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Grace, the Gift of the Girl

in the Photograph

Photographs state the innocence, the vulnerability of lives heading toward their
own destruction, and this link between photography and death haunts all photo-
graphs of people.

-SUSAN SONTAG, On Photography

And the person or thing photographed is the target, the referent ... which [
should like to call the Spectrum of the Photograph, because this word retains

through its root, a relation to "spectacle" and adds to it that rather terrible thing
which is there in every photograph: the return of the dead.

-ROLAND BARTHES, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography

You're like an angel that's come to talk to us and to let everyone know.

-Anonymous woman addressing Phan Thi Kim Pbuc. Kim's Story

The wartime photograph of her near-tangible terror is iconic, not least
because the shadow of her death looms so near. When the U.S. military
ordered South Vietnamese air forces to attack the village of Trang Bang, vil-
lagers sought shelter in a nearby temple. The temple was hit with incendi-
aries, and children burning and sometimes dying from napalm streamed
onto the highway, where the South Vietnamese combat photograpber
Huynh Cong "Nick" Ut stood with other cameramen and soldiers, guns
slung low. Her clothes are torn away, and she holds her arms away from her
body like broken wings as napalm sears her naked flesh. The photograph,
and its depiction of the ruin wrought by war, inspired shock, horror, out-
rage, and grief. War, even liberal war, delivers to her not freedom but death;



not the future, but an ending. It is a commonplace to say that this photo-
graph irrevocably changed the course of history, disclosed the ruse of
promised freedom-the U.S. war machine unleashed here against an inno-
cent child, no enemy. Hence the prospect of pain in the photograph im-
parts to observers long after the event a terrible sense of what Judith Butler
calls the "precarious life of the other."! This perception is credited as pre-
cipitating the end of the war, and cited as a caution against more.'
And yet-more than twenty years later, the girl in the photo goes to

Washington City as a political refugee, and also as a solicitous mourner to
the 1996 Veterans Day commemoration, at the polished, jet-black granite
wall that is that war's memorial to the American dead.' The event, center-
ing reconciliation, featured a former prisoner of war, who cited the sol-
dier's trauma in a bid for peace, and the most famous victim of that war.
Addressing herself to "dear friends" from the stage, Phan Thi Kim Phuc
turned away from the scene of the photograph- "I do not want to talk
about the war becanse I cannot change history" -to forgive past transgres-
sions. "Even if I could talk face to face with the pilot who dropped the
bombs, I would tell him we cannot change history but we should try to do
good things for the present and for the future to promote peace.'" Her
words reported widely, the story of the photograph came to a seren-
dipitous ending, in which a betrayed past confronts its future, our present.
One writer traced this route traveled together by the girl in the photo-
graph and a collectivity of "us;' those observers who first encountered her
at the scene of her wounding, as a communion with precarious life: "A
little girl, naked and in pain and with burned arms outstretched, staggers
toward us down the middle of a highway. A quarter-century later, she
reaches us. Who would have expected that wheu she finally covered that
last patch of pocked road, she would offer her hand in grace?"
These two scenes at the heart of this chapter deepen this book's elabora-

tion on the gift of freedom, in which even the vision of heinous force may
not be the undoing of empire. Both scenes bear the hallmarks of decisive
eventfulness, whose conditions of production and critical reception secure
them a place in the making and remaking of liberalism's arrangements.
The first is regarded as au emblematic photograph of the war, in which
liberal war as the calculation for freedom's continuity is troubled by the
return of the dead, splintering the horizon of empty, world-historical
time. Picturing for us the spectacular disaster of freedom's bestowal, the
photograph exhibits the temporality of hauntology-she is always dying
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before us. But though we might understand the photograph as a trace of
empire's unremitting violence, this trace might yet be undone by the
presence of the referent-the refugee, the recovered body. Thus does Kim
Phuc's visitation bear the effect of restoring our progressive time con-
sciousness) with each survivor affirming the aliveness of the other. What
are the spatial and temporal logics that here compel the return of the
dead? What sort of archive does such a resurrectionary hermeneutics
assemble? How is this photograph, remembered for being a record of an
imperial history, reencountered in the subsequent recovery of the body
pictured there?
The first part of this chapter looks closely at the scene of the photograph

to ask how liberal war making is made visible within an imperial history,
and how this process incongruously discloses the limits of that visibility. In
thinking this paradox, I consider (unfaithfully, to be sure) the consonance
of Achille Mbembe's concern about "the place ... given to life, death, and
the human body (in particular the wounded and slain body)'" with The-
odor Adorno's conception of "the shudder:' in this instance coming out
from the confrontation of horror, as (a kind of premonition of subjec-
tivity, a sense of being touched by the other:" How are each of these, the
wounded and slain body and the shudder, inscribed in a liberal order of
power? I hold them together to grasp the photograph as a reckoning with
the forces and obligations understood to rest in both the bomb to target
a racial enemy and in the picture to shudder before the outcome-the
wounded and slain body. These relations of seeing animate the force of
liberal war particularly, through which bomb and picture together inter-
polate an observer (who may also be an operator, a plane, or a camera)
alert to the precariousness of the other and, desirous of diminishing her
misery and misfortune, who may himself or herself suffer in so doing. To
put it another way, the vexing issues presented by the girl in the photo-
graph as a consequence of imperial violence are precisely the problem of
liberal empire.
In between these two scenes, the girl in the photograph is the subject of

numerous histories and biographies that approach her as a rescue mission,
as the restoration of her presence to our present. The second part of this
chapter examines the wish to narrate the story of this wounded body in
the imperial archive as a knowable subject in a continuous history. This
commitment to subjectivity becomes a narrative one, entailing, as Paul
Ricoeur writes, "an indefinite extension of duration both backward and
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forward,"! and thereby promising a linear progression from the traumatic
consciousness of the photograph toward the world-historical time of a life.
In the magazine feature and literary biography that I treat in this section,
the presence of beauty serves to gender and atomize this progression, but
also to vilify the anachronistic (that is, the illiberally orthodox) vocabulary
of race and coloniality used to censure the imperial war of the photo-
graph's making. In perceiving them in counterpoint, these biographies
aim to contextualize the photograph as a moment in a continuous history,
and they call forth beauty as the means through which the girl's life is
furthered." The danger that follows from such contextualization, as I detail
here, lies in what is consigned to the irreversible past with the photograph
-such as injustices, or violences, that persist in the present.

Accordingly, the third part of this chapter considers the communion of
victim and perpetrator at this second scene, in which the girl in the photo-
graph grieves at a monument to the warrior dead, beside a seven-year
prisoner of war. In their copresence, the traumatic past of war comes to be
experienced as a shared ordeal, especially where the diagnostic concept of
post-traumatic stress disorder comes to overdetermine the pathology of
liberal war. For her part, Kim PMc is framed as the personification of
beatific grace, whose pardon absolves an empire of the criminality of war.
The notion that pardon is a moral but also a historical necessity is perhaps
most emphatically proclaimed by Hannah Arendt in The Human Condi-
tion, inasmuch as human communion, which is to say human history,
cannot continue in its absence: "Without being forgiven, released from the
consequences of what we have done, our capacity to actwould, as it were, be
confined to one single deed from which we could never recover: we would
remain the victims of its consequences forever, not unlike the sorcerer's
apprentice who lacks the magic formula to break the spell,"" In this regard,
forgiveness acknowledges the aliveness of the other and a common human-
ity of victim and perpetrator, and it lobbies for forward momentum, to-
ward a promise of renewal. But, as the last two sections of this chapter
suggest, though the girl in the photograph appears before us to restore a
sense of historical responsibility and solidarity, it is not to the dead or
damaged who occupy the past's horizons of terrible destruction. Instead,
her pardon corroborates the belief that liberal peoples are hurt by their
wrongdoing against others and serves to restore social order by redeeming
empire from being held hostage to a shameful, irreversible past.

In a liberal order of power, the observer, who shudders in response to
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perceiving pain in an other, seeks to alleviate suffering and may be success-
ful, or not, in this endeavor. Yet through the succession of these chapter's
scenes, the girl in the photograph offers her assurance that the present
might yet fulfill the failed expectations of the past. Last, as the fourth
section of this chapter details, Kim Phuc becomes a model for a moral
obligation to a human collectivity collocated with, and championed by, an
empire of freedom. In this genealogy, the wounded and slain body that
becomes the object of shudder and shame is obligated to return feeling
with like feeling. Her grace becomes that which she recompenses liberal
empire for the gift of freedom-even napalm. The global circulation of her
message of forgiveness addressed to others who endure injustices to par-
don such offenses, the question of historical accountability is thus pro-
foundly conceived through historical antagonism. If, from the standpoint
of empty, homogeneous time, forgiveness is an agency of human freedom,
the victim of imperial violence is caught in a terrible contradiction.
Namely, she may once again be named an anachronistic other to freedom
and progress, unless she grants forgiveness to those who committed in-
justices against her in her own name. We may put this another way: if
forgiveness as a moral obligation compels the subject of freedom to re-
compense liberal war makers for the costs of war, that forgiveness may
consequentially disappear the wounded and slain body into the universal
history of the human, and banish those who experience violence as vio-
lence to beyond the human altogether. The juxtaposition of these scenes
sheds light on the significant power of the gift of freedom: the place of the
shudder in the order of liberal empire as a reason for pursuing war, and
the rationale for pardoning its crimes.

War Frames

The problem of the photograph is the problem of liberalism's empire-
what grace can possibly be found in napalm? First, and most obviously,
this photograph is itself a theater of war. That is, the photograph most
obviously refers to the scene of sovereign power) to war as violence. It is
proof that life is precarious, that life can be lost, destroyed, or neglected to
the point of death. There is the devastation of the other's body into mere
flesh; the girl in the photograph is the stark figuration of radical unmak-
ing. Thus sustained attention to the wounded and slain body is so often
solicited: in hopes of publicizing the racialized violence of liberalism's
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empire. But the photograph also occasions contests of meaning about that
violence, about the conflict in Southeast Asia and the nature of the United
States as global hegemon. That is, the photograph that appears to be his-
torical bears an effect of narrativity: for all that the photograph registers a
precise moment, it nonetheless refers to an anterior and posterior time
through which we presume to know what it is we are seeing. (As Wendy
Hesford and Wendy Kozol observe of the more "haunting violations,"
"visual images do not merely reflect historical conditions but rather medi-
ate those historical forces to shape social understandings of political strug-
gles."!') The photograph bears the force of evidence that something having
been there is in crisis, but what precisely can we say it is? Indeed, the
photograph tells of multiple and complicated encounters between the
powers that bomb, and which are also the powers that picture, and their
targets; or, as Roland Barthes puts it, between "two experiences: that of the
observed subject and that of the subject observing."> This relation be-
tween the observed subject and the subject observing binds together some
of this book's concerns about the relation between recipient and giver,
governed and governor, especially where something precarious-gift, free-
dom, bomb, compassion, subjectivity-passes between them to illumine
an imperial history of the will to see and to know the other.
Consider the contests of meaning that follow from disputes about the

cause and culpability for her pain, unfolding from the concept of accident.
How does accident, here summoned, to narrate the succession of events
leading to the photograph as an intelligible whole, reflect on (or deflect)
the violence of liberal empire? Originally captioned as "accidental na-
palm" (by the Associated Press, for whom Ut freelanced), in this reading
the image-event of the photograph is deemed inconsistent and incompat-
ible with the promise of the United States to free others from such heedless
destruction. Understood as the absence of purpose, bad timing, or a fail-
ure of (correct" action, the accident is the experience of the distance
between an ideal and an actual outcome. Such an accident as napalm calls
for sorrow at inexplicable and arbitrary terror, and perhaps also an ap-
praisal of that which is implicated in accident. However, accident is less
ontological than circumstantial-it is perceived as an exception, or an
emergency. As Foucault observes, "at the root of what we know and what

we are lies neither truth nor being, but the exteriority of accident."13Thus,
the facticity of napalm is not disputed, but the intention is. Accident in this
instance is therefore the name for the all-too-ordinary violence that brings
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about the corporeal and social negation of subjected others, a violence
that cannot be admissible as foundational to liberal government. That is,
accident occludes the criminality of the ways the United States conducts its

wars. Accident, as the saying goes, is only human.
For other observers, some property of the photograph (and the nature

ofits transmission) strikes a false note.'? The same image-event was also
callously dismissed as a "hibachi accident at a family bar-b-que" by no less
a personage than General William Westmoreland, deputy commander of
Military Assistance Command, Vietnam." (Westmoreland infamously
stated elsewhere that "the Oriental doesn't put the same high price on life
as does a Westerner .... We value life and human dignity. They don't care
about life and human dignity,"!") Accident is more insidious in its usage
here. We are not meant to understand Westmoreland's phrase "hibachi
accident" as true in fact as much as true in feeling. In this view, as expli-
cated so well by Mbernbe's concept of necropower, terror as colonial
warfare is not subject to legal and institutional rule in the seeming wilder-
ness that was Viet Nam. (Some named this wilderness "Indian country"?
As Jodi Byrd argues so well, a paradigmatic Indianness has ever facilitated
an imperial United States.") In such spaces outside the purview of civility,
"weapons are deployed in the interest of maximum destruction of persons
and the creation of death-worlds, new and unique forms of social existence
in which vast populations are subjected to conditions of life conferring
upon them the status of living dead."!' Napalm is one such devastating
weapon, dispensing deaths far beyond the eventness of bombing." "Hi-
bachi accident" is therefore not a refutation of accidental napalm as much
as it is the rhetorical realization of necropower, through which some deaths
do not matter. For Westmoreland, the story of accident is the nonobser-
vance of "Oriental" fatality (because they are the living dead, because they
do not value life and human dignity as "we" do). Some life is not as
human, neither is it grievablc." That is, we further lind in Westmoreland's
statements (and other conflations of all Vietnamese with a general racial
enemy") the echo of Foucault's economyofbiopower, in which racism is
the biopolitics of disposability, or "the condition for the acceptability of
putting to death,"> In this context, the photograph is suspect as evidence
of terrible wrong because the racial death pictured there is nondeath. The
question of fraud and false cause does not dispute the fact of lethality, but
it instead annuls the obligation for compensatory feeling.
In a more radical view, the photograph precisely pictures the racial
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deaths that the United States commits in the course of liberal war." To-
gether, the terrible event and the photograph that seizes things as they are
measure the distance between what is promised and what is given. In their
study of "iconic photographs, public culture, and liberal democracy,"
Robert Hariman and John Lucaites feelingly observe of event and photo-
graph: "Like the explosion still reverberating in the background, the pho-
tograph ruptures established narratives of justified military action, moral
constraint, and national purpose. It is a picture that shouldn't be shown of
an event that shouldn't have happened."" Likewise, Butler ends her con-
sideration of a precarious life with reference to this photograph, which
suggests something of its enduring, insistent importance: "These were
precisely pictures we were not supposed to see, and they disrupted the
visual field and the entire sense of public identity that was built upon that
field. The images furnished a reality, but they also showed a reality that
disrupted the hegemonic field of representation itself."" Here, critics con-
tend that the photograph contains things as they are that we were not
supposed to see, because this event shouldn't have happened. Against claims
to a tolerant collectivity, and in contrast to a concept of unaccountable
accident, in this view the photograph reveals the murderous structures of
race and coloniality that consign some life to subterraneity, to death. Or,
to paraphrase badly a line from Herman Melville's Civil War poem "Shi-
loh:' what like napalm can undeceive! Michael Warner observes in his
reading of this poem for our present wars: "What had been sacred justice
becomes mere violence, in part because it stands in visible contrast to that
which had been violated-namely, a deep subjectivity'?" For those who
are "undeceived" by napalm, this deep subjectivity is found in the dam-
aged body that faces death (a movement of the individual into history, as
Mbembe understands Hegel)."
Through these controversies, the photograph draws our attention to a

politics of seeing as a politics oflife. It is as a structure for perception that
the photograph discloses for us the so-called intuitive structures of the gift
of freedom, through bomb and picture, violence and power, in tremen-
dously significant ways. Such incongruous encounters with the photo-
graph bring together a number of analytic consequences that I wish to
consider of the power to observe and of observation as a power over others,
and their particular arrangements for liberal empire. First, the dynamic
between spectacle and spectator, particularly regarding the pain of others,
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once again names the knowledge structures, intuitive as well as institu-
tional, that make it possible to bomb and to picture simultaneously. We
know-from Paul Virilio, Jennifer Terry, Fiona I. B. Ngo, and Caren Kap-
lan, among others-that war and vision share an affinity.-" The confluence
of circumstances that led to the scene of the photograph can be attributed
to a development in the age of bombing, as Rey Chow argues (supplement-
ing Heidegger's "world picture"), in which the world is conceived of simul-
taneouslyas an object of knowledge and as a target for war. Put another way,
though the photograph seems to attest to empire's errors, the photograph is
continuous with racial and civilizational knowledge about the self and other
-what Chow calls "the 'eye' and the 'target."'" Most obviously, military
command apprised the cameramen who captured the scene of her bombing
in a mutual creation of the conditions of subjection pictured there-a com-
mon scenario (even before the practice of embedding journalists in military
units) that makes explicit the bonds between these viewing subjects and the
objects they encounter in their simultaneous, converging fields of vision.
Departing from Roland Barthes, for whom the "Operator" focuses on the
scene before him as an emotionally detached machine-eye, while the "Specta-
tor" experiences an emotional attachment to the photograph, or the scene
pictured there, operator and spectator are not $0 distinct in this liberal em-
pire." Both are noninnocent in their viewing, especially with regard to a
shared target as other to freedom and progress.

