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 This dissertation contributes an interpretation of the ancestral altar tradition among 

Vietnamese American first and second generation practitioners. It traces the contours of 

the shifting transformations in domestic religious practice, specifically the transnational 

and diasporic dimensions in people’s lives. I address how and toward what ends the 

religious is accessed, experienced and/or transformed in the materiality of everyday life, 

in the context of a complex relationship to a diasporic homeland and an emerging second 

generation. The research was conducted in Houston, Dallas, Austin, San Antonio (Texas), 

Carthage (Missouri), Sài Gòn (Viet Nam) and Pulau Galang (Indonesia).  

 I make two main assertions. The first is that domestic religious practices matter in 

exploring issues of cultural citizenship and belonging. As a collection of things, I explain 

how altar assemblages are constituted through the purposeful and chance encounters of 

the practitioner(s), which is a way to talk about the global (such as transnational 

mobilities or the discourses about diasporic citizenship) through the intimately local. My 

second claim is that ideas of cultural citizenship can intersect with religious motivations 
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and practices, and that they happen (are performed, imagined and circulated) 

transnationally, or more precisely, translocatively. I document how practitioners’ and 

groups of practitioners’ struggle to combat the (current Vietnamese) state’s interventions 

in re-narrating the circumstances of their exile and also the relative invisibility they face 

as historical subjects in the United States. By carefully examining ancestral altars as a 

constitution of “things” and as situated “spaces,” I address various facets of what they are 

and how they work—as ways to express a familial or diasporic imaginary; or as 

assemblages of things that are both intimately meaningful and private, yet situated at the 

intersections of geopolitical engagements and cultural politics. 
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 1 

PART 1: INTRODUCTION  

 
 This dissertation contributes an interpretation of the ancestral altar tradition 

among Vietnamese American first and second generation practitioners. It traces the 

contours of the shifting transformations in domestic religious practice, specifically the 

transnational and diasporic dimensions in people’s lives. In the following sections, I 

discuss methodologies, research sites, articulate my own subject position and address my 

theoretical grounding. I trace my physical and intellectual routes temporally, describing 

certain key events in the development of this research project, and historically 

contextualize the richness and depth of Vietnamese American religious practices.  

First, I historically contextualize the emergence of Vietnamese in America and the 

scholarly work about this relatively new group of newcomers. Vietnamese presence in 

the United States began with a small but steady stream of students and professionals that 

immigrated to this country from as far back as the 1950s (Pham 2003). Immigration from 

Southeast Asia (including Laos and Cambodia, as well as Viet Nam) greatly increased 

following the Viet Nam war, resulting in the resettlement of the single largest group of 

refugees in American history. After the end of the war in Viet Nam and a North 

Vietnamese victory, nearly one million South Vietnamese left the country. The exodus 

was characterized by several large-scale migrations. The first, beginning on or around the 

Fall of Saigon (the capital of South Viet Nam) on April 30, 1975, consisted of South 

Vietnamese military personnel, those who worked on American bases and other persons 

that found a way out into international waters to be retrieved by American fleets. Those 
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that fled the country in the years that followed did so under great danger and duress; 

“deserters,” (as they were called by the newly instituted Vietnamese government) were 

often jailed if caught. Hundreds of thousands fled by boat throughout the 1980s in the 

midst of a difficult economic restructuring of the country and the increasing hostility and 

discrimination faced by civil servants or party members of the ousted government, the 

educated class, artists, religious leaders and ethnic Chinese and other minorities (Chan 

2006, 65).   

 Over thirty-five years later, the war in Viet Nam still elicits a range of powerful 

emotions on the part of Vietnamese immigrants and former refugees, Vietnamese 

nationals in Viet Nam, as well as American-born citizens. It has left a deep scar for 

families whose relatives perished or suffered physical or emotional wounds while 

fighting in the war. Official U.S. narratives tell a particular story of national healing—a 

glistening black wall juts out across the National Mall like a scar; the imprinted names on 

its face remind us of the American cost of war, to the exclusion of their South 

Vietnamese allies. Popular culture portrayals of the Viet Nam War era often focus on the 

psychosis of the American soldier and the unscrupulous nature of “the enemy” 

(Christopher 1995). In Viet Nam, the histories and experiences of the exiled Vietnamese 

are written out of official narratives. However, Vietnamese Americans—the largest group 

of resettled asylum-seekers in U.S. history—remain conspicuously absent from these 

national and popular discourses on both sides of the Vietnamese/United States diasporic 

divide. As Yen Le Espiritu has aptly pointed out, the invisibility of Vietnamese bodies 

and narratives from the popular imagination in the U.S. is not by accident, for it allows 
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for “the (re)production of American identities and for the shoring up of American 

imperialist adventures in the last thirty years” (2005: xiv).   

 
“These points of convergence, intersecting always with U.S. imperialist ventures, 
demand that we refashion the fields of American Studies and Asian American 
Studies, not around the narratives of American exceptionalism, and immigration, 
and transnationalism, but around the crucial issues of war, race, and violence—
and of the history and memories that are forged from the thereafter (Espiritu 2005, 
xviii).” 

 

If they are mentioned at all, especially in American popular culture, South Vietnamese 

are often portrayed as "victims," traumatized by war and displacement. As “Asians,” the 

Vietnamese are often caricatured by this same popular American imaginary as suspicious 

citizens, perpetual foreigners, or as resilient model minorities and overachievers to be 

respected or to be feared (DuBois 1993).  

 These “new” immigrants received much scholarly attention during the early years 

of resettlement in the 1980s, generating work that primarily focused on the psychological 

traumas of displacement and the social “problems” of adaptation (e.g. Starr and Roberts 

1982). Vietnamese Americans have continued to receive scholarly attention over the last 

three decades, with studies on family dynamics, the role of ethnicity, and the second 

generation (e.g. Kibria 1995; Freeman 1995; Zhou and Bankston 1999). 

Demographically, youth comprise a relatively large proportion of the Vietnamese 

American population. In fact, by the 1990s, 79 percent of Vietnamese American children 

were classified as second generation; of these children, another 17 percent were 
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considered 1.5 generation1 (Zhou and Bankston 1999, 4). Hence, it is no surprise that 

scholarly works emerged with a focus on intergenerational dynamics, particularly conflict 

between the first and second generations (e.g. Nguyen 1998; Do 2002; Collet and Selden 

2003). However, while it is tempting to dwell on a generation “gap,” other scholars point 

out that offering this as a central paradigm pathologizes and essentializes immigrant 

familial dynamics, overlooking other important factors, namely “immigrant histories of 

material exclusion and differentiation” (Lowe 1996). A focus on intergenerational 

conflict can also obscure the “cultural narratives and forms that youth create to make 

meaning of their worlds” (Maira 2002, 18), highlighting instead the differing worldviews 

between generations. More recent work greatly nuances generational dynamics without 

abandoning entirely the role of family and generational community politics; for example, 

Brettell and Reed-Danahay explore Vietnamese American politics and civic engagement 

in the context of post-1965 emerging immigrant communities (2011).  

 A new generation of Vietnamese American scholars are working on novel 

approaches to the construction of physical, figurative or virtual “spaces” which constitute 

and negotiate divergent meanings about what it means to be Vietnamese and Vietnamese 

American across class, generation, gender, and cultural politics. A brief review of newly 

published works on the subject reflects a new wave of critical scholarship on diasporic 

literature, culture, and the refugee/immigrant experience. Nhi T. Lieu (2011) examines 

how live music variety shows and videos, beauty pageants, and websites become spaces 

                                                
1 Scholarly definitions of 1.5 and second generations vary, and most acknowledge that these classifications 
according to age are somewhat arbitrary. Sucheng Chan (2006, xiv) defines the 1.5 generation as 
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for negotiating the conflicting expectations of assimilation and cultural preservation 

across generations. Thuy Vo Dang (2011) poses the deployment of anticommunism in 

community spaces as “a cultural praxis—a mode for engaging in memory and meaning-

making practices,” which hinges on imparting the second generation with understanding 

and identification with homeland politics. Caroline Kieu-Linh Valverde (2012) explores 

the immense transnational influence between and among native and diasporic 

communities in the context of politics, culture, community, generations, gender relations, 

technology, news media, and the arts. Lan Duong (2012) offers a provocative 

examination of Vietnamese films and literature viewed through a feminist lens, arguing 

that transnational collaborations between writers and filmmakers offer the groundwork 

for a feminist politics and queer critiques of patriarchy. Mimi Thi Nguyen (2012) focuses 

on the figure of the Vietnamese refugee as “the twice-over target of the gift of freedom—

first through war, second through refuge—suggesting that the imposition of debt and 

obligation to express gratitude precludes the subjects of freedom from escaping those 

colonial histories that deemed them unfree.”  

 This dissertation project engages but critiques the "refugee" model, which couches 

immigrant experiences in static and essentialist terms and tends to conflate or ignore the 

multiple and complex realities of “being” diasporic Vietnamese. Instead, I focus on an 

intimate level of experience—the folk-religious creation and maintenance of ancestral 

altars—as a starting point to illuminate the multiplex ways in which a community 

envisions itself as having emerged from the post-war era, and negotiates a place amidst 

the social, political and religious landscapes of American life. I situate this project among 
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the broader discourses on “spaces of identity,” which interrogate how senses of belonging 

are constructed and/or contested and how they can serve as sites of empowerment as well 

as sites of social control (Brettell and Nibbs forthcoming). I borrow from Thomas Tweed 

(2006, 61) the concept of “sacroscapes,” which “attend to the multiple ways that religious 

flows have left traces, transforming peoples and places, the social arena and the natural 

terrain.” By employing the suffix “-scapes,” borrowed from Appadurai (1996), I mean to 

foreground the centrality of the social imaginary to the idea of a Vietnamese diaspora, but 

(addressing one primary critique of the original concept) one which is grounded and 

materialized—in this case—in the creation, negotiation and articulation of home altars. I 

am also attuned to Aihwa Ong’s critique that the notion of a “social imaginary” 

presupposes that it is independent of “national, transnational and political-economic 

structures that enable, channel and control the flows of people, things and ideas” (1999, 

11). I propose that a Vietnamese American diasporic imaginary emerged precisely 

because of the shared experiences of controlled, enabled and channeled mobility (by state 

actors as well as NGOs)2. Thus, I offer one way in which to contextualize a Vietnamese 

diasporic imaginary, paying close attention to the ways in which this imaginary is 

                                                
2 For example, mobility was highly controlled under the autocratic rule of the Vietnamese government 
after the war. Additionally, in their escape, refugees were often pushed back to sea after landing in Hong 
Kong and other nations that did not want to receive them. Refugee camps were highly regulated as well, 
and residents were divided and settled in particular zones set-aside as living quarters and based on 
immigration eligibility. In the U.S., refugees were resettled in scattered communities across the country, so 
as to not encourage ethnic enclaves (although many families opted for a second migration to burgeoning 
Vietnamese communities in California and Texas). 
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constituted and materialized, grounded and traditionalized3 in the maintenance of 

ancestral altars.  

 Furthermore, while the discourses surrounding domestic religious practice are often 

articulated by the first generation of diasporic Vietnamese, and communication is 

centered on engaging spirits and ancestors, the second generation are often crucial 

audiences and participants, engaging in their own complex and multivalent negotiations 

and performances at the site of their families’ (or their own) altars and religiously imbued 

sites of meaning. The ability for subsequent generations to remember and preserve these 

traditions and traditionalized practices is of paramount concern to first generation 

immigrants, and can be the source of acute anxiety. What may not be taken into account 

by the first generation, however, is the embodied and empowering ways in which their 

American-born children perform and produce their own sites/objects of meaning. Thus, 

throughout the dissertation I address how members of the second generation of 

Vietnamese Americans, born and raised in the United States, engage with legacies of an 

ancestral and diasporic past, and how we negotiate and create our own meanings toward 

that past, toward the historically contextualized narratives of our parents, and toward our 

own contemporary realities.  

 While many of us have little understanding of the immigrant experience, and may 

have little to no real knowledge or experience of Viet Nam proper, the tropes of war and 

                                                
3 By “traditionalize,” I call attention to what Hymes described as a process (1975). In other words, by using 
the term tradition as verb as well as noun, we can call attention to the ways in which people invest objects 
and practices with meaning, sometimes “inventing” traditions that become a meaningful component of 
establishing solidarity. 
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exile continue to be central to a popular narrative of diasporic community and continue to 

emerge in the context of the ancestral altar practice. We are Americans, but our parents’ 

and grandparents’ memories, traditionalized values, and expectations also shape us in 

different ways and to different degrees. In my case, my parents are both immigrants. My 

mother emigrated from Mexico in the late 1970s, vaguely aware of the political strife 

about a war so seemingly far away. My father was a Vietnamese/Chinese air force 

mechanic who escaped by boat during the Fall of Saigon and was retrieved by an 

American fleet. I have a fragmentary understanding of their personal experiences as 

immigrants, and even less of that tumultuous time. And of course, I have no real 

memories of the actual war, even though its legacy has left a lasting impression on me in 

a myriad of ways. Viet Le, who left Viet Nam when he was four, reflects my own 

feelings in the introduction to his article. He writes,  

 
My only connection to Vietnam and the Vietnam War, referred to as the 
American War by the Vietnamese, are Hollywood films soaked in bloody 
spectacle, artwork, newspaper clippings, literature, poetry, academic articles and 
historical textbooks, Khanh Ly songs. It is a wayward archive, a grasping at the 
ineffable; a dialogue with ghosts (Le 2005). 

 

 As Yen Le Espiritu has aptly stated, “the process of generational transmission of 

war memory is often complex and difficult. The second generation often struggles 

between honoring the survivors’ memory and constructing its own relation to this legacy” 

(2005, xx). Similarly Marianne Hirsch, in exploring the trans-generational transmission 

of the Holocaust trauma, calls the second generation’s memory of war “postmemory: the 

relationship of the second generation to powerful, often traumatic, experiences that 
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preceded their births but that were nevertheless transmitted to them so deeply as to seem 

to constitute memories in their own right” (2008, 103). Though I would not go as far as 

claiming re-constituted memories, I would maintain that there emerges a “structure of 

feeling”4 woven through the personal narratives of the previous generation’s war 

experiences, and through the process of commemoration which will not allow us to 

forget. It is at the crux of narrative, memory and commemoration that I mean to delineate 

the contours of a particular diasporic imaginary to set the context for examining home 

altar-making practices more closely and understand the roles that such altar-making 

practices play in performing, understanding and negotiating those very narratives and 

memories and commemorations into some kind of meaningful whole.  

 

  

                                                
4 Raymond Williams’ definition of “structure of feeling” (1977) has long captivated and vexed scholars. 
Here, I am using the phrase to mean a common set of perspectives and values that are shared but 
continually renegotiated by the Vietnamese diasporic community. 
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Methods, Sites and Subjects 

 

 In a still-relevant remark concerning anthropological fieldwork, James Clifford 

called for a “cosmopolitan ethnography on the move," a "traveling" anthropology that 

favors conducting multi-sited fieldwork and mapping routes, pathways, and flows rather 

than describing fixed cultures (Clifford 1988). This multi-sited project heeds this call and 

attempts to reinscribe the terrain of the anthropological gaze to reflect the twenty-first 

century realities of a highly heterogeneous population constantly shifting in location, 

modes of arrival, socioeconomic class, and religious identification. The fieldwork was 

based conceptually on the concept of praxis, as defined by Pierre Bourdieu (1977) and 

Catherine Bell (2009) among others, to see religiosity in its own right—the  “thinking, 

wanting, deciding, speaking and looking in the context of ritual performances…that are 

all part of the concrete world-making activities that constitute social behavior” (Morgan 

1998, 4). Thus, I employed participant observation as both a means of data collection and 

an analytical tool, requiring that I “[take] part in the daily activities, rituals, and events of 

the people being studied as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects” of 

participant’s daily lives (Bernard 1998, 260).   

 The formal research for this dissertation was conducted over several years. I 

began with pilot research in Houston during the summer of 2007 and in Hồ Chí Minh 

City, Viet Nam in the summer of 2008 that laid the foundation for my dissertation work. I 

found that Houston was a particularly relevant research site because of its recent 

Vietnamese demographic (the population grew over 60,000 between 1980 and 2000). 
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Austin, Texas also hosts a large suburban Vietnamese community and San Antonio’s 

community is small, tight-knit and very sparsely settled. Thus, I determined that these 

cities would be relevant research sites in order to address urban as well as suburban 

Vietnamese American lifestyles. In Viet Nam, I found that religion is indeed ubiquitous, 

and current scholarship notes a “resurgence of religious practice” (Taylor 2008)— 

temples and churches occupy almost every other corner block, and altars adorn people’s 

homes, back doors, alleyways and businesses. I found that the nostalgia-ridden narratives 

of Vietnamese Americans differ sharply from Vietnamese aspirations for the modern and 

chic, and these notions are manifested in various ways in the construction of altars in and 

around the home. During this preliminary research, I found that a transnational approach 

to studying this cultural phenomenon was necessary in examining how post-war refugee 

families are still connecting to this reified sense of home, over thirty-five years after their 

resettlement, establishing roles for their second generation children, and marking what 

Nhi Lieu (2011) has called “a normative and gendered” sense of being Vietnamese. The 

insights I gained from this initial research have constructively shaped the dissertation 

design, most of which was conducted between 2008 and 2011, and concluded with 

follow-up research between 2012 and 2013.  

 The bulk of the research was carried out through a grounded analysis of the 

concrete religious practices of a discrete number of transnational Vietnamese families. I 

conducted participant observation, semi-structured interviews, group interviews, and oral 

histories with over 60 participants in Texas, the state with the second-largest Vietnamese 

population. Participants were recruited using a "snowball" sampling technique with 
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referrals from organizations that work directly with Vietnamese immigrants and personal 

contacts. I employed a multi-sited approach working toward an ethnographic account of a 

number of ways in which Vietnamese Americans access the religious. I documented 

altars and interviewed multiple relatives in San Antonio, Dallas, Austin, Houston, Sài 

Gòn5 (Viet Nam) and in a trip to Pulau Galang (Indonesia). This transnational approach 

allowed for a comparative framework to analyze religious practices among transnational 

families living and traveling between the U.S. and Viet Nam. A number of participants 

were identified based on community claims to the creativity or originality of their 

ancestral altars. This allowed for the examination of the breadth and diversity of altar-

making creativity in the community, all the while simultaneously underscoring 

similarities among a broader sampling of practitioners.  

 The starting points for identifying my informants were The Vietnamese American 

Heritage Foundation in Austin, Boat People SOS in Houston and Holy Martyrs Catholic 

Church in San Antonio. This technique provided an entrée for identifying other 

participants through kinship and friendship networks. The first sets of participants were 

families who maintained domestic ancestral and religious altars. I documented the altars 

and interviewed multiple relatives in two homes in San Antonio, two in Dallas, four 

homes in Austin, and visited regularly with nine families in and around Houston. Of these 

participants, I conducted more extensive interviews and oral histories with two 

intergenerational families living in Houston, and visited with their relatives living in Viet 

                                                
5 Most diasporic Vietnamese still call the city by its pre-communist former name, although officially it is 
now Hồ Chí Minh City.  
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Nam during the summer of 2011. During this time, I conducted interviews with relatives 

of three extended families in South Viet Nam with the help of a local translator and 

family friend. This allowed for a comparative framework to analyze religious practices 

among transnational families living in the U.S. and Vietnam. Although working through 

a snowball sampling was a time-consuming process, this method helped to develop a 

measure of rapport, since the consultants were identified through an established and 

trusted personal or familial relationship. 

Participant observation consisted of accompanying some practitioners to local 

markets to buy materials and foods for certain special occasions such as death 

anniversary dates and the Vietnamese New Year (Tết). This allowed me an insight into 

how these practices express and shape attitudes about religion, place and identity.  I took 

note of both the contested and shared meanings about the appropriate symbolic materials 

and spatial arrangements that constitute an appropriate (or inappropriate) altar. I visited 

with participants and their relatives, attended mass at their local churches and visited their 

local temples. Tracing these daily religious and physical navigations required a more 

flexible and mobile approach to fieldwork—as a researcher it became a challenge to trace 

and experience these religious cartographies of everyday life. I too got in my car, drove 

half an hour or more away from the “ethnic center” to visit with participants and their 

families in their homes, at temple or church, or to volunteer at social service 

organizations that were often spread across town. The contours of the research map out a 

terrain that problematizes notions of the “field,” and addresses the complexities of 

conducting research in the domestic sphere, in suburban neighborhoods far from the 
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“ethnic” centers, and with a transnational perspective. A list of my field “sites”—people’s 

homes, churches, temples, markets and civic centers—reveal a socially and economically 

diverse Vietnamese community that nevertheless views itself as intimately tied through 

engagement in civic and domestic religious life. The goal was to tease out a religious 

cartography of Vietnamese religious life, addressing its relevance to contemporary 

religious life in America, and the transnational realities of the participants. 

 In 2010, I received a Wenner Gren Dissertation Fieldwork Grant that allowed me 

to conduct a more systematic exploration of altars in Austin, Houston and San Antonio, 

Texas. I documented over thirty of the sixty home shrines during this period, visiting 

families several times, conducting informal interviews and oral histories, further talking 

to practitioners over the phone, corresponding through email, and even visiting relatives 

in other cities in Texas. The practitioners came from Buddhist, Catholic, Cao Đài and 

Hòa Hảo religious backgrounds, a few which proclaimed a general sense of spirituality or 

ancestral veneration as a religious identity. They consisted of first generation, 1.5 

generation and second generation practitioners, among a number of intergenerational 

families. I found interesting aesthetic differences between the home altars of practitioners 

that lived in the Texas suburbs with few neighboring Vietnamese families, with those that 

lived closer to the ethnic centers of community life.  

 I explored practitioners’ narratives about their spiritual, religious and community 

engagement through group interviews that allowed for a diversity of religious experience. 

(1) In August of 2010, I interviewed two Catholic families, one from a congregation in 

San Antonio and one from Dallas, during a bus ride to visit the Marian Days celebration 
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in Carthage, Missouri. This pilgrimage is said to host over 80,000 visitors some years, 

and has recently erected a shrine dedicated to the Virgin Mary. (2) In the fall of 2010, I 

recruited five students to interview from the University of Houston, comprised of work-

study students that were both recently immigrated and American-born second generation. 

(3) In January of 2011, I visited with three Hòa Hảo practitioners in their temple located 

in the Bellaire suburbs of Houston, and documented the strategies of two different 

practitioners that wanted to display an altar for the sacred cardinal directions on their 

front lawns. (4) Another group interview included participants at the meditation center of 

a psychic Vietnamese Buddhist monk Cầu Chín, who caters to Vietnamese and Mexican 

immigrants alike. I was surprised that most practitioners are women, Spanish- speakers 

and self-identified Catholics, yet find something meaningful and rewarding in his temple, 

psychic sessions and religious lectures. (5) I returned to Hồ Chí Minh City, Vietnam in 

August of 2011, where I visited the relatives of the families that I had come to know in 

Houston, and documented their ancestral and religious altars. I then joined a group of 

twenty-three Vietnamese tourists from Australia and the United States bound for a visit to 

the island of Galang, Indonesia, a now repurposed refugee camp that hosted and 

processed thousands upon thousands of “boat people” seeking asylum in other countries. 

Many families visit each year in order to find the graves of relatives who perished while 

awaiting their emigration; they come to fulfill their obligations and duties to care for the 

graves and spirits of their deceased ancestors. These semi-structured interviews with 

families and groups allowed for me to gain a rich understanding of how diasporic 

nationalism and ethnic authenticity are imagined by very different groups of Vietnamese 
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religious practitioners. They also stimulated new questions and allowed me to verify 

previous findings. While my intimate work with a select number of altar-practitioners 

illuminated the depth and richness of Vietnamese religious practice, these group 

interviews and various field sites revealed its enormous breadth. Throughout the research, 

I also paid special attention to the second generation, those born in the U.S. or primarily 

raised here, and their attempts to both remain connected to their ethnic community and 

integrate into the broader religious and social fabric of the United States.  

 I also collected oral histories, not so much to reveal factual details regarding people 

and events but to examine the multiple and complex meanings behind what people 

believe and experience. Between 2008 and 2010, I taught a course on Vietnamese 

American Studies during three semesters at The University of Texas at Austin, and in 

conjunction, worked with The Vietnamese American Heritage Foundation to build an 

archive of oral histories. In the process, I became acquainted with the discourses 

surrounding ancestral veneration and the materiality of religious piety while conducting 

oral histories in people’s homes. Oral history, as a method comprised of extensive and 

intimate interviewing to examine how people make sense of their past, revealed how 

participants connected individual experience and its social context, and how they 

interpreted their own lives and the world around them (Perks and Thomson 1998).  Thus, 

I continued to conduct oral histories to gain a rich understanding of how diasporic 

nationalism and ethnic authenticity are imagined and articulated by Vietnamese religious 

practitioners. Using this method, common themes were extracted from the narratives and 

then systematically explored for points of intersection between individual and collective 



 17 

experiences about religious practice and identity. These methods illuminated the diverse 

ways in which people conceive of the connections between transnational relationships, 

and their spiritual and religious experiences across geographical space and time.  

 Another methodological approach that I employed was taking notes on what could 

be considered unexpected data—the plethora of anecdotes and informal stories people 

told in relation to certain shrines that could not be corroborated or factually traced. One 

example centered on the stories about the shrine dedicated to two women who met their 

fateful ends at the refugee camps. Thirty years ago, shrines were erected at their death 

sites and many refugees petitioned their spirits while awaiting emigration. The story 

continues to be retold among the community; they follow the narrative form of common 

Vietnamese folk tales, but multiple stories abound in interesting and conflicting ways. 

These untraceable narratives, the stuff of folklore and myth, simultaneously illuminated 

individual storytelling craftsmanship as well as gave insights into people’s concerns, 

longings and desires. Taken as a form of knowledge production and cultural circulation, 

they became intriguing forms of data. 

 Through these different methodologies and frames of analysis, I was allowed an 

insight into the ever-changing formulations of “home” and “homeland” in the context of 

popular religious practice. What resulted was a perspective of the different dimensions 

and adaptations to “filial duty” and ancestral devotion in a transnational, trans-local 

religious context. I gained insight into home altar practices in the context of the politics 

and poetics of a community legacy based on a shared exilic identity. Thus, I offer an 

understanding of the diversity of Vietnamese religious practices in the context of the 
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broader American religious landscape. What emerged from this fieldwork was an 

examination of the shifting and negotiated spectrum of belief and practice in Vietnamese 

America, navigated both through an exploration of different religious/spatial landscapes 

and collective diasporic imaginaries. 

Thus, I want to make two methodological interventions. Firstly, I want to make a case 

for a material religion approach (Morgan 2011) as method and analytical frame (more 

fully explored in the following theoretical section) that takes into account not only what 

people narrate, but also how they interact with the past materially. Put in other words, a 

material religion approach allows us an insight into people’s preoccupations with the past 

through their relationships with objects. Secondly, an engaged, transnational 

ethnographic approach (that is, taking into account and participating in different kinds of 

physical mobilities) allows us insight into the ways in which cultural citizenship6 is being 

imagined and experienced translocatively.7 These two approaches together allowed me a 

perspective into how diasporic Vietnamese communities are carving out spaces and 

owning their narratives—in other words, imbuing them with a moral purpose that serves 

to claim a diasporic citizenship that transgresses national borders. In conclusion, I make a 

case for and assert the importance of a materialist and transnationalist approach to the 

study of the diasporic communities.  

 

                                                
6 I employ this concept as defined by anthropologists Renato Rosaldo, Aiwha Ong and Lok Siu. A detailed 
discussion is fully fleshed out in the following theoretical sections. 
7 Here, I am using it in the context of the way in which Thomas Tweed (2008) deploys it in Crossing and 
Dwelling: A Theory of Religion. 
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ON “NATIVE” SUBJECTIVITY 
 

My first visit to Viet Nam was in 2008. As I remember, we entered my uncle’s 
three-story town home in the middle of the urban city of the city-formerly-known-
as Sài Gòn; the first thing we did was climb to the third floor. Chú Ban (my 
uncle), my father, my husband and I lit three sticks of incense and bowed our 
heads three times in front of the family altar, which occupied the entire room. On 
the altar, a framed black and white photo of a man, my paternal grandfather, 
gazed out—not menacingly but somber enough to instill a sense of social place. I 
felt comfort in the presence of a womanly gaze, radiating from the statuette of 
Quan Âm. These two dualities formed in my mind the patriarchal contours of 
filial duty—a patriarch’s perpetual demand for veneration and respect, mediated 
and placated by the gentle forgiveness of the female bodhisattva. My uncle placed 
a lit cigarette in the incense holder in front of a picture of my late grandfather. My 
paternal family’s spiritual center is imprinted on this space. I spied another 
smaller altar on the balcony. I walked onto the balcony above a dizzying array of 
street noises, motorcycle rumbles and urban smells. I found these two altars 
interesting and meaningful. I took photographs of each, feeling simultaneously 
like a prodigal daughter returned, an intrusive foreigner, an ignorant tourist and 
maybe a little like an excited ethnographer encountering the beginnings of a new 
intellectual journey.  

 

 In reality, the roots of this dissertation project began for me years before, taking 

shape little by little, in the small happenings of daily life. As the lyrics of the pop vocalist 

Shakira insightfully state, “cuando hay que hablar de dos, es mejor empezar con uno 

mismo,” if one must talk of two, then it’s better to start with oneself. Seemingly in 

another lifetime, I was my immigrant parent’s second generation Mexican/Vietnamese 

little girl, unlearned and naive, and much too American. To my Mexican American 

school peers in El Paso, Texas, I was “la chinita,” an endearing but nevertheless 

estranging interpolation. Later in life, I came to realize that my very presence triggered 

traumatic, emotional reactions in some people, particularly veterans of the war in Viet 

Nam. For example, after learning that my father was a South Vietnamese soldier, one 
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veteran tearfully requested, “Please, tell your father that I am sorry we abandoned them.” 

I nodded obediently, not having a clue what the appropriate response would be. Many 

times, I wondered whom they saw. Did they see an abandoned Vietnamese girl? For all 

intents and purposes, I certainly did not see a Vietnamese girl in the mirror. As I child, I 

saw an American girl who desperately wanted to fit in and secretly wished for blonde 

hair and blue eyes and the talents of the pop star Madonna.  

 As I look back, I realize that my personal experiences point to complex 

contestations over memory, history and the past and how they produce imaginable 

subjects. Even for so-called “native” or “halfie” ethnographers, the issue (crisis?) of 

representation continues to haunt us (Abu-Lughod 1991), not so much because of a 

continuing claim to some kind of insider insight, however partial (those issues have been 

debated enough), but perhaps because to write about one’s own community is not only 

writing about oneself, but writing about what one is not, which for me meant a reminder 

of how my (and all scholars’) particular subjectivity has opened some doors while kept 

others closed. Language has been one of those obstacles.  

 Those of my father’s generation know all too well the politics of language. He, 

among thousands of others, was born in a northern Vietnamese village, only to be 

uprooted to the South in early childhood during the 1954 Geneva Accord partitioning of 

the country. Young men and women of his generation grew up navigating the contours of 

the appropriate dialect to employ in particular social situations. Speaking the northern 

dialect made some students vulnerable to bullying in school for being a newcomer, or 

worse—accused of being a communist. Immigrants, like my Cantonese-speaking 
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grandmother, still wore her daily cheongsam, and were under constant fear and isolation 

during the increasing wartime conflicts.  

 Thousands of miles away and one generation later, I too, have navigated the 

politics of language. Although Spanish, English and Vietnamese were all spoken in my 

home, I consider Spanish my native tongue, the matter-of-fact pitch and regional 

variation of northern Mexico that I learned from my Mexican mother and maternal 

grandmother. Its subtle ironies and nuances were made intelligible during my early 

childhood living in Ciudad Juárez. I learned a form of practical English, picked up in the 

daily discourses between my parents, for which English was a daily struggle, heavy and 

difficult on the tongue. In the middle of my first year in elementary school in El Paso, 

Texas, my father decided that I should learn Vietnamese. Even then, my tongue and brain 

resisted it. Using a textbook and daily recitations, we both failed miserably to inculcate 

that language, which for my father meant identity and affection and home. Instead, my 

understanding of what it meant to be Vietnamese was mediated through the weekly 

Sunday ritual of Paris By Night music videos, nostalgic imaginings of pre-war Vietnam 

through the melodic and heart-wrenching interpretations of Vietnamese American 

vocalists. I never really overcame this language deficiency, particularly my keen 

“American accent.” As a result, in 2008, I pursued private individual language studies 

and attended weekly classes at a local Vietnamese Catholic church. Since most of the 

research was conducted with participants who have been in the United States for over 

thirty-five years or were born in the United States, most of the research was conducted in 
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English. Some interviews, as well as the research in Viet Nam, were conducted with the 

assistance of a local interpreter.  

 I have come to terms with remaining an outsider to the complex nuances of the 

language of my heritage. To my chagrin, I have been told that I should have tapped into 

the singsong pitch and tone of the language in my very genes. But the reality is, 

Vietnamese for me is an imperfectly learned system of grammar comprised, at my most 

comfortable moments, of the reduced vocabulary of a youth. Hence, throughout the 

fieldwork I conducted for this project, my greetings and social position remain at this 

most humbled level, as “em” (younger sister, or youth). The terms of reference in 

Vietnamese are complex and nuanced (Luong 1984), and often, kinship terms are used in 

conversations with non-kin to establish a social relationship. And so, throughout the 

dissertation you will notice that I refer to the participants variously as “cô” (usually in 

reference to a female teacher, but can be used to refer to a woman younger than my 

parents), bà (a married woman, usually older than my parent’s age), or chú (to refer to an 

uncle younger than my father’s age), for example. In this way, I hope to allow insight 

into the particular social position in which I placed myself in that particular 

social/research moment.  

