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Staging/ Translating

Surname Viet Given Name Nam

Susan Pui San Lok

A black screen; a row of female bodies, framed shoulder to hip, stylised
gestures moving decelerated against a watery soundtrack; light(ning?) — rain,
thunder punctuates the title shot, raindrops distort the surface; drumming
triggers a series of black and white images, women — white dresses — hats —
flags — uniforms — guns — framed and re-framed; a brief interval: a contrast
of colour, duration of shot, and silence; a woman's face, head covered by a
scarf, her gaze preoccupied, eyes suddenly meeting yours-mine in the last
frame; a sepia print of a girl-child shoots across the screen, a black and white
still — the preceding frame; phrases of a song, a distant boat on the water, a few
subtitles; a woman weaves; we move abruptly across archive images of women
and children; a black screen. Blue-violet text; a quote: 'Ly, 37 years old...'; a
female voice, disembodied, speaks other words, uneven, aligns with an image,
again, the woman in the scarf.

Surname Viet Given Name Nam;1 the conflation of subject with country in the
title of Trinh T. Minh-ha's 1989 film implies an order of value by which nation
is personified via the dehumanisation and objectification of its subjects, at once
equated with it, and subsumed as its property. If we cast the images of women
preceding the title shot as the subjects in question, their collective naming
infers the submission of gender to nation and the preclusion of heterogeneous
subjectivities by a silent /silenced image of homogeneity. The ambiguity as to
whether this metaphorical subordination translates into an imagined voluntary
embrace of patriotic ideologies, or an enforced political, social and economic
disempowerment, immediately raises questions of the relations of power
inherent in the designation and recognition of a speaking or spoken, naming or
named subject. If the first few minutes of the film invoke dominant narratives
of Vietnamese femininity, the enunciative cues for their simultaneous
disruption and reconfiguration are also already in place. Nothing — no 'thing'
happens — no single 'event', 'establishing shot', nor authoritative voice to
locate me in a 'where', 'when' and 'how'. The alternating brevity and

1 Trinh T. Minh-ha, Surname
Viet, Given Name Nam,
Cinenova, London, 1989, 108
mins, colour & b/w film.
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2 Kaja Silverman, The Subject
of Semiotics, Oxford
University Press, Oxford,
1983, p 47.

3 Luce Irigaray, 'Gesture in
Psychoanalysis', in Sexes and
Genealogies, Columbia
University Press, New York,
1993, p 98.

4 Sigmund Freud, Civilisation
and its Discontents, trans.
James Strachey, W W
Norton & Company, New
York, 1962, p 11-12.

5 In order to differentiate
between the five places from
which the women speak,
citations from the film will
appear in typestyles
corresponding to those
employed in the transcript
as it appears in Trinh T.
Minh-ha, Framer Framed,
Routledge, London, 1992,
followed by '(SV)'. The two
voice-overs in English:
Vietnamese accent — plain,
American accent — italic;
the third voice: bold, with
translations in plain
typeface; subtitled
interviews in Vietnamese
and interviews in English
synchronised with text -
indented plain and italic
texts. All other citations
appear in italics, with
footnotes.

prolonged attenuation of shots, together with discontinuities within and
between image and sound tracks, combine to meet expectations of narrative
stability and cohesion with an ambiguity that insists on a 'severalness',
enabling and demanding readings with, against and beyond the visual grain,
while hinting at the necessary internalisation of a critical distance on the part
of the text. Even as the introduction of archival footage, interviews and voice-
overs suggest the film's 'documentary' as opposed to 'fictional' status, the
binary oppositions of 'objectivity' and 'subjectivity', 'truth' and 'lie', 'authentic'
and 'fake', by which such a distinction is underpinned, begin to come undone.
Working to relocate the cinematic elaboration of Benveniste's rubric of
discourse, which "distinguishes] between the speaking subject... the subject of
speech... and the spoken subject",2 within a postcolonial politics of represen-
tation and translation, the emergence of the text's 'staging' transforms the
question 'central' to this text without centre from a preliminary 'Who is
speaking?' to 'Is she speaking at all/being spoken (for)/where from and how?'

At 24 frames a minute, accompanied by 'appropriate background music',
creating the effect of 'real time' and space, I might assume myself to be witness,
audience to women performing a traditional dance, in traditional dress
(suggested by the uniformity of costume), presumably to 'authentic' traditional
music. Slowed down, music displaced by shifting silence and watery reverber-
ations, the scene transforms. An emphatic display of bodies denoting its
purposeful citation, hence a denaturalisation of culturally designated codes of
behaviour and representation. Arms and hips sway gently, semi-circular
motions repeated as bodies turn and bow, suggesting another/its other scene,
in which the subject delineates a shifting territory of, and around herself,
circumscribing a subjective space to which access, in terms of the coherence of
meaning and identity, is both 'solicited and refused'.3
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6 Phan gai tu duc ven tuyen, /
Cong, dung, ngon, hanh,
giu gin chang sai. (Every
woman must fully practice
and scrupulously conform
to 4 virtues: be skillful in her
work, modest in her
behaviour, soft-spoken in
her language, faultless in her
principles.)

Tai gia tong phu / Xuat gia
tong phu / Phu tu tong tu
(Daughter, she obeys her
father / Wife, she obeys her
husband / Widow, she
obeys her son)

Theo Iuan Iy tam cuong
ngu thuong / dan ba khi
nao cung phai tuy thuoc
dan ong / khi con nho thi
phai theo cha / khi lay
chong thi phai theo con /
suot doi la ke vi thanh
nhan / phai dua vao mot
nguoi dan ong lam chu chot
/ chu khong bao gio duoc
doc lap (According to the
moral of the three
deferments and the five
virtues, / women must
always depend on men /
Child, she must follow her
father / Married, she must
follow her husband /
Widowed, she must follow
her son / all her life she
remains a minor/
depending on a man as on a
central axle / and can never
be self governing).
SVGNN in Trinh, op cit,
1992, pp 84-85.

