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‘Nothing separates the Vietnam War and the film that was made and 
continues to be made about it.’ 

–Trinh T. Minh-Ha, Surname Viet Given Name Nam (1989)1 

I watched Spike Lee’s Da 5 Bloods (2020) with my heart in my throat.2 My body was 
sick with the anticipation instilled by years of watching Hollywood representations of 
the Vietnam War (1955–1975) and the East Asian Other. To be precise, I anticipated the 
miscommunication between American G.I.s and Vietnamese villagers, the resulting 
escalation of suspense, and the seemingly inevitable aftermath, wherein the villagers 
are massacred for either refusing to give up the Viet Cong, or simply not 
understanding English. Such an order of events crops up in Oliver Stone’s Platoon 
(1986) with the titular troop ultimately setting the village ablaze, and in Francis Ford 
Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979) with a Vietnamese family gunned down out of mere 
suspicion.3 In these instances, the Vietnamese people – my people – are depicted like 
walking skeletons that barely utter anything comprehensible, even to the ears of those 
who speak and grew up with the Vietnamese language. Their motivations, struggles, 
humanity appear up to interpretation by the present G.I.s, who can mediate and filter 
the Vietnamese’s actions and reactions through the hostile imperial gaze.  

Although Da 5 Bloods entails a similarly staged attack at the film’s midpoint, it 
dramatically departs from this ‘unknown Oriental’ paradigm by depicting the African-
American troops stooping low in the grass to prey on unsuspecting Vietnamese 
soldiers.4 Here, though the camera assumes the perspectives of the G.I.s as they 
observe the Vietnamese soldiers from the tall grass, the superimposed subtitles 
coupled with clearly-spoken Vietnamese articulate their humanity unlike any 
Hollywood productions that came before. This does not mean the Vietnamese soldiers 
discuss Nietzsche or debate Soviet intervention; they simply speak of letters from 
home, recite poetry, and contemplate their legacy in the War. The dialogue’s simplicity 
ruptured the tension held in my body – not only does the scene shift the paradigmatic 
portrayal of Vietnamese people, it also closely resembles the images of Vietnamese 
heroism that I grew up with. The realisation that these images have often been 

 
1 Trinh, T. M. (dir.), Surname Viet Given Name Nam, Trinh T. Minh-Ha, 1989. 
2 S. Lee (dir.), Da 5 Bloods, 40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks, Rahway Road, Lloyd Leven/Beatriz Levin 
Production, Netflix, 2020. 
3 O. Stone (dir.), Platoon, Helmdale Film Corporation, Orion Pictures, 1986; F. F. Coppola (dir.), 
Apocalypse Now, United Artists, 1979. 
4 J. Kleinen, ‘Framing “the Other”. A critical review of Vietnam war movies and their presentation of 
Asians and Vietnamese’, Asia Europe Journal, vol. 1, 2003, p. 433. 
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conveyed verbally through word-of-mouth legends prompts me to search and learn 
more about Vietnamese war films, and about how they represent the people’s 
humanity. 

Indeed, while lore, music, and poetry about wartime sacrifices are ever-present 
in the national consciousness, Vietnamese productions about the War are rarely made, 
researched, discussed, and celebrated. Dana Healy, a prominent researcher on 
Vietnamese war films, argues that even as the population grows eager to reflect on 
their experiences in the 20th century, such cultural explorations are subjected to a 
political regime that either ‘substitutes genuine human experiences with 
schematic...military rhetoric’ or leads ‘a concerted campaign to impede a frank 
discussion of the war experiences’.5 Since the publication of Healy’s article in 2010, 
several Vietnamese war films have been produced and distributed nationally as 
tentpoles, namely Don’t Burn (Dang Nhat Minh, 2009), The Scent of Burning Grass 
(Nguyen Huu Muoi, 2010), and The Legend Makers (Bui Tuan Dung, 2013), and thus 
suggest a renewed federal and cultural interest in representing the War.6 Yet Mariam 
B. Lam contends that even when these films have the ‘greatest global cultural 
resonance and highest quality’, they can be undervalued as ‘the state, critics, and new 
film audience do not yet have the critical vocabulary to engage in the kinds of cultural 
discourse’.7 As early as 1989, in her experimental film about Vietnamese identity, Trinh 
T. Minh-Ha frames these cultural discourses and expressions as political 
manifestations by arguing that – as encapsulated by the epigraph beginning this essay 
–  films are extensions of war. It is important then to examine the forces embroiled in 
this conflict, and to do so in the manner that levels the playing field for Vietnamese 
communities across the Globe. Considering the saturated examination of the global 
north’s depictions of the Vietnam War, and the collective laments by Healy, Lam, and 
Trinh, my work offers a responding critical overview of Vietnamese war films. Starting 
with a brief history of the national cinema, which is followed by a discussion of 
censorship and frameworks with which the films can be considered, this essay 
demonstrates the robust research that can (and needs to) be conducted on Vietnamese 
war films. 