Second, the photograph is not only a reminder of the referent's body, it is
also the vessel for this body's passage forward into our presence. That is, to
summon Adorno's shudder, the photograph subjectivizes an observer.
What does my body know of this photograph!" What have [to do with this!"
Or as Barthes ponders: "I am the reference of every photograph, and this
is what generates my astonishment in addressing myself to the fundamen-
tal question: why is it that I am alive here and now?"" The photograph
animates an embodied subjectivity, but the shudder in response to seeing
pain is ambiguous. It may prompt a premonition of another's deep sub-
jectivity, but it may also renew self-consciousness on the part of the one
who observes. Because the girl appears to be fleeing toward the observer
(toward the photographer, toward the outside of the frame), presenting to
us her naked terror, the encounter with the other's pain is a confrontation
with the boundary between us. To this experience of "the thing of the past
... [that] has really touched the surface which in its turn my gaze wiIl
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touch," racial difference or civilizational noncoincidence may be central>
The perception of pain interiorizes for the observer an experience of
distance and approximation, through which contact with the photograph
and the thing that has been there elicits recognition of the other's specific
relation to oneself, and the revelation of oneself in relation to an ideal.
Most heinously, "hibachi accident" names a distance that perceives no
obligation to that precarious life, that vents indignation at having to look
at all. But this encounter may also mirror Chow's analyses of Julia Kris-
teva's "discovery" of the limits of Western knowledge in the alien presence
of Chinese women, through which the Westerner becomes self-accusatory
and confessional when confronted with the other: "If these others have
been turned into objects, it is because these objects' gaze makes the West-
ern 'subject' feel alienated from her own familiar ... humanity."" Follow-
ing Chow, the other's silence occasions the witness's speech. Consider the
epilogue to The Girl in the Picture, the biography of Kim PMc, in which
Denise Chong opines that the photograph "simultaneously dispatches
each of us into our own personal history of darkness. We privately flail at
our human limitations, failings and self-indulgence in the face of the
chaos and wrongdoing of war,"?
If it follows that the encounter with boundary becomes a means of self-

knowledge, what returns to the observer from the scene observed might be
especially troubling here. This question- "why is it that I am alive hereand
now?"-is so much more fraught for the imperial observer. The witness
(who is in some cases also the perpetrator) is subjected by the gaze of the
other, and is made conscious of himself or herself as having power over.
Condensing "amute and frozen accusation,"38the photograph exerts pres-
sure on the observer to consider again the moral life of free peoples. But,
in a long-standing philosophical tradition, the observer is also overpow-
ered by what he or she sees. That is, in perceiving freedom's unevenness,
liberalism also claims the vulnerability of the observer before the vulner-
able thing or person observed. The increasing helplessness of the observed
may also heighten the power of the vulnerable thing or person to com-
mand the observer's attention, to seize him or her through sudden tremor
or feeling. We may condense this power aver and aver power as follows: the
moment of perceiving the precarity of the other confers on the other the
gift oflife, though sometimes this simultaneously confers death; but this is
also the moment of conferring on the observer (who is also the operator of
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bomb, of camera) the gift of life, the premonition of the shudderer's
subjectivity-which in turn illumines the precarity of the observer. In just
this way, Dipesh Chakrabarty describes the modern subject: "The person
who is not an immediate sufferer but who has the capacity to become a
secondary sufferer through sympathy for a generalized picture of suffer-
ing, and who documents this suffering in the interest of eventual social
intervention-such a person occupies the position of the modern subject.
In other words, the moment of the modern observation of suffering is a
certain moment of self-recognition on the part of an abstract, general
human being."? Like Adorno's shudder, Susan Sontag dubs this "the plea-
sure of f1inching."40 With these insights in mind, we may therefore say
that, once incorporated into a social exchange (because the shudder, and
also the photograph, cannot be frozen in the moment of what we might
call the unselving of the observer, as Adorno might wish), the shudder
may become a possessive investment in the subjectivity of the one who
observes. Put another way, while the shudder names a moral conscious-
ness about the other as the abstraction of a universal collectivity, and as a
crucial property of liberal humanism, it is a relation and a property caught
up in an asymmetrical exchange. For just this reason Sherene Razack
wryly observes of "those who witness the evil" that "we come to know
ourselves as a compassionate people.?" And, as Saidiya Hartman writes
about another century's iniquity, the abolitionist's empathy is not apart
from possession, inasmuch as the capacity of the liberal person to identify
with pain is "both founded upon and enabled by the material relations of
chattel slavery"" and, we might follow, colonial practices and imperial
governments.
Reading the photograph can coalesce for us those assemblages of know 1-

edge and power that bind the subject observed to the subject observing,
the recipient to the giver, the governed to the governor. Both instrumental
to the U.S. self-concept, the bomb and picture interpolate an observer
conscious of the helplessness of others, and an operator capable of inter-
ceding to lessen their distress, and who both or at once may endure a
concomitant pain (not confined to the shudder, because war is violent) in
so doing. That is, the photograph is understood as a traumatic event for
U.S. empire, too: "Abrutal image from a brutal war, it is imprinted on our
national psyche.?" Or: "The psychological history of the war seems incon-
ceivable without it."" In this regard, bomb and picture, to paraphrase
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Chow. are a kind of investment whose profits return to the "eye" that
targets." This investment, as we shall see, is crucial to the story of the gift
of freedom-even in case offailure-as a narration of liberal empire.

Such consequences for observing the scene of the photograph most
spectacularly incriminate liberal war-the "eye" of the bomb-but also
implicate an art of liberal government through which human freedom is
settled via the idiom of presence and self-possession. Following from the
above, the photograph is perceived as an other means of the girl's abstrac-
tion, her arrested development, following but not apart from napalm. Part
of the haunting of the photograph (and, indeed, all photographs, if we
follow Barthes) is its noncoincidence with presence. As the trace of a body
that once was there but is there no longer, the photograph is the alienation
of subjectivity. Or as Ng6 offers, "being seen creates a tension between
being known as an object of study and remaining unknown as a subject.?"
In this vein, what is most terrifying about the photograph, for some
witnesses, may be that the girl in the picture wants nothing more of us.

Against this, the photograph also occasions a wish to wrest her away
from such repressive objecthood. (As per Chow: "'Subjectivity' becomes a
way to change the defiled image, the stripped image, the image-reduced-
to-nakedness, by showing the truth behind/beneath/around it."") The
desire for subjectivization springs from the shock of recognition, through
which her pain, as the seat of her deep subjectivity, might be known to us.
In this way, confrontation with the photograph calls forth alternate or
supplementary knowledge that would transfigure the denouement, the
death, forewarned by bomb and picture. Indeed, this photograph-per-
haps more than any other'"-gave rise to a legion of endeavors to do just
these things. The wish to produce her truth outside the frame of the
photograph is the hope to restore what has gone missing in the radical
unmaking of a self-the body, interiority, a history that is also the sharing
of time. This is not the erasure of the photograph, or of her defiled image,
because the photograph persists as the pivot on which this movement
turns. The girl in the photograph as an archival object comes into exis-
tence only through this loss. Indeed, both the historical and ethical gravity
of the promise and her presence are produced and sustained through
more stories of the loss figured in the photograph. Or, to borrow an apt
phrase from Anjali Arondekar, "the archival mode here shifts from savage
to salvage."?

In the remainder of this chapter, I look to an itinerant archive that
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compiles texts and images from different histories and fantasies to con-
sider the scenes of subjectivity that revivify the girl in the photograph.
Given that these stories do elaborate on her story of terror and harm, what
does it mean to otherwise restore the girl in the photograph "in context"
to a concept of continuous history? There are two interlaced theoretical
and historical provocations here. In the first, the imperative to restore the
wounded aud absent body pictured at the scene of destruction cannot
proceed without an implicit concept of the self-possessed individual, an-
chored in liberal schema of passivity and action, alienation and owner-
ship, captivity and freedom-through which she (in this photograph, she)
becomes simultaneously singular and universal. In the second, something
must return to the one who watches and shudders, and from the desire to
remake her in our image anew. Or, to put it another way, how does the gift
of consciousness and contemporaneity, which is also the promise of free-
dom, in restoring her presence to our present, return to us as supplement
or surplus value? How might salvaging the subject of freedom also salvage
liberal empire?

Once again I take my cue from Foucault, this time from his critique of
liberal humanism in Archeology of Knowledge, to unthread the conse-
quences of her subjectivization for her and for an "us" that is empire.
Foucault writes:

Continuous history is the indispensable correlativeof the founding function
of the subject: the guarantee that everything that has eluded him may be
restored to him; the certaintythat time will dispersenothing without restor-
ing it in a reconstituted unity; the promise that one day the subject-in the
form of historical consciousness-will once again be able to appropriate,to
bring back under his sway, all those things that are kept at a distance by
difference, and find in them what might be called his abode. Making histor-
ical analysis the discourse of the continuous) and making human consciousness
the original subject of all historical development and all action, are the two sides
of the same system of thought.'"

With these insights in mind, this chapter deconstructs the recovery of Kim
Phuc's continuous history, the girl in the photograph who, engaged in
contemplation of herself as a perceptual object, desires the sort of presence
that is pledged and at the same time compromised by bomb and picture.
The salvaging of these histories, contexts, and specificities become com-
plicit with a continuous history of empire, which secures its hegemony in
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its capacity to metamorphose-even in their representation and recovery-
those experiences that resist it as errors or accidents in the irreversible past.
Through such an archive, the overwhelming effect of Kim Phuc's contin-
uous history as a woman is the disappearance of the ghost (the trace, the
photograph) and the murderous structures of race and coloniality that
both visualized and disappeared her. That is, such habitual violence that
follows from these murderous structures is rendered a mere interruption,
an extraordinary event: '<Inthis system, time is conceived in terms of total-
ization and revolutions are never more than moments of consciousness. In
various forms, this theme has played a constant role since the nineteenth
century: to preserve, against all decenterings, the sovereignty of the subject,
and the twin figures of anthropology and humanism,">' Hence it is not as
Walter Benjamin's angel of history that the girl in the photograph appears
before US.52 Benjamin's angel would choose to linger among the ruins, to
rouse the dead. Kim PMc turns away from the devastation amassing be-
hind her to welcome with open arms a restored covenant, a renewable
future. These, then, are the signs of her grace, her gift.

Beauty and the Beholder

In a 1989 Los Angeles Times Magazine feature story called "The Girl in the
Photograph," Kim Phuc is reintroduced to us as a newly fashioned beauty:"
"It's the magic hour in Havana, when the sky goes iridescent indigo before
the light drops. The young woman poses for the photographer on the low
wall of the esplanade above the sea, with racing clouds as a backdrop. The
young woman loves the camera, and the camera loves her. She's a Viet-
namese Marilyn, wrinkling her nose, giggling and tugging at her skirt. She
flirts with the photographer, wants to pose rubbing her cheek against his,
giggles and tosses hair caught back by an orange and silver flower." The
feature continues, «Seventeen years ago, there was a different picture."This
photograph-here reporter judith Coburn echoes so many other observers
- "came to symbolize, more than any other photograph taken in Vietnam,
the atrocity of war." But Kim Phuc has "outlived" this ugly, "savage" image
-on the eve of a six-week trip to the United States, "the country that
brought both the napalm that almost killed her and the doctors who saved
her," she is found whole. Her laughter, the orange and silver flower behind
her ear, bear out her triumph: "The agonizingly wounded child had grown
into a beautiful young woman, not a crippled, embittered war victim.?"
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In "The Girl in the Photograph:' beauty comes into view as a conceptual
wedge in the historiography of the photograph to transform the relation
between observer and the scene observed. This displacement of our expe-
rience of her as an object of our sustained regard, from the photograph to
-another, and from that moment to another, turns on the apparent non-
coincidence between pain and beauty." That is, she is given time as the
present and as presence through the work of beauty, recorporealizing her
wounded body. As an example, the Los Angeles Times Magazine published
the uncropped photograph of her headlong flight down Highway 1across
the centerfold Caswell as the frames that came before and after) together
with a present-day portrait. In this second photograph, Kim Phuc smiles
charmingly, her "Iackie 0 oversized white sunglasses" tucked into the
V-neck of her dolman-sleeved, flower-appliqued white T-shirt. Enthralled
with beauty's unguessed-at presence, Coburn marvels at her resemblance
to culturally iconic and quintessentially American figures of girlish inno-
cence: she is "a just-discovered ingenue;' a "Vietnamese Marilyn, wrin-
kling her nose, giggling and tugging at her skirt:' and "a small-town
beauty queen on the Greyhound to Hollywood:' embued with a sense of
fledging romance, for her, with others. 56 If the depths of Kim Phuc's
abjection are confronted once again in the detailed descriptions of her
painful recovery in hospital Cone American plastic surgeon, a wartime
volunteer who operated on her in '972, remembers: "Changing the dress-
ing was like being flayed alive [for her]. There's nothing more devastating
than third-degree burns. They're not only the most painful wounds to
flesh and blood there are; it's a wound to the soul:') and of the burn scars
that traverse her body ("back, chest and arm pitted, gouged and ridged
like a hillside strip-mined of precious metals"), then these other passages
attest to beauty's capacity to radically vivify a human relation to others,
and to the world:" "Kim Phuc giggles, pirouettes and open her arms,
vamping in the international sign language of the star.">"

