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Introduction

According to the latest available federal census, some 137,000 residents of Canada claimed a single or multiple Vietnamese ethnic origin in 1996. Without debating the accuracy of this figure – Canada had only 94,000 Vietnamese in 1991, and births and new arrivals could in no way have reached a total of 43,000 over the following five years – , it shows that people from Vietnam now constitute a sizeable group among Canadian immigrants. Even when those Vietnamese who define themselves first and foremost as Chinese or Khmer from Vietnam are left out of statistics, we remain with around 100,000 ethnic Vietnamese living in Canada. Cities like Toronto (with 41,735 Vietnamese in 1996), Montréal (25,340), Vancouver (16,870), Calgary (10,110), Edmonton (7775), or Ottawa (6615) have now become metropolises of sort among Canadian ethnic Vietnamese, Chinese Vietnamese, and Khmers from Vietnam.

As in the United States and elsewhere in the world, the vast majority of Vietnamese migrants came to Canada as refugees, or relatives of refugees when more recent, family sponsored arrivals were concerned. Their migration was directly or indirectly provoked by the fall of South Vietnam in April 1975. On January 1st, 1975, only 1500 persons of Vietnamese ancestry were already living in Canada, mainly in the province of Québec. With a few exceptions, they were students or recent graduates from Canadian French-speaking universities, or the children of these students and graduates. Most of them were males, and a good number had married local, non-Vietnamese women (Dorais 1999). By the end of the year, though, 3100 more Vietnamese had entered Canada, and a further 2500 arrived in 1976.

This was nothing in comparison with the much higher numbers of Vietnamese (and, also, Cambodian and Laotian) refugees who were admitted during and just after the so-called "boat people crisis" of the late 1970s. Between 1979 and 1982, some 59,000 individuals entered Canada, whose last country of residence had been Vietnam (as against 7100 refugees from Cambodia, and 7500 from Laos). About 60% of them were ethnic Vietnamese, the remainder being Chinese or Khmer Vietnamese. This high rate of admission continued through the 1980s, a period during which the Canadian government encouraged family reunification. It started slowing down after 1990, and since 1995, less than 5000 Vietnamese a year have entered Canada.

Vietnamese who arrived in Canada in 1975 and afterwards were identified as refugees. Newspapers, the electronic media, and public opinion, as well as government officials and resettlement personnel commonly referred to them as "Vietnamese refugees," "Indochinese refugees," or "boat people." This seemed all natural, even if, as Indra (1987) has shown, the mere concept of "refugee" was not devoid of political connotations, since the definition of who was or was not a refugee had been constructed by politicians and policy-makers. As for the vast majority of Vietnamese, they also willingly defined themselves as refugees ("Vietnamese," rather than "Indochinese"), given the fact that they had left their country (or refused to return there) in view of their non-acceptance of the current regime. In their case too this definition was political, because they considered their flight as a testimony to their anti-Communist opinions.

This, however, happened more than 20 years ago. Since then, most refugees from Vietnam, their children, and the relatives who joined them through family reunification have become Vietnamese Canadians or, in the case of many young persons, Canadians of Vietnamese ancestry. Even if some individuals and ethnic associations may still claim publicly that they will never cease being refugees, in Canada as elsewhere, Vietnamese have now formed complex communities of immigrants and children of immigrants, whose members are increasingly integrated within mainstream economy and social organization, but who generally preserve several aspects of their culture and ethnic identity.

The existence of these communities, which maintain numerous transregional and transnational relations with co-ethnics living elsewhere in Canada, as well as in Vietnam and other countries, entails two closely related questions: to what extent may Vietnamese Canadians be considered transmigrants, and what are the most salient features of their transnational activities? Answers to these questions will be tentative. They will be principally based on data collected in 1997-98 in Montréal and Québec City
 as part of a research project on transnational identities among the Québec Vietnamese (cf. Dorais 1998a).

Transnationalism and Transmigrants

Basch et al. (1994) define transnationalism as a process through which immigrants develop and maintain multiple social relations that link together their societies of origin and of resettlement. Individuals involved in this process construct social fields which come across geographical, cultural and political boundaries. It may be added (Glick Schiller et al. 1995) that the daily life of these transnational migrants, or transmigrants, is based on multiple and constant interconnections which transcend international borders.

In their introduction to a special issue of Ethnic and Racial Studies on transnationalism, Portes et al. (1999) stress the fact that if this phenomenon is to be considered a special area of investigation, it must be defined  with some precision. Nothing is gained by calling immigrants transmigrants if the activities of these so-called transmigrants are essentially the same as those of any other immigrant:

For purposes of establishing a novel area of investigation, it is preferable to delimit the concept of transnationalism to occupations and activities that require regular and sustained social contacts over time across national borders for their implementation. […] The occasional contacts, trips and activities across national borders of members of an expatriate community […] contribute to strengthening the transnational field but, by themselves, these contacts are neither novel enough, nor sufficiently distinct, to justify a new area of investigation (Portes et al. 1999: 219).

According to these authors, the term "transmigrant" should, therefore, only apply to people who actually commute across national borders on a regular basis, chiefly for professional or political reasons. Broadly speaking, the dynamics of transnational activities can be summarized in three substantive propositions (Portes et al. 1999: 227-228):

1) The emergence of these activities is tied to the logic of capitalist expansion itself; 2) while following well-established principles of social network development, transnational communities represent a phenomenon at variance with conventional expectations of immigrant assimilation; 3) because transnational enterprise is fuelled by the dynamics of capitalism, it has greater potential as a form of individual and group resistance to dominant structures than alternative strategies.

