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ABSTRACT

Despite  the ASEAN Community construction's emphasis on economic
interdependencies, ASEAN citizenship, shared values, and identities, the ASEAN
mechanisms at the level of interstate relations or seeing "ASEAN from above" alone cannot
accomplish such a concept. Furthermore, under the notion of controlling transnational
migrants in the national framework through a legal system, the Thai state attempts to
designate all informal sectors' activities to its formally administrated government divisions.
In practice, the Thai government uses MOU to manage and control its Vietnamese migrants.
Notwithstanding its incompatibility with the modern world employment approach and the
competitive aspects of Thailand's garment industry and these migrants' social and cultural
aspects. Hence, the implementation of MOU is far from adhering to the ASEAN declarations
on labor migration. These shortcomings open up an alternative effort to studying ASEAN's
transnational migrant laborers using the bottom-up analysis. The former concept does not
fit in the notion of the political economy of transnational migration, which focuses on the
power of ordinary people deemed as important economic and political actors. Although
transnational migration is legally under the state's control, the migrants strategically survive

and create the informal economy's social orders.

The researchers conducted transnational multi-sited ethnography fieldwork in Lang
Thdi Lan in a district of Thanh Hoa Province, Vietnam, and Thailand 's Swang and Sagoum
districts®. By joining a two-day journey of Vietnamese migrants and brokers from Thanh
Hoa province to the Laos-Thailand border, the researchers inserted themselves into the
informants' everyday lives. The fieldwork started in March 2019 and culminated in April
2020. However, the researchers continued to keep in touch and develop warm
relationships with the group. This research attempts to study the informal economy
embedded in the transnational Vietnamese Migrants in Thailand accomplished through its
kinship network of Vigt Kiéus (Vietnamese refugees who acquired Thai citizenship in the
1990s) and Viét Kiéu Hoi Huongs (Vietnamese who used to live in Thailand and migrated

back to Vietnam during 1963-5). This network plays a vital role in exporting Vietnamese

2 The names of these two districts in Thailand are alias.
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migrants into Thailand's informal industries. This network's dynamic characteristic
embedded in kinship, neighborliness and neighborhood relations has caused new groups

to develop and expand further from its usual circle.

Rooted in this network are economic activities in the informal sectors through its
channels of order construction, institutional mechanisms, and cultural norms of labor
management. These activities encompass several dimensions in each migrant's economic
(job security), social (reciprocity and welfare), cultural (adapting Thai culture, constructing
migrating culture), human security (personal safety), and humanity (liberty and not
considering otherness). Although these orders structurally support the formal economy,
they are contrary to the state's foreign migrant laborers' administrative laws. Moreover, in
Vietnamese labor-management, the informal sector leads over the state in keeping its

workers.

Crucial in this network is its accumulative capacity to produce power in various
forms. In addition, it is the condition of emerging the economy of hope stimulating wealth
accumulation and conversion. These are the conditions for fulfilling the economic,
cultural, and social capitals. These capitals fulfill the ideals expressing the Vietnamese
migrant laborers' identities. These ideals are; individual ability (tai) (human and economic
capitals), morality (duc) (cultural capital), prosperity, sharing and blessing from the spirits
(l6c) (social and cultural capitals), family happiness (phtc) (human and social capitals), and
good health and longevity (tho) (the results of well-balanced all capitals). In other words,
this can be seen as migrants’ strategic essentialism In addition, they construct new identity
by practicing Thainess considering as migrants’ strategy, economy of knowledge, hybrid

identity as well as cultural space.

This research found out that migrant workers' remittances do not merely mean
economic expressing migrants’ ability (tai) but also improve their social and cultural
domains (duc, phuc, loc, tho). The processes of economic, social, and cultural capital
conversions for life security indicates the cultural and social life goals seen through
practicing the five ideals expressing identities mentioned above. These capitals shape new
social orders and gender equality in the Northern Vietnamese traditions of adhering to the

patriarchal family structure. However, despite the Vietnamese-migrant-wives’ enhanced

13



economic power and husbands' international experience, which allows them to be broad-

minded and tolerant of gender equality, its traditional family structures remained intact.
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