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Abstract
GB Tran’s critically acclaimed graphic memoir Vietnamerica: A Family’s Journey (2010), a 
coming-of-age story of a second-generation Vietnamese American, crafts out the shape and 
feel of alienation in its search for a communal identity in the wake of the Vietnam War. Lacking 
emotional and empirical access to his parents’ liminal position as political exiles, the author 
combines the power of the literary imaginary with palpable percepts that synesthetically 
interface the affective dimensions of lost or perhaps yet to be realized beloved objects of 
cultural affiliation. Reading GB Tran’s medium-specific techniques as strategic enactments of 
intergenerational reconciliation, I reposition the present-progressive legacies of the Vietnamese 
diaspora as an affective relationship that calls for an active enactment that extends beyond 
mere representation.
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INTRODUCTION

Earlier this year in January, the Asian American community reeled at the news 
of a mass shooting that took place in Monterey Park in California, US—an area 
that is heavily populated by Asian immigrants with a heavy concentration of 
first-generation settlers. The tragedy, which initially portended to be yet another 
incident in the trail of anti-Asian crimes in the throes of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
was soon revealed to have been perpetrated by a seventy-two-year-old man named 
Huu Can Tran, either of Vietnamese or Chinese origin, who allegedly met his ex-
wife at the site of the shooting—the Star Ballroom Studio. Further investigation 
unearthed evidence of emotional displacement from his own family members 
(whom he claimed were poisoning him, according to police reports), the veracity 
of which has since been left for speculation due to his self-inflicted death. Now 
officially on record as the oldest mass shooter in US history, Tran and his actions 
rekindled concerns about alienation not only from without but also from within 
Asian immigrant communities. As Golden Globe-winning performer Sandra Oh 
notes in her interview: “[m]ental health, even as a word—to translate what that 
means to our parents and our grandparents in the way that you and I, in our midlife 
of having grown up here, understand it, is really hard” (Luo).

The Monterey Park incident, coupled with yet another mass shooting perpetrated 
by an elderly Chinese American man that same month in Half Moon Bay (an area 
adjacent to Daly City with Chinese American immigrants comprising the majority 
of its population), begs the question: how does it feel to leave everything behind and 
flee from one’s homeland and all of one’s cherished possessions through turbulent 
passages over unknown territories? What is it like to endure the loss of a cultural, 
historical, and communal anchor, and subsequently tackle the resultant absence of 
such footholds in an unfamiliar world? Devoid of material security, legal rights to 
demand and procure such comforts, and the means to communicate their desire 
for these needs, how may the transplanted withstand the double-bind of such loss 
and lack without even the solace of familial compassion from their offspring, to 
whom these adversities are but faded memories buried in the deep recesses of a 
tattered photo album? As the specter of nationalism strikes back with a vengeance 
in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, and with anti-Asian hate crimes on the 
surge, the task of feeling out the affective contours of transplantation as a lived 
experience is not a mere matter of esoteric musing, but rather translates to an 
urgent call that demands legible interface through which to establish measures 
of connection—both within and beyond the demarcations of ethnic, racial, and 
national identity.     

GB Tran’s graphic memoir Vietnamerica: A Family’s Journey embarks upon 
its quest in search of a place where these lost or perhaps yet to be realized 
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beloved objects, such as home and family—whether taken, given, or reclaimed—
may interface to form a tangible frame of reference. Tracing the genealogy of 
estrangement his family undergoes in the throes and aftermath of the Vietnam War, 
respectively, GB Tran crafts out the shape and feel of transplantation by visually 
curating the coming-of-age story of a second-generation Vietnamese American 
who lacks emotional and experiential access to his parents’ liminal state as political 
exiles. Given how the slew of anti-Asian hate crimes as of late is largely driven 
by the absence of resonance with the said dimensions—the shape and feel—of 
displacement among communities that identify as those who have a right to claim 
the target locales of settlements as their homes, GB Trans’s attempt to inhabit and 
thereby experience the chasms poignantly demonstrates the power of medium 
specificity as an effective mechanism of constructive interfacing. 

By examining GB Tran’s use of medium-specific techniques that facilitate 
multimodal reading and, in turn, being—I reposition the transgenerational 
legacies of Vietnam’s political diaspora as an agential relationship rather than an 
abstract discourse of ideological conflict, bringing to the fore the concept and 
process of interfacing, assemblage, craft, and Nicholas Abraham’s idea regarding 
the transgenerational phantom. Through close readings of key scenes that enact 
the emotional, cognitive, and communicative gaps across generations, I claim that 
Vietnamerica visually constructs a new path in diasporic Asian American literature 
by recasting the patchwork of alienation in the dynamics between Vietnam War 
refugees and their descendants as a present-progressive interface, in which 
reconciliation inheres.

COMMUNAL IDENTITY AS INTERFACING: RECUPERATING LIMINALITY VIA 
AGENTIAL CONTACT IN A SHARED FRAME OF REFERENCE

Vietnamerica is a story of interfacing. GB Tran, its author and protagonist, is a 
second-generation Vietnamese American attempting to reconnect with his 
parents’ diasporic history. The overarching narrative comprises stories he gathered 
from family members, retold through his own perspective with occasional shifts to 
remediated voices of other characters such as his parents and family acquaintances. 
Opening with GB Tran’s visit to Vietnam, the book shuttles between past and present 
spanning over three generations across two continents, and gradually culminates 
to the seismic center of the family saga: the Fall of Saigon on April 30th, 1975. The 
crisscrossing spatio-temporal transitions of the nonlinear narrative structure, 
paired with the multifaceted perspective as the method of delivery, highlight the 
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author’s notion that identity formation involves interfacing geographic, cultural, 
and generational differences. While the graphic form of the memoir renders the 
narrative more conducive to such maneuvers, the compound nature of the book’s 
title Vietnamerica (Vietnam + America) also echoes this approach. Both words 
preserve their distinct compositions in order to imply that the landscape resulting 
from such crossbreeding requires the physical crafting of discrete elements 
which come together to form a new entity without losing their respective distinct 
characteristics. This process is closer to assemblage than amalgamation, as an 
act of transgression that recognizes and respects the traversed borders instead of 
blurring and consequently erasing them away (Deleuze and Guattari 8, 23).1 The 
term refers to a type of art work “made from fragments of natural or preformed 
materials,” in which editorial curation is the sole unifying mechanism that pulls 
the singularity of each component into one frame of reference (Chilvers). The 
discreteness of the assembled objects’ shapes and origins instead underscores 
authorial agency; Vietnam and America are tied together into the neologism 

“Vietnamerica” by—and by that very act made meaningful to—GB Tran as an 
engaged agent. This persistence of representational and hermeneutic interiority in 
Vietnamerica’s brand of assemblage is precisely what allows him to interface—or 
in other words come in touch with his loved ones and, in turn, invite them to join 
him in his attempt in reaching out toward one another without losing their own 
individual perspectives. 

Interfacing, in this regard, can be seen as a strategic recuperation of liminality, 
whereby the act of contact overwrites the boundaries imposed upon the participant 
agents as an integral part of a communal identity. Fixed notions of home and 
family as immutable ideals (and therefore things that could be lost and/or must 
be recovered) become problematized as Vietnamerica visually and textually crafts 
out the contours of denial, lack, alienation, and miscommunication that inflect 
the Vietnamese Diaspora. Diana Fuss’s claim that “[i]dentification is a process 
that keeps identity at a distance, that prevents identity from ever approximating 
the status of an ontological given, even as it makes possible the formation of an 
illusion of identity as immediate, secure, and totalizable” (2) elucidates the spirit of 
craftsmanship that Vietnamerica embodies. The disparate voices, memories, and 
their formal representations assembled together on the pages resist any attempt to 
bestow their carriers (the different characters and locations featured in the story) 
or maker (the author) with a homogenous identity, while facilitating cohabitation. 