These two photographs, from two radically distinct moments, are ar-
resting for their material yet highly metaphoric inscription of the duration
between them, exercising a historicist consciousness as a determining
force. As we press harder on the narrations that tether these images to-
gether, we will see how the seemingly neutral, linear progression between
them as a natural development Cthe girl cannot help but grow up, become
a woman) animates these successive scenes through an ideology of contin-
uous history. Thus did Barthes dub the photograph a "clock for seeing:'
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inasmuch as the suspended moment refers to a before and an after. 59
Death haunts the first photograph of her burning; the photograph's para-
normal time is haunting. In counterpoint and as postscript, the second
photograph is presented as both fantastical and determinedly ordinary
because the ghost-the agonizingly maimed child who is, by virtue of
having something missing, partial and unwhole-is resurrected as a beauti-
ful young woman. Coburn's magazine feature and Chong's biography
conjure continuous histories in which the past of the photograph is passed
in this manner, in which murderous structures of radical unmaking are
superseded by an ideal concept of beauty as subjectivization-the sign of
an interior life, propelling the photograph farther and farther into the
irreversible past.
In which a scene of pain and a scene of beauty are presented to us of the

same body in order to make sense of the time and space of her precarious
life, questions about the particular circumstances through which we are
obliged to others figure importantly in this chapter's focus on righting
(which is also, in this instance, rescuing) liberalism's arrangements in the
age of the world as target. Whether in flayed and peeling flesh, or in the
bright flower in her curled hair, the presence of pain or beauty impresses
on us a demand to make it an object of sustained regard. Though these are
difficult and unwieldy concepts, I wish to concentrate on the presence of
pain or beauty as structures of feelings embodied in the photograph.
Though pain and beauty are often conceived of as starkly incompatible,
here I consider them as sometimes contrary, sometimes complicitous,
arrangements that are inseparable as forms for organizing race and gen-
der, and that produce knowledge about a body. Regarding this intimacy
between pain and beauty as both epistemology and ontology, we find
commensurabilities: both pain and beauty produce a felt sense of the
lacuna between life and death-at times a subjective, individual, and pri-
vate experience, and at other times a universal, communal one. But con-
ceptions of pain and beauty are often also paradoxical. Regarding the pain
of others or an absent or aberrant beauty (which might morph into ugli-
ness) might beget an experience of the distance between the body pictured
there, apart from the observer here and now/" Indeed, aesthetic judg-
ments that communicated and condoned racial dread or disgust acted as
alibis in imperial encounters. For instance, Immanuel Kant's infamous
schema of "national characteristics," in which distinctions in aesthetic
judgments are commensurate with moral feelings, and with racial and
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colonial knowledges.s' or Edmund Burke's infamous moment of racial
antipathy and sublime terror ("the first time the boy saw a black object, it
gave him great uneasiness; and that some time after, upon accidentally
seeing a negro woman, he was struck with great horror at the sight"62),
aptly illustrates for us the historical complicity between a metaphysics of
racial difference and philosophical discourses of aesthetic and moral sen-
sibilities since the Enlightenment. (Antipathy also imputes to the racial
other the terrifying power to bodily overwhelm an observer. In this case,
the shudder may be a spasm of revulsion, flinching, or cringing from the
touch of the other.) For these reasons, beauty has a long and compelling
history as a force for wounding."

It is also suggested that consciousness of pain or beauty in others alerts us
to precarious life. Through such cognizance, we are encouraged to heed
some property of a common humanity through which we will come to
experience the other as different than before, and we will want to ease or
prolong their presence in the world. In this manner, the shudder in the
confrontation in horror may be comparable to the frisson of pleasure in the
meeting with beauty. Such frisson is also perceived as a premonition of
subjectivity, especially as beauty is so often bound to an experience oflife.
Kant describes beauty as arousing a direct "feeling of life's being furthered.w
The philosopher and art critic Arthur Danto names beauty a "necessary
condition for life as we would want to live it."65For Elaine Scarry, beauty
calls forth in the beholder a wish to preserve and even to provide to others
the benefit of beauty. Our attachment to its presence, she opines, induces in
us a heightened attention, "voluntarily extended out to other persons or
things .... Through its beauty, the world continually recommits us to a
rigorous standard of perceptual care."66Such a conception of beauty hopes
to extend its life in all directions: traversing distances between the viewer
and the object of his or her gaze, beauty calls forth a rescue mission, press-
ing the sustained regard given to the beautiful thing into new forms toward
other (even if less beautiful) things. But though beauty is summoned as a
salve, it is not precisely the absence of pain: beauty also catalyzes the con-
sciousness that its loss harms us) and thereby renews in us a commitment to
foster life. Such imbalances of power that invest in the care and cultivation
of beauty, which could also be understood as analogous to the claims of
empire, illumine how an attachment to beauty might call for the annihila-
tion of its antithesis-ugliness-as a life necessity." In other words, a poli-
tics of beauty establishes a politics of life, and vice versa.
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The imprint of this politics oflife is perceived in the caesura between the
first photograph and the second and in the transition between the scene of
her death making and the scene of her life saving. It is as such that the
attachment to beauty, especially as antagonism to those wrong arrange-
ments perceived to impart pain or ugliness, also acts to review and regulate
those political structures and structures offeeling that stimulate or strangle
beauty. What epistemological and affective amendments occur when we see
these images together, especially via a historicist consciousness that given
time aligns the body in development with an ideology of progress? What
might it mean for the girl in the photograph to come to possess beauty, and
for the beholder to perceive her as beautiful? Does the second, beautiful
photograph cover over or derealize the scene of pain, or does it marshal
pain otherwise? What happens, in part, is that a presumably universal,
natural femininity covers over, at the same time that it is a site for, racial
subjectivization and liberalist consciousness. In a dense and detailed mem-
oir, Chong acquaints the reader with a subjective, individual experience of
Kim Phuc's alteration of a damaged self through beauty-an experience
that also importantly renders her suffering as singular while connecting her
longing for beauty and romantic love to a human universality.
The Girl in the Picture returns the girl in the picture to a continuous

history to make sense of her life within a century's colonial and anti-
colonial warfare. At the beginniug of Chong's biography, Kim Phuc, now a
young mother and wife, wakes from a recurring nightmare of the war.
Though she is decades removed from the event, and safe in the arms of her
doting husband in their Toronto apartment, Kim Phuc still feels the heavi-
ness that has been weighing on her heart all these long years. To exorcise
this nighttime terror, Kim Phuc endeavors to put this torment in its
place-the past. The resulting re-creation of her life's story is an operatic
recitation of dramatic and devastating events, of which the war and the
napalm are just one part. Yet, one detail stands out from among the often-
unvarying scenarios of deprivation and doubt that fill the biography. Our
heroine is repeatedly grateful to accident, and later to God, that despite the
burn scars furrowing her upper body, her face is unscarred." (The Girl in
the Picture reports that her mother prayed, "If Phuc is going to be ugly and
deformed, better that she dies than lives:''') In this biography, her un-
blemished face provides her with a disguise-because she can pass as
undamaged-and provides others a connection (she is described as almost
always smiling). But it is also her face, that presumably real surface that
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endows particularity and the representation of an individual self, that
stages the scene for human interiority as an absolute and autonomous
truth of the subject. As the newspaper profile marvels before this second
photograph, "Her perfect moon face is carefully and skillfully made up.
It's an act of self-transformation that makes a charade of the old putdown
that beauty is only skin-deep;' we see here the provocative accord, rather
than antagonism, between beauty and interiority,'? For this beholder,
beauty confers an immanent presence of depth, what might also be known
as grace, but also a means of self-making through which life might be
furthered. To observe her unscarred face, her "perfect moon face:' is
therefore to perceive her desire for beauty and freedom-and with these,
romantic love and self-expression-through a deep singularity, and also a
globalist conviction that beauty and freedom be extended in all directions.
This is, however) no innocent observation.
Throughout The Girl in the Picture, Kim Phuc endures multiple aliena-

tions, most obviously the alienation from her own body. After napalm, her
body-boundaries, organs, vital fluids-is no longer her own: "A big
enough mass of burning napalm will consume the full thickness of skin;
gone instantly are hair follicles, sweat glands and sensory nerve endings. In
such a third-degree burn, the burned area appears red, mushy, and ooz-
ing. If the napalm continues to burn downwards, feeding on fat, muscle,
and other deep tissue, the injury has the severity of a fourth- or fifth-
degree charring."71 Re-creating for the reader the confrontation with an-
other's pain, Chong describes Kim Phuc's wounds, and her recovery, in
grueling detail. "PMc sustained burns to the severity of third degree or
worse to 30 to 35percent of her body surface. Those burned areas included
almost her entire back, reaching around on her left side to her chest, the
back of her neck and into her hairline, and her entire right arm. Lesser
burns resulted from burning napalm that splashed from her clothes onto
her right arm, buttocks, and stomach. The inside of her right hand was
also burned from where it touched napalm on her other arm, and she had
singeing to her left cheek and both ears:'" Dead nerves, hardened scars-
these burns render her unrecognizable to herself. Something or someone
is missing: her body is a stranger to her, and she can no longer control her
limbs, her gestures. "At the dinner table, when a porcelain rice bowl
clattered to the floor, she looked around in surprise, unaware it had fallen
from her left hand,"?"
But Kim Phuc experiences at least two other forms of alienation, through
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which she comes to know herself as others do. Most obviously, the photo-
graph of the napalmed girl (a shadow beneath which Kim PMc labors) is
transmuted into a commodity object of significant value in what Elizabeth
Spelman calls '(the economy of attention to suffering,"?' And, inasmuch as
The Girl in the Picture engages this economy too, as a biography of the girl in
the photograph, a metanarrative of an ever-expanding body of images and
image making underlines the biography itself. The camera, unseen in the
photograph, is a recurring character in this story, and through it the time of
the photograph is prolonged. This book also relates the stories of the pho-
tograph's operators, and spectators, including Ut, the photographer whose
image we first come to know as accidental napalm. We are presented with
long passages in which photographers and filmmakers navigate state bu-
reaucracy and premodern rurality in their search for the girl in the photo-
graph-whether to commemorate anniversaries or recommence "frozen"
histories. The photograph also produces more photographs that circulate
within this economy, including those that expose her uncovered body to
diagnostic intervention. (Though the biography does not engage these
terms, the photograph's economy, as Mieke Bal might suggest, is also mon-
etary, "an exchange where the subject is exposed, even in the most painful
and intimate moments, while the photographer cashes the earnings the
viewer is willing to give,"> We might consider in this manner some of the
photographs Kretz published in Stern after his first visit, in which a naked
Kim Phuc showers in a plastic tub to ease the lingering pain of her burns.)
These photographs, many of them reprinted in the centerfold, thereby
augmeut the story event of the first. Chong refers constantly to these sec-
ondary photographs and other life stories, including Life magazine's 1974
issue "The Year in Pictures," which published a two-page story titled "Kim
Phuc, Memories Masked by a Smile," featuring a photograph of a smiling,
ten-year-old Kim Phuc at home, inset with Ut's photograph; Stern maga-
zine's multiple stories about her years-long recovery, posted each time by
the German photojournalist Perry Kretz (whom Kim Phuc welcomes and
names her "savior"); and the Los Angeles Times feature about Kim Phuc's
blossoming sexuality as a young woman in Cuba. In this way, the biography
underlines the photograph's existence as a fetish, precisely as a structuring
absence-that is, not the whole story-that incites substitutions and sup-
plements. In doing so, The Girl in the Picture reflects back to us our aware-
ness of the photograph's stature as both representative and exceptional in
the archive and as an archive. Finally, as further evidence of the distance
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between the girl and the photograph, Chong provides multiple scenes of
Kim Phuc's perceptual experiences in encountering her image as an auratic
object in an age of mechanical reproduction: "Phuc was mesmerized by the
twenty-five-minute film entitled Kim Phuc, dubbed in Vietnamese. The
narrator began with the Vietnam war and told of the napalm attack that
injured her, and how, ten years later, she was a medical student inVietnam.
Never having seen herself on film, Phuc was proud of her performance: she
was articulate, her voice was lifting, her smile bright,">
Though Kim Phuc at times takes pleasure in her own image, she also

confronts the photograph with much more ambivalence. This is yet an-
other scene of her alienation, in which the photograph supersedes war as
her life's catastrophe. Because this violence, endured by an individual-
Kim Phuc, here-has become public as an injury to a community, as the
heinous ruination of a people, Kim Phuc is shadowed by foreign journal-
ists and agents of the communist state. She is not just any victim; because
of the photograph, the evidentiary value of which lies in freezing a mo-
ment, and seizing its singularity, she is perceived as the victim par excel-
lence. Called on to press her scars into propaganda, in her heart she rebels
against the preoccupation with the past held captive in the photograph.
Here napalm, and the photograph, leads to another order of pathology, in
which the state (in this telling) imposes on her a traumatic consciousness.
Kim PMc is subject to the intrusions of the ruinous past onto her fettered
present, her subjectivity held hostage by the state's need to tell again the
story of her injury as a collective one: "When speaking to journalists, Phuc
stepped into the spotlight and played the part of the happy student, the life
she wanted; when they departed, she was left in darkness, with the life that
had been forced on her .... She railed in silence: They have destroyed my life.
Why do they do this to met"?' Thus did government handlers (in this story)
closely supervise, and suppress, Kim Phuc's voice. Denied her wished-for
education because schooling interfered with her duties, she is made to play
at being a medical student (putting on a nurse's uniform or a lab coat) for
reporters from elsewhere. Inasmuch as she is impeded from pursuing her
dreams in the present, in order to present over and again a story of her
injury by empire alongside a fiction of her flowering under communism,
the photograph acts as a visual distantiation between the girl pictured
there and the woman surviving here. Kim Phuc is made a party to her own
doubling; she represents not herself, but the ghost life of the girl in the
photograph: "She could make as much as she liked of her physical suffer-
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ing from her napalm burn endured in the American war, but she was not
to portray the people as having suffered under the new regime."" In this
way, the communist state that claimed to stand for "the people;' for the
also-wounded community figured by the photograph, sought to convert
her damaged body into human labor on this abstraction's behalf. (As
Chow usefully observes, "In a 'third world' nation whose history is charac-
terized by a struggle against imperialism as well as internal turmoil, the
history that 'ought to be remembered' is the history of the successful
collectivization of the people for the establishment of a national commu-
nity,'?") It is in these very terms-as an instrument and as a prop, among
others-that Kim Phuc comes to doubt the value of the photograph.
However, and importantly so, her complaint is not made against the
historicity of her body as an object, but against the particular economy of
her life's value and exchange.

