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Surviving Futures: Identity, Space, and Absence in Post-Đổi Mới Saigon 
 
Abstract 
         This thesis explores how memories of place are sustained, refused, and reinvented by 
young Vietnamese to both complicate and expand on what it means to be Vietnamese of this 
recent generation. It does so through a qualitatively rich investigation into a colonial-era 
apartment building in Saigon, where apartment units have been repurposed into themed cafés and 
shops by young Vietnamese. Focusing on the parts of the past that are carried forward by young 
Vietnamese into these spaces in the face of changing urban environments, this thesis navigates 
the complex webs of memory, identity, and history embedded in Saigon’s built landscape to 
understand the ways the past both seeds and ends dreams of the future, and the future of home. 
Grounded in studies of memory, this project draws on observational and interview materials, 
social media, and contemporary fiction to explore how young Vietnamese navigate the act of 
remembering, inscribing the losses and absences of the past into the lived present. In so doing, it 
draws attention to the ways enduring attachments to place are remembered by young Vietnamese 
in a progressively modified built environment, allowing them to imagine and build alternative 
possibilities of home. 
 
Introduction and Research Questions 
 After the doi moi (renovation) reforms were instituted in 1986, the Vietnamese 
government opened the socialist state to the world market. Economic liberalization and 
integration into networks of global capital continued throughout the 1990s to the present day. In 
the course a few decades, the urban landscape of Vietnam’s largest and wealthiest city, Saigon, 
has been rapidly transformed by the shift from a command to a socialist-oriented market 
economy. More importantly, the city emerges as an unstable field where the markers of place are 
progressively modified and defamiliarized through the demolition and disappearance of its 
previously built structures.  

In an environment where most remaining colonial architecture faces disappearance from 
contemporary urban life, the 1950s modernist building (“Café Apartment”) on 42 Nguyễn Huệ 
street remains one of Saigon’s few vestiges of built colonial landscapes. Rented out to young 
Vietnamese in the 2010s, these apartments were made into Western-inspired, themed cafés, co-
working spaces, and shops. The building has become a place popular among, and made popular 
by, young Vietnamese—those who are part of Generation Z. And it is in these particular spaces 
where the colonial past is conspicuously woven into and amplifies market and nation-building 
projects.  

The building’s breakdown over time led to its being noticed and repurposed by aspiring 
young Vietnamese entrepreneurs in ways that are entwined in the political fantasies and 
processes of socialist modernization, as anthropologist Christina Schwenkel calls it. With views 
of Bitexco and luxury hotels alongside messages of self-cultivation and “peace” in the world (thế 
giới) in nearly every apartment and on social media, the Café Apartment is in part a project of 
mobilizing affects, memories, and new forms of sociability to build support for the imagined 
future of the socialist state. And yet, at the same time, narratives told of and within the building 
by young Vietnamese disrupt top-down planning for urban blueprints through “alternative 
imaginaries of the future city” (Schwenkel 2020, 4).  

To think with other built spaces, this thesis briefly brings the Café Apartment into 
conversation with another café often invoked as a preferred alternative to the Café Apartment for 
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Saigon’s young: Cộng Cà Phê, a Vietnamese-owned and operated franchise. Similar to the 
Apartments, Cộng signals the power inequalities and contested, inside-outside, spatial practices 
that disrupt state promises of future egalitarianism and prosperity (Harms 2011, 2016). However, 
it is also a space themed and configured to conspicuously create the familiar registers of emotion 
deemed necessary for postwar nation-building. Collective histories of civil and revolutionary 
struggle are dis-ordered and reassembled within this site through the experimentation with 
known relations between objects, people, space, experiences, memories, and images. It is in 
these occurring (and reoccurring) events of defamiliarization of a place and its histories that 
young Vietnamese participate in, reject, and complicate. Through these spaces, it is possible to 
trace the contours of those surviving memories which underpin Vietnamese identity, and futures. 

