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Preface to
“Resentment”’

VINH NGUYEN
University of Waterloo

As much as I've tried to, | could never separate my academic writing from what I’d lived,
was living, and wanted to live. Life, in all its tangledness, was the structure for my ideas and
the materials | put on the page. It took me years to learn that writing is never an abstract
exercise divorced from my experiences as a refugee of the Vietham War, the perceptive
capacities I've developed living in a white settler nation-state, or the intuition | gained from
learning to read closely.

| wrote Lived Refuge because | had a hunch that the experience of refuge exceeded
the juridical-political framework we had to define it. Refuge, as | felt and knew it, was dyn-
amic and ongoing. Not a static legal designation, but a lived relation that requires continual
struggle. Like everything worth having, refuge is a fight. The book is my attempt to under-
stand what refuge means and to reconceptualize what it could become.

Lived Refuge was published in late November 2023, when Israel began bombing
refugee campsin Gaza. As months violently passed, Western power brokers like the United
States, Canada, the UK, and Germany authorized and abetted genocide, repressing Pales-
tinian solidarity and antiwar activism. And politicians and far-right forces continued to
demonize migrants, inciting riots, threatening deportations, building walls. Looking around
at my life, at the world, | thought that there was no such thing as refuge. That the category
of political refuge, enshrined in human rights and celebrated in humanitarian principles,
was crumbling into rubble.

| thought, what good is my “refuge” in the state of Canada if the international
community sits on the sideline, unable to protect the refugees who need protection the
most. What is the worth of my professorship if higher education and arts institutions in the
West turn a blind eye to the total destruction of universities, libraries, schools, and mus-
eums in Gaza.

My book entered a world of unprecedented assault on refugees, of reinvigorated
Western imperialism, and of American decline into fascism. This context matters because
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it transforms the book. How to read such abook now? | have much difficulty answering this
question. In the second chapter of Lived Refuge, on “resentment,” from which the excerpt
below is taken, | explore the notion that refuge can be withheld, denied, and revoked
precisely because historical violence and injury are not “past,” but is very much still unfold-
ing in the here and now. Perhaps this is a place to start, to read this book but allow it to turn
our full attention to what is happening in the present and witness the limits, and labor for
the possibility, of all our interconnected refuge.

My sincerest thanks to the ASA’s International Committee for this incredible honor. I’'m so
grateful they found something useful in my work, and that the book is honored with the name
of Shelly Fisher Fishkin, a scholar | deeply respect for her tireless work to promote transna-
tional American Studies.

The excerpt that follows is republished under CC BY-NC-ND license courtesy of Vinh
Nguyen. Excerpted from Lived Refuge: Gratitude, Resentment, Resilience, by Vinh Nguyen,
published by University of California Press, 2023, and distributed by Luminos,
https://doi.org/10.1525/luminos.166. © 2023 Vinh Nguyen. Reprinted by permission.
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Lived Refuge

Gratitude, Resentment, Resilience

Vinh Nguyen

This chapter is from

Lived Refuge: Gratitude,

Resentment, Resilience
https://www.ucpress.edu/books/lived-refuge/paper
(University of California, 2023) by Vinh Ngyuen.
https://vinhnguyen.ca/

The book is licensed under the CC BY-NC-ND license.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
Copyright © 2023 Vinh Nyugyen.
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Resentment

OUTLAWED

If gratitude to the nation-state is considered a refugee virtue, then resentment is a
vice, an immoral feeling that is incongruous with refuge. Resentment is especially
ill-fitting on subjects who have received not just any benefit, but the most precious
benefit of all—political protection and the “right” to be “human.” Resentment dis-
rupts the social harmony produced when a community of citizens “welcomes”
strangers into the fold of their nation. It is unexpected and unacceptable, indeed
inconceivable, coming from those who have pleaded for and been given asylum.
As an inappropriate response to benefit or the possibility of benefit, resentment is
the ultimate form of ingratitude. To lack appreciation and thankfulness in the face
of generosity is to be illogical, undeserving, and dismissible. Even when refuge is
withheld or denied, any resentment expressed by asylum-seeking supplicants
is interpreted either as an attitude of entitlement or as proof of ineligibility. Resent-
ment, in short, renders refugees unsuitable for refuge. It is an “outlawed emotion”
marked by an “incompatibility with dominant perceptions and values. Its emer-
gence, as a social impossibility, is out of sync with the affective flow and the cul-
tural “mood” of society.