 I have learned in the process, that to research is to experience, and to write is to 

craft an ephemeral experience into an imaginable object. This dissertation, like all 

academic endeavors, is bounded by the formal structures of research design, based on 

fieldwork conducted in various locations at particular times, and refracted (but hopefully 

enriched) through the personal experiences and chance encounters of this particular 
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second generation mixed-race Vietnamese American researcher. What I have described 

thus far are the historical contexts, methodological approaches and subjectivity issues that 

brought me to this very particular time and place to produce this particular product of 

intellectual, emotional and spiritual labor. What follows, is an outline of the product—the 

structure of this dissertation and its theoretical underpinnings.  
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Argument and Narrative Structure 

 
 In this dissertation, I make two main assertions. The first is that domestic religious 

practices matter in exploring issues of cultural citizenship and belonging. I address how 

Vietnamese home altar practices allow us an insight into how: (1) they are organic, 

material spaces which practitioners manipulate in the context of private, public and 

religious landscapes that invoke the intersections between the homeland and a new home, 

(2) they can enact an individualized moral or religious orientation and also express a 

collective diasporic imaginary through an intimate relationship with objects, and (3) 

reveal a creative and engaged Vietnamese American religiosity and subjectivity. Thus, in 

Part 2: “Constituting the Spirit(s),” I explore how home altars (those devoted to religious 

worship or attention to ones’ ancestors) materialize and engender a number of embodied 

expressive practices that connect generations of families through filial obligations and a 

network of spiritual relationships and visually reflect a collective Vietnamese American 

diasporic experience. I argue that altars forefront temporality, and inscribe a certain 

“memory-scape.” I also explore the ways in which altars function as tools with which to 

communicate with the spiritual beyond through petitions and offerings that reveal a 

nostalgia for the past as well as a constellation of values and sensibilities of an 

“Americanized” present. I articulate how altars are also devices that channel the energies 

of a family—particularly for the first generation engaging the second generation, but also 

for the second generation in engaging and negotiating with the first. And as a collection 

of things, I explain how altar assemblages are constituted through the purposeful and 
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chance encounters of the practitioner(s), which is a way to talk about the global (as zones 

of engagement of people, ideas and historical specificity) through the intimately local 

(Tsing 2004).  

 My second claim is that ideas of cultural citizenship can intersect with religious 

motivations and practices, and that they happen (are performed, imagined and circulated) 

transnationally, or more precisely, translocatively. For example, an altar is a threshold 

between the secular and spirit world, situated between the private and public domains of 

everyday life and imagined as occupying a space between a new home (America) and 

one’s homeland of origin (Viet Nam). They orient practitioners to a religious and social 

moral order and situate an individual's filial, religious, and civic obligations. To make 

this point ethnographically, I explore situations in which (1) the situating of altar spaces 

outside of the home are an exercise toward enacting civic belonging as well as 

religious/moral orientation, and (2) the use and expression of typically middle class 

suburban altar aesthetics and placement can express the aspiration of "belonging" and 

becoming truly American, especially among the second generation. Thus, Part 3, 

“Situating the Spirit(s),” deals with the spatial expression and negotiation of ideas about 

family, diasporic community, civic belonging, across different generations.  

 In Part 4, “Engaging the Spirit(s),” I focus on one diasporic group tour in which 

participants visit shrines to put to rest the lingering spirits of the Viet Nam war era. 

Particularly, I am interested in the ways in which constructing particular spaces of 

spiritual commemoration become central to activating ideas of collective diasporic 

solidarity. In the process of visiting repurposed Viet Nam war era refugee camps, 
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practitioners and groups of practitioners are making visible the Vietnamese diaspora’s 

struggle to combat the (current Vietnamese) state’s interventions in re-narrating the 

circumstances of their exile. They are also challenging their relative invisibility as 

American subjects (as former collaborators in the war against communism, for example), 

instead situating themselves as valid participants in an American citizenry. This section 

examines how overseas group tours to re-appropriated refugee camps to appease familial 

and forgotten spirits are thus a didactic device for former Vietnamese refugees and their 

children to individually and collectively craft a mnemonic experience and a new mode of 

cultural production that encourages this generation to embrace the refugee legacy, despite 

having no first-hand experience.  

 In Part 5, the conclusion, I assert that altars are particularly good to "think through." 

By carefully examining ancestral altars as a constitution of “things” and as situated 

“spaces,” I address various facets of what they are and how they work—as ways to 

express a familial or diasporic imaginary; or as assemblages of things that are both 

intimately meaningful and private, yet situated at the intersections of geopolitical 

engagements and cultural politics. As organic and malleable spaces, they are useful in 

negotiating one's place in the world—within the family, local neighborhoods, the nation 

and the diasporic community. They orient practitioners by encouraging certain modes of 

embodiment and social and moral proclivities. As devices, they are able to channel ways 

to communicate with the spiritual plane or even with those familiar yet sometimes 

estranged persons—the American-born second generation.  
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Theoretical Framework 

 
  In a colloquial sense, this dissertation is concerned with a kind of “spirit of the 

community” that informs and is constituted by expressive popular religious practices 

(again, a “structures of feeling” à la Raymond Williams). However, how does one delve 

into defining the “spirit of a community” without falling into the pitfalls of holistic 

ethnography? As I designed this research project, and throughout the fieldwork process 

itself, I asked how it might be possible to demarcate the theoretical and spatial terrain of 

something as generalizing as “diasporic Viet Nam” and remain committed to a grounded 

(but not essentialist) ethnographic portrait of practice and experience. I began this 

journey with a humble question: do home altar practices—and if so, how do they—

articulate a general notion of “being diasporic Vietnamese”? Of course, the concept 

Vietnamese (and what and who that constitutes) is a slippery signifier. I defer instead to a 

rather general sense of Vietnamese-ness, or American-ness, preferring to trace how this is 

materialized as a shifting position. One approach is to focus on the negotiated and porous 

boundaries of what practitioners say constitutes “Vietnamese” and/or “American” values, 

aesthetics and religious practices; or the fuzzy contours of the religious and the secular; 

or what demarcates private and public spaces. Thus, I explore the ways in which 

practitioners and groups of practitioners shape and interact with the material and spatial 

articulations of home altars in their homes and in public shrines at heritage sites, in the 

context of personal aspirations as well as in practices enmeshed in the cultural politics of 

the diasporic community. As I reveal, the embodied practices of physical and religious 
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attention materialize and ground religious experience, while simultaneously expressing a 

range of non-religious ideologies and desires.  

 The following section on “Material Religion” will trace the ways in which I 

approach religious objects as things that are enmeshed and constituted in a world of 

experience, and materialized and embodied in ways that cannot be reducible in any stable 

way. In the dissertation, I address how personal religious altar objects and narratives 

about common “boat people” experiences are circulated and are often indexed beyond the 

space and time of production and experience, which means they can be differently 

mediated and understood depending on the current structural forces of history, power and 

ideology. This approach goes beyond asking how objects are expressions of religious 

beliefs in material form, or representations (material signs) of the sacred, but rather 

asking how religions happen materially and spatially, what they might mean or do or say, 

and how in particular they are inextricably bound in a matrix consisting of humans, 

spirits, things, places and beliefs.   

 At its crux, this dissertation is about spiritual traversing—how individuals and 

groups of Vietnamese Americans access, experience and/or transform relationships with 

and between benevolent ancestors, rogue spirits, transnational kin, American neighbors, 

the nation/state and the diaspora at large, in the materiality of everyday life and in the 

communal ritual practices of heritagization. The section on “Cultural Citizenship” will 

engage with the literatures on “citizenship and belonging” which has engendered an 

emergent scholarship on transnational pursuits of diasporic citizenship and belonging. I 

argue that we benefit from paying attention to religious practices and the intersections 
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with diasporic narratives of community and solidarity. The section following will situate 

this dissertation in the historical context of knowledge production about Asians in the 

United States, and I conclude with what this particular project contributes to the broader 

concerns of anthropological inquiry.  

 I am keenly aware that these theoretical frameworks are in no way comprehensive. 

Thus, I apply the word “searching” in the title to connote an ongoing endeavor, a 

perpetual “unfinished business” (Jellema 2008) that highlights the fact that finding a 

fixed and immutable “spirit of Vietnamese America” is not possible, nor desirable. Spirit 

is not another place marker for some static notion of identity, but instead, I approach a 

sense diasporic cultural citizenship and belonging that is constituted (and re-constituted) 

through particular expressive practices that are religiously performed. In other words, the 

“spirit(s) of Vietnamese America” is/are fulfilled through experience—performed rather 

than revealed or discovered—and in this vein what constitutes “religious” and what 

constitutes “being Vietnamese” are in constant flux as well. Thus, this dissertation is a 

compilation of moments of imagined religious/cultural/diasporic solidarity, happening in 

particular time/spaces, constituted through the fulfillment of particular expressive 

behaviors imbued as religious and meaningful. 

 

MATERIAL RELIGION 
 
 This dissertation is grounded on the premise that there is something to gain from an 

exploration of religious practice, particularly paying attention to the material and spatial 
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formulations of religious experience. To begin, I unpack the unwieldy term religion, a 

concept that has often been fraught with contentious debate. I then move toward an 

understanding of what we gain through an examination of how religion is constituted (or 

materialized).  

 The study of “religion” was arguably developed on the model of Western European 

religions, namely Judaism and Christianity, as a continued effort of the Enlightenment era 

to classify and categorize the world, and a way that “Europe” came into self-

consciousness (Masuzawa 2005). Through the 19th century, the disciplines of ethnology 

and anthropology began to develop an intellectual framework to study religion based on 

the model of human cultural evolution. Early twentieth century studies based their 

definitions of religion on binaries. James Frazer (1919), for example, opposed religion to 

magic, following the basic tenets of the sociocultural evolution position that posed 

religion as a sign of progress whose origins were in the primitive beliefs of magic. Emile 

Durkheim (1915) opposed the sacred and the profane as divisions that reflected the 

underlying social organization particular to each society. Robert Redfield’s (1941) great 

and little religious traditions laid the groundwork for much of the later comparative work 

on the world’s “great” religions. Studies on “folk religion” posited a similar binary, 

between official and unofficial religious practices (Primiano 1995). 

 Not all scholarly treatments of religion privileged the binary, however. Instead of 

defining the essence of religion, some theorists focused on how certain concepts and 

behaviors were produced and negotiated. Religion was a more nuanced matter for Max 

Weber, who posited that the religious community was a mixed assemblage of individuals 
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who deferred to a select few who claimed authority to lead; thus, as his classic work on 

the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1930) reveals, he was interested in the 

complex meanings of social action for the individual. Years later, Evans-Pritchard (1937) 

introduced the importance of integrating people’s richly poetic figures of speech, 

metaphors, and meanings; he suggested that religion, magic and modern science were 

perhaps complimentary if not sometimes contradictory configurations.    

  Anthropologists then came to look more closely at context and practice. Victor 

Turner (1969) emphasized the ways that ritual and the social uses of symbolic objects 

shaped meanings for particular people. Mary Douglas (1984) re-situated Durkheim's 

distinction between the sacred and the profane, arguing that categories of pollution and 

purity could not be neatly divided between the two, but they occur together and in 

opposition to one another. Building on Durkheim's link between religion and society, 

Robert Bellah (1991), argued that although Americans certainly do not share a unified 

religion, they are held together by shared societal symbols and rituals that take on the 

characteristics of religious symbol and ritual that unite into a moral community or “civil 

religion.” Seeing a need to locate and define the subject under discussion, Clifford Geertz 

(1977) posited “Religion as a Cultural System,” which defined religion as,  

 
“A set of beliefs and a supporting set of moral values and emotions that reinforce 
each other as an integrated system.”  

 

 Since then, scholars have seriously reconsidered the concept itself, and the contexts 

in which it is employed in practice and as an academic enterprise. Pierre Bourdieu 
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observed that, “religion is a distinction-drawing symbolic system” in which a set of 

practices and beliefs is made to appear as magic and sorcery whenever religion “occupies 

a dominated position in the structure of relations of symbolic power” (1991b, 12). In line 

with a Foucauldian approach, Talal Asad (1993), David Chidester (1995) and others 

urged us to ask what particular historical conditions (movements, classes, institutions, 

and ideologies) were necessary for the existence of particular religious practices and 

discourses. In other words: how does power create religion? As such, scholars began to 

critically examine the normative structures in place delineating what constitutes official 

religion and what is relegated as unofficial or popular religion. For example, Primiano 

(1995) criticized the tendency of folklorists to consistently devalue "folk religion" by 

assigning it unofficial religious status, indirectly implying that religion somewhere exists 

as a pure element which is in some way transformed, even contaminated, by its exposure 

to human communities.  

 Scholars began reflecting the ways in which “religion” in the West evolved through 

a lengthy reification process that essentially created it into an objective and systematic 

entity (Berlinerblau 2001). Religious studies scholars, like Richard King (1999), claimed 

that there cannot be a universal definition of religion, and argued for approaching the 

study of religions as the study of cultures, rather than as an investigation of divergent 

truth claims (the theology of religions). King attempts to reintroduce the frameworks of 

power, hegemony and history into studies of culturally constructed structures of thought 

without falling into the opposite extreme of reducing everything to a discussion of power 

relations. However, as many of us working within the discipline of anthropology know 
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all too well, there is a possibility of falling into a culturalist reductionism in framing 

religious studies as the study of cultures. 

 Despite its problematic origins and its heterogeneous and often contentious 

employment in scholarly and popular discourses, contemporary scholars continue to find 

use in the term religion and continue to grapple with delineating its contours and defining 

a set of constitutive disciplinary terms. Thomas Tweed (2008) offers a definition:   

  
“Religions are confluences of organic-cultural flows that intensify joy and 
confront suffering by drawing on human and superhuman forces to make homes 
and cross boundaries.” 

 

 In this sense, religions (in the plural) are above all about movement and relation, as 

opposed to stasis. This approach eschews a general definition of “religion,” instead 

inviting scholars to attend to the ways in which “situated observers encounter particular 

people in particular contexts” (Tweed 2008, 55). The key concepts of "dwelling and 

crossing," are particularly useful in thinking about transnational religions, and the ways 

that groups construct a sense of self and community, bridging home and homeland in the 

mapping of social and sacred space. While I primarily use this particular definition of 

religion in this dissertation, I will also employ the term “spiritual” to connote a 

practitioner’s understanding of a different sacred/religious/other-worldly realm. I also 

make note of moments when practitioners prefer to use the term spiritual, and explore the 

reasons for their particular word choice.  

 I outline this brief history of scholarly approaches to the study of religion in order 

to make the point that there is a historically rich and vibrant discourse surrounding 
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religion (much like the ambiguities surrounding the term culture in anthropology) and 

disputes about whether it is a useful analytical term. Fully aware of its problematic 

origins, I employ a focus on “material religions” as an analytical framework, rather than a 

definable object. In doing so, I employ an examination of the materiality and the 

spatiality of religions, foregrounding the sensory characteristics and experiences of those 

practices deemed religious, spiritual, or transcendental. In this dissertation, I take altars to 

be “material happenings” in the intersections between personal and cultural memory. 

They are embodied (the altar is not complete without the body), and they embody 

(materialize) a number of memories, experiences and beliefs. Thus, I push for a nuanced 

approach to a “material” object-centered analysis.   

  The disciplines of archeology, ethnology, art history, anthropology and folklore 

have all at some point developed analytic tools (largely shared and at times congruent), 

for the systematic study of material culture (Basu 2013, 371). In anthropology, one can 

trace a genealogy closely related to nineteenth century museum practices and salvage 

ethnography. 

 
Indeed, anthropology was a museum discipline prior to its migration to the 
university. As such, the collection, classification, and analysis of material culture 
lay at the heart of anthropological studies throughout its development late in the 
nineteenth century and early in the twentieth…There was a concern to rescue 
what were perceived to be the surviving vestiges of “primitive societies” before 
they were either transformed or made extinct by the relentless march of 
“civilization” in the form of Western colonialism (Basu 2013, 371). 

 

 Subsequently, the analysis of objects often paralleled the theoretical and conceptual 

developments in anthropology, from Levi-Strauss to Mary Douglas’ nuanced revisiting of 
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how objects reified the concepts of purity and pollution (1984). But perhaps the most 

influential approaches to the material culture approach that I employ in this dissertation is 

the scholarship that demonstrates the power of objects to symbolize relationships, 

beginning with the instrumental rationality of gift-giving via Mauss (1954) and 

approaches that placed ritual objects at the center of the negotiation of self in relation to 

the community (Goffman 1959). Furthermore, invoking the body and experience in the 

analysis of objects opened up ways of thinking about “performance in action,” and 

“events as a social experience and communicative act," that considered material culture 

not just as a product of behavior, but behavior itself (Hymes 1972). Thus, a new 

generation of scholars emerged, from Sidney Mintz, Eric Wolf to Roy Rappaport, that 

have all been influential on material culture studies (Basu 2013). A focus on material 

culture has been especially relevant in the field of folklore; scholars examined the ways 

people interact and communicate with and through folk religious objects. As Simon 

Bronner states:   

 
Objects reify intangible, abstract human and spiritual relations in those 
surroundings. Indeed, folk objects and actions are especially striking evidence of 
people's hidden experiences, values, and mores. The significance humans attach 
to their objects can be traced to the artifact's ability to be touched and seen, and its 
three-dimensional, alterable quality. When people manipulate forms they create 
expressions (1983, 318).   
 

For example, in a study on Czech American altar-making traditions in Texas, Turner and 

Seriff (1987) demonstrate how “gifting an altar” can reflect an ideology of reproduction 

and develop productive relationships among practitioners. These theoretical framings of 
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expressive culture owe much to a “praxis” approach. Thus, the scholarship that emerged 

took into account the role and “life” of objects. Addressing an increasingly globalized 

context, Arjun Appadurai (1988) examined how commodities are objects existing in a 

system of exchange, and enmeshed in a politics of value. In the same volume Igor 

Kopytoff (1988) outlined how things enter in and out of spheres of commoditization, can 

become artifacts, expressive objects, or revert back. These approaches make the point 

that there is no hard distinction between the natural and social life of things.  

 Psychologists have also entered into the discussion into the ways in which one 

shapes a sense of self through meaningful objects. As Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi states:  

 
Artifacts help objectify the self in at least three major ways. They do so first by 
demonstrating the owner’s power, vital erotic energy, and place in the social 
hierarchy. Second, objects reveal the continuity of the self through time, by 
providing foci of involvement in the present, mementos and souvenirs of the past, 
and signposts to future goals. Third, objects give concrete evidence of one’s place 
in a social network as symbols (literally, the joining together) of valued 
relationships. In these three ways things stabilize our sense of who we are; they 
give a permanent shape to our views of ourselves that otherwise would quickly 
dissolve in the flux of consciousness (1993, 23). 
 

Thus, scholars working in a range of disciplines have helped illuminate how ideas of self 

and community are created, remembered and experienced through rituals that make use 

of secular and sacred objects. Whereas earlier studies might have emphasized “things” as 

a merely indicators of belief, part of a functionalist category of representations of 

identity, contemporary studies perceive them as a constitutive element of human 

understanding and interaction, and pay attention to the contexts of their circulation, 

adaptation, and reception.  
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 Material culture continues to be a relevant and intellectually vigorous focus of 

study. More recently, an interdisciplinary cohort of scholars has revived the focus on 

materiality specifically as it applies to religion. The recently founded journal Material 

Religion marks an interdisciplinary shift in the study of the materiality of religions 

(Meyer et al. 2010), attending to the ways in which religious material culture dialectically 

engages with worlds of belief. They claim that heuristically, the term “material” is often 

used in conjunction and interchangeably with the terms: thing, object, artifact, 

commodity, and more recently, actant.8 David Morgan (2011) offers a definition that 

begins with defining thing as it, “consists of parts, it borders on other things, it is finite, 

and it may be intentional” suggesting a concrete existence with the possibility of 

becoming animated through imagination or physical displacement. It is expressed 

through active physical, emotional or psychological engagement. An artifact refers to the 

physical traces of human action, often becoming the subject of great introspection and 

interpretation. Thus, contemporary scholars from a range of disciplines continue to attend 

to “what people do with material things and places, and how these structure and color 

experience and one's sense of oneself and others,” and inversely, how experiences re-

constitute value in material things and places, specifically orienting practitioners in space 

and time.  

 However, there is a cautious recognition that reverting solely to an interpretative 

approach overlooks other complex relationships we have with the “material.” 

                                                
8 More recent approaches in the sociology of science and technology have adopted the term actant as a way 
to refer to human and non-human abilities to “act,” and a way to dissolve the boundary between people and 
things (Morgan 2005). 
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Anthropologist Webb Keane (2008) among others calls for an anthropology of religion 

that does not expect a focus on “materiality” merely to provide evidence of something 

else hidden and less tangible, such as belief. In a recent introduction to the journal 

Material Religion Simon Coleman (Coleman 2009) remarks, 

 
Arguably, anthropology’s chronic emphasis on ‘context,’ has often encouraged a 
dematerialized stance to culture, as the significances and entailments of material 
domains are always already interpreted in relation to ‘wider’ sets of social 
relations and meanings. 

 

 Thus, the trick is, as Keane proposes, to attend to the “materiality” of religion, 

while simultaneously focusing on the interrelationship between objects and practitioners, 

and practitioners and their own interpretations. Practitioners can simultaneously engage 

with religious objects pragmatically (for the practical purpose of accessing the spiritual), 

heuristically (that is, learning through ritual action) and symbolically (to represent 

broader meanings).  

 Those working within the rubric of an anthropology of the senses have duly 

approached “bodily ways of knowing” in order to consciously foreground practitioners’ 

own “sensuous epistemologies” and gives us an insight into how religious practitioners 

deploy various sensoriums to comprehend the spiritual and secular worlds around them 

(Stoller 1997). I do have one caveat. While I do refer at times to a Vietnamese American 

“diasporic imagination,” I am reminded not to comfortably affix a specific sensory 

functionality to one particular “cultural location.” As Marks and Polan identified (2000), 

there is a tendency to uncritically privilege a “neo-orientalist” return to the senses, which 
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turns our gaze from the deodorized West to the sensory paradise of the East. Keeping this 

in mind, I do not claim to a sort of exclusive interpretation of an “exotic” Vietnamese 

religiosity, but rather focus on how the production of a particular Vietnamese American 

diasporic narrative/experience is useful for examining a number of culturally-justified 

tensions and historically-produced contradictions. But I agree with Kate Jellema that in a 

sense, “the search for ritual form is never definitive or complete, and must remain 

‘unfinished business,’ a reflection of the changing social, economic, political and cultural 

circumstances in Vietnamese life worlds” (2008, 440). The following section will flesh 

out what I mean by a Vietnamese American diasporic narrative/experience, particularly 

through the prism of issues of belonging and cultural citizenship. 

 

ON CULTURAL CITIZENSHIP 
 
 This dissertation is grounded in the scholarly discourses surrounding the issues of 

“citizenship and belonging” amidst the phenomena of global migratory and transnational 

mobilities. I offer an ethnographic approach to the ways in which diasporic Vietnamese 

altar practitioners orient themselves (in physical and social space) in the context of 

different cultural landscapes, locally and transnationally, and make an argument for 

looking at the intimate practices of ritual and religious expression and devotion in the 

context of issues of immigrant belonging. In this section, I explore how the concept of 

citizenship has been expanded and enriched as a set of cultural and social processes that 

must be examined in the realm of everyday life; in other words, scholars interested in 
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cultural citizenship pay attention to the qualitative and differential experiences of 

belonging in everyday interactions. In particular, ethnographic approaches underscore the 

behaviors, discourses, and practices that give meaning to citizenship as lived experience. 

As Brettell and Reed-Danahay (2008, 9) aptly state, there are ways of exploring 

citizenship beyond a legal-juridical set of rights, responsibilities and entitlements:  

 
Nation-states construct our identities through what Pierre Bourdieu called “rites of 
institution” (such as identity papers, ID cards, etc.), and the nation-state sought to 
bind together and assimilate people believed to have a shared identity. Much 
recent research on issues of citizenship has also drawn attention to the ways in 
which Western nation-states worked to construct a sense of belonging based on 
geography and a sense of place and boundedness. In the nation-state, historically, 
territory and polity are one. Yet immigrants as individuals, families, or groups, 
may transcend these boundaries and operate in various social and political fields. 

 

 They go on to point out that, “When we talk about immigrant belonging, we can be 

talking about various things—possibilities of becoming a citizen in the formal legal 

sense, possibilities of belonging in a more vernacular sense (cultural citizenship), or 

possibilities of transnational belonging in which the immigrant has two ‘homes’ (the new 

host country and the country left behind)” (2008, 20). This section introduces a few 

distinctive theoretical approaches specific to the last two models for and analyses of 

different modes of “being a citizen” (2008, 9). 

 One strand of intellectual thought approaches cultural citizenship as a project for 

social/political empowerment. In this sense, proponents of this model argue against the 

assimilation of immigrant populations and instead advocate that cultural difference 

should not be only tolerated but embraced, both as a fundamental right and as a 
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generative force that sustains American multicultural democracy. This is perhaps best 

represented in the work of Renato Rosaldo’s (1994) concept of “vernacular notions of 

citizenship,” and:  

 
…the right to be different (in terms of race, ethnicity, or native language) with 
respect to the norms of the dominant national community, without compromising 
one’s right to belong, in the sense of participating in the nation-state’s democratic 
processes (252).  

 

Rosaldo’s model attends to the diverse ways in which Latino communities 

simultaneously assert cultural difference and claim rights and belonging in the United 

States. Thus, it is a particular groups’ civic engagement that helps expand the 

assumptions and notions of citizenship rights. The assumption is that when marginalized 

groups affirm their difference and make demands on the larger society for cultural and 

political rights based on that difference, the success of achieving those rights leads to a 

more open, just, and inclusive society (Siu 2001). More recently, Sunaina Maira (2002) 

writes about cultural citizenship among South Asian Muslim youth in the United States, 

and describes youth who, through popular culture, have negotiated varied and multiplex 

identities in response to popular racial and religious stereotypes of Muslim youth.  

 Another model defines citizenship as a process by which the nation socializes 

citizen-subjects differently. Aiwha Ong (1996) defines citizenship as a:  

 
…cultural process of ‘subjectification,’ in the Foucaldian sense of self-making 
and being-made by power relations that produce consent through schemes of 
surveillance, discipline, control, and administration” (737).  
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In this approach, the sociocultural location of newcomers within the nation-state and the 

global economy influences how different regulatory forces socialize them into society 

and the possibilities for manipulating these structural forces. In particular, perceived 

notions of productivity and consumption power are racialized and then set as the criteria 

for belonging, but immigrant groups can learn to manipulate and negotiate their positions 

in different contexts. She examines two differently subjectified groups—Cambodians and 

cosmopolitan Chinese—to explore different modes of incorporation. Ong employs 

“flexible citizenship” to describe the possibilities that arise from the “cultural logics of 

capitalist accumulation, travel, and displacement that induce subjects to respond fluidly 

and opportunistically to changing political-economic conditions” (1999, 6). While 

wealthy cosmopolitan Chinese found their newfound transnational mobility as a strategy 

to gain citizenship, and acquired the trappings of the white upper class to access a sense 

of belonging, they still found themselves racially unable to fully integrate into certain 

spheres of social belonging. Cambodians on the other hand, arrived amidst the (refugee) 

compassion fatigue of the 1980s and were slotted as lower class ethnics, and accordingly 

trained by government and non-profit agencies for entry-level and menial work. 

However, families (particularly women) managed to find strategic ways to maneuver 

state-funded welfare programs to overcome poverty, the legal system to keep domestic 

abuse in check and religious institutions to provide social networks to their advantage. 

Even so, Ong’s somewhat pessimistic model offers only the possibilities of adaptation, 

accommodation, and negotiation to cultural incorporation within the national boundaries 

of the United States.  
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 Another strand of scholarship examines citizenship practices that take place within 

and across national borders and address both civic incorporation and continued 

attachment to the homeland for immigrant groups. Michele Laguerre for example, defines 

diasporic citizenship as “a set of practices that a person is engaged in, and a set of rights 

acquired or appropriated, that cross nation-state boundaries and that indicate membership 

in at least two nation states” (1998, 190). In a way, this dual membership allows the 

possibility for migrants and their families to undermine state control and authority in both 

nations. Lok Siu (2001) also explores the politics of belonging through a diasporic lens, 

but critiques scholarship that remains inextricably bound to the framework of the nation-

state. She offers an examination of the overlapping and multiple identifications of 

diasporic Chinese in Panama as a challenge to existing formulations of cultural 

citizenship that remain focused on the singular relationship between an immigrant group 

and their nation of residence. She argues that cultural citizenship for diasporic Chinese 

involves the production of cultural and political identifications and ties with both the 

nation-state of residence and the larger diaspora. In her analysis, diasporic organizations 

addressed economic, political and social needs when and where the nation-state fails to 

protect the interests and lives of diasporic Chinese. She writes,  

 
To be clear, I am not positing a binary relationship between the nation-state and the 
diaspora. Quite to the contrary, I suggest that the diaspora, as an imagined and 
practiced community, is partially constituted by the conditions of the nation-state. 
In other words, the marginalized status of the Chinese, their cultural exclusion, and 
their lack of legal entitlement in Central America and Panama together configure 
the conditions that encourage the imagining and the practicing of a more expansive 
notion of community: one that cannot be confined by national borders (Siu 
2001:18). 
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Thus, diasporic Chinese in Panama assert simultaneous belonging in various cultural-

political systems. This is realized by participating in local, regional, national and 

transnational fundraising efforts, political lobbying agendas and economic safety net 

projects that provide a level of social and financial stability that may not be found in their 

new places of residence due to racial or economic discrimination. Furthermore, to add 

more complexity, often the diasporic Chinese act as informal mediators and consultants 

for interstate relations between the Republic of China in Taiwan, and the People’s 

Republic of China in the mainland. Hence, Lok Siu (2001) offers a nuanced perspective 

that brings to light the extent to which states (through exclusionary practices) provide the 

impetus for diasporic organization, and subsequently offer the opportunity for these 

diasporic groups to exert some influence on the geopolitical stage.  

 A number of studies have focused specifically on issues of citizenship and 

belonging among the diasporic Vietnamese community. Gisèle L. Bousquet (1991) 

examined the  “dual political identity” of French Vietnamese groups active in homeland 

politics, and also having high rates of naturalization. She situated the high involvement in 

civic and political spheres as a product of transnational anticommunist activities. Minh 

Zhou and Carl Bankston (1999) examined how particular Vietnamese American 

communities achieved upward mobility either by retaining certain ethnic traditions and 

networks or conforming to mainstream cultural norms.9 Hien Duc Do (1999) locates 

                                                
9 This work is situated in an assimilationist framework, one which has been criticized for its assumptions 
that adaptation and economic success are based on hierarchically racialized assumptions of Anglo 
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some of the roots of Vietnamese diasporic political engagement within student 

organizations on American university campuses. More recently, Deborah Reed-Danahay 

(Brettell and Reed-Danahay 2008) explores immigrant belonging through Vietnamese 

American “communities of practice” which emphasizes social learning, calling attention 

to the ways in which immigrants learn to become part of a society, and inversely, 

drawing attention to the constraints on belonging that can develop both internally and 

externally to the group. More and more, scholars are attending to the particular spaces in 

which immigrant groups intersect and interact with members inside or outside of the 

ethnic community and the nation—civic or ethnic associations, universities, social service 

agencies, health clinics, transnational political movements, religious institutions, and 

even internet communities (Brettell and Reed-Danahay 2008). Indeed, transnational 

spaces are increasingly important to immigrant practices of cultural citizenship. Although 

nations define individuals in terms of discrete citizenship and alien categories, the ways 

in which citizenship is enacted and expressed may vary considerably.  

 Thus, I situate this dissertation as an ethnographically based case study that 

emphasizes questions of belonging in spatialized ways in the context of a (physically, 

figuratively and virtually) mobile diasporic Vietnamese community. In particular, I offer 

an intimate perspective of the ways in which immigrants and the children of immigrants, 

construct, negotiate and contend with concepts of belonging in the context of popular 

religious practice. I make the case that altars are spaces that lay claim to collective 

                                                                                                                                            
American middle class superiority, African American socioeconomic failure, and the retention of certain 
cultural traits as regressive. 
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belonging, in this case, a Vietnamese diasporic cultural citizenship. I contend with the 

ways in which people are bridging how they conceptualize themselves in the intimate 

spaces of their homes as individuals with particular life stories, needs and aspirations, but 

also as a family unit, and as a diasporic community. Like Siu (2001), I assert that 

diasporic cultural citizenship happens transnationally. A focus on communal religious 

practices allows an insight into how displaced communities construct new meaning and 

negotiate a spiritual home. 

 The scholarly literature on cultural citizenship has had to contend with the contexts 

of globalization, transnationalism, post-colonialism, migration, and the geopolitics of 

war. I approach these altars and shrines as sites that situate and ground a collective 

narrative that seeks to encapsulate, commemorate and make instructive a particular 

diasporic Vietnamese refugee experience. In particular, I am interested in grappling with 

how these moralized sites of religious practice and remembrance encourage the second 

generation to identify with the diasporic community. I argue that these sites fulfill very 

distinct desires for resolution and healing and performatively ground diasporic 

connection, creating a new narrative that reclaims and reifies the formerly negative 

qualities of displacement. And, while there is a range of individual motivations for these 

popular religious practices, they become communally efficacious as symbolic 

representations of the common refugee experience. In the next section, I situate my work 

within the broader framework of how Asian Americans have been represented in 

scholarly literatures. In this way, I want to foreground the relationship between notions of 



 47 

citizenship and belonging employed by nation/states, and the subsequent cultivation of 

scholarly production of knowledge about newcomers of Asian descent. 

KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION ABOUT ASIAN AMERICANS 

 Asian American scholars have noted how Asians in the United States, even as 

citizens, continue to be located outside the cultural and racial boundaries of the nation 

(Lowe 1996, 6). At different moments in the last century-and-a-half, Asians have gained 

entry into the U.S. economic market and nation/state, yet have been simultaneously 

marked as foreign and outside the national polity—politically, linguistically, and 

culturally (Lowe 1996:8). A historical look at these contradictions express a racial 

formation and gendering process of Asian Americans as simultaneously immigrant and 

colonized nationals.  

