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Foreword

I was born and raised in Hoorn, a Dutch harbor city renowned for its
shipbuilding heritage, its pivotal role in Dutch independence from
Spain and the Dutch Golden Age, particularly through the East India
Company (VOC) and the West India Company (WIC). Growing up
surrounded by this “rich” history, I would often collect stones and old
ceramic fragments I found scattered throughout the city. These
discoveries sparked a romantic fantasy about the city’s history and
fueled my childhood dream of becoming an archaeologist. That dream
has evolved into my current artistic practice, and this thesis itself can
be seen as an archaeological excavation into myself and the past.

As a Catholic raised Dutch-Vietnamese, I have always found myself
navigating not only between two cultures and two identities but also
between the complex histories and political realities that have shaped
my family’s journey. Growing up in the Netherlands, I was immersed
in Dutch life—its language, customs, and social norms. Yet, | was
also deeply rooted in my Vietnamese heritage, shaped by the
traditions, values, and memories my parents brought with them from
their homeland.

With five kids at home and a family in Vietnam struggling for
support, we weren’t financially able to visit Vietnam with our parents.
It wasn’t until December 14, 2017—just a day before our 29th
birthday—that my brother and I set our first steps into Vietnam. That
journey confronted me with how much I had missed out on throughout
my life, and it ignited a deep interest in learning more about my roots.
In 2022, I returned as an art student, and I was shocked by the changes
that had taken place in just five years. Since then, I’ve been
completely obsessed and felt an immense urge to return. I developed
new projects around Vietnam as a way to explore, add meaning to
these trips and justify skipping weeks of classes.

The aim of this work is to explore what it means to be part of the
Vietnamese diaspora in the Netherlands, and in particular, to reflect



on my own experiences as a Dutch-Vietnamese person. How do these
identities coexist within me, and how do they shape the way [ work
and navigate the world?

In this thesis, I will connect Western (Dutch and French) and
Vietnamese cultures and histories using my own memories and
personal narratives as a liminal space for cultural negotiation. I will
revisit places and moments in my life that are significant to me—
locations and moments where these cultures have intersected, often in
unexpected ways. By weaving together these personal memories with
historical events, [ hope to uncover something deeper about the
diasporic condition—what it means to live between cultures, to be
shaped by both, and yet never fully at home in either.

Through these reflections on my own memories, I hope to reveal other
liminal spaces that can serve as a space for cultural negotiation and
self-(re)determination. I will also consider how this "in-between-ness"
offers insights into broader experiences of migration and diaspora,
where people continuously create new forms of belonging and identity
in the face of shifting cultural landscapes.

This work is deeply personal and is not an academic exploration
seeking to offer a complete picture; but a document of my own search
for new contexts and meaning within the scope of my own history.
The past years, my work has taken on a more auto-ethnographic
nature, as I have found that reflecting on my own life and experiences
offers a way to better understand the larger narratives of Western
hegemony, colonialism, migration, displacement, and identity.
Through these stories, memories, and reflections, I hope to contribute
to a greater understanding of what it means to live in the space
between cultures—and to find a place where we can be both fully
ourselves and fully connected to the world around us.The thesis will
serve as both a process of discovery and a personal document to fuel
my ongoing work.
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Introduction

The Dutch-Vietnamese identity is inherently hybrid and postcolonial,
shaped by the intersection of Vietnamese cultural roots and Dutch
social and political realities and their respective colonial histories.
Working on this thesis has made me realize that at the very core of the
negotiation between my Vietnamese and Dutch identity lay Christian
values and our Western perception of race.

In Genesis 1:28, God gives humanity dominion over the earth. The
verse reads:

“God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply
and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the
sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that
moves on the earth.””

In other words, with God’s blessing, one can claim the superior right
to dominate his creations. This verse raises key questions: Who
exactly will be the ones blessed by God? And who or what will be
labeled as "every living thing that moves"? This sense of distinction
and superiority laid the foundations to the belief of white supremacy
and colonialism and shaped the way Western civilizations have
historically viewed indigenous people and also how people like me
perceive ourselves.

In Orientalism, Edward Said describes how Western scholars, artists,
and writers constructed a distorted, exoticized view of the “Orient” to
justify and perpetuate colonial power. He argues that the West’s
representation of the Orient as exotic, backward, and primitive served
as a tool for imperialism, framing Eastern societies as the "other" to
solidify Western identity and superiority. Said explores how these
representations were institutionalized through literature, academia,
and art, creating a cycle of knowledge and power that reinforced
colonial domination. He critiques how Western discourse shaped
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perceptions of the East, influencing both cultural attitudes and
political actions.

In this thesis I mainly approach the Dutch-Vietnamese diasporic
identity through a postcolonial lens and draw on key concepts of
identity negotiation theory, Edward Said’s Orientalism, and Stuart
Hall’s and Homi Bhabha’s ideas on identity. They view identity not as
a fixed, stable, innate characteristic but as something that is constantly
in flux, shaped by social, cultural and historical forces and
continuously being negotiated and redefined in response to changing
contexts and relationships. These frameworks offer ways to explore
the ongoing legacies of colonialism, how identities are constructed
and represented.

Bhabha’s work on hybridity emphasizes the creolization of identity in
postcolonial contexts, where identities are constructed in the spaces
between cultures rather than being tied to a singular national or ethnic
origin. His idea of the "third space" is especially helpful here, where
diasporic individuals don’t fit neatly into either their country of
origin’s identity or the host country’s norms. Instead, they occupy a
liminal space, constantly negotiating and re-defining their identity.
My research has led me to identify the following liminal spaces to
focus on in this thesis:

e Christianity: Catholicism provides a space where
Vietnamese and Western religious identities converge.
The Catholic faith can offer shared practices and values
across cultures while also shaping a distinct, hybrid
identity.

e Romanized Vietnamese Script (Quéc Ngit): The use of
Qudc Ngir, represents a linguistic bridge between
Vietnamese heritage and the influence of Western
colonialism. This script itself embodies both colonial
history and a modern, globalized language, creating a
unique linguistic space.
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Han-Nom Writing System: The ancient Han-Nom script
represents the pre-colonial, intellectual tradition of
Vietnam, rooted in Chinese influences. For someone
navigating between the Vietnamese and Western worlds,
engaging with Han-N6m writing could be an act of
reconnecting with pre-colonial Vietnamese culture while
simultaneously engaging with more modern, Western
modes of expression.

Water: Water it is a fundamental part in the creation of
the Christian, Dutch and Vietnamese identity. It is also
associated with fluidity, change, and connection—both
geographically and symbolically. Water could
metaphorically represent the movement between cultures,
identities, and histories. It serves as a medium of
exchange and adaptation, facilitating movement between
continents and cultures and also symbolizing the blending
of cultures—just as water blends with different
environments. It is transformative and able to cross
boundaries.

The Space Between Languages: Another "third space"
exists between Vietnamese, Chinese, English and
Dutch—the process of translation, both literal and
metaphorical, is a space where meanings are negotiated.
This liminal space is one of linguistic and cultural
transformation, where nuances of languages mix, creating
new ways of understanding and expression. The process
of code-switching or the blending of both languages
reflects a hybrid identity that challenges the rigidity of a
singular cultural perspective. Between these four
languages, English itself could be considered the main
liminal space as it offers a common space of
understanding between all languages and therefore it is
the most suitable language to write this thesis in.
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The Evolution of Human Taxonomy
Systema Natura and scientific racism

1579 drawing of the Great Chain of Being from Didacus Valades, Rhetorica Christiana
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The basic idea of ranking organisms dates back over two millennia. In
his History of Animals, Aristotle placed animals above plants based on
their ability to sense and move. He also graded animals according to
their mode of reproduction and blood type, with live-bearing
organisms considered "higher" than egg-laying ones, and warm-
blooded animals ranked "higher" than bloodless invertebrates.

This concept of "lower" and "higher" beings was adopted by natural
philosophers during the Middle Ages to form the basis of the "Scala
Natura" (Ladder of Being) or also known as "The Great Chain of
Being". In this hierarchy, God was placed at the top, followed by
angels, humans, animals, plants, minerals, and, at the very bottom,
hell-dwelling entities. Humans distinguished themselves from animals
by their capacity for love and language, and most importantly, by their
shared spiritual attributes with God and the angels. During this period,
the Great Chain was seen as an unchangeable order decreed by God,
and this hierarchical view of the natural and spiritual world would
come to dominate Western thought for centuries.

The Great Chain got disrupted in 1735, when Carl Linnaeus (1707—
1778), a highly influential Swedish biologist and physician, published
his first manuscript in the Netherlands, where he introduced a formal
system for naming species of living organisms (now known as
binomial nomenclature). Linnaeus’ work would prove controversial,
as he was the first naturalist to include humans within the animal
kingdom. His subsequent revisions of this system laid the groundwork
for the modern concept of race.

In the first edition of Systema Natura, Linnaeus placed man and
monkeys under the same category by classifying humans (Homo)
among the apes (Simia) under the heading of “Anthropomorpha.” This
classification sparked criticism from other biologists, including Georg
Gmelin, who disagreed with Linnaeus' grouping. In response,
Linnaeus challenged Gmelin in a letter, asserting:
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“It does not please [you] that I've placed Man among the
Anthropomorpha, perhaps because of the term ‘antropomorphon’
(‘with human form") but man learns to know himself. Let's not quibble
over words. It will be the same to me whatever name we apply. But I
seek from you and from the whole world a generic difference between
man and simian that [follows] from the principles of Natural

History. I absolutely know of none. If only someone might tell me a
single one! If I would have called man a simian or vice versa, I would
have brought together all the theologians against me. Perhaps I ought
to have by virtue of the law of the discipline.”

Linnaeus' classification also raised two theological concerns, for
which he faced further criticism:

First, the Great Chain of Being placed humans at a higher level than
animals. By grouping humans with monkeys and apes, Linnaeus
threatened to lower humanity's spiritual status, undermining the belief
that humans were distinct from and superior to other creatures, as
rulers of nature rather than mere participants in it.

Second, according to the Bible, humans were created in God's image.
If apes and monkeys were not distinctly separate from humans, it
would imply that they, too, were made in God's image—an idea that
was deeply unacceptable to many theologians of the time.