When bombarded with stories, histories, and images within and outside of the state that 
narrates what Vietnam is and can be, that erode our sense of place and home, it is necessary to 
constantly ask how Vietnamese-ness can be seen otherwise. In order to unpack the productive 
rift between past and history that emerges from built spaces, this project poses a number of 
questions about what Connerton (2009, 4) calls “place memory” and the horizons of lived and 
remembered possibilities: In what ways do these transformed apartments, as projects of 
memorialization and affective engineering, redefine the relationships between young Vietnamese 
and a place? To what extent and effect do the memories that surface and are silenced within 
these spaces inaugurate the dreamed and desired future – or end it? How do we find or create 
those deep and affective investments in the quotidian, fractal “always-almost-falling-apart” 
worlds in which young Vietnamese live (Jackson 2014, 222)? Young Vietnamese are not passive 
subjects, and as the existence of the Café Apartment shows, nor are buildings fixed. Rather, 
young Vietnamese, in Vietnam and in the diaspora, remake their material and affective worlds 
through inscribing in familiar spaces and cultural practices their own aspirations for futurity—the 
future of home. 

 
Background and Significance 

The rise in social science research on “memory” or “postmemory” (Hirsch 2008) in 
recent years cannot be severed from perceptions of, and anxieties about, modernity and the rising 
populations living in urban or urbanizing areas. Yet scholarship on the production or 
modification of space in “world,” “mega-” or “metro-” cities often places neoliberalism as the 
cornerstone of everyday life, marginalizing societies where accruing capital is not the primary 
means of organizing social worlds or experiencing the structures of modernity.  

Processes associated with modernity are occurring in many cities across Vietnam, 
including Saigon. However, the significance of modernity in Saigon for experiences of placeless-
ness and placemaking among its youngest generation—who make up a large portion of its 
population—cannot be rooted solely in the logics of capital in a society organized around 
socialism as it is understood in Vietnam (see Kornai 2008 on market socialism). Along these 
lines, the terms of modernity in Saigon also closely parallels its conception as a city with a three-
hundred-year history, compared to Hanoi’s thousand (Truong and Vu 2018). As such, this thesis 
not only decenters from the capitalist West as the benchmark of modernity but also Hanoi as the 
purveyor of a “legitimate Vietnamese culture.” This work therefore emphasizes the ways in 
which young Vietnamese navigate the “multiplicity of experienced modernities” and the rigid 
boundaries of cultural identity to continuously remember the makings of belonging (Pred and 
Watts 1992, xiv). 
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Emerging anthropological studies on memory in Vietnam also tend to orient around a 
history that involves only “war” until 1975 and then “reforms” after 1986. While these events are 
significant for understanding contemporary urban society in Vietnam, they often leave 
unattended the subsidy years (thời bao cấp) of socialist reconstruction from 1975 to 1986, which 
prompted widespread privation and crushing hardship that stimulated the affective atmosphere 
necessary for postwar nation building. And those feelings and atmospheres, entangled in hopes 
for a brighter and more prosperous future, are inflected in the material transformations of built 
space today. Second, these studies also appear to forget that people “are not always subjects 
constantly confronting history as some academics would wish, but the capacity upon which they 
act to become subjects is always part of their condition” (Trouillot 1995, 24). Rather than taking 
development, war, or colonialism as axiomatic then, this thesis uses as its point of departure the 
intimate truths of a life lived within these overlapping events and processes within history. 

To begin examining those everyday realities, my research and writing returns repeatedly 
and insistently to anthropologist Paul Connerton’s conceptions of place memory and, in 
particular, his distinction between the memorial and the locus of memory. Against the 
memorial—whose construction carries with it the intentional crafting, and therefore, selective 
silencing of history—the locus is a site that is “inconspicuously familiar” to us (Connerton 2009, 
34). The locus is the markers and maps we walk through, live, appropriate, and enfold into our 
continuing life. It is at the heart of knowing who we are and what makes a place home.  