Thus accentuating the procedural traits of mutual gravitation and contact 
rather than the consequential product of fusion, I am contextualizing the formal 
significance of Vietnamerica as a graphic narrative in light of GB Tran’s positionality 
as a once removed observer who lacks empirical involvement with, and thereby 
direct emotional ties to, the Vietnam side of the journey’s transitional formula. 
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GB Tran must first acknowledge the existence of, and actively erect the borders 
between the cultural, geographic, and generational divides within his own family 
and community, in order to bring the members together and frame (identify) them 
into an interfacial unit, as connoted in the subtitle of the book: “A Family’s Journey.” 

The cover designs, both on the flap and the hardcover surface, demonstrate this 
principle of interfacing: catenate but also conserve. The physical boundary of the 
page constructs a single unit of cognition while the blocked segments within allow 
the semantic elements of the shapes, colors, and text to remain discernably faithful 
to their original referent. With a touch of white, the cover flap features the three 
primary colors that constitute the Vietnamese and American national flags—red, 
yellow, and blue. The stark contrast between crimson and gold foregrounds the 
stars and stripes pattern with the inverted Vietnamese star multiplied in its midst. 
The lines of the stripes alternate between text and graphics, with the latter depicting 
pivotal scenes from the long and arduous itinerary from war and departure (on a 
fighter plane) to transplantation (Tran’s family being sworn into US citizenship) 
and return (visiting their relatives in Vietnam) in the muted texture of a dark 
blue monotone photograph. While the blend of color schemes and juxtaposed 
components of the two flags suggest that the trail of movement in the scenes forms 
a connective arc between the two nodes in the interface, from Vietnam to America, 
the technique of juxtaposition and inversion retains the borders that demarcate 
their distinction. 

The hardcover front hidden under the flap further develops GB Tran’s perception 
of communal identity as interface, moving on from the abstract symbolism of the 
flag design to a direct one-to-one correspondence in its presentation of a human 
visage. The face emerges out of bits and pieces taken from the characters in the 
story, which all come together to build a segment of a puzzle. The edges of the 
pieces contain and preserve the contributors’ unique features, while their elaborate 
combination fuses individual characteristics into a single unit of reference: the face, 
composed of a myriad of interfaces. The stray bits scattered about on the remaining 
spaces of the cover’s front and back, however, hint that the process of assembly is 
still an ongoing task that is literally meant to be puzzled out. 

This maneuver must rely on the delicate touch and feel of the silhouettes each 
piece offers, as much as the visual cues they provide, for one of the eyes on the 
face is concealed underneath dark shades, while the other is closed. Despite being 
parts of the same whole, the central figure of identification cannot properly see, 
and thereby comprehend, the entity and location that frame its existence: “GB 
Tran” and “Vietnamerica,” written in text on the pieces falling toward the bottom 
left. For these words to acquire meaning, the parallax between blocked vision (i.e., 
precluded access to history, memories, and feelings) and intentionally masked 
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perspectives (as we see in the conflicted feelings that GB Tran’s refugee parents 
harbor toward their homeland) must be reconciled, which is the work to be done in 
the ensuing story. As a graphic memoir, Vietnamerica invites the reader to join in 
on this challenge, for as Nick Sousanis maintains in his seminal work Unflattening: 
the sense of time, space, and depth the readers perceive on the two-dimensional 
plane of images is “a constant negotiation between two distinct sources”—two eyes 
that see separately, stationed apart on one’s forehead (37). Sousanis writes, “[t]
he obstacle to opening expansive spaces is not the cultivation of separate paths 

… rather it’s a “gulf of mutual incomprehension” … expanding our understanding 
requires divergence of thought and diversity of thinkers—the individual ways of 
seeing unique to each of us” (38-39). Indeed, the face in the puzzle, all at once 
embracing different members of a family and community while simultaneously 
locking them into their own pieces in the patchwork, must be properly seen and 
recognized as a being in its own right rather than the façade of an immutable, 
existent individual.  

The inside cover spread fleshes out these fragmentary glimpses at “The Cast”—
members of whom readers have seen along with the puzzle—into whole faces in a 
series of mugshot-like portraits. Holding tags bearing their names, the characters 
stealthily peek, defiantly stare, or nonchalantly glance out of small windows which 
constitute the joints of a family tree. Black branch lines interconnect the frames, 
their presence requiring attentive scrutiny as they blend into the dark shade of 
the background. The panels display and objectify the faces, labeling them for 
identification and categorization. Meanwhile, GB Tran himself as the taxonomer 
scrambles about outside any clear-cut frame on the bottom right, with one arm 
holding a jumble of snapshots that point to different stages of self-representation. 
The other arm is stretched out, grabbing at a second tag that spells out the Vietnamese 
name he refuses to adopt in favor of its American abbreviation: Gia-Bao. GB Tran 
is the only character featured in full form, despite his apparent bewilderment in 
locating the proper moment from his past to include in his family tree. The rest of 
the members, in contrast, are presented as disembodied faces, with their bodies to 
be fleshed out in the readers’ minds by the power of sheer imagination. 

Scott McCloud uses the term “closure” to explain this phenomenon of “observing 
the parts but perceiving the whole” to remind us that our stereoscopic vision is 
essentially an illusion, for we must deduce a seemingly complete reality out of the 
fragments of represented images and senses we gather from available input (63). 
To readers and GB Tran alike, the faces peering out of the frames in the family tree 
are mere pieces of an imagined whole. GB Tran’s attempt at gathering them onto a 
shared plane of reference tells us that he is not only attempting to build a tangible 
connection among the components, but also trying to feel out the shapes of what 
remains untold and unseen outside of the individual frames they reside in. As Scott 
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McCloud puts it, “[i]n an incomplete world, we must depend on closure for our very 
survival” (63). 

Whether Vietnamerica’s journey may help GB Tran to build a coherent narrative 
of a shared place for and a history of a community, which he may at one point 
enter and be part of, remains to be seen. Yet, the work of craft he engages in by 
capturing facets of the inhabitants who constitute the locale and story of Vietnam 
and America, brought together in an interface, is a significant step that ensures the 
survival of the untold feelings and memories clamoring for recognition outside 
their respective frames, regardless of the precision or authenticity of their content. 
After all, Vietnamerica is a memoir, molded out through the subjective lens of the 
author’s own reflections. What gives weight and meaning to the fragments—and 
drive them to the creation of a new reality/identity—is the authorial agency that 
selects, curates, and presents them to the perceiving eye to prompt the active 
deployment of closure. 

Closure gives form, substance, and feel to the realities that fall outside our field 
of vision, “materializing” (thereby giving tangible life to) history, as Hillary Chute 
notes in her introductory remarks to Graphic Women. Summoning the expression 
from the words of Art Spiegelman, Chute emphasizes the importance of such 
curatory endeavors in life narratives, explaining how non-fictional portrayals of 
the authors “revisit[ing] their pasts, retrac[ing] events, and literally repictur[ing] 
them” is “not only about events but also, explicitly, about how we frame them” (2). 
The frames we see in the family tree page in Vietnamerica portend this kind of 
materialization that inheres in closure, by way of objectifying (crafting out and 
thereby giving an object-status to), the unseen players and moments that populate 
the terrain of transplantation.   

Thus far, I have laid out the motivation and task of the journey ahead; emerging 
from the liminal non-space (borders) between two cultures, the narrator/author 
strives to structuralize the nexus of collective and individual relations that 
configure his identity. Again, whether this attempt is successful or not remains to 
be seen, for he is still in the process of trying to enter the same plane of reference 
that his objects of identification inhabit. Family ties hold, but as the inconspicuous 
branches of the family tree suggest, they must be sought out with effort. History 
and identity gain presence in the form of shape and color—retold and represented—
but their entirety remains obscure with stray fragments skirting the fringes of the 
puzzle, which one must agentially select and arrange in order to make sense of. The 
flurry of photographs and labels falling out of GB Tran’s hands on the “The Cast” 
page also implies that identity defies being freeze-framed into a concrete object of 
pursuit, especially when the agent is not even sure which moment or aspect of his, 
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her, or their-selves most accurately fits in with the context from whence they are 
derived: namely, his own family. 