What emerges from these carefully interlaced stories is an overwhelm-
ing sense of the complex ideological intersections of power and violence
within the nonsingular scene of the photograph. That Kim PMc wel-
comes, sometimes warmly, the Westerners who seek her out to take her
picture, but resents the state that trades on her infamy, is no mercurial
caprice. (Of course, one class of observers is hardly disassociated from the
other, since Kim PMc addresses the fiction of her successful student life
from one to the other.) In narrating this disparity, the biography distin-
guishes between the rhetorical techniques and social imaginaries that in-
form these politically specific modes of vision. With regard to the former,
the biography ascribes an empathic voyeurism that searches for a human
face for universal tragedy; to the latter, an enforced exhibitionism that
charges those structures of race and coloniality responsible for tragedy,
but at a cruel cost to Kim PMc herself. Put another way, her singular
experience of pain (which, paradoxically, is also the pathway for her uni-
versal humanity) is so thoroughly documented here that its annexation
for a racial collectivity, for political propaganda, is depicted as another
ruinous act. In this telling, Kim PMc is caught in the bind of a desubjec-
tifying visual apparatus that produces and sustains a historical act of
silencing, but this apparatus is not the bomb but the photograph. That is,
what is most striking about the biography's stance toward the photograph
is the tactical critique of the communist state through the formal quality
of the photograph to fix an object against the continuum of history and
progress. In this view, the use of the photograph to indict a history of
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imperial encounter becomes the scene of subjection-and not the struc-
tures of race and coloniality themselves. The photograph functions as a
sign of evidence, but not as evidence of itself. The photograph, in the state's
view, is not just a picture of her wounded subjectivity but also a picture of
the race discourses that subsume whole populations to nonsignificant
death. However, the racialization of this wounded body is visible only
through what the biography claims is a distorting lens of display. Although
the biography hopes to rescue the subject from the unbearable objecthood
of bomb and picture, in doing so it functions to forget the fact of global
war as that which engineered both bomb and picture.

It also becomes clear that the operations that desubjectify also ungen-
der.so Again, the bomb is the more conspicuous culprit. Its violence is
deeply corporeal, and profoundly psychical. Viewing her scars as ugly, Kim
Phuc mistrusts romantic interest in her because she believes her body will
betray her objecthood: "Boys seeme as normal, she had told herself, but once
I become closeenough to marry one, he will have to see my scars. Once a boy
sees me as ugly and weak, how can he still love me!"8! But in this telling, the
bomb is not indicted as a metric of race and coloniality, though it is one
instrument of ungendering bodies into flesh. Kim Phuc's fears of disfigure-
ment as fentinine ugliness follow from the bomb, but also from temporal
disjuncture. Such disjuncture is located in the scene of the photograph (she
cannot escape its iconicity), and it is also in the political rationale of the
communist state. That is, the existential crisis precipitated by communism
also begets "unnatural" gendered and sexual consequences.s- It is as such
that the biography presents life under communism, again citing Chow, as
"the alienation of human life par excellence through what poses as the
'collective' good. The collective is now perceived as that mysterious, objec-
tified Other against which one must struggle for one's life."" It is in this
narration that Kim Phuc's desires for beauty and romantic love become the
stubborn remainders of outlaw feelings that exceed social expectations and
state orthodoxy.

Here conceptions about beauty as signaling an interior property of the
observed, and as interpolating an enlightened observer capable of judg-
ment, are crucial to what Minoo Moallem calls "civilizational thinking.?"
Such conceptions inform a politics of comparison between structures that
abet or assail beauty. Chong's biography devotes long passages to Kretz's
perspective on the strangulation of beauty and with it love under the
shadow of the state. Returning to a new regime and presented with "revo-
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lutionary heroes" to interview, Kretz muses: «Communists, he said to
himself, noting the severity of the women's clothing and hairstyle, the
absence of make-up."?" This image of grim severity condenses and orga-
nizes knowledge for the reader about communist Viet Nam and its forms
of gender. In a familiar caricature, the female-bodied worker under com-
munist dictate garbed in utilitarian clothes and unadorned is denied that
which affords both singularity but also intimate community: her feminin-
ity. On this same trip, Kretz laments the "good old days" on the streets of
Saigon, "when pretty bar girls walked arm-in-arm with tall, good-looking
American soldiers." He mourns: "Now, girls sat on the backs of motor
scooters of their Vietnamese boyfriends, waiting for something that would
never happen."" Here, "waiting for something that would never happen"
marks the indeterminate passing of time; outside of the capitalist system-
ization that sets the tempo of modernity, there can be no progress for a
pretty girl from before to after. In other words, Kretz insists on the non-
coincidence of communism with empty, world-historical time. This re-
gime is instead perceived to regiment and reject those emotions and sensa-
tions deemed necessary in a liberal chronology of a good life-such as
romantic love or grand rescue by a white knight, from the bind of staid or
stunted sociality.

But, of course, the anticommunist charge of Kretz's discourse is also
complexly tangled with structures of race and coloniality. For him, the
problem of temporal immobility as a moral and aesthetic failure is evident
not just as a property of communism (despite communism's obvious
investments in industrial modernization), but also as the absence ofIiberal
empire. In this schema, the motor of modern history is, borrowing from
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's sarcastic aside, "brown women saved by
white men from brownmen,":" Without war as the intercession of enlight-
ened moderns, the benighted other slows to a standstill. What emerges
from these passages is a racial-which is also a civilizational-s-identifica-
tion between the photographer and the soldier over the bodies of other
women, who become bearers of multiple suspensions. And, like U.S. sol-
diers, Kretz is capable of making something happen for Vietnamese girls.
Kim Phuc calls him as her savior, who returns over and again to rescue her
from being held hostage to the machinations of her inferior countrymen,
and who presents to her the myriad wonders of modernity's now." At a
stopover in cosmopolitan Bangkok, the German photojournalist, escort-
ing Kim PMc to a Bonn clinic specializing in burns, establishes his "num-
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ber one" concern thusly: "I'm taking the poorest girl from the poorest
country in the world shopping."?

Thus, the category of the beautiful comes to counteract the deadening
alienation she otherwise experiences due to napalm, photograph) re-
gime." In 1986, Kim Phuc gained admission to the prestigious University
of Havana, where she could continue her studies in medicine (under the
watchful eye of Cuban functionaries), and there she commenced an alter-
nate education. Though communist Viet Nam is depicted through a sti-
fling androgyny, the grim consequence of a denaturalizing polity, commu-
nist Cuban forms for organizing gender and sexuality are read in this text
through what Frances R. Aparicio and Susana Chavez-Silverman call
"tropicalization."?' Cuba, even under communism, is translated through
racializing tropes of hyper femininity and unreserved romantic couplings,
closeness to which frees Kim Phuc to embrace her "blossoming" sex-
uality." The sympathetic mother of a schoolmate) Nuria, commits to Kim
Phuc's informal schooling in cultivating a commodity femininity as a
natural and normal development: "She made it her mission to give Kim
the self-confidence to see herself not as a burn victim but rather, first and
foremost, as a woman like any other."93

Ultimately,Nuria triumphed. Kimcame to use perfume and to curl her hair,
often pinning it to one side with an orchid, and she began to brighten her
face with rouge, lipstick, and eyeliner.She shed an image of herself as weak
and ugly,and startedto think in terms of strengthand beauty.Yearsago, in
the dark of the noodle shop, Nu [her mother] had taught the teenage Kim
that tragedyhad dimmed her prospects for love, if not marriage.Where Nu
had seen a normal life for her daughter as something already stolen from
her)Nuria showed her it was still within reach."

Anchoring this scene of intersubjective and intrasubjective pedagogy, the
practicum of beauty is also a movement of coming to knowledge. In this
and other scenes, such as the occasion of her first bathing suit ("a dance
leotard in white accented with fuchsia flowers'?"), beauty offers Kim Phuc
a sensual, vital experience of the linkage between herself and the world.
Instead of persisting in an alienated relation through the effect of rep-
resentation (the picture) and the labor of repetition (the propaganda),
beauty renders her damaged body through an idiom of pleasure and pres-
ence for itself. In this view, we might be conscious of Kim Phuc's insistence
on the distinction between her private body and her public face not exclu-
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sively as a claim to the liberal entitlement to privacy, but as a protest
against the theft of her subjectivity, and the regimentation of her gestures
and emotions-that is, the other-production of the war and its afterlife.
But it is equally true that beauty as an idiom of pleasure and presence for
itself is not outside usage and exchange. Beauty is the miracle that accom-
plishes exactly what the bomb proposed to do: free her from the arrested
time of the noncontemporaneous other. Beauty hence propels, as Sarah
Nuttall so elegantly observes, "apolitics of hope and anticipation, a surge
of feeling beyond the merely given present moment,":" Via beauty, Kim
Phiic is transformed: enlivened and empowered, she comes to discover
that she can affect the events and outcomes of her life's direction-the
propagative machine of romantic love, for instance, which she finds in
Cuba. Romantic love, as an act of self-expression of the subject, is enfolded
into an idiom of rights and freedoms." Elizabeth Povinelli theorizes inti-
mate love as a liberalist fantasy of self-actualization and abstraction: "We
literally reform the social by believing in and demanding this form oflove.
Every time we are in this form of love, or wish to be, or are frustrated
because we are not, we make social status appear as a form of bondage,
mere surface or impasse, perhaps the vital frisson that lets us feel it as
resistance.'?" So roused, Kim Phuc seizes freedom during her honeymoon
flight-disembarking in Canada during a layover, she and her new hus-
band seek and receive political asylum at the airport. .
The story of her life is rerouted away from the violent history of empire,

and through the idealist promise of beauty, we encounter the finite cir-
cumstances and determinate courses through which liberal observers are
charged with responding to others. Through this narration of her per-
sonalloss and liberation, the biography "contextualizes" the photograph
as evidence of a concept or practice that is in demise. That is, both the
structures of race and coloniality indicted in the photograph, and also
those critics who would dwell overlong on imperial violation, are things of
the past. (And, we .shall see, both are narrated as things that "we" did in
madness.) She resurfaces as a beautiful young woman, and the cognizance
of blossoming beauty licenses to the observed as well as to the observer a
radical break-not simply with the awful past, but also with the ongoing
anachronisms of Vietnamese postcoloniality. Indeed, it is the photo-
graph's afterlife as an anti-imperialist touchstone that is the source of so
much socially produced ugliness in the present.
The turn to the authentic self, present in biographical accounts of the
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girl in the photograph, becomes the generic scene of her emancipation,
especially as a narration of her captivity and hard-won freedom from alien
powers. Hence instruction on the proper care of the beautiful converts
personal revelations into truth statements about self and sociality, sub-
stantiated by an asymmetrical politics of comparison. One of the key
dimensions of the concept of beauty-and tbose other properties that
attach to beauty, like human interiority and self-expression-s-is its radical
singularity, but another is its desirable replication in all directions, wbich
only certain forms of state governance and capital can secure. That is, Kim
Phuc's consciousness of the revolutionary properties of rouge, lipstick, and
eyeliner are collocated with an acute longing for those structures that allow
beauty to flourish. Her subjectivization through her insistent desires for
love and beauty thereby redirects the girl in the photograph, the bearer of
so much horror, away from other wounded and slain bodies, away from
the postcolonial regime that denounces the murderous structures of em-
pire. In other words, when the wounded and absent body is made to
appear th;ough the visibility of race and coloniality (as an exemplary war
victim), this rendering proves to feel fictional, or at least backward look-
ing. In contrast, the affective intensity of beauty as a psychic and material
experience of herself marks a story of development and self-possession
that promises to deliver Kim Phuc to an alternate life-world, one in which
she might be free to be "first and foremost, a woman like any other,"?"

An Empire of Shame

Never before had Phuc considered what had happened to others caught in the

napalm attack in the time elapsed before she emerged from it into the camera's

eye .... Now that I see the film, Phtlc told herself, I understand why the people in the
United Stotes feel for my pain. Now / know what 1 myself suffered through. She

understood why she had emerged alive from the fire of the napalm-to be a

living symbol of the horror of war. The film, the picture made me into a moment of

history. It is only me in that moment of history. I know Iam not the only victim of war,
but others don't have the evidence. I have the film, / have the picture, and J have
the body.

-DENISE CHONG, The Girl in the Picture

In the above scene, Kim Phuc comes to apprehend her auratic personhood:
"I have the film, I have the picture, and I have the body:'IOOThese things
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mark her as unique, not just because these are evidence that it is her subjec-
tivity that has been wounded, but also because these things in their pub-
licity set her apart from a generality (that is, other victims of war whose
wounds are unknown, or unknowable, in their unthinkable totality). And
it is because of these distinctive things that her understanding of her own
precarious life is not achieved in kinship with others whose lives are just as
precarious, and to whom more fortuitous accidents did not also happen-
such that she had "never before ... considered what had happened to others
caught in the napalm attack;' these others who did not register a "moment
in history'"?' Even in this brief passage, she does not dwell on these archival
absences, the missing bodies; she does not linger on other atrocities in other
photographs. (There are other children, children who did die, haunting
photographs from that same bombing.) Simply put, she does not regard
the photograph as an empathic joint between herself and others targeted
for nonsignificant death. Instead, on viewing raw footage of the bombing,
Kim Phuc becomes conscious that those spectators and operators for
whom the world is target feel her pain.

Because the photograph is perceived as a spectral presence, or a phan-
tom wound, in the consciousness of liberal empire, the resurrection of the
dead reanimates the time and place of the girl in the photograph in the
present. But the photograph must be appended further, because it has a
durable presence as a social figure apart from the girl, in order to renew
and reinvest in American empire as a liberal and tolerant collectivity. This
chapter's second scene extends our line of inquiry by focusing attention on
the time and place of Kim Phuc's communion with strangers who are also,
in this scenario, confined to the scene of the photograph. In which the girl
in the photograph grieves at a monument to the warrior dead, beside a
seven-year prisoner of war who bespeaks the soldiers' trauma, this scene is
a disturbing disquisition on the intersubjective exchange through which
catastrophic war comes to be experienced as a shared ordeal of precarity
between other and empire.l'" Introduced as the girl in the photo responsi-
ble for "reawakening the conscience of America;' Kim PMc delivers a
brief statement to "dear friends";

As you know, I am the little girl who was running to escape from the napalm
fire. I do not want to talk about the war because I cannot change history. Ionly
want you to remember the tragedy of war in order to do things to stop
fighting and killing around the world. I have suffered a lot from both physical
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and emotional pain. Sometimes I thought I could not live,but God savesme
and gaveme faith and hope. Even if! conld talk face to facewith the pilot who
dropped the bombs, I would tell him we cannot change history but we shonld
try to do good things for the presentand for the futureto promote peace.t'"

That this war's ending, as Marita Sturken has aptly observed, is both
proclaimed and continually foreclosed by such commemorative events,
should give us immediate pause.'?' The questions that concern me about
this scene of communion as a performance of closure follow from its
cachet as an allegory not just about victims encountering perpetrators, but
also perpetrators encountering themselves as victims. Both the prisoner of
war and the napalmed girl attest to their scars, but only she speaks of those
who perpetrated her wounds as hurt, and in need of healing. Accordingly,
the most revelatory attribute of the girl in the photograph is her world-
renewing return of our regard-in this reading, the photograph no longer
is the shattering figuration of her radical unmaking, but the empathic
bond through which she bears witness to trauma in the interior of liberal
empire. What might be illumined about the relation between victim and
perpetrator, scene observed and observer, governed and governor) were we
to re-view the "problem" of liberal empire through the photograph as the
surface through which the observer touches the other with care, with a gift
of life, and through which she recompenses this touch? (Barthes contem-
plates: "From a real body there, proceed radiations which ultimately touch
me, who am here."105)If the scar she shares, to paraphrase Barthes,'!"
becomes the mode of knowing or being that frames empire as tormented
by its own trespasses, how might we refuse this turn of sanctifying the
scene of forgiveness, and thus enriching ourselves precisely with the liber-
alist consciousness that results from exchanging places with the girl in the
photograph, in which she names us "dear friends"?
The increasingly common beliefthat witnessing but also perpetrating is a

traumatic experience, at least for those whose humanity is not in question,
acts as a pivotal trope for managing the murderousness of liberal em-
pire.l'" That Kim Phuc is preceded by the seven-year prisoner of war who
describes the soldiers' trauma and desires a "time of healing" for "our
great nation,"!" and that both arrive together as pilgrims to the monu-
mental state, bring us again to consider trauma as a story about the
normal and the pathological, and in this instance its epistemological and
ontological coordinates for conceiving, and recouping, liberal empire as a
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tolerant collectivity."? From this perspective, the universalizing of trau-
ma's symptomology in postwar United States might be characterized as
the opening act for salvaging liberal war. Here we might note again Cathy
Caruth, who writes that there are two stories involved in any remem-
brance of traumatic violence: "the story of the unbearable nature of an
event and the story of the unbearable nature Of its survival."110 In their
incorporation into liberalism's self-concept as a sacrificing collectivity (the
prisoner of war begins: "those of us who went in harm's way to serve our
nation and to help our friends do not want our sacrifice to be in vain or
forgotten"), these stories compulsively interiorize the violence of war. I II As
Susan Jeffords argues in her study of the post -Cold War "crisis" of na-
tional manhood, "the male Vietnam veteran-primarily the white male-
was used as an emblem for a fallen and emasculated male, one who has
been falsely scorned by society and unjustly victimized by his own govern-
ment. ... No longer the oppressor, men came to be seen, primarily
through the imagery of the Vietnam veteran, as themselves oppressed,"!"
But it is also the state that braves the unbearable. Rick Berg and John
Carlos Rowe wryly note: "We are obsessed with the trauma and injury we