7 Trinh, '"Who Is Speaking?"
Of Nation, Community and
First Person Interviews'
interview with Isaac Julien
and Laura Mulvey, in ibid,
p 210.

If the 'voicelessness' of Surname Viet's paradoxically destabilising
'establishing shot' denies a position of identification, it simultaneously
intimates the necessity of occupying a linguistic position of subjectivity in
order to be designated as a speaking subject, and might also signify a
purposeful withholding. Tensions and discords, pauses, apertures and rests
accentuate the textures of the acoustic, bind and unbind the visual,
foreshadowing the tactical stagings to follow. As the naming and un-naming of
Vietnamese women is cautiously mediated, the reconfiguration of subaltern to
subject repeatedly inscribed in crossings into/between language(s), recurring
allusions to water recall Freud's description of the 'oceanic', emblematic of the
rhythmic, circular un/folding of the text as 'something limitless, unbounded',
the condition of subjectivity, language and history, and the question of the
other, alike yet unknown, in relations of perpetual becoming and transfor-
mation.4

Women in traditional dress, in everyday wear, weaving, hat-making, selling
goods at the market; women dancing, praying, singing, marching, carrying
arms, dishevelled, clasping children; family snapshots; wedding ceremonies.
Female voices speak from five linguistically, geographically and generationally
differentiated places, the singing of proverbs and poetry alternating and
coinciding with monologues, voice-overs, subtitles and text.5 From archival
war images to a Miss Vietnamese pageant, stories of women warriors, to
pronunciations of the "four virtues and three submissions"6 interweaving
visual, aural and oral strands, demonstrate the insistent designation of
Vietnamese women at the intersection of gender and nation, in terms of
subordination to father, son, husband, state: " — never fully witnessing, only
glorified as heroines or victimized as bystanders of, spectators to, and exiles in
their own history".7 As stories unravel, so the specificities and commonalities
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8 Trinh, 'Between Theory and
Poetry' interview with
Pratibha Parmar, in ibid,
p157.

9 "The 'object-oriented camera'
— a camera that focuses only
on catching the subject and is
eager to objectify — obscures
the role of negative space...
the space that makes both
composition and framing
possible, that characterizes
the way an image breathes.
To see negative space as
intensely as the figure and
the field, instead of
subjecting it to the latter in
cinematography, mise-en-
scène, and narrativity implies
a whole different way of
looking and of relating to
things. This is not far from
the notion of the Void in
Asian philosophies. People
often don't even know what
you are talking about when
you mention the vitality of
the Void in the relationships
between object and non-
object, or between I and non-
I. Again they may think it's a
form of mystification. This is
a problem with reifying,
binarist thinking: emptiness
here is not merely opposed to
fullness or objecthood; it is
the very site that makes
forms and contents possible
— that is, also inseparable."
Trinh, 'From a Hybrid Place'
interview with Judith Mayne,
in ibid, pp 141-142.

10 The Pocket Oxford English
Dictionary, Oxford University
Press, Oxford, 1978.

11 "By having the staged and
the real together, what is
brought out is the element of
fiction in representation —
the fictions of film caught in
the fictions of life." Trinh,
'Why A Fish Pond?' with
Laleen Jayamane and Anne
Rutherford, in Trinh, op cit,
1992, p 165.

of women's internalisation of and
resistances to Confucian patriarchal
ideology emerge, signalling the
disparities between the persistent
glorification and idealisation of
Vietnamese women's heroic
capacity for self-sacrifice, and their
social, political and economic
disempowerment and dehumani-
sation at different historical and
political moments.

The claim of identity is often a
strategic claim. It is a process which
enables me to question my condition
anew... The reflexive question
asked... is no longer... Who am I?
but When, where, how am I.. ? 8

Ostensibly, the interviews function
to situate the 'real/true' voices of
Vietnamese women, 'speaking for
themselves', in opposition to their
'false/silenced/spoken' counter-
parts. Such a reading, with its
attendant ideologies of authenticity
and origins, is problematised as the
staging of the interviews as re-
enactments shifts into visibility.
Settings progress from a discreet
'naturalism' to an increasingly
indiscreet and stylised theatrical
minimalism. From a static and non-
intrusive medium distance during
the first monologue with 'Ly', a
moment before the abrupt end of
the shot recalls and repeats an
earlier still. 'Over-close' to 'Thu
Van' such that only the lower half
of her face is in frame, unstable
camera movements and contrasts of
angles begin to announce an
interested and indiscriminate eye,
equally attentive to the 'object' as
the 'negative space' in frame.9 The
distracted camera distracts; her face
is displaced as the physiognom-
ically privileged signifier of
individuality, identity, and race —
"faceless (-si-) a., (esp.) without
identity; purposely not identi-
fiable"10 — as the camera drifts tea
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12 "... the peoples of Third World
countries used to be lumped
together in their undifferen-
tiated otherness... Even today,
in many mainstream films on
the Vietnamese experience,
the people cast for the
Vietnamese roles are the
neighbouring Southeast
Asians who can hardly speak
a word of Vietnamese. Of
course for many American
viewers, it doesn't matter.
Asians are Asians, and you
can even take someone from
the Philippines or Korea to fill
in the roles." Trinh, 'Film as
Translation, A Net with no
Fisherman', interview with
Scott Macdonald, in ibid,
pp 111-133.
"Now, i am not only given

the permission to open up and
talk, i am also encouraged to
express my difference. My
audience expects it and
demands it; otherwise people
would feel that they have
been cheated... Eager not to
disappoint i try my best to
offer my benefactors and
benefactresses what they most
anxiously yearn for: the
possibility of a difference, yet
a difference or an otherness
that will not go so far as to
question the foundation of
their beings and makings-

