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Guam to Palawan: Op-
posing Narratives of
Vietnamese Repatria-
tion, 1975 and 1995
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On June 5, 2017, Jana K. Lipman, Asso-
ciate Professor of the School of Liberal Arts

at Tulane University, gave a lecture entitled
“Guam to Palawan: Opposing Narratives of
Vietnamese Repatriation, 1975 and 1995” at
the Center for Pacific and American Studies
(CPAS) at the University of Tokyo. Dr. Lip-
man is the author of Guantanamo: A Work-
ing-Class History between Empire and
Revolution (University of California Press,
2009). Dr. Lipman examined two different

stories of Vietnamese protesters in the context

of American and Pacific Studies: the first of
a protest demanding repatriation in Guam in
1975, and the second opposing repatriation in
Palawan Island, Philippines in the 1990s. Dr.
Lipman argued that these two stories of Viet-
namese people show contingency in between
the U.S. and Vietnam, which counters the
narratives of Vietnamese migration and their
resettlement in the U.S. during the Cold War.
Dr. Lipman first introduced the story of the
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Vietnamese demonstration in Guam in 1975,
which happened just after the American de-
feat in the Vietnam War. In April 1975, Guam
became the main location for Vietnamese
refugee camps, which were run by the Unit-
ed States. While most Vietnamese refugees
chose to resettle in the U.S., more than 1500
of them demanded repatriation to Vietnam.
These Vietnamese protesters were mostly
young men who had been South Vietnamese
military personnel. They claimed that they
had been forced to leave their country against
their will, and/or that they wanted to go back
to reunite with their families. By showing
images of the Vietnamese demonstration, Dr.
Lipman explained that the protesters strate-
gically used their English language skills and
the image of Ho Chi Minh to demand repatri-
ation. Although the Vietnamese government
(PRG) did not permit their repatriation, the
U.S. and Guam allowed protesters to leave
the camp for Vietnam on a ship, Thuong Tin I.
Ultimately, the repatriates aboard Thuong Tin
[ were sent to reeducation camps after they
arrived in Vietnam.

The camp in Palawan was the site for a
different story of Vietnamese protesters. In
1979, Palawan became the location where
Vietnamese asylum seekers first advanced the
process of resettlement from the Philippines
to the U.S. Unlike Hong Kong and Malaysia,
the camp in Palawan was more spatially open,
and Vietnamese were allowed to go out and
communicate with the local community. In

1989, however, the United Nations no longer

considered those asylum seekers as refugees,
and encouraged voluntary repatriation from
Palawan. But few Vietnamese agreed to go
back to Vietnam, and most protested their
state in limbo and called for resettlement in
the United States. They utilized transnation-
al networks including the Catholic Church,
which has a great power in the Philippines,
and pressured the local government as well as
targeting the U.S. and United Nations. Even
though the Philippines carried out forced
repatriation of Vietnamese after the normal-
ization of the U.S.-Vietnam diplomatic rela-
tions in 1995, it stopped the repatriation and
allowed the Vietnamese to remain in Palawan.
In 2005, the U.S. reopened its door to those
Vietnamese asylum seekers who were still
stateless in Palawan.

Dr. Lipman concluded by emphasizing
what these two stories of Vietnamese repa-
triates indicate. First, the stories show the
complex legacy of the Cold War, Vietnam
War, and American colonialism in Guam and
the Philippines. Second, there were compet-
ing roles of local, national, and international
players (Guam, the Philippines, Vietnam, the
U.S., and UNHCR) which tried to cope with
the issue of Vietnamese repatriation. Third,
the demonstrations show the political agency
of Vietnamese protesters in that they strategi-
cally sent their message outside of the camps
and pressured the aforementioned players to
respond to their demands. As a whole, the
stories challenge the idea of American excep-

tionalism and problematize the U.S. fantasy
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of “rescuing” the “innocent” Vietnamese
people.

Many questions were asked from the au-
dience to Dr. Lipman'’s lecture. One question
was what the differences between the periods
of 1975 and the 1990s were, in terms of the
backgrounds of the Vietnamese refugees,
international circumstances, and the U.S.
policies surrounding them. Another question
was about the role and the position of the
UNHCR for the issues of Vietnamese repatri-
ation in both Guam and Palawan. Moreover,
many participants were interested in the story
of Tran Pinh Try, who was the captain of
Thuong Tin I. Try's memoir was translated
by Dr. Lipman and published as Tran Binh
Try, et al. Ship of Fate: Memoir of a Viet-
namese Repatriate (University of Hawai'i
Press, 2017).

