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The Chinese/Vietnamese Diaspora

Over three decades have passed since the first wave of Indochinese refugees
left their homelands. These refugees, mainly the Vietnamese, fled from war and
strife in search of a better life elsewhere. By investigating the Vietnamese dias-
pora in Asia, this book sheds new light on the Asian refugee era (1975-91), ref-
ugee settlement and different patterns of host-guest interactions that will have
implications for refugee studies elsewhere. The book provides:

» aclearer historical understanding of the group dynamics among refugees—
the ethnic Chinese ‘Vietnamese refugees’ from both the North and South as
well as the northern “Vietnamese refugees’.

« an examination of different aspects of migration including: planning for
migration, choices of migration route, and reasons for migration.

+ ananalysis of the ethnic and refugee politics during the refugee era, and the
subsequent settlement and resettlement.

This book will be of interest to students and scholars of globalization, migration,
ethnicities, refugee histories and politics.

Yuk Wah Chan is Assistant Professor at the Department of Asian and
International Studies at City University of Hong Kong.
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Part I

Revisiting an era of refugees
and boat people






1 Revisiting the Vietnamese refugee era

An Asian perspective from Hong Kong

Yuk Wah Chan

Over three decades have passed since the first Vietnamese refugees left their home-
lands. These refugees fled from war and strife in search of a better life elsewhere.
The first wave left immediately after Saigon fell to the communists. The second
wave occurred after the two Asian communist regimes, Vietnam and China fell
out with each other, and the subsequent anti-Chinese atmosphere in Vietnam in the
late 1970s. An estimated 70 per cent of these refugees were Chinese-Vietnamese.
Unlike the first two exoduses which have been well documented, the third wave
of mainly ethnic Vietnamese refugees who fled to Hong Kong and other parts of
Asia between 1988 to 1991, has been somewhat neglected.

We were asked why it was worth re-examining the issue of Vietnamese refu-
gees after all these years when the issue seems to have ended and the second gen-
eration of the Vietnamese refugees, especially those who had settled in the West,
had already grown up, and no longer bear the ‘refugee’ status. Many reasons
make us believe that there is a need to revisit the period, one which had alarmed
most countries in the West as well as in Asia. It is the ‘missing’ Asian part of the
refugee story. Although most refugees had been resettled in the West, many had
remained ‘stuck’ or settled in their place of first asylum; their stories never told.

This volume is the result of a concern among academics who felt the need to
revisit this era to allow the inclusion of new data and a more-balanced under-
standing of events in Vietnam and the many Vietnamese who fled their coun-
try. Many reports on the flight of the Indochinese were produced by scholars
and journalists during and immediately after the massive exodus from 1975-80
(Cartmail 1983; Benoit 1981; Wain 1981; Grant 1979). These contain stories of
policies implemented by communist Vietnam, refugees’ recounting of their polit-
ical and economic suffering under the communist regime, and their often hor-
rifying journey in rickety boats. In the 1980s and early 1990s, accounts of boat
people being locked up in camps began to predominate (Tsamenyi 1983; Oxfam
HK 1989: Chan 1990, 1995; Yuen 1990; Sutter 1990; Le 1990; Chantavanich and
Rabe 1990; Hitchcox 1990; Yeung et al. 1991; Freeman 1995; Chang et al. 2000;
Freeman and Huu 2003). In the same period, a number of studies were devoted to
examining the adaptation of the early refugees who had been resettled in the West
(Haines 1989; Caplan, Whitmore and Choy 1989; Viviani 1996; Coughlan and
McNamara 1997, Zhou 1998; Do 1999; Valtonen 1999; Thomas 1999; Bemak,



