Beyond Kinh(ship): The Making of
Viethamese Settler Refugeeism
Through Land and Dispossession

KHOI NGUYEN
University of Pennsylvania

Abstract

In 1954, the US expanded its military presence in South Viet Nam following
decolonization from France, claiming to help refugees escape communism. However,
Vietnamese people rarely use the term “refugee,” seeing themselves as internally
displaced people who never crossed international borders. | examine how the concept
of “refugee” functions as a settler colonial technology that fosters Vietnamese settler
refugeeism, serving both the US empire and Vietnamese ethnonationalist goals. The
article explores two key points: first, how refugee resettlement in the Ci San canals
consolidated Kinh dominance and dispossessed Indigenous Khmer Krom in the
Mekong Delta; second, what it means to engage with the land as a form of relationship-
building. Centering internally displaced Vietnamese within the land's history, this work
offers a counter-narrative to US state-sponsored historiography. Grounded in
migration and settler colonial studies and engaging with Vietnamese studies, | posit
that the internal refugees should not be treated solely as a pathological or juridical
object, but rather as an analytical category linked to broader practices of domination
and exploitation.

The Making of Vietnamese Settler Refugeeism

After France lost the Battle of Pién Bién Phu, the 1954 Geneva Accords divided the
country at the 17th parallel into two provisional states, North and South Viet Nam,
allowing for reunification and rebuilding of the nation.' The US, nevertheless, saw Viet
Nam as a “free country” (a modern-day terra nullius) without any principal foreign
power and in need of modernization and capitalist development. Following the Korean
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War and under the premise of supporting the Viet Nam sovereignty movement, the US
increased its military presence in South Viet Nam to assist with the internal refugee
movement, colloquially known as Bic 54.> The South Vietnamese government
implemented major land reforms to resettle nearly a million northern migrants below
the temporary military demarcation line, where about 12 million people lived. The Cai
San Project, in particular, offers important insights into land ownership, aiming to
eliminate landlordism and transfer land ownership to smallholder peasants, ultimately
facilitating a transition to cooperative farming in the future. While the US and the
South Vietnamese government celebrated the success of this land reform effort, they
also actively overlooked the dispossession of the Indigenous Khmer Krom from their
own land.

Figure 1. Cai San rice paddy field, 2024. Author’s photo.
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In this essay, | pivot away from anthropocentric and juridical analyses to ask:
How does the resettlement of intranational refugees in the Mekong Delta act as a
settler colonial technology that converts land into property, people into targets of
subjection, and revolutionary nationalism into a settler nation? Settler colonialism is
about the land (see Fig. 1). Yet, technologies to make land into property also remake
Vietnamese bodies through the process of alienation, separation, and conversion.
Within the Cold War vacuum and the global decolonial surge, internal refugees emerge
from the patterning of violence into a binary relationship between receiving state-
recognized protection and enacting settler violence through land dispossession.
Consequently, unsettled Vietnamese bodies become exchangeable juridical objects to
be used as needed by both the US and Viet Nam. | suggest repositioning internally
displaced Vietnamese as US refugees in Viet Nam, where the US pseudo-legal system
functions as settler technology, transforming Vietnamese bodies and land into legal
objects driven by financial and political interests. To make this happen, refugees must
be rescued at all costs to justify US expansionism and Vietnamese ethnonationalism.
The manufactured legal apparatus must prioritize human lives over all other forms,
such as land, air, water, plants, and animals; in doing so, Indigenous peoples are
rendered disposable. Typically, European colonialism remains at the center of Western
critiques of empire that often overlook preexisting relationships and histories within
the region. In this work, | reject monocausal explanations that assign full responsibility
for the violence and displacement to one actor; in reality, these catastrophic events
are happening concurrently and globally, which dialectically inform and shape the ever-
changing settler and expansionist logic of both the US and Viet Nam. The formation of
South Viet Nam, therefore, should not be limited to the Cold War theater, but rather
viewed as an active settler colonial state that thrived on US foreign policies as a
technology advancing its ethnonationalist agenda. This essay weaves together histor-
ical accounts, archival data, and autoethnographic narratives, focusing on land and the
articulation of the refugee, to examine the lasting impact of settler technology, scaling
from national historiographies to personal narratives.

Over the course of two months, | regularly rode west for two hours on
my motorbike from Can Tho to reach the top of C&i San Canal. Looking
down theriver, | assumed it was a short ride along the canal, so I ignored
my hunger, hoping to find a rest stop for a quick pick-me-up with coffee
and banh mi during my first trip. However, over the next two hours along
the 125-mile stretch, | was captivated by endless country homes with
corrugated metal roofs, fish sauce factories, local wet markets, and
sporadic ferries connecting the two sides of the canal. By the end of that
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trip, | was saddened by the fact that | had not encountered as many rice
paddy fields as the government documents described, assuming they
had been converted to modern factories decades following the wars. A
week later, | set off west again, confident that the sugar palm trees and
Theravada temples would guide me. This time, | stopped for lunch much
earlier in the day (see Fig. 2). However, as | returned to Can Tho late that
night, the dull glow of streetlamps lit the dusty roads filled with the sym-
phony of seasonal insects. | defaulted to Google Maps as my companion
to ensure | would not get lost. Much to my surprise, the computerized
maps led me down a series of narrow, unlit dirt roads that hugged the
endless rice paddy fields. | realized | had found what | was looking for.
The material remnant of the refugees is real. A week later, | embarked on
my third trip, full of hope and excitement, knowing that | could finally
witness the land and meet the people | had been reading and learning
about. By the end of the day, | returned home with a phone full of pictur-
esque images of rice paddy fields and stories from the locals. And yet,
these images were only fragments of the histories, stories, and lives that
remained untold. The land is not intended as a production of extractable
knowledge, but rather as a model of world-making, a way of knowing,
and a reading from the bottom-up. The locals are no longer refugees,
their stories are no longer tied to the wars, and their histories remain