Racist legislation directed at Asian Americans goes back to the 1880s, when the 

U.S. market used racialized divisions among laborers to maximize profit. Then in 1882, 

the Chinese Exclusion Act prevented further Chinese immigration in order to prevent 

over-saturation of the labor market, and legislation further disenfranchised them to 

prevent Chinese from accumulating capital. Defined as "aliens ineligible for citizenship," 

Chinese and other Asian immigrants were also denied, by state legislation, the right to 

own property. Asian immigrants were excluded from land ownership, social mobility, 

and citizenship (Takaki 1998, 26). Alexander Saxton (1975) argues that White hostility 

toward the Chinese was an extension of preceding national patterns of racial hatred of 

Indians and Blacks and that the Chinese served as the “indispensable enemy” to unite 
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heterogeneous Whites into a racially exclusive labor movement that helped further the 

dominance of the skilled trades, the effects of which still exist today. Thus, U.S. 

immigration policy objectives fluctuated and the factors shaping both racial and labor 

issues changed continuously based on these economic needs. For example, the U.S. 

introduced a number of discriminatory immigration legislation related to Asians 

including: the 1907 Gentlemen's Agreement that excluded Japanese and Koreans, the 

1917 Immigration Act that denied entry to Asian Indians, the 1924 Immigration Act that 

reaffirmed prohibitions and the 1934 Tydings-McDuffue Act that excluded Filipinos.  

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, labor migration and population 

displacement caused by industrialization and war led to massive immigration from 

Eastern and Southern Europe. The Chicago School of social scientists began to create a 

body of theories for understanding the ideas and practices of race and culture that had 

grown out of this mass movement, including the analysis of the established Asian 

communities that had settled in segregated residential enclaves. Thus, ideas about Asian 

Americans formed a central part of such theories about race, migration, and culture (Yu 

2002, 6). Broadly speaking, these scholars operated under the assumption that members 

of minority groups were deviant or deficient. To become normal, they had to shed their 

dysfunctional cultures in order to assimilate into the majority Anglo-American culture 

(Chan 1991, xiii). In other words, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

ideas about Asian Americans formed a central part of sociological theory. While 

anthropologists studied Asian “others” abroad, a number of scholars at the University of 

Chicago's Department of Sociology deliberately connected their study of the “Oriental 
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Problem” both to their theories about European immigrants and to their interest in what 

they called the "Negro Problem" in America. The Oriental represented a way for them to 

bridge these two separate issues, a subject that could connect their studies of immigration 

and race; this knowledge was predicated on a definition of the exotic (Yu 2001). Between 

1920 and 1960, the sociological conceptions of competition, conflict, accommodation, 

and assimilation, directed the thinking about Asians (and other groups of color) in the 

United States (Yu 2001). These studies of Asian Americans were dominated 

overwhelmingly by questions relating to their so-called assimilability into American 

society. These questions were posed within the framework of various theories of 

assimilation. These ideas were premised on a number of assumptions, mainly the 

superiority of urban, middle-class, and predominantly Anglo-Saxon Protestant values, 

and the necessity for racial minorities to discard conflicting values, derived from their 

own ethnic heritage, as the price of acceptance (Espiritu 1997, 5). 

 During WWII, Japanese Americans, unlike German Americans and Italian 

Americans, were forcefully interned in relocation camps, and defined and treated as an 

enemy "polity" by the federal government (Takaki 1994, 27). The U.S. government 

coercively confined Japanese Americans and demanded their allegiance to a single 

country. At the same time, there was an effort in the popular media to afford better 

treatment of the Chinese (since China was an ally), and industrial jobs became available 

to the Chinese. This was short-lived however, when the political climate changed 

drastically in the postwar years due to China's socialist revolution. Furthermore, China’s 
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involvement in the Korean War made it the archenemy of the U.S. and as a result, the 

Chinese lost any chance of moving into the mainstream of U.S. society (Kwong 2001). 

 These changing geopolitical dynamics also affected studies in the social sciences. 

Milton Gordon's (1964) refinement of the assimilation concept formed the theoretical 

base for many studies on Chinese and Japanese Americans. This conceptual framework 

foregrounded questions relating to the cultural traits or behavioral patterns of Asians but 

overlooked the factors of economic exploitation, institutional discrimination, and other 

systems of power in U.S. society. These sociological studies also ignored the experiences 

of women or subsumed them under those of men (Espiritu 1997, 1). By 1965, when the 

doors to the U.S. were once again reopened to immigrants, analyses of race and culture 

reflected the demographic history of the exclusion period; these scholarly histories of 

"Orientals" within the U.S. reflected this larger periodization within American history 

(Yu 2001, 6). 

Emerging from the student and community grassroots movements of the late 

1960s and the early 1970s, Asian American studies developed as an alternative field of 

study that contested the cultural bias of the assimilationist framework. Like other ethnic 

studies programs, Asian American studies challenged the prevailing academic power 

structure, particularly its claims to objectivity and universalism (Yanagisako and Delaney 

1994). The discipline emphasized the commonalities in the experiences of the Chinese, 

Japanese, Korean, Asian Indian, and Filipino immigrants, who had been in this country 

since the nineteenth century, as well as the refugees and immigrants from Vietnam, Laos, 

and Kampuchea, who had recently arrived (Chan 1996). This movement was impelled by 
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the extraordinary reversal of immigration policies that benefited Asian immigrants. The 

1965 Immigration Act, which overhauled previous immigration legislation, included the 

removal of the national-origins quotas and brought an end to systematic discrimination 

against Asian immigrants. Whereas Asians accounted for less than 7 percent of total 

immigration in 1965, the population increased to nearly 25 percent five years later. By 

the mid-1970s, Asians constituted well over one-third of all immigrants (Ong and 

Gatewood 2000, 159). There was also immigration from countries already disrupted by 

colonialism, neocolonial capitalism, and war including Viet Nam, Kampuchea, and Laos. 

The popular representations of the Asian as pollutant originated in mid-

nineteenth-century California and paralleled closely with academic discourses on the 

“oriental” throughout the twentieth century (Lee 1999, 9). Asian immigrants were 

represented as a threat to nation, race, and family. They were a stereotype of the disease-

ridden, racially inferior, inherently inassimilable nineteenth-century coolie, a group that 

was collectively captured as “yellow peril.” The image of Orientals as antagonists 

continued to resonate in popular culture into the 1960s and 1970s, as seen in the 

demonizing Disney comic strips used to intensify resistance against Asia around the 

globe and at the home front (Ma 2000, xx). By 1965, the place of the “Oriental” in 

American society had become very different than surveyed by the Chicago School 

Sociologists. New immigration laws reopened America to immigrants, and an influx of 

new migrants from China, Korea, India, Southeast Asia, and the Philippines would 

forever change the character of Asian American populations. By the late 1960s and 

1970s, the positive image of “Orientals” won out, and characterizations of Chinese 
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Americans and Japanese Americans as a problem were replaced by promises of their 

resounding success in America, and a new and interesting popular image began to take 

shape. The representation of Asian Americans as a “model minority” originated in the 

racial logic of Cold War liberalism of the 1950s, as they were held up as a model image 

of successful case of "ethnic" assimilation; these images contained three major anxieties 

in Cold War America: the red menace of communism, the black menace of racial 

integration, and the white menace of homosexuality (Hu-Dehart 1999, 10). By the late 

1960s, an image of successful Asian American assimilation was held up to African 

Americans and Latinos as a model for nonmilitant, non-political upward mobility—an 

image that was to be severely criticized by Asian American activists. 

The positioning of Southeast Asian countries in the new global economy along 

with Japan, South Korea and China has created impressive population growth rates in 

Asia, and has been accompanied by the arrival of wealthy Asian immigrants to the United 

States and other First World nations. Asian Americans are now occupying an interesting 

role as transnationals and bridge builders on the Pacific Rim (Hu-DeHart 1999, 9). This 

has popularized and rearticulated the “model minority” notion to explain Asian 

successes—a culturalist argument often offered by Asian leaders who propagate the 

notion that "Asian values" that have created an "Asian model" or "Asian spirit" of 

capitalism (Hu-Dehart 1999, 5). However, these stories of Asian success overlook the 

fact that the old barriers to Asian American integration into American society remain, and 

new ones are still being erected. Ronald Takaki reminds us that what transformed Asians 

into "strangers" in America was not simply their migration to a foreign land and their 
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lack of indigenous and organic ties to American society, but their point of origin and their 

specific reception; and as I’ve outlined above, race in terms of Asian America has always 

operated within an economic context (1989, 12). In the past, Asian immigrants came here 

to meet demands for labor—as plantation workers, railroad crews, miners, factory 

operatives, cannery workers, and farm laborers (Takaki 1989, 13). In today’s context of 

the transnational migration of Asian professionals and entrepreneurs, it is unclear how the 

United States will receive these new migrants in light of its competing economic and 

political interests. Ambiguity about the U.S. role in the evolving global economy adds to 

the uncertainty about the direction immigration policy will take. It will be interesting to 

see if Asian Americans transfer their economic clout to both the domestic and 

international political arenas and if they will ever move beyond the stigma of perpetual 

“foreigners.”  

Yet, popular representations are contradictory and complex in nature. In the post-

Vietnam War era, the Asian American began to be represented as the invisible enemy and 

the embodiment of inauthentic racial and national identities—culminating in the image of 

the “gook.” The popular conception was that America's defeat in Southeast Asian was 

brought about by a faceless and invisible Asian enemy (Christopher 1995). The 

representations of Vietnamese refugees also overwhelmingly focused on the 

psychological traumas of displacement, resettlement, and adaptation—the emblematic 

victim in popular discourse (DuBois 1993). This interestingly happened simultaneously 

with the popularization of Chinese martial arts via Bruce Lee during the 1970s, and the 

commodification of martial arts in American youth culture (Ma 2000, xx).  
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However, Asian Americans have not been passive in the face of the production 

and reproduction of the Oriental stereotype that has barred them from immigration, 

citizenship, and participation in American society and culture. Despite critical 

interventions by activists and professionals in the popular culture fields, Lee (1999) has 

warned that the “Oriental” is a complex racial representation made up of contradictory 

images and stereotypes. This complexity and ambiguity gives the concept its ideological 

power, and in turn, gives the racial stereotypes its ability to survive, mutate, and 

reproduce, even in the hands of Asian Americans themselves. For example, whereas 

"Orientalist" discourses in cinema once helped mobilize and sustain support for U.S. and 

European imperialism in Asia, the production of Asia-phillia (the commodification and 

celebration of Asian-ness) is deceptively benign. This ideological construct “naturalizes 

and justifies the systematic appropriation of cultural property and expressive forms 

created by Yellow people” (Ma 2000, xxi). In a similar essentialist vein, Asian American 

entrepreneurs have been known to popularize and rearticulate a now often-repeated neo-

Confucian notion to explain Asian successes in the newly globalized Pacific Rim 

economies. These leaders cite that "Asian values" have created an "Asian model" or 

"Asian spirit" of capitalism (Hu-Dehart 1999, 5). In sum, the multiplicities of these 

academic and popular discourses on race point to the social contradictions drawing on 

racist images of the present, visions of the future, and the continuing constructions of the 

past.  

The developments of Asian American Studies and Ethnic Studies in academia 

were attempts to control the site of production of knowledge about Asians in America. 
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The goal was to create a separate institutional network where research could be produced 

and validated (Tachiki 1971). Except for a few working in the Asian ethnic communities, 

most of the young Asian American activists of the 1960s came from college campuses 

across the nation and from upwardly mobile middle class families (Wei 1993, 301). The 

movement appropriated the designation "Asian America," which was composed through 

coined political mobilizations for civil rights in the U.S. and against American 

imperialism in Asia, most pointedly through the Vietnam War. A sizable U.S.-born 

generation of mostly Chinese and Japanese but also those of Filipina/o and Korean 

descent formulated an "Asian American pan-ethnicity," accenting the American in 

repudiation of the alien connotations of the then-prevailing category of Oriental (Kang 

2002, 5). Asian Americans joined other peoples of color to use the term "Third World," 

which emerged in the late 1960s, signifying “the common position and interest of racial 

minorities, the common bonds with the Third World, and the belief that classical 

colonialism and white racism had the same roots in Western imperialism” (Gee 1976). 

Asian American scholars attempted to situate individuals as agents of history—

men and women who made choices that shaped their lives, even when these were 

severely limited by conditions beyond their control (Chan 1991, xiii). Scholars also 

refuted the model minority myths about Asian Americans, which they felt obscured the 

complexity of Asian American experiences, and made their contributions to the struggle 

against racism invisible (Juan 1999, 4). In sum, Asian American Studies emerged from 

the student and community grassroots movements of the late 1960s and the early 1970s 

as an alternative field of study that linked formal knowledge and history with community 
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and political engagement. They also contested the cultural bias of the assimilationist 

framework, and challenged the prevailing academic power structure, particularly its 

claims to objectivity and universalism (Hu-Dehart 1999). The dominant themes guiding 

Asian American student activism were: (1) a critique of U.S. imperialism and Orientalism 

(Said 1979) and, (2): the history of legal exclusion, and the quest of inclusion and 

citizenship. Yanagisako (1994) has argued that since the dominant narrative of Asian 

American studies consistently foregrounds political activism, this has lead to a very 

specific trajectory in Asian American Studies. 

In a critical assessment of the discipline, scholars have pointed to how Asian 

American Studies have tended to focus on immigration and labor history and located it 

within the context of American imperialism and labor exploitation of Third World 

peoples, and have continued to do so (Saxton 1971; Kwong 1979). The tension between 

the desire of the founders of Asian American Studies to stand in solidarity with other 

peoples of color and the fact that in socioeconomic terms, Asian Americans were more 

like White Americans, helps to explain why the attack on the "model minority myth" is a 

core theme of Asian American History courses. The model minority critique also 

solidifies a sense of ethnic solidarity in the concept of Asian American pan-ethnicity, in 

which disparate groups have come together to promote and protect both their individual 

and their united interests (Aguilar-San Juan 1994). In celebrating the laboring past of 

their ancestors, college instructors and students link their ancestral past with the present 

and thereby constitute a shared and seemingly stable Asian American working class 

identity (Yanagisako 1994:287). Though important, this anti-racism agenda has 
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homogenized differences among Asian Americans, assuming heterosexuality and 

subordinating issues of gender and social class. Asian American history was normalized 

as masculine, with women's experiences, contributions, and standpoints omitted, 

distorted, discounted, or rendered invisible. The pedagogical practice of privileging a 

masculinist working-class past in Asian American History courses molds a uniform 

ethnic, gender, and social-class consciousness (Hune and Nomura 2003). Moreover, some 

scholars trace this omission back to the anti-colonialist discourses underpinning the civil 

rights movements that had the unfortunate consequence of relegating other domestic and 

cultural dimensions, including religious life, to an unworthy research subject (Yoo 1999). 

This project responds to and critiques this masculinist approach, which classical studies 

in the social sciences molded into an exotic, uniform, ethnic/gender/social-class paradigm 

from the diverse material realities of Asian Americans (Yanagisako 1994).  

In response, and drawing on the insights of the anthropology of religion and 

studies on subject formation, this dissertation research will contribute to a small but 

growing literature on religion that focuses on Asian and Latino immigrants and how they 

negotiate the politics of cultural citizenship, gender and identity in light of their religious 

commitments (Tweed 2002; Ong 2003). More recently, the events of September 11th 

have resulted in widespread suspicion about the religious, moral and cultural beliefs of 

immigrant youth. Thus, this project will also examine the often-neglected subject of 

immigrant youth and the second generation—who were often a lightning rod in the 

charged immigration debates sparked by the nativist resurgence during the 1980s and 

1990s (Maira 2002). This research is particularly timely in the context of the opening of 
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global relations and trade with Vietnam that has allowed ex-patriots to visit the 

homeland, and a solidifying American identity based on a growing second generation 

with Vietnamese heritage. So, how do Vietnamese Americans, their neighbors and their 

kin in Vietnam understand Asian-ness, American-ness, nationalism, race/ethnicity, and 

citizenship in terms of religious practice? What do they make of the cultural production 

and popular religion of Vietnamese American youth? This research speaks to these 

questions in the context of research on religion and immigrants across a number of 

disciplines, particularly the work concerned with the second and third generations (Chen 

and Jeung 2012). This dissertation is a way of teasing out the divergent material realities 

of Asian Americans, focusing specifically on one topic that is often overlooked—popular 

religiosity—and addressing a relatively new Asian immigrant group to the United States, 

Vietnamese Americans. 

 

A THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION TO ANTHROPOLOGY 

 
On its most intimate level, this research focuses on the domestic altar, a sacred 

space with access to the spiritual plane for the communication with ancestors, spirits, and 

the divine. As communal spaces, altars and shrines can also create real and symbolic 

spatial connections to networks of related kin between the homeland and across the 

diaspora. Thus, altars and altar-practices are a lens with which to analyze diasporic 

sensibilities that are situated locally but shaped by structural technologies, aesthetic and 

cultural sensibilities and broader global visions of Vietnamese-ness. As I have outlined 
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above, this dissertation research is situated within varied bodies of anthropological 

research that integrate interdisciplinary scholarship to address: (1) material religion, (2) 

transnationalism, diaspora, cultural citizenship and belonging and (3) issues of race and 

subject formation of peoples of Asian origin. In a classical anthropological approach, the 

analysis of “ancestor worship” is historically linked with the concerns of death and dying. 

The classic cross-cultural comparisons of ancestral practices or the “cult of the dead” in 

African, American Indian, and Asian traditions overwhelmingly served to understand the 

universal problem of how human cultures dealt with the problem of human mortality 

(Spiro 1952). Indeed, Vietnamese ancestral and religious practices are about 

memorializing and contemplating the transcendental, but this research seeks to 

understand how sacred spaces are also “living” spatial sites of cultural negotiation both 

inside the home and in the community.  

A material culture approach to religious practices addresses the production and 

consumption of religious images, objects, and events and how they interact with other 

aspects of the social and cultural context in which they are embedded. A folkloristic 

approach (Turner 1990) promotes a sympathetic engagement with religious practice as it 

is expressed in everyday life. This dissertation project considers altar spaces and shrines 

as important sites for the negotiation of self and community, expanding on the established 

literature that has critically examined the domestic practices in other communities such as 

those in Italian American (Orsi 1988), Czech American (Turner and Seriff 1987), 

Mexican American (Turner 1999), Afro-Cuban American (Brown 1999) and Japanese 

American (Iwamura 2003) homes. This dissertation moves this body of research forward 
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by not only examining “traditional” practices by community and academic standards, but 

also those that have multi-religious, multi-ethnic, or “commodified” attributes.  A focus 

on the mass-produced and untraditional yet ubiquitous elements of religious objects are 

important for understanding religious practice in terms of the situated impact of global 

flows (Appadurai 1996). This research responds to this ambivalence to the hyper-

commodified aspects of popular culture (Benjamin 1936). This dissertation addresses 

similar issues: do mass-produced images and objects undermine the authenticity of 

experience for practitioners? Have altars been relegated to objects of kitsch in the second 

generation or are they still invested with religious relevance? How does popular religion 

materially and visually evoke the influence of American values, popular culture, 

globalization, commercialism, and local sensibilities? 

 Moreover, studies about institutional religion among the “new” post-1965 

immigrants have noted how important it is to understand cultural belonging in the context 

of transnationalism (Rodriguez 2000). Scholars have proposed transnationalism as a 

concept to describe the experiences of contemporary migrants as trans-local, hetero-local, 

diasporic, and increasingly global (Schiller, Basch, and Szanton Blanc 1992). Hall 

defined globalization as “those processes, operating on a global scale, which cut across 

national boundaries, integrating and connecting communities and organizations in new 

space-time combinations, making the world in reality and in experience more 

interconnected” (Hall 1997a, 619). Scholars have also shown that, “in the pulverized 

space of postmodernity, space has not become irrelevant: it has been reterritorialized... 

[and] it is this that forces us to reconceptualize fundamentally the politics of community 
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solidarity, identity and cultural difference” (Gupta and Ferguson 1992, 9). In many ways, 

these findings have reconceptualized how we do research in an age when communities 

are increasingly imagined in the intersections of the local and the global. Thus, this 

dissertation research is based considerably on a spatial analysis. Lived religion, after all, 

depends crucially on space and place to constitute a myriad of material expressions. 

Moreover, this research is informed by the classic contributions on structural 

racialization (Said 1979), yet situated in the contextual and local level of everyday 

negotiation that is fundamentally shaped by the realities of race and class in American 

culture—but not solely determined by these realities. In other words, this research will 

provide a nuanced understanding of the connections between public life and the 

constructed aspect of belief and identity that are influenced, but not totally determined, 

by the broader structural technologies of subject formation. Specifically, I address how  

racializing and gendering processes have construed the Vietnamese as “refugee subjects” 

through political discourses and institutional formations (DuBois 1993). Refugee 

communities have been constituted as particular categories of citizen-subjects through 

human technologies that impose certain notions of ethics, the body, race, religion, gender, 

and labor (Ong 2003). Interestingly, Ong found that Cambodian refugees both resisted 

and accommodated their inscription into institutional categories of difference in two areas 

of the public sphere—the church and the marketplace. The focus of this research is on a 

much more intimate scale, examining people’s domestic lives as they themselves 

construct and articulate them through religious practice. In other words, if Ong’s work 
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articulates how “Buddha is Hiding” in Cambodian refugee experiences, the operative 

question that this research asks is, “Where has Buddha been found and (re)presented”?   

 This research situates the metaphysical invocation of Vietnam as a conceptual and 

physical place that is articulated and negotiated through religious material and expressive 

culture. In this sense, “Vietnam" is not limited to geographical spatial and cultural 

boundaries, nor can it be held up as providing the authentic and authoritative standard for 

all things Vietnamese. Instead, this research will untidy anthropology’s conventional 

presumptions of an isomorphic connection between "culture" and "place," (Gupta and 

Ferguson 1992) and will open up an avenue with which to approach culture as an “open 

and indeterminate signifier whose meanings are constantly renegotiated and 

rearticulated” (Ang 1998, 225). The original contribution of this research is in its ability 

to ground this theory and articulate how this is experienced and expressed through 

religious belief and practice. More broadly, this research contributes to the 

anthropological concern about the nature of community, further situating the relevance of 

Anderson's (1992) concept of the "imagined community" to diaspora studies in the 

context of the research on global space and religion.   

 

 



 63 

PART 2: CONSTITUTING THE SPIRIT(S) 

 

 In this section, I explore how home altars materialize and engender a number of 

embodied expressive practices as a means to articulate filial, generational, religiously 

tempered connections and relationships. Through an analysis of narratives and 

photographic documentation of Vietnamese altars and altar practices, I examine how 

altars forefront temporality, and inscribe a certain ‘memoryscape’ (Stewart 1993) that 

simultaneously makes room for the present and the future. Home altars channel the 

energies of a family back in time to the nostalgic imaginings of a pre-war homeland and 

nation, as well as forward to reflect the aspirations for a second generation that continues 

the practices of their parents. Thus, home altars are tools with which to communicate 

with the spiritual beyond through petitions and offerings that reveal contemporary 

American values and sensibilities as much as they do the values and sensibilities of their 

practitioners’ Vietnamese homeland. And as a collection of things, altar assemblages 

encourage this multi-temporal reality by accommodating both purposeful and chance 

encounters of the practitioners across multiple places of meaning and significance at 

once. Thus, home altars offer scholars a way to talk about the global (as zones of 

engagement of people, ideas and historical specificity) through the intimately local 

(things), and the present through invocations of both the past and the future.  
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“He has the bells, he has a mat and he knows how to lạy phật.”  

 

My earliest recollection of the Vietnamese ancestral altar tradition is a visit to my 
great-uncle’s home in Houston when I was about nine years old. I am on my 
knees, prostrating awkwardly in front of an ancestral altar in my great-uncle’s 
living room beside my much-more agile five-year old brother. My father 
contorted our bodies into a position of utmost humility—on our knees our heads 
were pushed forward until they touched softly on the ground, our hands tucked 
underneath our stomachs, palms facing each other, eyes closed. One, two, three 
deep bows and the scent of incense mingled with the smell of fish sauce. This was 
the smell and feel of my father’s faith.  

 

 Religious objects are enmeshed and constituted in a world of experience, 

materialized and embodied in complex ways. The description excerpted above mirrors, in 

many ways, what I remember about this tradition in my youth, as I navigated my social 

and religious world primarily through my senses—that which I was given the privilege to 

see, to hear, to smell and to taste. Focusing on the primacy of the senses as evocative 

tools for engagement, I explore in this chapter the diverse material and embodied ways in 

which Vietnamese Americans from diverse backgrounds access the spiritual plane 

through religion. In particular, I explore the ways in which practitioners both shaped and 

interacted with the material articulations of altars and home shrines. I argue that the 

embodied practices of physical and religious attention materialize and ground religious 

experience, while simultaneously expressing a range of religious proclivities, ideologies 

and desires that also reflect a concomitant range of negotiated beliefs, desires and 

practices related to the broader diasporic experience. One practitioner, Trần-Thị-Chất, 



 65 

Thiệt, who goes by Dr. Chất ,10 explains the diverse ways in which her family engages in 

religious practice:  

My daughter Michele, she is a plastic surgeon in San Antonio. She has a little 
Buddha statue [displayed with] her grandparents’ pictures to pray to.  
 
My other daughter, Marie Paule, has a Buddhist altar but doesn’t know how to 
pray. That one is a complete American and does not know a word of Vietnamese. 
I taught her son, Jason how to “lạy phật,” to prostrate. His father [my son-in-law] 
is from Bangladesh. My grandson went to England [with his parents] at two years 
old, and then came to the states when he was [eight]. He has an altar for Buddha; 
he has the bells, he has a mat and he knows how to lạy phật. He tells me, “ngoại, 
ngoại” (maternal grandmother) when you are here I do this for Buddha; when [my 
other] grandma is here I do it for “Allah;” He uses a bronze Buddha that was a 
gift from his [paternal] grandfather to his grandmother, who are both Muslim.  
For good luck and protection in their homes, I gave my daughters an image of 
Guanyin passed down from my mother, and a statue of Guanyin given to me by 
my deceased brother.11 

 

 This excerpt highlights a number of important issues: (1) the range of religious 

proclivities, from consistent practitioners with simple altars to embellished home shrines 

maintained without ritual action; (2) the range and combination of ritual objects and 

behaviors that are considered “necessary” in constituting “proper” religious action; in this 

case: the bells, mat and the ritual action of “lạy Phật,” prostrating or praying to Buddha; 

(3) the efficacious quality of religious objects to bring luck or protection (not an innate 

quality in the object itself but through ritual action and gifting), and (4) the special 

attention paid to narrating an origin story related to the acquisition of religious objects. 

This excerpt also points to the diversity of traditionalized rituals experienced and 

                                                
10 Most participants allowed me to use their real names, but I have taken the liberty of creating 
pseudonyms for those persons that requested that I do so, and for those who shared sensitive topics and 
could possibly be identified. 
11 Interview; 2008. The words in brackets were correction made by email communication.  



 66 

expressed by second and third generation Vietnamese youth, some of who are bi-racial, 

multi-religious and/or have lived in various countries.   

 I am not searching for, identifying or salvaging the “authentic” elements of 

religious practice. Nor am I proposing merely a symbolic interpretation of religious 

objects. The approach I implement in this dissertation does not ask only how objects are 

expressions of religious tenets in material form, or representations (material signs) of the 

sacred, but, as Webb Keane proposed (2008), I ask rather how religions happen or are 

experienced ‘materially.’ Through an analysis of photographs and narratives documented 

between 2007 and 2013, I will carefully examine how altars are inextricably bound in a 

matrix of spiritual connection and human intention, creating the possibility for things 

(like Buddha statues or images) to become religiously, politically and socially 

efficacious. In other words, I trace the ways in which the material, and an explanation of 

the material by practitioners, leads to fruitful avenues for exploring religious practice as a 

means of negotiating or engaging with worlds of belief and identity, ranging from the 

intimate re-workings of domestic space to the broader contexts of a diasporic 

imagination.  

 For the following chapters, I have highlighted the reflections of various participants 

who I have met with throughout the course of the fieldwork, some of whom will be 

introduced fully in later chapters. I begin by making the case that there is a rich and 

varied history of religious practice in Vietnam that extends to the United States as an 

always-emergent field of negotiated practice. I then do a closer examination of three 

home altars in first and 1.5 generation homes.  
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“Traditions are Always at a Crossroad”  

 

 Vietnamese ancestral veneration is one of the most commonly practiced ritual 

traditions in Southeast Asia, and offering incense is commonly seen as the most 

fundamental ritual act; for many Vietnamese, filial piety is seen as the heart of “moral 

personhood” (Jellema 2007). In many households, practitioners more often than not 

maintain ancestral altar rituals in tandem and sometimes simultaneously with the 

religiously proscribed prayers, chants and/or ritual behaviors of their religious faith. And 

while classical definitions of religion may tend to eschew these practices as peripheral or 

informal, in fact, as I will show throughout this dissertation, these ancestral altar practices 

are in fact central to negotiating and solidifying a sophisticated existential and ontological 

worldview. It is also important to note that ancestor worship has always been varied—“it 

is not now, and never was, a uniform practice with a uniform meaning”—a case in point 

is how scholars and the state have more recently viewed ancestor veneration as a 

“national tradition” (Jellema 2007, 468). These varied practices and perspectives urge us 

to think more broadly about the intersections of civic religion and the domestic sphere, 

which I will return to a later part of this dissertation.  

 Although Viet Nam is generally considered a Buddhist country, scholars agree that 

many Vietnamese practitioners have historically adhered to a locally specific kinship-

based form of ancestor veneration. Pre-revolutionary Viet Nam featured a variety of local 
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festivals which were dedicated to specific localities’ own particular exceptional dead 

including village guardian spirits, local mandarins of note,12 or regional festivals devoted 

to kings or deities (Malarney 2002, 525). As Kate Jellema explains about practices along 

the Red River Delta in Viet Nam, 

 
Ancestor worship, especially as practiced in lineage halls, has generally been 
associated with the male-oriented model and is often understood as the ritual 
reinforcement of a patriarchal, patrilineal kinship system (although it should be 
noted that in Vietnam maternal ancestors are often worshipped in domestic 
altars)… For some, these displays of devotion may be little more than displays, 
bids for the social capital that accrues…to those deemed to possess hieu, filial 
piety, but for most, ideas about filial duty are inextricably mixed with deeply held 
feeling of love, moral debt and a desire to maintain connections with their parents 
even after death (2007, 471). 
 

 Indeed, rather than understanding these domestic ancestral veneration practices as 

somehow peripheral those of the East’s “official religions,” some would argue that such 

practices were, and in some cases still are, the official and recognized historical 

antecedents and primary belief systems within which such official religions were and are 

integrated. Hence, Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism from China and India, merged 

with an indigenous form of ancestor veneration13 to produce a syncretic sense of “moral 

orientation” (Rutledge 1984). The formal religious practice of Buddhism was introduced 

to Viet Nam during 1,000-years of Chinese colonization beginning around 200 B.C. 

(Rambo 2005, 92).  Roman Catholicism gained influence with the upper-middle class 

                                                
 
13 Many scholars refer to this practice of veneration as “ancestor worship,” although Jonathan Lee (2003) 
aptly points out that this connotes a Christian-centered understanding of altar practices. Ancestor 
“veneration” may be a better alternative to express the mutual respect and relationships maintained between 
the living and the dead through the ancestral altar. 



 69 

during the French occupation in the 17th century and today makes up about 10 percent of 

Viet Nam’s population (Rutledge 1985). Historically, the Catholic institution has been 

scrutinized and persecuted possibly for “its strong and cohesive organization, its wealth, 

its self-conscious militancy and above all, its foreign origins and identification with 

Western colonialism” (Rambo 2005:90). As a result, a large number of practitioners have 

sought asylum in the United States and comprise a large proportion of the Vietnamese 

American community. Two native religions, Cao Đài and Hòa Hảo have added to 

Vietnam’s religious diversity. Cao Đài is a blend of Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, 

and Catholicism. It is a relatively new monotheistic religion, officially established in 

1926 that allows for the acceptance of the historical Buddha, Mohammed and Jesus 

Christ as prophets. Hòa Hảo, which was founded in 1939 as a form of Buddhist 

“Protestantism,” encourages practitioners to be ready for combat (for protection) and has 

a proscribed nationalist mission. It has more than 1.5 million followers and is located 

predominantly in the Mekong Delta; it emphasizes a highly disciplined personal prayer 

life and has no temples or formal liturgies (Rutledge 1985). There are also smaller 

populations of Muslims among the Cham ethnic minority, Christian Protestants and 

Taoists.14 Religion has often been the source of mutual suspicion, political conflict and 

violence (Taylor 2008). 

 Thus, Vietnamese religious life is varied across a range of religious beliefs within 

and outside of religious institutions. Indeed, a common thread is, “the basic assumption 

                                                
14 Taoism encompasses a variety of philosophical and religious traditions that emphasize a return to the 
simplicity of nature. Everything, including humans and spirits, exists through the dynamic interaction of 
two forces, the yin and yang. 
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that much ritual practice in contemporary Vietnam attempts to create a connection—or 

channel of communication—between this ‘yang’ world with the other ‘yin’ world, and in 

that sense seeks to connect the living in this world with the dead—the ancestors, the 

spirits—in the other world (Jellema 2007, 433). In addition to formal religious 

participation, many Vietnamese households subscribe to a tacit obligation to practice 

filial piety—informally encouraging the subsequent generation to care for their parents in 

their aging years, and singling out the eldest son as the caretaker of the ancestral altar 

following their deaths. These practices are often associated with the formal philosophical 

tenets of Confucian philosophy, which support the idea of obedience to one's superiors, 

and respect for one's ancestors. These basic practices or philosophies have been adapted 

and integrated into the domestic religious practices of Vietnamese families across many 

religious beliefs, including Buddhism and Catholicism, among others.15 Moreover, 

Vietnamese religious life may also include reading signs, divination, mediumship16 or 

spirit possession, and “luck.” It is not uncommon to find religious practitioners that 

subscribe to what some scholars refer to as a popular Vietnamese “spiritual orientation,” 

that is, a common acceptance of a range of spiritual entities including Buddha, ancestral 

spirits, saints and other deities (Padgett 2007). As Kirsten Endres explains, “in addition to 

(syncretized or indigenous) gods and goddesses, the Vietnamese spirit world is populated 

by literal armies of legendary warriors and heroines, celestial beings that had been sent 

from heaven to spend a lifetime among humans, and spirits of human origin who have 

                                                
15 In 1968, the Vatican officially allowed Vietnamese Catholics to practice ancestral veneration. 
16 Ngo Duc Thinh describes len dong (going into a trance) as it is performed by practitioners of the cult of 
the Holy Mothers in Viet Nam (2009). 
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suffered an unjust or untimely death,” some of which have inspired intricate belief 

systems, such as the elaborate rites in honor of the Mother Goddess (Endres 2008, 757).   