. have suffered, as if the United States, not Vietnam and Kampuchea [Cam-
bodia], were the country to suffer the bombings, the napalm air strikes,
the search-and-destroy mission, the systematic deforestation, the 'hamlet
resettlement' programs."113 This seeming inconsistency is precisely the
ontological claim ofliberal empire, inasmuch as liberal empire surrenders
what it has to give in securing freedom for distant peoples. The wall of the
Vietnam Veterans MemoriaI' materializes this costly expenditure, and the
ensuing traumatic condition, as a catastrophic wound that punctures
the flesh in the original surgical sense and the psyche in its metaphorical
transposition.!'" (That some veterans denounced the memorial as a fur-
ther degradation-because it is a "black gash:' designed by a "gook bitch"
-only rehearses the traumatic story of an unbearable experience.' 15) We
might further observe the narration of all the wars that follow, referencing
Viet Nam in comparison, and the so-called Vietnam syndrome as a crisis
of "something missing" that assumes the normal state must be able and
willing to pursue more war.116As Marilyn Ivy astutely observes in her
study of Japan's postwar disarmament as a traumatic interval, some states
are "frozen at the moment of defeat because there is no more war to come.
Without the futurity of war, there is no real escape from the past war,"!"
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Especially where psychic trauma and political passivity (including mar-
tial hesitation) act as analogies for each other, it is important-even at the
risk of stating the obvious-to underscore trauma's epistemological and
ontological coordinates, as a universal norm for a naturalized interiority,
through antinomies of freedom and captivity. Most significant for our
purposes is the inclusion in 1980 of the diagnostic category post-traumatic
stress disorder in the third edition of the American Psychiatric Association's
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual o[Mental Disorders. Like other diagnostic
categories, post-traumatic stress disorder emerged in committee with psy-
chiatrists who in their sessions with returning combatants conjectured that
perpetrators might present disturbances identical to those of their victims.
(I will return to this postulation of "identical" in a moment.) Indeed, public
disclosures about cruelties committed by U.S. military forces-including
the My Lai massacre, in which U.S. servicemen savagely murdered four hun-
dred Vietnamese (women, children, and elderly)-were hugely influential in
the diagnosis's codification. Here Didier Fassin and RichardRechtman's ge-
nealogy of trauma is useful. In the history of modern warfare, the trouble-
some presence of combat neurosis (once named shell shock) was treated with
suspicion; such suffering was construed as malingering, a pretense owing to
personality defect or moral flaw. The U.S. war in Southeast Asia provided
the conditions of possibility for the emergence of trauma as a legitimate
illness.':" As Fassin and Rechtman recount, psychiatrists, in response to
revelations of war crimes in Southeast Asia, argued that soldiers were also
"victims of the war;' "who held the details of the atrocities in their tor-
mented memory, reliving them in nightmares ... , These men should there-
fore be considered war victims, broken by what they had witnessed and by
what they themselves had done-men traumatized by what war had made
of them."119 Because their symptoms on the strictly psychiatric level are
similar, no distinction is made between victims and perpetrators.P? A diag-
nosis of trauma, as the classification of a spectral or somatic remnant of
unremitting, incomprehensible violence, thus "allowed [perpetrators Ithe
benefit of the doubt with the aim of rehabilitating them, crediting them
with a residue of humanity evidenced by the traumatic memory they re-
tained of their actions,"!" This is not to deny that soldiers are the objects of
tremendous discipline, nor to disregard that veterans are experienced as
disordered and delinquent, but to point to how their pain is narrated in
order to rescue liberal empire from the criminality of its wartime conduct.
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In this regard, the so-called ordinary soldier, traumatized by his own ac-
tions, is demonstrably not a monster, because the presence of pain is proof
of his humanity; and because trauma is a condition-that is, a real, and
radical, diagnosis that might "produce absolutely anything, at anytime, and
in any order"!22-he is also not wholly responsible, because war is an intol-
erable) if necessary, event.

The American Psychiatric Association committee's forfeiture of moral
judgment, presaging an "end to suspicion;' bore hugely significant conse-
quences for the terms through which we know liberal war. Where shell
shock once signaled a suspicious failure to comply with the demands of
the state, post-traumatic stress disorder now registered a normal response
to an extraordinary, incomprehensible event. This event, "outside the
range of usual human experience:' becomes the sole etiology.'> Through
its classificatory schema, per~ons who suffer are narrowly understood
through characteristic symptoms as an empirical, factual concern, rather
than as effects of disciplinary powers. Disparities in pain and suffering that
are the effects of historical power are flattened in their articulation as
symptoms and their circulation through liberal discourses of therapeutic
and administrative government. Fassin and Rechtman argue: "Abandon-
ing suspicion meant that the uncommon nature of the event itself had to
be brought to the fore, in order to highlight the very ordinariness of the
victim. In terms of social norms, classing perpetrators of atrocities with
victims of violence offered new insight, reinforcing the notion that trauma
was indeed the locus of incontrovertible fact. In this version, testimony to
trauma-independently of any individual narrative; but also of any moral
evaluation-holds ethical truth that clinical practice can finally confirm:
trauma is itself the proof of an unbearable experience:'!" Fassin and Recht-
man further observe the political usefulness of post-traumatic stress disor-
der, both for those who sought to denounce war without censuring soldiers
and for the state that hoped "the soldier's trauma offered the undeniable
advantage of mitigating some of the horror by showing men now destroyed
by what they had done,"!" Post-traumatic stress disorder isconstituitive to
the decriminalization of state violence-the traumatized soldier does not
possess the freedom to, not commit the crime.

Of course, perpetrator and victim are not actually identical in their pain,
even in the evidentiary equivalence of their symptoms. As Allan Young
notes in his history of this diagnosis, of the seven categories of events un-
derstood to precipitate post-traumatic stress disorder, only one denotes
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violence undergone at another's hand; the other six categories consist of
events in which the traumatized person is the perpetrator. 126 Much. then,
could be made of his casual observation that this "self-traumatized per-
petrator" is exceptional as a ((regional phenomenon, limited mainly to the
United States." 127Though Young does not linger long on this speculation, it
might indeed follow that the "self-traumatized perpetrator" is a figuration
particular to U.S. empire, because this empire's powers claim to act through
exception. The perpetrator who is damaged through the same murderous
actions that he commits against others, whose sense of being at one with
himself is thus devastated, means that what violence this empire commits
under such extraordinary circumstances as war might be disclaimed as
exceptional-rather than normal-to a liberal order of human freedom.
In this regard, post-traumatic stress disorder is less a record of observable

symptoms than a register of the colonial and imperial epistemes that un-
dergird its foundation. The genealogy of post-traumatic stress disorder
and, concomitantly, the sidelining of the dead that evinces this disorder
buttress an imperial project that declares its own innocence. But, as I ar-
gued in the first chapter, the trauma concept as alien or other-possession is
often complicit in liberalism, and with its empire. Most obviously, racism
as a biopolitical caesura that distinguishes between human and other is lost
in the spectacularization of violence as a psychic wounding of the perpetra-
tor through the trauma diagnosis. Post-traumatic stress disorder takes a
heinous historical incident, like a massacre, and transfigures its narrative
causality through psychic disturbance. (Notably, in this diagnostic schema,
servicemen who refused to partake in brutalities with their fellows were the
abnormal ones.!" Nor are racial enemies, who may also commit brutality,
diagnosed in the same terms. For some persons, asynchronous symptom-
ology, when aligned with a discourse of trauma, grounds claims to dignity;
for others, such properties fuel their racialization, feminization, or sexual-
ization.P") In this schema, the state of normalcy for the liberal subject is
rational, moral action, which is sometimes disturbed in the extraordinary
circumstances of war, such that atrocities committed against racial others
are disavowed as indices for empire and dubbed instead acts of madness.
Thus does post-traumatic stress disorder function as an all-structuring'
condition, or a radical indeterminacy, enfolding into its diagnostic field any
conduct whatsoever that might be grasped as deviant as its consequence. It
follows from this understanding that the derealization of the racial other is a
secondary symptom following from the paramount dehumanization of the
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perpetrator. That is, racism becomes merely an expression of a disordered
condition, aberrational rather than foundational to his apperception.
Post-traumatic stress disorder thus underscores the ways in which his-

torical events of imperial violation, especially those brutal acts continually
recommitted against racial, colonial others) are transfigured into unimag-
inable pain for their perpetrators. This diagnosis, which at once reduces
and reifies an unbearable experience for some persons, is also determinedly
focused on their rehabilitation. 130 As I already suggested, rehabilitation as
a system of disciplinary intents and powers is based on the present and
presence as categorically required for normal-which is also to say, liberal
-subjectivity. Here we might note the work of Robert McRuer, who ob-
serves that rehabilitation restores rank, honor, "true function," and desir-
ability, and also these properties that make human action and passion
possible, and indeed timely: "Finally, rehabilitation restored complexity; if
the degradation, in Stiker's words, 'of integrity, of integralness' seemed to
simplify the mutiles de guerre ... the complex mechanisms of rehabilita-
tion resisted such a reduction and (re)produced complex modern men,"!"
Where the subject of rehabilitation is the proxy figure for a liberal way of
war, the self-traumatized perpetrator becomes the bearer of its limits but
also the object of its redemption. From this point of view, the originary
trauma of defeat must be remedied, and the perpetrator must be restored
to humanity and history proper, so that he and the empire he stands for
may be released to act anew.
Returning to the wall, we may now reiterate the point that Kim Phuc's

story, its singularity notwithstanding, here manifests itself specifically
through the scar she shares with the perpetrator, resulting in an act of
grace that takes the form of a permission to substitute his suffering for hers.
That is, in recasting atrocity as uniquely traumatic for perpetrators, we are
invited not to turn away from the facticity of her injury, but instead to turn
toward her injury's claims on the interior life of liberal empire. The pain of
"the people in the United States who feel [her] pain;'132 the pain of "the
pilot who dropped the bombs;' becomes the focus of her feeling. In the
months following Kim Phuc's appearance at the memorial, the story of
Reverend John Plummer unfolded on a global stage. Claiming to be the
U.S. commander who ordered the offensive against rumored infiltrators
in Trang Bang, his story is that of a perpetrator whose guilt and grief
weighs on him unbearably. Through all these long years, the girl in the
photograph haunts him: "It seemed to be everywhere he turned-news-
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papers, magazines, films on television, even in books on his own book-
shelves. Each time Plummer saw it, he was stricken with remorse. It got so
that her screams haunted his nightmares of war."133Because of these ugly
feelings, he loses himself in drink and divorce before turning to the bed-
rock of his Christian faith. Told that the girl in the photograph would be in
attendance at the commemoration, Plummer undertakes a quasi-religious
pilgrimage to the wall. As recounted in The Girl in the Picture, upon Kim
Phuc's utterance "if! could talk face to face with the pilot who dropped the
bombs:' Plummer is moved to pen and pass a note to a guard: "Kim, I am
THAT man." Through machinations he entrusts to divine intervention,
Plummer finds himself before the woman whose wounding he believed
himself responsible for:l34 "She turned around and looked into a face of
pain. She held her arms OUt."135 Plummer confesses to his crimes, and
then-a miracle: "'She just opened her arms to me. I fell into her arms
sobbing: he testified. 'All I could say is, I'm so sorry. I'm just so sorry: She
patted Plummer's back. 'It's all right: she told him. 'I forgive, I forgive: "13'

This brief exchange presents a provocatively familiar way of grasping
both the diagnosis of trauma and the question of forgiveness. In this way a
perpetrator is enslaved to "one single deed" and is in danger of being
detained by its "consequences forever" (to recall Arendt's formula); Plum-
mer's story follows this formula closely. First, his confession establishes the
fracturing of Western subjectivity and consciousness, of which his post-
traumatic stress disorder is a paradigmatic example, as a damaging, de-
subjectifying experience. Because of war and what he feels he did, he is a
person who has become, in an ontological sense, destitute: drunk, de-
pressed, and directionless, he is divested of those faculties of consciousness
that guarantee a concept of human freedom. The demonstrative act of his
confession-performed in public, for a public-communicates to us his
captivity and torment and also necessary release from this fracturing,
grief-stricken state. Here lies what Foucault calls the "internal ruse of
confession": "Confession frees, but power reduces one to silence; truth
does not belong to the order of power, but shares an original affinity to
freedom,"!" But Plummer's freedom, as that which he comes into posses-
sion of with peace of mind (or, in the language of rehabilitation, in the
normal state of autonomous individuality), cannot be redeemed without
the grace of the girl in the photograph. Second, then, another must ab-
solve him so that he might be delivered from this traumatic past. In a
religious routine, this higher power might be God, and indeed Plummer
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turns to the divine for release from shame. But such a spiritual rebirth is
perhaps less compelling than one in which his victim grants her pardon.r"
So Plummer prays that he might one day make his apology ("If she could
look into my eyes, Plummer thought, she would see my pain and remorse for
what I did to her"), and he credits her appearance at the commemoration
as the sign that God has answered his prayers.'> As a divine envoy, an
angel of history, Kim Phuc is empowered as a moral arbiter; having suf-
fered so singularly, she has nonetheless forgiven her perpetrator, even
without knowing his repentance. Her pardon thus accomplishes his re-
turn to a truer self-he is saved.

That Plummer may not have been in the chain of command that or-
dered the air strike, as soon became clear, does not detract from this
plot.'''' As Fassin and Rechtman observe, "trauma is itself the proof of an
unbearable experience." And as Kim Phuc commented in an interview
about this second confession, "whether or not he played a major role or
minor role, the point is I forgive him.l>14! It is as such that the salvage act
focuses on acknowledging the pain of others, telling personal truths, and
pursuing reconciliation, rather than on facticity and knowledge. The
causal, referential event disappears in favor of an intersubjective exchange
between two victims; the "point" is that liberal empire suffers from its
trespasses against others. We might suppose that to suffer so well means
that you are not without virtue. (Sara Ahmed might more succinctly say,
feeling bad means being good.!v) Reportedly crying, Plummer told one
writer, "1 realized I did not have to bear the guilt of my sins-all the hurt I
caused other people,"!"