within their families.
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Figure 2. Roadside
sugar cane stall, 2024.
Author’s photo.
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As | traveled down the 125-mile stretch and sat with the land, | recognized the
material reality and the fetishization of land and labor. In capitalist societies, the
individual right to own land and resources is highly valued.? Property ownership is
based on the right to purchase, sell, and pass it on to inheritors as they see fit. The land
here is merely a commodity to be owned and fetishized among affluent individuals.*
But how did a once colonized, now nominally socialist state come to develop this
relationship to the land, and what provocations emerge from sitting within the land’s
personal and historical contradictions?

Rather than centering on the Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act
of 1975 or the Refugee Act of 1980 that reinforces US exceptionalism post-war, | turn
to Bac 54.° By examining the Cold War theater through the lens of ethnic and
Indigenous relations, | emphasize that the Second Indochina War was an ethnocentric
conflict fought between the North and South Kinh people as two separate nation-
states over ideological differences regarding decolonization, which greatly affected
Indigenous ethnic minorities within the region. Moving beyond the Western
hegemonic paradigm of Cold War biopolitics as governmentality, | am invested in how
Bac 54 were paradoxically granted humanity to be incorporated into the perverse
ontology of settler becomings and yet still remain irrelevant to the US war machine.
After the division of the country, anticommunist Vietnamese bodies became worthy of
saving, worthy of liberation, worthy of being free from themselves to be folded into
the globalized order of things. To be “free,” under the rubrics of modernity, is to own
land, to inherit wealth, and to master the nonhumans: thus, to become a colonizer. For
colonized Vietnamese people to achieve freedom during the Cold War era and in the
wake of global decolonization, they must take back the possession of what once was
theirs. Nguyen Vo Thu Huong notes that the revolutionary slogan “Quyét tlr d€ T6 qudc
quyét sinh” (Determined to die for the Fatherland to survive) highlights the
expectation of colonized people’s willingness to die or kill for their country’s freedom.®
The grammar of Bac 54 highlights their liberation from communism and their transition
to landownership through the dispossession of Indigenous Khmer Krom. Rather than
viewing Indigeneity solely through the lens of ethnonationalism for juridical
protections that relegate the whole community as ecologically marginal, | am turning
to the land as a way of seeing, knowing, and being.’” Indigenous Studies highlights the
importance of kinship and reciprocal caregiving between humans and non-humans,
such as land and water, viewed as sentient ancestors essential for maintaining good
relations. Indigeneity encompasses connections to people, places, and practices
rooted in native knowledge, reflecting Indigenous ways of being and understanding
social, natural, and spiritual worlds.

Looking to maps of the partition along the 17th parallel, photos of Cai San
canals, and historical records as primary texts, my first intervention elaborates on how
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reading the land against these archival grains reveals the strange condition of
refugeehood under the nation-state.® In the second half of the paper, | focus on my
positionality as a Vietnamese American returning to Viet Nam, particularly the Mekong
Delta, nearly fifty years after the US withdrawal from Southeast Asia, to reflect on
what it means to sit with the land as a method and pedagogy.’ These two interventions
are not intended to homogenize the experiences of Bac 54 with mine into a monolithic
refugee experience; rather, the “refugee’” serves as a tool to illustrate how the US and
Viet Nam utilize the legal designation to further their political agendas beyond the
temporality of the permanent war. Instead of what lessons we can learn from the
semicentennial anniversary of the war(s) in Southeast Asia, | focus on what lessons we
already have learned about relationship building by centering the land. | forward the
framing of Vietnamese settler refugeeism to meditate on refugee temporality in
relation to land and resettlement. In this work, | do not claim to engage with the
“discovery narrative” embedded within academic discourse, which often over-
theorizes the geopolitical economy and the jurisprudential parameters of refugees.
Instead, | am invested in examining the relationship between the displaced population
and the land that received them. As a Vietnamese American tracing my family history
in Viet Nam, | am not only challenging the depiction of Viethamese Americans as a
model minority to justify conservative policies, but | am also critiquing US academic
discourse that appropriates refugee subjectivity solely as a means to critique the US
empire. By offering an alternative chronological origin of the refugee and exposing the
ongoing state violence beyond migration legislation, | demonstrate that while
Vietnamese people are war victims of Western colonialism and imperialism, they can
also be active participants in the process of colonization. Thus, my reading of settler
refugeeism in the Cai San canals allows me to confront the discomforts, contradictions,
and abundance that extend beyond settler epistemology.