In this first edition of Systema Naturae Linnaeus also divided the
human species in to four varieties: Furopceus albus (white European),
Americanus rubescens (reddish American), Asiaticus fuscus (tawny
Asian), Africanus niger (black African). In later editions he changed
the description of Asian skin tone to “luridus”(yellow) and started
associating physical and moral attributes to geography and skin colour
and attributes phenotypical characteristics to each human variety
based on Hippocrates’ four temperament theory.

15



Over time, he also edited the order in which the varieties appeared in
his writing but always left Afiicanus at the bottom of the list. His
description of Africanus would also be the most extensive and

negative and reveals how the idea of a graded scale of nature survived
in the “biological” arrangement of human varieties. Linnaeus’
classification would continue being used as such for decades and his
work would continue to influence western racial thinking and
indigenous representations for centuries.

Species

Americanus

Europaeus

Asiaticus

Africanus

Red, choleric
and straight

White,
sanguine,
muscular

Sallow,
melancholic,
stiff

Black,
phlegmatic,
lazy

Straight, black
and thick hair;
gaping
nostrils;

[freckled] face;

beardless chin

Plenty of
yellow hair;
blue eyes

Blackish hair,
dark eyes

Dark hair, with
many twisting
braids; silky
skin; flat nose;
swollen lips;
Women [with]
elongated
labia; breasts
lactating
profusely.

Unyielding,
cheerful, free

Light, wise,
inventor

Stern,
haughty,
greedy

Sly, sluggish,
neglectful

Paints himself
in a maze of
red lines

Protected by
tight clothing

Protected by
loose
garments

Anoints
himself with
fat

Governed by
customary
right

Governed by
rites

Governed by
opinions

Governed by
choice
[caprice]

Table of attributes according to Linneaus in the latter editions of Systema Naturz.
(source: The Linnean Society of London)

The Linnean Society of London describes Linnaeus’ work on human
classification as “one of the 18"-century roots of modern scientific
racism” and “an idea which became fundamental in the history of
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anthropology and has had devastating and far-reaching consequences
for humanity, including the dehumanisation of non-Europeans and
justification of evils like slavery and indigenous genocide.”

In the 20th century, postcolonial anthropologists began to challenge
the earlier perspectives, questioning how the colonial legacy shaped
the development of the field. Scholars such as Edward Said, Frantz
Fanon, and others critiqued the way indigenous peoples were
“othered” and objectified in both scientific and popular discourse.
They argued that colonial anthropology was often complicit in the
exploitation and marginalization of indigenous peoples, and called for
more respectful, ethical, and collaborative approaches to studying
non-Western cultures.
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What’s In a Name?

In this chapter I will demonstrate how my name not only carries the
maritime story of my family’s journey that ultimately led them to The
Netherlands, but also how it can serve as a lens into more than two
millennia of Vietnam's colonial history and the struggle for self-
determination.
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Dang/Dang/Dang

[ used to dislike my name, “Dang-Vu Dang” or “Péang Hoang Pang-
Vi~ in full Vietnamese, with “Dang” being my family/”last” name,
“Pang-Vi” my “first” name and “Hoang” my “middle” name. An
introduction would often result in confusion and/or turn into a racist
joke, a martial art pose (most often the sideward raised arms and
forward raised knee pose from Karate Kid) accompanied by a loud
Bruce Lee-esque exclamation of “WATAHHH!”. A simple act of
introduction aimed to connect suddenly turned into an attack! Will I
become a victim or defend myself? (I actually was trained in tae kwon
do and wushu as my parents thought it was important for us learn to
defend ourselves from bullies)

Ironically this reminds me of the violent first contact between the
Dutch and Vietnamese. During the 4™ Dutch expedition to Asia in
1601, two ships, the Haerlem and Leiden, arrive at the east coast of
Quinam(Central Vietnam), looking for drinking water on their journey
to China. But their arrival was not appreciated by the ruling Nguyén
Lords who decided to attack, killing 23 crew members and capturing
the vice-admiral Gaspar van Groensbergen, who eventually managed
to buy his freedom in exchange for two cannons.

My own first contact with the Dutch wasn’t so friendly either. My
twin brother and I were 4 years old when we were left in this strange
space with strange people speaking a strange language that sounded
like gibberish to us. Through the window, we could see our mom
walking away, which triggered a wave of panic. We both started
crying uncontrollably, desperately trying to escape the classroom. But
our teacher had a firm grip on the doorknob, blocking our way.
Unable to overpower her hand by force, I resorted to biting and we
managed to open the door and escape. The days that followed didn’t
prove to be any better, forcing our mom to stay with us in class for
weeks to help us integrate.
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bang Hoang Pang-Vii/Hoang Dang-Vu Dang/Dang-Vu Dang/ Pang-
Vi bang/Dang/DPang/Dang/ Pang-Vii/Dang-Vu/déja vu, the
associative joke of my name with kung fu and déja vu has become all
too familiar; just like how my first name is similar to my last name, or
how in Vietnamese the last name is placed first and the first name last.
So, how should my name be written? Will I put my family before
myself? Will I adhere to my parents’ wishes for us to become dentists
or will I become an artist? “Choose whatever makes you happy” the
Dutch would say, often not realizing that it is such a privilege to be
able to choose for your own happiness. I wish it was that easy. Will I
adhere to collectivism or individualism? What about my family’s
reputation....? What about my parents’ history and dreams? Am I
willing to push myself to become something I actually don’t want to
become?

Dang/bang/Pang: The crucial difference between Dang and Pang can
be found in the tiny period underneath the 4. When written in Dutch
alphabet however, all diacritics disappear, leading to a simplification
and homogenization of my first and last name and the erasure of the
path towards its native sound and meaning. As a child I often
wondered: why on earth have my parents given me a name that’s so
easy to make fun of?

Traditional Vietnamese names often carry auspicious meanings and
reflect cultural values, such as virtues or natural elements, and are
primarily based on Sino-Vietnamese. This influence stems from over
a millennium of Chinese domination (Bac thudc) of Vietnam* and
included efforts of Chinese governors to achieve complete
Sinicization through the imposition of Chinese language, culture,
customs, and political institutions and led to the Vietnamese*
adoption of the Han Chinese (chlt Han) writing system, consequently
turning Chinese into the language of literature, scholarship, and
governance. The Vietnamese would later adopt Hén to create the
vernacular Nom script around the 13" century enabling the
Vietnamese to express their own language in writing.

20



Interestingly, my family name Dang reflects the migration and
influence of Chinese clans into Vietnam during the Bic thudc period
as it derives from the Chinese surname &[5 (pinyin: Déng). While
looking deeper into this character I found that &5 used to be the name
of an ancient Chinese vassal state during the Shang (c. 16™- 11"
centuries BC) and Zhou(c. 1046 -771 BC) dynasties and the Spring
and Autumn period (c. 1200 - 475 BC) which was located in present-
day Henan Province. The surname B was adopted by the people of
the region after King Wén of Chu overthrew the state of Déng in 678
BC.

The website of My China Roots suggests &} may even trace as far
back as the Xia dynasty:

“From the name of a state that existed during the Xia (2205-1766 BC)
and Shang (1766—1122 BC) dynasties. At a much later date,
descendants of the state’s rulers adopted the state name Deng as their
surname.

During the Five Dynasties (10th cent AD), the king of Nan Tang
named his 8th son Li Cong Yi, the duke of Deng. After Nan Tang was
eliminated, the people of the Deng kingdom became fugitives and
used Deng as their last name (instead of Li) to avoid persecution.”

*It's important to note that before the conquest by the Han dynasty in 111 BC, “Vietnam” was
part of the Nanyue kingdom (Fg#k pinyin: Nanyué or “Nam Viét” in Vietnamese)® which
consisted of multiple clans/ethnic groups in the region we know today as north- and central
Vietnam and Guangxi, Guangdong and Hainan in southern China. Throughout its history and
even before Nanyue, the country underwent multiple changes in name and border/territory and
“Vietnam” as a name/nation did not exist until the founding of the Nguyén dynasty in 1804.° It is
therefore historically incorrect to use the terms “Vietnam” and “Vietnamese” for the era before
1804 but I will use these terms for the sake of ease and readability

https://www.mychinaroots.com/surnames/detail?word=X[§
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Oracle bone with characters from the Wu-Ting period(1192 BC).
(courtesy “The Complete Works of Tung Tso-Pin, 1977)

Coincidentally, Henan is widely recognized as one of the cradles of
Chinese civilization (and the birth place of Laozi, the founder of
Toaism.) Archaeological sites in what is now northern Henan reveal
activity of prehistoric cultures since the Neolithic Era. Moreover, near
its city Anyang lay the remains of the last and most important capital
of the Shang dynasty, known as Yin. The ancient capital was
unearthed after the accidental discovery in the late 19" century of
oracle bones containing the oldest Chinese writings ever found. It is
therefore believed that Yin was the place where Chinese writing was
created which makes the Shang dynasty the first historically
confirmable dynasty in Chinese history. (Ironically, Henan is also
home to the Shaolin Temple that was founded in the late 5™ century
and world renowned for its Shaolin kung fu/wushu.)
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So how did the Chinese character &) eventually turn into the
Romanized phonetic “Dang”? The creation of the Vietnamese
romanized script, Qudc Ngit, was a complex moment of cultural
hybridity and colonial intervention, where the interplay of
Christianity, colonial power and local agency created a new form of
expression, one that simultaneously subverted and reaffirmed colonial
dominance.

Qudc Ngir was first developed in the early 17" century by the
Portuguese Jesuit missionary Francisco de Pina (1585-1625) in
collaboration with early Vietnamese Christian scholars. However, he
wasn’t able to finish his project as he drowned on the fateful day of
December 15" 1625 while trying to rescue guests on a wrecked boat
off the coast of the East Vietnam Sea. His work on the script
however, got further developed by his student, the Avignonese (now
French) Jesuit missionary and lexicographer Alexandre de Rhodes
(1593-1660) who published a standardized version of the script in his
1651 volume, Dictionarium Annamiticum Lusitanum et Latinum
(Annamese, Portuguese, and Latin Dictionary).

While the script was initially developed by missionaries to aid
evangelization, it later got refined and enforced by French colonial
officials as the official script for administration. Under the French,
Qudc Ngir became a tool to sever the Vietnamese from their Chinese
influences and also a tool of surveillance giving the fact that Qudc
Ngit was very easy to learn and read unlike the Hin-N6m writing
system. This hybrid script reflected both colonial imposition and
Vietnamese resistance as the Vietnamese adopted and embraced the
script for the country's nationalist and modernizing goals in the 20"
century.