 Thus, ancestral altar practices continue to exist amidst this wide and complex 

physical and spiritual landscape. The spirits of the dead are often solicited for aid through 

invocations and offerings and through ritual acts of worship, the most common is burning 

incense, in hopes for divine favors and benefits in this world (Malarney 2002). Ancestral 

spirits are often considered the most efficacious spiritual beings, and can be encouraged 

to intercede in the affairs of the living, especially if they have recently passed into linh 

hồn, or ancestor status. Ancestral spirits are considered essential members of the family; 

some are memorialized as such up to four or five generations after their passing. Some 

families update the ancestral spirits on the status of their living kin, and inform them of 

birthdays, weddings, school progress, career troubles, anniversaries, and funerals. 

Furthermore, on the first and fifteenth of each lunar month, special food offerings are 

made to ancestral spirits, and practitioners often include favorite dishes, candies or a 

glass of rice wine.  

It is a common understanding that one should aspire to transform into a benevolent 

and efficacious ancestral spirit after death, to be memorialized by attentive descendants. 

This is the primary conception of heaven in Viet Nam: “it is home, where the dead are 

surrounded by those who love and respect and feed them. In return for these 

remembrances and gifts, ancestral spirits watch over and ensure the health and well-being 

of their descendants” (Gustafsson 2009, 62). Filial descendants who regularly maintain 

offerings to their ancestors are guaranteed protection from their ancestors who can exert 
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their influence from beyond the grave. Thus, living kin are careful to oversee proper 

burial rites or the retrieval and auspicious re-internment of ancestral remains; they offer 

food offerings regularly at the family altar, and burn paper votive luxury items to assure a 

comfortable afterlife; they may also have their ancestors’ image/plaque installed in a 

local pagoda for the ancestral spirit to receive perpetual care and prayers.  

 Whether a person becomes a benign ancestor or a malicious ghost often depends on 

the circumstances of death. In Viet Nam, as elsewhere, “tragic death that falls out of the 

established mortuary order is unwelcome to the commemorative order” (Kwon 2008, 14). 

This can include anyone who dies “young, childless, violently, away from home, or in 

such a manner that the corpse is mutilated or incomplete” (Malarney 2002, 59–60). 

Unfortunately, many of the five million individuals killed during the war in Viet Nam 

died in such a way that they could not become linh hồn, but instead, are doomed to 

become con ma, an angry ghost. Con ma inhabit the Vietnamese version of hell: not a 

place, but a condition of homelessness and eternal hunger. They are anchored to no 

family altar, and can receive no offerings even if there are living relatives to make them; 

such bad deaths are not so commonplace in today’s Viet Nam, but were the norm during 

the War years (Gustafsson 2009, 63). The aftermath of a bitter and complex war has left 

many families striving to properly fulfill filial duties. In some cases, parents have had to 

memorialize their lost children, especially after a war that claimed many young lives. 

This is not considered a proper arrangement, since “offerings to care for an ancestor’s 

soul in the otherworld can only be made by those genealogically junior to the deceased” 

(Malarney 2002, 60). Then, when the parents die, the memory of their children can 
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quickly fade into obscurity, and if there are no children to remember the parents, they 

become angry ghosts themselves, “for there is no one appropriate left to honor them at 

the family altar” (Gustafsson 2009, 64).  

 In some households, much thought is given to garnering support from good spirits 

(who can bestow health, luck and wealth) and warding off malevolent spirits con ma 

(who can cause illness, social friction and even death). During the Buddhist “Feast of 

Wandering Souls” (held on the 15th day of the 7th lunar month), families will often 

prepare special foods and purchase paper votive items to place on the family altar and at 

pagodas. These offerings are meant to pacify the souls of those who have no one to 

remember them (Gustafsson 2009, 70). Some practitioners may maintain altars for 

efficacious spirits in auspicious locations throughout the house. An altar could be offered 

to the kitchen god Ông Táo, an emissary between heaven and earth (in some cases there 

are three gods). Smaller altars, statuettes or images of the “laughing Buddha,” (seen in 

many businesses) can dot shelves or occupy corners in the home (but hardly ever seen in 

the kitchen or the restrooms) and can bring luck to the family. Other altars are placed in 

transitional or liminal spaces, by windows or doors, and meant to placate wandering 

spirits (who may have died violently or without descendants) that could harm the family. 

A mirror, red paper inscriptions, or lion statues guarding the front entrance to the home 

can also counteract evil spirits. Another type of altar am, is placed outside of the home 

and is aligned with the four cardinal directions in symbolic accordance with the elements 

of water, earth, wind and fire. Although less common in the United States, this type of 
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altar, like the others, brings peace and harmony to the home, which to many Vietnamese 

families is a sacred space that can garner health, luck and prosperity.  

 It is generally agreed that Vietnamese ancestral veneration is intimately tied to 

family life and folk tradition, that is, those elements of practice and belief that are 

informally passed down from generation to generation. Even so, while traditionalized 

beliefs and practices have become important elements in the constructions of 

contemporary meaning, values and certainties, some scholars remind us that in post-đổi 

mới Viet Nam (referring to 1990s reforms to a socialist-oriented market economy), 

uncertainties in this life are ritually offset by sometimes wavering and uncertain attempts 

to turn the dead into allies (DiGregorio and Salemink 2007, 433).17 Scholars have 

theorized the so-called re-emergence of ritual activity18 in contemporary Viet Nam in a 

number of ways (most often framed through an analysis of post- đổi mới political, social 

and economic reforms). Some scholars point to the state’s official encouragement of 

ancestral veneration as a means of political legitimization, and a way in which to draw 

back overseas refugees into the national fold through paralleling the spiritual “coming 

and going of the dead and the living” with the return of Vietnamese to the homeland 

(Jellema 2008). Others argue that the increasing wealth among certain classes has created 

a need for spiritual compensation amidst the economic insecurities of emerging capital 

                                                
17 According to Jellema (2007), during the revolutionary period, there was an inward trend of religion that 
was spurred by the increasing suspicion of religious organizations that were thought to be conspiring 
against the government. Thus, quiet daily vigils in the home are as much a continuation of wartime 
practices as they are of tradition or Đổi Mới related innovations. 
18 Mai Lan Gustafsson points to the scholarship on mediumship in Vietnam, which has grown substantially 
over the last ten years, as an indicator that popular religious practices, and spirit mediumship in particular, 
are on the rise (2009). 
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markets (Luong 2007). Some point to the rebirth of village prestige economies (Kleinen 

1999) and local attempts to recreate institutions of self-governance, while others (Endres 

2008) see the revival of ritual village festivals as a state desire to promote traditional 

morality during an era of rapid social and economic change. Indeed, the scope, scale and 

level of these ritual engagements differs widely, and despite self-proclaimed attempts to 

adhere to “traditional” practices, such rituals have always changed in response to 

emerging uncertainties and insecurities, desires and anxieties that are part of the human 

condition, and at no time, perhaps, as vociferously as the current post-war era (Jellema 

2007: 440). This is nowhere more evident than in diasporic Vietnamese communities, 

many of which have been separated from the homeland by time and space for over thirty-

five years.  

 

IN THE DIASPORA 
 

Across the Pacific Ocean in the U.S., Vietnamese American religious practitioners 

inherited the rich and diverse religious history associated with a wide range of folk 

religious practices and formal religious belief systems from the homeland. In the 

diaspora, most Vietnamese identify as Buddhists or practice a folk-traditional form of 

ancestral veneration; Vietnamese Catholics number about 20 percent of the total 

Vietnamese American population (Rutledge 1992, 4); (Lien and Carnes 2004, 41). In 

Houston, Texas there is a more even distribution; about 40 percent of the Vietnamese 

American population identify as Roman Catholic; 44 percent identify as Buddhists 

(Klineberg 2004, 252).  
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 The religious lives of Vietnamese living abroad are deeply rooted in Viet Nam’s 

rich religious history. Even so, religious practices are in no way static. Religious practices 

and beliefs are continually reshaped and tailored to new lifestyles and to a new generation 

of Vietnamese Americans. In a classical approach to studying religion, there is a 

tendency to focus on the place of worship to determine degrees of religious participation 

(for example, Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000). However, this approach may overlook a 

number of meaningful cultural and religious practices taking place outside of the church 

or temple. Folklorists (Primiano 1995) and other scholars remind us that there is a range 

of popular religious beliefs and practices that work in tandem with institutional doctrine 

(Park and Ecklund 2007).  

 Ancestral altars continue to be taken as a fact of life in many Vietnamese 

American households, learned informally and tacitly in the humdrum of everyday life and 

during special occasions. Children are often introduced to religious or cultural tradition 

through tacit rules and taboos governing certain practices. For example, Olivia, a second 

generation ancestral veneration practitioner from Houston, explained, “when [women] 

are on [their] menstrual cycle, you cannot pray at the altar. I’ve always wondered about 

[that]. I’ve asked my mom, but she did not give me a straight answer.” The answer that 

she received from her mother was, “it’s just not respectful.” Anthropologists have pointed 

to the fact that the creation of the “sacred” is often only possible in terms of a binary 

opposite (Douglas 1984)—in this case, ideas about female “pollution” can reflect the 

opposite of “sacred” and reproduce a certain patriarchal social order that governs these 

gendered ritual taboos. Although these ideas have traditionally been passed down tacitly, 
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it is noteworthy to point to Olivia’s implicit dissatisfaction with not getting “a straight 

answer.” This conversational account between mother and daughter points to the fact that 

the rules governing “proper” altar maintenance can establish and reflect certain religious 

and social orders—but not in an unchanging, timeless vacuum, and certainly not 

unquestioned. Although Olivia does not openly challenge the taboo, this conversation can 

reveal that these tacit rules can also be epistemological sites of curious inquiry and 

informal learning.  

 Home altars often function as sacred spaces to meditate, memorialize and/or 

mediate between the mundane and spiritual worlds. They are often the locus of socio-

religious rituals, including marriage and death rites,19 and sacred spaces to perform filial 

duties to ancestors. Often, the patriarch of the family maintains the family altar in his 

home until he passes away and the eldest son continues the tradition. However, it is not 

uncommon for the wife of the patriarch to maintain the altar, or even construct one for 

her own ancestors, replacing the incense, water, and offerings on a periodic basis. Many 

Vietnamese practitioners continue to celebrate the annual death anniversaries of relatives. 

These special family gatherings—(đám giỗ )—constitute social rituals during which 

relatives reflect on, converse with, or petition their ancestors through the presentation of 

special foods and other rituals (Avieli 2007). Special foods are offered such as fried 

spring rolls or pork paste, but food traditions and rituals can vary greatly from region to 

region and from family to family. Many parents teach the second generation youth to 

                                                
19 Linda Crowder (2000) writes about on changing traditions in a new country, particularly public the 
performance of funeral rites in San Francisco Chinatown. 
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approach the family altar and light three incense sticks, carefully waft the flame to put it 

out (never blow, which is considered disrespectful), and place them in a bronze urn often 

filled with uncooked white rice. These events coincide with the death anniversary of 

recent patriarchs, but distantly or laterally related kin are often incorporated into their 

family altars as well  (Gustafsson 2007: 69).20 Some families are known to keep 

scrupulous notes of death anniversary dates going back generations, calling for more 

family gatherings throughout the year.  

Olivia’s family (who identify with the practice of ancestor veneration), all come 

together on the anniversary of each of her grandparent’s deaths. She explains:  

 
On the anniversary of each of our grandparents’ death, we light incenses, pray and 
bow down three times.  We pray for them, for ourselves, for our loved ones, or 
anything that we want in life, like good grades or happiness. We set food on the 
altar and wait for the first lit incense to burn down to the red stripe. Then we can 
enjoy the food. These gatherings are usually held at the oldest child’s house, or 
where it is convenient. 21 
 

Indeed, in Vietnamese popular religious life, it is common to engage the spirits in order 

to request assistance in dealing with the problems of this world—illness, family troubles 

and even financial difficulties are common issues in which ancestors and spirits are 

consulted. Food that is offered for ancestral consumption is believed to turn from 

ordinary fare into a blessed gift from the spirit world that provides “spiritual beneficence” 

                                                
20 While this is often done in attempt to appease the spirits of an early or maligned death, according to Mai 
Lan Gustafsson, this does not usually have the desired effect of appeasing the dead: in fact, many of her 
informants suffered possession by the spirits of distantly related kin (meaning not a sibling, child, or 
parent). Curiously, some of my informants who were possessed by the ghosts of strangers or friends were 
“cured” when they included these unfortunate souls on their altars. 
21 Written communication. December 4, 2008. 
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as well as nutritional value (Jellema 2007:472). Yet families in the United States, 

separated geographically and limited by the constraints of work or school, often have a 

difficult time finding a suitable location and time for these family gatherings. David, a 

1.5 generation22 from San Francisco, comments on the changing landscape of the 

tradition: 

 
In Vietnam, in the past, it was usually the eldest son that would organize the event 
and bring back the family to gather for the rituals. Siblings may have lived in 
different parts of Vietnam and had to make the long journey home. These types of 
events also gave the family a chance to spend time together. But traditions are 
always at a crossroad. We try to carry on the traditions of our elders, but these 
traditions also take new shape and form. The experience is different for every 
family. 23 
 

Nevertheless, many participants claimed that these days of remembrance provide a 

significant spiritual connection to ancestors and sustain social bonds with living kin, 

whether or not they can make the gatherings.  

 The establishment of a relationship between living kin and their ancestors 

continues to be anchored to the funerary rites of a deceased love one. I was witness to a 

number of families who organized elaborate funerals, where relatives lined up in front of 

the funerary altar and donned garments according to the family hierarchy—the eldest son 

and his family line up first in order of age and each member wears a white band around 

their heads and a white robe. These rites are dynamic, adaptive and innovative. 

Depending on regional variation or personal taste, some families wear a white shirt or 

                                                
22 See Chan (2006) for a discussion of the 1.5 generation. 
23 Email communication. August 19, 2011. 
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blouse and black slacks, or wear different colors of headbands depending on how close 

the relationship is with the deceased relative. Usually, a commemorative event is hosted 

in the home of the eldest son or a larger home of a close relative, if it is most convenient 

for visiting family members. The closest family members often pray together at the 

family altar for one hundred days past the death of a relative to ensure that their spirit 

does not remain in the domain of the living.  

 The two-term translation for altar is bàn thờ, taking its meaning from two 

words—bàn, as in “shelf, desk or table” perhaps best understood as “elevated platform,” 

and thờ, as in “reverence, veneration, worship or adoration.” Vietnamese altars share 

certain core elements. Jennifer, a 1.5 generation practitioner from Austin, discusses what 

“makes” an altar in her home: 

 
A Buddha makes an altar, because that is your teacher. When you come to the 
altar, you're asking for guidance or you're checking in with the spirits and your 
ancestors. I think it's important to have the teacher there. For us, we have the 
painting of the monk since my husband's an artist and so we thought that was 
appropriate to have there. Then, we just have the incense and something to put the 
incense in. Otherwise, we just need a central location, a go-to place. As far as 
pictures, we thought, OK we're gonna line up everybody whom we're asking 
advice from, whenever I light the incense, whom I'm honoring. So, as soon as 
somebody died, we put their picture up there.  
 
[Once the altar was] all was lined up with pictures my mom said, you know, you 
don't need all that; they’re almighty, they know, so you can go ahead and put 
them away. So, I got rid of [the pictures] and now we just keep the urn and the 
Buddha and the painting, and the candles. The candles are something that we did, 
I don't know if other people [keep candles]. My mom didn't have candles; they 
just had the incense. 24 
 
 

                                                
24 Interview. May 14, 2010. 
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 Jennifer reveals both the tacit standards for altar-making practices, and the 

emergent nature of religious practice. Many altars are arranged on a top shelf, furniture 

piece or cabinet and enhanced with incense, cups of water, a photograph of a deceased 

relative, and offerings in the form of oranges, fresh cut flowers and fried spring rolls or 

pork paste on special occasions (Truitt 2013). In addition to photographs, incense and 

flowers, an ancestor may be honored on the altar with fruit, candy, and even cigarettes, 

according to the ancestor’s past preferences. Olivia explains the proper way to offer 

foods: 

 
There is food [offered], but you can't eat it yet, you take it to the altar, light 
incense, you close your eyes and talk to them, and wish for something that you 
want in your life, you put the incense in this gold thing you put it in there; it’s not 
until [the incense is] halfway done that you're able to eat. This is for special 
meals. For fruit, we had to put it up on the altar for one day, but always offered 
[to the ancestors] first. 25 

 

Preparing a food offering is often a careful process, and practitioners like bà Trúc, shown 

in Figure 1, often pick the choicest, brightest, ripened fruits for their altars.  

 

                                                
25 Phone communication. November 13, 2009. 
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Figure 1. Setting out fruit for an ancestral altar; Houston 2011 

 

 Vivian, a second generation practitioner from a Buddhist/Catholic household 

explains how her mother, a devout Buddhist who maintains an ancestral altar, would buy 

bananas and oranges on a weekly basis and place them on the altar on a dish in the same 

spot every time. The family would be allowed to eat the fruit only after it ripened and the 

ancestors were given a chance to partake.26 Vivian and her siblings were encouraged to 

                                                
26 In general, Vietnamese Buddhists believe that ancestors and spirits can and do partake in meals, bestow 
luck or cause conflicts. Vietnamese Catholics, in general, do not believe that spirits come back and place 
fruit and flowers on the altars for their own aesthetic enjoyment. For example, one practitioner, Phong, 
explained in an August 10, 2001 interview, “We Catholics, we don't feel like [they come and eat]. We pray, 
we still see their face [in photographs], but we have the belief that if they were good on the earth they 
would be in heaven by now. But we always pray [that] they look [out] for the children of the family, guide 
them and all that.” 
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place the fruit on the altar, but Vivian’s mother had a specific way that she liked to 

arrange the offerings. Vivian commented,  

 
We tried to arrange it as best we could, but it always had to go through a last 
check with Mom. We were like, “man, it's just fruit,” but she would always 
change it just a bit. 

 

The latter comment illustrates the intensity with which Vivian’s mother feels committed 

to maintaining her altar “just right.” Not only does she pray periodically every week, but 

also untraditionally places images of living relatives still in Viet Nam alongside those 

who have passed away. For Vivian’s mother, this is not only a place to venerate and 

petition those who have passed on, but also a special site to reflect and reminisce about 

family far away in Viet Nam. Vivian, however, calls into question her mother’s 

attentiveness to the aesthetic placement of the daily offering of oranges. Vivian’s small 

complaint demonstrates how meaning can be constantly constructed and negotiated 

between family members through the active engagement of aesthetic tastes.  

 Many Vietnamese American families move or temporarily place their altars in 

other spaces. In fact, altars are not considered permanent homes for ancestors or spirits, 

but only meeting points from which the ancestors can “come and go” (Jellema 2007). For 

some Buddhist families, an image of their deceased relative is sometimes placed on an 

ancestral altar in a Buddhist temple. In time, the family may move it to the home of the 

eldest son. Lee (who identifies as Christian) explains,  

 
My parents are Buddhist and attend the Buddhist temple on a regular basis, but 
they have recently not been able to because of work.  My grandmother’s shrine 
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used to be at the temple where we would visit and give offerings each year to pay 
our respects. My parents wanted to have her closer to home and decided to move 
her shrine to our home. The shrine itself is located in our kitchen. My mother 
would always tell me to ask my grandmother for a blessing because she is still 
around spiritually.27 
 

 During many of my visits, participants spoke about the importance of keeping the 

altar scrupulously clean, a job that can fall either to the patriarch or matriarch, depending 

on family preference. On a daily basis, the fallen incense is swept up and returned to the 

urn, which in some homes, is never emptied until absolutely necessary. As Olivia related, 

“you polish outside of it [the incense holder], but you never throw incense away.” There 

are several considerations or guiding principles that govern the proper maintenance of a 

Vietnamese ancestral altar, which are oftentimes adapted to meet each family’s needs.  

 In addition to rules about how to properly clean an altar, there are also clearly 

articulated thoughts on where an altar can or should be situated. In a chapter about Hindu 

home altars, Mazumdar and Mazumdar (2003) describe three delineations that are useful 

here: (a) complete spatial separation; (b) incorporation into other sacred spaces; and (c) 

symbolic separation. 28  

In some homes, the ancestral altar is completely separated spatially, often placed in 

its own room. As such, the ancestral altars are permanent fixtures in a home and are 

arranged in rooms that may be especially designated for this purpose, often a front or 

upstairs room. The ancestral altar is embellished and becomes the locus of activity for 

special occasions such as Tết the New Year celebration, the Mid-Autumn festival, death 
                                                
27 Written communication. December 12, 2008. 
28 Interview. May 14, 2012. 
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anniversaries or marriage rites. The ancestral altar in Figure 2 is for the maternal side of 

the family and is placed in a second story loft that is sometimes used as a study. A 

separate ancestral altar for the patriarchal side of the family also occupies this room. 

 

 

Figure 2. Ancestral altar in second story loft; Houston 2010 

 

 Many practitioners are very careful to construct the altar in ways that make clear a 

hierarchy among spiritual beings. For example, in Figure 3, the bottom level, the floor, is 

a space for practitioners to meditate, pray, and appeal to higher spiritual powers. The 

ancestral altar occupies the next level up. The uppermost level often displays the religious 
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iconography that identifies the family’s religious faith or combination of faiths—for 

example, Quan Âm or Guanyin in Buddhist households in this particular example, or 

Jesus or Mary in Catholic households.  

 

 

Figure 3. Buddhist and ancestral altar; Houston 2007 

 

 Altars in multi-religious households—that is, homes where members of the same 

family follow different religious faiths—are often sites of intense negotiation. Each 
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family decides how to display the religious images of each belief system. Oftentimes, 

religious altars are set above an ancestral altar or on the highest shelf or cabinet in the 

room. A figurine of the bodhisattva Quan Âm may make an appearance in a Buddhist 

household, or a statue of the Virgin Mary, Đức Mẹ could be displayed in Catholic home. 

29Some families set devotional objects from different religious faiths on separate shelves. 

Vivian, who comes from a multi-religious household, describes the way that her parents 

negotiated the placement of the devotional items of their Catholic and Buddhist faiths 

(illustrated by her below in Figure 4):  

 
 We have a huge book cabinet; one shelf has [Catholic] paraphernalia—holy 

candles, holy water, rosaries, pictures of Jesus and pictures of my dad’s parents 
that passed away; the other shelf has all of my mom’s pictures, [Buddhist 
imagery], and incense.30 

 

 Others might separate the religious altars from the ancestral altars and place 

them—as was the case in my natal household—in different rooms to avoid conflicts 

between the spirits or deities. Thus, each family negotiates proper placement of 

devotional items based on their own ideas about the proper reverence for an ancestral 

altar in relation to the religious altars, and the proper maintenance of religious practices. 

Often, religious prayers and ancestral veneration are performed simultaneously. 

 
                                                
29 Quan Âm Thị Kính or Quan Âm, is the Vietnamese name for a bodhisattva or goddess also commonly 
known as Guan Yin in Chinese. She is one of the most common representations on Buddhist altars, along 
with the original Buddha. In some households, this figure is conflated with Đức Mẹ, the Blessed Mother 
Mary in the Catholic tradition (Lee 2003:14). Some consider them to be different manifestations of the 
same deity. 
30 Interview. October 20, 2009. 
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Figure 4. Catholic/Buddhist ancestral altar on a bookshelf; Austin 2009 

  

 A symbolically separated altar may be barely visible unless one knows where to 

look. Often, these types of ancestral altars may share space in an office or den. It may 

consist solely of images of deceased relatives and incense or candles and co-exists with 

the mundane activities of everyday life—playing video games, watching TV, or eating. 

These altars may share a space with knick-knacks, photos of ancestors as well as living 

relatives, decorative prints or paintings, as seen in Figure 5 in a Catholic family’s 
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household. It is only when the participants themselves engage with the space that it 

triggers a certain kind of "religious access." 

 

  

Figure 5. Ancestral and family photos on cabinet shelves; Houston 2011 

 
 Other families set aside special spaces in their homes with photographs or 

mementos to memorialize deceased family members, but may not necessarily call them 

altars. For example, Linh, who identifies as Catholic, describes the space on her parent’s 

bedside table,  
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Unlike many Vietnamese families, my family does not really have an altar that is 
dedicated to honoring past ancestors. However, after my grandfather’s death, my 
mother began keeping a small photo of him on our dresser, which she prays to 
every night when she gets home from work. It was our family’s first experience of 
losing a loved one. My mother was very close to him.31 

 

 In her home, sacred spaces are demarcated through ritual action. They may not be 

called altars in the family’s daily vernacular, but nevertheless these are profoundly 

meaningful spaces for prayer and meditation. Linh continues,  

 
Our altars are the places in the house where we gather to pray together as a family 
to bond. Every time I visit home, my siblings and I usually crawl into bed with 
my parents at night and together pray out loud before heading to bed. You have 
no idea how much I cherish those moments. I feel so safe and close to my family 
when we are in that room together. It makes me not want to leave back to Austin 
for school. 

 

 Although these are perhaps untraditional spaces for religious meditation, they are 

nevertheless meaningful ways in which families can experience ancestral and religious 

devotion. The sacred space takes the form of a small photo at the bedside table, and in the 

familiar routine of communal prayers before bed.  

 As I have mentioned, home altars are the focal points during certain special 

occasions including the Lunar New Year, the celebration of the birth of a new family 

member, wedding rites, or the death anniversaries of ancestors. Everyone that was 

interviewed considers the Vietnamese Lunar New Year as the most important and joyous 

holiday of the year. This is a time when families gather, often for days, to celebrate the 

occasion; some pay homage to deceased ancestors to ask for luck and health for the 
                                                
31 Written communication. November 10, 2008. 
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coming year. Many Vietnamese American families liken this holiday to celebrating 

everyone’s birthdays, since traditionally it is not customary to celebrate an individual’s 

birthday (although it is commonplace today). The family sets out a feast of special foods 

before the family altar as an offering, light incense, and the family waits to partake of the 

meal until the incense has burned away. In Vivian’s household, one finds turkey, duck, 

stuffing, mashed potatoes, casserole and pies as well as an array of traditional 

Vietnamese foods such as bánh chưng and phở. In another household, a father explains: 

 
[One side of the table has] Vietnamese tradition[al] food, the other side American 
food to make the kids happy. [For us] bánh chưng, the things we miss. [But also] 
we have barbecue, or steak, yes, familiar food. The kids like it. We have to ask 
the children first, what do you want?   

 

 These narratives point to the diverse configurations of ancestral veneration 

practices across religious faiths and in multi-religious, multi-generational and multi-

national homes. While there are a wide range of ancestral altar practices and aesthetics, 

most share common functions. In almost every case, these religious and ancestral altars 

act as vehicles for the “communication and exchange between different but necessarily 

connected worlds, the human and the divine” (Turner 1999, 7). They can be defined as “a 

threshold” or as a “channeling device” (Turner 1990). Seen both as liminal sites and as 

instruments, these different approaches allow us different perspectives into how ancestral 

altars function, illuminating the values and preoccupations of the practitioners 

themselves. They are spaces that create a connection between the sacred and profane 
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worlds of the living and the dead, and across generations. As such, they can be 

understood as models of and for representing a hierarchical social and moral order.  

 The Vietnamese American youth interviewed for this chapter cited their parents and 

family traditions as the primary source of informal religious teaching. As is the case for 

most second generation youth, Vietnamese American college students fit the pattern of 

citing these family-based rituals as the most important influences on the formation of 

their cultural and religious identities (Park and Ecklund 2007). For many, “being 

Vietnamese” is intimately tied to the devotional acts and traditional rituals surrounding 

the family altar. The rituals took on special meaning when they were performed in the 

presence of the nuclear and extended family during the Vietnamese New Year or during 

death anniversary commemorations. As Olivia explained,  

 
I think about these [traditions] more than I did before. Now that I'm older, family 
means a lot to me. I would hope that [when I have kids], they would keep their 
grandparents in mind when I pass away and my siblings pass away. [The 
tradition] has to stay. 

 

Altars are also spaces to find solace and comfort during difficult times, in the face of 

economic crises, familial estrangement or even political exile. The next section will offer 

a closer look at three particular home altars that will illuminate this further.   
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Home Altar/Altar as Home 

 
 

In the lives of [altar practitioners], and the family and lineage members whose 
lives intersect with them, the worship for ancestors—ever present though 
removed by time—offers a means of maintaining ongoing relationships with 
loved ones, publicly demonstrating economic success and moral debt, seeking 
moral guidance and furthering projects of self-cultivation, intervening in the 
affairs of the living, and building or maintaining lineage and family networks. As 
companions, meritorious forebears and moral creditors, ancestors remain potent 
spiritual beings whose efficacious interventions results from an ongoing cycle of 
nurture and remembrance that binds children to parents and descendants to 
ancestors long after biological death (Jellema 2007, 438). 
 

 In a 2007 interview, a participant recounted that one of the first things that she did 

when she came to the United States was to construct a makeshift altar in the tiny room 

where she was temporarily housed in her sponsor’s Texas home. She was alone and 

frightened, and in order to feel a sense of connection, she constructed a space (made up of 

photos of living and deceased relatives) to communicate with her ancestors and pray 

through her isolation, insecurities and nervous apprehension of living in a new country. 

Although she sheepishly confessed that it was her elder brother’s duty to maintain her 

family ancestral altar, this small sacred space she carved for herself played a significant 

role in her peace of mind during that time of great transition. The following visual 

exploration of three home altars will articulate the ways in which, for many Vietnamese 

immigrants, home altars were, and still remain, a visual and religious articulation of 

longing for a homeland and diasporic identity. Beyond functioning as religious objects, a 

number of images, icons and artifacts function as mnemonic devices and mediums for the 

expression and materialization of what it means to be Vietnamese in America, or for 
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some, Vietnamese American (a subtle, but significant difference). The following detailed 

examinations of three altars will reveal the ways in which (1) altars become the 

centerpieces of ritual action, religious activity, but also of homeland connection, (2) 

objects become imbued with religious qualities based on intimately personal experiences, 

and (3) a glimpse into how future generations might creatively alter, adapt and further 

traditionalize these practices. 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Buddhist pagoda, Thái Xuân Village complex; Houston 2011 
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 One evening during the fall of 2010 in Houston’s south side, a woman in her 40’s, 

Cô Loan (shown in Figure 6), walked back from prayers at the Buddhist pagoda in her 

condominium complex. She lit incense, prayed and chanted on her knees, perhaps for 

about thirty minutes. She does this every morning and every evening. 

 
 

 

Figure 7. Exterior altar at Thái Xuân Village; Houston 2008 

 

 We stepped past her neighbor’s simple altar for the spirits of those-who-have-

passed-leaving-no-descendants (Figure 7), where a bright piece of fruit was placed 

among the lingering smell of incense from the evening. This is a common site in this 

condominium complex. It took her no more than fifty paces to reach her front door, 
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where she has decked out the entire entrance of her first-floor exterior with decorative 

tiles of colorfully-painted flowers (here, shown in Figure 8 during the daytime) among an 

array of plastic fruits and flowers, tinsel streamers, lanterns and paper votives.  

 

 

Figure 8. Exterior of residence at Thái Xuân Village; Houston 2011 

  

 There is another altar in front of a side window, dedicated to the wandering spirits; 

incense, bowls of water, silk flowers and fruit are offered here as well (shown in Figure 9 

during the daytime). These altars are often thought of as barriers or thresholds to keep the 
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domestic sphere safe from wayward spirits con ma, who might bring ill luck and fortune 

on the family. 

 

Figure 9. Exterior altar at Thái Xuân Village; Houston 2011 

Loan led my father and me through her front door into a front room that housed a 

visually provocative floor-to-ceiling assemblage of framed prints and photos, religious 

iconography, adornments and the mixed scents of incense, fruit, and Vietnamese cooking. 

In the past, she cooked meals out of her home for many of the residents of the apartment 

complex, so my father, a resident himself, had been acquainted with her before. As they 

chitchatted, I tried to conceal my giddy excitement and took a closer look at this amazing 

piece of expressive artisanship, shown in Figure 10. 
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I had heard from other residents that she maintained an impressive altar in her 

living room that was half Catholic (her husband’s faith) and half Buddhist (her own). 

From my own childhood experiences, I know that small apartments, especially where 

multiple religious practices are found, demand spatial compromises. Apparently, the altar 

has since grown into two full-scale altars occupying almost the entire one-room 

apartment. A statue of the Virgin Mary was placed front and center above the (at least 60 

inch) flat-screen TV and the wall is entirely decorated with plastic fruit, rosaries, candles, 

plastic candelabras, Christmas lights and ornaments. Endearingly called the “fat” or 

“happy” Buddha, known to bestow fortune and happiness, a large plastic mold-made 

statue of the bodhisattva’s likeness occupies the left of center floor beside the television. 

Two black-leather couches line the walls on either side, and framed photographs of many 

children and grandchildren adorn the walls along with lacquered decorative panels. 
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Figure 10. Catholic altar in living room; Houston 2007 

 

 A few steps beyond the living room, a Buddhist altar occupies the entire wall of the 

room adjoining the kitchen. A similarly dizzying array of religious iconography, fruit, 

incense holders and carefully chosen and placed decorative containers and artifacts line 

each of the three shelves that comprise this altar. A table holds fruit as well as uncooked 

noodles and sweets, offerings given to the spirits or treats for the living.  
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Figure 11. Buddhist altar in dining room area; Houston 2007 
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Figure 12. Ancestral altar in dining room area; Houston 2007 

 
 The ancestral altar is situated above a cabinet with a mirrored door as shown in 

Figure 12. Loan has constructed a seamless sacred environment that extends to the 

external thresholds of her home, bridging the contours of what constitutes religious, 

aesthetic and cultural mores. As a religious space, her home is carefully positioned to 

engage in Catholic, Buddhist and ancestral ritual activity. Her aesthetic choices—the 

prevalent colors of red and gold, her preference for bamboo and plastic foliage, and the 

multivalent visual references to Viet Nam through such representations such as the wall 

displays of a wooden contour map of Viet Nam—reveal deeply meaningful material and 

spiritual ties to the homeland. This elaborate altar communicates several messages to her 



 102 

relatives, neighbors and broader religious community. First, it may indicate her 

exemplary fulfillment of her filial duties and suggests that she must have a good 

relationship with benevolent ancestral spirits; it signals her “responsible nature and 

virtuous character” (Jellema 2007, 476) and could also signal her relative economic 

success, especially amidst a condominium complex known to house the working poor. 