Settling the New Nation: Bic 54 and the Cold War Politics of Land Reform under
Ngo Dinh Diem

After 1954, with the formal dismantling of former French Indochina, the US “replaced
France,” to borrow from Kathryn Statler, as a neocolonial power.” This manifested
through modernization reforms that fought the proxy war via technocratic training
and rural development tied to the national state authority of the newly created, US-
backed South Viet Nam. Prime Minister (later President) Ngo Dinh Diem and his
government had to demonstrate their ability to manage the country actively and
effectively despite hesitation from the US government. Looking to the map of Viet
Nam divided along the 17th parallel, | argue that this temporary military boundary
actually tells a different story of refugee resettlement and land reform working
together to normalize the truth of US Cold War proxy power (see Fig. 3)."
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“YSouth Viet Nam

Figure 3. Map of Viet Nam Divided at the
Cai San-Mekong Delta 17" Parallel. Source: Author’s rendering.

Viet Nam is a multi-ethnic country with fifty-four ethnic groups, and the Kinh
(also known as the Viet) people account for eighty-seven percent of the population.™
Both Vietnamese and international scholars specializing on 1954 internal migration pri-
marily focus on statecraft, religion, and war; they often fail to talk about the displace-
ment and dispossession of ethnic minorities in both the mountainous highland and the
Mekong Delta during resettlement. By placing migration studies and settler colonial
studies in conversation with Vietnamese Studies, | demonstrate that the internal ref-
ugee is not an “object of knowledge” to be pathologized but an analytical category
that s intrinsically embedded in local and global practices and ideologies of domination
and exploitation.” Yé&n Lé Espiritu argues that the refugee figure should be read as a
framework allowing scholars to question the US empire and its production of actual
refugee peoples. Vietnamese refugees, she adds, allow us to look at the political conse-
quences of ongoing global militarization caused by the US War in Viet Nam.™ | am not
necessarily forgoing the US interventionist role in Viet Nam to critique Vietnamese
ethnonationalism, but rather recentering the internal refugees’ relationship to theland
to create new historiographies and paradigms that do not repurpose trauma or
victimhood.

Immediately after the 1954 defeat of the French military, the Eisenhower
administration justified US military intervention in South Viet Nam, along with Cam-
bodia and Laos, through the rescue of Vietnamese refugees from communism.” The
framing of “the refugee,” however, is not commonly used by Vietnamese people. The
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word ngu¢i ti nan—refugee—signals a person who is forcibly displaced from their
country due to duress, thus becoming stateless.® Most Vietnamese, however, saw
themselves as ngwoi di cw—internal migrants—or a person who moved within their
own country and retained their Vietnamese citizenship. From 1954 to 1956, the US
allocated $93 million USD to refugee resettlement, approximately $4.40 per person."”
This policy was to ensure a favorable outcome that would legitimize Diem’s leadership
as a Catholic within a predominantly Buddhist country.” Upon taking office, Diem
established Phd T6ng Gy Di cw (the Office of the General Commissioner for Refugees)
to receive refugees and temporarily settle them in Sai Gon and the surrounding areas.
Nearly one million Catholics fled south in fear of religious and political persecution
under communism, instantly doubling South Viet Nam’s Catholic population.” The
majority of evacuees exiting through Ha N&i and Hai Phong transferred to trgm tiép cw
(reception stations) near the key points of disembarkation in Sai Gon, Chg Lén, and
Ving Tau, living temporarily in pop-up tents before moving to permanent relocation
sites, where they built homes and looked for long-term work.*

The internal refugee crisis was frequently characterized as a “state of emer-
gency,” framing it as a pressing issue that required resolution by South Viet Nam.
Walter Benjamin contends that, for the oppressed, the state of emergency is not an
anomaly but rather the norm, wherein violence, exploitation, and lawlessness are
ongoing realities rather than fleeting disruptions.”’ Consequently, instead of seeing
internal refugees and Viet Nam as passive objects justifying US global expansion under
humanitarian pretenses, | forward a critique of Vietnamese Kinh dominance as part of
a settler colonial logic. Viet Nam functioned as a settler nation long before the advent
of Western extractive colonialism. Therefore, the US military interventions inadver-
tently contributed to the advancement of settler colonial technologies that strength-
ened Kinh ethnonationalism through the establishment of various government agen-
cies. For example, Diem established Pht Téng Gy Dinh dién (the Office of the General
Commissioner for Land Acquisition), which was responsible for surveying the condi-
tion of many areas in the South where agricultural land remained abandoned or under-
utilized, and for assigning migrant groups to those areas.*” Beyond the densely popu-
lated regions of Sai Gon and Bien Hoa, such as Xom Moi and Ho Nai, where residents
lived in nonagricultural environments, most of the people sent to more remote
locations like Xuan Loc (Long Khanh), Chuong Thien, Binh Tuy, Long Xuyen, and Rach
Gia were tasked with land reclamation, crop cultivation, and primarily living off agri-
culture. Simultaneously, Diem also faced strong opposition from various paramilitary
sects, including the Binh Xuyen force, the Hoa Hao, and even some loyalists to the
former head of state, Emperor Bao Dai.”> Many permanent relocation sites were strate-
gically situated in communist strongholds, such as the Mekong Delta and the Central
Highlands, which were mainly populated by ethnic minorities whom Diem regarded as
“uncivilized.”** With a focus on border security and strengthening the budding South
Viet Nam, Diem planned to establish additional Land Development Centers along the
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borders with Cambodia and Laos.” The main goal was to boost agricultural produc-
tivity; however, these land reforms also aimed to create a “human wall”’ to prevent
communist infiltration, exemplified by Céi San.*®

