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preface

Trauma returns most unexpectedly. Whenever I swam in a pool during my 
twenties, I’d stop halfway through the first lap, clinging to the lane divider, 

disoriented and gasping for breath. I felt as if I  were about to drown. My 
midnight raft escape from Saì Gòn with my mom at age three had come 
back to me. When the panic receded, I swam on. I kept coming back to 

the pool and facing my panic attacks, determined to overcome my ter-
ror. By the time I was thirty I could swim with joy, and in my forties I 

swim for about an hour three times a week.
The body has its own logic, its own memory. The afterlife of 

trauma leaves invisible traces. My dangerous ocean escape and 
the laps I swim draw invisible lines. They have  shaped who I am. 
I cannot capture how it feels to almost drown as you leave a 

country where your  mother takes you into the  water  because 
she fears you  will die on land. My passages since then have 

been physical and psychological. All I can offer to explain 
them is a tracing of  these experiences. Language and log os 

fail us.  There are inherent gaps in the act of tracing such 
experience, as well as the possibilities of traces, transla-

tions, and returns.
To return, as my trauma did to me, implies leav-

ing at an  earlier moment,  whether a few moments 
or a lifetime of exile. To return is to take a risk, to 

be vulnerable. Lot’s wife looks back and turns into 
a pillar of salt, stricken with grief. The caution-
ary tale warns us to not revisit the painful past. 

Other wise we turn into a monument of tears. 
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If we glance back, we are doomed to be eternal melancholics, fixated on the 
unhealing wound. Truly returning, however, demands bifurcated vision. In 
returning one edges the past and confronts the jarring pre sent. This bifur-
cated vision opens up  future directions. To return is to look back and to look 
ahead. A hauntology, Avery Gordon and Jacques Derrida note, conjures at 
once revenant and arrivant. A return trip is both departure and arrival.

In examining cultural “structures” and state strictures I look at institu-
tional and cultural practices from the ground up rather than the top down. 
 Doing work on the ground and in the field as both insider and outsider is a 
position I share with many of the “diasporic” artists in the book.  These art-
ists have had access to education and opportunities “local” ones may not. 
I interrogate their position, addressing the void on scholarship on art and 
politics in the region and its diasporas.

Phnom Penh, Sài Gòn, and  Little Saigon, Orange County, have all been 
home to me. When I return to them,  whether the absence has been days 
or years, they look familiar yet not the same. The  mental image of a par-
tic u lar place and time butts up against its current real ity. Friends have new 
hairstyles, new relationships. Some have new additions to their families or 
diff er ent jobs. They may have moved somewhere  else. New edifices replace 
familiar landmarks. Their newness makes them seem haughty, as if they are 
clearly superior to what preceded them. Every thing and every one has subtly 
or dramatically shifted. It takes time to re adjust.

My  mother feels it, too. Returning to Việt Nam for the first time in thirty 
years, my  mother says, “Every thing looks diff er ent.” For  human beings, the 
word look is key  because it is the visual realm— and through visual culture— 
that first signals change. This book examines visual repre sen ta tion dealing 
with return. Upon return, we must reconcile the past and the pre sent. We are 
confronted with the now. Upon return, the past, pre sent, and  future meld.

The first time I went back to Việt Nam, my  uncle Cậu Út gave me the ad-
dress of the home in Sài Gòn where I was born. He had stayed  behind when 
my  mother and I fled the country, ultimately barely surviving brutal con-
centration camps Hồ Chí Minh’s government called “reeducation camps” for 
former dissidents. As I was growing up in the United States, my  mother had 
wistfully described our  house in Việt Nam as being airy with marble floors, a 
refuge amid turmoil. Having left at three, I had no conscious memories of the 
 house. Late one damp night during a three- month visit to Sài Gòn I took a 
taxi with a friend to find the  house. The taxi driver drove a mere fifteen min-
utes through the outskirts of the city center. I wanted to see it for my  mother, 
who had not seen it since she fled Việt Nam more than three de cades  earlier. 
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My  mother’s quiet rage and sadness, my misapprehensions and adolescent 
volatility, our gulfs— this was all a blur to me: blurry black- and- white  family 
photo graphs. I hoped that seeing our home would be like putting on my 
glasses:  things would suddenly make sense, become crystalline. I cannot dis-
cern what happened before,  after, in- between history and memory. I wanted 
to see what she conjured in her mind’s eye, day  after day, de cade  after de cade.

Our first and last home in Việt Nam is now a narrow, storefront bridal 
shop; the upper floors  were used as a residence, as many family- owned busi-
nesses  were. The front was closed up for the night. It was nothing like I had 
 imagined, nondescript. I felt no connection. I was about to knock, to ask to 
look around and ask about the current residents, out of curiosity, but real-
ized that it was a rather odd request from a stranger. My friend sat watching 
in the taxi.  After quickly strolling around the block, I returned to the taxi 
waiting to drive us back through the rain- slicked streets.

Some say retrospective vision is perfect, but I am left with blind traces. 
This “return” did not feel like a reckoning, a respite, a homecoming. The 
gulfs in memory and history remain. In an uncanny essay, Salman Rushdie 
writes of visiting his childhood home in Bombay, haunted by an old black-
and-white photo graph,  after an absence of three de cades. He also stands in 
front of his former home, his presence unknown to its current inhabitants. 
Memory, desire, and loss merge. Rushdie notes, “we  will not be capable of 
reclaiming precisely the  thing that was lost. . . .  [W]e  will in short, create 
fictions, not  actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, imaginary home-
lands.”1 Our “real” and imaginary homelands are mere fictions, implausible 
creations— artifice and art.

Although I was disappointed by this reunion with my childhood home, I 
felt somewhat more at home in Sài Gòn than in Hà Nội, perhaps  because Sài 
Gòn is a more urban space, more cosmopolitan. Several other Việt Kiều art-
ists, overseas Viet nam ese, stated they felt more comfortable living  there than 
in Hà Nội, which was deemed too small;  there  were also fewer opportunities 
to find employment.  Others defended Hà Nội’s charm, scenery, and vibrant 
cultural scene. The intersections of the personal and po liti cal may account 
for  these preferences.2

Networks

The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has written extensively about the interwo-
ven, interdependent networks that produce and reproduce the “economy of 
cultural goods”: artists, art institutions, academics, critics, collectors, and 
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so on.3 I am inextricably bound to  these networks— both the objective and 
object is art. Politics, privilege, and aesthetics are part of the mix. As a re-
searcher at a North American university, in de pen dent international curator, 
boat refugee, conceptual artist, and queer male, I realize that my history, per-
sonal politics, and privilege (education, cultural capital, research funding, 
American citizenship, gender) puts me in an unequal standing with most of 
the subjects I write about, both local and diasporic artists and organizers. As 
a curator/researcher/artist in Việt Nam, I had preconceived notions of what 
“conceptual” art looks like, forged by my indoctrination into a very par tic u-
lar hegemonic art world: the one of international biennials, which privileges 
conceptual rigor over formal aesthetics, modeled on a teleological Western 
art history. I realize my complicity in this proj ect and my problematic pref-
erence for certain aesthetic/conceptual discourses over  others.

“Showing/telling” one part of the world about another has largely been my 
 career. It  will take a lifetime to scratch the surface. It is an act of translation. 
I interpret, filter, judge “local” activities for an international audience. I cri-
tique  others like myself. Hy poc risy. Stuck in- between. I am called to represent 
“Viet nam ese” artists to the rest of the world; I am called to represent the rest 
of the world to Viet nam ese artists. What constitutes “Viet nam ese” anyhow?

Artists function within art scenes that look diff er ent based on the point 
of view of the looker. I use a range of methodologies to understand how 
artists and cultural organizers self- identify and are identified by critics, gal-
lerists, and arts organ izations in Cambodia, Viêt Nam, and its diasporas. As 
art history demonstrates, a work of art and artists do not exist in a vacuum. 
To grasp the complexity of an artwork, I rely on close readings of the work 
combined with studio visits and interviews whenever pos si ble— what the art 
historian Margo Machida calls an “oral hermeneutics.” I also consider critics’ 
and viewers’ reactions to the art piece or film. Through participant observa-
tion and oral interviews I gained insight about each artist’s unique pro cess. 
Within anthropology, a self- reflexive understanding of my position as a re-
searcher and how it informs my relationships with my subjects is critical. 
For almost a de cade I have built my professional and personal archives and 
relationships with the artists and communities I write about in this book.

I have attended countless screenings, openings, talks, and art- related 
events in Cambodia, Việt Nam, and the United States, among other coun-
tries. In turn, I have also given talks and participated in or or ga nized exhibi-
tions. I expect  these professional and personal relationships  will nurture and 
sustain me— emotionally and intellectually— for the rest of my life.  These are 
the  faces and places I  will return to again and again.
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As a returning Việt Kiều more than twenty years ago, I was haunted— 
doubled over with grief, confusion, rage at inequities. Double standards on 
both sides. I wondered, Who would I have been if my  mother and  father had 
stayed? I saw uncanny glimpses of myself on the street: office worker, street 
vendor, businessman, manual laborer, money boy. I would not have had the 
money to attend college, since my parents worked for the old regime. Sev-
eral of my  uncles spent years in the communist government’s brutal reedu-
cation camps, unable to provide for their families, returning as shrunken 
husks of men. Most of my cousins who stayed have a twelfth- grade educa-
tion. Some toil in fields;  others are well off, business- savvy. Who knows? 
One  thing is certain: I would not be as overeducated and privileged as I am 
 today. Although  there are thriving queer communities in Việt Nam, perhaps 
I could not be as openly “out” in my professional life. Yet the bound aries 
between local and diasporic increasingly blur. My cousins’  children have no 
memories of war, of poverty. As Việt Nam modernizes and adopts molecular 
identities, disparities fade, bygones are bygones. At least, that is what official 
rhe toric states.  There is a new saying, “Việt Kiều không có cửa”— Việt Kiều 
are no longer on top (lit., Việt Kiều  don’t have a door). Locals have equaled, 
even surpassed, them in prestige and wealth. The divides have interchanged. 
Now we are peers, doubles. We are becoming each other. Việt Kiều and Viet-
nam ese subjectivity is transforming in the new global economy. Dualities 
are gone. Or are they?

The City and the Country

If I doze off during the six- hour Mekong Express bus  ride from Phnom Penh 
to Sài Gòn, I cannot tell when I wake up  whether I am in the Cambodian or 
Viet nam ese countryside. The expanses of green meld. Similar figures drive 
their motorbikes or cars through the dust, over gray paved roads. Occasion-
ally on the air- conditioned bus a sun- scorched barang (Khmer for French; 
now used to refer to foreigners) tourist (or three) sports the ubiquitous shirt 
sold in both countries emblazoned with the cringe- inducing truism, “same 
same but diff er ent.”

In Phnom Penh some of the neighborhoods remind me of Sài Gòn: the 
same stainless steel metalwork, the same pastel multi- story architecture. 
And in my neighborhood near Wat Mohamontrey and Tuol Sleng prison I 
hear the same Viet nam ese voices echoing through the side alleys. I am de-
lighted and slightly incredulous when any given street vendor thinks I am a 
Khmer “local.” Despite a long history of ethnic tension, Viet nam ese are the 
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second- largest ethnic group in Cambodia, followed by Chinese; I am both 
Viet nam ese and Chinese. Still I stubbornly try to pass as a “local” in both 
Việt Nam and Cambodia, with varying degrees of success. The similarities 
and differences between the two developing neighboring countries dumb-
found me daily. Same same but diff er ent.

Lost Loves

Trauma returns unexpectedly. On August 20, 2011, I attended a fund rais-
ing screening in Phnom Penh for a feature film entitled Lost Loves (2010), 
by Chhay Bora, Cambodia’s first in de pen dent film producer. The film con-
cerns the life story of the filmmaker’s  mother in- law, who survived Pol 
Pot’s nightmarish regime. It shows the protagonist, Nun Sila (played by 
Kauv Southeary), leaving Phnom Penh on foot in 1975 with her  father, 
three  daughters, son, and  brother, joining a mass exodus abandoning what 
had been Cambodia’s biggest city. They take one suitcase, which they even-
tually abandon. Paper money litters the streets like confetti— currency no 
longer has value. Along with other “new  people” from the city,  family mem-
bers find work in Khmer Rouge– controlled countryside communes with 
“old  people”— rural villa gers. During the course of the movie, the protago-
nist loses most of her  family one by one. Her infant  daughter dies of illness. 
Her  father is executed for being an intellectual. Her  brother is bludgeoned 
to death for taking extra food. Her other  daughter dies of malnutrition. In 
1979 she returns by foot to what remains of Phnom Penh  after the fall of the 
Khmer Rouge with her remaining two  children.

Lost Loves echoed a striking image by the Berlin- based conceptual artist 
and phi los o pher Adrian  Piper. In the picture, a young bright- eyed Caucasian 
man gazes into a mirror. Hennaed backward on his forehead and reflected in 
the mirror is the phrase “Every thing  will be taken away.” For this open- call 
proj ect, the artist invited strangers to live with this crimson text on their 
 faces  until the dye faded and write their reactions in a journal.4 Henna is 
the color of dried blood. It is a meditation on suffering and impermanence.

While watching Lost Loves I kept thinking, “Every thing  will be taken 
away.” When you have nothing, what is left? The tragedy is unrelenting. A 
visiting gallerist, Keng from Singapore, praised the tear- jerker’s high pro-
duction value but criticized it for being too melodramatic. Tevy, a Khmer 
painter, told me that her  family, too, had to leave Phnom Penh by foot and 
eventually ended up in Battambang  because of the forced evacuation. She 
confided that an  uncle had died  because he was educated. It was too difficult 
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to watch, she said. I agreed. We half- joked that we would have been killed 
 because we both wore glasses. During a scene of starvation, she told me that 
older  family members recounted the insufferable years of  labor and cruelty. 
Unhygienic conditions caused rashes; worms crawled out of their skin. I am 
reminded of my  uncle’s stories of his time in a Viet nam ese concentration 
camp and his skeletal friends who died one by one— from starvation, from 
illness, from overwork.

I left Phnom Penh for Orange County, California, in November 2012, not 
to return  until December 2016, then regularly thereafter to this day. Return 
is both departure and arrival. I left Phnom Penh then with a heavy heart for 
many reasons. Among them  were witnessing the survivors of a traumatic 
past.

In another time and place, I scan the  faces of survivors, the real- life 
counter parts of Lost Loves sitting in the Extraordinary Chambers in the 
Courts of Cambodia (eccc), also referred to as the Khmer Rouge tribunal, 
far from the center of Phnom Penh. They are witnesses for the prosecution. 
One can read years of lack on their  faces. One  woman’s dry lips are the color 
of dried blood.  These witnesses come from both the city and the country-
side seeking justice. The humid circulated summer air feels like a suffocating 
shroud. Outside the courtroom, construction cranes lift their silver necks 
skyward.

Friday, November  16, 2018, was the last day of the United Nations– 
sponsored Khmer Rouge tribunal. The eccc, composed of Khmer and 
foreign prosecutors, found Nuon Chea, ninety- two, Pol Pot’s right- hand 
man— known as “ Brother Number Two”— guilty of genocide against ethnic 
Viet nam ese, Cham Muslims, and past officials in the former Khmer Repub-
lic government. Khieu Samphan, eighty- seven, who was head of state, was 
convicted of genocide against the Viet nam ese. Both men, tried together as 
Case 002/2,  were sentenced to life in prison “for genocide and crimes against 
humanity carried out between 1977 and 1979.”5 This is the first and possibly 
the last time the tribunal “handed down the notoriously elusive verdict of 
genocide,” writes the Phnom Penh Post.6 Chea and Samphan can still appeal 
their case to the Supreme Court. Khieu Samphan appealed the verdict on 
November 20, 2018.7 Previously, the duo had received the same life sentence 
in 2014 for the forced evacuation of Phnom Penh.

 After Chea’s and Samphan’s 2018 genocide conviction, Deputy Prime 
Minister and Interior Minister Sar Kheng said that “ there are no more defen-
dants” and that “the pro cess has ended.” Underscoring this announcement, 
Sar Kheng, a former cadre, stated the following day, “I want to confirm that, 
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 because  there are  brothers and  sisters who used to participate in activities 
with  those leaders. . . .  [D]o not be worried that investigations in this trial 
 will continue— there are no more [Khmer Rouge leaders left].”8 Yet the in-
ternational side of the tribunal has argued that prosecutions should not be 
 limited and should be pro cessed as evidence arises. “This tension is at the 
heart of criticism by some trial analysts that the government of Prime Min-
ister Hun Sen exerts undue influence in limiting prosecutions,” reports the 
New York Times. The Cambodian historian David Chandler observes that 
Hun Sen “set the par ameters [of the court] in the beginning and he never 
changed them.”9 A 2016 report by  human rights  lawyers cautioned against 
“ongoing government interference,” which threatens the court’s “legacy and 
legitimacy.”10 Four frustrated international judges have resigned. Chandler 
suggests that the first and only genocide verdict may be meant by the court 
as “sort of a farewell.”11

Soy Sen, sixty, a trial witness and former Kriang Tachan prisoner, stated 
that victims are not compensated, and they are not happy with the verdict: 
“We cannot accept this. We want to see the court bring all the top Khmer 
Rouge leaders to justice. . . .  [T]he leaders of the Khmer Rouge  were not just 
four or five  people but many.”12 In the de cade since the tribunal was estab-
lished, only three have been convicted.

The Khmer Rouge tribunal began on February  17, 2009. Case 001 was 
Kaing Guek Eav (also known as Duch), former chairman for the Khmer 
Rouge S-21 Tuol Sleng Detention Center. He was initially sentenced by the 
eccc to thirty- five years for “crimes against humanity” and “brave breaches 
of the Geneva Convention of 1949”; the Supreme Court extended Duch’s 
sentence to life imprisonment.13

On June 26, 2011, I attended the first day of the public hearings for Case 
002, in which the four top leaders of the Khmer Rouge were put on trial. 
The ailing, el derly defendants included Pol Pot’s second in command, Nuon 
Chea, then eighty- four; the past head of state, Khieu Samphan, seventy- nine; 
former Minister of Social Affairs Ieng Thirith, seventy- nine; and her hus-
band, Ieng Sary, eighty- five, who was the foreign minister. All maintained 
their innocence. The latter two defendants died before receiving verdicts by 
the eccc. Ieng Thirith was subsequently judged unfit to face trial and passed 
away in 2015. “ Brother Number Three,” Ieng Sary, ostensibly third in com-
mand, was eventually convicted of genocide but died in 2013.

On the first day of the 2011 trial of Case 002, the Dutch defense  lawyer 
Michiel Pestman, speaking on behalf of Nuon Chea, said that the investiga-
tion had been “unfair” and called for the “terminat[ion]” of the proceedings. 
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In an argument I found unexpectedly convincing, Pestman questioned the 
very framework of the  trials and the efficacy of the research teams. “Why 
 were American bombings not investigated? And the dubious role of the 
Viet nam ese?” he demanded. “Is the court trying to bury history?” Pestman 
argued that the trial was not taking in the  whole picture of what happened, 
including the circumstances of the Khmer Rouge’s rise to power and its af-
termath. He accused the tribunal of wearing selective blinders. He called on 
its members to hold the United States accountable and to have a balanced 
perspective.