But this is only the most surface, sociological range of meanings associated with Loan’s 

richly semiotic construction. In order to understand some of the deeper levels of meaning, 

it is important first to explore the context in which she maintains her altars, that is, her 

immediate neighborly surroundings. By doing so, we can gain important insights into a 

community which was built very much around the idea of recreating home, although 

well-integrated into both the benefits and difficulties of American urban life, thousands 

of miles away from “home.”  

 Cô Loan lives in the Thái Xuân Village condominium complex located in South 

Houston, a few blocks from Hobby Airport. The apartments are composed of a series of 

buildings with age-worn pitched roofs with wrought iron fringes and painted grey brick 

siding, vaguely reminiscent of a French colonial style. A Catholic priest, Father John 

Chin Tran, established the complex in the 1980s to house refugees and recent immigrants 

displaced by war and poverty in Viet Nam. Many of his parishioners originally came 

from North Viet Nam’s Thái Bình province. This was not the first time this community 

faced exile. In the 1950s, many Catholic communities fled to the South during the 

partition of the country in accordance with the Geneva Accords, which ceded North Viet 

Nam to communist supporters, many of who regarded Catholics as “colonial 
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sympathizers.” After arriving in the United States, and purchasing this apartment 

complex, the priest named it after Thái Xuân, the hamlet in Xuân Lộc, where his fellow 

villagers and parishioners briefly established residence in South Vietnam. The stories of 

multiple migrations are not uncommon. In this example, Kelvin, from the Nguyen family 

in the Houston suburb community of Pearland, Texas narrates his family story by tracing 

their roots back to the North:  

 
My oldest aunt bác Hang was from the North. They didn’t have negative 
connotations with the political ideology of Communism. It was a lot more of a 
religious choice. In Communism, they don’t recognize Catholicism, because they 
recognize the pope in Rome. That’s what drove a lot of the people south. It played a 
role in conflicting roles with the current regime. In a Communist government, 
things are tightly controlled. Bác Hang was four or five when they left to the south. 
My godmother [waited until] after the deadline [and they] had to sneak into the 
other part of the country. They smuggled her into the country. She was three or 
four, she had younger siblings—babies. Her family had to split up for a while. My 
godmother made it through but the younger siblings had to stay behind. Even pre-
Vietnam war, it was happening before that. Then, bácTruc (now in Dallas) was 
born in South Vietnam, then bác Nga (now in Las Vegas), and my mom Le (now in 
Pearland) and her brother Dau Duc (from New Orleans). 

 

When parishioners and other refugees found asylum for a second time in the United 

States during the 1980s, many arrived at this complex, one that originally housed White 

middle-class residents who had vacated the apartments after they lost their livelihoods 

during Houston’s 1980s oil bust (Harkinson 2005).  

 Currently, the complex hosts two public altars, a Catholic statue of the Virgin Mary 

in the chapel, and a Buddhist statue in an outdoor structure referred to as the pagoda. 

Although daily mass is rarely conducted due to the waning attendance, residents still hold 

ceremonies, celebrations, and New Year’s dragon dances in the complex’ courtyards. 
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There are Vietnamese gardens tended by residents, a one-room library dedicated to 

Mayor Lee Brown, and the Tân Hiệp Food Market, which offers fish sauce and pickled 

leeks. Many of the contemporary residents are recent immigrants, who tend to live in 

extended family units, tend to be working class, and are less educated than the previous 

waves of Vietnamese immigrants. In keeping with middle-class Vietnamese aspirations, 

many participants, including Loan, participate in a number of Vietnamese American 

cultured rituals that indicate middle class status, such as community-organized áo dài 

beauty pageants at local Vietnamese churches (Lieu 2011). A description in a 2005 

Houston Press article describes ways in which these extended cultural traditions—

including religious worship—function to maintain a sense of group identity and a 

“village-like” sense of community for these residents: 

 
Religion is literally at the center of daily life in the village—just as it was in 
Vietnam. Nestled behind a central courtyard, the small Thai Xuan chapel hosts a 
daily prayer hour and two weekly masses delivered in Vietnamese. On a recent 
Friday, men in the congregation occupied one side of the aisle, near a tinsel-
decked Christmas tree, and women sat on the other…Thai Xuan village was 
installed with a chapel…and even sported a courtyard garden with a larger-than-
life Virgin Mary surrounded by stalagmites, which are common in the caves of Ha 
Long Bay (Harkinson 2005).  
 

  



 105 

 

Figure 13. Thái Xuân Village condominiums; Houston 2007 

 
 While this characterization seemingly reflects nostalgia for the homeland, 

Houston’s well-documented suburban sprawl requires that residents have a broad 

understanding of the city landscape beyond this seemingly idealized ethnic enclave. 

Loan’s daily cartography extends well beyond the Thái Xuân Village—every day she 

navigates the suburban landscape of Houston well beyond her home. Her daily 

movements involve getting in her car to travel miles around Houston to temple or to her 

children’s homes in the suburbs in Pearland and Spring, Texas. Her friends live in places 

like Bellaire (claimed to be the longest Little Saigon District in the country) where she 
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shops for wares and produce; but they also live in gated communities like those in 

Sugarland and Katy, in nondescript, homogenous master-planned communities. She calls 

Viet Nam a few times a month and mails her relatives packages of consumer goods such 

as electronics and gadgets. They mail her DVD’s or photographs of relatives’ funerals, or 

weddings, as a way to stay connected through visual representations of life cycle events 

in Viet Nam. Residents like Loan constantly interact with and transform their immediate 

environments in the process of interacting with people and expressive objects on a local, 

regional and transnational field, which reframes religious (as well as social, economic 

and political) practice as trans-local, hetero-local, diasporic, and increasingly global in 

this contemporary moment (Glick Schiller et al 1992). It should not be a surprise that in a 

diasporic community, things become tangible ways to communicate and identify with kin 

and the homeland. Indeed, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has noted that in the context of an 

increasingly mobile American society, “things play an important role in reminding us of 

who we are with respect to whom we belong” (1993:27).  

 Thomas Tweed (2008) offers a fruitful way of attending to the religious lives of 

transnational migrants through an understanding of the relation between religions and 

movement. He argues that “religions are flows, translocative and transtemporal 

crossings” (2006:158), and draws on a number of theoretical insights of movement, 

notably those of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (borrowing the hydraulic model),32 

Arjun Appadurai (on cultural flows and -scapes), and James Clifford (1988) on routes 

                                                
32 Deleuze and Guattari (1987) propose the rhizome as a model for culture, which allows for the mapping 
of a wide array of flows and influences with no specific origin or genesis; this approach resists 
chronological narrative and organization. 
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and dwelling-in-travel. One could also invoke the material and figurative bridges of 

Gloria Anzaldua (1999), which connote transition, crossing, and change. Thus, 

employing the characteristic of religions as “flows,” Tweed attends to how practitioners 

“map, construct, and inhabit ever-widening spaces: the body, the home, the homeland, 

and the cosmos” (2008, 84). 

 Tweed employs the spatial metaphors of crossing and dwelling as a way to 

understand the ways in which practitioners craft a sense of belonging and orientation 

across various spatial scales. Calling attention to the process of constructing home, 

Martin Heidegger (1977) writes that "to build is already to dwell" (146). Tweed’s 

understanding of dwelling is similar in that it is intimately tied to the construction of 

home, but adds the significant dimension of scale. Thus “homes” are “places of varying 

scale: a clearing, a hut, a nation, the earth, or the universe; these “imagined boundaries of 

the home contract and expand across cultures and in different semantic contexts” 

(2008,105). But while the constructed characteristics of dwelling might recall Jonathan Z. 

Smith’s (1978) “Map is Not Territory,” the homeland in this sense is not just a construct, 

but a geographical understanding of territory that brings people to an understanding of 

their shared common histories, practices, habits or habitus (Bourdieu 1977), languages 

and religions. 	   

 Using this approach methodologically (which oriented my research) and 

theoretically (that is, as an analytical lens), I understand Loan’s home altar as a 

semiotically rich resource for understanding the real and symbolic spatial connections 

between her home and immediate surrounding environment, the homeland and diaspora 
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and the cosmos. Her bodily movements between pagoda and home altar become part of 

the daily process of crossing and dwelling. She has constructed a richly aesthetic, 

semiotic and religious transition between the public and private spaces of her daily 

religious cartography. This is reflected in her richly decorated front patio, and the altars 

dedicated to the wandering ghosts dotting the perimeter of her home, which reflect her 

ideological and religious orientations in the public sphere. Her home/altar is thus a 

material way in which visible and invisible (spiritual?) boundaries are expressed and a 

diasporic, transnational identity is defined and marked. 

 Indeed, there is a way in which it makes sense, theoretically, to explore altars such 

as Loan’s, not only in terms of the multiple meanings and localities that they encode 

locally, but also in terms of the multiple meanings and localities they encode 

transnationally. Thus, a translocative analysis accounts for the practices that move people 

symbolically (and physically) between the domestic home, the surrounding community, 

and the diasporic homeland. These intersections of the local and the global allow both the 

first generation Vietnamese refugee and immigrant and the American-born second 

generation, to participate and experience “home” through the practice of religious and 

filial piety.  

 My interest is thus to illuminate how a broad spectrum of expressive objects reflect 

multivalent personal and communal relationships and influences. As I have discussed, 

Loan’s home/altar is a clear example of the ways material things both define and 

negotiate the public, domestic, and private spheres, as well as the geopolitically wider 

diasporic spheres of culturally shared values, tastes and connections. For Loan, her altar 
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serves as a centerpiece of ritual action, religious activity and of homeland connection. It 

is a personal and meaningful expression of a sense of home, deeply connected physically 

and aesthetically to her surrounding community. In the next section, I turn to examining 

the performative aspects of devotional practice, particularly the ways in which the quiet 

devotions of one woman provide an example of the elaboration of a “private religion 

focused on self-cultivation, the creation of a sense of home, and the intimate, individual 

transactions with the spiritual world” (Jellema 2007, 468-69). I will address how 

particular expressive objects on altars can clarify and materialize people’s religious and 

cultural epistemologies and shape particular memories, guiding them through the liminal 

phases of ritual transition or the periods of crisis that are the stuff of everyday life.  

 

MEMORY-SCAPES 
 
 I met cô Thuy in 2011 during my volunteer work with The Vietnamese American 

Heritage Foundation. I interviewed her for a nation-wide oral history project that 

documented the lives and experiences of South Vietnamese families living in the United 

States. The interview was over four hours long, video-recorded over two days, and in it 

she recounted an interesting life story: she was raised in a middle-class Catholic family 

and in her young adulthood worked as a journalist despite her family’s wishes otherwise; 

she documented the brutalities of war on the front line at a time when unmarried women 

were discouraged from leaving their natal homes to work. She married another journalist 

who supported her career. After the fall of South Vietnam in 1975, her husband was 
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incarcerated in a prison “re-education” camp, and she faced unemployment, 

impoverishment and several incarcerations after trying to escape the country. When she 

and her husband and infant child finally managed to escape the country by sea, their 

small fishing boat was pillaged, and she narrowly missed being raped by armed men that 

preyed on the desperate refugees. The fishing boat was stranded on a deserted island for 

weeks, where they were in constant fear of marauding bands of pirates that terrorized and 

violated the shipwrecked passengers of a number of boats that were also stranded. 

Amazingly, Thuy, her husband and their daughter were rescued from that island 

unscathed, along with the passengers of several other boats.33  

 She mentioned that she recently returned to a former refugee camp in the 

Philippines where many refugees were processed, that it was an emotionally moving 

experience, and that she brought home with her a part of a refugee fishing boat that was 

made into a cross and is now displayed in her altar room. I scheduled a time to visit her 

and to see for myself this relic of the past. Cô Thuy’s home altar has been a work in 

progress and a constant space of negotiation with her husband. It is located in their study 

and has over the years accumulated a number of meaningful objects. Separated into three 

areas, the altar consists of a space for religious artifacts, a central meditative area, and a 

large cross.  

 

                                                
33 The interview belongs to The Vietnamese American Heritage Foundation and is in the process of being 
transcribed, which is why I do not quote her directly here. 
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Figure 14. Wooden cross fashioned from fishing boat; Houston 2011 

  

 The handmade large wooden cross (shown in Figure 14) was brought back from her 

recent trip to visit a former refugee camp in the Philippines. She originally wanted to 

bring back the whole fishing boat to display, which was important to her because it had 

originally brought a load of refugee passengers to safety (one of these boats is still 

anchored at the shores of an Indonesian island, which I will discuss later). The logistics 
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of the shipment of this decaying boat proved to be insurmountable, and so she was 

content with bringing a few pieces of wooden planks and fitting them into a cross to bring 

to the United States. She states:  

 
Yes, [it's the last that's left of the boat] from Palawan in the Philippines. We 
brought it back, that's the only thing we could bring back. But before we brought 
it back we had to paint it over otherwise it couldn't pass through [customs]. We 
said, it's just a souvenir. Otherwise it's kind of rusty and so they wouldn't let us do 
that. The very last [refugee boat] came over in the late 90's.34  
 

It is now affixed to her wall in her altar room/study, where she reflects on her difficult 

journey, a trip she made with her husband and infant daughter, and in which she was 

robbed, nearly raped and narrowly escaped starvation and dehydration shipwrecked on a 

deserted island teeming with predatory pirates. This has become a place in which Thuy 

finds solace and comfort from her busy life in Houston as one of the few female 

Vietnamese American journalists and radio station owners. 

 She also offers stories about other objects on her altar, specifically a statue of 

Francis of Assisi that reminds her of a dark place in her personal history:  

 
When I was in jail, after I got captured trying to help my husband to escape [from 
a communist re-education camp], I was so desperate to the point that I wanted to 
kill myself. I gave up eating and there was no way to kill yourself, so I thought I 
would starve myself to death. There was a nun, in the jail, because at that time 
Catholic nuns and Buddhist nuns were all in jail because they taught religious 
ideas to the kids; it was 1977. They were only allowed to talk about communism, 
and they were put in jail because of that; it was very brutal right after they [North 
Vietnamese] took over the south. So the nun told me that, whenever you are sad, 
why don't you sing, you know the song [a prayer to Francis of Assisi, made into a 
song by a Vietnamese priest]. I said, oh yes I know it. She said well when you're 

                                                
34 Interview. May 3, 2011. 
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sad, sing. And that's what I did, whole day long. That's when I put my trust in that 
spirit, and I felt so console[d] by it, and that's why I made it. When I come to 
Italy, I always have to make the trip to [visit the statue of] Assisi. It reminds me 
of his teachings, of his life. Whenever I look at it [my statue], I remember.  

  

 As with other elements of her altar, each object became a mnemonic device from 

which to draw out biographical experiences and a religious emblem to guide her through 

the joys and tribulations of life. Thuy’s altar illuminates how the particular assemblage of 

objects on ancestral altars can become “biographical artifacts.” By artifact, I mean that 

altars, and things on the altars, have both a physical existence and provide a trace of the 

past (Kopytoff 1988). By biographical, I mean that they are linked to broader 

sociocultural narratives that grapple with those traces. As an assemblage, the altar 

emerged spontaneously, as she further explained: 

 
It's nothing, [that altar is] just a little nothing. At first I thought, we'd build a nice 
altar, and we planned it for years, and we could never do that. We said, forget 
about it, just use an old bookshelf and do whatever we want, nobody come here, 
this is not for the public. At night I will lay on the floor, and he lays here, and we 
just talk.  

 

 As she rang the chime located in the center of the altar space (as seen in Figure 15), 

and lit some incense, she reflected on the ironies of this daily ritual, specifically as she is 

a Catholic without a family tradition of ancestral veneration: 

 
[My husband’s] family is like ancestor worshippers. I never seen his family [at a] 
Buddhist temple, but at home, they always light the incense. So when I just 
married him, we lived with his 80-year old mother, and at first she didn't like me. 
She knew Catholic[s] didn't want to have anything to do with ancestor altar[s], so 
she had me light up the incense every day and I used to hate it so much. I thought, 
she just want to torture me. She made me bow, but I didn't bow I just stood there 
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you know… but later, I realized she is a very old woman and [he] was her baby 
and did not want to share him. She saw how much he loved me, and she was very 
jealous. Suddenly I thought, OK I will get you to love me. So [the family] start 
talking to her, that I try to get her to love me, and just like [that, she changed], a 
domino effect. Amazing. 
 
In a way, I got used to [the ritual]. I light up the candles and incense every day. It 
become like a ritual, it soothes my soul. Usually, it’s traditional to do three 
[incense sticks] but I am a little allergic to it, so I can only do one. Every morning, 
my husband is usually the first one to get up here first, and he will do one of his. 
And then he stays a little bit, usually to lie down.  
  

 

 

Figure 15. Incense and gong in Catholic altar room; Houston 2011 
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  Kate Jellema concludes that the practice of ancestor veneration defies 

categorization because it is so intertwined with so many realms of everyday experience, 

including both religious and social life, public spheres and personal morality (2007, 469). 

Thus, altars have the ability to express aesthetic, religious or cultural sensibilities that 

reflect a range of ideologies and relationships, and are intimately tied to the broader 

social and physical environment in which they are created. The significance and power of 

the private home altar resides precisely in its contribution to the act, or process, or 

performance of social and religious connection, making the altar a place of home. Other 

scholars have noted that often, people identify that the most meaningful symbol of their 

private selves are not the status symbol material things, but rather, those things that focus 

attention and bring back memories and experiences. Csikszentmihalyi describes one such 

household, 

 
A wealthy attorney whose home was full of rare art and expensive furniture, when 
asked what was the most special object he owned, invited the interviewer down to 
the basement den and took out of a trunk an old trombone. He used to play this 
instrument in college, he explained, when life was fresh and spontaneous. Now he 
feels weighed down with cares, and whenever he is depressed he goes to the den 
to play a few tunes, and some of his worried disappear for a time. So, the 
trombone helps both focus attention, reducing entropy in consciousness, and 
vividly brings back old memories and experiences, thus adding a sense of depth 
and wholeness to the self of its owner. For this man the expensive collection of art 
and furniture served a power objects, as signs of his status and achievements. But 
the most meaningful symbol of his private self was the trombone, which alone 
had the power to put him back in touch with himself (1993, 25). 

 

 As a collection of things, altar assemblages are constituted through both the 

purposeful and chance encounters of the practitioner(s) (in the contexts of travel, 
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shopping, gifting and scavenging for example), which provide opportunity for its 

enhancement and embellishment over time. In the process, objects come to be imbued 

with meaningful and religious qualities, sometimes far beyond those with which they 

were originally intended.   

 Put simply, altars, and more specifically, altar objects, transcend time and space; for 

example, the wooden cross is a physical trace of a particular boat’s history, and while 

Thuy was not on that specific boat, it functions as a mnemonic device that allows for an 

intimate connection to a common diasporic legacy, that of the “boat people” plight. The 

ancestral altar, as an assemblage of objects collected through time, plays the same role—

it is a physical manifestation with a biography and a narrative, a biographical artifact. It is 

a visual narrative condensed temporally, connecting generations of families through filial 

obligations and a network of familial and spiritual relationships (Hoskins 1998). Hence, 

objects on an altar often tell a diasporic narrative as well as a familial and personal life 

story. Altars forefront temporality, and inscribe a certain ‘memoryscape’ (Stewart 1993).  

 A precedent to this approach could be read in Kay Frances Turner’s (1990) 

dissertation that examines the Mexicana altar-making tradition in Texas. In this work, 

Turner demonstrates the ways in which practitioners constitute their altars through the 

careful selection of meaningful things. In this tradition, “things” are chosen either by 

their biographies (particular association with key events in the practitioners life), or as 

artifacts (the inherent sacredness read through the artifact’s symbolic value, as in items 

brought from the Holy Land). Taken together, the things that are assembled on these 

women’s altars become a nexus of power and feminist agency for practitioners, who draw 
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strength from the bonds between deeply personal objects and their religious selves. As 

such, the altar becomes a biography of self, in conversation with the sacred plane and a 

broader creative tradition of altar-makers.  

 Others have pointed to how an altar, as an assemblage of things and a biographical 

artifact, can emerge to become a living thing, an ancestor in its own right, rather than just 

a reflection or mimetic representation. I refer to David H. Brown’s (1999) work among 

Afro-Cuban altar-makers in New York and New Jersey.  In this case, the constitution of 

altars, thrones and garments created for the orichas—the Afro-Cuban deities of Yoruba—

move beyond their role as iconographic representations or adornments, and instead 

become material embodiments of the deity’s bodily presence in the world. In more 

dynamic terms, these religious “things” are actively constitutive of, and materially 

coexist in space and time with the embodied oricha presence in the world. It is in this 

vein that I argue that ancestral altars give us tangible sites for accessing immediate 

human experience, opening up an avenue for exploring ways in which religious things 

can mediate, constitute and become religious and impart a transcendental connection 

between members of a diaspora. 

 This analysis responds to a call for “re-materializing” studies of religion (Coleman 

2009), one that does not relegate spirit and matter to two opposing registers. Taken as an 

assemblage of expressive and empowering objects, an ancestral altar, in conversation 

with broader expressive traditions, can itself both express and cultivate a number of 

productive relationships, reflect and reproduce the ideologies of filial duty and 

reciprocity, and become a creatively-inspired object of connection and relationship on a 
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number of different planes. As the next section will reveal, such objects are testaments to 

the breadth and depth and power of the altar-making tradition among the Vietnamese 

American community to realize and live a complex, transnational reality that is 

constantly changing, developing and expanding as multiple distinct physical and religious 

worlds intersect, cohabit and collide.  

 

UNTRADITIONALIZING TRADITION  
 

Jennifer and Thanh are 1.5 generation immigrants who arrived to the United States in 

their early formative years, in this case, at seven and eight years old. At the time of this 

interview, they were in their late thirties and early forties raising two young boys in 

Austin, Texas. They identify as Buddhists through family tradition, although they are 

skeptical of what they refer to as “organized religion” and self-describe as “less religious, 

more spiritual.” As Jennifer describes, “we are Buddhist in terms of Vietnamese culture, 

but mainly we worship our ancestors.” They describe a spiritual orientation that combines 

elements of ancestral devotion, karma and folk religious beliefs including divination, 

reading signs and concepts of feng shui. Jennifer’s mother was quite open about exposing 

her children to other religions, telling them to “go seek” their own spiritualities, when she 

placed them in Sunday school. Jennifer’s mother was also the first to maintain that 

putting up her black and white pictures of Jennifer’s grandparents was “unnecessary.” 

Thus, the ancestral altar that Jennifer and Thanh maintain is unique in that elements are 

scattered throughout their home, a sort of deconstructed ancestral altar that may be more 

conceptual than physical.  
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Figure 16. Painting of a monk above ancestral altar; Houston 2011 

 
An abstract painting of a Buddhist monk painted by Thanh is placed above the 

fireplace (Figure 16). A special clay pot from a vacation trip to Greece holds incense. 

Small glass containers of water are filled intermittently. Jennifer admits that Thanh keeps 

the altar tradition because of her wishes. “He does this for me,” she says. Even so, Thanh 

does have his own spiritual views that emerge when he talks about his abstract painting 

of the monk: 
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To me, a monk or a Buddhist is searching for Enlightenment; I mean that's the 
thing. What is Enlightenment? To me, that is just being able to be everything. 
Basically the ultimate spiritual being is like a God to me, that's what you're trying 
to attain, that state of being. I think there's many, many Gods, each of us is a God. 
 

  

 
 

Figure 17. Images of ancestors in children’s room; Houston 2011 

 
 
Jennifer explains, “We are Buddhist in terms of Vietnamese culture, but mainly we 

worshipped our ancestors.”  She placed the black and white photos of her grandparents 

(Figure 17) in each of her kids’ rooms, and tells them that, “these are wise spirits to be 

respected; these are people that we love and respect. They watch over us.” Other framed 

photographs of ancestors and relatives once lined the fireplace mantel, but are now put 

away, and while they are not visually accessible, they are carefully placed in a drawer, 

image facing up, and kept safe, almost like a museum vault of preserved artifacts—a 

private collection, as seen in Figure 18.  
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Figure 18. Images of ancestors in a drawer; Houston 2011 

 

This careful handling of images is consistent with common understandings of the 

agency or efficacy of divine images or objects. Jellema explains:  

 
Sacred objects found on Vietnamese altars—incense burners, pictures, ancestor 
photographs, deity tablets and spirit chairs—most of which are ritually 
activated…in proper context, these things can be objects of veneration and media 
for transmitting petitions to gods and ancestors; people venerate pictures, tablets 
and chairs as an indirect connection to the divine, something in the manner of a 
spiritual cell phone (Jellema 2007, 65).  
 

While this family has significantly pared down their family altar, the images of their 

ancestors are no less efficacious in their presumptive benevolent gaze over the family. In 
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Kendall’s (Kendall 2010) article on the production of sacred objects and images in Viet 

Nam, the writers base their analysis on Alfred Gell’s call to acknowledge that:   

 
…not just premodern ‘animists’ but all of us tend sometimes to see things 
[including cars and computers] as initiating causal sequences of a particular type, 
that is, events caused by acts of mind or will or intention rather than the mere 
concatenation of physical events. In effect, people enter into relationships with 
things and these relationships can be examined in the manner that anthropologists 
examine the rights and obligations that obtain in other relationships.”  

 

This family imbues their ancestral images with the agency of protecting the family, 

which aligns with their views on religion. They maintain a low-key engagement with 

religious institutions and prescribe to a self-proclaimed rational view of organized 

religion. Thanh often cited organized religion as “irrational” and an “old way” which 

would eventually give way to “modern thinking.” 

 
I wouldn't call [me] less spiritual, I feel just as spiritual. I don't think I'm just a 
Buddhist, because I think there's a lot of things in Buddhism that I just think are 
wrong. Well, just because right now it's become you know, institution-[alized], 
because you have to do certain things [like ritual] all based on things [that] to me, 
just aren't as important.  

 

 Nevertheless, while everyday rituals are not as important in this household, they 

do maintain a vibrant connection to the spiritual world. For example, a particular 

ancestor, her uncle, who provides her with advice or warnings, often visits Jennifer in her 

dreams. Thanh remembers being awoken by the spirit of his favorite aunt at the moment 

that she passed away when he was thousands of miles away studying in Europe. These 

profound experiences remain an integral part of their religious understandings. Like many 
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practitioners of ancestral veneration, Jennifer and Thanh’s religious practices are a 

combination of vernacular tradition and their own unique kind of spiritual engagement. 

Thus, I would argue a need for a more nuanced understanding of religious belief, practice 

and the very constitution of the physical locale of religious devotional altars, through an 

approach that figures in religious engagement with or without the traditional elements of 

the ancestral altar. It is clear that second and third generations of Vietnamese Americans 

are creatively re-envisioning the Vietnamese ancestral altar tradition by giving new 

meanings and employing different forms to material culture and expressive practices.  

 For example, practitioners can appropriate secular items from the global market 

for ritual use, and, and the same time, the global market can influence and reflect the 

changing uses and values of practitioners half-a-world away. That is, while religious 

things are often imbued with an otherworldly presence, and while they may be circulated 

intimately and meaningfully in domestic life, most likely they were, at one time, mass-

produced, uni-dimensional commodities designed to circulate on the global market for 

purposes that were distinctly non-religious. In Jennifer and Thanh’s case, they were 

particularly proud, and prominently displayed on their altar, a souvenir clay pot from 

Greece.  

 Some practitioners constitute their ancestral altars with elements that have a 

visually provocative mass-produced appeal and are made of things heavily circulated in 

the global marketplace. A closer look at these particular things as shifting from 

commodity products to meaningful sacred objects allows us an insight into the material 

economy at work in sacred things.  
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Figure 19. Neon lights on a Buddhist altar; Houston 2011 

 

In Figure 19, a Buddhist practitioner has incorporated neon lighting behind the statue 

of Buddha. The element of light is an important aspect of a “proper” altar, and 

practitioners are finding that there is an increasing array of products available at the local 

grocery store with which to embellish their sacred spaces at home. Even items that were 

not produced for the intent of ritual use nevertheless are acquired and often appropriated 

to do the work of religion. Thus, mass-produced commodities can shift in and out of 

commodity status through the deliberate engagement of practitioners. Drawing on 

Kopytoff, Arjun Appadurai argues that sacred things are “terminal commodities” (1988, 
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75) because they are diverted from their commodity pathways after their production. 

Diversion in this case is based on a society’s understanding of an object’s cosmological 

biography and sacred or ritual value (1988, 23). Indeed, a religious object can acquire 

value through space and time, as it accumulates history, becomes physically modified or 

circulated intimately between living kin and ancestors, for example. The objects 

discussed occupy an in-between space, because they work both on the level of 

commodities that are given meaningful sacred or ritual value, but while simultaneously 

work to index their commodity value.  

 This is reflected in other Vietnamese rituals, particularly the circulation and use of 

paper offerings in funeral offerings. Practitioners have access to paper Prada purses, cell 

phones and laptops in local shops. As Laurel Kendall has found, “sacred goods that for 

many years had either been unavailable or, like votive paper, produced only simply and 

furtively, now appear in abundant supply to meet a growing demand (Kendall 2010, 75).  

The paper products are meant to index a certain kind of commodity form that bears social 

and economic value, and through the burning process ritually transforms the object into 

commodified goods that can be consumed in the afterlife. 
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Figure 20. Paper offerings; www.amoymagic.com 2007 

 

 This clearly reflects how changing values and aspirations can enter the religious 

sphere and can have an effect on what kinds of commodities are produced and consumed 

on a global scale. Thus, a commodity object can become a “terminal commodity” and 

given sacred or ritual value as a constitutive element of an ancestral altar. But taking 

Kopytoff and Appadurai’s framework one step further, I draw attention to the possibility 

of understanding artifacts as social agents whose physical attributes (as an attractive 
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incense holder for example), status as consumable goods (interchangeable and 

accessible), and index of particular class-based experiences (as a tourist souvenir from 

Greece), all promote their use-value as meaningful religious artifacts, with their own 

constitutive histories and biographies. 

 

  

Figure 21. Paper offerings; www.amoymagic.com 2007 

 

  These mass-produced objects can make a full transformation into a sacred and 

intimate religious object that familiarizes transcendental experience by creating a 

personal universe for practitioner’s use. They can also become a self-conscious re-

fashioning of commodified nostalgia that creates a hybrid and fragmented simulated 
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experience. The particular ways in which these things are constituted and formulated are 

largely determined by the specific ways in which the objects are engaged, experienced 

and simulated.  

 While there is a widespread use of mass-produced objects on home altars (electric 

candles and lights, paper offerings, and the ubiquitous Buddha statues, for example) this 

does not preclude practitioners from seeking out and commissioning handmade objects 

for ritual use. Moreover, since the normalizing of relations between the United States and 

Viet Nam, a number of practitioners have found it easier and cheaper to commission and 

acquire handmade religious artifacts from artisans living in the homeland. For example, 

ancestral name tablets are often commissioned by return visitors to Viet Nam, and 

brought back along with other souvenirs from a trip to the homeland. Figure 22 shows 

one such red wooden tablet (on the right side of the ancestral altar) that was 

commissioned by one practitioner while on a trip South Viet Nam. As a direct 

representation of the ancestor, it provides for a more intimate access to the spirit world 

once it is ritually activated (Kendall 2010), and thus, these particular wooden artifacts are 

sometimes preferred over other possible representations, such as photographs. Along with 

remittances from abroad, these transnational trips to the homeland have resulted in a 

swelling market for religious goods. In his classical study, Walter Benjamin (1936) 

suggested that there is a loss of “aura” or authenticity in the age of mass-produced, 

mechanical reproduction. Indeed, along with this newfound market, there is an emerging 

ambiguity, among artisans and their customers, about the ritual efficacy (loss of aura?) of 

producing these handmade items in bulk for the broader global market (Kendall 2000, 
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75). Even so, it is apparent that home altar practitioners will continue to seek out an array 

of objects, both handmade and mass-produced, for their beauty or for their perceived 

ritual efficacy. Based on the changing demand for an array of status-symbol paper 

votives, handmade ancestral tablets and lighting props, it is apparent that diasporic 

practitioners have the potential to influence the production of such items on a 

transnational scale.  

 

 

Figure 22. Image of ancestral name tablet on altar; Houston 2013 
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 As I have discussed, altars materialize and give rise to and reflect a number of 

expressive practices and changing values. This close look at the ways in which 

practitioners choose the objects for their altars provides a lens through which to explore 

the complicated ways in which people perform and negotiate their relationships and 

connections with their past, their god(s), their communities, their faiths and themselves. 

The objects on an altar often have histories themselves that can be a way of telling a 

deeply intimate familial narrative, memorializing a story of a collective Vietnamese 

American diasporic experience, or reflecting the aspirations of a well-traveled emerging 

middle class.  

 As I have discussed, ancestral altars are things, and assemblages of things that are 

biographical, expressive, religious and commodified. They can pass through several 

successive frameworks of interpretation, over time and through different configurations 

of space. These different frameworks of interpretation emerge in particular ways among 

Vietnamese American ancestral altar practitioners. However, things do not live and exist 

in a vacuum; they are intimately tied to the configurations of space and place and 

relations of power. The next section will delineate how the spatial turn in the social 

sciences has provided a particular framework through which to conceptualize how people 

situate themselves in the context of transnational, multivalent systems of power, 

influence and meaning.  
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PART 3: SITUATING THE SPIRIT(S) 

  

 Altar-making practices may seem relegated solely to the private and domestic 

realm, but this chapter will examine how they are also tied intimately with the public 

sphere on various social, religious and political levels of cultural citizenship. In this 

chapter, I examine how Vietnamese American altar-practitioners have negotiated a place 

within the broader American religious landscape. The following ethnographic excerpts 

illuminate specifically how filial obligations in the religious realm have been influenced 

by and adapted to the diasporic experience—an experience that often has been the 

impetus for religious resurgence and/or sustained belief. I situate altars as organic, active 

spaces which practitioners manipulate to orient themselves socially and morally in the 

context of private, public and religious landscapes. I explore how altars can encourage 

the fulfillment of filial duties, encourage practitioners to reflect on religious values as 

they relate to their public and private lives, and engage the second generation in the 

discourse of community politics. I make the case that, ultimately, the religious aesthetic 

choices that practitioners make inside and outside of the home can be understood as 

lessons in citizenship and belonging.  
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 “Thank You for Your Service” 

  

 Dr. Chất bowed reverently in her meditation room in her large home located in one 

of Austin’s prestigious west-side neighborhoods. We are both sitting on the floor as she 

explains all the levels of her altar. 

