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Abstract

This essay contemplates the multiscalar perspectives on memory and forgetting
regarding the Vietnam War. It travels through the “country of memory,” a space
materialized through multiple state narratives, personal experiences, representational
images, activists’ history and constructed vignettes of their absences, to confront the
political implication of enunciated forgetting in postwar Vietnam, in the refugee dia-
spora, and under the US’s order of/to forget(ting). Highlighting new cultural and liter-
ary voices from the postwar generation in Vietnam, specifically Mai Huyén Chi’s docu-
mentary 50 Years of Forgetting, and the significance of their locality, this essay delin-
eates the complex relationship to silence among Vietnamese war survivors. Arranged
in proses that are “bursts of remembering,” the essay interrogates various contexts
and forms of state-sanctioned amnesia and official memory through a postwar gener-
ational critique. In a blend of cultural and historical analysis and autobiographical offer-
ing informed by the Third World radical traditions of ethnic studies, women of color
feminism, and critical refugee studies, the essay gestures toward enunciating a
relational memory—a framework more capacious than existing national lexicons and
designations—that continues to dream toward collective liberation and decolonized
landscapes.
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“That’s just life during war;
those weren’t your roots.”

—— Nguyén Thj Hoa in the documentary
50 Years of Forgetting

Enunciated Forgetting—Raevisit the Silence

“That’s just life during war; those weren’t your roots.” Nguyén Thj Hoa' in the
documentary 50 Years of Forgetting® makes this comment when her granddaughter
Tran Nhat Anh Thu suddenly comes home, bearing an unusual request to know the
past, begging to “know her roots so she can grow.” Thuw has just found out that her
grandmother lived through the atrocious 1968 Tét Offensive through her friend,
director Mai Huyén Chi, whose decorated grandfather’s body never arrived home from
that bloody campaign. On the train from Da Nang to Hué, in preparation for that
conversation, the two women, my generational peers, born the decade after the war,
look at the brutal photographs of the Tét Offensive together. Flipping through the
images (that | too was unaware of) of war victims filled with Hué people of all ages,
they wonder aloud in a dearly missed Central Vietnamese accent | have not heard in
years: “If you have seen things like that, had been through things like that, how do you
live with these memories?” They “can’t imagine it.”?

*

“Surely you have seen the photograph.”* T. K. Lé frustratedly demands decency from
Americans like the coworker whose unprovoked joke named her a Viét Cong at a bar
work gathering. The photographs Lé evokes here, the visual archives of famed, award-
winning, iconic images in US memory, wouldn’t include the Tét Offensive, which re-
mained a local Hué tragedy in a war ordered by international politics, where local
families remain restless under the official state policy that wanted and wants the dead
to remain unidentifiable. But Americans have access to other images: “Agent Orange,
burning skin, landmine amputees, and all the dead children ... But | won’t satisfy her
with the gratuitous imagery of a war | never knew.”> Because “ghosts and other
unfinished conversations”® silenced many refugee households, generations of dia-
spora children since 1975 have remembered and studied Vietnam through borrowed
images.” Due to the intentional erasure combined with ingenuine framings that flatten
the diverse political projects and ethnicities of “South Vietnam’ in Vietnam’s and the
US’s official historiography, the most accessible sources for history learning for
Vietnamese refugee descendants come from war journalism, visual anthropology,®
Hollywood films and documentaries produced by white individuals with personal or
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political stakes in the war, or found/abandoned Vietnamese/American family photos
that Thy Phu calls the genre of the “orphaned photograph.”®

Against the more mainstream circulation of images, visual attention, produc-
tion, and circulation of Vietnam’s images exists in another thread: among war resistors,
feminists, activists and revolutionaries of color, the New Left, who aligned with and
were politically activated by the righteousness of North Vietnamese and the National
Liberation Front’s rhetoric and practice of guerilla armed struggle for national liber-
ation. Part nostalgia, part inspiration, the legacy of Vietnam’s communist victory car-
ried on in the movement’s political memory as an anticolonial and anti-imperialist
socialist revolution, with direct support of Third World internationalism and Black liber-
ation. To this day, Vietnam’s exportation of feminine revolutionary aesthetics,' par-
ticularly the image of various Vietnamese women-warrior' archetypes—of an ancient
female-led army against Chinese invaders like Hai Ba Trwng and Ba Triéu, women
political prisoners, guerilla girls, and mother soldiers—are still evoked as symbols for
radical Third World feminism."” Vietnam’s decades of revolutionary war provided ma-
terial grounds for radicals of color’s open embrace of armed resistance and the lang-
uage of liberation. Amidst these overlapping movements in the US that became
increasingly intensified with political assassinations in 1968, a South Vietnamese
exchange student cohort arrived to become war resistors. Mobilized by multiple US-
based coalitions to end the war, including an initial training with the Black Panthers in
Oakland, one of the most visible moments for this underknown movement is the visual
archive about the 24-year-old Nguy&n Thai Binh, a cohort member deported for his
antiwar stance and killed by the captain of the plane he was on for attempting to hijack
the route to Hanoi to join the revolution in 1972." In direct relation to the
anticommunist massacre in Southeast Asia including the ineffable 1965-66 mass
killings of approximately one million Indonesians,” at home, the US government bru-
tally silenced revolutionary Black and Indigenous movement leaders through retali-
ation, imprisonment, and assassination in domestic counterinsurgency efforts.