And yet, anthropological studies in Vietnam often deemphasize, or overlook entirely, 
generational differences related to memory and the reconstruction of historical narratives (for 
examples see Schwenkel 2008; Leshkowich 2008; Eisner 2011). The subtle and obvious 
modifications to space to recreate unremembered events—within and outside the diaspora—and 
to repair the experiential breach that alienates young Vietnamese from the past demands a less 
universalizing approach to issues related to remembering and forgetting. Paying attention to 
generational specificity with theoretical depth, I reinterpret Saigon’s urban cultures within these 
apartment buildings to add onto what anthropologist Long Bui (2016) has observed as Vietnam’s 
traces or the enduring effects of “a process thought to be gone or done” (145). Whereas Bui uses 
visual representations of a militarized past to articulate future urban possibilities, I build on his 
work to understand how Saigon’s traces, made palpable through memory and remembered forms 
of relatedness, are continuously put to work by young Vietnamese to produce “traces of the 
future” (Till 2005).  

Within the apartments themselves, this project also engages with Edward Soja’s (1996) 
concept of thirdspace which describes a never fully knowable experience of space in everyday 
life—a simultaneously real and imagined space shaped by a “generative and problematic 
interplay between centers and peripheries, the abstract and concrete” (31). As fully active arenas 
of human life where history is made and negotiated, thirdspaces encompass multiple scales of 
participation and sociality such as ceremonial and historical sites, outdoor markets, shopping 
malls, or a city’s streets (Li and Zhou 2018; Hastorf 2017; Joanou 2014). It’s in the thirdspaces 
of these café apartments—constructions of collective aspirations and memories—that we can 
begin understanding not only what it means to be “Vietnamese” of a certain generation, but also 
elaborate how such thirdspaces are themselves participants in assemblages of place and identity, 
as well as collective and private memory.  

This thesis builds on ideas brought forth by Jacques Le Goff (1992) about a form of 
“collective amnesia” specific to the cultures of modernity, and further complicated by Viet 
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Thanh Nguyen’s (2016) description of the “industries of memory.” To some extent, these spaces 
are moved by material and ideological forces that “capitalize on history by selling memory to 
consumers hooked on nostalgia” (Nguyen 2016, 13). But it would be incomplete, if not entirely 
inaccurate, to say that young Vietnamese who visit these café apartments—whose very existence 
is driven by something intimate and affectively deeper than the market—are docile consumers 
exploited by nostalgia-sellers. This thesis approaches these spaces with the recognition of the 
political as affective and affect as political (Massumi 2015). The shared and unshared narratives 
(conversations, memories, theories, curiosities) within, and of, these built forms are embedded in 
multiple sorts of emancipatory cues and resistances. These stories point to the ways in which 
young Vietnamese envision Vietnam being and becoming home, casting doubt on state 
imaginings of modernity that make it less so.  

This thesis therefore hopes to make a meaningful contribution to anthropologies of 
diaspora, memory, and belonging by showing how young Vietnamese are agents of preservation 
and change, re-interpolating the truths of history and memories of place, and openly 
communicating the alternative modernities and other ways of being possible in and through 
Vietnam. 
 
Methodologies 

Given current covid-19-related travel restrictions to Vietnam, it was necessary to alter my 
ethnography to include new forms of collaboration and knowledge production. Through what I 
call “vernacular observation” and with limited guidance, I have asked my generation of Saigon 
locals to engage with, photograph, and take field notes of, the Café Apartment and Nguyễn Huệ, 
the street on which it is located. I have also asked some of my interlocutors to engage with other 
cafés in Saigon’s central districts: the apartment café on 14 Tôn Thất Đạm street and Cộng Cà 
Phê in District 7. These observations are complemented by interviews conducted with young 
Vietnamese living in Saigon and abroad. The conversations and observation records will be 
woven into the ethnography as a means for them to stake their place in this work, bringing into it 
those intimate descriptions of a life and a city they are living and rendering. 

