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In the recent short documentary, We Were the 

Scenery (Christopher Radcliff, 2025), two elder-

ly Vietnamese refugees recall their experiences 

during the Vietnam War from their living room 

in California. The survivors, Hoa Thi Le and Hue 

Nguyen Che, describe attacks coming from all 

sides: schools destroyed and village leaders ab-

ducted by the Viet Cong; civilians murdered in-

discriminately by South Vietnamese soldiers; lo-

cal communities terrorized by American troops. 

Though Le and Che eventually found refuge in 

a refugee camp in the Philippines, they found 

themselves unexpectedly recruited as extras 

in the infamous American war film Apocalypse 

Now (Francis Ford Coppola, 1979). Once again, 

they were caught between competing national 

projects: this time over how the past should be 

remembered. 

Rather than serving simply as an illustrative 

anecdote, this documentary offers an illustration 

of the themes that animate this special issue: the 

relationship between individual and national 

narratives, the transnational circulation of me-

mory, the significance of film as a medium of re-

membrance, and the ongoing contest over how 

violence in the Pacific is remembered. When Le 
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and Che became “scenery” in a canonical Ame-

rican war film, their individual experiences were 

subsumed by a narrative focused on the Ameri-

can perspective, a perspective that later gained 

outsize influence due to the global impact of the 

film. We Were the Scenery intervenes in that es-

tablished remembrance by having Le and Che 

reverse the gaze, shifting attention from the 

American protagonists to the Vietnamese extras 

who populated the film’s background. As they 

watch clips together, Le and Che identify friends 

from the refugee camp, recalling where they li-

ved, what roles they played, and 

what became of them after fil-

ming. “That’s Dam,” Che remarks 

matter-of-factly, recognizing a 

woman from the camp as she is 

gunned down by an American he-

licopter in the film. “She was preg-

nant, but her belly was still small.” 

“She hadn’t told anyone!” adds Le. 

“After filming we saw she had a 

big pregnant belly and we knew. 

She ended up moving to Georgia.” 

“Atlanta,” nods Che. (Images 1 and 

2). The faceless woman now has 

a name, a family, and a history, 

pulling her narrative into the fo-

reground and revealing how me-

mories of war travel globally.

Le and Che likewise challen-

ge the dynamics of the film by 

critiquing the film itself. Neither 

can make sense of the infamous 

surfing scene, which they bluntly 

describe as “weird” in the context 

of active war. Che further decla-

res that their part of the film is the 

best because it is “action-packed,” 

dismissing the rest as “average, 

just a bunch of talking.” They even 

refer to director Coppola—venera-

ted as a giant in American cine-

ma—as “that guy,” humorously re-

calling that they saw him carrying 

around mangos that he’d bite into 

without removing the skin. Such 

individual memories reverse the 

power relations established by the 

Above. Image 1. Le and Che recall the story of Dam
Below. Image 2. Le and Che recall the story of Dam
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original film as the people being looked at are now 

looking; the artificiality of filmic choices is rende-

red ridiculous by those with lived experience, and 

an acclaimed director becomes an unremarkable 

participant in their memories.

These reversals are possible precisely because 

We Were the Scenery is itself a transnational pro-

duction. An American-Canadian documentary 

written by Le and Che’s daughter, Cathy Linh 

Che, it was filmed in both Vietnam and the United 

States and focuses on members of the Vietnamese 

diaspora. Thus, the film functions simultaneously 

as a family history in the tradition of postmemory 

(Hirsch, 1997), a diasporic documentary, and a re-

flection on one of the most globally circulated fil-

ms about the Vietnam War. In doing so, the film 

raises broader questions that resonate across the 

Pacific, where histories of colonialism, migration, 

and violence have produced memories that conti-

nually cross-national borders.

The essays collected in this issue ask similar 

questions in other historical and cultural con-

texts. Collectively, they show that memories of 

violence in the Pacific may not be contained wi-

thin national frameworks, but can continually be 

produced through transnational encounters, mi-

gration, media circulation, and cultural exchange. 