The extremely difficult Hin-N6om writing system left most of the
Vietnamese population illiterate. The privilege of education and
literacy before the 20™ century was mostly reserved to the male social
elite and even during the French colonial era, the general population
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was mostly kept illiterate and therefore ignorant to facilitate their
control.

Paradoxically, the spread of Qudc Ngit was supported by Vietnamese
modernist literati from the early 20™ century, who saw in this
romanization an opportunity to access Western intellectual heritage
and new knowledge that would serve to build a modern nation.
Educational reforms but also social and economic developments and a
growing middle class during the early 20" century helped foster the
rapid expansion of the use of Qudc Ngit, such that by the early 1930s
it had completely replaced the Han-Nom scripts. During this time,
more organized efforts were being implemented by the Vietnamese to
bring literacy to the masses which caused a revolution in
communication, knowledge and collective consciousness. As such,
Qudc Ngit became a vehicle for Vietnamese identity, particularly as it
was used in literature, nationalist movements, and the struggle for
independence. It became a site of linguistic resistance: a way for
Vietnamese people to assert their cultural autonomy and reshape their
national identity.

Qudc Ngir neutralized the symbolic and practical implications of the
exclusive possession of literacy for the former male elite but as it
replaced the Han-Nom writing system, it would also eventually sever
the Vietnamese from their intellectual access to historical documents.
Transliteration of Nom proves to be quite a challenge: as Nom is a
highly complex logographic script, it can be transliterated in multiple
ways meaning that we have to rely on expert interpretations that might
not cover the true intended meaning of the text. The Vietnamese Nom
Preservation Foundation estimates that today, less that 100 scholars are
able to read Nom making almost a millennium of Vietnamese cultural
history and ancestral knowledge inaccessible to over 80 million
speakers of the language.

Qudc Ngir hereby exemplifies how adoption of Western systems can
potentially sever us from our Vietnamese heritage and poses a
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symbolic question that is particularly relevant to the diaspora: what do
we lose and gain when we adopt non-Vietnamese systems such as
something as fundamental as our names?

The history of Qudc Ngit reminds me of my own early desire to learn
to read and write, sparked at the age of 5 when I found a Donald Duck
comic book. Unlike my peers, though, my brother and I would remain
illiterate a bit longer than expected...

After kindergarten, our parents decided to enroll us in a Christian
primary school called "De Dynamis". My brother and I have very fond
memories of our time at this school as we spent most of it drawing,
and doing handicrafts. However, by the time we were 7, our parents
grew concerned about our lack of reading, writing and arithmetic
skills. In response my mom decided to do an unannounced visitation
at school.

Upon arrival, she found us sculpting clay in another room while the
rest of the class was focused on learning how to read and write. When
she confronted the teacher, he casually replied “at this school, we aim
to foster a child’s talents”. Being the Asian mom that she is, with
more ambitious plans for her kids than being a “mere artist”, she
wasn’t having it and immediately declared that we would be
transferred to another school as soon as possible.
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OPENBARE BASISSCHOOL

De Klipper

The old banner of my primary school De Klipper

Ironically, the new school she had in mind was called "De Klipper",
named after a type of mid-19th to early 20th-century sailing ship
known for its speed. These ships were used primarily for trading
perishable goods like food items, but they were also notorious for
their role as slave ships. (Had these ships sailed toward Vietnam
during that time, they would have encountered a largely illiterate
society, under the Nguyén Dynasty with increasing Catholic and
French influence and the gradual spread of Qudc Ngir still taking
root.)

After complaining to our teacher, it was time to have a chat with the
school principal. Knowing our family history, he asked her: “So, you’re
going to take another boat and flee again?”. “IF IT WOULD MEAN A
BETTER FUTURE FOR MY FAMILY, YES, I WOULD DO IT
AGAIN!” she answered in broken Dutch before leaving his room in
anger.

At De Klipper, my brother and I, along with a Vietnamese childhood
friend and classmate, would receive our weekly private Vietnamese
class by thay Pién, a Vietnamese teacher from the community who’s
responsible for teaching Vietnamese and Qudc Ngir to all Dutch-born
Vietnamese kids in Hoorn.
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Vietnamese Taxonomy: A Case Study

Whenever [ alerted my mom about being self-conscious due to the
bullying around my name, she would explain the meaning of our names
and their motivations behind our naming:

When my eldest brother was born on 13™ August 1979, the Year of the
Earth Goat, they named him “Quang Minh-Vii™:

e Inmost Asian countries, a full name is written ‘“backwards”
with the family name coming first. My brother’s full name
would thus be written as Dang Quang Minh-V{, resulting
in a prepositioning of the middle name (Quang) before the
given name (Minh-Vii).

e “Quang” is the Sino-Vietnamese word deriving from the
Han Chinese character Jt:(pinyin: guang) meaning light or
bright.?

e “Minh” is the Sino-Vietnamese word deriving from the
character B (pinyin ming) meaning “light/bright”"* and
used to create words such as “thong minh”(E& B py:
congming) meaning “intelligent/wise”. The name Minh
therefore evokes the image of an intelligent man capable of
reasoning and problem solving.

e The character ] is also used to create words like
“dawn/daybreak”: binh minh (8] py: pingming, lit.
peaceful/calm brightness/light) and “tomorrow”: minh
thién (BK py:mingtian, lit. bright sky/heaven/day) and as
such implies future time.

e “Quang Minh” (Jt:H]) therefore evokes a bright light,
conveying ideas of clarity, illumination, enlightenment and
a prosperous, bright future.

e There are quite some Han characters pronounced as “vii”
in Vietnamese and as such, vil can mean a variety of things
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depending on its context and the Chinese character it
derived from such as #(py: wii, dancing), Jl(py: hw/yt,
feather), and the most ironic one of all:E(py:w, martial)

as in wushu XK (py:wiishu,) or martial arts.

e According to my parents however, they extracted “V{i”
from  both the  Sino-Vietnamese words  for
cosmos/universe: vii tru (55, py: ytizhou, space and time)
and (rain)storm: “vil bao”(FN%%,py: yiibao, rain and storm)
which also serves as an expression used to describe events
that happen with great momentum and intensity on a large
scale.

e In summary, the meaning of the name Minh-Vii could be
interpreted as  cosmic  wisdom/intelligence  or
wisdom/intelligence as powerful as a storm.

In their hopes of having an intellectual child, they named their second
son Minh-Vin, who was born on 1% September 1980, The Year of the
Gold Monkey.

e “Vian” derives from the character 3 (pinyin: wén) and
symbolizes art and writing and the Sino-Vietnamese words
for literature: van hoc(3(E:, py: wénxué) and culture: vin
hoa(3Cfk, py: wénhua).

e Even though the character is mostly associated with
literature, culture and writing, it is its translation into “art”
which I think is most fascinating. It conveys to me how the
act of writing through the millennia-old art of calligraphy
has influenced East and Southeast Asian perceptions of
lines and brushwork, and how the manifestation of the
inner psyche into the outer world through writing is in itself
a form of art.

e Minh-Van as a name therefore evokes a person with
cultural and literary intelligence.
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Unfortunately, Minh-Van passed away 4 months after birth on
Christmas day, from what my parents’ description seemed to have been
an epileptic seizure. My mother’s grandmother, being very
superstitious, blamed his death on the weakness of his name. According
to her, his elder brother Minh-V1ii, who had suffered a similar seizure,
managed to survive due to the strong meaning of vii that was added to
his name. Thus, my parents decided that “Vii” should be added to
all of their future offspring’s name as a talisman for survival.

It’s interesting to note that when venturing deeper into the first
character “F(vii) of the word cosmos/universe “FH(vil try, space and
time), it represents space but is also used to represent a roof and/or
eaves; an architectural feature marking the outer extremes of the space
we inhabit, covers us and aimed to protect us and our house from natural
elements like the burning rays of the sun or rain (and again, vii itself is
also the Sino-Vietnamese word for rain: ). When one looks at the
heavens, it isn’t hard to imagine them as a roof under which time
unfolds.

In March 1982, The Year of the Water Dog, barely 5 months after
arriving in the ice-cold Netherlands, my brother Hong-Vii was born:

e “Hong” derives from the character #I (py: hong) which
means red. Red is considered the color of luck and good
fortune and therefore often used in celebrations and
associated with warmth and joy. (It is worth mentioning
that the word “hong” in the vernacular however refers to
the color pink)

e In Vietnamese naming habits, Hong is often given to girls
because it is also the Vietnamese name for the rose.

e A more literal translation of Hong-Vii could be red
universe/space/roof/rain/storm but through interpretation
evokes a color red as deep as the universe or as intense as
a storm. The addition of Vii in this case, functions as an
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emphasis on the qualities of what the color red represents:
joy, luck and good fortune.

e [t is not difficult to imagine why my parents chose this
name considering how they just arrived in a new country,
a completely different culture, with nothing but their
clothes and family after surviving a near-death situation at
sea.

My mother gave birth to my sister in April 1983, The Year of the Water
Pig, and named her Thuy-Vii

e Thuy is a name usually reserved for males and derives from
the character %fi(py:rui) which means auspicious, lucky and
fortunate. The name evokes fanciness, nobility and
elegance.

e The addition of Vil in this case, functions as an emphasis
on the qualities of what i represents.

Lastly, on December 15™ 1988, in The Year of the Earth Dragon, me
and my twin brother got born.

My twin brother was born 7 minutes after me and named “(Hoang)
Nhat-Vi”

e Our middle name “Hoang” derives from & (py:
huang) which means “emperor”, “king”, “imperial” or
“royal”

e  “Nhat” derives from H (py: ri) meaning “sun” or “day”
and therefore symbolizes brightness, positivity,
warmth, light and the passage of time.

e “Hoang Nhat” could therefore be interpreted as
“imperial sun” or “sun king”
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e Combined with “V{”, the name Nhat-Vii could evoke
an image of the sun floating in space, the sun shining
against a roof or a refreshing rain on a hot summer day.