In addition, I conducted my own ethnographic observations using photographs and videos 
uploaded by locals who have documented their travels through these apartments. In so doing, this 
work remains vigilant to different constitutions of reality in our current era, traveling between 
virtual and embodied experiences to incorporate new voices and spaces of expression, into the 
evolving stories of Vietnam. In an age where lived experience is expanding into online spaces, 
these materials might offer a platform for digital ethnographic practice as well as insight into 
emerging and necessary approaches to the highly complex realms of memory and identity 
actively constructed, mapped, and lived by young Vietnamese. 

With regards to photographs in particular, I drew on Instagram as this youngest 
generation’s ongoing, collaborative archival project through this medium. Using Derrida’s 
understanding of the archive as a site situated within the tensions between remembering and 
forgetting, Instagram photos are not only socially embedded sites of memory, but continuously 
circulating cultural artefacts that bear the weight of history while still being disenfranchised from 
it. When complemented with other ethnographic materials, images allow me to trace the 
emerging parameters of place, the ways of knowing it, and the means by which its intensity and 
uniqueness that make it home can be reanimated or corroded. 
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A final methodological component of this project is my reading and cultural analysis of 
contemporary Vietnamese and diasporic Vietnamese fiction. Fiction can remind us of, not reality 
per se, but the multiple other truths that exist within a single reality. By bringing these different 
materials in conversation with each other, we can extend our ways of thinking about the 
paradoxes, nuances, and shifting complexities of lives that, in sum, produce memories. The 
combination of text, image, and observation might work together to say something telling and 
more expansive about the ways of being and ways of knowing among young Vietnamese in a 
progressively modified built environment. 
 
Interlocutors and Process 

Fieldwork for this project is taking place in District 1 of Saigon, Vietnam in October to 
December 2020. All of my interlocutors were college-educated young Vietnamese and diasporic 
Vietnamese whom I reached through social media or through friends living in and outside of 
Saigon. Through ASCL 70.22: Developing Vietnam, a course connected with Fulbright 
University in Saigon, I was able to establish initial connections with three students as well. All of 
my interlocutors were all able to speak (some) English; though I was open to, and encouraged, 
any form of communication in Vietnamese if it was the language that they were more 
comfortable speaking. Whether they were conducting interviews or observations, I provided each 
participant a consent form with details specific to the methodological component of the research 
in which they would be informing. Each form had both Vietnamese and English translations. 

Semi-structured interviews with thirteen young Vietnamese in Saigon and abroad (in the 
US and New Zealand) took place from September to November 2020. Each was carried out and 
recorded, with permission, on zoom and lasted, on average, an hour. Soon after each interview, I 
transcribed and annotated the transcriptions with initial thoughts, returning to them at later points 
to add further clarifications, notes and questions, and analysis. 

All four interlocutors who conducted ethnographic observations in the Café Apartments 
and along Nguyễn Huệ street have lived in Saigon for at least two years at the time of this 
writing. I conducted interviews with two of these individuals as well. These vernacular 
observations are ongoing and will be completed at the end of December 2020. During this same 
time, my interlocutors also conducted observations in Cộng Cà Phê in District 7. While I 
provided some guidance, for these observations, I subtly encouraged them to develop their own 
ethnographic practice. In other words, I ask that they exercise their own agencies in what they 
should observe, in what makes ‘good’ ethnography. As with each interview, I reviewed the 
photographs and observations taken by my interlocutors and annotated their reflections. If 
necessary, I followed up with them for further clarification. 
 