Of course, resentment is not completely foreign to refugees. They have always
been objects of resentment—nativist, xenophobic, and fascist forces have con-
sistently found in refugees and (im)migrants a ready vehicle, either as threats or
burdens, for the expression of their resentment, which blurs into and overlaps
with material and existential fear.’ States, too, in their criminalization of asylum
seekers and securitization of borders, express a form of resentment toward those
whom they see as transgressing the law, cheating the system, and threatening the
integrity of sovereign borders. In these instances, refugees are construed as those
who impose a kind of injury, a blow, to the nation and its citizens. Understood as
“waves” or “influxes” of outsiders invading a bounded territory, refugees impinge

52
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on resources, lands, and rights they have no entitlement to, disrupting an estab-
lished way of “settled” life.* At best, refugees are a public nuisance, and at worst
charges of terrorism mark them as a source of violence against the nation-state.
The existence of refugees and migrants is therefore experienced as a loss for the
nation and its citizens; their very being activates an anxiety about personal and
communal diminishment. A perceived disadvantage or potential injury underpins
this national form of resentment.’

At the same time, the asylum-granting authority encourages refugees to direct
resentment toward the nation-states from which they have fled and condemn the
governments that have oppressed them. In doing this, they reinscribe the impe-
tus for migration and the injuries that created the need for refuge. This refugee
resentment is crucial to the asylum-granting state’s narrative of generosity toward
and rescue of refugees, as well as to the legitimation of its sovereign power on the
international stage. It bears reminding here that one of the key functions of refuge
is to express political values and enact foreign policy. That is, an offer of refuge is
a geopolitical maneuver whereby one state criticizes and condemns another state.
Refugee resentment aids this international relations work. Vietnamese refugee
subjects in the diaspora, for example, who condemn Vietnam’s human rights
abuses, evince the exceptionalism of capitalist democracies like the United States
and Canada. Their articulations of injustices suffered at the hands of Vietnamese
communists produce a clear picture of victimizers and saviors in the international
power play of refuge.® Resentment toward the refugee’s home country is as crucial
to exalting the asylum-granting nation as is gratitude.

Resentment is thus only incongruent or unacceptable in a specific context and
through a specific relation: between refugee subjects and the asylum-granting
nation-state. The feeling of resentment and the experience of refuge are seemingly
incompatible because resentment, at its core, emerges from an injury or injustice.
But if refuge is one of the most coveted and valuable benefits of modern life, then
there can be no way for legitimate resentment to develop. When it does develop,
resentment must be suppressed—the refugee made illegible or refuge revoked. To
put it another way, refugee resentment is outlawed—criminalized and socially pro-
hibited. Through this process of outlawing, resentment becomes a transgression of
the norms regulating national belonging and sociality.

As a transgression, resentment is most readily tied to criminality and pathol-
ogy, materializing in expressions of antagonism, anger, and violence. The state,
accordingly, considers the subjects of resentment to be “bad” refugees, those who
do not uphold their end of the bargain, who fail to make something out of ref-
uge. These are individuals who cannot be reproduced in the image of refuge as
success, as gratefulness, as law-abiding and, for one reason or another, cannot be
tully assimilated into the neoliberal existence of refuge. They are criminals, gang-
sters, deportees, dropouts, working poor, outcasts, or underachievers—those who
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are generally unsuccessful, who stray from the script of refuge as an unmitigated
“good” that also produces goodness.

These “outlaws” are thus the exemplars of refugee resentment. In following sub-
jects who have been deemed “bad” or not good enough for refuge, we see how
resentment further entangles them in complicated relations with the nation-state
and with other subjects in prolonged acts of refuge seeking, in which they enact
the meaning of the re- prefix—once more, again, turn back—in both fleeing and
feeling.” As a form of relationality, resentment allows us to perceive the regulatory
mechanisms that determine who the proper subjects of refuge are and the often
difficult and unacknowledged ways in which refuge is actually lived, not as suc-
cessful assimilation and hope but as struggles with historical and ongoing injuries.
In these struggles with what are perceived as failures, resentment does not let go
of unresolved histories, but rather carves out space for speaking to the lived short-
comings of a political ideal—to seek, again and again, more from refuge.