War time legacies linger in Southeast Asia and Amer i ca. The effects of 
empire differ for refugees, Khmerican (Khmer American) deportees, and 
Viet nam ese and Khmer nationals. Crater ponds— the result of U.S. bombs— 
dot the Khmer countryside. The Việt Nam War, Viet nam ese invasion of 
Cambodia, and subsequent Viet nam ese government intervention all have 
an ongoing impact. Cambodia does not exist in a geopo liti cal vacuum. I 
found myself agreeing with Pestman’s critique that Cambodia  under Pol Pot, 
and more recently, exists in a world in which the United States and Việt Nam 
have considerable influence. Ordinary transactions in Cambodia use U.S. 
dollars more often than the official riel. Viet nam ese businesses crowd the 
streets of Phnom Penh. However, the trial  will not, and should not, be ter-
minated.  There has to be a semblance of justice, however  limited and blind. 
Cambodians are variably uninterested, disillusioned, and anxious about the 
return verdict— a distant horizon.

During a lunch break at the trial, I saw cameramen and journalists 
swarming around the painter Vann Nath, one of the few survivors of the 
torture prison Tuol Sleng; he is now deceased. I immediately recognized his 
shock of white hair and handsome, calm visage from documentaries and 
news articles. Every thing had been taken away from him, too— his wife, his 
 children, the world as he knew it. Day  after day, victims and perpetrators 
arrived and departed. Day  after day, the prosecution and the defense offered 
elaborate rational  legal arguments. But this is not adequate for  those among 
us who have lost every thing. Nothing suffices. Why come back again and 
again? Let’s return to the heart of the  matter.
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RISKY RETURNS, RESTAGINGS, AND REVOLUTIONS

Through the multivalent frame of “return engagements,” this book ex-
amines modernity, popu lar visual culture, and trauma in con temporary 

art in Southeast Asia and Asian Amer i ca, with a focus on Việt Nam 
and Cambodia— two countries linked historically and regionally with 

each other and the United States. In this political- economic- cultural- 
industrial critique I assert that artistic voices strategically emerge in 

tandem with national, regional, and transnational socioeconomic 
discourse. This proj ect makes the hierarchies of art histories 

and art markets— and the negotiations by artists, scholars, and 
organizers— explicit. I highlight the frameworks of desirability 

within the art market, scholarship, and institutions, as well as 
efforts by artists and organizers to make themselves more de-

sirable (and legible) to  these external forces. I investigate the 
desire of many con temporary experimental Cambodian and 

Viet nam ese local and diasporic artists to gain recognition 
in the international art market and attain both symbolic 
and real capital.

In its common usage, a return engagement is a pub-
lic exhibition that is “performed, presented, or taking 

place again.”1 It is the  future promise of a past act; a 
repeat per for mance on the stage. The restaging or 

“reenactment,” as it  were, occurs in theater, but I 
also extend it to other cultural arenas, including 

theaters of war. I argue that the legacies and strate-
gies of war, culture, and empire are intertwined, 
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recurring, reenacted. To revolt, we must grapple with the material, milita-
rized, and metaphysical aspects of return. As Marita Sturken and Việt Thanh 
Nguyễn, among  others, observe, wars are “staged” twice: once in combat, 
and then in memory, including in cultural productions (such as visual art 
and film, the focus of this book).

Art is an ideological and ontological battleground. One of Southeast 
Asia’s most vis i ble returning annual regional exhibitions is tellingly enti-
tled Art Stage Singapore. Its name suggests the interplay— and tensions— 
between local and international arenas; artists are actors on this high- stakes 
(art) world “stage.” Critics of international art biennales bemoan that the 
same jet- set cir cuit of well- known artists return again and again, in diff er-
ent climes at differing times— the  future promise of a past act. At Art Stage 
Singapore, “emerging” and “established” artists are presented— the changing 
 faces of the  future of Southeast Asian art, whose works often grapple with 
the traumas of the past (wars) and pre sent (modernity).

Beyond regional and international showcases, stage can also refer to the 
stages or cycles of life and death. In this sense, the word return also sug-
gests cyclical motion, as in “revolve,” as well as “revolution.” The Spanish 
verb volver roughly translates as “to return” or “to become,” and the French 
revolutare means “to roll or revolve.”2 To come back is to become (and to 
become undone), to transform—to evolve, personally and po liti cally. The 
segments that follow outline my framing of return and its connection to 
revolt and revolution as cyclical engagements.

I recenter the importance of return in po liti cal and personal— critical 
and creative— change. Although now seen as linear, revolution is circular. 
“The development of two words, revolt and revolution, from the sense of a 
circular movement to the sense of a po liti cal rising, can hardly be  simple co-
incidence,” notes the cultural theorist Raymond Williams.3 The word revolu-
tion is connected with “sudden and violent change.”4 In con temporary use, it 
is associated with both po liti cal and technological turns (e.g., Hong Kong’s 
Umbrella Revolution of 2014; the digital revolution). The industrial revolu-
tion involved both demo cratic reform and technical inventions (steam en-
gine, iron, steel).

To revolt, to revolve— return, turn again— and to engage in revolution are 
intrinsically linked. Tracing the etymology of revolution, Williams notes that 
the term encompasses power’s cyclical nature. In its earliest En glish usage in 
the  fourteenth  century, the word indicated a “revolving movement in space 
or time.” Revolution’s association with circular movement predated its po liti cal 
usage, but the two are tied. Shifting from “circular movment to a rising,” Wil-
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liams notes that revolt and revolution had two under lying connections. First, 
socioeconomic order is upended, the “low” putting themselves over the “high.” 
The second connection is the image of the wheel of fortune: “men  were re-
volved” around fortune’s wheel, “topsy- turvy . . .  first up, then down.”5 Through 
rebellion, the normalized top of society is upended by its lowest rungs.6

In both connections of revolt and revolution, top and bottom positions are 
reversed, repeatedly. “History from the bottom up”— scholarship focused on 
common strug gles (embodied by C. L. R. James’s Black Jacobins and How-
ard Zinn’s  People’s History of the United States, among  others)— marks a de-
parture from elitist, “top- down” perspectives. The cultural critic and artist 
Nguyễn Tân Hoàng advocates for a queer “bottom” politics that unmoors 
top- bottom and black- white hierarchal binaries of racialized, sexualized 
representation—in politics, pornography, and mass and social media. While 
power ful interventions,  these frameworks still reinscribe hegemonic frame-
works, if only to invert them.7 Instead of arborescent (hierarchical, tree- like, 
binary) or the rhizomatic (nomadic) knowledge championed by Gilles De-
leuze and Félix Guattari, I am asserting a framework that is cyclical, circular, 
focused on engaged return. What we consider an overturning (revolution) 
is  really a returning.

To return is to recognize repeating rhe toric (across continents, histories, 
disciplines) and long- term repercussions. The queer theorist Sara Ahmed ob-
serves, “The vio lence of revolting ‘repeats’ the vio lence which is its cause. . . .  
[R]evolutionaries expose vio lence, but the vio lence they expose is not rec-
ognized as vio lence: structural vio lence is veiled.”8 How, then, to recognize 
structural vio lence embedded in our institutions, embodied in ourselves?9 As 
Frantz Fanon observes in Black Skin, White Masks, postcolonial subjects often 
reinstate neo co lo nial strictures and structures with more fervency than their 
colonial forebears.10 With this in mind, the move  toward a decolonial aesthetics 
merely masks a neo co lo nial ethics in which the glut of biennials and triennials 
within the “periphery” may not radically destabilize (art world) hierarchies. 
Ahmed writes, “To revolt is to be undone—it is to not produce an inheritance. 
And yet, a revolution does not empty the world of significance; it does not cre-
ate blank pages. The writing might be on the wall, even when the walls come 
down.”11 As mentioned  earlier, volver means both to return and to become. To 
revolt and to return (volver) is to be at once undone and to become— a potenti-
ality. I link this to Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of “becoming”— a pro cess of 
exchange and transformation— that I elaborate on in chapter 2.

Revolt, revolve, return. In this framework, revolution does not obliter-
ate “the writing on the wall.” Yet this revolt, this return is queer in that it 
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does not (re)produce an inheritance (heteronormative or homonormative). 
It does not replicate or repeat its root vio lence. To delink the veiled vio lence 
of empire and its cultural hegemony does not mean to shut it down (one 
cannot entirely erase its traces) or to let it shut one down.

 There are affective components of revolution. To revolt is also the “will-
ingness to be stressed, let the pre sent get  under your skin. To revolt is an 
“ ‘out- of- skin’ experience,” as Ahmed notes.12 To revolt, return (volver, rev-
olutar) is to engage the senses, both corporeal and po liti cal. Finding some-
thing revolting or senseless gets “ under your skin”—it may jolt you out of 
your body and into the po liti cal body— from apathy to engagement.

Affective Engagements

An engagement is a promise, an arrangement, an agreement— even a dis-
pute. My concept encompasses both ac cep tance and refusal but most impor-
tant, ambivalence. Engagement is defined as (1) a promise to wed; (2) a plan 
to meet someone or do something at a par tic u lar time; (3) the start of a 
military fight; and (4) involvement. In all instances, the term points at con-
tingency, liminality: engagement is a pro cess, a reckoning with your skins. 
By returning to the site of multiple engagements— military, social, business, 
and romantic—we recognize that rupture and desire are not separate affairs; 
they often inform one another.

Late capitalism encourages endless consumer desire: the promise of rap-
ture without disruption. The term disrupt has been  adopted within com-
modity’s lexicon (for example, “She/he is disrupting the industry”). The 
Marxist phi los o pher Herbert Marcuse argues that capitalism anticipates 
and absorbs revolutionary sentiments. Yet this counterrevolution is largely 
preventative—it can be ruptured. Cultural production can be a tool of both 
domination and liberation.

Aesthetic engagement has long been used for po liti cal ends, with vary-
ing means. In the chapter entitled “Art and Revolution,” Marcuse notes the 
varying strategies of art to reflect and change sociopo liti cal real ity. The core 
dialectical tension is between “real ity” and symbolic meaning: “po liti cal ‘en-
gagement’ becomes a prob lem of ‘technique,’ and instead of translating art 
into real ity it is translated to a new aesthetic form.”13 Regardless of formal or 
conceptual “technique,” Marcuse supports art’s subversive potential and its 
wide berth of (revolutionary) tactics.14  These strategies can range from pop  
art appropriation to its opposite, an avant- gardist aesthetics of “total alien-
ation,” championed by Theodor Adorno.15 For example, the composer John 
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Cage’s aesthetics of alienation prioritizes silence and repetition— radical for-
mal and conceptual gestures. Yet revolution is not erasure; Marcuse notes, 
“The most extreme po liti cal content does not repel traditional forms.”16 
Again, revolution is not a “blank slate,” erase the writing on a demol-
ished wall.17 Revolution is not amnesia but a re- membering, re- making, 
re- turning.

Dealing with damage requires an ethics of return that is not reactive but 
sustained, a gradual shifting of oneself and one’s sphere. In The Long Revo-
lution, Williams states, “We respond to disturbance not only by remaking 
ourselves, but if we can, by remaking the environment. . . .  [T]his is not only 
how the artist lives and works, but how men live and work, in a long pro cess, 
ending and beginning again.”18 By ending and beginning again and again, 
the world is remade, reenvisioned. Elaine Scarry also observes that  after 
traumatic events in which the world is “undone,” artists “remake,” reconsti-
tute the world again.19 The ritual of return is both physical and metaphysical. 
As artists, we come back again and again to our studios, computers, desks— 
our paintings, pixels, and papers— our musings and our muses.

The remaking and reconnecting of ourselves and our environs— nature 
and humanity—is a steady pro cess. Marcuse proposes that nature is key to 
bridging the personal and the po liti cal. Through Cartesian duality (mind/
body split) we have become disconnected from both nature and our own 
nature. We have disassociated our individual bodies from the body politic. 
Citing the psychologist C.  G. Jung, Williams outlines a dialectic between 
artists and their output, between individual and collective expression. Cre-
ativity is a pro cess of return: “The general creative activity is a  human pro-
cess, of which the artist is, in his art, the impersonal embodiment, taking us 
back to the level of experience at which man lives, not the individual.”20 The 
creative pro cess may not take us back to a primordial site (Charles Darwin) 
or a primal scene (Sigmund Freud)—it returns our humanity. Living, then, 
becomes quest and question (“how the artist works and lives,” “the level of 
experience at which man lives”). The menace of death remains— physical 
death and social death.

 After disturbance, what drives us to remake the world? In Eros and Civi-
lization, Marcuse reframes Freud’s “return of the repressed” and society’s 
two main drives, eros and thanatos (sex and death), from the negative to the 
life- affirming. Nature (and  human nature) is not seen as threatening.  There is 
no need to subsume and subdue the natu ral through scientific rationality and 
disciplinary regimes. Instead of a force that needs to be dominated and subli-
mated, Marcuse argues for a liberatory politics that embraces eros (embodied 
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knowledge/desire) alongside log os (rational knowledge/reason).21 The word 
desire comes from the Latin phrase de sidere, meaning “from the stars.” This 
suggests that our deepest desires entail reconsidering our earthbound ori-
entations, returning to our true north, our guiding star. Postcolonial, queer, 
and feminist scholars also advocate for theories of subjectivity to supplant 
continental philosophy’s overreliance on abstract objectivity.

Apart from the separation of mind and body, the core question is how 
we deal with eternal separation. Nietz sche’s optimistic eternal return pre-
dated Freud’s pessimistic return of the repressed. Some scholars have argued 
that the former influenced the latter.22 Nietz sche’s philosophical question 
obviates the psychosomatic quandary of inhibited instincts. Marcuse and 
Nietz sche (and Jacques Derrida  later on) wrestled with the question of liv-
ing knowing that we— and our loved ones— will die. In short,  unless one’s 
relationship to death is reconciled, individual liberation is impossible. The 
eternal return, or eternal recurrence, proposes that all energy recurs end-
lessly: we experience our lives and relationships infinitely. From the infinite 
to the infinitesimal,  every interaction has profound significance: our fleeting 
interactions, our kindness (or lack thereof) to strangers. Hence, Nietz sche’s 
concept of amor fati (love of fate) plays a crucial role: we must embrace the 
now, this ephemeral yet eternal conundrum. If we must return ad infinitum 
(literally or meta phor ically), then we must affirm life again and again.23 To 
live is to accept traumas and disappointment over and over again.24 Nietz-
sche claims that only the Übermensch— idealized man— can appreciate this 
new, affirmative concept of life. Marcuse disagrees with this elitist vision and 
seeks egalitarian liberation for all humanity.

Buddhist philosophy is likewise concerned with liberation and return. 
Within a Buddhist cosmology, energy is also eternally recurring. Liberation 
is a question of choice. We choose to embrace this moment, our fate (amor 
fati). Boddhisattvas— those close to reaching enlightenment— choose to 
return again and again to help all suffering sentient beings find liberation. 
The Sōtō priest Kōtō Uchiyama writes, “For us as bodhisattvas, all aspects 
of life, including the fate of humanity itself, live within us.”25  There is no 
distinction between the inner and outer worlds. Liberation is creative act, 
deliberate action, not subject to fate (or “karma”). Williams notes that is 
the artist “taking us back” to the “experience at which [humankind] lives, 
and not the individual.”26 The Dalai Lama clarifies, “Literally, karma means 
‘action’ and refers to the intentional acts of sentient beings. . . .  Intentions 
results in acts. . . .  The chain reaction of interlocking  causes and effects oper-
ates not only in individuals but also for groups and socie ties, not just in one 
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lifetime but across many lifetimes.”27 In a sense, this cycle of passions— wars 
and loves— recurs without end, as  human history attests.

Bridging spiritual and scientific perspectives, the Dalai Lama engaged 
leading thinkers on infinite return and interconnectedness. He writes, “In 
physics, the deeply interdependent nature of real ity has been brought into 
sharp focus by the epr paradox— named  after its creators [Albert Einstein, 
Boris Podolsky, and Nathan Rosen]. . . .   There seems, according to quan-
tum mechanics, to be a startling and profound interconnectedness at the 
heart of physics.”28 Other theories of the universe (e.g., big bounce, related 
to big bang) envision cyclical expansions and contractions of endless (and 
beginning- less) cosmos, akin to Indian Mahayana conceptions of an “incal-
culable” multiverse.29 Like the ethos of Nietz sche’s eternal return, the Dalai 
Lama states, “What we do and think in our own lives becomes extremely 
impor tant as it affects every thing  we’re connected to.”30 From the micro to 
the macro level, all is interdependent.

A return engagement takes us “back” from potentially isolating per-
sonal experience to empowering, po liti cally transformative encounters. 
Through this tracing, I assert that discourses on revolution, liberation, and 
creation hinges on cyclical return, repetition— eternal return, karma. A 
concept tethered to revolution and liberation, the visual image and imag-
ination is likewise linked to ideas of repetition. This logic can be traced 
to the nineteenth- century poet- philosopher Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s as-
sertion that artistic perception is a creative act (and not a mimetic one, as 
Re nais sance worldviews, inherited from Plato and Aristotle, would have 
it). Rather than divine imitation, imagination is reiteration, a reflection of 
higher consciousness: “Imagination . . .  is the living power and prime agent 
of all  human perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind.”31 Imagina-
tion, creativity is a ritual, a return to the sacred—an individual’s pro cess of 
getting in touch with the “finite mind” and the infinite.32 Fleeting individual 
views become enduring cultural expression. This is part of Williams’s emer-
gent “structure of feeling”: the ineffable expressions of a cultural moment, 
po liti cal momentum.

Coming back time and again to psychological and physical spaces, 
 imagined and real, we open up new ways to think about the relationship 
between self and other: humanity lives within us. Images are enacted. Imag-
ination can be both grounded and metaphysical. In contrast, Marcuse ideal-
izes the role of the imagination: utopic visions. As in Buddhist intentionality 
(karma as thoughts driving action), I see imagination as purpose- driven— 
intractable parts of mind, body, and spirit. The term imagination opens up 
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po liti cal possibilities. It also evokes wars over images and ideology, includ-
ing culture wars and cold and hot wars, then and now.

Arjun Appadurai notes in Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of 
Globalization that, through individual and collective imaginaries, commu-
nities are created across physical and psychic bound aries. The imagina-
tion is viewed as a “social practice,” not a fixed pro cess that allows for 
multifaceted negotiations of space, temporality, and agency.33 His celebra-
tory call for examining media, mass migration, and the imagination is a 
provocative stance. He does not, however, fully address the complexities 
of such intersections; nor does he address the inequities of such inter-
actions. Building on Benedict Anderson’s notion of “ imagined communi-
ties,”34 my work highlights the differential hierarchies of legibility, privilege, 
marketing, and meaning in transnational cultural consumption and cultural 
work within a more localized, less universally cosmopolitan sphere. Fram-
ing communities connected through imagination as celebratory examples of 
heterogeneity, hybridity, and multiplicity can be dangerous.

Imagination has corporeal consequences. Consider the poet Claudia 
Rankine’s fragment from Citizen: “ Because white men  can’t / police their 
imagination / black men are  dying.”35 Imagination is also ideology, insidi-
ous, invasive—at times, inspired. How do we use our imaginations, and how 
are we the image of our nations? The racialized vio lence on US soil also 
comprises acts of imagination, as Rankine suggests. According to the Wash-
ington Post’s real- time National Police Shootings Database,  there  were 963 
incidents of fatal deaths in 2016; 984 in 2017; 992 in 2018; and, in 2019, an av-
erage two deaths a day. As of August 2020, 1,000  people in the US have been 
shot and killed by the police since the beginning of the year, in the midst 
of a global pandemic and in light of protests in support of the Black Lives 
 Matter movement.36 Historicity repeats itself: the US Asian Exclusion Act 
of 1924 banned Asians and Arabs and restricted immigration for southern 
and eastern Eu ro pe ans. The Obama administration deported more than 2.7 
million immigrants, then the highest of any presidential administration.37 In 
December 2017, President Donald Trump proposed restricting the number 
of immigrants to forty- five thousand.38 Threats continue: walls for Mexico 
and Muslim bans. Banner years: Brexit, Rohingya refugees of genocide, in-
ternational anti- immigrant sentiment in an age in which displacement is at 
its apex. Imagination as fear wreaks ceaseless havoc. Imagination as empa-
thy calls us back to be engaged with  those in need of help, infinitely.

