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Abstract 
Political and economic reform in Vietnam has opened space for re-visiting and re-presenting 

the past (Boyle and Lim 2016; Logan 2003; MacLean 2008; Schwenkel 2006). Vietnamese 

museums increasingly participate in cultural heritage networks (Asia-Europe Museum 

Network 2018), engage in capacity building training (Asia Europe Foundation 2019; Ministry 

of Culture, Sports and Tourism 2019; UNESCO 2014) and trial innovative approaches in an 

attempt to appeal to diverse new audiences (Hoan 2018; Were 2016; 2019). Vietnamese 

museums have been understood as powerful agents of state control that fix and regulate the 

past (Pelley 2002; Tai 1998). Recent ethnographic studies (Bodemer 2010; Were 2018), 

however, have shown how official histories are negotiated by curators who challenge ‘old 

ways’ of representing the past. These negotiations are rarely, if ever, given public expression. 

My research will therefore examine the behind-the-scenes decision-making processes that 

inform the way memories and histories of war are curated and exhibited in museum settings. 

In doing so, this research responds to calls (Schorch 2009; Schorch and McCarthy 2019) for 

more anthropological studies of curatorial work that can contribute to critically analysing, 

revising and energising curatorial theory and practice. It will also contribute to the long-

running debate across the social sciences on how actors relate to institutions. 

This study will produce a detailed ethnographic account of how curators at the War Remnants 

Museum in Ho Chi Minh City present the ‘Vietnam War’.1 By applying the concept of 

curatorship in my analysis I will explore the critical role played by curators in negotiating 

official histories and memories. In this way, I show how a museum is not only a building 

housing objects and collections but also a setting where multiple agents with multiple 

subjectivities make multiple choices that inform national narratives. The War Remnants 

Museum has a track record of successive historical re-presentations. A second concept, the 

archaeology of organisations, will therefore be applied to investigate whether its previous 

missions have left traces in its current structures and practices. My research will contribute to 

an emerging field of museum and heritage studies in South East Asia, specifically studies that 

examine the role of museums in shaping narratives in post-conflict settings in the region 

(Hughes 2017; Tappe 2011) and to the burgeoning interdisciplinary field of memory studies. 

The study will avoid ‘methodological containerism’ (Macdonald et al 2018) by transcending 

the boundaries of the museum field site and will study curators’ outreach visits. In doing so, it 

will provide methodological insights into conducting a multi-sited museum ethnography.  

Introduction 
The main aim of this research is to understand the complex deliberations around war memory 

narratives that take place in a state-run organisation undergoing processes of modernisation. 

Previous studies of the War Remnants Museum (Gillen 2014; Laderman 2007; Nguyen 2017; 

Schwenkel 2009) have focused on the content of displays. This research will instead use 

anthropological methods to analyse deliberations that have informed activities planned for the 

museum’s 45th anniversary year (September 2020 – September 2021) and record how 

 
1 Single quotation marks have been used in this paper to denote that ‘Vietnam War’ is a Western construct, not a neutral 

term. It is reductive in its silencing of the traumatic experiences of Laotians and Cambodians (see Um 2005) and it reflects 

the US attempt to include this war in its wider Cold War campaign. For Vietnam, US occupation was one particularly violent 

stage in a thirty-five-year struggle for independence from French, Japanese and US occupiers. 
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narratives within these exhibits are received and interpreted by different publics. Exhibits and 

activities include a display to launch a book on the museum’s history since 1975, a 

collaboration with six city museums on urban development, new digital content accessed 

using new ‘technologies of memory’ (Van House et al 2008) and a travelling exhibition 

curated by US peace activists and ‘Vietnam War’ veterans based on the book Waging Peace 

(Carver et al 2019).  

The ethnography will be conducted during the 45th anniversaries of the founding of the 

museum and the end of Vietnam’s thirty-five-year independence struggle. The study is 

therefore timely. Winter (2001) has discussed how national projects of commemoration 

involve state agents producing legitimating narratives in order to polish their claims to power. 

My study of activities at a prominent state-run organisation at an auspicious moment 

therefore has the potential to uncover the social, political and cultural dynamics involved in 

processes of collaboration - between curators, visitors, overseas peace activists and within 

cultural heritage networks – that feed into new narratives around the ‘Vietnam War’ that may 

challenge existing discourse. This study is informed by the knowledge of Vietnamese society 

I gained whilst working in Ho Chi Minh City for seven months in 2003-2004 and whilst 

living with a Vietnamese family in Cho Lon (Chinatown) for six months in 2005. 

The paper outlines the research questions guiding the study before providing some basic 

context for the enquiry. It then presents the case study, including findings from a January 

2020 scoping visit which have informed the research design. It then offers a review of the 

areas of literature that the study draws on, highlighting throughout where the research 

contribution will be made. After this, key concepts guiding the enquiry are outlined and the 

role of language is discussed before the research design is explained: methods and 

participants involved in addressing the research questions, and the study’s epistemological 

stance. Finally, the paper will consider issues of data analysis and positionality.  

