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                áo bà ba
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Vietnam’s Côn Đảo Archipelago, which includes the former prison island of Côn Sơn, is addressed throughout the book. Following my interviewees’ usage, as well as colloquial practice in Vietnam, I refer to the prison system on the island of Côn Sơn as the Côn Đảo Prison and make reference to the island itself as Côn Đảo, rather than Côn Sơn (e.g. the women say they were held in the Côn Đảo Prison, and that they were on Côn Đảo, rather than Côn Sơn).

                The subject of Agent Orange/dioxin is fraught and complex. Agent Orange is the slang term originally given to one of the chemical herbicides used as a defoliant by the United States during the war in Vietnam. However, the name has come to stand in for a whole spectrum of wartime chemicals that contained a highly toxic substance called dioxin (more specifically TCDD dioxin), and it is sometimes also used in reference to all chemicals in use during the war. Thus, within this book, the term Agent Orange, or Agent Orange/dioxin, most often refers to a number of harmful wartime chemicals. These chemicals caused immense and lasting damage to humans, animals, plants, and whole ecosystems in Vietnam. Chapter
                5
                includes more about the use of Agent Orange/dioxin in Vietnam, its multiple meanings and lasting impacts.
              

                Làng Hòa Bình (also called Hòa Bình Peace Village or Từ Dũ Peace Village), is an orphanage and medical facility for children and young adults with illness and/or disability thought to be attributed to Agent Orange/dioxin. There are a number of similar facilities throughout Vietnam. Làng Hòa Bình is located in Từ Dũ Hospital, Ho Chi Minh City’s and southern Vietnam’s largest center for obstetrics and gynecology. Làng Hòa Bình and its residents are mentioned throughout the book and specifically addressed in Chap.
                5
                .
              
The term “prospective memory” is used within the book to describe the veterans’ performative, hauntological, and future-oriented practices of remembering. The term originates in the field of cognitive psychology and, viewed as the opposite of retrospective memory, generally refers to memory about carrying out particular tasks in the future. The way I use the term prospective memory shares cognitive psychology’s interest in intentionality and futurity, but is different in other respects. Prospective memory, as I refer to it here, is explicitly socially oriented and performance-centered. As a performative practice, I often refer to the term’s active form, prospective remembering, to mark the ways in which memories are gathered, carried, and transformed through embodied acts of (re)telling, within the present and into the future.
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1. Introduction: (Re)Performing the Past in Vietnam

Rivka Syd Eisner1  
(1)University of Zurich, Zurich, Switzerland

 

 
Rivka Syd Eisner



Meeting the Performance Group Women1

On a humid November afternoon
                
                
               I walked hurriedly down Võ thị Sáu
 Street on my way to the Southern Women’s Museum
 in the heart of Ho Chi Minh City
 (formerly Saigon
). I was nervous
                
                
              . I hoped
 I was not late for the rehearsal
 and that the director of the women veterans’ performance group

 was expecting me that day. A few minutes earlier, I had bought flowers from a street vendor and then cut across Lê văn Tám Park. Before the early 1980s, this city park, with its tall willowing trees, centrally placed state monument, early morning tai chi gatherings, and wading pool often brimming with frolicking children, was the site of a cemetery
 where notables and military personnel from French colonial times and, later, prominent individuals and officials from the former non-Communist Republic
                
                
               of Vietnam were buried. Although the bodies were apparently exhumed, stepping through the grass I imagined bones buried beneath my feet, some of them silently poking up under roots and between paving stones, as the dizzying fumes and rumbling din of motorbike traffic encircled the park.
Today, nothing remains
 of the cemetery
. Every time I have walked through this park, I have thought of its rubbed-out, supplanted, doubly-buried history

. No one would ever know that the cemetery
 once existed. It was demolished and remade so as to leave no trace (except in memory) of its presence and deliberate dismantling. The park (cemetery
) is flanked by two of Ho Chi Minh City’s
 most bustling boulevards, each bearing names
                
                
               from the country’s Communist national history. Dien Bien Phu (Điện Biên Phủ) is the site and name of the battle where the French fell to the Viet Minh
 (Việt Minh
                
              ) in 1954, under the command of General Võ Nguyên
                
                
               Giáp
                
              , ending close to a century of colonial rule in Vietnam. Võ thị Sáu
 Street is named for a young girl, a southern guerilla
                
                
               fighter captured and executed by the French who is now honored as a national martyr
. Today, cities in Vietnam share many of the same street names, having been rewritten by the Communist government to mark significant people, places, events, and dates in their rendering of national history. As I approached the museum, to meet the members of the “Former Women Political
                
                
               Prisoner Performance
                
                
               Group” (Đội Văn nghệ Cựu Nữ Tù Chính trị) for the first time, I was reminded afresh of how in Vietnam, as in other places, some memories were hallowed, praised, and canonized while other memories were suppressed, erased, and governmentally disavowed
                
                
              . And yet, as in the park (cemetery
), subjugated memories are still present, living quietly within the shadowed recesses of private
                
                
               memory
                
                
              

                
                
               or buried deep within the nation’s
                
                
               soil.
These daydreams were displaced by the sight
                
               of three
                
                
               guards, relaxing in small plastic chairs at the museum gate, and inside to the left, a towering bronze statue of an older woman. The woman stood with straight back, a finely wrinkled face, hair knotted at the nape of the neck, left hand on her heart and her other arm outstretched in a beckoning stance as her eyes gazed unflinchingly forward. Behind her was a bright yellow and white French-era villa, and further behind that stood a larger, drab modern building with few windows and the words “Bảo tàng Phụ nữ Nam Bộ” (Southern Women’s
                
               Museum) over the stairwell (Fig. 1.1). Glancing back at the French villa and the small garden courtyard with the statue, I saw the words “anh hùng” (heroic), “bất khuất” (unyielding), “trung hậu” (faithful and kind-hearted), “đảm đang” (resourceful and hardworking) inscribed on a plaque at the woman’s feet. These were the “Eight Golden Words
                
                
              ” (Tám chữ vàng) for women set forth by Hồ Chí Minh
                
                
               during wartime. These eight words encapsulated women’s wartime responsibilities
                
                
               to the
                
                
               nation as well as embody what many still consider to be Vietnamese women’s
                
                
               culturally traditional and naturally imbued virtues
. In just a few minutes I would meet a group of women who were the living embodiments, during wartime and now still decades later, of these Eight Golden
                
                
               Words.[image: ../images/434502_1_En_1_Chapter/434502_1_En_1_Fig1_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 1.1Entryway to the Southern Women’s Museum
, Ho Chi Minh City
. Photograph
                        
                       by the author



Orientations
In the greatest sense this project began, and has been made possible, through friendship. Growing up near Seattle, on the West Coast of the United States, in a family
 with parents who had opposed the US military intervention in Vietnam, I was told stories—some personal and some a part of national and global history—about the polarizing, devastating impacts of the war. Relocating to North Carolina not long after college, and prior to beginning a graduate program in performance
                
               studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, I happened to meet several students from Vietnam and we became friends. Through shared meals and time spent together, stories about their families’
                
               experiences
                
                
               during
                
               the war began to unfold and I became increasingly interested.

Listening
 to my friends’ stories, I realized that although I knew a little about different American
                
               perceptions of the war, including some about the lives of Vietnamese-American
                
               refugees

, I knew
                
                
               virtually nothing about the wartime
                
                
               experiences
 of those in Vietnam who had actively opposed the United States. A few months into graduate school, I asked one of my friends if I could interview her for a class project. 
                
              

                
                
              Questions that emerged through these interviews generated numerous others, and eventually led me to pursue doctoral research in Vietnam, in the hope
 of learning
 about women’s memories of war and to gain a more immersive understanding of the ways in which violent pasts still powerfully live within and impinge upon the present

.
Knowing of my interest in performance and memory
                
                
              , the Vietnamese students I had become friends with in the United States helped introduce me to the women who comprise the Former Women Political
                
                
               Prisoner
                
                
               Performance Group in Ho Chi Minh City
. The performance
                
                
               group women
                
                
               and I first met and began talking over a decade ago, in the fall of 2004, during the initial months of my year-long period of sustained doctoral research in Vietnam.2 Since then, during shorter research trips between 2006 and 2012, I continued to informally talk with and interview
                
                
               many of the performance group women, as well as attend their rehearsals


                
                
               and performances, meet their families
                
              , and visit with them in various formal and casual social settings such as at dinner parties in their homes, at conferences, in the hospital
, or even at funeral gatherings.3 Several of the women and I have also periodically corresponded via letter and email, and our friendship continues to this day.
What I have learned from these remarkable women over the years prompts me to explore questions of memory, the historical and contemporary
                
                
               violence
                
                
               of war, and the politics of social

 responsibility

, particularly
                
                
               in relation
                
                
               to those who still suffer from the war’s painful and damaging consequences. Thus, within this book, in addition to focusing on the women’s narratives and memory
                
                
               performances
                
                
              , I specifically address some of the deleterious impacts of the war
                
                
               on postwar

 generations
                
                
              , as seen
                
               through the example of the children residing at a place called Làng Hòa Bình

 (also referred to as Hòa Bình Peace Village or Từ Dũ Peace Village) in Ho Chi Minh City
.4 Làng Hòa Bình is an orphanage and medical facility for children

 and young adults born with various forms of illness


                
                
               and/or disability
                
                
              , many
                
                
               of which are thought to be attributed to wartime
                
                
               chemical
                
                
               defoliants often collectively referred to as Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
              .5 Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               is located within Từ Dũ Hospital


                
               (Bệnh viện Từ Dũ), the city’s and region’s largest center for obstetrics and gynecology. Through conversations and friendships with the
                
                
                
               veterans
                
                
               and the people living and working at Làng Hòa Bình, I have come to realize more about

 the ways pasts, particularly war-torn pasts, actively live in enduring material ways within the transnational present.
Consequently, this book’s three core chapters center on the lives, memory
                
                
               narratives, and performances of remembering

 by four women war veterans who are, or were during the time of the initial research, members of the Former Women Political
                
                
               Prisoner Performance
                
                
               Group.6 As a necessary step in addressing the transgenerational
                
                
               implications
                
                
              

                
                
               of violence, the conclusion discusses the veterans’
                
                
               connections to the Làng Hòa Bình children as well as the children’s everyday struggles
                
                
               for social inclusion and, sometimes even, basic survival
. Together, the veterans’
                
                
               past and present social actions

 and the children’s problematic conditions suggest that violence

, and
                
                
               responsibility
                
                
               for
                
                
               violence, must be understood transgenerationally.
What I have learned from these four women veterans also speaks to the specificity
                
                
               of their individual experiences
 of war as well as to the collective generational memories, communal spirit
                
              , shared beliefs
                
              , and social practices

 of the veterans’ group as a whole. Discussion with these women and others in the performance group led me to better understand the veterans’
                
                
               deep
                
                
               sense of social
                
                
               responsibility

 within
                
                
               the present

, exemplified in the book through one particular veteran’s personal connections to and work on behalf of people suffering


                
                
               from Agent Orange
                
                
              /dioxin
                
                
              -attributed illness
                
                
               and
                
              /or disabilities
                
                
              . What I call the veterans’
                
                
               performative
                
                
               politics
                
                
               of
                
                
               hauntological, “prospective
                
                
              

                
                
               remembering
                
                
                
              ” enables
                
                
              

                
                
               me to engage directly with the political-historical dimensions of transgenerational



                
                
               violence
                
                
                
               that
                
                
               I witnessed
                
                
               in the lives of the Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               children.7 The children’s own remarkable, performance-centered social interventions

 have shown me how, despite their disadvantaged positions, they can and do find ways of performing vital, small, and meaningful acts of agency
 within their everyday lives.
As an oral
                
                
               history
                
                
               and ethnographic study rooted in the specificity
                
                
               of embodied performance, I attend to the cultural

 and historical content of the veterans’
                
                
               narrative and staged
                
                
                
               performances (including wartime prison


 performances and contemporary public shows); the way they tell their respective and collective
                
                
               histories
                
                
              ; their reflexive self-theorizing

; and the historical, cultural
                
                
              , and political contexts that conjoin their lives with others in Vietnam and beyond. Broadly, the veterans’ various performances of remembering

 show, among other things, the power of performance as (1) a vital individual/social act

 of resistance


                
                
              , (2) a way of (re)making self, community, culture, and nation, and (3) a means of personal and collective
                
                
               survival
 and continuing social

 agency.
The veterans link themselves, and their histories, to contemporary social

 contexts and issues—including the lives and living conditions of the Làng Hòa Bình children

 and others suffering
 from the effects of Agent Orange

/dioxin
                
                
               in Vietnam—through historically imbued, memory-based, processual, and prospective social

 ethics
                
              . The veterans’
                
                
               sense of connection to and
                
                
              

                
                
               responsibility
                
                
               for present-day social concerns

 stems from their early Communist revolutionary commitments

 to social welfare

 and societal transformation
, their personal experiences
 of violence
                
                
                
               during the colonial era

 and the American
                
               War
                
                
               (known outside Vietnam as the Vietnam
                
                
               War
                
              ), as
                
                
               well as the lingering psychological
 and physical

 impacts of colonial
                
                
                
               and wartime brutality on their present lives.8 As demonstrated through the narratives, self-theorizations, and politics

 of the performance group’s founder, the veterans’
                
                
               sense of connection to the children

 is historically, bodily, socio-culturally, generationally, and narratively based. The children may not be the direct relatives of the performance group women; however, in a national and socio-cultural filial
 sense they are viewed as descendants, implicating their elders in responsibility for their social welfare

. Within this study, the Làng Hòa Bình children stand in for the much larger population of people—those in Vietnam, Cambodia
, Laos
, and elsewhere—whose lives continue to be negatively impacted by the war’s protracted consequences.9

The Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               children are some of the inheritors of the war’s

 lingering, and most deleterious legacies, including: pervasive and long-lasting socio-economic struggles
                
                
               and inequities, massive environmental destruction, and—of central importance in relation to the children’s

 lives—a range of birth
                
                
               defects
                
                
              , genetically and/or environmentally transmitted, that are anecdotally/scientifically attributed to chemical
                
                
               defoliants
                
                
               such as Agent Orange
                
                
              , which were used by US and Republic of Vietnam forces during the war between 1961 and 1971. The disabled
                
                
               children are living (re)embodiments of the American War’s
 continuing
                
                
               violence
                
                
              

                
                
              . They are living proof of history’s
                
                
               materialism
.
This book addresses the veterans’ memories, and performances of remembering

, intergenerationally
                
                
               and transgenerationally, while attending to the discrete specificity
                
                
               of the women and of their memories. By “transgenerationally
                
                
              ” I mean
                
                
               the way memories and performances of remembering

 gather up individual and collective pasts
                
                
              , leaving their psychic and/or material “mark” on others’ lives as they travel
 within and through different temporalities. By “intergenerationally
                
                
              ” I mean memory and memory
                
                
               performances

 within and between different generations
. However, in relation to both terms, I want to suggest something more than familial relations. That is, I seek to address and explore the ways in which generational relations are embedded and articulated socially, culturally
                
                
              , historically, and politically
                
                
               through performances of remembering

. Accordingly, this book aims to (1) address the memories and politics



                
                
               of remembering
                
                
               performed by the women veterans, (2) historicize the women’s stories, views, and acts of revolutionary

 commitment within current Vietnamese contexts, including their work on behalf of those suffering
 from Agent Orange
                
                
              /dioxin-attributed illnesses
 and/or disabilities
                
                
              , and (3) discern if and how practices that circulate around and through the women’s work contribute to an ethics
                
               of transnational and intergenerational
 social responsibility



                
                
              .
This book is thus, in part, an exploration in “remembering
                
                
               others,” borrowing Viet Thanh Nguyen’s
                
               terminology, in pursuit of gaining more nuanced understandings of both the past

 and the
                
                
                
               politics
                
                
               of remembering within the present

 (2016b, 12). As Nguyen
                
               states, the act of remembering
                
                
               others has its dangers and drawbacks, is not inherently honorable or ethical
                
              , and is only part of the ongoing memory
                
                
               work that must be done on a collective, public level in the pursuit of “just memory” (2016b, 12). In that sense, this book is admittedly partial in scope—both in representing only a small part of the greater field of diverse memories concerning the colonial period and the American War
, and in its focus on the specific memories of just four southern Vietnamese women veterans
                
                
               who were aligned with the Communist cause. Nonetheless, I hope
 these stories contribute to the necessarily unfinished quest for greater understanding of the war’s widespread and lasting impacts, in shared pursuit of more just and ethical
                
               forms of memory and social relations

.10

I move through this work as I did in the field: in dynamic relation to others from whom my difference was often as much a spur to engagement as it was a point of reflection. This form of processual relation is also connected to my understanding of reciprocity
, which in part is expressed through exchange
                
                
               within the interview encounter
                
                
               itself, in/as the reciprocal exchange
                
                
               of meaning
                
                
              -making within the “interview
                
                
               scene
                
              ” (Hall 2005, 195; Pollock 2005). Most
                
               often, the role I took on with the veterans was one of student, and even surrogate daughter (several of the veterans refer to themselves as my “Vietnamese mothers”). With regard to the Làng Hòa Bình children, while volunteering at the hospital
 I assisted in whatever ways I could as a temporary caregiver, and later following the veterans’ lead, I have understood my role as more of an advocate
                
               (Madison 2005a).11

In many instances, I have followed the veterans’
                
                
               directives to retell specific stories or perspectives. The women clearly stated that they hoped I would retell their stories, as well as the
                
               experiences
                
                
               of others in Vietnam (e.g. the situation of people still suffering
 due to Agent Orange
                
                
              /dioxin
                
                
              -attributed illness
 and/or disability
                
                
              ), in the hope
 of bringing these experiences
 to the awareness of wider audiences
. Opportunities where I have been able to share their narratives (e.g. through casual conversation, published article, conference presentation, course lecture, or other means), or contribute to charitable projects (such as Agent Orange/dioxin

 relief work
                
                
              ), have provided modest ways to offer something back to the veterans
                
                
              . However, at the same time as I hope
 that my work benefits the women’s lives, and potentially others in Vietnam, I also acknowledge the limits of what I am able to do. Also in terms of limits, as will be addressed in more detail later on, within this project and especially with respect to witnessing
                
                
               trauma

, it is also critical
                
                
               to attend to the ethics
                
                
               of intersubjective
                
               relations (particularly regarding “empathy
”), and the ways in which I am affected by and also write about

 what I learn from the veterans and the Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               children.12

This project began with the questions: How are the performance group women living with and performing memory? What are their feelings of responsibility

 to the past
                
                
              , present, and future of Vietnam? Over time, I became increasingly involved in the various ways in which the women express and enact their complex political and social interests, leading me to wonder more broadly: What are the ethical
                
               responsibilities of those within and outside Vietnam to the past and to a more equitable and just present and future?
Through the study of individual lives, particular sites, and intimate
                
               exchanges, this book engages what it is, or might be, to remember and witness
                
                
               the women’s histories and the Làng Hòa Bình children’s everyday acts in conjunction with the veterans’
                
                
               hope
 of 
                learning
                
               to live more justly with others (to paraphrase Jacques Derrida
) by way of discerning and practicing an historically
                
                
               imbued, prospectively oriented, performative
                
               politics
                
                
               of memory
                
                
               (Derrida 1994, xviii). Among
                
               the primary questions posed are: How are the veterans engaging a transgenerational



                
                
               politics
                
                
               of memory
                
                
              ? How does their hauntological

 memory politics
                
                
               inform
                
                
                
               the way they address current social

 transformations
 in Vietnam as well as problems of transgenerational

, transnational

 violence? What can be learned from the women’s discursively located, insistently anticipatory remembering?
The Cultural Production of Memory
Memory is an individual
                
                
               and social phenomenon
                
                
              . It is received, (re)produced, and employed on individual and cultural levels. With regard to the performance group women, it is particularly important to be aware of both the individual specificity
                
                
               and shared socio-cultural dimensions of memory
                
                
               and remembering
                
                
               performances

 in order to better understand the interplay between personal beliefs
                
               and practices and social ideologies

 and movements. I find the veterans’ memory and remembering
                
                
               performances to be cultural

 creations in at least four central ways.
First, in light of the work of cultural
                
                
               memory
                
                
               scholars such as Maurice Halbwachs (1992), Mieke Bal (1999), and numerous others, I understand memory as always a culturally
                
                
               produced phenomenon. Halbwachs describes a social architecture or “social frameworks for memory” (1992, 38), whereas Bal chooses to use the term “
                cultural memory
                
                
              ” as she understands all memory to be a collective, cultural
                
                
               practice or performance (1999, vii). Astrid Erll takes these notions further in her formulation of “transcultural
                
                
               memory
                
                
              ” in all its “border-transcending dimensions of remembering
                
                
               and forgetting

” (2011, 15), as does Michael Rothberg
 with his theorization of “multidirectional memory
                
                
              ” and its potential for conditioning unexpected, cross-border solidarities
                
               (2009). Following these theorizations, the veterans’ personal and social memory

 narratives
                
                
              

                
                
                
               are cultural, and sometimes transcultural
                
                
               and multidirectional, by the very nature of their being.
Second, within the cultural-political context of Vietnam, the veterans’ memory practices are aligned with a very specific form of history production


: that of the Communist Party and its parameters regarding what constitutes (national) history. The stories the women tell are most often in line with the government’s authorized versions of the past. Although in many ways the performance group women’s narratives and performances adhere to the government’s hegemonic version of national history, and while it is critical to address and explore this influence, I argue it is too limited to think of their narratives and memory

 performances
                
                
               as just a reiteration

 of Party propaganda
. To dismiss their memory practices on these grounds overlooks the vivacity and creativity of their narratives and performance work and, moreover, misunderstands the women’s overarching commitments and ideals.
Building on this contention, I see the third cultural dimension of the veterans’ remembering as located in the ontological understanding of performance as a culturally founded activity. The veterans’ narrative
                
                
               performances are collective
                
                
              , cultural
                
                
              , and social, in the sense that they actively involve, and depend upon, ghostly and living participant-witnesses. This makes the veterans’ performances
                
                
               cultural
                
                
               on a spectral level as well.
Lastly, the women’s reasons for telling their stories are cultural, and transcultural
                
                
              , through their social

 orientation
                
                
              : the veterans
                
                
               state that they perform their memories
                
                
              , and engage in charitable work, in order to help promote and enable more equitable societal conditions. While I acknowledge that the women’s
                
                
               narratives and performances align
                
                
               with the state’s version of proper and permissible
                
                
                
               history, I also choose to take the veterans at their word when they say (and demonstrate through their actions) that they support greater equality
 and just treatment for all people, those within and outside their country, and that they retell their memories and perform their charitable work with shared social

 goods in mind.
A Brief History
It is critical to locate the veterans’ memories
                
                
               and remembering
                
                
               performances within larger cultural

, political
                
                
              , historical trajectories in Vietnam. I offer here a brief outline of recent Vietnamese history
                
                
               focusing primarily on the colonial
                
                
                
               era and American War
 periods. Rather than aiming to give a schematic and chronological history through the veterans’
                
                
               narratives, this study explores meanings emerging from memories and remembering
                
                
               performances whose shape is more akin to Walter Benjamin’s notion of constellating memory (1969).
What follows is a skeletal framework of historical events that is meant to serve as a basic structure of reference. The events outlined below are recognized as contingent, politically fraught, and variously interpreted. Exact dates for the beginning or end of armed conflicts, for example, are often imprecise and contested
                
                
              . This framework admittedly leaves out important, detailed information regarding different perceptions of how these events came about and, historiographically, how they are constructed and understood as history (or not viewed as history) within different cultural contexts.13 Nevertheless, it is important to provide some outline of events in order to better understand the women’s narratives.
In the area now known as Vietnam (Việt Nam), or the Socialist Republic
                
                
               of Vietnam, the last century and a half has been a time of extreme social struggle

 and violence. People have suffered under conditions of oppressive colonial domination and subsequent, decades-long bouts of brutal anti-colonial, anti-imperial, and civil warfare. The French forcefully occupied southern Vietnam in the 1860s, officially made the region of Vietnam a “protectorate,” ruled the area as a colony starting in 1883, and created the “Indochinese Union” (encompassing modern-day Vietnam and Cambodia
, and in later years Laos
 as well) in 1887. However, European presence in the area of Vietnam
                
                
              , especially
                
                
               in the form of traders and Catholic missionaries
                
                
                
               from Portugal and France, dates back to at least the early sixteenth century. From a Vietnamese perspective, attempted (and sometimes successful) conquest by outsiders is nothing new for a civilization that has had to negotiate its tenuous relation to China
                
               for thousands of years, including being ruled by China
                
               for roughly a millennium until approximately 939 CE.
Today and historically, Vietnam’s relationship with China
                
               can be understood as an always unsteady, ambivalent combination of “[s]inophobia” and “[s]inophilia” (P. Taylor
                
               2004b, 68). It is important to note the dynamic between Vietnam and China
                
               because, while French colonialism
 and American
                
               imperialism have greatly impacted much of Vietnam’s recent history


, Vietnamese people often remark that warfare with the West is a relatively new phenomenon compared to their longstanding history of defending themselves against China
                
              . Vietnam’s claimed “tradition of resistance
 against foreign invaders” finds its roots in postcolonial
 history writing
                
                
                
               as well as in its entwined relations, and close geographic and cultural proximity
                
              , with
                
               China
                
               (Pelley 2002; Tai 2001b).
Under French colonial rule, the early 1900s in Vietnam witnessed great social oppression

 and unrest
                
                
              . People were enslaved as plantation workers, imprisoned for anti-colonial activities, and brutalized and violently executed by the French. Hue-Tam Ho
                
               Tai notes the emergence of what she calls Vietnamese “radicalism” in the mid-1920s that as a precursor to Marxist-Leninist revolutionary practice was “not a true ‘ism’ as conventionally understood, but more of a political mood” cultivated and embodied by mostly young, educated urbanites (1992, 1). The Indochinese Communist Party, founded (or perhaps more accurately, reformulated and unified) in 1930 by Hồ Chí Minh
                
                
               and his colleagues, emerged out of rising Communist movements worldwide and Vietnam’s particular, radical

, anti-colonial, nationalist
                
               climate
                
               (Duiker 1996).
Shortly after France
                
                
               succumbed to Germany during World War II, Japan
 seized control of Indochina. During Japanese occupation, colonial/war-related changes in crop production and environmental conditions (e.g. flooding) led to a widespread famine in northern Vietnam
                
                
               from 1944 to 1945
                
                
                
               that killed “between 400,000 [and] two million people” (Hirschman et al. 1995, 783). A series of countrywide uprisings comprising the August Revolution
 led Hồ Chí Minh to declare the Democratic Republic
                
                
               of Vietnam an independent
                
                
               and free nation from Ba Đình Square in Hanoi
 (Hà Nội) on September 2, 1945
                
                
                
              . In this speech
 Hồ borrowed verses from the United States’ Declaration of Independence
                
                
               to describe his postcolonial
 national vision for Vietnam. After the Japanese and German defeat, the French returned to Vietnam aided, financially and militarily, by the United States


. For nearly ten years the Vietnamese and the French engaged in what is often referred to as the “First Indochina War

” (1946–1954) or in Vietnam as the “War of Resistance Against
                
               the French
                
                
              ” (Cuộc kháng chiến chống Pháp). In the monumental battle of Dien
                
               Bien Phu in 1954, the French were defeated in a surprise attack by the Viet Minh
 army under the command of General Võ Nguyên
                
               Giáp. General Giáp went on to lead the northern People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN)
 against the United States, making him Vietnam’s most famous contemporary military leader and strategist.
This loss essentially ended French political involvement in Indochina; however, Patricia M. Pelley
 states that “one cannot precisely locate the moment when the colonial period is past
                
                
              ” (2002, 5). The French departure led the United States, out of growing fear about the spread of Communism in Asia, to strengthen its presence in southern Vietnam
                
                
              . The Vietnamese victory at Dien Bien Phu resulted in a ceasefire agreement brokered by world leaders in Geneva. Although the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu had been swift and decisive, the resulting Geneva Accords
                
               were
                
                
                
               difficult to interpret in that they specified that Vietnam was one state but created discrete “administrative zones” in the north and in the south, divided at the 17th parallel, which “quickly evolved into a political boundary
                
              ” (Pelley 2002, 4). The Geneva agreement essentially stated that: the French would leave the north; the Viet Minh
 would withdraw from the south; and the country would be divided temporarily to prevent further violence, with Hồ Chí Minh as the leader of the Communist Democratic Republic of Vietnam

 (DRV
                
                
              ) in the north and
                
                
                
               Vietnamese emperor Bảo Đại (and, shortly thereafter, Ngô Đình Diệm
) as head of the State of Vietnam (soon renamed the Republic of Vietnam (RVN

)) in the south.14 The understanding
                
                
                
                
               was that, in two years, there would be democratic
                
                
                
                
               elections held throughout the two regions to (re)unify the country under a single leadership.
However, in 1956, backed by the United States
                
                
                
              , southern president Diệm
                
               refused to hold elections that many at the time felt would have resulted in Hồ’s, and his Communist government’s, victory
                
               (Duiker 2000). This refusal, among numerous other factors including intense social conflict

 stemming from governmental oppression in the south, caused war to break out between the Democratic Republic of Vietnam

 (backed by China
                
               and the Soviet Union
) and the Republic of Vietnam and the United States. With no official declaration of war, there are various interpretations regarding when and how the war “started.” The war has numerous names
                
                
              , but is commonly referred to as the Vietnam
                
               War in the United States

, the Second Indochina War
                
               (marking a connection with the prior French colonial war as well as the inclusion of Cambodia
 and Laos
) or the Vietnamese-American War

 by academics
                
                
              , and in Vietnam
                
               as the American
                
              

                
               War (Chiến tranh Mỹ), the War Against the
                
                
               Americans (Chiến tranh chống Mỹ), and more officially as the War
                
               Against the Americans for National Salvation (Chiến tranh chống Mỹ cứu nườc) among other related
                
               titles (Laderman and Martini 2013; Tai 2001a, b; Malarney 2001).15 The United
                
               States deployed military advisors in southern Vietnam at least as early as the beginning of the 1950s, began directly financing the Republic of Vietnam government by 1955, and initiated ground warfare with American
                
               combat troops in Da Nang (Đà Nẵng) in 1965.
In the south, the latter half of the 1950s was marked by violent government crackdowns (especially on presumed dissidents) and insurgency against Diệm’s American-backed government. For example, “[i]n 1956 anybody who had agitated for elections was arrested—about 50,000 people, of whom roughly 12,000 were executed” (Neale 2003, 38, citing the work of Marilyn Young). The National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam

 (Mặt trận Dân tộc Giải phóng Miền Nam Việt Nam)—also referred to as the National
                
                
               Liberation Front or NLF
                
                
               (as well as Viet Cong or Việt Cộng meaning

 “Vietnamese Communist”)—a Communist and anti-Republic of Vietnam guerilla organization with ties to the northern Democratic Republic of

 Vietnam, began organizing and staging uprisings in the south during that time.16 The official formation of the NLF
                
                
               in 1960
                
                
               was predated by a history of nationalist
                
              , anti-colonial/imperial, anti-RVN
                
                
              , Communist and non-Communist peasant uprisings in the south that, as Pelley
                
               notes, in the 1950s, 1960s, and afterward, were “converted” en masse “into expressions of nationalism
                
               and
                
                
               pro-state affinities” by government-appointed postcolonial
 historians
                
                
                
               (2002, 138). The women’s performance group primarily consists of former members or supporters of the Viet Minh
 (those active during the French colonial period) and the NLF
                
               (those who were active during the American War
) who came to support nationalist
                
               causes/Communism at different times, but who would now identify as Communist-aligned fighters who were working
                
                
                
               for the “liberation” and “reunification
” of Vietnam.
The war involved numerous countries including, most obviously, the Republic of Vietnam


 (RVN
                
                
              ), the Democratic Republic

 of Vietnam (DRV), the United States
                
                
                
              , the Soviet Union
, and China
                
              , as well as the lesser-recognized involvement of Cambodia
, Laos
, Thailand
, the Republic of Korea
                
               (South Korea), Australia
, New Zealand
, and still others (Laderman and Martini 2013). The war’s devastating ground battles took place in southern and central Vietnam, while northern Vietnam was ravaged
                
               by bombings
                
                
              .17 The war reached deeply into Cambodia
 and Laos
 as well, with air bombings
                
               from 1965 to 1973 “dropp[ing] over 7.5 million tons of bombs
                
              ” on these three countries, or the amount “equal to the explosive force of over 700 Hiroshima-type atomic bombs
                
              ” (Luong citing Harrison 2003, 2). The United States hid the extent of its involvement, and bombing
                
              , in Cambodia
 and Laos
.18

The Communists’ Tet Offensive

 in 1968 (Sự kiện Tết Mậu Thân), staged in numerous locations across the Republic of Vietnam, finally marked a turning point in the United States’ direct military participation. With the loss of popular support for the war in the United States, and with more than 50,000 Americans
 killed, the United States pulled troops out of Vietnam in 1973 with the signing of the Paris Peace Accords
. However, the United States continued supplying military training, matériel, and money to the Republic of Vietnam government. Without the American
                
               military presence, the Republic of Vietnam government was unable to sustain itself or its military and officially fell to the Democratic Republic of
                
                
              Vietnam on April 30, 1975 as tanks entered Saigon
. This day is remembered as the “Fall of Saigon
                
                
                
              ” (Ngày Mất Nườc, literally the “day of losing the country”) by many of the several million overseas Vietnamese
 who fled to, among other places, the United States and France. In contrast, the date is nationally celebrated as the “Day of Liberation” (Ngày Giải Phóng) across Vietnam. However, not all members of Vietnamese society celebrate this day as such, and those with views and memories
                
                
               counter to the state’s are not allowed to express them publicly
                
               (Tai 2001b, c).
The end of the war and “national
                
               reunification
                
                
              ” marked
                
               the beginning of many new, as well as continuing, war-related difficulties as the country struggled to reorganize, rebuild, and just survive. Families
                
               and communities were left politically, socially, and economically broken and bereft, the country having lost somewhere between one and three million people (with some estimates locating the number closer to one million between 1965 and 1975), civilians and military, with millions more injured (Hirschman et al. 1995, 783, 807). Viet Thanh Nguyen
 cites the number of Vietnamese deaths as “about three million,” the death toll in Laos
 as “approximately four hundred thousand,” and “seven hundred thousand” in Cambodia
 (2016b, 7). If one combines these figures, along with the deaths caused by the Khmer Rouge genocide (1975–1979) as a “postscript” to the war, Nguyen
                
               sets the total loss of life at “approximately six million” (2016b, 7–8). In addition, it is estimated that over two million people from
                
                
               the south perilously risked their lives during the 1970s and 1980s, desperately fleeing the country by sea as “boat people
                
                
                
              ” to escape what they feared would be oppressive Communist rule and harsh or extreme punishment for anti-Communist allegiance or simply association with the Republic of Vietnam government
                
               (N. H. C. Nguyen 2008). Thousands died trying to make the escape.
The initial Communist takeover, or “reunification
,” occurred with no real military battle. However, soon after, it is estimated that 200,000–300,000 people (it is possible the number could be higher) were held in hard labor and “re-education
                
              ” camps for various amounts of time, some spending numerous years imprisoned and dying due to execution or abuse, neglect, and/or poor conditions both in prison and throughout the country (Porter and Roberts 1988, 305).19 Under the United States’ economic embargo

, from 1975 to 1994, Vietnam’s economy suffered grievously. The country was ravaged by extreme poverty until the late 1980s/early 1990s, causing Vietnam War
                
               correspondent, author, and public historian Stanley Karnow
 to describe Vietnam at that time as “one of the most impoverished places on earth” (1983, 27).
Adding to these strains, Vietnam went to war with Cambodia


                
                
                
               (fighting the US-tolerated and Chinese-backed genocidal Khmer Rouge government) in 1978 and fought
                
                
                
               China
                
               directly over border disputes in the north in 1979. In 1989, Vietnamese troops finally left Cambodia
, marking the “[f]irst period of peace since 1945
                
                
                
              ” (Turner 1998, xvi). The government’s
                
               economic renovation
                
                
               program, Đổi mời (which will be discussed later in greater detail), was initiated in 1986 and subsequently, over the following decades, enabled Vietnam to transition from being one of the poorest states in the world to a “lower middle income country.”20 Aiding this economic transformation
, the longstanding US embargo on Vietnam
                
                
               ended in 1994. The following year normalized relations between the two countries were initiated and Vietnam was admitted into the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). In 2006, Vietnam joined the World Trade Organization (WTO), marking its internationally recognized reentry into the global
                
               market.
More recently, during Barack Obama’s widely publicized visit in 2016, the United States lifted its arms embargo on Vietnam

 and the president commented that in the area of human rights there had been “modest progress on some of the areas that we’ve identified as a concern.”21 Although economic laws and practices have undergone immense changes over the last several decades, and the country’s socio-cultural and political landscapes are far from static, Vietnam continues to receive criticism from the international community (e.g. from the United Nations, various national governments, non-profit organizations, and individual researchers and activists) for its non-transparent government and legal system (especially regarding the death penalty and its maltreatment of political protestors
), its inequitable actions against some ethnic minority groups, intolerance and ill-treatment of those holding and expressing non-state-sanctioned religious and political beliefs
                
              , control over public speech
 and media, political and business sector corruption, the widening gap between rich and poor, and environmental degradation and mismanagement. Today, Vietnam still has many problems to address. However at present the country as a whole is arguably experiencing the least war-stricken, most socially hopeful, and most economically prosperous era in its modern history and in most citizens’ memory.
Memory- and History-Making in Vietnam
Years of colonialism
, 
revolutionary



                
                
               socialism
, war, diaspora, and postwar

 national
                
                
               consolidation under a Communist government have great implications for the ways public and private remembering is practiced, produced, and understood in Vietnam. In terms of the government’s influence on history and memory production, Christoph Giebel
 states, there are “particular commemorative practice[s] employed by the Communist Party-dominated State in Vietnam to satisfy its need for appropriate self-representation and to shape and control the ways in which the past

 is remembered” whether in print, stone monument, digital media, museum exhibition, or collective public celebration (2001, 77). In recent years processes of globalization and new technologies—including expanding access to the internet, electronic media, smart phones and other devices—have made government regulation
                
                
               increasingly difficult, thus enabling alternative interpretations of the past to become more readily available to a wider public audience
. However, it is still the case that speech
, press, and all forms of media continue to be regulated by the state
                
                
              , even if its application of censorship


                
                
               is inconsistent and its effectiveness is, by some measures, arguably decreasing (Kerkvliet 2003; Nguyen and Vuong 2016; Surborg 2008).
Accordingly, when addressing memory and history in Vietnam, it is important to consider state pressures and limits


 in relation to popular
                
                
               and private memory

 (V. T. Nguyen
                
               2016b; Schwenkel 2009; Tai 2001a, b). The
                
               performance
                
               group women’s narrative remembering can be understood as an expression of both popular
                
                
               and private
                
                
               memory
                
                
               that is powerfully influenced by the state
                
                
              . Oral
                
                
               histories
                
                
               and personal memories
                
                
               are not innately individual, radical, redemptive, or anti-hegemonic. However, on the other hand, just because forms of popular
                
                
               and/or private memory

 appear to be extensions of state
                
                
               power
                
                
               does not mean they exclusively or necessarily operate as such. As Christina Schwenkel
 has vividly demonstrated in her work on the memory and representation
                
                
               of the American War
, Vietnamese historical memory

 is not uniformly interpreted or static, nor is it uncontested or only state-produced (2009).
Tai
                
               provides a helpful description of two forms of oppositional memory practices in contemporary Vietnam, which she terms “hyper-mnemosis
                
                
              ” and “willed amnesia
                
                
              ” (2001a, 8). Hyper-mnemosis
                
                
               memory practice refers “not just to the inability or refusal to let go of the past but also to the intense, even obsessive, effort to keep it at the forefront of consciousness, to shape it and to exploit it for a variety of purposes” (2001a, 8). On the other extreme, willed amnesia
                
                
               is also a result of “the coercive intensity of totalitarian commemoration” where “[i]t is this very intensity [of forced remembering] that promotes its opposite, the wish to escape into
                
                
               oblivion

” as “[f]orgetting
                
               may
                
                
               be the only escape from the tyranny of enforced memory, a refusal to internalize the script
                
               that is being pressed by a totalitarian state or overbearing individuals” (2001a, 8). Tai
                
               describes how both memory practices emerge out of conditions of heavy state control
                
                
              , turbulent recent history, and present-day transformations
 in governance, social organization

 and practice, and economic policy that throw the state’s canonical renderings of the nation’s
                
                
               past, present, and future
                
                
                
               into potential confusion, uncertainty, and contest (2001a, b, c).
Due, in large part, to longstanding histories of colonial domination, brutal warfare, and intensive state
                
                
                
               control
                
                
              , people in Vietnam have learned to practice willed amnesia



                
                
               as well as to disguise
 disallowed views and beliefs
                
               as a means of familial- and self-protection. Thus, public discourse, opinion, and representations in Vietnam are often more nuanced than they may seem at first glance. Meanings and sentiments are often hidden, multiple, and coded
                
               (Huynh-Beattie 2012; Schwenkel 2009; Tai 2001a, b). Historically
                
               it has
                
               been, and in many contexts still is, exceedingly risky (for one’s self, family
, and close associates) to publicly voice political opinions and beliefs
                
               that run contrary to those in power. Even today, the state’s
                
                
               desire to influence and regulate personal and social life

 in Vietnam makes it necessary for those engaging in oral
                
                
               history
                
                
               or ethnographic research to pay close attention to coded language, including what is left unsaid, doubled meanings, elisions, and that which might at first seem incongruous. In the context of this research, although there may be overt and overriding nationalist
                
               stylization
                
                
               to the veterans’ memory
                
                
               narratives, there may also be subtle references, discreet meanings
                
                
              , and indirect or seemingly contradictory expressions within their stories that are just as telling of their values and beliefs
                
              .
The Impact of Đổi mời on Memory/History Production
In the years leading up to and
                
                
               after
                
                
               the turn
                
                
               of the
                
                
                
               twenty
                
                
              -first century
                
                
                
                
              , Tai
                
               and others observed a “commemorative
                
                
                
               fever” sweeping over Vietnam (2001a, 1). This impassioned, somewhat obsessive outpouring of commemorative activity has been both prompted and enabled, in large part, by the emergence of Vietnam’s Đổi mời economic policy and subsequent reforms
                
               (Tai 2001a). For over three decades, similar yet distinct to China’s
                
               market
                
               reforms, and following in the wake of Russia’s “perestroika” policy, Vietnam has been largely moving away from state-planned command economy models. Having adopted aspects of a market-based economy
                
              , what Vietnam now practices is often referred to as a “market economy
                
               with a socialist
 orientation
                
              ” (Schwenkel 2009, 4; Schwenkel and Leshkowich 2012, 384). Đổi mời (meaning
                
               “new change” or “renovation”) is the name for the liberal-market economic policy reforms initiated in Vietnam in the mid-1980s, most specifically in 1986 with the
                
                
               passing
 of laws allowing some forms of free-market enterprise. With the emergence of Đổi mời

, prior Communist anti-imperial and class struggle

 agendas started being supplanted by a quest for greater economic prosperity and cultural cohesion
                
               (Pettus 2003).
The implementation of Đổi mời socio-economic reforms has been accompanied by significant transformations
 and tensions in the production, content, and performance
                
                
               of memory and history
                
                
               in Vietnam
                
               (Schwenkel 2009; Tai 2001a, b). The
                
               diversity of public responses to the post-Đổi mời era’s more volatile economic markets
                
              , tenuous political climate, and sometimes blurry social

 policies of increasing social freedoms

 punctuated by sporadic government crackdowns causes contemporary public
                
                
               memory
                
                
               in Vietnam
                
                
               to be “characterized as much by confusion as by profusion” as government and society struggle over ways of remembering
                
                
               the
                
                
               past
                
                
               and envisioning the future
                
               (Tai 2001a, 2).
By the early 1980s, among other social

 problems, nationwide poverty and the Communist government’s failing economic policies were causing widespread public dissatisfaction and unrest. A number of scholars contend that, to stay in power, the Party needed to make changes, such that in large part, bottom-up social pressures

 seem to have prompted the government to act (Luong 2003; Fforde and De Vylder 1996; Kerkvliet 2005). However
                
              , more recently others have argued that the push for privatization (e.g. private property) in Vietnam
                
                
               came from above, and was instigated by officials who were likely to gain from such policy changes (Harms 2012, drawing on the work of Kim and Gainsborough). Whether pressures were coming from below, or above, or through some combination, for the Party, adopting Đổi mời market
                
               reforms was a risky endeavor that could potentially undermine Communist historically-grounded, social
                
                
              , and political visions of the future and thus also threaten to unravel the government’s past and current claims on power.
Through deft and often opaque maneuvering, the Communist government has retained and bolstered its legitimacy, in large part, through its skillful implementation of Đổi mời, subsequent economic reforms
                
                
                
                
              , and through maintaining high levels of growth (Le 2012; H. H. Nguyen 2016a). Not surprisingly, the government has not relinquished its hold on history or its claims on power in the present and future. Thus, today in Vietnam, although “new visions of the past” are being vigorously remade, they still “must take their place alongside old ones that continue to give solace not only to the state but also to important segments of Vietnamese society” such as the performance group women and other
                
               Communist
                
                
               veterans

 (Tai 2001a, 3).
Tai’s
                
               insights concerning the social
                
                
               implications

 of Đổi mời on memory practices and the perceived political risks of legitimizing multiple perspectives on Vietnam’s past are useful in understanding: (1) why the performance

 group
                
                
               veterans continue to hold on to their pasts and story their memories

 in a characteristically Party-condoned, devoted, socialist
 style; (2) why the performance group, as will be discussed later in more detail, emerged at this particular political-historical juncture; and (3) why some in Vietnam and elsewhere may feel the veterans’ pasts, politics, history-making style, and overriding worldview is outdated, problematic, and/or used by the state to assert and demonstrate correct national history-telling. The performance group women are part of the demographic which continues to value the Party’s legitimacy, the state’s version of national history, and the primary revolutionary tenets for which they fought, struggled, and sacrificed throughout their lives. Undermining the authority of the official national past, or individuals’ life narratives

 that participate in the narrative of Communist success in overthrowing colonial and imperial domination, could understandably be seen as a significant threat to the veterans’ sense of self and personhood, as well as to whole generations
 of people (living and dead), hallowed by the state as national
                
               heroes
                
                
               and
                
                
               martyrs
.
The veterans’ narratives and remembering
                
                
               performances always express a personal as well as a national history. They portray individual
                
                
               as well as shared experiences
 of the past

. The national history the veterans retell demonstrates their continued allegiance to the Party. However, to categorize the veterans’ memory
                
                
               performances

 as simply deleterious propaganda
, naïve loyalty, or the blind reiteration
 of obsolete State
                
                
                
               narratives
                
                
               is a problematic
                
                
               oversimplification. The women’s narratives and performances of remembering are notable not only for their Party-aligned qualities, but also for their elasticity, durability, and sincerity. Their shared memory
                
                
               performances

 demonstrate and sustain their continuing faithfulness and obligation to the socialist
 ideals to which they devoted themselves during the war, while also practicing genuine and optimistic openness toward the changing conditions of contemporary Vietnam as it negotiates its identity
 as a state governed by a single Communist Party with an increasingly market-driven economy.
In Vietnam, the rapid changeability of the present makes new demands on the past (Pelley 2002). As the veterans
                
               know well from their revolutionary history

, remaking society (reforming or revolutionizing) requires that stories from the past be told in new ways that serve the changing conditions of the present. The veterans do not act as if they are fearful or threatened by the social
                
                
              , economic, and political changes of the post-Đổi mời era. Rather, it is more common that the women

 see themselves as actively participating in retelling the past and remaking Vietnam’s present and future


. As Lawrence Grossberg writes, “[w]e can only struggle between different articulations of reality to find one that is more humane
 for more (all) people” (1997, 260). Judging from the veterans’ past commitments, and how they continue to describe their present social endeavors and future aspirations for Vietnam, this is the kind of struggle in which they want to participate.
Vietnamese Women: Symbols of National Virtue and Moral Corruption
The figures of Vietnamese women—as mothers
                
              , daughters, and wives—are often employed as cultural symbols representing the full spectrum of desired and derided cultural values, from the ideals of traditional moral virtue to capitalist modernity’s
 worst forms of moral corruption. Women can represent “both the power of memory and the fickleness of oblivion
                
              , both the debt that is owed to the revolutionary generation
                
               and the ingratitude of postwar

 youth” (Tai 2001b, 168). Contrasting
                
               representations
                
                
               of women
                
                
               in popular culture
 suggest and perform the confusion, social anxiety, and fraught views regarding the role of women in contemporary Vietnamese society. As Ashley Pettus
 explains, “questions of female character, duty and behavior that have become central to the current dilemmas of national
                
               identity
 in Vietnam are rooted in earlier struggles for national independence and modernity
, which established women’s deep cultural responsibility

 to uphold the shifting ideals of the nation” (2003, 7). In times of social and economic transition, and tenuous ideological positioning, the task of securing and maintaining the cultural ideals of the nation is a weighty responsibility

 overflowing with ambivalent, mixed messages about what constitutes women’s proper behaviors and duties.
The figure of “the mother”
                
                
               is central to popular representations
                
                
               of women
                
                
               in Vietnam
                
                
              . The nation is commonly viewed within a supra-familial structure, and despite the privileging of men
 and male lineage in Confucianism
                
                
              , mothers generally represent childhood
 and nostalgia for the past
                
               (Tai 2001b). In their youth, during wartime, the performance group veterans embodied radical

 national
                
                
               and Communist allegiance. Then and now, they describe themselves as women
                
                
               who, through Communism, were liberated from the yokes of feudal and colonial patriarchy. Although they readily state that social equity between men
 and women

 needs improvement in Vietnam, the women believe the Communist revolution brought them legal and governmentally recognized equal rights.22 They were daughters fighting for the fatherland, sisters laboring alongside their comrade brothers, and mothers with babes in one arm and a rifle slung over the other. Wartime propaganda
 posters, paintings, and sculptures in the nation’s women’s museums, war museums
                
                
              , and art
                
               museums are filled with images of mothers
                
                
               prepared for combat, commonly depicted with infants at their breasts and a gun in ready position.
The performance group veterans view themselves as part of the southern “Long-haired Warriors” or “Long
                
                
              -haired
                
               Army” (Đội quân tóc dài), which included mothers, wives, and daughters who engaged in secretive missions and entered into combat alongside men
 and were prepared to make any sacrifice
                
                
               necessary for “national liberation
.”23 The veterans understand their national sacrifice
                
                
               and duty as located within a long tradition and history of patriotic Vietnamese women
 warriors. Today, as elder members of society, the veterans have become the nation’s
                
                
               deified matrons, nostalgically viewed as representing the pure ideals of the revolutionary era and, more broadly, the qualities of Vietnamese “national
                
                
               character
                
              ” (tính dân tộc). In contrast to the nation’s
                
                
               young women, whose commercialism and consumerism is often said to exemplify fickle, ahistorical self-promotion, the veterans are often seen as living symbols of ideal patriotism
                
              , cultural purity, and traditional self
                
                
              -sacrifice

. The veterans are mothers of the nation
                
                
              , and the living embodiments of ideal Vietnamese womanhood.
In the 1990s, as a result of the rapid economic growth and political changes taking place in Vietnam, practices that the government officially termed “social
                
                
               evils
                
                
                
              ” (tệ nạn xã hội) which included gambling, prostitution, and drug use were increasing. Corruption was pervasive and greater contact with foreign ideas and goods was said to be the cause of cultural degeneration within the postwar

 population
                
               (Pettus 2003). During this time of social and economic
                
                
               change, women were both excessively valorized for retaining virtuous, traditional family
 and national values and disproportionately blamed for the deterioration of social and cultural values. For example, “Heroic
                
                
               Mothers
                
                
              ” who
                
                
               lost sons, daughters, and husbands during the war
                
                
               years were praised for their “selflessness

 and simplicity” while young urban mothers were blamed for family
 disintegration and social downfall (Pettus 2003, 4). On
                
               the one hand, women were required to become educated, “modernize” themselves and their families
                
              , and work outside the home, while on the other hand, they were being called on to remember their traditions and practice proper family
 obligations
                
               (Pettus 2003).
As elder members of society, today the performance group veterans face different challenges than women of younger generations


                
                
              . While the veterans are praised and idealized as national mother figures, the stylized heroic depictions and the high expectations
                
                
               they carry are both strengthening and stifling. Among other duties, the veterans
                
                
               must continue to embody proper socialist
 values while helping to sculpt and implement the Party’s messages regarding gender

 ideals
                
                
               and behaviors. As national role models, they must carry out their Party duties while resisting becoming obsolete. The veterans work hard to ensure they are not forgotten and to project themselves as valuable, vital members of society, while many within the younger
                
                
               generations
 turn their gaze away from the country’s ravaged past and set their sights
                
               on its hopeful and awaiting future.
Contextualizing the Emergence of the Performance Group
While listening
 to the veterans’ stories
                
                
               and attending their rehearsals
, I am aware that I am hearing renditions of the past and present from a very particular community. Although the performance group veterans

 experience
 a measure of social neglect, historical essentialization, misrepresentation, and age- and gender-related discrimination

, they have fared better than many people in postwar

 Vietnam because their current lives and past endeavors are legitimated and praised by the state
                
                
              . Many people in Vietnam have had to endure much greater social

 marginalization
                
              . In Vietnam, the differing perspectives, memories, and experiences
 related to the colonial period and the American War
 are so numerous that every story one hears conjures dozens of shadow-stories, many of which may be unheard, unmentioned, forgotten
                
              , or silenced
                
                
              . As Jacquelyn Dowd Hall states
                
              , “[t]urning memories
                
                
               into stories—whether humble life stories or pretentious master narratives—is also a potent form of forgetting. For every narrative depends on the suppression and repression of contrary, disruptive memories

—other people’s memories of the same events, as well as the unacceptable ghosts
                
                
               of our own pasts” (1998, 440). For every story that is told, others remain
                
               untold. In Vietnam, the government’s claim on power and popular support is deeply entwined with its views on what constitutes history and what sorts of memories
                
                
               may be publicly expressed. Thus, as I listen to the women’s narratives and watch their performances, I am reminded of the existence of numerous other perspectives that remain
                
               unspoken, or somehow silenced
, in popular public discourse in Vietnam.
The emergence of the performance
                
                
               group
                
                
               in 1998—during the post-Đổi mời era of rapid economic and socio

-cultural change, increased global communication and exchange, and amidst the resulting climate of fear over social degeneration and intensified struggle over memory

 that Tai (2001a) and
                
               others identify in the years leading up to and following the turn of the millennium—seems no accident. During the 1990s much public discourse was focused on preserving “cultural roots (nguồn gốc văn hóa) and national
                
               identity
 (bản săc dân tộc)” (P. Taylor
                
               2004b, 47). Likewise, Pettus
                
               indicates that in the 1990s the state “sought to associate the new requirements for economic development with a strengthening of national traditions

” (2003, 4). Citing the start of this shift in the previous decade, Christoph Giebel
 similarly explains the state’s increasing need for “traditional” Party-supporting commemorative practice in the mid-to-late 1980s as a result of the decline of Communist governments worldwide. He claims that, for many during this time, “[t]he Revolution had lost its sense of purpose, and the split between the trajectory it had prescribed for the country and the material-cultural tendencies of the people widened more and more,” so that during “the dramatic economic downturn of the mid 1980s, rising social ills, widespread popular dissatisfaction with, or—worse yet—uninterest in, the revolutionary
                
                
               government, rampant corruption and loss

 of morale among its cadres, and the ominous decline of the global socialist
 camp,” the Vietnamese Communist Party had to find ways of revamping its image and holding on to its authority (2001, 98).
Within this context, the emergence of the veterans’ group can be understood as part of the Party’s attempt to localize, to borrow Giebel’s
                
               term, and bolster its power through the revitalization of its version of national traditions

, memories, histories, and cultural values
                
               (Giebel 2001, 98).24 It is also not surprising that the performance group arose in Ho Chi Minh City
 (Vietnam’s largest metropolis), with its fairly recent past as the capital of the non-Communist Republic of Vietnam
                
                
              . The south, with Ho Chi Minh City
 as its overflowing urban center, has historically been viewed by many in Vietnam as “less formal and hierarchical […] a frontier land only recently settled by the Vietnamese, […] a place where more individualistic, egalitarian, and spontaneous social relations

 pertain” (P. Taylor
                
               2004b, 100). In contrast, Hanoi
, a much older city and the seat of national governmental power, is popularly viewed as the center of “authentic” Vietnamese culture and ideal patriotism
                
              .25 Due to its different history, Ho Chi Minh City
 has the reputation of being a more culturally impure, Westernized, capitalist-oriented location with loose and questionable morals
                
               (Luong 2003; P. Taylor
                
               2004b). Thus, the city’s inhabitants may be deemed more in need of being reminded of ideal social practice

 and proper national sentiment with regard to the Communist past.
Proper remembrance of the national past was, and still is, seen by many as vital to the continued legitimacy and power of the Communist Party. The war-era population is dwindling in number and turning over their government posts and powerful businesses to those who were either young children during the American War
 or not yet born. During this time of rapid economic and social

 transformation
, amidst the confusion and profusion of memory
                
                
               and memory practices, and with many of the country’s
                
                
               young, mostly postwar

 population bent on staying out of “politics

” (i.e. avoiding all forms of government involvement) and practicing willed amnesia
                
                
               in favor of looking forward toward increased opportunity and personal prosperity, it was deemed critical that the urban public properly remember its roots. In this period of political and historical tension and vulnerability, who better to remind the postwar public of its national past (especially in business-oriented Ho Chi Minh City
), than the nation’s
                
                
               heroic southern veteran-mothers?
The Former Women Political Prisoner Performance Group
The all-female Former Women Political
                
                
              

                
                
               Prisoner Performance
                
                
               Group gathers for weekly
                
                
               rehearsals
 in the civic meeting room or banquet hall at the Southern Women’s
                
               Museum in Ho Chi Minh City
. Cô Nhựt
                
                
              , the president and founder of the performance
                
                
               group, describes the origins of the group as both organic and officially encouraged.26 She explains that “officials” (perhaps in the Women’s Union
) thought there was a need for a group that could publicly perform Communist songs
                
              , “because it is very important for people in Vietnam
                
                
               to learn about

 tradition
                
                
              , about

 history
                
                
              .” Cô Nhựt
                
                
                
               and other veterans in the performance group
                
                
               say that their membership grew by word of mouth. It began with a small handful of women who met each other while they were incarcerated during the American War
. Later the group incorporated other friends, and friends of friends, some of whom had also been politically active and imprisoned during the prior French
                
                
               War
                
               era. At its peak, the group had
                
                
               about

 twenty-five members; however, in recent years some have passed away or stopped participating due to illness
. Today the veterans’
                
                
               group includes nineteen regularly active members whose ages range from their early sixties to early eighties.27

Most of the women
                
                
               either served the popular front movements in French colonial times as supporters or members of the Viet Minh
 and/or during the American War
 period as organizers and guerilla fighters for the
                
                
               NLF
                
                
              . The group comprises southern women. This means that most, if not all, members of the group identify as southerners in that, in accordance with Vietnamese traditional practices of family
 origin, they trace their paternal lineages, as far back as transgenerational
                
                
               memory
                
                
               takes them, to homelands (quê hương) in the south.
Another uniting, but not uniformly experienced characteristic within the group is that of being former “political
                
                
               prisoners” held by the French or by the southern Republic of Vietnam and the United States. About

 one third of the group’s members are not former political
                
                
               prisoners
                
                
              , but are either
                
                
                
               veterans

 of the American War
 or come from “revolution-affiliated families
                
              .” Of those who were imprisoned, some spent as many as six to nine years in and out of various prisons, while others were detained for shorter periods of weeks and months. Nearly all the women who were imprisoned experienced some degree of torture
                
                
              . Many of the women first met and/or spent time together while imprisoned in a number of sites throughout the south including
                
                
               the Chí Hòa
                
                
               and Thủ Đức Prisons

 (within Ho Chi Minh City
) and Côn
                
                
               Đảo
                
                
               Prison
                
                
               (Nhà tù Côn Đảo
                
                
              ). Some of them originally became friends in underground Communist and/or nationalist organizations prior to prison and then found themselves reunited as cellmates. Still others did not meet until after the war, through mutual friends, in veterans’
                
                
                
               associations, or as a consequence of becoming a member of the performance
                
                
               group. Many of the women have other family
 members and/or husbands who also served as supporters or members of the Viet Minh
 and/or the NLF
                
                
              . Whatever the founding connections, most of the women joined the group because of friendship linkages, shared histories, and pleasure in performance.
A large part of what gives this group additional fame and respect is that many of the women who were imprisoned were held, for varying lengths of time, in the incarceration facilities that comprise the Côn Đảo
                
                
               Prison
                
                
               located
                
                
               on
                
                
               the island of Côn Sơn. Côn Sơn (known by the name
                
                
               of Poulo Condore during the colonial period) is part of the Côn Đảo
                
                
               archipelago, a group of rugged tropical islands located off the coast of Vietnam, about 150 miles south of Ho Chi Minh City
. The Côn Đảo
                
                
               prison
                
                
               system
                
                
               is widely considered
                
                
               to be one of the most infamously brutal and inhumane prison facilities in use during the First and Second Indochina
                
               Wars
                
                
              .28 The prison was erected in 1862 by the French and was in use throughout the colonial period
                
                
               for convicted criminals and anti-colonial political dissidents. The Republic of Vietnam and the United States continued to use the prison and erected more incarceration complexes near the original buildings to hold the ever-increasing number of captured political prisoners
                
                
               during the war with the Democratic Republic of Vietnam

 and the NLF
                
                
              .29 The Côn Đảo Prison
                
                
               is home
                
                
               to the
                
                
               notorious “tiger cages
                
                
              ,” the media exposure of which, in 1970, caused international outcry and accusations of flagrant human rights
                
                
               violations. In the Côn Đảo
                
                
               Prison
                
                
              , and
                
                
               elsewhere
                
                
              , the veterans
                
                
               were subject to intense torture
                
                
              , harsh weather conditions, and life-threatening deprivation of food and water.
At Côn Đảo
                
                
                
               and other prison locations, the women—individually, and in large and small groups, depending on the form of imprisonment
                
                
              —performed patriotic
                
               songs
                
              , skits
, poems
                
              , and dances
 in order to pass the time, keep their spirits
                
               up, strengthen solidarity
, and sometimes literally to survive.30 The performance group women describe themselves as particularly drawn to singing, dancing, and theater
; they regularly volunteered in organizing and performing for others in prison. Some of the songs
                
              , dances
, and short skits
 performed by the women today, usually in and around Ho Chi Minh City
 for such events as secondary school assemblies, officer training programs, national holiday celebrations, or public entertainment variety shows, are the very same (or largely based on) songs
                
              , dances
, and 
skits
 they once performed in prison.
Memory and Remembering in the Performance Group
The women gather
                
               each week to socialize
                
                
               and rehearse
                
                
               songs
                
              

                
                
              , skits
, and dances
 for their official
                
                
               public performances


. They also organize more organically around a number of civic volunteer activities including supporting and performing for Agent Orange/dioxin

 benefit events, raising money to build houses for the poor, and founding schools and skills training programs for orphaned and disabled children



                
                
              . The veterans’
                
                
               public
                
                
               performances




                
                
               most often comprise a number of widely known patriotic
                
               songs
                
              , which they accompany with stylized gestures and dances
 illuminating the song’s
                
               literal and symbolic meanings. Their public performances


 sometimes also involve short skits
 based on the lives of historical luminaries, usually martyred heroic figures from the French or American Wars
. The women occasionally answer questions at the end of the performances, but they rarely discuss their own personal experiences
 in these public settings. I am not aware of them ever performing directly autobiographical
                
               accounts from their own pasts. Instead, they stick with familiar songs
                
               that audience
 members recall learning
 as children or as young adults during wartime
                
                
              , dances
 that aim to show literal meanings
                
                
               as well as please the eye with proper feminine elements of grace, and life stories of now-canonical historic revolutionary figures.
The veterans’
                
                
               performance creations often appear as committed embodiments of socialist
 ethos, poignant, proletarian and “positively” sentimental, properly representing national sentiments to “embody the values of Marxist-Leninist-style socialism
” (N. Taylor 2001, 111). The women
                
               and their performances
                
                
               embody national narratives, “national spirit
,” “national
                
               character
                
              

                
                
              ,” and “national essence” to an impressive degree.31 But to see them as just propagators of hegemony is to fix and miscontextualize them within much too stable, myopic notions of spatial-temporal location and to miss the more subtle, fraught realities and undercurrents evident within the practice of their daily lives.
At first glance, one cannot help but notice how the stories, songs
                
              , and gestures—as well as the women themselves, as surviving, heroic nationalized bodies—brilliantly perform consensus and historical consolidation through certain kinds of commemorative acts
                
                
              . Their work is a performative
                
                
               accomplishment. This being said, the politics


 of their practices should be critically engaged as well as appreciated. The women, their acts of memory and staged performance
                
                
                
              , should not simply be viewed as bodies twirled by the hands of the state or as negative or damaging embodiments of state power
                
                
              . It seems equally inappropriate to perceive the women as universal role models
                
                
              , whose actions or beliefs
                
                
               are beyond critique, whether this view is propagated by the Vietnamese state or by others who continue to justify or refuse to recognize crimes and injustices
 committed (in the past and present) by the Communist government.
I have come to respect the skill with which the performance group women have perfected their staged enactments of socialist
                
                
                
               realism
                
               and their carefully sculpted, strong and enduring, collective/personal accounts of the past. That their national history-driven staged public
                
                
                
               performances, as well as the women’s narratives, have endured both historically and—maybe especially, at present—in the wake of large ideological shifts and expansions, deserves acknowledgment. Their performances and narratives survive, in large part, by virtue
 of the veterans’ technical, rhetorical, and artistic facility. The performance group women are figures of archival and performative
                
                
               achievement, but they are also deserving of recognition
 for their flexibility and openness to the changing conditions, needs, visions, and desires of present-day Vietnam. Indeed, their performances exceed the determinations of the state.
Although the performance group women understand themselves within a very particular ideological and historical socio-cultural framework, from my experience
, they do not allow these affiliations to prohibit communication and collaboration with others located “outside” of their socio-cultural, political, and national communities. Homi K. Bhabha
 contends that “the origin of the nation’s
                
                
               visual presence is the effect of a narrative struggle” over matters of the nation (Bhabha
                
               recalling
                
               Bakhtin 1990, 295). The existence, project, and practices of the veterans’ performance group can certainly be understood in this light. However, Bhabha
                
               also asserts that people should not be understood as “simply historical events or parts of a patriotic
                
               body politic” (1990, 297). The performance group women are exemplary members of a specific patriotic
                
               body politic and they are also so much more.
Avery F. Gordon’s
                
               notion of “complex personhood,” a methodological recognition
 and respectful practice of the reality that “life is complicated,” is helpful in resisting easy categorization or oversimplification when engaging with the known and unknown aspects of others’ lives (2004, 4). Complex personhood, she says, “reminds us that even those who live in the most dire circumstances possess a complex and oftentimes contradictory humanity and subjectivity
 that is never adequately glimpsed by viewing them as victims or, on the other hand, as superhuman agents” (2004, 4). Gordon’s
                
               complex personhood undergirds my approach of working with the veterans and better understanding their narratives and remembering
                
                
               performances. While recognizing the importance of addressing the group’s formation and the significance of its social and pedagogical
                
                
               projects within larger political, socio-cultural, and historical contexts and ideological frameworks, I am equally committed to honoring Gordon’s
                
               notion of the right to complex personhood. Respecting the veterans’ right to complex personhood is critical for engaging in cross-cultural encounters and analyses that refuse, and theorize beyond, simple dichotomies and essentializing answers.
Socialist Realist Performance
The veterans’
                
                
               memory
                
                
               narratives
                
               are distinctly
                
                
                
               their own yet at the same time they embody tropes, themes, phrasings, and narrative trajectories typical within Communist-styled official history
                
                
              , including the published memoirs
                
               of revolutionary leaders. As Peter Zinoman’s
                
               work demonstrates, the utilization of the revolutionary prison
                
               memoir
                
                
               as a deliberate tool for promoting the Communist cause has a long history in Vietnam (2001a). Thus, it is not surprising that, as loyal war veterans, the women’s stories
                
                
               often tend to follow, extend, and personalize narrative forms and formulas already promoted and canonized by the state.
Vietnam’s official historical
                
                
               narratives

 utilize
                
                
               nationalist
                
               and Communist ideologically inspired aesthetic tropes of socialist realism. Originating in Russia, and also utilized in China
                
              , as a Marxist-Leninist
                
                
              -oriented proletarian arts
                
                
               movement, socialist realism sought to politicize aesthetics.32 In 1948, Trường Chinh
 who was then General Secretary of the Communist Party, presented a paper titled “Marxism and Vietnamese Culture” (“Chủ nghĩa Mác và Văn hóa Việt Nam”), which together with his 1943 Thesis on Vietnamese Culture (“Đề cương về văn hóa Việt Nam”) became the guiding ideological texts for cultural production in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam

 and, after 1975, throughout Vietnam
                
                
               until things began to change in the 1980s with the adoption
                
               of Đổi mời (Huynh-Beattie 2012). Trường Chinh
 proclaimed socialist realism to be the only permissible
                
                
                
               artistic mode and mandated
                
                
                
               that artists, or cultural workers, exhibit “absolute commitment” to its stylistic demands and to the Communist vision
                
               (Huynh-Beattie 2012, 40).
Following Trường Chinh’s
, and also Hồ Chí Minh’s, nationalist
                
               cultural directives regarding socialist realism, Vietnamese artists needed to create works that properly demonstrated socialist
 ideology, glorified the proletariat, and idealized labor. All forms of artistic production needed to be properly “nationalistic, scientific, popular and patriotic
                
              ,” and “adhere to the maxim ‘socialist
 content, nationalist framework’” (Pelley 2002, 118). Socialist
                
               realism thus demands unambiguous social messages, unyielding optimism
, and heroic characters that live their lives in ways deemed by the Communist leadership as promoting the highest ideals of the Party and the state
                
               (Tai 1994).
As Nora A. Taylor says
                
              , the state “advocates socialist realism



 as the ‘correct’ way to represent the nation’s feelings” and in Vietnam it “was equated with patriotism
                
              ,” so that there was an “equation of art with nationalism
                
              ” (2001, 111). During wartime and in the early postwar

 period, characteristics that were deemed bourgeois, pessimistic, uncertain, ironic, or critical of Communism or the Vietnamese state were seen as counterrevolutionary, indulgent, or otherwise heretical and were disavowed. Vương Trí Nhàn
 describes these stylistic and content mandates as “epic-propagandistic,” claiming that “[a]ccentuate the positive, cover up the negative” is a “way of thinking [that] has sunk deep into the Vietnamese psyche and silently guides society
                
                
              ” (2008, 185, 182).33 Since the early era of Đổi mời economic reforms, restrictions
                
                
                
               on artistic creation have loosened considerably, but constraints
                
                
               on permissible
                
                
                
               public speech
 and expression are still present in government policy as well as within the minds and daily practices of Vietnamese people.
Socialist realist political
                
                
               aesthetics are present in the performance group’s work in a number of ways. For example, in their staged performances


 and narrative remembering the women continually mark two qualities that Peter Zinoman
 finds emblematic within the stylized genre of Communist prison diaries published in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam

 after 1954: the “importance of revolutionary training and political commitment” and the depiction of “Communist prisoners as dauntless and heroic figures” (2001b, 32). These two qualities are consistent with socialist realism’s mandate of expressing positive, socially correct, morally-imbued messages. The aestheticized politics and tropes of Vietnamese-styled socialist realism provide the veterans with a narrative blueprint for understanding and properly storying their own lives and for motivating their current social contributions.
When telling their life narratives, singing and dancing in their staged performances


, and engaging me in casual conversation, the performance group women are often participating in the “required stylistic convention[s] in contemporary Vietnam, where one has to draw from the reservoir of Communist Party-sanctioned political-ideological terminology,” narrative patterns
                
                
              , and cultural styles and symbols
                
               (Giebel 2001, 88).34 To use Diana Taylor’s
                
               vocabulary, the women are thus participating in the embodied “repertoire
” of epic-propagandistic Vietnamese-styled socialist realism as they, through repeated enactments, “keep […] and transform […] choreographies of meaning” (2003, 20). Using a common lexicon to retell their personal/collective pasts
                
                
              , the women use well-worn epithets and Party mottoes as well as borrow the narrative
                
                
               composition of famous heroes
                
               and heroines
                
               from official history
                
                
               in order to story their own revolutionary

 coming-to-consciousness, prison survival
, wartime sacrifices

, and present social
                
               ethics

 and values.35 Their careful, individual
                
                
               adaptations and reiterations
 of nationalist
                
               scripts
                
               are enactments of patriotic
                
               agreement and group solidarity
, demonstrating how dynamic interactions between state-promoted nationalist
                
               ideologies, public formations of collective
                
                
               memory
                
                
               and commemoration, and individual acts of memory and self-narration

 are often inextricable from one another.36

Public Performances: Restaging the Past at the Trống Đồng Stage
After attending the veterans’ 
rehearsals


                
               for about
                
                
                
               a month
                
                
              , I had
                
                
               my first chance to be part of the audience at one of their public performances. By eight o’clock a large crowd had gathered at the Trống Đồng Stage (Sân khấu Ca nhạc Trống Đồng or Bronze Drum Music
 Stage), an outdoor performance space located in a city park on the busy corner of Nguyễn Du (named after a famous Vietnamese poet) and Cách mạng tháng Tám (August Revolution
) streets. That night, the Trống Đồng Stage welcomed a diverse crowd. Young couples, groups of teenagers, and whole families
                
               of grandparents, parents, and children were all waiting for the show to begin. People were dressed casually and were eating snacks as they sat together in rows of plastic seats. Some people without tickets gathered behind a wire mesh fence running along one side of the stage. The performance was a family-friendly variety show, with the veterans’

 group as the third act. The mood in the outdoor stage space was festive. Everyone was eagerly anticipating the busy holiday season of Christmas, Western New Years, and Tết (Vietnamese Lunar New Year).
The atmosphere was cheery, if not also somewhat frenetic, with a blinking, synthetic Christmas tree sitting on the stage, a large-screen TV blaring Tom & Jerry cartoons, flashing stage lights, fuzzy loudspeakers booming patriotic
                
               Vietnamese anthems, and a constant flow of deep rumbling motorbike traffic from the nearby streets.37 Against this backdrop, the announcers, a man in a stylish suit and an exquisitely outfitted young woman in a white lace and satin evening gown, took the stage in spotlights to introduce the show. The first act was a group of older men
 dressed in military uniform. In vibrato voices, they sang patriotic
                
               tunes to a polka-like beat. The crowd exuberantly clapped along. The next act consisted of two older men
 in black, white, and red suits. They played
                
               nostalgic (but energetic) smooth jazz style songs
                
               with a saxophone and harmonica.
After these acts finished, the veterans took the stage. They entered, dressed in vibrantly colored áo dài (Vietnamese national dress consisting of a long tunic and trousers), and began singing a song
                
               about Hồ Chí Minh. After the performance, I wrote:

[t]heir voices are high and sharp like birds. I am immediately struck by a difference in their performance style. In practice, they are fluttery and light. They laugh and crack jokes, smiling and cajoling each other. Here, on stage, in the real performance they are stock-straight, without smiles. […] But, I have seen them being just the opposite at every rehearsal
! Are these the women I know? Their faces look familiar, but their stage presence could not be more different here than in rehearsal
. […] I know this is the place for precision and poise, but I like it better when they are having fun together, enjoying each other’s company.