In an earlier article, one of the authors of the text just quoted, Luis E. Guarnizo, had called in question the third proposition above. For him (Guarnizo and Smith 1998), transnational practices and hybrid identities may be potentially counter-hegemonic, but they are by no means always resistant, because they can be used for the purposes of capital accumulation (cf. the case of the contemporary overseas Chinese). Moreover, since some states encourage their subjects living abroad to maintain their allegiance to the homeland and to participate in its politics, transnationalism does not necessarily lead to the emergence of citizens of the world. It may rather reinforce traditional nationalism through a deterritorialized expansion of the nation-state.    

Vietnamese as Transmigrants
The situation of most overseas Vietnamese seems to correspond to the definition of transnationalism found in Basch et al. (1994). As we shall see later on, they maintain multiple social relations that link together their societies of origin and of resettlement, and such relations are significant for them. They are conscious enough of their specificity as Vietnamese residing abroad to design themselves (and be so designed by homeland people) with a special name: Viet Kieu ("Vietnamese Sojourners").

In a general way, the dynamics of their transnational activities are congruent with those summarized in Portes et al. 1999. Even if most Viet Kieu claim, often with good reason, that they are, or were, political refugees, their emigration out of Vietnam also has economic connotations. One of the chief reasons given for having left their homeland is an alleged lack of educational and professional opportunities for their children
, often barred from entering higher education and prestigious careers because of the past activities and/or class position of their parents; another is a desire to escape being sent to the New Economic Zones
 (Dorais et al. 1987). Vietnamese thus see their resettlement in Canada, the United States, or elsewhere as a way of economic mobility, through education and technical knowledge, though, rather than through trade and entrepreneurship.
 Because young Viet Kieu increasingly wish to bring their knowledge acquired abroad back to Vietnam, by way of international cooperation, their acquisition of professional skills has transnational connotations (Methot 1995; Richard 2000). 

In accordance with Portes et al.'s third proposition, these professional and economic activities, which include money remittances sent to Vietnam from abroad, operate within family and other intra-ethnic social networks. It remains to be seen, though, up to what point they really constitute an alternative to mainstream capitalist structures. The networks through which they operate are eager to participate in capitalist markets, albeit in a generally modest way, particularly so since the inception, in 1986, of the Vietnamese doi moi policy of economic opening. Be that as it may, these networks can help Viet Kieu to escape total assimilation to their host societies, as envisioned by Portes et al. in their second proposition.

The propositions of Portes et al. are of a general nature. If they define the broader framework through which transnationalism operates, they do not tell much about the microsociology of transmigration. Moreover, these authors' definition of transnationalism mainly insists on the economic aspects of this phenomenon, transmigrants being primarily considered as international entrepreneurs. Researchers interested, as is the case with the present paper, in defining transnationalism as a way of organizing personal relations, representing cultural identity, and developing economic and political ties that cross international borders, should, perhaps, look elsewhere to find a relevant analytical model.

 In her chapter in the Handbook of International Migration, Nina Glick Schiller (1999) offers an interesting and, in the eyes of this author, productive definition and description of what she calls transnational migration (rather than transnationalism):

Transnational migration is a pattern of migration in which persons, although they move across international borders and settle and establish social relations in a new state, maintain social connections within the polity from which they originated. In transnational migration, persons literally live their lives across international borders. That is to say, they establish transnational social fields (Glick Schiller 1999: 96).

According to Glick Schiller, the term "transmigrant" should only apply to "people who claim and are claimed by two or more nation-states, into which they are incorporated as social actors, one of which is widely acknowledged to be their state of origin" (ibid.). Transmigrants are different from simple immigrants who just move across international borders to settle elsewhere, whether or not these immigrants establish transnational networks. Transnational migration implies continuing participation in the economy, politics and social organization of one's state of origin , while, at the same time, being more or less fully involved in one's country of adoption. Contrary to what many social scientists seem to think, it is not a recent phenomenon. Already in the 19th century, immigrants to the United States contributed actively to the formation of nation-states in their countries of origin, while shaping "the ways in which U.S. national identity was debated and represented" (Glick Schiller 1999: 104).

Transnational migration should also be distinguished from diasporas, which Glick Schiller defines as "dispersed populations who attribute their common identity, cultural beliefs and practices, language, or religion to myths of a common ancestry" (id.: 96). Contrary to transmigrants, who participate in two active nation-states, members of a diaspora share in a sense of common heritage which is not necessarily linked to any contemporary state.

Overseas Vietnamese do participate in transnational networks, and these often involve contacts with Vietnam as a country, as well as with individual Vietnamese still living in the homeland (Dorais 1998b).
 At the beginning of this section, we saw that their situation seems to agree with Portes et al.'s propositions on the general dynamics of transnationalism. It remains to be seen, though, to what extent this situation and the activities it generates correspond to tighter definitions of transnational migration, such as the one just exposed.

Glick Schiller (1999: 97) asserts that research on transmigrants should investigate "the range and multiplicity of social networks that immigrants establish." Among various fields where such networks operate, three seem particularly important to the study of transnational migration: 1) economic activities (including remittances sent to the home country); 2) political discourses and organizations; and 3) personal relations across national borders. We will now examine how Canadian Viet Kieu behave in each of these three fields.

A Transnational Economy?
As mentioned in my introduction, data for this paper stem principally from a research project completed in 1998 (cf. Dorais 1998a). It consisted in conducting in-depth interviews with 28 Vietnamese Canadians (7 in Québec City and 21 in Montréal), on the nature and importance of their local and transnational social networks. In terms of gender and age, the sample was distributed as follows:


Male
Female
Total

Between 21 and 24 years old
4
6
10

Between 25 and 49 years old
3
5
8

50 years old and over
6
4
10

Total
13
15
28

This sample included individuals who belonged to the various waves of Vietnamese immigration to Canada: pre-1975 former students (2 persons); first wave (1975-78) refugees (4 persons); second wave (1979-82) boat people (8 persons); post-1982 family reunification cases (10 persons); and young people born in Canada (4 persons). With two exceptions (a half-Cambodian and a half-Chinese), all of them were ethnic Vietnamese.

