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This dissertation provides an analysis of a diaspora that channels ideas, skills, and
experiences to the homeland to promote socio-economic development based on the case study
of Vietnam and Vietnamese-American diaspora. This study shows that despite lingering
conflict, progress toward rapprochement in Vietnamese diaspora-homeland relations occurs
through transnational media and the engagement of Vietnamese-American social workers in
community development projects in Vietnam. The dissertation illustrates the way
Vietnamese-American diaspora members/organizations work closely with their Vietnamese
counterparts. Members of the Vietnamese-American diaspora with motivation and
persistence in their philanthropic giving create positive changes in Vietnamese local
communities. The engagement of Vietnamese-American diaspora in homeland development
evolved from low-level to high-level transnational practices, of which the scope has
correspondingly expanded from the individual or family level with remittances or family
business investments to the community level with collective action by diaspora philanthropic
organizations.

The dissertation primarily uses qualitative data obtained through semi-structured
interviews and participant observations during multi-sited fieldwork. In Vietnam, Ho Chi
Minh City and Da Nang City were the main research sites, where donors, social workers, and
other interested parties were interviewed. In the United States, California was the main
research site where Vietnamese-American philanthropists, representatives of Vietnamese-
American diaspora-driven nongovernmental organizations, and heads of initiatives as well as
the Vietnamese-American diaspora community were interviewed during workshops and
conferences. First-generation and second-generation Vietnamese-American diaspora
members were interviewed to clarify the different ways they engaged with the homeland via
philanthropic activities. An online semi-structured interview was conducted with a
representative of Vietnamese-American Nongovernmental Organization Network on the issue of
ensuring efficient implementation of development projects with their local Vietnamese partners.
Short online survey was also conducted to examine the levels of demographic and social
engagements between the ethnic Vietnamese population in the United States and Vietnam.

Although overseas Vietnamese are recognized as development actors contributing to
the development progress in Vietnam, there is still ambivalence amongst Vietnamese policy
makers about the role of Vietnamese-American diaspora members/organizations. Based on
the analysis of the transnational engagement of Vietnamese-American diaspora
members/organizations in Vietnamese society, this study aims to address the following



questions: (1) What is the extent of the relationship between the Vietnamese-American
diaspora and Vietnam? (2) Can members of the Vietnamese-American diaspora be considered
transnational development agents contributing to homeland socio-economic development? (3)
How can the resources of the Vietnamese-American diaspora be fully utilized to embrace socio-
economic development in Vietnam? Answers to these questions provide insights into the
Vietnamese diaspora-homeland relationship and the effort of rapprochement between
Vietnam and Vietnamese-American diaspora toward homeland socio-economic development.
They also advance the argument that in the Vietnam case, the nexus of diaspora-homeland
and development goes beyond income-based and material supports, while emphasizing social
development that improves the well-being of every individual in society.

Since the issuance of Resolution 36-NQ/TW on March 26, 2004, regarding overseas
Vietnamese affairs, Vietnamese individuals who reside overseas have been encouraged to
return to Vietnam to conduct business, invest, and cooperate in science, technology, education,
culture, arts, sports, and charity sectors. The Vietnamese government issued Decision No.
1984/QD-TTg to launch a project to broadcast 20 television channels and four radio channels
to overseas Vietnamese individuals worldwide between 2015 and 2020. However, the
international broadcast of Vietnamese television channels has faced resistance from overseas
Vietnamese communities due to lingering postwar conflicts, ideological differences, and the
competitiveness of diverse Vietnamese-American diasporic media, which has played a distinct
role in maintaining Vietnamese ethnic identity and culture. Vietnamese-American diaspora
members/organizations, who have engaged in various philanthropic activities in Vietnam,
have faced difficulties due to the lack of clear regulations for Viethnamese-American diaspora-
driven nongovernmental organizations and cautious attitudes of Vietnamese local authorities
toward Vietnamese-American social workers.

