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ABSTRACT 

 

My personal experiences as a refugee inform how I see the multiple geographical and 

social landscapes of Australia and Vietnam, and how I mediate a new sense of home 

from between these diverse experiences. In turn, this provides new knowledge and 

understanding of the physical and cultural terrain of both countries. Within my studio 

work I have used this approach to create or reinvent layered landscapes through my 

personal experiences and memories in order to explore how a contingent, 

illusive/elusive ‘home’, that has also performed the role of a mythical symbol of 

refuge in the Vietnamese diaspora, has been inexorably linked to identity and 

belonging.  

 

In my written work undertaken as part of the process of this candidature I have also 

examined the ways in which narratives of personal journeys within the diaspora 

experience have been described in ways that have avoided the usual negative 

associations of ‘refugee status’, and that have instead been undertaken via a more 

positive approach to interpreting that role as akin to that of the ‘explorer’. 
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THE ARTIST AS EXPLORER: HOW ARTISTS FROM THE VIETNAMESE 

DIASPORA EXPLORE NOTIONS OF ‘HOME’ 

 

Introduction 

 

 

Inside, the smell of fish sauce wafted along with the smell of 

incense from the newly built altar that housed photos of the 

dead - a complex smell of loss. Inside, the refugee father told 

and retold wartime stories to his increasingly disaffected 

children, reliving the battles he had fought and won. He stirred 

his whisky and soda on ice, then stared blankly at the TV. 

Inside, the refugee mother grieved for lost relatives, lost home 

and hearth, lost ways of life, a whole cherished world of 

intimate connections, scattered and uprooted, gone, gone, all 

gone. And so Inside, I, their refugee child, felt the collected 

weight of history on my shoulders and fell silent.1  

 

 

The body of research and artwork this thesis focuses on began four years ago with an 

exploration that considered how the role of the artist from a diaspora situation could 

be re-imagined as an explorer rather than as a kind of victim, such as the child 

described in the above quote.  

 

Indeed, my artistic practice over the past twenty-five years has encompassed the 

concept of the artist as ‘explorer’. I have used this methodology to explore the notions 

of home, trauma, dislocation and memory that are associated with the Vietnamese 

diaspora. In my artistic practice the term ‘explorer’ is a metaphor, a layered poetic 

signifier of self. My explorer is not the stereotypical explorer of a nation’s grand 

narratives; the heroic figure of legend. Rather, as an ordinary individual, I use the 

trope of the explorer to proactively negotiate the differences and/or similarities 

between my own cultural heritage and that of my new home environment in Australia. 

Borrowing the trope or the idea of the explorer from the European Enlightenment, I 

investigate issues surrounding cultural identity, otherness (insider/outsider), 

belonging, space (including in the sense of the poetic/mythic), memory and trauma. 

                                                      
1
 Andrew Lam, 2005, Perfume Dreams: Reflections on the Vietnamese Diaspora, Heyday Books, 

Berkeley, California, p.6 
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The visual works described in this thesis will attempt to give voice to, or to interpret, 

experiences that are both painful and difficult to express—the import of which is not 

readily communicated by written text. I use my own work and the work of two major 

contemporary diaspora Vietnamese artists, Dinh Q. Lê and Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba, to 

illustrate the themes that my research has uncovered. Lê’s and Hatsushiba’s practices 

draw upon the embodying concept of dislocation as well as their own past 

experiences, cultural memories, personal journeys, and identities. They share with me 

a common Vietnamese national identity, even though each of us has a different 

cultural identity within that national identity.  

 

Both these artists and I position ourselves as agents of change in order to challenge 

and extend new discourses on the notion of home within the Vietnamese diaspora. All 

three of us use photography “…as a means of direct access to material, social, 

imaginative and psychological experience”
2
 within the familial paradigms and 

processes that contextualise and pervade the lives of refugees—especially those of 

identity and home. My research and visual practice are driven by the environment I 

lived in and, as with the Vietnamese diaspora artists discussed in this research paper, I 

have been affected by “…a lifetime of adjustments and readjustments, which all took 

place against a background of war, economic deprivation, persecution and family 

disintegration”
3
. I examine the experiences of dislocation and loss of home that I lived 

through before leaving Vietnam, and trace how these experiences have been 

expressed in my work in stylistic terms and formal outcomes. I use this as a basis for 

discussing examples of dislocation evident in the works of the other artists who have 

undergone similar experiences and relate these to theoretical writings of Ien Ang, 

Mandy Thomas, Nancy Viviani, Stuart Hall, Nikos Papastergiadis and Yi Fu Tuan.  

 

In Chapter One I give a first-person account of my experiences of fleeing my 

homeland as a refugee by boat as a result of the Communist victory that heralded the 

end of the Vietnam War with the United States of America. 

 

                                                      
2
 Blair French, 2006, Out of Time: Essays Between Photography and Art, Contemporary Art Centre of 

South Australia, South Australia, p. 7    
3
 Mandy Thomas, 1999, Dreams in the Shadows: Vietnamese-Australian Lives in Transition, Allen & 

Unwin, St Leonards, NSW p.165 
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In Chapter Two I provide a brief background as a basis for understanding the complex 

underpinnings of identity from the point of view of a Chinese Vietnamese Australian 

person’s experience. 

 

In Chapter Three I investigate what it means to be a member of the Vietnamese 

diaspora and how Vietnamese history has impacted on the national and cultural 

identity of the Vietnamese people. In this chapter I re-examine historical accounts in 

relation to my own and other Vietnamese diaspora artists’ re-interpretations. I explore 

the Vietnamese refugee experience represented in specific artists’ work and examine 

how their methodologies compare to my own approach.  

 

Chapter Four explores the complex notion and manifestations of ‘home’. Home is 

seemingly composed of both psychological and physical spaces, specific geographical 

locations, cultural and personal practices, and the numerous aspects of an individual’s 

lived self, their identities, and experiential realities. When looked at from the 

perspective of a dominant culture, or from the Other delimited to their prescribed 

liminal space, ‘home’ is a nebulous entity that crosses social, political, cultural and 

geographical boundaries. However, it is possible to posit that the dominant thread 

through any idea or manifestation of home is its concurrent locus within the psycho-

spaces of society and those of its members—whether they be a recognised member of 

the dominant culture or some variation of the Other. Vietnamese refugees searched for 

freedom in a foreign land, having to trade off or abandon their dignity, language and 

culture in exchange. Thus ‘home’ becomes a profoundly important aspect of their 

daily life. I will show that ‘home’ is a result of the relationships between spaces, 

(social, cultural, domestic and geo-political), and familial practices. The resultant 

permutations of these relationships are the realities testified to by the ongoing lives of 

post-conflict refugees. 

 

Chapter Five will draw from an aspect of the history of my adopted country, 

Australia, as a means of articulating my decision to work in particular ways in order 

to critically reflect on the notions of home and identity described in previous chapters. 

In particular, I discuss my use of the pinhole camera as a tool appropriate to 

addressing some of the subtle conceptual considerations about the representation of 

home, belonging and identity that are central to my research. 
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Chapter Six will examine my studio practice in terms of establishing an understanding 

of the Vietnamese experience that goes beyond the victim status of the refugee using 

auto-valorisation (creating one’s own values) to negotiate the national space, and 

providing a deeper understanding of the varying permutations of home, while the 

conclusion will reiterate the core findings of this thesis. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

 

The ‘Refugee’ Experience: A Personal Account  

  

This chapter provides a personal account of certain events that have shaped my life. It 

describes some aspects of my early life that have since emerged as being foundational 

to my artistic practice, as well as gives an account of my experience as a ‘refugee’—

an experience I analyse and reinterpret in subsequent chapters.  

 

 

Narrative: From Saigon to Sydney 

 

Stories of preparations for escape from Vietnam that often 

include accounts of the many foiled escape attempts, the 

escape itself, life in refugee camps, and finally arrival in 

Australia, are all crucial to tales of life’s journey given by 

Vietnamese people, whether presented verbally, artistically or 

in written form.4  

 

 

My personal journey begins in Saigon, Vietnam, where I was born in 1966 and spent 

my childhood life until the day I left in 1982. After the fall of Saigon in 1975, when 

the Viet Cong claimed victory in the war against the United States of America and 

South Vietnam, the city’s name was changed to Ho Chi Minh in honour of their 

revolutionary leader. 

 

I grew up in a large family with ten brothers and sisters. We were raised in a first 

generation family, with a Chinese father and a Vietnamese mother. A traditional 

Chinese custom is that personal identity is based on the father’s heritage. By 

extension, cultural identity is also related to traditional Chinese customs whereby the 

children follow and keep the culture and customs from their father’s heritage. There 

are many Chinese Vietnamese people who share a similar culturally hybrid 

background to me and, like my family and I, would continue to follow Chinese 

traditions of language, culture, custom and identity.  

                                                      
4
Mandy Thomas, 1999, Dreams in the Shadows, ibid., p.1 
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I am a bilingual speaker. Cantonese is the main spoken language in our family home 

and we occasionally speak in Vietnamese with my mother at home and outside our 

family. My mother speaks Cantonese well, having learned the language after she 

married. She can easily pass as a Chinese person when she conducts business with 

other Chinese speakers. My father’s parents were from the Guangdong province in 

Southern China. Like many other southern Chinese traders and merchants 

(Huashang), they migrated to Vietnam in the early twentieth century during a time of 

great instability when the Qing Dynasty lost control of the Chinese Empire. My 

father’s mother was the only grandparent I knew.  

 

As a Chinese Vietnamese person living in Vietnam, I have little knowledge or 

physical connection to Guangdong Province as my grandmother did not talk much 

about her homeland. To me it was a mystery land, a homeland of my imagination, and 

I wish I could have discovered more about it and our family connections there. In 

Saigon, the Chinese community established homes and businesses in a Chinese 

district called Cho Lon (the ‘five districts’). My family settled outside this 

predominantly Chinese area in Tan Binh district. Demographically, Tan Binh is 

heavily populated by the North Vietnamese diaspora Catholic community who 

migrated there following the withdrawal of the French from the Communist controlled 

north, after the Geneva Conference of 1954 divided the country into two at the 17
th

 

parallel.5 This district is in close proximity to the main airport in Saigon where my 

father’s primary business was located. My parents ran another small business selling 

glass, lacquer paintings and Western religious prints, which included Leonardo da 

Vinci’s The Last Supper. We also had a photographic studio where people could have 

their portraits taken against a landscape backdrop painted in the Western tradition. 

 

At school, my art teacher trained us in how to duplicate Chinese paintings from the 

old masters. We carefully followed the traditional Chinese painting techniques in ink 

and brush strokes. The aim was to capture the energy and expression from our heart 

and inner vision and translate that onto the paper. My landscapes had a perspective 

based on the philosophy of Son of Heaven where our eyes travel in many different 

points of direction or multiple perspectives. It is common that these movements and 

                                                      
5
 Frank N Trager, 1966, Why Viet-Nam, Pall Mall Press, London,  p.97 
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energies flow vertically from top to bottom or from heaven to earth; forms and tonal 

values are different compared to the Western way of painting. The Western 

Renaissance religious paintings I saw in my father’s shop were strangely different and 

exciting to me. I was captivated by the way in which these Renaissance artists used 

colour, light, form, value, and especially their use of horizontal perspective from a 

fixed focal point—where the artist leads the viewer into their own world from a 

single-point perspective, so that our eye travels along the picture plane leading to a 

single vanishing point on the horizon.  

 

I was intrigued with this new painting technique for some time, and was excited 

when, a few years later, my parents decided to send me to private art school to learn 

the Western academic style of art. On the first day in the studio, my art master insisted 

that I draw each and every statue that was lined up in a row along the hall leading to 

the studio’s garden. They were too numerous to count and took me the whole year to 

draw. When I completed this task, I hoped I would be able to model clay to make my 

own statues, but was told to go back to the first statue and draw them all again. This 

did not exactly excite me, and maybe because of this, but also because of financial 

difficulties caused by the war, my parents decided to discontinue my art lessons. 

 

My brothers, sisters and I attended the community run Chinese school in Cho Lon 

where we were schooled in the Chinese language. The school followed the Taiwanese 

education system because the Chinese community in Saigon did not support Chinese 

Communism. Most of our subjects related to the history of Taiwan, and it was 

uncanny to be studying Taiwanese history when I lived in Vietnam. Every morning, 

we would travel eight kilometres by bicycle from our home in Tan Binh to our school 

at Cho Lon and then home again later in the afternoon. Our journey would be 

punctuated by the sounds of fighter aircraft taking off and landing at the airport, as we 

negotiated our way passed the army barracks, the munitions depot and other barbed 

wire compounds of the war machine. Nevertheless, I had a great time in Cho Lon 

where I would meet up with my friends and we would play Chinese games similar to 

the games I played with my brothers and sisters at home. I felt a lot more comfortable 

in Cho Lon because I was surrounded with familiar culture, food, and language 

without fear of being verbally abused by the Christian North Vietnamese children in 

my neighbourhood. Negotiating the space between the two locations became a 
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challenge as I often felt a displacement from my own familiar culture when travelling 

between home and school and would try to limit my travel time or contact with other 

people, by taking the shortest route possible between the two points.  

 

My daily travel back and forward between the two cultural worlds meant I constantly 

had to switch between Chinese and Vietnamese ways of being. My Chinese heritage 

felt safe and comforting within the inside space of home and school, whilst my 

Vietnamese heritage was reserved for the outside world, which often felt hostile and 

alien. The Vietnamese government, although creating a space for the Chinese in Cho 

Lon to identify with their Chinese ancestry, actively discriminated against them. The 

Chinese Vietnamese were excluded from positions of power in the community, and 

kept at a distance in social relations.6 I was too young to understand the difference 

between myself and other children in my neighbourhood, yet I intuitively understood I 

was different from other Vietnamese children because of my Chinese cultural 

heritage. They called us Ba Tao, a derogatory slang name for ‘Chinese people’.  

 

When I was seven years old I became interested in and fascinated by my family’s 

photographic darkroom; it was dark and mysterious behind that door and I always 

wanted to get inside to find out what it was all about. One day I was lucky enough to 

go in the darkroom with a photographic technician to develop black and white film. 

First, the white light was turned on to prepare photographic chemicals and equipment 

needed for this process. Not long after, the light was turned off to start the film 

processing. I stood quietly near the door. In front of my eyes were blankets of 

darkness, which I tried hard to peer through in order to see any action. The technician 

asked me to help him keep track of time for this process by counting the seconds 

aloud in the dark. I started counting in the darkness and became a ‘human timer’ for 

the entire process. I could only hear the movement of water from the film process and 

remember feeling frustrated at not being able to see it, only hearing the sounds of my 

own voice. Of course this exciting experience did not last for long. I got bored as 

there was nothing for me to do apart from counting, so I requested to leave the 

darkroom. Unfortunately, I could not leave until the film had finished developing, 

therefore I continued to count and stay in the darkness. Subsequently, I ended up 

                                                      
6
 Mandy Thomas, 1999, Dreams in the Shadows, ibid., p. 186 



9 

 

being very disappointed with the whole adventure and experience and did not go back 

in the darkroom for a long time. Despite this disappointing experience I enjoyed other 

new creative processes involving photographic materials—for example, turning 

photographic waste material, such as film cartridges and photographic paper boxes, 

into toy soldiers. It was a lot of fun building up my imaginary army.  

 

Growing up in Saigon, I witnessed the war in Vietnam not only through seeing the 

deployment of troops and machinery on our streets, but also through live images on 

television from the evening news. The Vietnam War was the first war to be broadcast 

on television, and our parents unsuccessfully attempted to keep my siblings and I 

away from the televised news broadcasts. We saw many American produced shows 

and I found them fascinating, imagining what my life would be like if I lived in 

America. We also saw a lot of disturbing images and graphic footage released by the 

South Vietnamese government blaming the North Vietnamese for the killing of 

innocent people. As a small child, I did not understand what all this meant; my parents 

never discussed the war and it did not mean much for we ‘Ba Tao’ Chinese in 

Vietnam. I saw student demonstrations against the Vietnam War happen right on our 

doorstep. It was frightening with a lot of violence, running, screaming and noise from 

both sides engaging in street battles that lasted for several days.  

 

I was nine when the war ended. I still hold strong memories and visual details of the 

last few days before Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese government. Activities in the 

city were in chaos. Government soldiers had set up the last defence line to protect the 

city as the North Vietnamese tanks rolled in. In the afternoon I sat on our first-floor 

balcony and watched these movements. A large convoy of armed South Vietnamese 

soldiers passed by our house heading to a front line and later, during twilight hours, 

many of them ran back without their weapons, uniforms or boots. It was a great 

mystery to me as to what happened to their boots7 [see Figure 1]. In the evening I 

went up onto our roof to watch the helicopters circle around the city as they evacuated 

the Americans and South Vietnamese government officials. Their activities around the

                                                      
7
 As a result of this research project, I have come across a photograph from this day, (Duong Thanh 

Phong, Outskirts of Saigon April 30, 1975) which shows a road littered with thousands of soldiers’ 

abandoned boots. Finally, the mystery has been solved for me. 
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airport made it an extremely dangerous place to be. By night, the fighting was getting 

more intense, making it impossible to travel in any part of Saigon. My family took 

shelter in the closet under the stairs, where we hid, terrified by the sounds of 

bombshells and gun fighting from outside. This continued throughout the night.  

 

In the early hours of the next morning, my parents decided to take the family away. 

We packed some personal belongings and drove to the other side of the city into the 

relatively safe area of a friend’s house in Cho Lon. The streets of Saigon were littered 

with the dead. Bombed-out buildings were still on fire and in the midst of the carnage, 

rioters and looters took to the streets. When we got to our friend's house, we sat 

quietly inside the house and listened to the noise from the outside. It was scary, yet at 

the same time I felt curious about what was happening out there. Later we learned that 

looters had robbed our house and photography studio in Tan Binh, stealing all our 

photographic equipment. But at least as a family we were all still safe. 

 

A short fight marked the end of the war between North and South Vietnam. Many 

South Vietnamese tried to escape by any way they could, especially those who 

worked for the government (Republican Vietnam). Yet many Vietnamese were also 

out on the streets to celebrate the end of the war, whilst many others started to worry 

about what life would be like under the Communist regime. Not long after they seized 

control of the country, the Communist Democratic Republic of Vietnam wanted to 

control the business market in Saigon. The government forced many large and 

medium sized business families (including the Chinese) out of their homes and 

relocated them in the ‘New Economic Zone’, which was on farmland outside the city. 

Here they worked as farm labourers and many found it extremely challenging, as 

they'd never done this type of work before. Some tried desperately to get back to their 

homes in the city, but were heartbroken to discover on their return that the 

government now occupied their homes and businesses. They had lost all their savings, 

established from many years of hard work, and now found themselves homeless. They 

built temporary shelters to protect themselves on the street or in any empty land they 

could find. I remember seeing their shelters along the way to school. My family was 

lucky. We still had our house, as we did not fit into the class of wealthy families. At 

school there were also major changes under the new government 
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Figure 1: Duong Thanh Phong, 1975, Outskirts of Saigon April 30, 1975, black and white silver gelatin print 
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Our Chinese school was no longer allowed to teach Chinese language and culture. 

The only language to be taught was Vietnamese. My siblings and I did not go to 

school for a few years and, when possible, we had private Chinese lessons at home. 

This period was very destabilising and my education suffered as a result of 

discontinuous studies. Eventually, my parents decided to send us back to our old 

school in Cho Lon and continue our education in the Vietnamese education system.  

 

The Vietnamese who were unable to escape the country in 1975 found the changed 

living conditions under the Vietnam Communist government a great shock. Many 

Chinese and Vietnamese people tried to escape the country in any form of transport 

they could find. Underground agents and secret organisations for escape journeys 

became active in Ho Chi Minh City (the former Saigon), and Vietnamese fishing 

villages were a main focus point of contact for them. One had to pay these 

underground agents to contact a boat owner in one of the fishing villages to arrange 

the rendezvous point for the journey.  

 

Like many other members of the Chinese Vietnamese community, my parents secretly 

contacted an agent and arranged my escape journey. Often one was only notified at 

the last minute in order to reduce the risk of being discovered by the ‘Cong An’ (local 

police). I did not know the date I would be leaving or who would be chosen to take 

this journey with me. I was kept waiting until that secret date was revealed to me. My 

parents were given one day’s notice for me to leave the country with my brother and 

two of my sisters. We were told to keep this news secret. I carried on normal business 

but it was hard to keep such a secret when you knew it was going to be the most 

important date of your life. In February 1982, my brother, two sisters and I escaped 

Vietnam by fishing boat. I was sixteen years old. 

 

This was one of the most traumatic experiences of my life as it was the first time I had 

left home without my parents. Although I was somewhat excited, I was also worried 

about what would happen to me on this journey. There were so many questions 

whirling around in my head, such as: “would this journey really happen?” (I knew that 

for many people it was a trap where they lost their money); “What would happen to 

me if I was caught on the way out to sea? Will they put me in prison or send me to 

one of the re-education camps? What kind of unknown dangers will I face?” (There 
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were stories circulating of pirates raping and murdering refugees on the open sea—

these stories were true, as it turned out); “What kind of boat would we be travelling 

on? Would we make it safely to land, and if so, what kind of future would I have in a 

strange country? What would happen to my parents and the rest of my family whom 

we were leaving behind?” I couldn't imagine what life would be like, for either them, 

or us if we were never to see each other again. Yet, despite this flood of questions, I 

was constantly reminded of my parents saying “keep acting normal, pretend it is just 

another day”.  

 

On the fateful day of our departure, we received instructions to travel to a safe waiting 

house on the outskirts of the city, close to the river. My brother, sisters and I left home 

in the morning with no possessions and tried to keep normal emotions and 

expressions on our faces. It was hard to act routinely at this distressing moment, when 

you knew you were leaving your family behind. We travelled separately by Xichlo8 to 

the house; not as a group, not drawing any attention to ourselves, moving as stealthily 

as possible. When we got to the house, we were led in to a room at the back where I 

saw other travellers of different ages, including the very old and even some babies. It 

was dark and we were ordered to keep quiet and to have no conversation with the 

other travellers. We sat there and waited. Every hour more people came to the house. 

We lost count of how many people came and did not know what the plan was for this 

trip. After what seemed like a lifetime, we were called in hushed tones to leave the 

house. Then everything happened spontaneously. The agent suddenly whispered, 

“let’s go”, and under cover of darkness, we all scrambled into a taxi boat that was 

waiting for us.  

 

The Vietnamese Navy was patrolling the river searching for those trying to escape. 

We tried to remain calm, but in the dark it was all very confusing. I had no idea in 

which direction we were heading, all I could hear was the putt, putt, putt of the motor, 

as they covered us with a plastic tarpaulin, and in my imagination we were heading 

down river to a very large ship. My brother, sisters and I stayed close together at all 

times. We did not want to lose each other in the transition. When we reached our 

destination and the tarpaulin was removed, I looked up to the night sky. It was pitch 

                                                      
8
 Pronounced "sick low" or "Cyclo" in English and in Vietnamese as "Xi lo" it is the Vietnamese 

version of a rickshaw.  
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dark and I couldn't make out anything in the surrounding area. Then we all had to 

provide our details before boarding the boat that was to take us to freedom.  

 

What I had imagined would be a large ship turned out to be a small fishing boat where 

we were crammed in on top of each other in the storage hold, which was located in 

the fore of the vessel. Its confined space measured only seven metres by two metres. 

People were stacked on top of each other like sardines; the old, the young and even 

babies all squashed in together until there was no room to breathe. Once again we 

were covered with a tarpaulin and the boat set off as though it was embarking on a 

normal fishing trip. The atmosphere in the hold below the deck was very tense, but we 

sat quietly while we headed into our unknown future. Nearly everyone was affected 

by seasickness. It was dark and fetid and the lack of air drove you to try any way 

possible to get a breath of fresh air.  

 

Our tiny vessel crashed through the waves trying to get as much distance as possible 

from the shoreline. Soon the Vietnamese and Russian Navy border protection boats 

were pursuing us. The crew opened the throttle but, because the boat was so laden 

down with its human cargo, the engine started to overheat. Thick waves of smoke 

came pouring out of the engine room, and into the storage hold, blinding and choking 

us all. This tiny space became filled with the smells, vomit and urine and the 

screaming voices of travellers backed by the repetitive chug of a small, smoky engine. 

We did not know where we were and what was happening out there. I remember that I 

was so frightened that I wanted to shout out to the crew to go home, but there was no 

way out and I had to continue the journey. Not long after, I lost consciousness and 

cannot remember the events that followed. This beginning to our outward journey was 

so traumatic, I wasn't sure I had the strength to continue. I regained consciousness on 

day two. Somehow we had managed to slip through the Vietnamese and Russian 

Navy defence line and make it into international waters. Not long after, the crew 

opened the cover and they let the elderly, the sick, women and babies up to the top 

deck. It was a release for everyone that we had some fresh air coming into the storage 

hold. We were suffocating and fainting down there from being enveloped in smoke. 

We'd had nothing to eat or drink during the past two days and everyone was hungry 

and extremely thirsty. Several times I tried to get up on deck to get some fresh air, but 

always got hit or knocked back down by the armed crew. They ordered all the young 
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men to stay confined down below. I managed to get a glimpse of the blue sky and 

although I couldn't see anything of the ocean, imagined that it was a deeper blue. I 

desperately needed water to drink.  

 

On the morning of the third day, I managed to sneak up onto the deck where I stayed 

for a short time. It was not until then that I discovered the true dimensions of our boat. 

In fact to my surprise it was really only a little boat, just eleven metres long. We were 

in rough seas now with waves several metres high crashing down onto the boat. It 

would have been very easy to be washed overboard in these conditions. It was cold 

and wet on deck, but, undeterred, I sat close to the edge where I could feel the motion 

of the boat as it was thrown up and down by the waves. It felt strangely exhilarating to 

be so close to the dangerous edge, but at the same time to have a taste of freedom. 

Here I felt free to think and I became fascinated by the changing and contrasting 

vision of blue sky against the inky black depths of the waves as we roller-coasted 

through them. My freedom lasted only a short time before the crew caught me and 

threw me back down into the hold. I would rather have suffered the cold and wet than 

be confined again in that suffocating place. We were still without food or water and 

getting physically weaker. The crew had been keeping provisions to themselves, but 

now they gave each person one screw-capful of water from a bottle. It was just 

enough to wet our lips. Our morale was extremely low, for we knew we would die 

soon if we didn't get something to eat and drink. 

 

Then, our engine stopped.  

 

Its silence was deafening against the disquiet of the endless ocean. For the whole day 

we were tossed around aimlessly, as the crew tried desperately to restore the engine. 

People started praying to their ancestors for help. Others prayed to their god. I prayed 

that we would meet a cargo ship that would pick us up and take us safely to dry land. 

It wasn't until the sun went down, and night fell, that we heard the engine splutter into 

life. We rejoiced as our prayers were answered and we continued our journey. For 

hours the boat leapt along and still we had no sign of dry land. We seemed to be lost. 