Today, planned authenticity
is rife; as a product of
hegemony and a remarkable
counterpart of universal
standardization, it constitutes
an efficacious means of
silencing the cry of racial
oppression. We no longer
wish to erase your difference.
We demand, on the contrary,
that you remember and assert
it..." 'Difference: "A Special
Third World Women Issue"'
in Trinh, Woman Native Other,
Indiana University Press,
Bloomington, 1989,
pp 79-116.

down to her hands, lingers over gestures, pans left, then right to focus on the
white wall and space to either side of her body, articulating its/my/your
desiring gaze yet refusing mastery.

Frequent lighting and 'prop' changes within otherwise bare interiors
foreground the simple manipulations by which a private/domestic and
public/professional space, and associated notions of intimacy/subjectivity and
distance /objectivity, might be simultaneously evoked and undermined. As
'props', including clothes, seem to oscillate between function and metaphor, so
settings hover between naturalism and abstraction, their very neutrality giving
rise to ambiguity. 'Ly' in dark blue-purple shirt, crouched over vegetables, a
chopping board, with knife and bowls, a circle of 'natural' light on the floor;
standing with a broom, caught in a horizontal section of 'daylight', as if from a
window out of frame. 'Thu Van' in white shirt and black trousers, seated; then
again, with a pair of scissors, a red cloth, behind two wooden tables later
standing and pacing before a white wall, the lighting even and constant. 'Cat
Tien' in a beige-grey tunic, seated in a dimly lit 'interior', the camera slowly
receding to allow a few branches to slip into frame; then a close-up in near
darkness, the camera pulling back to reveal the outline of a bowl of water. A
close-up of 'Anh' in a dark brown tunic, barely perceptible, a small lamp to her
right; then in a better light, the camera on her other side; a medium-shot in a
bright white 'room', in a white shirt and doctor's coat, a stethoscope on the
table to her side; then in profile at the table, now lit against black, the same
clothes, the stethoscope around her neck, pouring tea.

In the case of 'Ly', 'Cat Tien' and most noticeably with 'Anh', alterations in
camera angle and distance occur between shots, the resultant discontinuities
accentuating/accentuated by those in the monologues. For their duration, the
camera's movements are slight and largely discreet, emphasising the stillness

4
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13 Silverman, op cit, pp 51-52.

14 Homi K Bhabha, 'Signs
Taken for Wonders', in
Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin
(eds), The Post-Colonial Studies
Reader, Routledge, London,
1995,
p33.

15 Emile Benveniste, Problems in
General Linguistics, trans.
Mary Elizabeth Meek,
University of Miami Press,
Coral Gables, 1971, p 227.

16 Trinh, 'When I Project it is
Silent', interview with
Constance Penley and
Andrew Ross, in op cit, 1992,
p237.

17 Gayatri Spivak, 'Can the
subaltern speak?', in Sarah
Harasym (ed). The Post-
Colonial Critic: Interviews,
Strategies, Dialogues,
Routledge, London, 1990,
pp 307-308.

18 Rey Chow, 'Where Have All
the Natives Gone?', in Rey
Chow, Writing Diaspora:
Tactics of Intervention in
Contemporary Cultural Studies,
Indiana University Press,
Bloomington, 1993, pp 37-38,
112.

19 "Rather than saying that the
native has already spoken
because the dominant
hegemonic discourse is
split/hybrid/different from
itself, and restoring her to her
'authentic' context, we
should argue that it is the
native's silence which is the
most important clue to her
displacement. That silence is
at once the evidence of
imperialist oppression (the
naked body, the defiled
image) and what, in the
absence of the original
witness to that oppression,
must act in its place by
performing or feigning as the
pre-imperialist gaze." Chow,
ibid, p 38.

of the speakers, thus also their few gestures, as they ignore the camera and talk
uninterrupted as if to someone/thing out of frame. By contrast, the evenly lit
shots with 'Thu Van' find both subject and camera markedly less still, 'Thu
Van's' direct address to the camera, as though to a fixed point, acknowledging
and drawing attention to its distracted gaze, while her gestures, pacing, and the
latter's rigid vertical and horizontal patterns of movement, are mutually
heightened.

If the neutrality of the dark clothes worn by 'Ly', 'Cat Tien' and 'Anh'
suggests a certain ambiguity of identity, 'Thu Van's' white shirt and black
trousers might then be read as representing a duality, symbolically
transgressed by the small movements of her hands over the gap between two
tables, and later by her literal criss-crossing of the space in front of a white wall.
'Ann's' adoption of a white coat in later shots constitutes the only 'costume'
change, a reminder of the coding of identities in dress, whose
ambiguities/trangressions signal the reappearance of the women as 'Khien',
'Hien', 'Kim' and 'Yen'. Subsequent changes in light and location, from
interiors to exteriors, the 'artificial' to the 'natural', together with hairstyle,
make-up and clothes, therefore reveal not the 'real' women behind their
'fictive' roles, but rather demonstrate a series of dramatic shifts (in the sense of
both the 'sudden' and the 'theatrical') in the purposeful 'staging of identity'.11

The most explicit cues come about half-way through the film when the
progression through degrees of 'staged-ness' culminates in the changes of
scene between 'Ann's' monologue, a shot with 'Thu Van', alternations with
shots with 'Ly', and the beginning of a second set of interviews in which the
women playing the interviewees are re-framed 'as themselves'. 'Anh' stops
speaking, her expression and attitude alter; relaxing, she removes her glasses,
stethoscope, and turns to the camera. The moment recalls the end of the very
first shot with 'Ly', in which her eye catches the camera's gaze. Minus props,
anticipating appraisal or perhaps her next cue, the interval demands acknowl-
edgement of a performance, it signals the separation of speaker from
monologue, from a 'given' identity. Excerpts of text enter 'late' and fade 'early',
echoing and anticipating 'Thu Van's' words. She faces the camera with the
expression, 'and have the illusion', and walks out of frame. A lengthy silence,
her absence disorientates; without a body or voice, the wall seems to dissolve.
Re-entering as the shot ends, her words coincide with a voice-over's:

'I am caught between two worlds...'