Thus, the volume proposes a methodological fra-

mework that draws on recent developments in 

Memory Studies, a “transnational turn” that res-

ponds to the limitations of studying film practices 

within the confines of the nation-state. Scholars 

have demonstrated that memories travel across 

borders, are shaped by diasporic communities, 

and may circulate through global media networ-

ks. Like We Were the Scenery, the essays here de-

monstrate that media does not merely preserve 

memory but actively shapes, contests, and trans-

forms it. The documentary foregrounds the three 

questions that animate the essays collected here: 

Who is remembered? Who gets to remember? 

And how are memories transformed as they cir-

culate across national borders and media forms? 

A PRESSING MATTER:  
MEMORY BATTLES IN ASIA  

Why do these questions matter urgently today? 

As the essays in this issue demonstrate, contem-

porary geopolitical tensions, renewed disputes 

over historical responsibility, the passing of the 

last generation of living witnesses, and rapidly 

evolving media environments have made the re-

membrance of violence in the Pacific a continua-

lly contested terrain. The urgency of these ques-

tions emerges from a broader transformation in 

contemporary memory culture. Since the fall of 

the Berlin Wall (Finney, 2017), scholars have no-

ted the expansion of memory work marked by 

the growth of memorials, museums, documen-

taries, historical films, and public debates about 

the past. This “memory boom” has generated not 

only new forms of commemoration but also new 

scholarly attention to the politics of remembran-

ce. Andreas Huyssen (2000) has argued that this 

contemporary “memory obsession” is driven by 

media saturation, globalization, and technologi-

cal change, while François Hartog (2015) has des-

cribed the current era as one of “presentism,” in 

which uncertainty about the future produces in-

tensified attention to heritage and the past. In this 

sense, contemporary societies appear caught in a 

self-reinforcing cycle of remembrance: the more 

the past is represented, the more new debates 

emerge over how that past should be understood.

This cycle is particularly visible in what Weiss 

(2023) terms memory loops: concentrated trans-

national discourses centered on particular histo-

rical events or conflicts in which each new repre-

sentation returns to and responds to earlier acts 

of remembrance. Rather than existing as fixed 

narratives, memories circulate through repeated 

encounters among films, memoirs, museums, an-

niversaries, political debates, and digital platfor-

ms. In the example above, remembrance of the 

Vietnam War is continually reconstructed ons-

creen. Each new text enters into dialogue with 
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previous ones, producing an ongoing negotiation 

over what the conflict means, whose experiences 

should be foregrounded, and how do these stories 

become visible. The rise of digital media has acce-

lerated these processes by fundamentally altering 

how memories circulate. Through the internet, 

formerly national memory narratives have trans-

formed into globally accessible and contestable 

forms, with digitization, translation, streaming 

platforms, and social media streamlining the rapid 

dissemination of remembrance across borders. 

Historical debates now unfold not only through 

books, films, and museums, but also through Tik-

Toks, memes, and Reddit threads.

These transformations are particularly signifi-

cant for the study of Asia and the Pacific. The re-

gion’s histories of colonialism, war, forced migra-

tion, dictatorship, partition, nuclear catastrophe, 

and environmental disaster have produced memo-

ries that increasingly expand beyond their natio-

nal borders and, as the ongoing “memory battles” 

in Asia reveal (Jager and Mitter, 2007; Saito, 2016), 

generate new “memory loops” and new cycles of 

conflict. Memories of violence are shaped through 

transnational movement, media circulation, mi-

gration, and intergenerational transmission; media 

have become not simply representations of me-

mory but active participants in its production.

As Jeffrey Olick (2013) reminds us, memory 

work is always political work. Collective memory 

is an ongoing struggle over what events mean, 

whose experiences become visible, and whose 

stories remain marginalized. In an era of global 

media circulation, these struggles increasingly 

transcend the nation-state while remaining dee-

ply shaped by national histories and institutions. 

The essays collected in this issue examine this 

tension through a range of Asian contexts and 

media forms. Together, they ask how memories 

travel across borders, how media transform his-

torical experience into cultural memory, and how 

transnational circulation reshapes not only what 

we remember, but how we remember.