Then a miracle happened. Far off on the horizon the crew saw a flame of fire light up 

the sky in a dark corner of the world. From down in the hold we could hear great 

shouts of excitement from above deck. The crew had spotted an oil-rig. Would its 
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flame bring us to safe harbour or did it pose unknown dangers? There was only one 

way to find out. Our captain forged straight ahead toward the direction of the rig and 

we hoped we would get food, water and oil to continue our journey.  

 

It took us a while to get close to the giant metal structure standing above the surface 

of the ocean. Our crew communicated our condition to the oil rig staff and in response 

they gave us oil supplies, water, some apples and directions to reach dry land. Down 

in the hold, we were only given some of the food; the captain keeping the rest of the 

provisions for himself and the crew. After a short stop to gain fuel supplies, the 

captain restarted our journey. We were happy at the prospect that soon we might set 

foot on dry land. The colour of water changed by the hours; the dark blue was 

replaced with light blue water, ocean life came along to play; dolphins swam beside 

us and birds flew high above our boat.  

 

At last, the signs for land we were waiting for appeared in the distance. We arrived on 

the north east coast of Malaysia and as soon as we landed everyone jumped off the 

boat and swam towards the sandy beach. The local population had sighted our fishing 

vessel as it approached their shores and notified the Malaysian Police. They were 

there to greet us as we arrived on the beach. They put us on a bus and then took us to 

a temporary shelter for overnight accommodation. The next morning, local 

government officials escorted us to a boat on which we were to undertake another 

three-hour sea voyage to an island refugee camp known as Pulau Bidong.  

 

My first memory of Pulau Bidong was the jetty. We departed from our boat and 

squatted down on this jetty waiting for the officials to permit us to enter the refugee 

camps. We followed beach pathways where I saw and heard the sound of hundreds of 

people lining up further along the beach; they were searching for family members or 

friends among these new arrivals. I turned my head to take a last look at the boat tied 

to the jetty and hoped that before long I might be able to move towards a brighter 

future.  As a refugee survivor, it fascinates me still to understand how other peoples’ 

experiences compared to mine. On the island I often used to sit on the end of the jetty, 

looking off to the horizon (cf Phoenix, 2010, Chapter Four). I would spend hours 

contemplating the stories I’d heard of the incredible pain and suffering many refugees 

encountered in fleeing Vietnam. My thoughts would become melancholic as I 
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reflected on our home and the homeland we had left behind and also of the uncertain 

future that lay ahead of us in trying to find a new home.  

 

When Vietnamese refugees first arrived on Pulau Bidong, they always found it hard to 

deal with the situation on an island that had no infrastructure and facilities. Refugees 

were often left to their own devices to set up for their basic needs, such as temporary 

shelters, made by themselves to protect against the weather; they also had to find their 

own food and water. Because of the influx of a large number of refugees each month 

to the island, the Malaysian government and the Red Cross agency started to establish 

some administrative structure to help these people. Life in the camp was always 

difficult and refugees experienced a great deal of anger. They worried about the 

possibility of being able to leave the camp as soon as possible. The refugees also were 

very angry towards the police and worried about being mistreated by them. Many who 

had lost their identification papers in escaping from Vietnam had become stateless, 

without nationality or identity, and they were vulnerable to mistreatment by the 

police. Yet many refugees also were learning basic English in preparation for their 

new future, as well as being engaged in dreaming and imagining what their new life 

and home in the new land might be like.  

 

Listening to the loudspeaker was the most important part of the daily routine on the 

island. Here identity became a number based on the registration number of the boat 

you arrived in. In my case this was PB565. I listened to the calls to participate in 

many of the activities on this island, including calling people to work or to go to 

meetings for interviews. One of the most important calls was the announcer 

broadcasting out your name from a list that determined whether you had been either 

accepted for resettlement in a new country or announcing the day you would be 

leaving the island. The day the announcement that you would leave the camp came 

over the loudspeaker brought a great deal of real joy and relief. However, this 

loudspeaker could also deliver the devastating news of rejected applications for new 

settlement. Fortunately, our family lived on the island for only eight months until the 

announcement came of our resettlement in Melbourne, Australia, at the end of 1982.  

 

Thus began our new life.  
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After spending eight months on Pulau Bidong, my brother, sisters and I were 

transferred to a transit camp from Pulau Bidong to Kuala Lumpur. Following a short 

stay in this camp, we were heading to Melbourne, Australia. Our journey began one 

summer’s evening; a coach came to take us to Kuala Lumpur’s main airport. I was 

excited and kept looking at the view of the outside world from my window seat, 

where the warm evening night blended with the yellow streetlights of the highway. I 

watched, with a tension of internal excitement in the anticipation that we would soon 

be experiencing our first true freedom in our new promised land. 

 

I did not sleep during the entire flight. In the early hours of a November morning, our 

plane flew over the suburbs of Melbourne. I was thrilled to have my first glimpse of 

the country that I would call home. However, my first impressions worried me; what I 

saw were areas of red roof tiles on the low single storey houses and with no signs of 

any metropolitan city with skyscrapers beneath me. The images in front of my eyes 

did not match my imagination of what the place should look like according either to 

the viewpoint offered by my black and white television set in Saigon or to my spare 

time spent yearning and imagining in Pulau Bidong. In my dreams, Australians were 

living in high-rise buildings, like those in so many cities around the world such as in 

Hong Kong, Japan, New York and so on. But of course my plane did not fly over the 

main city business districts where those scenes of high buildings competing with each 

other for space did in fact exist.  

 

Our plane touched down and soon the doors were opening to admit two customs 

personnel holding a spray can in each hand as they walked toward the rear of the aisle 

spraying all the passengers at the same time. We wondered what this strange spraying 

of passengers was about. Did Australians think that Vietnamese were like 

cockroaches and had to be fumigated? When we were on Pulau Bidong we were often 

subjected to various cultural orientation programmes, which we were forced to attend. 

We were lectured on the importance of Australian values, particularly on health and 

hygiene in the West, as well as on domestic violence, and on corruption and bribery.  

 

Australian cultural theorist Mandy Thomas states that this approach, which was 

stereotypical and racist, reconstituted Vietnamese refugees as:  
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unhealthy, corrupt, violent and invasive of privacy … and 

undoubtedly affected the Vietnamese desire to invert this 

presentation of themselves on resettlement.”9 

 

We did not realise at the time that fumigating the cabin in this way was the typical 

Australian response to quarantining all passengers who arrive at the nation’s border. 

We could not leave the plane before this process was complete; only then could we 

disembark to set foot on Australian soil. 

  

We were met by an Australian immigration officer at the terminal who guided us onto 

the coach waiting for the new arrivals of Vietnamese refugees outside the airport. We 

were then transferred to the migration centre called The Enterprise Centre on the 

outskirts of the city at Springvale. From this centre, we were free to travel into the 

community. Professional cooks prepared our meals, and here we experienced our first 

taste of Australian food. We had the choice of hot and cold meals. The hot meal 

included roast beef or lamb, fish, vegetables (which were so over-cooked, that all the 

natural colour had disappeared, leaving me with the impression that the food had been 

prepared for elderly persons without teeth), bread, dim sims and mashed potatoes. For 

the cold meal we had ham, cheese and salad. Although this was a good first 

experience of the tastes of Australia, those among us who were Vietnamese were soon 

longing for familiar meals, such as Vietnamese Pho (beef noodles), buk choy, choy 

sum or gai lan, and stir-fried vegetables in oyster sauce.  

 

In the 1980s, it was difficult to find authentic Vietnamese food or groceries in the 

outer suburbs of Melbourne, as our familiar vegetables did not exist on the shelves of 

white Australian supermarkets. The closest shops to buy Asian greens, noodles and 

spices were in Chinatown in the city. Vietnamese refugees had to travel on a long 

journey into town on weekends to stock up their recognisable supplies. Our rooms 

became moveable kitchens where the aroma of our cooking travelled all the way 

along the long corridor of the building to such a point that we had to be careful not to 

trigger off the fire alarm in our room with our cooking. Our rooms soon became target 

points for the Centre’s officials in their daily routine patrols to keep a lookout for 

illegal kitchens. As the result of these checks, the goal of many diaspora Vietnamese 

                                                      
9
 Mandy Thomas, 1999, Dreams in the Shadows, ibid., p.11 
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families was to move out of The Enterprise Centre to establish their own homes, 

either from rental or shared accommodation with friends. 

 

Our ultimate dream was to own a house that would provide us with a permanent space 

just like many Australian families, but one where we could have traditional 

Vietnamese food and engage in activities, such as watching Hong Kong soap opera 

videos (including Bruce Lee and martial arts films) just like in our old homeland.  

 

My brother, sisters and I were the first members of our family in Vietnam to settle in a 

Western country. Our lives, like many other members of the Vietnamese diaspora, 

were challenging, yet exciting. We constantly faced financial and language-based 

problems and negotiated cultural differences between what was strange and familiar. 

Our daily life also demanded that we deal with new symbols and signs, often resulting 

in confusion for us when we compared them with the old signs we were used to. One 

example of this was a situation when a man waiting to meet his friend on the street 

saw a ‘No Standing’ sign and decided to keep walking back and forth until his friend 

arrived. He didn’t know the sign was intended for cars, not pedestrians. Members of 

the Vietnamese diaspora often tried hard to find a balance between a number of casual 

jobs and their efforts to gain some quick lessons in English skills to assist in finding 

employment to support their families here in the new settlement and back in their 

homeland. 

 

We envied people who lived in nice houses in the suburbs on big blocks of land, with 

well-maintained front gardens. By contrast, our houses in Saigon city are small and 

narrow in width because of the limitations of living space. In Saigon the only solution 

to accommodate a large family is to move upwards on relatively small parcels of land 

[see Figure 2]. Living space in a densely populated Vietnamese city such as Saigon is 

very limited and most of the houses in Vietnam do not have fences or gardens. Space 

in the countryside is more open, often without fences between neighbours. Within the 

home environment, the same spatial relationship exists, with no boundaries for 

personal space being demarcated. Family members share the same space and the 

attitude toward space is different to that of Western families who, for example, have 

ownership of personal space in the bedroom. 
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After spending a year in The Enterprise Centre, my brother, sisters and I moved to 

Sydney. We rented a small unit at Flemington, and this became our temporary home 

for the next few years. Moving from house to house is not an uncommon practice 

within the Australian Vietnamese diaspora experience. Ever since I left my family 

home in Saigon, I lost a strong sense of home security. Instead, the homes I inhabited 

seemed to be without true soul or spirit. As a result, there is a sense that I have 

continued to search for my ‘true home’ since that time. Perhaps the undertaking of 

this research has been partly fuelled by that search. 

 

An essential element necessary to achieve a strong sense of home is to establish roots 

and a connection between spiritual and physical entities. Some members of the 

Vietnamese diaspora have found it hard to establish a new life here in a foreign land 

where they must face separation and displacement from their relatives still living in 

Vietnam. I often dreamed and wished that one day my family would be able to join us 

in Australia to build our new home and to create a complete home for our family. I 

missed the lovely warm meals from my mum that we had on our family dining table 

each meal. Six years after being separated from my family, my wish was granted; my 

family was joining us in Australia. My sisters, brother and I went to Kingsford Smith 

Airport to greet the arrival of my family. I was shocked and speechless when I saw 

my family right in front of my eyes; although it felt like a dream, it had become a 

reality, where I could physically hold them tight in my arms again. 

 

We went back to our apartment to catch up with all our latest news. It was a great 

moment for all of us; one in which I was able to fill my experience of an incomplete 

home with my whole family. With my parents, my brother and the rest of my sisters, 

as well as my grandmother (who brought my grandfather’s ashes with her) all together 

again, my family was now complete to the point that we had to move into a bigger 

home. Our next dream, like those of so many families from the Vietnamese diaspora, 

was to own a family home that could accommodate all of us. 

. 
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    Figure 2: Dacchi Dang, 1994, Dang Family Former Residence and Business, Tan Binh, Saigon,  

    black and white silver gelatin print, 11 x 14 inches 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

 

Analysing the Complexity of Identity 

 

 

Having an identity meant – above all – having a country, a 

city, an area: an entity where all that was shared by the 

inhabitants of place was identical and interchangeable. Those 

who did not share this territory, who had neither the same 

objects and symbols nor the same rituals and customs, were 

the others – those who were different.10 

 

 

As mentioned in Chapter One, I was born in 1966 in Saigon, Vietnam and currently 

live and work between Sydney and Brisbane. My personal experience as a post-war 

Vietnamese refugee generates difference and informs how I see the multiple 

geographical, political and social landscapes of Australia and Vietnam. This provides 

new knowledge and understanding of the physical and cultural terrain of both 

countries. In my work as an artist, I have sought to develop a contemporary 

interpretation of the explorer through the lens of a Vietnamese diaspora artist. 

 

My artistic practice focuses on cultural identity, experience and memories. My recent 

work is concerned with a range of topics that include refugee status; the assimilated 

self; speculation on wholeness or completeness; and, the ongoing need to question and 

attempt to resolve ‘Otherness’. A tension exists in my work that is bound up with 

‘Otherness’, diaspora, dislocation or displacement, and continually orbiting around 

these tensions are issues of ‘longing’, ‘yearning’, ‘wonderment’ and ‘memory’. The 

post-World War Two history of Vietnam provides an important base for an 

understanding of the work. In this thesis and in my artistic practice, I aim to dismantle 

the myth of refugee as victim by making stories more complex and more diverse than 

those in the usual interpretations of refugee experiences. In linking the past to the 

present, I show that the past is not static. “The past is never dead. It’s not even past”.11 
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During my explorations, whether I am in Australia, Indonesia, Japan, Taiwan, or 

Europe, I am continually asked the question, “Where do you come from?” An 

appraisal of my physical appearance would definitely identify me as being of Asian 

origin. Any further identification as to my country of origin would, however, be 

difficult, as I do not look typically Vietnamese. Recently, when meeting people for 

the first time, I have been identified as being of South American, Indonesian, and 

even Papua New Guinean nationality. This question of “where do you come from?” 

seems to place me as a stranger or as one who is outside Australian national identity, 

even though I have been an Australian citizen for twenty-eight years. 

 

I am one of the thousands of post-war Vietnamese refugees who have settled in 

Australia. In this promised land of refuge, the Australian public indiscriminately 

labels all Cambodians, Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese who fled their countries 

post-1975 (such as myself), as ‘Vietnamese boat people’. Australians, whether they 

are supportive, hostile or unconcerned about the Vietnamese diaspora, often use this 

blanket label of identification in describing South East Asian refugees. In my case, for 

example, it is accurate to comment on my recent history by saying that I escaped from 

Vietnam—it is the country where I was born and lived until the time that I fled, 

together with 138 other people, crammed into a small fishing boat that was entirely 

inappropriate for a major sea-going journey. 

 

However, in terms of my cultural heritage, my personal identity does not fit into the 

Australian identification label of ‘Vietnamese boat person’. My true identity resides 

not in being Vietnamese because of the geographical location of where I was born; 

but rather in being from an ethnic Chinese family who settled in Vietnam and who 

still maintain Chinese cultural practices. There are many Chinese Vietnamese people 

who share a similar culturally hybrid background to me and, like my family and I, 

would continue to follow Chinese traditions of language, culture, custom and identity. 

Despite the fact that, for two generations, my family has had no connection with 

China except as returning tourists, I am a member of the extended Chinese diaspora, 

identified as ‘overseas Chinese’. Like many other ethnic Chinese, my childhood had 

been one of a displaced person.  
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Since my departure from Vietnam in 1982, I have become even more estranged from 

Vietnam as a homeland or source of cultural identity. This has led me to explore 

issues concerned with belonging, identity and the notion of home. Especially when, 

reviewing the field work research I have undertaken during my explorations in parts 

of Asia, Australia and Europe, I discovered that most of my photographic work 

seemed to depict homes of the people whose lands I was exploring, and in particular 

homes and temporary shelters of the dislocated and disenfranchised [see Figures 3, 4 

& 5]. This is in keeping with questions related to identity, agency and belonging that 

have led post-colonial and post-structuralist theorists to deconstruct, reconfigure and 

repropose issues concerned with diaspora, migration and globalisation.  

 

Epistemologically, diasporas have come to mean all-encompassing expressions of 

dispersed “…ethnic minority groups of migrant origins residing and acting in host 

countries but maintaining strong sentimental and material links with their countries of 

origin—their homelands,”
12

 irrespective of their social, economic, political and other 

differences. I agree with postmodern sociologist, Stéphane Dufoix, that the term 

‘diaspora’ has been used to create a uniform way of understanding the journeys of 

migrants and refugees, that fails to take into account people’s reasons for leaving their 

country of origin. These reasons are sometime purely economic, but those refugees 

who flee their country due to political opposition or oppression are also categorised 

together with economic migrants, creating an homogenous view of diaspora. 

 

Dufoix proposes that this is a static way of thinking about diaspora, as diasporas are 

created through difference, characterised by the referent-origin of the individuals who 

make up the diaspora. Those who are forced to leave and go into exile are usually 

unable to return to their homeland, and this affects how they are positioned within the 

diaspora. He further stresses that migrants have the choice of being able to leave or 

return to their homeland, and therefore should not be defined as being part of a 

diaspora, but rather categorised as transnationals.
13
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The characteristics that define one diaspora (for example, Jewish or African) may not 

necessarily apply to all diasporas. This is the case with the Vietnamese diaspora, and 

especially true within the Chinese Vietnamese refugee community in Australia.  

 

While the question of ‘home’ is positioned within these postcolonial paradigms, very 

few members of the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia have engaged in this discourse, 

preferring to keep their traumatic memories private. For Vietnamese Australians, the 

idea of ‘home’ is an elusive concept connected with a former homeland and social 

world that has been refracted through the experience of loss. For many Vietnamese 

exiled from their homeland, the pain of separation from their former home and family 

weighs heavily, as the experience of loss has generated new dislocated ways of 

relating to their national identity, language and culture.
14

 Their present life in their 

adopted countries is relived through looking back to their past lives in another 

country,
15

 with pictures and calendars of Vietnam decorating their homes and 

providing a physical connection to their homeland. They describe their present lives 

as having two faces; one looking forward and one looking back.
16

  

 

This research project, which centres on the multiple manifestations of ‘home’ within 

the liminal space in which the Vietnamese diaspora is positioned, is important as it 

creates a new discourse on Vietnamese diaspora experiences in Australia. My own 

practice-led research incorporates members of the Vietnamese diaspora’s personal 

stories, narratives and memories, with the central focus on unrecorded oral stories. 

This is because most members of the Vietnamese diaspora feel that presenting 

through an oral format is much clearer than writing in English where they are 

confronted by a dominant culture whose discourse and language does not necessarily 

allow them to fully articulate their experiences. The refugee crisis occasioned by the 

Communist victory in 1975 brought a large Vietnamese population into Australia. 

This new diaspora community comprised a wide range of professions and age groups. 

Dominant problems facing new refugees were difficulties with language, cultural 

differences and discrimination, with many overqualified workers having to take on the 

most menial of jobs. They had to continually fight against discrimination and worked 
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hard to preserve their traditional culture. This is, of course, little different to the 

experiences of other migrant ethnic communities. Many Vietnamese, however, 

utilised their past experiences to create a new and unique cultural identity for 

themselves in Australian society. This is an area that has been under-researched 

during the last three decades of Vietnamese settlement in Australia.  

 

The Vietnamese people have a complex past. Within a few short decades, their 

cultural and political experience spans: French colonialism, United States’ 

imperialism, and that of the Soviet and Chinese-supported Vietnamese Communist 

regime. Many of the Vietnamese refugees who resettled in Australia have experienced 

an overlap of between two to three paradigms in their lifetime. I believe that 

Vietnamese American writer Nghia M. Vo’s
17

 concept of the ‘three groups’ pattern he 

found in the Vietnamese community in the USA applies to the Australian Vietnamese 

community: the Old Line pattern, the Assimilation pattern and the Bicultural pattern. 

Old Line refers to the older generation who attempt to hold on to and recreate their 

past cultural experience while facing the uphill challenge of integrating themselves 

into a new culture. The Assimilation Pattern refers to the act of completely turning 

away from old values and (seemingly) unquestionably adopting new customs. Finally, 

the Bicultural Pattern refers to the attempt to preserve old values while continuing to 

acquire new ideas that are necessary to enable the transition to life in the new 

environment, a process that is potentially more emotionally and spiritually enriching 

as immigrants are able to assimilate and experience traditional cultural customs.  

 

But how exactly do these patterns unfold? How do culture, identity and memory 

unfold in people’s everyday life experience, often creating tension and disharmony? 

How does this relate to the major challenge of balancing traditional cultural values 

and identity, and keeping a sense of harmony within the environment of family and 

community? These are a few of the factors that can influence how members of the 

Vietnamese diaspora view the notion of home. Many Vietnamese refugees have 

traumatic experiences and memories from the recent past and try to dislocate or 

distance themselves from these memories and experiences in order to live in the 

present. This dislocation causes conflict with their parallel concerns of the loss of 
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cultural heritage, making it hard for them to explore and integrate within their new 

culture and negotiate crucial aspects of the complexities of life in Australia. As the 

research will focus upon personal experiences and memories, I must necessarily be 

aware of how my personal experiences and memories of being a refugee might affect 

the nature of the research’s objectivity. However, as Stuart Hall states, 

 

The past continues to speak to us. But it no longer addresses us 

as a simple factual ‘past’, since our relations to it, like a child’s 

relation to the mother, is always, already, ‘after the break’ It is 

always constructed through memory, fantasy, narrative and 

myth.
18

 

 

Using autobiography as a valid methodology, I utilise my personal experiences and 

memories as a tangible locus and point of departure for the conceptual concerns of my 

practice, and, by extension, this thesis. I am aware that the narrative of my personal 

journey, with its elements of the past that continue to be remembered and inscribed 

into the present, are key in seeking parallels and differences in the work of the other 

contemporary Vietnamese diaspora artists I have researched, as examples of artists 

who have used poetic rather than descriptive ways to evoke their experience. In this 

research, I argue that visual texts are an excellent means for articulating and 

interpreting experiences and memories. 

 

When audiences look at visual art, they may not share the same visual meanings with 

the artist unless they have shared similar experiences to the artist. However, this does 

not preclude art from opening avenues for new understanding and discourse, leading 

to non-textual dialogue for successive generations of the Vietnamese community as 

well as for those outside it. Although art is connected to the dominant culture’s 

paradigms of representation, its ability to reconfigure itself allows it a certain capacity 

for liminality. And although it can be said that the meaning behind the art is largely 

judged, interpreted and explicated by the institutions surrounding the art’s production, 

meaning cannot be entirely contained in this way; the art also depends on the 

experiences and encounters the viewer brings to the work. As a result, interpretations 

of and by Others have a greater capacity to give agency to the artists’ own narratives 
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and frameworks of relation than the meanings sanctioned by the institutions. As a 

Chinese Vietnamese who grew up in Vietnam, I affirm my ability and right to present 

my own Chinese Vietnamese point of view, specifically speaking on culture and 

identity. The position I have comes from one of experience. As Stuart Hall iterates,  

 

We all write and speak from a particular place and time, from a 

history and a culture which is specific. What we say is always 

in context, positioned.
19

  

 

My personal story operates around an independent framework where the information 

does not support either a Western or Communist Vietnamese point of view. 

 

The Notion of Home 

 

Integral to the paradigm of the refugee is the multi-faceted notion of home, which 

emerges as an important aspect of the diaspora experience and identity. Our global 

society has radically changed since World War Two; the proliferation of postcolonial 

nations, civil wars, geo-political interventions and the need to align with global 

economic structures have all made demands on changing lifestyles. This, in turn, has 

affected migration patterns, whether the specific reasons for this were enforced, 

chosen or necessarily self-initiated for the sake of survival. Drawing on humanistic 

traditions of writing about home, I have chosen to reference cultural theorists Douglas 

Porteous and Sandra Smith’s two contrasting ways of understanding the notion of 

home:  

firstly as an outward-looking focus on ‘home as centre’—a 

place of refuge, freedom, possession, shelter and security;  

 

and, secondly as,  

 

an inward-looking focus on ‘home as identity’, bound up with 

family, friends and community, attachment, rootedness, 

memory and nostalgia.
20
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Adopting these two approaches, I create, or rather reinvent, layered landscapes 

through my personal experiences and memories in order to explore how the 

contingent, illusive/elusive21 ‘home’, as a mythical symbol of refuge in the diaspora, 

“is inexorably linked to identity and belonging, and to the ways in which narratives of 

personal journeys are inscribed into space”.
22

  

 

My childhood was dominated by war, death, fear and the sense that many things were 

beyond my control. However, it did not prevent me from being part of a vibrant 

community that pursued its own social and cultural practices. Home can be where I 

come from, where my first impressions emerged and an awareness of all that it is to 

be a human being and a part of a family or wider community were formed. 

 

The fact that I am from Vietnam functions more as a provider of a spatial location, 

where my family and wider community could actualise a range of particular social 

and cultural practices that were inherent to expressing and re-informing our self-

generated identities. However, the generation and feeling of home as developed 

through displacement has meant that refugees, like myself, have created cultural 

practices and manifestations of identity that are not inextricably tied to specific spatial 

locations. 

 

Australian cultural theorist Ghasson Hage refers to ‘liminal space’ as a domestic 

sphere (which is at once contradictorily inclusive and exclusive), that is used by the 

dominant culture in our society as a centre from which to delimit or quarantine the 

Other.
23

 Having been born and grown up as a displaced person, I have long since 

understood the effect of liminal space. I have constantly negotiated my position 

between the dominant cultures of my national identity and with the identity of my 

own family and community. 

 

My Otherness within the liminal space has enabled a constant altering of my personal 

position as I have moved in and out and in-between cultural boundaries. I am a 
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hybrid; I do not belong to any one culture and I still live within and maintain 

connections to cultural spheres within the dominant culture I am in. This has had a 

fundamental affect on my past in terms of the expression of cultural difference and as 

a space where a self-generated identity can also be created. I am familiar with the 

experience of existing within multiple identities as, for my practical purposes, I have 

constantly had to negotiate my identity as Vietnamese, Chinese Vietnamese, as a 

refugee ‘boat-person’, and as an Australian. 

 

The conflicting needs and levels of regard the refugee experiences in social, cultural, 

familial and political spheres of their everyday lives renders their identity a complex, 

multi-faceted entity that is neither fixed nor inherently stable. Refugees not only 

understand themselves through a complex array of ‘selves’ but they must also adhere 

to, contend with, or assimilate numerous externally constructed and applied identities 

bestowed by the embodying social, cultural and political spheres of civil society. 

Refugees have experienced levels of trauma that many Australians cannot 

comprehend. Their experiences play a major factor in their individual lives and their 

being and these create a psychological scar for them for the rest of their lives. 