The main questions guiding this research are:  

What kinds of decision-making processes and practices inform the production of historical 

narratives and knowledge at the War Remnants Museum?  

 

What structures and practices inform the agency of museum curators? 

 

What forms of knowledge – official policy, research, visitor feedback, curators’ own 

objectives – inform acts of curatorial work such as labelling, ordering, and displaying?  

How have the processes and conditions behind the production of historical narratives changed 

as collaborations with US veterans’ groups and capacity building training have begun and 

new memory technologies such as interactive video screens have been introduced? 

Context 
Vietnam was a French colony from 1858 until 1893 when it became part of French 

Indochina. In 1940 Japan assumed control of the country. At the end of World War Two, 

France regained the South and the Viet Minh independence movement led by Ho Chi Minh 

seized control of the North and declared North Vietnam independent. In 1946 the Franco-Viet 

Minh war began with the US backing the French, in an attempt to halt the spread of 

communism. In 1954 Vietnam was divided into two by the Geneva conference but in 1959 
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Ho Chi Minh declared war, in an effort to unite the country. The US sent advisors and troops 

to Vietnam from 1961 until 1973 when troops were withdrawn. In 1975 the South 

surrendered to the North and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV) was declared in 1976 

with Hanoi the capital. Saigon, the capital of fallen South Vietnam with a far more powerful 

economy than Hanoi, was renamed Ho Chi Minh City. Between 1975 and the mid-1990s, 

over two million Vietnamese fled overseas, anticipating repression by the victorious North 

Vietnamese. According to latest census data, Ho Chi Minh City has a population of 8,993,082 

and Hanoi has a population of 8,053,663 (General Statistics Office of Vietnam 2019). 

Vietnam has a one-party political system led by the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV). 

Despite several decades of reform, Vietnam remains one of the most bureaucratic countries in 

South East Asia.2 I will provide an insight into this bureaucracy through my study of curators.  

The CPV is currently executing a major propaganda campaign as part of its fight against the 

covid 19 pandemic which has equated support for the authorities’ efforts to tackle the disease 

with nationalism (Truong 2020). This underlines how the state continues to opportunistically 

employ nationalist rhetoric to bolster its legitimacy. This campaign and its reception will 

inform narratives the CPV uses to commemorate the founding of unified Vietnam in 2021. 

Case study  
The research will be conducted primarily at the War Remnants Museum which is located on a 

busy interchange in central Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam’s most populous city. The museum 

receives an estimated 500,000 visitors per year comprising 70 per cent foreigners and 30 per 

cent Vietnamese (Schwenkel 2009).3 Entry costs 40,000 dong with discounts available for  

deprived and disabled Vietnamese visitors.  

Securing behind-the-scenes access within a state-run museum in a socialist country cannot be 

taken for granted: this is a privileged space where few anthropologists gain access (Denton 

2014). I therefore met with the museum’s Director to begin negotiating access in January 

2020. It was explained to me that museum activities are controlled by unspecified ‘higher 

authorities’ and this is evidently a cause of some frustration to museum staff who intimated 

that they consider their museum a separate entity with its own distinct identity. That this was 

quite a pervasive element during our meeting has led me to adopt the concept of curatorship 

to allow for an exploration of how curators are able to exercise agency and creativity in the 

museum. My own reflection that museum’s mission or its interpretation of its mission has 

changed dramatically since my first visit in 2003 has led to the adoption of an archaeology of 

organisations approach in the research design. 

There are three specific factors that inform the way memories and histories of war are curated 

and exhibited at the War Remnants Museum that make this an enlightening case study. 

Firstly, of Vietnam’s seven national museums, six are in Hanoi and none are in Ho Chi Minh 

City. This is reflected in the literature on Vietnamese museums – most studies focus on 

Hanoi-based organisations (Bleakney 2006; Bodemer 2010; Hoan 2018; Logan 2003; 2009; 

Maclean 2008; Nguyen and Bodemer 2008; Sutherland 2005; Were 2018; 2019). The 

museum under study can therefore be considered to operate at the margins of Vietnam’s 

national political geography.  

 
2 In 2011, civil servants numbered 5,300,000 in a country of approx. 90,000,000 (General Statistics Office of Vietnam 2018). 

3 During a January 2020 scoping visit the museum Director confirmed that this remains an accurate estimate. 
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Secondly, the War Remnants Museum is a powerful organisation within Ho Chi Minh City’s 

presently relatively underdeveloped museological landscape. This was pointed out by the 

Director during a discussion of the museum’s reluctance to participate in a seven-museum 

combo ticket with other Ho Chi Minh City museums. This presents an opportunity to explore 

an emerging dynamic of rivalry between Vietnam’s state-run museums (Were 2018).  