Whereas my brother’s name evokes a bright scene during a sunny day,
my name, “(Hoang) Pang-Vi”, suggests an illuminated nocturnal
scene:

e “Ding” derives from the character I (py: déng)
meaning “light”/“lantern”/”lamp” and symbolizes
illumination both literally and metaphorically, such as
bringing knowledge or clarity.

e Like many Sino-Vietnamese names and words, there
are several Chinese characters with different meanings
pronounced as Pang. In order to guide me to this exact
meaning of “Dang”, my parents explained that they
extracted it from the Sino-Vietnamese word for
lighthouse: “hai dang”(lit. ocean light/lantern);

e Combined with the name “Vi#i” in the context of “vii
tru”(space/universe) my name could mean cosmic
illumination/light or even cosmic lighthouse which for
Earth would be the North Star, a crucial naval
navigation point.

e Finally, combined with 'Vii' in the context of 'vii bao'
(rainstorm), my name evokes a nocturnal maritime
scene of a lighthouse on the coast caught in a storm—
a scene reminiscent of how my family ended up in the
Netherlands after fleeing Vietnam in 1981.
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Sao Bién

Lay Me la Ngoi Sao sang! Soi 16i cho con liic vuot bién thé gian. Lay Me la
Ngéi Sao sdang! Soi 16i cho con thing ve noi phiic nhan. Song chét con trong
nho Bao nhiéu sicc ho phii. Long Me san sang ma dodi dén con gitip con dua
con vé tdi bén. Song chét con trong nho. Bao nhiéu sirc hg phi long Me sdn
sang ma dodi dén con, gitip con dwa con téi Thién dang.

Thén lay Ni¢ Vieong. Me thau tinh con. Séng va t bé T iguyén con sdp hong
chim theo nudc xudi giong. Than lay Nit Vuong. Me thau tinh con. Giip con
yén han chéo boi bat cdy Me thwong dén con cung.

Than lay Nit Vuong. Me théu tinh con. Phiit lénh dénh bap bénh tréi, nga
long hau buong lai thoi chéo. Than lay Nit Vieong. Me thau tinh con. Giup
con virng long cdy tin o Me, Me thirong dén con nhiéu.

Star of the Sea

Hail Mother, the Shining Star! Light the path for me as I cross the seas of
this world. Hail Mother, the Shining Star! Light the path that leads me
directly to the place of eternal peace. In life and death, I rely on You, with all
the strength of Your protection. Your heart is always ready to look upon me,
to help me return to shore. In life and death, I rely on You, with all the
strength of Your protection. Your heart is always ready to look upon me, to
help me, and bring me to Heaven.

1 bow to You, Queen. Mother, You understand my heart. The waves crash on
all sides, and my boat is about to sink, swept away by the current. I bow to
You, Queen. Mother, You understand my heart. Help me, grant me peace,
and guide my rowing. I trust in Your compassion for me.

I bow to You, Queen. Mother, You understand my heart. In moments of
drifting and floating, my spirit weakens, almost giving up on steering and
rowing. I bow to You, Queen. Mother, You understand my heart. Help me
stay firm and trust in You, for You love me deeply.
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The Storm That Turned Us Dutch

“.... We had seen so many ships pass by but no one was willing to
take us in. They must have been tired being responsible for all these
boat refugees... Then, after 5 tiring days at sea our boat got caught in
a storm. It was on the evening of August 15... I remember because it
was on the day of Saint Mary’s Assumption. Minh-Vi didn’t know
what was going on. He just turned 2 the day before. He was hungry
and was constantly crying for your dad. The boat was filled with so
many people that we weren’t able to find him.

The wind was so bitterly cold...The sea was pitch black and we were
all drenched from the waves crashing over us. At some point water
started gushing in from a crack and we tried to seal it with our
clothes. Right before my eyes I could see the boat was starting to sink.

Thay Pién summoned everyone on deck to pray for Saint Mary. It was
the day she ascended to heaven and we prayed for her to take us with
her. In other words, we were preparing to die. Everyone was crying. It
was so cold. We sang Sao Bién, and prayed the Hail Mary until the
wind got too cold and strong. Uncle Hung held my arm to prevent me
and Minh-Vii from getting blown into the sea while he guided us to
take shelter in the engine cabin. I held onto Minh-Vii and cried,
realizing we were going to die I thought back about the moment your
grandmother begged us to leave him behind with her and regretted 1
didn’t. Then suddenly a bright light shone into my face, I thought we
were dead and had arrived in heaven. I pointed at the white figures
and said to Minh-Vi: “Look! The angels have arrived to take us into
heaven!”. But I soon found out that it was an enormous ship, the
Antilla Bay, with Dutch sailors in white overalls who had come to
save us!

They lowered ladders for the men to climb into the ship and fishing
nets were lowered to take in the women and children...”
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My parents and my mom’s side of the family on the Antilla Bay after they got rescued.

My dad is the tallest guy holding my brother in the middle and my mom is on his left-hand side.
My ba ngoai/(maternal)grandmother left from my mom, in front of them is my mom’s cousin.
The tall white guy is the captain’s son.

All the other people are my mom’s siblings, my cdu(maternal younger uncles)
and di(maternal younger aunts).
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I grew up listening to my mom recount their dramatic survival story,
often during lectures about the importance of being an exemplary
citizen who should contribute to Dutch society. After all, the Dutch
had given us a second chance at life, and according to my parents we
were expected to repay them by showing we were "worth saving."
These stories and lectures instilled a sense of indebtedness in me,
creating a feeling of “subversiveness” toward Dutch society that
persists to this day. Even now, I often feel as though I owe something
to the country that took us in.

My mom’s story typically includes months of preparation before they
fled in August 1981, as well as the weeks following their rescue until
they arrived in the Netherlands and the years of sweat drenched
nightmares she had. When attempting to condense her story on the
previous page, I encountered several challenges: where do I begin, and
where do I end? Which parts and details are truly “essential”? Which
English words best capture the meaning? What can I leave out, and
what should I include to convey the scene she had imprinted in my
mind? etc.

Many in the diaspora carry the weight of their own or their parents’
traumatic histories. How should we approach these memories and
stories? How should they be remembered and shared? Critical refugee
studies and postcolonial thought offer valuable frameworks for
navigating and understanding these complex issues. When looking at
my text through a postcolonial lens and apply the views of critical
refugee studies, there are several areas to critique, especially regarding
the representation of refugees, agency, historical context, and the
power dynamics involved in telling the story.

Critical refugee studies scholars have emphasized the importance of
moving beyond the "victim" narrative to include the resilience,
resourcefulness, and agency of refugees in their own stories. The
emphasis on passive suffering tends to simplify the complexity of
refugee survival by centering only on trauma. While trauma is a
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critical component of the refugee experience, resilience and self-
determination should also be foregrounded to avoid reducing refugees
to mere victims of circumstance.

In a postcolonial context, the centralization of the Western figure of
the "savior" positions the refugees' narrative within a broader colonial
hierarchy. Emphasizing their victimhood and dependence can be
problematic as it diminishes their agency. While this framing is not
unusual in many refugee narratives, it still reveals the dynamics of
power, where the "savior" (the West) rescues the "other" (the refugee).
It is also important to emphasize that the refugees’ journey is not just
a series of personal struggles but also part of a much larger historical
framework of colonialism and imperialism.
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Bontekoe’s Journal

My brother and I at the The Shipboys of Bontekoe monument in Hoorn, based on the
protagonists of Johan Fabricius’ 1924 adaptation of Bontekoe’s journal.
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The most famous Dutch shipwreck story must be the one of Willem
Ijszbrantsz Bontekoe’s journal. Bontekoe(1587-1657) was a skipper
from Hoorn who got commissioned by the VOC to join the Nieuw
Hoorn on its expedition to Bantam in the East Indies in 1618. In the
Sunda Strait the ship, loaded with 350 barrels of gunpowder, caught
fire and exploded in an accident. Bontekoe gets wounded but survives
together with 76 (out of 206) crew members. They managed to save
themselves in a lifeboat and reach Sumatra, eventually they reach
Batavia.

In Batavia he was deployed by the notorious JP Coen to join the fleet
of Cornelis Reijersen to the South China Sea to enforce trade relations
with China. When diplomacy failed, they set villages on fire and a
thousand Chinese were taken on board as prisoners, of whom only a
few dozen reached the Pescadores islands and Batavia alive. After
traveling around Asia for 7 years, Bontekoe returns to The
Netherlands in 1625.

In 1646 Bontekoe’s journal gets published under the title “Journael
ofte gedenckwaerdige beschrijvinge van de Qost-Indische reyse van
Willem Ysbrantsz. Bontekoe van Hoorn, begrijpende veel wonderlijcke
en gevaerlijcke saecken hem daer in wedervaren” ("Journal or
memorable description of the East Indian voyage of Willem Bontekoe
from Hoorn, including many remarkable and dangerous things that
happened to him there"). By the time of its release, the travel story
genre based on colonial expeditions had already become well-
established and highly popular, shaping Dutch collective
consciousness and national identity for over half a century.

Bontekoe’s account of the Nieuw Hoorn voyage in 1618 had to be
reconstructed nearly 30 years later, as the ship’s log was destroyed in
the explosion. His journal and travel stories were subsequently revised
and dramatized by various writers, editors, and publishers to make the
book more appealing to the market. In the book, Bontekoe is framed
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as a righteous, wise, and brave Christian hero, an image that persists
to this day.

The book proved to be highly successful and remained a bestseller for
two centuries with its legacy enduring well into the 21% century. In the
20™ century, Bontekoe’s story is most widely remembered as the
highly popular 1924 adaptation by Johan Fabricius in his children’s
adventure book “De Scheepsjongens van Bontekoe”. However,
Fabricius’s version only loosely follows Bontekoe’s actual account,
diverging after the explosion of the Nieuw Hoorn until the lifeboat’s
arrival in Sumatra. The book was later adapted into a film in 2007,
further cementing its place in Dutch cultural memory and identity.

These colonial adventure stories are problematic as they promote and
perpetuate a glorified narrative of our dark colonial past, portraying
colonizers as noble heroes. Furthermore, Fabricius's 1924 adaptation
is now widely regarded as problematic. In her 1981 book, Lea
Dasberg labeled De Scheepsjongens van Bontekoe as “one of the most
racist books” in her review of 150 children's books spanning two
centuries. One can imagine how stories like Bontekoe’s shape our
present-day collective identities and how it could influence the way in
which we perceive our postcolonial present and the way we negotiate
with other ethnicities. A great example is the decision of Hoorn’s
municipality to maintain the highly controversial monument of JP
Coen on its central square as [ will elaborate on later in the thesis.
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“Uong nudc, nhd nguon”
“When drinking water, remember its source”

“Udng nudc, nhé ngudn” is a proverb to remind us to be grateful to those
who have helped us, the place that gave birth to us, our ancestors and the
history that has shaped who we are.