For these reasons, the path of forgiveness is perilous. Once again I invoke
Derrida, whose insights about the aporia offorgiveness add further dimen-
sion to this reading. For Derrida, writing in the historical context of for-
giveness as an ever-expanding idiom in law and diplomacy (especially after
atrocity), genuine forgiving must denote the impossible-the unforgivable,
the "crime against humanity." This juridical concept, first formulated in
1907 at the Second Hague Peace Conference and subsequently institution-
alized in the UN Charter and Universal Declaration of Human Rights, "re-
mains at the horizon of the whole geopolitics of the pardon ... furnishing it
with a discourse and legitimating ie'144 For Derrida, it is the geopolitics
of the pardon that is contaminated by calculative reasoning; once notions
of commensurate punishment or measures of repentance become condi-
tional to the pardon, it becomes politics rather than ethics. Against the
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proliferation of scenes staged for the mediation of horrors such as state
racism, Derrida explicitly states that "genuine forgiveness must engage two
singularities: the guilty and the victim:' who remain wholly other: 145 «As
soon as the victim 'understands' the criminal, as soon as she exchanges)
speaks, agrees with him, the scene of reconciliation has commenced, and
with it this ordinary forgiveness which is anything but forgiveness.v" In-
deed, Derrida insists that a rigorously ethical forgiveness must be hetero-
geneous to the order of politics and against historical finality, lest it become
mere calculation, or worse still, normalization.':"
Given these conditions, what occurs at the wall is the introduction of

forgiveness into a circuit of social exchange. This is clearest in that Kim
Phuc deliberately performs her forgiveness to America, and before the
world, at the monument to the warrior dead, with a former prisoner of war
at her side, while Plummer admits that his public disclosure was evangelical
in nature. The Girl in the Picture also hints that their fortuitous encounter
was staged for a global audience, helpfully mediated by a documentary film
crew.l4S While Shelley Saywell's documentary, Kim's Story: The Road from
Vietnam (1996), proposes to record the sadness and indomitable spirit of
the girl in the photograph, it also narrates the war as a traumatic experience
for both victims and perpetrators. I" In fact, the diegetic structure of the
documentary builds toward this meeting, this allegory. ISO Even as the docu-
mentary begins with generic, ground-level footage of planes dropping
bombs across Highway 1, as well as film of her escape, the somber narrator
states the photograph's ever-expanding power to wound observers too:
"This is the story behind the picture that touched the world:' Framed
loosely in the genre of the road trip, the documentary stages her encounter
with self-knowledge, which comes circuitously with understanding others'
experience ofher.!" In one decisive transition, which sutures for the viewer
the scar she shares, the documentarians' camera sweeps across Kim's puck-
ered scars as her bare back and shoulders are massaged by a pair of hands,
revealed in a slow pan to belong to her husband, and into a doctor's office in
Chicago, where she clasps a white sheet to her chest and submits to an
examination by one of the surgeons who operated on her burns as a volun-
teer in Viet Nam. She thanks him for his labors, and he modestly demurs,
observing that she more than compensates for his care on a monumental
scale: "Now she's attempting to heal the Vietnam wounds of our nation."152
This move to re-place the unbearable experience to the interior of liberal
empire, a move that is appropriative since its pivotal operation is a matter of
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reversing and repossessing what had been established as traumatic (the
napalm bomb that haunts her still to the act of witnessing and perpetrating
atrocity), is the documentary's understated change of direction. Though
Kim PMc begins her travels with the photographer and doctors who
sought to capture, and to relieve, her suffering, this reversal repeats with
increasing frequency as she meets with those who are touched (disturbed,
agitated, made helpless) before the materiality of the photograph. Though
the documentary names Kim Phuc's story, it ends with an American onc-

at the memorial to the warrior dead, Kim Phuc cements her signification in
an allegory of postimperial rapprochement.

As empire's spectral other or its so-called condition of possibility (be-
cause this empire presumably acts on behalf of this other), and as the
subject of freedom whose self-actualization is the mirror of the good and
the true that liberalism promises (she escapes alien command, she chooses

beauty, family), she is endowed with an exceptional moral power,'>' Her
capacity for love, to which the documentary ascribes her desire to tell her
story, extends in all directions, and in a peace studies classroom, a student
wonderingly observes: "You're like an angel that's come to talk to us and to
let everyone know," while the camera lingers for a long moment on Kim

Phuc's face.154 Given such thernatics, Kim Phuc's grace is central to this
plot: in exchange for her moral power, she must submit to a teleological
movement from a traumatic past to a future of freedom and progress. I am
reminded here of Paul Ricoeur, who writes of the demands of "narrative
time" (which we might here ally with Derrida's "determined finalities"):
"Looking back from the conclusion to the episodes leading up to it, we
have to be able to say that this ending required these sorts of events and
this chain of actions. But this backward look is made possible by the
teleological movement directed by our expectations when we follow the
story."155 In Kim's Story, her self-transformation comes together with
the interposition of a feminine "voice" into the history of war in the
world, but what results from this documentary is not a dismantling of the
desubjectifying apparatus of empire-rather, it is a correspondence be-
tween the imperialist and the feminist gaze, meeting over not only the
image of the wounded and absent body but also the found and forgiving
subject of freedorn.t"

At the documentary's conclusion, Kim PMc and John Plummer adopt
chaste postures of intimacy, his arm around her shoulder, holding both
her hands in one of his, as she accepts his confession, and he her pardon.
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(He wears, in an odd note, some sort of Civil War soldier's hat.) We are
told that both victim and perpetrator have undergone a major conversion
-in effect, trading their separate grief and pain into the currency of con-
fession and forgiveness.P? Viewing this scene, with the tufted couch and
tearful smiles, recalls for us Amy Kaplan's insights on "manifest domes-
ticity;' through which liberal representations of the domestic, as figured in
this instance in a heteronormative embrace, are "inextricable from the
political, economic and cultural movements of empire. movements that
both erect and unsettle the ever-shifting boundaries between the domestic
and the foreign. between 'at home) and 'abroad."'IS8 Hence we come to
witness an act of compassion of great consequence, in which a second,
gentler touch reorders our sense of history in corporeal and symbolic
ways. The encounter between victim and perpetrator and its propagation
as an allegory that both erases and rehearses specific forms of power
between soldier and civilian, empire and colony-that is, portrayed both
as two hurt people finding healing in each other, and also as mythic figures
signifying the scars shared between those who tried and failed to deliver to
an other freedom-bring to the fore the uses of forgiveness in this circuit
of social exchange. Chow astutely observes that "forgiveness is a rescue
mission,')159 a neat turn of phrase that directs our attention once again to
the necessary question-who, or what, is being rescued?

Confession allies the wretched sinner with truth and freedom, and
forgiveness releases him from bondage so that he might once again be
capable of action-thus do sorrowful states and enlightened empires hope
to redeem themselves in translating. and rendering transparent, their past
misdeeds within a continuous history of human development. The ac-
knowledgment of pain and suffering perpetrated in the ever-receding past,
the consequence of the failed translation of an ideal, becomes the occasion
for demonstrating a liberal present through the confession of feelings of
shame and grief."? Such occasions are increasingly staged in colonial
settler states and postcolonial states after wartime atrocities, civilian mas-
sacres, or racial violence, including apartheid and other forms of delibera-
tive social death. But scholars such as Vanessa Pupavac, Allan Feldman,
and Guiliana Lund query the moral and therapeutic imperatives of truth
and reconciliation commissions in Argentina, Guatemala, Sierra Leone,
Bosnia, East Timor, and post-apartheid South Africa; and Lisa Yoneyama
and Ma Vang parse the issuance of apologies to Japanese Americans and to
Hmong refugees (Hmong were recruited as proxy soldiers by the Central
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Intelligence Agency during the war in Southeast Asia) for long neglect of
their service and sacrifice by the United States."! Though these perfor-
mances of confession and remorse do admit to committing injury to
others, nonetheless these acts also transform the nature (if not the fact) of
subjection as outside of a continuous history, and a condition of pos-
sibility, of state power. These performances, then, are pursued under spe-
cific circumstances and with certain sought-after consequences. Writing
about "Sorry Books;' compilations of statements and signatures that per-
form a collectivity of shame for the genocidal history of Australian gov-
ernments toward indigenous populations. Sara Ahmed observes of their
confessional nature: "Those who witness the past injustice through feeling
'national shame' are aligned with each other as 'well-meaning individuals';
if you feel shame, you mean well .... But this exposure is temporary, and
becomes the ground for a narrative of national recovery. By witnessing
what is shameful about the past, the nation can 'live up to' the ideals that
secure its identity or being in the present. In other words, our shame
means that we mean well, and can work to reproduce the nation as an
ideal."162 Confessions and expressions of remorse from liberal states and
empires therefore enact claims to the legitimacy of their existence, conced-
ing but also curbing an ohservable history of abnormal cruelty, and as well
the restoration of a tolerant collectivity that submits once again to their
government.

The conundrum that the victim faces in the wake of liberal war may be
described as follows. Whereupon states and empires confess to spectacular
crimes against their subjects, just as victims of state violence are made
visible, they are also compelled to forgive. In forgiving, the empire that
expresses shame for its wrongdoings is released to the future, to commit
more war.!63(Consider this Washington Post editorial from April 30, '975,
puhlished as the South Vietnamese capital was captured and titled "Deliv-
erance" -not for the Vietnamese, but for the Americans who fought this
"right and defensible" war: "For the fundamental 'lesson' of Vietnam
surely is not that we as a people are intrinsically bad, but rather that we are
capable of error-and on a gigantic scale. That is the spirit in which the
postmortems on Vietnam ought to go forward."I64) The confession thus
brings us to two suspicious movements. First, the confession grants to
victims that which was violently wrested away-that is, their status as
sovereign human persons with the capacity to reason and to act. Second,
as sovereign persons who bear the moral power to confer forgiveness and
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futurity, they shoulder an ethical obligation: to pardon the act of aggres-
sion and redeem the aggressor without imposing a further debt or, indeed,
without dwelling on continuing harrn.l'" Those confessional acts that
appear to acknowledge an effaced racial, colonial past-of accidental na-
palm, apartheid, encampment, and so on-instead (or simultaneously)
enjoin a politics of renewal, one that compels through moral reasoning
the necessary march from before to after terrible events. This understand-
ing that forgiveness, as an ethical obligation to advance freedom, may
involve the troubling equation that the victim is a potential adversary to
the renewable future, the possibility that he or she might withhold pardon
and in doing so deny to others their humanity, thus informs the theoret-
ical and historical antagonism of the redemption of liberal empire as the
necessary crucible for human development and freedom.

A Universe of Love

When I came to Canada I just wanted to build a normal life with my husband. r

wanted to escape the picture that had cost my private life so much. I didn't want

anyone to know that little girl is me. But now, when I see that little girl, naked and

running, I think, "let people learn about war." That's the reason [ came back to

work with that picture. Iwant people to see that picture in a new war, and when

they see that little girl crying out, see it not as a cry of pain, but a cry for peace. It

is important for her life, that people learn the value of healing, freedom and

forgiveness.
-KIM PHUC, "Beyond the Bomb"

It was the fire of bombs that burned my body. It was the skill of doctors that

mended my skin. But it took the power of God's love to heal my heart.

-KIM PHUC, The Oprah Winfrey Show

These successive scenes mark a critical epistemic turn in the understanding
of the photograph, and the war-one propagated by Kim PMc herself.
Rather than expose the racial particularity of the world as target, Kim Phuc
hopes that witnesses to the picture of her suffering perceive themselves in a
war for the human heart and "learn the value of healing, freedom and
forgiveness." Indeed, her forgiveness is performed not just for Plummer (is
there even a question that it was just for him?); it is also addressed to "dear
friends" as a feeling collectivity in which the photograph becomes the pivot
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on which the plot turns to "our" story; this turn creates the conditions for
its subsequent circulation in a number of other contexts for healing.

Here I turn to other gendering machines through which a politics of
sentimentality, demonstrably key to the episode above, instrumentalizes
the further extraction of supplement and surplus from this violated body.
When the exchange between Kim Phiic and Plummer, or Kim PMc and
"America," is circulated as allegory, grace (whether religious or secular)
becomes the argument and the apparatus for an imagined new history of
human communion afrer war or other reprehensible violence. Through
such an exchange, the idealist principles of the United States as a tolerant
collectivity founded on human freedom and contract are repossessed
from the traumatic errors of history. ("We are good people; we are the
ones most hurt by our own mistakes.") In this way, forgiveness as a moral
but also a historical compulsion is on a continuum with the gift of free-
dom, inasmuch as obligation troubles the subject of freedom with the
responsibility for such communion, though she may bear the force of the
accidental or "mad" mistranslation of an ideal. From this provocation, I
follow from scholars such as Sianne Ngai, Elizabeth Povinelli, and Sara
Ahmed about the charge of intimacy, and Lauren Berlant about the traffic
in pain, through which a culture of true feeling hangs on suffering as a
human commonality, and organizes ethical sociality accordingly. If Kim
Phuc's touching story as a champion of "healing, freedom and forgive-
ness" can be understood as a lesson for fostering a tolerant collectivity, the
consequences bring home, as it were, an empire of intimacy-requiring
that we reflect on, as Berlant urges, the ways in which

this mode of sentimentality takes up the Enlightenment project of cultivat-
ing the soul of the subject toward a visceral capacity to embody, recognize,
and sanction virtue, and it expands it into the collective activity of compas-
sionate cosmopolitanism. which places affective recognition at the center of
what binds strangers to each other. Yet sentimentality's universalist rhetoric
gains its authority not in the political domain, but near it, against it, and
above it: sentimental culture entails a proximate alternative community of
individuals sanctified by recognizing the authority of true feeling-authen-
tic, virtuous, compassionate-at the core of a just world. 166

Let rne elaborate here with a telling example. On the March 8, 2000,

episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show, "Celebrated Photos of Our Time," the
girl in the photograph is among the handful of images credited with the
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power to exert or extract a global feellng.r" In Kim Phuc's segment, the
image of her burning looms behind Oprah on an enormous television
screen. Oprah's introduction includes horrific film footage (we see other
villagers fleeing, Kim Phuc's aunt with her three-year-old son in her arms,
his skin peeling away from his flesh in ragged black strips) and these famil-
iar articles of faith: "This photograph touched hearts worldwide and led to
a change of public opinion aboutthewar .... It is burned into our memory."
Kim Phuc is met with an embrace and a standing ovation. During her brief
interview (staged on a living room set), Kim Phuc ascribes her survival and
peaceful heart to God, responding to Oprah's wondering, admiring ques-
tion, "You can forgive the war]," with this rehearsed sentiment: "It was the
fire of bombs that burned my body. It was the skill of doctors that mended
my skin. But it took the power of God's love to heal my heart." Kim Phuc's
carefully chosen words trace a satisfying teleology. Smiling, she promises
that though she has suffered so singularly, she has nonetheless attained
peace of mind. Thus inspired, Oprah wipes away a tear and declares, to
thunderous applause, "You are a blessing unto us all."