Attending to the nuances of resentment, we can comprehend not just the
incompleteness and limitations of refuge, but also the unremarked struggles to
actually achieve it. This chapter tracks how resentment brings into view the inju-
ries that complicate refuge as a finished experience. I examine resentment as an
affective experience that addresses a host of past and present injuries—of war,
displacement, racism, criminalization, denials, and deportation.® Contemplating
stories drawn from Aimee Phan’s We Should Never Meet, from the Sacramento hos-
tage crisis of 1991, and from Studio Revolt’s activist videos “My Asian Americana”
and “Return to Sender;” I consider how refugee resentment seeps through or sur-
faces in moments of violence, frustration, desire, and love, against a social prohi-
bition that stunts its possibility. These moments show how resentment is marked
by an extended temporality, a long attachment to injury, and a delayed or blocked
articulation. Moving through close readings of the gangster’s vengeful violence,
the hostage taker’s unassimilated everyday, the compliant refugee’s endeavor to
belong, and the deportee’s love for the nation, I present images of resentment that
sketch an open and precarious refuge marked by continuous unsettlement. In this
way, resentment clarifies the actions and reactions of those who must continue to
hold on to the past, who presently live the effects of a past that is not yet past and
who attempt to reach the refuge held out to, and also withheld from, them.’

INJURY AND (IN)EXPRESSIBILITY

As ways of being that deviate from normative expectation, resentment shows
the cracks and ruptures in refuge, one of the most precious of modern political
categories. It allows us to see what happens when legal status does not result in
a livable life, and how refugee subjects experience and negotiate these realities.
While philosophical accounts of resentment differ on its function—ranging from
a pathological and destructive disease in the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche and
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Max Scheler to a moral passion with claims to justice in Adam Smith and Joseph
Butler—all agree that it arises from conditions of inequality, whether from a natu-
ral division between slave and master or from a locatable injury or injustice.'

The basic constitution of resentment develops from a wound, one that sheds
light on the organization of power and the critical fissures within a given social
structure." The refugee’s relation of resentment with the asylum-granting state
brings to surface past and ongoing injustices obscured by the notion of refuge as
a social good. Although the giving of refuge might cover over the hurt of war and
displacement, paving the road for gratitude to develop, resentment is an inevitable
consequence of histories of war and imperial violence. That is to say, the wounds
of war are not always healed through refuge. Moreover, in refuge, these wounds
might be further aggravated, picked over and over again.

These wounds endure in time, becoming the basis from which actions and
reactions develop, from which relations are formed and social life is lived. One of
the most visible ways we come to know resentment is through outbursts of anger
or violence. These outbursts are not resentment itself, however, but are indicative
of a more diffuse underlying structure. Thinking about how resentment comes to
be conveyed brings us to one of the concept’s founding tensions—the question of
its (in)expressibility. This tension arises from the fact that the emotion we know
of as “resentment” has two distinct intellectual strands that overlap and are often
understood interchangeably: resentment and ressentiment."

Resentment, as a social passion, following the moral sentiment approach of
Adam Smith, is understood to be a mechanism for denouncing injustice and mak-
ing grievance. Resentment names moral norms and seeks to restore the social
order disrupted by transgressions of those norms. For Smith, resentment, when
moderated and tuned to the right “pitch,” can inspire sympathy in the impartial
spectator. The way in which this “unsocial passion” gains sociality is precisely
through the participation of others; moral resentment requires an audience to wit-
ness and judge its proper channeling into protest and acceptable articulation of
injustice. In this way, resentment is crucial to the formation of social bonds and to
the maintenance of equilibrium in democratic societies. This “normative” under-
standing of resentment presupposes not only that resentment can be articulated,
but also that these articulations can be shared and recognized.