Finally, this museum has a dual mandate: to present the history of the nation and the region. 

Tai (1998) has explored this tension at the Museum of History in Ho Chi Minh City yet this 

dynamic and the others listed above are little explored in the literature. Vietnam’s 

‘museumscape’ is being rapidly reconfigured as new museums, both publicly and privately 

funded, continue to open. This study therefore draws on Macdonald’s research (2016) that 

has highlighted the importance of museum locations and hierarchies of value to the 

reconfiguration of the European ‘museumscape’. It will contribute to the existing literature by 

considering how Ho Chi Minh City’s wider museological landscape shapes how the War 

Remnants Museum is understood by the public and how the unequal division of labour 

between museums across Vietnam and within Ho Chi Minh City affects the way in which this 

museum perceives itself and understands the way it should present the past.  

 

Fig. 1 Map of museum site  
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Literature review  
An anthropological approach to memory allows an understanding of processes, events, ideas 

and practices in an individual’s own terms and this enables the researcher to explore how 

memory is experienced and dealt with on a personal level in post-conflict settings. In the 

transitional justice literature, ethnographic studies (Baines 2007; Kent 2011; Shaw 2007) 

have revealed the ‘memory frictions’ (Shaw 2007) that emerge when Truth and 

Reconciliation Commissions (TRCs) - mechanisms formalising ‘redemptive remembering’ - 

are imposed on communities in opposition to local techniques of forgetting. No TRC has 

investigated oppressive methods that may have been used by the Vietnamese government 

post-war, so I have drawn on transitional justice literature when planning this enquiry. 

Studies of transitional justice demonstrate how Western discourses of verbalised truth can 

dominate local practices of memory but also how hidden transcripts (Scott 1990) of memory 

involve local people creatively resisting, reworking and harnessing these discourses to suit 

their own agendas. I will study how these frictions take shape in the War Remnants Museum 

when the Western discourse of verbalised truth around the ‘Vietnam War’ intermingles with 

local practices of remembering, through a detailed study of the negotiations behind exhibits, 

including Waging Peace which is co-curated by former US soldiers and Vietnamese museum 

workers, and museum outreach visits to local schools. In this way I will produce findings that 

will contribute towards epistemic justice which is an important goal of social development 

(Fricker 2007; Medina 2012).   

Vietnam’s approach to producing national narratives in museum settings has been influential 

across South East Asia. Lao museum curators receive political and ideological training in 

Hanoi. Tappe’s (2011) study finds that Vietnamese approaches have been employed by the 

curatorium of major Lao museum exhibits, for example in their presentation of narratives of 

the struggle for independence that take their cue from the Vietnamese emphasis on the 

‘fighting traditions’ of its people. Hughes (2017) discusses the Vietnamese-inflected 

memorialisation of mass murder at the Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocide Crimes in Phnom 

Penh, Cambodia which was founded in 1979 by Vietnamese forces occupying the country 

after the defeat of the Khmer Rouge. The narrative of collective suffering leading to popular 

resolve and resistance and the eventual outcome of prosperity for all in a new revolutionary 

nation is reminiscent of Vietnamese narratives around its own past conflicts.  

Whilst the content of these narratives has been considered in the accounts above and in the 

ethnographic studies of Vietnamese museums discussed in detail later in the paper, the 

processes involved in the production of national narratives under the Vietnamese model are 

little discussed in the literature. This is because very few studies of Vietnamese museums to 

date, including the War Remnants Museum, are informed by data derived through long-term 

immersion at one organisation. Studies (McCarty 2001; Logan 2003) have recognised that 

Vietnamese curators are likely to negotiate how they respond to the needs of the state through 

backroom consultations and corridor discussions that would only be accessible to a researcher 

who had gained access to these private spaces by building relationships of trust with museum 

staff through long term engagement at the field site. And in museum anthropology there have 

been calls for studies of curatorial work that “give ‘faces’ to decisions and public expression 

to controversies…by conceptualising exhibitions as processes to be revealed rather than 

products to be presented and experienced” (Scorch 2009). Thomas (2010; 2019) has also 

urged a greater focus on museum practices, arguing that whilst theory has been the site of 
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innovation in anthropology for several generations, there is now scope to revalue practices 

that have conventionally been understood by anthropologists as sub-theoretical. This study 

will respond to these appeals by providing a detailed ethnographic account of curatorial work 

at the War Remnants Museum.  

There is generally a consensus that most studies that explore memory of the ‘Vietnam War’ 

do so from an American perspective (Boyle and Lim 2016; Kwon 2010), as do Hollywood 

movies and popular music. Anglophone memories “circulate via the most expensive circuits 

whereas Vietnamese memories are local or at most diasporic, inaudible and illegible to the 

majorities in any given country” (Nguyen 2013: 160-161). There is, therefore, a lack of 

Anglophone scholarship exploring how Vietnamese people remember this paradigmatic war. 