In occupational terms, the sample was not really representative of Vietnamese Canadians in general. Ten of the informants (all of them in their twenties) were students, seven (over 65 years of age) were retired, and one was a housewife. Among those active on the labor market, two worked in the service sector (one was a store clerk, the other a waitress), while eight held a professional or administrative occupation. This is at variance with general statistics. In 1996 (census data), 54% of all Viet Kieu over 14 years of age living in the province of Québec were holding a job or searching for one (as against 36% in the sample), and 48% of these were working as factory operatives, laborers, or employees in the service sector (Richard 2000). 

It should, thus, be kept in mind that my conclusions apply above all to upper middle class ethnic Vietnamese Québecers. This entails two consequences, as the economic aspects of transnational activities are concerned: 1) the informants being upper middle class, they can devote to transnational activities financial resources that might be unavailable to other Viet Kieu; 2) since, among the Viet Kieu, international business is, for the most part, in the hands of people of Chinese origin or ancestry, the sample should not be expected to participate in large- or middle-scale trade networks involving Vietnam, even if such networks do exist. The sample's transnational economic relations should, therefore, consist in money remittances and other forms of cross-border aid, rather than in entrepreneurial activities.

Money remittances play a major role in the contemporary economy of Vietnam. It has been estimated that in the early 1990s, between US$600 and 700 million a year were sent back to families in Vietnam by relatives living abroad (Economist Intelligence Unit 1995: 4). This amount may have decreased recently, due to some improvement in economic conditions in Vietnam, but it still exceeds half a billion dollars a year. According to the Viet Nam News Agency (the government of Vietnam's official news medium), in 1999 alone, the 21,810 overseas contract workers from Vietnam
 remitted US$220 million to their homeland (Vietnam News 2000a). Of course, this does not include money sent back by those Viet Kieu who reside abroad permanently.

Interview data show that Vietnamese Canadians from Montréal and Québec City do participate in that kind of economic activities. Sixteen out of 28 informants state that themselves or their parents aid their relatives on a more or less regular basis. This support includes, but is not restricted to, kin living in Vietnam. As a matter of fact, it is – or was, in the case of families settled since long – often aimed at relatives in the process of resettling abroad, whether in Canada or elsewhere. Interestingly enough, some informants assert that the necessity of mutual help is lower now than it used to be, because the economic situation in Vietnam and among Viet Kieu has greatly improved. Here are some excerpts from interviews
: 

We bring, I would say, financial support. Normally, this fund-raising is done here in Canada, and in the United States. We do it within the extended family, and we tell them money was gathered in California, Florida and Canada. Aid is not only financial. For instance, from time to time, my uncle goes back to Vietnam […] to bring a presence, some form of physical support. (25 year old male, Québec City)

My parents opened a restaurant and it worked very well right from the beginning. […] And it often happened that uncles and aunts came and asked them to lend them money to open a business, or things like that. It happened often, but now, it is less the case. (22 year old male [born in Canada],  Québec City)

Every year, once or twice, we send money to relatives in Vietnam, but amounts are quite small. People in my family are very close one to another. If I need money to pay my telephone or electricity bills, my mother will give it to me. (29 year old male, Montréal)

We send financial support to our relatives in Vietnam. At first, we aided them on a regular basis, but since two or three years it is almost finished, because things have improved for them. (78 year old female, Montréal)

 I do not help really, but my parents do. Among brothers and sisters, they help each other for many things, and not only money. (21 year old female [born in Canada], Montréal)

Informants seem to include money and other remittances within the broader context of family support. One should support relatives – and be supported by them – whenever needed, whether these relatives live in Vietnam, Canada, or elsewhere.

Another aspect of transnational economic activities is the existence of a thriving cross-border Viet Kieu market dealing in ethnic food, books and newspapers in Vietnamese, audio and video cassettes and CDs, and various other goods and services. Cities like Montréal, Toronto or Vancouver harbor a multiplicity of shops, restaurants, drugstores, business offices and medical clinics whose customers are chiefly Vietnamese Canadians. Québec City, with less than 800 Viet Kieu residents, has 32 Vietnamese restaurants, five Asian grocery stores, and a dozen other Vietnamese-owned businesses.

Most goods sold in these stores, restaurants and offices originate from outside Canada. Some – cultural products and culinary specialties for example – come from Vietnam, but others (books, newspapers, audio and video cassettes and CDs, some food items) are produced by Viet Kieu living in the United States or, more infrequently, Australia or France. The bulk of these goods, however, including basic foods (e.g., rice, noodles, tea, sauce), cloth, jewelry, and traditional Asian remedies, are imported from Thailand, Hong Kong and China by overseas Chinese wholesalers.
 Since most retailers in Canadian Viet Kieu commercial neighborhoods are also Chinese – from Vietnam, Laos or Cambodia – ethnic Vietnamese do not have a very active part to play in transnational business, except as consumers.

This is why a majority of Vietnamese Canadians do not feel really concerned by the transnational economic networks linking Vietnam, Thailand, Hong Kong and China with Viet Kieu – and overseas Chinese – communities around the world. Even if a few ethnic Viet Kieu conduct business in Vietnam and other countries, overseas Vietnamese generally perceive import-export and trade as a domain controlled by, and reserved to the Chinese. For them, transnational economy mainly consists in sending money remittances and other goods to their relatives living in Vietnam or elsewhere.