East Asia has become core of popular, cultural, 

political and scholarly debates on the way societies 

deal with their traumatic past in the present. The 

region is witnessing unseen memory struggles in 

recent decades, simultaneous to the proliferation 

of memorial sites, battles for promotion of their 

difficult past as world heritage, and increasing 

number of cultural products in which films, both 

fictional and documentaries, are playing a crucial 

role. The importance of these cultural memories 

is not only the result of the new global position of 

China, Japan and Korea in economic and cultu-

ral terms but also seem to be result of the current 

geopolitical scene (Vickers, Lee and Huang, 2022; 

Kirsch, 2015). This is giving shape violent-past-re-

lated tensions operating a several levels, from 

activism to cultural practices, which are conditio-

ning even current diplomatic relations.  

This is happening in a context of increasing 

competition among China, South Korea, and 

Japan as global economic and cultural powers 

(Guarné, 2020; Iwabuchi, 2007; Kim, 2013). As the 

readership of this volume will note, many of the 

memory loops that are being cinematically repre-

sented emerge from events perpetrated during 

the so-called “dark valley” (1931–1945), the last 

stage of the Japanese imperialist expansion. As 

contributors of this volume show, other episodes 

of mass violence related to the Korean postwar 

and the Vietnam War in the following decades 

also became memory loops on the big screen. All 

of these traumatic events represented on screen 

belong to international conflicts and as a result, 

the projected cultural memories are transnational 

per se. Asian cinemas have played a crucial role in 

socialising this difficult past, shaping ways histori-

cal atrocities are revisited. Fiction and nonfiction 

films have become key sites where the memory 

of wartime violence is appropriated, reimagined, 

and consumed. In this sense, visual culture does 

not simply reflect preexisting memory; it actively 

participates in the construction of postmemory 

communities, collectives comprised of genera-
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tions that did not directly experience traumatic 

events but nevertheless are deeply marked by 

them. Film audiences in Asia mostly come from 

this postmemory environment, and thus, cinema 

has become a primary medium for transgenera-

tional transmission and national identity building 

around affective and mnemonic communities.

This volume seeks to update current discus-

sions about the memory of 20th-century violent 

events by decolonizing Memory Studies, which in 

this field entails moving away from Eurocentric 

frameworks centred on the Holocaust. Instead, 

the articles presented here propose shifting the 

focus to the Asian context, while paying special 

attention to voices that have historically been 

neglected in academic inquiry, such as women, 

children, ethnic minorities and sexual minorities. 

Asia-Pacific is not only a site of numerous unre-

solved historical traumas but also a region whose 

film cultures now exert global influence. China, 

Japan and South Korea have particularly beco-

me major cultural powers and their films, as well 

as the examples taken from Southeast Asia, are 

shaping global understandings of the Asian past 

violences. This cultural competition and global 

circulation have intensified memory struggles at 

multiple levels, from national institutions to film 

industries. Thus, cinema becomes entangled with 

national interests and diplomatic agendas while 

at the same time target transnational audiences. 

Therefore, the transnational approach to these 

traumatic memories through is essential not only 

for understanding current cinematic phenomena 

but also for grasping contemporary cultural, poli-

tical and social dynamics.

At the same time, the temporal distance from 

the war and the generational shift toward post-

memory complicate the study of remembrance. 

Since access to living testimonies is increasingly 

limited, and film representations often become 

objects to study memory manifestations. While 

memory is often conceptualised as a stable con-

cept, it has also been noted that processes of re-

membrance are fluid and changing phenomena 

that constantly adopt new meaning in memorial 

sites (Rigney, 2008; Lee 2019) as well as films (Cen-

teno-Martin, 2019, 2020; Sánchez-Biosca, 2024). 