THE INTERNAL BARRIER: ARTICULATING THE TRANS- AND INTER-GENERATIONAL 
LEGACIES OF THE VIETNAM WAR

With these overtures to the “family journey” and the assemblage of identities 
framed within them in mind, I revisit and refine the opening question. What is 
it like, from the perspective of someone with invested interest and the authorial 
power to craft and mold a whole new reality through the power of representation, 
to recreate what it is like to leave everything behind—to be subject to uncertain 
trajectories of movement, dislocation, and cultural disenfranchisement? Could a 
closely connected yet once removed observer (in other words, the children who 
came and grew up in the new settlements) ever truly comprehend the depth of 
their parents’ loss and confusion with neither their legal, material, and cultural 
handicaps nor the immediacy of first-hand experience? And must such limitations 
remain an emotional and/or cognitive barrier to building a shared plane of reference, 
whether it be through family, culture, or simply people who care for and love each 
other? Having recognized and now yearning to surpass the temporal and cultural 
chasms that separate the observer and the observed, how may one interface—if not 
definitively cross—these borders? The question of representability in Vietnamerica 
requires the acknowledgement of this two-fold removal, “what is it like to recreate 
what it is like to be a Vietnam War refugee,” because the book arrives nearly 40 
years after the Fall of Saigon. Many of the refugees who have found their way onto 
American soil have now seen at least one or more generations of progeny. To their 
American-born children, the Vietnam War could be little more than an entry in 
their history textbooks or late-night stories that serve to remind the family of 
hardships endured and accomplishments made. This generational gap is, of course, 
one that widely resonates with the immigrant experience at large. However, for 
the pockets of the Vietnamese diasporic community marked as war refugees, the 
width of this gap and the severity of its silencing mechanism not only occurred 
as the result of temporal, geographic, cultural, and emotional distance, but was 
also—albeit partially—a consciously constructed barrier against imminent threats 
to their new home’s ideological foundation. 

Noting how anticommunist sentiments still strongly prevail over the Vietnamese 
American community over the course of three generations, Kieu-Linh Caroline 
Valverde articulates the frictions that arise from within: “residual sentiments 
surrounding the war-including anticommunist ideology, loss, and sorrow, which 
in turn hinder reconciliation with the country of origin and acculturation in the 
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host or birth country” (Valverde ch. 5). Such complexities that characterize the 
Vietnamese Diaspora yield voices of clashing interests, the diverse nature of which 
must be heeded and tended to as Isabelle Thuy Pelaud points out: “Vietnamese 
American literary texts vary in terms of the narrator’s time of arrival, generation, 
and degree of trauma” (Pelaud “Conclusion”). The situational particularity of the 
intergenerational dynamic we see in Vietnamerica therefore demands close scrutiny, 
for as a memoir, Vietnamerica reflects the author’s attempt to not only represent and 
disclose the losses of a seemingly homogenous yet internally conflicted community 
and its need for reparation, but also achieve—from a most personal to a more 
collective level—reconciliation from within to beyond community boundaries to 
echo Pelaud’s careful stance toward the task of “walk[ing] the fine line between the 
desire to represent, primarily for the purpose of social justice, and the desire not 
to replicate the logic of domination that can take place when abiding by a nonself-
reflective and nonstrategic essentialist approach” (Pelaud “Conclusion”). 

The kind of approach Pelaud suggests, within the context of Vietnamerica, must 
reflect the convoluted nature of loss that weighs down on Vietnamese refugees 
who see elements of self-initiated abandonment along with externally imposed 
dispossession in their exilic state. The ideological dimensions of the civil and 
international conflicts that led up to the Fall became the grounds for—in addition to 
the ordeals of the passage and settlement that followed—a multilayered alienation 
from any true sense of home. Homeland was physically lost from their immediate 
reach, but its material perseverance under a regime they found unidentifiable 
with complicated and stunted proper grievance, while the United States as their 
new to-be home was, in fact, a force that instigated and condoned the first layer 
of loss that had landed them in its midst. The consequent distancing we see in 
the first and 1.5 or second-generation Vietnamese refugee settlers, from both the 
origin and destination of their transplantation, thereby plays a dual function. The 
latter generations are excused from demands to juggle split allegiance between 
the nostalgic dream of true home and the uneasy affiliation with the present 
habitat, while their immediate forebears are perpetually suspended in a state of 
unbelonging. Moreover, the cognitive rift between the home one remembers and 
dreams of and the home in its undesirable state became further complicated when 
the U.S.-Vietnam travel/exchange bans were lifted in the 1990s. The once lost home 
had become accessible again, only to exacerbate the bitter reminder that its loss is 
partly voluntary as long as the traumas of civil descent remain unresolved. 

GB Tran’s parents belong to the above category of refugees who harbored an 
aversion to the political climate of their homeland. To his father Tri Huu Tran, 
who was born during the Japanese occupation and reached adulthood amidst the 
tumultuous transition from French to US intrusion, home (South Vietnam) equates 
to incompetence and subjugation, its deplorable condition pushing aspiring and 
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capable youth like himself to seek a means of escape. A poignant scene that depicts 
Tri Huu Tran on his way home from school, for instance, shows the extent to 
which young Tran’s mind distances itself from his then “home.” Tri Huu Tran and 
his friend run across a group of protesters whose traditional attire stands out in 
stark contrast to the boys’ Western-style uniforms. Their response is cynical: “the 
president’s corrupt government is getting worse and worse, assassinations every 
day, more and more American troops … who wants to be stuck in this prison to 
die?” (Tran 76). Hurrying past the strife that ensues between the protesters and 
the military force, Tri Huu Tran tells his friend that if he were to get a scholarship 
abroad like his siblings, he “wouldn’t” and “won’t come back” (77). 

The Viet Minh’s claim for autonomy proves even more detrimental to his 
ambitions for improved life conditions. Having left his family and gone off to fight 
the French, later being known as a leading figure in the National Liberation Front, 
Tri Huu Tran’s father Huu Nghiep is a perpetual absence and, as such, the object 
of resentment. From Tri Huu Tran’s standpoint, Huu Nghiep is an irresponsible 
dreamer who drove his destitute wife into a disgraceful relationship with the 
colonizer (a French colonel) and left his son to be persecuted by the authorities. 
His political disillusionment extends to “les Ricains” (the Americans) whose 
increasing presence elicits little more than peripheral relief from unsavory military 
duties: “better them than you [his friends] or me” (Tran 81). Ironically, the long-
awaited exodus only arrives when Tri Huu Tran’s career as an artist begins to gain 
traction. The miraculous escape on that fateful day of April 30th deteriorates into 
the milepost of what GB Tran calls “the sea of cultural loss” (97). Huu Nghiep tries 
to reestablish contact once the war comes to an end with tentative peace restored, 
but Tri Huu Tran obstinately refuses to look back; his disownment of the home 
that had betrayed him is unnegotiable. If not as dramatic as Tri Huu Tran’s case, 
GB Tran’s mother Dzung Chung Tran has her own share of reasons to stay wary of 
her homeland, having endured the agony of migration from the North to the South 
only to be displaced once again. 

 These painful memories and the traumas of disjuncture remain undisclosed 
to GB Tran due to mutual neglect, until he finally decides to visit Vietnam for the 
funeral of his maternal grandmother, Thi Mot. Dzung Chung Tran’s voice begins 
to unfurl the stories introduced above, but the “sea of cultural loss” continues to 
hinder genuine communication, most vividly shown in GB and Tri Huu Tran’s 
visit to the memorial cemetery where Huu Nghiep is buried. Huu Nghiep had died 
just a few months prior to Thi Mot’s passing. Tri Huu Tran’s treatment of Huu 
Nghiep’s death as a mere footnote to Thi Mot’s clearly attests to severe degrees of 
emotional distance. Hands locked behind his back, face tightly screwed, and any 
trace of feeling his eyes might betray hidden beneath a dark pair of shades, Tri 
Huu Tran curtly dismisses GB Tran’s complaint about having been misinformed of 
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the Vietnamese mourning attire customs, and tells his son that his “being here is 
already more than he [Huu Nghiep] deserves. Your mother didn’t come, you didn’t 
have to either” (12). 

