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	The novel depicts the effect of the Vietnam War on the three generations, both during and long after the war. This article aims to show the portrayal of intergenerational trauma by three generations in On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous by Ocean Vuong. Through this analysis, each traumatic memory that is passed down from generation to generation will be explored. This analysis uses a qualitative descriptive method with the post-memory theory proposed by Marianne Hirsch. In consideration of that, the researcher will find the portrayal of intergenerational trauma experienced by the three generations in the novel, which are interconnected with each other. The results of this analysis indicate that the first generation, Lan, has schizophrenia and PTSD; the second generation, Rose, also has PTSD and anger issues due to their miserable life during the war; the third generation, Little Dog, who did not experience the Vietnam War at all was also affected through the transfer of memories such as stories, dark jokes, and verbally and physically abusive behavior. Therefore, through a collection of letters written by Little Dog, he tells the dark story of his family and his struggle in facing all the memories given.	
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INTRODUCTION 
The effect of colonialism has severely damaged colonized societies, affecting not only the physical surroundings but also the collective identity and mentality of the populace (Shamsan, 2025). Vietnam is one of the countries that experienced colonization and war. Stories of personal grief and broad narratives of victory seem to contrast especially in the context of the Vietnam War. The communist party in Vietnam today takes care to present the war’s official narrative as the victory of a domestic liberation movement over foreign invaders. On the other hand, the united states lacks a governmental or consensus regarding how the war should be remembered (Miller, 2019). 
As a result of the Vietnam War which lasted approximately 20 years, innocent women and children were also affected mentally and physically. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and depression are extremely common among those who survived the war (Masoudnia & Farmani, 2024). Those who live, try to survive together with the trauma they carry from the war. For victims of war, there are surely different behaviors compared to those who live in peace and security.
The memory is passed on to their children and grandchildren who may not have experienced the war themselves. Someone who has experienced trauma does not own their past; rather, trauma owns them (Prager, 2016). The memory is passed down from generation to generation and is difficult to eradicate. 
Post-war trauma is not the only challenge for Vietnamese. Because of the effects of the Vietnam War, Vietnamese people were forced to move to the United States as refugees (Kula et al., 2021). However, the Vietnamese condition was caused by the intervention of the United States, so the US government, President Gerald Ford, passed the Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act of 1975. This policy of the US government accepted Vietnamese refugees, gave them special status, and funds for settlement (Bankston & Zhou, 2020). As a minority, there are obstacles that Asian Americans face in everyday life. Some see this kind of positionality as a haunting, a sense of past survival with claims on the present that demand respect or be banished. For others, it is a calling, an existential need to negotiate one's identity in light of social structures that are inherently racist and racialized (Janette, 2018). Even when resettlement involves a formal bureaucratic relabeling as permanent residents and ultimately as citizens, many former refugees nevertheless go by the term “refugee” after being resettled (Baak, 2021). In the end, they struggle within themselves and also from society.
An Vietnamese-American novelist, poet, and essayist named Ocean Vuong wrote many works about the Vietnam War and memory trauma. Vietnamese American writers about the Vietnam War and its aftermath frequently use the themes of traumatized memory and diasporic identity because these people are still suffering from psychological damage, displacement, homesickness, and unbearable grief for all of their losses (Ha & Tompkins, 2021). One of his works is On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous. The novel is about a boy’s outpouring of his heart to his illiterate mother. The novel itself is an epistolary novel. A genre based on letters, the epistolary form is essential for exploring human experience and viewpoint, such as analyzing each story itself, building relationships between individuals, and diving into their inner lives (Nuriddinovna, 2025). Therefore, the story focuses on the perspective of the third generation from the letters he wrote. The three generations have different lives but have post-war trauma. Set against the backdrop of the Vietnam War and three-generation life, this novel explores intergenerational trauma. 
METHODS 
The research uses a descriptive qualitative method in analyzing intergenerational trauma in Asian-American characters in On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous by Ocean Vuong. The qualitative method is a method for investigating and exploring the significance that individuals or groups connect to a human problem or social issue (Creswell, 2018). Creswell (2018), also affirmed that the qualitative method is a technique that uses textual and visual data. The method is presented descriptively through explanations of previous theories and researches. Through this method, the researcher uses the text in the novel to analyze and interpret related topics. 
The researcher applies Marianne Hirsch’s post-memory theory. There is a book for the theory research namely The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (2012). The book contains how the trauma caused by the Holocaust is passed down through families, even if they are not experienced by themselves. According to Hirsch (2012), the effects of trauma on the body, mind, and emotions as well as the ways in which a single trauma may trigger or reactivate the effects of previous traumas cross the limitations of conventional historical archives and methods. 
The researcher provides several previous research references related to the topic to support the analysis. The research mainly explores Vietnam War, post-memory and intergenerational trauma (Aarons & Berger, 2017; Ha & Tompkins, 2021; Nguyen, 2021; Prager, 2016; Ryeng, 2022; Shamsan, 2025). The research also analyzes the relationship between war trauma and mental illness, such as PTSD and schizophrenia, from the family to the wider community. (Duraku, Jahiu & Geci, 2023; Hazer & Gredebäck, 2023; Lee et al., 2020; Masoudnia & Farmani, 2024; Okkels et al., 2017; Zimmer, 2024). Furthermore, the research discusses the history and struggles of refugees and immigrants for war survivors (Baak, 2021; Bankston & Zhou, 2020; Kula et al., 2021). Although the research found is very detailed and extensive, there are still gaps that need to be studied more deeply regarding post-memory and intergenerational trauma. Therefore, the researcher analyzes memory transfer as an access intergenerational trauma experienced by three generations due to the Vietnam War.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The Portrayal of Intergenerational Trauma
In this section, the researcher identifies the portrayal of each generation from the novel’s characters. The novel On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous is an epistolary novel. Therefore, through letters, the story of each generation is revealed. Evidence is collected through narrative, inner monologue, or conversation. To analyze intergenerational trauma, a theory is used. According to Hirsch (2012), post-memory is a generational transmission system wrapped in many forms of mediation rather than an identity position. Even in the most private times, family life is deeply rooted in a collective imagination that is influenced by public, generational frameworks of projection and fantasy as well as a shared repository of images and stories that reflect wider accessibility and transmission of personal and familial memory. That is how the intergenerational trauma works. Then, the researcher will elaborate on it in detail.