This study of daily life at Vietnam’s most prominent war museum seeks to contribute towards 

filling this gap. In exploring the deeply complex negotiations that curators undertake - with 

each other, with Western visitors, with the state - when producing memories of war, it departs 

from cliched analytical models that view the ability to manage deliberations of such 

complexity as a Western trait (Said 1978). Inspired by Nguyen’s model of ethical memory, 

my study does not legitimise the memories of one side over another but will instead explore 

how Vietnamese and Western actors cooperate in collaborative processes of memory making.  

An upsurge in commemorative activity in Vietnam at the beginning of this century has been 

much debated in the memory studies literature on Vietnam. Tai (2001) linked the ‘memory 

boom’ to a global pattern of national identity crises caused by the decline of nation states in a 

globalising world. Brookes (1999) and Amstutz (2005) posit that reform in Vietnam has 

severed the historical past from its predicted socialist end point, rendering carefully created 

structures of memory redundant. Amrith and Sluga (2008) link the rise of memory to debates 

about preserving and ranking cultural heritage that followed Vietnam’s ratification of 

UNESCO’s cultural heritage declaration in 2003 whilst others highlight the reinvigoration of 

commemorative practices made possible by lessened state restrictions on popular religion 

(Endres and Lauser 2012). This paper is informed by these arguments but does not attempt to 

gauge their validity. Suffice to say that following reform it became much easier for 

anthropologists to enter and travel within Vietnam and to begin to ask questions to 

understand the rise of memory in post-reform Vietnam. I now focus on ethnographic studies 

specifically dealing with war memory.  

In pre-reform Vietnam, popular practices of remembering war dead were suppressed. 

Ethnographic studies exploring their revival investigate the role of ‘ghosts of war’ in 

collective memory (Kwon 2010) and the use of technology (Huwelmeier 2019) and spirit 

mediums (Salemink 2008) to search for the remains of war dead. Malarney (2007) explores 

how the population and the state now invoke a broader range of ‘exceptional’ war dead4 in 

order to advance a revolutionary agenda whilst Roszko (2010) details how communities have 

argued – with mixed success – for local war heroes to be included in dominant state 

narratives. There is a paucity of studies on rites of remembrance for the 350,000 non-

revolutionary war dead (Malarney 2002) - these rites remain banned. This study will attempt 

 
4 Malarney, drawing on Weber’s conceptualisation of charisma (1978), defines the ‘exceptional dead’ as individuals who 

after their deaths become the focus of a relatively greater level of social attention and awareness. Since its inception, the 

SRV has attempted to control which exceptional war dead citizens can engage through its introduction and careful policing 

of the category of liệt sĩ (revolutionary war martyr). It was successful for many decades but since reform in the late 1980s 

both the state and the population have begun ritually engaging a wider number of exceptional dead.  
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to deal with this issue by exploring how former South Vietnamese soldiers are depicted in the 

War Remnants Museum and how much control curators have over this.  

Much of the tourist studies literature on war tourism in Vietnam adopts a postcolonial 

perspective, criticising Vietnam’s tourist industry for creating a Vietnam “without hostile 

resistance to external control, and where today there is neither conflict nor animosity towards 

former enemies. This Vietnam offers a muted and angerless history” (Kennedy and Williams 

2001: 136-7). A small literature focuses specifically on tour guides. For example, Bui and 

Ngo explore the multiple mediating roles of Vietnamese guides at contested war heritage 

sites (2019) and Gillen et al (2015) explore how former South Vietnam army soldiers turned 

independent motorbike guides make a living presenting non-revolutionary histories of war to 

Western tourists in Dalat. The growing dark tourism5 literature encompasses studies of war 

tourism in Vietnam, and explores tourists’ embodied war-like experiences - crawling through 

tunnels, dressing up as Viet Cong soldiers and firing weapons in their search for 

‘authenticity’ - at the Cu Chi tunnel complexes close to Ho Chi Minh City (Schwenkel 2006; 

Gillen 2014) and their subsequent written reflections (Luck at al 2018). War-related tourism 

in Vietnam is extremely popular, yet narratives of Vietnam created by its tourist industry 

differ starkly from those in museums. Museums present a less nostalgic past and my study of 

tourists is concerned with those who show interest in understanding Vietnam’s difficult 

recent history by visiting the War Remnants Museum.  

I acknowledge that the function of museums is contested in the memory studies literature. 

Nora argues that museums are sites “where memory crystallises and secretes itself” (1989: 7) 

and many studies have instead focused on how memory is performed outside of museum 

settings (Da Silva 2015; Taylor 2003). Tran’s recent (2017) study of how cultural memory is 

constructed through the Vietnamese traditional theatre genre Hat Boi explores the 

performance of cultural memory. I do not wish to replicate this enquiry. I will instead 

demonstrate how curators attempt to keep the memory of war ‘alive’ through outreach visits 

to local schools and by using new technologies of memory (Van House et al 2008).  