Kim Phuc's grace resonates in at least two directions. First, she brings to
the audience her now signature presence as a little girl crying out for peace
to demonstrate the workings of inner peace, a state of being in the world
secured through her hard labor. Both intimate and communal in its ad-
dress to a feeling collectivity, Oprah is a superlative set piece for this
inspirational message, through which Kim Phuc's return organizes for us a
scene of empowerment, through which a fractured self might yet achieve
freedom. During its twenty-five years on air, the show (and Winfrey's
media empire) favored the therapeutic for the signification of human
contact and inreraction.i" As Eva Illouz observes, Oprah exemplifies the
narrative standardization of pain, one embedded in the therapeutic man-
dates of neoliberal entrepreneurialism, in everyday "work" on the con-
scious and competent self. "In the quintessential Oprah story;' Illouz
writes, "closure is reached when the self is able to transcend itself either
through will, determination, and self-knowledge or through display of
altruistic dispositions. Such self-overcoming is accomplished sometimes
through the implementation of moral virtues like altruism, love, and self-
sacrifice; sometimes through therapeutic techniques of self-examination,
confession, and dialogue; and sometimes through a combination of these.
Both the spiritual and the therapeutic discourse insist on transformation
and on making the self 'work' toward an improved and pain-free state,"!"
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In her pursuit of beauty and freedom, Kim Phuc has undertaken a self-
transformation continuous with these also-outward properties. Likewise,
without her capacity for forgiveness, it is implied that she would be held
hostage to the past of the photograph. In the parlance of the genre, such a
capacity is evidence of "perspective," as a temporal and spatial distantia-
tion that periodizes and divides, and of "inner strength"-another name
for the autonomous individual and her capacity for directing her own
interiority and life direction. (Reviewing The Girl in the Picture, the Wash-
ington Post comments on her buoyant cheer: "Asa girl, returning home
after more than a year of hospitalization, she 'had the same happy and
uncomplaining personality as before she was wounded: which Chong
properly interprets as 'testimony to her strength of character.'"170) Kim
Phtic's willingness to pardon others for their transgressions both fulfills
this condition and then acts as proof of her self-possession. Through
moral and emotional labor on her self, she becomes the agent of happi-
ness, secures inner peace-is free.

Second, in this by now familiar scene of the public economy of such
beautiful suffering, Kim Phuc stages a further, explicitly ethical, level of
instruction, foremost in which is forgiveness as a covenant to embrace
futurity. In an interview for National Public Radio that wasbroadcast in a
popular program called This I Believe, Kim Phuc's faith serves as a lesson
to us all: "Napalm is very powerful, but faith, forgiveness, and love are
much more powerful. Wewould not havewar at all if everyonecould learn
how to live with true love, hope, and forgiveness. If that little girl in the
picture can do it, ask yourself: Can yoU?"171 There are several things I want
to note here in this first-person story, typical of both her media ap-
pearances and this triumphalist genre, to ponder the query, "Can you?"
The first is the passage of time as a progressive, chronological narrative,
moving from cause and effect, history's beginning and resolution. In this
teleology,Kim PMc travels, in the tide of this particular radio piece and
echoed in many other stories, "The Long Road to Forgiveness."Time in its
passage and its plentitude advances a moral imperative to establish the
unalterable past as passed in its commensurate place and proportion. The
second is the compression of successive discourses that establish her as a
victim through her enunciation as an object of a heinous violence literally
carved on her body ("napalm isvery powerful"), and then establish her as
a not-victim through her enunciation as a subject of truth because she
forgives,even napalm.

126 CHAPTER TWO



The third point I wish to note is the address here- "Can you?" -which is
unspecific and all encompassing. This address is common to profiles about
Kim Phuc. The community of fellow feeling presumed to have been drawn
into being through outrage and horror at the photograph, through vulner-
ability before the suffering of another, is called on once again through the
different, but still direct, address of the girl in the photograph to turn the
lens inward-do you bear pain that obstructs, damages, drags? While the
religious aspect here is not unimportant-as other scholars have shown, the
imbricated rhetorics of self-help, consumerism, and Christian ethos have a
long history"'-what I want to highlight here is a logic of equivalence. This
logic of equivalence operates through analogy, articulating a proliferating
series of (hoped for) comparable phenomena or social formations. In this
instance, the analogy is not located in visible, or substantial, similarities
but, as Foucault argues, in a "more subtle resemblance of relations. Disen-
cumbered, it can extend, from a single given point, to an endless number of
relationships,"!" In doing so, analogy extracts each element as independent
of historical processes and also interactions with each other, such that com-
plicity and complexity disappear or fade into white noise. In the prolifera-
tion of stories of pain, we therefore find the recognition of both great
particularity and universal similarity. In the February 2001 issue of 0, The
Oprah Magazine, the psychologist Robert Karen opens his musings on the
necessities to forgive, and to be forgiven, with the reconciliation of Kim
Phuc and Plummer: "The story of the pilot and the girl moves us because
the need to be forgiven lives so strongly in us, and it is rare that we see it
played out in such direct and dramatic form. And yet in our everyday lives
we are touched by forgiveness and haunted by its lack in a myriad of ways.
Can we be forgiven our insensitivity? OUf cruelties? OUf betrayals? Can we
be forgiven the things in us that feel so terrible we dare not speak them?" 174

In another instance, an online women's magazine published an inspira-
tional profile about Kim PMc in a section called "Life Stories." Under
multiple subheadings further subdividing these stories ("suicide," "spiritu-
ality," "eating disorders;' and "relationships"), Kim Phuc was once found
under "abuse," then later under "relationships,"!" The earlier equivocation
between Kim Phuc and Plummer, as well as something of the resonance of
"relationships" as a descriptor, is found in the name of one feature, "Two
Who Created an Image of War Share Their Pain."176In this regard, dis-
parities of power no longer matter, even if these do signify murderous
structures or institutional inequities. From the imperial history of post-
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traumatic stress disorder, we know that analogy names such resemblances
in order to attach each incident of suffering to a chain of traumatic symp-
tomology. Furthermore, the etiology named by post-traumatic stress dis-
order-an intolerable event-fuels this abstraction. Concepts of pain and
suffering eschew any valuation of the catastrophic event (consider again the
diagnostic end of suspicion with regard to the soldier's atrocity), the un-
bearable character of the event becomes the scene of our shared vulner-
ability. 177

These sentimental stories radically alter the resonance and referentiality
of historical violence and our responses to it.l78 The phenomenology of
violence, estranged from history into abstraction, even napalm-a devas-
tating biochemical weapon-might be reordered through this reading of
Kim Phuc's injuries not as geopolitical or historical, but as intimate and
personal. That is, if the U.S. war in Southeast Asia is evacuated of its
imperial history, the girl in the photograph indicts no murderous struc-
tures in particular. Instead the category of banal, human failure or acci-
dent-amorphous, overwhelming, and ahistorical-supersedes the necro-
political, or Foucault's race war, through which some life is consigned to
death, excluded from history. Those murderous structures that banish
some bodies from the order of the moral and the human are rendered
both unthinkable (though they are thought all the time in the most ordi-
nary and destructive ways) and unavailable for apprehending either cau-
sality or casualty. Citing Berlant's interrogation of pain as political subjec-
tivity, Sherene Razack points to its serious repercussions: "One important
consequence is that we can no longer talk about injustice and how it is
organized. When 'feeling bad becomes evidence of a structural condition
of injustice' and 'feeling good becomes evidence of justice's triumph' then
both the problem and the solution are removed from their material and
historical contexts,"!" It is not that war disappears from view. Instead, war
too might be characterized as a personal crisis, a moment of psychic
upheaval. One Christian magazine insists that Kim Phuc's story is more
than a story about the United States in Southeast Asia: ''We all go through
'wars' -life is sometimes a difficult journey, battling 'enemies.' Like Kim,
we may be left with pain and scars to bear .... What will we do? We, like
Kim, have a choice-to forgive, extend grace and become better rather
than bitter!"180 .

Kim Phuc's story is no simple spiritual rebirth. Despite her gentle touch,
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the imperative tenor of her comments, and of comments about her, im-
presses on us the ethical obligations and investments that secure the con-
ditions of possibility for human self-possession and liberal collectivity.
One commentator marvels: "What is perhaps most stunning about Kim
Phuc is the peace that radiates from her in person. She is not angry. She is
not bitter against her government or anyone else involved in the war. In fact,
Kim's greatest passion is healing,"!" (Here I defer to Ahmed to distill these
sentiments in her characteristically astute manner: "To become well ad-
justed is to be adjusted to colonial history,"!") In further addressing her-
self to an enlightened collectivity, Kim Phuc proposes that the choice to
"live with true love, hope, and forgiveness" is an ethical one. Her capacity
to pardon others is represented as care for human communion, for futu-
rity. Aligned with freedom as that which the autonomous individual pos-
sesses and presents to alleviate the suffering of others, forgiveness thus has
meaning as a politics of life, as a condition of life's continuity anchored in
familiar dichotomies of passivity and action, alienation and ownership,
captivity and emancipation. In choosing otherwise, Kim Phuc implies,
war-as a metonym for any violence-continues.
In such a prescription, the end of violence is an existential crisis (not just

the cessation of military operations) whose resolution becomes the para-
mount responsibility of those others so long marked for injury and death. I"
The denial that the irrevocable past has in fact passed is to hold onto ugly
feelings incommensurate to the duration between the unbearable event
and the here and now. (Such feelings plague the prayerful mother in Green
Dragon, who refuses to leave the interlude in which her soldier sons might
yet draw breath.) In other words, an insistence on speaking as if the tres-
passes of the past are still present, which may include a desire for political
agitation or retributive justice, precludes the victim and others whom he or
she touches-those who shudder-from inhabiting history proper. Inas-
similable and self-destructive, feelings such as anger or bitterness hence are
equated with captivity, anachronism, and bondage. Or, as Ngai argues so
well, ugly feelings are unproductive and noncarthartic in this psychic net-
work, offering "no satisfactions of virtue, therapeutic or purifying re-
lease."I84These feelings are perceived as generating other social and psychic
negativity and even aggressivity-a self-destructive, other-destructive cycle
of violence, return of the repressed. or a traumatic stress disorder, through
which violence is misrecognized as an abstract or anachronistic category of
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suspicion. ISS Thus might forgiveness "also work to conceal the causes of
hurt or to make others the cause of their own hurt,"!" The failure or refusal
to forgive becomes an injury to OUf own capacity for freedom, an other-
possession, but also the freedom of others, who are also otherwise held
captive to past actions (which may have been accidents, or acts of madness).
We may putthis another way: if the effect offorgiveness as an imperative to
overcome conflict in the service of communion, to secure the violent event

as a moment in an aberrant continuous history. is that of negating mur-

derous structures of race and colonialityas the present ofliberal violence, it
may have the more terrible outcome of annulling and banishing those who
experience violence as violence to an outside of the human altogether.
For all that the girl in the photograph is much fetishized, mourned,

resurrected, and commemorated, her archive is antimemorial. The photo-

graph is most empty precisely when its presence is most full. It is for these
reasons that I argue in this chapter against pinning our hopes on the
archive-or, more precisely, on the recovery of presence there. Moreover,

we cannot depend on revealed contradiction, or even disastrous failure, to

carry our critical longings. The girl in the photograph is less a lost object
.whose return would correct an absence, or a contradiction and failure of
liberal promise, than a sign of more questions whose forms bespeak the
entanglement of empire with affirmation, presence, and freedom. Per-
ilously, what Kim Phuc has to teach us are the virtues of love and forgive-
ness, and from these a historical consciousness through which we might
inaugurate and impose a new story of ourselves, and of our collectivity. As
Chong tells us at the close of her biography: "None of us is without flaws,
but our hope is that we can be flawed yet still have a worthiness of charac-
ter. We feel that when we are forgiven. Yet the power of forgiveness is
realized only if it is sought. This was what the most famous victim of the
Vietnam war, Kim Phuc, had to give.... In paying homage to her as a
living symbol of wartime horror and suffering, others, religious or not,
feel a hopeful sense of being able to mitigate the darkness together,"!"
If the story of the girl in the photograph can be understood as an

allegory for wrongdoing and forgiveness, these remarks from The Girl in
the Picture bespeak a troubling proposition. In such an address-to a
collectivity in which "none of us is without flaws;' though we might share
a "hope that we can be flawed yet still have a worthiness of character"-a
once-accused liberal empire is figured as only human. But in overcoming
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(and transcending) the boundaries and conflicts that impede a global
humanity, it is not the U.S. self-concept as a guardian of human freedom
and progress (a metanarrative genealogically traceable to liberalist indices
of race and coloniality) that originates those boundaries and conflicts, but
the history-halting prospect that empire might be held hostage to past
accidents. Or as Ahmed observes, «So the West takes, then gives, and in the
moment of giving repeats as well as conceals the taking,"!" Inasmuch as
liberal empire claims to be the heart of a caring collectivity-that is, it is as
both the center and executor of the free world that Kim Phuc can say to
"us" "we should work together to build peace and happiness for all people
in all nations"189-it is an exchange that brings about a new beginning.
that is also no beginning at all. Her gift of grace transforms, and those
objects and practices with which we continue to live are consigned to other
times.

Coda: The Other Girl in the Other Photograph

Before I turn to new wars, I wish to add one last disquieting footnote-
another wounded and slain body from this terrible conflict. In his public
confession, Plummer admits to his failure to champion the principle of a
generous, loving power. But, as recounted (with perhaps deliberate dispas-
sion) in The Girl in the Picture, Plummer also carries a personal photo-
graph-a souvenir-of the corpse of a young Vietnamese woman whom
he murdered while on guard duty. She may have been a Viet Cong recruit,
or an unwilling conscript-that appears to be of no particular concern.
She has no story; she is anonymous. She is neither visualized nor articu-
lated in Chong's biography. which is the story of a girl. and not all girls
who are targeted (even accidentally) for death in the course ofliberal war.
Remarkably, whereas Plummer's secret torment regarding one girl in one
photograph is presented in excruciating detail, he does not speculate
about this other woman's existence, or confess to guilt or grief at her death
at his hands. We are given no clue to how he feels about her death. or why
he carries the photograph of her wounded and slain body in his wallet.

But we might observe, in light of this chapter's allegory, that because she
cannot pardon him, she is rendered ontologically useless to his spiritual
awakening. Or perhaps he hopes to retain the pleasure of flinching, that
shudder that ensures over and again his own too-human subjectivity. Still,
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the fact that this photograph's presence does not dispatch him into guilt or
grief, or their public performance, might disclose to us something sinister
about the singularity of Kim Phuc's photograph, and about the ways in
which some of us are granted passage into a common humanity and a
continuous history and some others remain outside its bounds.
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biological time between generations would be reinscribed as upward mobility,
giving the movement of time itself a positive connotation" ("From the Race
War to the War on Terror," 259).
157.In an unsubtle metaphor about roots, the general dailywaters the small

mound of dirt in which he tenderly nestles the seeds of a small red chili pepper
native to Viet Nam. The death of the Viet Nam he knew is the impetus for his
own demise; unlike other refugees, he cannot imagine rooting anew in this
strange land, so far from his native soil. These scenes draw on disturbing but
certainly well-entrenched arboreal metaphors of metaphysical nativism as life-
affirming nationalism. Young Minh, whose roots are still shallow and vital,
stands for new growth. He nurtures the seeds into a tenacious tendril, which
we see him watering on the Fourth of Iuly, an auspicio~s date for the rebirth of
a nation and its people in a new world. For more on such arboreal metaphors,
see Malkki, "National Geographic."
158.Berlant, "Cruel Optimism."
159.The so-called Provisional Government of Free Vietnam is a paramilitary

political organization based in the United States and established in 1995.Oper-
atives of this exilic organization have been arrested on terrorism charges,
including acts of arson and bombings, directed at the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam.