By showing relatively unaddressed stories
of Vietnamese people, Dr. Lipman offers a
new angle to consider the history of Asian
Americans who have often been stereotyped
as a “model minority.” The Vietnamese pro-
testers tried to exercise agency in challenging
circumstances in between national powers,
which complicates the images of “passive,”
“good,” and “anticommunist” Asian Ameri-
cans. Dr. Lipman’s research inspires scholars
in various research fields, including who are
interested in the histories of the Cold War,
refugees and migration, and Asian Americans.
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Race, Refugees and the
Present Crisis

IYyy -4 IF—8NEE
Anna Maria C. Hata

Dr. Eric Tang is an Associate Professor of
African and African Diaspora Studies and fac-
ulty member in the Center for Asian American
Studies at The University of Texas at Aus-
tin. He gave us a lecture entitled “Unsettled:
Cambodian Refugees in the NYC Hyperghet-
to” on June 12", 2017 at Komaba Campus,
The University of Tokyo. After his fascinating
talk, we had a productive Q and A session,

where he gave us a lot of practical advice and
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insightful guidance.

His talk was based on his first book Unset-
tled: Cambodian Refugees in the NYC Hy-
perghetto, which was published in 2015. His
study focuses on what happened to Cambodi-
an refugees who survived the Khmer Rouge
genocide and resettled in the United States
during the 1980s. After working in refugee
communities for more than ten years during
the 1990s, Dr. Tang realized that the refugees
themselves knew that they were the first ones
to tell the world that the notion of refugee
resettlement in the United States was largely
mythological. And yet no books had come
out to talk about how the refugees understood
their own situation.

In this seminar, Dr. Tang mainly introduced
two of his key ideas: “refugee temporality”
and “refugee exceptionalism.” He started
interviewing Ra Pronh, a Cambodian wom-
an now in her late 50s, in 2009. Given their
multiple interview sessions, he found out that
Ra herself always knew that she was merely
being transferred from one state of captivity
to the next throughout her life. He terms this
knowledge “refugee temporality.” It is the ref-
ugee's knowledge that state-mediated reset-
tlement, namely, the government’s program
is a false proposition; it is the disavowal of
resolution, an unclosed refugee sojourn. The
transfigurative change of crossing the border
was never a reality for so many of the refu-
gees.

The other key idea, “refugee exception-
alism” is also one of his major findings. Al-
though immigrants from all over the world
resettled in the United States after 1965 with
a passage of new immigration laws, only
Southeast Asian refugees resettled in mass
in hyperghettoes. He argues that they were
inserted into the site of urban warfare as those
who were to be rescued from it, as those who
deserved freedom. In reality, however, they
were just placed in the hyperghetto but never
really were of the community. Therefore, the
refugees have been regarded as temporary
inhabitants/newcomers of the impoverished
and socially marginalized neighborhoods, and
thus the situation always remains temporal
and they remain unsaved.

In the Q and A session, Dr. Tang talked

about the importance of being conscious of

our positionality. For anyone who engages in
social science, particularly ethnography, it is
impossible not to have a complicated posi-
tion to our informants and our subject. This
is the rule without exception. Therefore, it is
requirement of everyone to be able to write
clearly, concisely and critically about our
positionality without drifting into autobiog-
raphy. Additionally, it is crucial to have clear,
political, and intellectual goals to the project.
He also commented on scholarly activism,
against which researchers often strive. He
thinks that the problems of scholarly activism
would arise when we simply commemorate
the people and go uncritical of those whom
we are studying and of the activism that we
are engaged in. It should be collaboration to-
ward the common goal with those whom we
are studying, and therefore, it is necessary for
us to work with them and to share the project
with them.

It is shocking to face the fact that the ref-
ugees conceived of their arrival in the U.S.
not as salvation but as a transfer from one
site of captivity to the next. The degree of
settlement or unsettlement of Cambodian
refugees is actually hard to see from outside
their community. Even the one (the summary
writer herself) from California, being part of
an Asian American community, would never
be able to tell or even know what the refugees
had to go through and what is actually going
on around them if it were not for their voices
in his book.

In his talk he gave us an important notion

that we should always be honest, passionate
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and confident because each of us has our
own position, perspective and voice as a re-
searcher. Each position, perspective and voice
would all be valuable because we can only
complete our study by giving a range of texts
and multitude of books on the topic. Finally,
his book, his meticulous research, his pas-
sionate commitment to the community, and
his being honest, humble and compassionate
both as a scholar and a human being taught
us wonderful and profound lessons that every
researcher needs to reflect upon and actively
learn from in order to confront the complex
and controversial issues of this unpredictable
period and most importantly to build a better

world.
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Bourdieu in Bondi?
Culture, Class and Dis-
tinction in Contempo-
rary Australia
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