The next page reveals the rationale behind Tri Huu Tran’s coolness. With his 
son trailing behind, who wonders what “interesting things” Huu Nghiep could have 
done to deserve such a gaudy resting place, Tri Huu Tran explains that the “marble 
headstone” and “hand carved plaque” are honors endowed upon “war heroes” (13). 
This scene is presented in a single, wide plane of vision taking up half the page, 
but the outer frame is divided into four vertically dissected sub-panels, with GB 
and Tri Huu Tran each occupying the far left and right frames, respectively, with 
two whole empty sections in between. The readers can literally see how Tri Huu 
Tran transfers the guard he keeps up against his communist hero father to the 
relationship between himself and his clueless American son. In the third vertical 
sub-panel, Tri Huu Tran goes so far as to obliquely reject all sense of familial bond, 
equating Huu Nghiep to the regime itself: “they [war heroes] belong to the country, 
whether their families like it or not … that’s how communists do it” (13). As if 
unconsciously mirroring this uncomfortable father-son dynamic, GB Tran throws 
a curb ball across the sub-panels that the elder Tran sets between them, his words 
ballooning out to invade his father’s solo territory on the fourth sub-panel: “you 
seem to know a lot about a father you had no contact with for 50 years” (13). It is 
unclear whether Tri Huu Tran had discerned the thorns embedded in this poorly 
disguised commentary on their own relationship, but he immediately volleys back 
by, ironically, re-embracing Huu Nghiep into what he sees as “family” (not only 
blood relations but people who share values and the history they spring from) while 
pushing his son out of this collective identity. Substituting political disagreement 
with cultural and generational disconnect, Tri Huu Tran retorts: “you can’t look 
at our family in a vacuum and apply your myopic contemporary western filter to 
them” (13).  

The twisted, crisscrossing paths of reasoning that lead to this poignant moment 
of affective disjuncture represent the diasporic dilemma of the refugee experience. 
Besieged on all sides by political disillusionment and cultural miscommunication, 
Vietnam War refugees appear silent and unsubstantiated to those who reside 
outside of the tight-knit group of empathic identification. Their children become 
doubly impotent, denied of not only their attempt but also their ability to assist their 
parents in claiming presence and audience. The desire and obligation to reinstate 
and reconnect to stilted moments of family history, admittedly, are not imperatives 
that all later generation immigrants subscribe to. GB Tran himself reminisces on 
his earlier indifference to his parents’ struggles, caring more “about making rent … 
not meeting distant relatives [he has] never even heard of” (277). The generational 
barrier remains steadfastly high, as we have seen in the father-son exchange at the 
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cemetery, even after GB Tran finally decides to reciprocate his mother’s effort to 
reintegrate him into family history. 

Nhi T. Lieu situates Vietnamese refugees “at the intersection of two oppositional 
discourses that racialized them as both traumatized victims and model minorities” 
(Lieu “ch 1”), implying that existing theories fail to acknowledge the diversities 
within the Vietnamese diasporic community. The victim rhetoric turns refugees 
into helpless, passive objects of rescue and care, while the model minority discourse 
affords them false agency to mask its function of neutralizing and pacifying the 
potential threat their ethnic, physical, and cultural differences may pose to the 
existing social fabric. With respect to the refugee victimology, Mimi Thi Nguyen’s 
observation on the United States’ self-professed role of the global freedom fighter 
and its consequent involvement in the Vietnam War highlights the insidious 
nature of subjugation: “because the gift of freedom is the promise of human being 
in time, and is hence the gift that keeps on giving, the debt it imposes (both power 
over and power over time) troubles the recipient far into the foreseeable future” 
(19). Freedom as “gift” (object) thereby deprives the refugees of their agency, but 
also nullifies the object-value they represent, for the gratuity of a “gift”—especially 
when there is no prospect of commensurate recompense on the visible horizon—
transforms value into debt. Vietnamese refugees who are granted sanctuary 
under US protection, therefore, are obligors whose worth is mortgaged out: “the 
obligation to remember and return the value of the gift means that freedom is 
imperfect, and alarmingly provisional. As it turns out, the gift of freedom is not the 
end but another beginning, another bondage” (Nguyen 19). 

The model minority stereotype is no less duplicitous than the “gift” agenda. The 
myth of the hard-working, law-abiding citizen who faithfully upholds the basic 
tenets of democratic and capitalist America, as Helen Zia points out, is also a 
convenient “political and social hammer against other disadvantaged groups” who 
fall short of these standards, aggravating the abjection of the group it claims to 
commend (46). The added layer of intergenerational alienation arising out of the 
particularities of the Vietnamese War diaspora further intensifies the viciousness 
of this dual marginality, bringing the sphere of contention from without to 
within. Paradoxically, however, I claim that this internalization mechanism may 
be appropriated to engender a strategic restitution of agency that builds social 
affirmation from within to without, which we have seen in part in GB Tran’s 
interfacing technique of acknowledging differences while attempting to embrace 
them within the same plane of reference. The singularities of disparate cultures and 
individuals are at once bordered up against one another and bordered in together, 
as shown in the grid divides paired with color inversions on the cover flap’s stars 
and stripes design, the fragmented facial features cohering into a full face on the 
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hardcover underneath, and the family tree composed of framed portraits—one of 
which GB Tran himself is about to enter.    

PATCHWORKS OF POSTMEMORY: UNPACKING THE SECRET OF THE 
TRANSGENERATIONAL PHANTOM

The “entrance,” or contact as the projected goal, can only come forth through a 
long and arduous journey along the process of creating and then reliving its story. 
Barriers have been recognized and the divided segments have been brought 
together, but the borders must then be inter-faced (to form a larger unit of an 
overarching face) for its adjacency to acquire meaning. And for this to happen, 
existing notions of sharing and healing do not suffice, for the problem at stake is 
not one of miscommunication, but the missing (i.e., lack, thereby impossibility) of 
communication. Tri Huu Tran’s acrimonious rebuke at the cemetery demonstrates 
how and why the Vietnamese refugee subjects as the primary experiencer and 
the following generation cannot be readily restituted through regular means 
of informative interchange. When Tri Huu Tran tells his son that he “can’t look 
at our family in a vacuum and apply your myopic contemporary western filter 
to them,” the term “myopic” indicates a lack of experience, more precisely the 
absence of an original trauma to be shared across generational divides (Tran 13). 
The word “contemporary” emphasizes distance from pivotal moments in history, 
while “Western” signals a cultural bias that sets the child apart from the parent. 
Tri Huu Tran’s response gestures to a transference of the loss traced back to the 
dysfunctional relationship with his own father and homeland, which gestures 
to Sigmund Freud’s idea of melancholia as an incurable state of mourning over 
an illusory beloved object and its possible succession across generations (Freud 
243).2 The descriptors he uses, however, connote a fundamental difference in the 
substance of the loss his son resultantly suffers. Transgenerational melancholia 
as a shared ailment of marginalized immigrant communities has already been 
successfully depathologized by David Eng and Shinhee Han in “A Dialogue on 
Racial Melancholia,” but the restorative sense of belonging they aim for emerges 
out of the affinity between the concerned parties’ “beloved object,” which is none 
other than the target of counteraction: social and cultural alienation (Eng and Han 
159). To Tri Huu Tran and his like, the loss is one’s desire and hope to belong at all, 
which ironically deprives GB Tran and his cohort of second-generation Vietnamese 
Americans of the very access to belonging. 