Not much is known about Vietnamese film history, and what is known can be 
misconstrued by the (post)socialist government to advance certain narratives about its 
relationship with imperialism and communism. Certainly, the Vietnamese account 
claims that the cinema for the people did not begin until August 1945, when political 
events – such as Ho Chi Minh reading the Declaration of Independence – were 
documented and screened to the masses.8 John Charlot, having researched Vietnamese 

 
5 D. Healy, ‘From triumph to tragedy: visualizing war in Vietnamese film and fiction’, South East Asia 
Research, vol. 18, iss. 2, 2010, p. 326. 
6 Dang, N. M. (dir.), Don’t Burn [Dung Dot], Hoi Dien Anh Production Company, Phuong Nam 
Distribution Company, 2009; Nguyen, H. M. (dir.), The Scent of Burning Grass [Mui Co Chay], Diep Van 
Production Company, Vietnam Film Company, 2010; Bui, T. D. (dir.), The Legend Makers [Nhung Nguoi 
Viet Huyen Thoai], Vuonh Duc, Vietnam Film Company, 2013.  
7 M. B. Lam, ‘Viet Nam’s Growing Pains: Postsocialist Cinema Development and Transnational Politics’, 
in S. Laderman and E. Martini (eds.), Four Decades On: Vietnam, the United States, and the Legacies of the 
Second Indochina War, Durham & London, Duke University Press, 2013, p. 178. 
8 P. Bui, ‘The Seventh Goddess’, Framework: The Journal of Cinema and Media, vol. 25, 1984, pp.  71-87, 89, 
91-93. Bui does not argue against the fact that there were cinemas prior to 1945. He however notes that 
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film history and liaised with the state Cinema Department, argues that Vietnamese 
cinema owes a great debt to French colonists: they introduced film to the country in 
the 1910s, and even filmed the widely distributed footage of Ho reading the 
Declaration.9 Either way, Mariam B. Lam emphasises that the South Vietnamese film 
industry is rarely mentioned in these narratives, even when the period between 1945 
and 1975 was particularly productive due to international investment.10 Lam believes 
that this omission was deliberate and accomplished through the destruction and 
limitation of access to films.11 One such film is Ha Thuc Can’s Land of Sorrows (1973–
1974) – a co-production between South Vietnam and France that uses raw footage of 
the Battle of Hue to communicate an anti-war message.12 Although singer-songwriter 
Trinh Cong Son, who starred in the film and contributed to its soundtrack, rose to 
prominence in Vietnam, Land of Sorrows is barely known.13 The film screened twice 
upon its completion in 1974 in Saigon, disappeared from Vietnam, and only resurfaced 
through excerpts in 2008.14 Land of Sorrows’ censorship suggests that its subject matters 
are at odds with the Vietnamese government and indicates the preliminary challenges 
of researching films in (post)socialist countries like Vietnam, which enjoyed only 20 
years without censorship throughout its history.15 Changing censorship guidelines, 
missing, incomplete, and incongruent information, and the credibility of sources must 
all be reckoned with, especially when those sources are financially backed by the 
Vietnamese government as they reveal to us (post)socialist framing of academic 
narratives around cultural expressions. 