Water, in this sense, not only symbolizes the path to our origins but also our
inheritance, the fruits of the labor and struggle of previous generations. As
such, it serves as the medium that connects the past to the present.

This proverb holds particular significance for the Vietnamese diaspora, and it

has been the driving force behind my work and my yearning to return to
Vietnam and explore my roots.
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Nuwdc: water, people, country, nation

With a coastline of 3,260 kilometers, Vietnam is an extensive coastal
country with a geography that is dominated by its rivers, deltas, and
seas. The Red River Delta in the north and the Mekong Delta in the
south are key regions where agriculture, trade, and settlement have
flourished due to the abundance of water. Especially in the Mekong
Delta and Red River Delta, water management is crucial for
agriculture, particularly rice cultivation. The Vietnamese have
developed sophisticated techniques for flood management and
irrigation, utilizing rivers and canals for year-round cultivation.

Water puppetry (mua rdi nudce) is a Vietnamese tradition that initially
revolved around rice cultivation and dates back as far as the 11"
century. During the annual rice harvest, farmers in the Red River
Delta region would gather for folk singing and dancing at village
festivals. These harvested rice fields would eventually be filled with
water to create a stage for puppeteers to perform skits depicting daily
life, national history, folk tales and legends, accompanied by
traditional musicians and chéo singers (a form of northern Vietnamese
opera). In the 12th century it evolved from folk entertainment into a
show for royalty. Today, this art form continues to be performed in
theatres.

=

Water puppet performance in Thiang Long Theatre, Ha Noi

43



Some Vietnamese ethnic minorities maintain a deep cultural and
spiritual connection to water, often managing and respecting
waterways as sacred, which is tied to their agricultural practices and
community rituals.

Ll S v .&{.k / s |
The Water Worship Ritual, also known as the Water Droplet Tét Festival or Water Worship Tét,
is a communal cultural practice that holds distinct cultural significance in the spiritual life of the

H're ethnic group

For the H're ethnic community for example, the water source is
believed to be the dwelling place of the goddess Vada, where the souls
of the people are kept and the village's well-being is preserved. The
H're people hold this ceremony to honor water deities called “Yangs”,
and to express their gratitude for the water source, which has
supported their farming and provided a life of happiness and
prosperity.
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In Vietnamese, the word "nudc" is not just a term for water; it also
translates to "country" or "nation" which means that water is
intimately tied to the concept of the homeland. In this sense, "nudc"
symbolizes not just physical water or country but also the roots and
identity of the Vietnamese people, linking us to our ancestral land,
culture, and history.

In her 2015 video essay “Forgetting Vietnam”, Trinh T. Minh-Ha
emphasizes that water is central to memory and history in the
Vietnamese consciousness. As water flows through the land, it carries
the memories and histories of past generations, linking the present to
the past. Just as water flows and changes form, so too does the history
of the Vietnamese people. She explores how water, through its
constant flow and transformation, represents the continuity of a
culture, even as it adapts and evolves.

By seeing "nudc" as both water and country, Trinh suggests that the
Vietnamese nation itself is inherently fluid, continuously changing yet
deeply rooted in the environment and landscape. This perspective
aligns with the idea that— much like water itself—mnational identity is
not static, but rather shaped by movement, exchange, and adaptation.

Water also plays a significant role in Vietnamese myths and legends,
not only as its container but also as a symbol of independence,
destruction, power, spirituality, and the relationship between humans
with the divine and the natural world.
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The Legend of H6 Hoan Kiém
(Lake of the Returned Sword)

Hoan Kiém Lake in Ha Noi is a great example of how a body of water
can serve as both a repository of stories and collective memory, as
well as a symbol of independence. The story centers around King L&
Loi, (the founder of the L& Dynasty) who receives a mythical sword
from the water god Long Vuong (lit. Dragon King) that enables him
to expel the Chinese Ming forces and gain Vietnamese independence.
L& Loi later returns the sword to Long Vuong through a giant golden
turtle in the lake and the lake has since been known as Ho
Guom(Sword Lake) and H6 Hoan Kiém(Lake of the Returned
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Sword). The legend additionally shows how water functions as a
bridge between the human and divine realms, blending reality with
legend and embodying the connection between the tangible world and
the realm of the supernatural.

Nowadays, Hb Hoan Kiém is regarded as the cultural and spiritual
center of Vietnam’s capital Ha Noi. It was once home to a few rare
Yangtze giant softshell turtles until the last one was found dead in
2016. Two preserved specimens are now displayed in Ngoc Son
Temple which is located on a small island on the Lake

The Tale of Son Tinh and Thuy Tinh
(The Moutain God vs. The Water God)

The Myth of Son Tinh(the Mountain God) versus Thuy Tinh(The
Water God) explains the natural phenomena of floods, rising water
levels and seasonal monsoons, which are closely tied to the country’s
geographical position as a coastal nation near the equator. The story
serves as an allegory for the natural challenges Vietnam faces,
particularly the seasonal floods that are both destructive and vital for
agriculture.
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The Legend of Lac Long Quan and Au Co
(The creation story of the Vietnamese people)

"Con Rong Chdu Tién" (translated as "Children of the Dragon,
Grandchildren of the Fairy") is a key phrase in Vietnamese culture
that refers to the legendary origins of the Vietnamese people,
symbolizing their ancestry and connection to both divine and earthly
forces. It originates from the legend of Lac Long Quén and Au Co,
which is one of Vietnam's most important creation stories.

The phrase highlights the unity of the Vietnamese people, suggesting
that despite differences in region or ethnicity, all Vietnamese are
bound together by this shared, legendary ancestry.

According to the legend, Lac Long Quan, a dragon king who lived in
the sea, married Au Co, a fairy from the mountains. From this union,
Au Co gave birth to a pouch filled with one hundred eggs that hatched
into a hundred children. Over time, the couple started to grow
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unhappy as Lac Long Quan longed for the sea and Au Co yearned for
the highlands so they decided to separate.

Lac Long Quan takes fifty children to the coast and teaches them the
skills of fishing, rice cultivation and the art of tattooing to ward off
sea demons. The other fifty children are taken into the mountains by
Au Co where they learn to cultivate fruit trees, breed animals and
build stilted houses to protect themselves from wild animals.

The descendants of these hundred children are considered the
ancestors of the Vietnamese people who would eventually
differentiate into the 54 ethnic groups that we have today.

There are some key features within this story that I find interesting
and are worth elaborating:

The union of two “opposing” elements:

Lac Long Quan, basically a mythical “alien” that emerges from the
sea, forms a union with a terrestrial being, Au Co. This union can be
interpreted as the union between land and water, reflecting another
Vietnamese word for country or nation which is “dat nudc”(lit. land
water).

This union of two seemingly opposing elements could also be
interpreted as the union between east and west: Europeans entering
Vietnam via the sea or boat refugees entering a foreign country that
granted them asylum, the eggs in this case would represent the
diasporic offspring who in turn, again, have to deal with the union of
two cultures and identities.
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Separation

The union of Christianity, a religion coming from Europe, with the
local Vietnamese people, caused a social and spiritual separation
between the natives and their traditions and customs.

The social and political tensions that arose through the introduction of
Christianity ultimately formed the pretext to the country’s
colonization and separated the country in half in 1954.

The unification of North- and South-Vietnam in 1975 lead to another
separation event where the natives fled their country.

Yearning for our origin

In the story Lac Long Quan’s yearning for the sea and Au Co’s longs
for the mountains reflect the proverb “uéng nudc, nhé ngudn” (when
drinking water, remember the source) that I mentioned earlier. They
ultimately decide to separate to resettle in their natural environment.

In a way, their longing reflects the longing of many in the diaspora for
their origins, including myself. However, this “return to origins” is a
tricky subject, especially for many like me who were born and raised
abroad and, in this sense, have two kinds of “origins”. So, when
talking about permanent resettlement it’s not that simple as many have
built a life and family abroad. Additionally, many of the older
generations still deal with trauma and/or the political division.
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Baptism and The Great Commission

In Matthew 28:16 Christ sent his Apostles into the world with the
words “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them
in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”. This
passage, often referred to as “The Great Commission”, has had a
profound influence on the Church's mission to spread Christianity
throughout the world and established the foundational purpose and
scope of Christian evangelization. As such, water and the baptismal
formula were of utmost importance as it gave missionaries the power
to convert non-believers into Christians.

During the Age of Discovery (roughly the 15"-17" centuries),
European explorers, missionaries, and colonial powers encountered
indigenous peoples across Africa, the Americas, Asia, and the Pacific.
These encounters were shaped by a deeply Eurocentric worldview,
which was often framed through a Christian lens. Indigenous peoples
were frequently viewed as “savages” or “pagans”, terms that denoted
a perceived lack of civilization and the absence of Christianity. This
was rooted in the Christian doctrine of the time, which portrayed non-
Christians, particularly indigenous peoples, as lost souls in need of
conversion. According to this framework, indigenous peoples were
considered spiritually inferior, and their cultures were seen as
primitive, barbaric, backward or even evil and dangerous.

During this age, the Catholic Church initiated a major effort to spread
Christianity over the world. As such, the idea of European exploration
became synonymous to Christian expansion. The missionary effort
thus became a major part of, and partial justification for the colonial
expansion of European countries such as Belgium, Portugal, Spain
and France.

In many cases, colonial powers justified their control over indigenous

populations by claiming a moral obligation to save and bring
civilization and Christianity to the “savage” or “heathen” peoples of
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the world. The widespread conversion of indigenous people were
portrayed as evidence of colonial benevolence and the spread of
Western values, which included both religious and cultural norms.
This in turn, resulted in the erasure of indigenous customs and
traditions. In this sense, water and baptism could be interpreted as a
tool of indigenous erasure.

While their primary goal was conversion, missionaries also
documented indigenous cultures, languages, and customs, often
interpreting them through a Christian lens. Their accounts helped to
shape Western understanding (or misunderstanding) of non-European
societies. In many cases, indigenous customs were seen as pagan
rituals or superstitions, reinforcing the divide between the "civilized"
Christian world and the "primitive" world of indigenous peoples.
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117 Martyrs and My Pre-Birth Presence in Rome
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For the first two decades of my life, this image was the first thing I
saw upon waking and the last thing I saw before falling asleep. It was
a fabric banner that my parents had hung on the wall of our bedroom.
Surrounding the image was a white border with the texts “177 Martyrs
of Vietnam” in Vietnamese, Spanish and French with “ROMA, 19-06-
1988” on the bottom.