To examine them, the volume proposes a metho-

dological shift from focusing on fixed memorial 

narratives to analysing the dynamics of memory 

creation through films, i.e. assessing how moving 

images are produced, circulated and reinterpreted 

across time and space. In this sense, memory-re-

lated film cultures become a form of cultural he-

ritage, whether used as political activism, artistic 

intervention or commercialized. It must be noted 

that in any of those cases, film productions result 

from contemporary events—new archival disco-

veries, filmmakers’ engagement, political agendas, 

victims’ initiatives or commercial interests. Con-

sequently, cinema may be interpreted as a me-

dium that materialises current concerns onto past 

events. Iconographies of the war in Asia are thus 

shaped by changing sensitivities and evolving 

imaginaries, which differ across national contexts 

and historical periods. Thus, films may act as both 

“channelling agents” of contemporary anxieties 

and as “transformative agents” that may reshape 

how the past is memorialized and challenging he-

gemonic discourses.

FRAMES OF REPRESENTATION, FRAMES OF 
MEMORY IN THE TRANSNATIONAL ERA

The transformative aspect of memory-related 

films entails a political and ethical approach that 

materializes in different narrative and aesthetic 

strategies. In media studies, Butler (2016) asks 

how we might describe both the lived experience 

of violence and the representational frameworks 

through which that violence becomes intelligi-

ble. As Butler argues, “The frame does not simply 

exhibit reality, but actively participates in a stra-

tegy of containment, selectively producing and 

enforcing what will count as reality” (2016, xiii). 

Several essays in this issue examine precisely this 
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tension: the wound of a violent past and the ways 

in which media frames determine whose suffe-

ring becomes visible, whose experiences are mar-

ginalized, and whose memories enter collective 

remembrance. 

Taken together, the essays in this issue de-

monstrate that collective memory, a term that 

goes back to Maurice Halbwachs (1992), is not 

simply a record of past violence, but an ongoing 

process shaped by visibility, movement, and me-

diation. They reveal how individuals and commu-

nities disappear and reappear within dominant 

narratives. Critical voices emerged from the 21st 

century like Neiger, Meyers and Zandberg (2011) 

point to the fact that scholars tended to view 

widely popular film and media representations 

of the past as almost straightforward manifes-

tations of a collective attitude without critically 

engaging in memory conflicts within a commu-

nity. As a consequence, the notion of collective 

memory has resulted in stabilising identities that 

have often been conceptualised within the con-

text of the nation-state, neglecting transnational 

and global processes. Memorial cultures to date 

have often been understood in terms of these 

homogenous “container cultures” with clear-cut 

borders. To overcome the limitations and essen-

tialisms in existing literature, some scholars have 

recommended to revisit previous approaches 

by adding ‘transcultural’ perspectives (Welsch, 

1999), examining the complex creation of me-

morial cultures moulded by globalisation inter-

dependence and blurring of cultural boundaries 

(Erll 2011). How memories travel across borders 

and disrupt fixed categories of belonging, and 

how media forms create new possibilities for re-

membering what has been suppressed or forgo-

tten. In doing so, these essays move beyond the 

question of what societies remember to ask a 

more fundamental question: how do the condi-

tions of remembering themselves change in an 

era of transnational media?

Image 3. Le and Che discuss their criticisms of the film
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Film cultures in general and in East Asia ones in 

particular, are becoming the ground for dynamics 

that create memory beyond the national bounda-

ries (sometimes in the form of cosmopolitan and 

global memories). The fields of Image, Film, Me-

dia and Screen Studies are increasingly interested 

in exploring these realities (Higson, 1989; Crofts, 

1993, Centeno-Martin and Morita 2020a, 2020b) 

and understanding how they create transnatio-

nal public spheres in which transcultural memo-

ries operate (Kirsch, 2015; Centeno-Martin, 2019, 

2020). The international creation, circulation and 

reception of films on traumatic and violent past 

in Asia have an important impact for the socia-

lisation of wartime memory. This is not necessa-

rily new but requires an updated theoretical fra-

mework. To tackle this issue, Film and Memory 

Studies need to be reimagined in order to interro-

gate transnational dynamics that challenge the 

conceptual limits imposed by national boundaries. 

New approaches to these cultural flows need to 

go beyond narrow interpretations from national 

perspectives. As a consequence, this monograph 

proposes an original transnational approach that 

helps the reader examine production of war and 

conflict-related films, the appropriations of trau-

matic events, their cultural and social as well as 

aesthetic and narrative implications, their impact 

on the international arena, and their role in not 

only representing but also transforming memory 

of the traumatic past.