 

Refugees living in the dominant culture can be a challenge when dealing with national 

space. People who seek refuge are classed as either ‘victims’ or ‘heroes’; they are 

people who have navigated through death and chance, and have survived. They want a 

better life, community and civil society. Those supportive members in the dominant 

culture who seek to connect refugees with the wider community, by granting them 

rights and privileges that comprise being a part of civil society in a wealthy first-

world nation, are combating the national will, which allows refugees access to 

education, health and cultural participation, without being able to change their basic 

Other-ness and their restrictions within the liminal space they occupy.
24

  

 

More often than not, within dominate cultural practices, refugees are represented as 

victims and as a consequence find it harder to secure civil rights and benefits within 

the dominant culture.   
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It is within this complex social, cultural, political and familial environment that the 

specific conceptual concerns and artistic practice central to The Artist as Explorer 

project emerged.  

 

The defining methodological approach to my research into The Artist as Explorer, as 

an investigation of diaspora identity and home, has been my use of the pinhole 

camera. While other types of cameras are both equally important and valuable to my 

practices and to my conceptual concerns, I feel my pinhole camera is better capable of 

revealing these complex realities of the liminal space that Vietnamese refugees face in 

relation to their negotiation of diaspora identity and of home.  

 

Apart from placing the pinhole camera in a certain space or location, and dictating the 

nature of the hole filtering the light, the user has little control over how light and 

emulsion interact with each other. Even if the camera is placed in the exact same 

position, at the exact time of day and using the exact same material, each resultant 

single image will be different. This difference runs the full spectrum, from subtle to 

substantial, to a point where what has been captured does not seem to bear any 

meaningful resemblance to other images. 

 

In my explorations, I employ the pinhole camera as an appropriate tool for exploring 

the ideas outlined in the research question, in the same way that cultural theorists, 

such as Nikos Papastergiadis, call for new ways of seeing and understanding the 

Other than that which “…constantly closes down the horizons of becoming by pulling 

back everything to a single point of origin”.
25

 I argue that the photographic device is 

not an instrument that can only produce a definitive single-point of reference. A 

single, fixed-point perspective is dependent on a frozen aspect that takes in the 

relationships within the spatial, which aligns to a particular moment in time. However, 

the camera is a tool of image making, and the operator can use it in many different 

ways to produce an image. Because of the presence of the frame, the Other can choose 

to re-present who they are or how they conduct themselves within the wider society. 

Subject matter can thus be re-framed within culturally specific means, in this way 

determining new possibilities for interpretation by the viewer. This process not only 
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poetically recreates the complex nature of the conceptual concerns outlined above, it 

literally manifests the continual flux between the prescription of Other-ness and self-

generated identities, and between refugees’ social, cultural, political and familial 

environments, practices and lived realities. 

 

It is important to note here that the research project The Artist as Explorer, and the 

issues it deals with, are not restricted to my personal experience. Although my artistic 

practice and this written thesis exploit autobiography as a formal element and 

methodology, my story carries multiple layered and multi-focal texts. What I have 

described above would be familiar to many others around the world. I am simply one 

of the many Others. These complexities of social, cultural and political spheres are the 

driving forces influencing the lives of ordinary refugees and especially for those who 

seek to bring together notions of identity and home. I use my tale as a point of arrival 

and departure for the conceptual concerns in my artistic practice. The space between 

wider society and myself provides one pathway for understanding or representing 

diaspora identity and home. 
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    Figure 3: Dacchi Dang, 2008, The Twins: Banda Aceh, black and white silver gelatin print, 11 x 14 inches 
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    Figure 4: Dacchi Dang, 2008, Settlement: Taipei, pigment print, 11 x 14 inches   
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Figure 5: Dacchi Dang, 2008, Tsunami Lake: Banda Aceh, pigment print, 11 x 14 inches 
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CHAPTER THREE:  

 

Exploring History/Reclaiming History  

 

 

Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialised past, 

[identities] are subject to the continual interplay of history, 

culture and power’. When attempting to uncover the nature of 

Vietnamese identities, it is therefore important to examine the 

realm of politics as well as the social and historical factors at 

work in their production.
26

 

 

 

Whilst many books and references deal with the subject of the Vietnam War, 

comparatively few relate to the experiences of the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia. 

Of those available in English, most portray Vietnamese history and culture from a 

Western perspective, presenting a homogenous view of the Vietnamese people, rarely 

taking into account the different ethnic groups that make up the Vietnamese 

population. Australian cultural theorist Mandy Thomas, who writes on the 

Vietnamese diaspora in Australia, states that: 

 

For most non-Vietnamese the knowledge of Vietnamese 

Australians, and in particular perceptions of the characteristics 

of the ethnic identity of the Vietnamese, is based on media 

images because of the minimal and circumscribed nature of any 

interaction.
27

  

 

Western writers are still trying to resolve the issues of the past and continue to frame 

Vietnam through a single perspective, within the context of the war. The knowledge 

these writers present, comes largely from second-hand accounts. The authors 

themselves do not have a direct encounter with or experience of Vietnam’s history 

and culture, except for those memoirs and novels written by American and Australian 

Vietnam War veterans who write from a personal perspective about their ordeals in 

the line of duty. Authors such as Wendy Poussarda, Nancy Viviani and Mandy 

Thomas are among the few who have written on the Vietnamese diaspora here in 
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Australia. There are also a few Western authors who collaborate with Vietnamese 

writers such as Alan Henkin with Liem Thanh Nguyen, in order to provide a closer 

understanding of how Vietnamese people view their own history. At the same time, 

histories of Vietnam, written by contemporary Vietnamese historians, have been 

published by the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. These seek to impose a 

Communist point of view, which obfuscates its own imperialism and violence and is 

anti-Western in its ideologies and values. This body of writing includes publications 

by authors such as Khac Vien Nguyen.
28

  

 

The millions of citizens who fled Vietnam after the post-war period have directly 

impacted on contemporary Vietnamese society. A large proportion of Vietnam’s 

population was born after the war ended. American novelist Andrew Lam writes that,  

 

Since the war ended the population has more than doubled, 

going from thirty five million in 1975 to eighty million at the 

turn of the millennium. Also three out of four Vietnamese 

today have no direct memory of the Vietnam War.
29

  

 

This is supported by Karen Irvine, Curator at the Museum of Contemporary 

Photography, Chicago, who, in 2005, reported that 58% of the Vietnamese population 

was under the age of thirty.
30

 Therefore, the vast majority of contemporary 

Vietnamese have no personal experience or recollection of what they call the 

‘American’ War. Refugee stories are denied and not included as part of the nation's 

official history, so that the main focus is on an idealised past rather than the present. 

 

Unfortunately, many experiences of survival and stories of the Vietnamese boat 

refugees have not been told or recorded for future reference. The Vietnamese diaspora 

in Australia may hear brief accounts of these stories from their close Vietnamese 

friends. Their memory is often sensitive to personal journey and gives a sense of how 

personal thought or characteristics bond to the history, memory and the place or 

country of their origin
31

 and how these memories continue to affect them. But often 
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these refugees are unlikely to routinely talk about their experiences as it causes them 

too much pain and sorrow. There is a difference in the quality of the information 

written from the insider perspective compared to the outsider perspective. The insider 

writer is more aware of the minor details, which can affect the final outcome of the 

narrative. It is important to have the Vietnamese diaspora history written by those 

Vietnamese who lived through the war and the mass exodus from Vietnam, as 

opposed to the outsiders who gain their insight from what they can find in the 

secondary sources from books and other materials.  

 

As Trinh Thi Minh-Ha has pointed out: 

 

The ‘portraits’ of a group produced by the observer as outsider 

and by the observer as insider will differ, as they will be 

relevant in different contexts. This awareness underlies the 

current cry ‘You have to be one to understand one’.
32

 

 

Authenticity 

 

A writer’s origin and experience underpins the reader’s confidence that the 

information s/he has given is authentic. Within any investigation of the Vietnamese 

diaspora experience, it would be hard to dismiss the inclusion of a range of primary 

sources garnered directly from the Vietnamese community. In this pool of 

information, a writer who does not belong to this community would always position 

himself or herself as an outsider to observe the Vietnamese culture and history. 

Therefore, their knowledge and value of Vietnamese culture is intrinsically different 

to the information gathered by a Vietnamese person. 

 

There is, however, a qualification regarding this insider writing, as we know that 

personal experiences and perceptions can delimit the array of information, especially 

from people who have experienced trauma either from war or social and domestic 

violence. It then becomes incumbent on the writer or artist to act ethically and 

professionally in order to present an authentic and independent representation of 
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situations and events whilst not dismissing the focused validity of individuals’ own 

experiential realities. This is supported by Trinh T Minh-Ha’s statement, that: 

 

Factual authenticity relies heavily on the Other’s words and 

testimony. To authenticate a work, it becomes therefore most 

important to prove or make evident how this Other has 

participated in the making of his/her own images.
33

  

 

 

In recent years, some of the second-generation Australian Vietnamese diaspora have 

started writing about their parents’ ordeals, experiences, memories and histories in 

biographies and fictionalised accounts, such as The Boat (2008) by Nam Lê. 

Vietnamese Australian comedian Anh Do’s recent memoir The Happiest Refugee 

(2010) relies heavily on his parents’ memories of their diaspora experience, as Do was 

only two years old when his family fled Vietnam. Both these publications, although 

written within Vietnamese cultural borders, are still second-hand accounts. 

 

In the visual arts, there are similar issues regarding authenticity, whereby Western 

artists appropriate Vietnamese diaspora memories and experiences. For example, 

Australian artist Nerine Martini’s works Heaven Net/Luoi Troi and Life Boat/Thuyen 

Cuu Roi, created for the Nam Bang (2009) exhibition, curated by Australian 

Vietnamese historian Boitran Huynh-Beattie at Casula Powerhouse, are poetic 

interpretations of Vietnamese fishing boats (including a life-size replica of a fishing 

boat), which explore the cultural migration of the Vietnamese people in a “spiritual 

way”
34

 [see Figure 6]. Martini imagined the emotional trauma experienced by the 

Vietnamese diaspora, which led the artist “to contemplate the struggles that people 

experienced when faced with the reality of escaping their country by sea”.
35

 She re-

interpreted Vietnamese refugee stories in order to express a poetic interpretation of 

lives of the Vietnamese people as “a tribute to the courage of refugees who have faced 

incredible danger and uncertainty in their search for a better, more peaceful life”.
36
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Figure 6: Nerine Martini, 2006, Life Boat/Thuyen Cuu Roi, wood, steel, lead lacquer, 65 x 335 x 505cm 
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In presenting her installation as a life-sized replica positioned on the iconic space of 

Bondi Beach, Martini’s work lays claim to the dominant culture’s representation of 

Vietnamese diaspora history at the contested space of Australia’s national border (I 

will expand on this in Chapter 4). Her work appears to be similar in approach to one 

of my earlier installation artworks, The Boat, (2001) [see Figures 7 & 8]. This 

installation addressed the experiences of a Vietnamese refugee from my own 

autobiographical experiences of the traumatic journey from Vietnam to Australia. In 

this work I told my personal journey and also, with permission, told stories from 

within the Vietnamese diaspora community within Australia. However, at no stage did 

the work attempt to represent all Vietnamese refugee experiences.  

 

I believe that a problem arises when artists who have no connection to Vietnamese 

culture or history (apart from spending a few months in the country on an artists’ 

residency) try to represent the spiritual, emotional or traumatic experiences of the 

Vietnamese people. The question about what authority Western artists and writers use 

to interpret and claim those memories and experiences for themselves is inevitably 

raised in such situations. According to philosopher Paul Ricoeur,  

 

… memory does seem to be radically singular: my memories 

are not yours. The memories of one person cannot be 

transferred into the memory of another. As mine, memory is a 

model of mineness, of private possession, for all the 

experiences of the subject.
37

 [my italics]  

 

Because trauma is a lived experience of violence or devastating loss and is usually 

linked to a particular event, “then it lays claim to an experience that is fundamentally 

owned by someone”.
38

 Artworks by primary witnesses and trauma survivors become a 

form of testimonial art “with the complex dynamic of speaking from an ‘inside’ 

position to an ‘outside’”.
39
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However, according to Australian cultural theorist Jill Bennett, once trauma enters the 

representational arena as an expression of personal experience, it is always vulnerable 

to appropriation, to reduction, and to mimicry.
40

 She contends that artists who 

arrogate (to take or claim for oneself without right) a traumatic event that is not their 

own, develop an affinity based on a crude empathy for the trauma victim (“a feeling 

for another based on the assimilation of the other’s experience to the self”
41

). But as 

Dominick La Capra, who writes on Holocaust studies, insists, “emotional response 

comes with respect for the other and the realization that the experience of the other is 

not one’s own”.
42

  

 

Artists and writers who have not experienced events related to the Vietnamese 

diaspora and yet who insist on representing them do not provide a direct sense of the 

Vietnamese diaspora’s history. This raises questions relating to authenticity and how 

the voice of the Vietnamese diaspora is heard in contemporary society. Trinh T Minh-

Ha states,  

 

An objective constantly claimed by those who “seek to reveal 

one society to another” is “to grasp the native’s point of view 

and to realize his vision of his world” ... The injunction to see 

things from the native’s point of view speaks for a definite 

ideology of truth and authenticity; it lies at the center of every 

polemical discussion on ‘reality’ in its relation to ‘beauty’ and 

‘truth’.
43

 

 

Many members of the Vietnamese diaspora today are rewriting or reclaiming their 

past history and identity in the conviction that the Western world has misrepresented 

them for many years. Also, there is the underpinning strong desire to disassociate 

themselves from the Communist Vietnamese. Because the Vietnamese are proud of 

their cultural heritage, any new constructs of national identity given by outsiders 

makes it difficult for them to accept. Most of the Western literature about Vietnam is 

focussed on the past, and written (obviously) from a Western perspective. Similarly, 

the Vietnamese Communist government has sought to tightly control the content of 
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Figure 7: Dacchi Dang, 2001, The Boat, installation: timber, pigment print on Japanese paper, silk, 3.5 x 14m 
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Figure 8: Dacchi Dang, 2001, The Boat, installation: timber, pigment print on Japanese paper, silk, 3.5 x 14m 
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academic literature since the annexation of South Vietnam, leaving a body of 

information dominated by ideologically-based narratives and half-truths. 

 

 

Vietnamese Diaspora History  

 

Dang’s themes touched with considerable directness on 

notions of faith, family and cultural continuance. As a 

Vietnamese Australian whose experience of dislocation is 

intensely firsthand, Dang had been able to infuse his work with 

a nostalgic, yet not negative power. He seemed to reclaim 

history, rather than rail against it, his photographs being 

talismans that restored and reconstituted.
44

 

 

 

‘Vietnam’ as a nation is a modern construct. That is, the name ‘Vietnam’ is a 

relatively recent invention. To be ‘Vietnamese’ carries with it the weight of a 

divergent cultural history. As mentioned previously, the culture has been influenced 

by Chinese culture and changed with the coming of the Europeans. There was no real 

sense of nationality until Ho Chi Minh declared independence from the French in 

1945. Before this, the people were under continued occupation by the Chinese and 

then the French. Various name changes during this period of occupation imposed on 

the country included Lai Viet, Dai Viet, An Nam, Bac Ky (north), Indochine (south), 

Trung Ky (central), Viet Nam. 

 

When one talks about Vietnam (or Vietnamese people), they are referring to a modern 

identity, that has only existed from 1945 onwards, that includes the ethnic Chinese, 

the Chinese Vietnamese and the indigenous population. Many Chinese Vietnamese 

have frequently been misidentified, with their Chinese origin obscured via 

assimilation. The Chinese have a long presence within Vietnam, beginning in the 

second century BC, although recent archaeological findings have shown that people 

from Southern China and the Red River Delta area shared a common pre-historic 

culture. The first Vietnamese civilisation during the Bronze Age, known as the Dong 

Son period, was heavily influenced by Chinese culture with the arrival of 

                                                      
44

 Bruce James, 2002, ‘Priceless: Dacchi Dang’, Australian Art Collector, Issue 19 January- March 

2002, p.120 



56 

 

Confucianism and writing. By 207BC a Chinese military governor declared the 

territory around the Red River Delta area as Nam-Viet, which means “Kingdom of the 

Southern People”.
45

 Nam-Viet was annexed by the Han Empire of China in 111BC, 

which launched a Chinese domination that would last one thousand years. The 

territory was ruled as a province of China and many Chinese people migrated south 

into this most southern part of the Kingdom. Chinese became the official language 

and the Vietnamese elite were forced to adopt the written characters, customs, 

ceremonies as well as government and administrative practices of the Chinese. 

Among the lower classes, however, Vietnamese culture was robust enough to 

withstand Chinese domination and to offer resistance against Chinese occupation.
46

  

 

In general, Vietnamese people are proud of their cultural and military heritage and 

their identity is associated with legendary war heroes, such as Hong Bang, the Trung 

Sisters and Bach Dang, who fought against Chinese occupation. The country gained 

independence from the Chinese between 939 and 1884AD, although periods under 

Chinese rule continued from time to time, until the Vietnamese had their first contact 

with Western culture via trade and religion in the early seventeenth century. France 

was imperially expanding and occupied Saigon and surrounding territories from 

1862–1954,
47

 claiming the area as Indochine, where “French economic, political and 

social systems were adopted”,
48

 and where French missionaries brought with them the 

Church’s perspective on religious doctrine and how the world was viewed.
49

 The rise 

of Vietnam as a national identity occurred when Ho Chi Minh declared a National 

Independence Day in Hanoi on 2 Sept 1945. He led the Vietnamese guerrilla force 

(Viet Minh) against the French colonial power and defeated them in the battle of 

Diem Bien Phu in 1954, an event that ended the French occupation of Indochine. 

Soon after, America became involved in politics in Vietnam with the beginning of the 

long war known as the ‘Vietnam War’ that ended in Communist victory on the 30 

April, 1975. A number of major changes have taken place in Vietnamese society since 
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the end of the war, particularly during the period from 1975 to 1987, including an 

ongoing border conflict with neighbouring countries Cambodia and China. Once 

North Communist Vietnam defeated the South in 1975, the victorious government 

increased attempts to unify the country into a single national entity. The central focus 

involved identifying internal threats and erasing them in order to create a ‘peaceful 

socialist state’. The minority ethnic groups, including the Chinese community, were 

identified as threats to the vision of a Communist Vietnam as supported by the Party 

officials. The Vietnamese government, although creating a space for the Chinese to 

identify with their Chinese cultural heritage, actively discriminated against them. The 

government’s reforms affected the entire South Vietnamese population in terms of 

economic production, and destroyed most of the private enterprise in Vietnam that 

was mainly operated by the Chinese community.  

 

In Vietnam, there are two ethnic identities within the Chinese community: those 

where both parents are Chinese are identified as Nguoi Hoa (Chinese) and those 

where one parent is Vietnamese and the other is Chinese are identified as Viet Ngoc 

Hoa (Vietnamese/Chinese heritage). Many nationalist Vietnamese discriminate 

against these groups because of the history of Chinese domination of the country. For 

example, since the rise of nationalism, many Chinese were excluded from carrying 

out business and also were charged at a higher tax rate than the Vietnamese. In order 

to circumnavigate these high taxes, many Chinese businessmen married Vietnamese 

women and established businesses in their wives’ names, as was the case with my 

own parents. For example, in Cho Lon, Saigon, the Chinese community developed a 

separate self-support network that positioned themselves at a distance to other ethnic 

communities. The Chinese saw Vietnam as a Chinese outpost, not as ‘home’, and had 

no desire to become caught in the middle of the Communist unification of Vietnam. 

As the Chinese didn’t want to be involved in politics, they became targets because of 

their socio-economic status as businessmen and traders. Their homes and businesses 

were confiscated and they were forcibly resettled in the ‘new economic zones’ in rural 

areas. Many were forced to build shelters in temporary slums that sprang up around 

the streets of Saigon with education and other benefits that form part of a civil society 

denied them and their children.  
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After the Communist victory in 1975, over one million people left their homes in 

Indochina, including a quarter of a million Vietnamese citizens of ethnic Chinese 

origin who were forced across the border into China. Others took to the boats seeking 

refuge in Southeast Asia, Hong Kong and ultimately Australia, the United States of 

America, and Canada.
50

 It wasn’t until 1994, when the Americans lifted sanctions 

against Vietnam, that the Vietnamese Communist government introduced their new 

economic policy known as Doi Moi (New Change) to liberalise the country’s 

economy, restore levels of private ownership
51

 and open the Vietnamese borders to 

the outside world. Since then, many exiled Vietnamese have returned to their 

homeland, including the artists referred to in this project’s case studies. 

 

Dislocation 

 

Never before our time have so many people been uprooted. 

Emigration, forced or chosen, across national frontiers or 

from village to metropolis, is the quintessential experience of 

our time.
52

 

 

The Vietnamese diaspora as we know it came into being at the end of the Vietnam 

War. However, throughout Vietnam’s history, millions of Vietnamese have 

experienced separation from their home and family. Their first encounter of home 

displacement occurred in 1954 following the withdrawal of the French from the 

Communist controlled north, after the Geneva Conference of 1954 divided the 

country into two at the 17
th

 parallel.
53

 Close to a million civilian Vietnamese refugees 

fled into South Vietnam (mainly Catholic Vietnamese communities who settled 

predominantly in Tan Binh district of Saigon) and 50,000 Communist sympathisers 

migrated to North Vietnam
54

 searching for a stable home and political affiliation. 

However, as stated previously, the most devastating time for the Vietnamese people 

occurred during the second wave of displacement following the Communist victory 

against the south during the so called ‘American’ war; this was the first time in the 
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history of Vietnam where millions of Vietnamese had to flee their homeland in mass 

to escape from the Vietnamese Communist regime and seek refuge in foreign lands. 

America has a larger Vietnamese diaspora settlement when compared with Canada 

and Australia. When America withdrew from Vietnam, the first members of the 

Vietnamese diaspora included ex-government officials and the intellectual elite. This 

first wave of the diaspora managed to flee the country with the aid of the American 

military during the American evacuation in 1975. They deeply and painfully felt the 

loss of nation to the Communists, especially as they had fought for nearly two decades 

to preserve it.
55

 Not only did they lose their nation, but also their own identities and 

status. Therefore, members of the American Vietnamese diaspora generally tend to be 

more interested in politics and experience a melancholic feeling about their loss of 

nation than those in Canada or Australia, who were often from the ethnic Chinese 

community of both petty and large traders or of uneducated and unskilled (by 

Australian standards) Vietnamese, traumatised by rape, torture, imprisonment and the 

continuing effect of loss of family members and continuing physical and mental 

health problems caused by long stays in refugee camps
56

. Studies undertaken in the 

United States in 1989 before Doi Moi have shown that many members of the 

Vietnamese diaspora thought of their home as irretrievably lost, never to be seen 

again
57

. For this reason, the only way for them to compensate for the loss of their 

homeland was to educate their children about a Vietnam that existed before the 

Communist takeover.
58

 This transplanting of their cultural values into the liminal 

places of the host country means that home must now be constructed in the spaces of 

the past and of the imagination. 

 

Case Study One: Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba 

 

Vietnamese Japanese American artist Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba (b. Tokyo 1968 to a 

Vietnamese father and Japanese mother) currently lives and works in Ho Chi Minh 

City. Nguyen Hatsushiba’s work deals with contemporary social issues in Vietnam, 

such as memory and the memorial, modernisation, industrialisation, social 
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implications of economic development, identity, dislocation and diaspora at a national 

and personal level. 

 

Nguyen Hatsushiba is regarded as one of the most important contemporary Asian 

artists because his video works use personal memories and experiences to recreate a 

new poetic image of Vietnam’s recent history, rather than the violence of Western 

tropes that tend to represent Vietnam as a set in a Hollywood movie
59

, (see, for 

example, Rambo, 1982; Good Morning Vietnam, 1987; and Born on the Fourth of 

July, 1989). Press images of the Vietnam War, which act as a constant reminder of 

American and Australian experiences in the war, also reinforce preconceived notions 

about Vietnamese people. For example, news photographer Eddie Adams’s 

photograph, that depicts a South Vietnamese soldier in the act of executing a Viet 

Cong soldier in Saigon in 1968, is an iconic image of the war that is widely circulated 

through mass media environments [see Figure 9]. Of his early photographic works, 

which depicted the daily lives of the average Vietnamese person going about their 

daily activities, Nguyen Hatsushiba has commented that,  

 

I was able to show it to the American public so I could show 

what is happening here because I think many Americans have 

an image of Vietnam as a war image.
60

  

 

 

Nguyen Hatsushiba constantly explores notions of identity and home. When living in 

America he struggled to find a way to claim his Vietnamese identity. He employed a 

strategy to connect the relationship between food and life by sticking rice (an iconic 

Vietnamese staple food) on objects before photographing them. The distinctive way 

of using this material in his work demonstrated and claimed his Vietnamese identity 

through a Western paradigm. He continues this unique selection of material in his 

later artistic practice, for example, in his use of the Xichlo, the popular Vietnamese 

transportation vehicle.  
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Figure 9: Eddie Adams, 1968, Viet Cong Execution, Saigon, black and white silver gelatin print 
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In his famous underwater video installation, Memorial Project Nha Trang, Vietnam: 

Towards the Complex—For the Courageous, the Curious, and the Cowards (2001) 

[see Figure 10], Nguyen Hatsushiba pays tribute to the millions of Vietnamese boat 

people who lost their lives to the sea when fleeing the country after the fall of Saigon. 

In a very poetic and sensual way, he portrays local Vietnamese fishermen underwater, 

in a weightless environment and without air support, pushing a Xichlo at Nha Trang 

(the point of departure for many of the boats). 

 

One interpretation of this artwork is that their struggle for survival underwater, 

resurfacing and diving down before continuing their journey, is a metaphor for the 

millions of Vietnamese boat refugees who lost their homes, their identity, and social  

status through the trauma and experience of war.
61

 Also, perhaps, it serves as a 

metaphor for the untold thousands who perished at sea, either at the hands of pirates 

or due to the sinking of the over-crowded and dilapidated vessels on which they fled 

Vietnam. 

 

 

Case Study Two: Dinh Q. Lê 

 

Dinh Q. Lê’s artistic practice incorporates a similar approach. In America, where the 

images and memories of the Vietnam War still remain vividly in the memories of 

thousands of American veterans, Lê’s best-known works are of the War [see 

Figure11]. He uses historical Vietnamese War photographs and reinvents many new 

images of Vietnam War history through an American Vietnamese eye.
62

 These 

important artworks provide viewers with another vital perspective about this war, and 

many of these stories draw from direct experiences of the American Vietnamese 

community. 
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Lê was born in 1968 to ethnic Vietnamese parents in Ha-Tien, a small Vietnamese 

town bordering lower Cambodia. Following the fall of Saigon in 1975, the re-

unification of North and South Vietnam a year later, and the 1979 Vietnamese 

invasion of Cambodia, Lê and his family emigrated to Los Angeles, where he 

completed a Bachelor of Fine Art at the University of California, Santa Barbara. In 

1992, he received his Masters in Fine Art (in Photography and Related Media) from 

the School of Visual Arts, New York, and shortly after receiving a scholarship, 

returned to Vietnam for the first time.  