As Land of Sorrows’ name suggests, Vietnamese culture is partial to using 
landscapes as expressions of inner turmoil and happiness, but nationalist cinema 
typically foregrounds the practice because the landscapes so effectively symbolise 
separated lands to be united under one government. Trinh Cong Son’s work becomes 
relevant to this discussion again, not only by way of censorship (only 70 of his songs 
out of 500 are permitted to be performed in public), but also due to thematic 
connection. The majority of Vietnamese know Trinh’s ‘Great Circle of Vietnam’ by 

 
there were only French films (which Vietnamese could not understand) and only Westerners utilised 
these spaces. 
9 J. Charlot, ‘Vietnamese Cinema: First Views’, in W. Dissanayake (ed.), Colonialism and Nationalism in 
Asian Cinema, Bloomington & Indianapolis, Indiana University Press, 1994, p. 106. 
10 Lam, ‘Growing Pains’, p. 160. 
11 Ibid. 
12 T. C. Ha (dir.), Land of Sorrows [Dat Kho], 1973–1974. 
13 At the time of writing, a biopic about his life is in production. Titled I and Trinh [Em va Trinh], the film 
will explore 20 years of Trinh Cong Son’s life and romantic relationship, and will be released in 2021 to 
commemorate his passing. 
14 According to Bui Van Phu, the film was screened only twice in South Vietnam in 1974 before 
disappearing for 25 years. It was next exhibited in France, 1980 and American Film Institute, 1996. It was 
since only screened once in Vietnam in 2008 as an excerpt, seven years after Trinh Con Son’s 
(protagonist Quan) death. See V. P. Bui, ‘About “Land of Sorrows” [Ve phim “Dat Kho”],’ VOA Tieng 
Viet, https://www.voatiengviet.com/a/ve-phim-dat-kho/2708508.html/, accessed August 1, 2020. It is 
unclear whether Bui Van Phu is the same person as Bui Phu, author of ‘The Seventh Goddess’. 
15 The Battle of Hue was bitterly fought between the VC, Army of the Republic of Vietnam and the 
United States. Not only did the city serve as a strategic base, it holds historical and cultural significance 
as the last imperial citadel in Vietnam. The Battle was deadly and destroyed 80% of the city. Such 
destruction, especially when captured live, could portray the VC and Vietnamese government in a bad 
light. See G. Kolko, Anatomy of a War: Vietnam, the United States, and the Modern Historical Experience, New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1986, pp. 308–309; Lam, ‘Growing Pains’, p. 161. 
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heart because the song offers an evocative personification of landscapes with the 
jungled hills, the ancient oceans, and the wind reaching out their hands in pursuit of 
unity. Trinh nonetheless was not the first to use Vietnamese landscapes to 
communicate the desires for unification and pains of separation. The practice is 
centuries-old and most evident in poetry as: ‘[mountains and rivers] represent the love 
between a man and a woman, the love of nature, and of country’.16 John Charlot 
bolsters this observation by noting that ‘romantic love can stand for national struggle’, 
and thus revealing exactly how nationalist filmmakers can politicise seemingly 
innocuous love stories.17 This much is true for Along the Same River (1959) – a North 
Vietnamese film that depicts lovers separated by the river Ben Hai throughout the 
French War.18 Lan Duong, in her vital research into Vietnamese cinema, argues that 
Vietnam’s landscape serves as an affective site ‘for a gendered construction of 
nationalism within key moments in Vietnam history’.19 To Dana Healy, the presence 
of the gender binary in war films alone confirms political agenda. Building on Karen 
Turner Gottschang’s and Pham Thanh Hao’s observation that during the war, 
‘Vietnamese society did not banish conventional notions of male-female relations 
forever but buried them temporarily’, Healy argues that any depiction of femininity 
was state-sanctioned because it fits the narrative of collective sacrifice.20 Ever the 
sceptic, Healy concludes that ‘the creative representation of war was totally subsumed 
by nationalism, revolution and a sense of collective duty’.21 Once more, Vietnamese 
war films point towards a necessary critical examination of federal intervention 
because not only does the geographical, but also the personal, become a locus of 
nationalist rhetoric.  