'— and I would have to affirm this uncertainty: is a translated interview a written
or spoken object?'

As common preconceptions of the intrinsic objectivity and neutrality of the
interviewing medium are undermined, and the possibility of a coherent,
totalising meaning refuted, boundaries between documentary and fiction,
objectivity and subjectivity, inferiority and exteriority, blur, erode, turn inside
out. Revealing themselves to be staged, mediated and constructed, as opposed
to 'natural', 'spontaneous' and 'unaffected', the 'truths' of the interviews are
displaced, dispersed as fictions among fictions, while the related notion of
'authenticity' and the seemingly politically correct, magnanimous gesture of
'giving voice' problematised.

Elsewhere, Trinh has argued that, where an 'authentic' other is posited
against an 'inauthentic' other, or where differences are named 'affirmatively' in
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20 From Chow's discussion of
Chinese women's relationship
to speech, ibid, p 37.

21 "...the classical economy of film
is its organization... as organic
unity and the form of that
economy is narrative, the
narrativization of film... filmic
procedures are to be held as
narrative instances (very much
as cues) exhaustively, without
gap or contradiction", Stephen
Heath, 'Narrative Space', in
Questions of Cinema, Macmillan,
London, 1981, pp 43, 54.

22 Jean-Louis Baudry, 'Ideological
Effects of the Basic
Cinematographic Apparatus',
in Bill Nichols (ed), Movies &
Methods Vol II, University of
California Press, Berkeley,
1985, p 296.

23 Mary Ann Doane, 'The Voice
in the Cinema: The
Articulation of Body and
Space', in Weiss and Belton
(eds), Film Sound: Theory and
Practice, University of
Columbia Press, New York,
1985, p 335.

24 "li'gature 1. n. Tie or bandage
(esp. In Surg.); thing that
unites, bond; (Mus.) 'slur', 'tie'
(Print) two or more letter
joined (ff, x, etc). 2. v.t Bind or
connect with ligature." The
Pocket Oxford Dictionary. For
discussions of 'suture', see
Heath, op cit, pp 66-112, and
Silverman, op cit,
pp 194-236.

25 Irigaray, op cit, p 99.

26 "'Voice-off refers to instances
in which we hear the voice of a
character who is not visible
within the frame. Yet the film
establishes, by means of
previous shots or other
contextual determinants, the
character's 'presence' in the
space of the scene, in the
diegesis... The traditional use
of voice-off constitutes a denial
of the frame as a limit and an
affirmation of the unity and
homogeneity of the depicted
space." Doane in Weiss and
Belton (eds), op cit, p 338.

an effort to rectify the homogenising 'undifferentiated otherness' into which
the identities of marginalised subjects are often collapsed, such tactics result in
an essentialist reinstatement of dualistic subject/other relations.12 As Rey Chow
warns, whether deliberately deployed as a move to 'silenc[e] the cry of racial
oppression', or 'generously', by a 'well-meaning' subject who presupposes an
unproblematic transition from subaltern to subject status, the gesture of 'giving
voice' too easily becomes one of 'speaking for' — a ventriloquism by which we
'have the illusion' that the otherwise silent minor/subaltern/other is 'speaking
freely', and the untranslatability of her/his history is violently erased.

By 'speaking for' the other we leave intact the set of binaries in which the
colonised non-West is constituted as Unconscious Other to the colonial West's
self-appointed Conscious Subject. However, if the subject is split in
enunciation, and the discourse of the one cannot be construed without that of
the other ('neither can be conceived exclusively in terms of its capacity to
speak, both are simultaneously spoken'), the discourse of the other might be
discerned in "those moments of seeming silence within and around discursive
events... when language would appear to cease, and with it subjectivity".13 It
could thus be argued that the silence of the subaltern is "not really silent at all",
articulating rather "the inaudible sounds of a second discourse, a discourse of
which the subject remains oblivious", inscribing thus a 'double vision' and
effecting a resistance, as Homi Bhabha suggests, in the very ambivalence of the
presence and authority of the colonial text.14

Others would contend that to confine the discourse of the subaltern to the
negativity and silences of the conscious discourse of the subject is to affirm that
the other is destined never to speak, only to be spoken. If "[l]anguage is... the
possibility of subjectivity",15 silences, whether incidental to voluntary, fail as
strategies of resistance precisely on account of their dependence on their
acknowledgement as such:

...the risk of going unheard is too great in a context where anonymity bears a strong
negative connotation and silence can almost never be understood as a will not to say but
only as a lack, a weakness or an effacement.16

Following Gayatri Spivak's assertion that "[i]f the subaltern can speak... the
subaltern is not a subaltern anymore",17 recognising that... "'speaking' itself
belongs to an already well-defined structure and history of domination",18

Chow suggests that we turn to the (subaltern-) subject's silences in speaking as
strategic clues to her displacement and historical oppression, marks of the
untranslatability inherent in her 'translation' from subaltern to subject.19 Thus,
while Surname Viet suggests that Vietnamese women have been precluded
from "the ownership — the propriety, the property — of speaking... because it
has always been assumed by others in the name of the people, the oppressed
classes, and the nation",20 its pauses, hesitations, silences, disjunctures and gaps
within and between visual, aural and linguistic registers, can be seen as
strategic in negotiating the hegemonies of knowledge and power in which
discourse is invariably implicated.