The war ended in 1975 and brought about crises of political vocabulary where
“Vietnam” arrived in the US not as revolutionary figures but anticommunist refugees
and witnesses of revolutionary killings."® In response, Asian American filmmakers Chris-
tine Choy and J. T. Takagi of Third World Newsreel—founded in affiliation with anti-
imperialist coalitional movements—released the understudied documentary Bitter-
sweet Survival in 1982. This was the earliest and only documentary to feature a Viet-
namese leftist activist who analyzed the imperialist design of Southeast Asian ref-
ugees’ struggles with inadequate resettlement, racial tension, and labor conflict in
Monterey, California, and Philadelphia’s poorest Black neighborhood. In line with
critical refugee studies scholarship that would come out three decades later, activist
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Dwong Trong Lam, an antiwar exchange student turned sponsored refugee and
community organizer in the Bay Area, lent his voice to challenge the racial scape-
goating practice of pitting Southeast Asian war survivors against survivors of racial
terror. One year before Bittersweet Survival was released, Lam was killed, the first
among the seven progressive Vietnamese refugees to be assassinated in FBI-related
anticommunist activities during the 1980s."” For even longer, since the 1970s, the US
prison system has been subjecting Black and Indigenous revolutionaries—those ener-
gized by militant resistance—to slow death via impossible life sentences, torture, and
prison assassination.' In matching logic and direct sequence with those from Vietnam,
these acts of murderous silencing seek to invisibilize the body and idea of resistance.

For many, the flawed validity of Vietnamese revolution and its unfinished liber-
ation still carried “memory and hope”"® amidst intense engineered death, across time
and space, lending vision to the men and women fighting towards Black and Indig-
enous liberation and currently to the agile pro-Palestine liberation movement® against
Israel’s Zionist settler-colonial-religio-ethnonationalism and its global reach in captur-
ing political discourses—including its recent normalization in Viet Nam’s political cult-
ure and militarized economy. Fifty years after it was “over,” “the right to memory”*'
regarding the Vietnam War has been monopolized by nation-states against the most
impacted to maintain their investment in ethnocentrism, racial capitalism, and settler
colonial logic in both Vietnam, the diaspora, and the US racial state. Be it in the postwar
northern Viet Nam where | grew up or in the US, the West European settler colony built
on genocide, memory is that elusive site of governance, struggle, and resistance cap-
turing millions of displaced subjects including those excluded by/escaping Western for-
mal categorization. In the lessons provided by those silenced for their rebellions, con-
nected through erasure, | think of the limits and possibilities of forgetting that help
forge relational memory. In beholding that which must be confusion,* we cultivate
new pathways across land-based political memories and toward nuances.

Writing about the planetary experience of the colonial brutalism that encap-
sulates the majority of non-Western world, Achille Mbembe reminds us that “the
possession of a memory functions as a dividing line between humans and ‘others,””*
and for that, memory takes up existentialist imaginaries that can connect across those
who share the status of subhuman. Mindful of the coloniality of the Western humanist
framework, Nguyen-Vo Thu-Huong has developed vocabularies of “being in the world
that exists in the slippages”** to excavate Vietnamese subjectivity from state custody,
to be in relation to the dehumanized others. Juxtaposing the feminist exploration of
memory work and political subjecthood, the aforementioned historical, cultural, and
visual records are these slippages that hold the web of relations regarding the Vietnam
War, where differentialized bodies and narratives are captured and silenced even as
images linger, or haunt. These seemingly separated realities are bound together in a
brutalism that Mbembe speaks of, produced by war economy and its counterpolitical
culture at a local, regional, national, transnational and world-making speculative
level—the articulation of which is necessary to understand the “dividing line” between



Journal of Transnational American Studies 16.2 (2025) 153

what memories are allowed to surface and become History, which ones must be left
unenunciated, and to what ends.