Ressentiment, on the other hand, is a pathological condition that finds its
expression blocked and thwarted. For Nietzsche, ressentiment lacks ontological
integrity. As an inferior reaction that depends on external stimuli to exist, ressen-
timent produces a “slave mentality” that skews valuation of the world and slowly
poisons the individual so that “his soul squints; his mind loves dark corners, secret
paths and back-doors, everything secretive appeals to him as being his world, his
security, his comfort; he knows all about keeping quiet, not forgetting, waiting,
temporarily humbling and abasing himself”*> Ressentiment is a constant and
degenerative hidden suffering that indicates a larger social moral decay.
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Scheler similarly views ressentiment as a reactive impulse that is “always pre-
ceded by an attack or an injury”* Yet this reaction is marked by an inexpressibility
or a blockage to its fulfillment. Ressentiment is a wound that by definition must
fester, simmering below the surface. According to Manfred S. Frings, resentment
(here the same as ressentiment) has an extended temporality that clearly differen-
tiates it from an emotion like anger. Describing its emotive structure, he writes:
“The constant state of resentment is distinguished sharply from furious reactions
or outbursts of anger. Whenever a prosaic resentment-feeling finds satisfaction by
way of, say, successful revenge and retaliation, there is no resentment proper at
hand”" Ressentiment proper can, by definition, never be expressed or find fulfill-
ment, except when it becomes something other than itself.

This unresolved tension between the articulated passion of normative resent-
ment and the degenerative festering of Nietzschean ressentiment is inherited in the
contemporary term resentment. While it could encompass a range of articulated
“negative” emotions such as anger, hatred, and revenge, resentment is not formally
any of these emotions. Rather, resentment describes a wider sense of dissatisfaction,
frustration, and rage that is not necessarily verbalized or acted upon but is none-
theless powerfully constitutive of moments of outward verbalization and action.
While, on a purely taxonomic level, Frings’s distinction is useful for understanding
the nuances between interrelated emotions that overlap, the imbrication itself is
significant, given that brief, reactive “outbursts” of anger can tell us much about
underlying resentment. Because it is ontologically defined by a repression or delay,
we come to know resentment only indirectly, through more recognizable affective
forms. Resentment, then, could be understood as that which propels an emotion
like anger, and anger is resentment’s precipitation or residue. Even as resentment
is characterized by an inability to act directly or a sublimated expression, it is still
accessible through moments when other emotions “flare up” or materialize.

GANGSTER DREAMS

An outburst of refugee resentment can bring the violence the state commits
abroad home to roost within the national space. It can be a brutal apparition of the
continuing battles that are being, and still need to be, fought in the duration of
refuge. Aimee Phan’s “Visitors,” from her cycle of interconnected short stories We
Should Never Meet, concludes with a gangster, Vinh, brutally attacking an elder,
Bac Nguyen, during a home invasion.'® The gangster, who is an orphaned refugee,
views his violent actions as a crucial reminder to law-abiding, upwardly mobile
refugee subjects that their endeavors to find economic success in the United States
are ultimately futile. Surveying, with resentful satisfaction, the domestic battlefield
of overturned cabinets and drawers, broken dishes, and spilled papers that his
gang had inflicted on the Nguyen family home, Vinh imagines the destruction as
a literal shattering of the American Dream.
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For him, the violence of the scene exposes the illusory fiction of belonging that
America holds out to refugees and immigrants. In this moment, material violence
slips into symbolic violence, bringing with it a sobering insight, that complete and
unconditional national inclusion will forever be out of reach: “Vinh convinced
himself that they [the gang] were ultimately doing these people a favor. All of them
in such a delusion about attaining this material dream of fortune and comfort, but
at what expense? Didn't they realize theyd always be under the thumb of this gov-
ernment? . . . They were fools to believe they could actually live among the Ameri-
cans and become one of them. They never would. They would never be allowed"”
In the gangster’s violence is an explosion of resentment that bitterly condemns the
hegemonic nation-state, first for conducting war, and then for failing to provide
true refuge. The “expense” of belonging that never arrives, as Vinh attempts to
communicate, is a form of subjection, extending from a history of injury to a pres-
ent of denials, which is far too high a price for only false returns.