The difference between their performance demeanor and the mood at rehearsal
 was stark. At the performance, the women seemed nervous. The tone was serious. During rehearsal
, they were at ease, so much so that it sometimes took effort to get everyone’s attention when a song
                
               was about to start.
Each Wednesday afternoon at the Southern Women’s Museum
, the veterans set up folding chairs around a young man who came to accompany their rehearsal
 on a piano synthesizer. There was a lot of socializing

 during and between songs
                
               as the women caught up on the news of the past week. The atmosphere was relaxed and welcoming. Light snacks of fruit, crackers, and candies were served midway through rehearsal
. Glasses of water, poured by the eldest member of the group from a silver teapot, got passed around. The rehearsals
 were often so free-form that, for the first few weeks, I could not even tell that cô Nhựt was the leader of the group. The ebb and flow of practice was organic and unruffled, even when a public performance date was drawing near.
This easy mood was virtually absent from the staged performance
                
                
              

                
                
                
              . After the second song
                
              , some of the women left the stage to change costumes. They returned in black 
                áo bà ba
                
                
               (long-sleeved shirt) and trousers, with black and white checkered scarves around their necks. These clothes are characteristic of farmers, outdoor laborers, and people from the countryside and were the typical outfit worn by members
                
               of the NLF
                
                
               (Fig. 1.2). Their hair had been fixed specially for the performance
                
                
               and the women were all wearing various shades of red or pink lipstick. They looked graceful and proper. But in rehearsal
 I had seen their sass and strength.[image: ../images/434502_1_En_1_Chapter/434502_1_En_1_Fig2_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 1.2The veterans perform at the Trống Đồng Stage, Ho Chi Minh City
. Photograph
                        
                       by the author



During the next two numbers, a few women in the group illuminated the song
                
               verses with synchronized, stylized gestures and choreographed dance
                
              . After the performance I wrote:

[i]n this song
                    
                  , there are about five primary dancers. The rest of the veterans stand in back and sing. […] Two dancers streak across the stage waving the Vietnamese flag and the flag of the NLF
                    
                    
                   (red and blue with a bright yellow star). They begin forming a series of still images. The first stage picture depicts the women working in the fields. Next they paddle a boat. After that, they show a scene of struggle. They put their arms up and brace themselves against an exterior threat. The next freeze shows suffering
. A woman lies on the floor, another crouches over her in a gesture of care and sadness
. A third woman stands, holding her hand above the fallen woman as if she is ready to strike again. Another woman crosses her arms and takes the wide stance of a soldier or police. The women gradually move through the images, stopping for a moment on each scene. The next enactment shows suffering
 in prison. Their poses and facial expressions show struggle and then triumph. Three Vietnamese flags are held at the center. The women put their fists in the air—not aggressively, but not softly.

By the final song
                
              , the women looked more relaxed. They had changed back into their colorful áo dài. Their nerves eased as the performance progressed, but they were still far more reserved on stage than in rehearsal
. I caught a few women smiling and shooting playful looks at friends or family
 as they took their bows. Seeing
                
               this show as an audience
 member, rather than accompanying them behind the scenes at rehearsal
, made me realize that the veterans’ public performances are serious matters.
Dramatizing National Character on the Public Stage: Seven Serious Matters
As the living emblems of traditional womanly virtue
 and national
                
               values
                
                
                
              , the veterans take their duty to perform ideal “national character” with seriousness and grace. The term “national character” (tính dân tộc), understood as the pure expression of “the spirit
                
               of the Vietnamese people” or “Vietnameseness,” was first utilized by Hồ Chí Minh in 1945


 to outline the Democratic Republic of Vietnam’s

 cultural mandates
                
               (N. Taylor 2001, 113). The veterans embody
                
                
               “national character” with masterful, seemingly effortless, skill. As I attended more of the veterans’ public performances


, some
                
                
               notable patterns, styles, and ideological consistencies came into focus. Although I am directly referring to their public, staged
                
                
                
               performances
                
                
              , these observations are also useful in understanding, interpreting, and contextualizing the veterans’ individual narratives

 and performances

 of remembering during interviews. While not a comprehensive list, the following are seven important, interconnected points to keep in mind regarding the veterans and their public shows:	1.The veterans’ performances are political

 events. Their performances most often occur as part of the celebration of national holidays and/or commemorations of state significance. For example, I have attended the women’s performances for celebrations of national holidays such as Reunification Day (Ngày Thống Nhất), the Indochinese Communist Party Founding Day (Ngày thành lập Đảng Cộng sản Đông Dương), and the People’s Army of Vietnam Founding Day (Ngày thành lập Quân đội nhân dân Việt Nam). They perform for the general public at citywide entertainment venues and national monuments, but also at such places as military officer training schools and fire halls for select audiences
 comprising Party organization members and governmental civic service groups (Fig. 1.3).[image: ../images/434502_1_En_1_Chapter/434502_1_En_1_Fig3_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 1.3The veterans perform at an International Women’s Day benefit event, Ho Chi Minh City
. Photograph
                                
                               by the author




 

	2.The shows are powerful, in part, because of the veterans’ embodied doubleness: the women re-perform the history that they themselves lived through. They re-signify themselves. By symbolically re-performing their own lives on stage, the veterans’ performances offer audiences
 the ideal blend of eyewitness authority, sacrificial patriotism
                        
                      , national history, military necessity, and womanly/motherly virtuousness capable of stirring emotions in diverse crowds, including young and old audience
 members. Without demanding it, the veterans compel respect.

 

	3.The veterans take their public shows seriously. Rehearsal
 is their time to socialize and practice, but on stage there is a more important job at hand. Public
                        
                        
                        
                       performances are the continuation of the national service they began during wartime. Their subject matter


 is, though upbeat, in large part about recalling histories of wartime oppression, violence

, suffering
, and death

. The veterans say that part of the reason they perform in public is to honor those who sacrificed and died fighting for “national salvation” and “reunification
.” Through compelling re-performances of the national past, the women work to inspire an interconnected mix of national, social, and filial
 devotion in the audience
. The veterans feel a real sense of duty. For them, the next generations
 must know these histories as a matter of national allegiance
                        
                       and social

 ethics
                        
                        
                      .

 

	4.The performances are not personalized but they are exceedingly personal. Although the women do not retell their own personal stories
                        
                        
                       in their staged
                        
                        
                        
                       performances they are always re-expressing something of their own pasts in the songs
                        
                      , dances
, and skits
. The style is formulaic, the stories are familiar, the politics


 are predetermined, but because these characteristic songs
                        
                       and dances
 are embodied by the veterans and infused with their memories, the performances convey something true and meaningful about their experience
 of the past through and beyond the performances’ well-known tropes. The performances’ stylized elements (e.g. gestures, political

 orientations, stories
                        
                        
                      , songs
                        
                      , etc.) become the vehicle for communicating something more, something that cô Định describes as an “awareness” of the past that engenders “awareness of [the younger generations
’] responsibility

” to the nation and to society. The veterans’ sense of duty and care shines through every citational gesture and replayed note.

 

	5.The veterans’ present-day performances (following their wartime performances in prison) are largely within the socialist


 realist
                        
                       political-aesthetic style. The stories they tell are canonical histories, without ethical
                        
                       or political ambiguity, and with clear social messages. For example, there will never be any troubling nuances or questions raised about the Democratic Republic of Vietnam’s

 military practices or the Republic of Vietnam’s conscript army. The Communist cause is always righteous; those serving the southern government are always “puppets.” The messages are clear. Although the women know, not least from their own familial experiences
, about the political ambiguities of war, when representing the Party and nation on the public stage they deliver only clear and proper messages.

 

	6.Consequently, their performances are demonstrational and instructional. The veterans
                        
                        
                       want the audience
 to know these stories are histories. Audience
 members should be moved by the reality of the histories they are retelling. The women’s bodies and voices restage a past that they lived through. Everyone in the audience
 (save small children) knows who these women are; they understand the significance of seeing
                        
                       the women perform these patriotic
                        
                       songs
                        
                       and dances
. The veterans’
                        
                        
                       bodies mark the reality of the history while conveying it. In so doing, they are the perfect (grand)motherly messengers to instruct the audience
—emotionally and associatively rather than through direct orders—what it means to be a proper, upstanding Vietnamese citizen.

 

	7.Just knowing about the past is not enough. This is why the veterans perform for the public. Every schoolchild memorizes facts about nationally important historical events. It is the veterans’ special duty to materialize the state’s official history


 through their own patriotic
                        
                       bodies. The veterans
                        
                        
                       are given the responsibility of stirring the crowd’s emotions and helping citizens recognize, through the performances, how and why the past is meaningful and necessary for Vietnam’s present and future development. The veterans retell the past to praise the nation
                        
                        
                       and its heroes
                        
                      , to warn against the oppression of external domination, and to help guide the people’s moral compass as they “continue to develop their country.”

 





The veterans’ stage performances demonstrate, in concentrated form, the deep national duty and responsibility

 each
                
                
                
               veteran
                
                
               also feels when recounting their individual pasts in more intimate
                
               settings. Even the veterans’ “personal
                
                
              ” narratives
                
                
               are intensely, and intentionally, social or collective in orientation. What Christina Schwenkel
 has noted concerning war photographs
                
               taken by Vietnamese photojournalists is also relevant with regard to the women’s narrative orientation when she states “[o]fficial narratives of the American War
 are encoded in images that symbolize national heroism and sacrifice
                
                
              , rather than individual memories of hardship, loss
                
                
              , and trauma


” (2008, 47). The social/collective nature of the veterans’
                
                
               personal accounts is an enactment of their Communist-aligned politics. Many times, while listening
 to life stories told by different veterans, I found myself struck by (1) the patterned similarities in the narrative arc of their personal stories (e.g. many women describe the mistreatment and/or loss of a family
 member, or members, as the origin of their political/Communist coming-to-consciousness); (2) the common repetition

 of the same
                
                
               wartime stories (e.g. I heard very similar renditions of a particular prison hunger strike, and its accompanying stories and interpretations, from nearly every veteran I spoke with); and (3) the frequent employment of certain culturally pervasive stock phrases and terms (e.g. “American imperialists,” “Vietnam’s history of fighting against foreign invaders,” and “Vietnam’s long tradition of female warriors”). As much as I heard personal accounts of the past, I often felt I was listening
 to a particular, politically oriented form of deliberately non-personal personal
                
                
               narratives, or perhaps non-individualist personal narratives.
Frameworks and Concepts
Engaging with the veterans’
                
                
               memory
                
                
               performances
                
                
               and the Làng Hòa Bình children’s daily lives requires theoretical
                
                
              , critical, and interpretive perspectives from a number of disciplines. Dwight Conquergood’s
                
               foundational work within the field of performance studies
, and particularly his insights concerning performance ethnography
, are at the heart of this book. Conquergood’s
                
               notion of the “performance paradigm,” or performance research that “privileges particular, participatory, dynamic, intimate
                
              , precarious, embodied experience
 grounded in historical process, contingency, and ideology” has guided my research and writing (1991, 187).
Equally, D. Soyini Madison’s
                
               characterization of “the politics of the near” as a specific form of ethnographic, “political investment,” keeps me attuned to both the people I listen to in Vietnam and the way and intention with which I carry, communicate, and re-perform their stories and lives into different locations (2005b, 149). The ethnographer is a “co-performer” with his/her interlocutors in the provisional, serious and playful, imaginative engagement of learning
 with and from each other
                
               (Conquergood 1991, 187). Consequently, this participatory research method and analysis “privileges the body as a site of knowing,” understanding ethnography
 to be a radically empirical (not empiricist) “embodied practice” and “dialogical performance” full of small encounters
                
               (Conquergood 1991, 180; 1985, 9).
Within these intimate
                
               acts of narrative and staged performance
                
                
                
               are multiple layers of memory
                
                
              . Remembering
                
                
              , according to Mieke Bal, exists in and through embodied activities “occurring in the present, in which the past
                
                
               is continuously modified and redescribed even as it continues to shape the future” (1999, xii). This formulation of memory underscores the fluidity, contingency, and performative dimensions of (re)telling life stories and the performance-centered engagement of doing and interpreting oral history

. Following
                
                
               Della Pollock
, I understand oral
                
                
               history
                
                
              

                
                
               performance
                
                
              

                
                
               to be a “promissory act” of remembering and retelling, in which various forms of change
                
                
               inevitably, and most often unexpectedly, unfold (2005, 2). This project works along the small, promissory edges of historical, transcultural
                
                
              , intergenerational
, and cross-national damage in the hope
 of offering forward and giving back some form of reparation through witnessing and recognition
. In this regard, Rebecca Schneider’s
                
               notion of “performative
                
                
               remains
,” specifically “war’s performative
                
                
               remains
                
                
              ,” the theatricality
                
               of re-enactment
                
                
              , and the temporal messiness and mobility of heritage
 (re)performance prove particularly helpful in addressing the ways in which fragments of the past
                
                
               continue to actively live within and charge the present (2011, 19).
Issues of telling and translation
 permeate this book. Attending to them all is far beyond the scope of this study. Therefore, I want to point to one practical and one theoretical issue of translation
 present throughout this work: (1) I needed translation
 assistance in order to understand the veterans’
                
                
               stories and (2) I realized that despite difficulties, barriers, and sometimes mistakes, some stories must be retold, translated into different social worlds with a combination of “fidelity” and “freedom” (Benjamin 1969, 78). Thus, the conversations this work relies on were largely translated encounters (culturally, generationally, and linguistically). Additionally, my work with the Làng Hòa Bình children, in particular, focuses problems and necessities of telling and translation
 in the process of cross-culturally communicating something of lives of what are often subaltern
 subjects.
To carry out research and conversation with the veterans, I worked with my close and now longtime friend Hương, as a cultural and linguistic translator

. It quickly became evident that the benefits of working with Hương extend beyond literalist understandings of translation
. Hương significantly enriches my understanding of the women’s narratives and gives critical depth to the project by providing direct translation
, interpretation, and commentary during the interviews and invaluable insight on cultural-political subtexts afterwards in informal conversations. She locates and explains oblique
                
                
               and indirect meanings that otherwise would have been unrecognizable. Perhaps most importantly, Hương joins the conversations and helps make this endeavor a practice
                
                
               of intergenerational
 remembering
                
                
               and communication. The women speak to me, but also directly to Hương, demonstrating their sense of pedagogical responsibility
                
                
               and
                
                
               urgency to speak to her, a young Vietnamese woman of the postwar



                
                
               generation
                
              

                
                
              . The veterans
                
                
                
               want their stories to be translated into new terrains of meaning
                
                
               within Vietnam and beyond.
In terms of the Làng Hòa Bình children, some stories must be told despite differences in power and possible translation
 error. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
 states that subaltern
 speakability is, in good part, “about agency” and “institutionally validated action” (2005, xx). I do not quote the children directly, but heeding Linda Martín Alcoff’s call to “interrogate the bearing of our location and context on what it is we are saying” and their possible and/or actual effects, aspects of the Làng Hòa Bình children’s lives can, and in fact need to, be spoken and retold within larger publics (1991, 25).
My understanding of the veterans’
                
                
               experiences
 and memories
                
                
               is aided by feminist
                
               and gender

 studies
                
                
               perspectives. Joan W. Scott
 and Judith Butler
 call for recognition
 and theorization of the politically charged social constructedness of experience
 and identity
. I heed Scott’s
                
               directive that instead of understanding experience
 as “uncontestable evidence” it must be critically engaged through questions that concern, for example, issues of subjectivity
, language (discourse), culture, and history (1992, 24–25). Butler’s
                
               theorization
                
                
               of gender, sex
, and sexuality as culturally situated, socially and individually constituted through reiterative acts
                
                
               (the active process of performativity
                
                
              

                
                
              ), is helpful in illuminating the ways in which the politics of gender and sex
 are at play
                
               within the women’s narratives, within their performances
                
                
              , and within
                
                
                
               their greater cultural contexts in Vietnam. For Butler
                
              , performativity

 “must be understood not as a singular or deliberate ‘act
                
                
              ,’ but, rather, as the reiterative and citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names” (1993, 2), meaning that gender as reiterative, performative “construction ‘compels’ our belief
                
               in its necessity and naturalness” (1990, 140).
Looking further into Butler’s
                
               theorizations
                
                
               through the lenses of performance
                
               studies, Elin Diamond
 makes a critical observation about performance and performativity



                
                
               as being “a doing and a thing done” (1996, 1, emphasis added). Diamond’s
                
               distinction is a crucial step in locating possibility within Butler’s
                
               configuration of performativity
                
                
               as the production of material effects through the “stylized repetition of

                
                
               acts” (1988, 519). This explication also gives practical method to Bhabha’s
                
               performativity
                
                
               of national narrativity and mimicry
 as “almost the same, but not quite” (2004, 122). In the space between reiterations
, between the doing and the done, conscious or unintentional modes of interruption and alteration

 can enable the enactment and creation of new possibilities, for “as soon as performativity
                
                
               comes to rest on a performance
                
                
              , questions of embodiment, of social relations

, of ideological interpellations, of emotional and political effects, all become discussable
                
              ” (Diamond 1996, 5). Here also Diana Taylor’s
                
               theorization
                
                
               of the “repertoire
,” or the embodied and enacted “performances, gestures, orality
, movement, dance
                
              , singing,” that “generate, record, and transmit knowledge” across individual bodies and whole generations
, is instructive on the ways in which traditions are simultaneously carried forward and transformed (2003, 20–21). These insights, regarding the repertoire
 and the doing and the thing done, and the playful, vital possibilities that might unfold, also highlight the stakes involved in what Rebecca Schneider
 terms the “unfinished project of protest
” and social activism (2011, 186).
When addressing the construction and contingencies of memory, identity
, experience
, and belief
                
              , issues of subjectivity
 and intersubjectivity come into play
                
              . Mikhail Bakhtin
                
               writes that one can never fully overcome the boundaries of the body, or the perceiving of the world from within one’s own subjectivity
 (1990). Therefore one cannot and should not claim to “know” another person’s experience
 or feeling, their pain
                
                
                
               nor their happiness. Nonetheless people, as coterminous subjects/subjectivities
                
              , need to engage in a kind of “sympathetic understanding” (1990, 102). Despite its impossibility, “deeply sensing the other” (Conquergood 1985, 3) is a necessity
                
               for Bakhtin
                
               as a task of translating one’s inner-self outward, into the “fabric of life as a human being among other human beings” (1990, 31).38 This book engages with Bakhtin’s
                
               call for intersubjectivity by writing with his notion of heteroglossia, through recognizing and embodying the polyvocality and double-voicing always already present within discourse. In the spirit
                
               of Bakhtin
                
              , this book embodies and performs
                
                
               hybridity in form and content, in the hope
 of both calling to and answering with multiple voices, not in pursuit of closure or certainty, but in order to be a part of a continuing “living dialogue” (1981, 280).
How do the concepts of intersubjectivity
                
                
               and living dialogue relate to issues of trauma
                
                
              ? Bakhtin’s
                
               living dialogue can be seen as integral to the psychoanalytic
                
               practice of “working-through,” a process that theorists like Dominick LaCapra
 feel is crucial on individual as well as larger social levels, within and between cultures, as a means of redressing traumas (1994). While I make use of some theoretical perspectives from the Western psychoanalytic
                
               tradition
                
                
               to talk about the veterans’
                
                
               experiences
 and memories
                
                
               of violence

, I employ these ideas and terms associatively rather than according to their strict disciplinary definitions. I also heed Heonik Kwon’s
                
               call to differentiate between the “plurality” of forms that trauma

 takes across cultures, including identifying where these diverse forms may find common ground, as well as his specific insights about the particularity of war trauma as it is experienced and lived out in Vietnam (2012, 236–237).
Trauma, in Cathy Caruth’s
                
               formulation, is a form of recurrent memory of a “shocking and unexpected occurrence of an accident” that at the time of its first occurrence “is not precisely grasped” (1996, 6).39 Caruth
                
               contends trauma is contingent on both the confrontation with death and the ambivalence of survival
. Trauma, in some ways, is a result of the shock, disbelief, and guilt at surviving an accident and its “endless impact on life” (1996, 7).40

Relatedly, Dominick LaCapra
 locates an ethical
                
               line between what he calls “loss” and “absence” stemming from trauma (1999). For LaCapra
                
              , “loss” has historical particularity, and is specific to the individual or group that experienced the trauma (e.g. losses experienced by a Holocaust survivor), while “absence” can operate on a “transhistorical” level, and may be experienced by those not directly involved (e.g. the postwar children of survivors may experience
 absences as a result of the Holocaust) (1999, 700–701). LaCapra
                
               makes another ethical
                
               distinction between “historical trauma


” and “structural trauma,” wherein the former is again specific to the individual or group that directly experienced the trauma, and the latter is socio-cultural damage emanating from historical atrocity wherein “everyone” might be subject to its damages, but in different ways (1999, 723). While not adopting his exact terminology, I heed LaCapra’s
                
               important distinctions.
Traumatic histories and personal experiences
 often require various forms of reckoning, or witnessing
                
                
              . Kelly Oliver
 takes psychoanalytic
                
               discussions beyond individualist implications toward a social ethics

 and
                
               politics
                
                
               of witnessing
                
                
              . She
                
                
               insists that, “without an addressee, without a witness, I cannot exist” (2001, 91). Oliver’s
                
               work on the individual and social implications

 of witnessing assists my understanding
                
                
               of the interviews and other performance
                
                
               work conducted in Vietnam, in terms of the necessarily covalent, co-constituting relationships between speaking and listening
 subjects. “Without an external witness,” Oliver
                
               contends, “we cannot develop or sustain the internal witness necessary for the ability to interpret and represent our experience
, which is necessary for subjectivity


                
                
               and more essentially for both individual and social transformation


                
                
              ” (2001, 88). This enunciation has overwhelming implications for damaged relationships between individuals, communities, cultures, and countries. What is needed is the embodied act, the incremental and processual project, and commitment toward what Oliver
                
               terms “the response-ability
                
                
               in subjectivity
” (2001, 139).
Oliver
                
               calls attention to what she terms the “beyond” of witnessing (2001, 86). Questioning the limits and dominance of visuality and knowing, Oliver
                
               points out that it is “the blinking of the eyes”—the blink, the blank, the loss
                
                
              , the rupture—that prevents us from seeing
                
               everything, and that staying attuned to what is not and cannot (perhaps ever) be seen keeps one humble and attentive to one’s “response-ability” as witness (2001, 142). It might be the “beyond
                
                
              ” knowing and the “blink” of missed moments and lapses that make us better able to “see” and to know beyond visuality, so that we are essentially gaining knowledge
                
                
               through the sensation of losing it. Ethical
                
               witnessing, Oliver
                
               contends, is not primarily centered in “visibility
 and recognition
” but rather within “witnessing
                
                
               to horrors beyond
                
               recognition
                
                
              ” (2001, 8).
The beyond

                
                
               knowing in witnessing others does not delineate a line to leave uncrossed, but rather is a point of departure for another kind of politics of embodied witnessing. Witnessing the beyond through performance means opening to uncertainties, into performances of active, ethical
                
               speculation and inquiry: listening
, speaking, and imagining with other subjects. Performance studies
 takes “bearing” witness to entail
                
                
                
               performing witness
                
               (Pollock 2005; D. Taylor 1997, 2003), to the
                
               known and to what is beyond, so that more stories and lives might continue to live, move, and mean in the world
                
               (Oliver 2001).
First Rehearsal with the Performance Group Women
I remember pausing for a few minutes before
                
                
               entering
                
               the veterans’ rehearsal room for the first time. The sound of the veterans’ voices, energetically singing to the steady beat of a piano synthesizer, drifted into and echoed around the cement hallway. Waves of nervousness and excitement rippled through me as I waited a moment at the door. Sweat streaked my back and had also accumulated on my brow during my hurried walk to the Southern Women’s Museum
. Was I presentable? Would I seem too disheveled? With a heavy bag slung over one shoulder, and a bouquet of purple flowers filling my other arm, I rested a minute, catching my breath and calming my nerves before entering the room. Rehearsal had already started. I did not want to interrupt them by walking in during a song
                
              . I did not know anyone, but a mutual friend had asked cô Liên, one of the group’s longtime members, if I could attend and she had answered yes. The song’s
                
               final chord came to a vigorous, high-pitched close.
I knocked. An older woman with gray hair pulled back in a loose bun opened the door and beckoned me to enter. A group of about twenty-five older women were gathered in a semi-circle around a young man seated in front of a keyboard. Women were sitting and standing, looking over sheet music
, and talking together in small clusters. A woman standing near the piano was trying to get everyone’s attention but was having difficulty doing so. Several women talking at the back of the room, closest to the door, looked over at me with surprise and interest. Suddenly four women were standing around me while a fifth woman put her hand on my shoulder and led me into the room toward a chair. Someone took my heavy bag, another handed me a glass of water, while still another woman generously waved her paper fan in my direction. They must have thought I looked pretty tired out from the afternoon sun.
Several women began speaking at once, to me and to each other. They tried speaking to me in French, Russian, and then Vietnamese. Everything was happening very quickly and I suddenly felt a little overwhelmed. I greeted the women gathered around me and began to introduce myself. When I mentioned our mutual friend there were smiles of recognition
. I had caused a small commotion; the rehearsal had been brought to a standstill, but there was no turning back now. Soon I was brought into the middle of the room so I could address everyone. I began my introductions again and explained how I had heard about their group. The ladies encircled me and asked all sorts of questions about where I was from, my age, my family
, if I was married, and how long I had been in Vietnam. Through my nervousness, I did my best to understand and answer. Luckily, the women’s welcoming manner soon put me at ease.
The veterans
                
                
               asked why I had come to their rehearsal. I told them I wanted to learn about Vietnamese women’s
                
                
               history
                
                
              , and about the lives of women like them who had fought during the French colonial period
                
                
               and during the American War
. I explained that issues of performance, culture

, and memory are especially compelling to me, which was why, upon hearing about their performance group
                
                
              , I wanted to meet them. I asked if I could come to their rehearsals each week and also talk with them about their lives. Most likely, my intentions did not come across as clearly as I have just recounted here, but luckily the gist of my interest was conveyed. The women granted me permission to attend their rehearsals. They seemed genuinely willing and happy to talk about their lives. On that first day, I was instantly struck by their exuberant energy and relaxed friendliness. They were gathered to rehearse for an upcoming performance but the group’s spontaneous, light-hearted socializing

 seemed just as important. Their lively camaraderie seemed to propel their impassioned singing.
To get the rehearsal back on track, one of the women, the group’s singing coach, gathered everyone around the keyboard and moved to the next song
                
              , “In Gratitude for/to Hồ Chí Minh” (“Nhờ ơn Hồ Chí Minh”). Several women brought me into the group and handed me some sheet music
, prompting me to sing along. I tried my best to join in, still feeling excited, nervous, and a bit overwhelmed. As I stumbled along, the women belted out the refrain—about Hồ Chí Minh giving his life for the people’s struggle—with gusto. Most women were singing, but others were still talking in small groups, their laughter
 gliding through the musical rests. A cell phone rang loudly, and a woman scurried over to answer. Amidst the other vignettes taking place in the room, several veterans began patiently teaching me the song’s
                
               verses, humming slowly so I could follow.
Whenever I hear this particular song
                
              , or watch the women perform it, I think about meeting them this first humid, expectant day at the Women’s Museum. I remember walking nervously down the humming city streets in the sweltering sun, wandering around the museum in search of the women whose voices echoed in the cinderblock stairwell, and suddenly finding myself encircled by a gathering of spry, older ladies, the magnitude of whose life stories I was just beginning to glimpse and imagine. Most of all, I remember feeling tremendously heartened, and relieved, by the immediate kindness and generosity I received upon first meeting

 these lively, elegant, unassuming women. Even though I clearly did not belong in their group, and had, in effect, invited myself to their rehearsal, they made me feel welcome.
Layout of the Book
Over the past years, I have spoken at length with about half of the approximately twenty-five women in the performance
                
                
               group
                
                
              , both informally and in planned, recorded interviews. Although I focus here on a selection of stories from just a few women, in unique and shared ways, all of the veterans inform my remembering and writing. I would like to think that all of them are somehow present in these pages. Four women’s stories, self and social

 theories
                
                
              , and remembering
                
                
               performances
                
                
               comprise the heart of this book: those of cô Nhựt, cô Kim Dung (pronounced “Kim Yoom”), cô Xuân, and cô Định. I spent the most time, and developed close friendships, with these veterans. Although the book focuses on their lives, narratives, and remembering
                
                
               performances, these women would want readers to understand their lives as part of a greater, shared history of pervasive suffering
, struggle, successful triumphs, and extreme losses, all the result of (more than) a lifetime’s worth of brutal warfare in Vietnam.
As is fairly common cultural practice among many Vietnamese people who lived through the war years, the veterans repeatedly emphasized that the war impacted their lives in deeply personal ways, but that their stories are just a few amidst myriad others. Like many people with whom I spoke, cô Định and cô Xuân are compelled to recall those who perished or “suffered more than I did,” often reminding listeners that though “my life has been full of hardships, I am lucky to have survived. There are many others who suffered much more.” Cô Định articulates a common sentiment of those who lived through the war when she calls her remembrance of surviving torture

 on Côn Đảo as “just a small story.”
The veterans see their lives, and want others to understand their pasts, as part of a larger history of pervasive hardship, existing within while also reaching beyond each individual life, gesturing toward whole generations
 of families
                
              , communities, and politically diverse populations of survivors on all sides who suffered, and who may still suffer, from the effects of war’s violence. Many of the women, including the four whose lives are addressed here, also commonly made reference to people who have suffered, or who are currently struggling, within locations of war or social upheaval beyond the borders of Vietnam. Citing similarities, but without reducing these diverse experiences
 to being “the same” as their own, the performance group women often made comparisons between US involvement in Vietnam
                
                
               and contemporary American
                
               military actions in Iraq and Afghanistan, specifically marking the plight of civilians caught in the crossfire and prisoners
                
                
               held in extralegal prisons such as Guantanamo Bay.
Storying their pasts in relation to others’ current resistance
 connects the women’s lives and memories to other individuals, socio-cultural groups, and greater geopolitical struggles. It is a form of what Michael Rothberg
 terms “multidirectional memory
                
                
              ,” which
                
                
               potentially enables “new forms of solidarity
 and new visions of justice” (2009, 5). Narratively linking their pasts to present acts of warfare also portrays a continuing US legacy of presumptuous policies and belligerent actions toward other people and nations, marking the extent to which its leaders have not learned from the so-called “lessons of Vietnam.” The veterans’ contemporary narrative connections re-presence their pasts, locating their histories within ongoing social debates as one means of pointedly criticizing global hegemonic power.
This book addresses larger cultural, political, and historical formations and issues, but it does so in highly specific, personal ways. The few stories recounted here are offered as part of a far larger picture. These narratives are in many ways singular and specific, while they also remember, perform, and claim certain forms of community and connection through shared struggles, beliefs
                
              , traditions
                
                
              , histories, cultures, powers, losses, and aspirations for social

 transformation
. In their particularity, the veterans’ stories
                
                
              , commentary, and remembering
                
                
               performances can help broaden and deepen our understanding of significant historical moments and/or eras, as well as address the past and continuing impacts of these histories on socio-cultural dynamics and individual lives. For example, cô Định’s memory of her brother’s brutal death and the everyday violence of rural village life during the time of the Diệm
                
               government gives me, as a US citizen born after the war, specific ways of understanding how she and other young girls came to identify with the Communist front and feel that they had “nothing to lose” by entering the battlefield. Cô Định’s stories
                
                
               of loss, hardship, struggle, and survival
                
                
               in prison
                
               also provide
                
                
               historical context for understanding the veterans’ current social views and civic dedication to those living through hardships in Vietnam today.
This book comprises three core chapters and a conclusion. The three principal chapters retell and discuss selected memory-narratives

 told to me by cô Nhựt, cô Kim Dung, cô Xuân, and cô Định. Centrally engaging theoretical
                
                
               frameworks and questions from performance studies
, as well as memory studies and other fields, I explore the dynamics of performativity
                
                
              

                
               and
                
                
               performance
                
                
               at play
                
               in the women’s enactments of what I come to call
                
                
                
               “prospective
                
                
              

                
               remembering
                
                
              .”
Stemming from the veterans’ early childhood
 commitments as nationalist
                
               and/or Communist revolutionaries
                
                
              , prospective
                
                
               remembering
                
                
                
              

                
                
               is an ethical
                
               life-practice of bearing and witnessing

 to the past, and of performing remembering into meaningful social

 action
                
                
               in the present

 and future. The veterans’ prospective
                
                
               remembering
                
               is intensely
                
                
                
               and intimately historical. In their various performances of remembering, the veterans
                
                
               revivify their pasts and are in turn revived by the lifeblood of their living memories. As a matter of daily practice, the veterans
                
                
               also regularly correspond with ghosts, or more accurately within Vietnamese formulations, national
                
                
               and/or familial ancestral spirits
                
              . In Vietnam there are distinctions between ancestral spirits
                
               and ghosts
                
                
              , and it is important to understand that for many people such specters
                
              

                
                
               are present
                
                
               in empirical, not simply allegorical or metaphorical, ways
                
               (Kwon 2008b). The women’s engagement with ancestral spirits
                
               (familial and national
                
                
              ) and ghosts connects, propels, and ethically
                
               imbues their social
                
                
              

                
                
               actions
                
                
              . The veterans’ remembering is prospective and processual, at least in part, because it is so deeply hauntological.41

Throughout this book, personal and collective recollections of torture are entwined with the veterans’ ethics
                
               of spectral
                
                
              , prospective
                
                
                
               remembering
                
                
              . In Chap. 2, I emphasize
                
                
               the way in which this connection manifests in performing the state, especially in terms of proper national-cultural practices, or “traditions,” of femininity
                
                
              . I address cô Nhựt’s memories of performing patriotism
                
               and solidarity
 in prison
                
                
              , beginning with her description and explanation of what she calls the Vietnamese “tradition

 of optimism
                
                
              

                
              

                
                
                
              .” This chapter engages the creative powers of performing rebellion under conditions of physical imprisonment and torture

, and the veterans’ pedagogical
                
                
              , self and collective narrative-practice of locating themselves within the nation’s
                
                
               mythic lineage of patriotic
                
              , warrior heroines
                
              . In Chap. 2, I also explore how an “inheritance
                
                
               of memory
                
                
              ” is pressed
                
                
               upon
                
                
               Hương
                
                
               as a stand-in for other young women of her generation
                
              . Cô Nhựt’s memory performances

 are, among other things, instructions on how to properly practice and participate in national traditions

 (and transformations
) of Vietnamese womanhood.
Chapter 3 recounts cô Kim Dung’s epic life-narrative, the execution of a secret
                
               “mission” against French
                
                
                
               troops in Saigon


                
                
               that propels her into schoolchild history textbooks and revolutionary

 fame. Cô Kim Dung gives a detailed narrative of preparing for and carrying out her radical

, performative, identity
 masquerade
 bombing mission
                
                
              , her subsequent trial and years of imprisonment, and her unexpected escape from execution. Here I discuss the veterans’ pleasurable and necessary revolutionary practice of identity
 subversion and multiplicity; cô Kim Dung’s performative, self-sustaining familial devotion

 in prison

; and
                
                
               the performance group women’s deep sense of kinship with the legendary female martyr
 Võ thị Sáu


                
                
                
              . This chapter centrally explores the veterans’ ambivalent remembrance of engaging in wartime violence

 and the deeply performative dimensions of anti-colonial/imperial insurgency in Vietnam. I also attend to the contractual significance of cô Kim Dung’s most prized material possession, a silver bracelet made by her father and slipped to her through a small prison window

 after the announcement of her death
                
               sentence. She attributes her ability to survive imprisonment, and her deep present-day commitments to civic pedagogy
                
                
              , to the filial
 strength and responsibilities the bracelet continues to both give and require.
Chapter 4 is centrally about torture
                
                
               or, rather, about remembering
                
                
               torture
                
                
              

                
                
               with cô Định and ethically
                
               witnessing
                
                
               her psychic
                
                
               traumas
                
                
               and bodily
                
                
              

                
                
               wounds
                
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
               “beyond recognition
” (Oliver 2001). Here
                
               I critically encounter and relay conversations I had with cô Định and cô Xuân about: (1) the Vietnamese women’s
                
                
               tradition
                
                
               of “pain
                
                
              -taking
                
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
              ” (chịu đựng) and
                
                
                
               its fundamental
                
                
                
               challenges
                
                
               to traditional academic assessments of torture
                
                
              , (2) their
                
                
               haunting
                
                
              

                
                
               return
                
                
              

                
                
               to Côn Đảo
                
                
              

                
                
               Prison
                
                
              

                
                
               as veteran
                
                
              -tourists
                
                
              , (3) their practice of ethical
                
               relations and co-respondence with the wandering
                
                
               ghosts
                
                
               of war, (4) alternative
                
                
               forms of mourning and responses to trauma
                
                
              

                
                
              , and (5) my resulting
                
                
               sense of witnessing
                
                
              

                
                
               as a process of unlearning
. Cô Định
                
                
                
               and cô Xuân articulate

 pain-taking

 as a natural-national characteristic that one must bear and practice. At first I find myself wondering if the tradition of pain

-taking
                
                
               is a problematic, disciplinary gender regime. But upon listening
 to the women, I come to understand it as a practice of sustenance and empowerment for the veterans. As a powerful, gendered performativity
                
                
              

                
                
               linking spirits
                
               of the past with the women’s present survival


                
                
              , pain-taking
                
                
               is a productive
                
                
              , historical
                
                
              

                
                
               practice of self- and community-making. Cô Định and cô Xuân’s practice of

 pain-taking
                
                
               as a means
                
                
              

                
                
               of survival


                
                
              , and
                
                
               their assertions as to its constituting powers, make a compelling corrective to Elaine Scarry’s
                
               claims of torture
                
                
               as fundamentally a self-, community-, and world-unmaking form of suffering
                
                
              

                
               (1985).
Beginning with cô Nhựt’s
                
                
                
               commentary about her Agent
                
                
                
               Orange
                
                
              /dioxin
                
                
               activism, the concluding Chap. 5 puts forward the idea of “prospective
                
                
                
               remembering
                
                
              

                
                
              ” to describe the politics and practice of the veterans’
                
                
               remembering
                
                
               performances and continuing civic commitments. Rather than an act of retro-spection, prospective
                
                
              

                
                
                
               remembering
                
               is a form of memory
                
                
               performance
                
                
               that drives and compels the past into the present and future. As a culturally contextual, embodied activity involving others’ lives (those currently alive, those not yet living, and the spirits
                
              /ghosts of those who have died), prospective
                
                
               remembering
                
                
               is an endeavor
                
                
                
               of memory
                
                
              - and history-making dependent on both individual and collective action. Importantly, for cô Nhựt and the other women, prospective
                
                
               remembering
                
                
                
               involves
                
                
                
               an ethical
                
               directive: retelling the past must be oriented toward imagining and enacting more equitable social relations

. I understand prospective
                
                
              

                
                
               remembering
                
                
                
               as an active awareness of radical social interdependence


                
                
              , of recognizing and acting on the belief
                
               that the lives and memories
                
                
               of others—whether they seem similar to our own or appear culturally, geographically, or temporality remote—are vital to the sustenance of our own. In other words, to paraphrase Derrida
                
              , inequities and injustices
 happening back then, or over there to them, translate and should disturb, disrupt, and undermine the comforts of my life and our lives here and now (1994, xvi).
In this light, Chap. 5 then moves to explicate some critical, transgenerational

 implications of historical violence
                
                
              

                
                
              , turning to the veterans’
                
                
               direct
                
                
                
               and indirect connections with Vietnam’s
                
                
               postwar

 generations
                
                
                
              , who
                
                
               still
                
                
               bear
                
               the material
                
                
               effects of the past’s enduring brutality. The children

 living with Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
              

                
                
              /dioxin
                
                
              -attributed disabilities
                
                
               at Làng Hòa Bình, the orphanage and hospital
 facility in Ho Chi Minh City
, (re)embody the effects of Vietnam’s legacies of wartime
                
                
               violence
                
                
              

                
                
              . The
                
                
               children’s very existence as the inheritors of war’s

 continuing damage, their difficulties and suffering
, their medical and basic needs, their objectification and politicization by some in Vietnam and the United States

, and their social

 marginality
                
              , call for transnational responses to transgenerational social injustice
. Offering subtle, remarkable examples of meaningful, everyday performance intervention

, the Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               children enact what the veterans

 also believe, perform, and teach: that in order to live more justly with others, we must practice a performative
                
                
               politics
                
                
               of memory
                
                
               that
                
                
               is hauntological
                
                
               and
                
                
               prospective in its intentions, visions, and actions.
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Footnotes
1Some portions of this chapter expand on ideas originally published in “Performing Prospective Memory” (Eisner 2011).

 

2From its inception, and on a yearly basis while affiliated with The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, this study was approved by the Academic Affairs Institutional Review Board (AA-IRB) of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (study #: 05-0027, also documented as COMM 2005-013). The bulk of recorded interviews and fieldwork was carried out during this time, between 2004 and 2006. Subsequently, while a postdoctoral researcher at the National University of Singapore (Singapore) and Aarhus University (Denmark), additional follow-up research was conducted utilizing the same kinds of research practices
                    
                    
                  , ethical
                    
                   guidelines, and with the same interlocutors. While there were no formal academic review procedures for ethnographic research at these institutions during the time I was affiliated, the ethical
                    
                   practices
                    
                    
                   involved in this study have continued—as from the beginning—to be guided by US IRB standards and codes of “informed consent” and Oral History Association Best Practices. In addition, my ethical
                    
                   practice
                    
                    
                   has been based on commitment to diverse political claims and perspectives, following the narrator’s orientation within interviews, and on collaborative concern for confidentiality and disclosure of intimate
                    
                   details.

 

3Research funding for primary fieldwork between 2004 and 2005 came from the Center for Global Initiatives’ REACH Fellowship at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) as well as a scholarship from P.E.O. International. The project also benefited from two FLAS Fellowships made possible through the US Department of Education and the UNC Center for Global Initiatives. Additional follow-up research was enabled through postdoctoral fellowships from the National University of Singapore, Aarhus University and The Danish Council for Independent Research | Humanities (FKK), and from ETH Zürich and the URPP Asia and Europe at the University of Zurich. In total, I spent approximately 23 months in Vietnam between 2004 and 2012.

 

4Làng Hòa Bình is sometimes also refered to as Hòa Bình Peace Village or Từ Dũ Peace Village. At the time of this writing, there are approximately 11 such “Peace Village” centers throughout Vietnam. Peace Villages in Vietnam and elsewhere in the world have been initiated through the German non-profit group Friedensdorf International. For more on the organization and their Peace Village projects see Friedensdorf Internatinal, accessed February 20, 2017, https://​friedensdorf.​de/​. My experience
 is limited to Làng Hòa Bình in Ho Chi Minh City
.

 

5As will be discussed in Chap. 5 in greater detail, the term “Agent Orange
                    
                    
                  ” often refers to a number of harmful chemical defoliants
                    
                    
                   used by the United States during the war. The politicized nature of the lingering human and environmental problems due to wartime chemicals
                    
                    
                  , and the difficulty of scientifically proving direct cause and effect between the chemicals and various illnesses
 and disabilities
                    
                    
                  , led the Red Cross to adopt official language such as “likely to have been affected by Agent Orange
                    
                    
                  ” and “thought to be affected by Agent Orange” to refer to people they felt were likely adversely impacted by wartime chemicals (cited
                    
                   in Fox 2010, 177). I often use the term “Agent Orange
                    
                    
                  /dioxin-attributed” illness
 and/or disability
                    
                    
                   to indicate the likely, but perhaps not yet scientifically provable, link between certain wartime chemicals and individuals’ ailments. Dioxin
                    
                    
                   (specifically TCDD dioxin) is the highly toxic chemical
                    
                    
                   component found in Agent Orange and some of the other wartime chemicals

.

 

6There are others who have written important English language accounts on the lives of Vietnamese women during the French and American wars
. See, for example, François Guillemot (2009), Nathalie Huynh
                    
                   Chau Nguyen (2009), Helle
                    
                   Rydstrøm (2012), Sandra
                    
                   C. Taylor (1999, 2007), and Karen Gottschang
                    
                   Turner (1998), as well as a number of powerful personal accounts including those of Duong Van Mai Elliott (1999), Le Ly Hayslip (2003), and Dang Thuy Tram (2007) among others.

 

7The term “prospective
                    
                    
                    
                   memory
                    
                    
                  ” originates in the field of cognitive
                    
                    
                   psychology (Kliegel et al. 2012; Meacham and Leiman 1982; McDaniel and Einstein 2007). Within this field, it generally refers to “remembering
                    
                    
                   to carry out intended actions at an appropriate time in the future” and is often viewed as the counter to “retrospective memory” (McDaniel and Einstein 2007, 1–2). My use of the term “prospective
                    
                    
                   remembering
                    
                    
                    
                  

                    
                    
                  ,” while related to the way prospective
                    
                    
                   memory
                    
                    
                    
                   is understood
                    
                    
                   in cognitive psychology

 in its interest in memory’s futurity and intentionality, also has a different orientation. The way I understand and employ prospective
                    
                    
                    
                   memory
                    
                    
                   is fluid, performance-centered, and explicitly socially-oriented. Thus, I most often refer to the active form, prospective
                    
                    
                   remembering
                    
                    
                  , to mark the performative
                    
                    
                   processes
                    
                    
                    
                   involved, that need not have definitive time- or event-specific goals as such, but nevertheless are memories compelled, through embodied (re)telling, into the present and future.

 

8While I agree with Viet Thanh Nguyen
 that the names “Vietnam War
                    
                  ” and “American War
” are both limiting and problematic, I often choose to use the latter terminology as it follows the way the veterans
                    
                    
                   refer to the war (2016b, 6).

 

9Along with the ongoing problem of chemical contamination, children and adults in Vietnam, Cambodia
, and Laos
 continue to be injured or killed by land mines and unexploded ordnances (or UXOs) used during the war
                    
                    
                  . Since 1975, over 40,000 Vietnamese have been killed by UXOs. For more on this subject, see George Black, The New Yorker, May 20, 2016, accessed February 19, 2017, “The Vietnam War
                    
                   is Still Killing People,” http://​www.​newyorker.​com/​news/​news-desk/​the-vietnam-war-is-still-killing-people.

 

10See Viet Thanh Nguyen’s
                    
                   thoughtful account of remembering
                    
                    
                  

                    
                    
                   and forgetting “our own” and “others,” in his pursuit of practicing more just forms of remembrance (2016b, 9). Refer also to Nguyen’s
                    
                   notion of “doubled ethical memory” (2013, 151). I heed his call to practice remembering that “is always aware of itself as being open-ended and in flux, rather than being satisfied with fixity and conclusiveness” (151).

 

11The issue of positionality is addressed throughout the text. I have endeavored to remain
                    
                   attuned to the possible problematics of unequal power relations within ethnographic and interview
                    
                    
                   encounters
                    
                   (Madison 2005a; Noblit et al. 2004) and have employed techniques of reflexivity to this end
                    
                   (Davis 2008; Madison 2005a).

 

12Following Della Pollock’s
                    
                   critique of empathy
 as too often producing a desire for “unmediated identification” (2006, 327), I point toward what Kelly Oliver
 terms “witnessing beyond recognition


                    
                    
                  ” as a way to resist dis-identification (e.g. “I can’t understand”), on the one hand, and over-identification (e.g. “I fully understand”), on the other (2001, 95). Dominick
                    
                   LaCapra’s (1994, 1999, 2001) and Marianne
                    
                   Hirsch’s (1999, 2012) work on memory and trauma is also helpful here, in marking critical differences between survivors of violence and secondary witnesses.

 

13For more in-depth analyses of Vietnamese history, memory, and cultural politics please see, among others, Neil L. Jamieson (1993) and Keith Weller
                    
                   Taylor (1983) for precolonial and colonial
                    
                    
                   Vietnam, cultural traditions, and relations


 with China
                    
                  ; David
                    
                   G. Marr (1981), Hue-Tam
                    
                   Ho Tai (1992), and Peter
                    
                   Zinoman (2001a) for anti-colonial revolutionary history; Christopher Goscha (2016) for historical analysis of ancient to present day Vietnam; Lien-Hang T. Nguyen (2012) for Hanoi’s
 perspectives on the American War
; William
                    
                   J. Duiker (1996) and Patricia
                    
                   M. Pelley (2002) for Communist revolutionary history
                    
                    
                  

                    
                    
                   and postcolonial
 nation-building; and Viet Thanh Nguyen
 (2016b), and Christina
                    
                   Schwenkel (2009) for global/transnational contexts and memory politics.

 

14Following Christopher Goscha, I refer to the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) by their official names rather than “North Vietnam” or “South Vietnam” respectively (2016).

 

15Regarding the war’s names and their various political meanings see, for example, Scott Laderman and Edwin A. Martini (2013, 1–2).

 

16As Diane Niblack
                    
                   Fox notes, the NLF
                    
                    
                   was “not exclusively communist,” and the term Viet Cong was often used as derogatory slang for members of the organization (2010, 175). Determining which groups or individuals identified as Communist, and at which particular time period(s), is often difficult to ascertain. I cannot claim that all the performance group women would call themselves Communist (although some of them would), but their actions during wartime were what I would term “Communist-aligned.”

 

17In the north, “all twenty-nine provincial capitals” and “2700 of its 4000 villages” were bombed
                    
                   (Fox 2010, 182).

 

18On the history of US involvement in Laos
 see, for example, Joshua Kurlantzick (2017) and for Cambodia
, Kenton Clymer (2004).

 

19The number of people held in re-education
                    
                   camps, and the number of those who were executed (within and outside the camps), is disputed and difficult to estimate. Higher approximations include one million detained in camps and 65,000 executed; however these numbers are generally thought to be overestimates (Porter and Roberts 1988).

 

20For more on Vietnam’s economic transformation
 and rapid growth see the World Bank’s Vietnam “Overview,” The World Bank, September 26, 2016, accessed February 25, 2017, http://​www.​worldbank.​org/​en/​country/​vietnam/​overview.

 

21President Obama quoted in Carl Thayer, “Obama’s Visit to Vietnam: A Turning Point?,” The Diplomat, May 31, 2016, accessed February 19, 2017, http://​thediplomat.​com/​2016/​05/​obamas-visit-to-vietnam-a-turning-point/​.

 

22While it is true, as Sandra
                    
                   C. Taylor writes, that the Communist Party promoted women’s equality
 and greatly increased women’s legal rights
                    
                    
                   (2007), in sacrificing the personal and individual to the greater nationalist
                    
                  , Communist notion of the social during the French and American war
 periods, women also surrendered critical claims and footholds in their struggle for greater gender

 equality
. By claiming gender equality

 as part
                    
                   of their fight, Communist leaders essentially overtook women’s liberation struggles, encompassing and subsuming these issues within their greater anti-colonial, anti-imperial causes, based on more traditional Marxist-Leninist issues of economics and class struggle

. While the Party’s claims of increasing or achieving gender equality


                    
                    
                   by abolishing “backwards,” “feudal,” or colonial discrimination
                    
                    
                   did advance women’s lives in vital ways, it too often served, and continues to support, the naturalization of female subordination to biologically determined notions of sex
 and sexuality, proper “traditional” cultural
                    
                    
                   behavior
                    
                    
                  , and national-filial duty. For further reading on the subject of gender equity and women’s movements see, for example, the work of David
                    
                   G. Marr (1981), Ashley
                    
                   Pettus (2003), Helle
                    
                   Rydström (2016), Hue-Tam
                    
                   Ho Tai (1992, 2001b), Sandra
                    
                   C. Taylor (1999, 2007), and Karen Gottschang
                    
                   Turner (1998).

 

23For more on the term “Long-haired Warriors
                    
                  ,” its use and multiple origin stories, see Sandra
                    
                   C. Taylor (1999, 2007).

 

24
Christoph Giebel
 explains that, in the 1980s, the decline of socialism
 internationally “increasingly weakened the external moral authority and political legitimacy that Marxism-Leninism had long afforded the ruling Vietnamese Communist Party” (2001, 97). As a result, he notes that “[p]opular reclaiming of ritual
 practices and the party’s need to reaffirm its legitimacy by self-consciously

 anchoring (‘localizing’) itself in much more traditional concepts and languages occurred side by side” (98).

 

25For detailed, historiographic analysis of Hanoi’s
 pre-eminence as Vietnam’s governmental and cultural center see Patricia M. Pelley’s
                    
                   discussion, “The Reinvention of the Center: Postcolonial Reflections on Hanoi
” (2002, 210–233).

 

26The four veterans whose stories are central to this book granted permission for their names to be used. I have chosen to refer to them by their first names only. In accordance with Vietnamese linguistic practice, I refer to these four women (and several others within the book) with the modifier “cô,” meaning essentially “Ms.” with unfamiliar interlocutors (within a certain age range) and “auntie” with more familiar, close relations. For more on this subject, please refer to the front matter Notes.

 

27Since I first met the women in 2004, five members have passed away and three others have stopped attending due to ill health. Two women central to this book, cô Định and cô Kim Dung (now 84 years old), are part of the latter group. Two new members have also joined in recent years. Currently, the youngest member—who was imprisoned when she was just 15—is 62 years old. Until December 2017, cô Nhựt was the oldest active member. Sadly, during the final stages of completing this book, cô Nhựt passed away shortly after her 81st birthday.

 

28From this point forward, following the veterans’
                    
                    
                   usage as well as popular practice in Vietnam, I will refer to the prison as Côn Đảo Prison
                    
                    
                   and
                    
                    
                   make reference
                    
                    
                   to the island itself Côn Đảo, rather than Côn Sơn. For more, please see the front matter Notes.

 

29
Boitran Huynh-Beattie
 notes that after 1975 the Côn Đảo Prison
                    
                    
                   was used
                    
                    
                   for a period
                    
                    
                   to detain “boat
                    
                    
                    
                   people
                    
                    
                  ” (Vietnamese people who fled the country by sea due to the Communist victory after the war) who failed to successfully escape (2009).

 

30See Peter Zinoman
 for more on the colonial history of prison performances, and the prison as school
                    
                    
                   and revolutionary training ground, in Vietnam (2001a). Refer also to Diana Taylor’s
                    
                   work on Argentina’s Dirty War for similar references to prison performances as a means of community-making, strengthening solidarity
, and for survival
 (1997).

 

31For more on these qualities see Boitran
                    
                   Huynh-Beattie (2012), Patricia
                    
                   M. Pelley (2002), Ashley
                    
                   Pettus (2003), Hue-Tam
                    
                   Ho Tai (2001b), and Nora
                    
                   A. Taylor (2001).

 

32See Boitran
                    
                   Huynh-Beattie (2010, 2012) and Nora
                    
                   A. Taylor (2001, 2004a) for more on the history of artistic production and regulation in Vietnam.

 

33Although in “decline” and operating somewhat differently in postwar

 periods, socialist
                    
                   realism is still in use in Vietnam
                    
                   (Tai 2001a, 10). Today one can identify the presence of socialist
                    
                   realist influences in everyday cultural productions such as dioramas at historical sites and within museum displays, art
                    
                   exhibits, statues
 and monuments, school textbooks, and social campaigns (e.g. billboards posted in cities and towns all over the country demonstrating proper family
 behaviors, promoting public health messages, expressing praise for the Party, etc.). Today, direct and indirect resistance
 to these kinds of cultural productions is more visible in Vietnam. Socialist
                    
                   realist work is increasingly politely ignored, deemed irrelevant, viewed as kitsch, and in some cases, critiqued by contemporary artists.

 

34
Peter Zinoman
 makes important observations about the stylistic patterning found in revolutionary prison
                    
                    
                   memoirs
                    
                   (published after 1954) that are also applicable to the citational composition and motivating intentions of the women’s oral narratives. Rather than being individual expressions of resistance


                    
                    
                  , Zinoman
                    
                   suggests that prison memoirs

 should
                    
                   be read as part of the larger, patterned body of national state-governed historical productions whose role it is to “trumpet the accomplishments of the party, provide shining examples of anti-imperialist heroism, and teach the younger generations
 the lessons of past struggles
                    
                  ” (Tran qtd. in Zinoman 2001b, 22).

 

35As Peter Zinoman
 notes, autobiographical
                    
                   memoirs
                    
                   (published after 1954) “were fashioned to shape a collective public memory

 rather
                    
                    
                   than express an individual or private one” (2001b, 21). When telling their histories, the women veterans often narrate their lives and revolutionary

 struggles as an extension of a larger, historical trajectory of Vietnamese heroines
                    
                   and revolutionaries, both contemporary and mythic. The women often express that they inherit their revolutionary commitment

 and duty from their martyred female predecessors, most of whom were either executed or committed suicide
 rather than surrender. For more on famous female historical figures see Stanley
                    
                   Karnow (1983), Patricia
                    
                   M. Pelley (2002), Ashley
                    
                   Pettus (2003), Hue-Tam
                    
                   Ho Tai (2001b), Sandra
                    
                   C. Taylor (1999, 2007), and Karen Gottschang
                    
                   Turner (1998).

 

36While I feel that socialist
                    
                   realist
                    
                    
                    
                   political aesthetics does inform the women’s narratives and staged performances


, I also heed Christina Schwenkel’s
                    
                   insights regarding the tendency for Western audiences
 and media to ascribe greater truth
 value to scenes of wartime horror and suffering
—what she suggests could be termed “capitalist realism”—than to positive images of camaraderie, shared struggle, or the mundane aspects of everyday life
 (2008, 46). Following Schwenkel
                    
                  , I recognize that the veterans did not use the term “socialist
                    
                   realism
                    
                    
                    
                  ” to describe their own performance
                    
                    
                   or narrative-practices and readily acknowledge that positive and mundane experiences
 are also part of wartime realities.

 

37The presence of the Christmas tree on stage might seem oddly placed as a backdrop to the veterans’ songs
                    
                   of Communist mobilization, sacrifice, and victory. However, the tree did not surprise or upset the veterans as they sang about fighting the American imperialists. If asked about it, the veterans might say—as cô Liên did when I asked about the Christmas tree in her house—“the children like it, it is beautiful and it adds cheeriness.”

 

38It is to the wholeness and particularities of life, a co-constituted world of multiple subjects/subjectivities
                    
                  , that Mikhail
                    
                   Bakhtin feels he must be answerable. To Bakhtin
                    
                  , for life to be meaningful, one must engage in making meaning with and through others. “Sympathetic understanding” through dialogue (polyphony, laughter
, and the carnivalesque as centered within and amongst bodies) becomes a way for Bakhtin
                    
                   to become answerable (1981, 1984, 1990).

 

39Starting with the relationship between trauma and the individual, Cathy
                    
                   Caruth notes “the Greek trauma, or ‘wound
                    
                    
                  

                    
                    
                  ,’ originally
                    
                    
                   refer[s] to an injury inflicted on the body” (1996, 3). However, to Sigmund Freud trauma
                    
                    
                  

                    
                    
                  

                    
                    
                   was
                    
                    
                   a wound
                    
                    
                   within the mind, rather than the body, which “repeats itself, exactly and unremittingly, through the unknowing acts of the survivor and against his very will” (1996, 2). As a belated and recurring wound, trauma cannot be reduced to the “original” incident, and must be understood through its “unassimilated nature,” and the ways in which it returns to haunt the individual later on (1996, 4).

 

40
Cathy Caruth
 articulates a primary paradox by expressing that the “most direct seeing of a violent event may occur as an absolute inability to know it; that immediacy, paradoxically, may take the form of belatedness” (1996, 91–92).

 

41See Heonik Kwon
 for his detailed research on the ghosts of Vietnamese who died in the American War
 and their continuing impact on daily life, the differences between spirits
                    
                   and ghosts
                    
                    
                  , relationships between ghosts and social justice

, and culturally discrete as well as shared forms of war-related trauma (2008a, b, 2012). Kwon
                    
                   provides a helpful example of how to thoughtfully bring Euro-American notions and histories
                    
                    
                   of trauma into productive dialogue with Vietnamese beliefs
                    
                    
                   and practices (see especially, the “Introduction” to Ghosts of War

                    
                    
                   in Vietnam).
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Cô Nhựt’s House1

It is mid-morning and already humid
                
               as Hương
                
                
               and I wait at the gate
                
               in front of cô Nhựt’s house.2 We are greeted by shrieks and laughter
 as several of her grandchildren peer out at us through the metal bars. Cô Nhựt’s daughter quietly opens the gate. We take off our shoes in the entryway and are ushered into the living room. Tea and freshly baked banana cake have been placed on the coffee table. Two whirring electric fans are brought over to the wooden chairs where we are invited to sit. The breeze begins to cool the perspiration on our brows and the tea quenches our wind-parched lips, washing away the street dust Hương
                
                
               and I inhaled on the motorbike ride to cô Nhựt’s house. As we take our seats, cô Nhựt’s eldest granddaughter comes over and shyly introduces herself to us in English. Cô Nhựt emerges from the kitchen area and smiles at her grandchild.
Cô Nhựt lives along a narrow, residential street in a typical four- or five-story, multi-generation family
 home with a heavy iron locked gate encircling the door. Cô Nhựt’s house is a favorite meeting place for the performance

 group women, and I have been lucky enough to join them there for a number of delicious meals and lively discussions over the years. Although often surrounded by family
 and friends, as with a number of other women in the performance
                
                
               group, cô Nhựt’s husband died decades ago, during the war. Many the performance group women’s husbands either died during the American War
 or shortly thereafter, during the socially and economically strained postwar

 years.
A photograph
                
               of cô Nhựt’s husband rests on the family’s
 ancestral altar
, centrally situated behind the sitting area in the living room. The altar
 is decorated with detailed carvings and inlaid mother-of-pearl birds and flowers. Cô Nhựt’s husband’s picture is flanked by freshly tended offerings of oranges, yellow chrysanthemums, and red-stemmed joss sticks, held in place by uncooked rice in blue and white porcelain bowls. Cô Nhựt’s home performs—in embodied gesture and material offering—a sense of gracious hospitality to the living and the dead. As is typical in traditionally styled Vietnamese homes, the living room is designed for everyday intergenerational
 familial exchange, honoring and corresponding with ancestral spirits, and welcoming friends and strangers. Cô Nhựt’s living room is such a space of spectral and living correspondence. Sitting beneath cô Nhựt’s family
 altar
, with her grandchildren playing with toys on the floor beside our feet, seems a fitting place to engage in remembering the past

.
Remembering Beyond Binarisms
Cô Nhựt is bright-eyed, quick to smile, and has a calm, thoughtful presence. She is the president and a founding member of the women’s performance group, a war
                
                
               veteran and former political
                
                
               prisoner, a retired teacher of women’s studies as well as the former director of skills-training cooperatives for disabled and orphaned children

. She has also long been an advocate for survivors
                
                
               of Agent
                
                
               Orange/dioxin
                
                
               and is the former vice president of the Ho Chi Minh
                
               City chapter of VAVA (the Vietnam Association
                
               for Victims of Agent
                
                
               Orange/Dioxin or Hội Nạn nhân chất độc da cam/dioxin Việt Nam), as well as a devoted mother and grandmother. Cô Nhựt
                
                
               spent her young adult life carrying out secretive missions, training for combat and special operations in the jungle, organizing Communist youth leagues, and staging anti-government student protests
 until she was captured by police, incarcerated, and tortured for her political activities. In total, cô Nhựt was imprisoned for six years and eight months, over a year of which was spent in the “tiger cages” of Côn Đảo.3 She was tortured on numerous occasions. As she sits now, with straight back and softened, sturdy features, cô Nhựt embodies a graceful, confident defiance of those in the past who attempted to break her body and her convictions. With her generous spirit, modest and proper dress and household, thoughtful expressiveness, unflinching willingness
                
                
               to support and sacrifice for the nation in times of war, and continuing devotion to current social

 concerns, cô Nhựt is the picture of ideal patriotic
                
               Vietnamese womanhood. She radiates a secure and subtle power.
Feeling that power moved me to ask two kinds of questions. First, in some aspects, cô Nhựt’s representations of herself reflect conventionally conservative images of women. She embodies the self-sacrificing, self-effacing traditionalist principles of femininity whether she is remembering the nation’s mythologized heroines
                
              , her own revolutionary past, or describing ideal womanhood in the present. On the other hand, the images of femininity she exemplifies are powerful warrior-heroes, enduring survivors of extreme hardship, and the sturdiest pillars of community—all of which are essential to the veterans’ guiding revolutionary impulse and their past and continuing commitments to society and country. Within what sometimes felt like a confounding confluence of traditionalism and radicalism, I found myself asking: Are cô Nhựt’s and the other veterans’ performances of self and world more regressive than progressive, or vice versa? Or, as I suspect, do their actions, values, and memory



                
                
               performances
                
                
               require thinking beyond either/or dichotomies of liberation and oppression? If so, how do I respectfully and accurately recognize the different kinds of constraints
                
                
              , powers, and emergent possibilities
                
                
               within the veterans’ gender
                
                
               performances
                
                
              ?
The theoretical and material move I want to make “beyond” binarisms within postcolonial
 contexts draws, in part, on Homi K. Bhabha’s
                
               evocation of what he characterizes as the artistry
                
                
                
               of the present (2004, 1). This practiced art
                
               is where “[t]he ‘beyond’ [as] neither a new horizon, nor a leaving behind of the past” articulates a continual activity of performative “transit” in the practice of (re)making interlocking worlds of self and society (2004, 1–2).4

Secondly, these initial questions prompt me to ask: What do performance
                
                
               and performativity



                
                
                
               have to do with cô Nhựt’s complex formulations, presentations, and representations of self and world? How do her performances produce and suggest the forces and possibilities

 of the “beyond”? How can cô Nhựt’s performances (including the way she tells her stories, the narratives
                
                
               themselves, and her self-theorizing

) help me see beyond binaries of regressive or progressive femininity and nationalism
                
              , so that I may better understand the powerful complexities of personal and socio-cultural identities
                
               and meaning-making as they are embodied and enacted through the veterans’ lives?
In this chapter, I reflect on listening
 to and talking with cô Nhựt in her home about Vietnamese
                
                
               women in the contexts of the country’s
                
                
               twentieth-century history
                
                
               of revolutionary

 anti-colonial war against
                
               the French
                
               and anti-imperial struggle during the American War
; the “national
                
                
               pantheon
                
                
              

                
              ” of mythic female warrior ancestors; and the force of generations
 on performances of remembering
                
                
               and forgetting

, embodied here in cô Nhựt’s instructional narratives
                
                
               to Hương
                
                
               (Giebel 2001, 86
                
              ; see also
                
               Malarney 2001, 47). Sometimes the impenetrability of cô Nhựt’s normative performances of gender

, culture
                
                
              , and nation
                
                
               left me feeling uncertain and confused. In these moments, I reminded myself that, as much as it may seem that cô Nhựt is bound to gender conventions, she is also one of the
                
                
               veterans
                
                
              

                
                
               (within the performance
                
                
               group) with the most social

 power and influence. With this status comes considerable responsibility
                
                
              . She is held in high regard, in part, because she so carefully and skillfully manages her gender
                
                
               and cultural
                
                
               performances. The degree to which she was willing to efface herself, to sacrifice
                
                
              , or defer to the state
                
                
               was sometimes unsettling. However, it is important to recognize that cô Nhựt has learned how to successfully operate within governmentally sanctioned hierarchies
                
                
               and socio-cultural practices. Performing within dominant social

 norms, cô Nhựt shows the potential to empower herself, stretch, and perhaps remake proper national-cultural practices, and teach others to do the same.
With commitment to active, embodied listening
, I attend to cô Nhựt’s oral narrative
                
                
               performances which are, themselves, always intersecting with other levels and layers of gendered

 performance—of survival
                
                
               under torture, home and hospitality, proper femininity
                
                
              , social
                
                
              

                
                
               responsibility
                
                
              

                
                
              , and national commitment—to constitute, revise, and fortify her own identity
 as well as the veterans’
                
                
               shared sense of Vietnamese womanhood. With the above questions and approach in mind, I follow cô Nhựt on these tentative grounds: that there is an alternative form of gendered

 agency that emerges from the matrices of these performances and the transforming performativities

 of national
                
                
               commitment and femininity that she recalls and rehearses. I come to understand cô Nhựt and the other performance

 group
                
                
               women’s
                
                
               pedagogies
                
                
              

                
                
               of responsible
                
                
               subjectivity
 in light of their Communist-aligned values and social
                
                
               commitments, and their beliefs
                
               concerning filial
                
               piety and the vitality and influence of ancestral spirits
                
               (e.g. Kwon 2008), in combination with Jacques Derrida’s
                
               ethics
                
              

                
                
               of hauntology
                
               (1994), or what I call a performance-centered hauntological

 consciousness. The excessive, spectral “beyondness” of cô Nhựt’s memory
                
                
              

                
                
               performances
                
                
              

                
                
               is the space in which inventive performativities
                
                
              

                
                
               rehearse familiar histories. She does not police or maintain an unalterable script
                
              , but rather crafts “the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood—singular or communal—that initiate new signs of identity
, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act
                
                
               of defining the idea of society itself
                
              ” (Bhabha 2004, 2). Instead of simply reifying meanings through exacting repetitions
                
                
              , cô Nhựt’s memory
                
                
              

                
                
               performances

 (of sameness
                
                
               and alteration
                
                
              ) open up possibilities
                
                
               for new interpretations of self and society to emerge and to be remade again by successive generations
                
                
              

                
               of Vietnamese women.
Consequently, the following conversations with cô Nhựt, given with and on behalf of the performance

 group women, offer views of gender
                
                
              , history, and remembering performance

 in Vietnam that are familiar and shared but are also her own. In the following chapter, I articulate Kelly
                
               Oliver’s (2001) sense of the “beyond” as an ethical
                
                
              

                
               recognition
 of incomplete knowing, with
                
               Bhabha’s (2004) space of “beyondness” in identity
- and meaning-making, in order to underscore the utopian aspect of the veterans’ beliefs
                
               about themselves, their pasts, and their communities
                
                
              . Oliver
                
               and Bhabha
                
               also echo a central tenet within the women’s life-philosophy: that of survival, a “living-on [sur-vie],” with and through what cô Nhựt describes to me as the Vietnamese tradition

 of optimism
                
              

                
               (Derrida 1994, xx).
Rather than judging the women as regressive or progressive cultural figures (and in this sense fixing them with claims of full understanding, contra
                
               Oliver 2001, Trinh
                
               1989, and others), I proceed with commitment to respecting Avery F. Gordon’s
                
               “complex personhood” (2004, 4). Taking the veterans’ practices as my model, I strive to perform recognition
 of the voids, absences, and fullness of the beyond, with openness toward unfamiliar terrains of being, thinking, and doing. I aim to follow cô Nhựt, over and through easy binaries, into the beyond of being and remembering, which—as the veterans well know—is an adaptive survival skill of living-on that seeks to enable rather than close possibilities for discovery and transformation
.
Optimism: “Without a Doubt”
“I had a strong belief
                
               that Vietnam would sooner
                
               or later win the war,” cô Nhựt states. This sense of “strong belief” and enduring optimism flows through the veterans’ narratives
                
                
              . I cannot recall a time when doubt regarding the outcome of the war was ever explicitly spoken. Cô Nhựt emphasizes Vietnamese women’s unwavering optimism as a national-natural characteristic. She states that Vietnamese women “could always find, inspiration in those things that seems bitter, seems very dark, seems oppressive.” “Optimism,” cô Nhựt explains and Hương

 vigorously concurs, “is one of our traditional features.” As cô Nhựt explains through/with Hương
                
                
              :

                N/H: Without a doubt
    You can feel it from
    Every Vietnamese:
    Optimism.

  R: How is that [optimism] a tradition?

  N/H: In the period of,
    Preventing our country from enemies
    And,
    Constructing our country,
    We are supposed to face,
    Lots of hardships.
    And difficulties.
    Always.
    I mean,
    Always.

    […]
    Do you remember that
    In history we have had
    A long time,
    [Fighting] with the Chinese
                      
                    ,
    And then the French,
    And then America

.
    I mean it is,
    Nonstop.