 

In his series From Vietnam to Hollywood (2004), [see Figure 12], Lê addresses 

memories of his homeland. This series included two works, Damaged Gene Project 

(1998) and Lotus Land (Monsanto & Uniroyal Chemicals) (1999) [see Figures 13 & 

14]. Both works focused on Vietnamese memories of the after-effects of the chemical 

Agent Orange, which was used in the Vietnam War by the American military. This 

legacy still haunts the thousands of Vietnamese who were born with physical defects 

thirty-four years after the Vietnam War ended. Lê presents his conjoined children and 

other ‘mutants’ via a poetic approach, where the children are presented with an 

innocent purity of form in ceramics, seeming to have grown out of the muddy and 

contaminated soil caused by Agent Orange. Also, the conjoined infants sitting on nine 

lotus leaves assume religious positions. Lê writes, “The piece grows out of my 

fascination with the idea of collapsing distance between mythology and reality.”
63

 Lê 

believes presenting the installation in the medium of ceramics is more effective than 

through documentary photography because he believes it allows for more reflection.
64

 

In his series The Persistence of Memory, (2001) and Vietnam to Hollywood (2004), Lê 

uses a weaving technique as a metaphor to connect his past memories in order to 

create narrative about remembering and remembrance.
65
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When one leaves the familiar reference points of one’s homeland and finds oneself in 

a place where the cultural and social rules are unfamiliar, the quest for identity and a 

stabilising home is conflicted by a complex and confusing involvement with others 

who are different. As Jonathan Rutherford states, “…identity marks the conjunctive of 

our past with the social, cultural and economic relations we live within. Each 

individual is the synthesis not only of existing relations but of the history of these 

relations”.
66

 Individual identities become transformed by the experience of change, 

uprooting of certainty and the transformation process to hybridity that is a result of 

diaspora histories.
67

 The complexity of these histories of exile and displacement leads 

to the need for a more informed understanding of the common and familiar 

interpretation of ‘home’ and what it means to members of the Vietnamese diaspora.  
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Figure 10: Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba, 2001, Memorial Project Nha Trang - Toward the Complex, for the Courageous 

the Curious, and the Coward, Video (detail) 
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Figure 11: Dinh Q. Lê, 2004, Untitled (Tom Cruise & William Dafoe, Born on the 4th of July/ Highway 1) from 

the series From Vietnam to Hollywood, colour photographic print, linen types 33 ½ x 67 inches 
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Figure 12: Dinh Q Lê, 2003, Paramount from series From Vietnam to Hollywood, type C print & linen tape, 

33½ x 66¾ inches 
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Figure 13: Dinh Q. Lê, 1998, Damaged Gene Project, mixed-media clothing, T-shirt, figurines, plastic toys 

pacifiers 
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Figure 14: Dinh Q. Lê, 2000, Lotus Land, polymer, fibreglass and paint, dimension various 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  

Exploring the Notion of Home as a Place of Identity and Belonging 

 

 

Home as a sense of belonging or attachment is also very 

visible in one of the key characteristics of the contemporary 

world: the historically unprecedented number of people 

migrating across countries, as, for instance, refugees and 

asylum seekers, or as temporary or permanent workers. 

Notions of home are central in these migrations. Movements 

may necessitate or be precipitated by a disruption to a sense of 

home, as people leave or in some cases flee one home for 

another. These international movements are also processes of 

establishing home, as sense of belonging and identity move 

over space and are created in new places.
68

 

 

 

The Home as Centre 

 

There are many ways of understanding our relationship to the notion of ‘home’. 

Broadly speaking, a ‘home’ is a place where you can relax and seek protection from 

the outside world. According to cultural theorist Stuart Hall,  

 

The ‘home’ is the place to take off the armour and to unpack 

the place where nothing needs to be proved and defended as 

everything is just there, obvious and familiar.
69

 

 

Whilst Gaston Bachelard describes ‘home’ as “... our corner of the world ... our first 

universe, a real cosmos in every sense of the word”,
70

 post-colonial critic Sara Ahmed 

contends that the embodying concept of home should not be seen as a utopian site, but 

rather as a relational space where the sense of ‘feeling at home’ is created by the 

interactions of the body in place, and is dependent on the relationships in which one 

locates a self.
71

 To view ‘home’ as being physically tied to a specific locale becomes 

problematic if one is unable to produce a sense of belonging to a particular place.  
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Australian cultural theorist Jill Bennett questions:  

  

Is home the place where I was born, the place my ancestors 

came from, the place where I live now?
72

  

 

 

These questions are especially true for those Vietnamese diaspora artists, such as Dinh 

Q. Lê, Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba and myself, who were forced into exile following the 

fall of Saigon in 1975. Unable to feel centred in their adopted homeland of America, 

Dinh Q. Lê and Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba have since returned to the respective place of 

their birth, or ancestral homeland, whereas I find meaning in the home where I live 

now. 

 

The expression of the experience of not knowing where you belong and of feeling 

dislocated from your own culture is evident in Dinh Q. Lê’s work, Mot coi di ve 

(Spending One’s Life Trying to Find One’s Way Home) (2000), [see Figure 15]. On 

his return to Vietnam after Doi Moi, Lê stated:  

 

Growing up in America, going to school in America, going to 

college in America was overall a good experience, but I just 

never thought that it was the right place for me. I always felt 

like I was underwater. Another way of describing this 

experience is that I never felt like I was totally Vietnamese or 

American … In the early 1990s, after my graduate studies, I 

visited Vietnam for the first time in fifteen years. It was then  

that I realized I was not Vietnamese either. This was very hard 

to come to terms with.
73

 

 

 

Lê is part of a new generation of Vietnamese diaspora artists who live or work abroad, 

but find meaning in Asia. His work explores Vietnam’s history, as well as notions of 

displacement, home and identity, from both a personal and political point of view and 

this in turn suggests that his work is important both to the Vietnamese community and 

to himself.  
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Figure 15: Dinh Q. Lê, 2000, Moi Coi di ve (Spending One’s Life Trying to Find One’s Way Home), found black 

and white and colour photographs, thread, and linen tape, 4 x 8m 
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81 

The first time he felt comfortable about his Vietnamese identity, and experienced a 

feeling of belonging, occurred when he first visited his family burial ground, where 

three or four generations are buried. This is evident in his statement: 

 

I felt like I was taking root, literally, which contrasts with my 

experience in America, where I felt like I was floating. When I 

visited this family grave it really showed me who I was: my 

roots and my history in this country. In the States I was always 

trying to negotiate whether I was Vietnamese, Vietnamese 

American, or American, and sometimes you are all three to 

different people at different times.
74

  

 

 

The Ancestral Home 

 

Chinese and Vietnamese religions are place-bound religions where the family grave is 

the most spiritual and sacred place. These are the places where you show respect, 

perform ceremonial duties and connect your roots to those of your ancestors. 

Ancestral worship in the sacred places of place-bound religions is considered to be the 

most important spiritual act a family member can perform. According to French 

scholar Fustel de Coulanges: 

 

A son was obliged to make sacrifices to the souls of the dead, 

those of his dead father and other ancestors. To fail in this duty 

was to commit the greatest act of impiety.
75

 

 

 

A common characteristic of place-bound religions is that they bind people to defined 

locations where the gods and ancestors they worship are situated near their home 

environment. This gives a sense of security and historical continuity to the past. 

Because this spiritual duty is so important to members of the Vietnamese diaspora, 

any disconnection from the sacred place of their ancestors would mean they would 

find it hard to establish roots elsewhere. In traditional Confucian ethics, children do 

not leave their home or homeland while their parents are still alive. They live under 

the same roof and conduct a duty of care through looking after their parents and their 
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ancestors. Traditional Vietnamese culture places great importance on establishing 

permanence by putting down roots and living a peaceful life in continuity with their 

ancestral past.
76

 These practices create a strong social and cultural identity in close 

connection between one generation to the next, including members of the past 

generation. The family ancestor burial site becomes a sacred site, where many 

Vietnamese diaspora dream of returning to their native village to be buried next to 

their ancestors. This is evidenced by the oral testimony of Duc, a member of the 

Vietnamese diaspora living in Australia: 

 

All my ancestors were buried on my grandfather’s land. I can’t 

imagine being buried in Australia. I owe a lot to this country. 

Australia accepted my entire family when the war was over. 

My children have done well. They are all Australian! But deep 

in me, I want to return to my country, and the only way to do 

that completely is to be carried there after I die. I have asked 

my son this. I hope he follows my wishes. It is very important 

to me … it will mean that I am there in the land of my 

ancestors, where I belong.
77

 

 

Transferring the ashes (or bodies) of the ancestors from one place to a new place that 

it now inhabits is the very symbol of belonging. My family did this when they 

migrated to Australia; thus with the ancestors here, Australia became home for my 

family and I. In contrast, Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba feels no real connection to a 

Vietnamese homeland as a source of identity. In 1994, after receiving a travel grant, 

he decided to visit Vietnam to learn more about his father’s background, but states 

that: 

… I don’t feel I need to find a specific identity for myself. I 

mean if you’re given a name and you know yourself as this 

person, whether you have your past as Japanese or Vietnamese 

or wherever your ancestors came from, I think all of those 

things are not really new. I mean in my case, a mixture of 

Japanese-Vietnamese background, it’s not so new.
78

  

 

Since Doi Moi, Ho Chi Minh city, where Nguyen Hatsushiba now resides, has been 

inundated with returning expatriates. Those who remained in Vietnam after the war 

now consider these returning expatriates as ‘Viet Kieu’—members of the Vietnamese 
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diaspora. This expression is very complex and has different meanings and 

interpretations. In real terms, ‘Viet Kieu’ is understood to refer to those Vietnamese 

(born in Vietnam) who have returned from living abroad. But it also includes the next 

generation of Vietnamese who were born overseas to Vietnamese parents. These 

children and grandchildren of the Vietnamese diaspora are not considered to have any 

connected memories of their own to Vietnam and are therefore seen as tourists when 

they return.
79

 

 

Most members of the younger generations of the diaspora have grown up with no 

internally generated perception of Vietnam. To them, it is more of a mythical land 

created by their parents’ memories and cultural histories. While living in Vietnam, the 

Japanese-born, American-educated Nguyen Hatsushiba felt he was struggling to find 

his identity. Even though his cultural roots were from Vietnam he felt he was an 

outsider in his father’s country.
80

 Because of his broken Vietnamese language skills, 

he found it very difficult to speak with the locals. This identity crisis continued when 

he returned to America and attempted to reclaim his identity.  

 

For human beings, home as a geographical place becomes a personalised centre for 

our experience and understanding of the world. It is the focal point of a cosmic 

structure (oriented toward the cardinal points) where we feel intensely connected to a 

sense of commonly held value systems.
81

 According to Bachelard,  

 

a home, even though its physical properties can be described to 

an extent, is not a physical entity but an orientation to the 

fundamental values—gathering together into ‘one fundamental 

value’ the myriad ‘intimate values of inside space’ – with 

which a home, as an intimate space in the universe, is linked to 

human nature.
82

  

 

Our home is central to the way we construct our lives and this experience is embedded 

within us even when we are uprooted from our homeland. Those who are forced to 

abandon their home take this experience with them when they move into new 
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settlements in foreign lands. This in turn leads to experiences of displacement where 

individuals and entire communities may try to recapture or reconstruct what was lost. 

In their new home environment, images of home are never erased but become 

stronger. From these memories they create a new connection between the past and 

present and continue to pass them on to their children.
83

 Knowing your location and 

where you are situated is an important part of life. When people relocate to new 

environments, they can re-adjust their position in this space to create a new ‘centre of 

the world’. But the notion of home is not restricted to geographic locations; it is not 

only a physical place, but also a psychological entity, often a mythical or poetic 

space.
84

 Understanding this space allows us to compare and explore the values 

between old and new places.  

 

 

Investigating Notions of Home in My Visual Research: Phoenix 

 

 

Phoenix (2011) is a three-channel video, which was commissioned by Campbelltown 

Arts Centre, for the Edge of Elsewhere exhibition during the 2011 Sydney Festival 

[see Figure 16]. It focuses on the complex dynamics inherent in the relationship with 

home as experienced by members of the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia. It uses the 

concept of spaces as being both inside and outside, private and public, here and there, 

to examine the psycho-spatial relations between cultural heritage, destruction and loss 

of homeland due to war, point of departure and arrival, memory and imagined 

communities. The work explores the connections and reconnections and dislocations 

of the Vietnamese diaspora with the resultant transitions from one way of being to 

another. The three-channel video is presented on separate but adjacent large screens  

within a blacked-out space that heightens the poetic and symbolic experience of the 

transformation of culture and memories.  
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    Figure 16: Dacchi Dang, 2011, Phoenix, 3 channels video (installation view), dimensions various  
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87 

One of the channels depicts a traditional ancient Vietnamese artefact from the Dong 

Son culture. This icon manifests the point of connection between the place of origin 

and the new home. The object was reconstructed faithfully to its traditional sculptural 

form, but materially was made from wax as a set of three candle drums complete with 

candlewicks. The video shows them slowly burn for a long period of time [see Figure 

17]. The burning process was symbolic of the flux of cultural transformation, between 

the old and the new, with the wax changing from solid into liquid, and then returning 

to solid form [see Figure 18]. This transformation signifies the integration of the 

multiple cultural identities of the Vietnamese diaspora into the creation and 

performance of new complex identities necessitated by the destruction of their cultural 

and national identities as a result of war and dislocation. The burning wax also evokes 

the violence and destruction of war, in particular of the war during French, American 

and North Vietnamese occupation. On the outside, white wax symbolises the 

sovereignty of culture; when the wax is burning, the viewer sees, slowly at first, a 

stream of red wax running out from within—rivers of blood of millions of murdered 

people, which metaphorically encapsulates the souls of the Vietnamese who were 

striving to surpass decades of invasion and civil war and create new lives. 

 

This is echoed through the drum’s text, which is written in Chinese, Vietnamese, 

French and English. These languages obviously connect to history, identity, and the 

time of the past and present. The burning process also replicates the process of the 

dominant culture orchestrating how the Vietnamese refugees were to fit, or not fit in 

to their new community, what was and was not relevant to their new cultural space: 

the contradictory demands of multiculturalism masking racist hierarchies and 

discrimination. It also references the effects of loss as a result of this new 

configuration of identity; one’s sense of being powerless as one watches one’s culture 

being slowly burned away. But the wax merely changes form, taking on new shapes, 

thicknesses and textures. The video shows the destruction of the old through fire; 

then, out of the ashes, being reborn into something stronger—transformed into a new 

life. This new hybrid identity is not one of a victim, but something now far stronger, 

forged by fire. The work symbolises that members of the Vietnamese diaspora are not 

perpetual victims of their past; in fact, they are manifestly resilient and successful in 

negotiating often ambivalent and malevolent environments to forge new lives in 
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Australian society. They have transfigured traditional values, interweaving them into 

Australian culture and customs, creating unique and new futures.  

 

The second channel deals more directly with the memory of cultural space, 

specifically the space of departure and/or arrival. In it, I sit on a beach staring out to 

sea and towards the distant horizon. As I argue later in this thesis, beaches both 

literally and metaphorically marked the memories and experiences of refugees as they 

have been the sites at which so many pivotal events have taken place: escape from 

death, internment in foreign lands, being trapped, distance from loved ones and the 

former spaces of your life—a border which seeks to disconnect or erase. The second 

channel shows me launching hundreds of small paper boats into the ocean [see Figure 

19]. These small yet resilient vessels not only evoke the complex directions refugees 

lives take and the external powers that threaten to overwhelm them, but also the 

untold thousands of Vietnamese boat refugees who were not to see land again. 

Members from the Sydney Vietnamese diaspora community helped fold 1,000 paper 

boats made from rice paper. These paper boats recorded, through drawings and text, 

their memories of the homes they left behind and of the hazardous experiences of 

their departure and arrival points during their exodus experience. The launching of the 

paper boats echoed the real life events of the Vietnamese diaspora with many of the 

boats failing to launch; others capsizing and sinking to the seabed of the Pacific 

Ocean. Many others did not make it to land, and remain drifting endlessly in the 

ocean. Their hazardous fate is left to the elements and fortuity. This distribution of my 

fleet represents the notion of carrying memories of one’s homeland, culture, ancestors 

and loved ones into a new homeland and leaving behind all that is familiar.  

 

The third channel features a Vietnamese dancer wearing traditional Vietnamese 

costume performing traditional cultural dances in her new home. Members of the 

Vietnamese diaspora live with the memory of their former homeland and continue to 

keep alive and preserve Vietnamese art and culture for the next generation in their 

adopted home. Visual and performative art are effective tools for reconnecting and 

representing new perspectives of traditional Vietnamese art and culture in the spaces 

of their new adopted homeland.  
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Figure 17: Dacchi Dang, 2011, Phoenix, 3 channels video (detail), dimensions various 
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Figure 18: Dacchi Dang, 2011, Phoenix, 3 channels video (detail), dimensions various 
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      Figure 19: Dacchi Dang, 2011, Phoenix, 3 channels video (detail), dimensions various  
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Chinese American geography professor Yi-Fu Tuan states, “place exists at different 

scales”.
85

 In the geographical sense, it can relate to the homeland (the country or city) 

where place is big enough to support people’s livelihoods. It is common human 

behaviour to have a strong attachment to one’s homeland, with the strength of these 

bonds varying among different cultures and different historical periods. The more ties 

one has, the stronger one’s emotional affections and bonds to one’s homeland.
86

 

 

For many Vietnamese people, their emotional bonds are so strong that they feel 

physically connected to the soil of their land.
87

 The Vietnamese retain a strong and 

tenacious identity with their homeland with the three most important levels of 

traditional Vietnamese life being centred round the nation, the village of their birth 

and their family.
88

 Whilst the ethnic Chinese in Vietnam maintain strong familial 

connections, they have a different relationship to ‘homeland’, as what is important to 

them are the shared connections of language and ancestral origins from China rather 

than the shared birthplace of Vietnam.
89

 These shared connections open pathways to 

other ethnic Chinese groups in terms of social and business relations as members of 

the great overseas Chinese network. In her study of the Vietnamese diaspora, Mandy 

Thomas writes that, “for these reasons, the Chinese Vietnamese do not identify with a 

Vietnamese national identity as do the ethnic Vietnamese”.
90

  

 

Space 

 

The relationship of ‘home’ for members of the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia is 

less about the physical space than it is about emotional connections. The ultimate 

dream for many members of the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia is about creating a 

new permanent home or owning a home. A sense of home or a sense of space allows 

them to fill the gap of dislocation with a physical feeling of belonging in this country, 

where the old homeland cannot be reached again. Within this sense of place, it 
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provides them with a sense of familiarity of their past memories and experiences. It is 

a place of imagination and offers a sense of protection and comfort.  

 

Gaston Bachelard has described: 

 

… it is because our memories of former dwelling-places are 

relived as daydreams that these dwelling-places of the past 

remain in us for all time.
91

   

 

Space is an important element to consider in terms of reaching an understanding about 

the notion of home. There are differences affecting the inside and outside space: the 

inside space is created within a boundary that runs from the front fence where it is not 

totally private. People still can look into this space but inside the house becomes more 

private; it separates you from strangers by walls and by boundaries created by the 

walls. Within this space the occupant can function as ‘normal’; that is, the Vietnamese 

person can practice family traditions, such as those that congregate around the family 

altar or that celebrate cultural festivals, without the worry of upsetting other 

communities. The performance of such traditions provides the participants with an 

assurance of their individual characteristics in our society. Jonathan Rutherford 

proposes that:  

 

Our struggles for identity and a sense of personal coherence 

and intelligibility are centred on this threshold between interior 

and exterior, between self and other … If we cannot establish 

that sense of selfhood, only retreat and entrenchment are the 

viable alternatives to a schizophrenic and disturbed existence. 

Only when we achieve a sense of personal integrity can we 

represent ourselves and be recognised—this is home, this is 

belonging.
 92

 

 

Intriguingly, members of the Vietnamese diaspora have claimed the public spaces in 

the Australian suburbs they have settled in as their own private inside spaces. This is 

apparent in the suburbs of Inala in Brisbane and Cabramatta in Sydney. In these 

public spaces, which are extensions of inside spaces, the Vietnamese diaspora find a 

sense of belonging.  
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Explorations of Home in my Visual Artwork: Full Circle 

 

Full Circle (2009) was presented first at Metro Arts in Brisbane 2009 as an outcome 

of my residency there, and then again in 2010 in the exhibition DHZ (dehistoricised 

zone) at the Centre for Contemporary Arts South Australia (with featured works by 

Dinh Q. Lê and Chinese artist Guo Jian). The work evolved through explorations I 

undertook during 2009; I walked from my studio at Metro Arts (in the CBD) to Inala, 

a suburb seventeen kilometres west of the city. I brought along a medium-format 

camera and a pinhole camera to assist me in capturing my experience. My main 

concern was to explore how people use and create both private and public spaces.  

 

Before I embarked on my journey, my understanding was that Inala was a suburb with 

one of the largest Vietnamese diaspora settlements in Brisbane. However, after 

wandering around this neighbourhood, I did not find any signs or evidence of this. I 

stood outside the houses and the question, “Who occupies these houses?” formed in 

my mind, because, from the outside, they looked like many other suburban Brisbane 

houses [see Figure 20]. There were no outside markers or indexical indicators to 

signify who occupied the houses in the streets of Inala. The outside appearances of 

these houses were all of neat and tidy dwellings set in well-presented suburban 

gardens. All these houses shared the common goal of presenting communal 

‘domestic-mindedness’, maintaining a familiar look to the rest of the community.  

 

However, the inside spaces of many of these homes in Australia tell a different story. 

It is a common view that most members of the Vietnamese diaspora do not have many 

possessions from their homeland—their refugee situation demanded that they had to 

leave everything behind. As a result, they try to duplicate similar environments within 

their current homes to those of their memories. This not only gives themselves a sense 

of security and belonging but also more accurately reflects their lived identities. There 

are some differences between refugees and migrants, as refugees do not have a choice 

in their selection—they have to make do with what is amenable to easy, light carriage, 

whereas the migrant has more choice and can carry a far more complete array of 

personal belongings into their new places of settlement.  
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Such spaces can also reveal potential conflicts for the home occupiers, especially 

those that erupt between the younger and older generations as a result of cultural 

differences that emerge when most Vietnamese parents want to raise their children 

under the traditional Vietnamese values, while the younger generation have different 

viewpoints. Mandy Thomas states that: 

 

The home, for Vietnamese in Australia, has thus become part 

of the struggle to make a place both within a fractured 

relationship to the real or imagined homeland and within the 

wider society.
93

  

 

 

As a result of the trauma of dislocation, the refugee often displaces the loss of home 

or homeland with a self-actualised sense of belonging inside their current dwellings, 

the depth of feeling of which is difficult to overestimate. Vietnamese always feel 

outside of the invisible boundaries caused by cultural difference; these apply 

particularly strongly to members of the older generation of the Vietnamese diaspora. 

Madan Sarup, who shares a similar view to Thomas in regard to these ideas about 

identity, states that identities “… are not free-floating, they are limited by borders and 

boundaries”,
94

 and that it is in the nature of the human race to compare the differences 

amongst ourselves. The limitations Sarup refers to happen both within inside and 

outside spaces. The home environments of members of the Vietnamese diaspora are 

marked by boundaries between traditional values and those of the new culture. 

Vietnamese children are required to follow these traditional rules within the home 

space or inside space; to respect their ancestors and elders and to speak the traditional 

language at home. The younger Vietnamese generations may find it difficult to follow 

the traditional rules where they cannot see the need for them outside the home 

environment, especially when they are aiming not to appear different to the rest of 

society, and when they also harbour desires to be part of communities within the 

broader society. Such members of the younger generation struggle to try to find the 

balance to deal with the space in between two cultures.  
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Like other Vietnamese children who lost their Vietnamese language skills, 

Vietnamese Australian artist Caroline Dang feels she has lost a vital element that 

could provide a sense of connection to her culture and identity. This is complex as 

many of the new generations now encounter family members who do not wish to 

readily speak or engage openly on past experiences and events. Caroline Dang’s loss 

of the Vietnamese language has a similar affect to the loss of identity with regard to 

her home and society. She says, 

 

…I could not speak to my family about the things and people 

in my life, and how these have made me feel and think. It has 

rendered me speechless, more or less, within my own home 

and amongst my own people.
95

 

 

This is one of the reasons that there is an important and urgent need for the 

Vietnamese community to create their own cultural community areas, such as those in 

Cabramatta or Inala. The basic function of such spaces is to enable the Vietnamese a 

socially visible cartography of self-identity, belonging and communal presence. Here 

Vietnamese have the ability to enact innumerable personal and shared practices that 

bespeak their freedom and self-esteem without the fear of discrimination. This, of 

course, is not possible in the cultural spaces of wider spheres of the dominant 

culture’s social spaces. These differ from the more marked inside/outside divide of 

personal dwellings. Art critic Tasha Finn notes,  

 

Public space has become a negotiation of cultural translation: 

not local, not foreign but an incredible integration of the two, 

resulting in something like the ‘third space’ described by Homi 

Bhabha.
96

  

 

The indexical markers of the Other moving into and slowly transforming parts of the 

dominant culture’s public spaces can be seen in the body of work Full Circle [see 

Figures 21 & 22].  
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          Figure 20: Dacchi Dang, 2009, Lobelia Road Waiting Seat from Full Circle series,  

          black and white silver gelatin print, 11 x 14 inches 
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Figure 21: Dacchi Dang, 2009, Faith from Full Circle series, black and white silver gelatin print, 11 x 14 inches 
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     Figure 22: Dacchi Dang, 2009, Morning Light on Biota Street from Full Circle series,  

     black and white silver gelatin print, 11 x 14 inches 
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These photographs of the private and public spaces that depict the presence of the 

Vietnamese community in Inala, suggest to Francis Maravillas,  

 

Spatial and temporal worlds that rupture the homogeneity of 

the Australian suburban form through various signs of 

difference—bilingual commercial signage, religious shrines, 

sculptures and monuments—that allude to the community’s 

ongoing engagement with that homeland of their imagination 

and memory.
97

 

 

Monuments, shrines and other landmark features of high visibility and public 

significance serve as visible signs to enhance a person’s or community’s sense of 

identity, encouraging awareness and land loyalty to the homeland of their 

imagination.
98

 Because Vietnamese diaspora members frequently feel alienated within 

their host country, living in a kind of dwelling-in-displacement, they resist 

assimilation and instead attempt to “revive, recreate, and invent their artistic, 

linguistic, economic, religious, cultural and political practices and production”.
99

 

 

Myths and visions of their former homeland become manifested through continuing 

involvement with the collective memories of ‘back home’. This gives those living 

within the diaspora a ‘double perspective’ in which they forge critical relationships 

with an earlier existence elsewhere, as well as involvement within the cultural spaces 

of ‘where they’re at’ now, all embedded within the experience of displacement.
100

 It 

has taken several decades for the Vietnamese diaspora community to develop a self-

negotiated presence and role in the wider cultural space, and also for them to regain a 

positive outcome in terms of their civil rights and cultural practices without fear of 

discrimination within the delimited ‘third space’ of White Australian 

multiculturalism. Ghassan Hage has explained that: 

 

[f]amiliarity is essential for a sense of community, but the 

latter also requires a sense of shared symbolic forms and the 

existence of support networks of friends and relatives. Security 

is important without familiarity and community, but it also 
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involves the possibility of satisfying one's basic needs and an 

absence of threatening otherness.
101

  

 

In perhaps equal measure, this familiarity, in tandem with the ‘threat of the Other’ 

experienced by other ethnic groups, has led to a kind of ersatz solidarity, that in turn 

has opened the way for a more integrated sense of belonging in their new homeland. 