Yet, because resentment works through deflection and indirection, the gang-
ster’s violence ironically lands on the lives of other refugees and immigrants.
Unable to be directly launched at its target, resentment finds a symbolic substitute
in racialized immigrants whose material achievements prove American oppor-
tunity. They are, for the disenfranchised gangster, the most proximate represen-
tatives of the ideological state. Displaying what Scheler calls resentment’s “value
delusion,” or an envious inversion of established order, the gangster revaluates the
“good” of refuge—if he cannot attain refuge, then no one else should, or refuge
itself must be shown to be a sham.'® While the methods of resentment are envy and
bitterness, the critique it launches questions sovereign power’s promises and its
narrative of refugee uplift. By shattering the material possessions gained through
playing the game of capitalist accumulation, and smashing the face of one who
believes so ardently in the American Dream, the gangster seeks to show how the
game itself is tragically broken.

As Vinh and his gangster “brothers” destroy what Vietnamese refugees have
labored to accumulate, they preemptively prevent false inclusion in neoliberal
citizenship based on consumption. The gangsters brutally seek to demonstrate
that such capitalist accumulations, no matter how vast, are ultimately futile for
racialized immigrants and refugees in a nation built on racial hierarchies and the
entrenched institutionalization of inequality. Violence, here, cleaves the industri-
ous and hopeful immigrant from the American Dream that requires such subjects
in order to sustain itself. The irony of the situation, one that Vinh fails to see, is
that Bac Nguyen and the other victims of his violence are survivors who, having
already experienced the traumatic impacts of war and state violence, may desire
inclusion, no matter how imperfect and illusory, because they have known worse
fates and need to stay in this world.

Although his outburst is misdirected and flawed, the gangster’s violence
reveals the unresolved histories that prevent unchecked assimilation into an
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unquestioned community. The gangster—a recipient of asylum who becomes a
criminal—is perhaps one of the most exemplary figures of refugee resentment,
hanging on to the past because the present is a country where he must reexperi-
ence the effects of old injuries and the stings of fresh ones. He is a subject who
lives out the long temporality of transnational American war in the absence of
recompense. As a destabilizing “paradigm of the American Dream,” the gangster
sheds light on resentment, not so much because he is in conflict with society, but
because his presence activates the anxieties and contradictions at its very core."
The refugee gangster is a dreamer who calls into question the dream, indexing the
failures of American-style freedom.

Regardless of whether such failures are privatized within the individual or
explained structurally, by virtue of “failing” to achieve refuge as neoliberal success,
the refugee who is also a gangster complicates the narrative of American rescue
and liberation of foreign others. Because the hegemonic liberation narrative is so
dependent on “good” refugees of a past war to prove its thesis, the gangster is
inconvenient evidence within this logic of intervention and ideological victory—
for surely the United States did not save these individuals only for them to turn
into violent criminals; that would be a failure of the civilizing mission, of liberal-
ism itself.”*® Refugees from the wars in Southeast Asia who become criminals and
gangsters pose a significant ideological, symbolic, and political “problem” for the
U.S. nation-state, for they threaten to un-script and derail a founding myth of
American exceptionalism. In doing so, they complicate the conventional under-
standing of refuge as a modern political good. Accordingly, they must be forcibly
expelled, an issue that I take up later in this chapter.

This “problem” of Southeast Asian gangs in the United States became a main-
stream issue in the early 1990s, when rising gang activity across North America,
but particularly in places of concentrated refugee settlement such as New York
and California, attracted local and national media coverage. A deadly shootout
at the funeral of an assassinated gang leader in July 1990 became a “popular news
item” and subsequently a “defining event, the moment at which the idea of Viet-
namese gangsters in America entered the national consciousness”* While spec-
tacular events like this shootout contributed to a public profile of Southeast Asian
crime, in actuality, gang activity was largely confined to auto and retail theft, home
invasions, and extortions, and the targets were almost exclusively Asian refugees
and immigrants.*