The image with which this introduction began 

—Le and Che recovering their memories from the 

background of Apocalypse Now— (Image 3) cap-

tures many of the questions explored throughout 

this issue. Le and Che are not merely witnesses 

to history but participants in two struggles: the 

first over territory, power, and survival; the se-

cond over representation and memory. Their 

story reminds us that memory is never simply 

inherited from the past. It is continually recons-

tructed through media, shaped by national and 

transnational frameworks, and renegotiated by 

those whose experiences have too often remained 

at the margins of official histories. The essays co-

llected here similarly examine how films recover 

forgotten voices, challenge dominant narratives, 

and create new forms of remembrance that travel 

across generations and borders. 

CONTRIBUTIONS 

Sexual violence occupies a particularly politicized 

position within memories of war because it be-

comes entangled with narratives of nationhood, 

masculinity, and collective identity. Wartime 

violence is rarely remembered only as an assault 

against individual bodies; it is frequently articu-

lated through narratives of national humiliation, 

sovereignty, and power. McClintock (1995) fa-

mously argues that all nationalisms are gendered, 

with women—both real and imagined—frequent-

ly positioned as symbols of cultural continuity 

and national purity, while men are imagined as 

the agents of political action and historical agen-

cy. Similarly, Yuval-Davis (1997) explores how 

women are constructed as biological reproducers 

of nations and carriers of national culture. Wi-

thin these frameworks, wartime rape is often re-

presented as the rape of a nation itself, with the 

violation of women’s bodies becoming a symbolic 

attack on national identity and the masculinity of 

the defeated nation.

In this volume, Xie, Lyu, and Chen examine 

gendered sexual violence and its remembrance 

in their article on the Chinese film The Flowers 

of War (Jin ling shi san chai, Yimou Zhang, 2011). 

Focusing on the cinematic apparatus and its te-

chniques of visualization, they demonstrate how 

the female body becomes a site through which 

trauma is represented, negotiated, and contested 

within national memory. Their analysis draws 

attention not only to the violence represented on 

screen but also to the ways that women’s bodies 

become objects of viewing. Sen Ni’s article simi-

larly examines the transnational dimensions of 
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wartime sexual violence through her analysis 

of Kim Dong-won’s 63 Years On (Ggeutnaji an-

hmeun jeon jaeng, 2008). Rather than treating 

comfort women discourse solely as a national 

memory conflict, Ni demonstrates how the film 

creates a cinematic space for sharing transnatio-

nal experiences of gendered violence. Through its 

attention to survivors’ shared experiences across 

national contexts, the film challenges the boun-

daries that often define whose suffering belongs 

within particular national histories.

As these authors demonstrate, sexual violence 

is among the most politically contested forms of 

wartime violence to remember. When such vio-

lence is committed, it is often encouraged or ena-

bled by state power as a means of domination and 

humiliation. Yet memories of sexual violence are 

also frequently constrained after the fact: perpe-

trator nations may seek to minimize or erase res-

ponsibility, while victim nations may frame sur-

vivors through narratives of collective suffering 

and national victimhood. As scholars have noted 

(Soh, 2008; Weiss, 2016), these frameworks often 

reduce survivors to “perfect victims,” limiting the 

complexity of their experiences and obscuring 

uncomfortable aspects of historical responsibility, 

including local forms of complicity. Like Le and 

Che’s—We Were the Scenery’s protagonists— rea-

lization that they had been rendered little more 

than cinematic background within Apocalyp-

se Now, these essays demonstrate how women 

affected by wartime sexual violence have often 

been transformed into symbolic figures within 

national narratives rather than remembered as 

historical subjects with complex lives, voices, and 

agency.