Schwenkel (2009) draws on episodic engagement with the War Remnants Museum over 

almost a decade in her study of war memory in Vietnam as it integrates into the global 

capitalist economy. Schwenkel investigates what happens when different narratives, images, 

and historical ‘truths’ converge in the transnational museum space, finding processes of 

encounter and collaboration rather than displacement at work. She proposes the concept of 

‘recombinant history’ as a framework for understanding this co-creation of knowledge. A 

benefit of her interdisciplinary methodology is that Schwenkel can use her interview data 

inform her analysis of visual representations of war in museum exhibits and vice versa. And 

repeated engagement with the field site enables her to reconsider earlier findings with 

reference to data obtained on subsequent visits. However, Schwenkel does not conduct long 

term ethnographic fieldwork at the War Remnants Museum and as such her study tells us 

little about curatorial staff and their agendas, and how agency is asserted inside the museum 

in the creation of national narratives.  

Gillen (2014) explores how the CPV presents war to tourists at the War Remnants Museum, 

gathering data by conducting ‘walking ethnographies’ during repeat visits over a period of 

 
5 ‘Dark tourism’ refers to visitations to places of death, disaster and atrocities (Foley and Lennon, 1996a). 
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twelve years. This methodology may have led him to dwell excessively on his positionality as 

a US researcher which may explain his conclusion that the CPV has a strategy of using 

tourism to ‘other’ the United States by depicting it as irrational and inferior. Nguyen (2017), 

conducts short periods of participant observation of museum visitors over nine years. She  

concludes that the museum’s open architecture and emphasis on collective experience rather 

than singular forms of evidence create a multicultural space that enables visitors to 

understand the Vietnamese experience of national determination and relate to the museum’s 

overarching message of peace. Laderman analysed visitor comment books to gauge the 

reception of narratives in exhibits, uncovering a theme of disquiet from US tourists about the 

lack of acknowledgement of soldiers of South Vietnam in displays (2007: 158).  

In sum, previous studies of this museum draw on data derived from sporadic engagement 

with the field site. Their lack of sustained ethnographic engagement with War Remnants 

Museum curators masks the inner operations of this state-run organisation and the types of 

methods that frame objects, texts, and images in the exhibition process. To study these 

methods, I will produce a thick description (Geertz 1973) of museum practice. I will draw on 

Bodemer’s (2010) study of the Vietnam Museum of Ethnology in Hanoi, based on twelve 

months of ethnographic fieldwork, that explores how curators navigate state policies in ways 

that deviate from national narratives. In this way, the incorporation of ordinary peoples’ 

stories into the exhibition process permits indirect negotiation between the people and the 

state. Were (2018; 2019) observes this process during the production of narratives of national 

development since reform in his study of curatorial negotiations at the National Museum of 

History in Hanoi. By producing a museum ethnography, I will also add to the relatively small 

number of book-length studies of museum practice that are based on long term engagement at 

one field site (Handler and Gable 1997; Katriel 1997). 

Key concepts 
So far, this paper has used two concepts that are expressed within the research questions: the 

archaeology of organisations and curatorship. Other concepts may be added during fieldwork. 

There follows an explanation of these concepts and how they will be applied in this study. 

The concept of memory is core to this enquiry and has been discussed contextually in the 

literature review. For the discussion that follows, it is important to make a conceptual 

distinction between institutions and organisations. Institutions are understood as sets of 

formal and informal rules which shape social perceptions of people’s roles, while 

organisations administer these rules and respond to needs (Goetz 1995). Institutions are 

‘humanly devised constraints’ which reduce uncertainty and provide structure to everyday 

life’ (North 1990: 3). These constraints operate through a complex interplay of powers and to 

decode them requires a forensic approach to analysing institutions.  

Archaeology of organisations  

Connell (1987) originally developed a gender order of institutions comprising structures, 

practice and agents to identify gender regimes in the family, state and other institutions. 

Goetz (1995) adapted this into an archaeology of institutions approach to study the gendered 

dynamics of decision-making and of organisational functioning within NGOs. She developed 

this approach in response to feminist analyses of states that, in viewing the state as a ‘general 

patriarch’, had underestimated the complexity of states, viewing them as homogenous and 

passive tools for monolithic larger (men’s) interests. Applying this approach to development 
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organisations allowed her to shed light on some of the previously hidden gender interests of 

development organisations that meant Gender and Development (GAD) policy initiatives 

were still producing gendered outcomes that were disadvantageous to women. Goetz outlined 

eight elements of conducting a gendered archaeology of organisations (1995: 8-9), posing a 

series of questions about each element that structure her enquiry. In my research I will adapt 

this approach, using anthropological research methods of participant observation, life 

histories, in-depth interviews and archival research to explore the decision-making and 

organisational functioning of the War Remnants Museum. I may include the following 

elements: institutional and organisational history, cognitive context, organisational 

culture/characteristics of bureaucracy, organisation of space and time, authority structures 

and incentive and accountability systems. A reflexive approach will enable me to include new 

elements or drop some in response to the reality I observe during fieldwork. 

