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Who travel ten thousands of miles?
Gender and Spiritual Dimensions

in War Dead Accounting in Post-war Vietnam
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In the last four decades, nearly the entire Viethnamese population has been mobilized to find, identify, and commemorate
hundreds of thousands of war dead in Vietnam. While the public face of this mass mobilization is predominantly male, the
driving force behind this work of war accounting and memory making is largely female. Millions of Viethnamese mothers,
sisters, wives, and daughters not only have been waiting, grieving, and mourning, but also actively searching for their
sons, brothers, husbands, and fathers who did not return when the wars ended. While DNA-based identification is the
only method of accounting approved by the state today, communication with the spirits of the dead remains the common
method for families in their search for the missing dead. In this presentation, | will suggest that gender and spirituality are
important dimensions of war dead accounting processes in Vietham. These processes go beyond the necro-political
obligations and responsibilities that connect the state and its citizens. They are primarily about the necro-social relations
that characterize Vietnamese society after a century of violence and destruction. In these social relations of the living and
the dead, Vietnamese women shoulder the heavier and more intimate emotional and spiritual burden that goes often
unacknowledged. While DNA forensic science requires time and enormous effort to ascertain results, every culturally
informed, spiritually led, informal practice—that | have given the name vernacular forensics in my writing—involves an
equal amount of labor with the same goal: locating, and “accounting” for the missing loved ones.
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