While Healy’s claims for the mutual exclusivity of individuality and 
nationalism might hold true for the films she explores, that is not necessarily the case 
with the more contemporary Don’t Burn. As the feminine perspective of wartime nurse 
Dang Thuy Tram ushers the film’s plot, it foregrounds human fragility and 
compassion as critical to war efforts, all the while recovering the significance of 
individual narrative to national history. Don’t Burn is based on a true story about the 
diary entries of nurse Dang, which she lost briefly before her death in 1966, and which 
were retrieved and returned by an American G.I. to her family 35 years later. Tri 
Phuong’s theorisation of body politics in conjunction with the Althuserian 
interpellation process offers a fruitful way to consider individual and national 
narratives.22 Through the provocative case study of selfies taken with the embalmed 

 
16 Charlot, ‘Vietnamese Cinema’, p. 450. 
17 Ibid. 
18 N. Hong and H. D. Pham (dirs.), Along the Same River [Chung Mot Dong Song], 1959. 
19 L. Duong, ‘Gender, affect, and landscape: wartime films from Northern and Southern Vietnam’, Inter-
Asia Cultural Studies, vol. 15, iss. 2, 2014, p. 258. 
20 K. Turner Gottschang and T. H. Pham, quoted in D. Healy, ‘Laments of warriors’ wives: Re-gendering 
the war in Vietnamese cinema’, South East Asia Research, vol. 14, iss. 2, 2006, pp. 231, 238. See also K. 
Turner Gottschang and T. H. Pham, Even the Women Must Fight: The Memories of War from North Vietnam, 
New York, John Wiley & Sons, 1998. 
21 Ibid., p. 235. 
22 Louis Althusser theorises that an individual’s identity can be constructed through social interactions 
with both ideological state apparatuses (family, media, politics) and repressive state apparatuses (police, 
military) and such is the process of interpellation. See L. Althusser, ‘Ideology and Ideological State 
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body of General Vo Nguyen Giap, Tri argues that traditional media (biographies) 
come into friction with new media (mobile phones) as they battle for control over state 
censorship, ownership, and national ideologies.23 Likewise, as the diary entries are 
published, and translated into different languages, as they are adapted for the screen, 
the resulting media, albeit focused on the strife of a young woman, provide a 
battleground for the negotiations of nationalism. Certainly, Doan Cam Thi contends 
that reading the diary entries would make one ‘tremble with fear at the destructive 
power of such a totalitarian regime’.24 However, if we follow Pheng Cheah’s theory on 
‘spectral nationality’ – where the nation state lives on using past revolutionary ideals 
and through its management of the past, ideology, capital, and everyday life – the 
Vietnamese government appears set to win the negotiations.25 This victory concretises 
through the cinematic decision to resume Dang’s voice-over when her diary is 
returned to her family, to Vietnam. Precisely, Don’t Burn demonstrates that individual 
subjectivity, humane war experiences do not stand in opposition with nationalism and 
collective duty, but rather enables the latter to strengthen and sustain themselves. 

With my last example, I will consider how national accounts of the War partake 
in globalisation and hence return us full-circle to Da 5 Bloods. Also based (partly) on 
diary entries, The Scent of Burning Grass follows five youths through their military 
training to their sacrifices during the War. Up until their deaths, the young men 
routinely joke, sing folk songs, compose poetry, and think about their families. 
Distributed and submitted for competition at the Academy Awards by the Ministry of 
Culture, Sports and Tourism, The Scent of Burning Grass is nothing short of a nationalist 
production that relies yet again on a natural metaphor to bespeak wartime sacrifices. 
Just like grass, the film implies that the soldiers’ lives are fragile in the light of 
American bombings, that their deaths can accumulate to millions, and still there will 
be millions more of them because grass can so easily grow. On YouTube, the platform 
on which I saw the film, user ‘Tri Tran’ commented, ‘when an individual sacrifices 
their life, the earth’s life renews’, thus affirming the link between the self and the land.26 

Catching my attention were also comments that commemorate family 
members involved in the pivotal battle of Quang Tri depicted in the film. The 
comments remember fathers, uncles, grandfathers – some lived on to tell the tale, some 
died – and remind me of Yen Le Espiritu’s work on internet memorials, ‘an evolving 
and ephemeral patchwork of private and collective memories’.27 As these vague 
comments barely name the individual, only their relationship to the poster, and 