It is important to adopt an archaeology of organisations approach because, since its opening 

in 1975, the War Remnants Museum has repeatedly reinvented itself in order to meet the 

changing needs of the state. From its opening in the aftermath of war in 1975 until 1990 it 

was known as the Exhibition House for US and Puppet Crimes. Then it became the 

Exhibition House for Crimes of War and Aggression before being renamed as the War 

Remnants Museum in 1995, the year in which the US and Vietnam normalised diplomatic 

relations. This presents an opportunity for this study to discern whether the organisation’s 

mission, interpreted very differently at various points in its history, has left traces in its 

current structures and cultures, the categorisation of staff, hierarchies and so on. Applying an 

archaeology of organisations approach will enable the identification of these aspects of the 

museum’s history to better understand its recent modernisation.6 To understand the ‘old 

ways’ of representing the past that are being challenged in some Vietnamese museums, it is 

important to establish how these ‘old ways’ are perceived through interviews with today’s 

curators. Through an analysis of the museum’s documents and interviews, this study will 

show how the War Remnants Museum as an organisation has been able to interpret the needs 

of the Vietnamese state through its structures and practices to date and how it has been able 

to develop its own ideologies, mandates, internal cultures and procedures despite operating in 

a one party state. 

Curatorship 

In recent decades the role of the curator has changed, from that of a scholar or connoisseur to 

something more akin to a creator or collaborator, with this shift well documented in the 

curatorial and museum anthropology literature (Townsend 2003; Arnold 2015; Norton-

Westbrook 2015). The transformation stemmed from the postmodernist turn in museum 

theory that began in the 1970s and criticised museums conforming to the original European 

collection-based model as “obsolete and elitist” (Hudson 1977, 15) owing to their social links 

to the cultural preferences of a narrow group which excluded many potential visitors. 

Thereafter the new museology philosophy (Vergo 1989) eschewed the original conception of 

a museum as a ‘cultural authority’ upholding and communicating ‘truth’ (Harrison 1993), an 

organisation that could civilise and discipline the bulk of the population to fit their position 

within society (Foucault 1995). There emerged a greater focus on visitors as individuals who 

 
6 In the context of this study, modernisation means a departure from the Marxist-Leninist schema used widely in museums in 

communist states in exhibits that typically present chronological accounts of social progress and national achievement (see 

Bodemer 2010; Gonzalez 2016; Tappe 2011; Were 2018; 2019). 
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construct their own knowledge when they visit a museum rather than passively receive it and 

an emphasis on the need for museums to reflect the communities they served through their 

exhibits.  

Through all these debates, the current ‘figure of the curator’ and the future of curatorial 

practice are flux (Schorch 2017). Curators now require a deep knowledge of contemporary 

societal problems and now fulfil something of a public service function (Cook 2003). They 

must reconcile the requirement to provide entertaining exhibits that bring in large audiences 

whilst staying loyal to their original missions to educate and inform. Technology presents 

information in authoritative, engaging ways and whilst this has democratised the production 

of knowledge in museums, it has eroded the control and status of curators. Alongside these 

challenges, curators enjoy more latitude to exert their agency in creative ways (Cook 2003; 

O’Neill 2007) rather than strictly act as purveyors of knowledge.  

As stewards of the historical past, Vietnamese museum curators play an important role in 

producing and presenting histories and memories.7 This study draws on Were (2018) who 

applied a museum as method approach to study how curators deliberate over labels, objects, 

photos in his ethnographic study of the Vietnam National Museum of History. Using this 

approach enabled Were to challenge accusations (Tai 1998) that national museums in 

Vietnam “dogmatically display the official histories of national achievement espoused by the 

Communist Party” with museum workers understood as “passive adherents of nationalist 

doctrine lacking agency to innovate or improvise national narratives” (2018: 673). The 

concept of curatorship will therefore be applied, to understand the tensions that exist for 

museum workers representing memories and histories of war in a national museum and to 

build on these recent studies that find evidence that Vietnamese curators do apply ‘new 

museology’ approaches. Methods will include life histories, interviews and participant 

observation of curatorial work. 