There was always something mysterious about this image. Why were
all these people standing behind a pond with water lilies? Why the
weapons, whips, and chains? The only thing I understood from my
parents was that these people had died for their faith. I assumed that
“martyrs” or “martelaren” in Dutch, were simply people who had been
tortured (since “martelen” means to torture in Dutch). But the details
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of why, when, and by whom they had been tortured and killed
remained beyond my comprehension—until recently,when I revisited
this banner and my family’s photo albums with a newly gained
Vietnam obsession and a deeper awareness of Vietnam’s history and
geopolitics and of course, the help of the internet.

My mother at the Colosseum in Rome, June 1988
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I grew up admiring the photos of my parents in Rome. They seemed
so intellectual, cultured and stylish and the grandeur of the ancient
Roman architecture always sparked my imagination. All I can
remember from their stories, however, was that they went on a
pilgrimage with the Dutch-Vietnamese Catholic community, had the
chance to see the Pope, and that my mom was about three months
pregnant with my brother and 1. Now, 36 years later, I finally
understand why we were there.

On June 19", 1988, thousands of Vietnamese from all over the world
gathered in Rome to celebrate the canonization of 117 martyrs by
pope John Paul II. According to estimates by the Vatican, between
130.000 and 300.000 lost their lives for their faith during the Lé, Tay
Son and Nguyén dynasties in the 18™ and 19™ century. Pope John Paul
II canonized those whose names were known and unknown and gave
them a single memorial day, November 24™,
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Christianity was introduced to Vietnam through Portuguese and
Spanish missionaries during the early 16™ century and mostly
tolerated until the 17™ century during the late Lé dynasty. In the early
17th century, Jesuit missionaries had been fairly successful in
evangelizing parts of Vietnam, particularly in the Red River Delta and
other northern regions under control of the Trinh Lords. The Jesuits'
missionary efforts included not just conversion but also contributions
in education and scientific knowledge (such as the development of the
Romanized Vietnamese alphabet by Francisco de Pina, Alexandre de
Rhodes, and other missionaries). However, the Trinh lords, who held
a Confucian worldview, would have been wary of such foreign
influence. In Confucian thought, the authority of the ruler was sacred,
and the arrival of foreign religious movements like Christianity, which
encouraged loyalty to the Pope and often competed with traditional
Confucian teachings such as ancestor worship, was seen as potentially
destabilizing.

The Trinh Lords also recognized the potential of Christianity as a
political tool during the early years of its introduction into the country.
The southern Nguyén Lords, who were more tolerant of Christian
missionaries, were often in conflict with the northern Trinh Lords,
who started to suspected the presence of foreign missionaries as a
means for the Nguyén Lords to extend their influence or support in the
north. As such, the Trinh Lords started expelling missionaries from
the north in the 1630’s.

From a colonial point of view, the persecution of Christians during the
early 19" century under the Nguyén dynasty is particularly significant.
It was with the help of a French Catholic bishop that Nguyén Anh was
able to survive the massacre of his family, escape the Tay Son
rebellion and later overthrow the Tay Son dynasty to ascend the
throne as Emperor Gia Long and found the Nguyén dynasty in 1802.
This indicates that, initially, there was a collaborative relationship
between France and the Nguyén dynasty. However, with a growing
awareness of the destabilizing effects of Christianity on their
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sovereignty and Confucian order, the subsequent rulers of the Nguyén
Dynasty each implemented increasingly strict foreign policies,
eventually leading to a total ban on Christianity and the persecution of
Christians. The resulting imprisonment and executions of Catholics
and foreign missionaries under the Nguyén dynasty as a reaction to
revolts and provocations, were among the key events that provided
France with an excuse to invade Vietnam.

Fearing the rising influence of Western powers in Asia and with the
memory of the French Bombardment of Tourane(now Da Ning) still
fresh in his mind, Emperor Tu Puc(the last sovereign ruler of the
Nguyén dynasty) severed all foreign relations. He called for the
complete eradication of Christianity in Vietnam, leading to one of the
most intense and brutal anti-Christian persecutions in the country’s
history. Christians were branded on the face with the character /18
(ta dao, meaning "heretics" or literally "unorthodox religion"), their
lands were confiscated, and churches, villages, and Christian
communities were destroyed. Christians who refused to renounce their
faith faced the same fate as European missionaries: from executions
by decapitation to death by a thousand cuts.

In 1857, two Dominican missionaries, Pierre-César de La Poterie and
Jean-Louis Bonnard, were executed by Vietnamese authorities under
Ty Puec. France, under Napoleon III, had already been pursuing a
policy of expanding its influence in Southeast Asia and seized the
execution of the missionaries as a pretext for direct military
intervention also known as the Cochinchina Campaign.

In 1858, a French expedition, supported by Spain, launched an attack
on Tourane (modern-day Pa Nang). The operation was framed as a
punitive measure to avenge the missionaries’ deaths and to compel the
Nguyén Dynasty to grant religious freedoms and protect foreign
missionaries. The invasion, followed by the capture of Saigon in 1959
and surrounding provinces (which was crucial in food production for
the Vietnamese) in 1861 forced Ty Duc to sign the Treaty of Saigon
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in 1862 in which he agreed to allow religious freedom and cede 3
Southern provinces (among other demands from the French).

The Treaty of Saigon was a major turning point in the history of
Vietnam and marked the beginning of French colonial rule in the
southern region. It ultimately set the stage for further French
expansion. Over the following decades, France expanded its control
over the region, culminating in the establishment of French Indochina
in 1887, which included Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia
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Conversion Through Words and Water

“February storms in 1646 made between the sea crossing between Chinese port-
city of Macao and the harbors of the Vietnamese littoral treacherous. Jesuit
Gaspar do Amaral could only trust to God that he would reach Tonkin. Amaral
had spent many years as a missionary in the region, studying local languages,
collaborating with fellow Jesuits and converts to create Christian texts,
developing a dictionary for the use of missionaries, and establishing an institute
of local catechists who would continue the work of evangelism should the Jesuits
be expelled. These measures were all necessary to tend to what had proved to be
one of the most promising mission fields in Asia: while he was in Macao Amaral
had boasted that forty thousand Tonkinese neophytes had been baptized since the
Jesuit mission began in 1626.”

“Amaral had traveled to Macao in 1645 to participate in a large conference of
Jesuits convoked to settle a highly contentious matter. From July to December
around forty Jesuits heatedly debated how to translate the baptismal formula
“ego te baptizo in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti”, spoken aloud at the
climax of the sacrament, into Vietnamese. Which words could carry the phrase’s
sacramental weight into a foreign tongue? Or, indeed, should the phrase be said
in Latin? Hearing submissions from those with missionary experience in Japan,
China, Tonkin, and Cochinchina, the 1645 conference eventually reached a
conclusion. The translation, Tao rud may, nhdn danh Cha, va Con, va Spirito
Santo (literally, “I wash you in the name of the Father, the Son, the Holy Spirit”)
was agreed. Yet dissent amongst the Jesuits was only temporarily quelled: not all
were satisfied that these words accurately vocalized the sacrament. Nor did this
suggested phrase necessarily convince missionaries of other religious orders
with interests in the missions of Tonkin and Cochinchina. The consultation was
far from the last word on the matter. *

“The extensive consultations over every word of the baptismal formula highlight
how much was at stake when it came to speaking or writing about Christianity in
another language. Spoken correctly, the words created Christians: they had real
power. The difficult task faced by missionaries was to persuade their target
audience of the sacrality of Christian texts, prayers, and ritual words, and at the
same time to avoid the pitfalls of translation and transformation, which might
deprive their words of spiritual potency. *

(Excerpt from “Catholic Written and Oral Cultures in Seventeenth-Century Vietnam”,
Tara Alberts Journal of Early Modern History 16 (2012) 383-402)
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“Phéro Pang Hoang Dang-Vii, cha rud con, nhdn danh Cha, va Con,
va Thanh Than”

“Peter Pang Hoang Pang-Vi, I wash you in the name of the Father,
the Son and the Holy Spirit”
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Weidemolen 82, Hoorn
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This family photo was taken after my brother and I got baptized.
We’re standing in the front yard of the first house my parents got after
they got out of the asylum seekers center. It was at the Weidemolen
82 in Hoorn. I spent the first six years of my life in this house and
often look back at this happy period with a lot of fondness. The house
faced a ditch and watery meadow backed by a dike called De Hulk,

behind it was the Hoornsche Hop, an area that’s part of the Marker
Lake.
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The lake was a 10-minute walk across the dike and we would often
bathe and swim in it during the summer. Even after we moved, the
lake always remained a recreational destination during the summer.
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In the sandier parts along the lake and even across the shell paths laid
in all parks of the city, my brother and I would often find fragments of
ceramic smoking pipes which sparked my romantic fantasy of being
an archeologist and sailors and fishermen in the Golden Age who
must have accidentally dropped it into the sea. Recalling these
memories, | recognize that these fragments were the triggers into my
fascination with encountering history in my surroundings. My twin
brother and I started to collect these fragments and would often spend
time in the parks digging into the shell paths and going to the local
mineral and fossil shop. In addition to the ceramic pipes, we would
also collect rocks and glazed ceramic fragments.

My recently regained interests in the city’s history have motivated me
to start digging into the lake once again. While googling the lake a
few years ago, | came across an article describing an archeological
find within the lake by the Dutch Cultural Heritage Agency in 2020. It
involved a scan of the bottom of the Hoornse Hop area which revealed
several shipwrecks that they believe to be a remnant of the Battle on
the Zuiderzee which took place in 1573.
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The Battle on the Zuiderzee in 1573 was a crucial naval engagement
during the Eighty Years' War a.k.a. the Dutch war of Independence
against Spain. At the heart of this conflict was not just a fight for
political autonomy, but also a battle for religious freedom, as the
predominantly Protestant northern provinces resisted Spanish Catholic
rule.