Learning the relational history of the subjugated is to time travel, and imagining
a just future is to engage in speculative world-making.* It is to travel through the
“country of memory,” a space materialized through multiple state narratives, personal
experiences, representational images, activists’ histories and constructed vignettes of
their absences, to confront the political implication of enunciated forgetting. To think
of the death and losses denied, made into state secrets,?® or diluted into popular
culture references—a common treatment that “Vietnam” shared with the oppressed
in the US—is to travel through imaginative paths where universalized narratives
(Reason, regimes of truth, Western knowledge) are exposed, interrogated, or
referenced for localized experiences of violence. As the first and most televised war,
“Vietnam’s” military archives and war journalism established the sceneries and
peoples captured within that imperialist ambition to restructure the world in its own
images. The erasure embedded in state narratives and cultural governance is indicative
of imperialist and national disciplining power; memory is organized “through the
enforcement of forgetting so that only some could occupy the position of subject of
knowledge.”” Thus, the barriers erected against racialized people’s capacity to
participate in capacious commemoration reflect the particularisms that are, borrowing
Hortense Spillers’s articulation, always “markers so loaded with mythical
prepossession that there is no easy way for the agents buried beneath them to come
clean.””® Political memory, thus, lies in the intergenerational struggle and generative
hope amongst those who know and speak against historical distortions of their lived
experiences, and those impacted by structural erasure who can only imagine in parts.

Even the act of simply looking through printed 4x6 black and white photo-
graphs of the Tét Offensive was overwhelming for Mai Huyén Chi, who gasped that
“[she] can’t imagine” seeing deaths with your own eyes and living with those mem-
ories. Whereas these types of photographs are often used as B-roll to corroborate
historical narration in war documentaries, here we see them being interacted with in
place of narration. They are silent snapshots of a catastrophe that survivors dared not
speak of at length. During the four-week occupation of Tét Mau Than, approximately
six thousand people were disappeared, only found months after the battle, buried in
mass graves around the city. They were marked targets and civilians of all ages and
genders, including some noncombatant Westerners; many found gagged, tied up,
executed, even buried alive. The graves were hidden in different terrains—under
creeks, in shallow graves near the Citadel, on the sand flats southeast of the city, under
stretches of abnormally tall grasses, across both sides of the Perfume River.? It was
considered the bloodiest campaign perpetrated by the liberation army. These “pol-
itical killings in the revolutionary moment”>° are still unanswered for, fabricated and
minimized as inevitable casualties or combatants killed by US bombing in official state
narrative,’ mourned only in Hu€ and never gaining traction internationally; the massa-
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cre’s violence dismissed in comparison to US war crimes by the international pro-
gressive circle.> To this day, despite the twelve hundred bodies still unlocated, official
narratives imposed on Hué insist on historical confusion, an omnipotent pressure to
continue keeping the past buried.

Imagining seeing and living when confronted with the deaths of relatable selves
is something that haunts the generation afterwar(d), a desire for wholeness in the
recognition that things or people are shattered, but still wanting to be among them.
This violent incarnation, the imagined “roots” of our postwar future, here resembles
the self-negation that Sylvia Wynter terms desétre—the “unbearable wrongness of
being”:it is felt when a personrealizes their body isn’t theirs, but racialized flesh saved
for the zones of brutal and mass death, yet this realization alone does not change
the material condition. “The gradation of human worth in war zones”>* is a relation
that would put the familiar bodies Chi was imagining surrounding her from past Hué in
relation to the diasporic, Indigenous, racialized, wounded, rebellious bodies | evoked
in the beginning of this piece, for the sole reason that their/our bodies might have not
always been brutalized on a molecular level*>—that is, per Afropessimism, blackness—
but they/we have been. In the conversation between these Central Vietnamese
women, old and young separated by memory, desétre establishes the postwar gen-
eration’s affinity to historical trauma, a desperate yearning of the postwar generations
across different temporalities between homeland and the diaspora.