Inevitably, investigators and researchers sought explanations for why young
male refugees joined gangs. Patrick Du Phuoc Long explains how cultural and
socioeconomic conditions—including cultural conflicts, disintegration of the fam-
ily, alienation at school, peer pressure, and racism and estrangement from American
culture—contributed to gang involvement.” In addition to these factors, and
without fail, journalists, academics, and policymakers returned to the brutality of
the Vietnam War and its aftermath to account for present-day violence.”* While
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it is imperative to understand the lives and behaviors of criminalized refugees in
the context of the war and its legacies, these accounts problematically produce a
model of causality that explains gang violence through the violence of war. A strik-
ing example comes from an article in a criminal justice newsletter in which the
authors draw a direct link between criminal activity in Vietnam during wartime
and gang activity in North America:

Vietnamese gang membership dates back to the early Vietnam war era. . . . Gang
members were usually former military personnel who had learned their tactics
during the war. . . . Around 1975, many Asian refugees settled into camps where
some were able to renew gang ties. These gang members were young Vietnamese
who preyed upon their own people. . . . Aware that many Vietnamese citizens had
left their homeland for employment in the United States and Canada, some gang
members followed in the hopes of finding an open criminal arena. Gang members
working as home invaders in the United States have now been able to recreate the
horrors of the refugee camps by actively terrorizing members of the Asian commu-
nity through criminal activity and violence.®

This chronology neatly locates criminality and violence in Vietnam and in the
bodies of the Vietnamese, bypassing larger sociohistorical conditions and Ameri-
can complicity in imposing violence during and after the war. The explanation of
gang violence as an inheritance of war naturalizes criminal “character” as a result
of personal background and historical experience. In other words, criminality
becomes a foreign import that makes its way into the national space via asylum, as
opposed to a category created by and within the American nation itself.

This discourse of wartime violence draws attention away from the military
intrusions that played a large part in creating the conditions of “Vietnamese vio-
lence,” and away from structural marginalizations in the United States that drive
gang membership. To emphasize the war in a way that figures it as a source for
violence is to pathologize refugees while clearing the United States of moral
responsibility. Phan’s discursive intervention, however, recalls the war to elucidate
a connection not between war and individual pathology, but between gang vio-
lence and U.S. foreign policy, making possible a view of Southeast Asian American
gangsters as human consequences of American militarism.”® The gangster’s vio-
lence disputes the state’s benevolent giving of refuge by revealing a relation in
which refuge is a result of injury, one that is then impeded or offered as contin-
gency to both “good” and “bad” subjects.

Set in California, in Orange County’s Little Saigon district—the heart of
Vietnamese America—“Visitors” builds its violent crescendo through a tangle
of misinterpretations, assumptions, and incompatible understandings of his-
tory. The two central characters—Vinh, an “unaccompanied minor” boat refugee
who was placed in the foster care system, and Bac Nguyen, an elderly immigrant
recently arrived in the United States—collide when one is out scouting for poten-
tial home invasion targets and the other is trying to find his way home from a
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trip to the market. After being led to mistake Vinh for an economics student, and
assuming that he is part of both a traditional nuclear family unit and the wider
Vietnamese American community, Bac Nguyen reveals that his son was gunned
down by a communist sniper. When Vinh lies and tells him that his parents also
died in Vietnam, the two experience a kind of refugee communion: the old man
says, “We've lost so many people,” and the young man responds, “They’ve taken
so much from us”” While one pronoun, we, is uncontested, the other, they, is a
source of confusion and misunderstanding. Bac Nguyen assumes that they refers
to the communists, while Vinh means the Americans.

This moment of misinterpretation on Bac Nguyens end, assuming shared
anticommunism, is also a moment of political reorientation as Vinh’s correction
changes the site of critique, moving it away from the North Vietnamese to the
Americans. The gangster’s resentment opens up the potential for expressing dis-
satisfaction with and anger at the United States, once South Vietnamss ally in war
and now the largest country of asylum for Vietnamese refugees.”® The “unruly”
expression of Vinh’s resentment—not directed at the right government, the right
ideology, the right people—is incongruent with sanctioned refugee feelings such
as grief, anticommunist hatred, and gratitude that Bac Nguyen, as a survivor of
communist persecution and a newcomer to the United States, readily espouses.
Resentment disrupts master narratives of the Vietnam War as a liberal project of
rights promotion and freedom by forcing the recognition of those who have not
benefited from such rights and freedom.