The relationship between 'speaking subject, subjects of speech and spoken
subject' is premised not on the continuity of narrative space and time, the
constitution of a unified coherent subject pertaining to the classical economy of
film, but on the foregrounding, rather than foreclosure, of "the other scene of
its vision..., the outside — heterogeneity, contradiction, history — of its
coherent address" .21 Insisting on a distance, a gap, in which the intervention of
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27 "It is precisely because the
voice is not localizable,
because it cannot be yoked to
a body, that it is capable of
interpreting the image,
producing its truth.
Disembodied, lacking any
specification in space or time,
the voiceover is, as Bonitzer
points out, beyond criticism -
it censors the questions 'Who
is speaking?', 'Where?', 'In
what time?', and 'For whom?'.
Pascal Bonitzer, 'Les Silences
de la voix,' Cahiers du cinema,
no 256, February-March, cited
in Doane, ibid, p 341.

28 "At the cinema, the sonorous
envelope provided by the
theatrical space together with
techniques employed in the
construction of the sound
track work to sustain the
narcissistic pleasure derived
from the image of a certain
unity, cohesion, and hence, an
identity grounded by the
spectator's phantasmatic
relation to his/her own body.
The aural illusion of position
constructed by the approxi-
mation of sound perspective
and by techniques which
spatialize the voice and
endow it with 'presence'
guarantees the singularity and
stability of a point of audition,
thus holding at bay the
potential trauma of dispersal,
dismemberment, difference."
Doane, ibid, p 343.

29 Ibid, p 345.

30 "Alongside each utterance...
off-stage voices can be
heard.... in their interweaving,
these voices (whose origin is
'lost' in the vast perspective of
the already-written) de-
originate the utterance...",
Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans.
Richard Miller, Hill and
Wang, New York, 1974, cited
in Silverman, op cit, p 50.

31 Heath, op cit, p 55.

32 Trinh, op cit, 1992, p 146.

33 Desa Philippi on Mona
Hatoum's Measures of Distance
(1988), in 'The Witness Beside
Herself, Third Text, no 12,
1990, p 78.

the apparatus, Trinh's mediation,
become in/visible, in/audible,
"[b]oth specular tranquillity and
the assurance of one's own identity
collapse"22 before the rupturing of
the 'reality' of the cinema. In place
of a "phantasmatic body" to
"[offer] a support as well as a point
of identification for the subject
addressed by the film", confirm the
coherence of the senses, the
subject's unity, "presence-to-itself",
and speech as individual property
right,23 Surname Viet enunciates 'an-
other' body — for whom speech
must be both claimed and
disclaimed — 'other-s-ubjects' —
heterogeneous, multiple, frag-
mented, mutually imbricated,
impossible to know.

A momentary disorientation at
the beginning of the first
monologue with 'Ly', when her
words are neither coincident with
the on-screen text, nor heard with
an image; passages in which 'Cat
Tien's' voice is intermittently
overlaid with an accompanied
singing, an American-English
speaking voice-over, or her own
voice speaking in Vietnamese; the
introduction of 'Anh' in near total
darkness, two voices, one closer
than the other, wavering in volume,
hovering with her image, words
repeated between, and on-screen.
The synchronisation of voice with
image, key to the operation of
'suture', here alternates with the
evidencing of (to draw on another
surgical term) their 'ligature' — the
(un) binding, tying, and slurring (as
of two letters, or a musical phrase)
of visual, aural, and linguistic
strands.24 Trinh's 'misuse' of
synchronicity repeatedly 'maligns'
and mal-aligns voice with body,
neither always 'given'. Wandering
from the 'proper' sites of identity,
preceding/exceeding their 'appro-
priate' bodies, speaking to/near
each other, "with (sometimes in) a
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34 "...the notion of displacement
is also a place of identity:
there is no real me to return
to, no whole self that
synthesizes the woman, the
woman of colour and the
writer; instead, diverse
recognitions of self through
difference, and unfinished,
contingent, arbitrary closures
that make possible both
politics and identity." Trinh,
op cit, 1992, p 157.

35 Ibid, p 194.

36 Trinh, T. Minh-ha, When the
Moon Waxes Red, Routledge,
London, 1991, p 157.

37 Rey Chow, 'Film as
Ethnography', in Primitive
Passions: Visuality, Sexuality,
Ethnography and Contemporary
Chinese Cinema, Columbia
University Press, New York,
1995. Chow cites the Italian
expression 'traduttore,
traditore' ('translator,
traitor'); pp 182-184.

38 "It is assumed that
translation means a
movement from the 'original'
to the language of
'translation' but not vice-
versa; it is assumed that the
value of translation is
derived solely from the
'original', which is the
authenticator of itself and of
its subsequent versions. Of
the 'translation', a tyrannical
demand is made: the
translation must perform its
task of conveying the
'original' without leaving its
own traces; the 'originality of
translation' must lie 'in self-
effacement, a vanishing act'."
Ibid, p 184.