Born in Nghé An (Central Vietnam) only four years after the war, author Phan
Thuy Ha once “grew up without caring””® about the horrifying experiences her neigh-
bors across the street endured during war time. Now, she travels to collect and has
published four oral history collections of soldiers, survivors, and witnesses of the war
across the nation, reflecting regional differences and especially highlighting Central
Vietnamese voices hitherto absent in official discourses. Her books, considered “trau-
matic literature,”?” emerged in the aftermath of socialist revolutions and detail the
mundanities of thinking about and finding the dead.?® Her first collection on North
Vietnamese soldiers, due to the storytellers’ insistence on anonymity so their 17-year-
old martyred comrades could be remembered, was entitled Don’t say my name.*® In
Family, she interviewed witnesses of the brutal 1950 Land Reform who spoke of “the
fear that had made people remember nothing,” even in cases where they had buried
a dead family member.* In the diaspora, inheriting the “exile literature”*' of Vietnam-
ese boat refugees who archived “the silence of the ocean,”* where secrets were
forged due to the incapacity of language to describe the horror taking place, T. K. Le
muses, “Part of memory is forgetting. | have kept my ear close to the floor of our house
for years now, listening to the anecdotes of my family’s history. It wasn’t until recently
that | realized that silence is the history.”*

*

50 Years of Forgetting was named before anything was made. It is a bold
attempt by a “Vietnamese national”” filmmaker residing in the homeland to make such
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an assertion, contradicting the policing of cultural narratives about the meaning of the
war. Fifty years since the end of the war, homeland postwar generations have just now
started to bypass state narratives to examine the personal narratives of individuals and
families living in its ghosts and in the shadows of a globalized migrant economy.** For
years, director Mai Huyén Chi had thought about what she calls a “self-imposed
amnesia”* about the omnipresent war that she experienced as “happening to a whole
generation”*° of those born in the homelands, whose right to memory and narrative is
owned by the state. As a member of the postwar generation, | share with Mai many
things, including two decorated grandfathers, both enlisted from Central Vietnam.
Both of mine survived, unlike Mai’s, and yet the feeling of losing our grandfather to the
state or not knowing him as a family member resonates. This too, is something |
learned on my own, granddaughter of authorized patriarchs, growing up in the sha-
dow and discipline of the new socialist [hu]man and cultural family unit, where our
men and women “belong to the revolution, but not to us, [their] family.”* And just
like Mai, the biographical detail offered here is but an entrance to a place where cri-
tiques are gestured rather than narrated—for the danger that takes shape in remem-
bering other memories.

Taking on the narrative role of a decorated war hero’s descendant, 50 Years of
Forgetting delves directly into the paradoxes of familial/genealogical and national
memory in postwar Vietnam and subverts the historical cessation by the state which
dictates that the homeland remembers while the diaspora forgets. It pokes holes in
the national identity formation produced through a cohesive national memory* which
imagines Viet Nam as a patriarchal blood family*® of multigenerational citizenry sub-
jects, realized through the tradition of sacrificial duty to “protect ancestral land” and
tied together in the absolutism of historical continuity and progress. As Heonik Kwon
states, “imagining the nation-state became a matter of thinking about dead war
heroes within the familiar system of ancestor worship.”*® A Vietnamese sovereign
future was imagined on the grounds of revolutionary identification and memory inher-
itance, a “contested terrain marked by struggles over power, legitimacy, and the right
to remembrance of alternative histories.”*' Mai here turned to the way different gener-
ations of Vietnamese families of noncombatants resonantly negotiate with war mem-
ory, abandonment, and the arts—per Toni Morrison—of “surviving in parts, [for] the
grandeur of life is that attempt.”>*

Visually, the film resembles the “homecoming stories”>? in Vietnamese Amer-
ican returnees’ cultural production and memory work;>* in character, it parallels refu-
gee descendants’ strenuous journey to generate collective history through familial oral
histories in the diaspora.””> Having been influenced by these diasporic Vietnamese
conventions,*® Mai traveled across fragments of Viet Nam in search of the last gener-
ation’s experiences of war, and in turn covered the urban centers impacted by war in
Central, North, and South Vietnam: Central Vietnam includes Da Nang—America’s first
land combat—and Hué—the site of the 1968 Tét Offensive. She moves then to Ha Noi’s



156 Nguyen | Postwar, Relational, and Other Memories

Kham Thién neighborhood—the target of Operation Back Line’s 1972 Christmas bomb-
ing campaign in North Vietnam, then to the South in Sai Gon, where no interlocutors
showed up, then back to Pa Nang Air Base, where Operation Ranch Hand sprayed
defoliant for nine years,” contaminating the land with dioxin exposure accumulated
from the continuous military activities of France and the US, leaving her uncle and his
adult child developmentally and physically impaired.