 
Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation)’, in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, New York, 
Verso, 1970, p. 11. 
23 T. Phuong, ‘Saint, Celebrity, and the Self(ie): Body Politics in Late Socialist Vietnam’, Positions, vol. 25, 
iss. 4, 2017, p. 825. 
24 C. T. Doan, ‘Dang Thuy Tram, a Variable and an Unknown: Opening the Diary of Dang Thuy Tram 
Forty Years Later,’ Journal of Vietnamese Studies, vol. 3, iss. 2, 2008, p. 215. 
25 P. Cheah, Spectral Nationality: Passages of Freedom from Kant to Postcolonial Literatures of Liberation, New 
York, Columbia University Press, 2003. 
26 ‘Tri Tran’, YouTube comment, 1 year ago, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kuAXKBFuvTY&list=WL&index=12, accessed 10 Dec. 2020. The 
original comment reads ‘[n]gười hy sinh, Đất hồi sinh’. Translation mine. 
27 Y. L. Espiritu, ‘Vietnamese Refugees and Internet Memorials: When Does War End and Who Gets to 
Decide?’ in B. M. Boyle and J. Lim (eds.), Looking Back on the Vietnam War: Twenty-first-Century 
Perspectives, New Brunswick, London, Rutgers University Press, 2016, p. 22. 
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sometimes date of death, it is easy to imagine that such acts of commemoration are 
conducted by the Vietnamese diaspora anywhere in the world. Esperitu, however, 
draws attention to the South Vietnamese refugees – whose losses are unacknowledged 
by both the United States and Vietnam governments – as the people responsible for 
and who benefit most from the virtual meeting place that transmits traumatic memory, 
forge cultural identity, and re-narrate national history.28 Lan Duong’s work, as it 
fixates on unseen presence, guides us to consider firstly YouTube as an unconventional 
archiving effort that defies federal regulations – admittedly, I did watch Land of Sorrows 
here – and secondly the returning South Vietnamese refugees, who continue to invest 
in the same society that ostracises them.29 That is the case with Johnny Tri Nguyen and 
Veronica Ngo; both immigrated to the United States and Norway respectively as 
children, both returned to Vietnam to invest in the entertainment industry, and both 
starred in Spike Lee’s Da 5 Bloods. Their involvement with the film positions me to 
reflect on other unseen influences on Lee’s productions; the globalised forces that 
reconcile his humane portrayal of Vietnamese soldiers with the one seen in The Scent 
of Burning Grass. 

In 2015, Nguyet Nguyen put forth that ‘a large gap exists in American and 
Vietnamese understanding of one another’, which Spike Lee seems to be closing with 
Da 5 Bloods.30 Yet my overview of Vietnamese war films reveals that this gap cannot be 
wider as we are just beginning to grapple with the complex history and themes of these 
productions. First I show the difficulty in navigating censorship of not only 
information but the film itself. Federal intervention does not only obscure and destruct 
through censorship, but also construct as films typically rely on geographic metaphors 
for nationalist rhetoric. While depictions of personal relationships can be utilised with 
a similar purpose, contemporary war films are more ambivalent sites with humane 
stories competing with national narratives for dominance. Likewise, the Vietnamese 
government may see a loss of control over the narrative through new archiving efforts 
like YouTube and the returning refugees. Ultimately, my perusal of Vietnamese war 
films illuminates less a preoccupation with the self/Other paradigm that underpins its 
Hollywood counterparts, and more a strenuous effort to self-define. Whatever that 
identity is, as Phuong Le’s examination of Da 5 Bloods acutely suggests, it is entangled 
with ‘the remnants of wars, the Vietnam War included’.31 To Le, to the African-
American veterans in Lee’s film, to the Vietnamese writers, filmmakers, and diaspora, 
and to me, ‘the war never ends’.32 It lives on in films. 

 
28 Espiritu, ‘Internet Memorials’, p. 30. 
29 L. Duong, ‘Diasporic Returns and the Making of Vietnamese Ghost Films in Vietnam’, MELIUS vol.. 
41, iss. 3, 2016, p. 153–170; L. Duong, ‘Viet Nam and the Diaspora: Absence, Presence, and the Archive’, 
in B. M. Boyle and J. Lim (eds.), Looking Back on the Vietnam War: Twenty-first-Century Perspectives, New 
Brunswick, London, Rutgers University Press, 2016, pp. 64–78. 
30 N. Nguyen, ‘Which Mirror Is ‘Truer’? Portrayal of the Vietnam War in Apocalypse Now and Canh 
Dong Hoang’, Journal of American-East Asian Relations, vol. 22, iss. 1, 2015, p. 45. 
31 P. Le, Twitter post, 19 Jun. 2020, https://twitter.com/NetflixFilm/status/1273698905188823040. 
32 Ibid. This is also a quote regurgitated in Da 5 Bloods. 