After winning the Battle of the Zuiderzee, a period of great wealth and
prosperity began in the West Friesland area. The Spanish had been
driven out of the region and would not return. Free trade could now be
conducted from the port cities, and Hoorn became the administrative
center of North Holland. Meanwhile, Amsterdam, which remained in
Spanish hands for several more years, could no longer trade over the
seas, and the West Frisian cities took over that role. Maritime trade
rapidly expanded into a flourishing international business. Holland,
despite the ongoing war in the southern Netherlands, gradually began
to develop into a global power. The Dutch victory over the Spanish
laid the foundations for the rise of the Dutch Republic and paved the
way to the Golden Age of Hoorn and the Dutch Golden Age.

During the years I was supposed to learn about the Dutch Golden Age
in secondary school, I had the worst history teacher, the one everyone
hated. In his classes, he would cover the blackboard with a tangled
maze of graphs, connected by lines and arrows crisscrossing each
other across the board, making it impossible for us to understand the
chronological flow of historical events. The only thing I remember
from that time is that I considered the Dutch Golden Age to be this
glorious period of wealth and prosperity, and that we should feel
proud about it.
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J.P. Coen and Postcolonial Memory

National narratives have often prioritized the glorious achievements of
the past while minimizing or ignoring the harm done to colonized
peoples. Especially in recent years, there has been growing awareness
in the West about the darker aspects of colonial history. Educational
institutions, media, and activist movements have contributed to
shedding light on the exploitation, racism, and violence associated
with colonialism.
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According to Amnesty International, The Dutch share in the
Transatlantic slave trade is estimated at around 5%, which amounts to
round 600.000 enslaved people. With its West India Company (WIC),
the Dutch were even the largest slave traders for around 25 years in
the mid-17" century! As one of the cities that housed the headquarters
of both the VOC and WIC, Hoorn played its part in Dutch colonial
expansion, exploitation, genocide, and the transatlantic slave trade.

This brings me to a very controversial monument in Hoorn that I grew
up seeing on the city’s central square. I had no idea who “J.P. Coen”
was at the time but had the impression he must have been very
important given the fact they erected a monument in his honor on the
central square. Curious as I was, at some point I would come closer to
the statue to read the inscription:

“Jan Pieterszoon Coen (1587-1629). Geboren te Hoorn. Gouverneur-
generaal van de VOC en grondlegger van Batavia, het huidige
Jakarta. Standbeeld geplaatst in 1893. Het plein, genoemd naar de
rode steen waarop terechtstelling werden voltrokken, is het centrale
punt van waaruit Hoorn zich heeft ontwikkeld met het Statencollege
(1632), thans Westfries Museum en de Waag (1609) als markante
gebouwen.”

(“Jan Pieterszoon Coen (1587-1629). Born in Hoorn. Governor-
General of the VOC and founder of Batavia (present-day Jakarta).
The statue was erected in 1893. The square, named after the red stone
where executions took place, is the central point from which Hoorn
has developed itself, with notable buildings such as Statencollege
(1632), nowadays known as Westfries Museum, and Waag (1609).”)

There were some incidents where | heard the statue got smeared with
red paint by the local Moluccas but I never quite fully understood why
until J.P. Coen’s name resurfaced during the Black Lives Matter
movement when debates over street names and monuments dedicated
to colonial figures brought issues like slavery, indigenous genocide,
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and economic exploitation to the forefront of public consciousness.
Looking back at the old inscription, it is painfully clear that the city
had consciously been covering up its dark colonial past.

Coen was a Dutch naval officer, who held two terms as Governor-
General of the VOC and is credited as the founder of the capital of the
Dutch East Indies, Batavia. In order to establish Batavia, his soldiers
burned down Jayakarta and expelled the natives. Under his rule, the
Dutch managed to establish a trade monopoly on cloves and nutmeg
which brought the Dutch an insane amount of wealth that contributed
to the Dutch Golden Age. For Moluccas however, he is known as the
Butcher of Banda as he established the spice monopoly by killing an
estimated 14.000 inhabitants of the Banda Islands in 1621, the less
than 1000 survivors got deported to Batavia. He then repopulated
Banda with shiploads of slaves. Coen was long considered by the
Dutch as a national hero for his achievements, although always with
controversy. The monument was already criticized before its erection
in 1893 and has been a subject of discussion and protest until today.

In order to understand the controversy that the Coen statue is causing,
it is useful to apply the concept of postcolonial memory that centers
around the question: how should our colonial past be remembered?
Should we acknowledge all the good and horrible things but see it as
something that ended a long time ago? Or should we remember it as
something that has never been properly resolved and has lasting
repercussions in the current era?

The honoring of Coen’s legacy implies a one-sided approach to
remembering our colonial past that actively ignores the current Dutch
postcolonial reality in which many Dutch citizens are descendants of
people who suffered forced migration and oppression under the Dutch
colonial regime in which Coen played a central part.

Conlflicts over how to remember our colonial past often become tense,
because decisions about these memories will shape our present-day
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collective identities and discussing the legitimacy of our colonial
memories influences the way in which we perceive our postcolonial
present. Monuments like these tend to promote a positive articulation
of postcolonial memory. By staging figures like Coen as national
heroes, they urge a collective feeling of pride for historical narratives
in which these colonizers were the protagonists, thereby inviting
citizens to uncritically identify and empathize with colonizers despite
their controversial colonial past involving oppression of indigenous
peoples, whereas remembering Coen as an aggressor will imply a
more critical awareness of that past.

According to the work of historian N.C.F. van Sas, Coen’s statue was
built in a time of “statue mania” in the 19" century. It was a time
when the Dutch were preoccupied in maintaining control over their
colonial territories and the statue mania at the time served as a tool to
shape the colonial past as a history of national heroes. Sas sketches the
19" century as a time in which the Dutch were “preoccupied with the
nation” and constructing a “fatherland discourse”, which he also calls
“the myth of the Netherlands”. He describes how nationalism is a
process of myth making in which collective imaginations of a national
community are institutionalized through social practices such as
literature, media and sites of memory such as national monuments. In
this case, the intention was to strengthen Dutch national self-
identification as a strong colonial power and articulate colonialism as
a legitimate endeavor.
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Curiously, around the time I permanently relocated from Hoorn to
Amsterdam in 2011, the statue was accidentally knocked off its
pedestal during construction work.

Opponents of the monument seized the moment, launching a petition
to have the statue moved in to the Westfries Museum, where it could
be placed within a more appropriate colonial context. However, much
to their disappointment, the city decided to restore the statue on its
original pedestal, albeit with a revised bilingual Dutch and English
inscription (I will only include the English version):
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“Jan Pieterszoon Coen (Hoorn 1587 — Batavia 1629).

Merchant, Director-General and Governor-General of the Dutch East
India Company (VOC). Architect of the VOC'’s successful trading
empire in Asia. Founder of the city of Batavia, currently known as
Jakarta.

Coen was praised as a vigorous and visionary administrator. But he
was also criticized for the violent means by which he built up trade
monopolies in the East Indies. In 1621 Coen led a punitive expedition
against one of the Banda Islands, as the local population was selling
to the English in disregard of a VOC ban. Thousands of Bandanese
lost their lives during the assault and the survivors were deported to
Batavia.

By the end of the nineteenth century Coen had grown into a national
hero and was honored with a statue in his home town. A national
committee headed by the Mayor of Hoorn, Baron Van Dedem,
collected money to realize this. The bronze work which was designed
by Ferdinand Leenhoff (1841-1914), an instructor at the National
Academy of Visual Arts in Amsterdam, was unveiled during a festive
ceremony in 1893.

The statue is controversial. According to critics, Coen’s violent
mercantilism in the East Indian Archipelago does not deserve to be
honored.”

While the inscription acknowledges Coen’s violence, the most
problematic aspect lies in its choice to use the term 'punitive
expedition’ rather than ‘mass killing’, or ‘genocide’. This suggests
that the genocide was justified because the Bandanese 'deserved'
punishment for not complying with the VOC’s exclusivity contract—
ignoring the fact that it was the Dutch who had imposed this contract
on the Bandanese in the first place.
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The revised inscription is a clear example of repressive tolerance, as
coined by philosopher Herbert Marcuse in his 1965 essay 'Repressive
Tolerance.' Marcuse critiques how liberal democracies, while
championing tolerance, often allow oppressive or harmful ideas to
flourish under the guise of free speech. Essentially, repressive
tolerance refers to tolerating ideas or behaviors that reinforce
inequality or injustice, thus perpetuating harmful power structures. In
the case of the monument’s restoration and revised inscription, the
city acknowledges that there are dissenting voices regarding Coen and
the monument but chooses to ignore them, effectively maintaining the
status quo.

In addition to the statue’s restoration, the city also opened an
exhibition about J.P. Coen at the Westfries Museum, which, much like
the new inscription, was framed to justify the statue’s reinstatement.
Both the restoration of the statue and the exhibition serve as
compelling examples of cultural negotiation, as discussed in
Engelenhoven’s 2023 analysis. However, [ will not delve into the
exhibition in this thesis, as the point remains clear: the case of the
monument highlights how decolonization is a painfully slow process,
and that it is still challenging for many Dutch people to confront the
darker aspects of their privileges and national identity.

Postcolonial thinking has made me aware of the biased half-truths I
was taught about the Dutch colonial past, these dark chapters in
history and the rise in fascism in the West have made it challenging to
identify with my Dutch side. Apart from the Netherlands, this
postcolonial lens has naturally extended to examining Vietnam and
my own family’s history as well.
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The Bridge To My Ancestors
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My parents would occasionally mention that we might have French
ancestors when talking about our non-typically Vietnamese facial
features like our high noses. As a kid, I felt pretty cool and proud of
the idea that I might be mixed with European blood as it made me feel
“more westernized” and therefore “more compatible” to “modern”
“progressive” western cultures and values. But as I grew older and
more aware of the dark side of western colonization, I realized that
being a Christian Vietnamese and/or mixed with French blood could
potentially mean that my ancestors were collaborating with the
oppressors, aligning themselves with the very forces that had
colonized and exploited Vietnam. And that, would be... not so cool...

My family, like many Vietnamese Catholics, were staunch supporters
of Ngb Dinh Diém, the Catholic president of South Vietnam. After the
communist Viet Minh took control of North Vietnam in 1954,
following their victory over the French, my family, along with
thousands of other Catholics, fled from Phat Diém, Ninh Binh, to the
south. They eventually settled in Gia Kiém, Pdng Nai, a Catholic
town carved out of the jungle specifically for these North-Vietnamese
Catholic refugees and this town would become my parents’ birthplace.
As a result, my family and I speak the northern dialect of 1954, mixed
with southern vocabulary. In the north, people often mistake me for
someone from the south, while in the south, I’'m considered a
northerner.