160. Cacho, "'You Just Don't Know How Much He Meant;" 197.

2. The Gift of the Girl in the Photograph

1. Butler, Precarious Life, xviii.
2. There are near endless iterations of these powers and their attribution to

the photograph. For instance, The History Channel, a cable television net-
work, broadcasts a series called Unsung Heroes that features episodes from
Western military history. One episode, "Camera Martyrs of the Vietnam War,"
about photojournalists in Southeast Asia, called the photograph of the na-
palmed Vietnamese girl the "touchstone picture of the war" (first aired De-
cember 6, 2001).
3. The phrase used here, "the girl in the photo goes to Washington City,"

follows in homage to Lauren Berlant's The Queen of American Goes to Wash-
ington City. Marita Sturken's reflections.in Tangled Memories about the contro-
versy surrounding the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall provide a fascinating
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4. The full text of her statement on November n, 1996, at the national

Veterans Day commemoration in Washington, D.C., is: "Dear Friends, I am
very happy to be with you today. I thank you for giving me the opportunity to
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talkand meet with you on this Veterans Day. As you know, I am the little girl
who was running to escape from the napalm fire. I do not want to talk about
the war because I cannot change history. I only want you to remember the
tragedyof war in order to do things to stop fighting and killing around the
world.Ihave suffered a lot from both physical and emotional pain. Sometimes
I thought I could not live, but God saves me and gave me faith and hope. Even
ifI could talk face to face with the pilot who dropped the bombs, I would tell
bim we cannot change history but we should try to do good things for the
presentand for the future to promote peace. I did not think that I could marry

'nor have any children because of my burns, but now I have a wonderful
husband and lovely son and a happy family. Dear friends, I just dream one day
people all over the world can live in real peace-no fighting, and no hostility.
Weshould work together to build peace and happiness for all people in all
nations. Thank you so much for letting me be a part of this important day."
That day's speeches can be found on the PBS website: http://www.pbs.org/
newshour/bb/military/vets_ll-11.html.
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NOTES TO CHAPTER TWO 215



connote not only gender and racial ideologies, hut also an American ideology
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82. Margaret Power observes that right-wing women in Chile, organizing
against Salvador Allende who was then running for president, often appealed
to their countrywomen through the existential threat posed by communism to
natural femininity: "Communism desexeswomen and converts them into dull
robots whose energies are absorbed by the tasks delegated to them by the
communist authorities. As a result, they no longer spend their time loving
their husbands and children and making themselves appealing to men" (Right-
Wing Women in Chile, 82).
83,Chow, v1lriting Diaspora, 153.
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85.Chong, The Girl in the Picture, 194.
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petty-minded government handlers who trap Kim Phuc in propaganda and
poverty.He further serves as a foil to the inadequacies of his Vietnamese coun-
terparts, including the photographer who took her photo on that terrible day.
Yearslater, after the interview with the Los Angeles Times reporter included a
surprisemeeting with Ut, Kim Phuc wonders why he did not do more to aid her
in her plight (without knowing that his attempts to dodge her government
minder and slip her some dollars were unsuccessful). She muses: "Why did
UncleUt never come back to rescue her? If Perry Kretz could come back for me, why
not Uncle Ut?" (Chong, The Giri in the Picture,Jo9). Such a rhetorical question
explicitly sets up the comparison, and reaffirms the gap, between each man's
powers.
89. Quoted in Chong, The Girl in the Picture, 234.
90. That said, I do not wish to overemphasize beauty's significance in this

biography, especially given the prominence of a Christian telos in Kim Phuc's
life story (deliberately presented as a more catholic faith in contrast to the
indigenous, syncretic religion cao dai, which her mother practices), Her con-
version, recounted midway through the biography, is a transformation that
strikes her as a revelation about the deepest meaning of her life and marks the
start of her pursuit of the something more that the illiberal forms that surround
her cannot imagine, let alone provide. With a fatalism attributed to her re-
ligious devotion to cao dai, her mother advises Kim Phuc to resign herself to a
life without love or family. But while her mother insists on speaking about
war's violence and about her belief in karmic cycleswith their temporal prem-
ise of return and consequence, her perceived pessimism is received as an
obstacle to her daughter's happiness. Thus, it is not only communism that
prohibits Kim Phuc from moving on, but also the peasants' anachronistic
world with its emphases on the supernatural and filial obligation. Chong
presents Kim Phric's fantasy of escape as a radical subjectivity whose dis-
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tinctiveness from her family and all they are made to represent-a staid peasant
tradition, a backward religious stance focused o~ the sins of the past, the
parochial organization of human connection through kinship, and so forth-
signals the acquisition of liberal, modern self-possession. Evangelical Chris-
tianity, here distinctly focused on the promise of a good life leading to a future
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good.
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107.See Sherene Razack's inquiry into the Canadian intervention in Somalia
for a necessary critique of the self-concept of the peacekeeper (Dark Threats
and White Knights).
108.The full text of Col. Norm McDaniel's (U.S. Air Force, Ret.) statement

on November 11, 1996, at the national Veterans' Day commemoration in Wash-
ington, D'C; is: "Those of us who went in harm's way to serve our nation and
to help our friends do not want our sacrifice to be in vain or forgotten. Some of
us endured and still endure mental and physical trauma. Some of us endured
long, painful, torturous years as prisoners of war, and some of those who
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114.Sturken describes the wall as a "black gash" (51),a "living wound" (73), a

"cut into the sloping earth" (46) (Tangled Memories).

115·Ibid., 54-56.
116; This hesitation also leads to the willful desire to see no more. Consider

contemporary practices of restricting access to or publication of photographs
of the warrior dead-because the war in Viet Nam daily intruded into living
rooms on the evening news with wounded or slain bodies-and embedding
journalists within military units to render journalists' and soldiers' fields of
vision simultaneous and the same.
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120. Ibid.
12!. Ibid., 95.
122. Foucault, Abnormal, 312.
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including My Lai, the psychiatrist and antiwar activist Robert Jay Lifton ar-
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with his group." Quoted in Kunen, Standard Operating Procedure, 273-74, 281.

129. Here we might observe that Palestinian refugees, for instance, are not
afforded the same claims to dignity through the diagnosis of trauma; instead,
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form their bodies into bombs.

130. David Serlin examines in more detail and depth the assemblages of
discourses and practices around war, disability, normative masculinity, and the
modern United States in Replaceable You.

131.McRuer, Crip Theory, 111.
132.Chong, The Girl in the Picture, 255.
'33. Ibid., 361.
134. As The Girl in the Picture hints, and as I will discuss below, it may be that

this encounter is not "divine" but prearranged by the documentarian responsi-
ble for Kim's Story, Shelley Saywell. Chong note, that before Kim PMc', ap-
pearance in Washington, "Word got to a Canadian filmmaker who wasmaking
a television documentary on Kim (entitled Kim's Story: The Road From Viet-
nam, it first aired in 1997) and thus to Kim herself: the American commander
who had 'ordered' the napalm strike that injured her, now a church minister,
had surfaced:' Ibid., 361-62.
135·Ibid., 363.
136. Ann Gearan, "Cruelty of War Finds Peace in Forgiveness," San Francisco

Examiner, April u, 1997.
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IJ7. Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1:60.
IJ8. Chong writes: "On the strength of his faith, he came to accept that God

had forgiven him the pain he'd caused the girl in the picture. Though he slept
better at night, the burden of the remorse he carried never got lighter" (The
Girl in the Picture, 361).

lJ9.lbid.,360-61.
140.In an interview, Chong reports being unable to confirm Plummer's

position in the chain of command with the U.S. military. Yet, she argues,
"when people like John Plummer look at that picture, they see inside them-
selves ... and out comes guilt. It doesn't matter that it was South Vietnamese
planes and that it wasn't a direct operation. It's guilt that they can taste. And
that torments him .... l'll tell you another example of that guilt. I had hours of
conversation with a helicopter pilot who described how he alighted on the
Highway Route 1 [where the incident happened] and picked up the burn
victims, and picked up Kim and took her to a field hospital. He had it in exact
detail: the village, the attack, the aerial view of the village. This was hours of
conversation. I saved my important question for the very end. I asked him
when he served in Vietnam. And it doesn't overlap. It's guilt, you see. He's
tormented. The picture provokes that ... it doesn't have to be personal, it can
be a sense of collective guilt. It doesn't matter whether it's 'your' war, or 'our'
war, because it's what one human being does to another" (quoted in Steinman,
"The Girl in the Photo"). It bears noting that those veterans who especially
challenged Plummer did so to assert that the United States bore no respon-
sibility at all for the napalm strike, that all responsibility lay with the South
Vietnamese-sa sidestepping of the U.S. role in manufacturing and supplying
napalm, let alone in escalating and conducting the war.

141. Peter Pae, "Vets Challenge Minister's Account of Napalm Attack; Va.
Man Says He Ordered Strike that Led to Photo," Washington Post, December
19,1997·

142.Ahmed, "The Politics of Bad Feeling:'
143. Gearan, "Cruelty of War Finds Peace in Forgiveness."
144. Derrida, On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, 30.
145.Ibid., 42.
146. Ibid., 49.
'47. Ibid., 3'-32.
148. Chong writes: "Word got to a Canadian filmmaker who was making a

television documentary on Kim (entitled Kim's Story: The Road from Vietnam,
it first aired in early 1997) and thus to Kim herself: the American commander
who had 'ordered' the napalm strike that injured her, now a church minister,
had surfaced" (The Girl in the Picture, 361-62). Plummer and Kim Phuc both
attest to the universalism of their encounter, and its strategic significance for
their Christian faith. In Plummer's words: "It's a story about forgiveness and
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reconciliation. and we see that as part of the ministry. Kim and I realized it
could be a valuable tool for the ministry. and that's why we've become more
open about sharing it" (quoted in Peter Pae, "AtLoug Last, a Conflict Ends for
Minister; Decades after Napalm Bombing, U.S. Commander, Vietnamese
Woman Make Their Peace;' Washington Post, February 20,1997).

149.Saywell's other films include Rape: A Crime of War (1996),which tracks
the use of rape against women in war-presumably throughout history-up to
the first persecution of rape as a crime against humanity in Bosnia; Crimes of
Honor (1998), about radical Islamic "honor killings" of women; and A Child's
Century of War (2000), an examination of the last century's wars from a child's
perspective.

150. This tale brings to the fore a series of questions about the geographyof
the globe. In this telling, on Kim Phuc's "road from Vietnam," Canada is a way
station but not the destination. There are scenes that unfold inToronto, where
she lives with her husband and child, but Canada cannot function as the
endpoint because the plot must conclude with the confrontation and commu-
nion with the war's perpetrators. During the war, Canada was officiallyneu-
tral, though it provided some aid and a small number of troops late in the war
to enforce the 1973Paris Peace Accords. Additionally, Canada was a major
supplier of equipment and other supplies-including napalm-to U.S.forces.
However. the war is remembered as a U.S.war.

151. As promotional copy for the documentary puts it, "In order to confront
her past, Kim comes to America. where she meets many people who help fill in
the holes of her story." "Reuniting" Kim Phuc with (mostly Western) benefac-
tors is a popular plot. Perry Kretz is reunited with her again and again, and in
"The Girl in the Photograph;' Coburn clandestinely brought Ut, then based in
Los Angeles. to Cuba. More recently, the B B C staged a meeting between Kim
Phil, and the ITN correspondent Christopher Wain, who stood with other
photographers and cameramen capturing images of her flight, and who
poured a canteen of water over her burning body (Rebecca Lumb, "Reunited
with the Vietnamese 'Girl in the Picture;" BBC News. May 17,2010 [http://
news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/8678478.stm]).

152. Tellingly,throughout The Girl in the Picture, Kim Phuc identifies Ameri-
cans and other Westerners as her "saviors." Other Vietnamese. even Ut, are
unable to help her. The Girl in the Picture does insist. in passages that appear to
be asides by the author, that some Vietnamese did also, or attempted to, aid
Kim Phuc in her distress.

153.For an extended analysis of this documentary, see Miller. "The Girl in
the Photograph."

154. For a brilliant analysis of the maternal and the visual, see Tapia, Ameri-
can Pietas.

155.Ricoeur; "On Narrative Time," 174·
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156.For another example of this meeting, see my reading of LizMerkn's 2006
TheBeauty Academy of Kabul (M. Nguyen, "The Biopower of Beauty").
157.The hope that dialogue will enact some transformation is not an uncom-

mon sentiment. For example, Pulma Gobodo-Madikizela writes: "Through di-
alogue,victims as well as the greater society come to recognize perpetrators as
human beings who failed morally, whether through coercion, the perverted
convictionsof a warped mind, or fear" ("Intersubjectivity and Embodiment,"
543).In this very recent statement, occasioned by the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of South Africa, we can see all the hallmarks of post-traumatic
stressdisorder, which presumes that no rational human being could possibly
commit terrible harm and mean it.
158.A. Kaplan, The Anarchy of Empire in the Making of u.s. CU/lUre, 1.
159.Chow, "'I Insist on the Christian Dimension,' >I 225.
160.To greater or lesser effect, to be sure-as numerous critics observe,

Japaneseadmissions to forcing Korean women into sexual servitude are rhe-
torically tortured. See H. Kim, "The Comfort Women"; Kang, "Conjuring
'Comfort women'", Matsui, "Women's International War Crimes Tribunal on
Japan's Military Sexual Slavery"; Yang, "Revisiting the Issue of Korean 'Military
Comfort Women.'''
161.See Pupavac, "International Therapeutic Peace and Justice in Bosnia";

Cobb. "The Domestication of Violence in Mediation"; Castillejo-Cuellar,
"Knowledge, Experience, and South Africa's Scenarios of Forgiveness"; S.
Young."Narrative and Healing in the Hearings of the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission"; Feldman, "Memory Theaters, Virtual Witness-
ing, and the Trauma-Aesthetic"; Lund, "Healing the Nation'''; Hamber and
wilson, "Symbolic Closure through Memory, Reparation and Revenge in Post-
Conflict Societies"; Yoneyama, "Traveling Memories, Contagious Justice";
Vang, "The Refugee Soldier:'
162.Ahmed, "The Politics of Bad Feeling;' 77.
163.This chapter is quite long enough, but I wish to observe here that some

U.S.veterans are angered that their empire should express any shame at all.
There are numerous online forums where veterans decry the language of
shame and forgiveness as politically correct-indeed, their premise is that no
wrong was ever committed, and no apology is necessary.
164.This editorial allows no time to consider these errors either, or to hold

those responsible for admitted "excesses" accountable, instead noting that "not
just the absence of recrimination, but also the presence of insight and honesty
is required to bind up the nation's wounds" ("Deliverance," Washington Post,
April 30, 1975).
165.Most obviously. the more spectacular forms of violence-such as the

photograph of the bombing of a screaming girl-come to occlude the more
ordinary forms of ontological damage. Alejandro Castillejo-Cuellar observes
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of South Africa's "scenarios of forgiveness" following apartheid: "In this case,
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Iencodingeutf-S).
176. Amy Cearan, "Two Who Created a War Image Share Their Pain," Buffalo

News, April 13, 1997.
177. Janice Peck, in her study of the Oprah Winfrey Book Club, characterizes

Winfrey's appeal this way: "Winfrey's commitment to 'positive' thoughts and
topics and her continual assertion that all social ills are the consequence of
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on from racial terror or genocide, and that such things are contained events
rather than structuring conditions of possibility and the present.
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