Analysis 

Before conducting interviews and ethnographic (vernacular) observations, I conducted 
secondary research to familiarize myself to the mapped, built, and architectural landscape of 
Saigon, and the scale (temporal, material, imagined) of urban development. The purpose of this 
was to generate an understanding, if incomplete, of how the architectural process—building, 
maintenance, modification—transmits the events and markers of “modernity” across time and 
space. In addition, I drew from contemporary ethnographic work, some of which I have included 
in the bibliography of this proposal, on the historical orientations towards development in 
Vietnam to structure those understandings. However, I underlay this research with literature on 
memory: its theoretical relationship with place, globalization, and images.  
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I also apply memory theories to inform my understandings of the mnemonic devices used 
in the contemporary fiction written by Vietnamese and diasporic Vietnamese authors, and those 
related in my visual/virtual ethnographic observations. This literature contributed to the 
questions I asked in my earliest interviews where I concurrently transcribed and annotated them 
with initial reflections. These transcripts sharpened the questions that emerged in subsequent 
conversations, giving flesh and focus to the present-day matters of those I could speak with. 
With most of my interviews completed, I am now reviewing and qualitatively coding these 
transcripts as I continue to collect my interlocutors’ observations.  
 
Prior Coursework, Preparation, and Positionality 

My interests with Vietnam and questions of placemaking partly began with previous 
coursework. In ANTH 50.28: Racial Geographies, I was able to articulate the struggles to create 
home among the older generation of Vietnamese Americans, situating those struggles within the 
uneasy coexistence of competing historical truths and the logics of racial representation. 
However, the conception of this project was shaped most by ANTH 51: Colonialism and Its 
Legacies, where I was able to conduct an ethnographic project on Vietnamese Aucklanders’ 
reconstructions, and practices, of memory. From this work, I became more drawn to questions 
relating how fragments of the past—lived and imagined—erupt into the present, marking the 
struggles towards creating a sense of place and identity. This course and ANTH 73: Main 
Currents prepared me to pay closer attention to the specificities of daily practice, both of being 
in the ethnographic field and through writing. In ASCL 70.22: Developing Vietnam, I was able to 
learn more about the historical orientations, conceptions, and trajectories of development in 
Vietnam. This course also built up my interviewing skills, allowing me the freedom and 
flexibility to let my questions surface from the ethnographic terrain, so to speak.  

In the months prior to my virtual-actual “fieldwork,” I conducted extensive online 
research on the Café Apartments and Nguyễn Huệ street. From online archival materials, 
circulated videos and images, and literature, I pieced together understandings of their lived and 
built histories, popular representations, the everyday social relations made within these spaces. 
Throughout these months, I also began reading literature (e.g. playbills, critique, short stories, 
historical fiction, etc.) by Vietnamese and diasporic Vietnamese writers. The literature was not 
centered on any single common cultural characteristic. Rather, I read widely and capaciously, 
selecting works that were historically and geographically diverse. While in no way complete, 
these readings allowed me an entry point into the vast and diverse cultural landscape of ‘modern’ 
Vietnam. Given the covid-related travel constraints that led me to search for other ethnographic 
means of articulating place and memory, these works and other contemporary short stories I am 
in the process of reading constitute a significant part of this project, too. 
 The questions animating this project also emerges from my own memories and efforts to 
understand who I am as a Vietnamese American and my place in a world that feels unfamiliar, 
uncertain—still. The pieces and records of my life are inscribed in my writing. And this lived 
history actively shapes how I think about, and articulate, particular ideas. As with most 
ethnographic work, this writing is a work of translation: everything it communicates flows 
through familiar, sometimes distinct, vocabularies and cultural worlds. This extends to my ability 
to communicate in Vietnamese with my interlocutors. My Vietnamese language capacities have 
been limited by the world I have lived in for the past eighteen years. Both during the research 
and as I have begun to write, I continue to reflect on how my positionality, as well as the nature 
of remote ethnographic work, enables and constrains certain ways of knowing. I continue to 
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work towards how I might reorient myself around my interlocutors’ sense of world, even if this, 
in turn, brings with it a different sense of their present, and future. 
 