With regard to the contextual specificities that we see in Vietnamerica’s 
generational gap, in this light, Nicholas Abraham’s concept of the “transgenerational 
phantom” serves as a useful analogy. Invoking the image of a ghost returned to 
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haunt the living to explain how certain individuals are weighed down by shameful 
family secrets without any knowledge of their actual content, Abraham highlights 
the once removed nature of traumatic family legacies experienced by posterity, and 
purports that “what haunts are not the dead, but the gaps left within us by the 
secrets of others” (Abraham and Rand 287). For GB Tran, the “shameful secret” 
is his parents’ (especially his father’s) denouncement of home and the feeling 
of belonging it affords, along with the unsavory aspects of internal conflict and 
external subjugation that the Vietnam War symbolizes. Complicating Fuss’s claim 
that identification invokes phantoms that demand a communal engagement, 
then, GB Tran’s attempt to identify the crux of his parents’ unshared experience, 
their cultural identity, and subsequently his own, closes out the subject from 

“vampiristically com[ing] to life” (Fuss 1). The “shame” associated with the secret 
drapes a camouflaging shell of willful abandonment over the trauma of loss, and 
subsequently blocks attempts at its redress. The problem of denied access, therefore, 
positions GB Tran in a state of lack rather than loss (Lacan 223).3 

This interplay between loss and lack is of great pertinence and demands urgent 
address despite its selective applicability to a certain group within the Vietnamese 
diasporic community at large, because the empirical immediacy of its origin point 
(the moment of departure) is receding farther into the rear horizon of history with 
every passing year, intensifying the width and depth of the gap that haunts. GB 
Tran is clearly conscious of this growing rift, which he elucidates cartographically 
on page 97. A map of the United States of America floats solitarily on a blank white 
background dubbed “the sea of cultural loss” in the legend. The Tran children are 
scattered far apart in the yellow coastline states of California, Florida, and New 
York (“Federation of Free States”), leaving the elder Trans alone in the arid red 
desert of Arizona called the “Parent’s Republic of Vietnam,” with the muddied 
brown space of “The Great Generational Divide” occupying the rest of the territory.    

While spatially accentuating the distance between generations and thereby 
acknowledging it as a discernable barrier, the map’s color scheme also suggests that 
the border itself is the site of contact. Red and yellow blur into orange when mixed, 
and would only need a touch of black in order to acquire the turbid hue of brown. 
The element of gradation here implies the existence of subtle nuances even within 
the composition of the divide, and rightly so, for the dynamic between GB Tran 
and his parents is mediated by a third node in the intergenerational formula: GB 
Tran’s half-siblings, Manny and Lisa Tran. Born in and having spent a considerable 
portion of their childhood in Vietnam before the transition, they signify a state 
torn between two homes, shuttling between their parents’ rejection/denial of both 
and their younger brother’s lacking state of having only one. 
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Once again, GB Tran enlists the puzzle imagery that we have seen on the 
hardcover to illustrate this liminality, this time in the guise of a word game. Being 
one of few moments that foreground GB Tran’s older siblings as central players 
in the book, pages 108 and 109 feature a scrabble board with latticed words and 
background graphic panels that interactively paint instances of culture clashes. The 
texts intersect and disperse, discernably defined yet connected, their seemingly 
haphazard jumble coming together to form a near-coherent sentence “in a foreign 
culture threatening our own,” with blocks of the letters H, O, M, and E hanging 
about the fringes as if waiting to be picked up and inserted into the shared plane of 
reference (the board). The scenes depict various memories of dismay and discord 
arising out of cultural misunderstanding, ranging from Manny Tran being bullied 
by peers for dressing inappropriately (failed acculturation); teenage Lisa Tran 
in a shouting match with her father for the same reason but from the opposite 
perspective (excessive assimilation); and their mother’s humiliation in poverty, 
low-income jobs, and struggles with language barriers. 

It is notable that the cast on the board come together by being referred to in first 
person plural (“our own”). Their shared positionality encapsulates the common 
object of lack that is the “home” outside of the scrabble board’s boundaries, 
framing the parent-child relationship in light of Eng and Han’s emphasis on 
transferred melancholia. The distribution of cultural allegiance with the homes 
here (Vietnam) and there (the US) may differ for the involved parties, which is 
most clearly attested to in the two panels where Lisa Tran’s liberal (in Tri Huu 
Tran’s eyes, “Americanized”) fashion statement becomes a cause for quarrel. The 
conceptual foundation of this conflict nonetheless springs from the same source, 
namely being torn between two value systems that govern one’s conduct. GB Tran 
and his younger sister Vy Tran, however, remain absent from the scrabble board, 
for the status of being American-born seemingly precludes their inclusion in the 
referential dynamic of foreignness symbolized by America in the scenes. Going 
back to the map, their absence indicates how the thick black border lines that GB 
Tran employs throughout the book enters the color scheme. Chromatologically, 
black is the very absence of color. The yellow of Manny and Lisa Tran’s “Federation 
of Free States” and the red of the “Parents’ Republic of Vietnam” bleed into each 
other, but with the black borderlines of GB and Vy Tran’s presence/absence, the 
vivid hue of orange clouds up into muddy brown. 

Thus juxtaposed, the map and the scrabble board effectively reveal the nature of 
disjuncture that GB Tran tries to grapple with, which is one of lack rather than loss, 
in light of Abraham’s claim: “[b]ecause the phantom is not related to the loss of a 
loved one, it cannot be considered the effect of unsuccessful mourning, as is the 
case of melancholics or of all those who carry a tomb within themselves” (Abraham 
and Rand 288). On a larger scale, Abraham’s topography of the tomb-carrier, 
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melancholics, and the haunted, becomes a useful reference in visually mapping 
out the layers of estrangement embedded in the Vietnamese American diasporic 
community. 

The kind of lack in question here resonates—but cannot be conflated—with the 
prefix “post-” in Marianne Hirsch’s description of postmemory. For Hirsch, “the 

“post” in “postmemory” signals more than a temporal delay and more than a location 
in an aftermath … postmemory is … a structure of inter- and trans-generational 
transmission of traumatic knowledge and experience. It is a consequence of 
traumatic recall but (unlike posttraumatic stress disorder) at a generational remove” 
(106). The “inter- and trans-generational” flow of what Hirsch calls belated or 
inherited memories, “approximates memory in its affective force” (109). Rather 
than claiming the authenticity of experience, it occurs through “nonverbal and 
non-cognitive acts of transfer” (Hirsch 112), the intimate nature of which finds a 
most suitable environment for delivery in familial space. Indeed, GB Tran and his 
siblings sense and internalize their parents’ traumas through subtle signs and enact 
the rift through their geographic distance, as we see in the scrabble board and the 
map of “cultural loss.” 

Hirsch observes that embodiments of postmemory such as photographs and 
other forms of representations borne out of hurtful legacies could “function as 
screens that absorb the shock, filter and diffuse the impact of trauma, diminish 
harm” (125). Framed as a family journey aimed at reconciliation and communication, 
Vietnamerica serves this function, while endorsing Abraham’s proposed solution 
to the conundrum of the insurmountable divide, that “[i]t is the children’s or 
descendants’ lot to objectify these buried tombs through diverse species of 
ghosts” (Abraham and Rand 288). Hirsch and Abraham’s closing remarks could 
be read as a call for dialogic exposition that grants silenced subjects reentry into 
the sphere of public discourse, much akin to the very act of discourse-formation 
Eng and Han’s project carries out (Thakkar et al.).4 However, given the context of 
the Vietnamese War diaspora, such direct countermeasures fail in the face of the 
discordant reference mechanism that the different subjects are entwined in. The 
loved object of belonging for the tomb-carrier and their subsequently melancholic 
1.5- and second-generation descendants acquires its secret status through a 
mixture of externally imposed oppression and self-imposed repression—cultural 
and ethnic estrangement on a foreign land and their refusal to acknowledge ties to 
a home they disapprove of and were exiled from. Meanwhile, the haunted offspring 
has no recourse to the unspoken contents of trauma precisely because of his/her 
forebears’ denial of its very existence implied in their silence, which cancels out 
the possibility of redemptive remediation. Must we then see GB Tran’s attempt to 
understand his family and join them in their journey back or in search of a home as 
a doomed venture? Are the disjunctures and disconnects we have so far witnessed 
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in Vietnamerica’s various scenes indicators of the fundamental insolubility of the 
question that I see it trying to answer: what is it like to know how it is like to leave 
everything behind, merely reproducing the vicious circle of alienation?   