Transnational Politics: Associations and Discourses
Beside cross-border economic relations, transnational migration is characterized by political activities that incorporate transmigrants simultaneously in two nation-states: their homeland and their host country. On the part of their home state, this may entail two types of action (Glick Schiller 1999: 110-111). Some states include emigrant populations as members of their political community by recognizing them as nationals or citizens
 of their native (or ancestral) country. Such is the case with Vietnam, which considers that all Viet Kieu and their descendants are Vietnamese nationals, whatever their actual citizenship.

Other states feel that without having to become nationals, emigrants should continue to identify with their home nation. In both cases, political discourses emanating from the homeland invite transmigrants to define themselves as part of their ancestral country. According to Glick Schiller (1999: 111): "Within a globalized economy, transnational narratives may provide political leaders with claims to populations or resources that can bolster the position of their state within global geopolitics."

Here again, Vietnam is a good case in point. For the Vietnamese government, emigration plays an important part in the development of the country. In its temporary form, that of guest workers sent abroad, it is seen as a strategy to alleviate unemployment and poverty. In a declaration made in spring, 2000, Prime Minister Phan Van Khai stated that Vietnam "should try to send hundreds of thousands or even millions of workers and experts to work abroad in order to solve redundancy in labor and contribute to poverty alleviation" (Vietnam News 2000a: 1).

Overseas Vietnamese too – the Viet Kieu – are considered potential contributors to the process of nation building. At a meeting held in Hanoi on April 30, 2000, on the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the surrender of South Vietnam to northern forces – the event that triggered massive emigration out of the country – Phan Van Khai "called upon all Vietnamese people, at home and abroad, regardless of their social status, political conviction and past history, to join hands in making Viet Nam a prosperous and happy country" (Vietnam News 2000b: 1). According to the Prime Minister, Vietnam must modernize and industrialize, and everyone should join efforts in developing the nation. He concluded his speech by declaring (id.: 4):

All Vietnamese at home and abroad, regardless of their past history, are entitled to have their niche in the country's great national unity as long as they join efforts in building a prosperous, peaceful, independent and democratic Viet Nam.

Viet Kieu are, thus, part of the nation. There exists in Hanoi a State Committee for the Viet Kieu, whose task it is to encourage and support overseas Vietnamese in their efforts to help developing Vietnam. Among other activities, it publishes a weekly newspaper (with a web version) in the Vietnamese language, Que Huong ("Fatherland"), aimed at "Vietnamese living in foreign countries" (nguoi Viet Nam o nuoc ngoai). The journal includes news about Vietnam and Viet Kieu, or guest worker, communities abroad; pieces on Vietnamese culture and history; and official opinions on various topics.

The essence of transnational migration being participation in two nation-states, transmigrants also belong to their country of adoption. Glick Schiller (1999: 110) asserts that modern states are explicitly redefining themselves as transnational thanks to multiculturalism:

Within immigrant-receiving countries such as the United States, Canada, and Australia, a range of actors, from government officials to educational institutions, are responding to immigrant populations by proposing a concept of multiculturalism that recognizes immigrant roots but envisions them as "transplanted" within the multicultural terrain of their new country.

In Canada, multiculturalism has been official policy since 1971. According to McLeod (1983: 243-244), Canadian multiculturalism is based on four principles:

1. Equality of status: all ethnic groups are equal to the other.

2. Emphasis on Canadian identity: ethno-cultural pluralism constitutes the very essence of Canadian identity.

3. Possibility of choice: a greater choice of lifestyles is a positive factor in shaping a society.

4. Protection of civil and human rights: no Canadian resident should be discriminated against because of his/her ethnic origin, race, culture, language, or  religion.

Canada is often described as a mosaic of many different cultures – aboriginal, French, English, and immigrant –, each of them equal to the other.
 It is the task of the federal and provincial governments to ensure that these ethno-cultural groups maintain harmonious relations with each other, in the respect of law and order. Emphasis is thus laid on the management of ethnic relations rather than on transnational ties between immigrants and their homelands, though official encouragement to the preservation of ancestral cultures and the establishment of ethnic communities cannot but foster some sort of linkage with the countries of origin of a good part of the migrants.

Vietnamese refugees started arriving in Canada during the mid-seventies, just after the inception of the Canadian official policy on multiculturalism. Along with other groups of immigrants, they were encouraged by the federal government to establish ethnic associations in their cities of residence, and financial support was available to help them doing so. The main objective of these associations was to act as brokers between Canadian Viet Kieu and the federal and provincial authorities, so that resettlement be conducted – and services offered – in an orderly manner. The associations also played a political and cultural role. Their leaders
 considered it a duty to help Vietnamese Canadians preserve their ancestral culture which, many asserted, was endangered by Communism in the homeland.

Most Canadian Viet Kieu thus experienced the political aspects of transnational migration as an invitation to participate in the activities of various ethnic associations and organizations. These generally held a discourse upholding the necessity of preserving Vietnamese identity abroad, while becoming full members of mainstream Canadian society. In Montréal alone, the number of Vietnamese associations witnessed an exponential growth. There were two of them (both student clubs) in 1970, 16 in 1980, and 63 in 1990 (Dorais 1992).
 Some associations were affiliated with international Viet Kieu organizations, such as the Association of Vietnamese Physicians, Pharmacists and Dentists of the Free World, the Vietnamese Buddhist World Order, or the National [Anti-Communist] Liberation Front.