Evolution and revolution appear to be temporal opposites, yet they are 
aligned. Evolution connotes slow biological Darwinian pro cesses, whereas 
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revolution implies rapid leaps. Evolution, like revolution, is a cyclical pro-
cess. Evolution’s Latin root (evolver) means a rolling out (or unrolling a 
book). Shifting from the literal (and literary— a book) to the meta phorical, 
evolution refers to “both to the divine creation and to the working- out, the 
developing formation, of Ideas or Ideal Princi ples. It is clear from the root 
sense . . .  what is implied is the ‘unrolling’ of something that already exists,” 
Williams writes.39 Again, the creative act is a reiterative act— not spontane-
ously arising but eternal. This unfurling of “something that already exists” 
recalls both Western and Eastern scientific and philosophical constructs 
(eternal return, quantum physics, karma) discussed  earlier. The expansion 
of deep wisdom is a continual working out, working through.

Evolution and revolution can be a dialectic. As stated  earlier, one of revo-
lution’s root words, the French revolutare means “to roll.” To roll (revolution) 
is to bind—to become bound to  others in po liti cal solidarity. To become 
unbound, unbidden from the group (evolution) follows the logic of sin-
gular advancement: survival of the fittest. Yet to unroll “something that al-
ready exists” can be a movement encompassing the individual, social (Ideal 
Princi ples) and the spiritual (the divine). To become (volver “return”) and 
to become undone (revolt) is to si mul ta neously bind oneself with embodied 
experience (eros) and unsheathe scrolls of knowledge (log os). It is telos and 
demos.

For a revolution in ethics and aesthetics to occur, we must abandon dy-
adic, linear, and reactionary thinking. Williams’s call for a “Long Revolu-
tion” combines both aspects of evolution and revolution: the development 
of heightened consciousness. This is the “working out, working through” of 
an emancipatory cultural politics over an extended time frame. Williams’s 
Long Revolution is a cultural one, which, he suggests, develops alongside 
demo cratic and industrial revolutions. His “short” revolutions are po liti cal 
uprisings, insurgencies: “We need not identify revolution with vio lence or 
with a sudden capture of state power. Even where such events occur, the 
essential transformation is indeed a long revolution.” His conception of the 
Long Revolution is a pro cess that arguably spans centuries and countries. 
This Long Revolution, I suggest, dovetails with Lisa Lowe’s conception of the 
“intimacies” of the four continents in which seemingly disparate disciplines 
(history, area studies, anthropology) and disparate vio lence (e.g., slave trade, 
indigenous genocide, and so on) across time and space are indeed connected 
by empire’s machinations and needs. Instead of taking this roving telescopic 
view, my study zooms in to focus on the long shadows of the Việt Nam War 
while keeping this wider geopo liti cal perspective in mind.
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Marcuse and Williams both wrote during the “Viet nam ese revolution” 
(as Anthony Barnett calls it in the updated preface to Williams’s book).40 
Barnett observes that we are now indeed living in revolutionary times. The 
digital revolution has also precipitated po liti cal ones (Arab Spring, Taksim 
Square, and so on). Writing in the early 1970s, Marcuse explic itly references 
Việt Nam as a beacon, a potential, a paradigm of Third World re sis tance. 
And yes, he also references it as a pity and “true horror story”: the killing 
of students at Kent State, “ wholesale massacres” of Indochinese and  others 
deemed “in revolt against governments subservient to imperialist [Western] 
forces.”41 Then, as now, the threat has shifted, but the attack continues: then 
against communism; now against terrorism, both domestically and abroad. 
Volver “revolt, return”; revolutare “revolution”: at once undone and “to be-
come.” Then and now, Việt Nam returns as po liti cal and racialized specter, 
as Sylvia Chong suggests— a hauntology on the edges of perception. Chong’s 
“Oriental obscene” at once obfuscates, hides “off- scene,” the mise- en- scène 
of eternal racial triangulation for black, yellow, and white bodies within the 
North American po liti cal and mass- media imaginary. At the same time, it 
is a spectacle of raced, sexed vio lence on the air, on- screen again and again. 
Asian American scholars such as Long Bui, Chong, and V. T. Nguyễn, among 
 others, assert that  these repetitions continue from the Cold War to  today, 
largely unchanged. Bui calls  these valences the “returns of war,” in which 
Vietnamization— Nixon’s 1969 policy of public US military withdrawal that 
was actually a secret escalation— founded other foreign policies that leave 
legacies of debt from the past to the  future through the figure of the refugee.42

Suffering Southeast Asian, Syrian, and North African refugees embody 
the pornography of vio lence, as I call it. This can be seen as the return of the 
repressed. The “Viet nam ese revolution” succeeded and failed. I argue for an 
alternative reading in which haunting is not pathology. The recurring ghosts 
of empire are not symptoms of domination but, rather, spirits of liberation.

I argue that return is a strategic and revolutionary act. To return is to 
revolt, to be undone, to become. Williams proclaims, “I see revolution as 
the inevitable working through of a deep and tragic disorder, to which we 
can respond in varying ways.”43 Revolution can address traumatic wounds, 
redress a neoliberal world system in disorder, from short-  to long- term 
strategies— the longue dureé.

Return marks a break, a reconsideration. In returning, something im-
perceptibly, irrevocably shifts. Revisiting psychic and physical spaces time 
and again, we open up new ways to think about the relationship between 
history and modernity, rupture and  wholeness. In reengaging personal and 
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public archives, artists and audiences alike participate in forming dialogues 
beyond dominant mass media and po liti cal narratives.  These extended en-
gagements,  these return engagements, are vexed ones.

Return: yield profit

A main focus of this book is the international art market’s fetishization of 
trauma and transnational difference. For example, Southeast Asian artists 
are often rendered invisible  unless they make work that plays into hypervis-
ible discourses of trauma. For instance, Binh Danh—an Asian American 
artist born in 1977 to a Cambodian  father and Viet nam ese  mother— has 
built a profitable  career grappling with the aftermath of trauma. His best- 
known and most collected works are “chlorophyll prints” addressing the 
Việt Nam War. The prints are portraits of soldiers and civilians imprinted 
on leaves through a photosynthetic photographic pro cess he developed. In 
2011 he had a solo exhibition of chlorophyll prints and daguerreotypes at the 
North Carolina Museum of Art entitled In the Eclipse of Angkor. This body 
of work was the culmination of a trip to Angkor Wat, Cambodia’s famous 
Khmer  temple, in 2008, as well as to two sites associated with genocide in 
Cambodia: Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum and Choeung Ek.44 Danh’s da-
guerreotypes “Divinities of Angkor #1” (2008 [plate 1]) and “Ghost of Tuol 
Sleng Genocide Museum #2” (2008 [plate 2]) are, respectively, images of 
an អប្សរា (apsara “celestial female dancer/nymph”) carving at Angkor 
Wat and a re- photograph of a young female victim of Tuol Sleng prison. It 
seems pos si ble that  these works refer to a phenomenon Phnom Penh– based 
curator Erin Gleeson has lamented: curators’ and collectors’ interest in art 
about Cambodia is often  limited to depictions of “ temples and trauma.”45 In 
this tourism through art, ancient ruins become aesthetic shorthand for the 
country. Psychic ruins become anesthetic.

The Asian American cultural studies scholar Cathy Schlund- Vials sug-
gests that artists returning to Cambodia in body and in memory, such as 
Binh Danh, offer an “alternative memory” to US and Cambodian po liti cal 
amnesia. She notes that facets of the Khmer Rouge genocide are strategically 
recalled and forgotten by Khmer, Viet nam ese, and American politicians— 
symptomatic of a “Cambodia Syndrome.” I argue that cultural producers 
also engage with cultural institutions in a politics of strategic forgetting and 
remembering. The cultural industries in which artists such as Danh circu-
late fetishize such “alternative” visions and voices without the aim of a re-
cuperative politics. Referencing the trauma studies scholar Jenny Edkins, 
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Schlund- Vials states that what is “at stake in such memory work is not what 
is represented but who is represented.”46

US identity politics of the 1990s and its backlash has shown that a critical 
mass of critical voices (addressing race, class, gender, sexuality) do not radi-
cally change infrastructures. This redressing is win dow dressing. When the 
what and who get conflated—as in Danh’s images of Khmer Rouge victims— 
the artist and his images of “trauma and  temples” also collapse in a relational 
loop. One’s subjectivity becomes objectified (as art objects). The question 
of “au then tic” voices and images comes to the fore: who has the right— and 
institutional access—to represent such vexed stories, and in what manner?

Danh’s pre de ces sor is the Viet nam ese American artist Đỉnh Q. Lê, who 
is based in Sài Gòn. Lê has built an even more impressive  career out of the 
legacies of US military involvement in Cambodia, Việt Nam, and Laos. He 
was born 1968 in Hà Tiên, a Viet nam ese town near the Cambodian border. 
In 2011, Lê’s video installation The Farmers and the He li cop ter (2006) was 
featured in a solo exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York.47 
Lê has two series of work dealing with Cambodia— trauma and tourism— 
that arguably take a less didactic approach than Danh’s work. The 1998 series 
Splendor and Darkness literally weaves together photographic images of Tuol 
Sleng victims and close- ups of Angkor Wat (both mainly black and white), 
forming an abstract tapestry of sorts, a dialectic of transcendence and terror. 
The solo show The Hill of Poisonous Trees a (translation of the Khmer words 
Tuol Sleng) at the ppow gallery, New York City, in May 2008 revisits the 
infamous photographic archive of victims at the Tuol Sleng Genocide Mu-
seum. This series of “photo- weavings” superimposes the black- and- white 
images of victims with yellow- hued shots of the museum— its long halls, its 
small warren of prisons, and its torture chambers.

Both artists use formal innovations— Danh’s “chlorophyll prints” and Lê’s 
“photo- weavings”—to re- present  temples and trauma. The formal innova-
tions serve as an aesthetic filter and translation of other wise gruesome and 
overused imagery. The formal quality of the work not only allows the viewer 
to engage in the subject  matter but also contains it at a safe remove. All 
of  those who have engaged in dark tourism (real or virtual) in Southeast 
Asia are familiar with the black- and- white photographic grids of Cambo-
dian Khmer Rouge victims. Postcards and paintings of Angkor Wat traffic 
in clichés of bas- relief close- ups, sunrises, and sunsets— might artists refresh 
tourists’ or gallery- goers’ jaded outlook, providing a new  angle? I do not 
explore the breadth of Danh’s and Lê’s works in this book  because much 
has already been written on that subject. I do write about their work related 
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to Cambodia  here  because I want to underscore the fact that visibility for 
artists from the “periphery” is still contingent on playing to the “center,” as 
evidenced by their focus on  temples and trauma.  These are strategic uses of 
the periphery—or “strategic cartographies,” a concept on which I elaborate.

Strategic Cartographies

Examining the oeuvre of artists with ties to Phnom Penh and Sài Gòn, such 
as Đỉnh Q. Lê and Binh Danh, I argue for a reconsideration of “diasporic” 
and “local.” Overseas artists living in Southeast Asia may be marketed— and 
identify—as “local,” whereas their “local” counter parts have “diasporic” out-
looks. For  these artists, “translations” of local issues are (self-)exploitative 
gestures. In a competitive international art market, I assert,  these artists stra-
tegically position themselves as both insiders and outsiders.

I critically interrogate but do not abandon national and regional fram-
ings but, instead, ambivalently embrace and interrogate the categories and 
cartographies that determine “Southeast Asia” as a field. In  doing so, I de-
liberately invoke this framing while, at the same time, I aim to decenter it. 
Artists must continually position themselves within a global art market, 
placing themselves within strategic cartographies to be legible. The “global 
turn” in con temporary art, sparked by the spectacular proliferation of art 
biennales (echoing imperialist World’s Fairs of yesteryear) from Jakarta to 
Johannesburg, satiates the demands of “diversity” and dividends. Building 
on the postcolonial theorist Gayatri Spivak’s “strategic essentialism,” this 
book attempts to forge strategic cartographies, an affective unmapping and 
retracing of critical and creative connections within and outside South-
east Asia. Spivak writes about the ways in which multivalent identitarian 
groups (nationalities, minorities, ethnicities) deliberately pre sent themselves 
outwardly as a unified entity  toward common goals or interests, despite dif-
ferences. This is “a strategic use of positivist essentialism in a scrupulously vis-
i ble po liti cal interest.”48 In this frame, subalterns use normally stigmatizing 
ste reo types as empowering strategies to thwart domination. I move beyond 
subordinate- dominant binaries to think through how power ful narratives 
are at once construed and destabilized. What are the aesthetic and ethical 
ramifications— beyond identitarian politics and politicking—of produc-
ing and exhibiting (and critically examining) artwork now, at this “global 
turn”?49

Strategic cartographies deploy geographic and historical identities and 
(dis)identifications in a tactical manner.50 This approach is a considered 
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mapping of psychic and physical terrain, connections, disconnections, and 
affiliations.  These subject positions based on national, regional, and trans-
national coordinates create uncertain terrain—it is both useful and fraught 
ground for creative and critical inquiries. I recognize epistemic and disci-
plinary vio lence, displacements: Enlightenment singular- perspective car-
tography, as well as area studies’ colonial and Cold War antecedents. Strategic 
cartographies also evoke palimpsest (neo)colonial, neoliberal, transnational 
subjectivities as a way to acknowledge and thwart  these framings.

Strategic cartographies also invoke the interventions of “critical cartog-
raphy” and “critical art.” The urban planner and theorist Annette Miae Kim 
proposes a “critical humanist cartography” as a means for geographers, 
artists, architects, and laypeople, among  others, to “map the unmapped.”51 
This aims to reconceive how po liti cal regimes’ conventional maps and map-
ping of its subjects underscore power linked by policies, procedures, and 
cultural programming. Likewise, a critical art practice— and a practice of 
looking critically at art (institutions, producers, audiences)— foregrounds 
performative exchanges of influence. In dialogue with the postcolonial 
scholar Iain Chambers and the po liti cal theorist Chantal Mouffe, the art 
historian Anne Ring Petersen suggests that “critical art” “should be un-
derstood as a performative pro cess of engagement and critical reflection 
which is undertaken by artists and audiences alike.”52 Artists and audi-
ences critically align with, subvert, and create new geopo liti cal affiliations 
and affects.

As part of the uncertain terrain artists, audiences, and institutions are 
navigating, we are witnessing a shift in geopolitics: the faltering of the 
“American  Century” (the United States’ post– World War II socioeconomic 
dominance) and the hyped rise of the “Asian  Century.” Has the “Pacific 
 Century” dawned? In the twenty- first  century, which is also referred to as 
the “Asia- Pacific  Century,” the superpowers (China, India) and emerging 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (asean) “tiger economies” are re-
portedly displacing— and provincializing— Europe and the Atlantic. “The 
rest” beset the West.

Mimetic and Antimimetic Theories on Trauma and Art

To better understand Binh Danh’s and Đỉnh Q. Lê’s memorializing output— 
and, by extension, other diasporic artists who are part of the first and second 
generation of Viet nam ese immigrants— I briefly discuss diff er ent approaches 
in trauma. The trauma theorist Ruth Leys examines the under lying assump-



Introduction

15

tions of theoretical and clinical approaches on psychic trauma. Leys notes 
 there are two basic currents in trauma theory, which have oscillated through 
time: (1) mimetic theory; and (2) antimimetic theory. Mimetic theory holds 
that “precisely  because the victim cannot recall the original traumatogenic 
event, she is fated to act it out or in other ways imitate it.”53 Traumatized sub-
jects cannot fully comprehend the original trauma or completely represent 
it; nor can they integrate it into their worldview. Antimimetic theories hold 
that the trauma is entirely external to the victim, and it is pos si ble to recall 
and represent it.

Two historically contingent currents appear to overlap with psychoana-
lytic and Enlightenment approaches, with mimetic theory aligned with the 
former and antimimetic aligned with the latter. Mimetic theory is aligned 
with psychoanalytic approaches in that both are internally oriented; trauma 
is ingested, repressed. Within this framework, artists are melancholics who 
constantly revisit traumatic sites, incapable of resolution. Antimimetic the-
ory may be aligned with Enlightenment approaches in that both are exter-
nally oriented. Trauma is an outside event that can be mastered, worked 
through more or less rationally. Within this view, artists gain mastery over 
trauma through mastery of its repre sen ta tions. However, Leys’s Foucauld-
ian genealogy points out that the mimetic and antimimetic paradigms do 
not resolve themselves. Rather  there is a continuing and productive tension 
(often appearing within the body of work of a single theorist). This ambiva-
lent tension is at the heart of Lê’s practice. Lê refuses to offer a “complete” 
narrative of trauma. Instead, he offers the viewer disjointed fragments, quo-
tations from mass media, and  mental images.

Mimetic/antimimetic theories of trauma recall mimetic/antimimetic 
discourses in art. In Western aesthetic and philosophical traditions, the 
creative act was first seen as a mimetic act. Aristotle and Plato (and  later, 
Re nais sance thinkers influenced by them) asserted that artists only imi-
tated God’s creations. Aristotle claimed the importance of “the universal” 
(which was challenged then by Plato and is challenged now by postmod-
erns). In contrast to Plato, who saw art and fiction as mere copies of appear-
ances, Aristotle maintained that art (and imitation) was the highest form of 
learning, getting beyond the specific singularities (of history). The “univer-
sal statements” found in art attested to divine ideas of permanence beyond 
earthly foibles.54 We have inherited the distinction between the universal and 
the particular— empire and its “peripheries.” Danh and Lê occupy “periph-
eral” subject positions as refugees and war survivors. Their narrative is not 
“universal,” although displacement is one of the primary hallmarks of the 
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postmodern condition. Their par tic u lar histories (and art) do not address 
timeless  grand themes, philosophical traditions.

In tracing the idea of the “creative,” Williams states that the shift from 
art as mimesis to art as creative occurs as Western society transitions from 
a religious to a humanist framework.55 Part of the shift to humanist con-
ceptions includes the influence of psychoanalysis, particularly theories of 
the unconscious (Freud, Jung). Within this new paradigm, the subconscious 
psyche is the realm just beyond humankind’s reach. (Previously that realm 
was the divine.) In getting in touch with his unconscious, the artist creates 
anew. Although artists are no longer inheritors of the divine, touched by 
genius, con temporary artists can be cultural ambassadors. Artists, then, are 
still conduits. Instead of being messiahs for heavenly realms, they are mes-
sengers of our earthly trou bles.

In Eastern aesthetic traditions  there is no such split between mimesis and 
abstraction. Repre sen ta tions of earthly realms (landscapes) are represented 
as voids— negative space is equally impor tant as positive space. For instance, 
in traditional Chinese and Viet nam ese landscape paintings the  human sub-
ject is often dwarfed by vast mists, voids of cloud, sky. This is consistent with 
Confucian views of man and nature (man as a small part of nature and not 
apart from it). Likewise,  there is no split among creative, philosophical, and 
critical inquiry. For centuries, philosopher- poet emperors and literati  were 
seen as exemplary.