            
“Optimism […] always, I mean always.” In this passage cô Nhựt stresses the persistence and necessity of optimism throughout Vietnamese history. “Always.” “A long time.” “Nonstop.” Cô Nhựt inspires Hương
                
                
               to echo and emphatically repeat that optimism is central to Vietnamese identity
 and being. The message is that now, as in the past
                
                
               and for the future, optimism carries the Vietnamese people, and is carried by them, throughout time. Optimism, it seems, is so intrinsic to the national narrative
                
                
               that these sentiments “lose their origins in the myths of time and only fully realize their horizons in the mind’s eye
                
              ” (Bhabha 1990, 1). Optimism, called on as a fundamental and primal quality of “every Vietnamese,” is taught—remade, marked, felt, and transferred from one body to another—through performances of re-narrating the myths of national origins. Together evoking a collective, national “we,” cô Nhựt, through Hương
                
                
              , describes optimism as critical to the Vietnamese people’s shared, continual struggle for survival. The nation’s
                
                
               survival, and the individual’s

, is dependent on the presence and successful performance of optimism.
“You can feel it from every Vietnamese,” cô Nhựt asserts. Here, “every Vietnamese” hails the continuum of history. All Vietnamese who have ever, are ever, or will ever live, cô Nhựt
                
                
               suggests, possess this “traditional feature”: from the Trưng Sisters
 (Hai Bà Trưng

) who dared to confront the powerful Chinese
                
               invaders, to the political
                
                
               prisoners on Côn Đảo who “without a doubt” believed in a Communist victory, to the children

 living with Agent
                
                
              

                
                
               Orange/dioxin-attributed illness
 and/or disability
                
                
               in Từ Dũ Hospital


                
               (Bệnh viện Từ Dũ). In Hương’s
                
                
               translation
, one feels it “from,” rather than “in” Vietnamese people, as an expression, a performed practice, that moves from an emanating inner core to an outward, palpable sensation; beyond the porous skin of the singular body into the permeable social

 body.
Cô Nhựt’s/Hương’s
                
                
               phrase at once expresses the presence of optimism as an individual possession (a birthright) and as a shared
                
                
               national expression of a collectively practiced will to survival. Bringing the collective and individual practice of optimism into the present, cô Nhựt and Hương

 indicate, “we have to make ourselves ready, all of the time,” then and now:

                N/H: And we have to make ourselves
     Ready,
     All of the time.

     In such a situation,
     Of oppression,
     From outside,
     From invaders,
     If you just look at life as,
     As a gloomy day,
     You just keep yourself
     In pessimism,
     You cannot survive and
     Get your country promoted.
     You need hope
,
    And belief
                      
                    ,
    To get your country to survive.
    […]

    Individuals are expected to find things
    For themselves,
    To maintain their hope
.



            
Armed with hope
, cô Nhựt and Hương

 are “ready, all of the time.” As their ancestors did before them, cô Nhựt, Hương
                
                
              , and all other Vietnamese people have a responsibility
                
                
               to find optimism “for themselves,” but their collective, inherited tradition will instruct them in how to perform it. Optimism is both individual and social. As a stylized, repeated practice it is a performativity
                
                
              . It gathers and gains its present power from the continuing, condensed force of its (professed) longstanding, narratively conveyed, performative history. Likewise, as will be discussed in more depth in the following section, the traditional
                
                
               performativity
                
                
              

                
                
               of optimism relies on individual acts
                
                
               of performance in order to survive through time and adapt to new and changing conditions.
Optimism, in cô Nhựt’s characterization and Hương’s

 interpretation, exists not so much as a choice as an inherited “traditional feature,” a natural-national Vietnamese attribute. At the same time, however, optimism is described as a quality that must be encouraged, nurtured, practiced, and readied for use in the expectation that Vietnamese people have endured and will likely continue to encounter “lots of hardships. And difficulties. Always, I mean always.” Hương
                
                
              , in her loyal translation
/interpretation of cô Nhựt’s utterances, uses the word “supposed.” “We are supposed to face lots of hardships.” Hardship is described as almost a necessary condition for the existence of the Vietnamese nation. It has existed within histories of hardship; it may only be able to perform its requisite “traditional characteristic” of optimistic survival under circumstances of duress. Against the Chinese
                
              , the French, the Americans
, the national narratives
                
                
               of Vietnamese history prove that “we have to make ourselves ready, all of the time” for the inevitability of defending the nation

, surviving oppression, and, at the very least, collectively and individually facing forthcoming hardships.
Although the country is not currently at war, or under the direct yoke of colonialism
, cô Nhựt makes it clear that optimism is still needed to continue “constructing our country.” Social difficulties and challenges change, but do not disappear, with postcolonial
 and postwar peace. In cô Nhựt’s view, Vietnamese people must be aware that they are still contractually responsible participants in the conscious practice of “mak[ing],” ready[ing],” “promoting,” and “constructing our country.” Cô Nhựt looks at Hương
                
                
               as she speaks. Optimism, as a performed instruction from cô Nhựt to Hương
                
                
              , is still needed in order to address contemporary social

 problems and hardships, “to make ourselves ready,” to “get your country promoted […] to get your country to survive.” In agreement with the state’s
                
                
               national origin narratives
                
                
              , for cô Nhựt and the performance

 group women, optimism is described as an innate cultural
                
                
               quality and a compulsory, obligatory practice, a requisite in performances of national devotion and “Vietnameseness.” In cô Nhựt’s characterization, optimism is a traditional characteristic and a national engagement; it exists concurrently as something innately already there and something that also requires performance.
Performing Performativity: Re-citing National Narratives
Cô Nhựt’s condensed summary
                
                
               of Vietnamese

                
                
               history
                
                
              

                
                
               follows
                
                
               the official state
                
                
               narrative
                
                
              

                
                
               of “Vietnamese fighting against foreign aggressors,” which Patricia M. Pelley
 calls “the cyclical
                
                
               reenactment
 of the original drama” (2002, 60). Narrating
                
                
               Vietnamese history
                
                
               as a series of repetitious or self-preservational

 battles “against foreign aggressors” both engages in and describes forms of nationalist
                
              

                
                
               performativity. Painting state and national history

 as, in part, a cyclical re-enactment
                
               of resistance
 against outside foes (e.g. the Chinese
                
              , Mongols, French, Japanese, Americans
, Chinese
                
               again, etc.) promotes the view that “exemplary moments from the past were [and may continue to be] periodically restaged” from time immemorial into an indefinite future
                
               (Pelley 2002, 10). “I mean it is, nonstop” Hương
                
                
               translates, so “we have to make ourselves ready, all the time.” The imagery of restaging and re-enacting history
                
                
               was employed by Communist leaders during anti-colonial struggle and wartime to inspire individuals’ commitment and sense of inherited duty toward defending, or consolidating, the nation
                
                
              . As Pelley
                
               expresses, during the mid-twentieth century, “[w]hen official historians spoke of the ‘tradition of unity against foreign aggression,’ they did so prescriptively: the Vietnamese should have been united when they were, in fact, cataclysmically divided” (2002, 13).
Drawing on the performative powers of tradition
                
                
               when constructing the country’s postcolonial
 history
                
                
              , state historians in the Democratic Republic of 
                
                
               Vietnam “sometimes presented the Vietnamese past as transcendent and essential,” innate and natural
                
               (Pelley 2002, 10). They reiterated what they viewed as the “distinctly Vietnamese tradition
                
                
               of resistance


                
                
               to foreign aggression” presumably, in good part, because it served the current needs of waging war
                
                
               against the United States and the Republic of Vietnam
                
               (Pelley 2002, 10). In the state’s
                
                
               national narrative, the trope of tradition
                
                
               assumes, and obligates, the practice of repetition

 as sameness. Historical destiny, filial
/national duty, and innate cultural qualities, command and compel
                
                
               those fighting in the American
                
                
               War
                
               to performatively resist “foreign aggressors” just like “we” did before. The cyclical logic, and in this case filial
/national duty, of repetition

 flattens contradiction and complexity. Lay down your sickle. Take up your guns. Fulfill your destiny. The heroic, mythic past must be performed again.
Not surprisingly, this mythologized national narrative of traditional
                
                
               resistance
 is problematic and flawed in many respects. Hue-Tam Ho Tai
 critically notes the tendency of Vietnam’s official history
                
                
               to position warfare as defensive, something “forced” upon the nation
                
                
               (2001b, 172). She explains that this national narrative “conveniently ignores the many episodes in which 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,” while also “obfuscate[ing] the numerous times when Vietnamese fought against Vietnamese rather than foreigners” (2001b, 172). Interestingly, while cô Nhựt’s
                
                
               narrative invokes the uniqueness of the state’s
                
                
               national unity, it also overtly expresses the need of all constituents to participate actively in “constructing our country.” Pragmatically, the state
                
                
               needs to perform its authorizing claims both to justify and mobilize defensive military actions and, unabashedly, to call on its patriots
                
               to proactively, self-consciously

, participate in nation-building.
The ancient tradition
                
                
               of expelling foreign invaders is more deliberately constructed, contextual, and adaptive than the narrative’s transcendent claims. As Pelley’s
                
               extensive research on Vietnamese postcolonial


                
                
               history-construction shows, leading Communist revolutionaries’ “[c]onflicting attitudes toward the popular as opposed to elite culture
                
                
                
              

                
                
               were resolved,” by the state’s
                
                
               official historians, “in part, by the appeal to national
                
               character, national
                
               spirit, and national essence” (2002, 11). Drawing on familiar folklore, Confucian
                
                
               beliefs
                
               and practices, earlier pre-Marxist nationalisms
                
              , and shared struggles under colonial rule, “crystallizations such as the ‘tradition
                
                
               of resistance
 against foreign aggression,’ the ‘indomitable spirit of the Vietnamese,’ the ‘fighting spirit of the Vietnamese,’ and (later) the ‘peace-loving spirit of the Vietnamese’ allowed internal divisions to recede,” helping to create the idea of “a homogeneous national
                
               culture
                
                
               that served the interests
                
                
               of the state
                
              ” (Pelley 2002, 11).
In her description of collective national
                
                
               traditions
                
                
              /qualities, cô Nhựt draws on pasts reimagined by the Party and its historians to describe and direct proper participation in the forging of Vietnam’s socialist
 society. Within this narrative
                
                
               and others, cô Nhựt perfectly performs and integrates what Pelley
                
               calls the “twin pieties of postcolonial
 times—the tradition
                
                
               of resistance
 and the tradition
                
                
               of unity—[which first] came to life” as the postcolonial
, Communist historians of the mid-twentieth century “transformed historical
                
                
               events and historical
                
                
               figures into mythical ones” and “ritualized military encounters so that each one represented the model of expulsion of foreign aggressors from the sacred
 land of Vietnam” (2002, 144). In her narrative performance, cô Nhựt achieves the seamless integration of Pelley’s
                
               “twin pieties” of traditional
                
                
               resistance
 and unity through her trope of optimism
 as both an inherent national trait and an inherited, obligatory national practice. As will be addressed subsequently in more detail, she also skillfully performs these narratives, and the traditions
                
                
               they practice and convey, forward, beyond their military and postcolonial
 inception, into relevance within the lives of postwar



                
                
                
               generations
                
                
              

                
              .
Mythologizing of the past in terms of national unity and collective resistance
, narratively manufactured, practiced, and proved the innate existence of Vietnamese “national
                
               spirit,” “national essence,” “national
                
                
               character
                
              ,” “national
                
               culture,” and the like
                
               (Pelley 2002, 11, 136). By consciously remaking history
                
                
              , the revolutions’ architects promoted socialism
 as a beacon of equity, a cure for cultural impurities, a return to true Vietnamese values, and as the governing system most akin to the traditional
                
                
              , natural-national characteristics of the Vietnamese people. Although the Party’s version of history
                
                
              , and the abovementioned national-natural Vietnamese characteristics, are considered common-sense knowledge by many, “Vietnameseness” is of course about “praxis rather than […] ontology,” and is constituted through “‘doing’ rather than ‘being’
                
              ” (K. Taylor 1998, 966).

Cô Nhựt and the performance

 group women understand the necessity of practicing, not just knowing about, tradition
                
                
              . They also realize the importance of teaching tradition
                
                
               and adapting it to fit within changing conditions and contexts. In her pedagogy of narrative remembering cô Nhựt revives, remakes, bequeaths, and interactively teaches powerful performativities of Vietnameseness


 to Hương. Hương’s
                
                
               position as cultural and linguistic
                
                
               translator makes the perfect staging ground for engaging cô Nhựt’s performance-oriented pedagogy

. To translate, Hương
                
                
               must actively listen to cô Nhựt’s narratives, re-embody her words and sentiments, and interpretively translate and (re)perform cô Nhựt’s sentiments through her own voice and gesture, simultaneously making it meaningful both for me and for herself. If optimism
 is an enduring Vietnamese tradition
                
                
               it must travel
 and translate across time, contexts, communities
                
                
              , and individuals. In this performance of national performativity, Hương
                
                
               and cô Nhựt demonstrate the constancy (powers of citation/sameness) and elasticity (powers of alteration
) that give the trope and practice of tradition
                
                
               its lasting strength. In order to address these powers within cô Nhựt’s narratives, it is first necessary to explicate the dynamic relationship between/within performance and performativity.
Performativity Meets Performance: Powers of Citation and Alteration
In conveying and
                
                
               transacting
                
                
               the past into
                
               the present
                
                
              , cô Nhựt and the other veterans skillfully employ performativity and performance. In her optimism
 narrative
                
                
               and in other performances of remembering, cô Nhựt performs national performativities. During wartime, she and other fighters performed the performativity of Vietnam’s founding drama: (re)enacting the expulsion of foreign invaders. Now, with Hương
                
                
               and me, she performs the historical
                
                
              /traditional
                
                
               performativity of proper “national
                
               character
                
                
              ” through the embodied recitation
                
                
               of codified national narratives
                
                
              . Each performance of remembering
                
                
               enacted
                
               by the veterans somehow participates (often deliberately) in national performativities. But this does not necessarily mean that each performance is “the same” as the next, that performances are automatically (consciously or unconsciously) complicit with hegemonic power and oppressive norms, or that performativities are themselves unchanging histories/traditions
                
                
              

                
                
               of repetitive
                
                
               performance.
People perform performativity whenever they consciously or unconsciously practice and participate in tradition

. Performativity, following Judith Butler
, is the process and enactment of a “stylized repetition

                
                
               of acts” that constitutes material and psychic realities (1990, 140). Accordingly, performance is each citational, embodied act
                
                
               upon which performativity
                
                
               depends. Each performance is “always a doing and a thing done,” and “if it is intelligible as such, embeds features of previous performances: gender

 conventions, racial histories, aesthetic traditions
                
                
              

                
                
              —political
                
                
               and cultural
                
                
               pressures that are consciously and unconsciously acknowledged
                
              ” (Diamond 1996, 1). In this light, performativity
                
                
               is an historical
                
                
              , and therefore potentially hauntological, practice. The spirits of past performances and performers haunt each individual performance of performativity
                
                
              

                
                
              . With each constituting performance, performativity



                
                
               gathers and condenses pasts and performs them into the present.
But is performativity the result and practice of pure repetition

? What do we mean by repetition? Is repetition indexical? Can it be a “perfect copy” or does repetition necessarily involve some forms of alteration
? We tend to think of repetition

 as a pure copy, but because of changing temporalities and contextual conditions, even if it looks the same it must involve some difference, some small changes, even if performativity’s

 historical force lies in covering over and assimilating modifications
                
               (Pollock 1998, 2005; Schneider 2011). Peggy
                
               Phelan
                
               writes that each “[p]erformance occurs over a time which will not be repeated,” which means “[i]t can be performed again, but this repetition
                
                
               itself marks it as ‘different’” (1998, 146). Performance is like a Derridian “revenant” (1994, 4). It always “begins” anew “by coming back

                
              ” (Derrida 1994, 11). As Margrit
                
               Shildrick
                
               asserts, “[n]ot only does reiteration
 always signal a shift, but it opens up the potential for more radical transformations
 […] openness to new forms of being and to new relational economies” (2002, 117). However counterintuitive, it might be said that repetition is a condition for making and marking distinction.
For Butler
                
              , if change can be found at all, it is in failure. She notes, “[t]he possibilities of […] transformation
 are to be found precisely in the arbitrary relation between such acts, in the possibility of a failure to repeat, a de-formity, or a parodic repetition that exposes the phantasmatic effect of abiding identity
 as a politically tenuous construction” (1990, 141). While it is critical to identify the potential productivities of failure, Butler
                
               does little to suggest the possibilities for deliberately making critical change, let alone agency
 in moving beyond or breaking compulsory hegemonic norms. In contrast, scholars such as Elin
                
               Diamond (1996), D. Soyini
                
               Madison (2010), Peggy
                
               Phelan (1998), Della
                
               Pollock (1998, 1999), Margrit
                
              

                
               Shildrick (2002), Rebecca
                
               Schneider (2011), and Diana
                
               Taylor (2003), in different ways assert that each performance, as the building block of performativity, possesses possibility

 for decisively making and processually discovering critical differences amidst performativities
                
                
              . Performance, as “a doing” and “a thing done,” to borrow Diamond’s
                
               terms, is that which reifies, alters, and sometimes even breaks and/or remakes performativities (1996, 1). What’s more, performance’s
                
                
               ability to appear the same, even when it is doing something different, can be a critical (sometimes subversive) transformational
                
                
               power at work within performativities. Performativity’s assimilating powers, and semblance of sameness, can be leveraged (individually and collectively) by agent-actors. Again, contrary to expectation, repetition

 or citation might be a necessary condition for change.
Countering Butler’s
                
               theorizations
                
                
               of performativity as overwhelmingly entrenched power that essentially dances
 the dancer, Diamond
                
               asserts “[t]o study performance is not to focus on completed forms, but to become aware of performance as itself a contested space, where meanings and desires are generated, occluded, and of course multiply interpreted” (1996, 4). Performance
                
                
               repeats and recites without being purely indexical. Therefore, even when it does not appear so, performativities
                
                
               can be rehearsing change even while they gather, condense, and (re)produce a seemingly conservative, consistent history

 of the “natural” and the “real.” Through intended alteration
 or unexpected “mistakes,” performance creates, excavates, and activates possibilities that can make critical differences individually and socially.
The distinction between the “doing” and the “thing done” in performance is essential for unhinging performativity’s seductive, but often disheartening and disabling, (appearance of) determinism. As Diamond
                
               clarifies, “[w]hen performativity materializes as performance in that risky and dangerous negotiation between doing (a reiteration



                
               of norms) and a thing done (discursive conventions that frame our interpretation), between someone’s body and the conventions of embodiment, we have access to cultural meanings and critique” and the opportunity to mark and make decisive changes (1996, 5). As will be addressed in the following section and throughout the chapter, the practices and meanings bound up in cô Nhựt’s performance of the national past, and the entwined Vietnamese tradition



                
                
               of optimism
, enable critical engagement with larger social paradigms of culture
                
                
              , memory
                
                
              

                
                
              , and history
                
                
              . In other words, cô Nhựt’s and the other veterans’ performances of performativity
                
                
               may be enacting ideal patriotism
                
              , proper Vietnamese womanhood, and national
                
                
               character
                
               while they are also engaged in shifting, altering, and remaking these norms in seemingly small, yet critical ways. The veterans’ practice of performativity




                
                
               identifies norms and traditions

 and makes them accessible to change
                
                
              . In addition, the veterans’ status as valued heroines
                
               may put them under pressure to perform state ideals but it also means they are well situated to make and legitimate changes in traditional
                
                
                
              

                
                
              /national
                
                
               performativities
                
                
                
              .
Pollock
                
               invokes Diamond’s
                
               distinction between the “doing” and the “thing done” as the “dynamic ground of a possible

                
                
               real,” finding in the tension between performance and performativity the potential and the founding condition for each retelling to co-create new realities and meanings
                
               (Pollock 1999, 69). As Pollock
                
               claims, when “narrative
                
                
              

                
                
               is the field of production,” when narrative
                
                
              

                
                
               is becoming itself though being performed, “it is always vulnerable to variation and reinvention” (1999, 69). In Pollock’s
                
               discussion of performance
                
                
               and oral
                
                
               history
                
                
              , this potential for alteration
 and change is a necessarily socio-cultural, intersubjective, highly contingent activity (2005). In their lived experiences
, self

-theorizing, and various forms of remembering
                
                
              , the veterans use the historical power of performativity



                
                
               and the transformational
                
                
               possibility of performance
                
                
              . For the women, performativity generates the lasting power of life-sustaining tradition



                
                
               while performance may intervene to make decisive (subtle or extreme) 
alterations
 and critical change.5

Performing Tradition with Transformation
During wartime
                
               the veterans
                
                
               relied
                
                
               on performance
                
                
               and performativity



                
                
               as means of generating life-sustaining continuity and adaptive alteration
                
                
              

                
              . They narrate
                
                
               their past and present as a result of participating in the strengthening and adaptive forces of shared tradition. In Vietnamese national narratives
                
                
              , as elsewhere, tradition is often narratively hailed and performed in the conservative sense of performativity
                
                
              , as a replication that seeks and attains continuity over time and across place. When cô Nhựt calls optimism
 a “traditional feature” (and so calls on optimism
 to perform as a “traditional feature”) the citation can serve to solidify and prove the inherent, historical cohesion, validity, and sharedness of the national while also promoting the recapitulation of these normative beliefs
                
               and practices. In this view, cô Nhựt’s repetition

 of national narrative
                
                
              

                
                
               scripts
                
               can be seen as a conservative performativity
                
                
              

                
                
                
              , a reiteration
                
                
              

                
               and reproduction of hegemonic state power
                
                
              .
However, like the other veterans, cô Nhựt’s performance of proper patriotism
                
               and national devotion is not fanatical. Cô Nhựt’s and the veterans’ practice of tradition is contextually pragmatic and flexible. The Vietnamese tradition

 of optimism
 is open to reinvention and change. In fact, as cô Nhựt describes it, optimism
 must be “found,” transformed, and performed by each individual. “Individuals are expected to find things for themselves,” she says, in order “to maintain their hope
.” The traditional practice of optimism
 is both shared and particularized. It is a performativity
                
                
               that is meant to be adaptable and serviceable within different contexts. The veterans engage citation and alteration
 in order to move knowledge, practice, and meaning gained from prior times and experience
 into vitality within the shifting, unfixed contexts of the present. They refurbish and recycle traditions in order that their powers may be utilized in the present and future. For the women veterans
                
                
                
              , remaking tradition is a way of corresponding with ancestors, a way of living historically that is political and contextual, not set in stone.
Skillful alteration
 through adaptation within and across contrasting contexts is precisely what gives performative traditions the look and feel of exact replication and pure continuity. For example, when the veterans
                
                
               started smuggling weapons and messages for the anti-French resistance or later during the American
                
                
               War
                
               for the National
                
                
              

                
                
               Liberation
                
                
               Front
                
                
               (NLF or Mặt trận Dân tộc Giải phóng Miền Nam Việt Nam) they appeared to go about their business as usual. They wore their same peasant clothes
                
                
               of black cotton 
                áo bà ba
                
                
               (long-sleeved shirt) and trousers. They balanced their vegetables over their shoulders with a bamboo pole and two woven baskets. They appeared to proceed as always. So no one suspected that these young, twelve-year-old girls were carrying secret
                
               messages rolled into the waistbands of their pants, or ammunition in their hollowed-out turnips or bamboo poles. The routinized, mundane practices of the everyday were used to mask
 the arts
                
               of guerilla warfare. There was sameness, with critical difference, in these repetitions of daily life. Masked, unseen traditions of “preventing our country from enemies” were disguised
                
                
              

                
                
               and embedded in mundane everyday rituals
. To adapt a phrase from Bhabha
                
              , it was difference hidden within everyday performativities
                
                
               and plain sight
                
              , “almost the same, but not quite” (2004, 122).
Yes, cô Nhựt’s retelling of official state
                
                
               history can be seen, in part, as a kind of repetition compulsion, a reiteration
 and reification of canonical, national norms. But cô Nhựt is doing more than just repeating the state’s hegemony. The power and momentum of repetition—understood as sameness

 and alteration
—is a central dynamic within the potential transformative powers of performance. By translating Pelley’s
                
               “twin pieties” of patriotic
                
               resistance
 and unity into/through the trope of traditional optimism
, cô Nhựt renders this national history, attribute, and affect relevant within the lives of postwar



                
                
               generations


                
                
              

                
                
                
              . In the past, optimism
 was needed for revolutionary, militaristic purposes. Today young people need optimism
 to seek out and make better futures for themselves, their families
                
              , and their society.
Thinking of optimism
 as a Vietnamese characteristic is part of popularly held sentiment and common-sense knowledge. As William J. Duiker’s
                
               extensive research on the life of Hồ Chí Minh
                
                
                
              

                
                
               suggests, “incurable optimism
” has long been cited as one of the revered leader’s defining characteristics (2000, 130). Duiker
                
              

                
                
               writes that Hồ’s optimism
 and “revolutionary ethics became a hallmark of his influence on his party and, for many, served as a distinguishing characteristic of Vietnamese
                
                
               communism” (2000, 136). Duiker
                
                
              

                
               himself seems impressed by Hồ optimistic view of humanity and sees it as a genuine characteristic and not just a rhetorical creation.
Following in the spirit of Hồ Chí Minh and other illustrious ancestors, in her narrative
                
                
              

                
                
               to Hương
                
                
               and me, cô Nhựt articulates optimism
 as a tradition of making possibility. The activity of optimism
, as the determined practice of possibility, is markedly different from a personal or internalized faith. Where faith seems to imply one’s personally held certainty about an as-yet unrealized but predetermined future, cô Nhựt describes optimism
 as a social and individual practice of openness, inventiveness, and active searching—an undying, actively practiced belief
                
               in the possibility of making better futures. Optimism
 is the proper patriotic
                
               practiced willingness to experiment, adapt, and find a way to actualize social

 change

.
To help me understand this “traditional feature,” cô Nhựt activates the tradition by remembering, retelling, and remaking it with Hương
                
                
              . Through their (re)performance, cô Nhựt’s utterance and Hương’s

 translational echo, I palpably “feel” optimism
 emanating “from” both of them. Listening
, translating, and performing the tradition

 of optimism
 with cô Nhựt, Hương
                
                
               re-cites, re-members, and re-news her sense of herself and her shared cultural belonging. Hương
                
                
               inherits the shared tradition

 of optimism
 from cô Nhựt while at the same time she knows it is a tradition that she must actively shape, cultivate, and make her own.
Cô Nhựt shows and tells Hương
                
                
               and me what is important. Moreover, cô Nhựt is also showing Hương
                
                
               how to remember, how to live and practice the Vietnamese tradition

 of optimism
. Cô Nhựt expresses tradition as the consolidation of national/cultural values across time. Optimism
. Survival. Overcoming oppression. Defending the nation. “Constructing our country.” As such cô Nhựt’s performance of the tradition

 of optimism
 demonstrates that (re)enacting this tradition is central to the continual, necessary practice of “mak[ing] [and remaking] ourselves.” Cô Nhựt’s historical evocation of optimism
 shows “the emergence of community envisaged as a project—at once a vision and a construction—that takes you ‘beyond’ yourself in order to return, in a spirit of revision and reconstruction, to the political conditions of the present
                
              ” (Bhabha 2004, 4). Cô Nhựt conjures and activates the affective force of performative traditions within and beyond herself, in order to continue the project of re-visioning and re-constructing her self and her shared society.
Translating, repeating, and rehearsing cô Nhựt’s words, and through them the spirit of Hồ Chí Minh’s ideals for Vietnamese Communism

, Hương
                
                
               is inheriting the tradition

 of optimism
 as an embodied practice of possibility. Hương
                
                
               shares in “mak[ing] ourselves” and “constructing our country” by participating in the evocation of a shared past, present, and future through cô Nhựt’s vision but also in her own terms. This last point is critical. Cô Nhựt’s narrative
                
                
               makes it clear. The optimism
 needed “to get your country to survive” necessitates and initiates not a blind faith or a passive acceptance of optimism
, but rather a self-conscious

, self-reliant, socially ethical
                
               constructive project where “individuals are expected to find things for themselves, to maintain their hope
”—their hope
 in the prospect of remembering and remaking themselves, their cultures
                
                
              , their nation, and their communities
                
                
              . Cô Nhựt’s subsequent narrative
                
                
              

                
                
               builds on this politics of collective affect and action.
Optimism, Irony, and a Can of Fish Sauce
With a lifetime spent fulfilling
                
               the expectation
                
               and national obligation to do and “find things for themselves,” cô Nhựt and the other women veterans have become highly skilled at turning seemingly minuscule incidents into seeds of hope
 and empowerment. Being industrious with what little they had during wartime often meant the difference between death

 and survival for themselves, as well as for their families
                
               and communities. The women do not just speak their optimism; it is a pragmatic practice that they live each day. Then and now, the women understand the value, and potential powers, of small, individual undertakings as the necessary foundation of collective action. For the performance
                
                
               group veterans

, their optimism is an everyday practice, not a conned attitude. As such, it has become part of an active tradition
                
                
               renewed time and again in allegorical performances. In this story, for instance, cô Nhựt not only hails the timeless value of optimism but reimagines and re-installs it in the irony of everyday living in a war zone:

                N/H: It [wartime conditions] is very,
     Very bitter,
     Like,
     Once a village was in fire,
     And an old woman,
     She found out that,
     That a can of fish sauce was found,
     It was saved,
     And the woman said,
     “Oh thank goodness, they
     Put fire to all things,
     All things are in fire,
     Damaged,
     But luckily we still have
     That can of fish sauce.”



            
In this small story, cô Nhựt combines human loss, humor, and pragmatism, and the extremes of Vietnamese women’s determination and dedication, to demonstrate the paradox of resilience and to recall optimism even in devastating circumstances. Through the performance

 of this story, cô Nhựt teaches Hương
                
                
               how to find optimism even in dire conditions and why activating the tradition is necessary for self and social survival. Even when you have lost virtually everything, cô Nhựt instructs, you must call on and perform the Vietnamese tradition

 of optimism in order to find (ironic) hope
 in the smallest, most unlikely places. This is how Vietnam, and Vietnamese people, have survived against great odds—through resourceful optimism, by making possibilities where none readily exist. This story conveys what cô Nhựt will later tell Hương
                
                
               and me explicitly: never underestimate the radical

, transformational power of small things.
The fish sauce story is about a singular, anonymous individual, but it conveys critical qualities regarding Vietnamese women more generally. Unyielding optimism. Resourcefulness. Strength in times of adversity. The “old woman” is or could be everywoman. She is old but she still has the strength, will, and wisdom to survive. As the story expresses, even if all material possessions are stripped from her, the Vietnamese woman can not only survive, she perseveres with a spirit that buoys her family
, community, and nation. Beginning with a condensed, transgenerational history of the Vietnamese tradition
                
                
               of optimism
                
                
              , and then focusing women’s particular duties within this specific story, cô Nhựt narrates
                
                
               Hương’s
                
                
               cultural-ancestral lineage and shows her what kinds of attitudes and actions are expected now and in the future. In the process of translation
 Hương
                
                
               first listens to cô Nhựt’s directives and then (re)embodies them in and through her own voice, repeating them into remembering and potentially into future practice.
The narrative
                
                
               is metaphorical, yet grounded in concrete and familiar lifeworld references. It also draws on the mythic qualities of Vietnamese women’s natural, “national
                
               spirit.” By weaving the mythic with the common, everyday stories like these can be wielded as powerful social

 directives. While this story expresses women’s immense strength under adverse circumstances, it also mandates that women fulfill hefty responsibilities
                
                
              

                
                
               and expectations
                
                
              . “Women, as both symbols and disciplined national subjects,” Ashley Pettus
 asserts, “have provided the cultural terrain on which the government and the wider public have sought to define what should constitute ‘our national
                
                
               traditions’” in times of war, during postwar

 national consolidation, and now in the era of Vietnam’s own form of global capitalist participation (2003, 6).
The story is ambivalent—conservative and adaptive, communally and individually recreated. Surely a woman cannot stand amid the ashes of her village and express real thanks for a can of fish sauce (nước mắm). How is this story meant to instruct younger Vietnamese women about their responsibilities
                
                
              

                
                
               in today’s Vietnam? Does the fish sauce story, and do the veterans’

 other wartime narratives
                
                
              , help liberate women by incorporating them into a lineage of strong, fearless citizen-heroines? And/or do these stories assist in harnessing women with impossible social expectations
                
                
               and obligations to both family
 and nation-state?
Gendering Nationalism and Political Commitment
The veterans came
                
               of age during
                
                
               a time when women in Vietnam were struggling for greater freedom and equality
. Cô Nhựt often tells her stories through the lens of women’s wartime pursuit of increased social empowerment. Indeed, most of the women I spoke with described their wartime commitments, in part, in terms of a struggle for women’s equality
. They express pride at having been part of what they view as the Communist commitment to liberate women
                
                
               from the gendered oppressions of feudalism, Confucianism
                
                
              

                
                
              , colonialism
, and capitalism. Many of the veterans describe the Communist victory as signaling the achievement of women’s
                
                
               equality
.
Although cô Nhựt views the struggle for women’s
                
                
               rights as deeply embedded within her wartime efforts, she is also acutely aware that despite the Party’s support of many important laws and social reforms aimed at helping improve women’s lives and status over the past decades (e.g. outlawing polygamy, giving women the right to vote, improving working conditions, pay equality
, and educational opportunities, etc.), the problem of gender inequality in Vietnam (as elsewhere) is not yet solved. However, for cô Nhựt and the other veterans with whom I spoke, the issue of continuing inequality is not due to inadequacies in pervasive, often Party-supported ideological constructions of femininity, or the instrumentalization of women’s
                
                
               rights struggles by Communist leaders during wartime, but rather has more to do with the lingering power of cultural tradition and belief
                
               within contemporary society in Vietnam.
As political organizers and/or guerilla fighters in the south during an era of immense social strife and upheaval, the veterans lived through a time when gender roles, and nearly all aspects of society and culture

, were greatly disrupted. During the revolutionary period against the French and later during the American War
, female gender norms became, in large part by necessity, more pliable. If a young girl or woman was participating in secret
                
               missions, hiding out in the cities or jungles without a permanent residence, unmarried or separated from husband and family



                
              , or in prison, many socio-cultural norms, including traditional roles of female domesticity and duty, simply could not hold.
It is also true that women were actively seeking and demanding greater equality
 and rights
                
                
               on a larger scale beginning in the early twentieth century and onward, and that Communist leaders, such as Hồ Chí Minh, recognized, supported, and utilized these rising sentiments
                
                
               to win over women’s support.6 As David
                
               G. Marr expresses, “Vietnamese trying to make a revolution knew that they could not afford to remain
                
               complacent about the status and role of women,” such that in 1930 the Indochinese Communist Party “issued several proclamations putting the struggle for equality
 of the sexes
 among the ten principal tasks of the revolution

” (1981, 237–238). This is not to say that traditional female duties or beliefs
                
               about gender were cancelled out during the anti-colonial revolutionary

 period and during the American War
, as this was certainly not the case, but rather that women’s roles proved more elastic, and the rhetorics and practices of Vietnamese womanhood took on different formations within the changing demands of a tumultuous time.
When the country no longer found itself at war, not unlike what took place in the United States after World War II, women’s roles again refocused more solidly around domestic duties
                
               (Tai 2001b). During the 1990s, while at peace and amidst the great shifts occurring in Vietnam’s economic policies, the state worked to “canonize an earlier patriotic
                
               code of heroic female selflessness

—in which mothers
                
                
               ‘sacrificed’ children and young girls forfeited marriage
 prospects for the greater good of the nation” and at the same time “encouraged women to commit themselves single-mindedly to the betterment of their households” as their central, natural, contemporary duty
                
                
               to the nation
                
                
              -state
                
               (Pettus 2003, 5).
A commonly cited proverb, employed by the Communists as a twentieth-century hail to battle, steadfastly claims: “When war is at your doorstep even the women fight” (Giặc đến nhà đàn bà cũng đánh). Veterans I interviewed would commonly ask if I knew this phrase. I also remember seeing it written in bold lettering on a bright red poster at the Southern
                
               Women’s Museum (Bảo tàng Phụ nữ Nam Bộ), behind a white stone socialist
                
                
                
               realist
                
               statue of a mother in peasant dress with a baby in her arms, a child at her side, and a rifle slung across her back. For the performance
                
                
               group women, and for many others in Vietnam, this phrase carries the transgenerational


 mandate and responsibility



                
                
               of Vietnamese
                
                
               women during times of war
                
                
              .
Most of the
                
                
               veterans
                
                
                
              

                
                
               I spoke with began working for anti-colonial resistance groups or the NLF
                
                
               (during the American War
 period) when they were between eleven and fourteen years old. The women overwhelmingly attribute a direct experience
 of violence
                
                
              

                
                
               inflicted on family
 members and/or friends, and their recognition
 of the injustice
 of these acts and of oppression and inequality within daily life more generally, as the founding premise of their call to action.7 In cô Nhựt’s case, she explains, “I have worked for the Communists since I was about eleven years old. I lived with my mother because I liked to be close to her as much as possible […] I hated the enemies, and witnessed
                
                
               the aggressors set fire to many houses, killing many innocent civilians. I knew the victims were all honest, kind-hearted, innocent citizens.” Cô Nhựt started working as a message courier for anti-colonial resistance groups at age eleven. At the age of thirty, she was arrested by Republic of Vietnam (RVN

) police for her anti-government activities as a suspected member of the NLF
                
                
              . While in prison
                
                
              

                
                
              , cô Nhựt continued to organize, protest
, and support the Communist movement to which her life was fully committed.
Touring, Remembering, and Imagining Côn Đảo Prison
After about
                
                
               six months
                
                
               of attending
                
                
               the veterans’
                
                
              

                
                
               rehearsals
 and performances

 and listening
 to their stories, I had the chance to visit the Côn Đảo Prison
                
                
               (Nhà tù Côn Đảo) where cô Nhựt and a number of other women from the performance
                
                
               group were once held captive. Now over 150 years old, the Côn Đảo Prison, which was first erected by the French, is rapidly deteriorating under the sun’s bleaching rays and the pounding tropical rains.
It is a hot May afternoon and I am walking through one of the prison
                
                
               blocks with about fifty Communist
                
                
               veterans and their families
                
               on a Saigontourist package tour. All of us are wearing matching sunhats with the state-owned tour company’s name written across the front in bright blue lettering, posing for pictures in front of the cells where the veterans
                
                
               were once jailed. For some of the veterans
                
                
               on the tour, this is their first time back on the island since their release. After the morning’s somber wreath-laying ceremony at Hàng Dương
                
                
               Cemetery (Nghĩa trang Hàng Dương) for those who died on Côn Đảo, the veterans
                
                
               have taken up a lighter, touristic attitude for their visit to the prison. The veterans
                
                
              , many accompanied by children and grandchildren, walk undauntedly beneath broad green sun-lit leaves through the prison courtyard and into their former cells. Although they appear unfazed, I feel jarred and unsteady as I try to reconcile the great contrast between the prison’s sickening past and its current banal appearance (Fig. 2.1).[image: ../images/434502_1_En_2_Chapter/434502_1_En_2_Fig1_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 2.1Veterans and family
 members enter the Côn Đảo
                        
                        
                       Prison
                        
                        
                       as tourists. Photograph
                        
                       by the author



At this site I am privileged to witness what I would call at least four simultaneous, enfolding performances: (1) the ritual
 transmission of history
                
                
               across generations
, that frankly, surprises with its element of exuberance, (2) the co-memoration
                
                
               of survival
                
                
               and torture through the embodiment of reinhabiting this space, (3) the perversities and pleasures of tourism
                
                
              

                
              

                
                
               per se, and (4) the revival through immediate translation
 of the veterans’
                
                
               “sacrificed” comrades, including the calling forth and tending of the spirit of Võ thị Sáu


                
                
                
              , an important twentieth-century heroine within Vietnam’s national ancestral pantheon
                
                
               (particularly celebrated and remembered by the performance
                
                
               group veterans). Rather than a tearful or traumatic
                
                
               performance of commemoration
                
                
              , the mood at the prison is cheerful and inquisitive. The older men
 and women show their children, grandchildren, and a group of teenage Youth
                
               Union members (from Ho Chi Minh
                
               City and Côn Đảo
                
                
              

                
                
              ) around the prison, telling them about harrowing escapes, protests
, abusive treatment
                
                
              , and the monotonies of daily prison life.
The absence of visible sorrow may seem surprising, but this upbeat mood is “characteristic of people from this wartime generation
                
              ,” a Vietnamese friend notes as I remark on the veterans’
                
                
               seeming light-heartedness within this sobering setting. It is not that the veterans do not remember the great suffering
 they and others experienced. They undoubtedly do. But outwardly expressing too much emotion in this particular context, my friend explains, could be seen as self-indulgent, ineffectual, and even disrespectful to the dead. The commemorative ceremony at the cemetery
 monument that took place earlier in the morning was the proper location for expressing their sorrow together. Moreover, being in the prison now, as returning veterans and vacationers, seems to bring them a renewed sense of solidarity
, national pride, and even excitement.
The breeze blowing through the prison
                
                
               bars sounds like soft murmuring voices. Although the day outside is bright and clear, some corners of the cells are in darkness (Fig. 2.2). Looking down into the “tiger cage” cells, I remember cô Nhựt’s descriptions of what took place in the prison

. I imagine armed guards walking along the observation pathway above the “tiger cages,” pelting the prisoners with crumbling white lime powder. The powder falls like toxic snow in the humid air, affixes to the prisoners’ bodies, and melts into their skin. The lime sears eyes and flesh, leaving red, welted burns. There is no way to relieve the stinging. Water only makes it worse.[image: ../images/434502_1_En_2_Chapter/434502_1_En_2_Fig2_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 2.2A Côn Đảo “tiger cage” prison
                        
                        
                       cell from above. Shackles (center) were sometimes used to restrain prisoners. Photograph
                        
                       by the author



As we walk through the “tiger cage” cell area, an older woman veteran
                
                
               I met on the overnight boat ride to the island loops her arm into mine and begins telling the story of the American
                
               aid worker, journalist, and activist, Don
                
               Luce. She explains that he was given a secret
                
               map of the “tiger cages” and that he helped reveal what was taking place at the prison to the outside world. Don
                
               Luce
                
                
               visited Côn Đảo in 1970, accompanying a delegation of US congressmen who were there to investigate rumors of war crimes. He recalls, “Frank Walton, the U.S. prison advisor, described Con Son [Côn Đảo] as being like ‘a Boy Scout Recreational Camp […] the largest prison in the Free World’
                
              ” (Luce n.d.).8 However, when Luce
                
               arrived at the Côn Đảo
                
                
               Prison, using a secret
                
               map slipped to him by a former prisoner, the delegation diverted from their original tour plan and witnessed a different reality. Luce
                
               recounts:

[t]he faces of the prisoners in the cages below are still etched indelibly in my mind: the man with three fingers cut off; the man (soon to die) from Quang Tri province whose skull was split open; and the Buddhist monk from Hue who spoke intensely about the repression of Buddhists. I remember clearly the terrible stench from diarrhea and the open sores where shackles cut into the prisoners’ ankles. ‘Donnez-moi de l’eau’ (Give me water), they begged
                    
                  . (Luce n.d.)9


Walking into one of the prison’s small, stark concrete cells, I remember some of the women in the performance
                
                
               group saying their eyesight has never fully recovered from the lime powder and beatings. Looking up at the bars above, I think of cô Nhựt. I imagine her in her early thirties. Her eyes are clear and 
determined. 
Her 
body is filled with conviction.
The Prison-School
When confined together in larger cells or when lucky enough to breathe some fresh air in the prison’s
                
                
               courtyard, the women would teach each other reading, writing, math, and other subjects. Cô Nhựt explains that they would sometimes do this by drawing on the dirt floors or by using small pieces of pencil lead. In utilizing the prison as a “school
                
                
              ” for regular subjects as well as for teaching revolutionary doctrine, the women were participating in an established tradition popularized by Communist anti-colonial activists in the 1930s, who were inspired by Leninist ideology and practice as well as by French revolutionary prison
                
                
               literature and older Vietnamese traditions
                
               (Zinoman 2001a, b). As Peter Zinoman’s
                
               research on colonial
                
                
               era prisons and Vietnamese revolutionary prison
                
                
               memoirs
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
               shows, the practice and narrative
                
                
               theme of “struggle to ‘transform the imperialist prison into a revolutionary school’
                
                
              ” is pervasive in state-officiated biographical accounts of wartime heroes
                
               (2001b, 22).10 Colonial-era
                
                
                
                
              

                
                
                
               revolutionary writing and prison biographies propagated by the northern Communist government during the American War
, including Hồ Chí Minh’s widely read prison diary, were used to provide examples of revolutionary role models, spread ideological messages, and consolidate a unified historical vision of the proper nationalist
                
              , patriotic
                
               past. These state-published memoirs
                
               were a deliberate attempt by the Party to create a model collective
                
                
               memory
                
                
              

                
                
               for the public
                
               (Zinoman 2001b).
During the American War
 it was said that in French
                
                
               times, the Côn Đảo
                
                
               Prison was “nicknamed the ‘University of Ho Chi Minh’ because so many of its ‘graduates’ changed from a strong anti-communist position when they entered to joining the Viet Minh
 upon their release
                
              ” (Chagnon and Luce 1974, 122). Following in the prison
                
                
              -as-school tradition, cô Nhựt explains, “[i]f we happen to get a small piece of pencil, we hid it on our bodies or in our clothes, and we would secretly break it into pieces,” to share with the others for teaching purposes. Cô Nhựt stresses the value of using, “not wasting,” the time in prison
                
                
               to teach each other basic subjects as well as the revolutionary doctrine of Hồ Chí Minh and the premises (and promises) of Marxist-Leninism

. Cô Nhựt’s contemporary memory
                
                
              -performances
                
                
               of imprisonment extend the pedagogical
                
                
               goals of the prison-school ideal.
Prison Performances: Improvising to Survive

Cô Nhựt and the other performance

 group women often say “one day in prison
                
                
               is considered a thousand days outside.” In order to live through harsh treatment
                
                
               intended to wither inmates’ bodies and spirits, the women found ways of making their lives meaningful. To make their days, months, and years in prison
                
                
               bearable and useful, the women would sing patriotic
                
               songs
                
              , create dances
, tell stories, sew and make jewelry, write and recite poetry, and perform skits
 and plays
 together. Often, these activities were centered around or inflected with Communist ideology and were understood as part of their prison-school edification project.11 When asked, cô Nhựt gives three reasons why the women created performances in prison

: to “make us feel happier,” for “energy [as] a source of energy to maintain, and next, to forget about days and time.” For cô Nhựt and the other performance

 group women, their performances were certainly more than entertainment. Prison performances were a necessary part of individual and group survival. Putting on performances was, and still is, a way for the women to enact the tradition

 of optimism


                
                
               as a possibility-making practice.

Performance acted as a potent force of resistance



                
              . As cô Nhựt stated later in our conversation, performance offered various ways to make “protest
 against the enemy.” Here, it is important not to reduce performance to simply a means or vehicle for resistance


                
                
              

                
                
              ; rather the women’s prison
                
                
               performances were themselves the resistance
                
                
              

                
                
              

                
              , the in-the-moment activity and energy that generated strength, inspiring and seeding further acts of defiance in response to their inhumane treatment. Cô Nhựt explains that the women’s prison performances entertained, sustained, and uplifted them, in large part, because they were understood as intentional enactments of political struggle. The performances were self-conscious

 acts of resistance


                
                
               with Communist-aligned pedagogical
                
                
               messages aimed at themselves, other inmates, and potentially sympathetic guards. To a great extent, what made the prison performances “a source of energy” is that they were self

-conscious, didactic forms of individual and collective ideological resistance


                
                
               made into outright material defiance.
Although now within vastly different contexts and without the wartime imperative to “protest
 against the enemy,” in many ways the women in the performance group continue their performances, weekly meetings, and rehearsals
 today for similar pedagogical
                
                
              

                
                
               and life-sustaining reasons. They make and perform public
                
                
                
               performances now in order to (1) educate the younger postwar



                
                
               generations
                
                
              

                
               about important sacrifices made in the past (including, but not exclusively, the women’s own contributions), (2) inspire the public’s sense of national obligation to follow their predecessors in serving the nation’s needs in times of war and peace, (3) model, instill, and remake social

 ideals and practices as the country, still governed by a single Communist Party, participates in the global capitalist economy and undergoes rapid growth and change, and (4) deeply interlinked with the first three intentions, the veterans
                
                
               revitalize their revolutionary

 histories
                
                
               in order to maintain their small, ever-dwindling community. The woman often comment that performing their patriotic
                
               songs
                
               and dances
, especially when in front of audiences
, stirs deep feelings about the past
                
                
               and helps them to remember family
 members and friends who are no longer living.
Côn Đảo Commemorations
Back in the Côn
                
                
              

                
                
               Đảo
                
                
               Prison
                
                
              

                
                
              , I walk with

                
                
               cô Hoa, the only woman from the performance
                
                
               group on this trip to the islands. We pause periodically to take pictures with her husband and extended family
 (her daughter, son-in-law, and their two children). The group slowly proceeds down a stone pathway in the glaring midday sun into a large, dark room. This cell once held between thirty and forty women prisoners
                
                
               at a time. It is room eight, the cell where cô Xuân and cô Định first met each other. I step over the threshold into the dim, damp room. The only spot of light comes from a small, barred opening at the top of the steeply angled ceiling. This is the room where some of the women’s performances took place.
The center of the room holds a makeshift altar
 with a bouquet of white tuber roses and an urn holding hundreds of smoldering joss sticks. The hot air is made thicker and pungent with the scented smoke and the fifty or more people who are packing tightly into the room. The veterans begin adding their joss sticks to the urn. Ringlets of smoke rise quickly and then linger, floating above our heads.
In addition to the altar
, ringed around the dark room sit thirty or so not quite life-size cement mannequins
 (in this particular room, all male) depicting the veterans when they were prisoners on Côn Đảo (Fig. 2.3). With slightly varied postures and anguished expressions painted on their faces, legs held in recreated shackles, and emaciated bodies, the mannequins
 stare back at the veterans as they walk about the room. This demonstrational scenery feels odd, even uncomfortably comedic, yet it is not an unexpected find at this historic site. There are many staged, almost life-size yet not so life-like, re-enactment
                
               dioramas of wartime atrocities in the same kind of socialist
                
               realist style in other historical locations and museums throughout Vietnam (e.g. at the Mỹ Lai Massacre/Sơn Mỹ Memorial site and the War Remnants
                
               Museum in Ho Chi Minh
                
               City). The veterans, seemingly not startled or unsettled by their depictions, pose for pictures in front of the mannequins
 with their families
                
              .[image: ../images/434502_1_En_2_Chapter/434502_1_En_2_Fig3_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 2.3Veterans
                        
                        
                       and their family
 members pose for pictures with mannequins
 depicting wartime political
                        
                        
                       prisoners in one of the larger
                        
                        
                       Côn
                        
                        
                       Đảo
                        
                        
                       Prison
                        
                        
                       rooms. Photograph
                        
                       by the author



If the altar
, with its incense and flower offerings, serves Vietnamese cultural practices and beliefs
                
               related to ancestral devotion and the spirit
                
                
              -world of the dead over bolstering government values, the cement mannequins
, as not-so-subtle state iconography, reveal the Party’s stake in directing visitors’ understandings of, and interactions with, this historically significant location. The origin of the altar
 space is unknown. While the altar
 and the practices it incites cannot be easily separated from state concerns and powers, the mannequins
 are much more overt in their political determination of this commemorative space.
The “model” prisoners secure and clarify the historical meanings presented at this national memorial
                
               site. The Côn Đảo
                
                
               Prison
                
                
               mannequins
                
                
              

                
              , in their eerie “explicit theatricality,” along with many images, dioramas, and explanations at museums and other locations deemed historically significant in Vietnam
                
                
              , speak to the state’s preoccupation with regulating public
                
                
               memory
                
                
              

                
                
               and correlating it with official
                
                
               history
                
              

                
                
               (Schneider 2011, 6). As Rebecca Schneider
 has stressed, “much reenactment
, in art
                
               and in war, is a battle concerning the future

 of the past” (2011, 4). Indeed, as historical re-enactors, the stone prisoners present unequivocal representations of Côn Đảo’s official past. As is the practice and intent found within most official historical sites in Vietnam
                
                
              , the prison statues
 reduce the complicated politics of the wartime struggles to a clear, simple binary of oppressed vs. oppressor, good vs. evil. The more certain and declarative the messages are at these historic sites, the more they seem simultaneously to perform the state’s insecurities regarding alternative readings of the past.
Staging Collective Resistance on Côn Đảo
When locked in these large
                
               prison
                
                
               rooms
                
                
               with dozens of inmates, such as the one now ringed with mannequins

, the women used the space and what limited resources they had to create even more elaborate performances. As cô Nhựt describes in a written answer:In order not to waste time, we learned to sing songs
                    
                  , compose poems
                    
                  , and embroider. We taught each other. Performances played an essential and important role in prison. The performances were the spiritual values that helped us overcome hardships and the widespread use of torture. Performances were also considered as the “glue” to bring people together, cementing our relationships. As a result, everyone joined in the performances. Each person had her own tasks: performers, costumes, or spectators
                    
                   who were expected to offer comments on how to make a certain performance much better next time. I found great happiness and pleasure participating in the prison performances.12



Cô Nhựt describes the group’s engagement in the creation of prison

 performances as a way of making the “glue,” and “cementing” the women’s friendships with one another. In addition to generating closeness and happiness, the stories (the narrative
                
                
               content) and the embodied act (the representational form and action) of the prison performances connected the women to their national, historical lineage of female warriors and defenders of the nation
                
                
              . The women’s prison
                
                
               performances engaged contemporary stories
                
                
               and historical
                
                
               narratives
                
                
               in order to draw connections between past struggles for national autonomy and their own revolutionary

 endeavors. Cô Nhựt vividly remembers performances about the warrior Trưng
                
               Sisters’ valiant resistance against the Chinese
                
               in 39/40 CE, the life stories of contemporary female, anti-colonial heroine martyrs
 Võ thị Sáu
 and Nguyễn thị Minh Khai
, an anti-capitalist adaptation of a Tết (Lunar New Year) folktale, and a play
                
               they called “Nixon’s Headache” which imagined the women’s own possible impact on the daily life and thoughts of the then US president.13 Cô Nhựt
                
                
               describes the goal of “Nixon’s Headache” as one of “encourag[ing] other inmates that we still have courage enough to fight against the American government,” and “to maintain belief
                
               about Vietnamese strength” in the face of the Goliath-like power of the United States. Enacting the performances, the women generated the dual force of making community by binding themselves to each other while simultaneously recognizing and installing themselves, as a group, within Communist visions of Vietnamese national history. More specifically, the women wove themselves into the nation’s

 lineage of heroic women, recognizing themselves as participants in the tradition of female self
                
                
              -sacrifice in the country’s historical, ongoing/cyclical
                
                
               struggle to defend the nation
                
                
               against foreign aggressors.
Cô Nhựt states that often “everyone joined in the performances,” so that the women were both the performers and audience
 to their own stories. Lacking an outside audience
 in prison
                
                
              , the women had to be the witnesses to their own suffering
                
                
              

                
               and strength. The women’s enactments, those in prison and those currently performed by the veteran’s group, share marked similarities with a form of ritual
 Barbara
                
               Myerhoff calls “definitional
                
                
               ceremonies” (1980, 32). Definitional ceremonies
                
                
               are performances in which members of a group “develop their collective identity
, their interpretation of the world, themselves, and their values” and wherein “the group’s shared and unquestionable truths
, [are] made unquestionable by being performed” (1980, 32). As ritualized definitional
                
                
               ceremonies the prison performances acted as ways for the women to collectively make order and meaning out of their lives at a time when their material environment, as well as their physical and socio-cultural wellbeing, were ravaged by war’s destructive chaos. The performances enabled them to “‘see’ themselves,” claim themselves, and “appear in the world” as subjects even as their bodies were objectified and battered through torture (1980, 32).
Myerhoff
                
               observes, “[a]udiences, listeners, witnesses are essential for self-awareness, even when a person [or group] is his or her own mirror, at once the subject and object, speaker and listener in the same story” (1980, 222). (Re)embodying and making survival and rebellion, the prison performances
                
                
               were group-incorporating acts by which the women reflexively showed themselves to themselves. Through the performances, and in conversation afterward, the women commented on and critiqued their material circumstances, their artistic creations, their social

 struggles, and themselves. In making performances together they (re)iterated and (re)made themselves as a vital patriotic
                
               community.
The group prison performances acted as a way for the women to historicize themselves. In these performances the women generated solidarity
 in their “national
                
                
              

                
               liberation” and “national salvation” struggles and remembered themselves in relation to famed historical figures (we are like 
                V õ th ị Sáu
                
              ), and into the Vietnamese Communist lineage of national (or nationalized) heroines
                
               (we are a part of Vietnam’s long history of patriotic women warriors). In this case, reiteration
 entailed making a place for themselves in the deeply embedded, yet also precarious and provisional, Communist version of the nation’s mythic origins, twentieth-century struggles, and yet-to-be determined future. It is important to remember that the women’s prison performances were occurring at a time when, despite their recollections of certainty that the Communists would win, the American War
 was not over and its end was unknown. The veterans’



                
                
               prison performances were prospective

 enactments of optimism
 regarding their survival and the future Communist victory in Vietnam
                
                
              .
Today, in the post-Đổi mới era, the performances mounted by the veterans’ group continue to serve, in similar and different ways, as historicizing practices and as definitional ceremonies

. As the women age, the veterans’ performances are differently invested with the desire and need to reaffirm collective values and make continuity amidst great socio-economic
                
                
               and cultural changes occurring in Vietnam. With the Party’s praise, they are positioned and, in turn, position themselves within the nation’s
                
                
               heroic lineage of female patriots
                
               while also engaging in the more vulnerable pursuit of carving out meaningful space for themselves amidst the fast-paced urban landscape of Ho Chi Minh
                
               City and in relation to the country’s rapidly altering vision(s) of itself. The veterans’ present-day performances participate in the “confusion” and “profusion” of/over memory
                
                
               (Tai 2001a, 2). Their
                
               struggles over history are valiant, creative, powerful, and poignant at a time in which citizens’ attempts to forget the wartime years and avoid anything related to the Party, are as prevalent and determined a force as the state’s
                
                
               efforts to consolidate, uphold, and enforce their version of the nation’s past
                
                
              , present, and future.
Solitary Confinement: Performing Defiance
Cô Nhựt’s recollections shift from descriptions of group performances to an example of a solitary


 performance. When locked in small cages with two or three other cellmates, or when in solitary confinement, the women would take turns making up a song
                
               or story, making sure to speak loud enough through the ceiling bars so the women in the other cages could hear. “From this room to that room, there is nothing above, just bars. We couldn’t see each other but we could hear,” explains cô Nhựt. While in a solitary confinement cellblock, cô Nhựt describes the way unplanned, improvised, individual performance enabled her to practice resistance


                
                
               even as her body was overcome by violence
                
                
              . In a note to me she writes:

I still remember one day when I was handcuffed, my whole body was unbearably painful. I was surprised to hear a voice singing from the next prison
                    
                    
                    
                   room. One of my fellow prisoners was singing as follows: “Don’t let them run away. Don’t let them run away. They won’t have a single way out.” […] I asked her to teach me [the song]. I sang the song
                    
                   while being handcuffed. I felt so excited, and remembered a poem
                    
                   [saying] by Uncle
                    
                    
                   Hồ: “Though we are physically imprisoned, our spirits are set free.” I believed that my comrades would win the fight.

As cô Nhựt herself expresses, this small, spontaneous performance gives her a way to enact agency
—claiming survival, success, and subjectivity
—under conditions of excessive physical and psychological
 duress. Stripped of control over her body’s mobility she uses all she has, her voice, to reclaim and protect herself.
Hồ Chí Minh’s poem
                
              , or saying, reminds cô Nhựt that although the body
                
                
               may be overpowered, her spirit can still remain
                
               out of her oppressor’s reach. In the song
                
              , power dynamics are reversed, imaginatively gesturing toward a future time when cô Nhựt’s self-possession is restored through her compatriots’ successful achievement of Communist victory. Cô Nhựt’s unfettered, undaunted voice becomes proof of torture’s failure to overcome the freedom of a willful spirit. This is revolt, a radical
                
                
              

                
                
               performance of self-reclamation.
Cô Nhựt’s narrative
                
                
               tells how performing the song
                
               in prison enabled her to exceed the assumed limits of her isolated, restrained body. Despite being held alone in separate cells, through teaching and reciting the song
                
               the women connect, and in so doing, defy imprisonment’s primary aim of discipline and control by disarming, disconnecting, and disallowing prisoners’ transgressive beliefs
                
               and actions. Singing the song
                
              , together and individually, challenges the extent of torture’s power

 to silence
                
                
              

                
              , separate, immobilize, and control. One performance enlivens another. Song
                
               and poem
                
               pass through bars and walls, as sound on airwaves, generating energy and connecting prisoners, as each performance is given, carried, elaborated, and embedded in one body and then another.
The story

 shows the song
                
               being shared generously, without fear of running out, for the women know that doing performance makes more. Performance is not dependent on an economy of scarcity, but rather an economy of (re)generation. Like memory
                
                
              , it must be shared with others if it is to survive. Cô Nhựt’s story simultaneously describes the generative power of performance in prison

 while practicing it with Hương
                
                
               and me. As the veterans know from their wartime practices, generously “socializing

” performance can make it all the more powerful.
Cô Nhựt’s story also bears a structural mark of collectivist sentiment. Although the story

 is about cô Nhựt’s personal experience
, it is used to testify
 to the strength, sacrifice, belief
                
              , and eventual success of her compatriots. Cô Nhựt makes sure to efface focus on herself, gesturing toward the shared nature of the wartime effort. She says, “I felt so excited, and remembered a poem
                
               by Uncle
                
                
               Hồ
                
                
              : ‘Though we are physically imprisoned, our spirits are set free.’ I believed that my comrades would win the fight.” In this passage, she deftly moves the focus from “I” to “Uncle Hồ

,” to “we” and then to the victory of her “comrades,” shifting from the personal to the mythic to the current social and then the prospective social. Performed for the edification of Hương
                
                
               and me, this story describes and demonstrates the practice of optimism
 as a necessary survival skill, proper devotion to the nation, the virtue
 of self-deference, and the strength of the social.
Retelling this small story instructs Hương
                
                
               and me on the power of performance and the interdependence
 between the social and the individual, while also reminding cô Nhựt of her own successful survival. Like the older women who found optimism
 in a can of fish
                
               sauce, cô Nhựt found and practiced powerful optimism
 through something as unexpected and ephemeral as a song
                
              . Remembering her past
                
                
               re-empowers cô Nhựt’s present actions. Recalling this story and others bolsters cô Nhựt’s present-day struggles to maintain her generation’s
                
               historical legacies and social values, sustain the performance
                
                
               group’s community, and continue civic work aimed at alleviating postwar inequities and suffering
. Cô Nhựt’s story shows how performance

 can be used as a defiant, creative, borrowed, and inventive tool for generating alternatives and making counter realities.
Cô Nhựt’s story

 of survival and conviction under dire conditions, bolstered by its aptly incorporated verse from Hồ Chí Minh, exemplifies a familiar thematic of “spiritual resistance


                
                
               despite physical confinement” found within written prison
                
                
               accounts by Vietnamese Communists in the 1930s, and before that by “patriotic scholar-gentry” who were also imprisoned by the French for their political opposition
                
               (Zinoman 2001b, 28). The story also replays, and personalizes, familiar patriotic
                
               themes within the political-aesthetic style of socialist
                
                
              

                
               realism, which demands positive, properly patriotic
 messages, images, and sentiments and disavows negative expressions such as melancholy or despair. However, cô Nhựt’s and the other veterans’ narrative
                
                
               remembering should not be relegated to the realm of just propaganda
 or otherwise dismissed as an unimaginative, unoriginal, or uncritical recitation of Communist scripts
                
              .

Repetition

 is an easily overlooked, misunderstood, and often criticized aspect of performance, and modern life more broadly. Repetition



                
                
               as performativity
                
                
               plays
 a pivotal role in concentrating and translating the cultural and historical
                
                
               knowledge garnered from multiple bodies and numerous sites in the past into present contexts. As previously discussed, repetition



                
                
               carries, translates, and concretizes knowledge and experience
 across time and through space, being “both the vehicle for sameness and the vehicle for difference or change
                
              ” (Schneider 2011, 10). In addition, produced through dynamic processes of citation, repetition enacts the potential for neither living in the past
                
                
               nor living without it. Perhaps more than anything else, cô Nhựt teaches me, and more specifically Hương
                
                
              , the historical
                
                
              , performative practice of generating possibility and optimistically availing contemporary conditions of change, transformation
, and reinvention.

Cô Nhựt and the performance

 group women demonstrate and activate the power of performing what has already been said and done before. But in their reiterations
, they are also doing and saying what has never been done before quite like this. They use the social

 power of performativity
                
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
               and the adaptive, inventive powers of performance. The women’s wartime experiences
 have taught them how to borrow from the past in order to (re)envision and (re)make new social realities. The women practice a performative
                
                
              

                
               politics of memory
                
                
              

                
                
               that is historical
                
                
               and hauntological but not bound within the past. The veterans’ remembering is produced in and through the present and is prospective in its social intention. They remember and teach their history to postwar
                
              

                
                
               generations
                
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
               in order to infuse the present and future with a politics of hauntological

 memory
                
                
              , in pursuit of creating possibilities for more just, less oppressive and violent, social realities.
Teaching Tradition: “Being the Children of Great Heroines”
As the interview continues
                
                
              , our conversation
                
               shifts from memories
                
                
              

                
                
               of prison
                
                
              

                
                
               to discussions of women’s
                
                
               history, tradition, and social
                
                
               responsibility
                
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
               as well as to cô Nhựt’s past
                
                
               experiences
 as a teacher. Over the course of our time together, I came to recognize cô Nhựt’s expert skill as a teacher of Vietnamese culture

 and history. On the public stage and in everyday exchanges
                
                
               cô Nhựt deftly and passionately enacts a personalized, Party-supporting, performance
                
                
              

                
                
               pedagogy
                
                
              . As an esteemed member of the wartime generation
                
              , she is honored and obliged to instruct the younger generations
 about national history and their responsibilities
                
                
              

                
                
               to society. Cô Nhựt embraces her patriotic
                
               duty. One of the ways she has fulfilled her national-social obligations has been by teaching a Vietnamese
                
                
               women’s history course as part of a women’s leadership training program in Ho Chi
                
               Minh City.14 Cô Nhựt is a powerful teacher in large part because she so fully embodies the values and ideals about which she speaks.
In some ways the Vietnamese
                
                
               women’s
                
                
               history classes that cô Nhựt taught can be seen as operating hegemonically, participating in the service
                
                
               of the state’s
                
                
              

                
                
               historical
                
                
               narratives
                
                
              

                
                
               and helping condition citizens as loyal, properly gendered, national subjects. In other ways, and from cô Nhựt’s perspective, teaching women about the historical role of national
                
               heroines, sexual equality
 in the home and workplace, women’s legal rights, familial responsibilities
                
                
              

                
                
              , and proper devotion to the country, is a way to help women empower themselves and understand their duties to family
                
                
              

                
               and nation. Neither of these views is fully satisfactory. Reducing Vietnamese
                
                
               women’s
                
                
               history and cô Nhựt’s classes to state propaganda
, and the veterans’ gender
                
                
              

                
                
               performances to false consciousness, further evacuates power and agency
 from Vietnamese women. However, disregarding problematic aspects of proper gender
                
                
              

                
                
               performance and state-aligned
                
                
               articulations of women’s
                
                
               history in Vietnam is also potentially unhelpful and/or damaging. Thus, following cô Nhựt’s stated desire to improve the status and treatment of women in Vietnam, I listen to the subsequent narratives
                
                
               with the intention of examining some of the remarkable and problematic aspects of women’s
                
                
               traditional obligations and history while also focusing on the performance-centered, potentially empowering dynamics of cô Nhựt’s teaching.
The program cô Nhựt formerly directed was first described to me as a series of “women’s studies” or “women’s culture” classes. However, it should not be assumed that these classes share a similar disciplinary history or theoretical basis with courses

 on women’s movements or with feminist
                
               discourses in the West. As Wendy N. Duong
 expresses, “[d]iscussing feminism” in Vietnam “can be an intellectually dangerous, sensitive, and imprecise task” (2001, 194).15 Rather than assume that feminism
                
               mandates particular beliefs
                
               or that women’s struggles in diverse locations share essential qualities, Helle Rydström
                
               suggests engaging women’s movements “as locally shaped and the feminism
                
               they practice as developed in dialogue with national, regional, and global politics” (2016, 214). Rydström
                
               stresses that within Asian contexts, such as Vietnam, women’s movements may disagree with aspects of Western feminism
                
              , and may view it as imperialistic and as often lacking awareness of local traditions and histories.
More practical and skills-based than theoretical, the program cô Nhựt helped direct promoted women’s participation in government and in state-run organizations
                
                
              , companies, and governmental offices. The classes cô Nhựt taught were created primarily for women students, although there were often some men
 in the program. Cô Nhựt is quick to add that more men
 should be taking these kinds of classes. She feels men
 must also be better educated about women’s issues and rights if equality
 is to improve. Graduates of the women’s leadership program often went on to work in the southern region’s state-run
                
                
               organizations or, if already working in these positions, they came to the class as part of their continuing professional development training. Cô Nhựt taught the “history of women’s movements” in Vietnam as well as technical skills for women in human resource management positions. In cô Nhựt’s description, “the goal is to help women be aware of their duties, as a mother, as a wife in a family
                
                
              

                
              , as well as in the greater society.” Upon hearing her explanation, I had reservations about whether I would agree that these classes help to socially empower women. While helping in some respects, are these courses also/moreover serving to police gender roles and bind women with normative duties to family



                
               and nation?
Vietnam has a rich history
                
                
               of heroines and female political leaders whose lives and stories are widely cherished, praised by the state, and dutifully studied by schoolchildren. However, as within other global contexts, in Vietnam, women’s movements have deep and particular “entangle[ments] with politics,” including those related to early twentieth-century anti-colonial nationalist
                
               movements, Communist mobilizations during the revolutionary “War of Resistance Against the French
                
              ” and the American War
, and in postwar reunification
                
                
                
              

                
               and nation-building
                
               (Rydström 2016, 215; see also
                
              

                
              

                
               Duong 2001; Lessard 2010; Marr 1981; Pettus 2003; Quinn-Judge 2001; Tai 1992, 2001b; S. Taylor 1999, 2007; Turner 1998). As will
                
              

                
               be discussed
                
              

                
               in the following sections, within these historical contexts, discourses surrounding women’s needs, social conditions, and rights often rely on biologically determined readings of sex
 and womanhood.
Starting broadly, I ask cô Nhựt “what should I know about women’s history and women’s movements in Vietnam?” Hương
                
                
               reshapes and improves my question by proposing it as a performance-centered imaginary scene. Hương
                
                
               suggests that cô Nhựt speak to me as if I were one of the students in her class. By reformulating the question, Hương
                
                
               helps us address what I should know about Vietnamese
                
                
               women’s
                
                
               history in a formal sense, but also interpretively, how I should understand that history if I were a Vietnamese woman. This approach also positions cô Nhựt in the explicit role as our teacher. Energetically, to cô Nhựt and me, Hương
                
                
               suggests, “maybe do you want to say, what if you are her student?” She continues:

                H:  Yah, suppose you are her student?

  N/H: You are expected to come to learn about
     Female traditions,
     I mean the tradition,
     Of fighting against invaders.
     […]
     And she would like you to develop a lot of
     Pride in,
     Being the children
     Of great heroines
     In history.



