was strange to the villagers.
Nui tried to make people understand that in the outside world, people
acted beyond family obligations, beyond the concept of ‘amoral
familism’ (Banfield 1967), and cared about other members of society.
In the south, she said, individuals like her could take on the work
of caring for the poor or victims of disasters, work that, in the
village, was usually regarded as a responsibility of the government.
Nui encouraged people to change their minds and act like people in
the outside world. She advocated that the poor accept responsibility
for their situation and try to overcome their poverty. If a person did
not want their close relatives to be ranked as poor, they ought to
take care of them and help them to better themselves. Nui criticised
as hypocritical the egalitarian and communal discourses in the
village by making people aware of the reality of social stratification
and urging them to do something about it. She said people should
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love each other more and do more to help people outside their own
family. Her advocacy of these values and ways of relating to others
generated much debate among villagers as to whether this new form
of personhood represented a good model or not.

From the outset, the rich doubted Nui’s charitable intentions, claiming
her to be motivated by self-interest and querying the morality of
her wealth (Jellema 2005:233). Some hypothesised that in the past,
Nui must have done something bad or evil to become rich and now
she wanted to undertake charity to lessen her guilt. This hypothesis
originated either from the idea in contemporary society that to be
rich is immoral, or from the experiences of the rich in Bic Dong
themselves, such as fierce competition among traders, sibling rivalry
and fighting, exploitation of labourers, and rampant cheating by
traders. Meanwhile, others surmised that Nui gave to have a peaceful
heart and to forget about the fact that some of her children were drug
users. Nevertheless, even though some rich villagers expressed their
doubts about Nui’s kindness and morality, they were prepared to
admire what she had done for the village.

Some villagers whose children had previously worked for Nui in Sai
Gon ventured the observation that Nui had been a difficult boss. It was
said that she favoured people who were clever with their hands and
words and bestowed privilege on these, while lazy persons and those
who did not know how to please her fell into disfavour. Nui stated that
a clear distinction existed between boss and worker in the south. She
liked labourers to refer to themselves as ‘con’ (children) in her presence,
and address her formally as ‘ba’ (madam), regardless of how old they
were or their kinship relationship with her. Villagers felt compelled to
use this respectful mode of address (bdm ba) in their interactions with
her. Some people thought that this approach engendered politeness
in villagers, while others thought of it as bossy (hdch dich). Many Bic
Dong people felt it was difficult to submit to her in that way.

The way Nui had managed her workers in the past became a hot topic
of discussion among villagers. It was claimed that her relationship
with workers was a strictly patron—client one. It was a begging and
giving relationship (xin-cho). She selected labourers carefully and
implemented strict contracts and supervision. In order to retain her
workers and to help them save money to bring home, Nui paid their
full salary only at the end of the year. Every month, she gave them

93



94

CONNECTED & DISCONNECTED IN VIET NAM

a small amount of money to buy necessities for personal consumption.
If a worker needed an extra amount, they had to make a special request
and provide a good reason. Workers were required to stay within the
confines of their houses. Visitors had to seek the guard’s permission
to contact workers. Despite the fact that her management approach
aimed to protect workers from social evils and assist them to save their
remittances, many Bic Dong migrants decided to leave Nui's enterprise
after a certain time. One former labourer who subsequently established
his own enterprise compared Nui’s management model to colonial-style
capitalism. According to him, she exercised authoritarian behaviour
(ctta quyén) over others. By contrast, modern young capitalists like
him applied a model of ‘agreement’ (théa wdc) based on the principle
of ‘two sides each have profit’ (hai bén cung cé loi). However, many
parents in the village admitted that her strict rules had helped their
children grow up and be successful.

After Nui came back to the village and began distributing money,
some villagers complained about her being bossy and difficult.
If anyone needed her help, they had to report to her in the manner
of a subordinate (thua chuyén). Only important persons such as Khoi,
the village leader, were received formally by her. Usually, Nui let her
nieces or some ladies help her serve tea for the guests. Some villagers
did not feel respected when they were invited to sit at the table and
talk to her while she was seated on the bed in the next compartment.
For some, this arrangement resembled a colonial-era scene whereby the
poor or subordinates came to ask favours from landlords or mandarins.
It was unclear whether Nui treated people like this because it was her
own way or because of her bad leg. Some villagers also questioned
her morality since, according to them, Nui did not care enough for
her family and relatives in the village. Even though Nui built a big
house for her brother and gave him a monthly stipend and gave more
to her nieces than to others, whenever she gave gifts to the poor, some
of her more distant relatives claimed that she was not treating them
fairly. Moreover, it was said she easily got angry and was prone to
scold her brother and nieces if they did not follow her orders. As a
result, some gossiped about her ‘giving but cursing’ (cho r0i chui)
without noticing that sometimes Nui felt tired and stressed due to her
family members’ reliance on her.
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All of these dynamics show that local reaction to Nui's giving was
extremely complicated. Most villagers acknowledged their esteem for
her as a result of her giving and her ‘heart’. Some intellectual men
of Bic Ddng told me that they had observed that it was labourers,
who accounted for 60 per cent of the village population, who most
welcomed and venerated Nui as their saviour. Her giving, according
to those educated people, was like a capitalist giving to the poor.
It made the poor feel less unequal and helped send a message to the
rich in the community that they should not be selfish; instead, they
should be kind and should share and give like Nui. On the other hand,
her undisclosed motives and her rational approach to giving aroused
controversy and disappointment in many people. Well-off villagers
were the group most likely to raise questions: about her motives,
her recent business ‘failure’ in Sai Gon, her first marriage, and her
‘immoral’ background. Her failure to privilege her closest relatives
served as additional ammunition for some villagers who, perhaps
influenced by familial ideology or motivated by envy, used rumour
and speculation, and their reserves of time and local connections, to
try to cut Nui down for not caring adequately for her own family.
Her potlatch-like generosity could not protect Nui from these barbs or
put her esteem beyond dispute.

Limits of Giving

Despite these undercurrents, Nui's first return visit ended happily for
both her and the villagers. Village leaders and people kept expecting
and hoping that she would take the initiative and the main role in
new rebuilding projects. Nui left the village with a vague promise that
she would try her best to do more work for the village if the spirits
let her. Returning to her big and quiet house in Sai Gon, she missed
the warm atmosphere in the village where she had been esteemed and
surrounded by an entourage. Bic Dong village was scheduled to hold
its festival two months after Nui’s return to the south. On behalf of
the village, Khoi tried t