Made in an autobiographical style and intended for English-speaking audi-
ences,’® coproduced with American producer/director Paul Sapin for Al-Jazeera, the
documentary’s final form implies a constant negotiation among personal stakes, state
memory, and international legibility: the ambivalent exploration of the Tét Offensive
in Central Vietnam and the scarce mention of the refugee exodus in South Vietnam
following reunification takes place due to an international investment in telling the
same “simplified binary perspectives”® of Viet Nam vs. the US, North vs. South, and
thus reiterate the same delocalized order. The North/South binary conveniently hege-
monizes both the homeland and diaspora, prioritizes Kinh ethnic dominance, down-
playing Viet Nam’s complex hierarchical participation within the matrix of French
colonialism, Cold War proxies, US anticommunist interventionism, covert warfare,
nation-building, Vietnamese ethnonationalism, transpacific®® and continental settler
colonialism in relation to indigenous populations across Vietnamese, Laotian, and
Cambodian landscapes.®’ The American structure of forgetting, one that boiled Viet
Nam down to a core so small it didn’t commemorate non-Vietnamese Southeast Asians
impacted by the war, facilitated even the framing of a Vietnamese national docu-
mentary explored through familial memory. The American guilty consciousness that
could not speak beside itself has reached Viet Nam and so too the demand to per-
sonally carry its weight. The oppressed in the US know this deeply: America wants the
victims of its violence to educate their oppressors, no matter the cause. The Vietnam-
ese state only accepts praise. Both want their respective subjects to show gratitude
and repeat official narratives.

| watch 50 Years of Forgetting for the Central Vietnamese dialect that | haven’t
heard in Vietnam War documentaries, that which signifies nothing universal, only a
particularism that got swept underfoot with the variously scaled universalism of Viet
Nam’s Marxist political order. Because Central Vietnameseness isn’t talked about
anywhere, neither in English nor in the North Vietnamese that | grew up speaking, this
particular lineage of mine is the site through which | measure my own oblivion to
quickly arrive at the sentiment common with South Vietnamese refugee descendants
in the US. It took me years to come to the slow realization that | had grown up in a city
that wasn’t mine nor was it part of my parents’ birthland, that my father’s generation
was the first in his seven-generation clan to relocate to the capital, and that my
generation had been the first to grow up without war. 50 Years is the first Central
Vietnamese directorial voice | have seen that reaffirms what | knew, that Vietnamese
national subjects—descendants of Kinh Vietnamese decorated soldiers—are them-
selves too inheritors of loss, that which gives us a chance to decide our ethics of care.
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In 50 Years, this enunciated forgetting is delivered by the war-touched generations;
their personal grief outweighs the pleasure of being institutionally recognized for
fulfilling narratives about heroism and great sacrifice, rejecting the myth of national
unity. For its exploration, the documentary can only mourn the totality of ten thousand
Vietnamese autocides in the Tét Offensive through the unnamed dead in mass graves,
cared for by local communities and Buddhist temples but narratively uncounted for
with no further clarification.®> When Chi asks, “Don’t you think it’s important to retell
the children about the history that Hué has been through?,” Grandma Hoa’s replies
sound almost like a state slogan, save for the uncertain look in her eyes that have seen
so much, “We considered to let old stories go. Close the door ajar, orient toward the
future.” This future would always just be “almost,” for Nguyen-Vo Thu-Huong,
eyewitness and scholar of what she terms “a politics of death that had become the
order of the day in modern Vietnam coming out of colonialism.”®> Because nothing
right can be said, we see Chi light incense to honor the disappeared, praying silently
like one should when talking to your dead ancestors.

In Ha N&i, an unnamed woman and survivor of the Christmas bombing of Kham
Thién reluctantly refuses to reveal her private loss for any recognition: “Generally,
what is considered history, people would want to record, likely for later generations of
our descendants to know about our country, but | don’t want to recall. I don’t want to
talk about the sufferings of my family.”

In Saigon, after a day of calling on interlocutors and not being able to secure
any, Mai wonders if “people don’t want these memories anymore.” A Northern writer
friend of Mai living in Saigon, invited to close out the Southern section, provides a
forceful critique: “They must have been interviewed fifty times already. People have
the right to forget and move on. Just because they experienced bad things in the past
doesn’t mean that they have to become the trunk of memories for me ...”

On film, Chi lets herself be seen negotiating with the historical and political
weight of this silence, loaded with meaning. There is fear involved, still, for a popu-
lation with ties to the defunct South Vietnamese nation, and the complex perspectives
ordered to forget for the myth of national unity. There is danger, too, for the film to
officially evoke the historical presence of refugees—people who were displaced for
the national liberation. The filmmaker and the subjects meet each other in their mutual
relation to this official narrative—a pressure to stay silent. In lieu of testimonies, the
Southern section included some archival footage of the 1975 refugee exodus, sourced
from the famous Associated Press’s coverage of the first fifteen days in Saigon after
reunification. Even this inclusion has to be fought for. The only refugee-related story
was told by her aunt’s single mother and son household in Ba Nang, but can only be
from the perspective of a Central Vietnamese woman who didn’t know she was a
second wife, and a son left behind by his Southern Vietnamese father.
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*