The (Western) model of art as mimetic (religious)/antimimetic (hu-
manistic) appears to reverse theories of trauma outlined  earlier. Again, in 
mimetic/psychoanalytic trauma systems, trauma is internal, to be repeated 
endlessly. In antimimetic/Enlightenment approaches to trauma, it is exter-
nal, to be worked through. In all formulations, the dissonance between the 
sacred and the profane; mimicry and creation; unconscious and rational 
echoes an Apollonian- Dionysian ethos in which oppositional impulses cycle 
 toward balance.

The trauma theorist Ann Kaplan notes that humanities research often 
does not account for “vicarious trauma”— that is, trauma that is not directly 
experienced but may manifest in vari ous traumatic symptoms, such as gen-
erational trauma and the “empathetic” symptoms of professionals who work 
with trauma victims. Using the (Freudian) notion of transference, Dominick 
LaCapra describes similar symptoms as vicarious trauma resulting when 
“transference takes place in relations between  people and . . .  in one’s rela-
tionship to the object of study itself.”56 Danh wrestles with this “vicarious 
trauma.” As part of the so- called 1.5 generation— born to immigrant parents 
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and younger than sixteen before they immigrated— Danh experienced the 
effects of war and displacement firsthand but largely remembers it through 
second hand accounts and media repre sen ta tion. His work does not offer 
a singular account of his personal traumatic experience but points to how 
generational trauma is transmitted: through snippets of images in movies 
and newspaper archives, through stories relatives tell, through the visage 
of passing strangers who bear the traces of painful pasts. The art of am-
bivalence, oscillation, and reframing alerts us to discrepant radical frames. 
Danh, Lê, and their artistic peers do not pre sent au then tic tales of woe but 
point at how constructed narratives of the past, pre sent, and  future collide. 
This is a form of adaptation, reinvention. Theirs is not a dyadic mimetic/
antimimetic art in which traumas are endlessly reproduced or one in which 
 there is complete healing. Return is grace.

The concept of “trauma” is often discussed within mainstream media 
without grounded specificity. Suffering is viewed as a basic  human affliction. 
Tragic narratives are also hallmarks of  “the universal,” until they become too 
specific. As Judith Butler notes, certain lives are deemed more grievable than 
 others.57 Trauma does not transcend geopolitics. Trauma cannot be delinked 
from place and history, body and memory. The psychologist David Becker 
acknowledges the universalizing tendencies of the term trauma and trauma 
studies: “Trauma can only be understood with reference to the specific con-
texts in which it occurs.”58 Trauma is not an event unto itself but part of a 
social, cultural web: “In each diff er ent social context  people should create 
their own definition within a framework, in which the basic focus is not so 
much on the symptoms of a person but on the sequential development of the 
traumatic situation.”59 The trauma theorists Jill Bennett and Rosanne Ken-
nedy echo this critique, stating that psychoanalytic theory— and its largely 
US- centered research— while productive in analyzing Holocaust testimony 
and First World subjects and subjectivity, may not be appropriate for other 
contexts across the globe.60 They call for a shift of the “monocultural disci-
pline” into one “that can inform the study of memory within a global con-
text.”61 They also suggest that postcolonial studies, while inherently engaged 
with trauma studies, should be more open to cultural studies frameworks 
that include artistic, aesthetic, and cinematic repre sen ta tions.62

While I appreciate the move for a more “diverse” trauma studies, the ad-
ditive model (more global perspectives of suffering) does not shift patholo-
gizing paradigms of revisiting past wounds. I assert that we must rethink 
how we conceive of “working on” and “working through” trauma, with all of 
its local and transnational implications.
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Traumas and Modernities

Historic shocks and the trauma of modernization are not separate but 
are deeply intertwined. I examine the valences of trauma and modernity 
through visual cultural production. How do Southeast Asians, particularly 
Cambodians and Viet nam ese, remember and represent the conflicts and 
postwar redevelopment in Southeast Asia?  These changes are most appar-
ent for  humans in the realm of the visual for  humans— changing cityscapes, 
marketing displays, government propaganda, and feature films.

I challenge the hypervisibility of trauma tropes in Western repre sen ta-
tions of Southeast Asia and the invisibility of other repre sen ta tional, sociopo-
liti cal, and historical narratives. Significant scholarship has addressed the 
Khmer Rouge and Cambodia’s troubled past— distant and recent— and 
pre sent and the connections in between. Similarly, in the United States Việt 
Nam has become a metonym for a defeated war. We see spectacles of suffer-
ing— a naked girl screaming in terror, center- framed; monks and gasoline; 
villages on fire; rooftop evacuations. My proj ect highlights Cambodian and 
Viet nam ese artistic responses beyond Western narratives of hysterical terror 
and historical tragedy.

What is the issue with ongoing repre sen ta tions and associations of Cam-
bodia with genocide and Việt Nam with war? As Chong, Schlund- Vials, and 
V. T. Nguyễn assert, such rhetorical conflations serve as strategic reasons for 
continuing US vio lence abroad and at home. The dead justify more deaths. 
This book wrestles with the uneasy problematics of repre sen ta tion: log os, 
trauma, modernity. It deals with the politics of the art market, the margin-
alization of Southeast Asian art history within art history. Rather than fixed 
identities, I focus on pro cess, displacement, repetition, and cycles. Disloca-
tion, reiteration, and succession mark diaspora and the traumas of history 
and modernity.

Modernity is both nonlinear and traumatic. The proj ect of modernity is 
also a historical one, not just a con temporary phenomenon. Diff er ent mo-
dernities are evident in the French colonial manses in Hà Nội, the Rus sian 
brutalist 1970s architecture of Hồ Chí Minh’s mausoleum, and the angu-
lar modernist university buildings in Phnom Penh. Through visuality (and 
 these buildings’ stylistic markers) ideology is marked. Economic growth has 
created a dramatically shifting sociopo liti cal, economic, and cultural climate 
in both countries. Modern subjects in Viet nam ese soap operas and Cambo-
dian  music videos are portrayed enjoying middle- class luxuries. Moderniza-
tion, however, is also a traumatic pro cess. Kaplan notes that “trauma is often 
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seen as inherently linked to modernity.”63 Although governments and mass 
media view them as positive growth, industrialization and globalization are 
inherently brutal. Modernity’s assumed pro gress is lauded by the state, ob-
scuring its vio lence. In the shadow of gleaming high- rises and glossy bill-
boards lie deep inequities. Bright shopping malls erase the dark memory 
of displaced, impoverished populations once occupying the same territory.

Traumas such as military engagement and modernization return as the-
matic objects of desire and desired art objects on international art markets. 
I examine artists whose work revisits the traumas of genocide, war, or rapid 
development in their “homelands” in Southeast Asia. Their work both cri-
tiques and capitalizes on  these shifts. On the international art market, devas-
tating losses become transformed, translated into delectable art items.  These 
art markets are sites of economic return for artists, gallerists, collectors, crit-
ics, and art institutions.

Return of the Real?

The art historian and critic Hal Foster stresses that within  these models 
of trauma discourse, the artist- subject is “evacuated and elevated at once.” 
Following this logic, artists such as Binh Danh and Đỉnh Q. Lê are voided 
of their individuality as they become representative voices within cultural 
institutions. They are at once insiders and outsiders, constrained by the 
limits of institutional knowledge. Foster contends that “trauma discourse 
magically resolves two contradictory imperatives in culture  today: decon-
structive analyses and identity.”64 Declared dead by poststructuralism, the 
author/artist experiences a “strange rebirth” to address multiculturalism’s 
wants.65 Foster views this “absentee authority” as a “significant turn” in cul-
tural politics and con temporary art and criticism.66

To extend this example, Binh Danh’s and Đỉnh Q. Lê’s works do not 
overtly address their biographical histories. Their subject positions, how-
ever, lend authority to their works that both subverts and reinforces concep-
tions of Southeast Asia during and  after US military involvement. Through 
works that deal with historical and con temporary traumas, singular uni-
versalizing discourses are deconstructed— yet the politics of identity are 
reaffirmed. Thus, Foster notes, “ Here the return of the real converges with 
the return of the referential.” “Referential” modes of art making and think-
ing of the 1970s and 1980s prioritize text and intertextuality— for artists 
and scholars, the traditional studio is replaced by the postmodern seminar 
room. The “return of the real” in art and theory heralded by the 1990s and 
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beyond focuses again on identities and communities as embodied sites. In 
this turn, the multiplicity of artistic/authorial voices both “evacuates and 
elevates” the traumatized, minoritized subject. The Southeast Asian art-
ist’s placement within cultural institutions and canons is si mul ta neously a 
displacement.

Foster’s book Return of the Real argues that the “return” or reappear-
ance of late twentieth- century Western avant- garde artistic strategies (e.g., 
ready- made objects, pop- culture appropriation, monochrome painting) is 
not repetition or “belated” imitation of older models but, rather, productive 
reworkings of them. Lê’s and Danh’s appropriation of popu lar and vernacu-
lar cultures (film, photos) builds on Marcel Duchamp’s and Andy Warhol’s 
differing tactics while underscoring their blind spots.

Foster’s conception of return differs from mine. He attempts to map a 
parallel genealogy of the Western avant- garde that simply enfolds “ Others” 
within its art- history framework. Foster returns to Eurocentric modernist 
canons, whereas my notion of return highlights myriad modernities. Fos-
ter’s art- history alternatives largely dismiss alterity, whereas subaltern strate-
gies are core to my study. Excavating the “relation between turns in critical 
models and returns of historical practices,” Foster asks, “how does a recon-
nection with a past practice support a disconnection from a pre sent prac-
tice and/or a development of a new one?”67 He traces the shift of medium- 
specific, New York– centric (minimalism, abstract expressionism) models to 
discourse- specific modalities, evidenced by the global turn in con temporary 
art. Echoing the art critic Douglas Crimp’s rebuttal of Foster’s book, I also 
argue against a revisionist art history and for a visual and cultural studies 
grounded in politics. Refusing Foster’s assertion that art history is more 
“rigorous” than visual studies, Crimp declares, “What is at stake is not his-
tory per se, which is a fiction in any case, but what history, whose history, 
history to what purpose.”68 The next sections attempt to address questions 
of how art histories— and geopo liti cal histories— are mapped, and  toward 
what ends.

Negative Return melancholia, loss, self

I advocate for a politics of “negative return”—an inversion. To return does 
not reinforce a binary between eternal melancholia and “proper” mourning 
à la Freud. Return does not mean a repetition compulsion. Within com-
mon usage, a negative return occurs when total losses outweigh the initial 
investment. Normally, we want nominally positive result—an outgrowth of 
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our positivist system, which valorizes materiality, empirical evidence (facts, 
figures), and rationality over intuition and the metaphysical.

Instead, I reframe the “negative” as a desired outcome, against the back-
ground of teleological positivism. This “negative return” references Freud’s 
theories on melancholia. Briefly, the melancholic subject forever mourns the 
lost object. Without successfully reconciling this grief, the melancholic sub-
ject is doomed to compulsively revisit this wound.

Postcolonial and feminist revisions— racial melancholia, melancholic 
mi grants— address Freud and his adherents’ blindness to the linked traumas 
of race, gender, class, and empire. David Eng argues in Racial Castration 
that psychoanalytic frames of melancholic return and loss pivot on “ideal-
ized images such as masculinity, heterosexuality and whiteness [and] also 
imply an obverse set of images such as femininity, homo sexuality and ra-
cialization.”69 Hence, Foster’s “return of the real” echoes ongoing rhe toric of 
the “return” of the dark primitive (racialized, sexualized threats)— against 
white virility, “high culture,” abstraction— hallmarks of Western modernity. 
Thus, Jackson Pollock and his “action” paintings— the apex of modernist 
traditions— are obversely mirrored by minoritarian artists who get acted 
on by traumas such as imperial might or rampant modernization. They are 
 bearers of an identity politics hinged on loss. In this frame, one is made 
through one’s acts (“a man of action”); the other is unmade, undone. Sara 
Ahmed and Anne Cheng argue that, for racialized, minoritized subalterns, 
the wounds  will never heal, as they are structurally omnipresent, intimately 
reenacted through micro-  and macro- aggressions. Ahmed’s “melancholic 
mi grant” is eternally socioeco nom ically displaced, without recourse. 
Cheng’s “melancholy of race” addresses the trauma of racialization that de-
nies full subjectivity— second- class citizenship.  These views of melancholia 
focus on the denial of personhood— a world shattering. Instead, I focus on 
negation as subject and world making and its opposite. Inaction is also po-
liti cal activity— passivity as re sis tance.

I also emphasize return’s spatial dimensions. A melancholic requires 
a place to return to. A negative return is both action and site: it refuses a 
melancholic’s frenzied repetitions. The site of slow, gradual, repeated re-
turn is the self. In his  later works, Jung wrote about coming to terms with 
his shadow self as a pro cess of self- actualization. Differing from Freud’s 
unconscious, Jung’s shadow concept evokes other archetypes: trickster, 
wolf, and so on. To become fully integrated, one has to embrace one’s dark-
est aspects. We must choose to return to the troubling. In contrast to the 
Freudian view— patients assaulted by pathologies need to expel them— 
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a return to the Jungian shadow is a deliberate, sustained encounter, a return 
engagement. The shadow, the negative, must be continuously integrated 
over one’s life. Instead of a possession (Freud’s melancholic), darkness is 
assimilated.

Within indigenous American traditions, to become a leader the wounded 
healer has to undergo a traumatic pro cess (e.g., serious physical or psychic 
illness). The shaman- to-be has to successfully heal herself or himself in 
order to heal  others.70 The dark period is a transformation. Similarly, in Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra, Nietz sche recognizes that man cannot ignore his pathos: 
“I must first go down . . .  deeper into pain than ever I descended, down into 
its blackest flood. . . .  Whence come the highest mountains? I once asked. 
Then I learned that they came out of the sea. The evidence is written in their 
rocks and in the walls of their peaks. It is out of the deepest depth that the 
highest must come to its height.”71 The dyad of “blackest” depth and height 
sees the need for both shadow and light.

The Enlightenment proj ect (and science) is heralded for shedding light 
on the superstitions lurking within the medieval “Dark Ages”; for remedy-
ing the black plague. Likewise, imperial light ennobles the dark, savage con-
tinents. In Atomic Light (Shadow Optics), however, Akira Lippit discusses the 
shadows of the twentieth  century cast by modernity— new light- emitting, 
“avisual” technologies such as movies, X- ray, and atomic bombs— and their 
residual traces in postwar Japa nese life and cinema.72 In this context, the 
blinding radiance of an atomic blast reminds us that encountering light and 
shadow is also a  matter of life and death.

Positivism’s rhe toric is one of gain: cap i tal ist accumulation, dominions 
and domination of  peoples, places, and time. A negative return emphasizes 
loss— losing control, losing oneself. Referring to “shadow feminism” Jack 
Halberstam writes, “Loss enables another connection to other models of 
time, space, place and connection.”73 Shadow feminism, like Williams’s Long 
Revolution, forgoes immediate po liti cal action and gratification for a longer 
time span. Other modalities of being (passivity, for instance, over activism) 
are sites of strug gle. This strug gle is sustained, repeated, engaged.

The negative return is returning to the void of unknowing—of not 
knowing precisely oneself (as active agent), of becoming undone in order 
to become again. Halberstam elaborates on negation’s power: “This femi-
nism, grounded in negation, refusal, passivity, absence and silence . . .  [is] a 
shadow feminism which has nestled in more positivist accounts and unrav-
els their logic within.”74 Like the wounded warrior, embracing the shadow is 
a negative return.  There is both a self and a no- self— a disorientation and a 
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reorientation—as one goes to the “deepest depth” and the highest heights. It 
is a topsy- turvy turning: one full revolution for one.

We all are entrenched within shadow and light— interpolated within em-
pire, the machinations of capitalism. A shadow feminist response to empire’s 
vio lence may be not overt action but vulnerability and grief as solidarity. 
In “Vio lence, Mourning, Politics,” Butler observes, “To grieve, and to make 
grief itself into a resource for politics, is not to be resigned to inaction, but 
it may be understood as the slow pro cess by which we develop a point of 
identification with suffering itself.” How do we open ourselves up to be vul-
nerable, not as mere witnesses or bystanders, but to risk our grasp on our 
guarded identities and truly identify with the refugee, the displaced, the dis-
possessed? It is a mourning, letting go of the ego, the id, one’s (global North) 
identities— a (dis)identification, if you  will. Butler notes that the “disorienta-
tion of grief— ‘Who have I become,’ or indeed, ‘What is left of me?’ ‘What 
is it in the Other that I have lost?’— posits the ‘I’ in the mode of unknowing-
ness.”75 Loss as a means for a diff er ent kind politics—an unraveling of self, an 
unknowingness—is a shadow pro cess. It is a “dissolution of the persona.”76

A politics of negative return is a position of ambivalence, uncertainty. 
I posit that being unable to place oneself, literally and meta phor ically, is a 
pivot: it is a way of being, unnamed, unknown, unhinged from one’s axis 
and axis mundi. One must lose personhood to form a new sense of self and 
the world. For artists and for art, a negative return is a risky proposal: it un-
balances, unhinges. Yet this practice of separation and unity is crucial. The 
shaman has to journey, to leave in order to return with a message from the 
spirits to help  others. Engaging the Jungian shadow is also a tenuous path 
of integration: “The ego and shadow are no longer divided but are brought 
together in an— admittedly precarious— unity.”77 For Marcuse, an art that 
contains its own contradictions is vital. He notes, “ There is no work of art 
which does not break its own affirmative stance by ‘the power of the nega-
tive,’ which does not, in its very nature, evoke the words, the images of an-
other real ity, of another order repelled by the existing one yet alive in its 
memory and anticipation, alive in what happens to men and  women and in 
their rebellion against it.”78 This sentiment echoes Halberstam’s insistence 
that negation is a tactic to “unravel” capitalism’s counterrevolution from 
within and from outside. Art can insist on negating itself and its conditions.

Binh Danh and Đỉnh Q. Lê both engage in negative returns: through strate-
gic use of the periphery, they at once place and displace themselves and cultural 
institutions. They si mul ta neously reinforce and untether topologies of “ temples 
and trauma.” Their conceptual art can be seen as “passive,” melancholic (versus 
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“active” street protests or cheery pop art). Their conceptual interventions are a 
form of shadow politics. Marcuse maintains that the highest art must oscillate 
between jouissance and despair, being and nothing, action and inaction. He 
writes, “Where this tension between affirmation and negation, between plea-
sure and sorrow, higher and lower material culture no longer prevails, where 
the work no longer sustains the dialectical unity of what is and what can (and 
 ought to) be, art has lost its truth, has lost itself.”79 Similar to Jung’s and Nietz-
sche’s claims, humanity (the questing artist) has to plumb the “blackest,” deep-
est depths in order to alight. The internal “tensions” between negation and 
affirmation are also reflected in the mimesis/antimimesis theories on art and 
trauma outlined  earlier in this introduction.

Danh and Lê’s return engagements are not driven by manic neurosis 
(melancholia, repetition compulsion). Instead, their embrace of the shadow 
is intentional, mea sured. Their praxis centers the negative, void: multiplicity, 
unknowing— they are unplaceable and implacable.

Art Historicity the  great debate

Đỉnh Q. Lê and Binh Danh are among the most vis i ble artists of Viet nam-
ese descent on the international art scene. They are famous, but  will they 
ever be included in the household- name, postage-stamp canon of Pollack 
and Warhol? Or  will their ethnicity forever limit them? In her provocative 
essay “Why Have  There Been No  Great Viet nam ese Artists?” Nora Taylor 
notes that “artists from peripheral loci of art production— that is, outside 
the Western art market centers in places such as Việt Nam— often ‘exist’ or 
are known only  because Western galleries, art auction  houses, or even art 
historians have situated them.”