            
Hương
                
                
               nods her head in recognition
 as cô Nhựt speaks of Vietnam’s heroines. Does Hương
                
                
               feel the filial
 connection cô Nhựt describes? If younger generations
                
                
              

                
               of Vietnamese women are to understand themselves as descendants, as “the children of great heroines,” this social imaginary must be mobilized through various forms of performance pedagogy

. When teaching this course, cô Nhựt instructed women to understand themselves, or remember themselves into direct filial-national relation to ancient and recent pasts. She taught her students to think of themselves historically, to understand themselves as inheritors of Vietnam’s long tradition of national, historical agents.
In this short response, the “tradition” of “fighting against invaders” resurfaces, this time more directly oriented around women, linking the nation’s ancestral heroines to contemporary women through tropes of filial-national duty. With the invocation of filial
 relationships, cô Nhựt marks individuals’ responsibility
                
                
               and duty to
                
                
               the nation. Tai
                
               explains, traditionally “Confucian social theory conceived of the country as a family
 writ large,” so that “filial
                
               piety
                
                
               and family
 harmony were the twin bases of social and political stability” (1992, 15). Reframed notions of Confucian filial
                
               piety and harmony, as duties to family
 and country, continue as a strong force in Vietnamese society, having been utilized and reshaped by the Communists from their “feudal” Sino-Vietnamese origins into their own, acceptable formulation of nationalism
                
              

                
                
              .
In Vietnam, the cultural meanings and obligations bound up within Confucian understandings of filial
 relationships, particularly the indebtedness of children to parents, are powerful. As Philip
                
               Taylor expresses, a child’s birth is “the opening transition in a life-long relationship of reciprocity
, during which one must display the proper gratitude and fully discharge oneself to his or her existential debt,” such that when parents grow old children are obligated to “nurture his or her parents and, after their death
                
                
              , continue to feed and house their spirits” (2004, 99). Within this relationship of contractual debt owed to parents and ancestors, the figure of the
                
                
               mother, as the primary nurturer who endured childbirth
                
                
              , is particularly significant
                
               (P. Taylor 2004). It is also important to note how, through Confucian traditions, individuals understand themselves as deeply socially, transgenerationally enmeshed and interdependent. All of these aspects of filial
                
               piety are found in cô Nhựt’s pedagogy.
Following the Vietnamese Communist practice of entwining and extending the filial
 duty people feel toward their own parents and ancestors with that of the nation’s
                
                
               lineage of patriots
                
              , the students in cô Nhựt’s class were positioned as “the children” of heroines. In her classes, cô Nhựt utilized a performance-centered pedagogy

 where students were expected to behave as if they were the children of ancient and recent national
                
               heroines. Understanding oneself as the child of national
                
               heroines brings honor and compels duty. Students are reminded that the filial
 devotion
                
                
               owed to their families
                
               is akin to the debt owed to their nation’s
                
                
               ancestors, and by affiliation, the state
                
                
              . As Vietnamese citizens, they are the “children” of the nation
                
                
              -state, and must therefore demonstrate proper fidelity and thanks for the sacrifices made in the past.16 Cô Nhựt’s classroom pedagogy is performative
                
                
               in the way it asks students to embody, feel, and properly respond to, the contractual power of national-filial
 narratives
                
                
               and patriotic
                
               ancestors.
Vietnam’s National Pantheon of Warrior Heroines
When I ask which famous
                
               heroines
                
               I should know about, cô Nhựt cites a familiar list, starting with mythic, premodern figures from the first century CE and ending with well-known patriots
                
               from the anti-colonial and American War
 eras.17 Cô Nhựt names the Trưng Sisters
, Triệu Ẩu (Bà
                
               Triệu), Võ thị Sáu
, Nguyễn thị Minh Khai
, and Nguyễn thị Định
 as those whom Hương
                
                
              , her students, and I must recognize and study. It is notable that all of these figures, save Nguyễn thị Định
, died prematurely, and willingly (so the stories go), as a result of their patriotism
                
              , and are valorized by the state as national martyrs
. The Trưng Sisters
 are especially beloved, and have a national holiday, numerous temples, shrines, festivals, and local cults devoted to preserving their memory
                
                
               and honoring their brave and dutiful sacrifices.18 Cô Nhựt uses the stories of Vietnam’s heroic women, in the ancient and recent past, to demonstrate for her students the importance of female leadership in all aspects of society, “all playing different roles in the process of developing our country.” She feels it is critical to teach others, especially but not exclusively women, about these heroines’ “spirit, soul
                
                
              

                
              , and strength.”
The Trưng Sisters
 (Trưng Trắc and Trưng Nhị), sometimes described as descendants of the Hùng
                
               Kings (the mythologized founders of Vietnamese nationhood), are said to have led a successful insurrection against the Chinese
                
               in the year 39 or 40 CE in retaliation for the murder of Trưng Trắc’s husband.19 The Trưng Sisters
 ruled until the Chinese
                
               overthrew them three years later and, as a result of this loss, the sisters are said to have committed suicide
 by drowning themselves. Bà Triệu
, audaciously independent and sometimes referred to as the “Vietnamese Joan of Arc,” is a character of truly mythologized proportion and “according to an eighteenth-century account, was nine feet tall, with breasts three feet long,” that she “slung over her shoulder” as she rode into battle
                
               (Turner 1998, 27; see also
                
               Marr 1981). She is said to have led a revolt against China
                
               around 248 CE, riding atop an elephant with shining gold armor while leading her fighters into the battle, but defeated in the end, she too commits
                
               suicide.20


Bà Triệu
 is said to have answered questions about marriage
 with the response “‘I wish to ride a strong wind and tame fierce waves, kill sharks in the Eastern sea, force back the Chinese
                
               armies and throw off the chains of slavery; how could I possibly accept to be some man’s servant?’” (Vietnamese history textbook qtd
                
              . in Tai 2001b, 174). However, although Bà
                
               Triệu and the Trưng Sisters
 often appear as valiant warriors, their mythic embodiment of female nationalism
                
               is not simply an exaltation of strength. In many tellings, the women’s “natural” female qualities of modesty, helplessness, and physical and mental weakness are what bring about their downfall, while other innate womanly virtues
 such as purity, self-sacrifice

, and loyalty become their redemption, inspiring their proper social

 actions (often in the form of committing suicide
). For example, in some versions of her story, Bà Triệu
 “is as brave as a man in battle, but as weak as a woman when confronted with dirt and chaos” so that “[w]hen her armies were defeated because the enemy had offended her feminine sensibilities by sending unwashed ruffians into the field, she ran off and killed herself
                
              ” (Turner 1998, 27; see also
                
               Marr 1981).
The Trưng Sisters
,’ Bà Triệu’s
, and other mythic Vietnamese women’s stories exist in many variations and change depending on the sentiments of those who periodically retell, rewrite, and reuse the women’s stories to serve political agendas within a given historical time
                
              

                
               (Marr 1981; Pelley 2002; Tai 2001a, 2001b; Turner 1998). The
                
               women
                
                
              

                
               and their actions are painted as more nationalist
                
               (battling in the name of the
                
                
               nation-state), as obediently Confucian (battling in the name of a husband), or as exemplifying Communist ideals as early “leaders of an international and class-based attack on feudalism,” as showing women’s natural weaknesses, properly displaying virtuous femininity or defying it, and so on, depending on the teller and their current symbolic needs (Nguyễn
                
               Minh’s views recounted
                
               in Pelley 2002, 180).21

In more recent twentieth-century history, Võ thị Sáu
, whose story will be discussed at greater length in Chap. 3, was a teenage rebel nationalist
                
              , who was executed by the French. She was imprisoned and killed on Côn Đảo at the age of nineteen. Nguyễn thị Minh Khai
 was an anti-colonial revolutionary, an ardent advocate for women’s equality
, and a central and high-ranking figure in the early years of the Communist Party. She was executed by the French in 1941 for her political activity and is attributed with having said, “[a] rosy-cheeked woman, here I am fighting side by side with you men
. The prison is my school, the sword my child, the gun my husband
                
              ” (Turner 1998, 19).22 Nguyễn thị Định, a leader of famous uprisings in the Mekong Delta (e.g. in 1945
                
                
                
               and 1960 in Bến Tre), was a founder of the NLF
                
               and became its Deputy Commander during the American War
. She continued in positions of high rank after the war, serving as president of the Women’s
                
               Union, on the Party Central Committee, and as a member of the National Assembly
                
               (Turner 1998; see also
                
               Pelley 2002).23

Gendered Legacies of National-Filial Devotion
The Trưng Sisters
 are often
                
               cited as the nation’s first patriotic female warriors. While cô Nhựt was organizing and fighting against the American
                
               and ARVN
                
                
                
               soldiers (Army of the
                
               Republic of Vietnam) in the south, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam’s official historians were working to imbue the past with Communist values and aspirations. For example, by “evoking the mythicized memory
                
                
               of the Trưng
                
               Sisters” it was suggested that “twentieth-century Vietnamese who struggled against American
                
               aggression shared the eminence of first-century heroes
                
               who had resisted the Chinese
                
              

                
              ” (Pelley 2002, 145). Their story was and is still used to illustrate the “indomitable spirit of the Vietnamese,” specifically demonstrating the “‘capacity of women’ (khả năng của phụ nữ)” to “unite all Vietnamese against an external foe
                
              ” (Pelley 2002, 180).
For cô Nhựt, the Trưng Sisters
 demonstrate “the development of their love
, of their own country, and their love
 for their own family
 […] and develop a strong hatred for the enemy.” Cô Nhựt notes how Trưng Trắc, the elder sister, took revenge on the Chinese
                
               for killing her husband, leading an army that included women in a valiant fight against the enemies. Her version of the Trưng Sisters’
 story highlights women’s national and filial devotion in terms of “love
.” Curious about how these figures are used to inspire more specific directives, I ask cô Nhựt:

                R: And what is the most
    Important lesson
    For the students to learn,
    About the Trưng
                      
                     Sisters?

  N/H: She would like students to
    Acknowledge this
    Ideology,
    Like,
    As female,
    As women,
    In this country,
    Society,
    You are expected to get your love
 for
    Family
,
    And your love
 for country
    Mixed together.
    I mean,
    At all times.
    I mean,
    Even now,
    When you are enjoying peace
    Full time.

  R: Even now.
    Okay, so this is the message
    That she feels is important for
    Women today?

  N/H: Yes.
    The love
 of
    Country and the
    Love


    Of family


    Mixed together.

  R: Do you love
 the country,
    Like you would love
 the family
?

    [Music
 blaring from a car on the street outside overpowers
    our voices. We wait for it to leave before resuming.]

  N/H: It is,
    I mean,
    Indeed,
    Impossible,
    For
    A person to
    Distinguish love
 for
    The country,
    And love for
    Their family
.
    I mean,
    Distinguish,
    So clearly,
    About that.
    It is impossible for them.
    I mean,
    To her.



            
“At all times,” in war and in peace, “you are expected to get your love
 for family
, and your love
 for country
                
                
               mixed together” cô Nhựt explains. Explicitly expressed as an “ideology,” this is the primary message cô Nhựt wishes to emphasize through the Trưng Sisters’
 narrative
                
                
              . This directive was initiated during the French and American War
 eras; cô Nhựt feels it is still an important, necessary lesson for postwar

 generations
                
                
              

                
              

                
                
                
              .
Pelley
                
               explains that official Marxist historians (in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, especially beginning in the 1950s) deliberately worked to construct an image of the family
                
                
              -state
                
                
               that allowed scholars to assert, for example, that the “Vietnamese should obey the state as they obeyed their fathers and mothers” (2002, 12).24 Although the Communists described themselves as being opposed to “feudal” Confucian
                
                
               laws and practices, such a reference to familial and national obedience cannot help but call on Confucian sentiments. As Pelley
                
               notes, although “[c]onventional Marxists normally reject nationalism
                
               and condemn the reactionary image of the family
                
                
              -state, which naturalizes the idea of hierarchy,” Vietnamese scholars often “depicted the nation and the state as extensions of the family
” as a means of mobilizing and utilizing hierarchy and filial duty to support their forms of Communist
                
                
               nationalism
                
               (2002, 12).25 When it was to their strategic advantage, on the battlefield or in the organizing and directing of society, Vietnamese
                
                
               Communist
                
                
               leaders often drew on Confucian themes, beliefs
                
              , and ideological structures as a means of rallying people to their own causes.26

In Confucian terms, obedience
                
                
               and duty take on very different forms for women
                
                
               than men
. The Confucian “Three
                
                
               Submissions” (Tam tòng) dictate that a woman first obey her father, then later when married, her husband, and lastly if widowed, her eldest son
                
               (Marr 1981; Pettus 2003).27 Although
                
               the Communists overturned many Confucian
                
                
               laws, deeming them “backward” and oppressive toward women
                
                
              , amending social practices

 and naturalized beliefs
                
               regarding “innate” sexual differences proved far more difficult
                
              

                
               (Marr 1981; Pettus 2003; Tai 2001b). This
                
               was especially the case because the “naturalness” of gender differences between women and men
 was largely unquestioned. Although the Communist government has helped improve conditions for women in important ways, scholars such as Ashley Pettus
 believe that the Party, in the most fundamental ways, failed to truly alter gender ideologies and practices during the early revolutionary era, and that these foundational nationalist
                
              , paternalist ideologies continue to perpetuate women’s subjugation (2003). Pettus
                
               claims that in taking up the demands of the women’s movement, Communist Party leaders “subsumed the women’s cause within a larger popular struggle,” yet “they did not abandon the idea of a separate female morality” and “saw no contradiction in assigning women’s inferior status to social forces, while, at the same time, exalting women’s ‘natural’ virtues
 of endurance, faithfulness, compassion and self-sacrifice

 as invaluable to the national cause” (2003, 8–9). From this perspective, the enduring belief
                
               in innate moral and behavioral differences between women and men
 proves a fundamental problem for women’s attainment of social equality
 then and now.
The Party’s “milder patriarchal codes” did not abandon the notion of “natural” feminine morality and virtue
 or the useful social organizing model of Confucian social
                
                
               directives

, but rather remodeled them into forms that appeared more equitable, and that first and foremost, served Communist leaders’ nationalist
                
               needs
                
               (Pettus 2003, 9). For example, although the Three Submissions were overturned by the government of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, during the American War
 awards were given to women who displayed the “Three
                
                
               Competencies” (Ba đảm đang) which comprised “competence in replacing men
 in production work; competence in mobilizing relatives into the army; and competence in fighting if necessary,” or being properly “[l]oyal, courageous, and resourceful” fulfilling devotional obligations to the nation rather than one’s father, husband, and son
                
               (Tai 2001b, 176).
The Three Competencies movement, also translated as the “Three Responsibilities,” was launched in the north in 1965 by the Vietnam Women’s
                
               Union to assist women in “harmoniously” interweaving “the party’s goals of social and scientific improvement,” with “courage in the face of enemy threat,” while reminding women not to forget their “primary identity
 as a wife, daughter, and mother” in serving and supporting the nation
                
               (Pettus 2003, 44–45). The similarities between the Three Submissions and the Three Competencies, in form, instrumentality, and in the taken-for-granted “natural” qualities of femininity, provide just one example of how, despite claiming to overthrow Confucian
                
                
               laws, what the Party essentially did was overwrite them. It continues to be the case in Vietnam that women
                
                
               carry different social duties and expectations
                
                
               than men
 during times of war and peace, and that of course, Communist revolution and “national reunification
” did not inherently bring gender equity.
Remembering and Learning “Where They Are Expected to Go”
Cô Nhựt’s aim is to help
                
               women “get to know about where they are expected to go.” She describes her wish to “guide them back to their history,” in order to help them discover where to “go” and how to continue to make the present and future:

                N/H: Cô Nhựt would like,
    All of the young ladies,
    […]
    All students, in general,
    And all ladies, in particular,
    To get to know
    About
    Where they are expected to go,
    […]
    To fulfill her mission like that,
    She is supposed to
    Guide them,
    Back to their history,
    Of women,
    Of women’s treatment,
    The history of women.

  R: So women today,
    Learn where they are supposed
    To go in the future,
    By learning about
    The past?

  N/H: Yes.



            
With great conviction, cô Nhựt claims that in order to learn how to live their life, Vietnamese people today must have an historical understanding, or rather, an historical
                
                
               memory
                
                
              ; they must feel the force of the national past within their present life as if it was their own memory
                
                
              .
For cô Nhựt, history is exceedingly personal. Hers is a past full of intimate
                
              , ancestral spirits. The now-living owe their lives, and their country’s autonomy, to those who were once-living, those whose spirits continue to live vibrantly as protecting ancestors. Cô Nhựt believes young people, young women especially, must learn history in order to share a sense of spirit with their national
                
                
               ancestors. If young women today feel the memory
                
                
               of the nation
                
                
               as their own lifeblood, they will know how best to repeat and rearticulate the “national
                
               character” and “national
                
               spirit” so courageously embodied in their ancestral heroines
                
              . They will “know […] where they are expected to go,” as part of Vietnam’s future.
Cô Nhựt is a kind of intermediary, translator and teacher, between past and present. She guides women in their understanding of history
                
                
               so that they may learn, translate, carry, and recreate Vietnamese tradition
                
                
               into the future

 through performances of remembering




                
                
              . To cô Nhựt and the other veterans, women today must understand their own lives as historical, in particular female, nationalist, Vietnamese, ways. As discussed above, the familial composition of history, and the gendered, national obligations that accompany filial
 historical
                
                
               memory
                
                
               and social duty, can be particularly oppressive for women. However, this intense, relational bond with those in the past
                
                
               can also be a positive force in women’s social and personal life. For cô Nhựt, national
                
               heroines
                
               helped inspire her revolutionary quest for freedom, her survival
                
                
               in prison
                
                
              , and her current social activism
                
                
              

                
                
              . Remembering herself in relation to heroine ancestors enabled cô Nhựt to find optimism
, perform survival, and create possibilities
                
                
               for social

 transformation
. These are the powerful, political forces of memory
                
                
               cô Nhựt performs in the pedagogical contexts of home, interview, public stage, and classroom. For cô Nhựt remembering is not an option, it is a necessary process of self and social survival.
Ancestral Haunting
The filial-ancestral force cô Nhựt embodies and performs resonates with Derrida’s
                
               “hauntology

                
              ” (1994, 10). It reflects on an ethos and practice of reckoning with spirits in the pursuit of learning
 to live more justly in relation to others. In Vietnam, spirits transcend temporal and mortal boundaries, and may take diverse forms and functions within daily life. Relations with spirits and transactions with ghosts can be motivated by individuals’ economic needs, the state’s desire for social
                
                
               control, a daughter’s loving obligation to care for her parents, or all three at the same time. In other words, all spirit relationships are impure; they are politically and culturally imbued with diverse meanings and contingencies
                
               (Kwon 2008). Living with hauntological

 consciousness need not take a single form or style, nor is it inherently a more ethical
                
              , humane
, and socially just practice. But, as Derrida
                
               suggests, living with hauntological

 consciousness can be a way of conjuring and making more just social

 relations and realities.
In Vietnam, exchanges with spirits
                
                
               and ghosts are forms of inter- and trans-subjectivity considered necessary to the equanimity of the self, the family
, and the social

 body. Vietnamese filial
 practice as embodied by cô Nhựt—as a kind of hauntological

 consciousness—promotes recognition
 of diachronic and synchronic social interdependence
. As an ideal, living with specters
                
               suggests self-conscious

 recognition
 that: I do not live just for and by myself; my corporeal constitution is not permanent, singular, or stable; my thoughts and knowledge are not simply mine; I depend on others in order to know, live, and be in the world; and so I must recognize my responsibility
                
                
              

                
                
              , in certain socially humane
 ways, to those others who are presently living or otherwise present in/as spirit.28 Hauntological

 consciousness is a social economy of interdependence
 that potential cuts through borders between self and others, life and death

, near and far, past, present, and future. As Derrida
                
               claims, it is not possible “to learn to live […] from oneself and by oneself” (1994, xviii). Only by allowing oneself or one’s world to be inhabited by specters
                
              , learning
 from the other and from death, can we learn to live. Cô Nhựt’s personal practice and pedagogy makes hauntological

 consciousness an explicitly performative
                
                
               politics
                
               of
                
                
               memory
                
                
              .29 She remembers, enacts, and teaches the social productivities
                
                
               of performativity
                
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
               and the transformational
                
                
              , interventionist possibilities
                
                
               bound up in each performance of tradition

.
In her classes, and with Hương
                
                
               and me, cô Nhựt asks her students to let their lives become infused by the spirits of their national
                
               heroines
                
              . Vietnamese women today must “get to know about where they are expected to go” in their lives, and cô Nhựt’s “mission” is to “guide them, back to their history, of women” in order to help them address contemporary challenges. For many Vietnamese, and for cô Nhựt, it is necessary to participate in these exchanges with familial and national
                
                
               ancestors
                
                
              , at the edges of life, beyond singular subjectivity
 and in the realm of spirits, in order to live ethically
                
               in relation with others. In Vietnamese ancestral practices, one is accountable to, and in different ways responsible
                
                
               to, those in the past, those presently living, and those yet to come. As Derrida
                
               similarly states
                
                
              , justice
                
                
               does not seem “possible or thinkable without the principle of some responsibility

                
                
              

                
                
              , beyond all living present, […] before the ghosts
                
                
              

                
                
               of those who are not yet born or who are already dead” (1994, xix). In discrete and shared ways, trans-temporal recognition
 of and responsibility



                
                
              

                
                
               to others is central to Derrida’s
                
               hauntology
                
              , to Vietnamese
                
                
               beliefs and practices regarding filial
                
                
               piety and the spirit
                
                
               world, to the veterans’
                
                
               ideals concerning why they became active in wartime struggles, and to my extension and reformulation of cô Nhựt’s hauntological

 consciousness as the ground of a performative
                
                
              

                
               politics
                
                
               of
                
                
               memory
                
                
              .
The Artistry of Performing Tradition
Cô Nhựt teaches her students
                
                
               to let the spirit
                
                
               of Vietnamese heroines
                
               inform their thoughts, motivate their lives, and move their actions. Young Vietnamese women are encouraged to think and do like them, for them, with them, to cultivate an historical, spectral, national-filial
 awareness that lights and ignites their daily lives. Living with this kind of hauntological awareness and responsibility

 requires certain forms of performativity
                
                
              

                
                
              . Performativity

 is and depends on repetition
                
                
              , as a practice of sameness

                
                
              

                
                
               and alteration. Cô Nhựt enacts a retrospective and prospective

 performativity
                
                
               of optimism
 that is precisely citational yet adaptive. Cô Nhựt describes this process as one of careful cultural and historical “integration.” Later she depicts women’s skills of practicing and adapting Vietnamese traditions as forms of artistry
                
                
                
              

                
                
              .
One cannot live the same kind of life as the Trưng Sisters
 or Nguyễn thị Minh Khai
. Contemporary conditions are different. But one can aspire to live like, and to think with them, to allow one’s present actions and thoughts to be inflected by these ancestors, these “national
                
               spirits.” Curious as to what particular values these ancestral spirits might impart, I ask cô Nhựt:

                R: And what are the main
    Values,
    That women should learn
    From this history?

  N/H: Ah,
    She would like to raise the topic,
    Of integration,
    But still keep your own
    Distinguished features
    As a Vietnamese.
    Because young people these days,
    And young women in particular,
    They deal with lots of,
    I mean,
    New air from Western countries.
  […]
    New culture.
    New technology.
    Everything is very new to them,
    Because they, we, we have open market right now.
    And she would like young people to
    Choose among them,
    What is suitable for them,
    What is the best for them.
    […]
    But ah,
    Still keep your distinguished features
    As a Vietnamese.

  R: And what are some of those
    Distinguished features?



            
“She would like to raise the topic, of integration,” explains Hương
                
                
              , of “still keep[ing] your own distinguished features as a Vietnamese,” within the changing, “new” contexts of the present. Through and with Hương
                
                
              , cô Nhựt expresses her view that “young people these days […] they deal with lots of […] new air from Western countries […] everything is very new to them, because they, we, we have the open market
                
               right now.” In this passage, Hương
                
                
               slips between she-your-they-them-we in her attempt to simultaneously translate and internalize what cô Nhựt is saying about “young people” of her generation
                
              . Cô Nhựt is talking about and to Hương
                
                
              . In translation
, Hương
                
                
               is speaking about herself to herself and to me. Hương’s
                
                
               slippages and uncertain footing mark her recognition
 of herself in cô Nhựt’s descriptions and directives. Cô Nhựt wants Hương
                
                
               and her students to recognize and take responsibility
                
                
              

                
                
               for their roles in shaping their society. To do this properly and ethically
                
               they must know their past. Knowing the past is not simply a matter of memorization to cô Nhựt, but of internalization, performed duty, and dialogue with national
                
                
               ancestral spirits to whom you are responsible, and to whom you must answer for your present actions. Enjoy breathing the “new air” from other places, but do not breathe too deeply that you forget who you are; you must remember your “cultural roots” (nguồn gốc văn hoá).
Cô Nhựt intervenes on a “new” Vietnam, one defined within this passage by increasing tensions between maintaining traditions, autonomy, and state
                
                
               power, and emerging transnational ideas and information, social linkages, economies and technologies, and cultural beliefs and practices. As Tai
                
               notes, “[t]ensions between images of Vietnam as either an urbanizing, modernizing country or a fundamentally peasant one are sometimes couched in gender

 imagery” (2001a, 14). One implication of such gendered national imagery

 is that women have the double, often paradoxical, burden of representing, practicing, and securing both primordial tradition and modernizing social developments at the same time
                
              

                
               (Pettus 2003; Tai 2001a, 2001b).
Within her women’s studies and history courses, cô Nhựt appears to embrace women’s normative, national-familial duties. However, she does so in ways that empower women to actively participate in making their futures. She teaches Hương
                
                
               and her other students how to practice their traditions and how to transform them. Cô Nhựt continues, noting Vietnamese women “know how to balance between the duties for country and the duties of family
”:

                N/H: In terms of culture,
    Vietnamese ladies
    They are all,
    Artists,
    Who are,
    Who are able to preserve,
    Preserve and spread,
    Our own traditions,
  O  ur own customs.



            
Cô Nhựt describes women’s abilities to properly “preserve and spread, our own traditions
                
                
              ” as a form of artistry
                
                
              

                
                
              . She names tradition an art
                
              , or arts
                
               of practice. As she says, “[i]n terms of culture
                
                
              , Vietnamese ladies […] are all, artists.” Cô Nhựt teaches young women their history and traditions, but, in so doing, instructs them in the performative and performance-oriented crafts of translating, transposing, and remaking Vietnamese culture over time and within changing contexts. Theorizing the practices of everyday modern life, de Certeau
                
               calls art
                
               “ways of making” or “making do” that uses techniques of “bricolage” to “reuse” and refashion the old into the new (de Certeau
                
               using Levi-Strauss’s term 1988, xv). Cô Nhựt teaches tradition as a practice of bricolage and a way of making contemporary life through the translation
 of tradition. By calling the performance of tradition an art
                
              , cô Nhựt “draw[s] attention to the specific value of [practicing] a politics of cultural production
                
              ” (Bhabha 2004, 29). In the case of the veterans, the arts
                
               of tradition
                
                
               are practiced through their performative
                
                
              , hauntological and national-filial
, prospective politics
                
                
               of memory
                
                
              . Cô Nhựt teaches the arts
                
               and agencies of tradition.
Performing the Patriotic Body Under Conditions of Torture
As war veterans and public
                
               performers well-versed in the arts
                
               of tradition
                
                
              , cô Nhựt and the performance

 group
                
                
               women are expected to practice
                
                
               and uphold, among other things, proper and positive visions of history, national commitment, women’s roles and responsibilities
                
                
              

                
                
              , and thus also virtuous individual and collective
                
                
              

                
                
                
               sacrifice. The women’s staged
                
                
                
               performances
                
                
               reproduce “relentlessly upbeat” Party-aligned sentiments through their usage of stylized bodily gesture; proper dress, speech
, and demeanor; patriotic lyrics; and canonical stories depicting the lives of Vietnam’s heroic martyrs
                
              

                
               (Zinoman 2001b, 28). The same sorts of mandated, persistently positive tropes, imagery
                
                
              , patterning, and feelings permeate the personal interviews I conducted with the women. Cô Nhựt’s unflinching certainty that, “I believed that my comrades would win the fight,” and her statements that she, and her compatriots, never lost hope
 nor experienced doubt regarding an eventual Communist victory during the decades of protracted war, exemplify normative sentiments that were, and to a large degree still are, expected and required by the Party.
During our conversations, cô Nhựt’s narratives
                
                
               and explanations often employ properly positive sentiments, utterances, and tropes. And yet, just as the socialist realist-styled statues
 of prisoners on Côn Đảo make claims of one correct version of history but, in their reductive insistence, end up suggesting the powerful presence of counter-memories, so too the absence of pessimism and continual claims of “never losing belief of victory” in cô Nhựt’s and the other veterans’ narratives
                
                
              , suggests that proper ideological performance may be masking greater emotional struggles or critique. Wondering whether cô Nhựt might welcome the opportunity to address otherwise prohibited feelings, I inquire if she ever felt a loss of hope
 about her own
                
                
               survival
                
                
               or about the Communists’ ability to win the war while she was in prison. Rather than address my question directly, she answers with a narrative
                
                
               about how she survived
                
                
               torture:

                R: I wonder if I can ask a personal question.
    And you do not have to answer if you do not want to.
    But I am wondering if you ever felt,
    A loss of hope
?
    And if so,
    What did you do?

  N/H: At the very first stage of
    Being arrested,
    They attacked me with
    Lots of sticks and
    Physical punishment,
    Electric [wires] on my breasts,
    And sexual organ.
    Electric sticks
    Inside her sexual organ.
    […]

    So now,
    It is impossible for her to
    Hold her arms like this.

    [Cô Nhựt and Hương

 demonstrate.]

    And on the left side,
    She cannot make a fist.
    Yah, because they hit her fingers.
    […]

    The enemy tried to hurt her with
    Cigarettes,
    Burn her,
    On her belly.
    […]

    Ah, they try to squeeze your head
    Very hard,
    To get your eyes out.
    […]
    And they shine a light in front of your face,
    And if you close your eyes,
    They got something to keep them open,
    […]
    That is why I cannot make images clear.

    And after two days [of successive torture],
    It seems impossible for me to
    See things around me,
    And my legs tremble,
    And I could not walk.

    You know,
    At that moment,
    It did happen to me,
    Like,
    I have [to pose] a question to myself,
    Like, I may become a
    A, a disabled person,
    And how come I survive?
    And as a result,
    I become a pressure,
    For my family
,
    For this society
    [As a] paralyzed.
    Or disabled person.
    […]

    At that moment,
    [My] legs seemed paralyzed and
    It comes to [my] mind,
    At that moment,
    Right now,
    I’ve got only hands,
    And arms,
    Because eyes,
    It seems impossible for me to see
    Things around.
    I cannot walk with my legs any longer.
    […]

    So I,
    I will be able to write something,
    With my arms and hands.
    […]
    And next,
    Hmm, I thought I could,
    Survive
    With my own voice,
    […]
    I could write,
    And I could sing.
    She tried to count
    All possibilities
    For all things she could
    Ever do
    Later on.



            
Cô Nhựt
                
               recalls her memories of torture with calmness and clarity. There is no sign of self-pity or embellishment. Her narrative
                
                
              

                
                
               demonstrates the enduring strength of the Vietnamese
                
                
               women’s tradition

 of optimism
. Even within this story about her own personal experience



                
               of torture and survival

, cô Nhựt does not position herself as the protagonist in any individual sense. Rather, if there is a protagonist, it is one articulated in collective terms; it is cô Nhựt as an inseparable part of a larger group of fellow prisoners and wartime comrades, and moreover as following in the footsteps of past Vietnamese ancestral heroines
                
              , from whom she inherits the “tradition” and “national characteristic” of life- and spirit-sustaining optimism
.
Within cô Nhựt’s memory
                
                
              

                
                
               performance
                
                
              , any sense of “private” emotion is minimal, possibly subsumed by a variety of demands placed on “public” expression. This instance illuminates how cô Nhựt, similar to many of her veteran comrades, tells what feel like non-personal
                
                
               personal narratives
                
                
              , or non-individualist personal narratives. As such, Hương
                
                
               and I cannot ever fully know if, or in what ways, cô Nhựt felt doubt or despondency while imprisoned. I will never know exactly why cô Nhựt answered my question about possibly feeling a loss of hope
 with this narrative
                
                
              . Within this story and others, cô Nhựt forgets or deliberately leaves out personal details about emotional ambivalence or struggle, and even the physical pain she suffered. Why is this? Is it because admission of emotional struggle and uncertainty are still so taboo that hinting at anything less than absolute conviction to Hương
                
                
               and me is unwise? Is it because these sorts of details could be regarded as too self-centered? Perhaps. Is it because recalling such sentiments is still too hard and upsetting? Or is it because cô Nhựt believes that details about mixed emotions or one’s own bodily pain are not productive within the context of our discussion? Whatever the reasons, what Hương
                
                
               and I hear is what cô Nhựt feels is speakable and constructive in this particular moment: the blunt facts of her physical injury, her national and familial devotion, and her decision to survive out of duty to her nation. Worried about being a burden on her family
 and society, if she survives but becomes disabled, “I could write, and I could sing,” she finally concludes. Within our larger conversation, these acts are acceptable reasons for survival if put to use for one’s family
 and country.
It seems quite likely that cô Nhựt may have periodically felt a loss of hope
 while in prison. Maybe this is what she was expressing when she said “at that moment […] I have [to pose] a question to myself.” Perhaps cô Nhựt is able to express these sorts of feelings openly with close friends, family
 members, or simply to herself. But it also feels just as possible that the narratives
                
                
               cô Nhựt conveys to Hương
                
                
               and me are not shaped just for us or for other public forums. Cô Nhựt is sincere in word and action. These are the stories, social values, and ideals to which cô Nhựt devotes her life, not just the prescribed nationalist
                
               narratives
                
                
              

                
                
              , collective sentiments, and Party-approved statements with which she is supposed to answer. She understands her wartime actions and survival in terms of practical steps aimed at achieving socially oriented goals. The same pragmatism and idealism that sustained her during
                
                
               war now guides and motivates her current civic commitments.
Transforming Traditions
By “restaging the past

” from a place within authorized power, the women engage in “the invention of tradition,” or the (re)invention of tradition
                
                
              , through performativities
                
                
              

                
                
                
               and performances

 of precise historical citation and skillful alteration
                
                
              

                
               (Bhabha 2004, 3). The
                
               veterans do not circumvent national narratives
                
                
              ; they (re)tell and remember Vietnamese pasts by performing with and through official histories. Yet, by performing affiliatively (rather than antagonistically) with proper national history the veterans condition and produce spaces that, just as often as not, stretch past norms into uncharted territories of self

-making and social

 relation. Contrary to expectation
                
                
              , performing tradition
                
                
               is what enables the veterans to move, often in small but critical ways, beyond normative renderings of patriotism
                
               and femininity. By performing the performativity
                
                
               of national histories
                
                
               and cultural
                
                
               identities
                
              , the veterans rekindle the powerful forces of shared tradition. But, as cô Nhựt teaches her women’s studies students, Hương
                
                
              , and me in different ways, it is necessary to both carry and adapt traditions.
The veterans’ performances of femininity

 do not simply conform to oppressive gender
                
                
               regimes. The women use the memory
                
                
              , strength, and spirit of the national
                
               heroines
                
               they hail, and to which they are hailed, to reshape state
                
                
               narratives
                
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
               to fit
                
                
               their needs and empower themselves within the present. The veterans
                
                
               are committed to teaching younger
                
                
               generations
 of Vietnamese
                
                
               women both about their heroic
                
                
               ancestors
                
                
                
               as well as how to take up and actively employ these inherited histories
                
                
               within their own present-day lives. Cô Nhựt knows it is up to younger
                
                
               generations
 of women, including Hương
                
                
              , to determine how to recall and transform their traditions
                
                
               and ancestral legacies in and into the future. Cô Nhựt and the other performance
                
                
               group
                
                
               women
                
                
               show how innovation and change



                
                
               can occur from within spaces that appear overwhelmingly hegemonic and fixed. The veterans perform, and teach others how to practice, the meaning-making and life-sustaining powers of conserving and reinventing tradition through memory
                
                
              

                
                
              

                
                
               acts (Fig. 2.4).[image: ../images/434502_1_En_2_Chapter/434502_1_En_2_Fig4_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 2.4Cô Nhựt (left) and cô Kim Dung (right) stand together after 
rehearsal
, Ho Chi
                        
                       Minh City. Photograph
                        
                       by the author
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Footnotes
1Some portions of this chapter expand on ideas originally published in “Performing Prospective Memory,” in Cultural Studies (Eisner 2011).

 

2Sadly, during the final stages of completing this book, cô Nhựt passed away shortly after her 81st birthday in December 2017.

 

3See front matter Notes and Chap. 1 for additional explanation of the Côn Đảo Islands and prison.

 

4“Performative” here and elsewhere refers to Elin
                    
                   Diamond (1996), D. Soyini
                    
                   Madison (2005, 2010), and Della
                    
                   Pollock’s (1998, 1999, 2005) readings of J. L. Austin, Jacques
                    
                   Derrida, and Judith Butler’s
                    
                   foundational theorizations
                    
                    
                   of performativity
                    
                    
                   and the performative rather than Homi K. Bhabha’s
                    
                   characterization (1990). For a helpful reading of Bhabha’s
                    
                   sense of the performative, see Pollock’s
                    
                   description in “Introduction: Making History Go” (1998).

 

5Michel de Certeau’s
                    
                   explication of memory
                    
                    
                   is also applicable to the memory-based practice of tradition when he says “[i]ts mobilization is inseparable from […] alteration […] memory derives its interventionary force from its very capacity to be altered” (1988, 86). At the same time, individual acts of performance often derive much of their cultural
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                   worker from Củ Chi, and an overview of wartime guerilla performances, see Tom Mangold and John Penycate’s “Pham Sang—The Story of an Entertainer” (1986, 144–157).

 

14At the time of this interview cô Nhựt was still periodically leading courses on Vietnamese
                    
                    
                   women’s history.

 

15
Wendy N. Duong
 states that “[t]he conceptual and linguistic structure of the Vietnamese culture contains no framework for feminism
                    
                   as a doctrine […]. There is no word for ‘feminism’
                    
                   or ‘feminist’
                    
                   in the Vietnamese language” (2001, 194). David G
                    
                  . Marr provides a Vietnamese translation
 for the term “feminism
                    
                  ,” as it was used by writers in a women’s periodical in the 1930s, but notes that it was considered a “pejorative label” (1981, 226). At this time, Marr
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 consciousness here is an expression of potential, rather than absolute, ideals.
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“A Very Great Woman”: Heroic Performativity1

                Đ/H: Before starting to talk with Ms. Kim Dung
     Ms. Định would like to make a remark that
     You should, you should
     Have lots of questions
     Because Ms. Kim Dung here
     Is a very great woman.



            
I remember
                
               cô Định’s
                
                
               words as I sift through letters, photographs
                
              , and field notes from time spent with the veterans. I find the photograph
                
               I am looking for in a thin, nearly translucent white envelope. Cô Kim Dung (pronounced “Kim Yoom”) gave it to me after one of our first interviews at her house. The picture holds three images. In the center is a poem
                
               handwritten in black ink on lined paper. In the corner is a small color portrait of cô Kim Dung in her military uniform, her chest draped on either side with red and gold medals. Lengthwise, next to the
                
               poem, is cô Kim Dung’s shiny silver bracelet, with her name engraved in cursive
                
               script on a plaque at the center of the chain (Fig. 3.1).[image: ../images/434502_1_En_3_Chapter/434502_1_En_3_Fig1_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 3.1Cô Kim Dung’s bracelet collage. Photograph
                        
                       courtesy of cô Kim Dung



The bracelet has rarely, other than for this picture and for her sons to admire, left her wrist since the day she acquired it. She was fifteen years old at that time, in prison, awaiting fulfillment of her death
                
               sentence. The bracelet was flung anonymously through her small
                
                
               prison
                
                
               cell window. In the picture, it is placed alongside the poem
                
              , which is titled, “The ‘Bracelet’ (plaque), an unforgettable memory” (“Chiếc ‘lắc’ (plaque) kỷ niệm không đòi nào quên”). The poem
                
               is an imagined conversation between cô Kim Dung and her father, recounting the story of her imprisonment and the gift of the bracelet. At the bottom, the two friends who composed and gave the poem
                
               to cô Kim Dung have written personal messages of affection and signed their names.
Cô Kim Dung wanted the poem
                
               to be photographed
                
               with the bracelet, to create a visual linkage between the mementoes. Crafting a collage of remembrance keepsakes, cô Kim Dung adds her picture to the top left corner and the bracelet alongside the poem
                
               so that each interconnected article of import—portrait, poem, and bracelet-plaque—can be captured together in the commemorative
                
               photograph. When we spoke together at her kitchen table, cô Kim Dung took out the original
                
               poem, and a larger
                
               photograph of the collage, both preserved under glass in gold-colored frames. As I look at the poem
                
               now, I recall that “kỷ niệm” can mean both remembrance and commemoration. The photograph
                
              , with its thoughtful, aggregative configuration of the poem
                
              , portrait, and bracelet, inspires both my remembering of cô Kim Dung, and a wish to commemorate her life, and the bracelet is cô Kim Dung’s token of kỷ niệm. In it, the spirits
                
               of the dead and the pulse of the living form a covalent, revitalizing force. The bracelet—the act of giving it, the practice of forever wearing it, and the duty of retelling the stories it holds—is an embodiment and practice of loving remembering.
Have You Heard the Story Yet?
From my very first day at the veterans’
                
                
               rehearsals, everyone told me, as a gentle yet firm order, that I must speak with cô Kim Dung. During one Wednesday afternoon rehearsal, as the women gathered around the keyboard to sing, cô Định touched my shoulder and whispered in my ear as she took cô Kim Dung’s hand. Showing me the chain and rolling it with her thumb and index finger, cô Định raised her eyebrows and told me, “You must hear the story of cô Kim Dung’s bracelet.” Turning to Hương she continued, “During French times, cô Kim Dung was a member of a battalion named for the revolutionary heroine, Nguyễn thị Minh Khai. It was known as the ‘fight to the bitter end’ battalion. They were very brave and heroic!” Cô Kim Dung smiled and began to sing with her fellow veterans.
You must hear the stories of cô Kim Dung, the women would say to Hương and me, do you know she once shared a prison cell with the heroic martyr Võ thị Sáu? This
                
                
               fact 
                
              has earned cô Kim Dung great respect with the performance group women. Because cô Kim Dung’s political activism began during the revolutionary period against the French, she is considered one of the respected elders of the group by the younger women (now in their sixties and seventies), who served primarily during the American War. She is a role model, a central figure and founding member in the performance group since its beginnings in the late 1990s.2 Cô Kim Dung is especially revered
                
               because the French gave her the death sentence when she was only fifteen years old. Did you know that? She was given a death sentence and endured many hardships in prison. Have you heard how she got the bracelet? As the
                
               usual answer to a yes or no question in Vietnamese is either “already” (rồi) or the ripe possibility of “not yet” (chưa), I answered “not yet” when the veterans
                
                
               asked, I did not know the story yet.
Pictures of a Wartime Heroine
On the day of our first interview, at 8:30 a.m., cô Định, Hương, and I walk through cô Kim Dung’s metal gate, into the small two-story house whose interior is adorned with clusters of family photog
                
              raphs. At the time of this initial meeting, cô Kim Dung lived alone, with a small white dog and gray cat that she rescued from life on the streets.3 Her husband died several decades ago. As we slip off our shoes and don plastic indoor sandals cô Định looks at Hương and then at me, encouraging me that I “should have lots of questions because Ms. Kim Dung here is a very great woman.”
Cô Kim Dung has dressed up for the interview. Usually she wears colorful, loose blouses and solid colored pants, but today she has on a light blue dress, belted high at the waist, with delicate pinhole embroidery around the edge of the collar. As always, her silver chain bracelet encircles her left wrist and several gold rings, featuring jade and pearls (beautiful, but not too ostentatious), adorn fingers on each hand. She wears large, thick butterfly wing-shaped glasses, tinted pink and blue at the top. Her gray hair is neatly curled around her face and her cheeks are lightly blushed. Hương and I offer cô Kim Dung an assortment of fresh fruit as we thank her for meeting with us.
On every wall hang pictures of cô Kim Dung and her family (Fig. 3.2). In one, she is a teenage schoolgirl, posing in a traditional conical sun hat and white silk áo dài (Vietnamese national dress consisting of a long tunic and trousers). Several other pictures were taken when she was in her twenties, wearing her military uniform. Next to the table, framed pictures show the performance group women posing in their brightly colored áo dài following a performance. There is also a photograph
                
               of cô Kim Dung and her husband, shortly after they were married with the “permission” and approval of a commanding military captain, in 1954. Still another picture shows cô Kim Dung, after she returned to Vietnam from school in Bulgaria (1970–1975), standing with colleagues in front of the Ho Chi 
                
              Minh City University of Science where she made her career as an administrator and as a teacher of pharmacology. My gaze comes back to a picture of cô Kim Dung, taken after her release from prison, in green military uniform and cap (Fig. 3.3). The gentle, grandmotherly woman I am sitting with once carried out armed insurgency.[image: ../images/434502_1_En_3_Chapter/434502_1_En_3_Fig2_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 3.2This 1948 picture of cô Kim Dung was printed in a Saigon newspaper after she was sentenced to death for her involvement in the Majestic Theater bombing. Photograph
                        
                       courtesy of cô Kim Dung


[image: ../images/434502_1_En_3_Chapter/434502_1_En_3_Fig3_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 3.3Photograph
                        
                       of cô Kim Dung (21 years old) in her military uniform shortly after her release from prison. Photograph
                        
                       courtesy of cô Kim Dung



The Telling and the Already Told
Two weeks after speaking with cô Kim Dung, Hương and I are looking at the exhibits in the Southern
                
               Women’s Museum (Bảo tàng Phụ nữ Nam Bộ). Hương and I turn on buzzing fluorescent lights as we enter each room. The lights cast everything—display cases, photographs
                
              , plaques, paintings,
                
               and
                
                
               statues—in a pale yellow hue. Yesterday I saw two tourists ascending the stairs to the three exhibit halls, but today we are the only ones here. As we enter the second floor gallery, Hương and I instantly spot a familiar black and white portrait hanging beside two others. It is a grainy copy of the military photograph
                
               taken of cô Kim Dung after her release from prison when she was in her twenties, the same one we admired in her living room a few weeks ago. Round face. High cheekbones. Resolute. Heroic. Her eyes, clear and wide, look toward a future lying somewhere far beyond the photograph’s
                
               frame. Below the photographs
                
               the caption states: “three women soldiers […] belonging to the 950 Suicide Battalion participating in the attack on the Majestic Theater on June 10, 1948 killed twenty French soldiers and injured fifty.”
I recognize this story. Here it is again, reproduced and condensed down into one essential sentence. Seeing cô Kim Dung (and later cô Nhựt) framed and foregrounded in the museum reminds me that the women are narrators of themselves and of their pasts, but they are also already narrated subjects (and prized patriotic
                
               subjects), of the nation (Fig. 3.4). Authenticated by the state “[a]s narrator,” cô Kim Dung “is narrated as well,” so that “in a way she is already told, and what she herself is telling will not undo that somewhere else she is told” (Bhabha
                
               citing Lyotard 1990, 301). In a sense, and in the spirit
                
               of cô Kim Dung’s and the other 
                
                
              veterans’ revolutionary lives as a play
                
               of layering personas and hiding and revealing identity performances, the state photograph
                
               that simultaneously tells her, and signifies that it has already told her, hangs as a photographic
                
               trace, a national portrait-as-mask, preserving and proving her leading role in the heroic past.[image: ../images/434502_1_En_3_Chapter/434502_1_En_3_Fig4_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 3.4Cô Kim Dung after rehearsal in 2009, Ho Chi 
                        
                      Minh City. Photograph
                        
                       by the author



Advantaged and bound by the state’s
                
                
               valorizing claims on the veterans’ pasts (and differently, their presents and futures), cô Kim Dung’s and the other women’s narrative performances are compulsory and, in many aspects, already
                
               scripted. Their narratives must, and enthusiastically do, conform to the state’s prescribed stylizations
                
                
               of nationalist
                
               decorum and conviction. Although they willingly, passionately play
                
               their national personas on a regular if not daily basis, the veterans
                
                
               have long survived capture and censure through their expert skills of 
                
              masquerade. During the French and American 
                
              wars they used various costumes, props, aliases, and fake identification papers. I can be Tuyết. Phương. Ngọc. Tiên. Pulling their sunhats over their eyes. Slipping in and out of crowded streets. Shedding one áo bà ba (long-sleeved shirt) for another, of a different color, underneath. Embedding messages in the cork of their fish sauce bottles. Secretly passing and posing as ordinary young peasant girls. The women, 
                
              then young
                
               girls, played the foreigners’ proclivity for collectivizing and stereotyping to their own performative advantage.4 The veterans were masters of disguise and concealment, strategically using their “undervalued” status as women to carry out revolutionary missions and, hopefully, evade capture.
Revolutionary Performance: Armed Insurgency as Masquerade
Back in cô
                
                
               Kim
                
               Dung’s kitchen, her twinkling eyes and marbled voice mix with Hương’s light laughter and excitement as she prepares to translate the story’s enticing introduction. In our conversation, over tea, cookies, and homemade candied kumquats, from behind her tinted, wide-framed glasses cô Kim Dung describes how she carried out her
                
               secret “missions.” She stresses the need to appear and “behave like an ordinary person.” As Hương and cô Kim Dung explain, you must blend in:

                KD/H: I mean,
     You should behave like an ordinary person.
     Because if you get dressed in a strange color
     Or a strange fashion,
     You might get caught.
     […]
     And when women,
     Go out to buy things,
     They keep a small basket next to them,
     […]
     And then, she [cô Kim Dung] covered the documents or weapons
     With vegetables.
     Maybe you can imagine,
     It [the basket] is made of bamboo,
     With a cover.
     […]

     The enemy, they used to
     Undervalue
     Ladies,
     And ordinary people as well.
     So,
     That is how I get my missions done.
     And to me,
     Ah,
     I have only two ways out:
     Win or lose,
     Success or failure.



            
Hương slips from “she” to “I” as she translates. “And then, she covered the documents or weapons with vegetables.” “That is how I get my missions done.” Hương shows the precarious slipperiness of identity in embodying and retelling narratives as cô Kim Dung expresses the necessity of hiding one’s identity and allegiance by “behav[ing] like an ordinary person.” In this preface to the Majestic Theater bombing story, cô Kim Dung describes self-consciously working to pass “naturally” as herself, a young Vietnamese girl, under the policing eyes of the French colonial patrol. This space of visible surveillance and control, the realm of the “public transcript,” is the stage for “open interaction between subordinates and those who dominate” where “the whole story about power relations” is not likely perceptible, for it is often “in the interest of both parties to tacitly conspire in
                
               misrepresentation” (Scott 1990, 2).
Under French colonial occupation, members and supporters of the 
                
              Viet Minh (Việt Minh)—and later, those affiliated with the National
                
               Liberation Front (NLF or Mặt trận Dân tộc Giải phóng Miền Nam Việt Nam) in the fight against the United States and the Republic of Vietnam—used techniques and philosophy from Karl
                
               Marx, Vladimir
                
               Lenin, Mao
                
               Zedong, Hồ Chí Minh, and others, to exercise political rebellion and revolution under the calculated and improvisational camouflage
                
                
               techniques of guerilla warfare.5 The Viet Minh, and later the NLF
                
                
              , and their supporters erased their distinguishing features with disguises
                
                
              , masking themselves as what they were, wanted to be, and/or had to perform. During these tumultuous times, the veterans enacted the expected performativities
                
                
               of “ordinary people,” in their publicly enscripted renditions of everyday
                
                
                
               life
                
              , in order to engage in the covert activities of guerilla warfare that would eventually rupture the quotidian street scene into explosive sites of chaotic rebellion as the insurgents, literally and figuratively, shattered colonial and imperial power structures.
With sentiments
                
                
               similar to those expressed in more particular terms by the performance group women
                
                
              , Mao describes guerilla warfare as “the inevitable result of the clash between oppressor and oppressed when the latter reach the limits of their endurance” (1961, 39). Making the “obstacles” of the “more powerful aggressor nation” the “advantage” of those in oppressed and subordinated positions is central
                
                
               to guerilla warfare, as proposed by Mao (1961, 40), and akin to the logics that James
                
               C. Scott (1990) addresses in his critical analysis of the power-laden, performance-centered dynamics between dominating and subjected peoples. While living under French colonial rule, and also later during the American War, many people learned that showing one’s feelings, allegiances, and beliefs
                
               was dangerous if not life-threatening. As a result, the actions and sentiments of those who opposed the French—and subsequently in the south, those who resisted the Americans and the Government of the Republic of Vietnam—were often hidden from public view, pushed inside and underground. In a very literal sense, those fighting for the Viet Minh, and later for the NLF
                
              , were pushed under the ground into systems of secret
                
              , interlocking tunnels and into the shadows of unseen caves, bunkers, and alleyways, with their communications kept to the privacy of whispers, coded messages, double-talk, and the safety of vague and blurry meanings and affected naïveté. The veterans would dig into their earthy hiding places, cover their bodies with camouflage, affect an inscrutable expression, lay in wait, only to erupt when the enemy was least suspecting, at the precise “kairos,” the “right point in time,” to “produce […] a founding rupture or break” in the powerholders’ transcript
                
               (de Certeau 1988, 85).
The tactical maneuvers of finding, making, and seizing power through guerilla warfare are necessarily organized in secret
                
               and performed by way of concealment and disguise
                
                
              . Hiding. Obscuring. Averting. Eliding. Overplaying. Passing. Posing. The disguise
                
                
               is played on the surface while the planning and implementation of guerilla warfare happens, to a great degree, in the spaces of the “hidden transcript,” secret and
                
               veiled locations, languages, practices, techniques, and “discourse that takes place ‘offstage,’ beyond direct observation by powerholders
                
              ” (Scott 1990, 4). Playing off and preying on expectations
                
                
              , norms, and everyday practices—by performing the mute, the peasant, the fool, the young girl—the guerilla finds
                
                
               advantage and strength in the oversights of those in power.
During the day, when walking the streets, cô Kim Dung had to “behave like a normal person,” or else she “might get caught,” and “fail” at her mission. However, at some point, as cô Kim Dung expresses, the “mission” must be carried out, and executed, in public space where there are “only two ways out: win or lose.” Cô Kim Dung explains that she and other “ordinary people” succeeded in their missions because “the enemy, they used to undervalue ladies, and ordinary people as well.” Cô Kim Dung uses the added, gendered, presumptuous dismissal of women and girls as possible threats to colonial authority to her advantage.
As she walks down the street in early morning cô Kim Dung blends in with the crowd of other young girls carrying their bamboo baskets back from the market. The secret message is hidden under the carrots and cucumbers. If anyone bothers to look, all they will see is a blank piece of paper. The letter is written in invisible ink. She walks by a French military officer, hiding her eyes under her sunhat, and folds back into the protective anonymity of the busy street. Adhering to one of Mao’s most
                
               famous directives, cô Kim Dung
                
               attempts to “move amongst the people as a fish swims in the sea.”
Voluntary Sacrifice
Describing herself as having “only two ways out,” “success or failure,” cô Kim Dung proceeds to tell the story of the central, defining mission of her life. Listening attentively to cô Kim Dung, Hương conveys the context of the mission with anticipation and great care. She must get the story right. The mission had to be precisely executed in order to “win” and not fail. Hương feels this urgency and call to accuracy as she re-performs the story, continually checking herself and marking her position within the narrative through stabilizing repetitions. “They found out a French ship, a brand new French Navy ship […]. The Viet Minh got a mission, a plan that they should, they should attack […] at the very first stage, early on.” Hương carefully explains:

                KD/H: The intelligence agent, of the
                      
                     Viet Minh,
      They found out a French ship,
      A brand new French Navy ship,
      Did arrive in Saigon [Sài Gòn].
      […]
      The Viet Minh got a mission,
      A plan
      That they should,
      They should attack the, the
      French navy,
      At the very first stage,
      Early on.

      And the
                      
                     Viet Minh
      Knew the schedule of all the French Navy people at that time.
      At first they [the French] would have a meeting,
      A formal meeting,
      And then later on,
      They have time,
      In the cinema,
      So the 
                      
                    Viet Minh decide to
      Attack the French in the cinema.
      This is the plan.
      In 1948.

      At first they [cô Kim Dung and the other girls] weren’t
      Expected to join the attack,
      Because they were so young.
      They were not chosen to do the attack,
      But they volunteered.
      They volunteered, they insisted.



            
“They were not chosen to do the attack, but they volunteered.” Cô Kim Dung and then Hương repeats, the girls “volunteered, they insisted.” Volunteering is a characteristic the veterans often cite, following in, remaking, and sustaining the tradition of great heroic Vietnamese women, like the Trưng Sisters and Võ
                
                
               thị Sáu, who willingly faced their fears and towering challenges head-on. Cô Kim Dung’s emphasis reminds me of a prison
                
                
               story cô Nhựt and cô Định both recounted on separate occasions. It is the story in which everyone wanted to injure themselves, to the point of death if necessary, in protest of their prison conditions. Cô Định says the food was “rotten and salted […] really horrible and terrible […] and some ladies died” from eating it. They did not have enough water. The prisoners were suffering continually from untreated illness. They had to vote because too many people volunteered to sacrifice
                
                
               themselves. Cô Nhựt explains, everyone in prison was “willing to self-sacrifice
                
                
              ,” for the others, to “open their stomachs, and maybe experience death” by using the “rough top off of a can of milk” to protest their inhumane conditions. In a spirit
                
               akin to cô Nhựt’s and cô Định’s recollections of extreme prison
                
                
               volunteerism
                
                
              , cô Kim Dung expresses several times that she and the other women were “more excited than they were fearful.” They were “not afraid,” and even “eager to do this work.”
As Mao instructs, “[i]t is a mistake to impress people into service,” for “[a] guerrilla group ought to operate on the principle that only volunteers are acceptable for service” (1961, 77). One must be “courageous and determined” to “bear the hardships of guerrilla campaigning in a protracted war” (1961, 77). People must be moved to volunteer, to insist on joining the
                
               resistance. Through her retrospective remembering and recitation, cô Kim Dung marks and generates the unflinching certainty and fearless 
                
                
              volunteerism of her valiant past and in so doing, then and now, performs herself into the nation’s patriotic
                
               lineage of mythologized Vietnamese heroines.
Ambivalent Affluence and Colonial (Tres)Passing
At first, cô Kim Dung is deemed too young to take part in the mission. However, she is later chosen to participate despite her age because she is ideal for the part. The Viet
                
               Minh’s plan of attack involves infiltrating the theater in secret
                
              . Instead of stealthily entering through a back door, they will proceed right through the main entryway. They will enter by means of masquerade, putting on the costumes and effects of high society, of Frenchified Saigon girls. Having grown up in a well-off family, cô Kim Dung knows how to behave like a girl from the upper echelon. She will “‘assume [a] false appearance’” that is not entirely false (Tseëlon
                
               citing the Oxford English Dictionary entry for “masquerade” 2001, 2). Her youth makes her an even better candidate. If “the enemy, […] used to undervalue ladies,” then young Vietnamese girls in “pure” white áo dài appear all the more benign.
For this attack, cô Kim Dung and her friends shed their Viet Minh dress of simple black áo bà ba and pants. For this event they are to dress in beautiful white áo dài, with purses, parasols, rings, and necklaces, in order to fit in with the other elite cinema-goers. Cô Kim Dung is the youngest. She volunteered for this mission because she wanted to “join the attack.” She “insisted.” The “four ladies” chosen for the mission will strike early and decisively, shortly after the newly arrived French soldiers and officials leave the boat. Hương listens and repeats:

                H:  Four ladies,
     But only three
                      
                     grenades,
     Three
                      
                     bombs!

     [Hương laughs with nervous excitement, impressed by cô Kim Dung’s bravery. Our shoulders are tense as we listen.]

  KD/H: You are expected to work in pairs,
     There were two pairs.
     And the cinema,
     Was considered the biggest in the city.
     At that time,
     The cinema is just for rich people.
     I mean,
     The French,
     And employees of the French,
     And ah,
     Yah, yah, soldiers.
     French soldiers and officials.

     Ordinary people never attend,
     Or went inside the cinema.
     For two reasons,
     They don’t want to,
     And they couldn’t afford [it].



            
At first, cô Kim Dung describes having to “behave like an ordinary person” to pass unnoticed in the streets of Saigon. The context of the theater requires a different performance. The Majestic Theater “at that time, […] is just for rich people.” Hương corrects herself to differentiate the regular bourgeois theatergoers from people like cô Kim Dung, “I mean, the French, and the employees of the French,” she restates, “French soldiers and officials.” To be allowed passage into the theater cô Kim Dung will have to act a different part. “Ordinary people never attend, or went inside the cinema.” Cô Kim Dung must perform the part of the Westernized, Saigon elite. If she acts as the French wish and expect, then cô Kim Dung will be permitted, perhaps even invited, to (tres)pass.
The twist in cô Kim Dung’s story is that, coming from a well-off family, she likely could afford to go to the cinema. As cô Kim Dung explains, her family was wealthy but they rejected colonial privilege. Her father owned a gold and jewelry shop. At that time, unlike many peasants and “ordinary people,” and especially girls, cô Kim Dung was able to attend school. Born the youngest of eleven children in 1933, she grew up in the southern Mekong Delta (Đồng bằng Sông Cửu Long). Cô Kim Dung’s father and other family members were Communists, and financially supported the Viet
                
               Minh’s anti-colonial causes with their successful jewelry business.6 After her father and brothers were taken to jail and severely beaten for their anti-colonial activities, it became unsafe for cô Kim Dung’s
                
               family to remain
                
               in their village. When she was in grade school, cô Kim Dung’s family decided to move to Saigon to escape continual surveillance by the colonial authorities. In the city, cô Kim Dung says “it was much easier to blend in and get lost in the crowds.”
Using familiar Communist phrases and storylines, articulated in a similar manner to those told by cô Nhựt and the other veterans, cô Kim Dung expresses that “from an early age I understood the French oppression of Vietnamese” because “everyday I witnessed
                
                
               the death or the bad treatment by the French to people in my hometown.” As Micheline
                
               Lessard states in her research on the colonial period, it was quite common for women to became politically active for “filial reasons” (2010, 105). Like cô Nhựt, and following other famed revolutionary leaders such as Nguyễn thị Định, cô Kim Dung cites colonial
                
               violence to friends and family as her motivation to join the resistance war and the spark of her “hatred toward the French colonialists.” In particular, seeing
                
               the beaten faces of her father and older brothers
                
                
               in
                
                
               prison
                
                
               “created my hatred toward the French.”7 A few years later in 1947, after her family moved to Saigon, cô Kim Dung joined the Viet Minh. She was thirteen years old.
Cô Kim Dung’s description of stealing away in secret
                
               is a theme present in other veterans’ recruitment
                
                
               narratives. After joining, cô Kim Dung prepared for service by stitching a black áo bà ba, the loose southern peasant shirt with long sleeves and slits on the sides. When asked what she was doing, she replied with hinting irony to her older sister that she was “preparing herself to become a good housewife.” If they ask who your husband is, advised the famous anti-colonial nationalist Phan Bội Châu to revolutionary women, reply: “His surname is Viet, and his given name is Nam.” Not long after, cô Kim Dung secretly went to train with the Viet Minh, leaving home while her family members were taking a nap. Less than a year later, cô Kim Dung volunteered and was chosen to participate in the Majestic Theater mission. I ask Hương and cô Kim Dung:

                R:  So how did she get inside?
     Wouldn’t they be suspected
     Because they are Vietnamese—
     And they looked—

  KD/H: You are expected to look like a queen at that moment.
     I mean, look luxurious,
     And so rich, and
     You can get your way into the cinema.



            
“You are expected to look like a queen at that moment. I mean, look luxurious.” Hương and cô Kim Dung are differentiating “looking” from “being,” or what Efrat Tseëlon describes as the “relationship between supposed identity and its outward manifestations” and the common desire to disambiguate “essence and appearance” that the mask differently complicates for wearers and for audiences (2001, 3). What is the truth? What is the real? “And they looked—.” “Ordinary.” Looking
                
              . Appearing. Seeming. Being. Cô Kim Dung and her comrades perform the stereotype of young Frenchified Vietnamese girls.
The stereotype of the colonized is an “ambivalent” and “paradoxical mode of representation” which “vacillates between what is always ‘in place’, already known, and something that must be anxiously
                
               repeated” (Bhabha 2004, 94–95). To fulfill their mission, cô Kim Dung and her girlfriends depend on the colonizers’ orientalist expectation, on the “already known,” and so they duplicitously (re)play the colonial
                
                
               stereotype (Bhabha 2004, 95). But
                
              , their anxiousness stems, not from a wish to satisfy the French with a proper performance of the colonized, but out of a desire to please their commanders with a successfully executed mission. It is oddly appropriate that the girls’ mission, reliant on masked appearances and doubled identities, is to occur within a theater space, where spectators
                
               are already primed to orient their senses around sighted
                
               forms of knowing and (make-)believing.
Doubling Identities to Survive
Cô Kim Dung and her comrades’ play
                
               with Indochinese stereotypes
                
                
               is a conscious performance, a trick and a mockery of colonialism’s paranoid discourses. Performing multiply-doubled identities, the young insurgents play
                
               with the uncertain, tenuous “‘play
                
              ’ in the colonial system which is crucial to its exercise of power” and that “produces the colonized as a social reality which is at once an ‘other’ yet entirely knowable and
                
               visible” (Bhabha 2004, 101). Through their surprise eruption into the controlled colonial scene, as they throw their
                
               grenades aloft, the young girls in white áo dài destabilize and overturn the “repertoire” of inevitably “conflictual positions constitut[ing] the subject[s] in colonial
                
               discourse” (Bhabha 2004, 110). Colonialism, Bhabha
                
               states, “repeatedly exercises its authority through the figures of farce,” thus generating “a text rich in the traditions of trompe-l’oeil, irony, mimicry and repetition” (2004, 122). Employing repetition and colonial caricature to their advantage, cô Kim Dung and her fellow revolutionaries warp the already distorted colonial scene until it breaks from the building pressure of insurgent energy that can no longer be contained. The cinema scene is about to become the explosively hyper-visible, all-too-real stage of revolution within the greater theater of emergent war.
The veterans learned the survival skill of secrets
                
              , masks, and identity-subversion from their folklore and literature, their lived and inherited history of making do under colonial rule and during times of war, and from the mythic lives and miraculous escapes of cherished nationalists
                
               and revolutionary role models.8 Hồ Chí Minh (a name he gave himself to mask his identity while traveling under the guise of a journalist in China
                
              , meaning “he who enlightens”) has a seemingly unending list of pseudonyms and pen names through which he published, passed across borders, escaped incarceration, and shook hands with enemies
                
               (Duiker 2000, 248–249).9 Through his expert and near constant use of disguise, Hồ Chí Minh could appear to be anyone and no one, everywhere and nowhere. His alternative names are as numerous as his fantastical vagabond legends and tales of harrowing escapes. It is said, for example, that Hồ Chí Minh even fled a prison hospital in China
                
              , while suffering from tuberculosis, by feigning death so convincingly that “[h]is obituary appeared in the Soviet press and elsewhere, and the French authorities closed his file with the notation: ‘Died in Hong Kong
                
               jail’” (Karnow 1983, 125).
Disguises, masks, and the donning of multiple
                
                
               identities enabled Hồ Chí Minh to be famous, mythic, anonymous, more-than-living and beyond-dead all at the same time. The veterans learned from Hồ’s performance techniques, adapting and repeating his methods for their own feats of camouflage and masking noms de guerre. Camouflage meant
                
               survival. In such a tumultuous political climate where one false move could mean death, and where moving falsely was all one could do to survive, it is a wonder that anyone could remember who they were, let alone know for certain who someone else was … trickster, traitor, friend, foe, double-agent? Yes, certainly. No, of course not. For self-protection and “national salvation,” one had to go under-cover, into shadowy forests, earthen tunnels, and the anonymous city crowd, burying, erasing, and masking oneself under layers of costume and camouflage.
Every veteran I spoke with had a pocketful of identities, each one slightly different, to serve the unpredictable circumstances of warfare. False names. Phony identification papers. Imaginary 
                
              family histories. Fake addresses. To protect themselves and others close to them, the veterans had to erase themselves. Separate from family. Leave home. Keep moving. Several women even recount concealing their pregnancies while being tortured or for lengthy periods in prison. If they were on missions, pregnant women would go home to give birth and it was not uncommon that they would have to leave their infants in a family member’s care after just a few days. Some children did not know the identities of their fathers, or sometimes even their mothers. For safety or logistical reasons, sometimes the women would not see their children for years at a time. During wartime
                
                
              , the sacrifices and risks were immense. The veterans
                
                
               spent a lifetime playing the ultimate improvisational identity masquerade where unmasking could mean death and, if caught, keeping silent could incite torture.
Performing and Remembering Revolution
Observing cô Kim Dung as she speaks—her gentle voice, soft features, and welcoming demeanor—and looking at the framed photos on the walls, I try to imagine her as the young revolutionary woman I see in her pictures. After listening attentively for what feels like a long while, Hương begins explaining how cô Kim Dung negotiated her identities as “socialist and socialite, or more accurately, between avowed ascetic communist and decadent cinema-goer” (Eisner 2010, 63). I ask Hương, “[d]id they dress up like that to get into the cinema?”:

                KD/H:  Yes, she did dress up,
       Make-up,
       She, she was
       In a wealthy
                      
                     family,
       She knows how to do this!

       [We all laugh. Increasingly, laughter is sprinkled throughout the conversation.]

  R:    I see! I see.
       So the women all dressed up.

  KD/H:  Yes, they did
       Wear jewelry,
       They did dress up in áo dài,
       The white,
       It is a pure color.



            
“Yes, she did dress up, make-up.” “They are expected to look like a queen at that moment.” “Luxurious.” “So rich.” We are all enjoying the sumptuousness of cô Kim Dung’s description, and of what it must have been like … We laugh excitedly together. Cô Kim Dung’s eyes light up as she illustrates the details of her costume, gesturing with her hands. Jade rings and bracelets. A dress made of soft “pure” white silk. Candies, rouge, lipstick (and a live
                
               grenade) in her purse. Cô Kim Dung and her friends play
                
               dress-up and simultaneously make themselves up as queens in an act of colonial drag.
As cô Kim Dung says herself, and Hương repeats, “she was in a wealthy
                
               family, she knows how to do this!” She knows how to do this performance of affluence and high culture; this
                
                
               self-conscious charade-masquerade of colonial mimicry. Bhabha
                
              , following Jacques Lacan, evokes mimicry as “like camouflage, not a harmonization of repression of difference, but a form of resemblance, that differs from or defends presence by displaying it in part, metonymically,” where “threat […] comes from the prodigious and strategic production of conflictual, fantastic, discriminatory ‘identity effects’ in the play
                
               of a power that is elusive because it hides no essence, no ‘itself’” such that “resemblance is the most terrifying thing to behold” (2004, 128–129). Cô Kim Dung and the other girls play
                
               camouflage, relying on the allure of resemblance. However, within this context it seems presumptuous, at best, to assume that the girls lack “selves” simply because of their effective identity
                
               play. Rather, cô Kim Dung and her comrades appear to be performing a more submerged, stronger identity and “deep involvement” underneath, and also enmeshed within, their cinema
                
               masquerade (Madison 2010, 6).10
The Substance of Re-semblance
Bhabha’s
                
               depiction of mimicry may prove accurate in certain colonial situations, especially when speculating about the colonizer’s distrust and dread of failing to control and possess power over the Other. The desired, demanded, and disallowed semblance in the performances of the colonized, the camouflaging re-semblance, can unmake the colonizer’s own substance with the realization that there is no secured essence or fully assured power behind either
                
               mask, their own or the Other’s. However, the logic of their being either an absolute essence or void behind the mask of the colonized does not hold within cô Kim Dung’s narrative, or moreover, when colonial subjects speak about and for themselves. Naming the mask or identity
                
               masquerade “resemblance,” wherein the player possesses “no ‘itself’” and the performed identity is deemed fake as well, too swiftly and easily discredits the potential powers generated through repetitions, mocking or otherwise (2004, 129).
I find it doubtful that cô Kim Dung would accept portrayals of herself as purely “resemblance,” and lacking a more genuine core, within her story of the bombing
                
               mission (2004, 129). To successfully execute this lethal masquerade, cô Kim Dung needed to conceal her more deeply held loyalties, beliefs
                
              , and objectives. Through explosive force, the French military was shocked into realizing “just what kind of powerful selves, in concerted revolt, they were up against: fourteen-year-old girls confronted them with so much determined being, it was the colonizers’ world that became a crumbling semblance” (Eisner 2010, 64). As addressed in the previous chapter, it is insufficient to cast repetition as just fake, or lacking real substance. Similarly, what we take to be the mask is not just a false, empty container that must be filled with something more authentic. To view the mask, or identity masquerade, in this way is to miss the synergistic, often simultaneous power to form and to be formed, to influence while also being influenced, in and through performance.
For the young girls in cô Kim Dung’s narrative, their play
                
               with colonial mimicry and masquerade differs, in important ways, from Bhabha’s
                
               description of co-created semblance. Colonial excess, in cô Kim Dung’s story, is consciously embodied and performed to serve the revolutionary effort. “Mimicry,” Bhabha
                
               explains, “repeats rather than re-presents” (2004, 125). However, in this case, the young girls appear to be repeating and re-presenting in a decadent performance of “mimicry and mockery,” where cô Kim Dung and her compatriots become characters of “resemblance and menace,” wearing a multiplicity of familiar and freakish
                
               masks (2004, 123). They re-present, and re-presence themselves, through repetition. Repeating and re-presenting are invariably entwined. In other words, “[p]resence is always already, in part, a form of re-presenting and of re-presencing that involves repetition’s deft sleight-of-hand: of seeming like pure indexicality when, really, alteration and sameness are at play
                
               between
                
               (Diamond 1996; Madison 1998) 
                
              and within repetitions
                
               (Pollock 1999)” (Eisner 2010, 64). In the Majestic Theater bombing story, re-citations of colonial scripts
                
               and stereotypes do not simply produce an(other) act. Rather than semblance or re-semblance, cô Kim Dung’s narrative remembers the practices and performances of insurrectionary, world-remaking substance.
Looking Luxurious and Overturning Affluence
As cô Kim Dung tells her story, she describes wanting to look the part through performing, but this is messy territory so she stresses a distinction between practicing indulgence and being indulgent. “You are expected to look like a queen.” The stress on expected marks her masquerade as a duty, a performance command that she must follow. “She did dress up, make-up” in order to “look luxurious.” Hương’s careful, repetitive wording makes clear this is a critical masquerade, but cô Kim Dung’s affective remembering blurs the boundaries and distinctions between appearing, feeling, and being. This point is further complicated by cô Kim Dung’s affluent history. At the theater, cô Kim Dung masks her wealth by playing it; through masquerade’s delightful “deliberate” “overstat[ing],” she keeps a delicious double-secret of the present charade and a not-so-distant memory of taboo privilege
                
               (Tseëlon 2001, 2). As Della Pollock states, a “secret
                
               is itself two-faced”; it exists “[a]s a secret, embedded
                
               in secrecy, it double talks, permeating the delicate membranes that keep inside from out” (1999, 193).
Cô Kim Dung must not confuse the inside with the outside, yet the feeling of enjoying the excesses of indulgence compounded by the pleasures of masquerading a 
                
              secret, muddies the waters between the euphoria of revolutionary purity and the forbidden attraction of bourgeois frivolity. Cô Kim
                
                
               Dung’s mission is based on and steeped in extravagance: a special meal, sumptuous clothes
                
                
              , the purchase of candies, expensive tickets, jewelry, perfume, and makeup. In contrast, within her guerilla 
                
                
              training cô Kim Dung and her comrades perform daily rejection of the elite colonial and colonized lifestyles and ideologies. In this mission, she must participate in the excess she both rejects and enjoys in order to dismantle its oppressive power.
As she tells it, cô Kim Dung’s family recognized and rejected their privilege. Yet it is clear cô Kim Dung did know how to practice and perform wealth from having lived within its folds. As a young girl, cô Kim Dung knew how to operate the technologies and bodily practices of privilege. It is this knowledge, coupled with her enthusiasm, which caused her to be chosen for the Majestic Theater mission. The mission became an opportunity for cô Kim Dung to use her expertise and simultaneously reject it by skillfully performing its subversion. In her retelling, cô Kim Dung does not hide her affluent background but she does frame the lifestyle of the theatergoing Saigon elite, the “employees of the French,” as decadent while emphasizing her family’s sacrifices, support, and commitment to the Communist movement. After telling me about her family’s jewelry business, and how they supported anti-colonial, revolutionary efforts, cô Kim Dung is quick to add that in the aftermath of the French defeat in 1954, her family switched to owning a rice-processing factory in order to better “help the Communists.”
That cô Kim Dung and others in the performance group came from
                
                
               upper- and middle-class families
                
               is not uncommon. Noticing the prevalence of 
                
                
              upper- and
                
                
               middle-class backgrounds amongst founding Party leaders and members, and the elision of these less than humble origins in his study of revolutionary era prison
                
                
               memoirs
                
              , Peter
                
                
               Zinoman
                
               states, “[o]ne of the striking things about the VWP [Vietnamese Worker’s Party] is the high percentage of its early leaders who sprang from an elite background” (2001, 38, citing Bernard Fall’s 1954 study). Middle-class backgrounds are “actively obscured” in written revolutionary
                
                
               prison
                
               memoirs of this era, “by the obsessive comparisons offered between prisons and 
                
                
              schools,” where the evocation of “colonial prisons as the ‘universities of the Vietnamese revolution’ conveniently draws attention away from the fact that the leaders of this explicitly proletarian and peasant revolution were products of the most elite educational institutions the colonial state had to offer” (2001, 38–39). Cô Nhựt presented citational narratives relating the prisons to schools but cô Kim Dung excuses, or overturns, her prosperous background in a different manner. Cô Kim Dung’s story shows that her knowledge of how to perform affluence was an invaluable, necessary skill for the Communist insurgents. Masquerading affluence, and using her class-based knowledge for the revolution, enabled cô Kim Dung to overturn her inherited privilege and prove her allegiance. Yet, keeping categories of identity separate is always a delicate balance, even when not willfully performing added layers of subversive
                
               masquerade.
The Sinful, Sensuous, Sensory Pleasures of Revolution
As we near the story’s climax, cô Kim Dung heightens the suspense by contextualizing the narrative within familiar geography. She helps bring Hương and me closer to her past by locating the story on familiar streets, the streets through which we often travel on ordinary days. But June 10, 1948 was not an ordinary day. The scene is set “right around the corner from here,” where we sit in cô Kim Dung’s kitchen. The Majestic Theater was near the Saigon River, off of what is now Đồng Khởi Street in the heart of downtown. The cinema is no longer there but the adjacent
                
               Majestic
                
               Hotel still stands. After sharing a special dinner together, on the way to the theater, the girls stop for candy:

                KD/H:  They stop in
       They stop in front of a
       Indian candy shop,
       In order to buy candies there,
       Yah, they did buy candies there.
       It was very expensive

  R:    In order to be appear normal?