 

Figure 23. Ancestral and Buddhist altar; Austin 2007 

 

 Symbolically and physically, she occupies the lowest level, the ground, where she 

meditates kneeling on a small mat and pillow. She keeps a box of tissues handy as well. 

On a small table to her right she has a large bowl-like gong and striker, carefully placed 
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on a pillow, which helps her call herself to the present moment during her meditations. 

She has a white tablecloth on a short elongated table barely higher than the ground, where 

she places her prayer books and incense box, and another wooden meditation device with 

a striker on a small pillow to her left. Facing the altar, on eye-level while kneeling 

(because according to Chất one should never meditate with an altar below eye-level), a 

dark mahogany coffee table displays black and white photographs of her husband’s 

parents on the left, hers on the right. In the images, her father-in-law is dressed like a 

mandarin court official, as was common until the end of the French occupation. The rest 

of the images, placed within the two large framed photos, show her ancestors in various 

phases of their lives, and even include a few other relatives who passed away recently. In 

the center, she has placed a wooden statuette of the traveling Buddha, discernible by his 

walking stick, with a small white bowl of rice as an incense holder. Two star-shaped 

candleholders and a small vase of flowers flank his sides. An elegant teacup of water is 

placed on one side, a fresh apple on a plate on the other. Electric candleholders brighten 

up the altar on each end of the table, along with two fresh potted plants. On a box covered 

with a white tablecloth sits the white statuette of the first historical Buddha, and directly 

behind she has placed a framed print of the Buddha drawn in the Pure Land tradition, 

common for Mahayana Buddhists throughout Viet Nam. Two tiny statues of Buddha are 

placed in front, brought back from a three-day meditation session she attended in 

Houston. On either side stand statuettes of the female bodhisattva of compassion, Quán 

Thế Âm, also known by her Chinese name, Guanyin.  
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Figure 24. Quán Thế Âm altar; Austin 2007 

 

 She reads me the Buddhist tenets etched on lacquered panels on the right wall. 

Directly below on the floor, she has placed her stereo system and two speakers to play 

music for her prayer session. In the corner along the left wall is a smaller altar dedicated 

specifically to the female bodhisattva. She explains that the bodhisattva wants to help 
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eliminate all the bad in the world, and would go to hell to bring everyone up if she could. 

As if to reiterate her devotion to Quán Thế Âm, Dr. Chất points to her jade pendant in 

the image of the bodhisattva. The small altar set on a small shelf seems to be a more 

private, intimate space, shown in Figure 24.  

 A large lacquered wall panel of Quán Thế Âm leans on the wall, which shares 

space with taped handwritten notes and petitions from friends or family in English and 

Vietnamese that ask her to pray for sick relatives or acquaintances. A small statue of 

Buddha is displayed along with the ritually necessary teacup of water on one side, 

symbolizing purity and peace, and the apple on a plate on the other. She also placed 

candles, a potted plant and a small gong on this level. The bottom shelves hold an array 

of scented candles, incense and matchsticks. 

 On the wall directly next to the altar are newspaper clippings displaying images of 

soldiers recently killed in Iraq over an article titled “Thank You For Your Service.” 

Above the soldiers’ images, she placed postcards of statues of Buddha sent from friends 

in different areas of the world; their placement above the soldiers’ profiles is designed, 

according to her, with the hope that this would bring peace to their souls. She explains, 

“Every time I see new faces of soldiers in the newspaper, I put them up. It is a memorial 

to remember and to pay respect to them in hopes that this atmosphere [in my altar room] 

brings them some peace.” It was 2010 when the interview took place, two months before 

the official pullback of U.S. troops from an unpopular and controversial war in Iraq. She 

says, “We do not condemn or judge in our tradition. We do not say, ‘yes’ and we do not 

say ‘no’ we just try to stop people from doing it [killing each other].” As a follower of the 



 136 

peace activist Thích Nhất Hạnh, she does not believe in war, but also does not judge, 

boycott or believe in causing any social conflict. Nevertheless, she believed it was 

important to thank and support the country that had taken in so many Vietnamese 

refugees. Interestingly, she herself was not one of these refugees. She had arrived as a 

doctoral student of French literature in the early 1970’s and married another Vietnamese 

graduate student here while the war raged on. They had no recourse but to remain in the 

United States and thankfully their families back home remained relatively safe. 

Nevertheless, she felt bound and obligated to give thanks to the country that had accepted 

the South Vietnamese community. So, every time the local newspaper displays the 

images of U.S. soldiers, she places their images next to her altar. 
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Figure 25. Newspaper clipping and postcards of Buddha; Austin 2007 

  

 She is not the only person to do this. Even in households that claim to be 

completely apolitical, I witnessed U.S. and South Vietnamese flags on doorways, 

entryways and many times next to their religious altars. Decades-old images of South 

Vietnamese relatives in uniform are often placed alongside newspaper clippings of U.S. 

soldiers next to the ancestral altar. It is no secret that a portion of the Vietnamese 

American community is staunchly political, and as one scholar put it, there is a particular 

“cultural work [that comes out of a rhetoric] of anticommunism” (Dang 2005). The rest 

of this chapter will focus on this intersection between civic life and religious piety, and 
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the ways in which they are intertwined in discourse and religious practice, even in 

households with no overtly political agenda. Altars and shrines—ubiquitous in many 

homes, yet often overlooked—provide the lens and starting point through which to 

explore the intersections of the religious, the social and the political dimensions of 

Vietnamese American life.  

 There are a number of possible avenues to explore the blurring of civic/political life 

and religious belief and practice. One approach calls attention to the religious dimensions 

of political life, a civil religion. Popularized by Robert Bellah (1991), this theoretical 

framework calls attention to the subtle and overt ways in which ethical principles emerge 

in discourse and practice when invoking American identity and nationalism. Another 

approach calls attention to the ways in which politics emerges in the context and practice 

of religion. In other words, this approach illuminates the ways in which institutionalized 

religious beliefs and practices structure hegemonic social and civic life, and the ways in 

which practitioners resist structures of oppression that seem to be religiously justified in 

hegemonic or religious discourse and practice. It also calls attention to the opposite 

function: the ways in which oppressed and marginalized peoples garner strength and 

sustenance for counter-hegemonic acts through their religious constructions and 

connections. For example, Thomas Tweed (2002) addressed the ways in which Cuban 

Americans in Miami have found religious solace and (anti-communist) political 

expression in constructing and maintaining a shrine dedicated to Our Lady of the Exile. 

Other scholars have called attention to the politics of religion, highlighting the ways in 

which official Catholic religious beliefs structure gender relations among Mexican 



 139 

American religious practitioners (Sendejo 2011). Other scholars have argued that popular 

religious practice, such as the performance of Los Pastores in San Antonio, can be 

viewed as a method of resistance against efforts by dominant groups to assimilate 

Mexican Americans (Flores 1994). Kay Turner (1999) found that home altars could be 

sources of empowerment among female practitioners. Thuy Vo Dang (2011) has argued 

that the highly charged and ethically imbued discourses of anti-communism do “cultural 

work” among Vietnamese Americans, who claim sociopolitical agency and collective 

identity in the process. As I will discuss, these discourses of anti-communist rhetoric 

appear and are deployed on domestic altars, religious ceremonies and performed in 

institutional religious pilgrimages.  

 For many Vietnamese practitioners, there is a dialectical relationship between 

notions of religious belief and civic duty. Vietnamese migration narratives hang on a 

particular explosive event: the key moment(s) of exile. This shared experience of war 

articulates across time and borders, moving in and out of contemporary Viet Nam, and 

demand an understanding of how a “shifting world order” emerges out of a single 

disastrous event, April 30, 1975—the fall of the South Vietnamese capital of Sài Gòn. It 

is such a singularly consequential event that it is perhaps no accident that its narrative is 

powerfully incorporated into almost every aspect of Vietnamese refugee and immigrant 

life—including incorporation and visual negotiation of its most key symbols (e.g. the 

South Vietnamese flag, the fishing boat, water) onto Vietnamese American home altars, 

doors, front entrances, religious books and even religious statues.  
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Figure 26. South Vietnamese and American flags in entrance; Dallas 2011 

 
 For example, in Figure 27, Catholic practitioners from San Antonio, Texas, read 

from religious hymnals decorated with the South Vietnamese flag, a reflection of a 

deeply held political identification that is culturally and religiously imbued with meaning. 

In this sense, the political and religious blend, and signs and symbols of a pre-communist 

Viet Nam are imbued with a moral purpose. While Vietnamese Catholics at this parish 

come from all over the city, due to the small population of Vietnamese, and its sprawling 

development, Sundays become important times to come together not only to pray, but 

also to socialize with the ethnic community. 
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Figure 27. San Antonio Vietnamese Martyrs Catholic Church; http://www.vietsa.org/  
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Figure 28. Images of South Vietnamese soldiers and flags; Pearland 2010 

 
 Often, images of soldiers, particularly relatives that fought in the war, share space 

on altars or on other shelves in the vicinity. This compilation of newspaper clippings, 

photos, and poems shown in Figure 28 come from an altar space in a Catholic household 

in Pearland, Texas. While these are separated from the ancestral and religious altar in the 

room, they are placed on a bookshelf on the topmost tier in an office room often used by 

the family to study, pray or read. While the religious or ancestral dimensions of home 

altars may be diverse, these small reminders of South Viet Nam—the flags, newspaper 
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clippings, and photos of men in South Vietnamese uniform—are similar across different 

households.  

 

 

Figure 29. Immaculate Heart of Mary Shrine; Carthage 2010 
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 The image in Figure 29 is a statue of the Immaculate Heart of Mary Shrine that I 

visited at an annual Catholic festival of the Marian Days in August of 2010 in the small 

town of Carthage, Missouri, where a first wave of Vietnamese Catholic priests found 

refuge after the Fall of Saigon. The event has been known to draw upwards of 80,000 

Vietnamese Catholics. The water and statues of the children holding onto the Virgin 

symbolically represent the common “boat people” experience. Public pilgrimage statue 

sites such as this are material incarnations of a common diasporic experience and are 

combined with visual and spatial orientations that situate practitioners as both 

descendants of the “boat people” experience and as children of Mary simultaneously. 

This narrative is crafted through the visual and material expression of water, symbolically 

referencing the harrowing boat people experience and simultaneously creating a pleasant 

and peaceful experience for the visitor. The representations of the children reflect and 

reinforce a dynamic folk-Catholic belief in the power of the Virgin Mary to save and 

protect and watch over both specific practitioners and the larger Vietnamese diasporic 

community.  

 This “religious work” is invoked and nurtured through the blurring of sacred ritual 

practice and civic engagement, and often, a religious understanding of a moral order is 

developed in the process. Thus, ancestral altars, and in the above case, public shrines, can 

be analyzed as civically engaged dimensions of religious life. For example, altars and 

shrines orient practitioners to a religious and social moral order and situate an individual's 

filial, religious, and civic obligations within that reality. As the previous images reveal, it 
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is common to find the South Vietnamese flags and military photographs on home altars, 

at Buddhist temples and Catholic churches, at pilgrimage sites and even adorning the 

covers of religious hymnals. Through the purposeful elaboration of altars and religious 

spaces with these nationalist symbols, practitioners counter the hegemonic erasure of the 

South Vietnamese. The erasure from historical sources and popular culture, which is 

keenly felt among this community, is specifically countered by rendering the key 

symbols of South Vietnamese identity both physically and symbolically visible. These 

manifestations give visibility to what Yen Le Espiritu (2003) has called the ghostly 

aspects of war, that is, “the experiential realities of social and political life that have been 

systematically hidden or erased.” They reveal the intimately religious ways in which altar 

practitioners call attention to, and engage with, a lost nation and lost soldiers—the 

missing subjects of history.  

 In the following section, I examine the ways in which ancestral altars are oriented 

(both through physical positioning and social positioning) in and outside of homes across 

a range of neighborhoods including the emerging ethnic communities sometimes referred 

to as  “ethnoburbs” (Skop and Li 2005). In doing so, I call further attention to the specific 

and multilayered ways in which Vietnamese first and second generations in America both 

spatially and religiously perform, negotiate and mitigate for their multiple identities as 

Americans, culturally as Vietnamese, as Catholics, Buddhists or Hòa Hảo practitioners, 

and as historically structured subjects in a broader transnational narrative of war and 

peace, home and loss, of moving and settling.  
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“We Don’t Want to Bother the Neighbors”  

 

 In the summer of 2010, in the backyard of a local Hòa Hảo member’s home, three 

practitioners faced an altar. They bowed five times at the altar erected in honor of the 

sacred directions, sometimes referred to as an altar for the four sacred cardinal directions, 

bàn thờ thiên.35 Hòa Hảo is an overtly nationalist religion founded in 1939, sometimes 

referred to as Protestant Buddhism that came under particular oppression during the 

French occupation in Viet Nam and more recently under communist rule. Many 

practitioners have since fled in exile and have continued to practice in the United States. 

The religion’s founder was 19-year-old Huỳnh Phú Sổ, a native of the Mekong River 

Delta region of southern Viet Nam, who gave religious priority and loyalty to the 

“nation” in order to more directly speak to the societal issues practitioners faced during 

that time. Practitioners bow firstly in reverence for their ancestors, again for the nation of 

Viet Nam, again for Buddha and the Sangha, and lastly for their countrymen and all 

humanity. Reverend Nguyen explains: 

 
First, we thank for our ancestors. Second, we thank for our country. Third we 
thank for Buddha and Sangha and the Buddha Bible and four[th] we thank for 
mankind, human beings. So when Hòa Hảo people go outside, they practice 
religion, that mean[s] we devote our time for all, for thanks.  

 

 He continues, “we repay and give thanks for all that is given us. We owe for 

everything that we have. We must repay our ancestors, who gave us names, and even 
                                                
35 This altar is most often made of a 12-inch square platform (made of wood or concrete, or simply tile) set 
on a pillar and situated in the open air. 
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gave us their own blood. Even our clothes, many people touched our clothes so that we 

may use them. For all this, we repay.” The altar’s owner, a seventy-year old Hòa Hảo 

practitioner named Nancy, is considering calling her Homeowner’s Association in order 

to ask about erecting her altar in the front of her home as dictated by Hòa Hảo religious 

tradition, in Houston’s Sugarland suburb.  

Since it is a new neighborhood, a [new] residential area, I didn’t know whether 
there was any infringement relating to the [placement of the] altar, so I decided to 
set it in the rear of the house. And I now feel at peace. I don’t know what would 
happen if I requested to set it in the front, [but regardless] Buddha is everywhere 
[regardless of where the altar resides]. If the HOA agrees with setting it in the 
front, it will be so.36 

  

                                                
36 Translated from the following excerpt: Tại vì khu nhà mới, khu vực gia cư tôi không biết có trở ngại gì 
về bàn thông thiên hay không, nên tôi quyết định để phía sau nhà. Và bay giờ tôi cảm thấy an tâm. Vì xin 
để trước không biết có gì xảy ra hay không “vì ở đâu cũng có phật cả” nếu để ở trước HOA cho thì sẽ để. 
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Figure 30. Hòa Hảo altar to cardinal directions, backyard; Sugarland 2013 

 

For now, she is content with placing her altar in her back yard to avoid a 

confrontation. As Aihwa Ong stated in outlining her definition of cultural citizenship 

(1996), immigrants have only a few options in the context of establishing a sense of 

cultural citizenship: negotiation, adaptation or accommodation. This is a case of 

negotiation, since Nancy hopes to be able to one day negotiate effectively with her HOA 

to move her altar to the space here, shown in Figure 31.
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Figure 31. Potential future site for Hòa Hảo altar; Sugarland 2013 

  

 While she showed some apprehension in confronting the issue, I believe she is 

optimistic that her request will be granted, as reflected in her choice to outfit her altar 

with caster wheels to facilitate a relocation, as shown in Figure 32. 
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Figure 32. Caster wheels to facilitate future relocation; Sugarland 2013 

 

 These sorts of anxieties are not uncommon for residents in gated neighborhoods or 

master-planned communities where residents are often obligated to join a Homeowner’s 

Association, which legally guarantees aesthetically consistent appearances through 

administered Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions that restrict exterior changes to 

neighborhood homes. In the process, these legal entities impose and establish a certain 

sense of belonging (and not belonging) through the governing of the visual and material 

components of homes. Debates about proper community appearance are not new. 

Politicians, city planners and design professionals have often been implicated in 
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moderating debates about community appearance, often wielding power that socially and 

visually shape urban communities. Historically, established Anglo communities have 

sought to curtail the visually and linguistically coded enclaves of immigrant communities 

through specific policies that would “assist” newcomers to better assimilate into greater 

society (Lawrence-Zuniga 2003). Eventually, some of those neighborhoods (like 

Chinatowns) became marketable and cities went through great lengths to sanitize and 

prepare them as bonafide tourist attractions (Skop and Li 2005). These debates continue 

to be hotly debated, especially among newer immigrants who face the scrutiny of their 

remodeling practices which may run counter to their established neighbors’ sense of 

aesthetic expression (Lawrence-Zuniga 2003). Drawing on Foucault, Asher Ghertner 

identifies an “aesthetic governmentality” to account for the ways in which a community’s 

dominant aesthetic is imposed through micro-practices, which in turn change the way 

people perceive environments and their place in them, promoting the state’s vision and 

illusion of order (Ghertner 2010, 207). As this case reveals, the religio-aesthetic choices 

that practitioners make (or are forced to make) are a lesson in citizenship and belonging.  

 John Pham, another Hòa Hảo practitioner who resides in another suburb near 

Houston’s Little Saigon Bellaire district, might be a good example of adaptation, as he 

was able erect his altar without permission from his HOA or trouble from the neighbors. 

The design and placement of his altar might very well have allowed him to “fly under the 
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radar,” so-to-speak. He explained that, “since the day the altar was made and the prayers 

were done outside; there were no objections from the HOA or the neighbors.”37 

 

 

Figure 33. Hòa Hảo altar to cardinal directions, front yard; Houston 2013  

 

 As seen in Figure 33, John’s altar looks very different than Nancy’s. Shaped from 

neoclassical concrete pedestals, and place behind a row of hedges, this placement and 

design could very well be mistaken for a birdbath or flower stand. Indeed, the incense 

holder shares space with potted flowers and a teapot. I argue that while he did not 

                                                
37 Translated from the following excerpt from an interview conducted in February of 2013: “Từ ngày làm 
bàn thông thiên và cầu nguyện bên ngoài; không phản ứng từ HOA và người xung quanh.” 
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consciously strategize to situate a surreptitious altar, the adaptation of a generic garden 

aesthetic and concealed placement has allowed him some leeway in following HOA rules 

that will closely guard any building of unconventional structures.  

 While these practitioners were variously successful in their attempts to erect altar 

on their front lawns, the fact that they actively engaged both informal and formal (legal) 

strategies to do so forefronts and highlights the uneven and unpredictable nature of 

“belonging” and the relative sense of entitlement to civic rights as citizens. This case 

calls attention to the politics of religion and the contestation of space. Among classic 

works, Jonathan Z. Smith (1978) and, more recently, Chidester and Linenthal (1995), 

outlined the importance of the production, practice, and representation of space, and its 

relationship with knowledge and power. These “micro-practices,” that is, the small but 

significant cases of power struggles with different HOAs, exemplifies how the process of 

“situating of altars” is a lens with through which to explore how immigrants are 

negotiating, contesting and acquiescing to socially-derived (and some would say, 

imposed) notions of civic belonging. In other words, altars are organic, active spaces 

which practitioners manipulate to orient themselves socially in the context of private, 

public and religious landscapes. If Nancy showcases an attempt at negotiation, and John 

reflects a certain kind of adaptation, the next example could reveal how situating home 

altars in particular ways can highlight accommodation to the particular aspirations for 

middle class suburban aesthetic values.  

 Certainly, altars can express the aspiration of "belonging" through the use and 

expression of dominant Anglo middle class suburban aesthetics. For example, chú Phong, 
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who lives in the suburban community of Round Rock in Austin, explains how he altered 

his altar to fit into an Anglo-suburban aesthetic: 

 
In Vietnam, my family keeps the culture more than us; they celebrate the death 
anniversary of our ancestors on the exact dates. They have more time and 
relatives live closer to each other. I am the son, the leader of the family, so the 
responsibilities should fall to me, but my sister organizes the đám giỗ every year 
because we are not living in Vietnam, we are living here. In Vietnam, in the past, 
we wore a white headband for three years to mourn when your mother or father 
passed away. Nowadays, we wear a small white ribbon on our lapel after wearing 
the white band at church for the funeral. Because we live in another culture, we 
only keep some of the traditions. We don’t want to bother our neighbors, so they 
don’t complain about us. Over here, we have to be aware of city ordinances, or 
take consideration of the limitations of carrying on our traditions.  
 

His choice for a self-described “simple” altar reflects particular tastes informed by the 

conservative religious beliefs of the Vietnamese Catholic Church, as well as a preference 

for fitting in with the mostly Anglo, suburban neighborhood. During the non-recorded 

section of our interview, he had strong critiques for Vietnamese Buddhist practitioners 

that engaged in “superstitious” ritual activities that were out of context for their new 

country. He was very careful to make a distinction between engaging in these family 

rituals as tradition, and engaging in these rituals as belief, particularly that the dead came 

back to partake of food offerings. While this reveals a source of theological tension 

between Vietnamese Catholics and Buddhists, it also exposes anxieties about the role of 

what he calls “superstition” among fellow ethnics, no doubt influenced by religious 

institutional doctrine as well as the general effect of living among a mostly Anglo 

neighborhood community.  
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Figure 34. Ancestral altar in a Catholic household; Round Rock 2007 

  

 Nevertheless, the altar space that he has created is ritually activated on a daily basis. 

Chú Phong continues to narrate how his altar is the centerpiece for ritual embodiment, 

despite its relative simplicity: 
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Every night, before we go to sleep, we teach our grandchildren to stand in front 
and pray facing our altar above the fireplace mantle. The holy cross is in the 
center and the highest point, followed by the Blessed Mary statue. We pray for 
hope, first and foremost to God Jesus, then to Mary, who the symbol for and 
model of the mother in the family and who can help communicate with God. 
Images of our ancestors are on the left side in the built-in niche. We place fresh 
flowers there sometimes depending on the season, or light a candle. Buddhists 
sometimes place food or meals on the altar and expect the spirits to come and eat, 
but we are Catholic, and do not believe they come here and eat. We remember 
them in our mind that is all. 

 

 Chú Phong has, through a self-conscious refashioning of his altar, accommodated 

to expected conformities of his neighborhood and his own interpretations of his religious 

faith. Nevertheless, this space still functions as a sacred and meaningful place even 

though the full possibilities for performative and material representation is self-

consciously not realized. Stuart Hall’s concept of proxemics is also useful here, for the 

idea that the "use of space [is] a specialized elaboration of culture," and that "people from 

different cultures . . . inhabit different sensory worlds" (Hall 1997b). This example also 

illuminates the crucial point that different individuals and specific embodied practices 

create different sensory worlds all in the same domestic space: it becomes a different kind 

of space for Phong, his grandchildren and even visiting neighbors, for example (Brown 

1999:157).  

 On its most transcendental level, an ancestral altar is a sacred space with access to 

the spiritual plane for the communication with ancestors, spirits, and the divine. As many 

of my previous examples have illustrated, ancestral altars are meticulously produced with 

a rigorous attention to detail, intensive ritualization, and experienced first and foremost 

through the senses and emotions of embodied dwelling. The poetics of religious space are 
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realized through negotiation, adaptation and accommodation in the complex contexts of 

civic and informal engagement. Scholars have long been interested in the intersection of 

social, civic and religious space. Early scholars approached this question through 

Rudolph Otto’s (1958) concept of the “holy,” and Mircea Eliade’s (1949) approach to the 

sui generis nature of the sacred.38 There are a few early examples in anthropology; for 

example, Turner’s (1969) work situating sacred space within the frameworks of 

liminality and pilgrimage, which foregrounded embodiment and experience in the context 

of religious practice and ritual. Although not specifically about religion, more recent 

volumes such as Feld and Basso’s (1996) Senses of Place, influenced and perhaps  

anticipated recent works that focus on how lived religion depends crucially on place to 

constitute a myriad of cultural expressions (Williams 2002).  

 According to an excellent review article by Kim Knott (2010), the ‘spatial turn’ in 

the humanities emerged in the early 1990s, when a range of scholars across disciplinary 

backgrounds began to take seriously the study of the social construction of space, and 

began responding to a number of theorists who foregrounded the importance of power 

and the production of space (Bourdieu 1985; Lefebvre 1992; Foucault 2002; de Certeau 

2011). While Doreen Massey (2005), a critical geographer, and David Harvey (1989), a 

critical anthropologist, both worked in the context of a radical postmodernist approach, 

                                                
38 According to Mircea Eliade, founding and living in religious worlds requires "the elaboration of 
techniques of orientation which, properly speaking, are techniques for the construction of sacred space." 
Boundaries and divisions inscribed in space and architecture have cosmological value in Eliade's 
understanding. They effect "breaks" in otherwise homogeneous profane space and constitute the significant 
and experiential distinction between "sacred" and "profane'' space. Thresholds, along with pillars and 
openings (axis mundi), enable communication with other worlds above and below, and between the visible 
and invisible worlds (Eliade 1949). 
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cultural theorists such as bell hooks and Homi Bhabha (1994) explored cultural 

positioning as a site of identity and resistance.  

 Thus, I address the previous three altars to highlight the poetics and politics of 

situating religious practices as social, spatial, material and embodied engagements, to 

underline the intersections of the local and the global in how people practice and imagine 

religion and community identity. The previous chapters have conceptualized altars as 

channeling devices which reflect a range of American values in the process of 

communicating with the spiritual beyond, and enacting a sense of civic belonging or 

apprehension. Thus, I make the case that altars are tools with which to communicate with 

the spiritual beyond through petitions and offerings that reveal contemporary American 

values and sensibilities. Altars are also devices that channel the energies of a family—

particularly in engaging the second generation. The next chapter will further explore how 

the second generation draws on their own multivalent and multi-vocal resources to find 

religious meaning, sometimes in lieu of finding comfort in the religious institutions and 

rituals of their parents, and making a case for the need for continuing research among this 

community of home altar practitioners.  
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The Second Generation 

 
  In this section I ask: what are the religious sensibilities and world views of 

Vietnamese American youth today and how are they performed, negotiated and 

actualized in the maintenance of their own domestic altars, or in their plans for the 

construction of a future home altar? To approach these questions, I focus on the anecdotal 

narratives of five second generation college students living in Austin who in 2008 were 

former students in a course that I taught on Vietnamese American Studies at The 

University of Texas at Austin. Although all participants were encouraged to share stories 

about their religious lives in the broadest sense, most participants chose to focus their 

reflections on family and domestic religious life.  

All the participants, at that time, had nuclear families living in Austin, Houston or 

Dallas, Texas and identified with the beliefs of Buddhism, Catholicism, or with ancestor 

veneration. (1) Olivia’s family lived in the Houston suburb of Sugarland and had 

extended family in Dallas.39 The family identified their belief system as ancestral worship 

or ancestral veneration. She is currently married to a Mexican American Catholic, and at 

the time, was apprehensive about broaching issues of introducing an ancestral altar in her 

home to her religiously devout spouse. (2) Vivian’s natal household was multi-religious. 

Her father identified as Roman Catholic and her mother as Buddhist. They lived in a 

multi-racial working-class Dallas neighborhood most of her childhood, and have recently 

                                                
39 All names are pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality of the college-aged participants. Parts of this 
chapter have been previously published (Peche ́ 2012). 
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moved to the state of Virginia. There was some confusion in her childhood about whether 

they should follow their mother’s or father’s faith. She dated interracially and attended 

non-denominational churches, to the chagrin of her father. (3) Kevin’s family is from the 

Houston area; his family identified as Roman Catholic. Originally, the family was from a 

northern Vietnamese village and moved to South Vietnam during the partition of the 

country in 1954. His extended family continues to celebrate a yearly transnational đám 

giỗ, in which elder “representative” members of the family in the United States attend a 

celebration in Viet Nam. On other death anniversary occasions, the family will visit the 

household of the eldest aunt in Dallas. In his interviews, he struggled with the 

contradictions inherent in Catholicism, especially about sexuality. (4) Lee’s hometown is 

Houston; he identifies as Christian, and was at the time of the interview a business 

student who did not consider himself to be very religious. (5) Linh comes from a devout 

and tight-knit Roman Catholic family from Dallas. She was working on a medical degree 

at that time.  

 At the time of the interviews, all participants lived in Texas, a state that hosts the 

second largest Vietnamese American community, after California. Surprisingly, until 

rather recently, little scholarly work has been published specifically about Asian 

American experiences in this state (Klineberg 2004; Brettell 2005; Dhingra 2007; Tang 

2008). Texas is home to the emerging immigrant gateway cities of Houston and Dallas, 

two of the largest points of entry to the United States (Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000). 
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According to U.S. Census Bureau estimates for 2006-2008,40 Harris County (including 

Houston) hosts the fourth largest Vietnamese population in the country with 67,413; 

Dallas County hosts 26,137 and Travis County (including Austin) hosts approximately 

11,804. Not surprisingly, Vietnamese is the third most-spoken language in Texas after 

English and Spanish.41  

Furthermore, what little has been written about Asian Americans in Texas tends to 

eschew the topic of religious practices all together. More generally, some scholars 

dismiss religion as an element of "ethnic nostalgia" that will fade over the generations 

(Maira 2002). And yet, in a 2002 public opinion survey conducted in Houston, religion 

was noted to be “very important” to a majority of Asians, including Vietnamese 

(Klineberg 2004). By focusing especially on the second generation during the liminal 

point in their lives between college and adulthood, these narratives provide an insight into 

what Vietnamese American religious practices may look like in future generations and 

also contribute to an overlooked area of scholarship.42 

 The participants mentioned above were either college students or recently 

graduated. It is generally accepted that the college years are a time for rebellious inquiry 

and self-absorption, but it can also be a time to reflect on and explore questions of 

transcendence, the divine and the meaning of family. As such, this is usually the time in 

                                                
40 http://factfinder.census.gov/ 
41 This is according to the Modern Language Association http://www.mla.org/map 
42 Although social class is not a focus of this study, its association with religious identification merits 
mention. In the Vietnamese community, religious identification is closely correlated to specific 
immigration circumstances. For example, in Houston, Texas 40 percent of the Vietnamese population are 
Catholics who arrived in the 1970s as part of the affluent class seeking refuge after Vietnam’s civil war; 44 
percent are Buddhists who arrived more recently and are generally working class (Klineberg 2004). 
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their lives when many youth of all backgrounds reflect on the familial traditions they may 

have taken for granted as children, and begin contemplating their own meaningful beliefs 

and practices. All the participants reported that religious participation, both formal and at 

home, was mechanical and in some ways forced in their early years, but by the time they 

were in college or graduated (the time of these interviews), their reflections were 

introspective and reflective, which is also common in other youth communities (Maira 

2002; Joshi 2006).  

 It is important to note that not all Vietnamese American college youth have a 

particular affinity to religious belief or practice. The following narratives illustrate the 

wide range and diversity of religious participation among Vietnamese American youth—

from those who maintain only home-based practices tailored and suited to their social and 

religious needs to those who attend church institutions faithfully and frequently.  

 A few of the participants had a critical view of the highly ritualized nature of 

formal religious institutions. Vivian describes her attitude toward attending Catholic 

Church,  

My family [goes] to [the Catholic] church every Sunday, but I don’t because I 
don’t feel that I’m getting what I need. You can’t express yourself—rules, rules, 
rules! 

 

Other participants echoed this critical view of the rigid rules of formal religious 

institutions. Lee commented that he visited the Buddhist temple and pagoda to socialize 

with friends, but it became so routinized that “my mind wasn’t really there [spiritually].” 

So, why do some Vietnamese American youth have such strong apprehensions about 
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attending religious services, especially in light of the first generation’s commitment to 

such institutions? The different roles that religious institutions have played in the first and 

second generations may give us a clue. 

 Religious institutions played central role in the social and religious lives of the 

first generation of immigrants. For example, in the 1970s and 1980s, churches and 

temples were important to recently-arrived immigrants because it was difficult for them 

to build extensive social networks; this was mostly due to the U.S. government’s early 

efforts to disperse the refugee communities all across the nation (Zhou and Bankston 

1999, 45-48). Olivia’s family, for example, lived in the southwest Bellaire area of greater 

Houston that was populated by mostly White and African American residents until the 

1990s.43 Due to the growing concentration of Vietnamese families and the affordability 

of housing, it has now become one of Houston’s largest Vietnamese enclaves. As the 

immigrant community grew, temples and churches were among the first institutions to be 

collectively funded. Often, religious institutions are among the first organizations to 

attend to specific immigrant community needs, including language courses for the second 

generation (Iwamura 2003). Indeed, many Vietnamese religious institutions serve to 

promote language preservation as well as faith-based teachings.  

 The second generation does not seem to have such a commitment to the religious 

institutions of the first generation, despite the fact that Vietnamese parents continue to 

send their children to the temple or church for both religious teachings and linguistic and 

                                                
43 Houston was designated a refugee resettlement area (Rodriguez 2000). When Vietnamese families 
encouraged extended kin and friends to move once again to join them, the community grew considerably. 
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cultural formation. Kevin, Vivian, and Lee were all strongly encouraged by their parents 

to attend language classes in their local parishes. As Kevin explains, 

 
Every Saturday afternoon or Sunday morning we had to go to Vietnamese 
language classes to study and take religious courses. You have to go. It was a very 
structured system when I was younger. I dreaded going.  

 

 Despite these efforts at linguistic education, the second generation—especially 

younger siblings, are not very linguistically fluent. Vivian and Kevin have siblings that 

attend church classes regularly but speak Vietnamese minimally or not at all. This may 

foreshadow a move away from the importance of Vietnamese-language religious 

institutions for future generations of Vietnamese Americans. In fact, some youth feel 

exclusion and discrimination when attending church or temple from their own peers. 