Revert-Gomis turns to another form of vio-

lence, genocide, similarly exploring how cinema 

might recover histories that have been deliberate-

ly suppressed. His article examines how the Ame-

rican filmmaker Joshua Oppenheimer’s docu-

mentary diptych The Act of Killing (2012) and The 

Look of Silence (2014) attempt to access remem-

brance of the Indonesian mass killings of 1965–66 

through performative documentary. His article 

foregrounds the cinematic techniques through 

which the films access suppressed remembrance: 

the first by using the performativity of the per-

petrators to ironically comment on their crimes; 

the second by following the brother of a victim 

as he attempts to challenge the official narrative 

and structures of power by interviewing the per-

petrators. In both cases, cinema becomes a means 

of accessing memories that have been denied or 

erased within dominant political narratives.

Yet visibility is never only a national question. 

As the “transnational turn” in memory studies 

has demonstrated, national memories are rarely 

isolated formations; they are continually shaped 

through dialogue with global and transnational 

frameworks. Anderson (1983) and Nora (1989) 

have demonstrated that nations are constructed 

through shared narratives and commemorative 

practices; later scholars have shown how these 

collective narratives are transformed through 

global circulation. The Holocaust became not only 

a European historical event but also a global sym-

bol of trauma and genocide. Levy and Sznaider 

(2006) describe this process as the emergence of 

a form of global or cosmopolitan memory, while 

Rothberg (2009) develops the concept of multidi-

rectional memory to describe how memories of 

violence can interact across contexts rather than 

simply compete with one another. Similarly, Erll 

(2011) proposes the concept of travelling memory 

to describe the ways memories move across geo-

graphic, cultural, and media boundaries.

Wei and Xu’s piece on the Tokyo Trial (Dong 

Jing shen pan, Qunshu Gao, 2006) forcefully exa-

mines these tensions between the national and 

the transnational. They argue that the film, which 

focuses on Judge Mei Ru’ao’s moral authority, at-

tempts to surpass earlier Chinese narratives that 

focus on victimhood or spectacle by appealing to 

a transnational visibility. However, they also de-

monstrate that transnational visibility does not 
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necessarily produce more equitable memory. 

Because the film largely accepts the tribunal’s 

official historiography, a historiography shaped 

by uneven global power relations, it reproduces 

some of the asymmetries embedded within the 

postwar international order. In seeking dialogue 

with Japanese and Western audiences, the film 

remains caught between what Rey Chow and the 

authors identify as tensions between “First World 

imperialism and Third World nationalism.” The 

article thus highlights a central concern of this is-

sue: crossing national borders may open new pos-

sibilities for remembrance, but can also reproduce 

existing structures of power.

The question of belonging becomes even 

more complicated for those whose lives exist be-

tween or outside national categories. If Le and 

Che found themselves literally relegated to the 

background of another nation’s cinematic narra-

tive, migrants, defectors, and returnees similar-

ly occupy unstable positions within competing 

systems of memory and identity. Hyunseon Lee’s 

article on gendered migration in Korean defector 

narratives examines these tensions through the 

experiences of North Korean defectors, whose li-

ves challenge the idea that national cultures can-

not be understood as homogeneous or territoria-

lly fixed in an age of globalisation, mobility, and 

cultural hybridization. The article demonstrates 

that defector narratives exist within competing 

representational frameworks: while memoirs of-

ten emphasize survival, displacement, and com-

plex identities, South Korean television dramas 

frequently reproduce national anxieties and em-

phasize South Korean identity. Importantly, Lee 

also highlights the gendered dimensions of mi-

gration and survival. Female defectors experien-

ce additional forms of vulnerability, including se-

xual violence, forced labor, and heightened risks 

of exploitation and detention. This reveals how 

migration narratives are shaped not only by na-

tional borders but also by gendered structures of 

power. 

Muñoz-Garnica, Cuenca-Navarrete and Ta-

rín-Sanz’s article on journey narratives similar-

ly explores how movement itself can become a 

method of collective remembrance. Comparing 

Children of the Beehive (Hachi no su no kodomota-

chi, Hiroshi Shimizu, 1948) and Voices in the Wind 

(Kaze no denwa, Nobuhiro Suwa, 2020), they ar-

gue that journeys across devastated landscapes 

function as more than narrative devices. In both 

films, travel becomes a process through which 

displaced individuals gradually reconnect with 

communities, memories, and forms of belonging. 