This is particularly applicable for the older generation whose everyday life is very 

much dependent on this cultural public third space within the broadly alien Australian 

culture to give them the sense of an evolving present, not merely a displaced 

recreation of the past. 

 

Facing daily difficulties of dealing with a strange culture and language is a daunting 

task; this third space closes the distance between themselves and the dominant culture. 

Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged that this demands that members constantly 

take brisk and brave actions against discrimination and derision to continually take the 

step into the unknown. During the last three decades in Australia, the Vietnamese and 

the Chinese Vietnamese have experienced discrimination from two fronts—local 

Australians and Asian communities—in particular, from the middle and upper-class 

levels of society. The class-based structure of society has become an underlying issue 

within the Asian migrant community. Discrimination occurs when the local migrant 

communities from other countries—for instance, those from Hong Kong, Taiwan and 

Singapore—come to Australia as skills-based or professional migrants. 

 

These new migrants present themselves as middle class or privileged in the society 

and correspondingly identify people who come from Vietnam or mainland China as 

not being of the same social status. The fact that Vietnamese immigrants are mostly 

identified as refugees and come from a Communist country contributes to this 

differentiation. Nancy Viviani has pointed out: 

 

Thus it became clear that perceptions of class and status 

mattered as much as race in popular and elite attitudes to Asian 

migrants, and while the reception of middle-class Asians were 

generally seen as positive, Indochinese were single out as the 
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‘problem’ group in public debate, and stigmatised on grounds 

of their arrival by boat and their tendency to form ghettos.
102

  

 

There are many reports detailing the unfair treatment within the working 

environments of migrant and refugee communities, where they are well aware that 

they are not situated in a privileged position within the Australian society. Viviani 

illustrates this with examples of how media articles about the Vietnamese community 

in Brisbane used racially stereotyped and alarmist sub-headings to depict the 

Vietnamese as “…taking ‘our’ jobs, as involved in crime, drugs and violence, as 

taking advantage by being on government benefits, and of failing to speak English 

and ‘be like us’”. Such stereotypes, she says, are the daily staple of media treatment of 

the Vietnamese.
103

 

 

Members of Vietnamese diaspora communities within Australia are fully cognisant of 

the abuse of this kind of social power. As a result, the space of home is all-important 

to their capacity to recuperate and recharge their spirit. It has taken a long time for the 

Vietnamese to feel that they could become part of the wider Australian community. In 

the early stages of this process they had to build their social networks as well as form 

connections to other communities and build support structures of their own. Members 

of the Vietnamese diaspora have used ideas of home and homeland in order to help 

their community begin to lay foundational roots and to be able to see some potential 

for belonging. Although this may or may not ever happen to all of them when they 

still have close connections to a fixed idea of homeland, they each have to make their 

own decision about where true home lies.  

 

A sense of dislocation from home affects all of us whether occupiers or refugees. For 

example, during the colonial expansion, the English were searching for new land to 

extend their empire and colonies, after which they built new settlement cities similar 

in structure and format to the cities of their memories. But in so doing they embedded 

the hope that these new places might constantly remind them of their homeland and of 

who they were. Because the geographic location and living environment was in each 

case different, new settlers had to learn and to change to new practices and ideas that 
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were generated from the new land. At the same time, such changes affected the local 

people as well. And even when the new settlers later returned to their homeland, they 

were trapped by the growing feeling that they no longer totally belonged. 

 

This is also a great challenge for many members of the Vietnamese diaspora where 

the dislocation from their homeland propels them to make new beginnings in a strange 

land. Some of these refugees see this action as doubly difficult when they are trying to 

forget their painful past; the fact they have lost everything from this process of 

dislocation is a major reason that there are more motivations necessary for refugees 

compared to members of other communities. We often find a sense of home through 

connections to many personal memories, particular senses of smell, and particular 

activities or objects that can constantly remind us of the value of home.
104

 The 

particular factors within each personal situation influence and inform each vision and 

this in turn reconstructs new concepts of home. As John Berger states, the “home is no 

longer a dwelling but the untold story of a life being lived”.
105

  

 

There are strong connections between the concept of home, and to the range of 

personal journeys or experiences within the place we call home. It would be difficult 

to explain how the Vietnamese diaspora see the notion of home without grasping the 

meaning and connection of identity, as their identity has a close interplay with this 

connection. For instance, when their homes in Vietnam became obsolete, members of 

the Chinese Vietnamese community did not let it affect their sense of identity as 

members of the extended global Chinese community. Members of the Chinese 

Vietnamese diaspora feel a stronger connection to the local Chinese in Australia than 

to the Vietnamese community, because as Chinese people, they are part of the larger 

Chinese diaspora, in which they practice their language and follow their traditions. 

Regarding the Chinese Vietnamese sense of community in Australia, Viviani 

comments:  

 

The intellectuals devoted themselves to community 

organisation: setting up the clubs and newspapers and other 

linkages that are the foundation of the connections that hold 

Chinese of similar language groups (principally Cantonese but 
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also Teow Chew, Hakka and Hokkien) and region of origin in 

China together. For ethnic Chinese these connections of 

language and ancestral origin in China are much more 

important than the shared birthplace of Vietnam and these 

connections open pathways to other ethnic Chinese groups in 

Australia in terms of social and business relations.
106

 

 

 

This diversity within the Vietnamese diaspora affects how the various ethnic groups 

view their identity and how they interact with the rest of Vietnamese society. It also 

colours their perspective, like having a filter on a lens to clarify their vision. It affects 

whether they see themselves as being inside or outside the dominant centre, or even as 

to whether they are viewed by other Vietnamese as being inside or outside the 

dominant centre.  

Stuart Hall comments, 

 

In common sense language, identification is constructed on the 

back of a recognition of some common origin or shared 

characteristics with another person or group, or with an ideal, 

and with the natural closure of solidarity and allegiance 

established on this foundation.
107

 

 

 

According to Mandy Thomas, the Vietnamese diaspora community has similar 

experiences to other migrant communities in relation to the idea of identity. This 

raises the question of how members of the Vietnamese diaspora’s identity are formed 

in relation to the concept of ‘home’. 
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Exploring the Notion of Home as Identity 

 

 

… I want to suggest that the concept of home seems to be tied 

in some way with the notion of identity—the story we tell of 

ourselves and which is also the story others tell of us.
108

 

 

The complex trope of identity is important to understanding any concept of ‘home’. It 

is difficult to define home without understanding the relationship between space and 

identity. Space can embody many elements of identity, from the physical location of 

one’s home, to the public spaces of various cultural, social and political practices 

(town square, temple, church, government, etc.). However, identity itself crosses the 

boundaries between the physical and the psychological. It interweaves connections 

and gaps between empirical spatiality and psychological spaces. Identity is at the heart 

of a citizen’s/refugee’s role and provides a connection with the social, cultural and 

political agendas of their society. 

 

In particular, it is a key tool and marker of difference, of separating out the Other 

from the wider community through filters, such as physical appearance, language, and 

a medley of practices that may be part of everyday life. Many debates centred around 

Australian multiculturalism constantly engage in comparisons between the various 

groups defined as part of a homogenised ‘Other-ness’. They frequently include heated 

debates about personal and national identity that appear to be completely oblivious to 

the hypocrisies evident in the double-standards applied to those deemed to be outside 

the dominant culture. The effect this has had on the Vietnamese diaspora community, 

like all ‘Others’, has been challenging, and often nearly debilitating. 

 

As Nikos Papastergiadis has suggested, the most primal or fundamentally confronting 

questions of identity to any community in our society are “Who are we? What is our 

identity? Where do we belong?”109 These questions are invariably intertwined and are 

often used to create tension amongst ourselves, to cause fear, or to generate feelings 

of imminent threat or discrimination toward others by emphasising the arbitrary 

provisional nature of their ‘inclusion’ in White Australia. Just like many other ethnic 
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communities in Australia’s multicultural society, the Vietnamese community came to 

this country with the common goal of searching for a new home and life for 

themselves and their successive generations. Thomas states,  

 

The concept of home is inexorably linked to identity, to the 

ways in which the narratives of personal journeys are 

imprecated into space. The home, for Vietnamese in Australia, 

has thus become part of the struggle to make a place both 

within a fractured relationship to the real or imagined 

homeland and within the wider society.
110

 

 

We must pay close attention to the fact that, particularly in relation to the Other, 

questions of identity are as much about absence, lack, and things deemed undesirable 

as they are an affirming process imparting esteem and mutual respect. This governs 

the process of the refugees’ creation of home, of their pathway into or outside of their 

society. Identity is a highly politicised, constructive process, the control of which is 

constantly sought by the dominant culture in order to separate the Other and mark 

difference. As Stuart Hall notes,  

… that it is only through the relation to the Other, the relation 

to what it is not, to precisely what it lacks, to what has been 

called its constitutive outside that the ‘positive’ meaning of any 

term— and thus its ‘identity’—can be constructed.
111

 

 

There are certain members of Australian society who actively generate overwhelming 

feelings of hostility, and who are inhospitable towards refugee communities. This 

results in the identity of members of the Vietnamese diaspora community in Australia 

being inherently caught up with questions of inequality and new instances of 

dislocation, this time within or without the boundaries of White Australia, and its 

cultural, social and political spheres.  

 

I am an Australian with multiple identities, yet I have been identified as Vietnamese 

because Vietnam is the country of my birth and because I also carry the shadow of an 

identity as a former Vietnamese refugee. My second identity is as a Chinese 
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Vietnamese, which not many people are aware of. Living in a multicultural society, 

such as Australia, it is common for an individual to have multiple identities when our 

family structures are made up from many parts of the world. Theorist Simon During 

comments that individuals do not have a single fixed identity but rather that we have 

multiple, mutable identities formed through the social factors of where we are from. 

The permutations, reinventions and redistribution of these multiple identities form a 

ground for both political and cultural agency
112

. This is reflected in the experiences of 

members of the Vietnamese diaspora community when they fled their homeland, 

crossing new borders into foreign lands in search of a better future. They became 

people of no status, without a national identity, facing an up-hill battle in maintaining 

the integrity of their personal identity. When they reached Australia, they were given 

new identities under the Australian immigration processes and became ‘the boat 

people’. 

 

This new given identity created new tensions and disillusionment for many 

Vietnamese. Whilst they had expected to arrive in a land seeming to welcome them 

with open arms, they instead found themselves struggling to find the balance between 

the old and new, dealing with multiple new identities and the politics of everyday 

Australian society. Their loss of national identity has had a far larger impact then they 

could possibly have imagined. It paves the way for a shift in their social and political 

status from a position of being part of a majority in their own homeland to becoming a 

minority in another. Australians no longer see them as people with a strong national 

identity from their place of origin, but rather as powerless victims of a mass exodus 

from a country torn apart by war.   

 

There is no fixed point of view in the debate on identity. This can be seen within the 

Vietnamese community; there are divisions between the various ethnic communities 

as to what constitutes an authentic Vietnamese voice, a ‘genuine’ identity. There is a 

marked divergence between those who left the country as a refugee or as a migrant. 

When members of the Vietnamese diaspora community here in Australia meet each 

other for the first time, the first question they ask is: “Which year did you come out?” 

The answer to that question defines whether you are perceived as a refugee or as a 
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migrant. Those who fled Vietnam by boat between 1975 and 1985 are classified as 

refugees; those who were repatriated under family reunion programmes are classed as 

migrants.  

 

Vietnamese Australian artist My Le Thi would be considered to be a migrant, as she 

arrived post-1985, sponsored under the auspices of her husband’s family reunion visa. 

According to her biography, she was born in 1964 to Chinese parents in Buon Ma 

Thuot in the central highlands of South Vietnam. Thi became an orphan at the age of 

ten and then joined with a Communist state subsidised theatre group as a dancer and 

musician in Hanoi
113

. After she arrived in Australia, Thi studied art at the Northern 

Territory University, Darwin. Dr Andrea Ash, from the Asian Australian Studies 

Research Network at Monash University in Melbourne, discusses My Le Thi’s artistic 

practice saying, “Her artwork is formed out of the physics of diaspora dispersion— 

part real, part imaginary, part fixed and part in flow”.
114

  

 

Thi’s works are driven by her personal imagination, and explore the hardship 

Vietnamese people have struggled with over ideas of identity, home and belonging.
115

 

In an installation exhibition titled Beautiful People, From 1993 and Ongoing Project, 

(1993— ) Thi collected many different types of footwear and casts of people’s feet. 

She described the work in this way: 

 

The shoes/feet evoke memories, life experiences and feelings 

through the journeys taken by those who wore them. They 

symbolise people's differences and similarities yet in between 

the two is the line that bring them to the same ground.
116

  

 

                                                      
113

 My Le Thi – A Personal History (in Conversation, 2006), Department of Education, NSW 2006, 

Retrieved date 21 April 2009, from 

http://www.curriculumsupport.education.nsw.gov.au/multicultural_art/artists/memory_trace/mem_artis

ts.html 
114

 Ash cited in Papastergiadis, 2001, Dislocating Asia From Space & Time Asian Australian Artists in 

transit, Retrieved 21 June 2011, from http://art.monash.edu.au/mai/aaaa/amdreaash08.pdf,  n.p 
115

 Department of Education, NSW, My Le Thi, 2006, ibid., n.p  
116

 My Le Thi, Pers. Comm. 11 May 2009 



116 

 

Whilst her use of shoes and feet “evokes memories of the journeys taken by those 

who wore them”,
117

 there is still a chasm, “a line” that differentiates between the 

experiences of the migrant and the refugee during their journeys. 

 

Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba, who was born in the late 1960s while his father was studying 

in Japan, migrated to the United States of America with his father in the late 1970s. 

Aside from a year spent in Vietnam when he was six, Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba was 

educated in Japan under the Japanese education system with Japanese as his first 

language. After emigrating to the United States of America, he completed high school 

and then went on to earn his art degree at the Maryland Institute.
118

 

 

Within the Vietnamese community, Hatsushiba would be classified as a Japanese 

migrant, although he takes his Vietnamese identity from his father’s cultural heritage. 

Both My Le Thi and Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba shared a common migration experience 

to their new homeland. However, as they did not have a direct personal experience as 

a Vietnamese boat refugee, they are clearly seen by the Vietnamese diaspora as 

migrants rather than refugees. Their migration background histories offer a particular 

point of view on the Vietnamese refugee experience; unlike Dinh Q. Lê or me, each of 

these artists draws from imaginative experiences rather than from a true encounter as 

a boat refugee. 

 

Australians have contributed to the understanding of identities within the Vietnamese 

diaspora through media accounts of Vietnamese history. While this information may 

relate to the Vietnamese community, it may not represent how the Vietnamese see 

themselves in Australian society. As a result of such influences, my own Vietnamese 

identity was imposed upon me through the Australian immigration identification 

process and does not truly reflect how I see myself. This is especially so now, where 

thirty years after my arrival in Australia, I feel that I have moved far beyond my past 

to the present, and identify as an Australian with a Chinese Vietnamese heritage. For 

Swiss psychologist Èdouard Claparède, “to represent oneself in memory was to see 

oneself “from the outside”, as one might see another.  
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“My past self”, he wrote,  

 

is thus psychologically distinct from my present self, but it is 

... an emptied and objectivized self, which I continue to feel at 

a distance from my true self which lives in the present.
119

 

 

Like many other migrant or refugee communities here in Australia, members of the 

Australian Vietnamese diaspora still maintained their national identity during their 

early settlement where the wider Australian public understood their culture primarily 

through ties with war. Their national and personal identity moved from one phase to 

the next: from Vietnamese to Vietnamese boat refugee, to migrant Vietnamese and to 

Australian Vietnamese. This constant identity change is also applied to other 

Vietnamese living around the world. This shifting of identity not only happens here in 

the foreign land but also in their original homeland. Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba and Dinh 

Q. Lê each experienced being granted a new identity when they returned to their own 

country, where they were no longer recognised as Vietnamese, but rather as ‘Viet 

Kieu’ (returning Vietnamese). This also underscores how identity cannot be 

understood as a fixed point, but rather as something that is constantly shifting and 

changing according to our situation. 

 

Liminality 

 

The liminal space of the beach has emerged as a strong signifier in all of my studio 

works produced during the course of this candidature. The beach is a familiar site for 

refugees as a point of departure and arrival, as well as where their new identities are 

actualised. In cultural terms, liminal space is a space of in-between cultures—one that 

does not offer a sense of complete belonging to either one or the other. Vietnamese 

refugees are constantly dealing with this space that also affects notions of national 

boundaries and identity. Writing about the liminal space of the beach, cultural 

theorists Sarah Brown et al. state: 

 

It is a site that not only incites possibility and surprise, but also 

danger and unpredictability. The beach defies permanence—its 

shape perpetually changing, its inhabitants constantly on the 
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move, a landscape relentlessly in motion. Provoking not only 

ideas of margins, exchange and openness, the beach, 

particularly in an Australian context, also represents a deeply 

contested site, suggesting struggles over issues of ownership, 

belonging, nationality and culture.
120

 

 

In the quote above, Brown et al. suggest an interpretation of Australian beaches in 

relation to ownership and belonging and national boundaries. The zone of the beach 

suggests a liminal space that white Australians use as a boundary to protect their 

livelihoods and make decisions about who can pass through this liminal space to enter 

the country. In the social context, Australia claims to grant refugees and migrants a 

safe passage into this land, but they are not always totally accepted into Australian 

culture and society. 

 

Australian Vietnamese refugee artists have occupied a liminal or a ‘third space’ in 

cultural terms because they have not been invited into Australian art and culture 

debates until recently, when refugee artists used their cultural background to 

challenge this exclusion. In this ‘third space’, members of a number of Australian 

ethnic communities constantly face the margins between their own values and those 

of mainstream Australia. The social landscape in this space continues to change in 

relation to Australian society. Australians who occupy this space are from multiple 

cultures. The liminal space can be identified with the beach as a physical location—a 

strip between vastly different zones—and as a space on the edge of Australia’s 

national boundary to the rest of the world.  

 

Beach culture is central to a number of important myths and icons associated with 

ideas about the Australian nation. It has often been used as the site from which to 

represent Australians as the possessors of strong healthy lifestyles and sun lovers. 

This myth has been the focus theme of many Australian artists. Charles Meere’s 

Australian Beach Pattern (1940) is the most recognised of these: 

 

Always popular, this painting has contributed more than any 

other towards the myth of an Australian ‘type’ as young, 

sporty, healthy and outdoor-loving. Presenting a stylised and 
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idealised picture of physical perfection and strength, it reflects 

many ideas prevalent at the time, including nationalism, 

eugenics and the body culture movement.
121

  

 

The space of the beach can also become a political playground in relation to social 

contexts; it is not only a place of leisure but also a zone of border protection and 

division between other ethnic communities in the Australian society. New Zealand 

curator Richard Taylor says that artists such as Max Dupain and Charles Meere 

consciously sought to develop a new and distinct iconography for Australia. They 

were influenced, he says, “by the vitalistic and eugenic philosophies coming out of 

Europe, concerned by the perceived threat to white Australia's racial hegemony”.
122

 

Meere’s painting represents the ideal models for Australian identity and reflects the 

idealism that underpinned the White Australian Policy. Charles Meere’s painting 

includes iconic images that reinforce myths of the beach as a zone of ‘whiteness’; one 

that excludes Aboriginal and Asian presence.  

 

Anne Zahalka is a contemporary Australian artist, who deals with the Australian 

beach space in her photographic series Bondi: Playground of the Pacific (1989) [see 

Figure 23], which appropriates the imagery from Meere’s Australian Beach Pattern, 

(1940) [see Figure 24] and Max Dupain’s iconic The Sunbaker, (1937). Whilst this 

title reflects the artist’s stance from a non-indigenous Australian point of view about 

the meaning of the word ‘Pacific’, the majority of her images include white 

Australians with a European heritage. Taylor comments on this series:  

 

Anne Zahalka, in her tableaux, forces the viewer to question 

what is being looked at. Zahalka did this by taking familiar 

images from the media and from the history of Australian art 

and remaking them in ways which reflect the diversity of 

contemporary life rather than received notions. In her series 

Bondi: Playground of the Pacific Zahalka uses a painted 

background of a beach, against which she places and plays 

with the icons of Australian beach culture: the surfers are 

Japanese; Max Dupain’s sunbather becomes a pale skinny 

redhead; and the modern ‘bathing beauty’ reclining on the sand 
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is reading Marcel Proust, ‘immersed in a completely different 

place to the one where she lies.
123

 

 

Australia is part of the Pacific region, where the majority of countries have a 

dominance of Asian and Polynesian, Melanesian and Micronesian peoples. Zahalka 

produced this series during a period when Australia pushed toward multiculturalism.  

 

At this time, Asian and Pacific communities were still being represented as the Other. 

Zahalka’s focus was on the European migrants who came to Australia when the White 

Australian Policy was still in force (between the 1940s and 1960s), and who were of 

Italian, Greek and Eastern European descent. These communities also experienced 

racial vilification and it was a long time before they were considered as part of the 

white Australian Anglo-Celtic society. 

 

Even though some of the models in Zahalka’s images have dark skin or hair, they still 

possess a Western cultural background. Her Japanese surfers are tourists who not only 

support the Australian tourism industry, but importantly will also return to their home 

of origin. They represent no challenge to white Australia’s national beach borders. 

The absence of representations of Vietnamese, Pacific or Australian Indigenous 

cultural backgrounds in this series, signifies that during this period, white Australia 

still had not come to terms with its constituted Other. 
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Figure 23: Anne Zahalka, 1989, The Bathers from the series Bondi: playground of the Pacific, Type C Photograph, 

72.4 x 83.5cm image size 
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Figure 24: Charles Meere, 1940, Australian Beach Pattern, oil on canvas, 91.5 x 122cm 
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Video animation: Captain van Dang in the Great South Land 

 

Captain van Dang in the Great South Land (2012), is primarily concerned with the 

ongoing debate in Australia surrounding the so-called ‘influx’ of refugees arriving on 

Australian shores by boat, and how, as a result, Australia’s shoreline and beaches 

have at times become the site of a cultural battleground, as evidenced in the Cronulla 

riots that broke out on that Sydney beach in 2005. 

 

As has been described in this thesis, I arrived in Australia in 1982 from war-torn 

Vietnam, as one of the original ‘boat people’. At that time thousands of Vietnamese 

refugees were being accepted into Australia on humanitarian grounds. However, there 

has been a steadily growing change in mood—up to the period of writing this thesis in 

2012—whereby Australians now more commonly view refugees who arrive by boat 

from other war-torn countries, particularly in the Middle East and South Asia, with a 

growing hostility. This is evidenced by a number of ‘outbursts’ that include attacks on 

Muslim women and Indian students. The tension and national boundary between 

Australian and other ethnic communities unfolds not only on the beaches but also 

within the suburbs and major cities around the country. During the gulf war, an Arab 

community in Sydney was targeted by a small group of Australians. Ghasson Hage 

quotes an Arab woman’s experience of a racially motivated attack: 

 

 “I just saw her hand, she pulled my hair and my scarf, 

violently pushed me and started shouting abuse …” This is 

how Siham recalled experiencing her scarf being ripped off her 

face by an ‘Anglo’ woman in a Sydney supermarket during the 

Gulf War.
124

  

 

This and similar incidents are carried out by a small minority in Australia who feel 

threatened by their perceived loss of all that is familiar about their national identity 

and culture. The occupation of the national space by recent refugees who have arrived 

by boat and whose lived realities are so vastly different from the dominant culture, 

creates a culture shock for these white Australians and their fears manifest in racist 

attacks. Whilst these overt acts of racism do not totally represent the wider Australian 
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community, it cannot be denied that there is an ethnic tension within Australian 

society that needs to be addressed.  

 

This country has more than a two hundred year history of European migrants who 

have arrived by boat to its shorelines—from the First Fleet settlement, through to the 

many migrants from Europe and America during the Colonial period, and including 

European refugees fleeing the aftermath of the Second World War, and the ‘ten quid 

boat people’ from Great Britain in the 1960s and 1970s. European migrants have 

since claimed Australian beaches as a site for their leisure, sport and recreation. As 

has been mentioned previously, the beach has often acted as a boundary in the 

Australian psyche for keeping the Asian Others out.
125

 This animation project, 

Captain van Dang in the Great South Land, takes a humorous and playful look at the 

arrival of a ‘fleet’ into Sydney Harbour. The fleet consists of boats that are culturally 

significant to the various and diverse migrant communities that make up the recent 

Australian immigrant population. They include a dragon boat, a Pacific Island canoe, 

dhow boats, and other forms of vessels, including inflatable craft. The boat people in 

the fleet consist of a diverse range of ethnic communities who have made Australia 

their home. They arrive on Cronulla beach to enjoy a typical Australian recreational 

activity in the form of a barbeque. 

 

All the boats in the ‘fleet’ are under the command of Captain van Dang, who is an 

explorer avatar of myself. The explorer character Captain van Dang was created to 

challenge and reposition the Asian Australian in Australian society by ironically 

referencing Australian iconic myths in order to reflect and create new possible 

interpretations. Such iconic myths include that of the bushranger outlaw Ned Kelly 

who has been appropriated by an element of white nationalist Australians in order to 

define and reinforce their own sense of national identity. The video animation 

references current tensions between some aspects of Australian society and members 

of the Middle Eastern community through using a symbol of Ned Kelly meeting an 

Arabian woman on the liminal space of an Australian beach.  
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Figure 25: Dacchi Dang, 2012, Captain van Dang in the Great South Land, single channel animation (detail) 
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The Ned Kellys, as self-appointed border protection agents, have taken on this 

volunteer role to challenge and exclude other communities who wish to use public 

places (in this case, the beach). Captain van Dang challenges their authority by stating 

that the beach is an ‘empty space’. When first surveying the beach through the 

circular aperture of his telescope, Captain van Dang could find no visible sign of 

human occupation; despite a bundle of clothes on the beach, the space appeared to be 

empty, a ‘terra nullius’, in fact. It seemed like a good place to land the fleet to have 

their barbeque. 