Vivian remembers being picked on by some of her Vietnamese-speaking colleagues,  

 
[They would say], ‘You’re so white washed!’ I was coined that way. It didn’t help 
that I didn’t know Vietnamese. That’s because it was pretty diverse [where I 
lived]. I had a lot of friends from different backgrounds. 

 

Vivian has since ventured to other non-denominational religious institutions to fulfill the 

need for a more diverse religious experience.  

 While religious institutions continue to be central social and religious centers for 

Vietnamese parents, the second generation does not seem quite as committed to their 

continued participation in Vietnamese religion and language classes. In fact, although 

second generation youth do socialize with their Vietnamese peers, these participants are 

also finding social and religious comfort outside of Vietnamese religious institutions, in 
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some cases trying to construct their own unique sense of spirituality. For example, Kevin 

explains,  

 
When I first came to college, I was very good about coming to church, out of 
guilt. I felt that going to church was more forced. It was systematic and 
mechanical instead of spiritual. Now, I make a distinction between religiosity and 
spirituality. I pray every night in my own personal, authentic way—how I speak 
to God, is the way I speak to God. 

 

Kevin carefully constructs an identity that is deeply implicated in a sense of religious and 

ethnic identity, while creating an autonomous space for his own unique sense of 

spirituality. He goes on,  

 
I pay…attention to the sense of community—generations of Vietnamese 
grandparents, children, and grandchildren who still hold on strongly to the sense 
of identity. It reminds me that Catholicism is a sense of who I am…but I don’t say 
[I am] Catholic Vietnamese American, it sounds silly to me. I’m unorthodox 
Catholic. 

 

Kevin also felt the need for a more open and inclusive space in which his sexuality would 

be accepted,  

 
It is hard being a Vietnamese American and identifying as gay because it is in 
opposition to everything that is preached in the Bible and fundamental beliefs. So, 
which one do I choose? How do I function? 

 

Kevin found a way to reconcile this challenge by continuing to attend church 

sporadically, and also joining a social organization on the college campus that is 

accepting of his sexual identity, 
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I feel much more comfortable and accepted in the Filipino Student Association 
where homosexuality is actually celebrated. I can be myself. This is who I am; I 
encompass all these different identities. They clash but I am all of them. I don’t 
reject it or deny it. 

 

 While their parents were part of the generation that built and maintained 

Vietnamese religious institutions as places of political, religious and cultural refuge, 

some second generation Vietnamese Americans seem to be creating an autonomous sense 

of religious and spiritual orientation not totally reliant on Vietnamese religious 

institutions. However, home-based practices remain an important aspect of their religious 

lives, albeit adapted to their own sensibilities. When I asked if he would continue the 

practice of maintaining a family altar, Kevin responded,  

 
I would pay homage and respect, not go ‘all bling.’ First, I would place pictures of 
my grandparents and my parents [on the altar]. A crucifix, of course, would have 
to be there, and saints…and a Bible that I could pick up to read. 

 

Kevin’s choice to use “spirituality” over “religiosity” in his first quote is not a simple 

syntactic substitution. This conscious act points to the complex ways in which he and 

others like him are finding new approaches in experiencing and interacting with religion 

in daily life. This new approach rejects “bling,”—that is—the ostentatious, and to Kevin, 

a superficial treatment of religious life. This is reflected in other religious youth 

communities (Carnes and Yang 2004, 5). Likewise, Olivia will continue in the ancestral 

beliefs and traditions of her parents. Olivia ponders,  

 
Now that I'm older, family means a lot to me. As far as God, they say he created 
everything but it's hard for me to believe because I can't see that. I believe in my 
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ancestors though, because my grandfather created my dad, and my dad created 
me. With my family, I do know how that started, and that is easier for me to 
believe in. 

 

She plans to maintain an ancestral altar despite the difficulties of navigating a multiracial 

and multi-religious household. Olivia believes that she will continue the rituals in the 

same manner that her family taught her, and hopes that when she has children, they will 

continue to memorialize their grandparents in the same way. She admits that this will be 

particularly difficult since her spouse is a Catholic of Mexican/Spanish descent who does 

not necessarily support the idea of maintaining an ancestral altar, but nevertheless she 

feels committed to continuing the practices that have become a meaningful part of her 

religious life.  

 Nevertheless, there are some second-generation Vietnamese Americans that have 

continued participating in their religious institutions in addition to maintaining domestic 

religious practices. Linh, who previously described her family’s prayer rituals in her 

parent’s bedroom, explains, 

 
My family and I are very devoted Catholics; we go to church every Sunday and 
ever since I was a little girl, I have always said a little prayer before going to bed. 

 

 These personal reflections illustrate the wide range and diversity of religious 

participation among Vietnamese American second generation. In general, family-oriented 

folk religious rituals remain an important influence for Vietnamese Americans. Most of 

these participants seem to have developed a preference for a more general religious 

orientation, with some voicing an apprehension toward organized religion. Most of the 
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criticisms of religious institutions were centered mainly on the rigid and formal structures 

of religious institutional practice and its social conservatism. It may very well be that the 

second generation is informed by the American values of individualism, equality and 

informality, as is the case the broader youth community (Carnes and Yang 2004, 5). As 

Kevin related in the quote above, not going “all bling” demonstrates a certain informal 

approach to the ancestral altar tradition that is in some ways antithetical to the first 

generation’s carefully guarded conscription of appropriate filial duties based on 

institutional or traditional norms. As Kibria Nazli (1995) predicted over fifteen years ago, 

the second generation has renegotiated and redefined identity and religious practice in 

response to a shifting set of challenges and circumstances. Vietnamese American youth 

are being informed by American values; all the while they are also re-shaping the 

landscape of American religious life.  

 Instead of dismissing their ideas as youthful impressions, these narratives reflect 

the ways in which Vietnamese American youth are formulating complex and profound 

ideas about belief, practice, tradition, and inclusiveness within their families and with 

their ethnic religious communities. For this generation, the sacred is perceived to take on 

a more fluid and unconventional form, all the while actively constructing and contesting 

various intertwined notions of filial piety, religious belief and cultural identity. The 

preceding narratives also reflect the diverse ways in which Vietnamese American youth 

are articulating their sense of self in the context of the cultural and language politics of 

the broader ethnic community.  
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 Given that the second generation is finding creative, sometimes idiosyncratic 

ways in which to engage with religious institutions (some questioning their parents’ 

approaches, some adhering to some institutional engagement, and others preferring to 

practice a “spirituality” of their own) I opted to focus on popular religious practices 

outside of religious institutions to address how Vietnamese Americans practitioners, 

families, the diasporic community understand Asian-ness, American-ness, nationalism, 

race/ethnicity, and diasporic cultural citizenship in terms of religious practice. In order to 

further an analysis of the ways in which multiple generations negotiate a sense of 

diasporic community, I continue with an analysis of a visit to a former refugee camp in 

Pulao Galang, Indonesia. I argue that the (re) construction of this refugee site is a process 

of cultural positioning, identity and ultimately resistance. In this transnational and 

religious journey, Part 4 examines how the American-born second generation learned 

about the importance of communication and reciprocity between the living and the dead, 

the relationship between ancestors and descendants, and about the importance of sacred 

spaces as sites for the negotiation of self and the diasporic community.  

 
  



 170 

PART 4: ENGAGING THE SPIRIT(S) 

 

 This chapter explores the multiple ways in which a re-purposed former refugee 

camp in Indonesia has come to function as a meaningful and instructive religious space 

for different generations of diasporic Vietnamese. Through the narrated experiences of a 

select number of participants of an international group tour, I reveal how the carefully 

orchestrated tour I attended encouraged the development of a diasporic identity among 

participants in the process of figuratively and spiritually engaging and appeasing the 

haunted spirits of a collective past. Families fulfilled burial rites for relatives that 

perished at the camps, and the group collectively acknowledged and paid tribute to the 

local communities that presumably helped the refugees in their time of need. 

Furthermore, by visiting key sites on the tour, the group discursively re-inscribed an 

alternative history to the official nationalist discourses, both in Viet Nam and in the U.S., 

that overlook and misrepresent their experiences as “boat people.” Whereas this place 

was once the site of displacement— literally the liminal space between civic and 

economic uncertainty and newfound citizenship—it has become for some, a returning 

pilgrimage to a site of reconnection and rebirth. Through the performative act of 

appeasing their ancestral spirits, these returning pilgrims create a new narrative centered 

around the trope of “re-birth,” one that is located through a diasporic identity whose 

future perpetuation hinges on the acquiescence, if not substantiation of a particular legacy 

inherited by the second generation. 
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Vê ̀ Bê ́n Tự Do: Return to a Place of Freedom 

 

Officially, Viet Nam seems to have overcome the gruesome civil war of over thirty 

years ago, but Mai Lan Gustafsson (2009) points out that, 

 
Vietnam is haunted by the War. It is everywhere, manifested in bomb craters and 
amputated limbs, in daily television reports listing those still missing from the 
war, in soap operas dramatizing love among the trenches, on the radio in songs 
about soldiers longing for their mothers, in family altars in nearly every house 
bearing photographs of some long-gone child or spouse or parent...” (2009, 56) 

 

 In private, many have not been permitted to forget the war because of an 

unforgiving presence in their lives—the angry ghosts of the past who are believed to have 

borne them illness and ill luck. Many Vietnamese living overseas experience a different 

kind of haunting, located in a very different kind of place—the refugee camps where 

relatives were buried and left unattended by the appropriate funerary or filial rites during 

those crucial days or months when families fled Viet Nam by the thousands. By returning 

to these places of liminality and constructing a different sense of home, a number of 

diasporic Vietnamese are engaged in a very different kind of communal narrative of self, 

spirit and community—which also has had to bear the physical, mental, social and 

spiritual consequences of the Viet Nam war. 

 In August of 2011, I disembarked from a ferry and landed in Indonesia. I was on a 

guided tour to visit Pulau Galang, the site of a former United Nations refugee camp 

where over one-hundred forty-five thousand Southeast Asians, mostly Vietnamese, were 

temporarily housed beginning in 1979. At that time, many fled by sea to escape political 



 172 

persecution and economic hardship following the war in Viet Nam. Thousands were 

processed at refugee camps and were granted asylum by Canada, Australia and the 

United States, among other nations (Pathoni 2005). Between 1979 and 1996, the Pulau 

Galang Refugee Camp (run by the United Nation’s High Commission for Refugees), 

resettled these asylum-seekers in other countries until the last few thousand Vietnamese 

remaining on the island were involuntarily repatriated in 1996. Today, groups of 

Vietnamese living abroad organize annual tours to visit these former refugee camps 

across Southeast Asia, including those in Malaysia, the Philippines and Indonesia. For 

some tour participants, it is their first visit to Galang Island since their departure as 

asylum-seekers more than thirty years ago. Other tour participants return year after year, 

bringing with them their spouses and children to visit the camps. Organizers often narrate 

the group tours as a chance for Vietnamese living overseas to return to a symbolically 

potent place in their diasporic history. 

 It may be useful to situate group tours like these in the context of other similar 

pilgrimages among Vietnamese nationals and in the diaspora. Apart from the much-

advertised group tours to refugee camps, there has been a recent resurgence of 

pilgrimages in Vietnam proper, such as those dedicated to the Lady of the Realm in the 

southeastern corner of Vietnam (Taylor 2004). For the diasporic community in the United 

States, the religious celebration of the Marian Days is celebrated annually in the tiny 

town of Carthage, Missouri, where (some participants report) over 80,000 Vietnamese 

Catholics converge each August. It is common to hear radio and television advertisement 

about other pilgrimages to religious temples or shrines in places like Texas or France. It 
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is worth noting that these pilgrimage opportunities have arguably emerged in a time of 

transition, a time of economic change in Vietnam, and the emergence of an overseas-born 

generation elsewhere. It is fair to say that these pilgrimages address these social, 

economic, religious and cultural reconfigurations. In fact, the popularity of pilgrimages 

throughout Viet Nam presently has lead Philip Taylor (2004) to conclude that 

“pilgrimages are characteristic of societies in transition: marked by changing 

relationships to landscape, social structural dynamism, expanding cultural pluralism, and 

transitory forms of subjectivity” (2004:16).  

 The tour in which I participated was called “Vê ̀ Bến Tự Do” translated as “a 

return to destination freedom.” The Archives of Vietnamese Boat People (AVBP), a non-

profit organization with offices in Australia and the United States, organized it. The 

organization’s mission is to “record as much as possible, the details surrounding 

significant events occurred from April of 1975 until the last Vietnamese boat people in 

refugee camps were resettled in other countries.”44 Organizing group trips to former 

refugee camps is one way in which the organization fulfills this educative mission. 

Unlike other refugee campsites that have fallen into disrepair in Malaysia 45 and the 

Philippines, Pulau Galang has been developed into a heritage site and tourist destination 

that has revitalized the local economy. The 200-acre refugee camp complex is currently 

                                                
44 Original text from the organization’s website http://www.vnbp.org/ states: Ðê ̀ án này nhằm ghi la ̣i càng 
nhiê ̀u càng tô ́t những chi tiê ́t có ý nghi ̃a chung quanh biê ́n cô ́ đã xa ̉y ra trong khoa ̉ng tháng 4 - 1975 cho 
đê ́n khi Thuyê ̀n nhân Việt nam cuô ́i cùng ở tra ̣i ty ̣ na ̣n đu ̛ợc đi ̣nh cu ̛ ở quô ́c gia thứ ba cùng các chi tiê ́t vê ̀ 
những thê ́ hệ đâ ̀u tiên cu ̉a biê ́n cô ́ này. 
45 The AVBP has undertaken major campaigns to revitalize other former refugee camps, for example, the 
refugee camp in Bidong Malaysia has been marketed as a tourist destination since 2004 and has seen a fair 
amount of refugee and non-refugee tourists, though not on the same scale as in Galang. 
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managed by the Batam Industrial Development Authority, and boasts newly-built asphalt 

roads leading into the area and renovated historical structures including a small museum, 

Catholic church and Buddhist temple (Fadli 2009). For the former refugee camp residents 

who arrived on the island in small fishing boats, the return journey stood in stark 

contrast—all of us arrived in the most modern modes of transportation, including 

transcontinental flights, air- conditioned taxis and travel buses. While this type of travel 

may only be accessible to those with a newly-acquired class-based mobility, the 

information and personal stories about the tours circulate to a much wider Vietnamese 

population through various ethnic media outlets globally, including Vietnamese-language 

radio, newspapers and the AVBP internet website and blog. This has allowed for 

organizers to coordinate this kind of travel experience for participants coming from 

different parts of the world and to communicate their mission (and appeal to a sense of 

collective solidarity) with the broader diasporic community that cannot physically or 

economically make the journey. Word of mouth also plays an important part in 

disseminating information. I learned of the tour through my volunteer involvement with 

another non-profit organization called “The Vietnamese American Heritage Foundation” 

based in Austin, Texas. 

 Non-Vietnamese tourists come mostly from nearby Singapore, however there is 

some ambivalence among the overseas Vietnamese community about marketing the site 

as “dark tourism for non-purposeful tourists” devoid of any historical connection to the 

war (Carruthers and Huynh-Beattie 2011). The concern is that the camp could be 

presented to tourists merely as a generic site of human suffering, trauma and death—or 
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worse, a gimmicky site for ghost-hunters and stories of hauntings. Not all tour members 

would self- identify as “purposeful” tourists; for some it was another stop on their 

vacation itinerary to visit other tourist sites. Nevertheless, the first generation and 1.5 

generation former camp residents overwhelmingly responded that the tour offered an 

opportunity to reminisce about the refugee experience, and to reflect on the fate of those 

who temporarily called Pulau Galang home. For the younger generation of participants, 

the tour offered an opportunity to accompany their parents on a meaningful personal 

journey in their parents’ lives. However, as I will show, by the end of the trip, the second 

and 1.5 generation participants began to “own” the experience much more and to develop 

ideas about how they fit into a larger collective narrative based on a diasporic identity. 
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Figure 35. Tour group organizer Dong Tran giving an introducution to the former 
refugee camp; fishing boat in the background; Galang 2011 

 
 I began my journey as a “purposeful” researcher, tourist and second generation 

Vietnamese American. I eagerly met up with the tour group at a hotel in Singapore’s 

Geylang District. The tour itself had already begun a week prior with a visit to another 

refugee camp in Bidong, Malaysia, so we bid farewell to those who would be leaving the 

group, and those of us that joined were welcomed on the journey. The next day our group 

boarded a ferry for the island of Batam, Indonesia. It was a forty-five minute ferry ride 

across the waters of the Singapore Strait—a very different kind of arrival than that 

experienced by the weary asylum-seekers over thirty-five years ago. It was in these 

moments of transport that a unique kind of community developed between members of 
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our tour group. When we disembarked the ferry, we boarded a tour bus, and during this 

bus ride, the organizers asked the participants to identify ourselves and motives for 

joining the tour. Our group of twenty-three tour group members included former refugee 

camp occupants, former residents at other camps, and those who were accompanying 

their siblings, spouses or their parents. Hang, my roommate throughout the trip, for 

example, traveled with her two brothers from Houston, Texas; all three were former 

camp residents who came on the tour to “reminisce about a good time” before their 

vacation itinerary took them to Australia. To the delight of the tour organizers, some of 

us were documenting the visit. There were two Japanese journalists from a public 

television station in Jakarta who joined us for portions of the tour. They video-recorded 

short interviews throughout the trip, which were later edited into an eight-minute segment 

about the resiliency of the Vietnamese spirit among the second generation.46 About one-

fourth of our group consisted of 1.5 or second generation Vietnamese, including Linda, a 

second generation in her mid-twenties from San Francisco, who was studying 

cosmetology at the time. David also joined us, a 1.5 generation participant also from San 

Francisco in his thirties, a father of two young children who remained in the U.S. Two of 

us were Ph.D. Candidates, also in our thirties at that time conducting research, both with 

young daughters waiting for us at home. Melissa, a 1.5 generation who is ethnically 

Chinese born in Vietnam, joined us from Australia. She brought along her two second 

generation Australian-born children, a nine-year old daughter and fourteen-year old son. 

                                                
46 Aired on NHK World (Japan Broadcasting Corporation) on October 5th, 2011. 
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 A local Indonesian tour guide and security guard, Abu, also joined us on the tour 

bus. At the time he was in his late thirties and moved near the Galang refugee camp as a 

youth when his mother was hired as a cook. As a result, he is a fluent Vietnamese speaker 

and beloved by the Vietnamese tour groups that come year after year. So here we were, 

Abu and I, two people that straddled the line between outsiders and insiders; Abu, an 

Indonesian who speaks Vietnamese, and myself, a second generation half Vietnamese 

half Mexican American who needed translation assistance throughout the tour. Melissa 

dubbed us two “funny Vietnamese”. As I reflected on these playful but teasing moments, 

I came to realize that, indeed, much of this trip was about delineating the contours of 

what constitutes “being” Vietnamese. Perhaps my presence as a multi-racial American-

born Vietnamese is as much a statement about the complexities of what it means to be 

Vietnamese today as Abu’s ability to speak Vietnamese as an Indonesian reminds us that 

war and exile leave an indelible mark on people and landscapes beyond what we can 

imagine. As I will show, throughout the trip, our past experiences provided roles for us—

for example, as former refugee residents with firsthand eyewitness experience of camp 

life, or as survivors of a harrowing sea journey and thus “boat people,” or as second 

generation tour participants with a legacy to inherit. The stories we shared with the group 

about our reasons for being there, however diverse, cemented us as a collective with a 

common legacy despite our differences. 

 Some participants find this tour so meaningful, they join up year after year. 

Melissa is one of these participants; she joined the tour for the third year. When asked 

why she returns to this place so frequently she stated, 
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Why do I come back? I come back because this is where my life started. My life 
started in Galang. I want my children to know that. 

 

Even so, Melissa admitted that she had never fully relayed the story of her childhood 

escape from Vietnam to her children. And so, my prying questions into her past, and the 

bus ride to our next tour stop offered the opportunity for her to recount her journey. Her 

children and I sat together and listened intently to her memories of living in Saigon’s 

Chinatown district, her escape journey, arrival at the camp, and the sights, sounds and 

smells of life on the island. The children had heard bits and pieces of the stories from 

their mother before, but never in full. This was very much like the fragmentary memories 

I heard from my own father, which were often interrupted by the exigencies of daily life. 

Yet, on this trip, and especially during the transitory times between tour stops, I heard 

many a life story recounted, political rants, and fond nostalgic memories of camp life—

all of which became an important part of the tour experience. 

 Our tour group learned that two families, both from San Francisco, California, 

had joined us in order to find relatives’ tombs. They sought to find the respective 

gravesites to pay their respects and take care of the logistics of proper burial and to 

consider possible disinterment. The first family was represented by Mai (Linda’s aunt), 

who introduced herself to the group, tearfully revealing that she hoped to find her father’s 

gravesite. She was accompanied by her elder sister Ly, Linda’s mother. Mai was fifteen 

years old when she fled Viet Nam with her father (Linda’s maternal grandfather) in 1983. 

The decision to leave the country was similar to many others’—her father’s 
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disillusionment with the government, frustration from an impoverished existence, and 

little hope for a brighter future pushed the family to choose to leave Viet Nam. Part of the 

family, including Ly, had already arrived safely to the United States. It was common for 

families to split up relatives and attempt to leave on separate boats due to the 

overwhelming odds against successful escapes: escapees could be (and often were) 

caught by Vietnamese government officials before crossing into international waters. 

There loomed the possibility of being turned away from countries already suffering 

“compassion fatigue” (Chan 2006) or worse, there was a very real danger of being 

stranded at sea and not surviving the journey. After a weeklong journey on a small 

fishing boat that ran out of supplies, Mai and her father landed on an Indonesian island 

called KuKu before being resettled in the Pulau Galang refugee camp. They had been 

living in the camp in a wooden longhouse a little less than a year before her father, only 

44 at the time, grew ill and passed away; she was left alone to await reunification with 

her sister in the United States. She remembers the deep sadness, and calling on her 

neighbors, some living in makeshift campsites, to ask for prayers for her father’s spirit. 

They laid him to rest in the camp cemetery in a Catholic burial ceremony, alongside 

others whose journeys ended on that island. A few weeks later, she was granted 

documentation to immigrate to the United States and met her older sister at the San 

Francisco airport; it was a bittersweet reunion. Over twenty-five years later, Mai, Ly, and 

Linda have set out on a journey back to find his tomb, to pay their respects, and to attain 

a sense of closure. 
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 The second family was represented by another fellow traveler, Dang (David’s 

uncle), who related his story to me on one of our bus rides. He was sixteen when he left 

Vietnam in 1984 with his sister Nhan’s mother-in-law, Den (David’s paternal 

grandmother). After only a few days, the fishing boat’s motor gave out, and the group 

was relegated to suffering the whims of the unpredictable current. A passing oil tanker 

sheltered the stranded passengers for a few days. During this time, Den recognized her 

niece’s husband among the crew, a young Filipino youth named Herminio, who was also 

a mechanic. She negotiated with the fishing boat’s captain to allow Herminio to try to fix 

their broken motor. He was successful, after which the international Red Cross was 

hailed, and they were steered toward KuKu island before being resettled in the camp. It is 

said that everyone owed their lives to Den and to Herminio. Unfortunately, after only a 

few short months on Pulau Galang, Den suffered a serious head injury from a bad fall, 

and died shortly thereafter. Sixteen-year-old Dang, as the only surviving relative in the 

camp, was charged with organizing the appropriate funerary arrangements. With no 

resources, he himself chiseled her name, birth and death date on the tombstone. A 

Buddhist monk presided over a funerary ceremony and burned incense and paper votive 

money at the gravesite to ensure that her spirit moved on to her next life. Twenty-five 

years later, Dang was joined on this tour by his sister Nhan (David’s mother), her 

husband Kiem (David’s father and Den’s son) and David. The three of them had their 

own escape story; they fled Vietnam on a different boat in a weeklong journey that 

claimed the lives of a number of people. David was six years old at the time and Nhan 

was pregnant with her second child. They landed in Bidong, Malaysia, and sought refuge 
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in that camp where their daughter was born before immigrating to San Francisco. On this 

trip Dang, Kiem, Nhan and David made the journey back to Pulau Galang from half a 

world away to search for the tomb of the family matriarch and to fulfill their filial 

obligations. 

 It is a common Vietnamese folk belief that spirits can linger for years if they are 

not given proper burial rites, and tombs should be kept clean so as to not engender the 

wrath of the dead. In fact, in many Vietnamese families, the ancestral spirits and the 

living coexist in a relationship nurtured by a sense of reciprocal obligations. The living 

often ask for luck or blessings from their ancestors, and ancestors often demand 

repayment or proper respect in return (Gustafsson 2009). Thus, both the tour and the 

organization’s mission serve to situate things—tombs or spirits, for example—in their 

proper place. The following section will address the importance of fulfilling filial duties 

associated with the respect for the spirits of the dead, both on an individual level, as a 

family, and lastly as a community. 
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Appeasing the Spirits of an Imminent Past 

 

Dang related to me that soon after Den’s death, he was offered a passage to France, 

where his half-sister resided, but in his self-described youthful insolence, decided that, 

“France had done nothing to create this mess” and that it was, “the obligation of the 

United States to take me in.”47 Thus, Dang remained at the camp for over three years 

waiting for his opportunity to immigrate to the U.S. He was beginning to lose hope for 

leaving the refugee camp when one night Den visited him in his dreams. In this 

nightmare, she chased him around his room while he asked incredulously, “How can you 

be chasing me?” He remembers saying, “you are dead, and you want to take me with 

you!” She then asked, “What do you want?” To this he responded, “to go to the United 

States with my brother.” She then commanded him, “then, you will place balloons on my 

gravesite.” Whether she asked this because of his benign neglect of her gravesite is 

unclear to him, but with no balloons available on the island, he resorted to inflating 

condoms and placing them on her gravesite in order to comply with her request. (“It was 

an island!” he stated emphatically. “Where would she expect me to find balloons?”) One 

week after he fulfilled this obligation, he was called to immigrate to the United States. 

 Indeed, in Vietnam as well as in the diaspora, spirits can appear in dreams to warn 

their relatives of impending doom or offer preemptive advice. They can negotiate social 

friction between family members, offer solutions to complex situations, and comfort the 

                                                
47 Opinions about U.S. involvement in the war are varied among the overseas Vietnamese community, 
and, as scholar Thuy Vo Dang (2011) has aptly described, the rhetoric of anti- communism often blurs the 
line between politics and culture. 
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living. Through these different ways of communicating with descendants, people learn 

what they need to do to assuage the con ma or angry ghosts, and if they’ve suffered 

physical ailments due to this bad spirit, properly following orders could restore their 

health (Gustaffson 2009, 68). 

 Linda (Mai’s niece and a second generation Vietnamese American), confided her 

own anxieties about paying proper respects to her grandfather. On the first night of our 

trip, she had woken up in the middle of the night with an eerie anticipation; she stayed 

awake for hours, afraid that their trip would be in vain and that they would not find her 

grandfather’s grave. She explained that on a previous trip to visit relatives in Viet Nam, 

she unintentionally approached her family’s ancestral altar without bowing or lighting 

incense. She merely looked over the images of her grandfather and her grandmother, 

admiring the flowers and the ornate carvings of the furniture. Later that night, she had a 

nightmare that someone grabbed her feet and attempted to drag her out of bed. Shaken, 

she related the story to her mother in the morning, who merely disregarded the account 

until Linda’s younger brother, only five or six years old at the time, asked, “is your friend 

visiting us again? The one that slept between us?” Linda’s mother Ly promptly called a 

local Catholic priest to bless the house. That experience happened once again on her last 

birthday, and Linda now makes sure to pay her respects properly in front of the family 

altar by bowing and lighting three sticks of incense. 

 In fact, an improper gaze or direct stare into the image of an ancestor or a deity is 

often thought to be an act of disrespect and can garner magical infelicity for the 

perpetrator, whether purposeful or not. Kendall offers this explanation of a caretaker’s 
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experience of maintaining a shrine dedicated to the Mother Goddess in Viet Nam, “a 

temple keeper should not stare at the Mother Goddess images in his or her keeping. 

Although he had tended them for many years, [the caretaker] claimed, ‘I don’t dare to 

really get a good look at the images. They are frightening!’” (2010, 71). Linda thinks that 

perhaps this journey to find the gravesite of her grandfather will finally appease his spirit 

and amend this infraction. These two anecdotes point to the inter- relationships between 

individuals and ancestors, and the importance of maintaining healthy affective 

relationships with them through the fulfillment of filial duties. 

 Immediately upon our arrival in Batam, we made haste to a local market in order 

to find the material offerings appropriate for a visit to the cemetery—incense, incense 

holders, fresh flowers, vases, paper money (often burned at burial sites) and brightly- 

colored and crispy fresh fruits. Neither family knew whether they would find the 

graves—it had been years since any of them had returned to the site. The families chose 

their offerings carefully, and a feeling of anticipation and anxiety made this supposed 

quick trip into a lengthy hour-long endeavor. Before we set out to the cemetery, the tour 

bus stopped at two significant sites. Our first full stop took us to the pier where boat 

people arrived and left the island. An old, battered and graying boat is still anchored, 

remaining as a testament to numerous tearful and joyful arrivals and departures. As we 

walked along the pier, former camp residents recalled that a particular song was played 

each time someone left the island. As we listened to the stories of former camp residents, 

both first and second generation participants were brought to tears as we stood on that 
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pier, a place that encapsulated so many complex emotions of the time—hope and 

hopelessness, community and isolation, fear and joy. 

 We rode the tour bus to Ngha Trang Cemetery in the early afternoon. Luckily, the 

gravesites of each of the ancestors were found, to the relief of the families. The first order 

of business was to clean the graves and uproot weeds among both of the gravesites. A 

Catholic priest, who was among the group tour participants and a former refugee himself, 

led prayers and sprinkled holy water on Linda’s grandfather’s grave. Her mother and aunt 

coordinated with Abu to upgrade the grave; they ordered his name and birth and death 

dates chiseled on the tomb (due to the fading paint), and concrete were to be poured into 

the tomb to seal it. Later, a priest, a fellow tour participant, performed a Catholic mass. It 

was a touching service, conducted in an old musky Catholic Church built by the refugees 

over thirty years ago. 

 David’s parents, Kiem and Dang, commissioned a Buddhist monk to prepare an 

altar at the cemetery site, where incense was offered by all in attendance in order to coax 

Den’s spirit to follow them to the temple. Kiem, a first generation and eldest son, laid out 

a small cloth at the tombstone of his mother. Incense was placed in an urn and 

surrounded by fruits and flowers; he burned paper votive money and placed it on the 

tomb. He bowed three times on his knees, with incense in his hands. He rose up tearful 

and relieved, while his wife Nhan and then (1.5 generation) David followed his lead. 

Dang, David’s uncle said he preferred to pay respects privately and away from the prying 

video cameras of the Japanese journalists. Neither family decided to disinter the remains. 

The tombs were in an auspicious location, against a backdrop of a beautiful Indonesian 
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forest, and it was well maintained as a park by the Indonesian government. Subsequent 

generations would have to travel to Pulau Galang to pay respects to these ancestors. 

 There were also roles for the rest of us to fulfill. The whole group, including the 

1.5 and second generation participants helped burn paper votive money and spread it 

across the cemetery among the 503 grave sites to help appease those spirits that died 

without relatives. It was a stirring site. Meanwhile, some of us were recruited to 

photograph each and every tombstone to post online for families still searching for 

relatives, and for those who could not make the trip. A few minutes later, we followed the 

altar, which was placed in the back of a pick-up truck and sent to a Buddhist temple, 

which was under construction. The whole group was happy and talkative on the way back 

to our hotel in Batam. There was a palpable sense of relief. 

 

Figure 36. Tour participant dispersing paper offerings; Galang 2011 
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 On an individual and familial level, the process of “situating the spirits” provided 

a resolution and sense of closure. David, a 1.5 generation participant, eloquently summed 

up his reflections through email correspondence soon after he returned to San Francisco: 

 
Being alongside my grandmother's grave completed one of the big journeys in life 
for my father [Kiem]. I think seeing the grave was a big relief for him, as he was 
able to release thirty years of pent up emotions and anxiety in his own quiet way. 
I know it eased his mind considerably knowing that the grave is in a good state (I 
mean the site is now a national park and the backdrop is the Indonesian rainforest, 
what more can you ask for? And the spirits were given passage to that unfinished 
temple that we visited). I was also touched to see Linda’s family share a similar 
experience. I recall that I almost broke down and cried myself when her aunt 
introduced herself and the tears came pouring down her eyes as she recounted that 
her father passed away in Galang over twenty years prior. I was moved by 
everyone’s gesture in burning the extra incense and placing them in the 
neighboring graves. Seeing my uncle [Dang] smile (but really emoting 
underneath) as he sat on the grave that he built and poured cement onto thirty 
years ago was amazing to witness. It was great to see him take it all in, as I took it 
all in myself. 
 

 While David understood the emotional weight of the moment for his father in 

particular, he had originally begun the journey feeling like an objective observer. On the 

first day of the tour he commented, “This is their trip. I am here to experience this with 

them.” Yet, it became clear throughout the trip that those of us who are second generation 

were inheriting much more than an insight into the first generation’s experience, but 

rather inheriting a legacy. He went on to write, 

 
I felt that in a way, this closure also meant that our ancestors (especially my 
grandmother) was reminding us of our own passage or rites, to start our own new 
journeys, to go out and discover and/or rediscover. I believe it has changed all of 
us quite a bit, and for the better. For example, I’ve sensed more closeness between 
me and my father, though our relationship wasn’t bad before. I feel that there is 
some work to be done, to look into the past and rediscover my roots and tradition, 
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and embrace all of it, for what it means for the future and what I can pass down to 
my children. 

 

 

Figure 37. David, taking a picture; Kiem, Dang and Nhan pay respects at matriarch’s 
gravesite; Galang 2011]  

 
 For Linda, a quiet and introspective second generation participant, the emotions 

of the visit were summed up by a simple but poignant statement after finding her 

grandfather’s burial site; “I feel so relieved.” Thus, while these experiences fulfilled 

certain motives on an individual level (for example, Linda’s desire to make amends with 

her grandfather’s spirit), and on a familial level (by fulfilling burial rites and obligations), 

there were also roles designated by the coordinators for the rest of the participants that 
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unified us, and encouraged us to think of ourselves as part of a community, both as tour 

group participants and as representatives of the Vietnamese diaspora. This was 

accomplished in our collective burning of paper money at the grave sites, and as I discuss 

next, paying homage to shrines that have captured the imagination of the Vietnamese 

diaspora. 