 These institutional forces often reflect Eurocentric hierarchies. “Great-
ness” implies transcending the bonds of race and gender; to be “ great,” one 
has to create “timeless” works that speak to humanity. The title of Taylor’s 
essay refers to the art historian Linda Nochlin’s seminal feminist essay “Why 
Have  There Been No  Great  Women Artists?” which highlights the gendered 
structural inequities within the art world. Gender, class, and race discrimi-
nation persists  today both more distinctly and more imperceptibly. Mul-
ticulturalism’s shadow obscures the lack of opportunities for marginalized 
artists through celebratory, tokenizing discourse. Global gendered econo-
mies of scale reveal a shifting world order that demands difference. Yet this 
quest for difference is homogenizing. Taylor observes that the identities of 
artists from the “periphery” are often lumped into a single ethnic or national 
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frame.80 Both Taylor and Nochlin critique the standards of greatness. Art-
ists from peripheral sites are automatically constrained, geo graph i cally and 
ethnically. They cannot reach the upper pantheon of artists. Rhetorically, the 
par ameters of greatness are indifferent to creed, color, and gender. In real ity, 
however, artistic masters and their masterpieces reinscribe vast hierarchies.

The question of discovering a  great Cambodian, Viet nam ese, or any artist 
is a futile exercise.  There is no point in raising the issue. “Why have  there 
been no  great Southeast Asian artists?” is a query that reveals the power 
structures and cultural biases by which “greatness” is evaluated and con-
ferred. We must scrutinize the position of  those asking and answering the 
inquiry, even if it is us. Yes,  there have been  great Khmer and Viet nam ese 
artists, but they are heralded as masters within a national context and un-
known elsewhere  because of a lack of critical and commercial resources. 
Greatness is subjective. The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has written about 
the “economy of cultural goods”: the overlapping networks of art institu-
tions, critics, artists, and academics.81 Increasing numbers of dealers, collec-
tors, curators, and critics are coming to Southeast Asia.

Within the past de cade, the region’s emerging art scenes have been 
trumpeted as the next hot  thing. To use Việt Nam as a case study, an ar-
ticle published in the New York Times in 2017 proclaims “Viet nam ese Art 
Has Never Been More Popu lar,” noting that “some of Vietnam’s greatest art-
ists are enjoying a moment of increasing world attention,” fetching rec ord 
prices at Sotheby’s and Christie’s auctions.82 In 2007, the same newspaper 
quoted the Southeast Asian art specialist Mok Kim  Chuan (of Sotheby’s 
Singapore) as saying, “ There are many vibrant young con temporary art-
ists in Hanoi, and  people are definitely buying their work— hoping it  will 
one day appreciate. . . .  Con temporary [Viet nam ese] art is very hot right 
now.” Within a ten- year span, the late Lê Phổ’s work (which combines post- 
impressionist, surrealist, and traditional Asian influences) surged at auc-
tion, from $300,000 to a record- breaking $1.2 million.83 Lê’s commingling 
of East and West fits into collectors’ conceptions of Indochina: languidly 
elegant, exotified Edenic imagery.

Artists have varied artistic responses to what is expected of them. “Good” 
art is still mea sured by Western artistic canons. It is a form of cultural impe-
rialism. Parallels can be drawn to the French colonial discourses about aes-
thetics, modernity, and authenticity. The complexities of positioning within 
a global economic order demand that artistic agency is seen from a variety of 
sociocultural perspectives. Museums, gallerists, and curators increasingly build 
shows and collections around the category “Southeast Asian,” thematically 
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highlighting flows among countries rather than focusing on lone nations. 
Art scholarship should also address this trend.

Critical and curatorial work on the artistic output of a single city or coun-
try is still impor tant for a deep understanding of cultural influences and 
developments. For example, Taylor’s Paint ers in Hanoi, as its title attests, 
homes in on diff er ent generations of Viet nam ese paint ers within a specific 
geographic region. Ly Daravuth and his late partner Ingrid Muan84 contrib-
uted to pioneering scholarship on Khmer con temporary visual art through 
research and through the Reyum Institute, an art center they cofounded 
in Phnom Penh in 1998 that  houses exhibits, offers workshops (dance, art, 
 music), and publishes books.85 The cultural historian Ashley Thompson 
writes about the role of memory and the Cambodian state, ranging from 
ancient Angkorian  temples to con temporary visual cultures (including the 
late paint ers Vann Nath and Rithy Panh).86 This book continues to expand 
 these par ameters to include Viet nam ese and Cambodian local and diasporic 
artists living in  these countries who work in a range of media— video, works 
on paper, installation, photography. I highlight historical and sociopo liti cal 
connections that affect artists’ relationships with their audiences.

My argument for transgressing national bound aries also applies to art 
history, which should continue to shift its Western- centric knowledge base 
to encompass visual cultures in myriad centers and peripheries. Art his-
torians including Alice Yang,87 Thomas Crow, and Patrick Flores, among 
 others, note that con temporary Asian art histories are marginalized. I would 
further emphasize that Southeast Asian and Asian American art histories 
are marginalized. Addressing the void in Southeast Asian scholarship are a 
 limited number of survey texts, such as Reworlding Art History: Encounters 
with Con temporary Southeast Asian Art  after 1990 (2014), by Michelle An-
toinette, and Modern and Con temporary Southeast Asian Art: An Anthology 
(2012), edited by Nora Taylor and Boreth Ly. Apart from a few special issues 
of academic journals dedicated to Southeast Asian con temporary art,  there 
is a dearth of sustained discourse, with the exception of Southeast of Now: 
Directions in Con temporary and Modern Asian Art, a peer- reviewed journal 
launched in March 2017.88 Fewer than a handful of art historians are work-
ing on con temporary visual artists of Cambodian and Viet nam ese descent— 
namely, Nora Taylor, Pamela Corey,89 Boreth Ly, Moira Roth,90 and me.

But art history is not enough. Art history’s emphasis on fine art objects, 
biography, and national narratives cannot fully address affective dimensions 
of rapid sociopo liti cal shifts, mass media, and memory. In combining the 
approaches of visual anthropology with art history, I aim to shift the largely 
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Western focus of art history. In using art history’s attention to close visual 
analy sis of artwork, I further complement the insights I get from intensive 
fieldwork. To grasp the complexity of an artwork, I rely on close readings of 
the work combined with studio visits and interviews whenever pos si ble. I 
also consider critics’ and viewers’ reactions to art pieces or films. My back-
ground in art history compels me to rigorously consider the link between 
form and content, materials and meaning. I also connect artists with the 
larger po liti cal and historical worlds they engage.

Following T. J. Clark and Thomas Crow’s models of a “social history of 
art,” I examine the social, historical, and po liti cal conditions in which artists’ 
work is produced.91 I focus on visual culture  because it highlights social and 
individual visions of what is modern, traumatic, or desirable. Similarly, what 
is repressed and not seen on an everyday level may be represented.  These 
repre sen ta tions make evident individual and institutional strug gles.

Historicity and the Politics of Waiting

I maintain that narratives about the past and the  future are mutable. The 
anthropologist Michel- Rolph Trouillot notes that “historical narrative [is] 
one fiction among  others”— historicity and futurity get blurred.92 Histori-
cal trauma is not a fixed event but an event that gets reinterpreted and 
reinvented with each recollection.  These personal recollections have pub-
lic and po liti cal dimensions. By the same logic, modernity is also not a 
static conception. Modernity is not a fixed linear proj ect of pro gress but 
one that is constantly reinterpreted, re imagined by its architects and the 
populace.93 Yet Dipesh Chakrabarty notes in Provincializing Eu rope that 
the teleological binary between Eu ro pean “modern countries” and  those 
“stuck” in the past persists. Mimi Thi Nguyễn argues that the invitation 
to “catch up” to modernity, Derrida’s “gift of time,” has a catch.94 The 
United States must push “liberal war”— promising liberal freedoms—to 
pull its invaded into modernity.95 Derrida notes that this “given time” is 
a requirement and deferral of the gift: “ There must be time, it must last, 
 there must be waiting— without forgetting.”96  Here, I conceive of waiting 
and remembering differently— not as deferral and debt, but as defiance 
and solidarity. In terms of waiting, José Esteban Muñoz writes in Cruising 
Utopia, “ Those who wait are  those of us who are out of time. . . .  We have 
been cast out of straight time’s rhythm, and we have made worlds with our 
spatial and temporal configurations. Certainly this would be the time of 
postcoloniality, but it is also crip time, or like the old joke we still use, cpt 
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(colored  people time).”97 Colored  people time and colonial time— these 
contradictions, or clashes, in time are integral. Although they are in the 
same frame, their spatiality and temporality are anachronous. I think of 
“belatedness as opportunity,” to echo Chakrabarty: postcolonial nations 
have a discrepant timeline that refuses, upends Western modernity’s time-
line of pro gress. In waiting, we are occupying, embodying diff er ent forma-
tions of time and space outside of Bergsonian time of the clock. Muñoz 
notes, “Within straight time the queer can only fail; thus an aesthetics of 
failure can productively be occupied by the artist for delineating straight 
time’s mea sure.”98 The Merriam- Webster Dictionary defines “straight time” 
as “standard working hours within a work week”; it can also be understood 
as heteronormative or homonormative temporalities of assimilationist 
mainstream timelines of “success.”

I recall the images in National Geographic of “natives”  under the watchful 
colonial gaze, waiting  under the hot sun. I remember myself as a three- year- 
old refugee in a Thai camp, waiting, waiting, waiting. Flash forward to mass- 
media images of North African and Syrian refugees now, waiting, waiting. In 
linking passivity, failure, and shadow archives as geopo liti cal and temporal 
alternatives, waiting, too, becomes a component of return engagements. A 
return engagement also requires spatial and temporal lapse— a duration be-
tween event and horizon.

Beyond breaking down distinctions in time— the past, pre sent, and 
 future— I challenge the par ameters of place and belonging. I connect ref-
ugees and returnees then and now and the highly po liti cal, personal acts 
of waiting (as subalterns, refugees, immigrants) and welcoming one an-
other. This builds on the artist Faith Wilding’s per for mance work Waiting 
| Welcome (as co ali tion building), as well as Derrida’s insights on the wel-
come. Derrida argues that the act of welcoming—of hospitality— requires 
asymmetrical power relations: the host has dominion over the guests. 
For example, one can think of host countries or host institutions (such 
as a museum inviting a guest artist for an art residency). He notes that 
the differences between pure, or “unconditional,” giving and hospitality 
and “conditional” giving are in endless tension.99 Specifically addressing 
immigrants and refugees, Derrida calls for “another international right, 
another politics of borders, another humanitarian politics, even perhaps 
a humanitarian engagement which would actually take place beyond the 
interest of nation states.”100  Toward this, one must radically reconsider 
identity and home— not an ethics of hospitality (welcome), but ethics as 
hospitality.
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Waiting, Welcoming  |  Returns, Revolutions

I now connect notions of ethical waiting and welcoming to my ideas on 
return and revolution— a turning of self and society. This turn is both disori-
enting and re orienting. The act of welcoming redefines who is host and guest 
and, ultimately, what subjectivity is. In his reading of Derrida’s “ ‘revolution’ 
of the concept of subjectivity,” the phi los o pher François Raffoul points out 
that the term revolution has to be understood also in the literal sense of a 
spatial turning around or reversal, the concept of the subject being “turned 
upside down,” so to speak.”101 I stress again  these ideas of spatial reversal, as 
well as subjective turning “topsy- turvy,” in my  earlier notes— return, revolu-
tion, and revolt as being cyclically interconnected. Revolution is not only a 
“turning around” (about- face— singular reversal), as Raffoul suggests, but a 
turning around and around (circle). Beyond losing distinction between self 
and other, the host is also “(g)host”— dematerialized, the site of a “visitation 
of a face,” states Derrida.102 Within Christian contexts, “host” refers to heav-
enly as well as military bodies (e.g., heavenly host: army of angels). The sac-
ramental host, or bread of the Eucharist, comes from the Latin hostia, which 
means “sacrificial victim” (the gift, like hospitality, requires sacrifice).  These 
links are not coincidental. Derrida notes that hospitality is always tinged 
with vio lence (again, in the same manner as the gift).

I suggest that face (self) and effacement (erasure of self) are coeval. For 
instance, “saving face” and “losing face” are sides of the same coin. (I elabo-
rate on this in chapter 4.) Referencing Levinas, Derrida observes that the 
link between host and hostage “involves a paradoxical situation with re spect 
to the status of the host, a peculiar reversal— revolution, once again—of the 
meaning of the host.”103 The subject (as host) is subjected—as hostage—to 
the other (guest). Fi nally, hospitality indicates “that originary dispossession, 
the withdrawal that, expropriating the ‘owner’ of what is most his own, and 
expropriating the self of itself, makes of his home a place of transit.”104

 These insights on the host and the gift are useful in thinking about his-
toricity not as an end point, but as sites and times of return. In the conven-
tional sense, time and property are subject to regulation. Both space and 
time are sites to come to: one “arrives at” a destination on time (hence, esti-
mated time of arrival, or eta). In another example, countries are expected 
achieve their gross domestic product (gdp) targets within a schedule. While 
one cannot “own” time, it is a condition of control (hence, “ doing time”). 
First, the dissolution of self questions where subjectivity resides. The “ex-
propriating the self of itself ” is a deterritorialization (to borrow Deleuze 
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and Guattari’s description of the schizophrenic subjective conditions of 
capital). Returnees have no owner ship of where they return to— they are 
dispossessed. Second, “home” is not a stable entity but constantly a “place 
of transit.” Through return, polarities of owner ship and dispossession (of 
oneself, one’s place in the world) are broken: “If the at- home with oneself of 
the dwelling is an ‘at- home with oneself as in a land of asylum or refuge,’ this 
would mean that the inhabitant dwells  there also as a refugee or an exile, a 
guest and not a proprietor.”105 Hence, a sense of home, oneself, is reached 
through motion and engagement.

With this reframing, the global South is no longer “stuck in time.” For 
Bliss Cua Lim, fantastic cinema’s “immiscible temporalities” evoke modali-
ties beyond homogenizing modern time. Super natural filmic narratives are 
untranslatable, unmixable, “immiscible” between two temporal frames: first, 
“the homogeneous time of Newtonian science and modern historical con-
sciousness”; and second, “the heterogeneous times of the super natural, the 
folkloric, and the popu lar.”106 Instead of reinforcing the opposition between 
homogeneous national time and the heterogeneity of transnational recep-
tions, my artistic case studies— which deal with the haunted living and not 
the super natural— reveal that translation is a strategic act. For artists wres-
tling with the long shadow of the politics of identity, art is a conscious ne-
gotiation between homogenous and heterogeneous rhetorical frames. The 
two temporal frames break down as the distinctions between local and dia-
sporic, national and transnational collapse.

In this book I go back and forth in time and space to underscore this 
idea. The past and  future— the weight of history and futurity— put us in an 
unmistakable and perhaps unbearable tension. For Walter Benjamin’s angel 
of history, the tension is a storm blowing: “what we call pro gress.”107

Time Lines

Challenging time and place while tracing significant ongoing economic and 
cultural shifts, I use several temporal anchor points in this book. The year 
2008 is one anchor point, as it heralds what the Asian Development Bank calls 
the “first global financial crisis of the twenty- first  century,” arguably one of the 
greatest fiscal crises since the  Great Depression of the 1930s.108 Starting in 2007, 
the US subprime mortgage market crashed due to unstable investment cycles, 
eventually leading to an international banking crisis, with epicenters in the 
United States and Eu rope and shockwaves affecting the rest of the world. Yet 
within this economic downturn Asian economies survived largely unscathed.
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In an article comparing the 1997 Asian financial crisis and the 2008 global 
financial crisis, the economists Donghyun Park, Arief Ramayandi, and 
Kwanho Shin observe that Asia “fared much better during the global crisis 
due to stronger fundamentals and better macroeconomic policies.”109 They 
note that “Asia’s fundamentals [inflation rate, domestic credit expansion, 
the pre- crisis gdp rate] have strengthened further as a painful lesson of the 
[1997] Asian fiscal crisis.”110 Instead of constrictive macroeconomic policies 
of monetary and fiscal tightening, expansionary “countercyclical” policies 
(such as banks’ supporting growth by providing liquidity for their systems) 
help cushion crisis and aid recovery.111 The economists Margot Schüller and 
Jan Peter Wogart observe that Asian economies have responded to  these 
fiscal crises by strengthening regional institutions and trying to shift in-
ternational fiscal dominance: “Faced with the negative impact of regional 
and global financial crises, Asian countries have established joint- solution 
mechanisms over the last two de cades in order to better protect themselves 
from short- term outflows of capital and from currency speculation.”112

As Asian countries recovered from  these fiscal crises and sought to 
strengthen their economies from volatile global market shifts, cultural 
spheres  were also intrinsically linked. The years 2011–13 mark another turn 
and anchor point in my study: the art world’s “global turn” directly spotlight-
ing Southeast Asian con temporary artists, particularly Cambodian artists. 
Corey notes that this time frame heralds the rise of Khmer con temporary 
art’s international visibility from exhibitions sponsored by East Asia and 
Southeast Asia (such as the Singapore Biennale and Fukuoka Triennale) to 
epicenters of Western art such as Documenta [Kassel] and the Guggenheim 
[New York]).113 This shift from Eastern regional venues to Western stages is 
part of larger timelines linked to Khmer postgenocide socioeconomic rede-
velopment—or periods of “cultural restoration,” as Muan terms it.114 Corey 
“suggest[s] that from roughly 2003 to 2010, in the art world largely centered 
in Phnom Penh,  there was a shift in the reception and discourse of con-
temporary art in alignment with growing international interest.”115 Cam-
bodia is a compelling case study for the intertwined ways in which local 
postwar, post- fiscal crisis (re)development meshes with international insti-
tutional cir cuits of support and visibility.

I thus map  these diff er ent nodal points— Southeast Asian wars, global 
fiscal crises, the “global” art turn—as palimpsest traces that inform and 
influence one another. In this rendering of “immiscible temporalities”— 
recalling again Lim’s term to describe “that hint of untranslatable times, 
that trace of containment and excess”— I seek to draw out unexpected 
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connections, affiliations, and responses.116  These “untranslatable” temporali-
ties are inherently tied to shifting geopolitics and the politics of translation. 
The legacies of such traumas have yet to be understood (or translated) be-
yond uplifting narratives of socioeconomic reconstruction. For instance, in 
the wake of the 2008 global fiscal crisis, unemployment in the United States 
 rose 10   percent in 2010; it had fallen to 3.9   percent in 2018 and remained 
steady at 3.7  percent in 2019. Triggered in part by covid-19, US unemploy-
ment is at 11.1   percent (affecting 17.8 million  people as of August 2020), a 
decrease from previous highs at the outset of the pandemic (14.7   percent 
in April and 13.3  percent in May 2020, according to US  Labor Department 
statistics).117 This crisis still has long- term and far- reaching repercussions, 
despite positive state statistics. The Economist observes that this financial 
crisis has “evolved into the [ongoing] Euro crisis.”118 The economic histo-
rian Adam Tooze writes, “The financial and economic crisis of 2007–2012 
morphed between 2013 and 2017 into a comprehensive po liti cal and geopo-
liti cal crisis of the post– cold war order”119— one in which increasingly na-
tionalist right- wing power has coalesced in Eu rope and the United States 
(e.g., Brexit, Donald Trump). The Asia Development Bank observes two 
responses. The first response is a xenophobic, nationalist “ ‘corrective’ move 
 toward greater domestic- led growth [in the West]— from an excessive de-
pendence on export- led growth— particularly in the large current account 
surplus countries in Asia.”120 The second response sees the continued need 
for foreign investment and financing.121 Although at odds outwardly, the 
two currents are still in play. As nationalist sentiment congeals, transna-
tional co ali tions realign. Against this backdrop, emerging Eastern countries 
align themselves with the West for cultural capital (hence, the emergence of 
Khmer con temporary art programs within art- world capitals). At the same 
time, Western countries try to stabilize their fiscal capital structures by tacti-
cally positioning themselves with Eastern superpowers, as well as the global 
South. I expand on  these seemingly immiscible alignments  later.