39 "...all the literature of the
Third World gets translated
into a sort of with-it
translatese, so that the
literature by a woman in
Palestine begins to resemble,
in the feel of its prose,
something by a man in
Taiwan. The rhetoricity of
Chinese and Arabic! The
cultural politics of high-
growth, capitalist Asia-
Pacific, and devastated West
Asia! Gender difference
inscribed and inscribing in
these differences!" Gayatri
Spivak, Outside in the
Teaching Machine, Routledge,
London, 1993, p 182.

silence",25 voices are disconcertingly doubled, multiplied, and cut off abruptly,
accumulating and collapsing into the same moment. Distinctions between
'voice-offs' and 'voice-overs' become troubled; the former, traditionally
deployed in classical narrative film to "[hold] a spectacle to a space",26 by
contrast call attention to the disunity and heterogeneity, the disparate excesses
that the limits of the frame would conventionally seek to deny; similarly, where
voice-overs might in the realm of 'fiction' be understood as representing a
character's inner thoughts or 'conscience', or in the case of 'documentary',
signal an 'objective authority' positing truths concerning an 'out-there' reality,27

here they are differentiated by gender, number, a non-hierarchical relation
beside/within other voices, oscillating in volume, complementing, supple-
menting, distracting and contrasting the image track. Effecting tears in the
sonorous envelope of the cinema's theatrical and diegetic space, dissolving the
illusion of the subject's 'presence-to-itself, a singular and stable point of
audition is repeatedly denied.28 Across the resultant multiple and fragmented
temporalities and spatialities, anonymity attracts rather than deflects attention,
precisely to differences of language, accent, tone, and manner of speech,
intimating the subjective, geographic, cultural and linguistic specificities of the
subject, who nonetheless remains unfixed, a plural potential. Embodied,
disembodied, emphasising "what Barthes refers to as the 'grain' of the voice
over and against its expressivity or power of representation",29 the utterances of
the Vietnamese women are de-originated, de-authenticated.30 Dislocated from
the 'safe place' of the text,31 no longer securing/secured to the visual narrative
but inscribed in a continuum of displacements, voices may be said to occupy
paradoxically 'a no place' — a space of non-fixity and instability. As the women
"embody other selves, other voices, and drift back to their own selves which
are not really their 'natural' selves but the selves they want to project in front
of the camera",32 their doubling figures "simultaneously [as] a splitting as the
coinciding of the two... speaks the very distance separating them".33 Evoking
the historical, geographical and political proximities and distances between
generations of Vietnamese women, the voice becomes both the site and means
of the transgression of boundaries, and the intériorisation of distances,
signalling the perpetual dispersal and reconfiguration of the subject along the
axes of sexual, racial and cultural difference.34

"I am caught between two worlds...."

"— and I would have to affirm this uncertainty: is a translated interview a written
or spoken object?"

"Interview: an antiquated device of documentary. Truth is selected, reviewed,
displaced and speech is always tactical."

On the brink of the second set of interviews, 'Thu Van's' words caution once
more against a naive reading of their 'authenticity' against the 'staged-ness' of
the first. Speaking of conflicting ideological and experiential realities, the
words also point to interstitial positionings between "the differing fictions of
living and acting".35 As stories in Vietnam and America are juxtaposed,
slippages between languages, modes of speech, between 'Ly' - 'Hien',
'Thu Van' - 'Khien', 'Cat Tien' - 'Kim' and 'Anh' - 'Yen', resonate with the
dis/continuities and conflicts of struggles to locate a subjective space 'in-
between' identities, cultures, histories and ideologies, a performative
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40 Talal Asad, 'The Concept of
Cultural Translation in
British Social Anthropology',
in Writing Culture: The Poetics
and Politics of Ethnography,
James Clifford and George E.
Marcus (eds), University of
California Press, Berkeley
and Los Angeles, pp
157-158, quoted in Chow,
op cit, 1995, p 178.

41 Chow, op cit, 1995, p 177.

42 Iain Chambers, 'Signs of
Silence, Lines of Listening', in
Chambers and Curti (eds),
The Postcolonial Question:
Common Skies, Divided
Horizons, Routledge, London,
1996, p 49.

43 Spivak, op cit, 1993,
pp 179-180.

44 "There is a way in which the
rhetorical nature of every
language disrupts its logical
systemacity. If we emphasize
the logical at the expense of
these rhetorical interferences,
we remain safe. 'Safety' is the
appropriate term here,
because we are talking of
risks, of violence to the
translating medium." Spivak,
op cit, 1993, pp 170-181.

45 I borrow this expression from
John Mowitt's 'Sembene
Ousmane's Xala:
Postcoloniality and Foreign
Film Languages', in Camera
Obscura, no 31,1993, p 78.

46 Ibid. Mowitt qualifies Xala's
bilingualism in terms of "the
dense interplay among
French and Wolof 'shots'",
where the former conform to
the desire for continuity that
determines shot selection in
western cinematic discourse,
"irreducibly driven by the
logic of the copula", and the
latter, in accordance with the
persistent attenuation of the
verb 'to be' in the syntax of
Wolof, are marked by the
absence of the copula. To
what extent the shot
sequences in Surname Viet
might be said to enunciate
the syntactical properties of
Vietnamese, is, unfortu-
nately, a question that
exceeds the scope of this
essay.

negotiation of what Trinh has called "the challenge of the hyphenated-
reality".36 Traversed by the question/statement of undecideability posed by the
voice-over, which refers to the gap between subject and speech, speech and
writing, the infinite displacement of meaning in the play of image, word and
text, followed shortly by a brief exchange between voice-overs alluding to the
processes of recording, transcribing, translating and editing, out of which the
filmic text has come, the question of the politics of translation is explicitly
raised.