Early Interpretations 

Space in most apartment cafés is designed, sometimes in playful ways, to both encase and 
engineer the imagined affects of specific blends of times and places. Visitors, often young, can 
choose particular spatial experiences that open up a range of associations, about history, events, 
persons, social activities, oriented around Victorian Britain, contemporary Korea, colonial era 
Saigon, among others. Complex events and histories are rendered in a spatial language both 
suggestive and opaque. The popularity of these cafés seems to stem from the convergence of 
certain kinds of place memories and experiences—if artificial—in a present setting where we 
would not normally encounter them. It’s a merge that creates what Raymond Williams calls 
“structures of feeling,” and what my interlocutors consider “fun.” 

These spaces require an occasional ‘double-take’ for those who have not lived or walked 
around the particular paths, markers, and districts of Saigon. Still images, videos, and blogs of 
the apartment cafés on Nguyễn Huệ are circulated by locals because, as far as they are 
concerned, this building is markedly different from the topographically coded worlds foreign 
visitors inhabit. Within the economic realities of present-day Saigon, this allows memory, 
architecture, even food, to be appropriated, branded, profitable. There are elements of 
playfulness embedded into these spaces. For this project, I seek to draw attention to the ways 
young Vietnamese work with space in innovative and playful ways—attentive to economic 
forces, yes, but not understanding the market as the only way to define the choices and lives of 
young Vietnamese. But if the truth of memory lies in the identities that it shapes, here, the 
interrelations between memory and Vietnamese identity cannot be uncoupled from the present-
day political and economic forces shaping the country. 

The renters of these apartments know this, as do young people who frequent the 
apartment café. If a sense of place depends on a complex interplay of multisensory memories, 
then the building itself, as far as the young generation is concerned, does not encapsulate what it 
is that makes Saigon home. Instead, it seems “home” and a sense of place materialize from the 
act of being able to tell dense and open-ended stories from what is already there, even if they 
distort or silence lived history. And yet, all of this raises questions about what it means when 
stories are beyond the reach of our own memories, when young Vietnamese no longer recognize 
themselves in, or their relation to, those stories they tell of Saigon’s history.  

As my notebooks filled up and transcripts have been fleshed out, and as I began to review 
my interlocutors’ fieldnotes, I could not ignore the class distinctions that emerged related to who 
the Café Apartment on Nguyễn Huệ appealed to. Familiarity, or some variation of boredom, with 
these cafés among interlocutors who hold more privileged social positions closely parallels that 
heard when they spoke of shopping malls, cars, and high-rises. Cộng rose as a preferable 
alternative in some of my conversations. From follow-up questions, fieldnotes, and further 
research, Cộng encapsulates a revisionary (and exclusionary) narrative of the wartime past. This 
café conspicuously blurs distinctions between the atmospheres of revolutionary/civil struggle and 
those of the contemporary post-socialist everyday through spatial arrangements, colors, and 
wartime-era décor. Along with the “then-is-here” quality, Cộng uses space to selectively rebuild 
a history and depict the affects of a war for a generation who did not directly experience it. It is 
worth continuing to explore how these spaces have become alternate memorial sites—in contrast 
to cemeteries or museums, for example. And the ways they can be differently engineered to 
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engulf rather than preserve the artefacts of remembrance. The fragments of memories these 
objects and places might recuperate, and silence, suggest an avenue towards understanding what 
elements of the past are able to be articulated in the present, and be part of the future. 

I also recognize, though, that these spaces centered around forms of memory are nested 
within wider societal anxieties about development and a strain of “modernity.” As Saigon’s 
population swells, reserved support for development were driven by criticism of heavy traffic 
jams leading to the central districts and clear recognition of social inequities. It is important to 
note here that most of these thoughts were from interlocutors who have relatively more social 
and economic capital. But the subtle criticisms over the city’s development (in fiction as well) 
were not so much the absence of the architectural markers of the past as the presence of what has 
taken their place—shopping malls, luxury hotels, offices.  