Hué Tam Ho Tai, daughter of famed Southern Vietnamese intellectual revolutionary H6
H{ru Tuwdng, left home for the US at 18 and had spent her career contemplating the
homeland she calls “the country of memory,” what it remembers, what it forgets,
what it is beyond the place where her father spent his days imprisoned by all the
governments that came to rule the South. More than two decades after her
groundbreaking work, many of us who grew up in sanctioned forgetting are no longer
connected to representations of days past. From the women who refused to cosign
discourses, to those reached “beyond the pale”®* to “stand on the side of tears,”® the
feminine voices emerging from Viet Nam, particularly featured in 50 Years of
Forgetting, emptied out the official discourse of collective trauma for the sake of a
unified future, denying the forceful shape of state narrative to form in the absence of
an inherited story. Grandmother Hoa’s response is a rejection of the powerful
narratives by the Vietnamese state that her granddaughter internalized without a clue
(“knowing injurious histories are the roots from which I grow”), that witnessing and
caring for the dead up close is a reality of war, not an idealized virtue or moral mission
for Vietnamese women. “Those are not your roots” is a reminder that elision is a form
of worldbuilding, that the state’s lies are secretly known, and that the shattered are
the facts outside the regime of truth. When asked about her experience, instead of
recounting testimonies of death, Hoa sung an antiwar song by famed composer Trinh
Cong Son, written to commemorate the Hué bodies, banned by the North and South
Vietnamese government but beloved by citizens of both. Reliving the moment where
young people gathered to sing Trinh’s banned music despite government censorship
in decades past, Hoa “sing[s] above the carcasses”®® like time traveling through a
private portal to the sensibilities she built around having to care for and honor the
dead, a lesson that cannot be captured via words. Through the crack at the door
between the deadly past she kept contained and the better future we are all entitled
to, the melody echoes, above “the ruins among which those whose worlds have
collapsed”®” continue to live.

Land-based Memories

At this moment of writing, the planetary future is being realized through the distortion
and reconfiguration of the transnational historical memory of decolonization and
resistance, which provides political legitimacy and territorial claims to Indigenous land.
As an adult, | moved from a postwar socialist Vietnam where refugees and highland
Indigenous resistance®® were erased and at times criminalized in all discourses of the
Vietnam War, to a liberal multiculturalist US that had excused most wars on most
continents, and where most nonwhite populations arrived in, through, and because of
wars. When these framings became available to me through the Third World radical
traditions of ethnic studies, women of color feminism, and critical refugee studies, |
am often confronted with the ways the Vietham War—a tremendous history to those
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in and around it—is but an instance of violence in a web of ceaseless genocidal warfare
caused and supported by the US in its pursuit of power and profit. |am most concerned
about the promise and principles of national liberation, of which Viet Nam continues
to serve as an example to racialized and colonized communities across the globe,
including the Western European settler colony in the Americas,®® the pro-Palestinian
movement’® in our recent time, and the irony of this rhetoric when I try to teach about
this war to the increasingly younger descendants of Southeast Asian refugees—
especially to the nondominant groups who are not authorized to speak on behalf of
the nations they are supposedly from. Both uniquely descendants of refugees in the
US and inheritors of generational Indigenous forced migration in a longue durée
consideration, many Southeast Asian Americans are Indigenous highlanders” who
experienced displacement due to imperialism or lowland expansionism long before
getting swept up in French colonization, American interventionism, power struggles
between dominant ethnic groups, national consolidation, and ethno-nationalist
hegemonization.

Whereas the scholar Howard Adams (Métis), noted for his early advocacy of
armed decolonization, spoke of Vietnam as the “hope” of “a small indigenous nation,”
“primitive ... with barbaric weapons defeat[ing] the strongest nation (USA) in the
world with the most advanced military weapons, including nuclear and napalm
bombs,” ”* American-born Montagnard refugee descendant H’Abigail Mlo shared the
short lesson of her people’s struggle against modern nation-state naming that her
grandmother instilled in her: “Not American, not Vietnamese.””> Emphasizing the
territorial project of “national unification,” Vietnamese historiographical tradition has
long “conveniently ignore[d] how the Vietnamese have acquired territory by
annihilating, displacing, or assimilating whole populations such as the people of
Champa in what is now central Vietnam in the fifteenth century, and the Khmers of the
Mekong Delta since the eighteenth century.”’® In the twentieth century, the
Vietnamese assisted the Pathet Lao’s genocidal extermination of Hmong Indigenous
tribes,” forcing them along with other Indigenous groups from Laos and a multiethnic
population from Viet Nam into becoming refugees—where they were hunted through
dangerous, unfamiliar, and deadly terrains, made to cross jungles, rivers, and oceans,
and were pushed closer to certain death. Similar to the ongoing Hmong extermination
carried out under the radar by the Laos government, postwar Viet Nam surveils and
criminalizes Indigenous Central Highland tribes recruited by the US military; during the
war, the tribes’ historical demands for territorial and cultural sovereignty were
suppressed by South Vietnam’s nation-state building project, and in the current
timeline, framed by the revolutionary state postwar as separatist movements
facilitated by foreign intelligence/outside agitators.