Precisely because translation is an activity that immediately problematises the ontological
hierarchy of languages — 'which is primary and which is secondary?' — it is also the place
where the oldest prejudices about origins and derivations come into play most forcefully...37

"Grafting several languages, cultures and realities onto a single body. The problem
of translation, after all, is a problem of reading and of identity." (SV)

Presupposing the neutrality and transitivity of language, 'good' translation is
generally understood as a unidirectional movement, qualified in terms of
'fidelity', from the self-authenticating 'original' to the 'language of translation'.
If, as Chow says, a "tyrannical demand is made: the translation must perform
its task of conveying the 'original' without leaving its own traces",38 translation
itself demonstrates a certain tyranny, where Third World languages are
concerned, Spivak suggests that the real danger of betrayal pertains to their
systematic "wholesale translation into English", when the democratic law of
the majority becomes confused with the law of the strongest.39 If the relative
political-economic instability of the Third World renders their languages more
vulnerable to "forcible transformation in the translation process",40 this results
in "the continual privileging of Western modes of language, philosophy, and
historiography as 'standard knowledge', and the continual marginalisation of
the equivalents from the non-West".41

To desire then the self-effacement of the translation is to disavow the
historical specificity of the translator and her/his imbrication in relations of
power, knowledge and difference. To fail to recognise that "translation — mine
of an other, an other's of me — is never a transparent activity but always
involves a process of re-citing, hence cultural and historical re-siting",42 is to
concur with a 'speaking for'/'in the place of an homogenised other.
Understood not in terms of the transferral of bodies of meaning, but as a
process of meaning-construction, translation's infidelity — its 'betrayal' of an
imaginary 'authenticity' — becomes inevitable, even desirable.43 As a "miming
of the responsibility to trace the other in the self", the task of translation, Spivak
contends, must entail a displacement of the violence of translation with a
"violence to the translating medium"; a privileging of 'rhetoricity' over 'logic',
an acknowledgement of silences, as marks of the experientially and discur-
sively untranslatable, or otherwise co-operate with "a species of neo-colonialist
construction of the non-Western scene".44

Un-stitching text from voice as well as voice from image, opening up gaps
and displacements between the written/sung/spoken, Trinh 'makes strange'
the normalised, familiar practices of substituting one voice for another,
revealing, refusing, the fallacy of homogeneity and closure. On-screen text
seems initially to have an explanatory/validatory function introducing the
interviewees with a designation of identity and location, providing translations
of songs and proverbs for non-Vietnamese speakers. Feigning the role of
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47 Walter Benjamin, 'On
Language as such and the
Language of Man', cited in
Homi K Bhabha, 'Unpacking
my library... again', in
Chambers & Curti (eds),
op cit, p 203.

48 Chambers, ibid, p 50.

49 Spivak, op cit, 1993, pp 183,
186.

50 Ibid, p 76.

51 "S/he who speaks, speaks to
the tale as s/he begins telling
and retelling it. S/he does
not speak about it. For,
without a certain work of
displacement, 'speaking
about' only partakes in the
conservation of systems of
binary opposition
(subject/object; I/It;
We /They) on which territori-
alized knowledge
depends...", Trinh, 1991,
op cit, p 12.

52 Ibid, p 20.

53 Chambers, in Chambers and
Curti (eds), op cit, p 59.

54 An elaboration of Spivak's
reference to the
" academic/ intellectual /artist
hybrid", displacing the
divisional, diagonal stroke ' / '
with a hyphen, marking thus
a conjunction, division, a
break in sense, an omission.
Spivak, op cit, 1993, p x.

55 Trinh, op cit, 1989,
pp 122-123.

56 Stuart Hall, 'When was 'the
post-colonial'? Thinking at
the limit', in Chambers and
Curti (eds), op cit, p 247. A
Derridean reading of
Surname Viet must be the
subject of another paper. For
a reading of Trinh's Woman,
Native, Other from such a
perspective, see Herman
Rapaport, 'Decontruction's
Other: Trinh T. Minh-ha and
Jacques Derrida', diacritics,
vol 25 no 2, 1995, pp 98-113.

'subtitles', promising to smooth out unruly rhetoric, to compensate and
decipher the inaudible and incomprehensible, its perceived coherence and
authority are gradually diminished by its minimal appearances, hence non-
synchronicity with the spoken, and formal inconsistencies (at times covering
the entire screen), succeeding by contrast to amplify discrepancies between
spoken and written, to compound difficulties between seen and heard.

From Vietnamese to English, English to Vietnamese, the alternation and
displacement of languages from their recognised cultural context intimate the
issues of cultural translation implicit in the challenge of a diasporic present, as
well as the legacy of Vietnam's — and Vietnamese women's — politically and
ideologically colonised past. "Linguistic antagonisms"45 are manifested in
grammatical anomalies, syntactical omissions and mispronunciations that
mark degrees of difficulty with a language that is other to the 'mother' tongue,
the measured, sometimes difficult pace of the speakers emphasised by
unusually long takes. The hegemonic status of English over other languages is
destabilised, not by a mere reversal or inversion, but by opening up language
as process and transformation. Via a tactics of repetition and displacement, by
which the tensions and ambiguities between so many 'unfaithful' renderings
are brought into relief, the 'logic' of the 'language of translation' is ruptured by
the rhetoricity of so many 'originals'.