OBJECTIFYING THE SECRETS: FROM ABSTRACT KNOWING TO THE CRAFT OF 
FEELING

Counterintuitive to the general tendency of locating the source of alienation 
suffered by uprooted subjects in their objectification, or in other words, the rhetoric 
of victimization and manipulation (rescue and control), I find hope in Abraham’s 
usage of the word “objectify” in his proposed task for the posterity, who holds the 
responsibility to reach out and grasp the phantom along with its unspeakable secret. 
For what renders passive the children of the traumatized is not the knowledge or 
experience of transplantation itself but the lack of objectifiable substance it could 
refer back to, regardless of whether such an object exists or not. The history of 
Vietnam War and the ensuing struggles of the diasporic community constitute 
a body of knowledge that can be understood through second-hand expositions, 
if not directly accessible through first-hand accounts within the family dynamic. 
However, the true nature of the lack that haunts and obstructs intergenerational 
reconciliation comes from the absence of emotional and cognitive immediacy. 
It may be possible, for instance, for third-party observers to comprehend the 
factual details of a traumatic event—but could its emotional magnitude and the 
subsequent impact on one’s life be sufficiently delivered in such a way? How may 
the “affective force” that Hirsch assigns to postmemory exert its effect, if the very 
memory to be transmitted and embraced remains not only unspoken but also 
essentially inaccessible due to the layered camouflages that screen its very nature, 
as in the case of GB Tran’s parents? Apprehending another’s state of mind can be 
accomplished through a process of deductive reasoning and analogic application 
based on perceptible behaviors and utterances, but the resultant position is never 
identical to that of the observed. The postmemory of transgenerational phantoms 
can by no means be equivalent to the original, lost, or silenced experience, but at 
least they have a referent. The lack we see in Vietnamerica, contrarily, discludes the 
possibility of likening. How can one deduce and capture what it is like to be in a 
certain position and feel the correspondent emotions, if the object of representation 
is in itself non-existent? 

Thomas Nagel explains the inherent impossibility of assuming another’s position 
in the following words: “every subjective phenomenon is essentially connected 
with a single point of view, and it seems inevitable that an objective, physical 
theory will abandon that point of view” (437). Nagel introduces the figure of a bat 



Shin / The Shape of Transplantation as Interface� 101

Kritika Kultura 41 (2023): 101–111� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

to amplify his point that physically disparate and discrete entities are essentially 
radical alterities (because the different bodies they occupy produce unique and 
untranslatable psycho-somatic moments of perceptive and cognitive singularity in 
their experiences of the world) who occupy unique and irreconcilable states of being. 
He asserts that what we assume to know about how or whether bats experience 
the outer world are in fact unconfirmed hypotheses based on analogic thinking. 
This criterion for comparison is subject to doubt, Nagel claims, because its erector 
bases these standards on modes of comprehension and perception granted to one’s 
own physical composition and subjective perspective. The operating principle of 
analogic apprehension is thus always fictive at best, and the question of objective 
inquiry, such as “what is it like to be someone other than I,” always circles back to 
interpretation: what is it like to recreate, in a subjective context, what it is like to 
be that other. The “like” in the preceding question aspires to identification, but it 
always deteriorates to a state of incompleteness more akin to mimesis. The analogy 
therefore requires a double utterance due to the subjective nature of the two nodes 
in its formula. Succinctly put, what is kept secret to GB Tran is not the shameful 
truth behind exile and alienation as data, but its emotional meaning and impact, 
which is inaccessible to a body that does not share the visceral moment of emotional 
and cognizable experience. 

In this regard, the last pages of Vietnamerica are most telling, which is when 
GB Tran discovers a book entitled The Vietnam War in a pile of materials from 
his childhood. Sorting out items to keep from those to discard as junk, GB Tran 
comes across an unfamiliar book, showing his bemusement in a combination of a 
question mark and an exclamation mark. The cover is red and yellow, reminiscent 
of both the Vietnamese flag and the cover flap design of Vietnamerica itself. Upon 
opening it, GB Tran encounters his father’s words: “To my son, Gia-Bao Tran. ‘A 
Man without history is a tree without roots’ – Confucius” (278). The actual content 
of the book is never made known to us readers, for after staring at it for some 
time, GB Tran calls his mother and expresses his willingness to visit his relatives 
in Vietnam—at which point the story concludes. The war experience itself as the 
source of trauma thus stays entombed, but the inscription at least intimates the 
dimension of alienation and lack, or even shame, associated with the truth—that 
the war had uprooted the tree/family and Tri Huu Tran himself is accomplice 
to this deed—behind it, and therefore marks a point of departure for GB Tran’s 
educational journey. His hairstyle and the timeline suggest that this incident 
precedes the opening episodes in which GB Tran is already in Vietnam. This scene 
is the moment of epiphany wherein he detects the presence, if not the content, of 
the phantom. Because the substance of the phantom still remains in the dark, GB 
Tran must take the initiative of imagining it, crafting it out, and in turn making it 
his own—hence the objectification, giving shape and form as we see throughout 
the book. 
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Vietnamerica is therefore not only a reflective memoir but also a reflexive 
testimonial that catalyzes the emergence of both the witnessed and the witness as 
agential contributors who interactively fill in the lack that hovers about and silences 
the loss of belonging on all three fronts of the transgenerational haunting: that of 
non-communication, miscommunication, and denied access to communication. 
Dori Laub elegantly captures this dynamic by noting that “[t]he victim’s narrative—
the very process of bearing witness to massive trauma—does indeed begin with 
someone who testifies to an absence, to an event that has not yet come into existence 
in spite of the overwhelming and compelling nature of the reality of its occurrence” 
(Felman and Laub 57). The “secret” as an experience of unspeakable degrees of 
personal impact, paired with a self-imposed denial of it, cannot be redeemed (as a 
first step) through the revelation and acknowledgement of its factual contents. As 
Laub asserts, “[w]hile historical evidence of the event which constitutes the trauma 
may be abundant and documents in vast supply, the trauma—as a known event and 
not simply as an overwhelming shock—has not been truly witnessed yet, not been 
taken cognizance of,” which is why the sensory dimensions of Vietnamerica in its 
craft form (objectification) is central to the agenda of reconciliation (57). 

The act and product of craft, for which GB Tran as an artist is an attestation to his 
unique mode of seeing, understanding, and communicating with the world, is an 
endeavor to create a shared ground on which he may attempt to reconcile himself 
with the radical alterity of his parents’ subjective experience via affective connection, 
for as observed above with Nagel’s proposition, complete comprehension is no 
more than an illusion. The perceptive objectivity of Vietnamerica concretizes what 
I have been calling the “plane of reference,” a setting that enables disparate subjects 
to inhabit similar emotions through the sense-perceptive stimuli of the same object, 
enabled by the technique of interfacing. Therefore, objectification—in cases where 
the object itself is lacking—is a crucial step to achieving the affective force Hirsch 
presupposes in postmemory. Laub alludes to this possibility by suggesting that the 
cognizance of the event of trauma must be not of its facts but its feelings of “the 
bewilderment, injury, confusion, dread and conflicts that the trauma victim feels” 
(58) on the part of the witness. They, Laub notes, thereby come to partake “of the 
struggle of the victim with the memories and residues of his or her traumatic past 

… so that they can assume the form of testimony” (58). The goal of a testimonial—
especially in the context of Vietnamerica, should we read it as such—is to reconcile 
the victim to the external world, and even more importantly, turn the dynamic the 
other way around.  