 Like many tourists to this park, we stopped at Miê ́u Ba Cô, or the Shrine for the 

Three Ladies. Based on various retellings that I compiled from the tour, it is said that two 

(or three) young girls were raped at sea by pirates that accosted their small boat, and once 

they landed in Galang, they faced shame, scrutiny and taunting from some members of 

the community. To make things worse, their emigration status was declined due to an 

incident where one of the boat members stole something of value from an immigration 

officer, who, not knowing who the perpetrator was, decided to decline everyone’s 

chances of leaving the island. Hopeless and ashamed, the girls hung themselves from a 

grove of coconut trees. Soon after, a shrine was erected at that site and newly arrived 

refugees began to light incense, pray and ask the spirits of these young women for help 

with their plights and attempts to find a host country that would accept them. A park 

pamphlet dubbed it the “bodhi tree,” while a sign nearby reads “body tree.” The 

interesting play on the words bodhi, meaning “enlightenment” in the Buddhist sense, and 

“body” referring to the bodies once hanging from the trees, point to the multiple frames 

of meaning that the space has engendered. 

 According to Vietnamese mortuary conceptions, dying a grievous death will 

cause the soul to remain trapped in mortal agony, reliving the violent circumstances of 
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death repeatedly (Endres 2008, 758). It is possible that in the case of an innocent child or 

a virgin girl dying during an auspicious hour (giờ thiêng), or an untimely, violent, or 

voluntary heroic death, their souls may be admitted into heaven; in exceptional cases they 

may even transform into a deity (Gustafsson 2009). Under other circumstances, the death 

of a young person may be thought to be of particular sacred potency. These hungry 

ghosts are thought to have similar needs to those of the living, and thus require the care of 

the living (through offerings and prayer) in order to sustain themselves. In these 

situations, reciprocal relationships are cultivated with these spirits, who are considered 

efficacious, or able to answer prayers (Jellema 2007, 488). It is not uncommon for 

Vietnamese practitioners to perceive spiritual efficacy in a range of spirits, “even those of 

thieves, beggars, prostitutes, night soil collectors, and others whose moral qualities are 

dubious;” it is all dependent upon whether they prove themselves to be responsive to the 

appeals of attentive practitioners (Endres 2008, 758).  

 Interestingly, the spirits who have earned reputations for being the most 

responsive tend to have been people who were in some way marginal in life—women, 

people from the social periphery, victims and those who died untimely deaths (Taylor 

2008). However, as virgins, sexless mothers, or women that have died young or badly (as 

in this case), they could be seen as a form of self-containment—an indication that there 

are little options for women but to embrace a conditional (and peripheral) status as a 

means to social integration and cultural validation (Taylor 2004). 

 Regional tourists are often drawn to this particular shrine for its numerous claims 

of ghost hauntings. Others see it as a sacred site, and light incense and petition the spirits 
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of the women for luck or health. Local Indonesians claim they sometimes see the spirits 

of the young women walk among the trees. For the group organizers, the visit to the site 

was a matter of religious obligation to set these spirits to rest. Hence, they collected 

money to appropriately care for the tormented spirits. As Dong, one of the organizers 

related: 

 
It’s not safe for spirits to stay in a place of nowhere; it’s better to be in a temple so 
they can rest in peace. We bring spirits to the temple and wish that they rest in 
peace. The purpose is to bring the spirit to the temple. But the spirit will not enter 
the temple unless it is invited by the monk. It’s not cheap. We paid 1,500 
Indonesian dollars. 

 

Our tour group organizer arranged for a priest and Buddhist monk to meet us at the 

site and to fulfill the Buddhist rites and then to successfully coax their spirits to a local 

temple. The presiding Buddhist monk chanted the corresponding liturgical texts and 

performed symbolic acts of purification. The burning of votive paper offerings at the 

cemetery marked the end of the ritual. The overall aim of the Mahayana Buddhist rite lễ 

mông sơn is to appease the lost souls (cô hô ̀n) and invoke Buddha, bodhisattvas, and 

saints to lead them onto the path of religion and facilitate their salvation (Endres 2008, 

760). A priest, in the case that any of the spirits were Roman Catholics in their lifetimes, 

also recited Catholic prayers. However, interpretations and understandings of these rites 

vary widely. For example, Kirsten Endres (2008) discusses how in Viet Nam, the souls of 

the war dead are considered to be in a perpetual hell, and so this rite liberates them so that 

they may enjoy the food and votive offerings offered by the living. Instead of facilitating 

their reincarnation, this rite would transform them into benevolent deities. Some 
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participants whispered that these spirits would never be at peace, because it was only 

their true relatives that would be able to coax them out of their misery. Although our tour 

group leader acted as their representative, he was not related by blood, and some 

participants suggested that the spirits might not heed his call to follow the altar they 

erected for this occasion. We all watched as the temporary altar was mounted on the back 

of a pickup, to be situated in the Buddhist temple so that the monks could petition the 

spirit world for official recognition of these tormented souls. 

 

 

Figure 38. Offering incense at the “Body Tree” shrine; Galang 2011 
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 So, why return for the spirits if they may not follow? I argue that by 

acknowledging these three spirits, and, in the process, negotiating for their return to a 

spiritually safer place, this Vietnamese group is claiming the “Body/Bodhi Tree” 

narrative and staking an ownership of the space. At a time when different groups are 

vying for differing stories— tourists, locals, the Indonesian and even Vietnamese 

government—it has become a sacroscape which serves as a didactic device for former 

Vietnamese refugees and their children to individually and collectively craft a mnemonic 

experience and a new mode of cultural production with a particular purpose. This ritual 

process (and the tour in general) made participants of those of us that may have started as 

observers, and crafted roles for each of us, whether we were former camp residents or 

not—as journalists, researchers, first, 1.5 or second generation, tour guides, volunteers or 

tourists. We had parts to play in a much larger narrative of re-birth and re-empowerment, 

with broader ramifications, which is the focus of the next section. 
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“We Are All Boat People” and the Cultural Politics of Gratitude 

 

 The Pulau Galang refugee camp is more than a tourist destination; I suggest that 

Vietnamese group tour participants return to be spiritually, socially and ideologically 

transformed by the lessons that emerge from a common heritagized experience. Many on 

this tour, whether of first, 1.5 or second generation, described their experience at the 

camp as a “rebirth,” and the beginning of a new life and history. As Duc, another fellow 

first generation passenger proclaimed, 

 
Ninety-nine percent of me died in my escape, but I was reborn after that 
experience. This trip is spiritual. Some come for vacation, but I come here to 
learn. And there are so many people to pray for. 

 

 While these trips and journeys are especially significant for families with filial 

obligations to fulfill, these trips are narrated to the participants and the broader 

Vietnamese diasporic community in the discursive rhetoric of “sacrifice and freedom.” 

For example, in addition to organizing visits to refugee camps, the majority of the AVBP 

organization’s efforts include fundraising to restore the many grave sites that dot the 

shores across Southeast Asia, and to erect memorials that commemorate the “boat 

people” experience with text such as this one erected in Galang in 2005: 

 
In commemoration of the hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese people who 
perished on the way to Freedom (1975-1996). 
 
Though they died of hunger or thirst, of being raped, of exhaustion or of any other 
cause, we pray that they may now have lasting peace. Their sacrifice will never be 
forgotten. 
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 AVBP commissioned memorials in each of these sites in Malaysia and Indonesia, 

with the financial help of thousands of dollars from overseas Vietnamese from all over 

the world. Other memorials have since been erected; three in Germany, two in the U.S. 

(in California), one each in France, Switzerland, and Belgium, and two in Australia (in 

Melbourne and Sydney).48 This memorial in Galang and the one in Bidong, Malaysia 

were demolished by the local Indonesian and Malaysian governments later that year due 

to mounting pressure from Hanoi (Fadli 2009a). This has provided another rallying cry 

for the organization’s mission, which encourages a sense of duty to make public the cost 

for “freedom.” Paradoxically, there has been an effort by the Vietnamese government to 

officially entice back overseas Vietnamese through the rhetoric of “national loyalty” and 

framing ancestral veneration as a national as well as a filial duty (Jellema 2007). 

Nevertheless, overseas Vietnamese are keenly aware that any public activities they 

engage in are still under the official gaze of the Vietnamese government. For example, 

many are aware that the revitalization of the Lady of the Realm pilgrimage in southern 

Viet Nam, while a meaningful and spiritually fruitful experience for many, still operates 

under the guidance of local Vietnamese officials (Taylor 2008). 

 Overseas Vietnamese, however, are also aware of their enormous influence, in 

large part supported by the ability to organize and fundraise globally through diasporic 

networks. As a result, Vietnamese living overseas have been able to exert an enormous 

influence on the emergence of religious development practiced by Vietnamese in the 

                                                
48 Personal communication with Dong Tran, director of the Archive of Vietnamese Boat People. 
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diaspora and even in Viet Nam itself. Some scholars credit them for the Buddhist revival, 

spirit possession, Catholicism, and the presence of a number of non-governmental 

organizations in Viet Nam (Taylor 2008). However, the Vietnamese government 

continues to actively thwart efforts to memorialize, record, or document South 

Vietnamese narratives of trauma. Escapees have been maligned in official and popular 

discourses as either deserters or troublemakers. Physical reminders of opposition to 

communist Viet Nam— such as South Vietnamese mass grave markers—are razed and 

strategically forgotten. Indeed, in Viet Nam and elsewhere, the experiences of overseas 

Vietnamese remain conspicuously absent from national discourses. Hence, the recasting 

and re-narrating of sites such as the Pulau Galang refugee camp is part of the Vietnamese 

diaspora’s struggle to combat the (Viet Nam) state’s interventions in re-narrating the 

circumstances of their exile. 

 The struggle extends to the United States as well, where the issue is not so much 

about counteracting a hegemonic narrative of national loyalty (as it is in Viet Nam), as it 

is a struggle for visibility and credibility. In the United States, while the images of 

refugees being rescued by U.S. fleets once functioned to reinforce a national narrative of 

U.S. benevolence, these discourses were quickly replaced in the U.S. popular press with 

the rhetoric of national healing for American soldiers through the erection of memorials 

which strategically omitted South Vietnamese participation. According to Espiritu (2005) 

the extent that Vietnamese refugees are visible and intelligible at all to Americans, it is 

only because of their arguable successful assimilation as model minorities, which has set 

them in antagonistic opposition to other communities of color to uphold the virtues of 
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America as the “land of freedom.” Thus, in the United States, the Vietnamese, who make 

up the largest group of resettled asylum-seekers in our nation’s history, have been the 

centerpieces of an interesting paradox—simultaneously cast as “suspicious citizens” or as 

“resilient overachievers” to be respected or to be feared (Christopher 1995). Each of these 

stereotypes has worked to estrange and exclude them from the American body politic, 

and as racialized “others,” even the second generation continue to be cast as perpetual 

foreigners outside of the nation’s citizenry (Lowe 1996). 

 Thus, coordination of these group tours, the collective efforts to erect memorials, 

and the website appeals are attempts by overseas Vietnamese to re-inscribe themselves 

into the popular memory of a war that overlooks their participation on both sides of the 

diasporic experience. It is an attempt to reclaim a new narrative of perseverance, honor, 

and power instead of the more ubiquitous, hegemonic and fundamentally victimizing 

narrative of the Vietnamese as passive. At the crux of this mission are the efforts to 

educate the second generation about this history and to encourage this generation to 

embrace the refugee legacy, despite having no first-hand experience. 

 One of the most effective nodes of these efforts involves the politically motivated 

and highly symbolic adoption of an identifying label that had once been used to oppress, 

and was not being taken back to empower: the “boat people” trope. As Dong Tran, one of 

the tour organizers, described, “we started calling ourselves Boat People. It’s more 

romantic than the term refugee, and more poetic.” The term itself came into 

contemporary use when, in the late 1970s, images of small fishing boats overfilled with 

famished and exhausted asylum-seekers captured the attention of a worldwide audience. 
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It was not long before they became the 20th century’s most publicly-narrated and 

celebrated “boat people”—a term which the Oxford English Dictionary (2012) defines as 

“refugees who have left a country by sea, esp. the Vietnamese people who fled in small 

boats to Hong Kong, Australia, and elsewhere after the conquest of South Vietnam by 

North Vietnam in 1975.” As often happens after an international crisis of this magnitude, 

an outpouring of initial concern allowed for many refugees to be granted asylum in a 

number of participating countries. As more and more boat people landed on the shores of 

Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Indonesia however, public support turned to irritation and 

many boat escapees were pushed off shore when they attempted to land or were 

repatriated back to Viet Nam. Refugee camps were filled to capacity, and many resorted 

to living there for years before being granted documents and being relocated to accepting 

countries (Chan 2006). 

 Reclaiming the “boat people” narrative has meant re-appropriating the term and 

expanding its reach. Dong Tran claims all overseas Vietnamese in his statement, “we’re 

all boat people, whether by walking, by plane or some other way, but we all have that 

experience.” Perhaps more significantly, the second generation is cast as inheritors of this 

legacy, and thus much of the tour and the efforts of AVBP are specifically targeting 

future generations of Vietnamese, as I will address in the next section. Thus, the Pulau 

Galang group tour, marketed and narrated as a return to the “destination of freedom,” 

symbolically acknowledges a different kind of history than that perpetuated by either Viet 

Nam or the U.S. While at first glance the boat people identity seems to reproduce the 

same dominant discursive models that cast them as victims in the popular and academic 
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imagination, a closer examination reveals a more complex negotiation at work, an act of 

what Marita Sturken calls “cultural memory.” 

 To define memory as cultural is, in effect, to enter into a debate about what 

memory means. This process does not efface the individual but rather involves the 

interaction of individuals in the creation of cultural meaning. Cultural memory is a field 

of cultural negotiation through which different stories vie for a place in history (Sturken 

1997, 1). Invoking a boat people identity is both an act of empowerment and potential 

subversion. Indeed, I argue that for the first, 1.5, and second generations, this process of 

self-making is fundamentally empowering, transforming, and grounding a new and 

unique concept of home, place, reclamation and spiritual rest. But rather than romanticize 

the re- appropriation of the concept, it is important to note that in the United States for 

example, identifying as boat people instead of immigrants is set squarely within the 

highly volatile political disputes defining citizenship and legality and determining who is 

deserving of the nation’s acceptance at the expense of others (Ngai 2004). I assert that it 

is because of the (mis) characterizations of the Vietnamese and their children—as 

racialized foreigners (despite being American-born, for example), psychologized victims, 

“good” noble model minorities, or possible threats—that the sites like the Pulau Galang 

refugee camp have come to take on new meaning. It is significant that it is in these 

refugee camps—which over thirty years ago was depicted and experienced as the liminal 

space between political and economic uncertainty and newfound citizenship—that the 

diasporic community has found a significant space of identity to own and appropriate. It 

explains why many would choose to re-visit spaces that seem at first to reinforce 
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narratives of dislocation, liminality and nostalgic longing. In response to being 

characterized as racialized subjects of their new nations—either stereotyped as model 

Asian minorities or pathologized as victimized refugees—the community has forged a 

diasporic identity, circulating narratives of collective survival and subsequent success, 

actively narrating a common heritage. One way in which these efforts are manifest and 

materialized are through virtual and performative displays of gratitude that are directed at 

a broad global audience through the complex and problematic discourses of “freedom” 

(M. T. Nguyen 2012). There is also an encouragement, or demand rather, of gratitude 

from the second generation, which is the focus of the following section. While the 

experience and discourses about exile and rebirth are articulated by the first generation, 

1.5 and second generation participants are continually addressed and incorporated as 

viable participants of this “boat people” experience and thus actively engaged to embody 

and perform this narrative of gratitude, freedom and belonging as their own. 

 The rhetoric of gratitude was a trope that emerged throughout the group tour and a 

major initiative for organizations like the Archive of Vietnamese Boat People. For 

example, the opposite side of the (now razed) plaque described above read: 

 
In appreciation of the efforts of UNHCR, the Red Cross and the Indonesian Red 
Crescent Society and other world relief organizations, the Indonesian government 
and people, as well as all countries of first asylum and resettlement. We also 
express our gratitude to the thousands of individuals who worked hard in helping 
the Vietnamese refugees. 
 
OVERSEAS VIETNAMESE COMMUNITIES 2005 
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 At the crux of these efforts is a conscious reclaiming of the proverbial boat people 

narrative from a trope of shame, secrecy, rape, violence, illegality and displacement to 

one of pride, connection, dignity, legacy, and home. Similar to how victims of the 

Holocaust were enlisted for the development of the Holocaust Museum on the National 

Mall, there is an urgency to, “make their deaths public, instructive deaths” to future 

generations (Linenthal 2001, xiii). There are also efforts by the first generation to 

carefully instruct the second generation in properly acknowledging the sacrifices of their 

parents. The AVBP website makes the appeal: 

 
Where do I come from? Why I am here? Life is completely meaningless! I want! I 
want! I want! 
 
NO! To understand the roots and the values of the living, it is necessary for the 
future generations to know the undeniable true facts that their parent’s generations 
had to pay an expensive price for Freedom. For every single one who reached it 
there was one who had to lie down forever, and [what they wanted was] 
completely simple, but still they could not have it easily.  
 
-ARCHIVE of VIETNAMESE BOAT PEOPLE 

 

 Narratives like these reveal the anxieties and fears of the first generation that their 

children will forget their diasporic legacy, exemplified through the common parental 

complaint that their children are becoming, “too American” to appreciate their parents. 

On one of the last nights of the tour, I was introduced to one of the ways in which this 

acknowledgement of gratitude was performatively encouraged and promoted. During an 

entertaining dinner where certain tour participants sang improvised versions of cải 



 203 

lương,49 the organizers collected donations from everyone on the group tour. The 

organizers explained that this financial donation was to be presented to a local Indonesian 

grade school in gratitude for the benevolence shown by the locals and the Indonesian 

government for the refugees years ago. To my trepidation, I was chosen to make a speech 

to the classroom of children and their teachers. “Why me?” I asked anyone that would 

listen. “Because you’re a professor,” someone said. “And you are young. The children 

will like you,” someone else commented. “What do you want me to say?” I asked. All I 

received for advice was, “We trust you.” On the bus ride home that night and on the way 

to the village the next morning, I asked my tour companions why we were donating 

money to a local school. I jotted down their answers, including Duc’s reply, which 

previously mentioned being given the chance to be “reborn” on the island. “Now, I 

repay,” he said. “I share with everyone. I give money to everyone, the temple, the 

coconut [vendor], that (Indonesian) family with the sick child (we met on a tour stop).” 

The overwhelming answer that I received was that “we should all be thankful for them 

taking us in.” In this response it is important to note that we has narratively come to 

signify all of us as “the boat people” and them came to represent “the Indonesian 

peoples” on the island and the government. I was not a refugee at the Galang camp 

myself, nor was my father, who was processed at the Guam refugee camp. But 

nevertheless, that was how it came to be that one of the “funny” Vietnamese was chosen 

(grudgingly) as a representative of all the refugees that were processed on that island. I 

was uncomfortable in this position, not least because it thrust me into a role I was not 
                                                
49 A form of contemporary Vietnamese folk opera. 
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prepared to fulfill as an ethnographer. In fact, I am personally ambivalent about the 

rhetoric of gratitude deployed by diasporic Vietnamese, agreeing with Mimi Thi Nguyen 

(2012) that our complicity as “grateful refugees” is imaginable only in the context of 

justifying and upholding the values of U.S. Empire.50  But I spoke nevertheless. Through 

a translator, I explained to the students that their parents and grandparents on that island 

accepted the Vietnamese refugees when they needed refuge, and that was why we were 

thanking them that day. Without a clue about the conditions and possibilities for 

educational opportunities in that village, I shared my hopes that they would continue to 

study. I felt inadequate and unsure of myself, but the children eagerly received my short 

speech, clapped enthusiastically, hugged me and shared their aspirations to become 

doctors and teachers in the future. I believe that to them, I came to symbolize the 

possibility of their dreams. Then, Duc lined up the students and gave them each a crisp 

bill, insuring that the students themselves would benefit from our group’s donation. I 

received positive feedback from my fellow tour companions, and I felt that I emerged as 

an insider to our tour group after that experience. 

 Perhaps this experience can reveal how complex issues of “identity” and 

“community” really are, and why spaces of spiritual commemoration become so central 

to activating ideas of collective solidarity. While particular diasporic narratives are 

seemingly carefully constructed and deployed by the refugee generation, those of us who 

are second generation construct for ourselves the meanings that will continue to tie us to 

                                                
50 Nguyen makes a poignant argument about the emergence and deployment of what she calls the “gift of 
freedom” which produces always-indebted subjectivities like the grateful refugee. 
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these sacroscapes. For Linda, visiting her grandfather’s grave offered an opportunity to 

reconcile her relationship to her ancestor. David was inspired by the beautiful landscape 

and religious significance of the site, compelling him to promise to visit his 

grandmother’s grave again with his own children. Both of Melissa’s children were finally 

privy to their mother’s life story in full—and as their third time to visit, have become 

familiar and comfortable in Pulau Galang, the place where their mother’s (new) life 

began. In my moment of conflict as a representative of the group, I used the opportunity 

to tell the local children about how important I thought an education is, and that I 

believed in them. The lesson I learned was that this expression of gratitude, while 

deployed as a collective act, can also be an intimately personal and introspective 

experience as well. For example, throughout the trip, Melissa attempted to locate a 

Chinese storekeeper who gave her a job running errands delivering goods across the 

refugee camp when she was a child. It was one of the few jobs on the island, and it 

became essential to the livelihood of her entire family. She had heard rumors that he 

relocated his shop to a Chinatown district in the nearby city, but as we searched for him 

and asked the locals about his whereabouts, they proved to be unfounded. She one day 

hopes to find him to thank him for his compassion. So, for many of us, the trip was, 

although in some ways transformative, also “unfinished” and evocative, both on a 

personal and communal level. As David reflected, 

 
Maybe it is the people, or the atmosphere, or the memory of sharing a meaningful 
experience, but I feel like I left a piece of myself in Indonesia during this trip, and 
I'm looking for a way to make myself whole again. I think the boat people feel 
that they must return because this was a very emotional and powerful place for 
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them. It was a springboard, a gateway to a potentially better place and life. It was 
a place where some of their loved ones passed away. It was the place where they 
risked their lives to get to. It was the end of a life that they once knew. 

 

 Upon reflection of this particular pilgrimage experience—both personally and 

collectively—I recognize that it is neither possible, nor perhaps even desirable, to capture 

a complete picture of the Vietnamese American experience across generations as well as 

socio-political boundaries. Rather, it has been my goal to clarify and illuminate the 

multiple ways in which this particular sacroscape and the journey (as a collective 

experience)—served to activate and encourage certain “structures of feeling” among the 

heritage participants who traveled there. Thus, rather than pose the first or second 

generation as a monolithic community, or a demographic variable to consider, I move 

toward an understanding of how selves and communities are negotiated and defined, or 

even redefined in particular spaces. It is ultimately, I would argue, a creative, complex, 

and contradictory process through which immigrants and their children situate, displace 

and constantly reconstruct both individual and collective narratives of belonging and 

identity across time and space—physically through travel and through the narrativization 

and materialization of an always-changing diasporic imaginary. This process is 

particularly acute, I might argue, among the American-born second generation of 

Vietnamese. 

 Over fifteen years after the opening of global relations and trade with Viet Nam 

which has allowed ex-patriots to visit the homeland, there is a growing American-born 

Vietnamese second generation who can, virtually and physically through travel, explore 
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what it means to be diasporic Vietnamese by returning to their families’ places of origin 

and transition. In their own homeland, the U.S. second generation Vietnamese also find 

themselves struggling to create a sense of belonging and identity in a paradoxical 

environment in which their parents worry that they may be losing their culture by 

becoming “too American,” and “Americans” refuse to let them forget that they are 

racially, ethnically and religiously “other” (Maira 2002). The question for this population 

then, is how to understand the meaning of this kind of pilgrimage experience and the 

recirculation of a narrative of war and an identity as “boat people” that it supports, for 

those who never experienced either one. I suggest that the starting point for this process 

begins with a re- articulation of a shared legacy of war, racism and violence that have 

produced such circumstances in the first place. Such a narrative makes imaginable a place 

of re-birth and spiritual rest on an Indonesian island and traces collective roots tracing 

roots back to a narrative of displacement and dislocation—all in an attempt to re-inscribe 

a sense of dignity and visibility from official erasures of people’s very existence. 

 This is one example—occurring in the “ethnographic present” of August of 2011, 

of how a particular diasporic community of participants healed and moved beyond a time 

of conflict and violence. Far from being passive victims, or a homogenous mass of 

trauma- ridden refugees, these participants envisioned themselves as having successfully 

emerged from the post-war era. The meanings ascribed to this site may change in time 

and across generations, but for now, Pulau Galang carries the solemn weight of a 

spiritually imbued diasporic narrative that has been inherited and adapted by the 

Vietnamese 1.5 and second generation. 
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PART 5: CONCLUSION 

 

 This research was grounded first and foremost on the premise that the cultural work 

of refugees or transnationals does not involve merely the simple attempt to transfer and 

implement authentic, traditional, and bounded cultural contents in an unproblematic 

manner (Barb Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1988, 556). This research pays particular attention to 

the public and private expressions of religious piety and filial duty communicated and 

negotiated within the family, the community, and the American religious landscape. In 

particular, I have addressed the ways in which religious spaces can reproduce a particular 

diasporic imaginary and become sites for the negotiation or contestation of gendered, 

raced and classed subjectivities. Home altars, shrines and pilgrimage sites, although 

physically present in the now, embody what Ruth Behar calls the “presence of the 

past”(1986). Although altars can hold different meanings for different generations and 

across different religious and cultural traditions, I argue that one of their most powerful 

constellations of meanings are as sites for the practitioners’ connection to a shared 

ancestry, familial lineage, religious identification or common diasporic experience. This 

point has also been made by scholars who have analyzed the positionality of altars as 

active and adaptable generational legacies in other ethnic and religious communities 

including Japanese Americans (Iwamura 2003); and among Tejana/Mexicana/indigenous 

practitioners (Sendejo 2011). In both of these cases, altars are similar in form to those 

used by their antepasados (ancestors), although there were striking differences in their 

content and function. It is in this way that altars can be seen as symbolic representations 
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of and for a family legacy and collective narrative as well as embodied sites for the 

performance and/or negotiation in that they cultivate what Marita Sturken frames as 

“cultural memory…memory that is shared outside the avenues of formal historical 

discourse yet is entangled with cultural products and imbued with cultural meaning” 

(1997, 3). Moreover, I agree with Kevin Birth (2006, 180), that the past is resonant; it 

impinges on the present as much as the present frames the past; it deprives the past of its 

potentially uncanny, disruptive, and contested presence. He writes: 

 
In some cases, the conspicuous nature of vestiges from the past demand attention; 
in other cases, such vestiges haunt and subtly structure intersubjective relations; 
and in still other cases, present experience evokes unwanted, anxiety-provoking 
flashbacks. In significant ways, the past in the present structures the reproduction 
of knowledge and subjectivity, as much as present concerns can shape the past 
(2006, 186). 

 

  The idea of “postmemory,” as defined by Marianne Hirsch (2008) invokes a 

relationship in which the past structures the present, especially in the case of past trauma 

such as war or genocide; she defines this as “the experience of being separated in time 

and space from the war being remembered, yet of living with the eyewitness memory.” 

She focuses on the remembrance of the Holocaust as a case study, elucidating how 

photography is used as a primary medium of the trans-generational transmission of 

trauma, and situating the family as crucial to this process. It is in this way that some 

Vietnamese Americans, born and raised in the United States, seem to embody and 

experience memories of a war that took place before they were born. With this approach, 

I do not mean to couch these experiences solely in terms of psychological trauma and 
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victimhood (much cultural remembering is actually about survival and success), but to 

explore remembering not merely as a means of representing the past, but as a response to 

the presence of the past. Yen Le Espiritu (2005: xix) urged us to be mindful of “the 

ghosts that inhabit the ‘space between’—those from whom we may have been separated 

or never met due to the many consequences of war(s), and those with whom we live with 

but may never fully know due to the many ghosts in their lives.” She asks how we can 

begin the many unfinished conversations with the ghosts of our/other lives—to make 

contact with what is without doubt often unsettling, painful, and difficult. I argue that the 

presence of these ancestral altars, both as vestiges of the past, and as spiritual refuges for 

ancestral spirits in the present, are one way in which the unspoken is felt and 

experienced, and how the past is remembered by those who did not live it.  

 By carefully examining ancestral altars through the basic components of “things” 

and “space,” I addressed various facets of what they are and how they work. In Part 2, I 

examined home altars as ways to express a familial or diasporic imaginary, and/or as 

assemblages of things that are both intimately meaningful, yet intimately entangled to the 

processes of global production and consumption. I discussed how Loan’s home altar 

became the centerpiece of connection to her religious faith, to her immediate surrounding 

community, and to the homeland. I examined how a special object, a cross, made from 

the planks of a discarded fishing boat, became imbued with religious qualities based on 

Thuy’s personal narrative as a Vietnamese “boat person.” Jennifer and Thahn’s “de-

constructed” altar gave us a glimpse into the range of ways practitioners might creatively 

alter and adapt the practices of their parents.  
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 In Part 3, I discussed altars as organic and malleable spaces that are useful in 

negotiating one’s place in the world—on the level of the private home, the neighborhood, 

and the diaspora. They orient practitioners by encouraging certain modes of embodiment 

and social and moral obligations, as seen by Dr. Chất’s memorialization of American 

soldiers. Situating an altar becomes a civic act for Hòa Hảo practitioners who wanted to 

erect altars on their front lawns, only to confront various private and public regulations 

and finding differing successes in doing so. Finally, the altar of Phong, a Catholic 

practitioner living in the suburbs of Austin, reminds us that accommodation to the 

middle-class aesthetics of their neighbors is also a viable option for immigrants aspiring 

to embrace their new country.  

 Part 4 examined how diasporic tours to repurposed refugee camps can engage 

participants with a civic sense of morality to a refugee legacy, and as a negotiated 

resonance of the past. I approached these revitalized refugee camps as sites that situate 

and ground a collective narrative that seeks to encapsulate, commemorate and make 

instructive, a particular Vietnamese refugee experience. In particular, I grappled with 

how these moralized sites of remembrance encourage the second generation to identify 

with the diasporic community. I argued that civic pilgrimages to these sites fulfill very 

distinct desires for resolution and healing and performatively ground “liminality” to 

create a new narrative that reclaims and reifies the formerly negative qualities of 

displacement. And, while there is a range of individual motivations for journeying to 

these sites, the group tours become communally efficacious as symbolic representations 

of the common refugee experience. Moreover, I note that these heritage-making 
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processes are often imbued with a moral imperative, an aspect that can be easily 

overlooked since the secular is often incorrectly conceived of as inseparable from 

modernity and the antithesis of the “sacred.” As cultural heritage scholar Barbara 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1995) reminds us, constructing a new narrative in the present that 

has recourse to the past. Thus, I offered a close analysis of the very process of 

“heritagization”—in this case, creating a common legacy through the performative act of 

civic pilgrimage and through the discursive re-framing of a collective narrative.  

This dissertation intervenes in two major bodies of literature, Material Religion 

and Cultural Citizenships. I maintain that a material culture approach situates objects as 

things that are enmeshed and constituted in a world of experience, and materialized and 

embodied in ways that cannot be reducible in any stable way. In other words, they are not 

just signifiers, but can elicit a range of reactions that structure how they are engaged. This 

work also responds to various theories of cultural citizenship that may be tied to the 

nation/state framework—that is, research that investigates subject formation solely in the 

nation of settlement rather than both the homeland and new home, and in this case, other 

spaces that are converted and transformed to fulfill a sense of diasporic belonging. While 

nations define individuals in terms of discrete citizenship and alien categories, the ways 

in which cultural citizenship is enacted and expressed may occupy various spaces and 

manifest in different kinds of practices. 

 Thus, in this dissertation, I make two main assertions. The first is that domestic 

religious practices matter in exploring issues of familial, cultural and national citizenship 

and belonging. As a collection of things, I explain how altar assemblages are constituted 
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through the purposeful and chance encounters of the practitioner(s), which is a way to 

talk about the global (diasporic identities and transnational mobilities) through the 

intimately local. My second claim is that ideas of cultural citizenship can intersect with 

religious motivations and practices, and that they happen (are performed, imagined and 

circulated) transnationally, or more precisely, translocatively. Much of this is related to 

practitioners’ and groups of practitioners’ struggle to combat the (current Vietnamese) 

state’s interventions in re-narrating the circumstances of their exile and a challenge to 

their relative invisibility as American subjects, situating themselves rather as valid 

participants in an American citizenry. In conclusion, I assert that altars are particularly 

good to "think through." By carefully examining ancestral altars as a constitution of 

“things” and as situated “spaces,” I address various facets of what they are and how they 

work—as ways to express a familial or diasporic imaginary; or as assemblages of things 

that are both intimately meaningful and private, yet situated at the intersections of 

geopolitical engagements and cultural politics.  

 This dissertation offers only the beginning of an insight into yet another (always 

emergent) chapter of Vietnamese—and American—religious history. Further and 

ongoing research would illuminate what Vietnamese American religiosity may look like 

in future years, across a broader spectrum of different institutional and folk religious 

practices and beliefs. As I have shown in this dissertation, a number of second generation 

Vietnamese Americans are moving away from their parent’s religious institutions in a 

search for a less formal, more individualistic approach to religious life that is not 

necessarily tied to the ethnic community. All the while, many are claiming that they will 
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continue to maintain a family altar, will continue to visit Viet Nam, and will teach the 

next generation the ritual traditions they were taught by their parents. Further research 

would illuminate the ways in which subsequent generations of Vietnamese American 

practitioners would creatively adapt and maintain these practices under new sets of 

circumstances and perhaps different understandings about the relationship between 

religion and cultural citizenship.  

 

*** 
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