The journey allows characters to encounter the 

traces of violence while negotiating relationships 

between individual trauma and collective history. 

Through movement, memory becomes not a fixed 

location but a process of reconstruction.

These questions of identity and belonging also 

shape Burgos’ analysis of Viet and Nam (Trong lòng 

dat, Minh Quý Trương, 2024). Burgos argues that 

the film challenges dominant national narratives 

of the Vietnam War, which often monumentali-

ze remembrance through heroism, sacrifice, and 

revolutionary struggle, by instead emphasizing 

unresolved grief, missing bodies, and continuing 

wounds. The film’s focus on queer love further 

disrupts narratives of militarized masculinity and 

national sacrifice, offering alternative forms of 

attachment and remembrance. At the same time, 

the film positions itself within broader internatio-

nal conversations through its circulation at film 

festivals and its engagement with multidirectio-

nal memory. 

Finally, we return to the question with which 

this introduction began: what can media itself do? 

There is a well-established body of scholarship 

examining the relationship between media and 

collective memory. Hirsch’s (1997) work on photo-

graphs and familial remembrance of the Holocaust 

demonstrates how images can transmit traumatic 

histories across generations. Landsberg’s (2004) 

concept of prosthetic memory examines how 

mass-mediated representations allow individuals 
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to develop relationships with histories beyond 

their own lived experiences, while Rosenstone 

(2023) explores how historical films produce parti-

cular forms of historical understanding. Building 

upon these foundational interventions, the essays 

in this volume examine how films and documen-

taries, particularly those that are transnational in 

their production, funding, distribution, or subject 

matter, function as strategies for accessing, resha-

ping, and contesting collective remembrance.

Several essays demonstrate how cinema can 

create alternative frameworks for transnatio-

nal memory. Ni’s article draws upon Rothberg’s 

concept of multidirectional memory to examine 

how cinematic representation allows memories of 

gendered violence to move across national boun-

daries. She argues that the transnational testi-

monies brought together by the film reveal reso-

nances across different histories of recruitment, 

incarceration, stigma, and enforced silence. These 

shared patterns, while rooted in distinct national 

contexts, open the possibility of a trans-Asian 

ethics of memory that privileges historical justi-

ce over nationally bounded narratives of remem-

brance. In this way, cinema becomes not simply 

a representation of memory but a mechanism 

through which new collective articulations of re-

membrance can be rendered visible.

Burgos’s analysis of Viet and Nam similar-

ly demonstrates how cinematic form itself can 

create new possibilities for remembrance. Throu-

gh its use of long takes, fragmented chronology, 

and dreamlike aesthetics, the film communicates 

the fractured nature of trauma and challenges 

the linear, heroic narratives that often structure 

official national histories. Rather than resolving 

historical violence into a coherent narrative of 

sacrifice or redemption, the film preserves uncer-

tainty, absence, and unresolved grief. In doing so, 

it functions as a counter-memory (Foucault, 1977): 

a form of remembrance that challenges dominant 

narratives by attending to what remains unfini-

shed, forgotten, or unrepresentable.

Jihoon Kim examines another dimension of 

transnational filmmaking through the concept of 

Hjort’s (2009) affirmative transnationalism. Focu-

sing on documentary works by Oh Minwook and 

Im Heung-soon, the article examines how film-

makers use cultural affinity and shared historical 

experiences to explore contested memories across 

East Asia. Rather than understanding transna-

tional filmmaking simply as a product of global 

circulation or international collaboration, the ar-

ticle emphasizes its potential as a form of memory 

work: a way of recognizing historical parallels 

across borders while acknowledging the differen-

ces among particular experiences of trauma. The-

se works demonstrate how media can create spa-

ces for dialogue among memories that have often 

been separated by national frameworks.