Interfacing, in this light, is an approach that effectively delivers the estranged 
otherness of the perceived victim while preserving the individual integrity of the 
post-generational witness through the process of objectification. Giving shape and 
feel to the unique presence of the nonverbal and embodied memories without 
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necessarily demanding its semantic register or fusing them into an amalgamated 
whole, GB Tran’s assemblages elicit an affective alliance, an interface among the 
emergent community of images and colors, instead of posing as the likes of, or 
rather, the faithful remediations of the represented experience itself. The copulas 
among the panels and images in the scenes we have seen indicate the persistence 
of divides among the components, but the lines are there not only to separate but 
also to connect, because their creation requires active engagement in discovering 
and crafting out the differences, as well as the proximities between what lies on 
both sides. One such example, among many, is the scrabble board. The alphabet 
blocks and assembled words stand apart from one another as discrete units, but 
are linked and brought together on the board as a shared plane of reference that 
derives from—yet cannot be reduced to or conflated with—any one word or block. 

GB Tran’s text-graphic interfacing technique is yet another example of what I call 
the “catenate but also conserve” principle of assemblage as interfacing. Penetrating 
the borders of subjective experience, the visual aesthetics of the written word 
becomes a powerful witnessing mechanism by embodying and further amplifying 
the affective alliance via objectification aspect of its craft. The resultant effect 
cannot be achieved by solely writing or drawing; instead, it requires interfacing 
both telling (knowledge), as well as showing and enacting (sensory experience) on 
multiple strata, mirroring the objective of the reconciliatory connection it aims to 
present its subject and object of representation with. 

To introduce yet another example, the font mutates from clearly defined blocked 
letters to an elaborated cursive style whenever the narrative voice passes on from 
GB Tran to Dzung Chung Tran, enacting his effort to decipher her accent-inflected 
English. The tortuous curves of the text slow down the reading process, recreating 
the attention and patience the author/protagonist must employ as he listens. In turn, 
this demand for an invested mode of reading/listening/writing reflects the precision 
and care with which his mother must tap out each of the words in a language that 
is not fully her own. On page 50, the morphing fonts of the word “pho” (Pho, Pho, … 
PHO!) shows how GB Tran tries to communicate his intent to purchase food from 
a street vendor at a Vietnamese marketplace, a bustling community of his family’s 
cultural origin, yet a locale unfamiliar to him in all measures. The scene blends 
the textual semantics of alienation with the perceptual appeal of the graphics and 
their implied sounds into a pulsating experience of estrangement, which mirrors 
the situation his parents were thrown into in their journey of transplantation. The 
fusion of narrative textual content, visual and implied vocal faculties, and the 
element of handcraft as an enactment of lived experience create a synesthetic 
(multi-modal sensory processing) effect that accentuates each mode of sensation 
involved by coordinating them together, underlining the interfacing agents that 
aspire to a shared plane of reference. 
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Existing things such as books, miscellaneous memorabilia, or natural objects 
also play a significant role in initiating GB Tran into the above process, but they 
still fall short of fully accomplishing the task. The first dialogue in Vietnamerica 
picks up where the last pages had left off with the inscription “[a] man without 
history is a tree without roots” (Tran 8), showing the father lecturing to the son 
the lore of an actual tree in Vietnam whose ancestor is said to have sheltered the 
ailing body of Buddha in meditation. GB Tran’s basic stance is receptive, given that 
Tri Huu Tran’s gift of the Vietnam War book had sufficiently triggered his curiosity 
about his parents’ plights to bring him all the way across the Pacific. However, the 
emotional and cognitive dimension of the Vietnam War as the pivotal event that 
tears apart and transplants the “family tree” still eludes him. The father’s homily 
flies over the son’s head, with the latter’s response “[r]iveting, dad” indicating 
more boredom than fascination. After two more pages that detail the unfamiliar 
landscape and customs of his motherland, in which GB Tran relents and expresses 
his willingness to at least try and reconnect to his mother if not father by saying “I 
didn’t fly across the world for Thi Mot [his maternal grandmother’s funeral]. Nor 
Dad. I did it for Mom” (11). Tri Huu Tran’s back is still coldly turned against his son 
however, communication missing (i.e., lacking) between them in the form of empty 
spaces filled with hollow words as seen in the memorial cemetery scene (13). The 
project of reconciliation takes time and effort, both on the parts of GB Tran and 
his parents, and requires the re-creation of a book on Vietnam War or the family 
tree by the hands of GB himself. Vietnamerica gradually grows into a collective 
testimonial in pace with GB Tran’s maturation, as shown in the two font-centered 
examples of the text-graphic interfacing technique observed above. 

The semantic dimension of the interfaces GB Tran employs in by capitalizing 
on Vietnamerica’s medium-specific traits as a graphic narrative is particularly 
important, because the jump from knowledge to felt and lived emotion signals a 
heightened degree of engagement: moving on from mere objectification to agential 
contact via an active crafting of the missing object itself. The shift is crucial to 
GB Tran’s project of reconciliation, should we see this objective as a mutual and 
emotional coownership of a shared feeling rather than a rational comprehension of 
a conceptual situation. This is so, for such a maneuver requires a level of emotional 
proximity between the initial experiencer and his/her observer that surpasses 
mere knowing or understanding. With regard to the reconciliatory approaches 
to intergenerational rifts between Vietnam War refugees and their descendants, 
therefore, there must be a stronger association between the metaphoric reference 
of spatial movement as both perspective and literal position, Through this process, 
those other than the self may claim the active role of imparter (of feelings shared), 
in addition to being a receiver (their position being taken up by another). through 
the process of which those other than the active role of imparter (of feelings shared) 
in addition to receiver (their position being taken up by another). This reciprocity 
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is the key to the transgenerational unfettering of the abject intersection of political 
indebtedness and modulation located through the reconstruction of community—a 
liminal place where the I and the other coexist as unique but willingly interfaced 
agents. 

Combined with the technique of interfacing, the visuo-spatial curation we see in 
GB Tran’s employment of synesthetic effects in his craft of Vietnamerica therefore 
recuperates the liminal space where different modes of alienation intersect. 
Attempts such as housing both his own and his mother’s feelings of bemusement 
in the sight and implied sounds of her cursive narration, or leveling the positional 
dynamics within the family rubric by not only erecting but also actively attempting 
to enter the portrait frames in the family tree, all converge upon such effort. By 
placing the I and the other on the same “plane of reference” (combined text-
graphics and assembled images), at once respecting the boundaries of agencies 
while simultaneously building the grounds for communication, such affiliations 
create a tangible relationship between the involved entities, moving from mere 
representation toward reconciliation—speaking and feeling with the other 
rather than on his/her behalf. Thus, the inherent alterity of the transgenerational 
phantom, with experiences and feelings that are not one’s own but are critical for 
community building, exits the tomb and surfaces to the realm of the conscious 
in a newly acquired form. Known and felt through its objectification, the craft of 
transplantation in Vietnamerica redeems the phantom of its marginalized state 
and legitimizes its liminality which—when kept entombed—is no more than 
grounds for unsubstantiated commiseration. As Abraham puts it: “the ‘phantom’ 
is a formation in the dynamic unconscious that is found there not because of the 
subject’s own repression but on account of a direct empathy with the unconscious 
or the rejected psychic matter of a parental object” (Abraham and Torok 181).