While Diem advanced his resettlement program as an opportunity to give land
to the landless, he also believed that the key to rural social transformation lay in the
redistribution of people and not land. Thus, these intranational migrants were not just
escaping a repressive communist regime in 1954, but were also potential laborers
during South Viet Nam’s turn to market liberalization, where individuals had free will
to work in a soon-to-be unregulated market.” Here, the transfer of land ownership
was not between Khmer and Kinh people, but rather the abandoned parcels of land
previously owned by French landlords were now controlled by the South Vietnamese
government, which was rented to predominantly Kinh migrants with the intention of
eventually allowing them to own. Moving beyond the rubric of Marxist political econ-
omy, which focuses on labor exploitation and primitive accumulation, this form of
alienation from the land focused on the right to own, govern, and protect private
property. Recent conversations within settler colonial studies emphasize how a partic-
ular form of settler supremacy emerges from this site of exception that produces
whiteness as property.”® Within this settler logic, the proprietor has the right to have
rights; they are the legal humans; they remain at the anthropocentric center to define
the norms. This does not extend to all settlers, as Kinh people only enjoy certain
privileges in proximity to whiteness and yet never fully become white.?® As a result,
settler supremacy in Viet Nam constructed a number of technologies: citizenship, pri-
vate property, normative settler sexuality, and national borders to name a few.

Notably, during the French colonial occupation, the Cai S3n canal was the site
of several technological implementations by Western settlers. Plantation workers,
derogatorily referred to as “coolies,” were already forced to perform cheap labor with
long hours in harsh conditions for meager wages or rice. Many were subjected to
corporal punishment or died from malnutrition, dysentery, and malaria while working
on the plantations. Vietnamese peasant farmers outside the plantations were required
to perform thirty days of unpaid labor to build roads, dams, and other infrastructure
under the corvée system introduced in 1901.° As a result, Diem’s nation-building pro-
ject benefited from the preexisting colonial labor structure created by French colonial
logics and maintained by the US to advance his economic, security, and ideological
objectives, juxtaposed against the communist land reform that took place in the north.
Uniquely under Diem’s vision, land reform should be implemented gradually under the
vision of “middle peasantization,” where the surplus population of farmers would
work together to transform abandoned countryside land into productive land.”’
Modernizing the US Jeffersonian myth of autonomous farmers, Diem knew that redis-
tribution of migrants on empty land was not enough to address the overpopulation
problem, but rather providing the land and resources to promote phdt trién cong dong,
communal self-sufficiency. As the newly elected president of a fragile state, Diem
rejected both liberal capitalism and communist-style collectivism to advance his
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philosophical backing of “Personalism.” In reality, the US-supported Diem’s efforts led
to forced migrants and local residents providing much of the unfree labor, such as land
clearance, digging canals, and building roads and public infrastructure, in exchange for
land ownership. Moving beyond the dominant discourse of settler colonialism as a
structure that is doing something to Indigenous people, my focus turns to the
articulation of the internal refugees as a technology that is doing something for the
settlers.

The most notable of these projects was the Cai San Canal, one of the 169
resettlement centers that absorbed over fifty thousand Bac Di Cw, ten percent of the
migrants.>> Named after a nearby stream, C3i San is centrally located in Can Tho
Province in the Mekong Delta, one hundred and twenty miles (195 km) southwest of
Sai Gon.» Formerly part of Cambodian territory, this flat, forest-covered swamp area
was taken over by the Nguyen dynasty in 1715. In 1922, the French colonial government
initiated the excavation of the C3i San Canal, which stretched from the Hau River to
the Rach Soi area in Kien Giang, and was completed in just a year and a half. Three years
later, in 1926, the French constructed a road to connect Lo Te in Long Xuyen with Rach
Soi in Kien Giang, positioning it parallel to the newly built canal. By 1931, this route had
evolved into an essential arterial road known as Interprovincial Road 8.%* Despite
various agricultural reforms and advancements in the region, the onset of the First
Indochina War led to many farmlands being left uncultivated, as both farmers and land-
lords abandoned the area.
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Figure 4. Map of Ké&nh C&i San. Source: Author’s
rendering. Original shapefile from openstreetmap.org.
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Diem saw an opportunity to convert the region into an agricultural hotspot for
the South and invested more than $23 million USD, a quarter of the US-funded amount,
in this rural resettlement project. After settling surplus refugees in the Cai San area,
Diem’s administration put them to work to build a system of canals perpendicular to
the main canal, each about ten kilometers long and spaced roughly two kilometers
apart, named with letters A, B, and C, and numbered from zero to ten.> The lettered
canals belong to the Thot Not district, except for A and B, while the numbered canals
are in Kien Tan district. In the direction of Long Xuyen to Rach Gia, within the Cdi San
residential area in Kien Tan district, the right side of the inter-provincial road has canals
B, A, 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5; the left side includes canals six to ten running in the opposite
direction (see Fig. 4).3° These canals support multiple functions, including transpor-
tation, flood control, and irrigation, ultimately facilitating rice farming.’” As settler
colonialism underscores the significance of land, Diem’s establishment of the Pht T6ng
Gy Ho'p tdc xd va Nong tin (the Office of the General Committee for Cooperatives and
Farmers’ Credit) functioned as a settler technology to ensure the success of the land
reform that eventually dispossessed the local Indigenous community due to inequi-
table access to the program. This office became responsible for providing loans to mi-
grant farmers for the purchase of agricultural tools, seeds, fishing equipment, and
boats. More specifically, the Qudc gia N6ng tin (the National Agricultural Credit Depart-
ment) operated under the Office of the General Committee for Cooperatives and
Farmers’ Credit during this time, serving as a financial institution that provided credit
to recent migrants.>®