 

My intention is to create an uncanny effect by using animation techniques in the form 

of a storybook for children to represent the half-real, half-fantasy existence of Captain 

van Dang [see Figure 25]. I used this subtle, playful and naïve cartoon animation in 

Captain van Dang in the Great South Land to confront the Australian public in a 

social and political debate regarding the arrival of a fleet of boats onto Australian 

shores in a similar way to Lê’s poetic approach in The Damaged Gene Project. 

 

Lê has also used the beach as a symbol of that liminal space that challenges the 

Australian responses to place and identity. His latest work Erasure (2011), 

commissioned by Sherman Contemporary Art Foundation, used the beaches in the 

work as evidence of liminal spaces [see Figure 26]. It created this sense of a liminal 

zone by placing on the floor old black-and-white photographs that referenced the 

history of Vietnamese migration to Australia.  

 

A photograph offers viewers many memories and experiences; it is able to reconnect 

with the past through time and space. For members of the Vietnamese diaspora, the 

memory of our present can be connected with those of our past. Many Vietnamese 

refugees do not have old family pictures in their new homes as these were left behind 

when they fled. Part of the process in which the memories of home were dispersed 

began when members left their possessions behind or watched them be destroyed after 

the Communist victory. During that time, many South Vietnamese had to destroy 

evidence of their identity and connections with the past in order to escape punishment 

from the Communist regime.  
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As Andrew Lam writes, 

 

When I was eleven years old I did an unforgiveable thing: I set 

family photos on fire. We were living in Saigon at the time, 

and as Viet Cong tanks rolled toward the edge of the city, my 

mother, half-crazed with fear, ordered me to get rid of 

everything incriminating. Obediently I removed pictures from 

the album pages, diplomas from their glass frames, film reels 

from metal canisters, letters from desk drawers. I put them all 

in a pile in the backyard and lit a match. When I was done, the 

mementos of three generations had turned into ashes.
126

  

 

 

Many other Vietnamese refugees abandoned their mementoes and these pictures were 

lost in space and time and remain as unclaimed identities, still waiting to be 

recovered. Dinh Q. Lê experienced a similar loss of family pictures. His early 

exhibition Moi coi di ve (Spending One’s Life Trying to Find One’s Way Home), 

(2000), used found photographs as evocative material evidence of this process. As 

part of the Erasure installation, Lê re-used these same found photographs and 

encouraged viewers to pick them up. In so doing, he attempted to identify the extent 

to which members of the Western or Vietnamese audience expressed curiosity about 

identifying aspects within these photographs. The following text is from the Erasure 

exhibition catalogue: 

 

On entering the installation, the DVD projection of a burning 

sailing vessel flickering on a huge screen immediately grabs 

the viewer’s attention. A timber path meanders through the 

dimly lit space, above thousands of abandoned photographs 

scattered face down on the floor forming a ‘sea’. On top of this 

sea of photographs floats an old wooden fishing boat, broken 

in half among some rocks. The viewer must stroll along this 

path, intuitively avoiding the sea but there’s no fear or panic, 

just an uncanny silence from the lost identities in the 

photographs. The viewer’s curiosity is aroused to pick up and 

turn over some photographs; and in doing so, participate in an 

interactive component of the project.
127
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Figure 26: Dinh Q. Lê, 2012, Erasure, multi-media installation, dimensions various 
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Figure 27: Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba, 2012, Breathing is Free, single channel video (detail) 
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135 

As a boat person, Lê has had to search for his family’s photographs because they 

could not be carried during their escape. However, he has failed to find any, and 

instead, has purchased thousands of abandoned photographs from second-hand shops 

in Ho Chi Minh City, which, as he said, to Margaret Throsby, “became my surrogate 

family”
128

. These many thousands of forsaken photographs and their chaotic 

appearance in this installation represent the lives of refugees who perished at sea 

during their desperate journey to freedom. According to the media release by Sherman 

Contemporary Art Foundation on Lê’s work,  

In Erasure, Lê strings many of Australia’s political issues into 

his own personal history. The video of a burning nineteenth 

century vessel refers to European settlement in Australia; 

prompting the notion that Australia’s colonial history and the 

arrival of migrating Europeans as ‘boat people’. The wreckage 

of a small fishing boat lends reference to the tragedy off 

Christmas Island in December 2010, evoking memories of a 

familiar nightmare for many Vietnamese boat people in their 

exodus between 1975–1990.
129

 

 

 

In actual fact, the Vietnamese refugees who were accepted into Australia were 

processed offshore. With the exception of one or two isolated incidents of refugee 

boats arriving in Darwin in the 1970s, there were no ‘illegal boats’ or ‘boat people’ 

actually reaching Australian shores. Instead, the majority of refugees and their 

families who were processed off-shore in Malaysian camps, such as Pulau Bidong, at 

that time arrived under the migration assistance scheme into Australia by plane. In 

Erasure, 2011 Lê strings many of Australia’s political issues regarding the arrival of 

‘illegal’ boat people into his own personal history, indeed ironically, as Lê and his 

family were also processed off-shore before being accepted into the United States of 

America under their refugee programme.  

 

His video of a burning nineteenth century vessel refers to European settlement in 

Australia; prompting the notion that Australia’s colonial history and the arrival of 

migrating Europeans were as ‘boat people’.  
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The depiction of colonial vessels being burnt is problematic if the burning process is 

meant to be a metaphor of the Vietnamese refugee or diaspora experience (cf. 

Phoenix, 2011 Chapter Four). It is symbolic of the situation that for these people, 

there can be no return to their original homeland once they have made the choice of 

adapting to changes necessary to make a life in their new land. It also references the 

idea that the homeland they left no longer exists except in their memories. The 

wreckage of a small fishing boat lends reference to the tragedy off Christmas Island in 

December 2010, evoking memories of a familiar nightmare for many Vietnamese boat 

people in their exodus between 1975-1990.  

 

As someone with personal experience of being a refugee, I dispute Lê’s authority to 

make work directly related to the refugee experience as it relates to Australia. The 

question as to why the Sherman Contemporary Art Foundation would commission an 

international artist (Dinh Q. Lê) to address the liminal space of the Australian beach 

within a broader argument about Australian responses to refugees who turn up on our 

shoreline, rather than select Australian artists to respond from first-hand experience to 

these issues, remains perplexing. Although as a former Vietnamese boat refugee 

himself Lê has a connection to refugee experiences, his experience is not within the 

Australian situation and so the veracity of the extension of his experience as part of 

Australian knowledge about these issues is problematic. Lê’s use of these signs and 

symbols of Australian cultural values are confused by the fact that his social and 

political position as an outsider mean that he can never really fully understand so 

many of the nuances of the current Australian refugee debate, and yet his willingness 

to take on the role of spokesperson for this issue stands in the way of local Australians 

who may have had a more authoritative voice on this issue. There is not much 

difference from Lê’s position to those of other persons who come from other countries 

and who are prepared to discuss the internal politics without adequate knowledge and 

experience of these local communities.  

 

Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba is another Vietnamese diaspora artist who uses the beach as a 

site of liminality. In his ongoing project Breathing is Free (2012) [Figure 27], which 

formed part of his latest commission at the Sydney Festival in 2012, Nguyen 

Hatsushiba employed the liminal space surrounding Christmas Island as an ocean map 

montage over the Australian capital city of Canberra’s landscape, in order to allude to 
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how Australia’s national and international politics depends on this physical location. 

The artist states “I wanted to collapse the space between these geographically distinct 

yet politically related places”.
130

  

 

Nguyen Hatsushiba used this liminal space to create a memorial to the refugees 

through a metaphor of the act of running—an activity that many refugees would 

identify with in their run for their life, their constant search for a safe place to live, 

their sense of always having to retreat from danger— this kind of running is part of a 

survival strategy. As a result of this interpretation, Nguyen Hatsushiba raises the 

important question about the extent to which the running never really ceases.  

 

The liminal space of the beach references the refugee’s point of departure and arrival 

from both their original home to their new homeland in Australia. It is at the 

interstices of these two points that perceptions of their identities are viewed and 

created as Other. Diaspora artists such as Dinh Q. Lê, Jun Nguyen Hatsushiba and 

myself appropriate the liminal space of Australian beaches to comment on how 

Australians perceive these Others who attempt to make a new home within the 

national space. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  

 

Choosing a Medium Appropriate to My Research: Explorations with a Pinhole 

Camera 

 

 

The age of the camera not only coincides with modernity but 

heightens our attention on the anxieties of the ‘homeless 

subject’
131

 

 

 

Perceptions and reinterpretations of our world changed dramatically with the 

invention of the first photographic camera in 1839. All of a sudden, a mimetic process 

for capturing moments in time relatively easily began a process that enabled events to 

‘travel’ to such an extent that, today, globalisation would be impossible to envision 

without the proliferation and transmission of images. Photographers travelling the 

world captured documentation of social and political events and the innumerable 

experiences of the world’s populations. 

 

The grim reality of war and all that it entails became the backbone of some aspects of 

media coverage. Events such as the Vietnam War, which was the first war to be 

broadcast on television, entered the living rooms of people on both sides of the world. 

Since then, the countless conflagrations of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries 

have become the near instantaneous ‘content’ of hourly news bulletins. The 

development of the camera during the past twenty years has changed the way in 

which images are not only created but also affect people’s relationship to the world 

around them. The ubiquity of photographic devices in the digital age has reached the 

point where anyone with a mobile phone is now a photographer, capturing and 

transmitting moments and events from virtually every part of the globe.  

 

Photography is the only “language” understood in all parts of 

the world, and bridging all nations and cultures, it links the 

family of man. Independent of political influence—where 

people are free—it reflects truthfully life and events, allows us 

to share in the hopes and despair of others, and illuminates 
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political and social conditions. We become the eye-witnesses 

of the humanity and inhumanity of man-kind … 
132

 

 

 

The above words by Helmut Gernsheim best summarise my relationship between 

photography and how I use the camera to see the world. This relationship is connected 

to my childhood memories, and has been developed continuously as expanded and 

new horizons have become part of my experience. I have used the camera to explore a 

range of environments and locations in my new homeland of Australia. I employ my 

camera as a tool that allows me to negotiate these spaces and cultures, both physically 

and emotionally. The camera allows me to develop my visual language and, in my 

work, is often also used to symbolise a strong aspect of my own identity. Using it, I 

have been able to create a sense of space from which I am able to derive a sense of 

self and freedom within the new landscapes in which I find myself.  

 

Earlier in this thesis, I described how photographic images are part of the history of 

the Vietnamese diaspora; through this photographic history, we are able to glimpse 

the lives of members of the Vietnamese diaspora in their new homes through 

processes in which they are constantly negotiating cultural and language differences 

in relation to place, identity, belonging, social and political justice. In many of the 

projects undertaken in the course of this research, I employed the pinhole camera (a 

lens-less apparatus that involves a basic photographic process) as an appropriate tool 

for exploring the notion of home in new ways that sought to interweave the past and 

the present. The pinhole camera signifies displacement and the search for belonging 

and identity by members of the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia. As a method of 

capturing images without the use of a traditional convention lens, pinhole 

photography produces images with an infinite depth of field on the same projection 

plane. Pinhole camera images have a soft focus and distort reality in a similar way to 

how we see things in our dreams. As Francis Maravillas comments, “These images, 

moreover, capture a place as it is experienced over moments in time that are 

‘stretched’ by the process of extended exposure”.
133
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As exemplified in my Full Circle series, during 2009 and 2010 I became interested in 

exploring and apprehending the private and public spaces of the Vietnamese diaspora 

through my photographic images by using a variety of cameras including a pinhole 

camera [Figures 28, 29 & 30]. The pinhole camera, or camera obscura, in both a 

metaphorical and literal sense, is a small black magic box—a dark chamber
134

. In 

terms of its interest to me as part of this research project, the pinhole camera can also 

be connected to reflections about the ways in which members of the Vietnamese 

diaspora have tried to connect, adopt or integrate into white Australian culture. To 

members of the Vietnamese diaspora, the Australian environment, society and culture 

were unknowns and understanding these spaces is metaphorically similar to 

understanding the unknown spaces of the ‘dark chamber’. 

 

Within the ambit of this thesis, it is possible to also interpret my use of the pinhole 

camera as a kind of home: it too offers a means of addressing issues about space and 

time. The importance of the dimensions of the inner space of the pinhole camera 

invites us to consider the connections between the inside and outside spaces that 

create the resultant images. The relationship can reflect both a separation and/or a 

connection between these worlds, just as the homes or inner worlds of individuals 

living in diaspora conditions can also reveal degrees of connection and/or separation. 

In this sense the pinhole is a metaphor and not just a vehicle for the exploration of 

home, shelter and memory.  

 

Inside the pinhole camera is an indeterminate, mysterious space where our thoughts 

and vision record and travel together. Yet it is one in which we are not able to totally 

control the outcome. Like reality, it is a space where outcomes may not appear 

entirely as you wish. This creates uncertainty as to whom or what is in the 

manipulating position: does the eye of the photographer control the ‘eye’ of the 

camera, or vice-versa?  
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However, the pinhole camera records an independent perspective that is as mysterious 

and surprising for the viewer as it is for the photographer.
135

  The pinhole camera 

offers a kind of symbol of cultural exploration, where the circular aperture symbolises 

the contact point of the viewer with the outside world. For example, with my series on 

Inala, the resultant images were all contained within the circle or dot of the aperture, 

the reference point that brings together time and space; it is the point at which you 

connect to people or culture. It is also that point through which I am searching to 

conjoin the familiar with the unknown; for the diaspora Vietnamese community, the 

familiar is a space that is often hard to find within the dominant culture of Australia.  

 

A great deal of the points of reference or connection to other cultures derives from our 

understanding of visual language and our capacity to recognise and interpret our 

relationship to space and time. The extent to which aspects of the space in which you 

are living can be apprehended also depends on time: like an f-stop in the camera 

aperture, the wider your vision is open to the outside world the more you are able to 

take in. Like the flattened depth of field of the pinhole camera, there may be some 

confusion or compression between the new and old. However, through taking these 

observations in slowly and by not opening completely, you are better able to take time 

to analyse the information in order not only to more clearly ascertain the difference 

between the old and new, but also to keep your vision open in the search for new 

information as you explore these temporal spaces. The process used is about bringing 

the outside into the inside space. 

 

Nevertheless, the inside space is not capable of being fully controlled, and there are a 

number of chance factors that determine how the image is formulated in the darkness 

within. Therefore, the process depends on using both a conscious and an intuitive 

approach. For instance, because the pinhole camera does not have a viewfinder, you 

do not have full reference for the composition. The exposure time needed involves the 

wait to find out the mysterious result of the image; either you have what you 

anticipated or the image results as something you were not prepared for.  
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Figure 28: Dacchi Dang, 2009, Full Circle, installation: photographs, sculpture, bicycle, dimensions various 
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           Figure 29: Dacchi Dang, 2009, Self-Portrait I from Full Circle series, pigment print on photo rag  

           110 x 110cm 
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   Figure 30: Dacchi Dang, 2009, Piece of land and Sea I from Full Circle series, pigment print on photo rag,  

   110 x 142cm 
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Pinhole photography is more about the experimentation involved in the process; it 

permits more freedom when compared with other image-making photographic 

approaches. Because its process embodies chance, pinhole photography is similar to 

the way many of us live our lives. One important element that the objects in the 

picture have is the same projection plane or depth of field—that is, all objects from 

near to far distance are in focus. Pinhole camera images have a slightly soft focus 

image, leaving images as inter-related in a way that the modern mechanical apparatus 

fails to deliver.
136

 This can be seen, for example, in Full Circle, where the dislocation 

suggested by the isolated figure standing on the beach (a border, a peripheral margin) 

is captured as a single inter-related whole. Whilst the schema for interpreting life are 

frameworks for categorisation and compartmentalisation, the reality is that these are 

arbitrary. Such divisions do not accurately reflect the interweaving that exists between 

society and its Other, between a refugee’s past and present, or between their lived 

reality as both a member of the community and an outsider. In the catalogue essay for 

Full Circle, Maravillas, writes: 

 

In his account of the production of space, Michel de Certeau 

notes the sense of absence that accompanies places, observing 

that ‘what can be seen designates what is no longer there’ 

(1998:108). These images [Dacchi Dang: Full Circle] are thus 

suggestive of another world: an imaginary home/land that is 

conjured by memory and refracted by the experience of loss 

and separation borne out of the experience of diaspora.
137

 

 

I would argue that it is even more than this; it is manifestation of the complex reality 

lived by the refugee. This ‘other world’ in fact is interwoven with the world of the 

dominant culture, the present to the past of the refugee’s diaspora journey. Memory as 

a heterogeneous whole is both captured by the pinhole camera, and replicated by the 

workings of the pinhole itself. Therefore these pinhole images evoke what Jill Bennett 

refers to as a ‘poetics of sense-memory’. Bennett describes the workings of sense-

memory in this way: 

  

[S]ense memory is about tapping a certain kind of process 

experienced not as a remembering of the past but as a 
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continuous negotiation of the present with indeterminable links 

with the past. The poetics of sense memory involves not so 

much speaking of but speaking out of a particular memory or 

experience.
138

 

 

 

Maravillas’s catalogue essay for Full Circle takes up all the issues of Bennett’s ideas 

on sense memory as it relates to the pinhole camera’s use within the research project: 

 

 

In this context, Dang’s pinhole images derives its affective and 

mnemonic force through a process whereby cultural memory is 

understood neither as an individual memory that is 

‘recovered’, but as a particular constellation of shared 

memories that is always in flux and subject to ongoing 

reconstruction and re-articulation. Indeed, the poetics of sense-

memory in Dang’s work is engendered by the complicated 

positioning of the artist across and between the present and the 

past, here and there, and an ‘elsewhere’. This complex 

positioning and negotiation across differing planes of 

temporality and spatiality speaks of a particular kind of 

double-consciousness and ambivalence afforded by the 

condition of diaspora. By probing the gap between absence 

and presence of home through the otherworldly aesthetic of 

pinhole photography, Dang’s work inhabits a space that is 

paradoxically—and ambivalently—at home in the world.
139

  

 

 

The importance of the pinhole to the research project cannot be overstated. The 

position of the Vietnamese refugees within the dominant culture of Australia does not 

inherently lend itself to perceptions of self-empowerment, or recognition that the 

refugee/Other possesses a more complete understanding of society’s realities. By 

necessity, any refugee must acquire a skill in reading the political economy of social 

status, hierarchies and relations if they are to adequately negotiate their new home. 

They are simultaneously inside themselves and outside themselves: experiencing a 

‘double-consciousness’. And whilst they are often haunted by the traumas of their 

past, the refugee is, also by necessity, quite adept at dispassionately viewing the 

socio-political and psychological realities of their new society, the ‘ambivalence’ 

attendant to the diaspora journey.  
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All of these strands of being, (both in a socio-political sense and existentially), and 

representation coalesce in the camera obscura. The use and function of the pinhole 

camera renders the notion of ‘single-point’ perspective as a purely reductive or 

reifying process, problematic. Whilst it is true that the idea of single-point perspective 

seems to suggest a refraction from a very specific point of view, a point, or instant in 

space-time, it can also function as a site of enmeshment, or a source of multiplicity. A 

refugee is not merely a perpetual victim of events outside of their control and 

understanding. They are people who have made difficult choices in the face of 

horrific circumstances and political malevolence, walking a fine line that will possibly 

deliver them to a more stable and safe future. Similarly, the pinhole camera never 

takes the same picture twice, even if it is sited in the same spatial location. It traverses 

multiple space-times just as the images it produces evince an aesthetic quality that 

manifests the complex present/absent nature of reality and our experience of it. The 

camera obscura inherently weaves time into the images it creates: 

 

... the point may be compared with an instant in time, and the 

line may be likened to the length of a certain quantity of time. 

And just as points are the beginning and end of the line, so 

instants are the end and beginning of any given space of 

time.
140

 

 

 

My research project has inverted the conventional understanding of the photographic 

device, taking what is conventionally understood as a means of precise mapping and 

clarification, and instead using it as a means to explore and manifest the complex 

reality of the Other and their society, a reality that defies reductive analysis and 

representation.  

 

A number of historical accounts credit the invention of the pinhole camera by the 

Chinese, where it was later appropriated by Renaissance artists (including architect 

and engineer Filippo Brunelleschi) and renamed the camera obscura, a word that 

came from a Latin term meaning dark room. The original cameras were constructed 

as a large room big enough for people to walk in. The room had a small opening on 
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the top or on one of the sides and a white surface opposite the hole. People could then 

observe a projected inverted image of objects outside.
141

 With the development of the 

camera obscura, Brunelleschi invented a small aperture perspective device in 1425. 

His experiments with this optical device allowed him to create a theory for 

perspective relating to how the eye sees things in three dimensions and then 

investigated how those objects could be represented on a two-dimensional plane as in 

drawing and painting. He called this way of seeing a ‘fixed eye point’.
142

  

 

This seemingly simple experiment profoundly changed 

humanity’s concept of space. Brunelleschi’s theory became 

known as the “theory of one point perspective”. It was the first 

scientific proof of how three dimensions could precisely 

become two dimensions.
143

 

 

 

The use of the camera obscura during the Renaissance showed that the world could 

be interpreted through a single (one point) perspective. But in order to fully 

understand this view of the pinhole camera, one needs to contextualise it and its users 

within the larger social and political paradigm signified by the Renaissance and post-

Enlightenment Europe. This era manifested the beginnings of Europe’s rise to global 

hegemonic status. It makes sense that within this context, the notion of a truly 

singular point of view tallied with the self-image European society had of itself as the 

van garde of civilisation. Precise encapsulation, mapping and analysis lent itself to 

the quest for the control over both the world and its resources, but also over Nature 

itself. This, then, demonstrates that this understanding of the pinhole camera is not so 

much an accurate summation of its function, but only one interpretation heavily 

informed by the socio-political context of its use.  

 

In the eighteenth century, the French adopted the English Navy’s pattern of providing 

artists and scientists from within their ranks to investigate and record their expeditions 

in the Pacific.
144

 Back in Europe, people were fascinated and attracted by these 

                                                      
141

 Leslie Stroebel & Richard Zakia, 1993, The Focal Encyclopedia of Photography, Focal Press, 

Boston and London, p.75 
142

 Eric Renner, 2009, Pinhole Photography, ibid., p.39 
143

 Idem 
144

 Bernard Smith, 1988, European Vision and the South Pacific, Yale University Press, New Haven 

and London, p.189 



153 

 

images from the Pacific and demanded to have more images and artefacts from the 

newly explored lands. French explorers, such as La Pérouse, were instructed to 

observe in great detail the “natural curiosities, both of land and sea”
145

 that he 

encountered on his voyages and then to collect and catalogue them for scientific 

inquiry. More detailed instructions were given regarding the inhabitants of these lands 

because of the growing interest in anthropological studies. Artists were instructed to 

prepare portraits of the inhabitants with detailed renderings of their dwelling places, 

costumes, manners and ceremonies. Such detailed collecting and cataloguing of 

“genius, character, manners, customs, bodily constitution, language, government and 

number of the inhabitants”,
146

 laid the foundations for a study of man in keeping with 

Enlightenment philosophy. The portraits were executed within the romantic 

conventions of “soft primitivism”
147

 with its Utopian ideals of the noble savage 

residing in the Garden of Eden. The landscape and its inhabitants were thus viewed in 

a highly poetic manner that not only reflected their prescribed Otherness, but also 

exhibited the geo-political, socio-political and psychological tenets of 

imperial/colonial Europe. This demonstrates that modes of representation are not 

inherently tied to a single purpose, but rather, they are heterogeneous, and can be 

utilised in a multiplicity of ways. Lauren Smith notes that:    

 

If any philosophy is characteristic of the whole range of 

pinhole photography, it would be that of exploration … With 

his own hands, the pinhole artist fashioned cameras that would 

allow him to employ chance, coincidence, and intuition as he 

explored the mysteries of life.
148

 

 

 

We can see that there are two strands of European exploration: on the one hand, there 

is that which sought to subject all that it found to European political, religious and 

economic taxonomies and power. On the other, was the European’s experience of an 

existential reality that challenged their very beliefs and stability of all that they took 

for granted as inviolate and definitive.  
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The inside space of the pinhole camera can be linked to the regions of the unknown 

and echoes the fears expressed by the first explorers as they entered mythical 

unknown lands as well as the anticipations of refugees as they face the prospect of 

entering unfamiliar territories. For these reasons, the pinhole camera appeared to be 

an implement that has been deeply associated throughout history with the kinds of 

contemporary conundrums that I wanted to explore. 

 

The pinhole has played a prominent role in the history of Western philosophy, art and 

science, with artists, philosophers and scientists, such as Brunelleschi, da Vinci, 

Dürer, Raphael, Kepler, Newton, and Déscartes all using the pinhole as the starting 

point for some of their theories (in particular, the theory of fixed-eye point or single-

point perspective which is a structured reality that holds our entire visual world 

together)
149

. Many contemporary artists have tried to abandon the theory of single 

point perspective offered by the camera lens, with British artist David Hockney 

focusing on the challenge of finding a new way to define space—“to reinvestigate the 

altering, destruction, or natural evolvement of one-point perspective, thereby creating 

another visual structure”
150

.  

 

The pinhole camera offers a way to challenge structured reality in similar ways to 

how we see things in dreams. Inherent within the pinhole camera is its capacity to 

alter relationships of time and space as well as illusive/elusive zones (including those 

of ‘home’ and ‘memory’)
151

. It provides the freedom to create a unique vision of the 

world by shedding the technical trappings of modern photography. The camera lens, 

however, also acts as a starting and reference point, and as a point of departure that 

leads to a trajectory of multiplicity. The twin points of departure and arrival are also 

important markers for members of the Vietnamese diaspora; they have departed from 

their past cultural identity and arrived, or found themselves placed, within a new 

unknown culture, language and customs. This part of the thesis’ enquiry into the 

significance of the ‘point in time’ also allows me to reflect on the question about at 

what particular point in time individual Vietnamese people had to make the difficult 

decision about leaving what was left of the familiar, or indeed in many cases, sending 
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out their loved ones into an unknown territory in order to hopefully find a new space 

of safety and normalcy that they might themselves go to.  