In a subsequent scene, Vinh unequivocally tells Bac Nguyen that the Americans
“destroyed our country, then they left. To ease their guilty conscience, they took
some of us in. It’s really simple”* Bac Nguyen rightly points out that history is
not black and white, yet Vinh's simplified assessment of the war and its aftermath,
what Jodi Kim calls his “productive unambiguity,” compels an alternative position
to the pervasive narrative of liberal warfare in American historical and political
discourse.” The problem for Vinh, unlike many others in the Vietnamese dias-
pora, is not that the Americans withdrew militarily and abandoned Vietnam dur-
ing the final stages of fighting, but that the United States was involved in Vietnam
in the first place, whereby an anticolonial war against the French and then a civil
war in Vietnam subsequently became a site of proxy war between the U.S. and
Sino-Soviet superpowers.”!

As the title of the story emphasizes, the notion of visiting, whereby the host
extends a finite and impermanent reception to refugees, is an apt descriptor
for how resentment is experienced. In a poignant moment, Vinh articulates his
utter alienation in the United States, telling Bac Nguyen: “Even though I don’t
remember much of it [Vietnam], I still feel like it's my home, and this place
[the United States], while nice, isn’t. It’s like I'm visiting, and I've overstayed
my welcome.”** Resentment develops because the relation that becomes possible
between a nonmodel subject like Vinh and the nation-state is one of overstayed
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welcome, of provisionality and impending (r)ejection from the community. As
a visitor—a perpetual foreigner—the gangster, who is a refugee and failed adop-
tee, is unable to form the kinds of traditional bonds that structure belonging and
social integration.

The closest he comes to forging kinship ties, beyond his gang and on-again-
off-again girlfriend Kim, is in his meeting with Bac Nguyen, who, at one point,
hands him a family heirloom.* Such a gift, usually imparted to one’s descendants
as a sign of inheritance, symbolically pulls Vinh into Bac Nguyen’s lineage.* It is a
gesture of generosity on the old man’s part that holds within it the possibilities of
familial connections and intimacies. But later that same evening, while burglariz-
ing his home, Vinh smashes Bac Nguyen’s face, in loyalty to his gang, the moment
the old man calls out his name. As Bac Nguyen is left bleeding on the ground, Vinh
is again at the precipice of belonging—his “brothers” angry at him for divulging
personal information that could compromise the gang—and the fleeting promise
of connection is foreclosed.

Deeply flawed as it is, Vinh's resentment manifested as violence makes spec-
tacular and nameable the insidious and everyday violence that the state enacts
on its subjects of refuge, fixing them in place within the order of capitalist, white
supremacy—to have refugees, as Vinh says, “under the thumb” of American
governance. The extraordinary violence of the home invasion marks the refu-
gee gangster’s attachment to the past and its persistent apparitions, although
not through the usual means of the “melancholic migrant”—in grief and
backward glances that obstruct assimilation—but through the bitterness of
resentment exploding in violence.*® Such violence, the gangster shows, is an
inevitable response to being subjects of and subjected to national governmen-
tality in refuge, where resentment seethes and seeks forms of release that often
come with tragic consequences for the very people eking out a life under the
nation-state’s thumb.

HOSTAGE TAKERS

Violence, protests, and vengeful lashing out are rightly considered primary mani-
festations of resentment. However, the sometimes dramatic visibility of explicit
grievances often diverts attention away from another, more mundane yet perhaps
more common, form of resentment found among refugees. This is the resentment
of simply existing in a way that does not live up to what refuge should inspire and
make possible. Often invisibilized, it takes root within the quotidian struggle to
eke out a life within structural incapacities that make it unlikely or impossible for
some to (re)produce the right kind of neoliberal subjectivity under contempo-
rary capitalism. To live unexceptionally or with fallibility in the face of incredible
benefit—to be poor and criminalized, to not get into the best school, to find it
difficult to integrate or assimilate, to hold on to past traumas, to fail to thrive, to
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