The widely felt sense of a ‘present future’ and the pace of a certain paradigm of 
modernity overlays descriptions of the city, as it does for many cities. Though, the center of this 
modernity lies not in the present, but in the future—a notion visualized in the transformation of 
streets such as Nguyễn Huệ into “walking streets.” Though, clearly, the past, the forgetting 
specific events of the public past, bears weight in those decisions, too. And yet, alternative 
visions of modernity, even if vague and shifting, exist, each inflected with societal anxieties 
about the loss of Saigon’s cultural identity and the state’s inability to imagine a future centered 
on social inclusivity, rather than corporate capital. 

This is not to say that young people are not aware of absent architectures and the 
deliberate disappearance of lived histories. To think about questions of belonging in Saigon, in 
its future, is to consider a sense of place that is not place-bound, but diasporic. Complex histories 
of diaspora live in relation to others, concentrating in and continuously shaping the city. Those 
diasporas make, as interlocutors explain, “Saigon, Saigon.” Buildings across multiple districts, 
those that have been replaced, hold those stories of migration and uprooting, which are shared 
across and within generations, as well as on social media. But tracing the routes of diaspora in 
the built landscape is to also think along scales of lived time. Buildings bear the feelings, 
experiences, and relationships of childhood. In spite of, or perhaps because of, their loss to 
processes of development, those buildings once lived in or encountered as a child still haunt the 
urban landscape. Memories with childhood buildings are still actively lived and felt, even when 
looking at the new building that stands where they once stood. But more than that, the absent 
presence of those buildings, what gives memories of those buildings affective force in the 
present, is often tightly connected to family tensions and dissolutions and/or progressive loss of 
childhood mappings of place. 

The sense of being able to dis-member and reassemble spaces, to actively participate in 
the act of re-membering itself, has surfaced as a theme across multiple conversations, as it does 
in the fragmented, nonlinear quality of most diasporic fictions. Those who spoke about Saigon 
often echoed a common theme about the capacity to express themselves, to be otherwise, in and 
through this city and its spaces. “Freedom” was often evoked, as were notions of constraint and 
rigidity when comparing the city to the “north” or “Hanoi.” It’s a mode of remembering that can 
be traced to the war.  My interlocutors often held on to an unvoiced, subtly oppositional political 
imaginary when speaking of the city and Vietnam’s future—the socialist utopia, as writer Linh 
Dinh put it. However, it is telling, and worth fleshing out, that the registers of political dissent 
were against certain “traditions” or some variation of “the north,” rather than the contemporary 
state.  
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As a final point, across most conversations and in the fictional worlds on which I draw, 
there is an acknowledgement that, in this “modern” Vietnam, the structures and places intimately 
lived and remembered are subject to erasure from the built landscape, sometimes more than once 
in a single lifetime. Notions of safety and place as fixedness in a geographic site do not entirely 
reflect what “being at home” means. The looming sense of loss appended to hopes for a different 
trajectory than that inherited by Vietnam’s older generation spurs a young Vietnamese, 
sometimes alone, to leave behind her family to find new forms of relatedness. Yet, it seems 
feelings of fraying relationalities with one’s family, and language, charge materials such as 
(street) food, décor in a café, photos, with those affects of the home one left. 
 
Note 
I have drafted Chapter 1. I plan to continue drafting Chapters 2-4 during 21W and completing 
Chapters 5-6 and a holistic revision in the spring of 2021. 
 
Thesis Outline 
Chapter One: Introduction and Methodologies 
 This chapter reflects and expands on material presented in this proposal. It uses the 
concept of “weight” as an anchoring narrative device and also includes a more detailed 
discussion of my own positionality and history in relation to this project.   
 