There is an order to/of forget(ting) in regard to the Vietnam War that comes
from the fractured political hierarchies post-1975 in the US interacting with the
hierarchy of truth in Viet Nam. It leaves truth, fragmented and scattered among those
who hold them privately or collectively like shattered glasses, unable to reflect a
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totality of the past, but in itself a condition for memory. This condition is the imposed
limit for nation-state sovereignty—the “dualistic self-conception of culture” which
“pit[ted] citizens against barbarian’’°—thus replicating what Edouard Glissant called
“arrowlike nomadism,” otherwise settler colonialism or expansionism, the original
form of conquering migration and expansion that formed Western nation-states as the
legitimate structure of post-decolonization. Within the limited political frameworks
that dictate official memories—anticommunism vs democracy, national liberation vs
foreign intervention/imperialism—we are tasked with forgetting the ones bearing the
heaviest burden because of their position in the local and global racial hierarchies—
Indigenous people and societies transformed and oscillating between the nations and
empires that want to erase them, if not materially, then epistemologically. From bodies
to landscapes, Indigenous people and ethnic minorities from former French Indochina
participated against their will, caught in the crossfire, flattened under the
bombardment, or murdered in the wake of regime change and power consolidation.
Indigenous forces in Southeast Asia who were brought into the war have complex
relationships and demands that provided alternative visions of decolonization and self-
determination, even as their support was used as justification for the moral and
political validity of the war, and their lands turned into battlefields, military bases, and
sites of occupation or bombing.” This forgetting will reiterate the collusion of nation-
states as the organizing force of society, the arrowlike nomadism of Western nations
moving towards a vision of “peace” that normalizes perpetual war to destroy
Indigenous land and people relations. In short, anti-indigeneity, similar to and often
encapsulated in racism, shows up across ideological differences for the political project
of inter-nation-ality.

As such, the material traces of silence/silencing, some more enunciated than
others but always deeply land-based, pose a question for the radical potential of
existentialist memory—the memory that sits with the conditions through which
localized governed subjects have historically been made to forget, whether by
designed confusion, disappearance, and silence, or recuperated into self-negating
legibility.”® It asks us to contend with the human whose ties to themselves and one
another evade the naming power of Western knowledge; critically juxtaposed, who is
the grandmother from Hué, once a teenage witness of mass political murder who
helped empty out mass graves, now with granddaughters who cannot fathom death,
in relation to whole generations of Black radicals who are still imprisoned and killed by
the colonial legal administration that criminalizes any militancy and especially armed
resistance?’? Would the unexploded ordinances and chemical exposure left by Amer-
ican bombing during the Vietnam War fit to advance the grievance of environmental
racism against Indigenous land? Bound by Western archives, infrastructures, and
language(s), mainstream progressive politics continue to be facilitated in ways that fail
to attend to the question of Indigenous sovereignty®® and its function within the
capitalist racial order within the boundaries of US imperial rule. Can minoritized
scholars make sense of our access to peculiar conditions that invisibilize us, not in front
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of those who can consume us, but the ordered others? How do we remember in a way
that fulfills the promise of liberation, a liberation which remains a constant struggle for
those rounded up as sacrifice for a socialist/democratic future that is always a moving
target? What is an ethics of remembering that remembers that which must be erased?