 

Peel Island works: The Lens of the ‘Other’  

 

… every photographic image in itself is a pinhole pricked in 

time, a window between past and present, exposing our minds 

to the ghosts of lost moments, mixing memory and desire.
152

 

 

The Lens of the ‘Other’ is a body of works I created on Peel Island, which was 

executed over six visits during a period of eighteen months, and used mostly pinhole-

camera techniques. The process of the works connected a number of conceptual 

concerns: for example, on the one hand visiting and exploring Peel Island triggered 

numerable memories and feelings, and traumatic flashbacks borne of my internment 

on Pulau Bidong; yet, on the other, I felt more akin to an explorer equipped with an 

assured sense of self, of agency attempting to divine the unknown, peripheral Other 

(the marginalised lepers exiled on Peel Island), and to, in turn, connect it to myself as 

a centre. As an extension of this, the island generated a living manifestation of my 

present (a self-empowered Australian citizen with a complex, hybrid identity) and of 

my past (as a stateless refugee largely at the mercy of geo-politics, faced with the 

constant threat of erasure, of permanent isolation and dislocation). I was at once both 

a first-world citizen visiting the Other’s marginalisation and a refugee wondering if a 

desolate island with next to nothing to offer (save the removal of an imminent threat 

of death) was my future. 

 

Initially, I cast myself as an explorer visiting Peel Island for the first time as I had 

very little information or knowledge of its history. It was my intention to have 

minimal planning before embarking on this journey—this being an echo of my escape 

from Vietnam. On this first trip I used a traditional film camera and a small pinhole 

camera, which I made myself with the intention of capturing a more personal 

response. This open-ended approach allowed my visual instincts to be guided by the 

island’s qualities, rather than preordained choices. As a result, these images carry a 

spontaneous response to the potently manifest historical resonance I found on the 
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island [see Figure 31]. After spending some time at the site, I began to discover some 

of the material evidence of the island’s past. I then began to develop an idea about 

positioning myself as a patient by imagining what daily life might have been like on 

the island. This was not only guided by what might be termed as a Western, or 

colonial perspective, but also by my own knowledge of being held in a state of near 

powerlessness on the margins of civil society. As a result, this exploration emerged 

not only as an investigation of the history of Peel Island but also as an exploration of 

self through personal memory. The island and its derelict structures drew me back to 

the Malaysian refugee camp where I had experienced what I imagine were (at least 

partially) similar experiences and memories shared by the patients on Peel. At that 

particular time, I had been miserable and depressed by the thought that I may never be 

released and like the former patients on Peel Island, I was also subjected to isolation 

and disconnection from family and friends, and all that was my former life.  

 

My home made pinhole camera was similar in shape to the architectural structure of 

the buildings remaining on the island: it was made from timber—a black box with a 

tiny pinhole as the camera lens. Using the ‘double-consciousness’ of the pinhole’s 

ability to capture presence and absence, I created a series of images to both reflect and 

manifest the psychologically dense atmosphere of Peel Island; both its landscape and 

now abandoned man-made structures. It is common practice for people, when visiting 

new places, to look at them in order to try and gain some experience through which 

they can reflect on their more private world. These experiences, however, are not 

always able to be represented.  

 

In this series I have attempted to take the viewer into a new experiential space, from 

the point of view of the patient. I positioned the pinhole camera inside the original 

reconstructed man-hut looking out towards the unchanged view of the landscape 

through the window. However even though these images reflect the view of the 

patients, they also reflect my own reflections as well as the uncanny experience of 

Peel Island itself (in relation to my internment in Malaysia).  
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                         Figure 31: Dacchi Dang, 2009, The View, black and white silver gelatin print,  

                         11 x 14 inches 
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Throughout this research, I have investigated different types of dwellings belonging 

to people here and in Vietnam. Peel Island had three distinct housing styles, which 

were separated according to the cultural background of the patient. The huts for white 

women and men were built from timber. The size of a single hut for the men is 3.62 x 

3.22 metres with a corrugated iron roof without a kitchen; men ate in a common 

dining room. Private kitchens were only built in the inside space of the women’s huts 

with their timber floorboards. White patients were living in the most privileged 

positions, where they had an entire hut for a single person. ‘Coloured patients’ (this 

term referred to non-white patients, including Indigenous, Asian, Italian patients and 

others), were subject to less favourable conditions. The ‘coloured’ compound reveals 

the most significant difference in the standard of living: their houses were made from 

corrugated iron. The 3 x 3.6 metre structures were laid on a square concrete slab and 

this tiny corrugated iron hut was used to house two or more patients.
153

 It is hard to 

imagine how ‘coloured’ patients could survive under these primitive living 

conditions. Here we have not only the marginalisation of the refugee recreated by the 

dominant culture with its own citizens, but also a microcosm of the complex 

processes and hierarchies that characterise the socio-political and cultural spaces of 

the society of this dominant culture. Here is evidence of multiple shades of grey, 

various steps of remove from the centre, through to the extreme periphery where an 

individual is wholly Other. I was simultaneously ‘touring’ the Other’s dislocation and 

suffering whilst reliving my own experiences as a stateless refugee, and finally, 

retracing the complex and often painful steps Vietnamese refugees have taken to 

become citizens of a first-world community.   

 

As I have remarked, the harsh living standard sparked my past memories of 

Vietnamese refugees’ temporary shelters on Pulau Bidong where we occupied a small 

space sharing with other strangers without any kind of privacy. In the Pulau Bidong 

camp, the value of the house depended on the quality of the material of the structure 

and whether the house was close to facilities and the beach. For those who did not 

have any money, the only option was to head up to the hill top, far away from the 

facilities, where the price of houses were more affordable or, where, at times, refugees 
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would construct some shelters for themselves
154

. As a result of the high demand for 

shelter, houses were a highly prized commodity, and selling and buying within the 

refugee community was a brisk trade in Pulau Bidong as refugees arrived and were 

repatriated. The life that the patients on Peel Island experienced would be different 

compared to that of the Vietnamese refugees at Pulau Bidong. To Vietnamese 

refugees on Pulau Bidong, their hope was that the camp was merely a temporary 

shelter or home; patients who came to Peel Island feared the fact that they would 

never be released from the island; they worried that it would become their permanent 

home for the rest of their life. The image of the Vietnamese refugee sitting on the jetty 

or beach looking at the horizon in the far distance echoes the figure in the video 

installation Phoenix [see figure 32]. The figure seems caught in a time of dreaming or 

yearning about the future and the past. Vietnamese refugees have more hope and 

more things to look forward to in their life in contrast to the leprosy patient who must 

have experienced a sense of defeat as they stared at the distant land on Cleveland that 

seemed so out of reach. The selection of my use of the pinhole camera was as much a 

conceptual as a practical choice for me. The structure of the pinhole camera is similar 

to that of a house, inside which we form our dreams and also protect our vision. Just 

as the dream takes time to form new visions, taking a pinhole image requires time for 

the exposure to form the image sufficiently. This waiting time echoes the experience 

of the refugee or the patient on Peel Island who had lengthy periods of time to 

contemplate the past and imagine the future.  

 

In a subsequent development from the first series made at Peel Island, I converted the 

original man-hut into a human-scale pinhole camera. The philosophy behind this was 

to use this room to capture the image from the patient’s point of view of their daily 

life. This original structure is material evidence of the past history of Peel; it is a 

shelter that has operated as a sole witness to people throughout a period of time from 

a particular space. My aim was to capture an image over a longer period of time than 

that of my previous explorations of image making. 
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Like the patients in those huts, the process would be about waiting through time rather 

than a moment in time. In terms of this body of research, there was something 

evocative about converting one of those huts into its own recording device—in 

transforming it into a simple invention for capturing the same scene it has looked out 

on for so many seasons. In this sense, the process was akin to giving the hut a kind of 

agency through which to speak; perhaps even like giving the very walls the power to 

write, or to imagine what has gone past.  

 

I began by blocking out all the possible spaces or gaps where natural light could enter. 

However, it was not possible to cover each and every one of the gaps completely, a 

fact I had to accept in the hope that it would not overly affect my image making. The 

final touch was the placing of the pinhole/lens at the centre to this box camera. 

Through this lens I started to record images from the makeshift giant camera in the 

hope that it might be successful in capturing some signs of visual evidence from 

layered historical resonances of the island. The resultant images were of almost total 

blackness with no recognisable visual forms [see Figures 33 & 34]. This surprising 

result raised a number of questions: one of the important key factors arose from the 

fact that I was not able to record the images I had come to expect from previous 

attempts using my own pinhole lens. My familiarity with this process had led to 

assumptions that the resultant images would look a certain way. Instead, the images 

produced from the point of view of the hut did not conform to my perspective of the 

world; the mechanism of the hut-camera would not allow me to bring the past to light 

and instead what emerged suggested a dark, internal world. The images in this series 

remained a challenge to me; I needed to re-establish new relationships with the man-

hut’s capacity to act as a mechanism through which it might be possible to interpret 

new ways of visualising (or refusing to visualise) the past. 

 

The images produced suggested that there may have been new modes of 

communication in relation to the huts on Peel and their connection to the past. As part 

of this process, I changed my position from an artist to that of an artist-facilitator. I 

brought the pinhole camera to these huts and acted as a kind of accomplice or 

assistant to the image making in a process that raised the capacity of the material 

evidence of the huts to establish a kind of voice and vision.  
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When explorers go into a new world, they see things through the filters of their own 

preconceived notions about how the world is constructed. Their gaze is directed 

through the lens of their telescope and they do not see what is beyond the confines of 

that circular filter. This concentrated gaze can overlook the hidden history or memory 

or poetics of the places and spaces they are exploring. By using the lens/eye that 

already existed in the hut, as a result of its current structure, the vector/trajectory of 

imposed ‘seeing’ was subverted/challenged. This fundamental change meant that the 

camera did not depend on my own lens or eye. Francis Maravillas writes that: 

 

By using a pinhole camera, Dang challenges an ocular-centric 

view of photography by foregrounding the way in which 

perception is embodied and thus implicated—in affective 

ways—in the world it seeks to capture.
155

 

 

Instead of modifying the hut to conform to the strictures I placed upon it, I simply 

placed light-sensitive material inside in order to enable the dimensions of the hut to 

reveal the situation in a way that conformed to its material presence. Through this 

process, the hut’s ‘spirit’ allows us to see what it ‘sees’. In this sense the process 

offers much more depth, as the slowed photographic process allows the manifestation 

of a hidden identity that runs beneath and between the identity of either the person 

behind the depiction or object depicted. It is as if the huts have acquiesced to sharing 

their experience and vision with the artist. In this sense, when considering these 

photographs produced using these very simple techniques, one can realise the 

complexity that such a seemingly simple device is able to represent and manifest. Of 

these images, Francis Maravillas remarked: 

 

Dang uses a wide range of media and photographic techniques, 

but for his recent body of work he employs pinhole 

photography in order to explore new ways of seeing that 

interweaves the past with the present, and brings into view the 

gap between absence and presence that mark the idea of 

home.
156

 

 

                                                      
155

 Francis Maravillas, 2009, At Home in the World, ibid., n.p. 
156

 Idem. 



163 

 

Images taken from pinhole cameras require a long exposure because of the nature of 

the tiny lens-less point. For this reason, very few portrait photographs taken from the 

pinhole camera exist. Pinhole portraits require sitters to sit still for long periods of 

time to allow the light to transform the image inside the dark chamber or inner ‘room’ 

of the camera. This particular aspect of pinhole photography closely parallels the 

absence of the ‘Other’ within society. The human subject will only register in a 

pinhole photograph if they remain still for an inordinate length of time; that is, 

reducing themselves to a single, unmoving position. Thus, the landscape images of 

my research records scenes where the human subject is rendered absent, despite the 

fact that they are indeed there and were in front of the camera. The pinhole camera 

records the time of spatial reality, not just the physical, empirical entities. Not only 

does this evoke the necessity of time for diaspora communities to establish depth of 

connection and social and political presence, but also the constant negotiation of 

‘Otherness’.  

 

In reference to the role of the pinhole in echoing the situation at Peel Island, Professor 

Hoffie writes, 

 

The recorded experience through that one tiny circle, however 

simple, still enables the picturing of a set of relationships and a 

system of memories—the light that enters the black box of the 

pinhole camera writes or records the full complexity of what 

lies in front of it ... I think that the simplicity of this very early 

camera technology makes it very sympathetic to recording 

invisible history. The ghostly quality of some of these works is 

suggestive of other presences beyond the material – or perhaps 

of the potential of materials to evoke a range of other 

associations.
157

   

 

 

 

In the context of the research project, this “range of other associations” are the 

specific yet complex array of processes and realities that surround Vietnamese 

refugees; diaspora identity; political power and identity politics; racism and 

exclusion; dislocation and new homes (both material and psychological); and the 

gradual self-empowerment of the refugee who transforms themselves from the 
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spoken-for Other into a citizen possessing a self-negotiated hybrid identity directly 

engaged with the centre of the dominant culture. Although I have used numerous 

photographic and image-making techniques throughout the research project, the 

pinhole camera synthesises the complex realities that pervade the lives of the diaspora 

Vietnamese whilst manifesting the nuanced complexities that reside at the core of the 

identity politics that link the Other and the dominant culture. 

 

Whilst Vietnamese refugees have been near helpless in the past, their acts of self-

determination and courage to risk all for the chance of liberty has already 

foreshadowed the self-negotiated hybrid identity many of them actively form as they 

negotiate the various strata of their new society, their new home.  
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Figure 32: Dacchi Dang, 2011, Phoenix, 3 channels video (detail), dimension various 
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Figure 33: Dacchi Dang, 2011, Essence of Land from Lens of the ‘Other’ series, pigment print on photo rag,  

127 x 100cm 
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Figure 34: Dacchi Dang, 2011, Island Memory from Lens of the ‘Other’ series, digital pigment print on photo rag, 

127 x 100cm 
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CHAPTER SIX:  

 

Where I’m At – Creating My Own Agency as an Agent for Change 

 

 

Diaspora identities, rather than being situated in a place of the 

past or moulded into a utopian future, are enmeshed in the 

constraints and the opportunities of the present. At the same 

time these identities unravel historical chronicles and images 

of the future.
158

 

 

 

As a Chinese Vietnamese diaspora artist living in Australia, I find Mandy Thomas’s 

words resonate with me as I try to negotiate between where I’m at now (in the 

present), and where I’m from (in the past). As Ien Ang so aptly states, 

 

… in a world in which the modern nation-state still forms the 

dominant framework for cultural identification and 

construction of imagined community, the question of ‘where 

you’re from’ tends to overwhelm and marginalise that of 

‘where you’re at’.
159

 

 

 

Living in Australia, as I have done during the past thirty years, I constantly have had 

to negotiate between my private self and a public identity that has largely been 

constructed by other’s perspectives. I am frequently asked, “where do you come 

from?” and my reply, “I can be from anywhere you like me to be” probably comes 

from my critical re-questioning about the diverse ways in which this question could in 

fact be answered. Jonathan Rutherford writes that: 

 

… everybody needs a home so at least you can have some 

place to leave which is where most folks will say you must be 

coming from.
160

 

 

The question “Where do you come from?” is a demand for us to declare our identity. 

It is usually asked when we are met at the border and required by customs officers to 

show our passport or other form of identification to gain a rite of passage. Yet these 
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declarations and requests do not end at the border. Self-appointed ‘customs officers’ 

ask us to declare our identity (“Where do you come from?”) in order to police where 

we belong (whether inside or outside the border).
161

  

 

According to the 2005 Census Report, 24% of Australians were born overseas, with 

19% of new immigrants continuing to come from Britain. People of British descent 

still make up the highest percentage of the Australian population, and 46% of 

Australians had at least one parent born overseas.
162

 Historically, Australia was 

constructed as a Western outpost in South-East Asia, with its society, culture and 

language based on western perspectives in binary opposition to the East (Orient). 

However, because of its peripheral location to the West, Australia’s engagement with 

Asia has been more complex than an East/West philosophical divide, as theorists Ien 

Ang and Jon Stratton acknowledge.
163

  

 

This changed in the late 1980s when Australia tried to refocus and reposition itself as 

part of Asia. Internally, the nation’s focus was toward multiculturalism, with the 

debate of national identity and relations with Asia making the work of Asian-

Australian artists more complex.
164

 In the past, diaspora Asian-Australian artists were 

not included or represented in the mainstream of Australian art because they were still 

positioned as the Other. These Asian-Australian artists used their Asian heritage, 

diaspora experience and identity as a source of inspiration in their practice, to 

challenge and reposition themselves in the binary difference between Asia and the 

West.
165

 New York-based Australian curator Melissa Chiu states that artists such as 

 

Bill Seeto and Felicia Kan, the abstract painter Natsuho Takita, 

the photographer Dacchi Dang and the installation artists Paula 

Wong and Juliana Wong, show that few Asian-Australian 
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artists have similar life experiences or cultural backgrounds, 

let alone art practice in common.
166

 

 

The practice of monumentalising stories of displacement has created a new culture 

where a commonality of experience at the margins has made new connections 

between the displaced and the refugee. Artists who operate from this third space are 

now creating an international dialogue by using metaphors of displacement to show 

understanding across national boundaries.
167

  

 

Hybrid Identities and Agency 

 

 

Doesn’t belonging mean the endlessly intriguing struggle to 

figure out a sense of being through the inevitable longing for 

the impossible home-return? Being in the present always 

implies looking back to the past, but the past cannot be 

reconstructed. The present and the past are equally uncertain, 

and it’s exactly this anxiety of uncertainty that generates the 

strongest impulse of creation ... in this land of strangers.
168

 

 

Hou Hanru’s statement above represents a dominant viewpoint when it comes to 

summarising the social and psychological position of the refugee in their new 

community or homeland. It draws on two assumptions, however, that do not 

accurately convey the situation of innumerable refugees (including myself). The first 

is that many refugees have not arrived from a homeland that was even close to idyllic. 

The second is that for many refugees, uncertainty is not always experienced and 

reacted to with fear, or anxiety; it often becomes commonplace.  

 

As I have outlined, refugees such as myself have a heterogeneous, hybrid identity that 

is more properly understood as being rooted in connections with family and friends, 

and a general disconnection with any specific physical homeland. The various forms 

of anxiety that revolve around the Other in the dominant culture open avenues for the 

refugee to utilise uncertainty in an empowering, self-negotiated way. I am quite 

comfortable in exploiting the numerous identities applied to me in order for me to 
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engage in society, moving myself from the margins to the centre. The notion of 

hybrid identity does not necessarily entail a full confrontation with the dominant 

culture in an attempt to rebuke in its entirety the label of otherness. As has been 

discussed in Chapters Two and Three, the refugee is not in a position of power in this 

regard. What they are highly capable of, however, is the capacity to take advantage of 

the projections placed upon them, and utilise the paternalistic, or racist identities to 

negotiate their position within society and in relation to the dominant culture. 

 

Just like many refugees, I am many things to many different people. This does not 

mean that I am lacking identity; it simply means my society does not know how to 

cope with the layered otherness it has applied to me. I am familiar with the notion of 

hybrid identity as it is all I have ever known. I am quite comfortable in negotiating my 

own self-perceived identities without them necessarily being acknowledged by 

society at large, as what forms the point of anchorage in my everyday life, is ‘where 

I’m at’ now, rather than constantly reflecting on ‘where I’m from’. 

 

More than anything else, the dominant factor in my sense of self, or identity is my 

connection to family. As was discussed previously, my relationship with my physical 

homeland, Vietnam, was at best ambivalent due to the racial persecution ethnic 

Chinese endured in Vietnamese society. Further, my relationship or connection with 

Chinese identity, or cultural customs and social practices, is largely informed by my 

relationship with my paternal grandparents and father. It is not so much that they are 

ethnic Chinese that leads me to share these practices; rather, it is because that they are 

the specific practices they value. This is a crucial point that informs my hybrid 

identity, and my reaction to my own dislocation and the trauma I endured. 

 

There are strong parallels or connections between the ways in which refugees utilise 

the hybridity of their identities to create and negotiate their own agency within the 

various spheres of society, and the agency both created and explored through the 

representational practice of the research project. Whilst all of the works deal with the 

complex experiences that refugees were subjected to, they also investigate, evoke and 

formally manifest the various ways the Other actively responded to and guided (at 

least partially) the trajectory they travelled as a result of these experiences. The 

artworks deal with the refugee agency as it is actually lived, not as a romanticised, 
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utopian rebuttal to the dominant culture, nor as a perpetual victim permanently kept 

on the periphery of their society’s social, cultural and political spheres. The agency 

borne of the Other’s constant practice of ‘where I’m at’ traverses across the numerous 

borders and delimitations created by the dominant culture: 

 

Since diasporas are fundamentally and inevitably transnational 

in their scope, always linking the local and the global, the here 

and the there, past and present, they have the potential to 

unsettle static, essentialist and totalitarian conceptions of 

‘national culture’ or ‘national identity’ with origins firmly 

rooted in fixed geography and common history.
169

 

 

 

Just as a hybrid diaspora identity engages and challenges the dominant national 

culture, the agency manifested through the representational practice of this research 

project’s artworks engages both the cultural sphere and the wider socio-political 

environment. Not only are they evidence of a self-negotiated agency, they are agents 

of ‘where I’m at’ in their own right; they are both the result of the Other’s self-

negotiated agency and hybrid agents in the now. 

 

The definitive event that transforms a citizen into a stateless refugee is the act of 

escape—fleeing from persecution and extremely high threat of death. My installation 

PB565 (2009) is an explicit examination of the process of statelessness and 

internment. The installation uses materials that are uncannily similar to those I found 

and used on Pulau Bidong, as well as those used by the Malaysian authorities who 

operated the internment centre on the island. Of course, the incarceration, depression, 

dislocation, trauma and the ubiquity of death and loss resonates strongly at the core of 

what the island represents. The memories of these experiences permanently shadow 

the background of the survivors’ everyday lives. However, they also mark a point at 

which the refugee actively sought a chance of a future let alone a better one. The 

shelter of PB565 is made from found materials recycled in a similar fashion to how 

they would have been used on Pulau Bidong. The plastic sacks are themselves 

evidence of the transnational nature of diaspora and of refugees. The materials lying 

about the island were made up of refuse from all sorts of purposes that had little to do 
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with providing shelter to generally unwanted people. Where nothing was provided to 

those who were most in need, those most in need improvised with what was 

available. Even in this stage of traumatic dislocation, we can see the beginnings of the 

refugee’s hybridity: on the one hand, they are ‘collateral damage’ of the national will, 

power politics and ‘essentialist’ conceptions of national identity; and yet, on the 

other, they are seeking avenues to continue the trajectory of their own lives by 

creating means of subsistence within an extremely ambivalent environment.  

 

PB565  

 

Dacchi Dang … creates a contemplative space from the 

uncertainty of transience … Dang’s work seizes upon the 

material vernacular of Vietnam and incorporates the 

memories and stories of migration. In PB565 (2009) installed 

at Gallery 4A, Dang has created a tarp from bulk rice bags 

and suspended it over an array of curled paper bark. The 

delicate installation speaks to fragile moments in transit and 

fleeting permanence of shelter during a refugee’s journey.
170

   

 

 

PB565 was an installation presented at Queensland College of Art’s College Gallery 

at the beginning of 2009 [see Figures 35 & 36]. It was also exhibited in 2010 at 4A 

Gallery, Sydney, as part of the Edge of Elsewhere exhibition for the 2010 Sydney 

Festival. This work aimed to recreate a sense of the Vietnamese refugee diaspora 

experience and memories generated from the refugee camp on Pulau Bidong Island, 

Malaysia. It utilised the shelter or hut as a metaphor for the displacement experienced 

due to the loss of home. Gaston Bachelard describes the hut thus:  

 

The hut can receive none of the riches ‘of this world’. It 

possesses the felicity of intense poverty; indeed, it is one of the 

glories of poverty; as destitution increases it gives us access to 

absolute refuge.
171
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Figure 35: Dacchi Dang, 2009, PB565, installation: found materials, rice sack, paper bark, plastic sheet, rock, wool 

and sound, dimension various 
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Figure 36: Dacchi Dang, 2009, PB565, installation (detail): found materials, rice sack, paper bark, plastic sheet, 

rock, wool and sound, dimension various 
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Found objects from the Australian landscape, including paperbark sheets, were 

utilised to fabricate the installation in a similar way to that used by Vietnamese 

refugees to construct temporary shelters on Pulau Bidong. The installation used a 

plastic sail made from rice sacks as a metaphor for both a sail and a shelter; both a 

means of protection from danger during the refugees’ outgoing journey. The text on 

the rice sacks Made in Thailand relates to the statelessness, powerlessness, and loss of 

national identity that the Vietnamese diaspora experienced in the camps. It also 

references globalisation, borderless societies, dislocation and displacement. This is 

supported by Henkin and Nguyen who describe similar refugee experiences in camps 

such as those in Pulau Bidong: 

 

Many refugees spent an initial period in camps where feelings 

of uncertainty, anxiety, and statelessness intensified. The level 

of intensity of such feelings appears to be highly correlated 

with the length of time that refugees remain in limbo. These 

Vietnamese were uprooted from their homeland and native life 

ways, and separated from their friends and relatives. Many lost 

personal fortunes, social status or even members of their 

families.
172

  

 

My first memory of Pulau Bidong was the jetty. We departed from our boat and 

squatted down on the liminal space of the jetty, waiting for the officials to permit us 

to enter the refugee camps. We followed beach pathways where I saw and heard the 

sound of hundreds of people lining up further along the beach; they were searching 

for family members or friends amongst these new arrivals. When Vietnamese 

refugees first arrived on Pulau Bidong they always found it hard to deal with the 

situation on an island that had no infrastructure and facilities, and as I have already 

detailed, they often had to build their own temporary shelters and find their own food 

and water. This was the case with Mr Thuy, who 

 

concludes he’s going to have to take an axe, chop trees like so 

many before him, and build his own shelter. And that’s no 

easy prospect for a man who, three weeks earlier, was a senior 

banker in Ho Chi Minh city.
173
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Because of the influx of a large number of refugees each month to the island, the 

Malaysian government and the Red Cross agency started to establish some 

administrative structure to help these people. They distributed food rations sourced 

from countries of origin that spanned the globe, including rice from Thailand. The 

rice sacks were then used as found objects to make shelters. “At the height of the 

refugee crisis, 54,000 people were crammed together on the island, literally living in 

their own excrement inside flimsy houses made from plastic sheets, rice sacks and 

frames cut from the jungle saplings”;
174

 resembling the makeshift shacks of the 

homeless found throughout Asia. The refugees were crammed into a quarter of a mile 

of foreshore between coconut trees at the base of a hill, which towered abruptly to 

1,000 feet, and the beach at Pulau Bidong.  

 

Australian art theorist Melissa Chiu suggests that there is a need for artists to create 

work that relates to moving on from being a victim by not constantly referring to the 

trauma of where you’re from, but rather to create agency by making work that reflects 

where you’re at now
175

. In this sense then, the objects used to symbolise the makeshift 

shelters were made from paperbark as a reference to negotiating the cultural hybrid 

space that connects the liminal space of Pulau Bidong to that of my present home here 

in Australia.  