Another example of strategic cartographies: formerly eco nom ically and 
culturally aligned with Eu rope, Australia has shifted its foreign policies to 
embrace its position within the Asia Pacific and with Asia at large. In the 
1960s, Australia’s trade centered on Britain and the United States;  today, it 
is focused on Asia, with four out of its top five two- way trading partners 
located in Asia, reports the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade.122 In 2017–18, asean was among Australia’s top- three import-  and 
export- trading partners, according to the Australian government’s Trade 
and Investment Commission.123 The East Asia Forum notes that Australia’s 
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trade with Asia is “bigger than with Eu rope and North Amer i ca combined. 
Over three- quarters of Australia’s commodity exports already go to Asia, 
and it draws close to 70   percent of its imports from this same region.”124 
As with all strategic relationships, Australia continues to (re)position itself. 
Eu rope is vying for top partner status with Australia. On May 22, 2018, the 
Commission of the Eu ro pean Union (eu) opened up the renegotiation of 
 free trade agreements, last visited a de cade ago.125

As it turns out, the eu is also looking to the global South, having se-
cured successful close trading agreements with Việt Nam, Singapore, and 
Mexico.126 Part of the shift  toward the global South and Asia may be an 
outgrowth of Asian economies’ response to solidifying economic power 
since the fiscal crises. An Asia Eu rope Journal article notes that “Eu ro pean 
countries are supporting Asia’s attempt to gain more weight in global finan-
cial governance. . . .  and, thus, contribute to the acceleration of the power 
shift away from the USA  toward emerging Asian economies in general, and 
China in par tic u lar.”127

 These Asia- centric statistics, press releases, and news headlines, how-
ever, may be misleading. Australia is facing both West and East: the eu is 
Australia’s second- largest director and trading partner,  behind China.128 
Chakrabarty reminds us that capitalism, Eurocentric knowledge produc-
tion, and modernity are coeval and complicit. It is not “the West” versus “the 
Rest.” Rather, the “West” is but one of many rest posts, a region among many. 
Western theory is both “indispensable and inadequate.”129  Whether this is 
the “American  Century” or the “Asian  Century,” flows of culture,  labor, and 
commerce are at once increasingly porous and policed— a paradox and a 
new paradigm.

The distinctions between “global” and “local” aesthetic practices and art 
histories are arbitrary and unnecessary. In an interview published in Art 
Asia Pacific, the curator and art historian Patrick Flores states, “I’m trying 
to get away from the local- global dichotomy, which  doesn’t hold, and to in-
sist on an extensive locality or even an equivalent locality. It’s not like ‘you 
guys are the global and we are just a local articulation of the global.’ No, 
we co- produce the global through our locality.”130 The global and the local 
are coterminous. As I have been asserting, the local and diasporic are also 
coeval concepts.

The issue of space and place— and, by extension, site specificity and loca-
tionality—is an under lying, unifying thematic of the book. Again, it is not 
about the outdated binary between the local and global. The art historian 
Miwon Kwon suggests that it is “not a  matter of choosing sides— between 
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models of nomadism and sedentariness, between place and space.”131 The 
fluidities of time and space in our digitized, global world call for a “relational 
specificity” that accounts for our proximities to, and distances from, one 
another. How do we critically engage “the visual turn” (to use Martin Jay’s 
term) within con temporary culture, ranging from high art and couture to 
“lowbrow” pop entertainment?132

Kwon’s relational specificity addresses the uneven formations “between 
one  thing, person, one place, one thought, one fragment next to another.” 
By placing  these relationships,  these conditions, side by side, the relation-
ship becomes lateral, even, rather than horizontal, hierarchical. Kwon in-
sists, “We need to be able to think the range of the seeming contradictions 
and our contradictory desires for them together; to understand, in other 
words, seeming oppositions as sustaining relations.”133 The local and the 
global mutually sustain each other; they are coproduced, as Flores points 
out. Similarly, history and modernity are not contradictory; they are pro-
duced in relation with each other. This is not a “relational aesthetics,” an 
ending encounter (against which Claire Bishop has argued).134 To conceive 
of no end is an endgame. This is not art about engagement (social practice) 
but the art of engagement. This is an art of multiple encounters, return en-
gagements.  These relationships are sustained only by returning again and 
again— gestures of reciprocity.

Return Engagements

“Return engagements” also evokes the term return on engagement (roe), 
the social media version of monetary “return on investment” (roi). Beyond 
short- term hard cash (roi), soft influence (roe) indicators are now seen as 
equally impor tant as hard currency (roi). Consumer participation (shares, 
likes, comments) builds long- term brand loyalty. According to Forbes, “Re-
turn on engagement can show you how well your brand is performing in 
terms of building and sustaining relationships with both consumers and in-
fluencers.”135 In con temporary art, who are the consumers and influencers, 
and what are the relationships in  between them? Collectors and speculators 
see art as a lucrative return on investment. In this era, individuals market 
themselves as commoditized brands— the corporatization of identity (pol-
itics). The lines among audience and consumer, cultural production, and 
capital product are blurred.

Finance (roi) and the terms revolution and revolt are linked by circular 
imagery: turns of stock portfolios or politics. As I outlined  earlier, revolt 
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and revolution connote looping cycles, not linear movement. Williams notes 
that the connection centers “the impor tant image of the Wheel of Fortune, 
through which so many of the movements of life and especially the most 
public movements  were interpreted. In the simplest sense, men . . .   were re-
volved, on Fortune’s wheel, setting them now up, now down.” In fifteenth- 
century Eu rope, about- turns  were expected— cycles of trade and trading 
sociopo liti cal places became enmeshed. The main emphasis was not “the 
steady and continuous movement of [Fortune’s] wheel” but the idea of a re-
versal of fortunes— endless turning: the “top and bottom point [are] as a 
 matter of course, certain to change places.”136 Instead of late capital’s em-
phasis on economic upswings or metastatic growth, the original image of 
fortune’s wheel focused on a downward spiral.

“Negative return” challenges the expectations of positive outcomes— 
return on investments. It is a divestment. Neoliberalism is tied to  free mar-
kets, constant expansion. Trade expansion can hinge on control of land and 
lives. Halberstam argues that one must reject binaries of “freedom in liberal 
terms or death—in order to think about shadow archives of re sis tance, one 
that does not speak in the language of action and momentum but instead 
articulates itself in terms of evacuation, refusal, passivity, unbecoming, un-
being.”137  Here I connect the term evacuation to military evacuations— a dis-
solution. To disarm is to disengage.

The acronym roe also stands for “rules of engagement,” or military di-
rectives. Both return on engagement and rules of engagement pertain to the 
social. With the former,  there are implicit rules on what  will garner positive 
outcomes (likes and followers). The latter, rules of engagement, is a more 
formal code for social and military be hav ior. Both roes facilitate social and 
monetary exchanges (e.g., Instagram shopping, military spending). Fi nally, 
rules of engagement are internal to governing bodies, whereas the social 
media return on engagement is public- facing (for plcs [publicly listed com-
panies/public  limited companies]). Rules of engagement pertain to a coun-
try’s military forces (naval, air, army) and refer to “the  orders issued by a 
competent military authority that delineate when, where, how, and against 
whom military force may be used.”138 For individual combatants, roe is the 
intermediary between action and abstraction: when and how to kill, and for 
what  causes; roes “have implications for what actions soldiers may take on 
their own authority and what directives may be issued by a commanding 
officer.”139

Rules of engagement differ in each country and can shift in tandem with 
other countries and military contexts. The United Nations has a handbook 



Introduction

36

for peacekeeping operations (published through the support of the United 
Kingdom and Germany) that states, “The use of force of any kind by a mem-
ber of a peacekeeping contingent is defined by the rules of engagement 
(roe). The roe are tailored to the specific mandate of the mission and the 
situation on the ground.”140 Within this guidebook  there are listings for sec-
tions on “Civil Affairs” and “Gender Mainstreaming,” among other topics. 
While advocating for gender diversity in military and governmental posts, 
it also states that “gender roles are learned and are therefore, changeable.”141 
On the surface the text comes off as forward- thinking, but it reinforces the 
rhe toric (oppression of gender/sexuality;  human rights abuse) that leads to 
military occupation.

In the United States  there are two types of rules of engagement. The first, 
a standard rule of engagement (sroe), operates when the country is not at 
war. It aims to limit armed fighting. The second, war time roe (wroe), at-
tempts to moderate civilized, efficient combat. According to the Joint Doc-
trine for Military Operations Other than War, standard operating procedure 
(sop), often culled from sroe and wroe, is a working “field list” of what is 
and is not acceptable be hav ior.142 Despite  these aims, roes have come  under 
attack: “It was media exposure during the Vietnam War that highlighted 
the prob lems of requiring soldiers to fulfill ambiguous objectives.”143 On one 
hand,  these rules  were abused. The cultural critic Gina Marie Weaver argues 
that widespread racialized, sexual vio lence against Viet nam ese  women was 
“standard operating procedure.” Weaver interviewed a veteran who calls this 
a “mass military policy,” but this vio lence is erased from official narratives of 
the war. Military operations such as Richard Nixon’s “secret war” on Cam-
bodia and Laos (discussed  earlier) also blurred the line between unofficial 
and official sanctions. On the other hand, pro- war supporters felt  these rules 
 were restrictive: “The standard operating procedures imposed on US troops 
during the Vietnam War resulted in accusations that domestic concerns 
 were inhibiting the military’s freedom of operation.”144 Standard operating 
procedure was also questioned during the Abu Ghraib scandal in 2004, in 
which US soldiers committed  human rights abuses against Iraqi detainees.

In the American wars in Việt Nam and Iraq what I call “excessive images” 
triggered uncontainable outrage.  These images are “excessive”  because they 
embody a return of the repressed. The sexualized atrocities exceed conventions 
of civilized warfare: this was inhumane. Both roe and sop  were supposed to 
control our basest impulses, unleashed in war. Although their intended au-
diences varied, both  were a form of military documentation. What was nor-
malized vio lence on- site seethed beyond the edges of their frames.
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Tele vi sion images of Việt Nam’s “living room war” and photo graphs of 
Iraq’s denuded male prisoners buttress empire’s growing pornographic ar-
chives of vio lence. The abject spectacles of emasculation (sodomy, torture, 
rape) in the Abu Ghraib images are fueled by US sexual exceptionalism.145 
On US soil, figures of queer degeneracy threaten nationhood and must be 
policed and excised, then and now.146 In Southeast Asia, the  Middle East, 
and the United States, the menacing “Oriental as deviant” allows— and 
disavows— unethical be hav ior. Despite public shock and awe, all of this is 
business as usual.

I consider all types of roes (rules of engagement, return on engagement) 
outlined  earlier as return engagements: recurring and permeable structures 
for relations. Rules of engagement have similar criteria for return on invest-
ment (roi). Both outline ways to collect data and report constituent infor-
mation,  whether they are target markets or military targets. Both roi and 
roe try to quantify socioeconomic and po liti cal commitments. Military, 
diplomatic, and business affairs all have degrees of investiture.  These are en-
during commitments. Both roi and roe qualitatively mea sure, and adjust 
for, failure and success. Return engagement invokes military engagements 
and the ties between geopolitics and economic development. For instance, 
despite close borders and ties, heated Khmer border disputes continue with 
Việt Nam and Thailand.

All three countries have set up shifting rules of engagement to respond 
to border issues. The Cambodian opposition party ruler Sam Rainsy has 
railed against Viet nam ese border encroachments on Cambodian territory. 
Cambodia is also known as Kampuchea (កម្ពុជា). The Khmer press often 
refers to southern Việt Nam (formerly Cochinchina) as Kampuchea Krom 
(Southern Cambodia)  because Sài Gòn and its vicinity  were once Cambo-
dia.  Human Rights Watch has noted that the Viet nam ese and Cambodian 
governments both abuse the Khmer Krom, the ethnic Khmer who live in 
Việt Nam. Regarded as Cambodian in Việt Nam, they have no religious 
freedom or land rights. If they take refuge in Cambodia, as some have, their 
neighbors see them as ethnic Viet nam ese. As  Human Rights Watch says, 
they are one of the “most disenfranchised groups” in the country, facing 
“social and economic discrimination and unnecessary hurdles to legaliz-
ing their status.” Their case is just one example of the vexed con temporary 
relations between Cambodia and Việt Nam. Another is that the Cambo-
dian minister of foreign affairs called on Việt Nam—in its capacity as the 
asean chair in 2010—to prevent armed conflict between Cambodia and 
Thailand.147
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Despite sensitive regional border issues, Việt Nam and Cambodia have a 
bilateral military relationship, including joint naval patrol and border coop-
eration. Honoring the fiftieth anniversary of the two countries’ diplomatic 
relations, Cambodian Defense Minister Tea Banh and Viet nam ese Defense 
Minister Ngô Xuân Lịch met in mid- January  2017 to review and outline 
their defense ties for 2018 and beyond. Among them, Việt Nam supplies the 
Royal Cambodian Armed Forces “with military equipment, infrastructure, 
and training,” as The Diplomat notes.148

Clearly, Cambodia sees Việt Nam as an impor tant ally. Việt Nam is one of 
the top  five investors in Cambodia, with $3.1 billion in 214 proj ects (expand-
ing the $2.83 billion invested in 183 proj ects in 2018), Quach Dư, Vietnam’s 
ambassador to Cambodia, stated at a Cambodia– Việt Nam Trade Forum 
or ga nized by the two countries in 2019 in Phnom Penh.149 Việt Nam is Cam-
bodia’s third- largest business partner; bilateral trade between the countries 
is projected to reach $5 billion. Ambassador Dư also noted that Việt Nam 
is the top tourist spot for Cambodians.150 To regulate external economic 
shocks, Việt Nam’s foreign reserve was at an all- time high in 2019, at $63.75 
billion. This upward trend was expected to continue in 2019–20 and beyond: 
in 2019, the State Bank of Việt Nam bought $8.35 billion from credit institu-
tions to build up its reserve; by April 2020, its foreign reserve was noted to 
be at an all- time high of $84 billion dollars.151

Anthropology  |  Ethnographic Returns

Diasporic (dis)identifications are psychologically and physically uncertain: 
at once geo graph i cally intimate and distant. Simultaneous separation and 
closeness is a hallmark of return engagements. This “structure of feeling” has 
not been fully explored. As Williams notes, as an analytic frame it is “as firm 
and definite as ‘structure’ suggests, yet it operates in the most delicate and 
least tangible part of our activities.”152 My work moves away from the study 
of lived experiences of a specific generational place and time. Instead, the 
concept of return shut tles, shifts through varied spaces, times, and artistic 
cohorts— the living archives of memory and modernity.

My position as a researcher undoubtedly affects my relationships with 
my subjects. Within anthropology, as in other disciplines, self- reflexivity 
is crucial and increasingly challenged. I am indebted to the anthropologist 
Clifford Geertz’s use of “thick description.”153 This interpretive approach 
delves into layers of mediated social meaning. Culture is a semiotic system, 
open to fissures and gaps. Geertz observes that “culture is not a power.” It 
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does not cause “social events, be hav iors, institutions, or pro cesses . . . ; it is a 
context, something within which [interconnected systems of meaning] can 
be intelligibly— that is, thickly— described. Culture is context.”154 Following 
this logic, I describe scenes in detail to give the reader an affective sense of 
the relationships among artist, art communities, and researcher. Although 
 these personal anecdotes may appear casual, they convey the complicated 
networks that the artists and I write about must maneuver.

Unlike older anthropological models of immersive research for a year or 
two “in the field” and a return “home” to write up the findings, my return 
engagements are both intensive and sporadic. The traditional ethnographic 
divides between home and research abroad have been questioned for their 
hierarchical distinctions. Objects of inquiry (the field) and normative sites of 
knowledge (home institutions) are separated. For nearly two de cades I have 
built my professional and personal archives. Like  those of the anthropolo-
gists Anna Tsing and Christina Schwenkel, my “patchwork” ethnography 
embraces “long term and cyclical returns ‘to the field.’ ”155 Annual returns 
to Southeast Asia, which I also consider home, supplement my four plus 
years in “the field.” Researchers such as Schwenkel and I challenge where 
fieldwork is and where home is. The continuing “return engagements” in 
which we participate are cyclical, sporadic, visceral experiences. Contrary to 
older models of diaspora, our movements reveal myriad subject positions. 
As transnational subjects, we do not experience a clear line between home 
and abroad.

Affective borders between  here and  there have become increasingly en-
trenched since the “ethnographic turn” of the 1990s in international exhibitions 
described by Foster. He notes that the “artist as ethnographer” role grew from 
attention in the 1960s to culture, media, and mediation in Western academia 
and art. This timeline can be traced back further. Anthropology ser viced co-
lonial aims; related fields such as area studies became institutionalized during 
the Cold War hysteria of the late 1940s. Knowledge of vari ous cultures— and 
the production and dissemination of that knowledge— can serve po liti cal and 
military agendas. Who and what, then, are con temporary Southeast Asian art-
ists in ser vice of during this moment’s ethnographic turn? Vincente L. Rafael, 
a historian of Southeast Asia, observes that “area studies not only reiterate dif-
fer ent versions of Orientalism; they also produce by necessity multiple repu-
diations of  these versions.”156 Following this argument, artists tied to Southeast 
Asia both reinforce and refute liberal pluralist institutions.

Foster, however, claims that institutions (academic, cultural, state) are 
no longer sites of inquiry (institutional critique). Rather, the artist becomes 
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sited: “As the artist stands in the identity of a sited community, he or she 
may be asked to stand for this identity, to represent it institutionally. In this 
case, the artist is primitivized— indeed, anthropologized—in turn:  here is 
your community, the institution says in effect, embodied in your artist, now 
on display.”157 For example, 1.5 generation Khmer American artists dealing 
with memory work are representatives of two communities by default: the 
United States and Cambodia. They must speak for— and embody— a double 
displacement. The traumas of assimilation to the United States are echoed 
by the more horrific traumas of the root of that displacement: the specter of 
genocide.  These losses and this othering gets naturalized.

As Schlund- Vials notes the importance of who and what get represented, 
I assert that it is the who, what, and where that get conflated within a global 
art market. Thus, my work attempts to redefine relationships between “lo-
cals” (as “native in for mants”) and locales. Regardless of terminology— 
“ethnographic turn” or “global turn”— the Southeast Asian art historian Mi-
chelle Antoinette argues that “international” shows from the 1990s to  today 
still have decidedly Western- centric foundations, albeit with the gloss of 
artistic and theoretical diversity. Self- reflexive approaches by non- Western 
artists, scholars, and curators support, but do not supplant, institutional de-
sires for counterhegemonic perspectives. How, then, can we tackle the para-
doxes of repre sen ta tion?