To better understand the settler technology that transforms bodies and land
into schisms, the C&i S3n canal can be viewed as a vestibule that transforms Viet Nam
from a colonized country into a settler nation, along with its so-called proper citizens,
the Kinh people. Hortense Spillers theorizes Blackness as a “vestibular culture” that
serves as an entry point into a large system of sociality and social relations.® This is not
to collapse Black American experiences with internal Vietnamese migrants but rather
to grasp how this man-made agricultural reform severs Indigenous people from the
land. Rather than treating the land as a living and ever-changing entity, the colonial
and technological development of the canal reduces it to a commodity. The 125-mile
passage serves as a meditation space that not only allows me to witness the land but
also to traverse time and space to comprehend the longer intercolonial violence
beyond Western colonialism. Although the northern migrants and | have different
relationships with the Cdi San canal, much of the settler technology persists across
generations. This is not just the alienation between people and land but also the
alienation of the land from its own sovereignty. Again, | argue that the articulation of
the refugee is a settler technology that allowed South Viet Nam to partition the earth
into “natural resources” that can be worked, owned, and now developed, resulting in
land privation, privatization, and fungibility. The fungibility of Indigenous people and
land becomes most apparent when we see how both refugees and land are supposed
to be protected but are instead exploited.
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Historical records and personal accounts often celebrate the success of the Cai
San Project, which overlooks the erasure of Indigenous ethnic minorities during the
resettlement.*® In fact, much of the evidence suggests that the South Vietnamese
government incorporated liberal tenets, including individualism, civil progress, and
liberal multiculturalism, as well as the concept of land as private property, which
contributed to the ethnic tension within the region.*' In contrast to capitalism, South
Viet Nam does not seek to overaccumulate land for its productive potential. Instead,
they recognize the fungibility of local Indigenous communities and refugees, viewing
them as interchangeable, exchangeable, extractable, and disposable. Moving beyond
the idea of settlers and natives as opposing “identities,” we see that these are actually
different states of being: settlers are governed by laws and technocratic methods of
order and control, while natives are seen as the exception that can be discarded or
killed. However, in the case of internal refugees and Khmer Krom, these bodies are
exchangeable by other ethnic groups, machines, and even legal apparatus to advance
South Viet Nam’s mission. Through financial and legal ordinances backed by US
officials, Diem’s rural agrarian reform program ultimately suppressed the Khmer Krom
and their history by treating land as an abandoned space to be cultivated and
commodified. My land reading method focuses on how land influences ethnic identity
and sovereignty between Cambodia and Viet Nam, linking this to precolonial history,
not just topography.

Khmer-Kinh Vietnamese Ethnic Relations

A simple question is still being asked today: Why do many Cambodians and Vietnamese
dislike each other so much? Early myths dating back to the 1800s told the tale of
hostility between the Kinh and Khmer people, accusing each other of barbarism.
Historically, the Mekong Delta’s virgin land had only a few Khmer Krom living in
scattered villages beyond the control of any state. Due to its unique location, situated
between land and sea, the Mekong Delta remained uninhabitable for most land-based
empires because the rivers are full of salt water, and the groundwater is too acidic to
drink.* The region is characterized by marshes, crisscrossed rivers, and eventually
canals, creating a distinctive landscape that differs from the port, coastal, and sea-
oriented cities, as well as littoral societies.*® For the Vietnamese, the Khmer Krom were
primitive strangers, “dark-skinned and scantily clothed,”** living in isolated regions,
who were often pejoratively referred to as nguwoi moi (savages) or nguwroi Mién (Cao
Mién—an older name for Cambodia). Predating European racial ideologies, the vocab-
ulary of ethnicity did not exist in Viet Nam or Southeast Asia; instead, that grammar
was built on tributary systems that incorporated the periphery and peoples through
polity, status, and civilization.* Over time, with the arrival of new migrants, such as the
Chinese, Vietnamese, and French, the region underwent significant social and ecolog-
ical changes that later impacted the 1954 rural resettlement.
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As the Viet Nam nation-building project gathered momentum, Diem faced a
new set of issues of uniting ethnic groups (such as the highlanders, Cham, Khmer, and
Chinese) to fight under a single cause. The Sai Gon government agencies had to
address the ethnic minority issue for the first time. Particularly, Khmer Krom saw the
Vietnamese as foreign invaders in the wake of Diem’s forced assimilation policy to
resettle northern migrants in the Mekong Delta while excluding them from owning
their own land. In 1954, cultural anthropologist Gerald Hickey visited the Mekong Delta
and noted that “the teacher spoke Khmer to pupils who were learning Vietnamese as
asecond language.” The hostility increased when Diem abolished the use of the Khmer
language and did away with Khmer schools, leading many to move to Cambodia.*®
Those who stayed in Viet Nam sent their children to study in Phnom Penh. However,
racial tensions today continue to rise as many Khmers can speak and read Vietnamese
while being unable to read Khmer, which leads to the questioning of their authenticity.
Similarly, Diem enforced the same assimilationist policies on ethnic Chinese in Cho Lon,
Sai Gon, which later heightened ethnic tension in the city that resulted in the mass
expulsion of ethnically Chinese Vietnamese.¥