Intergenerational Trauma through the First Generation
The first generation in the novel is the main character's grandmother, Lan. Lan experienced the Vietnam War most of her life. She married young and ran away leaving her husband. But when she returned, her mother did not accept her because a wife leaving her husband could bring bad luck. Therefore, with her life alone, she ends up becoming a prostitute serving American soldiers. The reason Lan works as a prostitute is evident in the following quote: 

“Lan told me one day, while I was plucking her white hairs, that when she first arrived in Saigon, after running away from her doomed first marriage, after failing to find a job, she ended up as a sex worker for American GIs on R&R. She said, with barbed pride, as if she was defending herself before a jury, “I did what any mother do, I made a way to eat. Who can judge me, huh? Who?”” (Vuong, 2019, p. 46)

Regarding the quote, Wesely (2019) argues that the sexualization of women is highlighted as assets within the gendered context of criminal activity. Once on the streets, girls rapidly learn about the risks of living on the streets as well as the limited options for survival that are accessible to them as girls. The quote says Lan's job and reasons for becoming a prostitute were to survive, especially as a mother because at that time she ran away from her husband, was rejected by her own mother, and already had children from a previous marriage. Lan had no other choice even though being a prostitute was very risky and not her wish. Then Lan met an American soldier named Paul and they fell in love and eventually got married. However, due to her job, Lan was already pregnant and one day her child was named Rose. Her miserable life left trauma for herself and her children and grandson. 
As a result of her dark life during the Vietnam War, Lan experienced PTSD. This is due to the fact that PTSD scores are considerably raised by exposure to violence and bad circumstances themselves (Zimmer et al., 2024). The following excerpt is a scene when Rose hallucinates that her sister is being tortured by her boyfriend. So, Rose breaks into their old house. Lan's attitude changes to panic and fear. Repeatedly asking who will die, until thinking Little Dog will be killed. This reaction is part of the PTSD that Lan got due to the trauma of the Vietnam War.

““Who die now?” Lan swings around, her face, made stark by the overhead light, ripples with this new knowledge. “Who gonna die, Little Dog?” She flips her hand back and forth, as if opening a locked door, to indicate emptiness. “Somebody kill you? For what?”” (Vuong, 2019, p. 69)

Masoudnia & Farmani (2024) declares that one of the most common symptoms of PTSD among people with war trauma is flashbacks or re-experiencing a traumatic event of war, which lasts a lifetime in some people. This can be seen from Lan's reaction when she immediately thinks about death. 
When Lan was elderly, she developed schizophrenia. According to Little Dog, Lan's mental state has been getting worse since the war. Here are some quotes that prove Lan has schizophrenia.