  KD/H:  Yes, I think so.



            
Appearing. Feeling. Looking. Being. Why did they buy candies? “In order to appear normal?” While listening to the sumptuous descriptions of their preparations I wonder, is this scene a place where, “the repressed carnivalesque has returned in the ambivalent mixture of attraction and repulsion,” as cô Kim Dung subversively re-dresses and reckons with her inherited
                
                
               social class, both at the time of the bombing
                
               and now again, through remembering
                
               (Tseëlon recalling earlier work 2001, 8)?
At the time of the
                
               bombing cô Kim Dung was repudiating wealth and everything considered to be tainted by feudal or colonial power. Did she feel a sense of nostalgia or longing for the more decadent life she once lived as she donned borrowed jewelry, perfume, and the white áo dài? If taboo sentiments (such as enjoying, wishing for, or dreaming of opulence) are stirred, can these feelings be justified through the prevailing, subversive intentions of the
                
               masquerade? That is, the girls are not there to take pleasure in the
                
                
               social life and leisure of the cinema; they are only there to enjoy the experience in so far as their enjoyment becomes a means of successfully executing the act of rebellion.
As a fourteen-year-old girl, is it
                
                
                
               permissible or not for cô Kim Dung to enjoy this perilous and decadent mission for its luxuriousness and thrill, when the pleasures of dressing up and joining the festivities of an elite crowd are not easily separable from the excitement of performing a subversive, secret
                
               mission? No matter how cô Kim Dung felt during the actual mission, shortly afterward while trying to escape, later that evening when trying to sleep, or when in prison awaiting execution, the story is now told with exuberant pleasure. Cô Kim Dung enjoys telling this story and in so doing she transports Hương and me into the pleasures of imaginatively remembering her story as well. Suspense builds with every sensory detail:

                KD/H:  And they also did prepare some sort of
       Of, special smell.
       Special perfumes,
       Really expensive,
       In order to be, be like
       Rich ladies

       [Hương pauses to listen to cô Kim Dung.]

       Ah—
       You know,
       The reason they did that
       Is because they would like to—
       To get, to get the smell when you use weapons,
       To make it disappear.

  R:    Oh, to hide the smell.

  KD/H:  Yah, to hide the smell.
       When you keep a
                      
                     [grenade],
       Or attack with weapons.
       The 
                      
                    grenades is,
       The
                      
                     grenades is put
       At the bottom of her purse,
       And she covered it with ah,
       Paper and things like cosmetics.

       To her [cô Kim Dung],
       The enemy has
       Some weakness,
       First,
       They undervalue ladies,
       They, they [cô Kim Dung and her comrades] were considered As
       Kids, as kids.
       So, the enemy probably sees them
       As, just kids who join the cinema for fun.



            
Cô Kim Dung and her comrades play
                
               their masquerade well, going so far as to “cover” the gunpowder scent of the grenades with the smell of wealth: they are stinking rich instead of stinking of revolution.
As they enter the Majestic Theater with the other cinema-goers, cô Kim Dung describes feeling “very confident,” even “at the moment when her purse was checked.” She “opened her purse and, ah, showed them the ticket.” After being searched, the girls go into the
                
               theater. They choose their seats carefully, sitting in the row just in front of the French Navy. They are planning to throw the grenades backwards, over their heads and into the section where the French sailors, who just arrived in Saigon that evening, are seated. Cô Kim Dung emphasizes the deliberate selection and placement of the seats, demonstrating their intent of targeting the French Navy, not non-military French or Vietnamese civilians. However, there is ambivalence in her gesture that simultaneously speaks toward the rationalization of their use of violence. The impression with which I am left is that they are targeting the French Navy, but if other theatergoers are harmed in the process, that is not only the unfortunate cost of warfare; the presence of the civilians in the theater in the first place is questionable.
Remembering and Forgetting Violence
Hương and
                
                
               I enjoy the
                
                
               story. Yet, while I sit at cô Kim Dung’s table sharing her remarkable story and tea, I feel unsettled. As I listen, the omission of the material messiness and ethical
                
               entanglement of enacting violence is glaring. These critical details have been forgotten, or deliberately left out of cô Kim Dung’s description. As it was stated under the photograph
                
               in the museum, during the course of our conversation cô Kim Dung explains that between twenty and thirty soldiers died, were killed, and approximately fifty people were
                
                
               wounded. Factual statements and statistics, such as these, work to sanitize the wreckage.
Violence is omnipresent in the story, central to its climax, and is the central fact from which other subsequent stories flow, yet it is never directly addressed. Violence is an ever-present shadow looming over us at the table and haunting this story. The story reveals a partial view into a brutal landscape, a social condition and way of life that comes with the everyday atrocity and banality of warfare. During the interview, I wanted to ask: Within the contexts of condemning the use of violence by the French and the Americans in Vietnam, as well as US military actions in the present 
                
                
              day, how did you then and how do you now think of your own practice
                
                
               of lethal warfare? I wanted to hear how this question would be answered, but during the interview it seemed like inappropriate territory. At the time, I decided to see if the subject would come up later on, or if I could sense critical engagement with these questions through more oblique comments.
Narrative Pedagogy: How to Hide a Grenade in Your Purse
After quick
                
               mention of the civilians in the
                
               theater, cô Kim Dung comes back to the mission’s tangible and experiential facts. Sometimes I was surprised by invisible walls that would suddenly spring up during conversations with the women, while other times they expressed very candid, personal responses. The veterans were sometimes inconsistent regarding the topics that they were willing or unwilling to discuss. Whereas some of the veterans were hesitant to tell me too many details about how they hid documents or carried out their secret
                
               tasks (almost as if they felt they must keep this knowledge a national secret
                
               for the “next time” it is needed), cô Kim Dung voluntarily shows me and Hương precisely how she hid the grenade from view while her purse was searched at the
                
               theater. Cô Kim Dung was also very candid regarding her feelings of fear and loneliness during her years spent in prison.
The most clearly excluded topics of conversation for cô Kim Dung were issues relating too closely to sensitive Party politics, such as public conversations concerning governmental corruption or Vietnam’s international relationships with countries such as 
                
              China. I asked a few outright questions about her opinions, comments that I thought would be considered fairly benign, only to find myself at the limit of cô Kim Dung’s willingness to discuss current “political” issues with a foreigner. The theater bombing
                
               story operates differently. It is not a taboo subject or story, but rather a prized history of highest honor and a marker of personal sacrifice and commitment to the revolution. However, certain kinds of questions and topics pertaining to the story are disallowed, so obviously and powerfully silenced that I know, clearly without being told, precisely which areas are off limits. After locating the boundary in our conversation about development and trade earlier in our exchanges, I conclude that asking outright about the details and ethics
                
               of engaging in violence would deliver me to another wall of polite refusal and possibly put cô Kim Dung on the defensive. I decide to obey the unspoken yet palpable grounds for the discussion as they have been set by cô Kim Dung.
After listening to cô Kim Dung, Hương imagines aloud and asks me:

                H:    I can imagine her purse,
       Can you imagine it?

       [Cô Kim Dung holds up her own purse, sitting next to us on the table, demonstrating how she opened the latch for the guards and showing how she hid the grenade.]

  KD/H:  You know,
       When they check, the purse and,
       The grenade stays in the,
       Palm,
       I mean the whole of your hand,
       Of,
       Like this,
       You hold it,
       You hold it.
       They [the guards] just see cosmetics.

       [Cô Kim Dung demonstrates again as she speaks, taking the bottom of her cloth purse in her hand. Hương also demonstrates. We all hold our hands out and grasp the bottom of her purse in our hands in order to imagine the size and feel of the grenade and how we might hide it. There are audible gasps and some nervous laughter from all of us as we review and practice how the grenades were concealed within the girls’ purses.]

  R:    Oh, oh I see!

      [More nervous
                      
                     laughter.]



            
We laugh together, a bit nervously, throughout the masquerade bombing story, and here especially as we imagine the nerve-racking search of cô Kim Dung’s purse as she enters the theater. What if she had been caught? How did she pass through the inspection so smoothly? Perhaps cô Kim Dung’s own excited laughter at the theater served to soften the searcher’s guard while also quelling her own nerves and anticipation over executing a successful mission.
During the interview, I remember noticing our laughter. Its awkward, somewhat inappropriate, yet uniting comfort caused me to think of Mikhail Bakhtin’s
                
               analysis of the subversive and powerful functions of laughter. “Terror,” he says “is conquered by laughter” (1984, 336). Perhaps the expression of laughter and the farcical, playful dynamics of this particularly feminine masquerade mission enabled cô Kim Dung to feel confident and fearless, purging paralyzing doubt and worry from her body? If she ever felt fear creeping into her thoughts, maybe she rejected it with a hearty chuckle or a barely audible laugh, feeling power in knowing a secret
                
               to which few others were privy.
As we take the imaginary grenade in our hands, Hương, cô Kim Dung, and I laugh, separately and together, perhaps to cover our various discomforts with the story’s emergent violence. We laugh to show our identification with the building of narrative tension and to demonstrate our recognition of the risks cô Kim Dung has voluntarily undertaken. “Oh, oh, I see” I exclaim as cô Kim Dung passes the purse and imaginary grenade for me to hold and practice concealing. Now I understand how she hid the grenade from view. When the purse was opened for search, cô Kim Dung held the bottom of the purse in her clutched hand so that all one could see were the candies and make-up on top. The fancy perfume hid the smell of gunpowder. The girls’ youth, costuming, physical affect, and femininity did the rest of the concealing. “Oh, oh, I see!”
Actually, I am seeing, but am having some trouble imagining myself in cô Kim Dung’s position.11 Cô Kim Dung and Hương continue:

                KD/H:  The ladies wait until all the French officials,
       And [those with] high rank status,
       They are settled down and they, they—
       Before, before,
       Seeing the main film,
       In your country, like you see a—ah,

  R:    A newsreel?
       Or a short film?

  KD/H:  Yah, a newsreel,
       And then a short break,
       And then it happens.

       They ah, get the grenade out
       During the time the newsreel was shown.

       Yah, you have to remove something,
       And then you have to,
       Keep it tight,
       Because if you cannot—
       You destroy yourself.
       You damage yourself.



            
Cô Kim Dung says that as she waited in her seat, time slowed down. Her thoughts and bodily sensations quickened while everything and everyone else seemed to slip into slow motion. Waiting for the newsreel to finish, she asks herself, “Why is it taking so long?” Finally it finishes. Then, before she can hesitate and think too much, she pulls the pin. There is no turning back. Cô Kim Dung is the first to throw her grenade and the other three girls follow suit. “The colonial show cannot go on. […] The exclusive space of the Majestic stage is suddenly exploded into the public theatre of war” (Eisner 2010, 65).
Breaking and Remaking
With a toss of her hand, the 
                grenade
                
               is flung up and backwards. It lingers, in slow motion, spiraling back through the air. Time pauses for a moment only to be sucked into a vacuum and exploded outward as if on fast-forward. This is the moment in the masquerade where the trick is turned, the mask is thrown off and “[t]he paradox of the
                
               masquerade appears […] present[ing] truth in the shape of deception
                
              ” (Tseëlon 2001, 5). The girls do not throw off their own masks as much as they blow away the decadent sets and burst apart the bodies of the colonial 
                
              masquerade. The girls keep themselves concealed even while they forcibly unmask colonial power, inciting a violent, destructive interruption that they hope will continue unfolding as radical, revolutionary transformation. The historical performativities
                
                
               of colonialism are being subversively assumed and utilized to trick and interrupt it, enabling the self-ascribed counter-stance of Vietnamese Communist performativities
                
                
               to destroy the previous order and begin inscribing its own performances
                
                
               and seizures of power.
At the Majestic Theater, cô Kim Dung and her comrades stretch “carnivalesque” play
                
               beyond its limits until its elasticity snaps
                
               (Bakhtin 1984, 10). What happened next? What happened after they threw the
                
               grenade? There is no more
                
               laughter. Cô Kim Dung and Hương soberly describe total disorder:

                KD/H:  Chaos,
       Chaos, a mess,
       And they try to find a way out,
       I mean,
       They try to find an escape.
       Yah, ah.
       You know,
       Because,
       When the mission gets done,
       You are expected to
       Escape on your own.
       Like you know you are with friends,
       But you are supposed to ignore
       Each other.
       And then,
       They ran away.



            
“When the mission gets done,” the comrades are to disassociate completely, treating one another as strangers. “Escape on you own. […] ignore each other.” You must “find a way out […] find an escape,” and “run away.” Running away is their final
                
               disappearing act.
Although the girls have revealed their trick, exploding the pomp and circumstance of the theater into a war zone, cô Kim Dung and her comrades attempt to maintain their cover, slipping away through the smoke and chaos. Through performing multiple performativities
                
                
               at once, most obviously their subversive colonial drag act, cô Kim Dung and her comrades have unmasked and undone parts of the colonial performative’s public façade and internal psyche, shaking the very grounds and structures of dominant power. Here as elsewhere, the veterans understand that “radical” undoing, as its etymological origin implies, means shaking and unmaking structures from their roots
                
               (Madison 2010).12 Cô Kim
                
               Dung and the other performance
                
                
               group women know that radical performances are “acts that question or re-envision ingrained social arrangements of power,” and that
                
                
               radical revolutionary performances
                
                
               rearrange those powers through a combination of selective invitation and strategic force
                
               (Cohen-Cruz 1998, 1).
Radical Revolution in the Streets
The veterans
                
                
               understand full well that the very processes of performance
                
                
               that instantiate and produces power and substance can also be made to reveal its weaknesses so that, “[i]f the ground of […] identity is the stylized
                
                
               repetition of acts through time and not a seemingly seamless identity, then the spatial metaphor of a ‘ground’ will be displaced and revealed as a stylized configuration […] [showing the] groundlessness of this ‘ground’” and thus the possibility for change
                
               (Butler 1990, 141). Radical revolution pulls up and overthrows dominant social and cultural norms from their roots, tills the soil, and begins seeding the social landscape for the cultivation of “new” governing structures and practices. As D. Soyini
                
               Madison expresses, to be radical “is to reach for the causes of an issue and not simply respond to its symptoms. It is a showdown with limitations to embrace necessary excess and to disturb a state of affairs in pursuit of confronting those root causes” (2010, 18). In the
                
               masquerade bombing
                
                
               mission, cô Kim Dung embraces and utilizes performative excess to disrupt, or erupt, the colonial system despite numerous limitations, out of the optimistic belief
                
               that change can, and must, be (re)made through practice. The performance group women’s enduring belief
                
               in the possibilities
                
                
               for social transformation, and their tendency to act on and live by this optimism, is one of the shared qualities I most admire about the veterans.
Through performing the Majestic Theater bombing, cô Kim Dung
                
                
               participates in violent, radical revolution as a means of seeking out and making renewal. She explodes the private venue of the colonial cinema into the public street, making once-restricted space into an open “arena for the display and creation of
                
               power” (Cohen-Cruz 1998, 4). Cô Kim
                
                
               Dung’s performance of
                
                
               radical revolution can be seen as an act of selflessness, and is expressed in this light by her comrades. Kim Dung’s radical performance “draws people who comprise a contested reality into what its creators hope will be a changing script
                
              ” and “strives to transport everyday reality into something more ideal” (1998, 1). Yet, violence is used to (hopefully) achieve that more ideal state. Does violence discredit, fully or in part, those who employ it and undercut the potential enactments of the alternative ideals for which it is said to serve?
I feel great admiration for cô Kim Dung’s daring willingness to fight unjust conditions and for her unyielding belief
                
               in people’s ability to enact world-remaking social transformation. Yet I also feel jarred and unsettled by the violence of this radical performance and the omission of its closer examination and discussion within her narrative. As this story comes to an unsteady close and opens into another chapter of cô Kim Dung’s revolutionary life, I find myself still wondering: How should I understand cô Kim Dung’s use of violent force (at such a young age) and the apparent sanitization of brutality alongside her condemnation of others’ violence and the absence of direct, shared reflection of her own ethical
                
                
               positioning within this story? What do her omissions and silences tell me or teach me about her appraisal of her own life and about her views on society more generally? What kinds of knowing or recognition might be expressed through her
                
               silence? What forms of 
                
                
              forgetting and remembering am I witnessing
                
                
              ? Silence, or omission, of course, is not always the space of forgetting. As with cô Nhựt’s emotional life while
                
                
               in
                
                
               prison, I will never know cô Kim Dung’s more complex inner views concerning her use of
                
                
               violence. In her work with women veterans in Vietnam, 
                
              Sandra C. Taylor similarly notes that her interlocutors “did not give me their true feelings, but rather a dramatized account of their heroism” from years past (1999, 7). More than the dramatized narrative presenting something untrue, it is rather the case that much more complexity exists than will likely ever be shared (for a multiplicity of reasons) with me or perhaps with any other public
                
               audience.
Performing Poetry in the Colonial Prison
A few months after cô Kim Dung and her comrades “ran away” from the
                
               bombing at the Majestic Theater, she was caught. While under torture, another comrade told the French authorities that cô Kim Dung was one of the perpetrators of the
                
               bombing. She was arrested on the street and taken to jail. Her family found out about her imprisonment and charges by seeing
                
               her picture in the newspaper. At first, cô Kim Dung tried to evade the police by telling them her name was Vân and showing them fake documents. But soon, they discovered her real name and put her in a prison
                
                
               cell where she was to await trial. The room measured “two meters by one meter […] very small.” Tracing the shape of the kitchen table round which we are gathered, cô Kim Dung says, “it was very small, like the size of this table.” The cell had a dirt floor, one dim light bulb, a straw mat for sleeping, and a “small hole to let the air in” where one could “try to see outside.” The bulb was left on all day long. Sometimes it ran out and wouldn’t be replaced for weeks at a time. “I lived in darkness.” As cô Kim Dung later describes, “[w]hen I was released from prison,” nearly eight years later, “it was impossible for me to see … I mean physically, I could not see because of spending so much time in the dark.”
Recalling the darkness, her increasing blindness, and the small confines of the 
                
                
              prison
                
                
               cell, cô Kim Dung’s looks at Hương and me but her gaze becomes more distant. In contrast to the exuberance and fearless certainty cô Kim Dung expressed feeling during her successful mission, she now describes being “afraid” and “alone.” She longed for her
                
               family, for some form of company:

                KD/H:  I mean the first feeling,
       The first experience,
       I am afraid of isolation,
       Of being alone.

       I desire for,
       Voice,
       Among my family members.
       A smile or laughter among friends.

       The solution is,
       Like ah,
       I keep myself away from the feeling of loneliness
       Or isolation like
       I, I was singing,
       I, I, I was reading [reciting] poems.

       Just in those ways I, I would like to
       Create some voice
       Or some sounds around me.

  R:    So, she would actually speak these [poems and songs]
       Out loud?

  KD/H:  Yes.



            
“I desire for voice.” But there is no one around her, so cô Kim Dung makes her own voice and generates her own companionship. She is utterly alone day after day. She struggles against panic in the small, damp, and dim room. She feels her eyesight fading, leaving her in ever-greater isolation from the world outside. Nothing can be done about the increasing blindness or the confining prison
                
                
               cell. But she can “create some voice, or some sounds around me.” On the recording, all of our voices have become softer as cô Kim Dung speaks about her time in prison. Cô Kim Dung’s voice, in particular, is difficult to discern amidst the hammering construction work going on outside the open window.
I have asked Hương to translate in the first person, embodying
                
                
               cô Kim Dung’s voice. Embodying a double-voice can be difficult to maintain and Hương’s translation
                
                
               often slips in and out of first and third person voices (“I” and “she” referring to cô Kim Dung), personal commentary (“I” referring to herself), and collective assertions (“we,” referencing cô Kim Dung and herself, and sometimes Vietnamese women or Vietnamese people in general). This slipperiness of translation makes it difficult to separate where one voice and opinion ends and the other begins. As Trinh
                
               writes, “[w]hether I accept it or not, the natures of I, i, you s/he, We, we, they, and wo/man constantly overlap” and “display a necessary ambivalence, for the line dividing I and Not-I, us and them, or him and her is not (cannot) always (be) as clear as we would like it to be” (1989, 94). More than deciphering precisely whose words, voices, and opinions I am hearing, it is more interesting to look at the place where these gray zones and slippages can be sensed, to consider the possible reasons underlying these melded and rebounding voices, as well as the new kinds of meanings that are formed through the unruly messiness of (translated)
                
               speech.
In this passage, rather than adding a layer of spoken commentary and analysis to cô Kim Dung’s story, Hương performs her respectful interpretation and her admiration with and through cô Kim Dung’s words. Hương feels the weighted responsibility and necessity of conveying both the story and her respect for cô Kim Dung’s life. “I, was singing.” Cô Kim Dung speaks her words plainly, with matter-of-fact certitude. “I, I, was singing.” Hương repeats cô Kim Dung’s narrative with heightened emotion and affect, commenting on the story while telling it. Hương has the dual responsibility of communicating the narrative to me while honoring cô Kim Dung by showing her respectful reception of her story. Hương’s repetition of “I, I,” shows the slippage between the doubleness of the two “I’s” telling this story and the respectful admiration she wishes to perform for cô Kim Dung.
Later, after these particular interviews have concluded, I come to realize the extent to which Hương, through her devoted embodiment of cô Kim Dung’s narratives, has repeated and translated these stories into her heart and into a lived
                
                
               practice of thoughtful, continual remembering. Similarly and differently, as we retell cô Kim Dung’s past to others, Hương and I “feel greatly responsible for” these stories “that do […] not really belong to” us, but we also feel and “enjoy the irresponsibility of the pleasure obtained through the process of transferring” the “[p]leasure in the copy, pleasure in the reproduction” that remains faithful through the dynamism of citation and alteration, preserving the story by telling it, letting it go, encouraging it to live on within and beyond us following cô Kim Dung’s example
                
               (Trinh 1989, 122).
Cô Kim Dung was in prison from the age of fourteen to twenty-one. During that time, she lived in expectation
                
                
               that at some point she would be executed by the French. When the light bulb is on, she reads and recites the poems
                
               composed and scratched onto the walls by previous prisoners. Speaking their words, she embodies and enlivens these anonymous lives, making her own company and companionship by way of others’ traces. These ghosts, the words and spirits
                
               of those who survived and perished before her, become cô Kim Dung’s confidants. These words, as remains of bodies and lives once lived, of spectral others who grasp the depth of her loneliness and fear, are revitalized through cô Kim Dung’s voice, and in turn, replenish her with an optimism and endurance that transcends the mortality of the individual body. She revives these unnamed
                
                
               ghosts as companions of shared hardships while their spirit
                
              , in turn, breathes sustenance into cô Kim Dung’s voice and body, enabling her to live on through a lifeworld shadowed by too much death.
With a small bowl of rice and five liters of water each day for drinking and washing, cô Kim Dung’s physical body becomes increasingly undernourished. It is impossible to keep clean. She cannot rid herself of lice and stomach diseases. Sometimes, when sick or having her period, cô Kim Dung takes off her clothes and wraps herself in the straw bedding mat to keep her only pair of clothes from becoming soiled and to hide her body from the guards who “look in to check if I am dead or alive.” She knows too well that the guard’s watchful eyes do not exist as just a passive gaze.
On numerous occasions, the guards and prison supervisors put cô Kim Dung through physical and psychological torture. They interrogate her for hours on end, but she does not give up any information. She keeps quiet even after being given the “water
                
                
               treatment,” where prisoners’ stomachs are beaten after they are forced to ingest gallons of water containing soap or lime. She also survives the “air tours,” a euphemism used by the veterans to describe the practice by which prisoners’ bodies are hung indefinitely, and sometimes sent whirling through the air, by their arms or legs. These forms of abuse are now familiar, commonly described tortures, just a few among the litany of organized torment techniques carried out during the colonial era and the French and 
                
              American wars. The torturers, “would want to kill your spirit,” early on, “at the first stage,” of your imprisonment, says cô Kim Dung.
All of the women I spoke with describe undergoing systematized torture
                
                
              . During one interview, cô Liên (also one of the elders in the performance
                
                
               group) engaged in a series of embodied depictions
                
                
               of the tortures she experienced: lying across her couch to illustrate how she was bound, gagged, and beaten; pressing her fingers on the coffee table to show how bamboo was forced under her fingernails; lifting her blouse to reveal scars on her belly where cigarettes were put out on her skin. Listening to the women teaches me this: these pasts must continue to haunt us, to trouble us. Each person’s torture
                
                
               and suffering may remain
                
               essentially unknowable while recognizable as a social/global atrocity. Accordingly: This did happen. It is always possible. It must haunt us. To forget this unsightliness, this (in)humanity, is an injustice to those who suffer(ed), to those who perished, and to those who would/will become the next prisoners.
Narrative Inheritance
Throughout her
                
                
               abusive
                
                
               treatment, cô Kim Dung keeps quiet. Despite cô Kim Dung’s practice of determined
                
               silence
                
                
               under torture, her need for company and “desire for voice” inspires her to keep singing and reciting the
                
                
               prison wall poetry. Cô Kim Dung recites a phrase for Hương. “Oh! Oh, I remember that one.” Turning to me, Hương explains that she remembers “feeling the fire inside the poem
                
              ” when she learned and recited it in grade school. The poem
                
              , Hương says, echoes cô Kim Dung’s hardships in prison, giving her a sense of hope to continue.
As Hương interprets the passage, her own commentary, “I mean,” slips into a collective enunciation of the determination “we have.” This inadvertent slippage expresses Hương’s internalization of these stories, “feeling the fire inside,” and her respectful connection with cô Kim Dung’s and the other veterans’ suffering and struggles. As cô Kim Dung speaks and as Hương, in turn, embodies and retells the narratives
                
                
               to me, I am 
                
                
              witnessing the transposition, absorption, and continuance of these pasts from one generation
                
               to the next. “Words are like fire” Trinh
                
               contends, “[t]hey burn and they destroy” making “destroying and saving […] one single process” in the transposition of story over time, spreading the “fire inside” one body to the “burning” inside another (1989, 132).
The 
                
                
              veterans’ stories are seeping into Hương’s skin, becoming a fire in her belly, resonating into relevance through her own voice. Embodying cô Kim Dung’s story, sliding between “I” and “we,” Hương is participating in the process of narrative inheritance. Narrative inheritance is an embodied, generative, and sustaining activity of translation and transposition that is political and hauntological. Hương repeats these stories into her own remembering, opening herself to accumulating the breath, gestures, and fragmented pasts of others. In the small exchange taking place before me, between cô Kim Dung and Hương, I see that “any one self is […] ontologically and ethically
                
               inextricable from ‘others,’” each self “gains resonance in vibrant
                
               relation
                
               to others
                
              ” (Pollock condensing Oliver’s founding claim regarding subjectivity 2005, 4). Hương continues:

                H:    The message of the poem is,
       Like:
       In the dark,
       I mean, the surrounding is
       Very bitter,
       But if we have determination,
       If we see through
       Our deeds and the goal ahead,
       And stick to it,
       We will have something rewarding.
       […]
       She felt isolated and,
       That is why she was,
       Usually singing.
       […]
       And singing some verses,
       Some poems.

  R:    So she sang to keep her spirits up?

  KD/H:  Yes, for optimism.
       She was all by herself in the jail.



            
“Optimism,” appears again. Cô Kim Dung’s mention of optimism awakens memories of similar conversations I have had with other veterans. I hear cô Nhựt’s voice ringing in my ears: “Optimism, is one of our traditional features.” I remember the story of the old woman finding the jar of fish
                
               sauce amidst the ashes of her village. “Luckily we still have that can of fish sauce.” Cô
                
               Kim Dung “was, usually singing […] for optimism.” Singing for optimism indicates that one does not simply feel or have this optimism, as much as one must make it, perform it into being. As the veterans have expressed, optimism is considered both a national characteristic and a tradition one must practice.
Coupled and layered with cô Kim Dung’s explanations, Hương’s narrative gliding from “I” to “we” in the passage above emphasizes the connections performances of optimism forge between individual selves and their social worlds, as well as the practiced ways in which these performances are taught and transmitted, given as a loving gift and sobering responsibility
                
                
              , over time from one generation
                
               to the next. Through the many examples offered to me by the veterans
                
                
               (and also, somewhat differently, by Hương) I see how optimism operates performatively for the women, on social and individual levels of performance, in the past and the present, as a means of connecting the individual “I” to a greater, strengthening community of “we.” The connecting of “I” to “we” ensures some form of survival even if the individual perishes in
                
                
               prison or on the battlefield.
For the veterans, performing the optimism of “we” makes a community of co-constituting subjectivities
                
               who together ensure the necessary remembrance of individual spirits
                
               and the continuation of one’s life’s work for, with, and through the lives of others. Subjectivity for the performance
                
                
               group women, “is a result of a process of witnessing” one another, a “circulation of bodies, images, and language; it is a responsive biosocial loop” powered by an often unspoken sense of a shared past performed together in daily life, through narratives, in rehearsals, and on public
                
               stages (Oliver 2001, 223). The veterans know that “[t]o preserve is to pass on, not to keep for oneself,” and so they live by this
                
                
               hauntological
                
                
               politics of memory every day, passing on their lives and their pasts through performances of
                
               remembering (Trinh 1989, 134).
Despite her feelings of isolation, fear, and loneliness in prison, voicing 
                
              optimism through songs
                
               and poems
                
               links cô Kim Dung to her contemporaries, her comrades-in-arms; to the long history of ancestral heroines
                
               who have come before her; and to her family, who she knows will lovingly tend her spirit
                
               in death as they have in life. All are symbolically condensed in the bracelet her father flung through the prison bars. It is sacred contraband, a souvenir, a memento, and an heirloom fraught with its own
                
               agency (Love and Kohn 2001).
The Bracelet: Performative Co-marking
Cô Kim Dung’s family came to her trial. Like the bombing
                
               itself, the trial was a highly publicized affair and was extensively covered in the Saigon newspapers. Cô Kim Dung was sentenced to death by the French court. During the late 1940s cô Kim Dung, and her legendary contemporary and onetime prison-mate Võ thị Sáu, were among the youngest Vietnamese girls given death sentences during the colonial
                
                
                
               era. Võ thị Sáu was taken to Côn Đảo and, in 1952, at the age of just eighteen or nineteen, became the first woman executed by firing squad on the island.13 Cô Kim Dung was kept in prison
                
                
                
               in Saigon until 1954, when she was unexpectedly released on a prisoner trade with the French after their defeat in the Battle of Dien
                
               Bien Phu (Chiến dịch Điện Biên Phủ).
But after her trial, the future was not yet known or secured, and cô Kim Dung was expecting to die. It was just a matter of waiting and doing what she could to prepare for death. However, even in prison, where unending days flood into months and years, futures that seem set in stone by the rule of law may be broken unpredictably. As Hương and cô Kim Dung recount:

                KD/H:  One afternoon when,
       When I was putting my mind into [composing] a poem,
       I just recognized that there was,
       I mean,
       Somebody just threw something
       Into my room,
       And I could not recognize who he was,
       A basket,
       A small basket,

       When I opened it,
       I saw a bracelet.
       With, ah a note that says
       “You are expected to wear it,
       For, I desire to find you,
       To recognize your
                      
                      
                     dead body later on.”



            
“Who sent it,” I ask? It was “from her father,” Hương and cô Kim Dung answer together. Cô Kim Dung looks quietly away, and then continues. Only a few minutes ago, Hương and I were awed by her fearlessness at the Majestic Theater. At the theater. In jail. Through torture. On trial. Cô Kim Dung endured and carried on without outwardly revealing her fear or
                
               sadness. But the gift, and now the memory of the gift—the silver bracelet thrown into her cell after her death 
                
              sentence—brings her to tears.
Remembering the gift of the bracelet fills cô Kim Dung with the embodied, sense-memory of breaking open, “just burst[ing] into tears.” Her body senses and responds again, remembering anew how it felt before. As a memory
                
                
               “punctum” this piece of her remembering returns to make a “repeated” form of “wound
                
                
              ” (Barthes 1981, 49). This traumatic shard of memory cuts cô Kim Dung. It also, differently, fills and “pricks” Hương and me as we listen and affectively imagine with her (Barthes 1981, 27). The memory of the bracelet and her father’s love pierces and moves cô Kim Dung unexpectedly. She knows this memory, but still it surprises her with its power and overwhelms her ability to control, or rein in. Hương and I also feel it: an unexpected, emotional pierce, received and felt differently by tellers and listeners engaged together in remembering.
“Beyond Words”
Cô Kim Dung’s family must find and retrieve her body after her execution so that they may give her a proper burial and install her spirit
                
               into the family’s ancestral altar for proper tending. Marking her body with her name, her real name this time, is the pragmatic solution. Previously cô Kim Dung made efforts to hide her identity, performing masquerades and donning masks to obscure herself and evade capture. Now imprisoned, she puts on the bracelet. She wears her real name as a deliberate means of identification, as a “signal” for her father and family. She no longer hides her identity, but deliberately shows it as a kind of proclamation, or reclamation, of self precisely at a time when it appears that the future of her life is in others’ hands. Wearing the bracelet as a “signal” is not only a pragmatic solution, and a loving gift, it also enables cô Kim Dung to perform self-sustaining agency and self-determination at a time when it seems the most out of her own control.
The bracelet was made by her father. He engraved her name on the plaque by hand. He made sure she received this last gift, thrown anonymously through the small opening in her cell, the “small hole to let the air in,” where the guards could “look in to check if I am alive or dead.” This act of love pierces her, then in prison, and now again in remembering:

                KD/H:  The feeling was beyond words,
       I don’t know why,
       But tears just dropped,
       I just burst into tears,
       And I felt so much love,
       I don’t know how to say it,
       Love for my father,
       Love for my
                      
                     family.



            
The unexpected pierce of this memory takes her “beyond words,” or beyond in some way, the necessity of putting her feelings into words as an act of explanation. The
                
               love felt between cô Kim Dung and her
                
               family, then and now, just is “beyond words.” It is the bracelet. It is the practice of wearing the bracelet. Since that day she has worn it always, taking it off only to clean it. The swell of emotion born deep in her past re-emerges through speaking this memory, spilling out as loving remembrance. The gift of the bracelet pierced her, and now the memory pierces again, refusing the comforts of closure but redeeming itself in the promise of constant return.
Materializing Optimism
Cô Kim Dung
                
               puts the bracelet on and does not take it off. Over and through time, cô Kim Dung performs alchemy through continuing acts of devotion, turning the combination of extreme practicality and endlessly generous love bound up in the silver bracelet into the sacred emblem of her life’s sustenance and unexpected continuance. The bracelet is optimism. It is her 
                
              family’s love and her love for her family. By wearing the plaque to this day, cô Kim Dung performs her thankfulness for life, her loving devotion to her family, and her optimism for living on in the company of others in a haunted world. Cô Kim Dung expresses, in words and “beyond words,” that the bracelet strengthened her resolve to live on in prison and long afterward. To this day, it continues to sustain her. In prison, the bracelet gives cô Kim Dung a tangible means of living on toward death. Wearing the bracelet becomes a devotional performance of love
                
                
               to her family, in life and beyond her life. Today she wears it for similar reasons. The bracelet and the stories and love it holds and summons seems to transcend individual mortality, allowing her to “enter into the limitless process of interactions and changes that nothing will stop, not even
                
               death” (Trinh 1989, 94).
I look at Hương. She is also looking at cô Kim Dung’s bracelet. Hương feels “something, burning inside, like a fire inside” as she listens to cô Kim Dung’s stories and witnesses
                
                
               the bracelet’s power as a manifestation of enduring love and optimism. Hương confesses feeling moved. She notices cô Kim Dung’s stories are changing
                
                
               her. Through these narratives she can sense something—partial, and yet wholly important—about cô Kim Dung’s life and the other lives her stories also carry. Hương tells me:

                H:  I am moved, by ah,
     The emotion,
     The emotion, the relation between,
     Father and daughter.
     […]



            
“I am moved.” As Herschel memorably expresses to Barbara
                
               Myerhoff during one of their conversations, “[i]f I would tell you, it would change you. You won’t be anymore the same. If I tell you and you are still the same, why should I bother
                
               to talk” (Myerhoff 1980, 197)? If I tell you, I hope it changes you. In response
                
               to hearing and retelling cô Kim Dung’s stories, Hương is compelled to tell me, “I am moved, by ah, the emotion, the emotion.” Hương then slips back into translating. Cô Kim Dung is also expressing how the bracelet changed her life and how the gift and its remembrance “was so moving” that it is still moving and changing her to this day:

                KD/H:  It was so moving that,
       After that experience,
       In my life,
       Also, it has long been considered,
       The main source of energy,
       For me,
       To get further in my life,
       To get further in my studies,
       And study abroad,
       And after—
       Long-lasting energy.



            
“In my life,” the bracelet has become “the main source of energy, for me, to get further in my life.” Cô Kim Dung wears the bracelet as she is released from prison in an unexpected twist of history. People in Saigon protest cô Kim Dung’s death sentence
                
              . The French lose the Battle of Dien
                
               Bien Phu. Cô Kim Dung is freed. She wears the bracelet as she gives birth to her two sons. It is there, on her wrist, when she hears of her husband’s death. She wears it while she raises her sons alone, and while attending graduate school in Bulgaria. “And after—,” she wears the bracelet always. It is “the main source of energy, for me, to get further in my life […] long-lasting energy.”
Cô Kim Dung’s eyes look beyond us. I glance over my shoulder in the direction of her gaze. Cô Kim Dung’s ancestral altar stands against the wall. On the altar rests a picture of cô Kim Dung’s father. It is a black and white photograph
                
               that has been tinted and painted in pastel colors. His face is clear and calm as he looks back at cô Kim Dung. His spirit
                
               is carefully tended. He has been here in the room with us all along, as have the spirits
                
               of others who did not survive the colonial
                
                
               prison.
The Spirit of Võ Thị Sáu
One of the
                
               other
                
               spirits vibrantly present in cô Kim Dung’s narrative remembering is that of the national martyr Võ thị Sáu
                
                
              . She is one of the most revered national ancestral
                
                
               spirits in the lives of the performance
                
                
               group
                
                
               women. Võ thị Sáu
                
                
              , like cô Nhựt and cô Kim Dung, participated in rebellions against the French. She carried out perilous guerilla missions
                
                
               in the Mekong Delta starting, like the other veterans
                
                
              , when she was a young girl. Võ 
                
                
              thị Sáu’s memory lives in the hearts of the performance group women, especially cô Kim Dung’s. For her, Võ thị Sáu is a haunting, sisterly twin.
The Southern
                
               Women’s Museum in Ho Chi
                
               Minh City is located on Võ thị Sáu Street. Perhaps the women think of her each Wednesday as they ride their motorbikes and bicycles there for rehearsal, zigzagging amidst the traffic, along her thickly trafficked boulevard. Võ thị Sáu’s life was cut short, but in exchange she has been given a revered place in the nation’s
                
                
               pantheon
                
                
               of patriotic
                
               ancestors and her memory has been inlaid into the geo-historical landscape of the country. Numerous streets are named for her, monuments are dedicated to her, in museums throughout the country her image hangs on walls or is depicted in stone or bronze, her life story is recounted in
                
               song, and her burial site on Côn Đảo is a place of pilgrimage for veterans
                
                
               and for others visiting the island.
To compensate for Võ thị Sáu’s short life, the performance
                
                
               group women wish to make sure that people remember her. “You know Võ thị Sáu?” Remember Võ thị Sáu? When this phrase is uttered it is less a question and more a gentle yet firm directive. Võ thị Sáu will always be remembered as a young girl. The surviving veterans grow older, but Võ thị Sáu’s spirit will forever be tended and recalled as a vibrant, fearless, teenage revolutionary. In some regards, Võ thị Sáu gives the women’s nostalgia for a bygone past a location, a shared point of narrative devotion.
Cô Kim Dung recognizes the twin nature of their two lives, and comments on her own luck:

                KD/H:  You know 
                      
                      
                    Võ thị Sáu?
       In comparison with ah,
       The heroine
                      
                      
                     Võ thị Sáu,
       I, I always feel I am luckier than her,
       In this case,
       I mean,
       Civilians in Saigon,
       I mean, they protest against the
       Death sentence of mine.
       […]
       And you know,
       The protest was so strong that,
       Everybody knows about it [cô Kim Dung’s case and death 
                      
                    sentence].
       […]
       You know
                      
                      
                     Võ thị Sáu,
       She did her missions around the suburbs [of Ho
                      
                     Chi Minh City],
       In the Mekong Delta,
       But I worked in Saigon,
       And the protest [against cô Kim Dung’s death sentence] seems,
       Powerful, more powerful
       Than in rural places,
       […]

       I, I cannot remember exactly when
       Võ thị Sáu 
                      
                      
                    was arrested,
       But she was moved from Vũng Tàu
       To Saigon.

       The decision for the death
                      
                     sentence
       For Võ thị Sáu
                      
                      
                     was in Saigon.

       I did, you know,
       Before getting the death
                      
                     sentence,
       A group of women stayed together,
       And Võ thị
                      
                      
                     Sáu was there.
       Yah, personally, I did know her.

       But since we,
       Võ thị 
                      
                      
                    Sáu and I got the death sente
                      
                    nce,
       We were separated.

       We were the same age.
       Võ thị
                      
                      
                     Sáu got the death sentence after my case
       And she was shot when she was nineteen years old,
       At Côn Đảo.



            
Her case received more publicity, cô Kim Dung explains, because it occurred in the city. People protested her death sentence in the streets of Saigon. In Võ thị Sáu’s
                
                
               case, the French moved her to Côn Đảo, further away from public view and into a place where rumors, legends, and ghost stories are born. They executed her as an example for other would-be young girl insurgents, and so unknowingly catapulted her into eminence and beloved martyrdom.
Cô Kim Dung remembers Võ thị Sáu as her twin-like sister-in-revolution. They carried out insurgency in different southern towns, they were caught, imprisoned, tried in the colonial court, and given death 
                
              sentences. They met briefly in a shared
                
                
               prison
                
                
               cell. They exchanged stories, fears, and 
                
              hopes. Then, by chance, their twinned lives split apart. One sister was killed. The other lived. Today cô Kim Dung tends and honors Võ thị Sáu’s spirit by remembering her life, with the other veterans
                
                
              , in song
                
               and story. The performance
                
                
               group women offer respect and garner strength by remembering Võ thị Sáu
                
                
               together and through passing down her memory to others. In these small but significant ways, cô Kim Dung helps carry Võ thị Sáu’s life toward immortality.
Pilgrimage Commemoration: Meeting Võ Thị Sáu
A month after
                
               speaking with cô Kim Dung, I find myself on a kind of pilgrimage
                
                
               tour to Côn Đảo with a group of war veterans
                
                
               and their 
                
              families.14 After visiting the infamous “tiger
                
                
               cages,” we pay our respects at Hàng
                
               Dương Cemetery (Nghĩa trang Hàng Dương) to those who died or were killed
                
                
               at the Côn
                
                
                
               Đảo Prison (Nhà tù Côn Đảo). We walk on a narrow pathway amidst red-orange flowering trees and thousands of graves, nearly all of them unmarked. These people died in prison, or were put to death
                
                
              , during the
                
                
                
                
               colonial era and during the French and
                
               American wars. As we walk down the path, members of our group pause to place burning joss sticks near
                
                
               unknown graves. We are here to perform remembrance for all the ghosts in this cemetery, but especially, we are in procession to pay special tribute to the spirit
                
               of Võ thị
                
                
               Sáu.
About fifty of us gather around a large, polished black marble tomb flanked by graceful flowering trees. A white stone-carved portrait of Võ thị Sáu presides over visitors at the back of the monument. Offerings of joss sticks, candles, flowers, fruits, mirrors, and combs have been placed on her tomb (Fig. 3.5).15 An engraved headstone cites her as a “
                
                
              martyr” (liệt sỹ), a “hero” (anh hùng) who died in
                
                
               “sacrifice” (hy sinh) for the nation on January 23, 1952.16 The midday sun is strong but no one is fazed. In some ways, paying tribute to Võ thị Sáu is the centerpiece of the Côn Đảo pilgrimage. She provides a personal locus for the veterans’ memories to join together in bittersweet remembering, and to witness the triumphs and sacrifices of war. Her tomb in the cemetery becomes a site of re-calling the spirits
                
               of friends and strangers, a honorary space for re-collecting and re-membering the remarkable survival and success of the veterans now present, and an opportunity for teaching this
                
                
               embodied remembering—passing down the
                
                
                
               nation’s official
                
                
               history through particular stories and the “habit-memory” practices of the remembering body—to awaiting
                
               generations (Connerton 1999, 88).[image: ../images/434502_1_En_3_Chapter/434502_1_En_3_Fig5_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 3.5Veterans with family members at Võ thị Sáu’s tomb in Hàng Dương
                        
                       Cemetery, Côn Đảo. Photograph
                        
                       by the author



It is no accident that the
                
                
               veterans’ families
                
               and the Youth
                
               Union members are accompanying the veterans on this pilgrimage of revolutionary heritage and remembering.17 They are here to honor, witness, learn, and rehearse their nation’s
                
                
               official past. At the tomb we practice remembering and recall the past through performing commemorative ancestor
                
                
               rituals and through listening to our young guide—well-trained in the stories and sentiments of Vietnam’s state
                
                
               history—retell heroic legends about Võ thị Sáu’s life. Our guide gives an animated, emotional telling to the enrapt and vocal gathering. Her performance of Võ thị Sáu’s stories is a form of dramatized historical re-enactment
                
               where the audience is, in part, composed of the historical actors themselves. The reverberation of narrative exchange between guide and audience members at Võ thị Sáu’s tomb again shows that “historical events
                
                
              , like wars,” or in this case historical
                
                
               events that are part of wars, “are never discretely completed, but carry forth in embodied cycles of memory
                
                
               that
                
                
                
               do not delimit the remembered to the past
                
              ” (Schneider 2011, 32). Indeed, among the witnesses to this history-telling are some of the historical
                
                
               eyewitnesses themselves, and through this mutually affirming performative memory act
                
                
               at such a sacred site, the powerful spirits
                
               of the past are called forth into the present and future.
According to legends exchanged around her tomb, Võ thị Sáu’s spirit
                
               brought bad luck upon the French and upon the Vietnamese who were helping the colonialists. Later, during the American War, orders were given to take apart her grave because too many people were leaving offerings. The site was becoming too powerful and potentially a place of subversive Communist activity. Shortly after, those who dismantled her grave were killed in freakish accidents. Võ thị Sáu’s spirit
                
               had become angry, people said. So a Vietnamese prison guard (or officer), sympathetic to Võ thị Sáu and the cause of the NLF
                
              , remade her gravesite. After that, no one dared touch her grave unless it was to make it more beautiful or to pay her tribute. The veterans, their families
                
              , and the accompanying members of the Côn Đảo and Saigon chapters of the Youth Union listen attentively, even if they already have heard these stories, or their variations, many times.
It is said that Võ thị Sáu loved to sing. Like cô Kim Dung and the other veterans, she sang in her cell each night to keep herself company. She sang so beautifully that other prisoners were comforted by her voice. Guards could not help but listen and become enchanted. The story goes that her moving voice caused some of them to change sides, in support of the Communists. It is said that Võ thị Sáu sang for Vietnam’s
                
                
               liberation as she walked to her death. Unafraid to die and facing the firing squad, she asked for her blindfold to be removed so she could take in the beauty of her beloved country and look directly into the eyes of her executioners.18 Within this version of her story and others, the sentiment expressed is that even at the point of death, her
                
               spirit could not be extinguished.
Transgenerational Remembering
Cô Kim
                
                
               Dung’s
                
                
               narratives evoke the ambivalent pleasures and playfulness of revolutionary masquerade, the necessity of enacting radical street performances against colonial power and the problematics of employing violence
                
                
              , the inspiring pierce of the memory
                
                
               punctum as a narrative force that moves memory and history into and through individuals
                
                
               and across social bodies, the co-sustaining powers generated through exchange with ancestors, the contractual significance of a cherished performative
                
                
               object, and the historical
                
                
               importance of commemorative pilgrimage as a means of teaching and transferring memory
                
                
               from one generation
                
               to the next. A common thread throughout cô Kim Dung’s narratives
                
                
               is the necessary practice of corresponding with ancestors as a practice of covalent sustenance between/for the living and the dead. Cô Nhựt expresses similar sentiments about inheriting and remaking cultural traditions, but cô Kim Dung places an added emphasis on family and direct generational exchange. Cô Kim Dung does not spell out the codes of proper 
                
              filial-national duties; rather she shows how to make family ties strong and lasting as well as how to incorporate the social into the familial. She embodies the importance of learning from ancestors, paying them devotion, and receiving their strength in order to carry on.
As a result, Hương and I will be forever inhabited by pasts, memories, voices, images, and words that are not “our own” but that now have become inextricably a part of us. A few weeks after our first meeting with cô Kim Dung, I realize just how much Hương has taken the veterans’ messages to heart. When I arrive at cô Kim Dung’s house for our next conversation, Hương is already there. Meeting me at the door, Hương explains that she came early to spend time with cô Kim Dung. She wanted to help cô Kim Dung with her housework and have some extra time to talk. Later in the week, Hương sends me her translation of the poem
                
               written about cô Kim Dung’s bracelet. At the end, I find an extra letter from Hương written to me, and seemingly also to herself, expressing what she has learned from cô Kim Dung:19

                  My dear American Sister,

    I do find the poem
                      
                     to be an expression of warmth. I, personally, would like to say that the plaque [bracelet] can be seen as a genuine “witness” to the
                      
                      
                     love between father and daughter; a witness of a wonderful transmission of energy between father and daughter. Thanks to such a source of energy, she has since possessed more commitment, as well as a sense of determination during her struggle in prison. Such powerful words and feelings like these offers me an opportunity to travel to her heart, and feel her true love for her father. Now I do understand how incredible her present days turn out to be.
    Finally, with the plaque [bracelet] I do sense the life of Mrs. Kim Dung, an excellent example among the former female warriors in Vietnam, a part of our national history, a part of our present energy, and no doubt a part of our future. In other words, Kim Dung and the lady veterans are able to guide us, the young generations, to the past and are able to offer us the way to a meaningful future through their own experiences and enthusiastic attitudes.

    I do love this beautiful poem!

    —Hương
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Footnotes
1Some portions of this chapter expand on ideas originally published in “Remembering Revolutionary Masquerade: Performing Insurgency, Ambivalent Identity and the Taboo Pleasures of Colonial (Tres)passing in Wartime Vietnam” in Performance Research (Eisner 2010).

 

2Currently in her mid-eighties, Cô Kim Dung has now retired from the performance group.

 

3Cô Kim Dung subsequently moved from the house where our first interviews took place and now lives with one of her sons and his
                    
                   family.

 

4David G. 
                    
                  Marr also notes how Vietnamese
                    
                    
                   women revolutionaries used gender stereotypes to hide their illicit acts and allegiances (1981).

 

5See Micheline
                    
                   Lessard’s work for more on the history of Vietnamese women’s political activism during French colonial rule (2010).

 

6It was common for early Vietnamese Communist leaders and devotees to come from more affluent, educated backgrounds. David
                    
                   G. Marr notes how those from wealthy families
                    
                   could choose to “proletarianize” themselves (1981, 245).

 

7As with cô Nhựt and many of the other veterans with whom I spoke, cô Kim Dung’s description of her political awakening shares similarities with that of Nguyễn thị Định’s narrative in No Other Road to Take: Memoir of Ms. Nguyễn Thị Định (1976).

 

8In Mikhail Bakhtin’s
                    
                   view, calling on folklore and historical
                    
                    
                   memory helps produce real acts and beliefs
                    
                   of fearlessness within the present by locating power in people and within popular cultural practices. “Even the most ancient images of folklore express the struggle against fear, against the memories of the past, and the apprehension of future calamities, but folk images relating to this struggle helped develop true human fearlessness,” so that “struggle against cosmic terror in all its forms and manifestations did not rely on abstract hope or on the eternal spirit
                    
                  , but on the material principle in man himself” (1984, 335–336).

 

9See William J.
                    
                   Duiker (2000) and Stanley
                    
                   Karnow (1983) for accounts of Hồ Chí Minh’s travels, the legends and stories about his life, and his numerous names and
                    
                    
                   disguises.

 

10D. Soyini Madison describes “deep involvement” as that which “animates collective action,” an aspect of “flow” that “rises in a temporal cohesion where individual identities come together in a kind of rapture, a transference of communal, affective energy” (2010, 6).

 

11Later that day in my field notes I write: “I am listening to a story that, if it had taken place today would likely be told within US contexts under the rubric of terrorism. A terrorist bombing
                    
                  . I am listening to these stories, spoken from the lips of a grandmotherly woman who […] as she tells the story, continually invites (obliges) me to eat more cookies. She looks out at me through thick butterfly wing-shaped glasses, tinted blue at the top. She is best known for carrying out the Majestic Theater bombing […]. It [the wartime environment] is hard to picture, even with all of the state museums, monuments, and posters dotting the city and all of the personal photographs
                    
                   and government certificates of honor preserved under glass in the veterans’ homes.”

 

12See D. Soyini Madison’s
                    
                   explication of radical
                    
                    
                   acts and radical performance (2010).

 

13The Côn Đảo Museum states that on January 23, 1952 Võ thị Sáu became the first woman executed by firing squad at the prison. See front matter Notes, Chaps. 1 and 2, for additional explanation of the Côn Đảo Islands and
                    
                    
                   prison.

 

14See
                    
                   Sandra C. Taylor’s account of her similar experiences while visiting Côn Đảo with veterans and their families
                    
                   in the 1990s (1999, 131–133).

 

15Mirrors and combs have been placed on Võ
                    
                   thị Sáu’s tomb as offerings of what a young girl might need or wish for in the spirit
                    
                   world. As Judith Henchy expresses, mirrors have traditionally been placed on Vietnamese altars and gravesites “as a means of deflecting evil spirits” and also to summon “a liminal space between past, present and future” (2005, 131). Interestingly, Henchy also notes that the Vietnamese word for “mirror” (gương) evokes “notions of faithful repetition, or mimesis, and a teleology of truth or redemption” (2005, 131). At Võ
                    
                   thị Sáu’s tomb mirrors may be serving multiple needs and meanings. At Võ
                    
                   thị Sáu’s museum/shrine, located in town, visitors can also see a large collection of gifts that have been left for the heroine over the years, including racks of elegant clothes, shoes, makeup, jewelry, flowers, paintings, figurines, vases, and numerous other articles that devotees feel her spirit
                    
                   may desire.

 

16The term “hy sinh” or “hi sinh” (sacrifice) has particular revolutionary meanings. Shaun
                    
                   Kingsley Malarney writes, “[t]he revolutionary formulation of selfless virtue was conjoined with the public glorification of death and personal sacrifice to advance the revolutionary
                    
                    
                   cause. The greatest virtue was achieved with death, a transformation that reached its apotheosis in the concept of ‘sacrifice’ (hi sinh). […] With the Vietnamese communists, the semantic domain of hi sinh was recast, and sacrifice was associated with, and virtually restricted to, those who died doing the Revolution’s bidding” (2001, 49).

 

17See Christina Schwenkel’s
                    
                   work for more on the “patriotic
                    
                   and pedagogical intentions” behind domestic tours, including those that are state-sponsored, to sites of national historic importance in Vietnam as well as how people actually experience these locations (2009, 95; see also 2013).

 

18Various stories surrounding Võ thị Sáu’s life and death were told to me by the performance group women, by our guide and other veterans and their family members during our visit to her grave, and by another tour guide on a subsequent visit to Côn Đảo in 2009.

 

19I have lightly edited Hương’s note to make what I take to be her central intentions clearer for the reader. Wherever possible, I have kept her original words and grammar.
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Bullet Wound1

                R:   Scars, scars … oh!
      She is pulling up her pant leg,
      Oh!
      Oh!
      Oh, my god.
      How did she get that?
      It’s on the inside of her left leg.
      Oh my—
      Oh—

      [Cô Định speaks rapidly as she rolls up her pant leg. Hương translates simultaneously, trying to keep up with cô Định. I narrate the scene aloud.]

  Đ/H:  This leg is a bit shorter.
      At that moment,
      The, the ladies were on the street.
      And they fire—
      They shot—
      And without doctor—
      And they sent her to prison,
      And it got worse,

      [Our voices are overlapping.]

  R:   Oh.
      Oh—

      [Cô Định clutches the leg of her pants in her hands. Hương and I look at cô Định’s scar.]

  Đ/H:  It got worse.



            
Cô Định’s story erupts
                
                
               unexpectedly
                
                
              . Before Hương
                
                
               and
                
                
               I can process
                
                
               what is happening, we are overtaken. My conversations with the other veterans were not like this at all. The women told carefully controlled accounts of daring missions, sorrowful losses, patriotic
                
               resilience, and defiant protests leading to eventual success. One by one, the women let me in on the presence of secrets
                
               without fully revealing their substance. Cô Định’s explosion could not be more different. This is violent. Bloody. Emotionally volatile. This is a firestorm not a story; the violence she recalls is starkly emblazoned on her body. “This leg is a bit shorter,” explains cô Định, pointing from her hip to toe as Hương translates. Cô Định wavers
                
                
                
              , but
                
                
               her gaze is steady as she balances on her good leg. She points at the wound: “This is why I walk with a limp.”
Trying to keep up with cô Định’s rapid-fire pace, Hương’s translation echoes cô Định’s urgency with compounding, additive phrases: “And they fire—[…] and without doctor—and they sent her to prison, and it got worse, it got worse.” Cô Định’s remembering is fragmented and half-told, “made up of […] details, of broken pieces, particular fragments
                
              ” (de Certeau 1980, 41). Just as I am preparing to leave, weary from my very first day of interviews with the veterans, cô Định walks out of the kitchen toward Hương and me. Hurriedly taking up her pant leg, she reveals first a bony knee and then the pale skin of her thigh. Startled, my eyes move all the way up to “the inside of her left leg.” Her fingers rest on the edge of a purplish gouge, about five inches below her pubic bone on the inner side of her frail-looking thigh. It looks like her flesh has been scooped out with a spoon then rubbed with blue-black ink. “Oh my—. Oh—.” What is that? “How did she get that?” There was no warning. I am stunned. I want to hear more, but feel apprehensive about what the wound’s impending story may bring to our new friendship. Cô Định decided
                
                
               to tell her story and now there is no stopping, no turning back. “Oh, my god,” I whisper upon seeing
                
               her wound. It is a deep scar. “They fire—they shot.” “Oh. Oh—,” I stammer, caught off-guard by what is suddenly happening. Cô Định’s memories, dramatized in the place where bullets pierced her, are piercing me.
Hương and
                
                
               I inherit
                
                
               memory
                
                
              , responsibility
                
                
              , and perhaps even forms of secondary
                
                
               wounds
                
                
               or
                
                
                
               trauma from
                
                
               “empathetic
                
                
               unsettlement,” but our experiences as witnesses
                
                
               must
                
                
               not be
                
                
               conflated with the women’s experience (LaCapra 1999, 717). A
                
               critical distinction must be made here, between the women’s pasts and my experience of
                
                
               their stories, in order to avoid universalizing notions of pain, and making other kinds of “leveling comparisons
                
              ” (LaCapra 1994, 58; Oliver
                
               citing
                
               LaCapra 2001, 78–79). As a witness
                
                
              , it is critical not to “confuse one’s own voice or position with the victim’s nor seek facile uplift, harmonization, or closure” of their memories
                
               (LaCapra 1999, 723). Hương and I are always at least “secondary
                
                
               witnesses” to their pasts (1999, 699). Although in different ways, Hương and I are also, in Marianne
                
               Hirsch’s terminology, participating in a relationship, or structure, of “affiliative
                
                
               postmemory” in relation to the veterans’ traumatic
                
                
               histories, where our “connection to the past is thus actually mediated not by recall but my imaginative investment, projection, and creation” (2012, 36, 5).
Thus, in the process of inheriting
                
                
               memory, and within the structure of “affiliative postmemory
                
                
              ,” the wounds embodied by teller and listener, survivor and secondary witness
                
                
              , are not the same. The wound of the teller may be one relating to direct loss and personal experience with historical
                
                
                
               trauma
                
                
              . The
                
                
               wound resulting in the listener is a wound of responsibility which is partially derived from but in no way identical to the victim’s wounds
                
               (LaCapra 1999). What I am calling the inheritance
                
                
               of wounds (the inheritance
                
                
               of
                
                
               responsibility) is different from what LaCapra
                
               and others call “wound
                
                
               culture
                
                
              ” or the “dubious ideas that everyone (including perpetrators or collaborators) is a victim, that all history is trauma
                
                
              , or
                
                
               that we all share a pathological public sphere or a ‘wound
                
                
               culture’” where “‘[v]iolence
                
                
               makes victims of us all’” (1999, 712). My use of wounds
                
                
               and wounding in terms of witnessing
                
                
               is
                
                
                
               not
                
                
               meant to collapse differences between survivors of violence
                
                
               and secondary
                
                
               witnesses, but rather to express the transposition, produced through dialogic listening and
                
               learning
                
                
              , of a radically different kind of wound to the body and/or (un)conscious(ness) of the of the witness
                
                
              . Wounding, as I am constructing it, is a way of resisting “definitive closure” on the one hand, and endless, repetitious melancholia, inaction, or despair on the other (1999, 717). The inherited wound of responsibility does
                
                
               not
                
                
               victimize
                
                
              , but rather inspires the witness
                
                
               to actively move toward increasing justice and just relations. Wounding, here, can be a way to counter empathetic over-identification, apathy, and the overt refusal of responsibility/answerability
                
                
               by
                
                
               secondary
                
                
               witnesses
                
               to
                
                
               individual
                
                
              , structural
                
                
              , or
                
                
               historical
                
                
               trauma. In
                
                
               this
                
                
               sense
                
                
              , knowledge is an implicating wound and learning is
                
               a kind of undoing, “unlearning
                
                
              ,” or
                
               knowing
                
                
              -as-loss
                
               (Spivak 1994, 91).
Hương and I were packing up to leave, but our exit has been cut short. There is no cover. No way to avoid witnessing the bruised, twisted skin on the soft inner side of cô Định’s left leg. Cô Định
                
                
               holds out her leg for us to see. We cannot avert our eyes. To look away would be disrespectful; a selfish refusal to witness
                
                
               what has taken her all day to get up the nerve to show. She wants us to witness the wound. But at the same time, looking at the scar feels invasive. The wound itself, and its particular placement on her body, is exceedingly personal. Seeing it is too much and not enough. Witnessing
                
                
               the wound, recognizing what it signifies to cô Định, while acknowledging our inability to understand all that it means to her, requires more than seeing
                
               with our eyes. In an attempt to open the spectacular scene of the bullet
                
                
               wound toward co-subjective recognition beyond objectifying sight
                
              , we enter a “process of witnessing that connects us through the tissues,” a process composed of cross-embodied “language and gestures,” as cô Định
                
                
               tells the scar’s ruptured story
                
               (Oliver 2001, 223).
“This is why I walk with a limp,” cô Định answers starkly, though I have not asked a question. Earlier in the day, cô Định shyly deflected my inquiry when I asked if we could schedule a time to meet for an interview. “Maybe some other time,” she had said, “you should hear the stories of the other ladies gathered here at cô Hoa’s brother’s house.” But now she answers. Her words are like darts, compelling us to listen. Cô Định barely spoke a word all day. She nodded in agreement from her place in a nearby chair, jumping up periodically to cut more fruit and pour more tea, every once in a while adding a word here or there, repeatedly directing me to “pay attention to this very important woman” as her friends told their stories.
Cô Định kept quiet about her own life but I could tell she had something to say. Later on, I came to realize that cô Định’s deference to certain other women in the group has to do with her feeling that, as better-educated and well-known revolutionary figures, her friends are more well-suited for the important role of historical representative for an international audience. As she begins telling the story of her bullet
                
                
               wound, I do not know why she has not previously spoken or why she has suddenly chosen to divulge this information now. All I know is that something is burning inside cô Định. From the day we first met at the performance group rehearsal, the sometimes sad edges of her deep-set eyes, her spindly black-clothed body, sincere friendliness, and the silent yet fiery bursts in her faraway looks, made me want to hear more about her life.
Remembering in Good Company
Cô Định enjoys remembering in the company of other close friends. This social urge is so deeply embodied for cô Định that it seems as if she almost cannot tell her past unaccompanied.2 To cô Định, the past is a shared history of struggle, survival, and success that should rightly be told in concert with other voices. Her participation in the fight for “national reunification” was not a solitary commitment. Her
                
               suffering
                
                
              , even under torture, was not just personal. Still a good comrade, she often defers her personal story altogether, or uses it to tell a social history of collectively created and experienced revolution.3 By collectively
                
                
               rendering even her personal life story, cô Định is participating in a proper, socialist style of history-making and collective
                
                
               memory-telling. As with the other performance group veterans, cô Định expresses a shared history in the service of present-day social (and also governmental) causes.4
Conversations with cô Định and her friends often took place in her home, as we prepared and ate a meal together. These exchanges were topic-driven rather than chronologically organized. We spoke about torture, early childhood memories
                
                
              , postwar
                
                
                
               struggles, the performance
                
                
               group, the women’s children, and their ailing health
                
                
              . Talk arose organically, with ease and openness, despite the heaviness of the subjects. Discussions about torture, or physical ailments were often interspersed with silly or darkly humorous jokes, such as comparing the Côn Đảo Prison
                
                
               (Nhà tù Côn Đảo) to
                
                
               a
                
                
               five star hotel: no one ever lets you do anything for yourself and all meals are prepared for you!5 However, just as often, though there was surprising lightness and resilience in the women’s commentary, cô Định’s eyes might become discreetly tearful, or her lips might tighten, revealing the difficulty of retelling certain memories.
Although I never heard enough about cô Định’s life, she is one of the veterans I came to know the best and with whom I share a close friendship. Perhaps this feeling stems from that first shocking day when she called on Hương and me to witness her bullet wound
                
                
              . I feel a similar ease and depth of closeness with cô Xuân, one of cô Định’s good friends in the performance
                
                
               group. From the start, I could speak candidly and less formally with these two women. Cô Xuân’s easy laughter ripples through the interviews as I listen to the recordings. Quick to smile, her laughter has an infectious effect on cô Định, and anyone else gathered around her.
Cô Định carefully measures her words, but when she does speak it is with urgency and thoughtful certainty. There is something starkly unpretentious and honest about the way cô Định expresses herself. The intense spontaneity of cô Định’s speech, and the generosity with which she shared her vulnerabilities, draws us into an intimate
                
               correspondence. Now, thousands of miles away from Vietnam and a number of years after our first conversations, cô Định, cô Xuân, and the other performance group women continue to compel me to think about how to respond to transgenerational
                
                
               and transnational violence and legacies of torture.
Six Performance-Centered Motifs in Memories of Torture
Cô Định emerged on
                
                
                
               the side of
                
                
               the victors
                
                
               at the war’s end, and has since benefited from her status as a governmentally respected veteran. However, this does not erase the fact that her life (and the lives of millions of others on all sides of the fighting), was significantly marred by war. Cô Định survived emotional battery and bodily pain. Surviving, of course, does not mean that damages disappear. As evidenced by the lasting physical ailments from her bullet wound
                
                
              —the irreparably disfigured flesh itself, and the powerful stories it signifies and performs—the war still lives in cô Định
                
                
              . Although she is not paralyzed by physical or psychological trauma
                
                
              , past
                
                
               wounds
                
                
               still
                
                
               dramatically
                
                
               affect her present life.
Cô Định’s thoughts are forever shadowed by memories of violence. Positive memories of victories
                
              , survival
                
                
              , and comradeship play
                
               critical roles in cô Định’s narratives, but violence—specifically the experience of torture
                
                
               and living with the resulting chronic health
                
                
               problems—is an overriding force in cô Định’s remembering. It is what she wanted to tell me about. Consequently, this chapter focusing on cô Định and cô Xuân addresses the “performative ontology of violence” and is centrally about torture; about the torture cô Định and the other performance group women experienced, but also about the politics through which torture is performatively remembered and the difficulties, but necessity, of performing ethical
                
               witnessing
                
                
               (Anderson and Menon 2011, 7).
Cô Định and cô Xuân’s stories and commentary compel me to explore six critical motifs that arise within performances of remembering and witnessing torture
                
                
               with
                
                
               the veterans. The six interconnected motifs engage the performative and performance-centered politics of: (1) as above, narrative eruption and disjunction, (2) specifically gendered
                
                
               traditions
                
                
               of “pain
                
                
              -taking
                
                
              ” and its challenges to conventional ideas regarding the relationship between torture, body, self/society, and
                
                
               subjectivity, (3) returning to sites of imprisonment to retell national history, reclaim personal agency, and support social-economic renewal through patriotic
                
               tourism
                
                
              , (4) hauntological
                
                
               correspondence
                
               with
                
                
               the unburiable, still-wandering
                
                
               ghosts
                
                
               of war, (5) living with psychic traumas and
                
                
               somatic
                
                
               wounds
                
                
               rather
                
                
               than pursuing a “cure,” and (6) my own sense of ethical
                
               witnessing
                
                
               as
                
                
               a
                
                
               simultaneous
                
               process of unlearning privilege
                
               (Spivak 1994) and
                
                
               inheriting
                
                
               responsibility for
                
                
                
               these memories
                
                
              , and the lives they implicate, (re)embody, and perform
                
                
               into present and future vitality.
Internalizing Pain
Cô Định and cô Xuân say that
                
                
               “pain-taking” (chịu đựng) is a Vietnamese
                
                
               women’s
                
                
               tradition.6 When I first heard cô Định and
                
                
               cô Xuân talking about
                
                
               pain-taking
                
                
              , I judged it as a problematic product of internalized sexist hegemony. It seemed to adversely reify the Confucian-based belief
                
                
               that
                
                
               women innately possess a special ability and duty
                
                
               to self-sacrifice for others, particularly for the men in their family and, as reformulated during wartime, for causes of “national salvation.”7 Pain-taking
                
                
               is this and so much more. Pain-taking is a physical and psychological practice of self-discipline
                
                
              , self-sacrifice, community-making, and
                
               survival
                
                
              . Pain-taking
                
                
               can operate oppressively, but it can also be used in ways that strengthen women’s subjectivity. For cô Định, and her veteran comrades, pain-taking is a powerful source of explanation and sustenance.
As a tradition, pain-taking is something one both bears (as something that happens to you) and practices (as something that you make happen). Part of the tradition of pain-taking involves the practice of keeping pain inside; keeping sorrow or sickness hidden from public view, even from one’s family or close friends. It is a form of performative stoicism, by which keeping pain a secret
                
               (keeping it private) connects the stoic to a cultural lineage of strong and virtuous women who have done the same, and who (with some of their secrets
                
               publicly spoken) have been remembered for their pain-taking abilities. Performing pain
                
                
              -taking is the internalization of pain, but it is also understood by the bearer/performer as a social performance, as a shared cultural tradition
                
                
              . Understanding
                
                
               pain-taking as a tradition also tells the bearer/performer why she is experiencing pain: Vietnamese women have always lived pain-filled lives and this is what you do with it. Thus, the tradition of pain-taking guides, instructs, inspires, connects, and strangely comforts.
Pain is often borne privately or in the intimate
                
               confidence of other women who are also bearing pain
                
                
              . Pain-taking is performed daily, as part and parcel of everyday
                
               life. Pain-taking is a tradition of secrecy
                
              , even when it is told. I am reminded of these qualities of pain-taking
                
                
               as
                
                
               I listen to a recording I made in cô Định’s upstairs bedroom. This interview is really more of a bedroom luncheon party than a formal dialogue
                
                
              . Cô Định, cô Xuân, and cô Lan (a former prison-mate and close friend of cô Định), Hương and I, and several other veterans
                
                
              , have gathered in the small yellow room on a humid March afternoon. In the recording, I can hear clinking glasses, whirring fans, and, through the open window, exuberant screams from children playing in the narrow alleyway.
We are talking about difficult things: cancers and illness, loss of family members, cô Định and cô Lan’s challenge of supporting their families
                
               as single parents, and the relationship between forgetting and forgiveness. After the war, the women were expected to perform as upstanding, emblematic role models in every aspect of their lives.8 But the reality was that survival was hard, sometimes desperate. There was not enough food. Health care was insufficient. Cô Định’s and cô Lan’s husbands died after the war, during this time of hardship. Cô Xuân was lucky enough to have her uterine cancer surgery paid for by a French aid agency. The women discuss how hard it has been to live with their chronic illnesses, scarce resources, and the need to raise and provide for their children.
The conversation is lively, a mix of seriousness and light-hearted joking. We drink freshly squeezed orange juice and pass slices of pear and mango around the table. When cô Định remarks that her chronic headaches, for which she is periodically hospitalized, worsen when the dry season turns to the monsoon, cô Lan jokes that cô Định possesses special powers to predict the weather. “Ha, Ha!” laughs cô Xuân. Cô Xuân’s laughter and cô Lan’s joke cause cô Định, recovering from a week spent in the hospital, to crack a smile. Cô Xuân herself must be careful of overexertion because of a chronic heart condition, but this does not seem to lessen the heartiness of her laughter or her liveliness at rehearsals. Later, during this conversation, she unbuttons her blouse to show me the scars on her chest left from surgery.
In speaking together about their pasts, and their scarred and chronically ailing bodies, the women agree that they rarely talk to their children or other family members about the specifics of their wartime hardships and continuing struggles. They tell each other, if they tell anyone at all. They do not want to worry their children. Besides, the women say, they continue to have optimism, like they did during wartime, that everything will work out alright. But in the next breath, cô Định expresses what the others around the table also feel: that they often keep pain inside because they do not want to harm anyone else with the knowledge of their present worries, their damaged pasts, or the personal hardships that still haunt them. The women do not want their histories to burden anyone but themselves.
An Organizer and a Fighter
After rehearsal one night, cô Định shows me a picture from the performance group’s trip back to Côn Đảo to visit the prison and cemetery, which are now a memorial
                
               area and domestic and foreign tourist destination. I ask her if she wouldn’t mind telling me more about the visit. She agrees and calls cô Xuân over “for just a few minutes.” We end up staying longer than expected in the Southern
                
               Women’s Museum (Bảo tàng Phụ nữ Nam Bộ) hallway, talking in the flickering fluorescent light for over an hour and a half, as dusk falls over the city. As we part, cô Định and cô Xuân give me the photograph
                
               that prompted my questions: in the picture the two of them stand in front of cell room number eight on Côn Đảo. It is the very place where they were first brought when they were taken to the island as prisoners, which is now (at the time of this writing) nearly fifty years ago.
Similar to cô Định and other veterans, cô Xuân describes her revolutionary commitment as stemming from familial loss. Her father was killed fighting the French. She joined the revolution when she was sixteen years old, and was arrested shortly thereafter, in 1963, for taking part in what she calls the “protest movement against the suppression of Buddhism” by the Republic of Vietnam government. Cô Xuân was arrested for a second time in 1968, and like cô Định, spent over six years in prison. When I asked her to describe one of her most significant memories
                
                
               from wartime, cô Xuân replies that one striking memory is how the women mourned Hồ Chí Minh’s death in 1969, and commemorated his life. The women
                
                
               prisoners wore white mourning bands around their heads, discussed the significance of Uncle
                
                
               Hồ’s teachings, told stories about his life, and sang
                
               songs. In a written remembrance cô Xuân asked, “How can I forget the tears filling up in my friend’s eyes? Whenever the date of Uncle
                
                
               Hồ’s death is close […] I remember that far away day in prison, [when we made] a simple funeral ceremony fortified by warmth, affection, and gratitude in our hearts for the great father of our nation.”9 The guards did not stop the prisoner’s performances, cô Xuân speculates, “probably because they were fearful of his spirit
                
              .” Cô Xuân says that poems
                
              , songs
                
              , and performances uplifted their spirits
                
               in prison, and were recognized by the women as powerful propaganda that could make a soldier from the southern Army of the Republic
                
               of Vietnam (ARVN) “drop his arms and join the revolution.” As is apparent, cô Xuân’s memories
                
                
               are largely devoted to and aligned with the state’s
                
                
               national narrative. However, these are sentiments that cô Xuân genuinely feels and believes, not simply recitations of a script
                
               she is supposed to perform.
A number of cô Định’s friends, including cô Xuân, cô Nhựt, and cô Kim Dung, received some form of postsecondary education
                
                
               and are skilled, expressive writers. Growing up in the countryside, war interrupted cô Định’s schooling. She is not confident about her writing, and since being tortured, is not physically able to hold a pen without feeling pain and having her hands shake. When I mention this to Hương, she says that during the war, cô Định was a fighter, carrying a gun into battle. She was from a peasant family and did not have the chance to receive a good education. Cô Xuân was a student, an organizer. Her
                
                
               duty during war was to spread propaganda against the Americans and the Republic of Vietnam government and to gather students together for protests. Cô Định was a fighter, cô Xuân was an organizer. A reprinted propaganda poster I once bought from a souvenir store in Ho Chi
                
               Minh City speaks to the differences in these roles as stipulated by the state. The brightly colored poster depicts three women. A slender woman dressed in an áo dài raising her hand in a fist is placed at the top, while in the middle a woman is shown in ethnic minority dress, and, beneath her, a sturdy woman in army fatigues and cap, with arm muscles rippling, aims what looks to be an AK-47.
I asked several of the veterans to explain the poster’s intended meaning. Some of the veterans said the women depicted the north, central, and southern regions of Vietnam. The veterans identified the northern woman at the top as an organizer and/or military support staff (medical technicians, etc.) who contributed to the war effort, while the southern woman shown at the bottom, living in the midst of the war’s battle zones, had to take up arms to defend her homeland
                
                
              . Other women felt the poster showed forms of patriotic
                
               service: the top woman was an educated political organizer, and the one at the bottom—with the characteristic white and black checkered scarf worn by farmers and people from the countryside, and adopted as typical dress by members of the National Liberation Front (NLF
                
               or Mặt trận Dân tộc Giải phóng Miền Nam Việt Nam)—was a fighter. Cô Xuân identified more with the former, and cô Định, the latter. The southern resistance and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam depended on both their abilities, and upon their shared tradition of
                
                
               pain
                
                
              -taking (Fig. 4.1).[image: ../images/434502_1_En_4_Chapter/434502_1_En_4_Fig1_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 4.1Cô Xuân (left) and cô Định (right), prior to a performance. Photo courtesy of cô Xuân and cô Định


Pain-Taking as Alternative Agency

                Đ/H:   In this bloody, ah,
      Bleeding war.
      You just hold on,
      Hold on,
      And stick to such a [determined] mind
      I mean, do not utter any word.