Military Parades and Memory Festivals

“This is the world in which | move uninvited,
profane on a sacred land, neither me nor
mine, but me nonetheless. The story began
long ago... it is old. Older than my body, my
mother’s, my grandmother’s... For years
we have been passing it on, so that our
daughters and granddaughters may
continue to pass it on. So that it may
become larger than its proper measure,
always larger than its own in-significance.”®’

—— Spoken by an elder to a group of people who did not include me
until I found and followed her, mostly in secret.82

This elder was not keen on legible language or professed identity and took great length
to evade even friendly capture.® It took me a while to understand her point, the futility
of demanding humanization by appealing to the master.® That she and | came from
and ended up in the same land is irrelevant. That | could borrow her words—but more
importantly her disdained dismissal of all-knowing authorities—and thread them into
the writings of other elders and kin | came across on “this sacred land” to map out the
territory that must be forgotten, directs me to the bridge.®> Following that which must
be forgotten is the path I reluctantly tread, worried because of all the different lang-
uages—hence, secrets and truth obscured for survival—that | don’t speak affectively,
theoretically, or culturally, that with every expanding step into this territory so
thoroughly renamed and resettled, | would get lost in the simultaneous formation and
breakdown of the known foundation. | want to be, as another elder said, a “passerby,”
a position enunciating “in the last instance that which constitutes our common con-
dition, that of being mortal ... on the way to the future, which is open by definition.”%®
(Iinsist on listening in to the conversations held by those speaking with the people
who regard more than their own, toward what at one point had been a global aspir-
ation, perhaps, of collective liberation).

There are military parades on our borderized® land. All different kinds, we
observed. All legitimate, because it is the right of those who can arm soldiers. A nation
was born, fought for, liberated, or restored. The enemies were photographed, but
when we exhibit the pictures to the world, we show only ours—the heroic deeds we
did, the victimization we endured, the victories we gained, the pitiful things we could
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not spare. We rid ourselves of guilt, joined the parade or the one against it, applauding
the rhetoric of national liberation, of ancestral sacrifices and future prosperity, of our
moral high ground and the just wars we fought or must fight, of a good life finally
realized with the absence of external enemies. We are a fervent us, the extended fam-
ily of a nation, representatives of humankind, heirs of a chosen people, we fought for
this—so we must remember to celebrate in order that our favorite memories, and
nothing else, will live on. “How do you forget without annihilating?””%

Bombs have been intermittently falling on sacred land, weapons drawn and
fired, continuously, throughout landscapes. Some of us got to tell our favorite sons
and sometimes our daughters that our heroes died killing invaders, terrorists, and trai-
tors for their safety. Families of those who died can apply for recognition, to join the
rank of those with official memory assigned to the landscape, a mass graveyard with
names carved in stones, a street name perhaps. A school, a library, a park—we would
have plenty of land that had been rid of its inhabitants old and new, ready to be
mapped. We didn’t need to talk about those that disappeared, where they have gone
to, whether they’ll be back, or the journey they took. Their absence is what our story
hinges on. We set rigid borders on each square we won, rename it most of the time,
and fill it with people who love the stories we tell, those who feign to be convinced, or
are convinced, violently rejecting those who could challenge the validity of our selec-
tive truth. We count those allowed to attend and must quickly hide or assign meanings
on the absence. (“To eulogize a Palestinian man [Indigenous, colonized, martyred] in
the colonizer’s lexicon is to self-flagellate. They erase their crimes from the archives
and erase us from their history books; they create nations with no natives in their
dictionaries, nations that pretend not to know whose blood it is on their hands.”®%)

To belong, perhaps, is to be in a military parade, performing in order, following
orders, violently and idealistically, so committed one would accept the myth of making
life by taking life, and transcribing those acts over and over again until it becomes the
social order. To let someone declare authority on a matter is to “confuse the mater-
iality of the thing named ... with the materiality of the name,” that is, “the modalities
of production and reception of meaning”; and as such, to “give up all attempt at
understanding the very social and historical reality of the tools one uses to unmask
ideological mystifications.”®® Forgetting can be annihilating, it is said. How do we
remember, then, resisting being annihilated? Without appropriating the past and its
“very social and historical reality” to profess the salvation of today’s, this epoch’s, this
era’s, this generation’s struggle—*“the death match that had become our inheritance
on a global scale when European colonial conquest spread over continents old and
new”?"?

An elder, knowing deeply about death and the globally brutalized conditions of
racial death, teaches: “Insofar as the possession of a memory functions as a dividing
line between humans and ‘others,’ the right to memory is inseparable from identity
struggles.”®? What kind of memory?, | ask, and how do we evoke it? It is an old
question, still, but it seems to be one we must ask over time and space. “We will have
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to learn ourselves how to remember [difference] together and thus to repair together
the [beautiful and suffering] fabric of the world.”? Memories, against the identity
struggle for recognition, self-affirmation, and even self-determination in a world, only
get “passed on” in remnants or in parts. Insisting on beauty and solidarity with the
suffered against the structural destruction of landscapes, bodies, worlds, “each of us
needs the memory of the other, because it is not a virtue of compassion or charity, but
of a new lucidity in a process of Relation.”?* Memory becomes knowledge when we
recognize ourselves through the other’s eyes.
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