Because the vast majority of Vietnamese Canadians consider themselves refugees – or children of refugees – from Communism,
 most Viet Kieu associations overtly condemn the present Vietnamese government. Public meetings and celebrations routinely exhibit symbols of the anti-Communist struggle (e.g., the flag and national anthem of the former Republic of [South] Vietnam), and the leaders of some associations regularly denounce attacks on human rights in Vietnam, or Canadian aid to this country. They consider that genuine Vietnamese culture only survives outside Vietnam, and that the preservation of this culture abroad constitutes a political act of national affirmation in the face of Communist internationalism which, according to them, now dominates Vietnam (Dorais 1992).

At a workshop on the arrival of Vietnamese refugees in Canada, organized by the Vietnamese Canadian Federation
 on April 29, 2000, the keynote speaker, Professor Ton That Thien, a distinguished Viet Kieu political scientist, explained why, in his idea, Communists had won on April 30th, 1975 (Ton That Thien 2000). He attributed their victory to a lack of common sense on the part of Vietnamese and foreign intellectuals, who believed that South Vietnam's National [anti-American] Liberation Front was a democratic nationalist organization, rather than Hanoi's puppet. This led to the dispersal of Vietnamese refugees all over the world. In Professor Thien's opinion, Communists "are heartless cynics and inveterate liars" (Ton That Thien 2000: 7). They, therefore, cannot hold any legitimacy in a culture (the Vietnamese one) where legitimacy is primordial. It is because of this illegitimacy that refugees had to flee Vietnam by hundreds of thousands. Communist cynicism and insincerity are, thus, responsible for the exile of the Viet Kieu.

Such a discourse enters in direct contradiction with the already mentioned invitation to all Vietnamese, at home and abroad, to "join hands in making Viet Nam a prosperous and happy country" (Vietnam News 2000b: 1). In Canada, official opinions of this latter type are chiefly conveyed by the local chapters of two pro-Hanoi international organizations, the General Union of Vietnamese and the Congress of Vietnamese, which cater to a small number of predominantly pre-1975 immigrants from Vietnam. For these associations, the Viet Kieu must preserve their culture and identity in order to help Vietnam to hold out against the assaults of Western consumerism and individualism.

Vietnamese Canadians are, thus, exposed to two sets of political discourses and organizations, one anti-Communist – which predominates – and the other pro-Hanoi.
 This means that transnational politics form a permanent part of their environment. It remains to be seen, however, to what extent the Viet Kieu find it important to participate in such movements. Hundreds of people may gather once a year in front of huge South Vietnamese flags to celebrate Tet, the lunar New Year, but the leaders of ethnic associations are few in number – the same individuals sit on the boards of several different organizations – and they often complain that nobody wants to take any responsibility in the community (Dorais 1992). 

When asked if overseas Vietnamese may be considered a well organized collectivity, a majority (19 out of 28) of my informants from Québec City and Montréal answer negatively:

In comparison with the Chinese, I believe that Vietnamese around the world do not form an organized collectivity. Not well organized like the Chinese. […] Vietnamese are a little more relax, not as rigid as Chinese are. I'm under the impression that there are no networks. (51 year old male, Québec City)

I don't know. Family is the most important thing; and family solidarity; and Buddhist temples. (72 year old female, Montréal)

I know that every year, Vietnamese Catholics get together in August to celebrate the Holy Virgin. And there are people from Canada, the United States, maybe Australia. […] But it is not all of the world's Vietnamese that get together like that. (24 year old female, Québec City)

No, each community minds its own business. (42 year old male, Montréal)

For most of my informants, cross-border family solidarity is more important than community organizations when it comes to the settlement of individual or collective problems among overseas Vietnamese. When asked which Viet Kieu institutions are the most important for them, they spontaneously mention the family, religion, and/or ancestors' worship, rather than any formal association or other type of organization:

Family, ancestors' worship, and religion. (70 year old female, Montréal)

Religion, family, and the ancestors. (50 year old male, Montréal)

Maybe the family. (24 year old female, Montréal)

The family, religion (ancestors' worship), and education. (23 year old male [born in Canada], Montréal)

If formal organizations play any role, it is at the local level (organizing the yearly celebration of Tet for instance), not the international one. This does not mean that informants are not interested in transnational politics. Quite the contrary, the majority of them feel concerned with political and other developments in Vietnam, even if no respondent (except for a couple of young people), whatever his/her age or professional situation, expresses a wish to move back there:

Yes I'm really interested with what happens in Vietnam, I'm eager to see the country develop because, you know, this Communist mentality still exists. Vietnam is the country of origin of my parents; I want to know what happens there. (22 year old male [born in Canada], Québec City)

We always read magazines that tell about Vietnam. It is important for those who will be left [after our generation] because I think that some day, they will go back there to rebuild the nation without the Communists. (78 year old female, Montréal)

It is my country, I love her and I worry about her. (50 year old male, Montréal)

It is important for me because I love the people there. I don't want them to suffer or live in poverty. I deeply believe that people have a right to live as they want; nobody chooses to die. (46 year old female, Montréal)

When something important happens, I like to be informed, but nothing more than that. It is important, though, to get informed, because it is the country of our parents. (23 year old male [born in Canada], Montréal)

These are my origins and I don't want to disavow them. […] It is our ancestral country, our roots, then it is important [to feel concerned], to know where we are coming from. (24 year old male, Montréal)

Transnational politics may, thus, be said to exist among Canadian (and other) Viet Kieu. Divergent discourses, often representing contradictory interests, invite them to fight Communism, or to join hands with the Vietnamese government in reconstructing the country. Ethnic associations, some of them operating across national borders, try to enroll them on one side or the other. As it seems, however, the Canadian Vietnamese, with the exception of a minority of leaders and other activists, do not consider that such discourses and organizations have an important part to play in their lives. They feel concerned with Vietnam as a nation – and this may be considered an expression of transnational politics – but for them, family relations and ancestors' worship appear much more significant than formal organizations.