The extent to which the philosophical and theoretical debates around the role of museums 

have translated into practice inside museums are underexamined in the museum studies and 

curatorial literature. This study will therefore contribute empirical data that may help to fill 

this lacuna. It will also contribute to the long-running debate across the social sciences on 

how actors relate to institutions. General agreement has been reached that institutional theory 

had erroneously positioned actors and their agency as subordinate to institutions (DiMaggio 

1988; Emirbayer and Mische 1998). Empirical studies exploring how individuals relate to 

and work within organisations have found that actors have greater leeway to interpret rules 

and exercise agency within organisations than had previously been assumed, although studies 

of this type in socialist contexts are few and this study may contribute to filling this gap.  

Research design 
Language 

English is widely spoken in Vietnamese cities and most staff at the War Remnants Museum 

have at least conversational English. However, to get closer to the social reality under study, 

develop relations of trust with my interlocutors and immerse myself in local life, I intend to 

increase my current basic level of Vietnamese through SOAS online training in the UK and 

 
7 In the case of Vietnam, the roots of curatorship lie in the post-revolutionary period in which an intense production of nationalist discourse 

and imagery occurred. 
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through daily classes at the University of Social Sciences and Humanities in Ho Chi Minh 

City. I will also continue to practice my language skills with members of UEA’s Vietnamese 

Society and my network of contacts in Ho Chi Minh City over Skype. I intend to interview 

English-speaking staff independently during the first six months of my project. I will 

interview other staff during the second phase of my research once my Vietnamese language 

ability has increased. I will recruit a Vietnamese research assistant to translate technical 

museum documents and to assist in transcribing and conducting interviews if necessary. 

Research participants and methods  

I will adopt a relatively flexible research design to enable me to adapt my ethnographic 

practice and let participants guide the research.  

Study of curators: Through informal/semi-structured interviews I will examine curators’ 

views on exhibition aims and meanings and through participant observation of routine 

curatorial work, I will gain an understanding of the processes by which curators incorporate 

their own stories into the exhibition process in ways that may deviate from national narratives 

and may result in unpredictable outcomes that shift official histories. My focus on curators 

and their agency includes their life trajectories and subjectivities. I will therefore conduct life 

histories with at least five curators to produce a thick description of the context and the lives 

of curators before and outside the museum. Life histories may involve the interviewee 

identifying a number of ‘life chapters’, key events, stresses and problems, personal ideology, 

core life themes, significant people and/or a ‘future script’ (McAdams 1993). I will record 

interviews using a mobile phone app or notebook and will be as flexible as possible about 

interview location, depending on interviewee preference. I will take these steps to try and put 

interviewees at ease and reduce the impact of what may be perceived as a difference in status 

between researcher and research subject on the data.  

Study of visitors: Using the museum as a contact zone8 (Clifford 1997), I will conduct 

participant observation in public spaces with visitors from across the Anglophone world to 

gauge how different publics dispute and rework narratives in displays. In this way I hope to 

understand how the narratives created by curators are received and interpreted by different 

publics. I will also endeavour to engage some participants in longer discussions allowing for 

‘thick description’ (Geertz 1973). The museum has a seating area where visitors can watch 

video screenings and there are other facilities to encourage longer visits such as seating 

outside each gallery and an on-site coffee shop. These enable different types of encounter and 

bring opportunities to conduct participant observation and interviews in a range of settings.  

Study of pupils: School students aged fifteen and sixteen will be included in the research. It is 

necessary to involve these participants as the museum has already decided to take its mobile 

Waging Peace exhibit to schools and so this presents an opportunity for me to gauge how 

narratives of US soldiers’ resistance are delivered to young people and how Vietnamese 

people respond to these narratives away from the museum setting. In my study I seek to avoid 

‘methodological containerism’ (Macdonald et al 2018) as this has neglected that the museum 

is embedded in wider society. Therefore, taking the opportunity to study the museum’s work 

away from its four walls is necessary if I am to produce a study that reacts to recent 

scholarship in museum anthropology. Participants at outreach visits to schools will participate 

 
8 A space where different cultures come into contact and conflict, where competing dialogues are heard, and reciprocity replaces one-way 

transmission and translation.  
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randomly and voluntarily from the group of attendees. I await further details of these 

outreach visits from the War Remnants Museum. 

Study of organisation: After the initial months of fieldwork, I will be able to discern which of 

the previously discussed elements it will be appropriate and possible to include in my 

archaeology of organisations approach to understanding the museum’s decision-making and 

organisational functioning. To study the organisation, I will use anthropological methods of 

participant observation, life histories, interviews and archival research. Conducting 

participant observation of staff meetings will be important to understand the museum’s 

current structures and cultures, the categorisation of staff, hierarchies and so on. I will also 

conduct interviews with senior staff to understand previous hierarchical and power structures. 

Life history interviews will give an insight into how individual curators perceive their roles 

and influence vis-à-vis the museum and what motivates them in their work. I will also seek 

access to internal documents including minutes and organograms and will analyse a new 

book on the museum’s development since 1975 to put its recent modernisation into context. 