Revert-Gomis’s analysis of The Act of Killing 

and The Look of Silence further illustrates how 

cinematic form can provide access to suppressed 

histories. He examines how Oppenheimer uses 

performance and reenactment to confront perpe-

trators with their own narratives of violence. By 

asking former perpetrators to recreate their cri-

mes through cinematic conventions drawn from 

Hollywood genres, the perpetrators are positioned 

simultaneously as actors, narrators, and subjects 

of critique. This approach recalls Diana Taylor’s 

(2003) distinction between the archive and the 

repertoire. When official records disappear and 

when bodies, documents, and testimonies have 

been erased or suppressed, embodied performan-

ce becomes a crucial means through which me-

mory can be accessed. In Oppenheimer’s films, 

gestures, reenactments, and storytelling become 

forms of embodied remembrance that challenge 

official narratives and expose histories that have 

been denied.

Finally, Muñoz-Garnica, Cuenca-Navarrete 

and Tarín-Sanz’s article demonstrates how cine-

ma can facilitate the working-through of collecti-

ve trauma not by reconstructing historical events 

directly, but by engaging with the material traces 
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they leave behind. They argue that the films pro-

duce a “hermeneutics of ruins,” wherein scenes of 

travel through devastated landscapes transform 

ruins from evidence of destruction into spaces 

of memory, mourning, and ethical recovery. Al-

though the films depict different catastrophes (the 

aftermath of the Asia-Pacific War and the 2011 

Tōhoku disaster), they similarly share an interest 

in how encounters with damaged environments 

allow individuals and communities to interpret 

traumatic histories and imagine possibilities for 

reconnection. �
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WE WERE THE SCENERY:  
TRANSNATIONAL REMEMBRANCE IN  
AN AGE OF GLOBAL MEMORY

Abstract
This article calls for decolonizing Memory Studies exploring the 

relationship between visual culture, memory, and transnationali-

ty in East Asia and the Pacific. Taking the documentary We Were 

the Scenery (Christopher Radcliff, 2025) as its point of departure, 

it reflects on who is remembered, who is granted visibility within 

historical narratives of war and its aftermath, and how audiovisual 

media participate in the construction, circulation, and contestation 

of collective memory. It argues that memories of violence cannot 

remain confined within national frameworks but are instead sha-

ped through transnational processes of migration, media circulation, 

and cultural exchange. Resulting from the «memory battles» in the 

region, Asian Cinemas, shaped by histories of colonialism, war, and 

migration, have become central sites for negotiating traumatic pasts 

and forming postmemory communities. Ultimately, the article con-

tends that films act as transformative agents that not only preserve 

the past but also actively contribute to the production of new forms 

of memory, challenging national narratives, and revealing how re-

membrance itself changes in an era of global media circulation.

Key words
Transnational Memory; Visual Culture; Collective Memory; East 

Asia; Memory Studies.
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ÉRAMOS EL DECORADO:  
LA REMEMORACIÓN TRANSNACIONAL  
EN LA ERA DE LA MEMORIA GLOBAL

Resumen
Este artículo propone una descolonización de los estudios de la me-

moria mediante el análisis de las relaciones entre cultura visual, me-

moria y transnacionalidad en Asia Oriental y el Pacífico. Tomando 

como punto de partida el documental We Were the Scenery (Christo-

pher Radcliff, 2025), reflexiona sobre quién es recordado, quién ad-

quiere visibilidad dentro de los relatos históricos sobre la guerra y sus 

consecuencias y de qué modo los medios audiovisuales participan en 

la construcción, circulación y disputa de la memoria colectiva. Se sos-

tiene que las memorias de la violencia no pueden permanecer confi-

nadas dentro de marcos nacionales, sino que se configuran mediante 

procesos transnacionales de migración, circulación mediática e in-

tercambio cultural. Como resultado de las «batallas por la memoria» 

en la región, los cines asiáticos, marcados por las historias de colonia-

lismo, guerra y migración, se han convertido en espacios fundamen-

tales para negociar pasados traumáticos y conformar comunidades 

de posmemoria. En última instancia, el artículo defiende que el cine 

actúa como un agente transformador que no solo preserva el pasado, 

sino que contribuye activamente a la producción de nuevas formas 

de memoria, cuestionando los relatos nacionales y mostrando cómo 

los propios procesos de rememoración se transforman en una era de 

circulación mediática global.
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