My ethnographic training gives me another set of tools to engage cre-
ative producers— ways to think through authorship and authority. Through 
extended participant observation and oral interviews, I gain insight about 
each artist’s unique pro cess and the organ izations with which each works. 
The Asian American art historian Margo Machida calls this pro cess an “oral 
hermeneutics”: an “exploratory form of dialogic engagement which seeks 
to share interpretive authority with artists by linking the use of oral his-
tory methods with a hermeneutical orientation  toward textual interpreta-
tion.”158 This is simply ethnographic methodology applied to the analy sis of 
art history. Although I do not refer to my approach as “oral hermeneutics,” I 
also combine insights culled from conversations with artist- organizers with 
close readings of artwork.

Artists shift identities in local and international contexts. I use a range 
of methodologies to understand how artists and cultural organizers self- 
identify and are identified by critics, gallerists, and arts organ izations in 
Cambodia, Việt Nam, and abroad. A work of art does not exist in a vacuum; 
neither do artists. It is my goal to both rethink and bridge the gap between 
transnational identities in Cambodia and Việt Nam. Currently,  there is no 
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conceptual art education or sustained con temporary cultural criticism in 
Việt Nam or Cambodia, yet  there are vibrant cultural communities in  these 
locales. Apart from text- based modes of interpretation and analy sis, the in-
tersections of ethnography and visual culture offer fresh insights into issues 
of voice and visuality. Through a combination of disciplinary approaches, 
the artist’s perspective and working context become clearer.

Local and Diasporic

Although I focus on output by local and diasporic artists and filmmakers 
situated within Cambodia and Việt Nam, I am also attentive to work and 
networks outside of  these nation- states, particularly in the United States. I 
focus on localized subjectivity and agency in both Việt Nam and Cambodia, 
thus decentering dominant US- centric discourse on the legacies of the war 
in Việt Nam and narratives that prioritize US military involvement. Cam-
bodia’s traumatic past is overdetermined. Social and po liti cal discourse—as 
well as artistic production and consumption— are not  limited to specific na-
tional, ethnic, and diasporic bound aries; they traverse many disparate bor-
ders.  These “contact zones” create unforeseen social, cultural, and economic 
interactions.159 In the realm of cultural production,  these unforeseen inter-
actions can be the unpredictable strategic cartographies in which artists en-
gage. How artists choose to self- identify and which facets of their identities 
get associated with their creative output are continually shifting, dependent 
on negotiations between individuals and institutions.

My work seeks to blur national and ethnic distinctions by drawing the-
matic comparisons between artists and artwork. The contested “contact 
zones” between identifications and geography, between “local” and “dia-
sporic,” make for uneasy, if con ve nient, exchanges and framings. Again, 
diaspora’s fluidity unanchors the fixity of the nation- state and identitarian 
politics.

I define diaspora as a fluid pro cess marked by continual encounters rather 
than as a fixed location. Diasporic crossings are return engagements— a con-
tinual crisscrossing between  here and  there, between now and then; a pro cess 
of shape- shifting. Rather than seeing diasporic subjectivity— and identity at 
large—as stable positions, an “already accomplished fact, which the new cul-
tural practices then represent,” Stuart Hall conceives of “identity as a ‘pro-
duction’ which is never complete, always in pro cess, and always constituted 
within, not outside, repre sen ta tion.”160 This porous pro cess is one that is at 
odds with the nation- state and the politics of identity, which the international 
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art cir cuit embraces even as it relegates artists of color to the margins. On 
the surface, the global art market embraces this flexibility while reasserting 
deeply entrenched hierarchical borders. Despite being challenged, national 
bound aries and the par ameters of high conceptual art remain fixed.

A number of scholars in the humanities and social sciences have noted 
that migration, as a pressing geopo liti cal fact, has become a core focus of 
con temporary art and scholarship. The cultural critic and art historian T. J. 
Demos has outlined three overlapping concepts tied to migration in the hu-
manities and social sciences over the past three de cades: diaspora (referring 
to a collective geographic dispersal); nomadism (particularly “artistic no-
madism,” or unbounded creative movement); and refugees ( those affected 
by forced displacement, persecution, or disaster).161 Likewise, the anthro-
pologist and art historian Saloni Mathur wrote in 2018 about a “mobility 
turn” in the arts and social sciences. In contrast to the celebratory discourse 
on nomadism that Demos traces in the West in the 1990s, Mathur argues 
that the mi grant is not automatically a figure of re sis tance, echoing Hall’s 
assertion that such identities are not a priori givens. Like Hall’s figures in 
pro cess and in “production,” always founded within repre sen ta tion, Mathur 
sees the “paradigm of the mi grant” as “ambivalent and indeterminate.”162 
Hence,  the  geographic and historical specificities of migrancy “represent 
some of the most difficult forms of entanglement and separation.”163

To grapple with the complexities of dispersal (without conflating lived 
realities) from the politics of creative repre sen ta tion it is impor tant to parse 
out realpolitik and poetics yet still recognize their embedded ties. For in-
stance, the art historian Anne Ring Petersen differentiates  these two fac-
ets as “politics” and “the po liti cal.” When migration becomes an object of 
politics, it “becomes an issue in some way— whether in national legislative 
and administrative immigration policies; in the ideological debates about 
multiculturalism and the recognition of minorities; in the image politics of 
news broadcasts about immigrants; or the strategies of cultural institutions 
vis- à- vis artists with a mi grant background.” However, Petersen asserts, the 
po liti cal is a sociocultural everyday lived framework as “migration and artis-
tic repre sen ta tions of mi grants’ lives unfold”: “The act of migration is usually 
followed by some kind of everyday life in another place where the mi grant 
experience becomes an integral part of everyday practices and the social life 
and identity of the subject.”164 While the distinction between the objective 
of “politics” and subjective lived experience of “the po liti cal” is useful, I do 
not agree with Petersen’s assimilationist framing. Rather, to echo Hall, this 
mi grant subjectivity is eternally produced and reproduced through lived 
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experience and through art. Through  these vari ous views on migration, I 
connect notions of entanglement, ambivalence, indeterminacy, and pro cess.

In thinking through politics (as object of action) and the po liti cal (as 
lived sociocultural experience) I build on the writings of the art historian 
W.  J.  T. Mitchell and the artist- theorist Hito Steyerl on the relationship 
between mi grants and images. Mitchell observes that migrancy has dual 
components: as theme and as image. In the first aspect, migration appears 
as a thematic within cultural production (as noted by Mathur, Demos, Pe-
tersen, and so on). Second, Mitchell states that the image of the mi grant 
precedes the mi grant’s arrival. Images are by nature migratory. Yet Steyerl 
notes that, like classes of mi grants that range from the privileged to the 
dispossessed, images are hierarchical. Her essay “In Defense of the Poor 
Image” observes that the global economy of proliferating pictures ranges 
from high- resolution limited- run and  limited editions to viral, pixelated, 
and even pirated copies. Following  these arguments that migration—as 
theme and as image— are in constant, enmeshed circulation, I assert that 
the mi grant’s image (as sociopo liti cal projection and as cultural produc-
tion) is  under constant negotiation.

Beyond parsing migration as a thematic (subject and subjectivity) and as 
a politic (object of action), it is difficult to account for its myriad manifesta-
tions. How does one group the proliferation of art addressing migrancy by 
artists who are “professional  labor mi grants”?165 For a certain privileged class 
of artists, curators, and scholars within the globalized art market, itinerancy 
is a job requirement. Art history has long been preoccupied with categoriza-
tion of genres (e.g., landscape, portrait, still life), yet migration as subjective 
experience and object of politicized action defies labels. Petersen writes that 
the “breadth of ‘diaspora aesthetics,’ or ‘migratory aesthetics’ . . .  makes it 
clear that the category of genre cannot encompass it.”166 I want to address 
the divides between a “diaspora aesthetics” and shifting notions of diaspora 
itself. Just as images of mi grants precede the mi grant, as Mitchell notes, im-
ages of diasporic and local subjectivity precede the artist. The local and the 
diasporic are viscerally embodied, conjured, through visual cultures.

It is impor tant that Asian American studies researchers reconsider our 
definitions of diaspora to make our focus truly transnational. The editors 
of Theorizing Diaspora, Jana Braziel and Anita Mannur, state that cultural 
critics, anthropologists, and literary scholars increasingly use the term dias-
pora to describe the twentieth  century’s mass migrations and displacements, 
including “in de pen dence movements in formerly colonized areas, waves 
of refugees fleeing war- torn states, and fluxes of immigration in the post– 
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World War II era.”167 This older view of diaspora emphasizes the bound aries 
of the nation- state. As a consequence of po liti cal or economic upheaval, ref-
ugees, mi grants, and exiles flee one state for another. “ There is no diaspora 
without borders and no borders without states,” observes David Palumbo- 
Liu.168 In crossing borders, diasporic subjects reinscribe the bound aries be-
tween home and exile.

The  earlier meaning of diasporic movement referred to a diasporic popu-
lation’s dispersal from one location to a host of other places. The singular 
point of origin— former colony, war- torn nation, repressive regime, impov-
erished nation— ends in multiple pos si ble destination points. Diaspora also 
“etymologically suggests the . . .  fertility of dispersion, dissemination, and 
the scattering of seeds.”169 The seed- spore analogy has been widely used in 
Asian American studies in reference to talk about the Asian diasporas across 
the globe. Scholars describe communities that have settled and taken root 
in their new chosen homes. In this view, the homeland is a fixed entity, the 
essentialized site of origins.

More recently, scholars have veered away from  simple constructions of 
nativist belonging to account for diasporic subjects’ multiply situated iden-
tifications. Mi grants, immigrants, and refugees often do not  settle in one 
location; they take part in multiple movements, physical and psychologi-
cal. Lowe, Paul Gilroy, and Rey Chow, among  others, acknowledge that re-
peated geographic crossings, rather than binaries of home and exile, shape 
diasporic identities. The seed- spore model has ceded to frameworks that 
attempt to capture the “heterogeneity, hybridity, and multiplicity” of diverse 
diasporic experiences.170 To return to one’s homeland does not mean return-
ing home.

Karin Aguilar- San Juan suggests that for many Asian American subjects, 
looking back does not mean returning to the mythic site of ethnic origins. 
Reversing the logic of returning to an Eastern homeland, she writes, “To go 
westward, is to go home, in the sense that many Asian Americans have  family 
in California, Washington state or farther in Hawai’i.” For Aguilar- San Juan, 
Asian Americans find home in Amer i ca, not necessarily in Asia.171 Palumbo- 
Liu’s binary between the “memory of the homeland and the consciousness 
of the diasporic new land” is no longer a relevant distinction.172 The immi-
grant’s “new land” and old homeland are no longer distinct spheres. The old 
country is now a brave new world. Cambodia’s and Việt Nam’s breakneck 
growth ensures that the landscape of memory is altered. For some, the dia-
sporic new land has been home for generations. Thus, heterogeneous dia-
sporic frameworks must account for the diff er ent experiences of immigrants 
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who settled in the United States near the turn of the twentieth  century, as 
well as more recent economic mi grants and flexible citizens.

Digital Divides

In this digital age, borders are increasingly permeable. At the same time, 
borders are ever more vigilantly policed, fueled by anxiety over terrorism, 
global economic downturns, and the decline of US empire. The new dia-
sporic subject questions  these demarcations and fears. The anthropologist 
Ashley Carruthers observes that, for Viet nam ese diasporic subjects, the 
distinction between homeland and diaspora collapses. Home is Việt Nam 
and abroad, and in  between.173 Overseas Viet nam ese negotiate diff er ent 
ideological systems at once: capitalism, market socialism, democracy. The 
exchange of cultural goods such as  music videos and films and repeated re-
turns, both real and  imagined, facilitate the breakdown of borders. What 
happens when the diasporic imaginary is distressing, as Khatharya Um asks, 
“signifying both an indelible connection and, si mul ta neously, a rupture?”174 
What does the current digital age mean for the making of the diasporic sub-
ject?175 Diasporic and local communities are increasingly connected, as well 
as divided, by technology: YouTube videos and Facebook groups create a 
sense of shared commonality across space as online factions emerge. Again 
I stress the importance of envisioning diaspora as interactive pro cesses and 
relations. Rupture, connection, and disconnection are part of the cyclical 
nature of return engagements.

This bond and split is the space of return, or lines of flight, to use Deleuze 
and Guattari’s term.176 “Line of flight” is translated by Brian Massumi from 
the French ligne de fuite, in which fuite refers not only to fleeing but also 
to flowing, leaking to a multiplicity of points.177 One can think of a refugee 
fleeing from her home country, but also of the myriad movements, flows— 
actual and virtual—in which she engages.  Here the subject is “leaky,” un-
bound by infrastructure. Sara Ahmed suggests that “to leak is to lead”—
a  leak can cause damage, a rupture, but it can also radically transform 
existing structures from within.178 The line of flight is the point of change 
in which two paradigms are transgressed.  Here, the subject (I suggest the 
digital diasporic) shifts from  actual to virtual conditions. I see transgressing 
local and diasporic distinctions as a line of flight: connection and rupture.

The lines between diasporic and transnational identities are blurred. 
Palumbo- Liu marks a distinction between a “cross- cultural” version of di-
aspora with “ethnicized” subjects and a transnational one of “transmigrant, 
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multiply situated identities.”179 The cross- cultural diasporic subject has 
been incorporated by the state’s multicultural logic, whereas the transna-
tional subject refuses assimilation. This seems like the difference between 
racialized, settled Asian Americans versus more recent mi grants who are 
in limbo, shuttling between identities. But this dichotomy may be a false 
one. One can be both a cross- cultural subject and a transnational one. The 
terms diaspora and transnationalism overlap, since both address movements 
across borders. Explicating the difference between the two terms, Braziel 
and Mannur note, “Diaspora refers specifically to the movement— forced 
or voluntary—of  people from one or more nation states to another. Trans-
nationalism speaks to larger, more impersonal forces— specifically,  those of 
globalism and global capitalism.”180 They define diaspora as movements of 
subjects and transnationalism as movements of objects. The forces of global 
capital, however, cannot be decoupled from  humans. I reframe transnation-
alism as a subject position, not an abstract force. Contrary to Braziel and 
Mannur’s framing, diasporic movement from one state to another— and 
from one state of mind to another—is not only  limited one- way crossings. 
Transnationalism accounts for myriad crossings.

Placing concepts of diaspora within transnational movements and mo-
ments grounds them. Much of Asian American studies inquiry has been 
focused on what happens in Amer i ca and not Asia, since that was seen as 
the purview of Asian studies and area studies.181 We must not overlook the 
links between Asia and Amer i ca for diasporic subjects. Diasporic outlooks 
have long placed emphasis on zones of settlement, looking West, looking 
home, as Aguilar San- Juan muses. A transnational perspective focuses on 
movement rather than settlement. As transnational subjects, we are never 
truly settled. A transnational outlook is a return gaze, away from the West 
 toward the East. But this differs from old homeland– new exilic land binaries 
and seed- spore meta phors.

Return engagements problematize the local- diasporic divide; the artists I 
examine use this very divide to strategically position themselves.182 Looking 
to the East, Western- trained artists are essentialized as embodiments of the 
East by international art markets. Looking to the West, artists residing in 
the East (both local and diasporic) are expected to translate for hegemonic 
Western audiences. We must, once again, reconsider and redefine diaspora 
to account for new global realities.

As most Southeast Asian studies work focuses on Asia, and Asian Ameri-
can studies scholarship centers Amer i ca, my proj ect seeks to invert and 
question  these lines of inquiry. Việt Thanh Nguyễn notes the “billions in 
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overseas remittances, de facto nations in exile, and transnational traffic in 
ideas and  people” as reason for looking at flows, leaks.183 I also argue for 
a Southeast Asian studies attuned to larger diasporic movements—an area 
studies not focused only on local interactions. Most area studies scholarship 
focuses on a single nation- state, inattentive to regional and international in-
teractions.  Here I advocate for an Asia- centric focus (as Southeast Asian 
studies proper) yet with a diasporic outlook. For Southeast Asian subjects, 
the link between Asia and its diasporas is also impor tant. Asian Ameri-
can studies should not only trace Asian American subjects transnationally. 
Transnational foci should lead, leak away from— not reinforce— American 
empire. Likewise, Southeast Asian studies can benefit from more research 
on Southeast Asian diasporas— not only to the global North, but to other 
axes and affiliations in the global South.

Relocations  |  Returns critical refugee studies

The emergence of critical refugee studies reconstrues the affective borders 
of belonging and relationality. While much of this growing body of work fo-
cuses on the United States and its subjects, the locus of return engagements 
is firmly grounded in Southeast Asia, not the United States. This proj ect un-
moors the centrality and the mythos of Euro- America within the discourse 
on memory, trauma, and cultural responses. Furthermore, my work unfixes 
the preoccupation with US militarization through Southeast Asian (particu-
larly Khmer, Viet nam ese, and Lao) diasporic subjects. Beyond the aftermath 
of war and militarization, my book also looks to (post)modernity and its 
constituents as sites of inquiry. Examining relocations sparked by conflicts 
then and now is impor tant. A critical look at returns is equally crucial in un-
derstanding the myriad manifestations of neo- empire and the postmodern 
condition.

Yến Lê Espiritu notes that Amer i ca’s rhe toric of refuge masks the per-
petration and perpetuation of vio lence against its refugees, immigrants, 
and second- class citizens. In the aftermath of war, Espiritu highlights first-  
and second- generation Viet nam ese refugees’ counterhegemonic culture and 
knowledge production. She notes that American “military colonialism” in 
the Asia Pacific region lays the bloody path for the United States as sancti-
fied “refuge.”184 The same routes of military personnel and weapons from the 
United States to Pacific Asia enabled the “return” of Southeast Asian refu-
gees to US empire. This dynamic precisely exemplifies our troubled return 
engagements.  These interactions constitute an interconnected, intimate web 
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of social, cultural, and military relations. Espiritu states, “If you resurrect 
the history of the displacement and flight of the Viet nam ese  people, you  will 
si mul ta neously call attention to other histories that have been systematically 
erased.”185

This emphasis on buried narratives and revivification reinforces the refu-
gee as liminal specter— half living and half dead— caught between memory 
and forgetting. The alignment with erased  others centralizes US hege-
mony. Instead of highlighting one- way movement to the heart of empire, 
my work focuses on how artists displace and destabilize imperial cultural 
institutions through multinodal journeys. In addition to viewing Viet-
nam ese refugees— and, by extension, other Southeast Asian refugees—as 
a “critical site of social and po liti cal critique,” which places emphasis on 
disenfranchised bodies, I suggest artistic oeuvres open up other bodies of 
knowledge, other modes of (anti)sociality and unknowing. I see return and 
returnees as sites of critique.  These returns do not unearth erasure— and 
reaffirm visible- invisible binaries— but, rather, question the hypervisible 
tethers and tropes of empire.

I maintain that through return engagements, this aesthetic and ethi-
cal entanglement is unending, and endlessly shifting. Việt Thanh Nguyễn’s 
Nothing Ever Dies suggests memory and forgetting are coeval, asserting 
that “all wars are fought twice”: once on the battlefield, and the second time 
through individual and social recollection (echoing arguments by Sturken 
and James E. Young). Nations and their displaced are not fixed discursive 
“sites.” I trace how geography and subjectivity are constantly negotiated for 
transnational individuals and institutions. The crux is not what is remem-
bered and forgotten within national agendas. The  battle is over repre sen ta-
tion itself.

