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Le Thi Diem Thuy The
Gangster We Are All

Looking For

Introduction: A Lyrical Journey
Through Memory and
Displacement

In  the  landscape  of  contemporary  Asian  American
literature, few works resonate with the haunting beauty
and fragmented tenderness of Le Thi Diem Thuy The
Gangster We Are All  Looking For.  This  slim yet
powerful novel, published in 2003, is not merely a story
of  a  family  fleeing  war-torn  Vietnam;  it  is  a  poetic
excavation of memory, loss, and the search for identity
across oceans and generations. Written by lê thị diễm
thúy (often anglicized as Le Thi Diem Thuy), the book
defies  conventional  narrative  structure,  weaving
together vignettes that float like fragments of a dream.
For readers and scholars alike, Le Thi Diem Thuy The
Gangster We Are All  Looking For  has become a
touchstone in discussions about diaspora, trauma, and
the  immigrant  experience.  This  article  explores  the



novel’s  background,  its  key  themes,  its  literary
significance,  and  why  it  continues  to  captivate
audiences more than two decades after its publication.

About the Author: lê thị diễm
thúy

To fully appreciate Le Thi Diem Thuy The Gangster
We  Are  All  Looking  For,  one  must  first  understand
the author’s own journey. lê thị diễm thúy was born in
Phan Thiet,  Vietnam, in 1972. In 1978, she and her
father escaped Vietnam by boat, eventually settling in
Southern  California.  This  biographical  thread  runs
deeply through the novel, which is often categorized as
autofictional.  The  author’s  background  as  a  poet  and
performer is evident in the novel’s lyrical prose and its
emphasis  on  sensory  details—the  smell  of  fish  sauce,
the sound of waves, the texture of a photograph. Le Thi
Diem Thuy’s work has been widely anthologized, and
The Gangster We Are All Looking For remains her
most  celebrated  achievement,  earning  praise  from
critics and winning the 2004 PEN/Open Book Award.

Plot Overview: A Story Told in
Fragments

The novel does not follow a linear timeline. Instead, it
unfolds through a series of interconnected memories
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narrated by a young Vietnamese American girl growing
up in California. The title itself, Le Thi Diem Thuy The
Gangster We Are All Looking For, is intriguing—the
“gangster”  refers  to  the  narrator’s  father,  a  man
haunted by the ghosts of his past. He is a figure of both
danger  and  tenderness,  a  man  who  lost  his  first  wife
and child during the Vietnam War and who carries the
weight of that loss into his new life in America. The
narrator  pieces  together  her  family’s  history:  her
parents’  arranged  marriage,  the  harrowing  boat
journey  across  the  South  China  Sea,  the  makeshift
refugee camps, and the quiet tragedies of assimilation.
Throughout the novel, images of water—the ocean, a
swimming pool,  a glass of  water—recur,  symbolizing
both the perilous  crossing and the fluidity  of  memory.
The narrative is as much about what is left unsaid as
what  is  spoken,  capturing  the  silences  that  define
immigrant  families.

Thematic Depth: Memory,
Trauma, and the Diaspora

The Fragility of Memory

One of the most striking aspects of Le Thi Diem Thuy
The  Gangster  We  Are  All  Looking  For  is  its
treatment of memory. The narrator’s recollections are
not always reliable; they shift, overlap, and sometimes



contradict one another. This fragmentation mirrors the
psychological experience of trauma, where events are
stored  not  in  a  clear  chronology  but  in  emotional
shards. The author uses this technique to invite readers
into the disorienting reality of a child trying to make
sense  of  a  world  shaped by  her  parents’  unspoken
grief.  The  novel  suggests  that  memory  is  not  a
straightforward archive but a living, breathing entity
that changes with time.

The Gangster as a Symbol

The father—the “gangster” of the title—is a complex
figure. He is both protector and perpetrator, a man who
can be violent  and tender  in  the same breath.  The
narrator’s search for understanding her father becomes
a search for the “gangster” within every immigrant: the
part of oneself that is hardened by survival, that breaks
rules to protect family, and that longs for a home that
no longer exists. The phrase “the gangster we are
all  looking  for”  resonates  beyond  the  father
character; it becomes a metaphor for the elusive sense
of belonging that diasporic individuals chase. The novel
invites  readers  to  consider  how displacement forces
people  to  adopt  hardened exteriors  while  remaining
vulnerable inside.

The Female Gaze and Motherhood

Though the  father  dominates  the  title,  the  novel  is
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deeply  concerned  with  the  women  in  the  family,
especially the mother. The narrator’s mother is a figure
of resilience and silence, a woman who left her own
family  behind  and  struggles  to  find  her  footing  in
America.  Her  relationship  with  water—she  nearly
drowns,  she  cannot  swim—echoes  the  collective
trauma  of  the  boat  journey.  The  mother’s  body
becomes a site of memory, carrying the physical and
emotional scars of war. Through the girl’s eyes, Le Thi
Diem Thuy The Gangster We Are All Looking For
explores the intergenerational transmission of trauma,
particularly how mothers pass down both pain and love
to their daughters.