 

The sound element was a critical aspect of PB565. The loudspeaker, using an 

imperfect sound, called out repeatedly and irritatingly to identify the numbers of the 

refugee boats that had arrived into the camp at Pulau Bidong. In that camp, these loud 

speakers brought both new hope and bad news for the Vietnamese refugees. As 

detailed in Chapter One, listening to the loud speaker was the most important part of 

the daily routine on the island. Here identity became a number based on the 

registration number of the boat you arrived in. In my case this was PB565. On the 

island, I would listen to the calls to participate in many of the activities, including 

those calling people to work or to go to meetings for interviews. The most important 

announcements were those relating to applications for new settlements.  The day the 

announcement that refugees would leave the camp came over the loud speaker 

brought a great deal of real joy and release. However this loud speaker at the same 
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time also delivered devastating news when rejections of application for new 

settlement were announced. In both of the exhibition spaces at the College Gallery 

and at 4A Gallery, exhibition staff altered the sound element of the installation, by 

either turning the volume down or turning it off completely. This critically affected 

how the work was presented and read by the viewer, as the audio coming from the 

loudspeaker in the installation repeatedly intoned the non-descript identification 

numbers of the vessels the Vietnamese refugees travelled on. Responding to the 

altered sound element, critic Katherine Grube, writing about the exhibition of PB565 

at Gallery 4A says that,  

 

Installed on the gallery’s second floor, its introspective 

poignancy was easily lost within the audio-visual din of 

surrounding video works.
176

 

 

 

The use of light was also a very important component of this work. It symbolised the 

memories of Pulau Bidong, where darkness reflected the unknown future, and the 

softly diffused light represented daydreams and yearning for a new home in a foreign 

land. Many of the fishing vessels the Vietnamese fled on were intercepted by pirates, 

or simply vanished into the ocean, with all of their occupants drowned. The 

remainder made their way to the territorial waters of other nations, waiting to be 

intercepted by naval ships. More than anything else, it is this aspect of the installation 

that best demonstrates the general position of a refugee’s trauma and the memories 

that trail from it in their everyday life. Whilst small, seemingly innocuous things can 

trigger an overwhelming reliving of a traumatic past; it also signifies the way that this 

past is merely a part of the Vietnamese refugee’s life in their new homeland, not in 

any way the entirety or even a dominant feature. The multiple identities that make up 

diaspora hybridity are negotiated, if not entirely mastered, by accepting that the only 

way forward is to accept that it is only in the small cracks in the dominant culture’s 

actions and narratives that they will find flaws, find avenues to turn their otherness 

into a source of self-empowerment.  

 

Though very subtle, these small acts of self-empowerment are examples of the 

beginning of the Other’s agency, of their own self-determined navigation through the 
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numerous identities projected upon them externally. The general reaction of the 

refugee in this situation is not to attempt some utopian act of resistance that defies the 

inhumanity that is seen as benevolence, but to work within the small gaps that present 

themselves in the logic of those in ultimate control. Even if this amounts to no more 

than the continued living into the next day, and the day after that, the refugee is 

maintaining the possibility of a future. 

 

Within this context, PB565 examines the refugee’s exploration of what is possible 

within the dire limits and constraints that war, politics and racism have placed upon 

them. Despite how the dominant culture perceives and conceives of the Other, once 

out of the privations of internment, the refugee begins to create a life for themself that 

defies the limitations desired by their new homeland and its national will: 

 

in order to seize on that potential, diasporas should make the 

most of their complex and flexible positioning … between host 

countries and homelands’, as it is precisely this complexity and 

flexibility that makes for the vitality of diaspora cultures. In 

other words, a critical cultural politics of diaspora should 

privilege neither host country nor (real or imaginary) 

homeland, but precisely keep a creative tension between 

‘where you’re from’ and ‘where you’re at’.
177

 

 

 

This work and others within the research project explores these various links with the 

past and the ways in which the idea of “home as a form of ‘dwelling-in-displacement’ 

is conjured and transformed through the poetics of memory and diaspora”.
178

 The fact 

that refugees such as those of the Vietnamese diaspora engage at all with the 

community across the full gamut of everyday life is testament enough of the ways in 

which they are actively creating their own agency. This is completely contrary to the 

general view held by the dominant culture of them as Other—as ‘damaged victim’.  
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Full Circle 

 

The aforementioned series, Full Circle (2009), shows manifestations of the ongoing 

process described above. The suburban houses of the Vietnamese diaspora do not in 

any way announce the difference the occupants are said to represent. This is often 

interpreted solely as a means of the Other ‘fitting in’, of appeasing expectations or 

attempting to prove to their new nation that they have fallen in line with the vagaries 

of the national will and national identity. Whilst this is undoubtedly a factor when 

examining the refugee integration, or lack of assimilation, in general, it is far from the 

only interpretation. Just as Ang makes clear, the beautiful but wholly similar 

suburban facades of the Vietnamese diaspora to those of other houses in Brisbane 

bespeak of “their complex and flexible positioning between host countries and 

homelands”.179 

 

A prominent feature of hybrid identity is that seemingly incompatible identities 

coexist and find coalescence within one individual. The contradictions and paradoxes 

are not only causes of internal and external tensions, but simultaneously provide the 

ground from which the creative tension between ‘where you’re from’ and ‘where 

you’re at’ springs. Whilst I am a refugee, a ‘boat person’, an ‘Asian migrant’, or even 

an ‘Asian Australian’, I am also an Australian citizen who fully participates in and 

engages with the national will and identity. Thus, while it is accurate that the non-

descript suburban facades are in part a way of ‘new’ Australians attempting to both 

appease and acquiesce to the dominant culture, it is also equally evidence of citizens 

engaging in the social aesthetic and practices that run through a nation’s 

communities. Once inside these houses, however, the Full Circle portraits capture a 

complex and diverse range of objects, tableaux and aesthetic practices that manifest 

the multiplicity of self-images and streams of identity that—to the dominant culture 

at least—signify the Other within the refugee hybrid identity. 

 

In many instances, it is fair to say that the interiors of these houses testify to a 

continual imaginative recreation of a lost or yearned for homeland—perhaps a place 

that some, if not all, of the occupants would rather be than in their new homeland. 
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Whilst it is usually not possible for refugees to return to the land they fled from in the 

past, a move of any kind from their new homeland would in some instances enact a 

symbolic, or even real, erasure or separation from the lost or idealised homeland that 

finds manifestation through the inside spaces of their homes. This underscores the 

dominant notion that dislocation is a permanent feature of the diaspora community 

and its shared consciousness. 

 

However, to state that this is always the case, that it is the only rational interpretation, 

is to betray the ‘essentialist’ and racist practises of the dominant culture in its creation 

and delimitation of the Other. The objects and tableaux that emerge from the 

beautiful black and white images also speak of self-empowered agencies that refuse 

to forgo vital components of their identities, of their lived existential selves, of 

mementos and practices that tie them to loved ones long since perished or, perhaps, 

lost somewhere on the other side of the planet. That these internal practices seem 

explicitly deviant from those that are purported to signify White Australia, attests to a 

somewhat impoverished understanding of difference as it actually exists in the 

imagined community that is the dominant culture. It is not only the Other who engage 

in a multiplicity of internal practices that speak of agencies outside of the prescribed 

norms of society, of its shared narratives and identity. Non-indigenous Australians—

indeed, all individuals—engage in expression of identity and acts of agency that do 

not properly belong in any public space of the everyday, whether it be of the 

uncontested member of the dominant culture or the Other.  

 

The landscape images in the Full Circle series were also created with a pinhole 

camera. As was discussed in the previous chapter, the pinhole camera is a powerful 

tool for representing hybrid identity. The seemingly precisely limited function and 

purpose contrasts strongly with the fact that it is able to produce images over great 

spans of time, and will resultantly never create the same image twice. It is both a tool 

of hybrid agency and itself replicates the complex nexus of identities that composes 

diaspora hybridity. Just as I have argued that the pinhole camera can be employed as 

a metaphor for the shelters and homes of the refugee, the images of Full Circle also 

raise the complex issue of ‘home’.  
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As was outlined in Chapter Four, there are many issues that comprise the creation and 

practice of ‘home’, including those that inextricably tie it to the self-negotiated 

agency of diaspora identity. It has been noted that:  

 

‘diaspora consciousness is an intellectualisation of an 

existential condition’, an existential condition that becomes 

understood and reconciled through the myth of a homeland 

from which one is removed but to which one imagines one 

actually belongs.
180

 

 

Whilst this is valid and instructive when dealing with the overarching paradigm of 

diaspora and migration, the existence and practice of hybrid identity raises the 

complex issue of what exactly constitutes this ‘homeland’. As I noted above, in my 

case, this homeland has in fact, for all of my life (predating my escape from 

Vietnam), been the actual members of my family in conjunction with their 

psychological existence and function in my own psyche. Just as my relationship with 

various ethnic cultural and religious practices is largely filtered through and 

commended by my loving connection with other familial members, so too is my 

psychological and physical home.  

 

The dominant culture has the luxury to project their communal relations onto extant 

external structures and deem that it is these actual structures that constitute, or make 

possible, an experience of home. The refugee’s experience compels them to face the 

fact that such constructions of home and ‘homeland’ are wholly contingent on 

hegemonic power and control. Salman Rushdie noted: 

 

The effects of mass migrations has been the creation of 

radically new types of human being: people who root 

themselves in ideas rather than in places, in memories as much 

as in material things; people who have been obliged to define 

themselves—because they are so defined by others – by their 

otherness; people in whose deepest selves strange fusions 

occur, unprecedented unions between what they were and 

where they find themselves.
181
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When I was on the boat fleeing Vietnam, and whilst I was interned on Pulau Bidong, 

I realised that the memories and traces of my family, of their personalities and my 

interaction with them, were more than just feelings of yearning and loss. It became 

apparent that just as trauma can blind one, it can also repeal static or essentialist 

conceptions that have nothing to do with the reality of things. My active 

reconstruction of my existential self in the face of erasure led me to realise that my 

own agency was implicitly tied to the psychological dynamic that ties me to my loved 

ones. Without this, war or not, we are merely civil companions in a soulless, common 

structure. We must also acknowledge, however, that this does not preclude the 

overwhelming feelings of loss, dislocation and, often, nihilism. It simply renders our 

apprehension of what makes diaspora hybridity more nuanced and complex. Whilst 

on Pulau Bidong, I spent hours gazing out over the empty ocean to the horizon and 

wondered what would become of me and of the family I had been forced to leave 

behind. This is exemplified in Ien Ang’s statement that, 

 

diasporas always leave a trail of collective memory about 

another place and time and create new maps of desire and of 

attachment.
182

 

 

 

 

Phoenix 

 

 

Perhaps more than any other work in the research project, the three-channel video 

installation Phoenix deals specifically with the aspects of my identity, and with the 

complexities that continually interweave a traumatic past into my present, which most 

closely conform to the conceptions of diaspora and statelessness that predominate my 

experiences. The fact that refugees incrementally join, or insert themselves, into the 

dominant culture testifies to the fact that the complex function and potent content of 

memory does not inherently cripple the Other from engaging in everyday life. 

Conversely, however, the fact that we are not crippled does not preclude us from often 

labouring under the weight of all those memories that fill our minds. In a similar 

fashion to the pinhole camera, the relationships enacted by the three channels of the 

work evoke the complex ways in which the past weaves itself into the present, and 
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reorients itself in relation to those very events it is comprised of. The dancing woman, 

the melting drum, and the figure releasing paper boats in elegiac memorial are all 

trajectories of the past that interweave joy and sorrow, happiness and primal fear, and 

the erasure of what might have been had war and dislocation not occurred.  

 

It is commonplace to assert that memories that are borne of trauma and loss tend to 

possess the individual, rather than the individual possessing their memories. This is 

particularly so in the case of the refugee. The dominant culture that correctly 

perceives, or witnesses, extreme duress amongst refugees rarely stops to ask why this 

is happening. The answer is simple: the trauma is solely from whatever it is they have 

fled. Yet whilst this is often the case, it is not the whole story. Just as common is that 

this despair and traumatic response is produced by the practices that the dominant 

culture implements to ‘process’ refugees. Ignoring this problematisation of memory 

and its affect and effect leads to a fundamental misunderstanding of how the Other 

actively negotiates with and navigates through these memories as a routine part of 

their diaspora identity. Anh Hua has stated that: 

 

Memory can evoke identity formation, the rewriting of home 

and belonging, nostalgia, mourning and a sense of loss 

frequently found in diaspora, exile and immigrant narrative.
183

 

  

 

It is important to acknowledge, however, that these trajectories of identity are a few 

of many that are actively mined in the creation of the Other’s hybrid identity. For 

example, while the overt revisiting of loss and dislocation can entrench difference 

within the community of the refugee’s new homeland, it can also allow them to 

navigate more effectively through the strictures and narratives of the national will and 

identity. 

 

As I have noted above and in previous chapters, the experiences of the stateless 

refugee overtly demonstrate the fragile, contingent and ambivalent nature of what 

many safely within the dominant culture mistakenly believe to be permanent and 

‘forever theirs’. Being disabused of what are often half-truths and socially shared 

delusions allows the refugee to dispassionately engage with or break from the 
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numerous fallacies that those within the dominant culture fervently cling to. Memory 

should therefore be seen as equally a thriving source of, or driving force behind the 

self-empowerment generated by diaspora identity. It is as much a contributor to the 

creative tension between ‘where you’re from’ and ‘where you’re at’ as any other 

factor. Memory is a vast reservoir of lived and empathic experience that underpins 

the whole spectrum of the diaspora hybrid’s creativity: 

 

… the multiperspectival productivity of that position of in-

between-ness. The notions of ‘biculturality’ and ‘double 

consciousness’ often used to describe this position, hardly do 

justice to this productivity. Such notions tend to construct the 

space of that in-between-ness as an empty space, the space that 

gets lost in the cultural translation from one side to the other in 

the bipolar dichotomy of ‘where you’re from’ and ‘where 

you’re at’. But the productivity I am referring to precisely fills 

that space up with new forms of culture at the point of 

collision/collusion of the two: hybrid cultural forms born of a 

productive, creative syncretism.
184

 

 

 

Here, Ien Ang has succinctly encapsulated the notion of ‘explorer’ that has informed 

my research project, and describes how it functions. The most explicit engagement 

with the Western paradigm of the Explorer appears in the animation Captain Van 

Dang in the Great South Land [see Figure 37]. More than any other work, it directly 

engages with the racist and exclusionary practices that underpin the facade of 

multiculturalism. It simultaneously deconstructs the myths that underpin ‘White 

Australia’, while also providing an explication of the refugee’s self-negotiation and 

creation of agency via their “complex and flexible positioning” within the dominant 

culture. 
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Figure 37: Dacchi Dang, 2012, Captain van Dang in the Great South Land, single channel animation (detail) 
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Analysts of Australian multiculturalism, such as Ghasson Hage, have demonstrated 

that the dominant culture’s ‘national home’ is as much an imaginary construct, or 

fragmentary myth as it those of the refugee. The founding myth of European 

settlement in Australia orbits around the exploits of Captain James Cook and the 

Endeavour, and Admiral Arthur Phillip’s First Fleet. This country’s mythology is held 

as an inviolate fact among large sections of the dominant culture and is routinely 

mobilised by the elites to orchestrate power and maintain control. The narratives that 

surround Cook largely obfuscate the seventeenth century Dutch presence in the West, 

the eighteenth century French presence in the East, or indeed the Maccassan 

fishermen’s trading and cultural presence in the North that was maintained over 

hundreds of years. The British Empire conceived of and treated Terra Australis as a 

vast penal colony, a dumping ground on the other side of the world for victims of 

their colonial practices in the British Isles. In no way do these myths countenance the 

reality that lay behind the notion of terra nullius: the brutal subjugation and erasure of 

the innumerable Indigenous nations that had peopled the continent for millennia. 

 

Similarly, it does not countenance the violence and privation that characterised the 

Australian colonies throughout the nineteenth century. The consecration of 

‘whiteness’ and the racial customs that stem from it are as crucial to multicultural 

Australia in the twenty-first century as it was at the outset of European colonisation. 

This is evidenced by the following statement of a blonde-haired, blue-eyed Australian 

youth, speaking about racism and Australian identity:  

 

I look like one. I sound like one, [i.e. Australian] but I have 

only lived here for six of my seventeen years. My family 

migrated from England; they have no Australian roots or 

heritage, and I am not a citizen here. A person who lived here 

for twenty years, or was born here, may not be perceived as an 

Australian, if they do not have the ‘look’, but as an 

immigrant.
185

 

 

As with other nations founded by European imperialism and the violent dispossession 

of the Indigenous nation, Australia’s ‘white nation’ shares with the refugee the fact 

that they do not inherently “belong here”. The continued national practice of 

enshrining in law the dispossession and the oppression of Indigenous communities 
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throughout the country resonates strongly with those refugees who have themselves 

been the victims of such practices.  

 

Thus I have highlighted how diaspora hybridity not only traverses and fills the space 

between the new homeland and that which was lost with “multiperspectival 

productivity”, but also the space between the Indigenous communities that patently 

do not ‘belong’, and the members of ‘White Australia’ who imagine they 

unequivocally do.  

 

The dominant culture, and all too often analysts of this dominant culture, generally 

connect self-negotiated, socio-politically active and engaged agency with belonging 

to the dominant culture. That is, those who are marginalised are far more the 

recipients of assigned or projected agencies, the passive and powerless Other, than 

they are prominent actors in the wider social, cultural and political practices of their 

society. Captain Van Dang in the Great South Land is not only a critique of the 

aforementioned issues, it is itself an act of self-negotiated agency borne of my hybrid 

identity’s direct engagement with the national will and identity. The artwork exists in 

the publicly funded cultural space of Campbelltown Arts Centre that is attended by as 

many who ‘belong’ as those that do not. As Anh Hua has noted: 

 

Diasporas subvert nation states. Although they are not 

innocent of nationalist aims, diasporas are not exclusively 

nationalistic. They exist in tension with the norms of nation 

states and with nativist identity formations.
186

         

 

Although Captain Van Dang in the Great South Land is a critique and explication of 

the racist and xenophobic underpinnings of Australia’s multiculturalism, its national 

will and identity, it is not done from a space of exclusion or protest. Rather, it is a 

critical engagement by an Australian citizen with the complex actuality of his 

nation’s society, who is simultaneously a refugee ‘victim’, an assimilated and 

‘managed’ Other, and a fully-fledged member of the Australian community. 
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As numerous theorists have posited, diaspora hybridity is a potent well-spring for not 

only the generation of agency, but a critically astute agency that is fed by lived 

experiences that go behind the socio-political facades of nationhood and civil society. 

As I suggested in Chapter Five, perhaps the best example of this is the Lens of the 

Other works made on Peel Island. Although an important component of these works 

was the synchronicity between the treatment of lepers and refugees, the formal 

methodology I utilised at the initial undertaking of the works was informed more by 

my unequivocal status as a first-world citizen, moving from my position of globally 

relative socio-economic privilege to explore and capture the experiences of the Other. 

 

Importantly, these leprosy patients were further examples of an Other that I knew 

virtually nothing about: their history, their lived realities, nor the practices and 

customs that the authorities of my new homeland implemented, apart from the 

obvious fact that they were incarcerated to protect the national body’s health. The use 

of the pinhole camera, in this context, conjoined the numerous strands of my hybrid 

identity and the multiple meanings and practices that exist under the rubric of 

‘explorer’. 
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CONCLUSION: 
 

 

In order to write this thesis, I approached my studio and theoretical practice 

simultaneously. The making, discovery and inspiration of my studio practice assisted 

me in focussing, formulating and contextualising the research material throughout the 

PhD candidature.  

 

The written research was structured into different investigations or ‘explorations’. In 

order to provide the reader with the context for this research, I provided a personal 

account of my experiences growing up in Vietnam. It narrated my forced departure 

from the home of my birth and the subsequent journeys made to my new homeland in 

Australia. I then used this experience of dislocation as the basis from which to 

develop a broader historical understanding of the history of the Vietnamese diaspora, 

and Vietnamese culture and identity. This was extended on in the next section, which 

described the experiences of Vietnamese people who use memory as a means to 

formulate the identity or character of the Vietnamese diaspora. I described aspects of 

the Vietnamese diaspora as a way towards resisting past misrepresentations of their 

experiences, which have been executed by those who never lived through those 

experiences and yet who still took on the role of telling the tales of a Vietnamese 

refugee. I focused on the work of a selected number of contemporary Vietnamese 

artists who have used this experience in their artistic practice to create new 

perspectives on understanding the Vietnamese diaspora.  

 

Central to the research in the thesis is an exploration of the Vietnamese diaspora’s 

notion of home as a place of identity and belonging. The image of home is a central 

and significant focus to ethnic diaspora communities. The icon of the home as a 

centre provides a point of inter-linkage between members of the Vietnamese diaspora 

living in Australia and their fellow Australians. The Vietnamese culture has 

maintained close connections with their homeland; it is an imagined construction that 

connects family structures with their ancestral land. The physical connection allows 

another way of establishing their sense of home and belonging; to achieve this 

required long periods of time and adequate space. However, emotional and cultural 

values are equally important as physical space, to developing new constructions of 
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identity in relation to the home space. Although the Vietnamese diaspora has been 

part of the Australian social and cultural landscape since the 1970s, there has been an 

overall absence of the voice and vision of its members. The Vietnamese diaspora have 

inhabited the spaces in their new homeland by turning aspects of private space into 

public space, similar to what Homi Bhabha proposed as the third space or liminal 

space. This liminal space gave them a sense of belonging. 

 

As proposed in my final chapters, the idea of imagining a diaspora artist as an 

explorer was developed in terms of my adoption of the pinhole camera. I used it as a 

medium through which to create new perspectives and connect to the central ideas the 

research explores—home, identity, space and belonging. In my work, the pinhole 

camera contextualised the relationship between space and voice, between the 

Vietnamese diaspora and the dominant culture. I have argued that, perhaps 

paradoxically, the pinhole camera’s single perspective can be used to capture new 

perspectives in social and political history. As a result, the artist as explorer, armed 

with a pinhole camera, can become an agent of change, and emerge from their 

cultural background to push the cultural boundaries and challenge a single perspective 

view of the world through suggesting multiple perspectives. As an artist within the 

Vietnamese diaspora, this process has allowed me to contest the centre and to no 

longer accept the role of being situated on the periphery. By doing so, my adopted 

role has facilitated me in developing my own creative Voice in narrating the history 

and tales of the Vietnamese diaspora.  

 

The studio research outcomes included new installation and multimedia works that 

expanded my awareness of conceptual, analytical and methodological approaches 

relevant to this discourse and that encouraged me to re-evaluate my artistic practice in 

relation to that of other Vietnamese diaspora artists. Through this investigation, my 

studio practice shifted forwards and backwards in photographic technology; I used 

new media for the first time (video) at the same time as employing basic photographic 

techniques (the pinhole) to address the central research questions. I did this by 

producing five distinct visual works, PB565, Full Circle, Peel Island from the series 

of Lens of the Other, Phoenix and Captain van Dang in the Great South Land. 

Although these five new works linked to central issues emerging from this research, I 

remained artistically committed to a poetic approach in order to keep the debate on 
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challenging questions open. The completed works incorporated a range of 

methodologies and materials that include installation, pinhole photography, new 

media and video animation. 

 

On reflection, I recognise that a consistent thread of focus on liminal space runs 

through my visual works, starting from PB565 to the final work Captain van Dang in 

the Great South Land. However, it was not my intention to develop this thread; this 

happened in a spontaneous way and has developed as I defined and contextualised the 

concepts of my studio practice. PB565 presented the Vietnamese diaspora’s 

experiences in reconnecting memory from the experience of displacement through 

employing used materials. This work raised questions about the liminal space that 

exists between original homes and the temporary homes at refugee camps and those 

established in the new homeland in Australia in relation to notions of homeland—

whether temporary or permanent—elsewhere.  

 

Full Circle continued the address on liminal space through its focus on the present 

home, where members of the diaspora have turned the public space into their own 

cultural space to give them the sense of belonging from which they are able to find 

their ground within Australian society. 

 

I have examined other Vietnamese diaspora artists who work with shared concerns of 

memory, history and identity and have analysed how they position themselves within 

these liminal spaces. These international artists relate to the liminal space and identity 

as ‘Viet Kieu’, where the liminal spaces occur for them in their original homeland. I 

have identified the differences between their approaches and mine, taking into 

account how my new home in Australia affects this.  

 

In Phoenix I utilised new media to find a new way of expressing the research’s central 

ideas. It continued the exploration of the hybrid forms Vietnamese identity can 

assume in new homelands while still maintaining connection to traditional cultural 

values so as to pass these onto their children. 

 

In the work Lens of the Other, the use of the pinhole camera and the physical location 

at Peel Island allude to the absent voices of members of the Vietnamese diaspora. 
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How I employed the pinhole lens to signify this voice was discussed extensively in 

the thesis. 

 

The final studio works to emerge from this research is the animation Captain van 

Dang in the Great South Land. This is a key work, as it encapsulates the written 

research and the studio investigations. It is not focussed on the process of 

remembering, but rather on the current lived realities of members of the Vietnamese 

diaspora. This work employs a number of symbols or icons used to reference the 

relationship between Vietnamese ‘boat people’ and Australian history from the past to 

the present. As has been argued, the work has strived to correct the representation of 

members of the Vietnamese diaspora as victims. The avatar of Captain van Dang 

challenges and questions the social and political geographic borders within the 

dominant historical representations. He is dressed in the costume of an English naval 

officer and occupies the liminal space of the Australia beach as a self-styled agent of 

change. As a result, this five-part series is open to many options to extend further 

investigations in future projects.  

 

One of the elements of the project I would like to extend on is the use of the English 

naval costume as a symbol of authority and power in society. The act of having a 

member of the Vietnamese diaspora wear this uniform places the work in the context 

of an anti-colonial stance, and issues a challenge to the positions of power that do not 

only apply to Australian colonial history but also to the broader British Empire. In this 

I aim to expand Captain van Dang’s referential ambit into London, the heartland of 

the British Empire. I also will look at the maritime history of Great Britain and 

examine its relationship to other former colonies in the Pacific region and Australia, 

drawing from my past research in the work titled Liminal (2007) where I explored the 

similarities and differences between Vietnam and France in terms of culture, language 

and identity.  

 

Another project that has emerged from this research, and that has yet to be completed 

is the Microdot Project. It is an extension of the theme of artist as explorer and which 

remains to be further developed after the completion of my PhD candidature. In this 

work I plan to continue the connection with Cook and will use his costume in order to 

adopt the role of a Chinese Vietnamese artist exploring the new land. This will be 
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based on the experiences and histories of Western explorers (such as Captain Cook 

and La Pérouse, who explored the South Pacific) and who ‘discovered’ new lands in 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Their first impressions or sightings of new 

lands such as Australia were established while gazing through the telescope on their 

ships. Their gaze was therefore restricted to that small circle or point of reference, 

which was able to reveal only a microcosm of the landscape—one  microdot at a time. 

The landscape beyond that limited point of focus remained still unknown to them. 

Those landscapes offer me new terrain to explore in future works. 
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