            
“You stick to such
                
               a [determined] mind,” cô Định tells Hương and me in the Southern
                
               Women’s Museum hallway after rehearsal the night I was given the Côn Đảo photograph
                
              . Under conditions of torture, you practice
                
                
               “pain-taking,” and give your captors nothing, “do not utter any word.” This is cô Định’s advice. Cô Định’s, and the other veterans’, descriptions of refusing to speak is markedly different from Elaine Scarry’s
                
               assertion that torture’s physical and psychological pain is “language
                
                
              -destroying” (1985, 19–20). For Scarry
                
              , the pain’s destruction of
                
                
               language is beyond control; while for cô Định, silence is
                
                
               a collective choice, a performative tradition
                
                
               of defiance and social loyalty.
In her seminal work
                
                
               on pain and
                
               torture, Scarry contends that “[p]hysical pain has no voice” (1985, 3). Torture uniquely inflicts an “unmaking” of language, communication, and culture, annihilating all social expressibility (1985, 19–20). She argues that “[p]hysical pain is not only itself resistant to language but also actively destroys language
                
                
              , deconstructing it into the pre-language of cries and groans” (1985, 172). Torturous pain, by Scarry’s
                
               definition, is also distinctly private:
When one hears about another person’s physical pain, the events happening within the interior of that person’s body may seem to have the remote character of some deep subterranean fact, belonging to an invisible geography that, however portentous, has no reality because it has not yet manifested itself on the visible surface of the earth. (1985, 3)

Throughout her work, Scarry
                
               advances the “unsharability” of self- and culture-destroying pain (1985, 4). While this may be accurate
                
               in some
                
                
               cases, the performance group
                
                
               women remember torture in vastly different, if not oppositional, terms. The veterans’ reflexive claims on their ability to use and refuse language under torture challenges the underpinnings of Scarry’s
                
               universalizing assertion of pain’s subalterity.
According to cô Định and cô Xuân, pain-taking is centrally a women’s
                
                
               tradition that empowers them not only to survive, but also to perform defiance under conditions of torture:

                X/H:  It [pain-taking] is a kind of tradition
      For Vietnamese people in general
      And Vietnamese ladies
      In particular.
      […]
      They know for sure,
      You will have many challenges.
      […]
      But if you have determination,
      You will win,
      You will win.

  Đ/H:  When they were beaten [in prison],
      […]
      They know for sure that
      Some of them
      May be,
      Be beaten until death,
      I mean,
      Probably damaged
      A lot
      […]
      They are,
      They were,
      Eager to face that—
      And ah,
      She would like to confirm that
      Vietnamese ladies
      Have the ability of,
      Pain-taking,
      Of pain-taking.

  R:   Taking pain?

  Đ/H:  Yah.
      It is a tradition.



            
Cô Định’s decision, to “not utter any word” that assists her captors, is a personal and collective act of determination. The women explain that bearing and performing pain-taking links them to their national heritage of heroic Vietnamese
                
               resistance to oppression.
In contrast to Scarry’s
                
               view, refusing language is an active expression of resistance that revives, makes, and connects the women to a social community of mythic forebears and contemporary comrades in a united struggle for national-cultural survival. The
                
                
               performance of pain-taking
                
                
              , here described as the performative enactment of not speaking under torture (resisting being “beaten” into confession), is precisely what makes the women’s struggles more than personal. As silent defiance under torture, pain-taking
                
                
               is what connects rather than divides them from others historically, culturally, and subjectively. Wanting to hear more, I ask cô Định and cô Xuân to clarify what they mean by the “tradition
                
                
              ” of
                
                
               pain
                
                
              -taking:

                R:   Oh.
      What does cô Định mean by that?
      What does it mean
      To have the tradition of—
      Taking pain?

  X/H:  She [cô Xuân] talks again about history,
      For over four thousand years,
      Vietnamese people have,
      A great history,
      And ah,
      They know for sure that,
      They do not want any invader,
      In their country,
      And they have to,
      Or they expect,
      To fight the invaders.
      […]
      Cô Xuân mentions about tradition,
      And the battles of history,
      A lot of people in Vietnam,
      Lots of ladies,
      They passed away,
      To fight for liberation
      To fight for freedom,
      And when you were, are
      Oppressed
      By someone else,
      You will,
      Stand up and fight
      Against them.
      You will.
      Sure.

  R:   And in particular,
      There is this tradition,
      Of women being able to
      Suffer and
      Take pain.
      So why,
      Why women in particular?
      Why can women,
      In particular,
      Take so much pain?



            
Cô Định responds to my question by recalling the Trưng Sisters’ (Hai Bà Trưng) acts
                
                
               of
                
               pain
                
                
              -taking heroism. The two Trưng Sisters, recognized as national
                
               heroines
                
               in Vietnam, are said to have valiantly led a resistance movement against the Chinese
                
               nearly two
                
               millennia
                
                
               ago. The story goes that they succeeded in repelling the Chinese
                
               at first, but later were defeated. Legend has it that, to retain their honor, the sisters committed suicide by drowning themselves when faced with the likelihood of capture by the
                
                
               Chinese
                
              .10 This familiar mythic narrative segues into a story about a prison hunger strike that cô Định recounts for Hương and me: the strike on Côn Đảo when all the women
                
                
               prisoners volunteered
                
                
               to sacrifice themselves. The difficulty was choosing, from the overwhelming number of volunteers
                
                
              , which women would get to perform self-sacrificial pain-taking
                
                
               on behalf of the others. Cô Định answers my question of why women in particular can “take so much pain” by noting that Vietnamese women, since the time of the Trưng Sisters and perhaps before, have always practiced pain-taking
                
                
              . Eliding mythic history and recent memory
                
                
               in “always,” cô Định performs the inheritance
                
                
               of this tradition. She universalizes and naturalizes what she otherwise attributes to cultural
                
               heritage.
When addressing the emergence of “national traditions,” a category within which cô Định and cô Xuân seem to place pain-taking
                
                
              , Vietnamese studies scholars often focus on the production and inculcation of wartime ideologies.11 To mobilize war efforts the Party explicitly engaged in what Shaun
                
               Kingsley Malarney describes as the creation of “the new
                
               virtue” of devotional
                
                
               self-sacrifice for the modern nation (2001, 49).12 According to Malarney
                
              , “[t]he critical element in the construction of the new virtue was the transcendence of self-interest and the selfless devotion to the collectivity” (2001, 49). Ashley Pettus explains that, for women, this meant that, “[d]uring the early and most patriotic
                
               years of the war, from 1965 to 1968, a compelling model of national womanhood emerged that effectively combined socialist
                
               ideas of progress with the domestic feminine qualities of self-sacrifice, nuturance
                
                
               and devotion” (2003, 44–45). The Party skillfully rearticulated older forms of Vietnamese Daoist and Confucian tradition to serve the sacrificial needs of revolution, anti-imperial struggle
                
              , and
                
               reunification (Malarney 2001; Rydstrøm 2012).
Malarney
                
               and Pettus’s
                
               keen analysis of the Party’s ideological workings and its gendered directives clarify the veterans’ narrative claims on pain-taking and national devotion. The veterans’ narratives do express and promote virtuous “self sacrifice, nuturance and devotion” in the service of “the fatherland,” “the people,” “the party,” “the Revolution
                
              ” (Pettus 2003, 45; Malarney 2001, 49). Party members
                
               self-consciously adapted
                
                
               Confucian social directives and pre-Communist mythic pasts, like the Trưng Sisters’, into Vietnam’s official national history and the veterans tell their pasts in accordance with those state terms.
Malarney
                
               and Pettus’s
                
               analyses help describe and historicize the nationalist
                
                
              , Communist
                
               performativities
                
                
               in which the veterans and their narratives participate. In this wartime ideological context, however, the veterans also perform strategic decisions that far exceed anything we might think of as gendered
                
                
               national “sacrifice.” Accordingly, cô Xuân corrects my use of the word “hope.” Cô Xuân says, “it is not
                
               a hope, it
                
                
               is belief in victory, sooner or later.” She always held a “belief
                
              , a strong belief
                
              , and
                
                
               you need to stick to that goal if you want to win.” Cô Xuân adds:

                X/H:  It is reasonable,
      Understandable,
      That if you live in,
      Poverty,
      Our country,
      At that moment,
      Was really poor,
      And we,
      We were supposed to try hard,
      To improve our country,
      To do anything that is needed.
      That is an example of
      Pain-taking.
      […]
      It is the root,

  R:   The root?

  Đ/H:  The root,
      It is the traditional,

  RE:  The tradition—

  Đ/H:  Yah.
      The tradition,
      Of pain-taking.



            
For cô Định, “there are a lot of instance[s], from Vietnam’s long history up to the [present] moment that […] make you think a lot, to choose a way for yourself, to solve a problem for yourself, in your conscience, for what you have seen in your life.” Emphasizing poverty, inequality, and conscience, cô Định expresses her commitment to pain-taking, and her devotion to the Communist cause as an ethical
                
               choice. For her, pain-taking is an ethical
                
               and “cultural root” (nguồn gốc văn hóa) of Vietnamese tradition.13 Hương and cô Định continue:

                Đ/H:  What nurtured this determination
      And pain-taking
      Habit
      To her,
      Is that every day,
      She did experience that
      Bad treatment
      That evil treatment,
      [By] foreigners,
      Like they kill Vietnamese people,
      Some of them,
      Damage your body,
      Tear them apart,
      She was aware that,
      As a member [of society]
      You, you have to do something.
      Her relatives,
      Were killed by
                      
                     Americans
      And were damaged,
      Their bodies,
      Were torn apart,
      By those [foreigners],
      And she felt responsible
      For that case,
      She just felt responsible […]
      […]
      And she says hers,
      It is just a small story
      Among lots of other
      Stories in Vietnam.
      Just an instance.



            
Hers is “just a small story among lots of other stories in Vietnam.” Cô Định felt responsible. She felt she had to actively do something about the social inequities she was witnessing
                
                
               and experiencing. “As a member [of society] you, you have to do something.” So she and others began dissenting and “chose a way,” entering into the oft-repeated Vietnamese tradition of “resistance against
                
                
               foreign aggressors
                
                
              ” and domination.14 Her subsequent performances of resistance, in the form of simultaneously bearing and performing
                
                
               pain-taking
                
                
              , may be “just an instance,” as cô Định says, but they (along with others’ performances of that “tradition”) changed history and remade society. Eventual survival and victory proved (at least for a particular segment of Vietnamese society), the interdependent power of the singular and the
                
                
               social act.
Cô Định’s and cô Xuân’s performances of pain
                
                
              -taking
                
                
               offer a powerful corrective to Scarry
                
              . Scarry
                
               asserts that “physical pain—unlike any other state of consciousness—has no referential content. It is not of or for anything” (1985, 5). Unequivocally countering this assertion, cô Định and cô Xuân’s description of the tradition
                
                
               of pain-taking makes pain-bearing and -performing of and for everything that matters most. Pain’s “referential content” becomes social and national, making and connecting the bearer/performer to community, particularly to a gendered
                
                
               community of patriotic
                
               women (Figs. 4.2 and 4.3). Performing the
                
                
               performativity of pain
                
                
              -taking
                
                
               as
                
                
               tradition
                
                
               empowers cô Định and cô Xuân, generating agency that breaks through and overcomes their oppressors’ force.15 Performing pain-taking
                
                
               makes and focuses the veterans’ power over their material circumstances, vitally contributing to the success of their individual survival and shared national cause. The power produced in pain-taking
                
                
               is covalent: the social energizes the individual, and the individual actualizes the social.[image: ../images/434502_1_En_4_Chapter/434502_1_En_4_Fig2_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 4.2Cô Định (top left) and friends pose for a photograph
                        
                       in a water-filled bomb crater during the war. Photograph
                        
                       courtesy of cô Định

[image: ../images/434502_1_En_4_Chapter/434502_1_En_4_Fig3_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 4.3Cô Xuân (right) and a friend stand in front of Independence Palace (now Reunification Palace) on April 30, 1975, shortly after Communist forces entered Saigon and took over the compound, signaling the end of the war. Photograph
                        
                       courtesy of cô Xuân


Instead of “pain’s triumph” being the “absolute split between one’s sense of one’s own reality and the reality of other persons,” the women’s bearing and performing becomes their triumph through pain, derived from and producing a powerful, intimate
                
               sociality with others
                
               (Scarry 1985, 4). Similarly, within the context of Argentina’s Dirty War, Diana
                
               Taylor relays a torture survivor’s testimony that “what kept her going was not personal heroism,” but rather “a sense of connectedness and solidarity” with others in the movement opposing the country’s brutal dictatorship (1997, 159). For cô Định, cô Xuân, and the performance
                
                
               group women, pain is not the antithesis of culture
                
                
               (as it is, arguably, increasingly becoming in the West) but part of a core set of cultural
                
                
               rituals, where the powers of particular performances
                
                
               and performativities
                
                
               of tradition
                
                
               are
                
                
                
               conjoined, connecting
                
                
               individuals’
                
                
               agency with the work of social transformation. For
                
                
               the women, as Talal Asad powerfully demonstrates within other contexts, “pain is not simply a cause of action, but can also itself be a kind of action” (2003, 69). In light of cô Định and cô Xuân’s self-theories
                
                
               of
                
                
               pain-taking, I would like to stipulate three points for further consideration throughout this chapter: (1) that pain-taking is a radical self-, society-, and culture-making activity; (2) that participating in its gendered
                
                
               performances and
                
                
               performative
                
                
               traditions empowers the women who practice it as bearers/performers; and (3) that this practice is grounded in a spectral politics of remembrance and prospective social activism.
Return to Côn Đảo: Performing as Survivor-Tourist
As our conversation continues, cô Định and cô Xuân tell of what Marc Augé calls “liv[ing] the return” (rather than the repetition) to spaces of personal and national historical
                
                
               significance on Côn Đảo (2004, 89). For the country’s celebration of the seventy-fifth anniversary of the founding of the Vietnamese Communist Party, and corresponding with the season of honoring the dead during
                
                
               the
                
                
               Tết Lunar New Year holiday, the performance
                
                
               group women
                
                
               traveled to Côn
                
                
               Đảo to participate in a nationally televised show at Hàng Dương
                
               Cemetery (Nghĩa trang Hàng Dương), where thousands of people killed during the French colonial period and the American War are buried. Official speeches were made, pictures were taken, portions of the celebration were aired on TV, and magazine articles were written describing the historic event for the general public. It was a government-planned and publicized commemoration, dedicated to honoring the state’s living veterans
                
                
               and martyred heroes
                
               while pedagogically oriented toward the postwar generations. The performance group women were there to perform patriotic
                
               songs
                
               and dances in front of the cemetery’s war martyr monument, just a short walk from the tomb of Võ thị Sáu, and down the road from the eroding “tiger cage” prison
                
                
               cells where a number of the veterans were once held captive.16
For the veterans, the return to Côn Đảo was significant for both its public and private dimensions. The Côn Đảo performance gave them the chance to continue carrying out their national service as well as the honor of receiving public recognition for their sacrifices, successes, and commitment. When not performing, the veterans toured the prison and cemetery together, individually and collectively remembering
                
                
               the time they spent imprisoned on the island during the war. They exchanged stories and recollections, sat quietly by themselves in the prison courtyard, offered joss sticks and prayer at the graves of national martyrs like Võ thị Sáu, and took pictures of each other at these historic sites.
This is only the second time that many of the formerly imprisoned women had returned to Côn Đảo since their release in 1974. When the women were taken to the notorious island jail system as prisoners, cô Định explains, guards used “tear gas, until you collapsed […] even [my friend who was] pregnant experienced tear gas.” Reciting its well-worn epithet, cô Định and the other ladies often remind me that Côn Đảo is “a place of hell on earth.” Providing further evidence of Côn Đảo’s legacies
                
                
               of extreme violence, cô Định explains that after the war’s end “they dug a hole and found over forty dead
                
                
               bodies,” which, she says “happened all around Côn Đảo.” When I ask, “What did it feel like to go there again?” cô Định answers:

                Đ/H:  Memories,
      Deep,
      Memories were recalled.
      And she did go inside the
      Cage [prison
                      
                      
                     cell] to take photos.

      [We all smile and laugh.]



            
With humor and seriousness, cô Định and cô Xuân remark on the stark difference between their first, forced trip to Côn Đảo
                
                
               and their voluntary, comparatively luxurious, return with tickets, government invitation, and airline seats. They return as guests of doubled honor: both part of the reason for commemoration and the performers of these events. When the women first came as prisoners they were gassed, loaded onto the plane, and then beaten upon their arrival at the island, “until they collapse.” In an effort to protect the older women in the group, the younger women “surrounded the older ladies to try to prevent them from being beaten.” While it is difficult to come back to this place, the women say it also fills them with a sense of thankful empowerment: they are grateful to have survived.
The veterans return to Côn Đảo as both survivors and tourists. As survivor-tourists, cô Định and cô Xuân “did go inside the cage [prison
                
                
               cells] to take photos.” We all laugh after this comment, recognizing the playful dimensions of touristic picture-taking in jarring contrast with the women’s prior, sobering descriptions. Later that year, when I accompany a group of veterans and their families
                
               on a separate, Saigontourist-organized reunion tour of Côn Đảo, I learn that taking pictures at the island’s historic sites—including in or beside the prison
                
                
               cells—is a common practice.17 I will come back to the strangeness and significance of taking pictures, and tourism on
                
                
               Côn Đảo in general, shortly.
Cô Xuân explains that this time when they “set foot on Côn Đảo,” the women “try to control, I mean, they didn’t want to cry. They did control [their tears], but the feeling was, beyond words.” Cô Định says “It turns her nervous, and also scared” to come back and as they landed, she noticed her body became covered with goose bumps. She describes coming back with her fellow veterans as “a mixture of joy and sorrow.” Joy because “it is amazing to her that she has the opportunity to come back to Côn Đảo, not in wartime, but in peace” but it also “hurts her” to step off the plane because she remembers making this journey in 1969. On that occasion, she and the other women were “beaten immediately, from head to bottom and then tied up.” These are some of the “deep memories,” that come back to the women while on the island. The women’s sense of national pride and devotion is refreshed as these “deep memories” stir the deep beliefs
                
               they held, and still hold, in the power of their traditions of pain-taking and optimism, their duty to remember and honor lost comrades, and their continuing work to “promote our country” by educating younger generations of Vietnamese
                
                
               about this history.
During the Côn Đảo performance, cô Định says that she cried when they performed “Flower Petals Against the Stream” (“Những Cánh hoa Ngược dòng”) because in the cemetery, so close to the tomb of Võ
                
               thị Sáu, the “landscape moved her.” She confesses that “even now she is trying not to cry, just thinking about it.” I ask her, “at what point in the song
                
               did you cry?” Cô Định cried “when the song
                
               said, ‘someone did pass away’” because it caused her to remember her friends, some of whom she suspects may be buried in the unmarked graves stretching out as far as the eye can see around the makeshift stage:

                Đ/H:  She felt pity for all her friends
      That did pass away in
       Wartime.
      […]
       They pass away without
      Seeing peace,
      Or victory,
      And forever,
       They may not see it.
      […]
      Even though Côn Đảo has changed a lot
      And is in peace right now,
      Wherever they go,
      Around Côn Đảo,
      They still remember their friends,
      And their times in prison,
      And the beatings
      They did experience in war times.



            
Returning to this place of great personal
                
                
               suffering is difficult. It conjures memories, rousing sadness, tears, nervousness, and gratitude. Perhaps cô Định, cô Xuân, and the other performance group women pose for pictures in the cells and in front of the prison doorways in order to recognize and diffuse these strong feelings. In the pictures, groups of ladies stand together in the cemetery, next to the war martyr’s monument, beside the tomb of Võ thị
                
               Sáu, in the prison courtyards, and even inside the barred cells—sometimes smiling, other times with calm expressions. Their hair is fixed; they wear dressy, durable pantsuits. Cô Xuân is wearing red lipstick. What is the significance of taking pictures on Côn Đảo for cô Định and cô Xuân? What does this act do or mark for them? As cô Định mentions twice in the course of this conversation:

                Đ/H:  She would like to emphasize the
      Contrast,
      The contrast between
      The visit to Côn Đảo,
      And when they are in prison.



            
Taking commemorative pictures in the cemetery and at the prison is a pervasive, appropriate, and expected part of returning to Côn Đảo for veterans. In accordance with the veterans’ mixed, sometimes ambivalent status as survivor-tourists, taking pictures performs multiple functions. The pictures mark the critical differences between this return to Côn Đảo and the veteran’s experience as prisoners. It is obvious that these “visits” to Côn Đảo are distinct, but the picture-as-verification of the veterans’ survival, success, and freedom, affirms that history is not repeating by (re)citing/sighting that difference. They are living the return to Côn Đảo, not the repetition of
                
                
               a
                
                
               past
                
                
               trauma.
The pictures, and the act of taking them, are also reclamations of the personal agency the veterans once lacked as prisoners. By taking their own pictures, the veterans retake the “scene” of torture and imprisonment in a double sense: they reclaim the prison itself as the victors of war and they restage pictures of their free selves in the prison on their own terms. Their prison experience, marked by the spectacularity of constant surveillance, is a “scene” of power imposition, and in this case, torture. In prison, the women were forced to take mug shots and other photos against their will. In silent defiance, many of them closed their eyes, refusing to be documented, compliant, and “seen.” The women were also ordered to give juridical testimony as members of
                
               the NLF. Instead of giving testimony the women refused to speak, which often led to increased punishments. Now, one of the ways the women testify to their inhumane treatment
                
               and survival is through the production of their own pictorial evidence.
In addition, and not insignificantly, picture-taking is also a part of modern, middle-class tourism culture
                
                
              . Picture
                
                
                
              -taking and vacationing, even at this solemn historic site, signifies that the veterans have achieved a certain measure of comfort in their lives. On the tour I participated in, family pictures taken at the cemetery, prison, tombs, and memorial
                
               ceremonies were interspersed with photos of grandkids in the hotel pool, friends sitting on the beach, and smiling faces ringed around dish-laden dinner tables in the large dining room.18 The pictures, and the performance of taking them, helps the veterans remember national and personal
                
                
               histories with each other and their
                
               families, retake the scene of imprisonment and reclaim personal
                
               agency, mark the critical differences between this touristic return and their involuntary incarceration, and signify their enjoyment of leisure time and travel together. “Thanks to the victory, liberation,” explains Hương, now “they can acknowledge the beauty, they can enjoy the beauty of the country—even on Côn Đảo.”
“Côn Đảo has changed a lot” cô Định says. Middle
                
                
              -class leisure activities and vacationing are relatively new practices for many in Vietnam. Since the mid-1990s, the economy has greatly improved, enabling the dramatic expansion of an urban Vietnamese middle class. Corresponding with these economic changes, Côn Đảo has become an increasingly popular destination for Communist
                
                
               veterans and their families
                
              , as well as other local vacationers, particularly from the urban areas in and around Ho Chi Minh
                
               City. Today, Côn Đảo is trying on a new image, posing as both a destination for national, historical pilgrimage and a burgeoning ecotourism vacation spot with white sand beaches, a national park, a quaint village, and a new crop of comfortable and luxury seaside hotels aimed at the growing domestic tourism
                
                
               market
                
               as
                
               well
                
                
               as an increasing number of foreign visitors. But the land is haunted, as residents and many visitors to Côn Đảo know.
Côn Đảo and Its Ghosts
In markedly different
                
                
               ways, those who set foot on Côn Đảo often feel the “seething presence” of ghosts within the island’s sinister-serene landscape
                
               (Gordon 2004, 195). Cô Định describes
                
                
               the palpable presence of the island’s violent, mournful, and “magical” past:

                Đ/H:  To Vietnamese people,
      Around a land where lots of people die,
      [There are] lots of stories,
      A lot of pain happened,
      In that land,
      […]
      It has this power,
      I mean,
      The land,
      It is a bit magical,
      I don’t know how to explain—
      But, kind of magical.
      […]
      For instance,
      When she was guided around the prison system
      And outside,
      They carried out preparation for the show
      Meanwhile,
      She stood on the soil
      Where lots of people passed away,
      Her relatives,
      Her friends,
      And a strange feeling
      Developed in her.



            
The “strange feeling” cô Định describes having as she stood on the soil “where lots of people passed away,” is what
                
               Avery F. Gordon might call a sensation of haunting
                
                
              . Cô Định remembers
                
                
              , and re-senses in her body, “the persistent and troubling ghosts,” of “social figure[s]” (2004, 8) and personal friends, whose spirits still wander Côn Đảo, even though the
                
               island is now “in peace”:

                Đ/H:  Yah,
      In the prison,
      The memories were recalled,
      As she was walking there.
      The way they protest against the regime,
      The way they sacrificed themselves—
      […]
      She is happy to say,
      She visited Côn Đảo
      In the air of peace,
      In peace—



            
During my first trip to Côn Đảo, a few months after this conversation, as well as on subsequent trips, I felt myself deeply affected by the veterans’
                
                
               stories. Their descriptions of feeling Côn Đảo’s haunted landscape, especially cô Định’s, invaded my perceptual field. Particularly in the areas of the prison complexes and cemetery, the
                
                
               island contains numerous “Vietnamese memoryscapes,” where the land still “bear[s] the traces of traumatic
                
                
               histories,” which persist as “dynamic zones of memory
                
                
               interaction and interchange between people, the built environment, and the spirit
                
               world” (Schwenkel citing the work of Rosalind
                
               Shaw
                
               and Heonik Kwon 2013, 103–104). I found myself troubled by others’ ghostly pasts and realized that I had inherited the veterans’
                
                
               haunting
                
                
               stories
                
                
              —feeling them in my own distinct way. Gordon
                
               explains that haunting “is a very particular way of knowing what has happened or is happening” that “draws us affectively, sometimes against our will and always a bit magically, into the structure of feeling of a reality we come to experience, not as cold knowledge, but as a transformative
                
               recognition” (2004, 8). The transformative recognition Gordon describes
                
               is not a feeling of complete understanding, but a heightened kinesthetic and imagined sensing, a palpable realization that there is more out there that is and is not seen.
Cô Định and
                
                
               cô Xuân were the primary conveyers, or mediators, of my
                
               experience on Côn Đảo. Their stories animated my imagination in this frightful yet tranquil place and motivated my willingness to recognize and listen to the ghosts and spirits
                
               of Côn Đảo. Even though they were not there with me, cô Định and cô Xuân’s
                
                
               experiences and stories moved me to sense the traces of personal pasts and “social memory,” that “is not just history, but haunting
                
                
              ; not
                
                
               just context, but animated worldliness; not just the hard ground of infrastructural matters, but of the shadowy grip
                
               of ghostly matters” (Gordon
                
               addressing
                
               Toni Morrison’s social memory in Beloved 2004, 165–66).
On Côn Đảo, I felt the palpable sensations of walking amidst others’ pasts, of “bump[ing] into a rememory” (Gordon
                
               elaborating on Morrison’s
                
               terminology 2004, 166). As Toni Morrison expresses in her novel Beloved, “[s]ome things just stay. […] If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the picture of it—stays, and not just in my rememory
                
                
              , but out there, in the world” (qtd
                
              . in Gordon 2004, 164). Some rememories
                
                
              , some forms of sociality, are out there, in the world. Some things just stay. The presence of unmarked graves, crumbling prison walls, and wandering
                
                
               ghosts on Côn Đảo just stay.
On the old military ship I took to the island with the
                
                
               veterans and their families
                
              , which is now periodically used for tourist transport, a poster advertising the government-run hotel (or guest house), we would be staying at hung on the wall above our seats. “Côn Đảo Guest House: Your ideal stopping place” (“Nhà Nghỉ Côn Đảo: Nơi dừng chân lý tưởng của bạn”), it enticingly proclaimed, showing the guest house grounds with people frolicking in the pool and relaxing under umbrellas on the beach. The poster seemed strangely in and out of place. Yes, cô Định is right, “Côn Đảo has changed a lot.” At the same time, some haunting
                
                
               histories steadfastly
                
               remain.
The mixing of
                
                
               tourism
                
                
               with
                
               various forms of historical, as well as religious, pilgrimage has become a popular, growing phenomenon in Vietnam.19 As state directives to uphold nationalist
                
               histories and socialist values are increasingly ignored and viewed as outmoded, the government and many individuals whose efforts helped bring the Communist Party to power turn to touristic pilgrimage as a way of revitalizing the national
                
                
               past. The
                
                
                
               veteran tours to Côn Đảo, as well as tours to other national historic sites, are recurring events with corresponding, stylized commemorative practices. Having participated in a similar tour in 1994, Sandra C. Taylor describes veterans’ visits to Côn Đảo as “pilgrimage[s]” promoted by the Vietnam Women’s
                
               Union, in the recognition that “as the elder generation
                
               dies, their stories disappear” and that “[o]nly by tending their memories will the women warriors retain their place in the history of their country” (1999, 134–135). Similarly, Christina Schwenkel explains that domestic tours to locations of historical import are “often state-sponsored for ưu tiên (priority) families
                
               of
                
               martyrs and war veterans, and they differed considerably from the more commercialized and sensationalized excursions to ‘the DMZ’” and other internationally known wartime sites, which are geared toward foreign audiences (2013, 119). Schwenkel
                
               goes on to note that this form of domestic heritage tourism
                
                
               is
                
               often
                
                
               “motivated
                
                
               by a desire to alleviate
                
               suffering
                
                
               through the fulfillment of cultural obligations” (2013, 118). The sentiments outlined by Taylor
                
               and Schwenkel
                
               describe, in large part, the primary forces that appear to be driving the veterans’ state-sponsored return trips to Côn Đảo.
The motivations of memory and history preservation, suffering alleviation, and national/cultural obligation fulfillment may accurately portray the veterans’ reasons for visiting Côn Đảo, but are these the sentiments inspiring other, especially younger (postwar), Vietnamese travelers? In most cases likely not, particularly for those whose families
                
               did not side with the Communists (including returned or visiting overseas
                
               Vietnamese). These travelers may choose to visit a historic site on Côn Đảo but experience it very differently, or, they may opt to bypass these locations altogether. Yet, with the crumbling prison blocks just across the street from several beachfront hotels, it is hard to ignore the presence of dark history on the island.
Due to the veterans’ status as returning survivors, as well as their motivating intentions for participating in Côn Đảo pilgrimages, the term “trauma tourism” (Clark 2009)—and similar designations such as “dark tourism” (Lennon and Foley 2000), “thanatourism” (Seaton 1996), and “black tourism” (Stone 2006; Stone and Sharpley 2008)—does not feel like the appropriate way to name the veterans’ touristic practices on Côn Đảo. Rather, with regard to the veterans, I recognize resonances in Andrea
                
               Lauser’s claims that pilgrimages can take on a diversity of meanings for participants, and that in Vietnam “[r]igid distinctions between (‘serious’ and ‘pious’) pilgrims—always on a journey to a sacred site—and (‘playful’ and ‘curious’) tourists—always on a trip to places of secular pleasure—have become blurred” even in places such as Côn Đảo (2016, 151). I view the veterans
                
                
               as survivor-tourists within locations—for them at least—of simultaneously remembered
                
                
               trauma and triumph.
For the veterans, mixing leisure
                
              
                
                
               tourism
                
                
               with politics and history, even in these places of past personal and collective trauma
                
                
              , does not seem to present a problem. One can come to Côn Đảo for a prison tour and a rest on the beach without reproach. However, some veterans may understandably have difficulty with the tourist—domestic or foreign—who visits Côn Đảo without acknowledgment of its traumatic
                
                
               past. Yet, as enacted by the veterans
                
               and their
                
                
               families
                
              , the concurrent, entwined
                
               cultural performances
                
                
               of leisure
                
                
               tourism and national commemoration on Côn Đảo are common practice. Together the veterans celebrate
                
               survival, peace, and greater prosperity amidst the haunting
                
                
               ruins of war, while paying tribute to the island’s ghostly inhabitants.
Living with Memory
Cô Định and cô Xuân’s
                
                
               narratives of pain-taking
                
                
               refuse
                
                
               both cyclical and
                
                
               linear logics of mourning, healing, and narrative closure. The women describe pain
                
                
              -taking implicitly and explicitly as: an explanation for survival; a fact of life as a Vietnamese woman; a means of living on with hardships, illness, and loss; the performed link between the veterans
                
                
               and the greater Vietnamese pantheon
                
                
               of female ancestors; and a way of translating personal acts into socially and nationally oriented goals. Pain-taking is a way of understanding and creating the self as a cultural-historical subject, an activity of making relationships between individuals and a larger, shared community, and, through these self/social dynamics, a powerful means of mobilizing materialist possibilities for change
                
                
              . In all formulations, pain
                
                
              -taking is a necessary ethical
                
               undertaking, an activity of responsibility between self and others. Cô Định’s stories of “pain-taking” are themselves acts of pain
                
                
              -taking. They are performances
                
                
               that tell the secret
                
               of surviving suffering by describing the practice (as useful information to be shared), rather than valorizing personal details of struggle. Witnessing
                
                
               the
                
                
               veterans’ performances of pain-taking causes listeners, like me and Hương, to marvel at the women’s strength and compels us to reckon with the human wreckage left by war’s shattering violence.
Perceptions of the past may change
                
                
               with time. Lost events and lives may potentially be “recovered” by memory
                
                
              . But, at least for cô Định, repair is impossible, even undesirable. History-telling as “pain-taking” gathers up and conveys direct corporeal and social pain. As cô Định
                
                
               suggests in the coming sections, time does not, and perhaps should not, heal all wounds
                
                
              . With this in mind, what are Hương’s and my roles as listeners? How do we respond to, or redress, cô Định’s continuing losses and unhealed
                
                
               wounds?
The decision to “be done” with the past and to move on is enticing, but in some cases it is unethical, if not impossible. It is a decision based on a binary view of memory: that we either remember or forget, hold on too tightly or let go altogether. This limited choice is often accompanied by two-dimensional views of history: that it linearly progresses and/or
                
                
               cyclically repeats.
Left with these unappealing binarisms, what other choices are possible? How can living on with memory—forgetting and remembering
                
                
              —be
                
                
               practiced as a processual activity? How can living with memory be performed in personally and socially viable ways that resist living exclusively within or for any one temporal
                
                
               formation, be it past, future, or present? Instead, how can living with memory
                
                
               be practiced trans-temporally, across and through cultures and material geographies, in the pursuit of living more justly with others? In different ways, theorists such as Jacques
                
               Derrida (1994), Kelly
                
               Oliver (2001), Avery F. Gordon (2004), Heonik Kwon (2008a, b), and Viet
                
               Thanh Nguyen (2016b) suggest
                
               this
                
               form of living on requires one to become responsible to others, including
                
               specters—everyone within and beyond the living present. But how does one perform this endless
                
                
               responsibility
                
                
              ? What does practicing
                
                
               responsibility to justice, and answerability to others, entail?
The pursuit of
                
                
               responsibility
                
                
               to
                
                
               justice, and hauntological answerability, for me, involves memory
                
                
               and
                
               performance. The
                
                
               veterans
                
                
               teach me this with their stories and by the way they choose to live. Becoming responsible and answerable to the veterans
                
                
               requires memory-centered, co-responsive performance: it necessitates co-respondence. Co-respondence implies multivalent interdependence and a performative process that is always becoming.
Performing Co-respondence
I found my way into the living politics
                
                
               of memory, with all of its radical contingency, by touching the shards of others’ memories. These broken shards left their mark in me. Even from far away, memories
                
                
               of the
                
                
               veterans and their stories affect the ways I think and act. While the performance
                
                
               group women share a very particular
                
                
               political
                
                
                
               alignment
                
                
               and history, and do not profess to have all the “answers,” they do know about survival, how to decide what matters, about maintaining flexibility in the face of extreme trial and change, how to reckon with continuing pain and loss, and how to respond to past
                
                
               damages in
                
                
               socially meaningful and responsible ways. They teach me about the process and performance
                
                
               of living with
                
                
               memory
                
                
               in the pursuit of creating better understanding between people. The veterans demonstrate how performances of co-memoration, co-respondence, and responsibility are
                
                
               unending
                
                
              , active processes rather than achievements or finite endpoints. Consequently, instead of peace and forgiveness, I use terminology such as “recognition” and “responsibility” to describe what I feel we mutually seek in our exchanges, because peace and forgiveness are often misrepresented as political endpoints rather than continual, infinite processes.
Recognition and responsibility may encompass practices of peace-making and forgiving, and should be understood as active processes of doing. Too often, however, forgiveness and peaceful reparation are considered part of finding “closure” in order to “put the past to rest.” But what about the problem that the past’s turmoil rarely stays contained in “history,” and instead un-rests, sometimes arrests, the present and future?20 What then?
When remembering pasts marred by warfare’s extreme violence and injustice, such as the losses expressed by cô Định, it is necessary to reappraise, and perhaps also to refigure, taken-for-granted notions of trauma, mourning, reparation, and forgiveness. It seems necessary
                
                
               for cô Định
                
                
               to reinvigorate
                
                
               wounds that have not healed, re-witness the bodies disfigured by cruelty and injustice, and as Derrida
                
               suggests, unbury the dead to “speak to the specter
                
              , to speak with it” so that past violence and injustice—that is not past, and just stays—continues to unsettle, disturb, and problematize the living present (1994, 11). Cô Định’s
                
                
               sudden exposure of her bullet
                
                
               wound
                
                
              , and her direct, jolting correlation of her body and our work of remembering, raised numerous questions for me, questions that connect the specificity of cô Định’s pain and losses with issues of how to witness and respond to
                
                
               social violence
                
               and injustice.
The Problem of Ethical Witness
The bullet wound
                
               embedded
                
                
               forever
                
                
               in cô Định’s
                
                
               body
                
                
              , affecting her every step, is more than a tangible metaphor for the impossibility
                
                
               of fully repairing the past. It is the everyday reality of living with
                
                
               memory, a deeply embodied daily witnessing, of pasts that just stay.
If not to repair or to close a wound
                
                
              , then what is it we strive toward in remembering damaged pasts? The veterans’ aims, in remembering and making friendship with Hương and me, are not to heal wounds
                
                
               or to repair history. Remembering
                
                
               may serve as a kind of salve, but it offers no magic cure. The veterans know this. Cô Định is not seeking apology, reparations, or reconciliation in any traditional sense. She does not want to close off, even out, or finish up past
                
               injustices. “Settling the score” is not possible, nor is it desirable. Likewise, cô Định is not interested in harboring grudges or simply nursing old wounds
                
                
              . However, she is equally unwilling to “put the past to rest.” What options does this leave? Why does cô Định feel compelled to tell? What responsibility do I have to
                
                
               cô Định, cô Xuân, and the other veterans
                
                
              , now that they have given me their stories?
I ask these questions of myself because of the queries the veterans pose to me. Without fail, at some point during nearly each meeting, cô Định, cô Xuân, cô Kim Dung, cô
                
                
               Nhựt, and the other veterans I spoke with all ask me to answer back after listening to their stories. They ask such questions as: What do you think about all these things we have told you? What do you think about how we hid our identities
                
               in order to carry out secret
                
               missions for the Communists? What do you have to say about this story or this historical event? What do you think about the use of torture on Côn Đảo and the United States’ use of torture at Guantanamo? What will you say to people who ask what you have learned in Vietnam? Implicitly, in asking for my response they were always somehow inquiring: have our histories changed you? Do they matter to you? How are you thinking about our pasts in relation to the present? What will you do now that you know?
They were urging me, and in different ways Hương, to keep living with their pasts, and the pasts of others. Their stories should keep troubling us, keep stirring up our thoughts, unsettling our comforts, and disturbing complacency. Our questions should keep unfolding, causing us to keep remembering. The veterans’ continual questioning-back signaled that they wanted Hương and me to keep on thinking with and answering to their stories, with the expectation
                
                
               that these queries will never be solved. Rather than being something momentarily unsettling that can be “figured out,” “dealt with,” and/or “gotten over,” reckoning with the veterans’ pasts requires an ongoing practice
                
                
               of witnessing. Witnessing performed as and through co-respondence embodies mutual willingness, joint creation, and an endless process of recognition and responsibility. Witnessing
                
                
               as co-respondence shows the process as “[co-]constitutive,” and not “reduced to the
                
               testimony
                
                
               to trauma
                
              ” (Oliver 2001, 7). Witnessing the veterans’ lives, through performing co-respondent remembering with them, is a necessarily unending activity, an “infinite
                
                
               encounter” necessitating “infinite responsibility” (2001, 90), as Kelly Oliver (elaborating on Holocaust scholar Shoshana Felman) argues:
in order to reestablish subjectivity and in order to demand justice, it is necessary to bear witness to the inarticulate experience of the inside. This is not the finite task of comprehending it; this is the infinite task of encountering it (268). It is the tension between finite understanding linked to historical facts and historically determined subject positions, and
                    
                    
                   the infinite encounter linked
                    
                    
                   to psychoanalysis
                    
                    
                   and
                    
                   the infinite responsibility of subjectivity that produces a sense of agency. Such an encounter necessarily takes us beyond recognition and brings with it ethical obligation.
We are obligated to witness beyond recognition
                    
                    
                  , to testify and
                    
                   to listen to
                    
                   testimony—to encounter each other—because subjectivity and
                    
                    
                   humanity are the result of witnessing. That is to say, subjectivity and
                    
                    
                   humanity are the result of response-ability. (2001, 90, emphasis added)

Oliver
                
               makes several critical points
                
                
              : ethical witness may require an infinite encounter with what is knowable and unknowable in another’s life; witnessing is an unending process that carries ethical obligations for both teller and listener; the ethical call of witnessing consequently emerges as response
                
                
              -ability. For Oliver
                
              , “[r]esponse
                
                
              -ability is the founding possibility of subjectivity and its most fundamental obligation” (2001, 91). Subjectivity, humanity, and justice require no less than infinite
                
                
               encounters
                
                
               and infinite response-ability from all of us.21
With the veterans, witnessing through co-respondent remembering does not result in gaining anything like complete understanding
                
                
              . As I will discuss later on, somewhat paradoxically, what I “gain” from listening to the veterans is a better awareness of the expansiveness of that which I do not, and often cannot, know
                
              . Oliver (2001), Derrida (1994), Gordon (2004), and
                
               others address
                
               the necessity of witnessing toward absence (rather than fullness or certitude in the possession
                
                
               of knowledge
                
                
              ), beyond the comprehensible, outside the visible, past the edges of certainty, into the space beyond the knowable in order to become aware of, and break, “patholog[ies] of oppression
                
              ” (Oliver 2001, 3). For Oliver, “[w]itnessing has the double sense of testifying to something that you have seen with your own eyes and bearing witness to something that you cannot see” (2001, 18). As a central thesis
                
              , Oliver argues, “those othered by dominant culture,” such as “[t]he victims of oppression, slavery, and torture are not merely seeking visibility and recognition, but they are also seeking witnesses to horrors beyond recognition” (2001, 8).
That which is beyond recognition, but requires bearing witness
                
                
              , is “[w]hat we could call the psychoanalytic
                
               truth, or the
                
               truth of performance
                
                
              , [that] cannot be captured in historical
                
               facts” (Oliver 2001, 92). She continues to describe forms of truth that are not accessible through historical facts in terms of performance:
It is the performance of testimony, not merely what is said, that makes it effective in bringing to life a repetition of an event, not a repetition of the facts of the event, or the structure of the event, but the silences and the blindness inherent in the event that, at bottom, also make eyewitness testimony impossible. In other words, what makes testimony powerful is its dramatization of the impossibility
                    
                    
                   of testifying to the event. What makes witnessing possible is its performance of the impossibility
                    
                    
                   of ever witnessing the event. (2001, 86)

Oliver’s
                
               characterization, of the necessity yet
                
                
               impossibility of testifying, makes at least two interconnected performance-centered points of critical relevance for listening witnesses. Witnessing beyond
                
                
               recognition means: (1) opening to forms of truth in excess of empirical fact and (2) recognizing that such witnessing will never be total. Oliver’s
                
               call to performance applies the postmodern performance ethics
                
               Elin Diamond describes as “an epistemology grounded not on the distinction between truthful models and fictional representations but on different ways of knowing and doing that are constitutively heterogeneous, contingent, and risky” (1996, 1). The performative
                
                
               truth in what exists outside
                
                
               historical facts, together with the inescapable partiality of witnessing itself, compels the ethical
                
                
               necessity and impossibility of witnessing
                
               beyond
                
               recognition
                
                
               (Oliver 2001).22
Oliver’s
                
               description of the critical truths beyond recognition that performance can convey is similar to Trinh T. Minh-ha’s
                
               political poetics of story-truth. For Trinh
                
              , performing a story can make the imagined real; the way of telling speaks truth beyond known history not necessarily by telling what did happen, but by conjuring “not only what might have happened, but also what is happening at an unspecified time and place (1989a, 133). Gesturing to silences and
                
                
               blindness, Oliver
                
               implies witnessing also entails reckoning with the impossibility of ever fully recognizing the extent of others’ absences and losses. However, it is still critical to witness the impossible-to-witness, to reckon with what you realize you do not fully comprehend, recognizing at best that one can never encompass the extent of even one person’s loss.
Oliver’s call
                
               to practice ethical witnessing beyond
                
                
               recognition
                
                
               resonates
                
               with the socio-historical politics in Gordon’s
                
               attention to ghostly
                
               matters and Jacques Derrida’s
                
               invitational conversation with specters
                
              . I
                
                
               join these theorists, the performance group women, and many others, in asking: “how can we witness and bear witness to oppression, domination, subordination, enslavement, and torture
                
                
               in ways that open up the possibility of a more humane and ethical future beyond violence
                
              ” (Oliver 2001, 18)? Implicit, but often underdeveloped, in calls for responsibility
                
                
               and witness is a deeply embodied, intersubjective force which the veterans consciously harness, and that I would like to make central in analyses of memory practices: the political, poetic, kinetic power of performance as that which conjoins the individual
                
                
               and the social. Within this formulation, I heed
                
               Stef Craps’s critiques regarding the problematic marginalization
                
               of non-Western contexts and experiences within trauma
                
                
               studies, as well as attend to alternative
                
                
               trauma
                
                
               knowledges
                
                
              , theories, and practices (including whether or not something is/is not understood
                
                
               as “trauma”) that emerge from these lesser
                
              -known sites (2013). As Heonik Kwon expresses regarding Vietnamese responses to the American War and more broadly, “it is necessary to contextualize the trauma
                
                
               of war in its proper historical context as well as to recognize the plurality of human culture to express traumatic memories of war” (2012, 237). Before elaborating on what I will call the veterans’ performative
                
                
               politics
                
                
               of
                
                
               hauntological
                
                
               remembering and
                
                
               responsibility in more detail, I want to consider how Derrida’s
                
               spectral politics can inform Oliver’s
                
               call
                
                
               to
                
               witness beyond
                
                
               recognition.
Responsibility to Justice Within and Beyond the Living Present
Oliver
                
               introduces
                
                
               the necessity
                
                
               of performing witnessing
                
                
               in excess of empirical truth and beyond total understanding
                
                
              . By including the different sort of beyondness, and undeniable presence, of ghosts into the practice of ethical
                
               living and the pursuit
                
                
               of social
                
                
               justice, Derrida
                
               suggests an historical and prospective consciousness that must inform our everyday actions. His hauntology
                
               can be understood as a call to historical witnessing
                
                
               as an ethical
                
               practice of everyday
                
               life. Oliver
                
               and
                
               Derrida, and more recently
                
               Nguyen (2013b, 2016b), stipulate what is at stake in ethically
                
               witnessing
                
                
               memory
                
                
              , history
                
                
              , and others’
                
                
               lives
                
                
              : subjectivity, justice, and the possibility for transforming ourselves and society. Who inhabits the beyondness that Gordon
                
               feels as a seething presence? Derrida
                
               and Gordon
                
               explain that beyond the present, and in the present, there are
                
                
               specters
                
                
               who
                
               are willing, and wanting, to correspond with the living. That spirits
                
               and ghosts seek correspondence and care, not simply in metaphorical or allegorical ways, but as a matter of everyday reality and practice, is a pervasive and traditionally rooted understanding
                
                
               and empirical social fact in Vietnam
                
               (Kwon 2008a, b, 2012). We must become hospitable hosts
                
                
               for these ghosts
                
              , specters
                
              , and spirits. They are beyond our full recognition, beyond our complete knowing, but they are there, and speaking with them, reckoning with what they have to say and what they keep silent, is essential to the pursuit
                
                
               of justice.
Derrida expands
                
               Oliver’s
                
               focus on the living survivor with a radical, historical and performative
                
                
               human interdependence that is not just dependent on co-respondence with the living. We must “learn to live with ghosts, in the upkeep, the conversation, the company, or the companionship, in the commerce without commerce of ghosts” Derrida
                
               expresses, in the correspondence with the living as well as with the “ghosts of those who are not yet born or who are already dead, be they victims of wars, political or other kinds of violence, nationalist, racist, colonialist, sexist, or other kinds of exterminations, victims of the oppressions of capitalist imperialism or any of the forms of totalitarianism” (1994, xviii–xix). Although this inclusion of ghosts is significant, I agree with Nguyen
                
               that Derrida’s
                
               depictions of specters
                
               and others remains problematically vague and abstract (2013b).
As Kwon
                
               specifies, in Vietnam, particular ghosts can serve as “a vital source of historical evidence” as well as necessary “cultural witness” within contemporary society (2008b, 5). In the following section, cô Định calls forth, or is called forth by, such a ghostly victim of war: the wandering spirit
                
               of her older brother who was brutally killed. He is beckoned through the explosive narrative of cô Định’s
                
                
               bullet wound
                
                
               and
                
                
               her dramatic exposure of its scar. Following Derrida
                
              , Kwon
                
              , Oliver
                
              , and others, I call the form of political consciousness compelled through witnessing
                
                
               both ghosts and the living an historical
                
                
              , spectral consciousness
                
              : a
                
                
               performative
                
                
               politics of hauntological remembering. Practicing co-respondent witnessing
                
                
               and hauntological consciousness with cô Định obliges me to make performance-based responses to ghosts and spirits
                
              , to cô Định, the veterans, and still others.
Accordingly, witnessing
                
                
               beyond recognition entails
                
              
                
                
               entering into conversation with
                
               specters as
                
                
               well as with the living
                
               (Oliver 2001). Cô Định and the veterans know this as a vital part of everyday Vietnamese cultural practice and tradition. Rather than viewing memory’s
                
                
               contingency
                
                
                
               and
                
                
               partiality
                
               as marking an inherent failure in communication, we witness toward beyondness as a necessary, ethical
                
               component of forging co-created
                
                
               subjectivity.
Speaking with
                
                
               specters
                
                
               can
                
               make a vital difference in the living present. If witnessed through the ethical
                
               practice Oliver
                
               describes, ghosts can help inspire the living to become response-able to others. Hauntological consciousness, “this
                
                
               being-with
                
               specters” in remembering and becoming response-able is “a politics of
                
                
               memory
                
                
              , of
                
                
               inheritance, and
                
                
               of generations” as well as, in similar and different ways, a matter of quotidian cultural practice and
                
               belief
                
                
               among many people in Vietnam
                
               (Derrida 1994, xix). What I gain from cô Định, the veterans, and the spirits
                
               and ghosts I encountered in Vietnam is the gift of memory
                
                
              , an
                
                
               inheritance
                
                
              , that is and is not mine to have, but my
                
                
               responsibility
                
                
               to
                
                
               witness, perform, and
                
                
                
                
               pass on. Witnessing
                
                
               cô Định, cô Xuân, and
                
                
                
                
                
               the ghosts
                
                
               they speak
                
                
               into
                
                
               presence, Hương and I inherit responsibility to
                
                
               others within and beyond the living present. This process of inheriting memory
                
                
               and
                
                
               responsibility
                
                
               makes
                
                
               hauntological
                
                
               consciousness
                
                
               a
                
                
               transcultural
                
              , intergenerational
                
                
               co-respondent practice with social imperatives. Witnessing
                
                
               the living and the spectral suggests a radical interdependence within and between subjectivities
                
              , informed but not limited by nation, culture, temporality
                
                
              , age, geography, or any other distinguishing feature. Cô Định witnesses the spectral beyond recognition when she remembers her brother and his death. She teaches me a different politics of commemorative remembering that moves beyond normative views on mourning, reparations, and the desire to heal wounded
                
                
               pasts.
Familial Disintegration
Cô Định still clutches her pant leg in her hands. Hương and I still feel stunned by what is happening. As we look at the bullet wound, the
                
                
               scar sears itself into our memory. The bullet wound
                
                
               occurred
                
                
               during a 1968 Tet Offensive (Sự kiện Tết Mậu Thân 1968) street fight, Hương explains, when cô Định was “eighteen or nineteen” years old. The gunfight and cô Định’s subsequent torture happened just a few blocks from where we sit remembering these stories. “Yes, close to here” cô Định tells Hương and me, “Yes, close to [where you are] now.” This historic event is suddenly no longer something that happened over there and back then. No wonder the Saigon streets seem to seethe with ghosts as much as they roar with motorbike traffic.
Prior to her injury and incarceration, as a teenager cô Định carried out secret
                
               insurgency missions, created public disturbances, “recruited other students” to the Communist cause, and was “expected to spread information about the bad treatment from the American’s
                
               regime” by “hand[ing] out leaflets,” and “writing messages on the walls” around Saigon. As the other women I interviewed also expressed, to carry out these covert tasks they had to mask their identities
                
               and political aims by wearing costumes and taking on different personas.23 Cô Định “disguised herself,” as “a laborer, a vendor […] and a builder […] things like that.” She proudly recalls coming up with a way to fashion a turnip into a fake grenade. Cô Định and her friends would hang these faux turnip-grenades from signs, doorways, and light posts around town to create general confusion, fear, and commotion, to cause streets and buildings to be evacuated, and to “give a signal” and “warning” that “there are some Communists here.”24
Gradually rolling down her pant leg after showing us her scar, cô Định continues telling Hương and me about her early childhood. The central focus of her narrative becomes the devastating loss of her brother:

                Đ/H:  She [cô Định] lived in a small town in the Mekong Delta,
      And many of her family members
      Were shot
                      
                     down
                      
                      
                      
                     by [ARVN] soldiers
      It was a bad memory for her.
      An uncle,
      And some relatives,
      Died.
      Died.

      And her brother.
      You know
      Her older brother
      Was shot down.
      […]
      They [the
                      
                     ARVN
                      
                      
                      
                     soldiers] fasten a string around his legs
      And just
      Linked it [his body] to a van
      And,
      Drove around the streets—
      So, without clothes.
      And he died already,
      Because he was shot down.

  R:   Oh.
      Oh—terrible.
      This is terrible.
      And cô Định saw this?

  Đ/H:  They [cô Định and her family members] follow.
      They follow
      Because that is her own brother
      And they ask for the, the dead
                      
                      
                     body
      But they [the soldiers] denied.

      All the
                      
                     family
      Her own parents
      Had to go to the jungle with some Communists
      Because a couple of months before,
      Their house was burned down.

      And she follows the Communists also.
      Around the age of 13 or 14.

      In the jungle
      She was taught there
      And ah,
      She joined some activities since then.

  R:   How old was she when her brother was shot?

  Đ/H:  Ah, ah, around 15 years old.
      And she was sent to the jungle with [the] Communists [when cô Định was]
      Around 17 years old.



            
Cô Định does
                
                
               not lose composure or cry when speaking about her brother’s brutal killing but her brows are knotted and her neck strains. Answering my questions about her bullet
                
                
               wound
                
                
               and contextualizing the street fight of 1968 requires cô Định to come back to the founding scenes of familial loss during her childhood, particularly to the memory of her brother’s killing and public mutilation. This account of familial losses—her home, her uncle, her brother—emerges from, and is entwined with, the fragmented story of her bullet
                
                
               wound
                
                
              . In some ways her childhood story of compounding losses explains how and why cô Định came to join the NLF
                
                
              , and why she found herself in the middle of a firestorm in the streets of Saigon. These childhood memories
                
                
               are also a testimony of deep losses that gradually become a commemorative, conjuring performance for her brother’s wandering
                
                
               ghost.
The two stories—the street fight and her brother’s death—are inseparably tied together in pain, necessity, and loving devotion. Cô Định was already “follow[ing] the Communists” at age thirteen or fourteen, but the way she tells her story implies that her brother’s death compelled her to go “to the jungle with [the] Communists,” increasing her active commitment to the NLF
                
                
               and putting her into direct armed conflict. Her brother’s ghost is called forth by remembering the gun battle in the street because it is he who inspired her to fight.
Her brother’s body is rendered nearly
                
               beyond recognition. His “bodily integrity has been replaced by pieces, fragments, folds, […] immense
                
                
               wounds that are difficult to close” all in order “to keep before the eyes of the victim[s],” cô Định’s
                
                
               family as well as the others gathered in this public and protracted execution, a “morbid spectacle” (Mbembe 2003, 35). Cô
                
               Định re-members her brother by retelling the story of his brutal death. Cô Định lovingly gathers and reconstitutes him in haunting
                
                
               narrative, paying tribute to his life by telling me and Hương that he once existed, that his spirit
                
               still inhabits hers, imbues her remembering and inspires her civic work.
Cô Định gathers, carries, honors, and revitalizes her brother by narratively re-presencing him into the world. He, in turn, infuses her life with meaning, in wartime and in peace, reminding her in no uncertain terms, how and why the past still matters within the present. As he lingers in the shadows of her mind’s eye, and as a cohabitant spirit
                
               within her daily life, he reminds cô
                
                
               Định that time can be shattered, memory is tattered, ghosts have material presence and effects, and that the lives of those in the present, past, and future are connected and dependent upon one another for survival. His ghost haunts cô Định in ways that have material consequence: in the past, his spectral presence inspired her to deepen her commitment to the NLF
                
              ; in the present he compels her to remember and motivates her dedication to public
                
               service, in the pursuit of living
                
                
               justly with memory, rather than the impossibility of putting his ghost, and other haunting
                
                
               pasts
                
                
               “to rest.”
Living in a Death-World
During the war, cô Định often found herself in close proximity to death. She was inescapably close to the death of loved ones, and knowingly close to her own death, because her environment was so lethal. Cô Định explains that during this time she felt “there is nothing to lose.” What does she mean by this? What about her own life? But, she says again stubbornly, looking straight at me, “there is nothing to lose.” By the time cô Định was sixteen years old, many things sacred were already lost or subject to the conditions of violent extermination. For cô Định, deciding to commit herself to sacrifice
                
                
                
               if necessary in the NLF
                
               turns losing one’s life into an active choice. Because of her circumstances, choosing to “fight till the end” in self-sacrifice becomes—for her and likely for many others in Vietnam at that time—an act of
                
               agency.
Cô Định felt she had nothing to lose because she was living in a context where anything and everything could be lost in the blink of an eye. Cô Định’s home is burnt to the ground. Her brother, uncle, friends, and the man she would have married, are brutally killed. As a young girl, cô Định’s lifeworld is awash with violence. Cô Định’s reflective descriptions of living through war resonate with Achille
                
               Mbembe’s discussion of “necropolitics,” and in the context of her
                
               childhood, his description of “death-worlds” is particularly relevant (2003, 39–40). Mbembe
                
               proposes that some forms of contemporary daily violence, in which “weapons are deployed in the interest of maximum destruction of persons” condition the emergence of “death-worlds” which are “new and unique forms of social existence in which vast populations are subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them the status of living dead” (2003, 40). Living within the altered logics of a prolonged, inescapable death-world caused cô Định to feel “there is nothing to lose” in death, and even something to gain, if she devoted herself to fighting the enemy.
During the war, cô Định felt her life could be rendered most valuable and meaningful through willingly and entirely devoting herself, sacrificing herself if necessary, to the Communist national cause. The Party explicitly designated the war as “sacred” which “denoted something particularly valuable that demanded an extraordinary contribution; that is, it demanded a sacrifice
                
              ” (Rydstrøm 2012, 280; see also Duiker 1995). If cô Định
                
               does not resist her oppressive conditions, it is likely she will just die. Worse yet, if she lives or dies, she will be giving up her agency to those who have destroyed, and are still destroying, everything of value to her. If she joins the guerillas
                
                
               it is very possible she will die, but it will be fighting for something she values that is greater than herself. She can renew the meaning that is vanishing in her life through performing selfless commitment to the nation. With family, home, village, and land in ruins, “reunifying” and “saving” the nation becomes a collective
                
                
               cause worthy
                
                
               of self-sacrifice.
To fight their
                
                
               “sacred
                
               war,” the Communist Party leadership harnessed, valorized, and mandated
                
                
               these sacrificial sentiments in their cadre. As Malarney
                
               claims:
[s]acrifice was also the test of true revolutionary mettle and integrity. ‘Without the virtuous willingness for sacrifice,’ Le Duan [Indochinese Communist Party co-founder, leading revolutionary, and former Party General Secretary] argued, ‘one is not an authentic revolutionary. If you want to realize the revolutionary ideal, but will not dare to sacrifice yourself, then you are only speaking empty words.’ The greatest revolutionary
                    
                   virtue could only be achieved in death and sacrifice for the common good. (2001, 50)

The veterans followed this call, proudly recognizing themselves as part of a larger movement of determined comrades-in-sacrifice. Their willingness to self-sacrifice and take death for the nation is a form of virtuous pain-taking for the veterans. Pain-taking does not necessarily mean a way of surviving; it can also be a way of dying.
Unburying the Dead
Cô Định’s disjointed story of losing her brother periodically erupts into and out of her other narratives. It cuts its way into other stories with the smallest reference. Remember my brother, or like my brother’s case, is all she has to say. The story itself is like a persistent ghost determined to find a way of making its presence felt. The conditions of her brother’s death: his killing, brutal dismemberment, and the spiritual anguish of denying the family his body (and thus proper burial and the ability to adequately tend to his spirit’s
                
               afterlife), means that this story, his life, and death can find no resolution. Cô Định
                
                
               chases after the military van, but it keeps going, taking her brother further and further away from her. This memory will not come to a close. It remains volatile and disruptive. It takes her by surprise, simultaneously ripping through her and always remaining away from her. Out of grasp. Beyond repair.
It was not possible to give cô Định’s brother an adequate burial. His soul
                
               was not properly installed within his family’s ancestral altar and his body was not buried on their land as traditional Vietnamese spiritual practices require. He is a wandering
                
                
               ghost. He lives in and on through cô Định’s remembering. More specifically within Vietnamese
                
                
               beliefs, his ghost is still present and can materially affect the world of the
                
               living (Kwon 2008a, b; Malarney 2001; Schwenkel 2013). Cô Định
                
                
               brother’s
                
               death is a very literal example of a larger, “native category” known
                
               as “chết [ngoài] đường” or “death in the
                
               street” (Kwon 2008b, 7, 20). “Death in the street” is contrasted with the ideal of “chết [tại] nhà” or “death at home,” most often considered a “good death” where relatives will properly “ritually
                
                
               appropriate the death
                
                
               to a benevolent ancestor” (2008b, 86).25 In the case of
                
                
               cô Định’s brother, his life, his body, and consequently his spiritual afterlife, were literally taken out of his family’s reach. Having died a “bad death,” traumatically, too early, childless, without physical integrity, and lacking proper burial, he is now likely to be an unsettled, wandering
                
                
               ghost, always searching and never satiated
                
               (Malarney 2001, 59).
As Malarney
                
               explains, wartime consequences like these “create the dangerous possibility that the soul
                
               will be unable to make its passage to the otherworld
                
                
               to become a benevolent, cared-for ancestor” (2001, 59). The fate of cô Định’s brother’s soul
                
               is highly troubling and presents a crisis for his family. Whether or not cô Định and her family strictly live by these traditional Vietnamese
                
                
               beliefs
                
                
               regarding the afterlife, this structure of belief
                
               is nonetheless a significant part of the cultural context in which her brother died, and one of the ways through which his death will be understood.26 With his wandering
                
                
               ghost in mind, cô Định
                
                
               does what she can and what is right: she retells the unendingness of his death and spectral suffering as an act of ethical
                
               remembering.
Is cô Định not mourning properly? Is cô Định “stuck” in a traumatic
                
                
               past? To be stuck in the past is to become a specter
                
               to yourself, rather than a self choosing to correspond with specters
                
              . Cô Định does not “remain
                
               haunted” in the negative sense of only “remain
                
              [ing] partial to the dead or the deadly and not to the living
                
              ” (Gordon 2004, 182). Her mourning and remembering is for her brother’s ever-wandering spirit
                
               and for those in the living present. In continuing to mourn the loss of her brother’s life and peaceful afterlife, cô Định is not being/becoming specter
                
               to herself, but opening into conversation with other specters
                
              , living with ghosts from the past who are still here, still un-rested, and still speaking. Moving from the
                
                
               spectacularity of her brother’s violent killing to spectral co-respondence, cô
                
                
               Định witnesses well beyond recognition, practicing remembrance as interaction without re/solution.
Cô Định’s movement from the spectacular to the spectral resonates with what I take to be Derrida’s
                
               call to de-“localize” the dead. It may be necessary to figuratively unbury the dead (in Vietnam, however, this is often a literal practice done for other reasons), allow them unpredictable uncontrollable vitality in our lives and in practices of mourning, so that we can learn to listen and speak with them (1994, 9). Derrida
                
               contends there are three elements that “decompose” the vivacity of a “spirit
                
              , or specter
                
              ,” and lay it to rest: “localizing the dead”; not “speak[ing] of
                
               generations”; and not allowing the ghost to “work” when the “‘spirit of the spirit’ is work” is its very “power of transformation” (1994, 9). Localizing the dead, in particular, impinges on the latter two needs of the ghost (speaking of generations and working for transformation), which are also critical to Derrida’s
                
               formulation of justice and “any form of good conscience” (1994, xv). Mourning, as it is commonly conceived and practiced in Western traditions, operates by burying the dead and “ontologizing
                
               remains […] identifying the bodily remains and by localizing the dead” (1994, 9). “One has to know,” Derrida
                
               says, one has “to know whose body it really is and what place it occupies—for it must stay in its place” in order for mourning to be practiced properly (1994, 9).
Uncertainty, vagrancy, unpredictability are threats to forms of mourning that wish to lay the past to
                
                
               rest in order to move on. In contemporary, Western economies of death and mourning, we tend to commodify remains in the process of laying them to rest. I do not wish to just condemn certain mourning practices but to suggest, with Derrida
                
              , that perhaps in the ways we economize death we de-compose possibilities for the ghost to remain
                
               vital, to impress upon the living, and to assist in making change. Fixing the dead, localizing them so that they can be remembered in a safe, predictable, manageable way, may not be conducive to the kind of justice possible
                
               when specters speak.
In Vietnam, ghosts and ancestral spirits
                
               speak, move, and transact with the living as a matter
                
               of course
                
               (Endres and Lauser 2011; Kwon 2008a, b, 2012; Jellema 2007; Schwenkel 2013). Cô Định’s
                
               spectral
                
               correspondent shares these un-rested, sometimes arresting, practices. He does not
                
               remain localized, has no remains, but his absence remains relentlessly present. So she speaks with him, remembers and recomposes him, in a different form of processual mourning. Speaking
                
                
               with specters
                
               reveals the vital intersection of performance and
                
                
               performativity
                
                
              , for
                
                
               “a specter
                
               is always a revenant” that “begins by coming back,” and in so doing displays the power of citation and alteration in making the critical differences in the history-living of the present
                
               (Derrida 1994, 11).
Continuing to mourn with her brother’s wandering soul, rather than at the site of his remains, offers an alternative practice to normative
                
                
               Western
                
               performances of mourning. Cô Định’s
                
                
               practices and aims also counter certain assumptions in discourses of reparation. Her and the ghost’s correspondence is not a redressive performance of mourning, in the sense of healing wounds
                
                
               or repairing past damages. It is a processual and prospective ethical
                
               practice of living with
                
                
               memory, of actively co-making an as-yet-unseen, perhaps unrecognizable, life and society with the living and with the dead who are, and are not, gone.
Associative Remembering: Living with Incompleteness
After being wounded
                
                
               and caught in the street fight, “very close to here,” where we talk, cô Định was taken by jeep to a military detention center where she was tortured for the first time:

                Đ/H:  [While transporting her] in the car,
      They tried to kick her out.
      How do you say… like this?