*

Upon reaching the end of the 125-mile stretch, | arrived in Rach Gia, a lively
coastal city lined with local bars and coffee shops popular among foreign
developers. A red ferry with a prominent sign caught my eye, advertising a
quick and affordable sea trip to Phu Quoc in under three hours. Operated
exclusively by Thanh Thoi Limited Liability Company, this state-of-the-art
ferry runs three daily trips at approximately twenty-three nautical miles per
hour, ensuring a comfortable journey for travelers. | pulled into the port
parking lot to find workers and foreign tourists crowding the ticket
counters, with cars and motorbikes lining up to board the ferry. Notably,
similar to the C3i S3n canal, Phu Quoc remains a contested territory
between Viet Nam and Cambodia, both claiming ownership of the island.
Known in Khmer as Koh Tral, Phu Quoc is designated as a UNESCO Bio-
sphere Reserve and is Viet Nam’s largest island, famous for its pristine
beaches, vibrant tourist attractions, and high-quality fish sauce, a major
export. Its rich history includes the infamous Coconut Prison, which held
over 400,000 inmates, and its role as a refuge for the Nguyen Lords during
the Tay Son Rebellion (1771-1802). The stark contrast between rice paddy
fields and the bustling ferry port erases any remnants of colonial occupa-
tion, Khmer history, or even traces of refugee resettlement. In this 125-mile
stretch, the C&i San canals serve as the vestibule between the old world and
new developments that are not only transforming history but also hiding
the future of globalization (see Fig. 5). Local Khmer residents described
Vietnamese residents as “boat people” who have increasingly taken over
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Figure 5. Cai San canal with a Catholic church in the background
and a boat transporting harvested rice, 2024. Author’s photo.

the land after the French occupation and the rise of the Republic. What was
once a dense forest with unusable red and sour water, remarked by a
Khmer elder, is now transformed by the canals bringing fresh water from
the Mekong River. However, with rapid development, the Khmer-Kinh
population ratio has shifted, inverting from a time when there were only a
few Vietnamese for every hundred Khmers to the opposite. Strangers to
their own land, Khmer Krom are seen as outsiders to both Viet Nam and
Cambodia.

Vietnamese Settler Refugeeism: Beyond Binaries

| forward the framing of Vietnamese settler refugeeism to critically examine Viet Nam’s
transition into a settler state, viewing Viet Nam nation-states and northern migrants as
active agents aware of and acting on ideologies, challenging the US humanitarian
narrative that supported intranational refugee migration. Settler colonialism differs
from other types of colonialism and imperialism, which aim to extract resources from
colonies by using local or imported labor, often involving indentured or slave labor.
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Settler colonial nations, on the other hand, aim to eliminate Indigenous populations to
claim land for the nation and its settlers.*® Focusing on the global context, Eiichiro
Azuma posits that Japanese settler colonialism is distinct from Anglophone examples
by incorporating both land domination and the exploitation of indigenous labor. This
“idiosyncratic settler colonialism” emerged from Japan’s relatively “lateness” in impe-
rial expansion and requires a cross-border perspective for comprehensive under-
standing.*® My work as a Vietnamese American scholar in Viet Nam then complicates
the Indigenous and settler binary by examining the internal Vietnamese refugees who
straddle both categories. Answering the question of whether Viethamese refugees
can be settlers, we must move beyond the US borders to think about the refugees’
preexisting relationship to the land. Evyn Lé Espiritu Gandhi introduces the framing of
“refugee settler condition” that addresses the refugees’ complicated positionality in
relation to Indigenous peoples when they resettle in settler colonial states, such as the
US and other Western receiving countries.”® Expanding the refugee’s geotemporal
parameter, Juliana Hu Pegues’s concept of “space-time colonialism” emphasizes
analyzing the messy, overlapping spaces and times of imperial conquest and colonial
governance.”’ Unlike the US, where settler history is marred by chattel slavery and
Indigenous dispossession, internal Vietnamese refugees cannot be simply categorized
within the settler-native binary, as these internal migrants are not foreigners to the
region nor do they aim to eliminate the natives.>* And yet, they still rely on settler tech-
nologies that alienate and transform land into property during the reunification per-
iod.”®> These technologies include infrastructure development and legal frameworks
that facilitate the occupation and dispossession of Indigenous peoples. Thus, the
pseudo-legal articulation of the refugee, in Viet Nam and later in the US, cannot and
should not be read as ahistorical or exceptional.

Upon closer examination, the 1954 division of Viet Nam reifies the Kinh ethnic
group as legitimate citizens advocating for national reunification, bolstering Viet-
namese ethnonationalist claims to ownership over the land. Historical narratives often
portray the Kinh as “pioneer” settlers who fled oppression in the North and Central
regions to discover the previously ungoverned land in Nam Bo (southern Viet Nam)
more than three hundred years ago.>* Phillip Taylor suggests that interethnic conflicts
are not unprecedented but are rooted in crises or threats to the nation-state project.”
Therefore, not only did the refugees not cross international borders, but this intra-
national migration is part of a longer history of expansionism.