Transnational Family Relationships
 The central importance of the family in Vietnamese culture and society does not have to be discussed here (cf. Liljestrom and Tuong Lai 1991; Luong 1984; Nguyen Khac Vien 1994; Papin 1999). Research on the Viet Kieu (e.g., Chan and Dorais 1998; Gold 1992; Kibria 1993; Knudsen 1988; Lê Huu Khoa 1985; Nash and Nguyen 1994) has amply shown that despite emigration, family dispersal, and changing living conditions, most Vietnamese try to preserve some unity within their families,
 and that in many cases they still consider their parents and relatives as the only persons they can really trust, whatever the physical distance between them. This receives a symbolical expression in the belief that deceased ancestors are able to assist their descendants wherever they live, and that these descendants should worship them from time to time (Dorais 1989). For my Montréal and Québec City informants, Vietnamese culture principally consists in the pre-eminence of family relationships, respect for the elderly, and ancestors' worship (Dorais 1998a: 33). 

In contemporary Vietnam, family is sometimes seen as a replacement for social services (education, health care, access to a basic income) that the government is no longer able to provide to its citizens. Traditional family virtues are, therefore, officially praised,
 and the importance of money remittances sent by relatives abroad is fully recognized (Tuong Lai 1991; Papin 1999). No wonder, then, if transnational family relationships are particularly important and significant to the Viet Kieu.

My research data from Montréal and Québec City yielded up the following conclusions as to the family networks and transnational activities of informants (Dorais 1998a: 57): 

1.
The extended family (dai gia dinh, "big family") of a vast majority of informants is spread over several cities and countries, but their immediate (most often nuclear) family has generally been able to gather in one location (Montréal or Québec City), which most informants consider their final place of settlement.

2. Regular – but not necessarily frequent – relations are maintained with outlying members of the extended family (and, of course, with one's own nuclear family) and, to a lesser extent, with close friends. 

3 Such relations may take various forms: letters (including e-mail), phone calls, visits, financial support.

4 Only four informants (out of 28) do not take part in such transnational networks and activities.

Answers given by informants did not show any systematic variation according to gender, professional occupation
 or year of arrival in Canada. Age had a role to play, but in a limited way. Young people maintain much less contacts than their elders with their extended kin, but they generally belong to nuclear families where parents regularly maintain such contacts.
 The sample may, thus, be described as participating in a cluster of networks made out of relatives and friends spread out over the world (including Vietnam), with which various types of contacts are maintained.

Twenty-four out of 28 informants state that they have relatives and friends living in a Canadian or foreign location other than Montréal or Québec City. More than half of the sample (15/28) can mention at least three different places where these relatives may be found:

My older brother was a boat people. He was accepted by France. The second brother, younger than I am, studied in Japan since he was 15, and from Japan, he came to Canada, to Québec City. He sponsored us, and he also sponsored a third brother. And my youngest brother was a boat people too. He was in Toronto and since a few years, they migrated from Canada to the United States, with his wife's family who live in Houston. (51 year old male, Québec City)

My closest relatives live here in Montréal, but the rest of the family, they all stayed in Vietnam. But I have a female cousin in California. (29 year old male, Montréal)

We are all here, in the province of Québec; my wife and I, and our four children: a daughter, the eldest, and three sons. In Toronto, I have a big brother. Other siblings live in the United States, but they only got there in 1992. I have two older brothers in Paris. They went to France to get an education, and they remained there afterwards. The others are in the United States, because they thought that down there, it is a rich country where you can do very well. (65 year old male, Montréal)

All my family on my mother's side are in the province of Québec. On my father's side, they live in Vietnam. My friends are here. I also have relatives in the United States. (23 year old female, Montréal)

I have many relatives here, in the Montréal area. On top of that, we have a few cousins in the United States, and in Germany too. (21 year old female [born in Canada], Montréal)  

Except for the four individuals without family outside Québec, all informants – including those born in Canada – say that they get in touch at least twice a year with relatives and friends living in the United States, Europe, Vietnam, or elsewhere in Canada. Younger respondents often mention that their parents maintain much more contacts with outlying relatives than they do. Such contacts include phone calls, letters and parcels, travel, and, increasingly, e-mail messages:

We get in touch by phone from time to time. We must know how people live there [in the United States], what are their problems there. And they want to know the same thing concerning us. […] We chat about that. I visited them twice. (47 year old female, Québec City)

We phone each other occasionally, but phone calls are expensive. […] We write from time to time, for Christmas, the New Year, holidays; we send postcards. […] My cousin went to Prince Rupert [northern British Columbia] to visit my aunt. My mother went to Vietnam last winter and she is returning this summer. I was there three years ago. My father and brother never went back, though. We don't have time; and no money. Travel is expensive. (24 year old female, Québec City)

I keep in touch by mail, by telephone, sometimes I travel. […] I like traveling, but I cannot do it any more. My relatives who live abroad come and visit me from time to time. (82 year old male, Montréal)

Yes, I have a lot of contacts. I travel, I call, and I write too. (65 year old male, Montréal)

I do not contact very often my relatives and friends living in France or Vietnam; we may speak twice a year on the phone, but not more. (46 year old female, Montréal)

My grandfather visited us once, a long time ago. My mother went back to visit her family [in Vietnam] some years ago. But I never went to Vietnam. My parents frequently phone my uncles there, to see if they are okay. (23 year old male [born in Canada], Montréal)

As for my relatives outside Québec City, we write, we phone and we e-mail each other. We travel a lot because I often participate in conferences in the United States. There is a lot to do. I travel to the United States, and to Vietnam. (51 year old male, Québec City)

Despite their geographical dispersion, family members seem to be able to keep in touch quite regularly. As already mentioned, contacts are not limited to the exchange of information. They may also include financial support, which gives them an economic function. Whatever their nature, however, these contacts occur primarily within the limits of the extended family.
 At ground level, that of individuals and households, Viet Kieu transnational networks are, thus, predominantly based on kinship relations.