Growing up, I was taught to distrust northerners and view H6 Chi
Minh as the ultimate villain, hearing from my parents how they had
fled the country to escape the brutal communist regime. However,
looking at Vietnam’s history from a postcolonial perspective has
reshaped my understanding. I’ve come to realize that Hb Chi Minh
wasn’t the true villain; rather, it was the French and Americans who
were largely responsible for shaping the conflict. HO Chi Minh’s rise
was a direct response to French colonialism and the Vietnamese
struggle for independence. This realization has allowed me to
approach HO Chi Minh and his cause with much more empathy and
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understanding. Similarly, the image of Ng6 Dinh Diém as an
undisputed hero began to unravel. I understood that just as we have
been accusing the North Vietnamese communists with their
propaganda, my family too, like many others, have been influenced by
South Vietnamese propaganda, and I had been living in that narrative
for most of my life. Now, the only way to (re)define my Vietnamese
identity is by critically engaging with history, decolonization,
reassessing my family’s past, and negotiating my relationship with
Vietnam to uncover my own truth.

What could an encounter with my ancestors mean for me as a
Vietnamese diaspora in terms of postcolonialism and representation?
It’s a question I found myself wrestling with more often as I navigated
my identity from afar, looking at Vietnam not as this communist
unsafe place defined by corruption, censorship, bombs and chemicals,
but as a land shaped by history, colonialism, and an ongoing need for
justified representation. Said’s theory of Orientalism provides a lens
to understand how the West constructs and deforms the East, seeing it
as the "Other"—a place of mystery, exoticism, and, often, inferiority.
This framework has always felt like a distant mirror through which I
am expected to view my ancestral land.

I’ve often felt caught between two worlds: the one I grew up in as part
of the Vietnamese diaspora, and the Vietnam I’ve been taught to see
through Western eyes. My ancestors, in this sense, are as much a part
of my internal landscape as they are part of a much larger, historical
narrative shaped by colonization. In my mind, an encounter with
them—if it could ever happen—would not just be a reunion with my
roots, but an engagement with the colonial history that has shaped
both their lives and mine. My ancestors would not only speak of
traditions and stories, but would also, I imagine, carry the weight of
Christian persecution, the French occupation, the war, and the
complex struggle for national identity that followed. In that encounter,
postcolonialism becomes a lens through which I would have to
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reconsider not only their experiences but my own as a product of that
history.

As Said suggests, Orientalism is not just a collection of biased images
and stereotypes but a structural way of seeing and knowing the world
that reinforces power imbalances. The West's portrayal of the East,
and specifically Vietnam in my case, has long been constructed
through a lens of exploitation, suppression, and simplification. When I
think of an encounter with my ancestors, I wonder how much of that
narrative has filtered down to me. How do I, as a diasporic
Vietnamese person, reclaim the representation of my culture when the
dominant portrayals of Vietham—whether through war films, colonial
history, or media tropes—are so deeply embedded in Western
imagination?

This brings me back to the “third space” as described by Homi
Bhabha. I can’t help but imagine that my encounter with my ancestral
land, seen through Bhabha’s lens, would take place in such a third
space. As a diasporic Vietnamese person, I exist between multiple
identities: the Vietnamese I carry through my ancestry, the diaspora I
inhabit, and the world that continues to impose its colonial histories
upon us.

In this third space, the boundaries of colonizer and colonized are not
fixed. They are fluid, allowing for the possibility of reimagining both
myself and my ancestral land. Perhaps, then, the potential of such an
encounter isn’t just to reclaim or preserve an identity that has been
fragmented by colonialism, but to engage in a process of continuous
reinvention. The encounter would not simply be a return to an
"authentic" past, but a negotiation of what it means to belong to
Vietnam, both historically and in the present, as a product of
colonization, migration, and diaspora. It is in this hybrid space that I
might find a new kind of voice—one that isn’t solely defined by
colonial legacies, but also by the capacity for transformation and
dialogue.
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Therefore, the first step in my decolonization journey is to search for,
and hopefully reconnect, with my ancestral land and ancestors. The
only problem is: how do I find them? Allegedly, nearly my entire
family fled south in 1954. I vaguely remembered a distant occasion
where my parents were discussing the possibility of having distant
family members still remaining in Ninh Binh province.

The first clue could be found on my 6ng ndi’s (paternal grandfather)
grave in Gia Kiém. His gravestone, reveals his birthplace: “Phat Diém
N. Binh”. Turns out all my pre-1954-born family members on both
my paternal and maternal side were born there. Coincidentally I had
been to Phat Diém during my first trip to Vietnam in 2017 without
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realizing it was my grandparents’ birthplace. The Ninh Binh tour at
that time offered an optional stop at Phat Di¢m’s stone cathedral that
was famous for its traditional Vietnamese architecture. I decided to
include it in our tour, driven by a hunch it might be the place my
ancestors were from.

In 2020, my brother was booked to perform at Equation, an electronic
music festival in Mai Chau, which ultimately pulled us into the
Vietnamese music scene (music has since become a significant "third
space" for me). This would have been our second trip to Vietnam, but
then COVID-19 hit, and I got accepted to Rietveld. Equation was
eventually postponed to April 2022, and by then, we would be the first
foreigners our friends in Ha N§i would see after a strict two-year
border closure. So much had changed in those five years! We were
delightfully shocked by what felt like a cultural revolution. Queer-,
rave-, and club culture were flourishing—there were queer music
collectives, drag queens, drag collectives, Vietnamese DJs, music
producers, and more. During our first trip in 2017, we had tried to find
any trace of these scenes, but they were practically nonexistent, and
queerness seemed to be hidden. Back then, the only club we found in
Ha No6i was Savage (The Observatory in Sai Gon was closed that
year). Apparently, the club and music scene before COVID was
dominated by expats and white club owners. During COVID, many of
them left and/or couldn’t re-enter and it created space for the local
Vietnamese scenes to flourish.

Even though Equation fell right in the middle of the second semester
of my second year at Rietveld, I obviously couldn’t resist. To justify
skipping five weeks of classes, I framed my trip to Vietnam as an
excuse and opportunity to gather material and create new projects. But
much like Vietnam itself, I too was undergoing a cultural revolution.
My first trip in 2017 had sparked my interest in exploring my cultural
heritage, and attending Rietveld motivated me to think about ways to
approach this interest which turned it into an obsession. In other
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words, in 2017, I came as a tourist; in 2022, I came as an art student,
equipped with a postcolonial lens.

The material I gathered during my 2022 trip, like Emperor Thiéu Tri’s
tomb fragments, would pull me even deeper into Vietnam’s history.
The work I created from this material became a way for me to
negotiate my place within it. [ couldn’t wait to return after this
unforgettable trip and already planned to go back in December of that
same year. My early 2022 projects would lead me to the idea of
searching for my ancestors as my next direction to see where this step
would take me geographically, creatively and spiritually.

My mom would eventually inform my cousin, anh Son, about the

project, who in turn asked some elders in Gia Kiém. He then sent my
mom a message...
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01:41

& @ Mai Tralr\n |

Chao Mg, con c6 hoi thim vé
gd nha minh & ngoai bac va
dudc biét: Ngoai dé chi con
ong Chau( la em ctia ba
Hoan, cau Duy hay goi la ri
Hoan),ba Chau mat rdi, 6ng
Hung gi d6 cling mat rdi. Ong
Chau hién bi tai bién ciing
yéu. Cau Tam bao clf vé cau
Ca mau, Kim san, Ninh Binh
hdi 6ng Chau ai cling biét!
Con 1 ngudi nira tén la Thoa la
chau rudt cla ba Vang nifa
nhung hién bi bénh gi d6
chang biét ai vao ai nira.Pay
la thdng tin con hdi may ngudi
I6n trong nha minh, ngoaira
con ko biét gi thém nifa.Tién
day con cling bao cho Cau
MG biét 13 sdng ngay mong
8/12 tGi nay , chau San nha
con di phéng van,Xin Cau Mg
thém I8i cau nguyén cho chau
vGi nhé! Cam dn Cau Mg
nhiéu! ¢




Hiaunt, | have enquired about our family
inthe north and have come to know: only
Mr. Chauiis left out there(a family
member of ba Hoan, uncle Duy[my dad]
has to call her ri(di) Hoan), Mrs. Chau
has passed, ng Hung or something like
that is also dead. Mr. Chau had suffered
astroke and is quite weak. Uncle Tam
said just go to Ca Mau bridge, Kim
San[district] , Ninh Binh, ask for Mr.
Chau and everyone will know! There is 1
more person named Thoa, a niece of ba
Vang [my paternal grandmother] but
she currently has some kind of illness
preventing her from telling people
apart/recognizing people. Thisis the
information that | got from the eldersin
our family, other than this | don’t know
anything else. By the way, | would like to
inform you that your niece(/my
daughter) San will be interviewed from
today until 8/12, | would like to ask if you
could add some prayers for her ok!
Thank you so much uncle and aunt!
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01:47

2 @ Mai Tran

Con di kiém %8

C6 con ai dau ma con di ki€ém,

Chi con 1,2 nguGi aem xa ,gia
rdi, ma bi bénh kg con biét ai
V@i ai nlfa, con chi phung phi
thdi gian, chi con aem gan thi &
Gia kiém hét r6i. Hay ma hiéu Ia
con mudn tim lai té tién ,chi
con md ma ciing chang biét &
dau, bay gid thay ddi hét roi

Ong chau va Thoa thay

Thi ma néi thay, 2 ngudi gia bi
bénh, kg biét ai vdi ai

Bay gid chac gia hon ba
ngoai roi

May ngudi day kh cé chau con
gi ha T




Thanks mom

Ill go look **

There’s no one left for you to find

There are 1,2 distant relatives, they’re
already quite old and demented, you're
only going to waste your time, our close
relatives all live in Gia Kiém. Or do you
mean you want to go find our
ancestors, there are only graves left
but we have noidea where they are,
everything has changed now.

There’s Chau and Thoa though

Like | said, they’re both old and
sick, can’t recognize anyone

| think they’re already older
than grandma

They don’t have any offspring?
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