““Lo siento,” I said to the boss after missing a day when Lan had another schizophrenic attack and had shoved all her clothes into the oven, saying she had to get rid of the "evidence”.” (Vuong, 2019, p. 92) 

In the quote above Little Dog is used to using the words lo siento at work, just like his mother says sorry to her customers. One of the moments when Little Dog says lo siento is after he disappears from work for a day because his grandmother is having a schizophrenic attack. Regarding Lan's mental condition, Okkels (2017) states that individuals with traumatic stress disorder show a greater chance of developing schizophrenia, schizophrenia spectrum disorder, and bipolar affective disorder. Meanwhile, the reason why Lan chose to put all her clothes in the oven to get rid of this evidence had to do with the past. Lan spent most of her life in a war situation. Lan is very afraid of facing armed soldiers, which triggers her easily. It proves the mental illness that Lan experienced as a result of the war. Creating a new life in a post-war society characterized by deeply recurrent trauma and unresolved endings, the characters are geographically and chronologically displaced, returning to a point of reference (Ryeng, 2022). Therefore, Lan felt scared and her memory seemed to be stuck in the past.

Intergenerational Trauma through the Second Generation
The second generation is the main character's mother named Rose usually called Ma. Rose is the daughter of Lan and an unknown American soldier. Rose grew up in Vietnam in a war situation. An example is the quote that states that Rose witnessed her school collapse due to the attack. This caused Rose to be forced to stop going to school.

“As a girl, you watched, from a banana grove, your schoolhouse collapse after an American napalm raid. At five, you never stepped into a classroom again.” (Vuong, 2019, p. 31)

In one scene, Rose tells Little Dog that she was once pregnant with a child. The fetus was supposed to be Little Dog's older sibling but had to be aborted due to the difficult state of the country. Rose said there was no food. In those days people mixed sawdust with rice. Having rats to eat was already good luck. Also, Rose gets pressure from her family, her husband, and her father. Rose had no other choice. Throughout the narrative, Rose is still haunted by the figure of the aborted fetus. 

“A month into the pills, when he should have already been gone, you felt a jab inside you. They rushed you back to the hospital, this time to the ER. “I felt him kick as they whirled me through the grey rooms, the chipped paint on the walls. The hospital still smelled of smoke and gasoline from the war.” (Vuong, 2019, p. 135) 

Rose's story above is an outpouring of her heart about the abortion that was carried out. Rose tells about how the abortion worked while the remnants of the war were still left in the hospital. 
Implicitly, Rose experiences PTSD. One of the pieces of evidence that Rose has PTSD is when Little Dog revealed in his writing about his mother's condition when she was having a relapse.

“… and your nightmares had just started getting worse, and I’d find you at the kitchen table at some god-awful hour, butt naked, sweating, and counting your tips in order to buy “a secret bunker” just in case, you said, a terrorist attack happened in Hartford.” (Vuong, 2019, p. 86-87)

Rose's attitude suddenly changed and even intended to buy a secret banker even though at that time they were no longer living in Vietnam, but had moved to Hartford, United States. This is related to how memory decreases in her. Post-memory is actually a structure for the intergenerational and transgenerational return of traumatic information and embodied experience, not a movement, approach, or concept (Hirsch, 2012). This also happens because PTSD symptoms were more likely to be experienced by young people whose parents had the disorder than by those whose parents did not (Duraku, Jahiu & Geci, 2023). Also, Lee et al. (2020) assert that PTSD symptoms were highly linked to poorer stated physical health, reduced emotional well-being, and bad mental health outcomes (hostility, anxiety, and depression symptoms). In the previous discussion, it was known that Lan had PTSD, so it is very possible for Rose to have a similar disorder. The narratives and quotes collected also show symptoms of PTSD.
Throughout the story, there is a lot of evidence that Rose is an abusive mother. Rose has anger issues that she often takes out on her son. 

“The time with your fists, shouting in the parking lot, the late sun etching your hair red. My arms shielding my head as your knuckles thudded around me.” (Vuong, 2019, p. 7-8)

The quote above is one of evidence of how much Rose releases her trauma by making her son an easy target. She can get angry at any time without reason. For example, in the quote, Rose and Little Dog were fine, even Rose took her son to buy chocolate and said that this is how to enjoy life. But in the parking lot, Rose could suddenly get emotional and uncontrollable so her son became a victim of physical violence. Regarding this, Hazer & Gredebäck (2023) affirm that parents and children are particularly sensitive to mental health conditions as a result of their horrific experiences, and frequently impact family interactions.

Intergenerational Trauma through the Third Generation
Lastly, the third generation is the main character himself called Little Dog. His real name remains unknown until the end of the story. The reason for giving him a nickname from an animal is to ward off bad luck. Since childhood, Little Dog experienced physical violence from his mother. 
Here are two quotations of evidence that Little Dog was a victim of violence. 