      [Cô Định and Hương hold out their crossed hands. Hương moves her hand around cô Định’s crossed fists in order to show how that her hands were tied together.]

  R:   When her hands were bound?

  Đ/H:  Ah, yes, her hands were bound.
      And the, the car stopped before the, the military base
      Where she would be tortured.
      And ah, and then—

      [Cô Định continues speaking as she takes off her shoe.]

      They didn’t open the door for [her] to step outside.
      But they just kicked her.
      And that is the reason why she lost a toe, here.

      [Cô Định takes her foot out of the shoe and shows us her foot. Her pinky toe is missing.]



            
Cô Định shows us her foot. Her toe is gone. The scar tissue forms a smooth finish, rounding out the tip of bone where her toe once was. This smoothness belies the jagged brutality through which her toe was ripped away. “This is why I walk with a limp.” Cô Định’s
                
                
               narratives are tangled and torn from her battle-worn body. She is dragged out of the military jeep, still bleeding from the bullet
                
                
               wound
                
                
               in
                
                
               her thigh. This war is tearing her body, her family, her community, her culture, her country, the land, and now in its aftermath her story, apart bit by bit, cut by cut. How can anything living survive this death-world intact? What is it to be “intact”? What will it mean to “survive”?
Cô Định’s narratives of her violence-filled past emerge out of bodily association rather than in linear sequence. She is not as concerned about conveying what happened first, about what caused the final blow, or about reconstructing logical progressions of causality and reaction. Instead, through their narrative disjunction and in the violence they recount, her remembering shows and tells how brutality pierced her body and about how pain feels as it lingers. Loss, and the painful process of losing, became a state of normative being. With each loss and death, cô Định’s life became increasingly weighted with the responsibility of bearing
                
                
               and remembering the lives of those who perished, even as her own body’s strength was sapped through injury, torture, and imprisonment.
In every sense her life became riddled with loss and losing. Even her body became partial, and partially functional, with scars, physical disability, internal wounds
                
                
              , and missing pieces. But for cô
                
                
               Định and the other veterans
                
                
              , living
                
                
               with memory is more about remaking the terms of what constitutes bodily integrity than maintaining physical completeness or functionality. Similarly, remembering is less about keeping temporal continuity as much as it is about conveying the most critical meanings that often exist somewhere in the shadows beyond or between empirical facts. Memory is in pieces. It will never be whole or complete. Memory is always already doubly partial: always missing parts and always incorporatively made personal with each telling. What matters is what one does with these partial pieces of memory.
Re-membering the Wounded Body
After showing
                
                
               us her
                
                
               bullet wound
                
                
               scar and its stories, cô Định begins narrating the other
                
                
               wounds and bodily
                
               illnesses
                
                
               caused by her nearly seven years of incarceration and periodic torture.27 Her stories of torture emerge, in a seemingly endless litany. First they beat me with bamboo sticks. Then they hung me by my arms. Then they forced me to swallow soapy water and beat me again until I threw up everything. Then they used electric shocks … then, then, then … Her body itself is a chronicle of
                
                
               torture. She candidly describes ways in which she still feels haunted, or traumatized, citing sensory perceptions—smells, sounds, touches, and tastes—that involuntarily trigger memories
                
                
               and uncontrollable visceral reactions.
In this section of narrative, temporal references are elusive. Particular occurrences blur into a long list of associatively recollected forms of physical and
                
               psychological abuse. One
                
                
               bout of torture bleeds into the next, day to day, month to month, year to year. Her captors could enter her cell “any time of day they want. One a.m. or two a.m., any time” Hương explains. Because the temporal dimension of cô Định’s torture was “in others’ hands,” time as she had known it before, became disordered and often irrelevant. Accordingly, her narratives perform this temporal disintegration, making it unclear when cô Định experienced the tortures she describes.
Instead, cô Định’s
                
                
                
               account emphasizes the magnitude of force employed; the diverse array of forms used; the character of torture as insidious, efficiently practiced technique; and her successful resistance. She takes the
                
                
               pain and keeps silent. Cô Định explains that “they failed” to get any information from her because she “is determined, and she makes up her mind not to tell anything, not to utter a word.” Cô Định said nothing because “if you give up then, ah, other innocent people [will suffer] […] and it will help the enemy to kill more and more innocent people.” Cô Định’s ability to keep quiet, and her reasons for doing so, are socially motivated and co-constituting: she kept quiet because others would be hurt if she divulged; likewise she was able to maintain her vow of silence because of the deep connection she felt, and feels, to her nation and to the experience of suffering she knowingly shares with her comrades. Cô Định remembers her refusal to speak as a form of pain-taking, making this versatile category of resistance practices one of her most consistent themes.
Bleeding from her foot and thigh, cô Định’s captors dragged her into a room, kicked her in the mouth, and then tore off her clothes, “to make her feel humiliation,” as they began the interrogations. Cô Định recalls that on the day of the street fight she was having her period. When the guards stripped off her clothes, they took away her sanitary pad, “shredding it into pieces” just in case she was trying to hide a secret
                
               message or document in it. Throughout her descriptions of torture, cô Định is animated, using bold gestures across her body to illustrate what she is saying. “They wanted to know the leader of her association,” Hương explains, “so they hit her.” Cô Định traces a long pole in the air and uses it to “hit” her arms, chest, and back:

                Đ/H:  So they do like this

      [Hương refers to cô Định’s “hitting” gestures.]

      With a bamboo stick.
      And they [hit] your breasts.
      With the bamboo.
      […]
      [After a while] she, she collapsed.
      She collapsed.

      [Cô Định drops back into the couch to show her collapse.]
      […]
      When they revived her
      How do you say—
      They do it again
      Try to get some information.



            
Cô Định’s
                
               experience of torture
                
                
               after the street fight bleeds into an ongoing description of violence without date or year references. She generalizes time by deflecting specificity from herself to an unspecified collective (“They [hit] your breasts”) and by referring to the reiterative nature of the torture (“How do you say—they do it again”). Consequently, all Hương and I know is that she experienced these “treatments” at some time(s) during her years of incarceration. After torture at the base, cô Định is taken to Thủ
                
                
               Đức
                
                
               Prison where she is “chained to the wall” in a “very small and narrow room.” Cô Định expresses the pervasiveness of violence by saying that what she is telling us is “a common kind of story, of all women Communists at that moment” and that many people, including her friends, “received bad treatment, even worse, much worse than hers.”28 According to the veterans, some women purportedly died from eating poisoned food (filled with toxins or glass shards), were tortured by having nails driven into their palms, experienced sexual abuse, and were forced into enclosures filled with excrement for extra punishment. Using stark imagery, cô Định explains that the torture’s “aim is to beat you until you, you have no energy to even shoo away a butterfly, and cannot get marriage” because your body is damaged beyond basic function and sexual desirability.29 As if this is not enough, cô Định continues that her captors also used:

                Đ/H:  Electric torture

  R:   Oh, I can’t believe—
      […]
      She had all of this?

      [I begin describing out loud what cô Định is showing with her body. Her pace quickening, cô Định describes the torture as she gestures.]

      Ok, she is spreading her hands—
      Showing—
      They attached her to electric shocks
      Without clothes
      And they are men doing this?

  Đ/H:  Men.
      And also they
      Put some electric wires
      Into her,
      Here—

      [Hương points between her legs.]

      And after a few minutes of that you collapse.
      They also try to hang her.
      […]
      By her hands.
      And, behind her back.
      I think they had a kind of [pulley] device.
      […]

  H:  I cannot imagine.

  R:   No, I cannot imagine either.



            
“I cannot imagine” Hương says, recognizing that these experiences are so far beyond her lived reality that she, as a matter of ethics
                
               and respect, cannot claim to fully recognize the extent of cô Định’s pain. “No, I cannot imagine either,” I say, agreeing with Hương, both of us noting where some forms of empathic identification would like to rush in and close off the gap of incommensurability. Cô Định’s experience is beyond recognition for us
                
              . At the same time, it feels essential to keep remembering with cô Định, beyond my lived experience, following her deeper into these painful memories to better comprehend what is being told, while attending to the way she is making meaning and trying hard to communicate something of the abyssal depth and gravity of these experiences, in spite of our subjective limitations. Despite Hương’s and my stated inability to imagine, I keep on asking myself what could it have been like for cô Định to live through torture, while simultaneously recognizing the limits of my ability to “know” in any complete sense. As much as it is necessary to reckon with the borders of our understanding, it is equally necessary to remember and imagine with cô Định into the very beyondness of her experience, pursuing better (not total) recognition just over the edge of what is knowable and thinkable in my life.
In so doing, Hương and I participate in the process by which scholars of trauma
                
                
               and memory
                
                
               studies
                
               claim subjectivity may be achieved. As Oliver
                
               argues, it is through “testifying [to an outside other] that the victim first comes to ‘know’ his or her own experience, which is all the more reason why the process of witnessing is one of joint responsibility, for the very possibility of experience itself comes only through representation, elaboration, and interpretation” with others and with ourselves (paraphrasing Felman
                
               and Laub 2001, 92–93). Ethical
                
               witnessing beyond recognition entails
                
                
               reflexivity
                
                
              , differently
                
               practiced by tellers and listeners, as a form of critical double-seeing and self-seeing that is always more than indexical reflection
                
                
               and paradoxically less than empathic identification.30
Torture and Somatic Haunting
Each day cô Định
                
                
               walks
                
                
               a fine line between health and illness. She survived
                
                
               torture, but it left her body with mysterious, chronic problems that strike her without warning. In my field notes, I describe how cô Định simultaneously manifests strength and fragility:

              Cô Định is thin, her face long and narrow. Her cheekbones stand high and pointed—chiseled sharp with the painful experiences of war. At rehearsals, I see her falter. On the performance
                    
                    
                   stage, I see her take great care in each step. […] her body is worn and scarred from being brutally battered. She sometimes stumbles, but always catches herself. Her body’s angularity protrudes from inside her characteristic black pantsuit. Peaked knees. Thin bones. Cô Định always wears black […]. Black clothes and jet black hair […].
She has a look of unstoppable determination in her eyes […]. Like she can take anything. Despite this limp. Despite the “weak blood” and chronic headaches that sometimes puts her […] in the hospital. I visited her there last week. […] She sat in the sagging bed with the IV needle falling out of her arm. Pale and too weak to walk. Very thin. Even then, her smile was broad and bright and her eyes still fierce. Cô Định is worrisomely frail and exceedingly strong at the same time.


            
When I visited cô Định in the hospital I brought her pears, oranges, and some mangosteen fruit. Sitting on the small counter by her bed, the fruit constituted the only bit of color in the room. Cô Định spent a week in the overcrowded, undersupplied hospital ward with her good friend, cô Lan, at her side. Cô Lan was there to make sure cô Định received proper care, to keep her company, bring her bedding from home, and make her food. Cô Định’s oldest daughter took her mom to the hospital at 5:00 a.m. because of headaches and vomiting. During one interview, I ask cô Định what causes these health problems. She answers:

                Đ/H:  It is a price from wartime.
      […]
      I mean
      The consequence of wartime,
      From being tortured too much.
      […]
      During the war
      She did experience some torture
      Like with electric wires
      [Attached] to your head
      […]
      And it was very hard.
      And the biggest problem for her is that
      She gets headaches
      She gets headaches
      Most of the time.
      […]
      When the weather changes
      I have a big problem with
      Headaches.
      […]
      During wartime there is
      No medicine,
      So you have to bear it.



            
“She gets headaches most of the time,” says Hương. During torture, cô Định was hung upside down and was dropped on her head many times. She thinks this is what caused her headaches, Hương explains, sympathetically moving from calling cô Định “she” to an embodied “I” in her translations. “During wartime there is no medicine, so you have to bear it,” cô Định says. There was no choice but to take the pain. Now, although she can go to the hospital to receive some medicine and treatment, she must continue to live with the ongoing effects of torture that periodically overcome her body.
Although many women talked about the brutality they experienced in prison, cô Định is particularly candid on the subject. She describes her fears and how her maltreatment continues to affect her mental and physical wellbeing. For cô Định
                
                
              , and for many of the other veterans, torture’s somatic and psychic wounds have not fully healed. Cô Định remembers torture by narrating her illnesses and scars as a kind of somatic haunting
                
                
              . Her stories of physical pain conjure more elusive stories concerning the deeply embodied
                
                
               psychological after-effects of torture.
Some ailments are latent for long periods, only to flare up unexpectedly. These startling somatic responses are torture’s aftershocks. They move the body into unwanted, hauntingly familiar states of pain and remembrance. When her nostrils become inflamed and it is hard to breathe, she knows the problem is exacerbated by the fact that her nose was permanently damaged during torture. When her nose hurts in this way, cô Định remembers how the interrogation guards forced chilies up her nose for “long periods of time,” so that “it affects […] even now, with some disease in the nose.” Her nose—like her foot, her right hand, and her leg—has never been the same after torture
                
                
              . When her nose aches from infection, she can feel the heat of the chilies burning in her nostrils. Although she does not use such psychoanalytic
                
               terminology as “trauma
                
                
              ” to
                
                
               describe
                
                
               her disturbing thoughts and sensations, cô Định does feel certain these continuing ailments derive from her past experiences of
                
                
               violence.
Disturbing, involuntary memories can also be triggered by external sights
                
              , sounds, and smells. Rattling keys put her on edge, reminding her of the guard’s key ring clinking in the lock before they would take her to be tortured. And once while we were eating lunch together, cô Định mentioned her aversion to fish
                
               sauce (nườc mắm), a pungent culinary staple in Vietnam, added in some proportion to numerous dishes. When I asked with some surprise why she does not like it, cô Định replied that the smell brings back visceral memories of
                
                
               torture. It gives her a sickening sensation inside her stomach. In prison, the guards would mix water with fish
                
               sauce and/or soap then force it up a prisoner’s nose and mouth. Cô Định explains this form of torture was fairly common and was often followed by intense beatings and forced vomiting. Cô Định says she feels “a sense of panic,” nausea, and “gets dizzy even now” when she smells fish
                
               sauce. Her involuntary bodily response is expressed physically and emotionally.
Echoing the atemporality
                
                
               with which cô Định described torture, she describes her somatic recall as a kind of uncontrollable remembering without definitive end or “cure.” Cô Định recognizes a difference between past and present. But these disturbing somatic memories periodically make multiple temporalities synchronous. The only way she sees to deal with these sensations is to bear them, to live through these layered experiences and their sometimes overpowering bodily sensations. Living with the physical-psychological effects of torture requires immediate as well as prospective pain-taking, knowing that one will never be rid of torture’s
                
                
               somatic reverberations. Through this litany of stories describing both her initial torture and its continuing physical and psychological claims, cô Định provides a rhetoric for understanding trauma
                
                
               outside
                
                
               of psychoanalytic
                
                
               discourses
                
              . Her stories show how traumatic
                
                
               recurrence in and of the body
                
                
               horrifically dissolves distinctions between past and present, yet at the same time makes the present necessarily answerable to the past.
Trauma and the Psychoanalytic Tradition
The work
                
               of Cathy Caruth (1995, 1996), Dominick
                
                
               LaCapra (1994, 1999, 2001), Kelly Oliver (2001), and
                
               other
                
               scholars in
                
                
               the psychoanalytic
                
               tradition
                
                
              , is particularly helpful in addressing cô Định’s memories of loss and torture. Their scholarship raises provocative questions and claims regarding remembering, witnessing
                
                
              , and trauma. However
                
                
              , while I take the liberty to borrow and adapt some of their insights and questions, for cultural and contextual reasons, I resist adopting their psychoanalytic frameworks in their entirety
                
               (Craps 2013). Psychoanalytic
                
                
               theory’s basis in Western philosophical traditions renders it potentially inappropriate as a medical or theoretical diagnostic in Vietnam. At the same time, psychoanalytic
                
                
               theory’s foundations in Western medical and intellectual circles should not automatically preclude it from usefulness in other cultural contexts if it can contribute valuable insight. Additionally, it is clear that concepts and knowledges travel, and often have multiple, cross-cultural origins as well as applied uses and understandings within different contexts. For example, some of the veterans attended French colonial schools and/or lived and studied extensively abroad, and for these and/or other reasons they therefore may be familiar with and possibly identify with certain Western conceptions of trauma. However, this is not the case for all the veterans. Thus, with these cultural and contextual concerns in mind, when I employ the term trauma, I am using it concomitantly with the veterans’
                
               testimony rather than as a totalizing logic.
In the Freudian tradition, trauma
                
                
               “is understood as a wound
                
                
               inflicted
                
                
               not upon the body
                
                
               but upon the mind,” and “the unwitting reenactment of an event that one cannot simply leave behind” nor assimilate until the traumatized person works-through the experience, most often through therapy
                
               (Caruth 1996, 3, 2). The truth of the initial psychic wound
                
                
               in psychoanalytic
                
                
               trauma
                
                
               exists as an “unassimilated” experience that was “not known in the first instance” and so belatedly “returns to haunt the survivor later on” as a succession of involuntary
                
                
               repetitions (1996, 4). To Caruth
                
              , the “central Freudian insight into trauma
                
                
              , [is] that the impact of the traumatic event lies precisely in its belatedness, in its refusal to be simply located, in its insistent appearance outside the boundaries of any single place and time” (1995, 8–9). Although I cannot know if cô Định’s form of trauma
                
                
               derives from experiences she was unable to know in their initial occurrence, the notion of a sensorial and psychological event that refuses to be simply located does help to describe her sense of haunting.
Commenting on the particular, contested
                
                
               trauma
                
                
               of post-traumatic stress disorder
                
                
               (PTSD)—which became widely recognized and legitimized as a psychological disorder in the West as a result of soldiers’ traumatic experiences during/after the Vietnam
                
               War—Caruth
                
               asserts, “[t]he pathology consists, […] solely in the structure of its experience or reception: the event is not assimilated or experienced fully at the time, but only belatedly, in its repeated possession of the one who experiences it” (1995, 4). While it is clear that cô Định continues to assimilate her experiences on Côn Đảo, I resist calling her recurring memories
                
                
              —in body and mind—pathological. With the veterans
                
                
              , trauma can
                
                
               be thought of in less psychologically prognostic ways, as a significant, continuing, sometimes repetitious, physical and/or mental harm emanating from a psychic and/or somatic wound
                
                
               whose “cure” may not be limited to the processes or goals set forth by psychoanalytic
                
                
               theory and/or psychiatric medical practice. In particular, cô Định’s performance
                
                
               of pain-taking is a triumphant, collective, ongoing process that would be diminished by prescriptions for a highly individualized process of working-through.
And yet, I want to reformulate one of
                
               Caruth’s contentions into a question. Elaborating on Dori
                
               Laub’s theorizations, Caruth
                
               asserts the
                
                
               impossibility
                
                
               of witnessing
                
                
              , in the sense that one must acknowledge “the impossibility of knowing what first constituted” the individual’s traumatic experience, claiming then that “trauma opens up and challenges us to a new kind of listening, the witnessing
                
                
              , precisely
                
                
              , of impossibility” (1995, 10). Caruth’s
                
               evocation is similar to Oliver’s
                
               characterization of that which
                
                
               is beyond recognition, in
                
               the sense of the event existing beyond eyewitness testimony and of ethical
                
               witnessing being reliant on forms of performance-centered truth and meaning. However, Oliver’s
                
               claim encompasses whole landscapes of narrative events while Caruth’s
                
               gaze is centrally focused on the initial psychic damage, the origin of another’s psychic trauma, although, for Caruth
                
              , this origin is elusive, even fictive.
Caruth’s
                
               formulation of
                
                
               witnessing impossibility yields a performative
                
                
               approach to
                
                
                
               trauma
                
                
              , whereby the inassimilable “origin” emerges, even exists, only in remembering
                
                
              , repetition
                
                
              , the
                
                
                
               performances
                
                
               of
                
                
               recollection
                
                
                
              , whether in dream or narrative. Trauma is, for Caruth
                
              , performative
                
                
              . Trauma and performance share, as Diana
                
               Taylor asserts with regard to her work on Argentina’s Dirty War, a number of commonalities (as well as differences) including that: both are characterized by repetition
                
                
              , both are “felt affectively and viscerally in the present,” both are radically contextual and “reflect […] specific tensions,” both are often dependent on live interactions, including for trauma, liveness in terms of the transmission of the traumatic event as well as being a primary means through which the process of witnessing occurs (2003, 165–167). As performance
                
                
              , and a form of performativity, trauma
                
                
               also “marks out a unique temporal space that nevertheless contains traces of other now-absent performances, other now-disappeared
                
               scenes” (Diamond 1996, 1). Trauma lacks a determinative origin, persisting instead in embodied citation. Accordingly, how does the witness perform
                
                
                
                
               in
                
                
                
                
                
               turn? How can I, and/or others, answer to the impossibilities bound up in cô Định’s narratives in ways that are responsive both to the individual and to larger social spheres?
With cô Định and the other veterans, I heed Caruth’s
                
               advice to “listen to departure” which means “not only to listen for the event, but to hear in the testimony the survivor’s departure from it,” in order to address the reflective, transforming dynamics of narrating
                
               survival (1995, 10). The veterans witness and perform their own departures from the sites of trauma. Most often, they are able to skillfully return to painful pasts rather than repeat them. They are selectively citational. Even when cô Định describes her involuntary somatic traumas, she understands these temporal collapses as part of a larger process of ongoing pain-taking
                
                
              , of living with the past rather than reliving or living in the past. And, as pain-taking is both a solitary and social-historical practice, she is not alone in her struggles.
The veterans
                
                
              , even in their relationship to trauma
                
                
              , perform the past into the present. They bear the
                
                
               past and actively mobilize it (sometimes with the help of ghosts or ancestral
                
               spirits), rather than primarily reifying and legitimating it, as a narrowly Butlerian approach might suggest. They often give their memory away to others as a form of inheritance within
                
                
               a social economy that complicates presumed relationships between use, property, and scarcity. If you save memory for yourself, it withers with you. The more memory is given away through co-respondent remembering, the more is (re)generated. This narrative
                
                
               economy of generosity, plenitude, and social awareness defines the veterans’ politics of living with
                
                
               memory. The political economy of performing memory, for and with the veterans, is characterized by the production of surplus through exchange. That surplus takes the form of (re)new(ed) subjectivity
                
                
               and
                
               meaningfulness beyond knowledge
                
                
              . It defies capital acquisition of
                
                
               memory while it demands (re)production: repetition beyond recognition
                
                
               and reiteration into emergent, alternative social realities.
Thus, while others have observed a productive dynamics between performativity
                
                
               and
                
                
               performance
                
                
               (Diamond 1996; Pollock 1998, 2005; Schneider 2011), I want
                
               to
                
               add
                
               four
                
                
                
               working provisions to our understanding of where performativity meets
                
                
               performance
                
                
               in
                
                
               traumatic
                
                
               memory: (1) some
                
                
               psychoanalytic
                
                
               conclusions
                
                
               prove
                
                
               unstable, (2) the radical
                
                
               contingency of “healing” in non-Western contexts, especially in relation to what I see as cô Định’s refusal of closure or sealing over living wounds
                
                
              , keeps
                
                
               some forms of
                
                
               trauma open
                
                
               and active, (3) the women with whom I have spoken may not be caught in cycles of performativity
                
                
               (Butler
                
              ) but (4) their very bodies may bespeak possibilities for alternative configurations of living with the past, present, and future
                
               (D. Taylor 1997, 2003). They employ performativity
                
                
               to (re)generate community and connection, to imbue their lives with greater historical
                
                
               meaning, and to assist them in living through and departing from trauma. They activate performance
                
                
               as a means of citing critical differences between iterations, adapting to different conditions, and making meaningful change
                
                
              . Although the women are skilled at navigating within and beyond traumatic performative
                
                
               recursivity, remembering the past
                
                
               can be painful, even harmful. Sometimes, as cô Định
                
                
               knows, remembering can
                
                
               make new cuts
                
                
               in old wounds.
Despite the risks of re-wounding herself through retelling her past, cô Định proceeds. Her decision to tell, despite the possibility of foreseeable and unanticipated pain, is an example of one of the veterans’ most remarkable and admirable qualities. As individuals and as a group, they are brave in the face of change, and willing in times of uncertainty (as young teenagers and still as elder women) to take risks (even insofar as risk-taking may require
                
                
               pain-taking
                
                
              ). Instead of recoiling from change, the veterans want to participate in making it. Cô Định, cô Xuân, Hương, and I enter into conversation out of a shared desire to change and be changed, in some small ways, together forging a “contract with possibility” that recalls and remakes the past so that we may imagine and perform together “what might be, could be, or should be” as a “private/public act that uniquely joins historical accounts already shaped by prior conditions, conversations and rehearsals with the prospect of new meanings unfolding across a panorama of
                
               reception” (Pollock 2005, 2–3). The possibility of change, through co-respondent witnessing, is worth the risk of painful remembering. In the expectant promise of performing (ex)change, cô Định willingly narrates the troubling stories and psychic wounds
                
                
               that live, and take embodied
                
                
               form, in her scar.
Witnessing as Unlearning
Witnessing the veterans’
                
               lives compels listeners to reckon with a different sort of ontology and phenomenology of knowledge. To the extent that the veterans treat memory and history as something that becomes valuable (and prolific), when it is given away, I must re-evaluate the form of knowledge I “gain” in becoming a listening-witness to their lives. In part, these questions of ownership and narrative economy arise from the women’s historical status, narrative style, social ideologies, and political positionality as Communist/nationalist narrators. Some questions that emerge are: (1) What are possible “gains”? (2) What is the social symbolic capital bestowed? (3) What is distinctive about these interviews that compel rethinking gains ostensibly made in other interviews?
Knowledge and
                
                
               understanding are often conceived as content to “gain,” “acquire,” and “possess.” The “more” one has the better. The “more” one culture or nation stockpiles and uses knowledge and “capacity,” the more powerful they will become. Knowledge is power. But knowledge, in this formulation often means not just some amorphous power, but power over someone or something else. To know means to be in the know, which suggests that others are out of the know, without equitable access to knowledge and power. Colonial and imperial power and domination is founded on such possessive knowledge practices. Correspondingly, following Luce Irigaray’s (1996) theorization
                
                
               of the performative speech act
                
                
               “I love you,” to say “I understand you,” subjugates the “you” to the possessive “I.”31 This statement tends to limit dialogue, signifying that
                
                
               understanding
                
                
               is something finite that has already been acquired, instead of being an inherently partial, endless process. This does not mean that saying “I will never understand you” is the answer. Rather, knowledge and understanding should be recognized as always partial, shared, and processual, and therefore impossible to hoard, capture, or acquire as one’s own.
The kind of knowledge I “gain” through listening to the veterans is not certain, settled, or anywhere near total. When listening to the veterans describe their lives, and in particular their experiences of torture, learning “more” consists
                
                
               of learning
                
                
               the
                
               contours of absence, of touching and feeling what I do not and cannot ever fully know. This includes awareness of the veterans’ narratives as only part of a far greater, diverse spectrum of other, often conflicting, memories
                
               (V. T. Nguyen 2016b). What happens when the knowledge one gains is absence or the loss
                
                
               of certainty? Learning becomes a practice of humility and an erosion of certainty, rather than a (con)quest of/by knowledge. I do not know what it was like for cô Định to witness her brother’s brutal death. The horror, sadness, and loss
                
                
              , is in many ways unfathomable. I do not know what it was like to be shot, hung upside down, or beaten from head to toe. But to say as much is to say that I not only know less, and less for certain, but that I must continue to listen fully to partiality, knowing that what must pass for knowledge emerges in the process.
Learning from
                
                
               the veterans feels more like a wounding
                
                
              , a losing, and a kind of unraveling. Part of witnessing others’ lives involves, as Gayatri
                
               Chakravorty Spivak contends, the “systematic unlearning” of “privilege” (1994, 91). Recognizing my own privilege compels me to refigure knowledge beyond
                
                
               “acquisition” and “possession
                
                
              ,” into something more modest.32 In the greatest sense, as the veterans themselves perform, knowledge “is not made for understanding; it is made for cutting” and dispersing (Foucault 1984, 88). Knowledge is not made for possession
                
                
              , but rather for giving away. The veterans
                
                
               know that for story, knowledge, and memory, “[t]o preserve is to pass on, not to keep for oneself
                
              ” (Trinh 1989a, 134). Living justly requires the veterans to continually give themselves away through performances of remembering.
Similarly, Peggy
                
               Phelan asks how can we create “a pedagogy for disappearance and loss and not for acquisition and control” (1998, 173)? Answering, she frankly states: “relations are not, and can no longer be, anchored on a notion of ‘understanding,’” but “must rather be founded on the recognition of the impossibility
                
                
               of such ‘true seeing’” and “acceptance of the perpetual failure
                
                
               of in/sight” (1998, 174). Witnessing is an “(Im)Possible” act (Hirsch 1999, 16). Although
                
               it is impossible to witness fully, it is still each individual’s “infinite
                
                
               responsibility,” in a world of co-constituted subjectivity, to take on the “infinite task of encountering” (“not the infinite task of comprehending”) others, working toward “something beyond
                
               recognition,” existing “at the
                
                
               center
                
               of subjectivity
                
              ” (Oliver 2001, 90, 105, emphasis added).
For Phelan
                
              , performance, love, sight
                
              , and subjectivity become themselves through disappearance
                
                
               (1998). Performance
                
               embodies and practices the ontological uncertainty of being and un-being, presence and absence, here and gone, knowing and unknowing. It recognizes and acts upon the “generative possibilities of disappearance,” loss, absence
                
                
              , and that which exists beyond personal possession (1998, 27). Yet, at the same time, some obdurate shards of performed memory remain
                
               embedded, awaiting the next opportunity to (re)emerge (Schneider 2001, 2011). When
                
               cô Định, cô Xuân, Hương, and I perform co-respondent remembering and hauntological witnessing together, we enter into “constellation[s] of haunting,” whole worlds of memory that live as, partially apparent and always disappearing, apparitions within the contingent present
                
               (Derrida 1994, 174).
Performance, Phelan
                
               asserts, through its generative emergence and disappearance
                
                
               “saves
                
               nothing
                
                
              ; it only spends” (1998, 148). In this performance-centered economy, memory, subjectivity, and knowledge become themselves—produce their power, meaning, and plentitude—through what Phelan
                
               characterizes as disappearance. The
                
                
               veterans
                
                
               participate in this form of alternative economy as a matter of ethics
                
              : performing remembering toward the dispersal of knowledge
                
                
               beyond personal possession
                
                
              . Recognizing
                
               subjectivity
                
                
               as the interdependent “after-effect of disappearance,” the
                
                
               veterans perform interspectral, co-respondent remembering in order to move memory
                
                
               into present vitality in the hope of propelling meaningful
                
                
               change (1998, 148).
However, as Rebecca
                
               Schneider has powerfully argued, the vitality of performance
                
                
               is also dependent on the fact that some things still remain
                
               (2001, 2011). In particular, within my engagements with the veterans, it is clear that “war’s performative
                
                
               remains” continue
                
                
               to impact and implicate the present, as will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter (2011, 19). Through their practice of hauntological remembering the veterans teach me that pasts
                
                
              , and present lives, are made meaningful by giving memory away in the hope that some form of that remembering will remain
                
              , and remain
                
               meaningful, in the lives of others. Thus, one way to become a responsible witness to the veterans is not just to bear witness to their haunting, incommensurable pasts, but to join them in performing remembering toward the performative promise of both generative disappearance
                
                
               and (re)emergence
                
                
               while recognizing
                
               that which stubbornly
                
               remains.
Survival Souvenir
In the photograph
                
               they
                
               showed Hương and me, on that balmy evening after rehearsal when we talked about
                
                
               pain
                
                
              -taking and their return to Côn Đảo, cô Định and cô Xuân stand together in front of an open doorway. Set against a pale yellow wall, the door is black with a small barred window. Faded red letters on the sun-bleached green sign above the doorway read, “Phòng 8” (“Room 8”). This is the cell room where cô Định and cô Xuân first met nearly fifty years ago (Fig. 4.4).[image: ../images/434502_1_En_4_Chapter/434502_1_En_4_Fig4_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 4.4Cô Xuân (left) and cô Định (right) in front of “Room 8,” Côn Đảo Prison
                        
                        
                        
                      . Photo
                        
                        
                       courtesy
                        
                        
                       of cô Xuân
                        
                        
                       and cô Định



Cô Định is about five inches taller than cô Xuân, and her face is narrower. Her shoulders are slightly hunched up and forward, and her collarbones visibly protrude from the open neckline of her pale yellow silk blouse. In the photo, cô Xuân wears a sky blue linen jacket with silver buttons. Her posture appears more at ease. Wisps of her gray and black hair frame her round cheeks. Both of the women are dressed up for their tour of the prison. Cô Xuân wears bright red lipstick. They smile softly for the camera. I imagine that their hands, close to one another and just out of view of the photograph’s
                
               frame, are touching.
At first glance, this photograph
                
               appears casual and insignificant. It is not evenly framed or artfully composed. The faded and overexposed backdrop is not particularly eye-catching. Knowing who these women are, and where they stand, is what makes this image striking. Decades ago they lived each day locked behind the corroding bars. On the day the photo was taken, they find themselves in the once unimaginable place of posing in front of their former cell. It is eerie. Uncanny. They stand, smiling slightly, looking in the direction of the camera.
This
                
               photograph
                
                
               is
                
                
                
               not somber, nor is it completely celebratory. It does not show defiance, pride, grief, suffering, or triumph. More than anything, the photograph is a
                
               token
                
               of proof. It is a representation of themselves for themselves, a tangible means by which they might witness themselves as survivors. As a commemorative memento, this photograph shows cô Định and cô Xuân that they have lived to make the return (rather than the repetition), lived
                
                
                
               to see the day when they participate in remembering suffering at Côn
                
                
               Đảo as history. Looking at the photograph
                
               together, cô Xuân says, “at this moment, when we take the picture, we realize again, we did survive.” As the four of us part ways for the evening, cô Định slips the picture into my purse. They give it away. “It can be your souvenir,” says cô Xuân.
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Footnotes
1Portions of this chapter have been previously published in “Performing Pain-Taking and Ghostly Remembering in Vietnam” in TDR: The Drama Review (Eisner 2012).

 

2Unlike most of the other women Hương and I talked with, cô Định never sat down alone with us with the intent of telling us her personal story. Whenever Hương and I tried to arrange meetings with cô Định to talk specifically about her past, we would arrive at her house to find that she had invited other friends to share their stories along with hers. For cô Định, in an even more pronounced way than with others we spoke with, telling stories about the past is a social practice: not only do her stories tell a shared history, but because of their social nature, the tellings themselves should be co-created.

 

3The strong collective sentiment expressed here by cô Định resonates with Diana Taylor’s
                    
                   account of Dirty War survivor Alicia Partnoy, who was compelled to speak and write about her experiences for those friends, family members, and comrades who had perished as a way of “recomposing the disappeared” (1997, 160, see also 157–172). Partnoy also recalls employing performance in prison as a means of sustaining solidarity and to survive horrific conditions.

 

4Most of the conversations Hương and I had alone with cô Định were unplanned. The stories I did hear were non-sequential, narrative bits, often begun in the form of an offhand comment arising from questions about other things. For example, a partially told story about her husband’s death came out over a shared lunch after one of the veterans’ public performances. The story was a response to my comment that it must have been difficult raising three daughters as a single parent. Often, a knowing glance in silence would beckon us into deeper exchange, with the shared knowledge that some remembrances would be left partial.

 

5See front matter Notes, Chaps. 1, 2, and 3 for additional explanation of the Côn Đảo Islands and prison. Although the prison
                    
                    
                   is technically on the island of Côn Sơn, and part of the Côn Đảo archipelago, I follow the veterans’ colloquial use of Côn Đảo to denote the prison as well as the island.

 

6The term “chịu đựng,” as used by the veterans means endurance or forbearance, to endure both physical and mental pain and suffering. During our conversations, Hương translates the term as “pain-taking,” to evoke the active way in which the women describe engaging in the “tradition of enduring pain.” Hương reiterated more recently that the tradition itself is not “their ultimate goal.” “Rather,” she notes, “it is, as the ladies explained, one of the steps in their struggles for national
                    
                   liberation and freedom.”

 

7See David G
                    
                  . Marr’s chapter “The Question of Women,” for more on the history of Confucianism’s patriarchal social rules and directives regarding women and girls (1981).

 

8See Ashley
                    
                   Pettus (2003) for her description and analysis of women’s
                    
                    
                   social
                    
                    
                   responsibilities
                    
                    
                   in
                    
                    
                   postwar
                    
                    
                   Vietnam.

 

9Sandra C. Taylor suggests that many Vietnamese women who were aligned with the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and/or the NLF
                    
                   hold a special affection for Hồ Chí Minh in part because he voiced support for equal rights for women, made polygamy and concubinage illegal, supported women’s education
                    
                    
                  , gave them the right to vote, and promoted principles of equal work and pay (2007).

 

10Refer to David
                    
                   Marr (1981), Neil L. Jamieson (1993), Sandra
                    
                   C. Taylor (1999, 2007), and Karen
                    
                   Gottschang Turner (1998) for more on the story of the Trưng Sisters. See also Chap. 2 in this volume.

 

11See for example Mark Philip
                    
                   Bradley (2001), William J. Duiker (1995, 1996), Shaun
                    
                   Kingsley Malarney (2001), David G. Marr (1981), and Helle
                    
                   Rydstrøm (2012) for
                    
                   more on wartime ideologies and “national
                    
                    
                   traditions.”

 

12Refer also to Helle
                    
                   Rydstrøm (2012) for insightful analysis of the gendered dimensions of wartime sacrifice during the American
                    
                   War.

 

13See David G. Marr’s
                    
                   chapter on “The Question of Women
                    
                  ” (1981), Ashley Pettus (2003), and Helle
                    
                   Rydstrøm (2012), for historical background on the social status
                    
                    
                   and treatment
                    
                    
                    
                   of Vietnamese women and their duty to self-sacrifice for others
                    
                    
                   (particularly men). Their analyses
                    
                    
                   provide
                    
                   greater cultural context for cô Định and cô Xuân’s assertions about the “tradition” of women’s sacrificial duties and obligations.

 

14See, for example
                    
                  , Patricia M. Pelley
                    
                   (2002) and Hue-Tam Ho Tai (2001) for discussion of the “Vietnamese tradition of fighting against foreign invaders” as a constructed history. Refer also to Chap. 2 in this volume.

 

15While pain-taking
                    
                    
                  , as expressed by cô Định and cô Xuân, is a means of surviving and even overcoming
                    
                    
                   their harsh treatment I recognize that this may not be the case for other women, and that others subjected to imprisonment, torture, and wartime violence may not have experienced any
                    
                   form of individual or collective agency under these conditions. I also acknowledge that expressions of lost hope, depression, or other negative or even ambivalent emotions that Communist-aligned veterans may feel in relation to their service or the government have historically been disavowed and
                    
                   remain difficult subjects to address
                    
                   openly (Rydstrøm 2012).

 

16As Sandra C. Taylor expresses, the “tiger cages” held up to eight people in spaces measuring “five feet by eight feet, open at the top so that the guards could drop lime on them” which would burn the prisoners’ skin (2007, 176). The testimonies
                    
                   of Côn Đảo survivors gathered by Taylor align
                    
                   with the experiences the veterans relayed to me during interviews. For more on the prison’s terrible conditions and how the world learned about the existence of Côn Đảo in 1970, see
                    
                   Taylor (1999, 85–86, 131–133; 2007, 179–180).

 

17Saigontourist, formed in 1975, is a large, state-owned tourism company in Vietnam that serves both foreign and domestic tourists. See Sandra
                    
                   C. Taylor (1999) and Christina
                    
                   Schwenkel (2013) for their descriptions of similar state-sponsored tours for war veterans and
                    
                   their families.

 

18On the tour I took to Côn Đảo (consisting of a large group of about seventy-five people and including only a few women from the performance group and their
                    
                   families), one man took extensive video footage of everything we did. At the end of the trip, in the
                    
                   hotel dining room, he showed the video. Everyone gathered around the screen and watched it twice. I believe he made copies of the film for all the veterans.

 

19See for example, Kirsten
                    
                   W. Endres (2011), Kirsten
                    
                   W. Endres and Andrea
                    
                   Lauser (2011), Christina
                    
                   Schwenkel (2013), and Philip
                    
                   Taylor (2004), for further reading on the interconnected subjects of popular pilgrimage, changing mediumship practices, memory, and contemporary
                    
                    
                   tou
                    
                  rism in
                    
                    
                   Vietnam.

 

20For more on the subject of performance, theatricality, history, and pasts that resist closure or containment, see the insightful work of Rebecca
                    
                   Schneider (2011).

 

21As previously discussed, the veterans’
                    
                    
                   stories offer a corrective to Elaine Scarry’s
                    
                   claims on torture. The women I spoke with did not lose their own sense of themselves as subjects through torture. Their way of resisting their inhumane treatment preserved, and may have even strengthened, their sense of themselves as individuals and as a group. The women seem to have sustained their subjectivity, and agency, through small acts of resistance, and they were able to witness each other, even in absence. However, it is still true that “subordination, oppression, and subjectification undermine the very possibility of
                    
                   subjectivity
                    
                  ” (Oliver 2001, 7).

 

22In light of current debates over the status of truth and fact in the United States and elsewhere, I want to be clear that what I and others are advocating here about witnessing forms of
                    
                   truth beyond empirical fact does not mean that all truth is “relative,” or that essentially, anything can pass as “truth.” What I am addressing here is what Kelly Oliver terms “historical truth” (in different fields sometimes also referred to as “story
                    
                  -truth
                    
                    
                  ” or “narrative
                    
                   truth,” etc.), that as relayed through narrative remembering may not directly align with the facts but nonetheless expresses
                    
                   important truth about the historical situation or experience (2001, 1). For more, refer to Oliver’s retelling
                    
                   of Dori Laub’s findings and
                    
                   analysis
                    
                   (2001, 1–2) and directly to Laub (1995).

 

23Additional discussion on the use of wartime disguises can be found in Chap. 3 of this volume.

 

24Sandra C. Taylor provides similar
                    
                   descriptions of women’s wartime activities (1999, 2007).

 

25For more on views of “good” and “bad” death in Vietnam, see Heonik
                    
                   Kwon’s Ghosts of War in Vietnam, especially
                    
                    
                   Chap. 5, “Death in the Street” (2008b). See in particular, Kwon’s
                    
                   speculation regarding people’s “social intimacy
                    
                   with ghosts in contemporary Vietnam” as stemming in part from
                    
                   recent histories of mass displacement and mass violence, such that “we could argue that ghosts, as a discursive phenomenon
                    
                    
                  , are constitutive of the Vietnamese self-identity just as ancestors are,” a contention which has important social and ethical implications for both the living and the dead (2008b, 89–90).

 

26See Shaun Kingsley
                    
                   Malarney (2001) for an account of Vietnamese traditional beliefs regarding
                    
                   death and the spirit
                    
                    
                   world, as well as the problems protracted war brought to family and social practices, ancestral/cosmological structures, and the Communists’ war and nation-building efforts. In particular, this essay discusses the state’s desire, and performance-centered attempts, to shift spirit
                    
                   beliefs
                    
                   and death rituals toward the Communist government’s nationalist
                    
                   forms of commemoration.

 

27Sandra C. Taylor’s interlocutors
                    
                   recount similar types of abuse and torture as those relayed to me by the performance group women (1999, 2007, see especially 179).

 

28In her work on Argentina’s Dirty War, Diana
                    
                   Taylor also notes torture
                    
                    
                   survivors’
                    
                    
                   references to their personal stories of abuse as “typical” and “ordinary, rather than extraordinary” within contexts of extreme social upheaval and normalized violence (1997, 159).

 

29François Guillemot notes in relation to testimony from women involved in the Youth Shock Brigades during the war that the subject of
                    
                   rape was rarely, if ever, explicitly addressed (2009). The veterans I spoke with did, on a number of occasions, mention having electrical wires and objects forced into their genitals. They did not mention
                    
                   rape in terms of forced sexual penetration from another’s body (e.g. a captor’s genitals or finger, etc.); however, this does not mean that the veterans
                    
                    
                   did not experience this form of violence. Social stigma and personal
                    
                    
                   trauma
                    
                    
                   surrounding rape and other forms of sexual abuse often deter open discussion on the subject. I remain
                    
                   unsure if cô Định’s reference here, to women who were tortured
                    
                    
                   so badly they “cannot get marriage,” refers to some form(s) of rape. It certainly seems possible. See David
                    
                   G. Marr
                    
                  , especially Chap. 5 “The Question of Women
                    
                    
                  ,” for more on traditional Confucian rules regarding women’s
                    
                    
                   chastity, virginity, and
                    
                   marriage (1981).

 

30Although cô Định and the other veterans they may not have experienced ethical
                    
                   state or public recognition by Kelly
                    
                   Oliver’s (2001) definition, they have benefited from the fact that their present and past lives are governmentally legitimized and honored while others’ lives, such as veterans of the Republic of Vietnam, are not. This raises the question: do the performance group veterans in effect participate in the abjection
                    
                   of others’ histories? By this, I do not mean to imply that the women actively participate in marginalizing others. However, the public honor they receive and the performances they stage may indeed be seen as part of the state’s practice of historical hegemony and social inequity. For more on the subject
                    
                    
                   of abject
                    
                   memories in/of Vietnam and the experience of Republic of Vietnam soldiers and civilians see, for example, Nathalie Huynh
                    
                   Chau Nguyen (2008, 2009, 2013a, 2016a) and Viet Thanh Nguyen (2013b, 2016b).

 

31See Luce
                    
                   Irigaray for her argument about the possessive performative utterance “I love you” and her alternative formulation
                    
                  , “I love to you” (1996).

 

32Here, I am thinking with Trinh T. Minh-ha when
                    
                   she contends that “[k]nowledge leads no more to openings than to closures. […] the modernist project of building universal knowledge has indulged itself in such self-gratifying oppositions as civilization/primitivism, progress/backwardness, evolution/stagnation” (1989, 40). See especially the chapters “Commitment from the Mirror-Writing Box” and “Grandma’s Story” in Woman, Native, Other: Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism (1989a) and her film Surname Viet, Given Name Nam (1989b).
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Politics of Prospective Remembering1
In conclusion, I will reflect on the
                
                
               forward push
                
                
               and
                
                
               pull of
                
               the
                
                
                
               veterans’ memory
                
                
               performances
                
                
               or what I will call “prospective remembering.”2 Prospective remembering describes how the veterans use memory in ways that “propel […], even compel […], the past into the present and future” (Eisner 2011, 895). Rather than a retrograde gaze or action, the veterans’ remembering moves forward, or beyond, any single performance of memory, such that:
[p]rospective remembering invites memory,
                    
                    
                   as well as its tellers and listeners,
                    
                    
                   to open toward change
                    
                    
                   and new possibility, carrying lives, experiences and knowledges from the past
                    
                    
                   into renewed vitality. Prospective remembering exists in and through performance
                    
                    
                  . It is an individual activity and a social practice concurrently. As a culturally contextual, embodied activity involving others’ lives, prospective remembering is a social, collective endeavor of memory- and history-making. (Eisner 2011, 895)

For the veterans, prospective remembering also brings an ethical,
                
               performative mandate: that remembering should entail imagining and enacting more equitable social relations. In other words, the veterans feel that in their everyday lives and remembering
                
                
               performances they should do what they tell.
Toxic Legacies of War
The day cô Nhựt
                
                
               spoke
                
                
               about surviving torture
                
                
               on Côn Đảo she also talked about her commitment to Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
               advocacy
                
                
               as well as to the skills training program she helped to found that is dedicated to assisting orphans and the disabled in Vietnam.3 Her participation in the National
                
                
               Liberation Front (NLF or Mặt trận Dân tộc Giải phóng Miền Nam Việt Nam), her survival on Côn Đảo
                
               and
                
                
               other prisons, and her continuing social actions are linked. After being tortured, she wondered about her own
                
                
               survival: about whether she could survive, if she should survive, and finally how she would live a useful, meaningful life if she became permanently disabled from torture. In her story, cô Nhựt justifies her own
                
                
               survival, with or without disability, through recommitting herself to national and social service, telling herself that were she to become blind or paralyzed, “I could write, and I could sing.” Her present-day social advocacy and action—as president the performance group,
                
                
               as a former teacher of women’s studies, as the founder and former director of a skills training program for disabled orphans, and as a national and international advocate for people suffering from Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
              /dioxin-attributed illness and disability
                
                
              —is how cô Nhựt
                
                
               continues
                
                
               to answer, through social action, the question she posed herself in prison
                
                
               (Fig. 5.1).4[image: ../images/434502_1_En_5_Chapter/434502_1_En_5_Fig1_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 5.1Cô Nhựt (left) and cô Xuân (right) together at rehearsal in 2017, Ho Chi Minh City. Both women were imprisoned for more than six years and were exposed to toxic chemicals during the war. Photograph
                        
                       by Nguyễn Thanh Tuấn


Cô Nhựt puts her past experiences into meaningful action in the present. Along with other veterans in the group (as well as many other Vietnamese civilians and fighters, and people of different nationalities on all sides of the war), cô Nhựt was exposed to toxic chemicals
                
                
               used by the US and the Republic of Vietnam militaries as jungle defoliants between 1961 and 1971.5 The term
                
                
               “Agent Orange” is the nickname of one such herbicide, given due to the orange stripe on barrels used to store and transport the substance. However, “Agent Orange” has become what Diane
                
               Niblack Fox calls a “polyvalent term,” (2013, 207), addressed in diverse contexts (historical, scientific, political, humanitarian, etc.) that can variously refer to “a chemical
                
                
               [or set of chemicals], an experience, and a metaphor: a chemical
                
                
               defoliant used in war; a cause of human suffering and environmental destruction; a remnant of a past war that still claims new victims;
                
                
               a transgression of human rights; a reminder of the long-term consequences of war; a spur to reflection and action” and still more
                
               (Fox 2010, 176).
The term Agent Orange often stands in for a group of chemicals that contained the highly toxic TCDD form of dioxin,
                
                
               and it is also sometimes used to refer to all “weaponized chemicals”
                
                
               that were in use during
                
                
               the war
                
               (Fox 2010, 178).6 TCDD dioxin is considered to be the most toxic human-made substance ever created
                
               (Fox 2010, 2013; Gammeltoft 2014). Ostensibly
                
               used to destroy the enemy’s crops and defoliate forests that offered guerilla fighters protective cover, over twenty million gallons of Agent Orange and other chemicals were sprayed
                
                
               over Vietnam (and to a lesser degree Cambodia and Laos), of which approximately two-thirds contained dioxin
                
               (Fox 2010, 2013). These chemicals were used to defoliate roughly 10 percent of what was then the Republic of Vietnam leaving “roughly 24 percent of the upland forests denuded, and 33–50 percent of coastal mangrove forests destroyed” (Fox 2010, 178; see also
                
               Gammeltoft 2014). Great
                
               swaths of southern Vietnam were left devastated and contaminated, so much so that the extreme level of destruction gave rise to the term “ecocide” (Zierler 2, 2011).7
It is difficult to estimate the number of people exposed to Agent Orange/dioxin in Vietnam, in part, because the number of people originally affected is unknown, some areas of land are still highly contaminated (and thus have caused postwar
                
                
               exposure
                
                
              ), and because disease and disability
                
                
               from dioxin may emerge belatedly and can be passed on for generations, or even skip a generation
                
              . Fox
                
               and others estimate the number of Vietnamese people harmed by dioxin to be in the millions (2013, 214; see also Stellman et al. 2003, cited in Gammeltoft 2014, 44). TCDD dioxin is now understood to be a known carcinogen and the US Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) currently recognizes fifteen diseases (including some forms of leukemia, respiratory cancers, Parkinson’s disease, prostate cancer, chloracne, and Hodgkin’s disease), as well as the birth
                
                
               defect
                
               spina bifida, as likely linked to wartime chemical
                
                
               exposure
                
                
              . In regard to women veterans, “the VA recognizes seventeen other birth
                
                
               defects as
                
               linked to the ‘Vietnam experience’ but not specifically to Agent Orange,” or at least, not yet
                
               (Fox 2013, 215).
The list of diseases and birth
                
                
               defects
                
               tied to dioxin
                
                
               exposure
                
                
               continues to grow as more is learned. As Fox
                
               rightly states, at present science can “strongly suggest” causation but “rarely prove” the direct connection between an individual’s disease or disability
                
                
               and exposure
                
                
               to Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
              /dioxin,
                
                
               such that in this case the pace of science is “incommensurate with human needs and concerns” (2013, 215). However, as one of Fox’s
                
               interviewees from the National Academy of Sciences expressed, “suggestive evidence, when there is enough of it, tends to become rather compelling” (2010, 181). Yet, even with this compelling evidence, and despite the fact that the US government compensates its own Vietnam
                
                
               War
                
                
               veterans
                
                
               for possible Agent Orange/dioxin-attributed diseases, and that American chemical companies have been successfully sued and made to financially compensate US veterans, the suffering
                
                
               of Vietnamese veterans and civilians (as well as exposed Laotians and Cambodians) has not received adequate legal
                
               recognition or financial compensation from the United States.8
Cô Nhựt: Remembering Toward Change
Before leaving for the front, cô Nhựt
                
                
               gave birth to
                
                
               a healthy baby boy. However, she later suffered a series of five miscarriages. After doctors warned that her exposure
                
                
               to wartime chemicals put her at risk of further miscarriages, and possible fetal birth
                
                
               defects,
                
               she chose to adopt a daughter. Doctors also attributed cô Nhựt’s intestinal cancer and a lump in her throat to her exposure
                
                
               to Agent
                
                
               Orange/dioxin
                
                
              . These personal experiences, as well as witnessing the
                
               suffering
                
                
               of many others due to wartime chemical contamination, motivated cô Nhựt to join the first Vietnamese group to file a lawsuit
                
                
               against the American chemical companies who produced Agent
                
                
               Orange.9 When I ask about her motivation for joining the lawsuit,
                
                
               and her Agent
                
                
               Orange/dioxin
                
                
               advocacy
                
                
               work in Vietnam and abroad, cô Nhựt explains:

                N/H: My objective,
     My aim is not to gain anything
     From the
     American
                      
                     government,
     To get compensation.
     But I just want to stop them,
     From doing it one more time,
     To another country,
     To other people in the world.
     It [is] so disastrous.
     I don’t want to see any more
     People,
     Like this.
     […]
     I would like to make all the world
     Know about it.
     And avoid such a crime.
     […]
     To me,
     It is not a question of
     Winning or losing the case.
     […]
     I can manage my life,
     […]
     But to,
     Millions of people,
     In Vietnam,
     […]
     They,
     They are in bitterness,
     In hardship,
     They work a lot,
     They devote themselves to working hard
     For [their] disabled
                      
                      
                     children,
     For that next
                      
                     generation.



            
Winning the lawsuit,
                
                
               as cô Nhựt
                
                
               explains, is not her primary aim. Rather, she aspires to help raise awareness about the toxic legacies of Agent
                
                
               Orange/dioxin
                
                
               both within her own country and abroad, in the hope that more people will be moved to assist those who suffer and to oppose the use of chemical warfare
                
                
               anywhere it may occur. As a plaintiff in the case and a dioxin survivor herself,
                
                
               cô Nhựt
                
                
               travels and speaks to audiences in Vietnam, the United States, and elsewhere advocating for greater awareness about the devastating environmental and human consequences of Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
               and other wartime chemicals
                
                
              . She can “manage [her] life,” and thus feels a duty to remember, assist, and speak on behalf of others whose voices are rarely heard, and who have little or no viable space in public discourse.
Cô Nhựt stresses that her work is for Vietnam, but not just for Vietnam. She advocates for the prohibition of weaponized chemicals throughout the world. Throughout this conversation and others, cô Nhựt practices a pragmatic, prospectively oriented remembering in order to reckon with her own past, to be effective as a social advocate, and to make her life meaningful though assisting others in need. She is not speaking to dwell on her own suffering or to lay blame, in any simple sense. Rather, cô Nhựt hopes to inspire others to care about these issues and to act, knowing that small deeds can lead to changes on a larger scale. For cô Nhựt, memory is not for gazing back into the past, but for imagining and performing forward “for that next
                
               generation.”
Living with “Whatever They Have”
The scope of cô Nhựt’s memory-centered action and advocacy is local and transnational. In a written answer to my query as to what she hopes people, particularly those in the United States, will learn from her stories, cô Nhựt says, “I hope that young Americans, who have never had a chance to experience the Vietnam War
                
               will
                
                
               choose not to join in more battlefields, wrapping up other people in misery.” While she holds idealistic, optimistic, broad-scale aspirations, cô Nhựt also acts within very concrete, specific, and local sites of practical need. As founder and former director of the Association for the Handicapped and
                
               Orphaned Children of Vietnam (Hội bảo trợ người khuyết tật và trẻ em mồ côi Việt Nam) and the Vocational Training Center for
                
               Orphans and People with Disabilities (Trung tâm dạy nghề cho người khuyết tật và trẻ mồ côi) in Ho Chi Minh
                
               City, cô Nhựt
                
                
               calls on the national and international community to provide basic support: food, medicine and medical treatment, shelter, clothes, and education. Cô Nhựt expresses and Hương translates: N/H: So she is calling for investment,
    And aid,
    And funds,
    Among different organizations in Vietnam,
    […]
    For those children,
    For disability,
    Disabled
                      
                      
                     children.
    […]
    [With the vocational training courses]
    She would like to show the children,
    How to manage things around them,
    With their legs,
    With their arms,
    With their eyes only,
    Whatever they have.
    […]

    [She shows us some of the things that children and young adults involved in the training center have made: dolls, embroidered napkins and tablecloths, key chains, and wallets.]

    She would like to teach
    And help the children survive.
    They can sell these things on the
                      
                     market,
    And it can help them survive.
    It is a kind of financial support,
    For the children.



In this passage, while speaking about the children, cô Nhựt
                
                
               conjures her own
                
                
               prison
                
                
               memories.
                
                
               If she is disabled, cô Nhựt thought to herself after torture, she will do whatever she can to lessen her burden on her family and participate as a productive member of society. Even if her legs are paralyzed or she stays permanently blind, “I could write, and I could sing.” Similarly, when speaking of the disabled and orphaned children she helps teach at the skills training center, cô Nhựt believes in their possibility to live meaningful lives “with whatever they have.” They can learn to do things and make things, “[w]ith their legs, with their arms, with their eyes only, whatever they have.”
“We must be active enough to take chances as well as create chances” for meaningful change, “with whatever [we] have.” One must be brave enough to take chances, to risk something, in order to make change
                
                
              . Beyond that, cô Nhựt states, it is necessary to “create chances” for change. In their remembering
                
                
               performances—in private life-narrative, on the stage, and in the way they live their everyday lives in the past
                
                
               and present—the veterans take risks and create opportunities for meaningful social
                
                
               change. The veterans’ performative
                
                
               politics
                
                
               of
                
                
               hauntological, prospective
                
                
                
               remembering
                
                
               has
                
                
               transgenerational, transnational
                
                
              , and transcultural
                
                
               intents and
                
                
               implications.
I was reminded of the veterans’ commitment to “action,” in the form of material social change, when I received a package in the mail from Vietnam
                
                
               during the Tết (Lunar New Year) holiday a number of years ago. Although the box was a bit worse for wear on the outside, the contents were intact, having been carefully packed in plastic bags. I opened it to find the package full of gifts “for my parents, family, and friends.” It was from the veterans. There was an embroidered tablecloth for my mother and grandmothers, a tie for my father, and key chains and wallets for my sister, brother, and friends. All of the gifts were made by the children and young adults at the skills training center that cô Nhựt helped found and run.10 On a piece of paper from the veterans,
                
                
               cô Nhựt had written, “Let’s join hand in hand fighting the war
                
                
               against
                
                
               poverty, diseases, illiteracy and disasters. Let’s reach the ultimate goal of Equality, Peace and Development.” For cô Nhựt, and the other performance group women, memory is not for looking back, but for imagining and acting forward, in anticipation of continuing social transformation, and
                
                
               in order to participate in both imagining and remaking more humane ways of living together.
Remembering as a “Conscious Political Act”
As historian Jacquelyn
                
               Dowd Hall asserts, “we are never outside memory, for we cannot experience the present except in light of the past […] and remembering, in turn, is an action in the present” (1998, 440). As such, remembering can be “a conscious political act” (1998, 459). The veterans’ prospective use of memory is a practice of their lifelong political commitments, deeply rooted in past national goals and obligations as well their ongoing aspirations to make meaningful contributions to Vietnamese and global society. Their remembering
                
                
               performances are committed to the past (as a matter of tradition and social ethics
                
              ), but
                
                
               (re)produced within the present, where the politics of the hauntological and the prospective converge and emerge.
Cô Nhựt and the other performance group veterans could have easily chosen to retire from public
                
               service. Instead they continue to contribute to society in new ways. The meaning in their lives is generated and sustained by performing beyond their own lives. It is true that the veterans’ narratives
                
                
               do participate in reciting and bolstering Vietnam’s state-authorized history and Party doctrine. However, their stories and political convictions do not simply operate hegemonically. The ways in which the veterans retell their life stories, as well as express their beliefs
                
               about the transformational potentials of Vietnamese tradition (e.g. cô Nhựt’s views
                
                
               on the artistry
                
                
               of tradition) or their optimism about Vietnamese people’s resourcefulness within the past
                
                
               and present (e.g. as in cô Nhựt’s
                
                
               fish sauce story and in her expressions of faith in young Vietnamese women today), also demonstrate the
                
                
               veterans’ genuine openness toward change. In addition, their overarching, deep commitments to public
                
               service (e.g. Agent
                
                
              
                
                
               Orange/dioxin
                
                
               and disability
                
                
               activism) help generate new forms of action and much needed conversations within their own country and abroad. Thus, somewhat unexpectedly, although retelling histories
                
                
               that largely adhere to hegemonic norms, the women’s performances
                
                
               of memory
                
                
               invite dialogue, deeper understanding, and meaningful public action. Their life stories and social engagements
                
                
               encourage more complex reckonings with Vietnam’s
                
                
               past as well as inspire listeners to recognize our interdependence and responsibility to one another on individual, community, national, and global levels.
For cô Nhựt and the performance
                
                
               group
                
                
               veterans
                
                
               change
                
                
               is critical. Implicitly, the veterans seem to recognize that “a story is not a story until it changes. Indeed, until it changes or until it changes someone else, until it becomes part of the vital histories
                
                
               of change
                
                
               it recounts” (Pollock 2006, 93). The
                
               veterans act on the principle that memory
                
                
               is “something that you actually perform” and (re)produce (Bal 1999, xvii). Memory is a social and cultural practice, an embodied exchange involving those who are living, no longer living, and yet to be born. Memory must be given away, transposed into the thoughts, bodies, and actions of others, if it is to survive. Although the veterans’ perspectives, politics, and life stories are deeply influenced and shaped by Communist ideologies, the women themselves—and their narratives
                
                
               and beliefs
                
              —project openness. The performance
                
                
               group women perform their pasts
                
                
               into unmapped social and political terrains, flexible and unafraid of remembering into yet-to-be-determined, unforeseeable futures whose only certainty may be change itself.
Inheriting Responsibility
Roger I. Simon, referring to those
                
                
               who have been subject to extreme violence, articulates the essential question that drives both this book and the performances it recounts in this way: “[w]hat forms of remembrance can both give and do justice to this violence
                
                
               and its pervasive lethal consequences” (2005, 9)? His answer echoes my own concerns for prospective memory,
                
                
               adding
                
                
               to
                
                
               them
                
                
                
               the “cosmo-political” project of incorporating distant memories into our own. He calls for
                
                
               “remembering otherwise”:
the task of working for social transformation is not to forget the past, but to remember it otherwise […] remembering
                    
                    
                   otherwise will proceed from those practices of remembrance whose overriding consideration is the question of what it might mean to take the memories of others (memories formed in other times and spaces) into our lives and so live as though the lives of others mattered. This suggests a new cosmo-political form in which one is open to ‘translating’ cultures and histories in ways that make it possible to reassess and revise the stories that are most familiar to us. (Simon 2000) (2005, 9)

Simon questions how remembering can meaningfully address the lingering effects of violence
                
                
              . As a form of answer, he offers a directive: we must allow others’ memories to inhabit own lives so that our previous perceptions may be unsettled and our actions altered in ways consistent with greater social responsiveness. We must learn to live as though the lives of others matter to the sustenance of our own.
Taking up Simon’s question and directive, and what I take to be the veterans’ performative
                
                
               politics
                
                
               of memory as a form of living response, in conclusion I address problematics relating to the transgenerational qualities
                
                
               of violence,
                
                
               the lethal and continuing aftershocks of war,
                
                
               through the example of the children living at Làng Hòa Bình (also Hòa Bình Peace Village or Từ Dũ Peace Village
                
              ). The Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               children stand in for a far larger population of people, within Vietnam and elsewhere, who still suffer from the war’s lingering
                
                
               violence
                
                
              . Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               is an orphanage and medical facility for children and young adults with Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
              /dioxin-attributed illness and
                
                
              /or disability
                
                
               located
                
                
               within Từ Dũ Hospital
                
               (Bệnh viện Từ Dũ), Ho Chi Minh City’s and southern Vietnam’s largest medical facility for obstetrics and gynecology.11
The Làng Hòa Bình children are the inheritors of war’s continuing violence
                
                
              . They—and many others similarly affected by the war’s toxic and harmful legacies—show the oblique, yet lethal ways violence
                
                
               travels across and through time. Directly and indirectly connected to the veterans’
                
                
               respective and collective pasts,
                
                
               the children are living, tangible proof of history’s materiality. The Làng Hòa Bình children and the veterans cause me to ask: What are some of the formations, and qualities, of transgenerational violence
                
                
               resulting from excessively brutal, protracted
                
                
               war
                
                
               in Vietnam? How are violent histories palpably felt by, even rematerialized within, generations of people born long after war is declared “over”? What can be done to address this form of elusive, indirect injustice and the material injuries as well as individual and social trauma
                
                
               it
                
                
               continues to cause? And moreover, what forms of remembering are needed to respond meaningfully to the lingering injustices and prolonged suffering of this kind? The history, social imperatives, and prospective performative
                
                
               politics
                
                
               of remembering I have learned from the veterans
                
                
               lead me to ask further about how to become answerable to them as well as to the Làng Hòa Bình children and the many others bound up in the pervasive lethal consequences of
                
                
               violence—violence that often appears to have taken place back then, to them, over there, but should nonetheless disturb entitlement, comfort, and contentment in our lives here, now.
Belated Collateral Damage
Inspired by what I was hearing from the
                
                
               veterans, as well as other Vietnamese and American
                
               friends involved in Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
              /dioxin
                
                
               advocacy,12 and by the tension between vital economic development in Vietnam and lasting legacies of poverty, environmental damage, social divisions and inequities, psychological trauma,
                
                
               and
                
                
               disability
                
                
               as a result of the war, I decided to volunteer at the Làng Hòa Bình orphanage and medical facility twice a week for a period of about six months. Working with the children in the orphanage on a regular basis during this time became a small way for me to give back to the veterans by performing the historical and social imperative they teach. Listening to the veterans’ pasts enabled me to gain a better understanding of the historical conditions that shape, very literally, the children and their everyday lives. Speaking with the veterans
                
                
               and working at the hospital also acquainted me with the mundane material effects of the sometimes unflattering national politics and reprehensible transnational skirmishes (most especially on the part of the United States) in which the children’s and other Agent Orange/dioxin
                
                
               survivors’ futures are embroiled.13
The plight of disabled orphans may seem a separate issue from the wartime remembrances of women veterans
                
                
              . However, through the
                
                
               veterans’
                
                
               memories and lived experiences, I have come to recognize the Làng Hòa Bình children as the most recent victims, or perhaps survivors, of the war’s
                
                
               oblique,
                
                
               protracted violence. As Christina Schwenkel has expressed, the war is indeed “an ongoing legacy in Vietnam that continues to inflict
                
                
               new wounds”
                
                
               (2009, 47). The Làng Hòa Bình children are among those who continue to suffer from those new
                
                
               wounds
                
                
               in a very literal sense. Although born several generations after the war’s official end, in a time of peace and greater national prosperity, the Làng Hòa Bình children are nonetheless the undeserving inheritors of historical violence
                
                
              . They bear the marks of their nation’s war-torn past, and evidence of the United States’ wartime negligence (at best), criminality (at worst), and contemporary (violent) ambivalence in and upon their bodies. The children’s bodies are the sites of an insidious form of belated collateral damage; they reflect the ancillary accidents of war and testify to the boundless degradation of modern warfare.
The veterans
                
                
               and the Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               children are linked, concretely and metaphorically. They are concretely linked because the veterans
                
                
               are
                
                
               revolutionary mothers of what they would call the anti-imperial struggle
                
                
               for “national salvation” and national reunification, and were among those contaminated by wartime chemicals,
                
                
               such as Agent Orange,
                
                
               and its highly toxic ingredient, TCDD dioxin. The children are among those within future, post-war generations who received those toxins, or damage due to those toxins, via their parents’ genes, through epigenetic processes, by way of breast milk, and/or through other forms of lingering environmental contamination.14 The veterans
                
                
               and the children are linked metaphorically because the damage from dioxin
                
                
               is so oblique, varied, and reliant on memory and anecdotal
                
                
               evidence that medical science alone is not yet an adequate technique for proving causes and effects
                
               (Fox 2010, 2013). As Diane Niblack Fox has stated, in relation to the inadequacy of politics and science to address the multitude of ongoing issues related to the use of toxic chemicals
                
                
               during the
                
                
               war, “Agent Orange
                
                
               leaves us grappling with the limits of the tools we have created to understand our world and with ways to act to maintain our humanity in the face of those limits” (2013, 234). The connection is figurative because the Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               children are not the
                
                
               veterans’
                
                
               own children but they could have been. As a rule, and as cô Nhựt’s
                
                
               story will later perform, everything about Agent Orange is shadowy and inconclusive, while also undeniable.
Many of the Làng
                
                
               Hòa Bình
                
                
               children are believed to be disabled and/or suffering from illness as a consequence of the United States’ use of Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
               and other, similar toxic chemicals
                
                
               used during the war
                
                
              . The children have been “given” to the hospital, I
                
                
               was told, often because of the social stigma
                
                
               associated with disabled people in Vietnam and/or because families
                
               cannot afford to provide the necessary, and sometimes constant, medical care that the children often require.15 To my knowledge, none of the children living at Làng Hòa Bình are related to the performance group women, although the veterans
                
                
               have themselves experienced many miscarriages, irregular pregnancies, and infertility. People in Vietnam who have been exposed to wartime chemicals (e.g. war
                
                
               veterans and people living in contaminated areas), especially those known to have spent time in intensively sprayed
                
                
               regions, have a much greater incidence of particular diseases linked to dioxin than does the general population. The children and grandchildren of people exposed to wartime toxins also experience “unusually high rates of congenital malformations or diseases, or both” (Gammeltoft 2014, 45, citing
                
               Stone 2007; see also Le and Johansson 2001).
Vietnamese doctors have found that the more time a given veteran
                
                
               spent in the south during the war,
                
                
               the higher the likelihood was that their children would suffer from birth
                
                
               defects
                
               (Fox
                
               citing Tran and Brunnstrom 2010, 180). State representatives for Agent Orange
                
                
              /dioxin
                
                
               affected persons in Vietnam report that “the rate of severe congenital anomalies in herbicide-exposed populations in Vietnam is 2.95 percent, compared to 0.74 percent in non-exposed populations” (Stone 2007, cited
                
               in Gammeltoft 2014, 45). As Tine M. Gammeltoft has carefully researched, the fear of war-era chemical contamination and its adverse effects on fetal health
                
                
               is still widespread and greatly impacts the lives and decisions of pregnant women and their families
                
               in Vietnam today (2014).16 So, even if none of the children in Làng Hòa Bình are directly related to the performance group veterans, they could have been, and in some ways are, their children.
The veterans were directly exposed to chemical warfare, gunfire, and torture
                
                
              . They experienced war’s
                
                
                
               direct violence. The Làng Hòa Bình children, born several generations after the war’s
                
                
               declared ending, suffer from war’s lesser known indirect violence: they
                
                
                
               have been born through violent histories, bearing the material brutalities of war on and in their bodies. The children show, literally, through their bodies and their very existence,
                
                
               how the past bears on, is born and reborn, into present and future generations. They embody
                
                
               Caruth’s
                
               performative “belatedness” in the extreme.17
The form of indirect violence experienced by the children adds a third formulation of trauma
                
                
               to previous renderings discussed in the book. Thus far we have seen that forms
                
                
               of
                
                
                
               trauma
                
                
                
               can
                
                
              
                
                
               derive from (1) “original,” direct experiences of violence
                
                
               (the
                
                
               veterans’
                
                
               experience of torture
                
                
              ), (2) violence
                
                
               relayed
                
                
               and/or translated between people (the different sort of trauma
                
                
               that can result in secondary
                
                
               witnesses
                
                
              ), and now (3), violence
                
                
               that is generationally, materially inherited (as in the case of some of the Làng Hòa Bình children). The elusive origins of this third category of
                
                
               trauma, the obliqueness of its founding violence,
                
                
               necessitates the expansion of traditional
                
                
               psychoanalytic
                
                
               diagnoses and prescriptions; challenges us to come up with better, more ethical
                
               and informed practices of redress; and calls for international, transgenerational responses to the living legacies
                
                
               of war’s
                
                
               violence and resulting social
                
               injustices.
Bodies of the Past/Bodies of the Present
Cathy Caruth asks, “What do the dying bodies of the past […] have to do with the living bodies of the present” (1996, 26)? The Làng Hòa Bình children, together with the veterans, embody
                
                
               diverse, yet interwoven parables concerning the connections between the dying bodies of the past and the living bodies of the present. The veterans’ life-narratives, practices of hauntological remembering,
                
                
               and prospective social actions embody a life-ethic that takes Caruth’s
                
               question as its founding assumption. The dying bodies of the past have everything to do with the living bodies of the present. So we must remember prospectively with specters
                
               and with each other. As Jacques Derrida observes, in agreement with Simon, learning
                
                
               to live “more justly,” requires that one “live otherwise,” “learn to live with ghosts, in the upkeep, the conversation, the company, or the companionship, in the commerce without commerce of ghosts,” performing a
                
               “being-with specters,”
                
                
               that practices “a politics of
                
                
               memory
                
                
              , of
                
                
               inheritance,
                
                
               and of generations” (1998, xviii–xix). Living more justly with others requires living otherwise. Living otherwise entails conversing with and
                
                
               being-with specters. And
                
               specters
                
                
               are
                
               always conveying messages about inheritance and
                
               generations. We must remember beyond what we take to be our own temporal,
                
                
               geographic, and subjective boundaries because death and life, suffering, optimism, and meaningful action in the pursuit of greater justice and equity also defy these borders.
In spite of these borders, I had an unexpected reunion with cô Nhựt in the United States, which I will describe presently. She brought home, quite literally and practically to my doorstep at the time, the transnational implications of continuing historical
                
                
               violence and calls for transnational co-respondent remembering and social action. Cô Nhựt’s international actions prompt me to remember “the root,” as the veterans might say, of her social commitments founded within her own, intimately embodied experience with dioxin contamination. Cô Nhựt’s shadowy miscarriage story leads to my experiences working at the Từ Dũ Hospital
                
              , where the Làng Hòa Bình children reside on the floors just above a room containing a fetal archive, instigated by doctors in the 1970s when they began to sense a link between wartime chemical contamination and a rise in abnormal pregnancies.18 In this archive, untenable specimens—as evidence silently testifying to the fact that war’s
                
                
               damages far outlast and outreach its temporal and geographical borders—hover in timeless suspension within glass jars of formaldehyde. The children and the preserved fetuses are eerily coterminous, existing in such close proximity within the hospital, each haunting the other’s presence.
Spending time with the children, and learning more about the politics of their national and international representation, compels me to address three extreme challenges to their possibilities for more ethical
                
               social inclusion and the improvement of their living conditions, namely: (1) subaltern silence, (2) physical and social abjection,
                
                
               and (3) spectacular
                
                
               representation
                
                
                
              . At the core of these three interconnected challenges is what I would call passive performativities
                
                
               of
                
                
                
               violent
                
                
               sight
                
              . Although the odds are stacked against them, many of the children appear undaunted. The ones that are physically able participate annually in an outing to the Suối Tiên
                
               Amusement Park on the outskirts of Ho Chi Minh City, where their everyday play
                
               conjures
                
                
               hope. Through the children’s unspoken, light, and powerful determination to enjoy themselves even in the glare of public scrutiny, I come to understand their performance of everyday play
                
               at the theme park as a kind of unassuming, invitational, and socially
                
                
               radical
                
                
               performance
                
                
              . Although
                
                
                
               not explicitly stated, or probably even recognized as such by anyone present at the park that day, the children embody and perform a historical social ethic that the veterans
                
                
               also practice and believe: that small acts
                
                
               may be radical; they can and do make meaningful differences in others’ lives.
Dis-Locations: The Transnationality of Violence and Responsibility
One evening in the
                
                
               fall of
                
                
               2005, a good friend from Vietnam calls to say that cô Nhựt
                
                
               will be a part of the Vietnam
                
                
               Association of Victims for Agent Orange/Dioxin’s (VAVA or Hội Nạn nhân chất độc da cam/dioxin Việt Nam) first visit to the United States. I am surprised to hear this news. Cô Nhựt will be coming here? Yes, my friend says, she will be here in two weeks. A small group of Vietnamese Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
               activists,
                
                
               who at the time were also plaintiffs in a lawsuit
                
                
               against US chemical
                
                
               companies who manufactured the toxic wartime chemicals,
                
                
               were coming to the United States for a cross-country tour to help raise awareness about the continuing damage caused by Agent
                
                
               Orange/dioxin
                
                
               in Vietnam. Cô Nhựt
                
                
               is one of them. The delegation will be stopping in my area for one night. After seeing cô Nhựt,
                
                
               I write in my journal:

              Last night I saw you in a church basement. It was startling, even though I knew you were going to be there. Our reunion seemed out of place, and yet also in other ways, so fitting. […] It must be strange for you to be here, in the country you fought against […] telling your stories and speaking with American citizens—some of whom are American
                    
                   Vietnam
                    
                    
                   War
                    
                   veterans
                    
                    
                  . I
                    
                    
                   watched you warmly shake their hands.
Last night, when you spoke to the small audience about your five miscarriages, I heard people sucking in their breath and watched them close their eyes. […] You pointed to the picture on the video screen as it showed the room at Từ Dũ Hospital
                    
                   with all the unviable fetuses floating in their gray-blue formaldehyde bottles. […] You said, “one of those is mine […]”


            
I cannot know whether or not Cô Nhựt experiences, or experienced, something akin to what is understood psychoanalytically
                
                
               as “trauma.” I do not know if she experiences or experienced an “accident […] not precisely grasped” or a “figurative dismemberment—a shattering of assumptions, a severing of the past, present, and future, a disruption of memory” (Caruth 1996, 6; Brison 1999, 48). I
                
               cannot say if cô Nhựt ever felt “utterly helpless in the face of a force that is perceived to be life-threatening” which caused “an inability to envision a future” (Brison 1999, 40, 39). I cannot claim that cô Nhựt needs to work-through and tell her story “in order to survive” (Laub 1995, 63). It
                
               is not right to assume that emotional pain and suffering is similarly culturally constructed, linguistically produced, and socially expressed in Vietnam as within Western psychoanalytic
                
               contexts.19
What I can say is that cô Nhựt’s life, and so many others’ lives in Vietnam, has been damaged by war. She has suffered. She has unjustly experienced pain. Her suffering is repetitious and, in certain ways, continuous; it did not stop with the declaration of the end of US involvement in 1975. And she, of course, is but one of the many—of those who lived through the war and those born years after the war’s “end”—who still bear its traumas. Beyond any diagnostic claims for “trauma,” what Caruth
                
               offers to cô Nhựt’s bewildering circumstances is the mandate to “listen […] to […] voice[es] that [one] cannot fully know but to which [we must] nonetheless bear […] witness” in the hope of better understanding, not fully understanding or naming
                
               (Caruth 1996, 9), which indeed, in itself, may be better. That is, once we get off the track of total knowledge, we cross onto another one defined by processual engagement, embodied revision, and affective, co-subjective investment.
In terms of “historical trauma” and “structural trauma,” Vietnam’s history sometimes seems like a gaping, lingering, open wound
                
                
               (LaCapra 1999, 699–700).20 The
                
               damages can feel very raw. There are people who still bear the scars of war within and upon their bodies. There are still lingering undercurrents of resentment, anger, and prejudice between people who were on different sides of the war
                
               (V. T. Nguyen 2013, 2016). There are still areas in Vietnam where the ground is saturated with carcinogenic toxins
                
               (Fox 2010, 2013). People still lose limbs or die from stumbling upon, and inadvertently triggering, bombs
                
               dropped decades ago. In this place of immeasurable resilience and continuing trauma it must be asked: “Who says that time heals all wounds?
                
