
The Past, Place, and People
Thi Bui’s Struggle in The Best We Can Do



Life and Liberty

• Covers Chapters 1-3

• Labor-(NY birth of her child)

• Rewind, Reverse-(set in CA and Vietnam, 
births and early deaths, making an losing 
life)

• Home, The Holding Pen (CA, strange 
father, dreams of being free)

• Note p. 89



The Process of Losing  
Life and Liberty 

• Covers Chapters 4-6

• Blood and Rice (History-French attempt 
to reassert control)

• Either, Or (History-Triumph of Viet Minh 
and Division of the Country)

• The Chessboard (Place-Saigon 
neighborhood, American War begins, Thi
Bui is born)



The Middlegame:  
Espiritu’s “Space 

Between”

• Covers Chapters 7-9

• Heroes and Losers (Communist victory in 
1975, escape in 1978, refugee camp)

• The Shore (Refugee camp to Indiana in 
US)

• Fire and Ash (San Diego, refugee reflex is 
to run)

• Note p. 270



The Endgame: 
Where the Past, Place, 

and People Reveal 
Understanding

• Chapter 10: Ebb and Flow

• Identity: is it hers or is it predestined?

• Weight of the past (place and people)

• Product of war (the past)

• Vietnam not her homeland

• Final word is free

• Note p. 329



Summary

Thi Bui struggles with the conflicts between freedom and the individual and the 
collective contained in family, history, and geography. This is evident in the book’s 
title which belies the message contained in the book’s beginning and end.  It is this 
message which suggests to me that Bui is striving to put her identity above  a 
national or transnational identity.  It is an individual identity tied to the past, but set 
firmly on the future. It is an identity that recognizes the value of collective 
identities (like family and culture), but embraces the individual above all else. Thus, 
the book concludes where it began with the creation of a new life and the struggle 
for freedom and liberty. This aligns the book with the twin Go concepts of life and 
liberty.  By ourselves we inherently have these, just as a single white and black 
stone do on the Go board.  However, when the individual stone is confronted with 
the growth of the game, the past, (the location of the stones and their relationship 
to each other) takes on a crucial significance. This can result in the loss of place, the 
need to flee, or the end of life itself.  But, by the end of the game, as is the story for 
Thi Bui, it is possible to reach a fundamental understanding about what or who we 
are and what really matters (see slide 5).
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When looking to create an art project in response to The Best We Could Do, I wanted to 

highlight the importance of water, as multiple times throughout the book water is present 

whenever freedom is mentioned. As such I made an art piece using the art style Suminagashi, 

which is when you float ink on water and lay a sheet of paper on top of it which then creates the 

image on the paper. As you can see there are three pieces of paper here, two of these have a 

focus of black, red, and orange while the other has a focus of blue, yellow, and black. The two 

orange, red, and black pieces were made to represent the stories I’ve come to learn about the 

transnational experience of those coming from Vietnam to the U.S., and I tried to mirror the 

colors present within The Best We Could Do for these. The stories I’ve come to learn about the 

Vietnamese transnational experience are fraught with negative emotions, sadness and anger seem 

to be deeply imbedded within these experiences. As such I felt that the colors within The Best We 

Could Do would be perfect to represent these feelings, there was a reason these were used within 

the book. I then decided to make one about the transnational experience of my family and their 

history, this being the blue and yellow piece. My family has a much more positive memory of 

how we came to be in the U.S., similar to the common immigrant story you might hear of 

someone’s great grandpa coming to the U.S. with nothing but twenty dollars in his pocket and 

making his dream life with that. However, even with these idealistic and positive stories within 

my family, you will notice the black streak spreading from the middle of the piece. This black 

streak is something that I felt was necessary to put in this piece, as my family history, similar to 

most families who immigrate to the U.S., isn’t entirely positive. My family came to the U.S. to 

flee the Sicilian mafia, as this was something they didn’t want to be involved with anymore. The 

use of black in all three piece I made was to show that all immigration stories, no matter how 

positive or negative, has some dark piece of history that defines this transnational journey.   









 

 
 

Watch Sean Clarke’s presentation here 
 
 
 
lỗ đen 
 
Funny thing an echo is/ leaving you.  
Denying any place, it might call home  
Bouncing like checks left for birthdays that were never real  
Fading in an esoteric nostalgia  
Dying as it enters the future  
Shouting into the past 
It was fun while it lasted  
   
 
Deep into the echoes of the stars  
Aren’t they funny too?  
Looking like they are standing still  
While they streak across the sky  
Millions of years per second, 
Like fastballs my mind can’t catch/  
They burn out leaving you behind,  
Molten in a wake of all they once where and more/ 
 all at stake, all in the epicenter of the happiness that once existed/ 
All in the nebulas that created them/ all in that incredulous time where you were 
happy? Where their smile was all that mattered/ 
When everything they said flattered  
When space didn’t exist because this light shown so bright, that it bent all that 
mattered. Like a neutron star. 



 
However, aren’t black holes better? 
The way they sit like a petal of darkness in a flower of both freedom and uncertainty? / 
The way it stands at the crossroads of wanting and needing. / Boasting violence without 
raising its voice/ Being strong in times of Peral/ protecting all that fall unwittingly 
beneath its gaze/ 
Seeing and conquering itself and others. / 
But most fabulous of it all/ knowing one day it will destroy all around it before dying 
itself. Knowing it will always be the villain of other’s story but continuing to exist. / 
To be like this would mean to burn away a fake past/ if decided to follow this path 
To be REAL. 
 
 
 
 
 
This poem is about Thi bui’s perspective but in a metaphor about black holes. The poem Is split 
into three sections. The first is about how her childhood and the childhood of many others in her 
position have been forever changed by the Vietnamese war and subsequent issues, this may have led 
to missed birthdays and other events that felt almost dreamlike. The second details her experiences 
growing up away from the problems of her parent’s past and how it took a portion of their smiles 
and how like an echo it moved past events into the future. The final section expounds about the 
effects of the Vietnam war on the Vietnamese people how it colored them the villains of a story they 
had little control over. In the end I meditate on how this highlights the power and strength of her 
people, how they survived this and continue to tell their own stories, their Real stories. 
 
-Sean Clarke, CCSU Anthropology Major 
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