The  dissertation examines how the Vietnamese-American diaspora
members/organizations can harmonize the transnational relationship with Vietnamese home
state actors and work effectively with them by practicing the “diplomacy by diaspora.”
Progressive Vietnamese Americans have facilitated a transnational exchange with
Vietnamese people within a flexible and pragmatic approach to build purposeful partnerships
with their Vietnamese partners and advance their cause via communication. Building and
maintaining long-term relationships with local Vietnamese authorities and counterparts also
helps Vietnamese-American social workers update notices for changes in policies regarding
grassroots development projects. Moving from personal networks to extended organizational
networks, Vietnamese-American diaspora members/organizations are more likely to widen
their circles of trust and form alliances to expand their access to shared information and
resources. The formation of a wunified front, known as Vietnamese-American
Nongovernmental Organization Network, accelerates the Vietnamese-American diaspora
engagement in the social development of Vietnam by enhancing the diaspora functions of
representation, mediation, and advocacy.

The expansion of grassroot activities conducted by Vietnamese-American diaspora
members/organizations, including remittance sending or humanitarian and philanthropic
assistances, results in the practices “from above” at a state level that aim to maximize the
engagement of overseas Vietnamese communities into homeland socio-economic development.
The Vietnamese home state exercises “diplomacy for diaspora” and “diplomacy through
diaspora” to promote a two-way communication and encourages the involvement of overseas



Vietnamese communities in the progress of science and technology. Policies that cover a broad
range of issues relating to overseas Vietnamese have been made accordingly, for example Law
No. 24/2008/QH12 dated November 13, 2008 (legalizing dual citizenship), Law No.
56/2014/QH13 dated June 26, 2014 (loosening the requirement for nationality registration),
Decree No. 87/2014/ND-CP dated September 22, 2014 (attracting overseas Vietnamese
scientists and technologists), and Decree No. 82/2015/ND-CP dated September 24, 2015 (visa
exemption for overseas Vietnamese, their foreigner spouses, and children).

“Diaspora diplomacy” is discussed through the lens of transnationalism “from above”
and “from below” perspectives, revealing the reciprocities in the nexus of Vietnamese
diaspora-homeland-development. While the home state’s policy plays a decisive role in the
involvement of Vietnamese-American diaspora members/organizations, the diaspora
engagement has implications for intensifying the efforts of the home state to enhance global
integration through the transnational cooperation with overseas communities. Although
Vietnamese-American diaspora engagement creates substantial potentials for the
development process of Vietnam, the success of tapping their intellectual, economic, and social
capitals depends on comprehensive efforts to promote long-term cooperation. The Vietnamese
diaspora-homeland cooperation would be further strengthened if diaspora engagement was
supported by a clear diaspora engagement policy and a continuous process for building trust
and mutual commitment between Vietnam and Vietnamese-American diaspora. Beyond
remittances and economic contributions, the engagement policy needs to consider the
multidimensional benefits of diaspora resources and include the participation of the state and
local government to create a common platform in which people with shared developmental
concerns can contribute to both economic growth and social development in Vietnam.

This dissertation is organized into seven chapters excluding Introduction and
Conclusion. The Introduction presents the study background, research problems, objectives,
questions, and methodology. Chapter 1 presents a brief overview of relevant theories
concerning diaspora studies and literature review on Vietnamese diaspora-homeland
development within the paradigms of transnationalism. Chapter 2 analyzes the
rapprochement process of Vietnam and Vietnamese-American diaspora. Chapter 3 discusses
the issue of diaspora giving for development in Vietnam from the transnationalism “from
below” perspective. Chapter 4 explains how the Vietnamese-American diaspora
members/organizations cooperate with their Vietnamese counterparts by exercising
“diplomacy by diaspora.” Chapter 5 clarifies the transnational practice “from above” of
Vietnamese home state, which employs “diplomacy for diaspora” and “diplomacy through
diaspora” to enable a favorable environment for diaspora engagement. Chapter 6 tracks the
formal procedure promoting the engagement of overseas Vietnamese into homeland socio-
economic development since the late 1970s. Chapter 7 provides theoretical findings on the
expansion of Vietnamese-American diaspora engagement in homeland development, and
proposes suggestions as to how Vietnam may maximize diaspora resources. The Conclusion
summarizes key findings and provides recommendations for future research.