                
               [Perhaps] It would be better to say that time heals everything except
                
                
               wounds”
                
                
               (Silverman citing Marker, qtd. in
                
               Hirsch 1999, 21). In this sense, witnessing
                
                
               the structural trauma
                
                
               of Vietnam “unravels whatever meaning we’ve found and woven ourselves into, and so listening to survivor’s stories” exists as “an experience in
                
                
               unlearning,
                
              ” which brings with it recognition of personal implication and the inherited
                
                
               responsibility of addressing past, and continuing, wounds
                
                
               (Brison quoting and expanding Langer’s term, 1999, 49).
Cô Nhựt, those traveling with her, and the many others they represent in Vietnam, rematerialize history and its violent continuations into transnational social issues requiring international awareness and address. Speaking in the church basement with Bhopal activists, American
                
               labor union members, and Vietnam Veterans
                
                
               Against the War, together embodying
                
                
               the spirit
                
               and practice of what Michael Rothberg calls “multidirectional memory,”
                
                
               cô Nhựt emphasizes the need for transnational solidarity and action in response to contemporary injustice and suffering in Vietnam and elsewhere
                
               (Rothberg 2009, 3). Her primary aim, as she said to Hương and me during one of our initial conversations in Vietnam, and many times since, was not to win the lawsuit. Cô Nhựt’s intention is to raise international awareness about people suffering from the aftermath of war in her country so that more people may choose to help by speaking out against war and other forms of violence and by assisting those currently in need. Although her story is about her own illnesses and miscarriages, cô Nhựt testifies
                
               to the radical interdependence between people and the need for responsible, transnational social action in response to human suffering. She gestures toward what is ethically
                
               and practically “better” about partial, performative understanding.
Regarding Monsters and “Monstrous” Bodies
Before continuing, it is necessary to
                
               address some guiding theorizations of the discursive category of monsters, and those who are deemed “monstrous” by others, in order to help avoid reiterating its stability as a signifier of fear and abjection
                
              . I want to state that I agree with friends working on Agent Orange/dioxin awareness and assistance in Vietnam who tell me they expressly avoid using the terms “monster,” “monstrous,” or related words when discussing the lives and struggles of dioxin survivors because it perpetuates stereotypes and prejudices (within Vietnam and abroad). Yet, I also feel I must address these terms directly because they came up during my interviews and work at the hospital (sometimes explicitly and other times by implication), and still do arise in casual conversations and public discourses surrounding Agent Orange/dioxin. It is critical to examine the tendency to view difference/otherness as “monstrous” so that we can better understand from where and how these sentiments arise in order to help shift responses of fear, avoidance, and rejection toward compassion, greater understanding, respect, and action.
In her seminal work on the shifting figure of the monster, Margrit
                
               Shildrick
                
               explains that human monsters “speak to both the radical otherness that constitutes an outside and to the difference that inhabits identity itself” where the concern “is not so much that monsters threaten to overrun the boundaries of the proper, as that they promise to dissolve them” (2002, 11). The monstrous are “alternately terrifying and fascinating” beings, their “very presence signals the threat of contamination” in relation to taken-for-granted notions of the autonomous, normal, closed, and contained “clean and proper body” (2002, 16; building on Kristeva’s phrase, 7). In other words, because of their uncanny likeness and sometimes extreme excessiveness in comparison to “normal” bodies, some of those affected by the legacy of Agent
                
                
               Orange/dioxin,
                
                
               including a number of the Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               children as well as the fetuses to which cô Nhựt
                
                
               refers in her narratives, simultaneously fit within, defiantly exceed, and therefore participate in deconstructing categories of “proper” humanness.
The forms of deconstruction, unraveling, and questioning that monsters present are often seen as an immense threat to those invested in patrolling the borders of “natural,” normative being. “Human monsters,” Shildrick
                
               says
                
               “both fulfill the necessary function of the binary opposite that confirms the normality and centrality of the accultured self, and at the same time threaten to disrupt that binary by being all too human” (2002, 55). By disrupting carefully maintained boundaries, monsters cause us to reckon with the extreme vulnerability, diversity, and cultural constructedness of “normal” and “proper” human being. Monsters’ consistent presence in social life, however, is evidence of the “contested terrain of a particular historical moment,” but moreover of “the always already problematic ontology of human being” (2002, 3).
Rather than seeking a definitive ontology of the monstrous, Shildrick
                
               focuses
                
               on theorizing the sense of threat and vulnerability people commonly feel and express in relation to the monstrous. Those deemed monstrous are often rendered categorically deviant through sight,
                
               a sense perhaps given too much credibility for its capacity to deliver unmediated, empirical truth. Sight,
                
               or vision, “dissects,” “isolates,” and separates, Walter J. Ong describes, and too often unselfconsciously “situates the observer outside what he [sic] views, at a distance” (2001, 72). We are afraid of those deemed monstrous, and we figure them as separate, and distant, from images of clean and proper bodies as a result of, among other things, a presumed threat of contamination. This sense of threat of contamination-by-proximity is particularly salient in Vietnam where illness and abnormality have traditionally been, and often still may be, viewed as the result of wrongdoing and/or moral shortcomings in an individual and/or family’s past
                
               (Gammeltoft 2014).21 The “bad luck” of accidents, illness, disabilities, and other “bad fortunes” are often viewed as potentially contagious.22
The central problem, as Shildrick
                
               expresses
                
               it, is that “monsters are both necessary and feared, and yet effectively have been denied a place in the domain of ethics,
                
               except as the passive object of moral regard” (2002, 3). As I will discuss later, the project of distancing those perceived of as monstrous as passive objects subject to moral regard and incessant “over-looking” (combined with onlookers’ chosen abstinence from meaningful involvement) poses great problems and disadvantages for many survivors
                
                
               of Agent Orange
                
                
              /dioxin
                
                
              , including the Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               children.
While much energy is spent obsessively delineating, and rejecting monstrous otherness, Shildrick
                
               shifts
                
               our attention to the slippery instability of our “selves” by unmasking claims of innate, “normal” and “natural” being. She reminds us that “the ordinary body is not given,” but rather should be understood as “always an achievement” of constant individual and social creation:
[a]lthough the
                    
                    
                   monstrosity
                    
                    
                   of chronic
                    
                    
                   disease or disability overtly undermines any notion of a securely embodied subject, that ordinary body is not given, but is always an achievement. It is a body that requires constant maintenance and/or modification to hold off the ever-present threat of disruption; extra digits are excised at birth, tongues are shortened in Down’s Syndrome children, noses are reshaped, warts removed, prosthetic limbs fitted, ‘healthy’ diets recommended, HRT prescribed. And in such cases, it is the unmodified body which is seen as unnatural, in need of ‘corrective’ interventions. In short, the normal body is materialized through a set of reiterative practices that speak to the instability of the singular standard. (2002, 55)

In this rendering, the unmodified body appears to be the (monstrous) exception. Furthermore, the process of aging, and the possibility of illness and accident, all point to the condition that “able-bodiedness is a temporary state” no matter who you are (Rothman citing the work of
                
               Taylor 2017).23 Critically with regard to preceding discussions,
                
               Shildrick
                
               suggests, “[r]ather than attempting to recuperate the monstrous, might we not refigure it as an alternative, but equally valuable, mode of being, an alterity that throws doubt on the singularity of the human and signals other less restrictive possibilities” so that the monstrous “might be the promising location of a reconceived ontology, and an ethics
                
               centered on a relational economy that has a place for radical difference” (2002, 67)? In the case of the Làng
                
                
               Hòa Bình
                
                
               children and others suffering from Agent
                
                
               Orange-attributed illness and
                
                
               disability,
                
                
               what is needed is an ethics,
                
               not of tolerance or recuperation, but of open and dialogic lived relation by which we engage together in continually seeking to “answer […] more fully to the multiplicity of embodied difference” and the rights of all human beings no matter what diverse forms they may physically, or otherwise, express (2002, 3).
Material Legacies of Violence
As I listen to cô Nhựt
                
                
               in the
                
                
               church basement, I remember the Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
               children, and think of the day I learned about cô Nhựt’s personal connections to Agent Orange. Like so many people in Vietnam who lived through the war
                
                
               years, cô Nhựt has numerous unexplained health problems. She has had intestinal cancer and experienced a growth in her throat that doctors in Vietnam attribute to dioxin exposure. Experts in Vietnam also attribute her multiple miscarriages to dioxin contamination. At first cô Nhựt speaks apprehensively, but gradually a fractured, shadowy story about one of her miscarriage emerges:

               N/H: In 1977,
    She was pregnant,
    And she was to give
                      
                     birth

    [Outside, a pack of dogs are barking loudly. Hương and I can barely hear. We become confused by cô Nhựt’s story.]

    But it was not a human being,
    Baby 
                      
                    [fetus]—
    Not a baby 
                      
                    [fetus]—
    Without bone?

  R: To her it was not a human being?

     [Hương and I are confused. We wonder if we have heard correctly. Hương asks cô Nhựt to verify her words and speaks with her for a moment.]

  H: A 
                      
                    monster?

    [Cô Nhựt nods in agreement.]

  H: Monster.

  R: Monster?



            
“A monster?”
                
               Hương and I struggle to understand. We ask cô Nhựt for more clarification but meanings remain
                
               uncertain. The situation is vague, and unknowable, so maybe language should not work to make things clear. In this passage, cô Nhựt uses a number of terms such as “quái dạng” and “quái dị” (meaning “grotesque appearance,” “abnormal,” “monstrous
                
               shape,” and “bizarre” or “freakish”) and then later “thai bị dị dạng” (“fetal deformity” or “fetus afflicted by deformity”) to
                
                
               describe her
                
               miscarriage.24
The fetus (thai nhi) was not viable. Cô Nhựt’s simultaneous attempt to express the circumstances of her pregnancy, while also keeping it swathed in a kind of faithful ambiguity, and Hương’s and my resulting confusion in trying to follow cô Nhựt’s story, together convey the difficulty, then and now, of understanding and naming what was going on. “How to say,” Hương keeps trying to accurately communicate, “the baby [fetus]—passed away. And to her, it was lucky, because, she cannot imagine how he or she could manage life very well.”
Cô Nhựt tells us that the nurses and doctors tried to keep the truth about the fetus’s condition from her. As Hương explains, the “Doctors try to keep her, away from the truth […] because it is a kind of bad luck […] yah, and they tried to protect her from depression.” Notably, this is one of the only times that I ever hear depression mentioned by the veterans. And yet, here also, cô Nhựt does not describe herself as being or becoming depressed. As it was during wartime, depression and lost hope are still terms to be avoided.
Cô Nhựt only had a vague idea, from the nurses’ whispered words, that the hospital kept the contents of her miscarriage. “She was told, by someone else, that probably,” after her surgery, “probably the baby [fetus] was kept in Từ Dũ Hospital
                
              .” The fetus is categorically elusive and so is its fate. Everything about this story is unclear, shadowy, and speculative, except for the fact of cô Nhựt’s pregnancy.
Hương continues, explaining that the story is unclear, in part, because cô Nhựt does not really know what took place. The doctors were trying to protect her by giving vague answers. And, cô Nhựt says that what was happening was too painful so, to protect herself, “she didn’t want to make it clear.” By sustaining the story’s uncertainty, and the ambiguity surrounding her miscarriage, cô Nhựt “explores the possibility of a faithful history in the very indirectness of this telling” (Caruth 1996, 27). Quietly,
                
               Hương says:

               H:  Its not really clear.
    Vague,
    It is very vague.
    […]

 N/H: It was hard,
    It was so painful to her
    That she didn’t want to make it
    Clear.
    Just,
    Passed away,
    And passed away,
    And she didn’t want to hear
    Any more about it.
    […]
    She knew about the
                      
                     truth,
    Not exactly,
    But she knew about it
    A little bit,
    From some nurses,
    In 
                      
                    hospital,
    A little bit about the,
    The
                      
                     monster,
    A little bit.
    But she didn’t want—
    […]
    The baby [fetus] was kept in
    Secret,
    Thanks to the doctor.
    She didn’t know about it,
    She didn’t know about it.
    Yah,
    She [the doctor] kept the baby [fetus],
    In secret.
    It had died already,
    Inside.



            
Cô Nhựt “knew about the truth,” but only “a little bit.” Together in tenuous translation, cô Nhựt and Hương express the betweenness of what cô Nhựt knew and did not know, what she was told and what she willfully kept unclear. Hương wavers between calling the fetus a “baby” and a “monster.”
                
               Neither category seems appropriate, or stable, so she flips back and forth. The story tells uncertainty: about what the fetus is, what happened to it, and why it happened. Nothing is fully discernible. And yet, in this story indiscernibility is what brings us closer to what happened, and moreover, the way it felt for cô Nhựt.
What we finally find out from cô Nhựt is that the fetus died in her womb. When she went to the hospital for a check-up the doctor told her there was no heartbeat. During the surgery to remove the fetus the doctors did not tell her the cause of death was likely due to the effects of dioxin. During the 1970s, doctors in Vietnam
                
                
               were starting to observe higher levels of miscarriage, congenital defects, and irregular pregnancy in families
                
               where one or more of the parents were war
                
                
               veterans
                
               (Fox 2010, 2013; Gammeltoft 2014). Later,
                
               when cô Nhựt went to the hospital for a different surgery in 2002, the same doctor who had helped her years before explained that dioxin exposure was likely the cause of cô Nhựt’s string of illnesses and abnormal miscarriages. At this time, the doctor also told cô Nhựt for certain that her miscarriage, from 1977, was indeed kept by the hospital. The doctor had preserved it, and many others, with the hope that in the future the archive might help serve as evidence of dioxin’s destructive legacy.
Cô Nhựt’s miscarriage is part of the hospital’s haunting archive. It is one specimen among many others, floating in murky glass jars. “One of those is mine,” cô Nhựt says in the church basement in the United States, as she points toward the photo of the hospital’s fetal archive on the video screen. One of those is cô Nhựt’s. But they should haunt us all. Cô Nhựt’s story, her miscarriage(s), and the numerous others sitting as awaiting evidence on shelves in Từ Dũ Hospital,
                
               show
                
               and tell how historical violence leaves its mark on particular lives, while also defying closure or containment within any one site, body, or
                
                
               temporality.25 Violence
                
                
               continues. Violence
                
                
               too, like
                
                
               memory
                
                
               and responsibility, can
                
                
               be passed from generation
                
               to generation
                
              . It can be inherited. The archive sits, frozen in time, awaiting the chance to serve as material proof of the ways in which historical
                
                
               violence
                
                
               continues, and is reproduced, from one generation
                
               to the next.
In the case of the untenable fetuses, and those postwar children born with cognitive
                
                
               and/or physical disabilities
                
                
               and illnesses
                
                
               due
                
               to dioxin exposure, historical violence
                
                
               is mobile in the present and beyond. It may seems strange, and maybe too harsh, to speak of the living children and the fetal archive in one breath. However, the fact is that they live—figuratively and literally—in stark proximity.
Three Challenges: Subaltern Silence, Abjection, Spectacular Representation
The Làng Hòa
                
                
               Bình
                
                
               orphanage
                
               and
                
               medical facility for
                
               children and young adults with Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
              /dioxin-
                
                
              attributed
                
                
               disabilities
                
                
               and/or
                
                
               illness both
                
                
               confines and protects its inhabitants. Although better public understanding of disability
                
                
               and illness, and of the deleterious effects of dioxin, is on the rise in Vietnam the children of Làng Hòa
                
                
               Bình too often live an annexed life, largely removed from society. The range of their cognitive
                
               and/or physical disability,
                
                
               and illnesses, is extreme. Some children can attend school, learn how to read, write with their feet, create art,
                
               and likely someday, live on their own. Other children struggle
                
                
               to put words together, move their bodies, or just breathe. The children have many obstacles, particular and shared, to overcome in their lives. While working with the children, I came to realize that (1) for the children to be acknowledged as individuals and part of society and (2) for their needs to be addressed as a matter of social
                
                
               responsibility (by people in the United States, Vietnam, and elsewhere), the following three overarching challenges must be considered.
Challenge: Subaltern Silence
In the room where I volunteer there is a little girl with no eyes. She cannot see, or talk, or hear. She spends many hours rocking back and forth, sobbing. I cannot find a way to soothe her. Two babies in the room have heads so swollen and enlarged (due to hydrocephaly) that they are anchored to their cribs, unable to move or shift position by themselves. Đức, a partially paralyzed little boy wearing a superman shirt, has small, twisted, unmovable limbs and a concave chest. He is fed through a plastic tube attached to his nose. Each breath appears difficult. He cannot speak and can barely move his body. At first, I thought he had no way to communicate. But one day, I massage his legs and he smiles. His ability to communicate is ever so slight, but he can express when he is happy. I gently massage his legs, arms, and head every day I visit.
In a literal sense, some of the children at Làng Hòa Bình can speak while others physically cannot. Does this mean that as a mute, mostly paralyzed child, Đức is completely foreclosed? If the subaltern “woman is doubly in shadow” where does this place orphaned, seriously disabled and/or ill, children in Vietnam
                  
                 (Spivak 1994, 84)? Thinking with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,
                  
                 I am compelled to ask: Speak what? How? To whom? Can the children speak to their caregivers? Can the children speak to me? Are they ever able to speak to the Vietnamese public, or to the United States, or other international communities? As perhaps the ultra-subaltern, “if given the chance,” can these children “speak and know their conditions,” and work toward the “possibility of full membership in dominant social strata” (1994, 78; Spivak 2005 citing
                  
                 her earlier work, xx)? I must confess feeling some despair regarding these questions. Some of the children are able to “speak” to some of their caregivers sometimes. Perhaps hearing them requires a different kind of listening, as with Đức, a kind of listening beyond normative recognition. As long as we are not listening to or hearing their needs, we are allowing the continuance of a kind of damaging violence. It may not be the overt violence of war,
                  
                  
                 but it is participation (through inaction) in
                  
                 continued
                  
                  
                 suffering.
Challenge: Physical and Social Abjection
My first day volunteering
                  
                  
                 at Làng Hòa
                  
                  
                 Bình is startling. The children have a wide range of physical disability. There are children missing multiple limbs and with severely misshapen arms and legs. Children with split eyelids and teeth in unexpected places. Children with webbed hands. Domed heads. Scaled and peeling skin. Twisted backs. I have heard Vietnamese, Americans, and other foreigners call the children “monsters,”
                  
                 “half-human” and “un-human”—the same kinds of words sometimes used to describe the preserved fetuses.26 I am asked to feed rice porridge, or congee (cháo), to a child in the pink-walled room. She has an enlarged head and her eyes remain
                  
                 wide open. She cannot close her mouth. She is cognitively
                  
                  
                 impaired as well as physically disabled and cannot speak. On this first day, the intense stare of her eyes combined with my lack of experience as to how to properly feed her, unsettles me. After several unsuccessful attempts, I get her properly seated in my lap and bring the spoon of rice porridge to her mouth. She eats. After a few spoonfuls, we are both more content and my initial anxiousness subsides.
The children of Làng Hòa Bình
                  
                  
                 help to critically expand the spectrum of our understanding about ourselves as humans. For some of the children, their lives, from breath to breath, are precarious. Their bodies, often viewed as excessive or excessively lacking, are material sites of historically inherited violence
                  
                  
                . They are cross-cut, over-written, and inscribed with a history that precedes their coming into being, their birth. They echo generationally cô Nhựt’s
                  
                  
                 concern
                  
                  
                 in prison about
                  
                  
                 what she might become or do were she physically disabled (“I could write, and I could sing”). Yet they must carry the burden, live the burden, of others’ monstrous
                  
                 acts. The grotesque violence of the past prefigured their social abjection
                  
                  
                . Julia Kristeva’s notion of the abject
                  
                 often
                  
                  
                 tends toward self-abjection (1997). However, the construction of abject
                  
                  
                 existing
                  
                 as “ejected beyond the scope of the possible, the tolerable, the thinkable” seems particularly apt in describing both the ways the children’s bodies are often viewed and their social expulsion, differently articulated, in the United States, Vietnam, and elsewhere (1997, 229).
There can be very little, save chance, medical intervention, and a few breaths of air, keeping some of the children at Làng Hòa Bình
                  
                  
                 alive. Though almost always called “victims,” they are more like “survivors.” They are survivors of an oblique
                  
                  
                , protracted violence. As abject
                  
                 subalterns, the children challenge
                  
                  
                 normative notions of subjectivity, which may in turn necessitate different forms of address-ability, response-ability,
                  
                  
                 and
                  
                  
                 witnessing
                  
                 (Oliver 2001, 17).
Challenge: Spectacular Representation
Today a photographer from a prominent US newspaper comes to the hospital to take photos. He is “here to provide the pictures,” he says to me. Click. Click. Of children in their beds. Click. Of the children, naked, their bodies fully exposed to his lens, receiving their baths in the sink. Click. Click. It is meal time. Today, many children in the pink-walled room are sick. Several children are vomiting. Click. Of the small baby with a misshapen head, crying in his crib. Click. Of the open wound
                  
                  
                 above his ear. Click. Pause. Click. Of a little girl looking out of her crib with a rash all over her body. Click. Of the hydrocephalic children who are unable to lift their own heads. The photographer seems shaken. He tells me he “feels a little uncomfortable” taking the pictures of the children, “a little voyeuristic.”
Performance can successfully intervene in situations of injustice,
                  
                 but it can also be damaging, even violent. Although socially marginalized,
                  
                 the
                  
                  
                 children were often put into situations of spectacular performance. I came to understand what sometimes felt like their incessant photographic representation (in many cases done without their consent) as a kind of
                  
                  
                  
                 performativity of violence, a
                  
                  
                 continual recitational
                  
                  
                 practice of being over-seen and over-looked. As young representatives of a far larger (but less visible and accessible) population of Agent Orange/dioxin survivors
                  
                  
                 in need of assistance, pictures of the children grace collection boxes placed in numerous hotels and businesses across the city. When the topic of Agent Orange/dioxin is publicly discussed, the children are the ones who often appear in Vietnamese, US, and other international newscasts, internet sites, magazines, and newspapers. Where they are addressed, there is almost always visible representation. During the time I volunteered, there seemed to be a near constant stream of Vietnamese and international visitors coming to the hospital to “see” the children.27 Reuters journalists and photographers. Independent columnists. International benefactors. Foreign tourists. Beauty pageant winners and their televised entourages. They all come to “show their support” but also to see the “show” of spectacular bodies.
On some occasions, the children are also taken to benefit events held outside the hospital for what a friend once unselfconsciously called “Agent Orange Shows.” Dressed in their best, even infants and paralyzed children would sometimes be taken to these events to provide, among other things, photo opportunities for journalists perhaps with the hope that “pity and fear” might be purged by way of cathartic monetary donation (Aristotle 2000, 64). Several of the events I experienced were literally on stage and staged. Too often, photographs
                  
                 of the children, hospital visitations, and charity events involving flocks of journalists and sometimes even the exchange of exaggeratedly large checks (in terms of physical size), seemed to too easily become scenes of spectacular performativity,
                  
                  
                 potentially
                  
                  
                 serving to further evacuate agency rather than to change material conditions.28
A Note on Performativities of Violent Sight
Thinking about racial violence and
                
                
               subjugation
                
                
                
               in
                
                
               the
                
               United States, Avery F. Gordon notes “the highly visible can actually be a type of invisibility” (Gordon 2004, remembering Ellison, 17). Too
                
               often, she says, “[i]n a culture seemingly ruled by technologies of hypervisibility, we are led to believe not only that everything can be seen, but also that everything is available and accessible for our consumption” (2004, 16). Judith Butler’s
                
               notion of performativity as “not […] a singular or deliberate ‘act,’ but, rather, as the reiterative and citational practice” of norms, and the “stylized repetition of acts,” describes
                
                
               processes of production and consumption of the children in/as visual representations (1990, 140; 1993, 2). That is, too often the kinds of photographs
                
               taken of the children and the ways they are employed and received tend to reinforce social scripts
                
               that reify rather than rupture norms.
The same kinds of pictures of the children are taken over and over, such that the “reproductions” potentially numb the viewer by “substitut[ing] a plurality of copies for a unique [human] existence,” allowing images of the children to take on their own “exhibition value” (Benjamin 1969, 221, 225). “Visibility politics are additive rather than transformational,” Peggy Phelan contends, they “lead to stultifying ‘me-ism’” wherein “the spectator
                
               can reject the representation as ‘not about me.’ Or worse, the spectator
                
               can valorize the representation which fails to reflect her likeness, as one with ‘universal appeal’ or ‘transcendent power’” (1998, 11). In both cases, spectacular sight
                
               leads
                
                
               to passivity, not action. The action of inaction, Dwight Conquergood reminds, “is itself a powerful statement of one’s moral position” (1985, 8).
The children’s bodies attract hyper-spectacle where “seeing is unbelieving” and moving “into sight” becomes “out of mind.” The simple fact of increased visibility, for
                
               the Làng
                
                
               Hòa Bình children
                
                
               or others suffering
                
                
               from
                
               Agent
                
                
               Orange
                
                
              /dioxin-attributed disability
                
                
               and/or illness,
                
                
               does not seem to correlate with greater agency or material changes in conditions.29 Therefore, for performances to be socially effective, actively “doing a good cause” rather than just “for a good cause,” they must move beyond reliance on normative productions and receptions of (over)sight. Or, as cô Định might say, “awareness” of the children must be “put into [meaningful social] action” or it may become voyeuristic negligence, a performativity
                
                
               of passive violence. Rather than rendering politics aesthetic, as is too often the case with representations of the children, Walter Benjamin calls for “politicizing art” (1969, 242). In the next section, the children show me a most subtle way to politicize
                
                
               everyday
                
               life through the creative art
                
              , and performance
                
                
              , of invitational
                
               play.
Small Sites of Radical Performance
After volunteering a number
                
                
               of
                
                
               months, and feeling significantly disheartened by what I am experiencing and by the way the children are represented and viewed in the outside world, the children show me a glimmer of hope, or rather, of condition-changing in process. Today the children are at the fanciful Suối Tiên Amusement Park on the outskirts of Ho Chi Minh
                
               City. This outing is one of the few fieldtrips taken outside of the hospital each year. The children are “out” in public. Everyone is staring. But the children do not show signs of embarrassment. They behave as they do every day at the hospital. But here, exposed in public, their actions and “being in the world” take on new meaning. Today the children’s actions are “radical” in a public way.30
Phúc, with no legs, nimbly climbs up the stairs as people stare at her. She is undaunted. A pile of prosthetic legs and knees lean against a gilded pillar as we take a group photograph
                
              . Mai, a teenager with small, twisted arms helps another younger child, who cannot feed himself, eat lunch. Meanwhile, the doctors respectfully demand admission into the water park when the officials bar our entry citing that “the children’s disfigurations will scare other patrons and cause liability.”31 We wait until we are allowed entry. Inside, the children swim, assist one another in the water, and mix with “normal bodies” in this public space. Their acts are spontaneous, playful, and invitational. They are inviting others into a space of transformation of the “public transcript” (Scott 1990, 2). Their
                
               performances are small, everyday acts, but they are socially radical. Today, if just for a moment, the children are creating new social space.
Jan Cohen-Cruz refers to radical street performance as “acts that question or re-envision ingrained social arrangements of power […] that take place in public by-ways” and which “draws people” into “a changing script” (1998, 1; see also Madison 2010). During
                
               the amusement
                
               park
                
                
               trip the children enacted a series of small, radical performance interruptions. In so doing, they broke norms of amusement
                
               park engagement, as well as
                
                
               performativities
                
                
               of their spectacular representation
                
                
                
               as pitiful, passive, and sensational objects. While I cannot assume ideological intentionality, the children’s pleasure, and their own ethics
                
               of care, broke the citational chains in which they are generally caught. What was remarkable about the children’s performances was not that they boldly “broke the rules,” but that they subtly, steadfastly, and successfully integrated themselves into belonging in this public space while fully enjoying themselves at the water park.
The children acted as they did every day in the confined safety of the hospital, but on this day they were out in public, “creat[ing] visions of what society might be,” or become, through actively performing the “possible real” of a more integrated and accepting society
                
               (Cohen-Cruz 1998, 6; Pollock 1999, 69). Through
                
               their play
                
               and laughter, they were like any other frolicking children at the water park that day. They were able, in a sense, to translate (speak) their lives from private to public space. Their everyday life performances, in this moment, challenged and overcame their social placement as subaltern, abject,
                
               and spectacularly represented. The public was invited into a place of more “complex seeing” and sensuously engaged witnessing (Brecht 1997, 44).
“Exceeding the norm involves serious risk” (Russo 1994, 10). Exceeding norms of proper containment and concealment by exposing their “excessive” (and excessively viewed) bodies in shared social space, the children were vulnerable to public scrutiny and judgment. Yet, as children committed to the pleasure of play,
                
               at the water park they were also radically enacting their freedom to live. As Baz Kershaw describes:

              In other words the freedom that ‘radical performance’ invokes is not just freedom from oppression, repression, exploitation—the resistant sense of the radical—but also the freedom to reach beyond existing systems of formalized power, freedom to create currently unimaginable forms of association and action—the transgressive or transcendent sense of the radical. (1999, 18)


            
By way of commonplace acts, the children were transforming the everyday, by not simply “represent[ing] such freedoms” but “produc[ing] such freedoms” (Kershaw 1999, 18–19). In
                
               the water, playing with other ostensibly “normal” children, the children “opened up” new forms of empowerment by playfully creating sites of more equitable social relations that could, in meaningful and potentially more lasting ways, help “enhance their collective agency, self-determination, and responsibility to each other” (1999, 219). I take from these granular moments, the notion that the children’s small radical performances can “encompass so much” because their “creative reach” seems so “modest” (1999, 220). Minutely radical performances do matter, for as they accumulate, they may together tip the scales toward the creation of new, more equitable realities
                
               (Scott 1990).
These small, even intimate,
                
               radical performances at the amusement park countered some of my feelings of despair at the children’ status as subaltern, abject,
                
               and spectacularly represented, providing hope that “lived relation and the vitality of a collective imaginary […] may turn spectacle inside out into visionary possibilities” (Pollock 2006, 88).32 At
                
               the theme park, by way of their creative, everyday performances of play, in small yet meaningful ways, the children: (1) translated and “spoke” their lives from private to public space, (2) invited dialogue through embodied interaction, (3) interrupted performativities
                
                
               of
                
                
               spectacular representation
                
                
                
               by enacting possible realities, and (4) encouraged active, subject-to-subject witnessing. The children’s radical everyday performances at the amusement park were spontaneous, modest, invitational, and affective.
Answerability: Prospective Remembering and Small, Radical Acts
The Làng Hòa Bình
                
                
                
               children, together
                
                
               with
                
                
                
               the
                
               veterans,
                
                
               show
                
                
               how to perform strategic, practical, historically-imbued, creative, and socially meaningful “critical interruption[s],” to borrow Stuart Hall’s
                
               phrase, within taken for granted performativities
                
                
               of
                
                
               cultural
                
                
                
               norms (1996, 250). The veterans’
                
                
               performances
                
                
               of
                
                
               hauntological, prospective remembering, and the children’s everyday acts of living through adversity “go beyond” socially encrusted “power-knowledge field[s] of force,” to do the work of making critical social change (1996, 254). Through
                
                
               their modest actions, the children and the veterans “bring imagined worlds into being and becoming, moving performers and audiences alike into palpable recognition of possibilities for change” (Pollock 2005, 1). As
                
               I see it, scholarship and research that witnesses, provisionally names, and theorizes, sites of radical historical remembering and critical interruptions can play
                
               an important role in identifying significant cultural acts that might otherwise remain
                
               embedded in the everyday flows and embodied practices of social life. Identifying these small, yet critical, ruptures and
                
               resistance
                
                
               performances
                
                
               helps make them visible, discussable, and valuable within public discourses, and potentially enables the remaking of these praxes into still more innovative, collaborative possibilities for
                
                
               social
                
                
               change.
As Oliver
                
               writes, “[s]ubjectivity [r]equires a [w]itness” and “develops through address and address-ability from and to others,” for “[w]ithout an addressee, without a witness, I [/we] cannot exist” (2001, 88). In the body of this book, I have attempted to perform witness to the respective, living histories of the performance group women and the Làng Hòa Bình children. I have inscribed here their performances possibly participating in what Baz Kershaw calls “[p]athologies of hope,” a
                
                
               relentless sense of possibility grounded in minute gestures, testimony, embodied
                
                
               archives of violence, and even, as it were, incidental subjectivities
                
               (the children at play
                
              ) (1999, 5). I argue that by performing their transnational,
                
                
               transgenerational
                
                
               politics
                
                
               of
                
                
               spectral and prospective remembering, the veterans
                
                
               put historical experience and awareness into current action. At the amusement park, and through daily interactions at the hospital, the Làng Hòa Bình children tacitly challenge
                
                
               norms of normalcy and exclusion at least altering the space for a loving rather than an objectifying gaze
                
               (Oliver 2001).
Following the children’s and veterans’ examples, radical change may be refigured in terms of small, modest, intimate interruptions and
                
                
                
               alterations.33 These
                
               modest interventions
                
                
               and remembering
                
                
               performances
                
                
               comprise intersubjectively embodied, creative, everyday arts of living that are also always political. Mikhail
                
               Bakhtin articulates the challenge of such an aesthetic as a challenge of answerability: “it is certainly easier to create without answering for life, and easier to live without any consideration of art” (1990, 2). And so, against ease, he argues one must work to “become answerable through and through” (1990, 2). That is, “[i]f we are selves, subjects, and have subjectivity and
                
                
               agency by virtue of our dialogic relationships with others, then we are not opposed to others. We are by virtue of others,” and must become “infinitely
                
                
               response-able”
                
                
               (Oliver 2001, 18, 106). For
                
               me this means, among other things, witnessing to the variety of performative politics
                
                
               in which the performance group women continue to participate, with the aim of helping amplify, clarify, and mobilize them for their ends; working with them and their cohorts to articulate Vietnam–US and more broadly cross-national concerns (such as the legacies of Agent Orange/dioxin) in the purposeful enactment of transnationality; and tending to the gifts of familial attachment and legacy I have been privileged to receive.
Coda: “For Those Who Surround Us”
The performance group women would often express, during our conversations and in written letters, their wish for me to share
                
                
               their stories with others. They would ask me to retell their stories, not as their stories, but as examples of the “experience of Vietnamese people in general, and Vietnamese women in particular” as cô Kim Dung once said. Those who listen may be moved to assist people who struggle in Vietnam and in other places, the veterans would often say to me, and it may help inspire them to stand up and reject current practices of war, oppression, and violence. Cô Xuân closed one of her letters saying, “I sincerely hope that we, your aunties [the performance group women], continue to bring you something profound and lasting. We hope we bring you, a memory that is unforgettable, a memory of the whole country of Vietnam; something beautiful, endearing, and enduring” (Fig. 5.2).[image: ../images/434502_1_En_5_Chapter/434502_1_En_5_Fig2_HTML.jpg]
Fig. 5.2The veterans pose for a group photo during rehearsal at the Southern
                        
                       Women’s Museum, Ho
                        
                       Chi Minh City. Photograph
                        
                       by the author


Cô Xuân’s words, and the women’s hopes for memory
                
                
               to move into and affect the future, remind me of a visit. I recall sitting with a friend and her mother at their house in the center of Ho Chi Minh City, with the sound of motorbikes roaring in the background like a waterfall. My friend’s mother was also part of the resistance movement
                
                
               and she is close with several of the performance group women. Stories about this remarkable veteran and her family, recounted to me by my friend, were the first narratives I heard about Vietnam
                
                
              . They were the stories that compelled me to travel to Vietnam to learn more about the complexity of its history from those who lived through it.
My friend’s father died while fighting in 1968, during the Tet Offensive
                
              . As we talk about my friend’s mother’s childhood and her work during wartime, she takes out letters, pictures, and artifacts from her past. A courtship letter
                
                
               from her husband. A black and white picture of my friend’s mother and father on their wedding day in 1954. A box of unopened candies, sent decades ago, that he had delivered to her via secret
                
               courier. Looking around the room, I realize my friend’s mother’s small apartment has become a carefully tended archive, or shrine, to her husband; its collections of keepsakes stand in dedicated, loving memory of his life. After showing me the shirt, still in its original package, that she planned to give her husband almost fifty years ago just before he died, my friend’s mother turns to me and my friend and says, with lightness and determined clarity in her voice, “despite the sufferings and losses” in life, “we have to live on, and make a better life for those who surround us.”
In her home, we remember my friend’s father, conjuring his spirit
                
               “not in order to chase away the ghosts,” but to offer “a hospitable memory
                
                
               or
                
               promise
                
                
               […] out of a concern for justice”
                
                
               (Derrida 1994, 175). The
                
               material archive-shrine of my friend’s mother’s home, and the living archive of her embodied
                
                
               remembering, reminds me that such collections are perhaps less about preserving the past
                
                
               than they are about posing “a question of the future, the question of the future itself, the question of a response, of a promise and of a responsibility for tomorrow” (1998, 36). We must learn to correspond with others, the spectral and the presently living, allowing our perceptions, beliefs,
                
               and actions to be changed in the name of prospective change. This is what cô Nhựt, cô Kim Dung, cô Xuân, cô Định, the performance group women,
                
                
               my friend and her mother (and father), and the Làng Hòa Bình children teach through the ways they live their lives every day. My friend’s mother’s phrase, eloquently doubled and translated
                
                
               to me through her daughter’s voice, becomes a transnational, transcultural,
                
                
               and intergenerational utterance,
                
                
              
                
                
               imparting an inheritance
                
                
               of
                
                
              
                
                
              
                
                
               responsibility.
My friend’s and her mother’s words together embody the founding desires, beliefs,
                
               and actions of living hauntologically and prospectively with memory: we must remember
                
                
               together toward making more equitable social relations, allowing the memories
                
                
               of others—whether they seem near to our own lives or appear geographically, temporally, culturally, or otherwise removed—into our lives, knowing that they vitally matter to the sustenance and justness of our own existence. We are by virtue of others
                
               (Oliver 2001). Living more justly with memory
                
                
               means “liv[ing] on,” through performing small acts of remembering in the pursuit of “mak[ing] a better life for those” living, no longer alive, and yet unborn, “who surround us.”
* * *
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Footnotes
1Some portions of this chapter expand on ideas originally published in “Performing Prospective Memory,” in Cultural Studies (Eisner 2011).

 

2See front matter Notes and Chap. 1 for more on the term
                    
                    
                   “prospective
                    
                    
                   remembering.”

 

3As Diane
                    
                   Niblack Fox explains, “six defoliants and herbicides—and sometimes the fifteen other principal chemicals
                    
                    
                   used during the war, as well—are often generically referred to as Agent Orange” (2013, 213). In this chapter, I use the term “Agent Orange” and “Agent Orange/dioxin” to refer to the host of harmful chemical defoliants
                    
                    
                   that still adversely impact people, animals, plants, and the environment in Vietnam.

 

4Sadly, during the final stages of completing this book, cô Nhựt passed away in December 2017, shortly after her 81st birthday.

 

5The Republic of Vietnam continued to use some remaining herbicides throughout 1971 and 1972, after the official end of the spray campaign in early 1971. For more, see “America’s Most Lethal Secret Agent?,” Agent Orange Record, accessed September 12, 2017, http://​www.​agentorangerecor​d.​com/​agent_​orange_​history/​.

 

6To better understand why TCDD dioxin was present in the chemical defoliants used in Vietnam, refer to Diane
                    
                   Niblack Fox (2010, 2013).

 

7For more information on Agent Orange/dioxin’s history and continuing impacts, see “Enough Toxic Herbicide Sprayed to Blanket ¼ of the Country,” Agent Orange Record, accessed September 12, 2017, http://​www.​agentorangerecor​d.​com/​agent_​orange_​history/​ and “We can’t change our legacy. Or can we?,” War Legacies Project, accessed 12 September, 2017, http://​www.​warlegaciesproje​ct.​org/​.

 

8Diane Niblack Fox writes in greater detail on the legal cases related to Agent Orange (2013, 223–227).

 

9The plaintiffs in the case against American chemical companies were Vietnamese survivors of Agent Orange/dioxin and members of VAVA (Vietnam Association
                    
                   for Victims of Agent Orange/Dioxin or Hội Nạn nhân chất độc da cam/dioxin Việt Nam). During this time, cô Nhựt was VAVA
                    
                   vice president for Ho Chi
                    
                   Minh City. For reasons of sovereign immunity, the plaintiffs could not file a lawsuit against the US government. Instead, they brought general liability and negligence claims against 37 US chemical companies, among them Dow, Monsanto, Hercules, Diamond Shamrock, and their subsidiaries. The case was dismissed in 2005, denied appeal in 2007, and finally in 2009 the petition for a hearing was denied by the US Supreme Court. For more on this Agent Orange case and others see Diane
                    
                   Niblack Fox (2010, 2013, 223–227).

 

10After turning 80, cô Nhựt
                    
                    
                   passed her directorship position at the Association for the Handicapped and Orphaned Children
                    
                   of Vietnam and the Vocational Training Center for Orphans
                    
                   and People with Disabilities, on to others. Around this time she also retired from her position as vice-president of VAVA
                    
                   in Ho Chi Minh City. However, up until she passed away in late 2017 at the age of 81, she was still very active within these organizations, and others, and continued to work closely with the US-based non-profit War Legacies Project (WLP) and with the Vietnam Red Cross on Agent Orange/dioxin-related programs aimed at helping people in need.

 

11See Chap. 1 for more on Làng Hòa Bình and its residents.

 

12Here I am particularly thinking of the US-based non-profit War Legacies Project (WLP), founded and run by Susan Hammond, and the Vietnam Red Cross. These two organizations often work together on Agent
                    
                    
                   Orange/dioxin
                    
                    
                   and disability
                    
                    
                   issues in Vietnam. See “We can’t change our legacy. Or can we?,” War Legacies Project, accessed September 12, 2017, http://​www.​warlegaciesproje​ct.​org/​.

 

13For more on this subject see Diane
                    
                   Niblack Fox (2010, 2013) and Tine
                    
                   M. Gammeltoft (2014).

 

14See Diane
                    
                   Niblack Fox for more on the science of how dioxin is thought to adversely affect individuals and subsequent generations (2013, especially 215–218).

 

15Refer to Tine M. Gammeltoft’s
                    
                   detailed discussion of Vietnamese
                    
                    
                   beliefs regarding disability, and their basis in Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist traditions. See especially the chapter “‘How Have We Lived?’ Accounting for Reproductive Misfortune” (2014, 131–163).

 

16Tine M. Gammeltoft has done an extensive, highly insightful study on reproductive practices and beliefs
                    
                   in Vietnam. Refer to Gammeltoft’s
                    
                   work for past and present impacts of Agent Orange
                    
                    
                   on beliefs
                    
                   and practices related to disability,
                    
                    
                   ultrasound imaging, medical abortion, family dynamics, and other issues relevant within reproductive culture in Vietnam (2014).

 

17The Làng Hòa Bình children stretch Cathy Caruth’s
                    
                   theorizations of trauma
                    
                    
                   into new transgenerational and (re)materialized contexts. Resonating with how I have come to understand the lives of the Làng Hòa Bình children, Caruth
                    
                   articulates that a “particular paradox” of trauma is that the extreme “immediacy” of the traumatic event “may take the form of belatedness” (1995, 6). She states, “the impact of the traumatic event lies precisely in its belatedness, in its refusal to be simply located, in its insistent appearance outside the boundaries of any single place and time” (1995, 9). Although some Freudian dimensions of trauma may not hold in relation to the Làng Hòa Bình children, the performative rematerialization of trauma
                    
                    
                   beyond or outside the borders of any single historically
                    
                    
                   traumatic time and place feels particularly salient when addressing certain legacies
                    
                    
                   of wartime violence in Vietnam.

 

18Publicly voiced concern in Vietnam over the possibility of wartime chemicals adversely affecting pregnancy and potentially causing congenital defects and illness to the children of chemical-exposed persons began in the
                    
                   late
                    
                   1960s (see Fox 2010; Gammeltoft 2014).

 

19If cô Nhựt experienced trauma,
                    
                    
                   she may or may not express this in language typically recognizable by psychoanalysis
                    
                    
                  . Instead
                    
                   of saying she is depressed, she might say she was unable to work or concentrate. Instead of telling me a detailed story about how it felt to have five miscarriages, she might describe it all as a “terrible sorrow.” However, this does not mean cô Nhựt did not experience what can be understood as a kind of trauma. In the case of cô Nhựt, and within Vietnamese contexts in general, the frameworks of psychoanalytic
                    
                   readings of trauma
                    
                    
                   may be too limiting, culturally specific, and deterministic. Due to the cultural construction of psychoanalytic
                    
                   trauma
                    
                    
                  , rather than work with it definitively, it seems most ethical
                    
                   to use the term (as well as the terminology and practices it conjures) in figurative, speculative, and associative ways. Working flexibly with notions of trauma need not preclude, negate, or distort important critical politics developed within trauma studies. See also Stef
                    
                   Craps for
                    
                   postcolonial critiques (2013).

 

20Dominick LaCapra offers in-depth discussion of his terms “structural” and
                    
                    
                    
                   “historical” trauma (1999, 2001).

 

21See Tine M. Gammeltoft,
                    
                   especially the chapter “‘How Have We Lived?’ Accounting for Reproductive Misfortune” (2014, 131–163). As Gammeltoft
                    
                   notes, even when people express disbelief in past wrongdoing or moral failure as cause of current misfortune, they nonetheless express that others will likely still judge and/or view the situation in accordance with those traditional beliefs
                    
                   (see, e.g. p. 145).

 

22To this issue Shawn Kingsley
                    
                   Malarney writes, “[d]espite the decades of propagation of the state’s secular ideology, many Vietnamese still retain an assortment of ideas which assert that a wide variety of supernatural forces or entities, such as fate, chance, or the activities of spirits,
                    
                   are
                    
                    
                   the cause of human suffering and misfortune” (2003, 246).

 

23See Joshua Rothman, “Are Disability Rights and Animal Rights Connected?,” The New Yorker, June 6, 2017, accessed June 6, 2017, http://​www.​newyorker.​com/​culture/​persons-of-interest/​are-disability-rights-and-animal-rights-connected.

 

24During our conversations, Hương translates cô Nhựt’s words as “monster”
                    
                   (quái thai) and “monstrous shape”
                    
                   (quái dạng), which are among their given meanings. A professional translator experienced with issues surrounding Agent Orange/dioxin later expressed to me that she understands the terms, in this context, to mean a bit less than monstrous
                    
                   or monster
                    
                   and more like grotesque or grotesquely misshapen/deformed. In her work on “selective reproduction” in Vietnam, Tine M. Gammeltoft also cites incidences of people referring to a malformed fetus as “monstrous”
                    
                   as well as questioning, within these situations, what constitutes a human being (2014, see for example 211, 264).

 

25Fears about miscarriage and of giving birth to disabled
                    
                    
                   children may be verbally expressed, carried silently, or externally manifest in social practices such as through the high number of ultrasounds that some Vietnamese women undergo during pregnancy. For more on this subject see, for example, Le Thi Nham Tuyet and Annika Johansson (2001) and Tine
                    
                   M. Gammeltoft (2014).

 

26Although, to my knowledge, the bulk of fetal specimens are kept at the hospital, there are some on public display in Vietnam, including a few that are part of a permanent display addressing Agent Orange/dioxin at Ho Chi
                      
                     Minh City’s War Remnants Museum. On several occasions, I spent time at the exhibit and observed visitors’ reactions. I have also attended Agent Orange/dioxin photography
                      
                     and art
                      
                     exhibitions and fundraising events, and have had numerous informal conversations with people on the subject between 2004 and 2012.

 

27As Tine M. Gammeltoft notes, 2005, the year I volunteered at Làng Hòa Bình
                      
                      
                     and the year of the Vietnamese lawsuit
                      
                      
                     against US chemical companies, was a time of particular public intensity with regards to Agent Orange
                      
                      
                    /dioxin
                      
                      
                     issues in Vietnam (2014). In many ways the increased public awareness in Vietnam, the United States, and elsewhere, concerning the impact and continuing legacies of Agent Orange/dioxin
                      
                      
                     can be seen as a positive step. However, as I have suggested, greater “visibility” is not automatically beneficial for those who suffer. I do not mean to suggest that there is no way of ethically
                      
                     or respectfully representing the children (or other Agent
                      
                      
                     Orange/dioxin
                      
                      
                     survivors
                      
                      
                    ) visually, or, for that matter, in writing or through other means. The work of Philip Jones Griffiths, Đoàn Đức Minh, and Goro Nakamura are examples of how visual representations can be ethical,
                      
                     respectful, and helpful. I mean to call attention to the challenges and importance of non-spectacular representation in this case, and the multiple levels of care and thoughtfulness that must go into these sorts of efforts if they are to benefit the children and other survivors as fully as possible.

 

28It is important to note that certain kinds of spectacular representations and other performances can be promoted for the very reason that they serve to produce monetary donations. Although this was not the case with legitimate aid and assistance organizations, I did experience some incidences where the collection and distribution of cash and in-kind donations was problematic and potentially corrupt.

 

29For discussions of visuality and agency, see Peggy
                    
                   Phelan (1998, 10) and
                    
                   Della Pollock (1998, 6–14).

 

30See D. Soyini Madison’s
                    
                   discussion of what constitutes “radical” and
                    
                    
                   “radical performance,” especially regarding the issue of intentionality (2010, e.g. 18–19).

 

31It should be noted that this is the only time I can remember ever hearing “liability” employed as a reason that something could not be done in Vietnam.

 

32There were many intimate,
                    
                   radical performances at the amusement park that day. Della Pollock’s
                    
                   discussion of “ethical intimacy” is particularly helpful in illuminating both the performances themselves as well as the internalization/externalization of accountability that the performances may inspire (2006, 93).

 

33Baz Kershaw’s
                    
                   formulation of small radical
                    
                    
                   performances (1999), as
                    
                    
                   well as Stuart Hall’s
                    
                   call for “intellectual modesty” (1992, 286), and Della
                    
                   Pollock’s reworking of Julia Kristeva’s “intimacy
                    
                   in revolt” (2006, 87) are critical to this formulation of radical
                    
                    
                   performance
                    
                    
                   as intimate interruption
                    
                    
                    
                   and
                    
                  
                    
                    
                   alteration.
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                  National reunification,
                  see
                  Reunification
                

National spirit

New Zealand

Ngô Đình Diệm


                  Nguyễn Ái Quốc,
                  see
                  Hồ Chí Minh
                

Nguyễn thị Định

Nguyễn thị Minh Khai

Nguyen, Nathalie Huynh Chau

Nguyen, Viet Thanh


O


                  Oblivion,
                  see
                  Forgetting
                

Oliver, Kelly

Optimism

                  See also
                  Cô Nhựt
                

Oral history

                  See also
                  Interview(s); Narratives; Performance; Story
                

Overseas Vietnamese


P

Pain
and the body
“pain-taking,”
and torture
and trauma

                  See also
                  Cô Định; Cô Kim Dung; Cô Nhựt; Cô Xuân; Torture; Trauma; Violence
                


                  “Pain-taking,”
                  see
                  Pain
                

Paris Peace Accords

Passing

                  See also
                  Cô Kim Dung; Disguise; Guerilla/guerilla warfare; Masquerade
                

Past, the
and remembering
and restaging
and trauma

Patriot/patriotism

Pelley, Patricia M.

People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN)

Performance
and change/transformation
as cultural/culturally founded
as “definitional ceremony” (Myerhoff)
as disappearance
and gender/femininity
and intervention/social intervention
and pain/“pain-taking,”
See alsoPain
as pedagogy/pedagogical tool
and performativity
See alsoPerformativity

                  performing witness(ing) (
                  see
                  Witness/witnessing)
                
and politics
and possibility

                  in prison (
                  see
                  Former Women Political Prisoner Performance Group)
                
as radical
as repetition and alteration
and resistance
and responsibility
theories of
and tradition

                  and the veterans (
                  see
                  Former Women Political Prisoner Performance Group)
                

                  See also
                  Performance studies; Performativity
                

Performance studies

Performativity
and change/transformation
as historical
and history
and memory/remembering
and performance
See alsoPerformance
performative acts
performative politics of memory/performative politics of hauntological
prospective memory/remembering
“performative remains” (Schneider)
and politics
and recitation/reiteration/repetition
and stereotypes
theories of
and tradition
and war

                  See also
                  Performance
                

Pettus, Ashley

Phelan, Peggy

Photograph/photography

Plays

Poem/poetry


                  Political prisoners,
                  see
                  Former Women Political Prisoner Performance Group; Prison/prisoners
                

Politics

Pollock, Della

Postcolonial


                  Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
                  see
                  Trauma
                

Postwar
and generations/population
and Vietnam

Present, the


                  Prison memoirs,
                  see
                  Memoir(s); Prison/prisoners
                

Prison/prisoners
cells/rooms
Chí Hòa Prison
and Côn Đảo
See alsoCôn Đảo/Côn Đảo Island; Côn Đảo Prison
and performance
political prisoners
prison as school for revolution
and resistance
survival in
Thủ Đức Prison

                  and torture (
                  see
                  Torture)
                
treatment of prisoners
veterans’ experiences in/as

                  Võ thị Sáu (
                  see
                  Võ thị Sáu)
                
and volunteering to self-sacrifice/volunteerism
women as prisoners

                  See also
                  Cô Định; Cô Kim Dung; Côn Đảo/Côn Đảo Island; Côn Đảo Prison; Cô Nhựt; Cô Xuân
                

Propaganda

Prospective

Prospective memory/remembering
in cognitive psychology
as performative politics/politics of
as practice (prospective remembering)

                  See also
                  Cô Nhựt; Former Women Political Prisoner Performance Group; Memory/remembering
                

Protest

Psychoanalysis

Psychoanalytic/psychoanalytic theory
limits of theory/tradition
and performance
and trauma
and witnessing

                  See also
                  Psychoanalysis; Psychological; Trauma; Witness/witnessing
                

Psychological

Public service


R

Radical
Cô Kim Dung’s acts as
and performance
radicalism in Vietnamese history
revolution
street performance

Rape

Recognition

Re-education camps

Reenactment

                  See also
                  Performance; Performativity; Reiteration; Repetition
                


                  Refugees,
                  see
                  American War; Vietnam, Republic of Vietnam (RVN)
                

Rehearsal

Reiteration

                  See also
                  Performance; Performativity; Reenactment; Repetition
                

Remains

                  compare
                  Disappearance
                


                  Remembering,
                  see
                  Memory/remembering
                


                  Renovation policy,
                  see
                  Đổi mời
                

Repertoire

Repetition
and change
and knowledge
of narratives/stories
as sameness and alteration
and trauma
See alsoTrauma

                  See also
                  Performance; Performativity; Reenactment; Reiteration
                


                  Republic of Vietnam (RVN),
                  see
                  Vietnam, Republic of Vietnam (RVN)
                

Resistance

Responsibility
to ghosts/spirits
as infinite/unending
inheritance of
and/to the past/present/future
and performance/practice of
See alsoPerformance
and the politics of memory/remembering
See alsoMemory/remembering
as “response-ability” (Oliver)
and the social
to the veterans
veterans’ sense of
and violence
and witnessing
and women

                  See also
                  Answerability; Trauma; Violence; Witness/witnessing
                

Reunification

Revolutionary
and commitment
and history
and performance
and the veterans


                  Revolutionary memoirs,
                  see
                  Memoir(s); Prison/prisoners
                


                  Revolution, the,
                  see
                  French War
                

Ritual

Rothberg, Michael

Rydstrøm, Helle


S

Sacred

Sacred war

                  See also
                  American War; French War
                

Sacrifice
for the collective/for others

                  and/as death during war (
                  hy sinh
                  )
                
as self-sacrifice
as wartime duty
willingness to

Sadness

Saigon

                  See also
                  Ho Chi Minh City
                

Scarry, Elaine

Schneider, Rebecca

Schwenkel, Christina

Scott, James C.

Scott, Joan W.

Script(s)


                  Second Indochina War,
                  see
                  American War
                

Secrecy/secret

Seeing/sight

                  See also
                  Spectacularity; Visibility
                

Self
and consciousness
and determination

                  and pain (
                  see
                  Pain)
                
and performance

                  and sacrifice (
                  see
                  Pain; Sacrifice)
                
and selfless/selflessness
and theories/theorizing

Sex

Shildrick, Margrit

Silence

Skits

Social
abjection
action
body
change
class/placement
directives
ethics
ideologies
implications
life
marginality/marginalization
and memory
See alsoMemory/remembering
norms/scripts
power
practice(s)
problems
relations
responsibility
as socializing
space
struggle
transformation

Socialism

Socialist

Socialist realism/socialist realist


                  Socialist Republic of Vietnam,
                  see
                  Vietnam, Socialist Republic of (contemporary Vietnam)
                

Solidarity

Song(s)

Soul(s)

                  See also
                  Ancestors/ancestral spirits; Death; Ghost(s); Spirit(s)
                

Southern Women’s Museum

Soviet Union

Spectacularity

                  See also
                  Seeing/sight; Visibility
                

Spectator(s)

Specter(s)

                  See also
                  Death; Ghost(s); Haunting; Spirit(s)
                

Speech

Spirit(s)

                  See also
                  Ancestors/ancestral spirits; Death; Haunting; Ghost(s); Optimism; Soul(s); Specter(s)
                


                  Spirit world,
                  see
                  Ancestors/ancestral spirits
                

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty

State, the
and businesses/organizations/enterprises
and censorship/control/regulation
as family-state
and history production/national past
See alsoHistory
and memory
See alsoMemory/remembering
and narrative
See alsoNarratives
and power

                  and tourism (
                  see
                  Tourism)
                
veterans’ alignment with
and women
See alsoWomen (Vietnamese)

Statues

                  See also
                  Mannequins
                

Story
as collective/shared
as embodied
and experience
and meaning
and memory
and performance
and repetition/stylization
and survival
and trauma
and truth
and uncertainty
as unclear/uncertain
and the veterans

                  See also
                  Memory/remembering; Narratives; Oral history; Performance; Performativity
                

Subaltern

Subjectivity

                  See also
                  Witness/witnessing
                

Suffering

Suicide

Survival


T

Tai, Hue-Tam Ho

Taylor, Diana

Taylor, Keith Weller

Taylor, Nora A.

Taylor, Philip

Taylor, Sandra C.

Testify

Testimony

                  See also
                  Trauma; Witness/witnessing
                


                  Tet Offensive,
                  see
                  American War
                

Thailand

Theater

Torture
and the body
and Côn Đảo/Côn Đảo Prison
See alsoCôn Đảo Prison
forms of/depictions of
and language/speech
memories of/remembering
six performance-centered motifs
and pain/“pain-taking,”
See alsoCô Định; Cô Xuân; Pain
and silence
and somatic recall
and suffering
and survival/surviving
and time/temporality
and trauma
veterans’ experiences/memories of
and witness/witnessing
and wound(s)/wounding

                  See also
                  Pain; Trauma; Violence; Witness/witnessing; Wound(s)/wounding
                

Tourism

                  See also
                  Côn Đảo/Côn Đảo Islands; Côn Đảo Prison
                

Tradition
and artistry
See alsoCô Nhựt
and the nation/national tradition(s)
and optimism

                  and “pain-taking” (
                  see
                  Cô Định; Cô Xuân; Pain)
                
and pedagogy/teaching
and performance
and resistance against foreign aggressors/invaders
and women

                  See also
                  Culture; Optimism; Women (Vietnamese)
                

Transformation

Transgenerational
and implications
and memory/remembering
See alsoMemory/remembering
and politics
and violence
See alsoViolence

Translation

Trauma
alternative understandings of
and psychoanalysis/psychoanalytic theory
and repetition
and torture
and the veterans
and violence
and witness/witnessing
and wound(s)/wounding

                  See also
                  Pain; Psychoanalytic/psychoanalytic theory; Trauma; Violence; Witness/witnessing; Wound(s)/wounding
                

Travel

Trinh, Minh-ha T.

Trống Đồng Stage

Trưng Sisters

Trường Chinh

Truth

Tseëlon, Efrat

Tù Dũ Hospital

                  See also
                  Làng Hòa Bình/Làng Hòa Bình children
                


                  Tù Dũ Peace Village,
                  see
                  Làng Hòa Bình/Làng Hòa Bình children
                

Turner, Karen Gottschang


U


                  Uncle Hồ,
                  see
                  Hồ Chí Minh
                

United States
and Agent Orange/chemical warfare
and cô Nhựt’s visit
and embargoes on Vietnam
Vietnam War
See alsoAmerican War

                  See also
                  Agent Orange/dioxin; American War; France/French; French War
                

Unlearning

                  See also
                  Knowing/knowledge; Learning
                


V

Veterans
American veterans
Communist veterans (Vietnamese)
performance group women as

                  See also
                  Former Women Political Prisoner Performance Group
                

Viet Minh

Vietnam
before colonial era
relations with China

                  see also
                  Bà Triệu; China/Chinese; Trưng Sisters
                
colonial era
brief history

                  prison/prisoners (
                  see
                  Côn Đảo Prison; Prison/prisoners)
                

                  prison memoirs (
                  see
                  Memoir(s); Prison/prisoners)
                

                  see also
                  Cô Kim Dung; Dien Bien Phu, Battle of; France/French; French War; Viet Minh; Võ thị Sáu
                
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV)
and independence (1945)
postcolonial historians/history-writing

                  and prison/revolutionary memoirs (
                  see
                  Memoir(s); Prison/prisoners)
                

                  War of National Salvation Against the Americans (
                  see
                  American War)
                

                  War of Resistance Against the French (
                  see
                  French War)
                
Republic of Vietnam (RVN)
alliance with the United States
Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN)
“boat people”/refugees
Socialist Republic of Vietnam (contemporary Vietnam)
censorship/regulation/state control

                  economic reform/renovation (
                  see
                  Đổi mời)
                
and the future
history production and memory practices
See alsoHistory; Memory/remembering
postwar generations
postwar struggle
“reunification” of

                  see also
                  Communism (Vietnamese); Communist Party of Vietnam (Vietnamese Communist Party); State, the
                

Vietnam Association of Victims of Agent Orange/Dioxin (VAVA)

                  See also
                  Agent Orange/dioxin; Cô Nhựt
                


                  Vietnamese-American War,
                  see
                  American War
                


                  Vietnam War,
                  see
                  American War; United States
                

Violence
and Agent Orange
and disability
and ethics
See alsoCô Kim Dung
and health/illness
as historical and continuing/legacies of
performativity of
physical
in prison
as protracted and oblique
and responsibility
and sight
as torture
as transgenerational
transnational
and the veterans
See alsoCô Định; Cô Kim Dung; Cô Nhựt; Cô Xuân
and war
direct and indirect violence
wartime bombing campaigns/unexploded ordnances (UXO)
and witnessing

                  See also
                  Agent Orange/dioxin; Prison/prisoners; Responsibility; Torture; Trauma; Witness/witnessing; Wound(s)/wounding
                

Virtue

Visibility

                  See also
                  Seeing/sight; Spectacularity
                


                  Võ Nguyên Giáp,
                  see
                  Giáp, General
                

Võ thị Sáu

Vocational Training Center for Orphans and People with Disabilities

Vương Trí Nhàn


W


                  War Against the Americans for National Salvation,
                  see
                  American War
                

War Legacies Project (WLP)

                  See also
                  Agent Orange/dioxin
                


                  War of Resistance Against the French,
                  see
                  French War
                

War Remnants Museum

Witness/witnessing
“beyond”/“beyond recognition” (Oliver)
and ethics/justice
eyewitness
and ghosts/specters/the dead
and impossibility
and knowledge/understanding
and learning
performance of
“secondary witnesses” (LaCapra)
and sight
and subjectivity
and suffering
and trauma

                  See also
                  Answerability; Interview(s); Psychoanalysis; Psychoanalytic/psychoanalytic theory, Responsibility; Torture; Trauma; Violence
                


                  Witnessing: Beyond Recognition
                  (Oliver)
                

Women (Vietnamese)
additional sources on Vietnamese women and war
and chastity/virginity
and childbirth/children
and duty to family
and duty to the nation
“Eight Golden Words” (Tám chữ vàng)
and the figure of “the mother,”
and generations
as heroic ancestors/national heroes
See alsoBà Triệu; Nguyễn thị Định; Nguyễn thị Minh Khai; Trưng Sisters; Võ thị Sáu
as “Heroic Mothers,”
and history
and laws/legal rights
as “Long-haired Warriors”/“Long-haired
and national character/national spirit

                  and optimism (
                  see
                  Cô Nhựt; Optimism)
                

                  and pain/”pain-taking” (
                  see
                  Cô Định; Cô Xuân; Pain)
                
as political prisoners
as role models
and sacrifice/self-sacrifice
“Three Competencies” (Ba đảm đang)
“Three Submissions” (Tam tòng)
and tradition
wartime representations of
and wartime responsibilities
as war veterans

                  See also
                  Gender; Mother(s)
                

Women’s Union

Wound(s)/wounding
and cô Định
See alsoCô Định
and learning
living with wounds
new wounds from war
and remembering


Y

Youth Union


Z

Zinoman, Peter



Footnotes
1Note: Page numbers followed by ‘n’ refer to notes.
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