Addressing American wars in Việt Nam,  Korea, and Laos, as well as the 
Cambodian genocide, Việt Thanh Nguyễn proposes a transnational purview, 
albeit through an American axis.186 My  earlier work with Yong Soon Min on 
Việt Nam and  Korea also asserts that historical trauma and popu lar culture 
are deeply intertwined but argues for a Pan- Asian nexus.187  Toward this I 
traced Korean and Viet nam ese connections then (both countries  were vas-
sal states of China) and now (Việt Nam and  Korea have significant bilateral 
economic exchanges). The basis for South Korean modernity— embodied 
through K- Pop (hallyu)— was founded and funded through war: the United 
States paid more than $2 billion to Korean mercenary soldiers in Việt Nam. 
Republic of  Korea soldiers  were brutal, slicing off ears, echoing  earlier Japa-
nese occupation in  Korea.188 I build on my  earlier work to look at military 
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engagement and economic and cultural development from translocal and 
transhistorical perspectives.

In the chapters that follow, I intervene in anthropology, art his-
tory, and  visual culture, as well as Asian American studies, American 
 studies, and Southeast Asian studies, the bound aries of which are both 
permeable and patrolled.

Book Structure

Chapter 1 examines two documentaries: Rithy Panh’s S-21: The Khmer Rouge 
Killing Machine (2003) and Spencer Nakasako’s Refugee (2003). Both films 
focus on Khmer and Khmer American returns, confrontation, and silence. 
Revisiting David Eng and David Kazanjian’s notions of loss as a productive 
space, I argue that  these filmic subjects are melancholics unable to “success-
fully” mourn, whereas the spectators of  these “trauma dramas” are exempt. 
Considering the Khmer Rouge tribunal verdicts and my stance on loss as 
nonproductive, I build on Schlund- Vial’s call for a juridical activism and Việt 
Thanh Nguyễn’s insistence on “just memory”: recuperative cultural proj ects 
may aim to “produce” social justice, at the same time recognizing its impos-
sibility. In contrast to conceiving refusal and silence as lack of voice— based 
on psychoanalytic loss, lack, and reclamation— these films serve as a Der-
ridean supplément, both compensating and supplanting narratives of Khmer 
genocide. I propose silence and repeated gestures as alternate embodied and 
spiritual sites of intuitive comprehension, ambiguous and ambivalent.

Chapter 2 focuses on the Sài Gòn returnees Sandrine Llouquet and Tif-
fany Chung and how, as artist- organizers, they strategically position them-
selves as both Western- educated insiders and Southeast Asian outsiders on 
the global art market. I assert that artists, as well as national and cultural 
institutions, employ  these strategic cartographies— shifting geopo liti cal 
identifications and affiliations. This critical pro cess of reworlding (following 
Aihwa Ong and Rob Wilson) and remapping— reconfiguring oneself repeat-
edly—is in keeping with my frames of cyclical return and revolution. Late 
capital’s ever- evolving demands for products and cheap (raced, gendered) 
 labor and products dovetails with the strategies of internationally vis i ble 
Việt Kiều (Viet nam ese returnee) artists such as Jun Nguyễn- Hatsushiba, 
Đỉnh Q. Lê, Liza Nguyễn, and An- My Lê.

Chapter 3 explores the return to archives— personal, postcolonial, and spir-
itual—of the Cambodian collagist and painter Leang Seckon and the Viet nam-
ese American experimental filmmaker Hồng- Ân Trương. Throughout the 
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chapter, I assert that the reappearance of history’s fragments— colonial and 
modern—as well as the formal use of fragmentation in their works rework 
Bergsonian notions of space and time. For instance, as nostalgic Americana 
and Indochina whets the appetite, Seckon’s and Trương’s fragmented appro-
priations of cadavers reinscribe this cannibalistic hunger within the fevered 
archive.

Chapter 4, the final chapter, deals with urban- rural development for eco-
nomic return in Cambodia and Việt Nam through the work of the sculptor 
Sopheap Pich of Phnom Penh and the conceptual artist Phan Quang of Sài 
Gòn. I maintain that Pich’s and Phan’s translation of  these issues are (self-)
exploitative gestures. Similarly, Đỉnh Q. Lê’s artwork on Agent Orange— 
first conceived in 1989 as kitschy souvenir objects sold in a Sài Gòn market 
stall and then presented again in 2009 for a group exhibition in Germany— 
pivots on the use of ongoing environmental and corporeal damage. By using 
the term exploit, I note that their strategic positioning proves both harmful 
and beneficial as they extract naturalized resources: nature (as art subject 
and art material), and their self- naturalizing stories.

The Gift strategic giving and taking in return

The stories one tells are an offering, a gift. I conceive of enacting strategic 
cartographies as tactical, reciprocal acts of giving and receiving. In giving 
oneself (via artistic repre sen ta tion), one also gains— receiving both real 
capital and cultural capital. In common understanding, to receive a gift is 
a choice. A paradox: to give is also to destroy, undo— themes on which I 
expand. Mimi Thi Nguyễn critiques the double- edged “gift of freedom” 
that US empire promises, exacting an eternal debt for refugees of its vio-
lence, ranging from wars in Southeast Asia to wars in the  Middle East. 
Aesthetics and culture are core to this gift’s contradictions: “We need not 
deny the vio lence and destruction that undergirds the gift of freedom to 
also take seriously its promise to reverence beauty, or re spect aliveness, 
 because  these are part of its power.”189 In short,  there is no choice in ac-
cepting the gift of freedom. For  those constructed as subjects of freedom’s 
benevolence and subjected to its brutality, strategic cartographies, and tac-
tical alignments may be a means of achieving agency. Mutable freedom is 
given  under the guises of  free trade or freedom of expression— creative, 
sexual, po liti cal.

Part of this gift’s debt is paid through economic capital, as well as cultural 
capital. In some instances, Viet nam ese refugees become multicultural ex-



Introduction

51

cuses for new abuses of ethnonational  Others, renewed through the war on 
terror. A case in point: US Assistant General Việt Đ. Định, chief architect of 
the USA Patriot Act, was celebrated as a freedom- loving Viet nam ese Ameri-
can immigrant who now worked to ensure counter-“terrorist” protection at 
home and dissemination abroad. In the age of “liberal empire,” freedom is 
a gift  housed in Pandora’s box. Following Derrida’s formulation of the gift, 
Mimi Thi Nguyễn notes that a gift always demands debt.

Giving presupposes taking in return— a reciprocal, if un balanced, ges-
ture. This relational act is a cycle, which I connect to circular movements of 
becoming, overturning, and undoing. Derrida asserts that a true gift builds 
to overcoming, as well as madness.190 In contrast to Mimi Thi Nguyễn’s 
framing of the gift as empire’s rational, calculated one- sided domination of 
its subjects, I see artistic production as gifts that undermine (neo)colonial 
logic of eternal indebtedness.

The po liti cal theorist Kennan Ferguson notes that “to give” and “to take” 
have the same Indo- European roots: “In  middle Dutch, the word gif meant 
both a gift and a poison; the German word Gift means toxin.”191 He elabo-
rates, “From the gifts given by Eu ro pean explorers and colonists to native 
 peoples . . .  to the gift of economic development through industrialization 
and  free trade, the poison has long been indistinguishable from the gift.”192 
To recompense and to represent are also part of the dialogic of giving and 
taking, pre sents and poison. Repre sen ta tion is both form (in the case of art) 
and a formalized pro cess (e.g., democracy). The gift can be both physical 
and figurative, si mul ta neously a realizable proj ect and a projection.

Return engagements, while cyclical, rupture the giver- receiver dyad, as-
serting that the two roles are mutually constitutive. I draw another impos-
sible aporia: the receiver is giver; the artist is audience; subjection is also 
dominance. The artist benefits and is bounded. She or he is the object of the 
gaze and its subjective maker. As artists enact strategic cartographies, they 
both reinforce and undermine the trappings of identity and nation.

Tracing thinkers on the gift— the anthropologist Marcel Mauss, the phi-
los o pher Georges Bataille, and Derrida, among  others— Ferguson observes 
that obliteration of the symbolic gift is key in each of  these analyses: “In 
the annihilation of the  thing, the subjugation of the other is all that re-
mains.”193 Seen in this frame, art can be both enactment and annihilation of 
subjecthood.

The idea of enactment and annihilation within gift giving connects 
with how artists within the “ethnographic turn” (or global turn) are at once 
“evacuated and elevated,” to invoke Foster’s phrase again. Minoritized artists  
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si mul ta neously embody, bear, and receive the gift. They do this tacitly and 
tactically— there is no overt announcement of strategic cartographies at 
play. Within avant- garde conceptual art discourse, the “thingness” of an art-
work (e.g., Duchamp’s upturned urinal) is annihilated. The artwork is no 
longer an amalgam of found objects— the ready- made seeks to ultimately 
overturn institutional and art- history traditions. Thus, the subjugation of 
the other—in this case, hegemonic dictates of high art— remains, its annihi-
lation figured as a leftover, a relic of industrialization. Within the lineage of 
conceptual con temporary (Western) art, thingness is effaced.

In another formalist art lineage, as espoused by the evaluative modernist 
art critics Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried, an art object’s thingness is 
highlighted (e.g., paintings should only assert the medium’s essence and not 
address sociopo liti cal concerns). In the essay “Art and Objecthood,” Fried 
argues that art objects ideally are self- contained, timeless, separate from the 
world of everyday objects. Minimalist art foregrounds its status as mate-
rial object, its “objecthood.” Fried also plays semantically with the idea of 
“objecthood”: “object” is cast as refusal, and an objection is defined in the 
Oxford En glish Dictionary as “a statement thrown in or introduced in op-
position.” As mentioned, the artist- giver both objects and accepts, receives. 
This objection can be the artist’s interventions into a given medium or her 
critiques of the institution, or of society. Si mul ta neously, the artist knows 
that to make, to give to, is also to make up for— a lack. Lacan’s objet petit a 
posits that our desire for knowledge of the Other remains perpetually unful-
filled.  There  will be no reciprocity.

 Whether one straddles conceptual or formal camps, avant- garde art 
movements are claims for primacy— negation of one aesthetic paradigm 
over another. Cultural theorists such as Benjamin have speculated on how 
an artwork achieves its power, cultural resonance, or “aura.” Thus, the art 
piece is remnant, remains— sign and signifier— that at once annuls and em-
bodies dichotomies of subjugation and dominion. The art piece comes to 
signify the artist.

Beyond its materiality (and material conditions of production), art ob-
jects are symbolic gifts (that can create/destroy). Artworks are activated 
when exhibited, or “given” to the public. Bataille asserted that the crux of 
the gift was the metamorphosis of a  thing into rank. The given/destroyed 
object transmutes into power (rank). I see this alchemy occurring in aes-
thetic realms where “prestige is power, this is insofar as power itself escapes 
the considerations of force or right.”194 Art— and artists— are transformable 
object- subjects circulating within and outside the logic of the gift. Within 
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cultural diplomacy, art is both treaty and toxin, upholding and undermining 
infrastructures.

Antonio Gramsci’s notion of the war of position (as opposed to the war 
of maneuver) situates cultural production as an active site of re sis tance and 
a space to question hegemonic structures. The war of maneuver is physical 
combat, whereas the war of position operates within the realm of culture.195 
In my  earlier discussion of a revolution of culture— a turning of hegemonic 
discourse— I echo postcolonial theorists in noting that it is an ideological 
 battle. As US wars on terror continue overseas, a longer, recurring  battle 
over winning “hearts and minds” rages. Gramsci cautions that “one should 
refrain from facile rhe toric about direct attacks against the State and concen-
trate instead on the difficult and im mensely complicated tasks that a ‘war of 
position’ within civil society entails.”196 One can see North American “cul-
ture wars” of the 1990s and of  today— overlapping turf wars over religious, 
po liti cal, and aesthetic values— within this frame.

I read the war of position also as a war of positionality. Positionality the-
ory posits that identity is fluid, not a fixed phenomenon but in constant 
flux, dependent on context and relationships.197 I suggest that the war 
of position(ality) dovetails with Williams’s Long Revolution, as both are 
directed  toward tactical maneuvers over an extended period. Strategic 
cartographies also operate within this rubric. In this space, one can be cam-
ouflaged, a shape- shifter, a becoming. It is vital to be facile, porous as a way 
to concede and contradict institutional demands. It is a way to flexibly ma-
neuver civil society’s continual absorption of challenges to its structure. The 
counter- revolution already anticipates attacks, as I noted in my discussion 
of Williams  earlier in the introduction. Gramsci echoes this idea: “When the 
state tottered, a sturdy structure of civil society was immediately revealed. 
The State was just a forward trench;  behind it stood a succession of sturdy 
fortresses and emplacements.”198 Williams and Gramsci suggest that radical 
change within neoliberal democracy is pos si ble only through culture.

What happens when one cannot fight back, speak back, look back? 
What happens when return is foreclosed?  There may never be recourse, 
no true “just memory” or “belated” justice, as Việt Thanh Nguyễn and 
Schlund- Vials recognize yet still advocate for. For Mauss, the  enemy can 
be vanquished only when the gift given “cannot be returned.”199 An asym-
metrical relation of power is thus established. The cycle of giving and taking 
is both requirement and impossibility— forever recapitulated. Liberal em-
pire promises to give vitality while taking life. Quoting Derrida, Mimi Thi 
Nguyễn notes, “Such vio lence may be considered the very condition of the 
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gift, its constitutive impurity once the gift is engaged in a pro cess of circula-
tion.”200 Contagion is embedded within the gift’s circular logic and cyclical 
movement, represented by the image of fortune’s wheel I described  earlier. 
Whichever direction the wheel turns, carnage is constant: “The vio lence ap-
pears irreducible, within the circle or outside it,  whether it repeats the circle 
or interrupts it.”201 As the wheel turns topsy- turvy, a system’s fruition also 
lays the seeds for its dissolution. This vio lence is enacted through the gaze, 
through “scopic regimes” (to borrow Martin Jay’s term). From the age of the 
world picture (Martin Heidegger) to the age of the world target (Rey Chow), 
cir cuits of looking are lethal. Through mapping, one is made and undone. 
 Those who are targeted as objects of liberal empire’s gaze, framed as gift, may 
not be able to return— overturn— its life- affirming and life- denying look. As 
the saying goes, an eye for an eye.

Stages (Return  |  Gift  |  Sacrifice)

I end this introduction by circling back to where I began: thinking of ges-
tures of giving and what is expected in return— and of returnees—on local 
and international stages. The symbolic or real destruction of the gift— the 
sacrificial act— reveals the power of the giver. Also describing the United 
States’ gift of freedom, Ferguson notes that “the bodily materialism of the 
armed forces themselves proves both symbolic and incontrovertible; the 
numbers of US soldiers wounded and killed constitute part of the cost of 
the [Iraqi] war.”202 If war dead are part of the material and symbolic price 
of freedom, how does one mea sure the value of this gift? Is it through com-
parison of other sacrifices and losses? Việt Thanh Nguyễn quotes the war 
photojournalist Philip Jones Griffith: “The Washington DC memorial to the 
American war dead is 150 yards long; if a similar monument would be built 
with the same density of names of the Viet nam ese war dead in it, [it] would 
be 9 miles long.”203 What, then, are the real wages of war? As we see in the 
examples of wars in the  Middle East and Southeast Asia, “The gift stages 
the circulation of persons and  things (in the case of war, troops and arma-
ments) to bind a relation of giver and recipient across the globe.”204 Within 
this frame I come back to my idea of return engagements as stage, staging, 
repeated enactment— repayment of an offer to perform. The act of giving 
(offering and receiving, in turn) is performative.

In addition to being a poison, the per for mance or ritual of gift giving can 
also be a salve, restorative. Derrida states, “The performative that comes on 
the scene  here is a ‘restoring of sight’ rather than the vis i ble object. . . .  Truth 
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belongs to this movement of repayment that tries in vain to render itself 
adequate to its cause or to the  thing.”205 In returning the  favor, repaying one’s 
blood debt, the eternally grateful refugees must be able to see the benefits 
they have been granted (the “vis i ble object,” the American dream). The “re-
storing of sight” Derrida refers to is internal vision (intangible faith, belief) 
rather than external vision (external materialist modernist objects). As an 
act of performative re sis tance, one can turn a blind eye, reject offering in 
vain “adequate” payment. To turn a blind eye to empire’s binds is to embrace 
the invisible, the negative, the shadows. The ritual of return requires engag-
ing the unseen, the unforeseen. To our blind hearts we now turn, again.
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1. Rushdie keenly observes, “The past is a country from which we have all 
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“Imaginary Homelands”).
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Thúc Phu Nam, Đỉnh Q. Lê, Tuấn Andrew Nguyễn, Phi Phi Oanh Nguyễn 
(phiphiblackbox . com), and Rich Streitmetter- Trần (diacritic . org). Tiffany Chung 
lived in Sài Gòn for more than ten years and recently moved to Texas. All of the 
listed artists reside in Sài Gòn, with the exception of Phi Phi Oanh Nguyễn.

3. For more on the structures of art worlds and the relationships that sustain 
them, see Bourdieu, “The Historical Genesis of a Pure Aesthetic,” 260–63. Sum-
marizing Bourdieu on the primacy of avant- garde cultural practice, the sociolo-
gist David Gartman writes, “ These cultural producers [artists] have more cultural 
capital (taste, knowledge, education) than economic capital (money); conse-
quently, their works match the dispositions of consumers in the social field who 
similarly have more culture than money. Bourdieu calls  these consumers of high 
art the dominated fraction of the dominant class, or the intellectual bourgeoisie, 
which includes all professions that rely on knowledge and education for a living. 
Lacking the money of the dominant fraction or economic bourgeoisie,  these 
 people prefer culture that is more ce re bral than expensive, more ascetic than self- 
indulgent; just the kind of art that innovative, avant- garde artists struggling for 
symbolic profits in the restricted subfield are motivated to produce” (Gartman, 
“Bourdieu’s Theory of Cultural Change,”258). For further reading, see Bourdieu, 
The Field of Cultural Production, 29–73; Bourdieu, The Rules of Art.

4. The description of the work reads, “Adrian  Piper creates a poetic and philo-
sophical duration per for mance in which the text ‘Every thing  will be taken away’ 
 will be written, in henna, on an unspecified number of participants’ foreheads 
that respond to an open call. The henna  will be applied to respondents on May 1 
and May 2. Written in reverse, the message becomes readable when seen through 
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the reflection of a mirror, and the dye is anticipated to endure on the skin for 1–2 
weeks. The participants  will be asked keep journals of their experiences and audi-
ence reactions during the proj ect, then re- read the journals a year  after the per-
for mance. Written directly on the forehead the text suggests the layered, shifting 
organ ization and loss of memory. It is both a promise and a threat. What  will be 
taken away and what do we consider to be ‘our’ every thing?” (Creative Time, “Six 
Actions for New York City,” May 2007, accessed August 2020, https:// creativetime 
. org / programs / archive / 2007 / performance / piper . html).

5. Mech Dara, “No Leaders Left to Stand Trial,” Phnom Penh Post, Novem-
ber 19, 2018, accessed November 20, 2018, https:// www . phnompenhpost . com 
/ national - kr - tribunal / no - more - khmer - rouge - leaders - left - stand - trial.

6. Mech, “No Leaders Left to Stand Trial.”
7. The Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (eccc) is avail-

able online at https:// www . eccc . gov . kh / sites / default / files / documents / courtdoc 
/ %5Bdate - in - tz%5D / E463 _ EN . pdf.

8. Mech, “No Leaders Left to Stand Trial.”
9. Eli Meixler, “Why a Genocide Verdict in Cambodia Could Be the Last of 

Its Kind,” Time, November 30, 2018, accessed December 1, 2018, http:// time . com 
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