The US and Viet Nam built upon each other’s imperial schemas to reimagine
different sets of settler crises and borders, moving these bodies intranationally as
modern-day land grabs. To justify its nation-building projects in other parts of the
world, the US needed a successful outcome in Southeast Asia after many failed
attempts to suppress communism elsewhere. The Truman administration openly
assisted France with $2.7 billion from 1950 to 1954 to fund approximately eighty
percent of the war effort of reoccupying Viet Nam. However, as liberal capitalism and
eastern communism were taking center stage in the Cold War theater, Kathryn Statler
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explains how the Franco-American alliance enabled the US to pursue a unilateral and
ultimately imperialist policy in Viet Nam to score against both communism and
colonialism.>® Subsequently, the US fabricated the refugee crisis episode following the
1954 Geneva Accords division to prevent another Korea, which had concluded a year
earlier. Both Viet Nam and the Geneva Accords, however, did not recognize northern
émigrés to be refugees because they were not technically leaving their country of
origin.”” Instead of restricting critique of settler colonialism solely to land and labor
exploitation, the articulation of the refugees should also be interpreted as part of the
settler colonial technology that facilitates the history of theft and erasure. The em-
phasis on the term “refugees” over alternatives such as “migrants,” “evacuees,” or
“exiles” serves as a diplomatic tool that reveals the US’s strategy to depict North Viet
Nam as an unstable state incapable of caring for its people. This functions as settler
technology, with the US reworking French colonial extraction in Viet Nam through
global development and capitalism, without having to eliminate the local population.
These are still Vietnamese citizens who are forced to identify as refugees within their
own country in order to access humanitarian aid. Reframing the internally displaced
population as US refugees in Viet Nam not only emphasizes US expansionist logic but
also exposes how Viet Nam imagines nationalism, land, and borders.

Sitting With the Land as Pedagogy

As a final section of this essay, my fieldnotes and fleeting memories of the Mekong
Delta are not meant to be expanded into a grand theory that makes sense of the
violence that Vietnamese refugees endured. Rather, | am building on Leanne
Simpson’s “Land as Pedagogy” to think about how “[m]eaning ... is derived not
through content or data, or even theory in a western context, which by nature is
decontextualized knowledge, but through a compassionate web of interdependent
relationships that are different and valuable because of that difference.”*® As aca-
demics, we obsess over our theoretical genealogy not only to trace our epistemo-
logical lineage but also to build relationships with one another. However, how can we
theorize about something that was never intended to include us in the conversation?
Mimi Thi Nguyen, a transnational feminist, adds that even when the US lost the wars,
it was still able to expand its empire through rescuing the communist defector
refugees.”® As a global ethnic studies scholar grounded in Western epistemology, | find
myself in a precarious position within academia, where | often get theorized as part of
the margins. Michael Latham posits that modernization became a tool of the Cold War,
especially during the Kennedy administration, enabling academics to participate in
imperialist expansionism.®°

Similar to the internal migrants who resettled along the Cai San canals after
1954, my positionality as a Kinh person who is an actual Vietnamese refugee in the US
also signifies a certain historical and cultural privilege that is often overlooked. Due to
the chaotic conclusion of the wars in 1975, the majority of the postwar refugees were
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Kinh people who benefited from state recognition and demographic prominence. |
recognize the complex positionality of my work on the Kinh people, as a Kinh person.
While | cannot speak or write for Indigenous ethnic minorities in Viet Nam, particularly
Khmer Krom, my interventions directly challenge the privilege and power imbalances
within Vietnamese refugee historiography. The US did not codify the refugees to
recuperate the wars in Southeast Asia; rather, the impulsive articulation of the refugee
in Viet Nam escalated the wars. Paradoxically, as the wars displaced my family, my
return to Viet Nam in order to attempt access to Vietnamese language and history—
especially oral history—is not only a form of self-determination and cultural pres-
ervation but also a way to process and heal intergenerational trauma. Additionally,
accessing the land in Viet Nam is also an extension of relationship building and
understanding my complex, often contradictory history as a diasporic Vietnamese
American, whose family resettled in the Mekong Delta over four centuries ago. Today,
as the current US administration targets Southeast Asian refugees for deportation,
disaggregated data show that Indigenous ethnic minorities experience even greater
discrimination. The calamities that beset us are not exceptional; rather, these
emergencies and crises are constant facts of life in the US and Viet Nam that target
marginalized communities. Vietnamese settler refugeeism provides an entreé to these
vexed and messy relationships, extending beyond the US permanent war paradigm
and functioning as both a preexisting condition and an ongoing phenomenon. By
returning to the land, | demonstrate that these acts of violent expulsion are part of a
longer chronology beyond the US empire, stemming back to the interregional violence
in the region.

As a child, my mother took my brother and me to Cau Khe every summer to visit
my Ong Ngoai on his farm. Our journey lasted nearly six hours by bus, ferry, and boat
before reaching a branch of the Mekong River, where we were greeted by rows of
coconut trees, mangroves, and sugar palm trees along the riverbank to prevent
landslides and erosion. The family would share tall tales about how neighbors across
the river allegedly paid a witchdoctor to cast spells on our shore, causing the land to
erode on our side while expanding theirs. From an early age, | learned that land and
water are not fixed but commodities to be protected. The more land you have, the
more protection you have from falling into the river. Years later, after migrating to the
US, rumors arose that the Mekong River might one day dry up due to upstream
hydropower dams in neighboring countries. Initially, | thought these folklores were
just cautionary tales about the river’s ebb and flow, scaling from my family’s exper-
iences to those of the nation-building project. Yet, these seemingly small stories reveal
something more profound: the Mekong River has been the region’s lifeblood long
before my family’s resettlement, and before Viet Nam became a nation.