 

Fig. 2 Video screening area  

Indicative timeline 

Vietnam closed its borders to foreigners in March due to the covid 19 pandemic and a large 

drop in visitors – the bulk of whom are foreigners - will have had a financial impact on the 

museum which may affect its upcoming activities. I remain in contact with museum staff via 

email and am seeking updates intermittently so that I can adjust my project. I do not expect to 

depart the UK for several months at least and will complete training activities and begin 

drafting thesis chapters during May, June and potentially July and August. 
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Year 1 

 

May 2020 – July 2020 Vietnamese language training through SOAS (10 weeks) and Rosetta 

Stone; draft thesis chapters (introduction, literature review, context) 

 

August 2020 – December 2020 Fieldwork phase 1, intensive language training  

 

Year 2 

 

January 2021 – July 2021 – Consult supervisors in UK, return for fieldwork phase 2, 

language training 

 

August 2021 – Oct 2021 - Return to UK to analyse data and begin drafting thesis  

 

Year 3 

 

Nov 2021 – Oct 2022 - Complete thesis.  

 

Epistemological stance 

Ethnographic research is a naturalistic design (DePoy and Gitlin 2016) whereby the 

researcher is not assumed to be the ‘knower’ and there is no hypothesis derived from theory 

to test. My research approach is informed by the view that social reality is intersubjectively 

constructed by those participating in it, rather than a set of objective facts to be discovered 

(Geertz 1973). From such an interpretive standpoint, an understanding of the memories and 

histories of war for those who work at and visit the museum must be obtained from the 

research participants themselves. My epistemological position informs my proposed research 

methodology, which involves long-term ethnographic fieldwork including interviews, 

participant observation, joining in formal and informal museum activities and language study.  

An ethnographic approach will allow me to get as close as possible to the phenomenon under 

study and my choice of methods allows for the construction of knowledge from people’s own 

experience in their own context. The understanding of curatorial structures and practices that 

I will obtain by analysing museum documents will provide another perspective that I can use 

alongside observations I made of museum dynamics using other methods. Through archival 

research I will identify the nuances of the organisation’s history to better understand its recent 

modernisation. 

Data analysis 

As outlined above, narrative data will comprise interview transcripts, notes from participant 

observation, copies of museum documents and materials from external archives, photos and 

publicity materials and the museum’s forthcoming book on its development since 1975. I will 

use narrative analysis, aided by tools such as NVivo, to discern how meaning is constructed 

in my data. During the descriptive phase I will summarise the content of narratives, identify 

the key features and narrative linkages, sub-plots and their interconnections and look for 

commonalities and differences across narratives. I aim in the interpretive phase to identify 
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how narratives are structured and where these sit in the broader context (the literatures). Key 

concepts of curatorship and the archaeology of organisations will guide my analysis.   

Positionality 

Until early adulthood my understanding of Vietnam was developed partly with reference to 

US representations of this conflict in Hollywood films and popular music. After high school, 

I spent thirteen months living in Ho Chi Minh City, including six months living with a 

Vietnamese family, and have maintained a network of Vietnamese contacts whose insights I 

acquired during a January 2020 scoping visit and drew upon to design this study.9 This paper 

has also been informed by empirical evidence derived from my long-term engagement with 

Vietnam and my numerous previous visits to the War Remnants Museum. I therefore will be 

able to evaluate my findings in light of earlier observations, potentially enabling deeper 

reflections than a first-time visitor could produce. 

My status as a Western PhD researcher brings connotations of being highly educated and an 

‘expert’ in the subject I am investigating despite having only just begun doctoral study. This 

is in part due to the difference in status between the UK as a rich country and Vietnam as a 

country that ranks medium on the United Nations human development index, having recently 

been lowly ranked. The UK’s history as a white, colonial Western power and sixty years of 

French colonialism in the relatively recent past are also important reasons why the perception 

of British people as having ‘superior’ status to Vietnamese people remains. I have sought to 

minimise through the design of my research methods how the above factors will affect the 

data I collect and the conclusions I draw. I continue to consider how the impact of my 

research could be less extractive and be of benefit to the museum. During fieldwork, I will 

share interview transcripts or field notes and could share links to blogs, articles and 

publications. I will offer to send final copies of my thesis to the museum and to my contacts.  

  

 
9 Kinship terms are an integral part of Vietnamese culture. During all previous visits to Vietnam, I had referred to myself as em (younger 

sister) as did all others I encountered who I did not perceive me to be older than them. During my January 2020 scoping visit were the first 

occasions when I have been addressed, and started referring to myself as, chi (older sister). This is an important shift in status according to 

Vietnam’s highly descriptive kinship terminology, and one that should benefit me in my interactions with curators and staff who are younger 

than me and will need to use the term chi. This is because em is also used to refer to a romantic partner or wife and in Vietnamese culture 

women and men do not typically enjoy equal status in relationships. Em can also be used out of context to devalue someone as a joke.  
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