This is so because, for a majority of Vietnamese, family is still considered one of the most significant elements in life, even if it may now appear endangered by contacts with Western society, and if younger individuals may be ambivalent about some its aspects.
 Let me quote my informants one last time:  

I believe that family preserves its importance here. In my own family, my grandson is married to a French Canadian girl. He is very close to our family. His father told us to speak Vietnamese to his wife, so that she can understand our language. (78 year old female, Montréal)

Family is the most important thing for the Vietnamese. Everything revolves around the family; it is the basis of life. It must be important for young people too. This is what adults teach them through family education. (50 year old male, Montréal)

Yes, I think that family preserves its importance. […] But some young people, teenagers for the most part, they have parents who give a lot to their kids, but who impose them restrictions. They [kids] find it difficult. Sometimes, they want to go out, work part-time, but parents don't accept that. They want their children to study seriously. The children want to study too, but also to go out and do things. (26 year old female, Montréal)

The first generation still preserves the sacred character of the family. As for the second generation, they adapt very well to Québec society. They are professionals, have a good job, a good salary, they adapt well. I mean they are more open. They adapt well to change, but for them – as is the case with me – we always try to preserve family relationships. Because it is important. (25 year old male, Québec City)

Family is still very important. It may not be as important for young people, though, because we have other things to do, like going to school and finding a job. Maybe that when we'll get older, it will become more important. It is important, but not as important as it is for our parents. (23 year old male [born in Canada], Montréal)

Family is of the utmost importance. For young people too. But this depends on your family and on the way you've been raised. […] I visit my mother and the rest of the family every weekend. She lives in Longueil [a suburb of Montréal]. Everybody gathers there. We phone each other very often. If I don't see my mother for three days, I freak out. And my [French Québecer] boyfriend freaked out too when he realized that! (23 year old female, Montréal)

Family relationships, whether local or transnational, appear as both important and significant for Vietnamese Canadians. They structure their social networks and, as it seems, they play a major part in the day-to-day operation of Viet Kieu communities, which are based on these networks.

Conclusion
In the introduction to this chapter, two questions were asked: to what extent may Vietnamese Canadians be considered transmigrants, and what are the most salient features of their transnational activities? Answering these questions depends, of course, on how transmigrants and transnationalism (or transnational migration) are defined.

We saw, with Portes et al. (1999), that the broader framework through which transnationalism operates implies a dynamics whereby transmigration is characterized by its ties with the logic of capitalist expansion, and by the development of cross-border social networks at variance with conventional expectations of immigrant assimilation. I mentioned that at the macro-sociological  level, such dynamics might apply to the situation of Vietnamese Canadians – and of the Viet Kieu in general –, for whom resettlement in Canada, the United States or elsewhere entails economic mobility and social networking, even if they generally perceive themselves as refugees who fled insufferable political and economic conditions.

At a more basic, micro-sociological level, though, it is doubtful if Canadian and other Viet Kieu may be fully considered as transmigrants. According to Portes et al. (1999: 219), this term should only apply to people who actually commute across national borders on a regular basis, chiefly for professional or political reasons. This is the case with only a handful of overseas Vietnamese. For Glick Schiller (1999), transnational migration implies continuing participation in the economy, politics and social organization of one's state of origin , and, at the same time, more or less full involvement in one's country of adoption. Here again, only a small minority of Viet Kieu entrepreneurs and politically vocal community leaders correspond to the definition.

Observation and interview data from Montréal and Québec City show that "ordinary" Vietnamese Canadians are primarily interested by their own family. What really counts for them, besides earning a living or studying for acquiring some professional competence, is the well-being of their parents, children, siblings, and other relatives. Even young people, who may be ambivalent about authoritarianism within the traditional Vietnamese family, see family cohesion with pride and often criticize North American individualism (Guilbert 1993; Chan and Dorais 1998). Canadian Viet Kieu know well about the competing political discourses (anti-Communist vs. pro-Vietnam) conveyed by their ethnic associations and media, but when asked which institutions are the most important for them, my informants spontaneously mention the family, religion, and/or ancestors' worship, rather than any formal association or other type of organization.

The social and symbolic importance of family life makes kinship relations the very basis of Viet Kieu communities. In a context where many families have been dispersed around the world, kinship-based social networks often include individuals living in different nation-states. In Canada and, most probably, in other first-world countries, these individuals genuinely wish to participate as best they can in mainstream economy and society. But at the same time, they feel they still fully belong to their family and, in many cases, to their ancestral culture. This generates activities which are de facto transnational. These may be economic (money remittances and parcel gifts sent to Vietnam), social (letters, phone calls and visits to outlying relatives and friends), cultural (audition of Vietnamese or Viet Kieu tapes and CDs), or mixed (purchase of ethnic food, periodicals, cassettes, and other products imported from Vietnam or elsewhere). The family-based (and culture-based) nature of these transnational activities may be said to constitute their most salient feature.

The majority of Vietnamese Canadians might, therefore, be considered – in want of a better term – as passive transmigrants.
 Except for a small number of individuals, they do not conduct business in, or with, Vietnam, nor do they have an active part to play in the operation of local and international ethnic associations, or in the production of anti-Communist or pro-Vietnam discourses.