Chapter Two: The Café Apartment: encasing memories of elsewhere   

This chapter assembles a historical narrative of the 42 Nguyễn Huệ apartments that 
extends from the early 1950s to the present. I articulate how space can be a constitutive 
reflection of the shifting events and specific meanings of modernity that reshape affective 
worlds. I engage with Edward Soja’s concept of thirdspace to explore how particular memories 
and structures of feeling are engineered, appropriated, distorted, in other café spaces popular 
among Saigon’s young. This chapter also investigates the interrelations between class and space 
that enable or constrain particular modes of being. This chapter introduces one of the thesis’ 
primary contributions: an argument about how space plays a historically central role in the 
(re)construction of, and resistance against, forms of memory, modernities, and belonging within 
the new society (xã hội). 

 
Chapter Three: Nguyễn Huệ: contesting and creating the arrangements of modernity 

This chapter broadens the spatial lens to investigate place memory as it relates to Nguyễn 
Huệ street, off of which the Café Apartments are located. I look at its shift from Charner 
Boulevard to Nguyễn Huệ Street, culminating in its transformation into a ‘walking street’ in 
2016. Here, I think with Dilip Gaonkar’s (1999) notion of alternative modernities, relating how 
Nguyễn Huệ street is remembered, told, lived by young Vietnamese to particular, and active, 
makings of “modernity” and identity the state wishes to erase or impose. But I also explore the 
quotidian reminders of historical realities inscribed, or perhaps notably absent from, in 
(photographic) retellings of and relatings within Nguyễn Huệ, an open field of dense social 
encounters situated at the crux of public and private memory. This chapter then returns to state 
discourses about modernity and the “new” through a narrative and literary analysis of Saigon’s 
District 7. However, I situate this district as a space that intersects with notions of being “unlived 
in,” and therefore “not home,” that circulate among the young generation.  
 



Dang Phuong Uyen   Honors Thesis Proposal 
    Department of Anthropology 

 10 

Chapter Four: Saigon, Saigon: absent architectures and risky futures 
I build on Chapter 3 to map the daily strains of knowing that mark struggles for, and 

actively construct possibilities of, making, finding, or “being at” home in Saigon. Moving the 
spatial lens further, this chapter attends to how young Vietnamese conceive Saigon as a locus of 
memory itself. I return to café spaces and place-names, bridging them with fictional and 
interlocutors’ north-south narratives, to work towards articulating the elements that make Saigon 
home, and those that risk its loss. This chapter also follows the crucial connection between 
stories of absent (architectural) spaces and present concerns of young people in Saigon related to 
familial disconnection, on the one hand, and development, on the other. I consider how a sense 
of place can be created within the full awareness of a life lived in echoes; and I stretch these 
ideas to include how remembering and the mutual unfolding of identity occurs in the intimately 
felt transience of the present. 
 
Chapter Five: Vietnam: diasporic and remembered forms of relatedness 

This chapter orients around the complex network of social relations (family, work, 
culture) shaping realities and memories of displacement. Centering on the affective intensities 
evoked by (street) food, space, and photos, I explore how these webs of relatedness are lived and 
remembered in a time when young Vietnamese feel increasingly disconnected to past, place, and 
family. From there, I follow different examples of how young Vietnamese, real and fictional, 
carry specific place memories while charting for themselves alternative stories of being and 
knowing that extend beyond the moment of departure from country and home. 
 
Chapter Six: Conclusion 

The Conclusion threads these coexisting yet distinctly affective spaces, and modes of 
being within them, to articulate how young Vietnamese are inventing themselves differently 
from imaginings of Vietnamese-ness. It elaborates how these understandings of young 
Vietnamese identities can be further expanded and complicated outside a coherent “Vietnamese 
culture,” or any simple process of being part of it. In this, I speak to the multiplicity that exists 
within experiences of place-making, or ways of encountering home, among young Vietnamese 
that are presently, actively unfolding within changed and changing (built) environments. 
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