Literary Style and Structure

Critics  have  often  described  the  novel’s  prose  as
“poetic”  and  “dreamlike.”  The  author,  a  poet  by
training,  uses  short  chapters,  sparse  dialogue,  and
vivid  imagery  to  create  a  sensory  experience.  The
narrative jumps between Vietnam, California, and the
ocean in between, often within a single paragraph. This
nonlinear  structure  is  not  arbitrary;  it  reflects  the way
memory works for a child of diaspora—moments from
the past collide with the present without warning. The
use  of  first-person  plural  (“we”)  in  some sections  also
blurs  the  line  between  individual  and  collective
experience, suggesting that the narrator’s story is also
the story of many Vietnamese refugees. For readers



encountering Le Thi Diem Thuy The Gangster We
Are  All  Looking  For  for  the  first  time,  the  style  can
feel unconventional, but it is precisely this quality that
makes the novel so emotionally immersive.

Critical Reception and Impact

Upon its release, Le Thi Diem Thuy The Gangster
We  Are  All  Looking  For  received  widespread
acclaim. The New York Times called it “a book that
shimmers  with  the  beauty  of  a  half-remembered
dream.” It was a finalist for the Guardian First Book
Award  and  won the  PEN/Open Book Award.  The
novel has been taught in university courses on Asian
American  literature,  trauma  studies,  and  creative
writing.  Its  influence  can  be  seen  in  later  works  by
authors like Ocean Vuong and Viet Thanh Nguyen, who
similarly explore the Vietnamese diaspora with a blend
of poetry and memory. The book’s enduring appeal lies
in its ability to give voice to experiences that are often
marginalized—the  quiet,  interior  lives  of  refugee
families.

Why This Book Matters Today

In an era of ongoing global displacement and debates
about immigration, Le Thi Diem Thuy The Gangster
We Are All Looking For remains profoundly relevant.
It humanizes the refugee experience without resorting
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to  sentimentality.  It  refuses  to  offer  easy  answers
about healing or closure. Instead, it invites readers to
sit with ambiguity, to accept that some wounds do not
fully heal—they simply become part of a family’s story.
The  novel  also  challenges  the  notion  of  a  single
“immigrant  narrative,”  showing  that  each  family’s
journey is unique, marked by specific losses and small
acts of courage. For anyone seeking to understand the
psychological  landscape  of  diaspora,  this  book  is
essential reading.

Analyzing Key Passages

One of the most memorable sequences in Le Thi Diem
Thuy  The  Gangster  We  Are  All  Looking  For
involves the narrator’s father and a photograph. The
father  carries  a  picture  of  his  first  wife  and  child,  the
family he lost. The narrator describes how her father
sometimes  stares  at  the  photograph,  and  how  the
image seems to absorb light. This scene encapsulates
the novel’s central tension: the past is always present,
pressing  against  the  fragile  peace  of  the  new  life.
Another  powerful  passage  describes  the  mother’s
encounter with a swimming pool. She cannot swim, yet
she is drawn to the water, an echo of the ocean that
almost killed her. These scenes are rendered with such
economy of language that they linger long after the
book is closed.



Comparing with Other Works

Readers  who  appreciate  Le  Thi  Diem  Thuy  The
Gangster  We  Are  All  Looking  For  often  find
resonance  in  works  like  The Sympathizer  by  Viet
Thanh Nguyen, though Nguyen’s novel is more plot-
driven  and  satirical.  Maxine  Hong  Kingston’s  The
Woman Warrior also uses a fragmented memoir style
to  explore the intersection of  family  mythology and
American identity. However, Le Thi Diem Thuy’s novel
is unique in its relentless focus on the sensory and the
poetic.  It  does not explain;  it  evokes.  This makes it
both more challenging and more rewarding for readers
who approach it as poetry as much as prose.

Conclusion: A Lasting Legacy

In the years since its publication, Le Thi Diem Thuy
The Gangster We Are All Looking For has not faded
into obscurity. It continues to find new readers, and its
themes  of  memory,  loss,  and  the  search  for  home
remain urgent. The novel stands as a testament to the
power  of  literature  to  transform  personal  pain  into
universal  art.  For  those  who  have  ever  felt  like
outsiders  in  their  own  lives,  this  book  offers  a
mirror—fragmented, yes, but beautiful. It reminds us
that the gangster we are all looking for is not a person
but a feeling: the longing to belong, the desire to be
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whole. And in that search, lê thị diễm thúy has given us
a masterpiece.