On the other hand, though, most of them are interested by, and concerned with Vietnam as a nation-state. They feel it important to know what is going on in their homeland, politically and socially. Many people send remittances to their relatives there, a growing number of Viet Kieu visit Vietnam during their holidays, and several young Vietnamese Canadians wish to spend some time in that country, working for international development projects. More importantly perhaps, the mere fact of belonging to cross-border family networks entails, for a vast number – probably a majority – of Canadian Viet Kieu, regular transnational contacts at the individual or household level.

Research should be expanded in at least three directions. As I had occasion to mention, my sample from Montréal and Québec City is almost exclusively  comprised of upper middle class individuals. It should be investigated if working class Viet Kieu share the same transnational activities and interests as their more educated and upscale compatriots. It should also be seen if family relationships are not influenced by one's actual involvement in Vietnamese affairs. In other words, are political and ethnic activists more insistent than "ordinary" people in displaying the importance of the family, because it is perceived as a hallmark of Vietnamese culture? Finally, the transnational activities of the young Viet Kieu should become the object of longitudinal research. It is they, after all, who will decide if Vietnamese Canadians of the future shall be considered as refugees, transmigrants, or Canadians of Vietnamese ancestry.

- - - - - - - 

Québec
August, 2003
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� Estimations vary greatly (between one and two million) as to the total number of Viet Kieu. One and a half million is probably a good guess. 


� Or for themselves, in the case of those individuals forbidden from holding a job after their liberation from reeducation camp, or whose business was expropriated by the government.


� The New Economic Zones were pioneer agricultural areas set up by the Vietnamese government after 1975, in order to alleviate overpopulation of the cities. From 1978 on, several thousand urban dwellers were forced to migrate to these areas  (Papin 1999: 39). This contributed much to the boat people crisis of 1979-80.


� Although, as we shall see later, there exists a thriving ethnic market – partly in the hands of Vietnamese Chinese – of foods, services, and cultural products adapted to the tastes of the Viet Kieu.


� Vertovec (1999: 448) mentions that if transnational activities have existed for long, it is "the scale of intensity and simultaneity of current long-distance, cross-border activities especially economic transactions" which make them different from earlier forms of transnationalism. 


� Some authors, including myself (cf. Chan and Dorais 1998), have called the Viet Kieu a diaspora, without really discussing the concept. The question of whether or not overseas Vietnamese should be considered a diaspora, interesting as it may be, is too extensive to be treated here. 


� According to the Agency, these temporary migrants lived in 38 different countries, but their highest numbers were to be found in Japan, South Korea and North Africa.


� Excerpts from interviews conducted by Sarah Gilmore, Eric Richard and Stephanie Tailliez, for the research project already  mentioned. Translated from French by the author. All informants are born in Vietnam, except when stated otherwise.


� Even the most commonly found brands of nuoc mam (fish sauce), this archetypal ethnic Vietnamese food item, are made in Thailand by overseas Chinese (and sold in bottles labeled in four languages: Vietnamese, Chinese, Thai and English).  


� Of course, it may be argued that as consumers, they participate objectively in the global transnational market economy, thus contributing to the accumulation of capital in the hands of Chinese and other traders. But as far as their personal social life is concerned,  such participation has no signification for them.


� The difference between nationals and citizens is that the former are fully-fledged members of the nation, but without enjoying the same political rights as the latter (voting and standing as candidate in an election for instance).


� Of course, such a vision is not endorsed by all Canadians. The aboriginal peoples, as well as most French Canadians – those from Québec in particular – consider themselves as belonging to specific sociological nations within the Canadian nation-state. As such, many of them think that they should enjoy a larger measure of political autonomy.    


� Most of these leaders were well-educated males who had lived abroad since before 1975, or had left South Vietnam with the first wave of refugees in 1975. Comparisons between Viet Kieu communities show that the absence of such a category of individuals impeded the development of Vietnamese ethnic organizations in some locations (cf. Dorais 1991, 1998b).


� These associations could be divided into four types (Dorais 1992: 221-223): mutual-aid associations (37 of them in 1990); socio-cultural organizations (9); religious associations (11); political movements (6).  


� Which they consider responsible for the deterioration of economic  conditions and, allegedly, of public morality in post-1975 Vietnam.


� Established in 1980, the Federation coordinates the activities of 15 major Vietnamese Canadian mutual-aid associations. 


� The same political dichotomy is also found in other Viet Kieu communities. For French examples, see Lê Huu Khoa (1985) and Bousquet (1991).  


� Political involvement may vary according to migration history. Boat people are said by many Viet Kieu to be more vocal in their anti-Communism than migrants who arrived legally, thanks to a program of family reunification. Opinions also vary in time. Since the economic and social opening of Vietnam, in the late 1980s, most Vietnamese Canadians have deemed it politically correct to visit the country and conduct some transnational business there. It should be added, too, that if political pluralism existed in Vietnam, more Viet Kieu might be tempted to get involved in homeland politics.


� A way of doing that is to sponsor the immigration of one's close relatives (parents, brothers, sisters), so that the family be reunited in one location. 


� After having been condemned as "feudal" before the implementation of the doi moi (Vietnamese perestroika) policy in the late 1980s. 


� With the already mentioned caveat that my sample is mostly upper middle class. Working class informants might have given slightly different answers (their more limited financial means preventing them, for instance, from traveling abroad to visit relatives).


� Richard (2000) draws the same conclusion from a sample of 16 second generation Vietnamese Montréalers. 


� Though they may sometimes include unrelated friends. 


� On this ambivalence (which also concerns gender relations) in a North American Viet Kieu context, see Kibria (1993); Guilbert (1993); Thomas (1997); Chan and Dorais (1998).  


� This chiefly applies to ethnic Vietnamese. As mentioned earlier, Chinese from Vietnam are much more actively involved in transnational business and other activities.