“The first time you hit me, I must have been four. A hand, a flash, a reckoning. My mouth a blaze of touch.” (Vuong, 2019, p. 5) 

“When the door opened, the boy leapt to his feet but it was too late. Before he could make out his mother’s face, the backhand blasted the side of his head, followed by another, then more. A rain of it. A storm of mother.” (Vuong, 2019, p. 101) 

Little Dog often gets hit or slapped by his mother. The quotes above are evidence of the violence that Little Dog experienced. The first quote is evidence that Little Dog often experienced violence since childhood. His mother did not get angry without reason. In the second quote, his mother got angry and slapped Little Dog because he was caught playing with plastic soldiers. It was explained that after coming home from work he played until he lost track of time so his mother caught him. Through the physical abuse he receives, he can feel the bad memories projected onto him. Hirsch (2012) states that the link between post-memory and the past is actually mediated by imaginative engagement, projection, and invention rather than recall. The mother has a trauma about soldiers that is very closely related to her past. This fear is projected onto him in the form of anger and physical violence.
Unfortunately, Little Dog also received memories of war times through his mother's jokes about something that reminded her of wartime. In this quote, the mother easily jokes with her child, comparing the roast pig to a burned human. Then act as if it was nothing.

“That time at the Chinese butcher, you pointed to the roasted pig hanging from its hook. “The ribs are just like a person’s after they’re burned.” You let out a clipped chuckle, then paused, took out your pocketbook, your face pinched, and recounted our money." (Vuong, 2019, p. 8-9)

Furthermore, Lan, his grandmother, also contributed to passing down memories of the Vietnam War era through stories.

“There were personal stories too. Like the time she told of how you were born, of the white American serviceman deployed on a navy destroyer in Cam Ranh Bay. How Lan met him wearing her purple áo dài, the split sides billowing behind her under the bar lights as she walked. How, by then, she had already left her first husband from an arranged marriage. How, as a young woman living in a wartime city for the first time with no family, it was her body, her purple dress, that kept her alive.” (Vuong, 2019, p. 22-23)

Since childhood, his grandmother had traumatized Little Dog who had never experienced the Vietnam War through stories. In the novel, including the quote above as an example, Little Dog mentions several times that his job as a grandson is to pluck gray hair. While doing so, his grandmother always tells many things and always repeats, one of which is the war and her dark past.  Little Dog, who was still a child, heard all those traumatic stories. Through those abusive behaviors, jokes, and stories, Little Dog has memories of the Vietnam War itself. His mother's behavior made Little Dog have mixed feelings. He hated his mother, but after trying to understand from his mother's point of view, Little Dog understood the struggles his mother was going through. In the novel On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous, Little Dog delivers his story and message in the form of letters addressed to his mother. Throughout the writing, readers are invited to explore the lives of Lan, Rose, and Little Dog who are under the shadow of the Vietnam War memories. The memories of war do not go away even when the refugee attempts to start a new life in a different country; in fact, they even reappear in the postmemories of the "generation-after." (Nguyen, 2021). Even though children were not directly affected by the trauma, survivors' children frequently carry on the effects of that terrible disruption in their parents' lives, either through the patterns and underlying stresses of their parenting or by a conscious, voluntary embrace (Aarons & Berger, 2017). How bad memories are transferred from generation to generation in various ways is elaborated in detail in Little Dog’s letters. There is a quote that states Little Dog's opinion regarding memory. 

“Some people say history moves in a spiral, not the line we have come to expect. We travel through time in a circular trajectory, our distance increasing from an epicenter only to return again, one circle removed.” (Vuong, 2019, p. 27) 

From the short quote above, Little Dog expresses the assertion that history moves like a spiral. This implies that what happened in the past can be projected back. However, this does not always take the form of direct, real events, but rather imagined memories transmitted from previous generations. Related to that, Hirsch (2012), asserts memories do not fade very much. Instead, they are always already blends of dynamically interconnected and opposed histories, even though they can originate from a variety of sources. Therefore, Little Dog has a post-memory through violent behaviors, dark jokes, and stories.
CONCLUSION
In the study, significant results were found from all three generations. First, the generations have experienced the Vietnam War directly for most of their lives. Not only is the environment in chaos due to war, but it also affects daily life. As a result of the traumatic Vietnam War, survivors are at high risk of developing PTSD, abusive behavior, and other psychological conditions that have negative impacts. 
Second, there is a phenomenon in generations that did not experience the Vietnam War at all but were affected by it. The researcher explain that this can occur through memory transfers carried over from previous generations. This memory transfer does not mean experiencing the war in real life, but rather projecting it through family stories, dark jokes, and abusive behavior. However, the transferred memories are not necessarily identical to those experienced by previous generations, as they are merely projections and recollected images. The results can also be subjective, depending on how each generation handles the trauma.
Thus intergenerational trauma occurs in all generations and is portrayed in a complex way. The generations gained post-war trauma memories through various forms of experiences. In the end, memory transfer can be a medium of access to intergenerational trauma. It does not only cause one condition but many memories are exposed even to generations that did not experience war at all. Therefore, it is important to analyze the portrayal of intergenerational trauma to recognize its impact on future generations and hopefully break the cycle of trauma.
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