CONCLUSION: GIVING SHAPE AND LIFE TO THE STORY OF TRANSPLANTATION

In this essay, I have attempted to reconceptualize the exilic identity of Vietnam War 
refugees and their descendants as one that harbors the potential of reconciliation by 
locating efforts to regroup fractured intergenerational relationships in Vietnamerica’s 
medium-specific approaches to the task. Political disillusionment and the resultant 
distance Vietnamese American war refugees keep from their homeland (if not in 
its entirety—at least its ideological system) imposes another layer of estrangement 
to the traumas of transplantation widely shared among immigrant societies such 
as the loss of their homes, the ethno-racial rejection in their new settlements, and 
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the subsequent layers of cultural disenfranchisement. Reinstating the agency of 
the posterity in the here and now, who in turn may witness and erect the agency of 
their forebears, must therefore come from the counterintuitive realization that the 
gap between the level of emotional and cognitive engagement each generation has 
with the diasporic trauma cannot be fully bridged through knowledge (i.e., rectified 
historicity or embodied and transferred experiences), and must instead be actively 
crafted out against this lack, as we see in Vietnamerica. This realization, I claim, is 
the first step toward a transgenerational, multilateral, and reciprocal community 
building from within to without. In this regard, Vietnamerica’s employment of the 
interfacing technique can be read as a testimonial to how agential alliance—which 
involves the employment of visual (perceptive) as well as textual (cognitive) craft 
as a modality that crosses the boundaries between knowing and feeling, and the I 
and the other—becomes the foundation of transformative community dynamics. 
As a graphic narrative of transcultural autobiography, the genre/medium of which 
negotiates renewed forms of experiences, as Rocío G. Davis observes in his work 
on comics autobiography (264), Vietnamerica aligns with its kind in moving 

“beyond an analytical model of merely reading the surface of texts for potential 
meanings and attend to the cultural and generic codes addressed by the authors 
to unravel what the texts execute within the contexts of larger questions of 
cultural and political mobilization,” successfully acceding to the abiding tradition 
of graphic memoirs such as Mine Okubo’s Citizen 13660, Art Spiegelman’s Maus, 
Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis, and Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home (264). Allocating 
weight on the “graphic” element of comic memoirs with Persepolis as the central 
point of reference, Davis asserts that “a reconstruction of the memoir is necessarily 
inflected by the relationship between creative writing and immigrant or ethnic 
configurations of subjectivity and national affiliation” (266). The form, genre, and 
medium of Vietnamerica, in this light, establish a new milestone in the cache of 
Vietnamese American literature. 

Whether it be in written text, hand-drawn pictures or photographs, 
representational mediums cannot fully capture and deliver the subjectivity of 
the object being represented, for there is always a degree of the writer, artist, 
and curator’s subjective interpretation involved. This filtration process is further 
highlighted in graphic narratives, for its visuals tend to be distilled and stylized in 
ways that obstruct the sense of verisimilitude that other visual media such as film or 
photography offer. Using a scene displaying rows of buildings in a Bronx tenement 
from Will Eisner’s Contract with God as an example, comics scholar Douglas 
Wolk thus explains the heightened degree of subjectivity specific to the graphic 
narrative medium: “you know that what you’re seeing represents a tenement in 
the Bronx, and… you also understand that you’re not seeing an actual building or 
a building you could have seen unaided by the drawing. What you’re looking at 
is a manifestation of Eisner’s style, a personal interpretation of what that sort of 



Shin / The Shape of Transplantation as Interface� 107

Kritika Kultura 41 (2023): 107–111� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

building looks like” (118). The same principle applies to Vietnamerica, for not only 
the reader but also the author/narrator himself as the agent and his parents or any 
other character in the tale as objects of representation, cannot but be clearly aware 
of the selective adjustments involved in its craft. 

Capitalizing on, instead of being deterred by this representational filter, GB Tran 
infuses heightened degrees of bodily and emotional engagement into the semantics 
of textual signs by interfacing texts and graphics, maximizing the effect both the 
medium and genre call for in bridging personal concerns with social discourse. 
Going beyond abstract words, GB Tran actively gives shape and feel to what he 
learns throughout his pilgrimage, molding and enacting the process through which 
the objects of his representation come to be. Starting out as a rootless story of 
alienation, instigated by his father’s words “[a] man without history is a tree without 
roots,” Vietnamerica grows into an actual object with its handcrafted bodies and 
memories, facilitating a bilateral “becoming.” The book concludes with a back cover 
flap featuring the title in three vertical tiers (VIET / NAME / RICA) with the eyes of 
GB, Tri, and Dzung Tran gazing out from behind each line as backdrop. With the 
journey coming to its closure, they still remain encased in their own frames, but 
finally occupy a shared plane of reference (identical layout) in the greater scheme of 
the design with GB having entered the formula—their perspectives synchronized. 
In a manner that is ever unprecedented, the entire world is still grappling with 
such a shared plane of reference in the tangible shape and feel of the COVID-19 
pandemic; the specificities of the experience behind the face coverings, however, 
remains yet to be felt and explored—leaving some in a more dire place of loss than 
others. Vietnamerica’s attempt to piece through the blanket term “diaspora” to 
elucidate the gaps and boundaries of transplantation—not only from without but 
also from within—offers an insightful case through which to seek reparation and 
connection in our current moment of resurgent Orientalism in the shape of Yellow 
Peril reconjured.   
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Notes

1.	 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s conceptualization of assemblage as an 
“increase in the dimensions of a multiplicity that necessarily changes in nature 
as it expands its connections” speaks to this operating principle at work in 
Vietnamerica, one that catenates but also conserves in driving at an emergent 
entity while appreciating the haecceity of the parts. However, it must be noted 
that the multiplicity inherent in the assemblage-type society (or rather, in this 
case, community) Deleuze and Guattari envision is more of a work in progress 
than an established system in Vietnamerica’s case; ideological conflict still darkly 
looms over the narrator’s attempt to probe into the past, and generational/cultural 
divides stunt rhizomatic permeations that abolish the “tripartite division between 
a field of reality (the world), and a field of representation (the book) and a field of 
subjectivity (the author)” (Deleuze and Guattari 8, 23).

2.	 In “Mourning and Melancholia,” Freud defines mourning as “the reaction to the 
loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place 
of one, such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and so on.” Mourning passes with 
time and the absence of the beloved object is filled with a comparable another, 
while the sadness of melancholia persists and debilitates. According to Freud, 
its object of loss is in fact a projection of one’s own qualities and is therefore 
insurmountable because the loss itself is illusory (Freud 243).

3.	 The term “lack” in the context of psychoanalysis, I must admit, inevitably invites a 
Lacanian association; that lack is the absence of being, something that is “beyond 
anything which can represent it.” Observing that “[desire] is a relation of being 
to lack,” Lacan dismisses the generally held belief that “at the center, things are 
really there, solid, established, waiting to be recognized, and that the conflict is 
marginal,” and asserts that objects of desire are never what we imagine or perceive 
them to be: “as soon as one wants to spell it out, one ends up in all sorts of 
contradictions, including the impasse of narcissism.” Lacan’s “lack” may be useful 
in understanding the elusive, unspeakable, and self-deceptive nature of the loss 
GB Tran’s parents carry and in turn ironically transmit in absentia. However, the 
illusive nature of the presumed object of this lack, namely home and the meaning 
it carries, is paradoxically what renders its experience and memory into a palpable 
reality for GB Tran in the form of a haunting presence that precludes the possibility 
of a specific state of being; having a foothold within the rubrics of his family and 
community dynamics. The “lack” I refer to, therefore, is more of a transfigural 
(in the sense that the object of loss becomes entirely absent in its figure) afterlife 
of the Freudian loss Abraham enlists than Lacan’s idea of lack as the only place 
whereby the subject (for the lack of a better word) can perceive itself (Lacan 223).    

4.	 The ties between cognitive and agential perspectivization and embodied perception 
also find further support in neuroscientific research on the interaction between 
body, mind, and feeling. In the introduction to their study on the correlation of 
visuo-spatial processing, perspective-taking, and empathy, Thakkar, Brugger, and 
Park report that, asked to imagine changes in one’s own position and orientation 
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relative to the surrounding environment, such as “mak[ing] judgments about the 
location of one’s own body parts in correspondence with the object on the screen, 
the subjects’ response times (RTs) are longer when the position of the figure does 
not match the position of the subject, because he/she has to make an additional 
perspective transformation.” The “additional perspective transformation” here is 
a willful exertion of agency manifested through an act of visuo-spatial (sensorial 
and embodied) curation, which is precisely what GB Tran’s hybridized-synesthetic 
illustration technique achieves (Thakkar et al.).
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