With/in/between the gaps and disjunctures of visual, aural and
linguistic registers, the filmic text might be said to demonstrate an "imperfect
bilingualism"46 at both narrative and enunciative levels, or perhaps a 'trans-
lingualism', by which the uneasy movements and difficult crossings between
'selves', languages, cultures are invoked in the staging/translating of speech,
silences and gestures. Disclosing/un-closing the multi-directional, multi-
dimensional processes of the filmic text-as-translation, "pass[ing] through
continua of transformation, not abstract ideas of identity and similarity",47

in/visibly invoking the infinite reverberations of the 'transverse, trans-
national, trans-cultural movements' of the 'postcolonial' moment, Surname Viet
embodies its own destiny and those of the subjects it inscribes — "never to add
up, to arrive at complete comprehension or an exhaustive account".48

"Surname Viet Given Name Nam
Film by Trinh T Minh-ha" (SV)

rain drums the screen ripples the words

"We call her: Trieu Thi Trinh, but also Trieu Trinh Vuong, Trieu-Trinh, Trieu-Au,
Ba Trieu/"

"Van-Lang, Nam-Viet, Hoang Viet, Dai Viet, An-Nam (Bak Ky - Le Tonkin; Trung
Ky - An Nam; Nam Ky - la Conchine), French Indochina, (Viet-Nam, 'Nam)"
(SV)

Trinh's violence to the fabric of the filmic text, disruptions of the perceived
'logic' of the medium of translation, make possible her 'intimacy' in the act of
translation, in which not only "the history of the language" and "the history of
the language-in-and-as-translation", but also "the history of the author's
moment... figure in the weaving".49 Words appear three times in gold on black,
three namings, three conjugations brought into correlation. In the first instance,
the choice of preposition over possession suggests Trinh's desire to position
herself in non-mastering, non-proprietorial relation 'by', 'near', 'alongside' the
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57 Trinh, op c i t , 1991,
pp 104-105.

58 Trinh, op c i t , 1992, p 121.

59 Trinh, op cit, 1991, pp 14,
104-105, 107, 159.

60 "In the complex reality of
post-coloniality it is... vital to
assume one's radical
'impurity' and to recognize
the necessity of speaking
from a hybrid place, hence of
saying at least two, three
things at the same time."
Trinh, op rit, 1992, p 140.

61 "There are... probably in
every culture, in every
civilization, real places —
places that do exist and that
are formed in the very
founding of society — which
are something like counter-
sites, a kind of effectively
enacted Utopia in which the
real sites, all the other real
sites that can be found in
culture are simultaneously
represented, contested, and
inverted. Places of this kind
are outside all places, even
though it may be possible -to
indicate their location in
reality. Because these places
are absolutely different from
all the sites that they reflect
and speak about, I shall call
them, by way of contrast to
Utopias, heterotopias...
capable of juxtaposing in a
single place several spaces,
several sites that are in
themselves incompatible."
Michel Foucault, 'Of Other
Spaces', in diacritics, Spring,
1986.

62 "And yet it is passed on, with
the mark of untranslatability
on it, in the bound book.
Beloved, that we hold in our
hands. Contrast this to the
confidence in accessibility in
the house of power, where
history is waiting to be
restored." Spivak, op cit,
1993, p 195.

text and its subjects. Indirectly invoked through the literal inscription of her
name into a genealogy of female figures of resistance, her encounters with the
histories she translates acknowledged between 'voice-overs', the enunciative
traces of her 'translation' are insistently evidenced in the in/ visible, in/audible.
Participating in the re-naming of Vietnamese women, hence also of Vietnam,
she re-names herself, for she is unable to "speak of them without speaking of
herself, of history without involving her story".50 Speaking to, with, alongside
others,51 admitting "the anteriority of the tale to the teller... the merging of the
two through a speech-act",52 she alludes to, yet de-authorises her author-
identity, unconfirmed until the end credits, marking her particularity, her
"somewhere, not everywhere"53 within shifting terrains, a so-called
"Vietnamese - American woman - academic - intellectual - artist - filmmaker
- translator - storyteller hybrid".54

In this chain and continuum, I am but one link. The story is me neither me nor mine. It
does not really belong to me, and while I feel greatly responsible for it, I also enjoy the
irresponsibility of the pleasure obtained through the process of transferring. Pleasure in the
copy, pleasure in the reproduction. No repetition can ever be identical, but my story carries
with it their stories, their history, and our story repeats itself endlessly...
...Each story is at once a fragment and a whole; a whole within a whole. And the same story
has always been changing, for things which do not shift and grow cannot continue to
circulate. Dead times, dead words, dead tongues. Not to repeat in oblivion.55

Film-as-translation-as-transformation, as auto/biography, as histor(iograph)y.
Moving beyond binarisms, "from one conception of difference to another...
from difference to difference"56 displacing hierarchical notions of origins and
authenticity with multiplicity, partiality and impurity as the conditions of
subjective, linguistic and cultural translation, relations of domination and
resistance are disrupted by the inscriptions and reverberations of other lives,
other stories, other languages. In a heterogeneous reality that is "not merely
double, but... invokes the crossing of an indeterminate number of borderlines,
one that remains multiple in its hyphenation", the reclamation of identity is
sought through the modifying of frontiers, difference produced as "situated,
shifting and contingent... the only constant [being]... the irresistible to-and-fro
movement across (sexual and political) boundaries".57 Naming and un-naming,
T am neither autonomous, authentic, nor self-determining — T cannot
monopolise — am only momentarily T in utterance, am "the site where all other
Ts can enter and cut across one another".58 Plural, indeterminate, unstable — not
'being' but 'becoming'; the "Vietnamese - American - women - immigrants -
professionals - mothers - wives - daughters - sisters" are irreducible to a 'pure'
origin, essence and utterance; 'imperfectly' bi-trans-lingual, polyphonous, silent,
duplicitous, true, "born over and over again as hyphen rather than as fixed
entity",59 they speak "from a hybrid place, ...saying at least two, three things at
the same time",60 transgress histories, geographies and languages in the
'heterotopia' of the cinematic text, "a space of illusion that exposes every real
space, all the sites in which human life is partitioned, as still more illusory".61

Their stories are passed on, with "the mark of untranslatability".62

All film stills courtesy of Cinenova.

A version of this paper was presented at 'Identities', the Association of Art
Historians 24th Annual Conference, University of Plymouth at Exeter,
April 4th 1998.
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