By sitting with the land in Viet Nam, | am learning how the land has always
resisted and refused to be incorporated into anyone’s settler logic. Therefore, settler
technology can also be resisted. For instance, despite the rapid expansion of high dike
systems that have tripledrice cultivation in the upper Mekong Delta, we are witnessing
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arise in flooding and natural disasters. Additionally, with the illegal export of sand for
a profitable margin, we are seeing large-scale land erosion that is reshaping the daily
lives of residents in the Mekong Delta (see Fig. 6). While it is tempting to claim that |
resisted Western supremacy by sitting, idling, and resting with the land, lived reality
shows that neither Viet Nam nor the land need me to write them into existence. My
status as a refugee fifty years after the conclusion of one permanent war and at the
onset of other multivariant warfare does not change anything. Rather, my existence is
areminder to both the US empire and the Viet Nam ethnonationalist state that we can
exist in contradiction and resistance.

Figure 6. Sand field along the Mekong
Delta, 2024. Author’s photo.

| returned to the winding roads, hugging the manmade canal, hoping to
find an answer. | did not know what the question was, but | knew that if |
kept riding my motorcycle, | would eventually find it. As | rode deeper into
the unmarked paths, | was lulled by the bells and the chants echoing from
wartime loudspeakers that once broadcast political agendas and local radio
programs. | pulled over and sat down at what seemed like someone’s
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house along the canal, displaying four red plastic chairs and a flimsy plastic
table. Awoman walked out of the house and offered me coffee and a cold
glass of diluted iced tea (see Fig. 7). As she watched me fumble with the
assortment of colorful bills, she shot a quick smirk and brushed her hands
to indicate it was difficult for her to break $500,000 déng for a $20,000 d6ng
drink. We talked for nearly an hour, and she mentioned that her relatives
are also from the big city, Can Tho, located an hour northeast. | was too
afraid to ask her about her family history or the local refugees who might
have resettled in the area. But as boat after boat passed us on the canal,
she explained that these boats were carrying harvested rice or sand to be
sold. We never actually discussed land or the crops, except for how hard it
is to labor out in the field day after day, praying for a good harvest from
season to season. As | left, | realized | might have been her first customer
of the day, or a random stranger she welcomed into her house as part of
southern hospitality. This moment did not contribute to my research in the
way that academics would expect their hypotheses to be answered.
Instead, our interactions allowed me to reflect on land and kinship
formation as a Vietnamese American stumbling around in the countryside
of Viet Nam. While colonial and imperial geopolitical agendas were mapped
onto human lives over the decades and centuries, people continue to
create their own ecosystems to survive and thrive.

Figure 7. Vietnamese black
coffee in front of the vendor’s house,
2024. Author’s photo.
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Conclusion

The 1954 internal migration illustrates how the formalization of the refugee concept
created the political and social conditions that led to the subsequent US War in Viet
Nam. The internally displaced Vietnamese and the history of the land act as a
counternarrative to the state-sanctioned historiography in the -l placed the refugees
beyond US-defined borders in Viet Nam, complicating the parameters and mechanisms
of the US Empire. By framing the war as an ethnocentric nationalist struggle between
the Kinh people, | shift the analysis of Viet Nam and its refugees beyond just war
atrocities and victimhood, viewing it instead as part of an ongoing imperial effort.
Furthermore, | expand the conversations on refugees beyond the framing of always
already transnational objects to examine the intranational level, which has the
potential to delegitimize state power.

Connecting this historical event to the current moment, we are witnessing a
large number of Khmers and Montagnards (Indigenous highlanders in Viet Nam) facing
deportation from the US. The framing of refugeeism was never intended to save these
war victims, but rather, the precarity of these populations exposed the shortcomings
of the US migration legislation. Here, the prison-to-deportation pipeline is very much a
lived reality of these marginalized refugees, as their communities continue to face
structural oppression through policies established long before they arrived in the US.
Today, over 2.7 million Southeast Asian Americans live in the country, with about six-
teen thousand people facing final orders of deportation. Many of these cases involve
individuals who came to the US as children, and more than thirteen thousand depor-
tation orders are based on old criminal records. Significantly, Indigenous ethnic minor-
ities are at higher risk of being targeted due to their socioeconomic status, resettle-
ment history, and incarceration records. The framing of the refugee is not meant to
protect but rather shield the workings of empire, militarism, and global expansion.
Engaging with Global Indigeneity reveals the complexities inherent in the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, particularly in its reinforce-
ment of hierarchical structures that continue to marginalize unrecognized indigenous
groups. The ongoing struggles of the Khmer Krom highlight systemic discrimination
and the inadequacies of the declaration, as they continue to be denied access to essen-
tial resources and education in their own language. Furthermore, the recent sighting
of South Vietnamese nationalists at the January 6, 2021, insurrection at the US Capitol
highlights the complex nature of Vietnamese experiences within the larger story of
refugee politics, showing the dual roles, they play as both victims of US imperialism
and participants in settler colonial logics. By examining these intricacies, my work
invites critical reflection on the enmeshed histories of colonialism and imperialism that
shape our contemporary lives, rather than providing simplistic and misleading resolu-
tions.
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Not a Metaphor,”” Antipode 52, no. 3 (2020): 764-82.
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prematurely establishing the US as a leader in refugee protection.

Nguyen Vo Thu Huong, Almost Futures: Sovereignty and Refuge at World’s End
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